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The Play Intended: Giraudoux’s L’Apollon

Kenneth Krauss

As spectators and readers of drama, many of us evolve an active historical
consciousness. Confronted by the text of what inevitably seems a very static
Prometheus Bound, we widen our readings by wondering what the fifth-century
Athenian audience would have been thinking and feeling while watching the play.
An oblique interchange in Dr. Faustus leads us to consider how an Elizabethan
house might have responded to it. When Nora loudly slams the door of her once
happy home at the end of A Doll’s House, we try hearing it bang shut through
the ears of theatre-goers of a century ago.

In such a way is our understanding of what we are doing in the present
assisted by an awareness of how audiences perceived it in the past; in such a way
is our construction of significance guided not merely by our current values and
frames of reference but also by notions of what others in different times and
places might have made of a play. As my examples suggest, we tend to resort
to such hypothesizing when we experience some difficulty in making sense of the
dramatic text, at moments when our understanding of what is or what would be
happening on stage for some reason becomes problematic.

However, if we are able to follow a play without any problems, we may not
readily think of activating our historical consciousness. Instead, we may watch
or read with the deceptive confidence which emerges from the belief that because
what transpires on stage or page seems to make sense to us, we are able to
comprehend what it means. Spectators and playreaders alike are very susceptible
to such a view because drama offers the appearance of being so immediate and
so all-consuming an experience. Plays, despite any trappings of period, always
occur now, and thus we may be prone to perceive and interpret them in the
present tense. Similarly, no matter where they may be set, plays always unfold
and take place in front of us.

Yet if spectators or readers feel too comfortable with a play, they may arrive
at the erroneous belief that the work belongs exclusively to what they think of as
the here and now. Their interpretations may thus reflect a certain cultural
imperialism. This sort of self-appropriation may be especially easy for
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playreaders. As Kirsten Nigro relates, when North American readers approach
a Latin American playscript, they "often operate as if the signified were totally
transcultural or free-floating" or may "impose [their own] signification system and
values on others, regardless of cultural peculiarities.”" She quotes Juan Villegas
on the dangers of readers looking at a playscript outside its social, historical, and
theatrical context.!

Yet this phenomenon is not limited to playreaders: a similar, though possibly
less easily detectable, misapprehension might, for example, be made by a 1990s
New York theatregoer who refuses to recognize in the performance of a realistic
Broadway drama of the 1950s the product of a very different time and, in many
respects, an utterly different place. Productions which try to make the classics
seem contemporary—Shakespeare or Sophocles in modern dress and
settings—may succeed in obliterating the audience’s awareness of the play’s
original significance. For spectator and reader alike, the misleading accessibility
of a play allows one to confine one’s understandings to what one already knows,
to limit one’s interpretations by (seemingly) goading one to consider only the
topically and temporally familiar. Such interpretations are bound, ultimately, to
be reductive; to do justice to the playscript or the performance, readers and
spectators must be able to consider too the intended play.

The intended play may be thought of as the playwright’s notion of how his
or her script, when performed in a theatre, will play in front of the audience
whom he or she has in mind. We may, then, divide the intended play into two
separate but intimately related components: the intended production and the
intended audience. Both take on obvious importance when a play remains
unproduced for a significant period of time. A number of examples come to
mind: Biichner’s Danton’s Death, Kleist’s Prince of Hamburg, Shaw’s
Heartbreak House; for each we are obliged to speculate about how the audience
whom the author had in mind might have reacted to the production that the
author envisioned.

Speculations of this kind lead to new interpretations of plays that until now
have been deemed meaningful only within the contexts of actual past and present
or potential future productions. Our attempts to formulate the responses of an
imagined audience, a group of spectators who in reality never saw the play, to an
imagined production, one which was never mounted, can move us closer to an
understanding of what the play, at least in its playwright’s own terms, may have
been meant to mean.

A playscript whose significance deepens from just such a reading is Jean
Giraudoux’s L’ Apollon de Bellac (translated into English as The Apollo of Bellac
or The Apollo de Bellac), first written and produced under the title. L’Apollon de
Marsac?
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Regarded by theatre reviewers and literary critics as minor Giraudoux, this
one-act, when considered in light of its intended enactment and intended audience
response, presents a subtle but pointed commentary on France during the German
Occupation. In fact, as soon as we think of L’Apollon as we may imagine
Giraudoux himself originally did, performed by Louis Jouvet and Madeleine
Ozeray and company before a Parisian audience in the winter of 1942, we gain
fresh insight into the meaning of this play.

