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Le Théâtre du Grand-Guignol 

A Stage for its Age 

 

Turning and turning in the widening gyre 
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 
The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 
The best lack all conviction, while the worst 
Are full of passionate intensity. 

   —Yeats, “The Second Coming” 

 

  This is a speculative essay. Despite the dearth of serious criticism, Le Théâtre du Grand-

Guignol remains a cultural artifact of the early twentieth century. Although neither the theatre, its 

associated dramatic repertoire, nor its company members attained lasting international acclaim or 

continued significance beyond the 1960s, the socio-cultural phenomenon that was Grand-Guignol 

remains important. So just what was it? Succinctly, it was a highly melodramatic form of theatre that 

emphasized horror, sadism, extremes of realistic gore and mutilation expressed in original one act 

plays derived from contemporary sensational journalism as well as the adaptations and associated 

playwright's own morbid imaginings. However, this description is too bare; there exists numerous 

historical and social factors that inform and are reflected in its practice. It is a particular example of 

French avant-garde drama, but more importantly, it encapsulates the cultural zeitgeist of the age. 

The theatre doors opened in 1897 and closed for the final time in 1962, and it reached its apogee of 
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popularity sometime in the 1930s (Gordon 2). The lifespan of the Grand-Guignol coincides with an 

important period of cultural and technological shifts, sketched roughly, late Romanticism to early 

Modernism. Grand-Guignol theatre appeared in the same span of time that brought the rise of 

photography, silent films and sound cinema, scientific rationalism as well as many other innovations 

to European civilization. As