L’Apollon was written sometime after November, 1941, when Giraudoux
resigned as Chair of the Vichy Government’s Information Council. He completed
it by February, 1942: in a lecture he gave at the end of that month in Lausanne,
Switzerland (posthumously published in Visitations), he quotes rather freely from
an early version of the play,’ a revised draft of which he then mailed from
Geneva to his director and longtime collaborator, Louis Jouvet, who was then in
Brazil.* L’Apollon opened in Rio de Janeiro in June, 1942 and formed part of the
repertory with which Jouvet’s company toured Latin America.

As I shall discuss in detail later in this study, there is much to indicate that
Giraudoux wrote the play especially for Jouvet and his company; thus, one may
argue that the Rio production in some way realized at least one component of the
intended play—that is, the intended production. Yet that other component of the
intended play, the intended audience, was clearly absent. Even though L’ Apollon
had been produced with the cast whom Giraudoux had in mind while writing the
play, it was performed in French for Latin American audiences who were, for
reasons of language, culture, and history, far different from the spectators whom
the playwright had had in mind. In fact, the discrepancies between the intended
and actual audiences had a clear and concrete impact on the visual appearance of
the Rio production; this impact will become all the more evident at the
conclusion of this study through a comparison of the stage sets used in the Rio
production and the one used in Jouvet’s subsequent production of the play in
Paris.

When, in February, 1945, Jouvet returned to France from Latin America,
Giraudoux had been dead for more than a year. The following December, Jouvet
produced La Folle de Chaillot, and not until a year and a half later did he mount
L'Apollon in Paris. By this time, Ozeray and he had parted company.’ In the
role of Agnes, Jouvet now cast a young actress, Dominique Blanchar; for the set,
he retained the Brazilian designer he had used for the Rio production, Eduardo
Anahory. To complete the evening, Jouvet settled on a playscript by Jean Genet
which Jean Cocteau had asked him to read.® After requesting specific cuts,
Jouvet agreed to use a shortened version of Genet’s Les Bonnes (The Maids) as
a curtain-raiser for L'Apollon.” The plays opened at the theatre at which Jouvet
had presented so many of Giraudoux’s works, the Athénée, in April, 1947,
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In contrast to Genet’s masterpiece of role-playing and ritualized violence,
L’ Apolion seems exceedingly tame: Agnes, a girl looking for work, arrives in the
waiting room of the International Bureau of Inventors Great and Small. While
trying to get past the male Receptionist, she is advised by a nondescript Man
from the village of Bellac (or in the original version, Marsac®), who suddenly
appears, that to get what she wants from the men in power here she must tell
each that he is handsome—as handsome as the made-up statue, the Apollo of
Bellac. With coaxing and practice, Agneés praises the Receptionist, Vice
President, President, and board members. The President brings out his secretary,
Mlle Chevredent ("Goat’s-tooth™), who insists the President is ugly; he hires
Agnes in her place. The President’s mistress, Thérese enters; she maintains the
President is not a handsome man, argues with the President, Agnes, and the Man
from Bellac, then leaves. The President places the diamond engagement ring
intended for Thérése on Agnes’s finger.

Still, Agnes feels uncomfortable having complimented these men, who have
all believed her. Rather than succeed through flattery, she tells the man, who she
pretends is Apollo, that she wants a man whom she finds truly handsome. As
they converse, she is asked to close her eyes, and then she suddenly begins to
believe that the Man from Bellac is in fact Apollo; confronted now with the
image of divine beauty, she must admit that she is only human and thus chooses
to live on a far more human scale. Yet upon opening her eyes, she declares that
the nondescript Man is really handsome. He quickly departs, leaving a saddened
Agnés to face the dubious success of her new job and wealthy suitor, while the
bureaucrats on stage search for Apollo.’

Though interesting, the plot of L' Apollon pales beside Les Bonnes.'® In fact,
recalling Claire and Solange, their real and imagined attempts against Madame
and their bizarre end, modern readers may find the double bill of Les Bonnes and
L’ Apollon utterly incongruous. Apparently it did not seem so to Jouvet, although
his associate, Léo Lapara, who appeared as the Receptionist in both the Rio and
Paris premieres of L’Apollon, maintains that the director had ample misgivings
about this odd coupling and that the audience more than shared this uneasiness."

In any case, in 1947 critics found this a disconcerting evening in the
theatre.'> "Certainly, one understands and approves Jouvet’s intentions in wishing
to precede the Giraudoux play with a work of a newcomer," complained René
Lalou, who went on to ask, "But what did he have in mind in choosing Les
Bonnes by Jean Genét [sic]?""® Having sat through the Genet piece, some critics
found the Giraudoux play rather light-weight. "A dessert by Giraudoux . . . [,]
a little insipid, terminates the evening," commented Robert Kanters."* "It is
simplicity, innocence, candor," wrote Roger Lannes, " . .. transparent as the
air."'> Garbriel Marcel thought its charm "a little too insistent."
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Some critics implied that the double bill should have been reversed: Thierry
Maulnier, for example, went so far as to call L'Apolion "nothing more than a
light comedy in one act, a ‘curtain-raiser’ in which the dramatic substance is
rather slender . . .""" Francis Ambriére concurred that L’Apolion was nothing
more than a "perfect curtain-raiser."® J.-J. Rinieri, who thought it an
"incomparable curtain-raiser,"” was incredulous that one could "seriously think that
it was for this [Giraudoux] entertainment that the production [double bill] has
been created."’ Interestingly, even most of the reviews which preferred
Giraudoux’s play to Genet’s tend in some way to subordinate it—perhaps
inevitably—to Les Bonnes in their discussions of the two. And while Les Bonnes
has gone on to become a classic of the modern theatre, L' Apollon, in spite of its
subsequent successes on stage, both in France and other countries, has remained
a decidedly minor piece.

Similarly, critics writing in English, responding largely to their readings of
the written text rather than to performances of the play, illustrate a tendency to
diminish the importance of the work. Reviewing Giraudoux’s career in the first
number of Yale French Studies to be devoted entirely to drama, Georges May
summarily dismisses L’ Apollon as "mediocre."® Far kinder, Donald Inskip calls
the play a "witty, light-hearted fantastication."” Robert Cohen, who finds some
serious matter in it, admits that much of L’'Apolion is "a frothy jest."** Agnes
Raymond offers a penetrating biographical approach to the play but refrains from
critical judgment.” Significantly, a number of important writers on modern
French drama, including Joseph Chiari,”* Wallace Fowlie,” Jacques
Guichamnaud,” Bettina Knapp,” and David Bradby,” mention L’ Apollon but say
nothing at all about it.

It is perhaps a little too easy to declare, with all the certainty granted by
hindsight, that Les Bonnes pointed toward the future, what David Bradby calls
"The New Theatre,"? while L’ Apollon, as Robert Cohen, puts it, "was profoundly
of the past."*® We must remember that in 1947 "the past" amounted to a mere
five years, a relatively short time for a work by a major dramatist—who during
the previous season had posthumously scored an enormous success with La Folle
de Chaillot, itself written about the same time as L’ Apollon—to seem antiquated.

The reason these five years made such a vast difference was because the
production as Giraudoux had conceived it was no longer producible and because
the audiences for whom L’Apollon had been written had ceased to exist. As
noted above, by 1947 Ozeray had left Jouvet’s troupe and thus could not play the
role of Agneés which had been written for her; the Jouvet troupe, so triumphant
before the fall of France, had (along with France itself) altered utterly.

More important, though, the audience’s reception of the play, even if Ozeray
and Jouvet could have performed it as intended, could never measure up to what
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Giraudoux had anticipated: the feelings of humiliation and deprivation of 1942,
though not completely forgotten, were by 1947 in the process of being revised
and to some degree obscured. The passage of time and the inevitable influence
of the present on memories of the past had seriously altered the sensibilities of
the spectators. The subtle references in the script to the Occupation and the
strong but guarded thematic content, which had been carefully and sufficiently
understated so as to slip past the censors, seemed to audiences after the
Liberation so slight as to be unremarkable.

In 1947 French audiences failed to see themselves as an intrinsic part of the
play. Such involvement was, as Giraudoux had meant the play, crucial because
on both a thematic and a theatrical level, L’ Apollon, at least the intended play, is
about mirrors, about images of oneself presented by others. This reflection motif
is obvious even on a basic "storyline" level of this "frothy jest." Throughout the
play, we watch as Agnes throws back to the men of the Bureau images of
themselves which are positive—images which they not only like but that they
choose as their own. We are, moreover, told that the board members, whom
Agnes has praised, have all taken out their pocket mirrors, and we even hear
them (offstage) cheering when a member proposes a three-way mirror for the
men’s washroom.?' Choice is perhaps most evident in the President’s rejection
of Thérese in favor of Agneés. As Cohen puts it,

[R]eality is too difficult to define by any one mirror: that being the
case, the president may as well accept Agnes’s version as Thérese’s.
Neither woman is telling "the truth,” both are reflecting what they see
through the filter of what they want to see. . . . The president has the
right to pick the mirror that flatters him the most. . . . *

In the end, the Man from Bellac too serves as a mirror for Agnes. Through him
she comes to confront an image of herself—of the person she no longer is and
the person she has become.

Yet on another level, one more related to the audience and their role in the
play, L’ Apollon sets about cracking the very mirror on which this and all plays
rely, the metaphorical mirror of the stage. The decided lack of realism which
prompts Inskip’s "witty, light-hearted fantastication" and Cohen’s "frothy jest" is
included in L’Apollon not merely for the effect of whimsy. As in many of
Giraudoux’s works, the playfulness in the drama is included to alert the audience
that they are indeed watching a play.

The metatheatrical experience is further extended by the author’s insistence
on specific actors to play the lead roles. As I have stated earlier, there is ample
evidence that Giraudoux wrote L’ Apollon especially for Jouvet’s company. A
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lecture on theatre which the playwright delivered in Lausanne, Switzerland in
February, 1942, just before he sent the manuscript to Jouvet in Rio, includes a
passage of the work in progress which uses Jouvet’s name instead of the
character’s.® Pointedly, the letter that accompanied the manuscript to Rio
instructs, <<Cher Jouvet, Cher Louis, trouvez-vous méme le nom d’Apollon . . .>>
("Dear Jouvet, Dear Louis, find the name ‘Apollo’ your own. . . .")*

Giraudoux further notes in his lecture (though not in the published versions
of the play) that Agnes "singularly resembles Madeleine Ozeray."** This second
casting cue harkens back to Giraudoux’s earlier L' Impromptu de Paris (1937),
a one-act in the tradition of Moliere’s L' Impromptu de Versailles, in which the
actors of Jouvet’s troupe play characters bearing their own names, and Ozeray is
cast as Ozeray playing Agnes in L’ Ecole des Femmes. As Moliere’s Agnes (both
Inskip®® and Cohen®’ attest), Ozeray scored one of her greatest successes. Thus,
in the intended play of L’Apolion, Madeleine Ozeray is every bit as much Agnes
as Louis Jouvet is M. de Bellac and/or Apollo.*

Having identified at least two of his characters with specific performers,
Giraudoux clearly felt that he had to give his play to those for whom he had
intended it. He felt the same about Sodome et Gomorrhe, a play completed about
the same time as L’ Apollon:* written for Edwige Feuillere, who had remained in
France (and for whom he also wrote at about this time the screenplay of La
Duchesse de Langeais), Sodome et Gomorrhe was staged in Paris in 1943, the
last new play by Giraudoux to be performed in France during the playwright’s
lifetime. Having leamed his craft as dramatist from his director, Jouvet, with
whom his relationship had always been highly collaborative, Giraudoux (unlike
Claudel, who for years had refused to allow productions for many of his plays)
had always felt an intense connection between his scripts and their
realizations—or, to put this more in the terminology with which I began this
study, Giraudoux wrote his dramatic works with a strong sense of the intended
play. Thus, the dramatist believed it vital to the play which he had intended that
L’Apollon be produced with Jouvet and Ozeray. As with L' Impromptu de Paris,
this one-act was designed to exploit the self-conscious interplay between the
actors/characters and the audience.

This metatheatrical experience, which Giraudoux seems to have considered
so crucial, is palpable even in the published versions of the playscript, both
Marsac and Bellac, in which M. de Marsac and M. de Bellac have, respectively,
replaced Jouvet’s name. In its published versions, L’'Apollon is a play that
comments self-reflectively on itself and on theatre in general. Raymond implies
as much about all of Giraudoux’s wartime dramaturgy when she observes,
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After the defeat of 1940, [Giraudoux] saw the theatre as a radiant
confessional where [and here she quotes from the Lausanne lecture]
"the crowd comes . . . to listen to its own confessions of cowardice
and sacrifice, hate and passion."*

The ambiguity of the stage, on which confession masquerades as fictive dialogue,
allows the crowd to listen; at the same time, the sanctioned pretense of drama
permits the crowd (if they so wish) to dismiss the play as "just a play."”

Giraudoux reminds the audience of this paradox when, toward the
conclusion of L’Apollon, the Man from Bellac/Jouvet (or ApollofJouvet) tells
Agnes/Ozeray, "Let’s pretend that what happens in a traditional play happens to
us..." (943). By gesturing toward the expected happy ending (which the
audience will be denied), the playwright calls attention to the conventions through
which audience members are usually able to separate themselves from stage
plays. Thus Giraudoux warns the audience that the words they have heard and
the images they have glimpsed, in spite of the seeming levity of the dramatic
action, must not be discarded.

In order to understand L’ Apollon, then, it becomes crucial to consider the
audience for whom Giraudoux wrote the play—the audience of German-occupied
Paris. If we shift away from the actual productions (the Latin American of 1942-
45 and the Parisian of 1947) and those who attended them and imagine a house
of French people in the spring of 1942 responding to a Jouvet-Ozeray production
of the play, our understanding of L’ Apollon begins to change, to expand. From
this perspective, the play begins to seem more substantial, more relevant to the
dire circumstances that existed when the play was composed. Indeed, the
significance of L’Apollon, even as I have so far discussed it, begins to deepen
through the responses of its intended audience of Parisian theatregoers of the
1941-42 season.

These were people who had lived under Nazi rule for a year and a half. As
David Pryce-Jones describes them, they were familiar by now with rationing and
shortages: coal, cloth, leather goods, food—most of all food. They had no oil for
heating, and as gas reserves dwindled, they resorted to kerosene, also in short
supply, for cooking. Anti-Semitism was on the rise: Jews, this audience knew,
had to register with the authorities. By the end of May, 1942, these registrants
would be made to appear visually different from their fellow French citizens by
being required to wear yellow stars on their clothing.*!

Compelling Jews to wear yellow stars was only one of a variety of ways to
exclude them from French society. Summarizing the period from the summer of
1941 to the late spring of 1942, Jeremy Josephs begins with the August 31, 1941
discriminatory measures denying Jews radios, telephones, and bicycles and goes
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on to enumerate the many public places that were shortly thereafter closed to
Jews, including parks, museums, cafés, cinemas, concert and music halls, and, of
course, the theatre.* By February 7, 1942 Jews would have had a difficult
enough time getting to and leaving the theatre because of the curfew that
restricted them to their homes between eight at night and six in the morning.*?
What Patrick Marsh calls "[t]he most infamous policy that the Germans imposed
on the French theatre by means of the COES" [the Comité d’Organisation des
Enterprises de Spectacle, which effectively controlled the theatre in occupied
Paris] was the June 6, 1942, anti-Jewish legislation banning Jews from working
in the theatre. Thus, by the end of the 1941-42 season, Jews could not be part
of either audience or performance.

The city of light was darkened, figuratively and literally. The 34 playhouses
opened by 7:30 so that customers might dash for the last métro. The previous
season, the first following the French defeat, saw a few notable revivals,
including Corneille’s Le Cid and Bernard Shaw’s Saint Joan. Some of the new
plays offered were Jean Giono’s Le Bout de la Route, Anouilh’s Léocadia, Stéve
Passeur’s Le Marché Noir, and Jean Cocteau’s La Machine @ écrire.*® Also came
Michel Duran’s Boléro, Germaine Lefancq’s Vingt-cing ans de Bonheur, and
L’Amant de Bornéo by José Germanin and Roger Ferdinand, to all of which
Hervé Le Boterf applies a phrase coined by collaborationist critic Robert
Brasillach, "comédie sans tickets" or "no-coupon comedy," describing the sort of
play which failed to depict such everyday aspects of the Occupation as the
inevitable books of ration coupons.* In fact, during the theatre season of 1940-
41, in spite of censorship and limited funds, some theatres reported their highest
receipts since the early 1930s.*

The next season, 1941-42, when French audiences might have seen
L’Apollon, brought Vermorel’s Jeanne avec nous, regarded by many as the one
play staged in Paris during the Occupation to raise a clear cry for resistance.*®
Also among the offerings were Anouilh’s Eurydice, Puget’s L’ Echec @ Don Juan,
Sacha Guitry’s N'Ecoutez Pas, Mesdames, and Marcel Archad’s Mademoiselle
de Paname. At the Comédie Frangaise, notes Forkey, there was "a notable
Hamlet with Jean-Luis Barrault, and the Odéon produced Don Carlos by
Schiller . . . [,] one of the rare presentations of German drama."*® Yet the more
famous dramatic works written during the Occupation, plays by Sartre, Anouilh,
Montherlant, Camus, and by Giraudoux himself, were yet to come.

What would this audience have made of L’Apolion? Certainly they would
have seized upon a number of references which other audiences would have
missed, most notably perhaps this insult which the President flings at Thérese:
"Women were not torn from men’s ribs so that they could buy stockings without
coupons . . ."*° This remark, which would sound obscure to a Latin American
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house in 1942 and curiously dated to Parisians in 1947, would inform
Giraudoux’s intended audience that his was no "comédie sans tickets." Certainly
all women and most men in occupied Paris would have laughed at the very idea
that hosiery could be purchased without ration coupons. In spite of the play’s
fantastical setting, then, Giraudoux’s intended audience would have understood
immediately that its author was indeed commenting on the present.

They would have noted some irony, too, in the Man from Bellac’s invention,
the "légume unique,” which he claims can serve as meat and bread, wine and
chocolate to feed the world (920); they would have construed in it a reference
both to the current Parisian obsession with food, which, as Pryce-Jones tells us,
the well-to-do preferred not to discuss,” and a satirical comment on the frequent
(and highly unsatisfactory) use of food substitutes, like the "loathsome ersatz
coffee called café national" which Collins and Lapierre recall was "made from
acorns and chick-peas."? Similarly, the statuette of the Dying Gaul, which
Thérese keeps on her mantle and which the President says he will have melted
down (940), would have reminded this audience of how many of the bronzes
adorning Parisian parks and squares had been transported to the Reich to be
turned into shell casings.”® Even the depiction of the Bureau in which L’ Apollon
is set, bland as it appears to us, might have conveyed to these spectators some
parody, even a send-up, of the bureaucratic hierarchy built by the German
occupiers and the Vichy regime.

All of these small but pointed references were calculated to seem innocuous
enough to slip past the German and Vichy censors. Nonetheless, the references
would have been heard by a Parisian audience in 1942 as scattered yet persistent
signals indicating that this play was on some level seriously addressing the world
in which they, the spectators, found themselves. The metatheatrical dimension,
which I note earlier, would have both verified and amplified the audience’s
suspicions that the play was carefully, perhaps even cautiously, gesturing to them
amid what might otherwise have been mistaken for pure whimsy, pointing toward
important and very contemporary concerns.

Take for example the whole notion of the mirror, so central to the play’s
action, both dramatic and theatrical. We may suppose that after France’s defeat
in the "phoney war" of 1940, many Frenchmen and Frenchwomen had some
difficulty confronting themselves in the glass; this certainly may be inferred by
what Giraudoux himself reveals in a book begun in 1942 but not published until
1973:

June, 1940
Is this the first time I’ve ever been defeated?
A friend entered my room.



Spring 1994 69

He was the first defeated Frenchman whom I saw,
for I hadn’t yet taken a look at myself in the mirror.>*

In keeping with the mirror imagery in L’ Apollon, Giraudoux suggests that we see
ourselves through others. Even before he can gaze at himself in the glass, the
playwright manages to catch a glimpse of his country’s and his own personal
defeat in the face of a friend. The friend becomes the instrument through which
he recognizes a reflection of reality and beholds the truth about himself.

As Cohen points out, mirrors are obviously subjective in L’Apollon; each
must choose which mirror he or she is to believe. Yet for a Parisian audience in
1942, the scene in which the President decides to believe Agnes’s view of him
and rejects Thérese’s would have carried both strong public and private
implications: Thérese’s apartment is stiff and formal and above her hearth stands
(as noted above) the bronze of a Dying Gaul, which would have easily been
perceived as a symbol of an enslaved and moribund France; Agnes’s small flat,
however, is simply yet comfortably decorated, and over her mantle hangs (of
course) a mirror (940). Thus, the President takes Agnes’s positive image of self-
confrontation rather than the defeatist one offered by his mistress. For the French
in 1942, choosing one’s mirror becomes a personal and political act which is
nothing short of existential.

On this level, then, we may imagine a Parisian house in 1942 drawing from
this play a strong statement about what it truly meant to be French, what it truly
meant to view oneself as the subject of the Nazi occupiers. Read from this
perspective, L’Apollon suddenly appears to be arguing against the self-image of
defeat and the breast-beating propagated by Marshall Pétain in his public
speeches—speeches which had, Agnes Raymond reminds us, been published in
book form in 1941 (under the title La France nouvelle) and with which
Giraudoux, having served in the Ministry of Information, was very familiar.>> If,
as Raymond contends, "all of Giraudoux’s writings during this period [of the
Occupation] reflect his reactions to the Marshall’s public utterances,"”® we may
surmise that in direct contrast to Pétain’s defeatist instructions on self-portraiture,
Giraudoux in L’Apollon offered the public a very different set of directions:
Create your own self-image, and base it upon a positive notion of what it means
to be French, the playwright appears to be telling the house, at least the intended
house who might have been able to hear this plea.

Is there any evidence that the meaning I have just ascribed to the play was
shared by anyone else? I believe so: In fact, if we consider Eduardo Anahory’s
set designs, we may find that my reading is not totally unfounded. His first set,
for the 1942 production, appears highly functional but rather unrevealing.”’ The
use of French windows, two at stage left, two at stage right, and two upstage,
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each framed by Ionic columns, is neatly balanced, even classically symmetrical.
The scene feels light—doors left and right are hung between flats—and, in spite
of the way it harkens back to conventional box sets, stylized. This set was, of
course, designed to travel throughout Latin America with Jouvet’s troupe.

Interestingly, when Jouvet opened the show in Paris, he kept Anahory as
scene designer (although he gave Les Bonnes to Christian Bérard), but he
requested a change in the set. The French windows were retained as a motif,
though without the Ionic columns; those windows hung at stage left (without
glazed panes and thus more like doors) and at stage right (without door handles
and thus more like windows) were increased in number; Anahory’s sketch for the
1947 production®® seems vague about exactly how many, there being seven stage
right and six stage left. Yet even as drawn, the increase brings into play the use
of perspective, for the two lines of French windows converge at a central point.

The difference between the two designs is remarkable. Implicit in the 1947
sketch is a reference to an architectural site with which virtually everyone in
France would have been familiar: the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles. And although
this room is not named directly in the script itself, such an association is indeed
implied; when Agnes reveals that, in contrast to Thérése’s Dying Gaul, there
stands over her mantle a mirror, the President replies,

Thank you, mirrors. Thank you, reflections, Thanks to all that which
hereafter throws back my image or my voice. Thank you, reflecting
ponds of Versailles! Thank you, echo! (940)

To a French, rather than a Brazilian, audience this allusion would, of course, have
offered yet another sign that the play was preoccupied with reflections. Thus,
through the 1947 set, Jouvet was attempting to offer a visual interpretation of the
play he had read back in 1942 and to put on stage—as well as he could—for a
later French audience a rather pointed reminder of what he recalled as the
intended Occupation production.

A Parisian house in 1942 would have associated Versailles with a positive
image of France and of things French. Images of the golden age, of the pomp
and power of the rule of Louis XIV and the classical French theatre would have
posed a marked contrast to the then-current image of the Vichy regime, which in
an age of shame and of vanquished agonizing, desperately tried to deny its own
powerlessness. And of course, as the director must have hoped, the very thought
of Versailles should have carried with it the memory of the end of the last war,
when a conquered Germany had been forced to sign a treaty named for the great
palace.
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Giraudoux’s intended audience of 1942 would no doubt have seen more in
the play than I can begin to relate here. Certainly, however, as the reviews of the
1947 production in Paris suggest, the Parisian audience who attended the curious
double bill of L’Apolion and Les Bonnes saw a lot less. Without the active
context of the Occupation, the play might easily be mistaken for froth.

As we move back through time, to the production as Giraudoux envisioned
it and to the spectators whom he imagined seeing L’Apollon, different meanings
begin to emerge. For the 1942 audience whom I have attempted to reconstruct,
this play would have carried some message of hope. At its most meaningful,
L’Apollon does not shrink from dramatizing how self-respect—notably French
self-respect—can be achieved only through the active pursuit of French choices.
In context, it is not mere froth or jest.

At the same time, the play can hardly be viewed as one which would have
been construed as advocating resistance. While Giraudoux’s play seems to
suggest that German influences were worth discarding, we would do well to recall
that the playwright himself had always, often rather uneasily, felt attracted to
them. On trial for collaboration, Robert Brasillach (who was later executed)
complained that during the Occupation he and Giraudoux had lunched many
times at the German Institute and that now he, the critic, was being tried as a
traitor while the playwright had virtually become a saint.”®* Jacques Body, in his
extensive assessment of Giraudoux’s lifelong interest in Germany, explains how
French intellectuals were compelled for official documents such as passports into
the Vichy-controlled Free Zone, gasoline vouchers, and food coupons to go to the
Institute and that in spite of his lunches there (which he eventually curtailed),
Giraudoux never participated in any of the official receptions.* Nonetheless,
Body’s evaluation of Giraudoux’s relationship with Germany may be summarized
with the adjective "ambivalent."

More seriously, perhaps, Michael Marrus and Robert Paxton identify a
tangible strand of anti-Semitism that manifested itself even before the Occupation
in Giraudoux’s 1939 book of "political reflections,” Pleins Pouvoirs:. their
analysis of his elitism and prejudice® shed light on views which the dramatist to
some degree shared with Brasillach and other anti-Jewish collaborators. Body’s
assertions that Giraudoux was never a proclaimed anti-Semite but had, as a
member of his class and culture, inherited his bigotry®* seem a little feeble in this
context.

Nonetheless, it would be as reductive (and fallacious) to think Giraudoux a
collaborator as it would be to label him (as Brasillach reminds us many were
eager to do after the Liberation) a resistor. The man who lunched at the Institute
and expressed such despicable feelings about Jews was the same man who drove
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his son across Spain so that he could join de Gaulle in London; this is the very
complex person who wrote La Folle de Chaillot.

Marsh points to comments written by Giraudoux and printed in the
collaborationist weekly Comoedia in the summer of 1941—comments which
certainly appear consonant with "the cult of the body beautiful which the Nazi
propagandists promoted through the pages of the daily press” and, at least out of
context, sound rather pro-Aryan and even anti-French.”® Such "attitudes and
opinions which, in the rapidly changing circumstances,” Marsh concludes,
Giraudoux might not have expressed had he known how his writings would
eventually be viewed.* Indeed, Marsh is right to mention "the rapidly changing
circumstances," for the Occupation was not a static time. Circumstances changed
enormously, not only from the beginning (when many believed Germany would
quickly and easily win the war) to the end (when most knew the Allies would
eventually attain victory), but from week to week, even from day to day.

In order to understand what Giraudoux wrote, we must come to terms with
the playwright and his play. We must accept that the playwright, in the context
of this period during which his life (though not his career) came to an abrupt halt,
remains rather problematic. Given this, we must look not to the bare text of
L’Apollon—that is, to the playscript out of context—but to the play intended,
comprised of the intended production and the intended audience, in order to
consider the play’s meaning.

The College of St. Rose
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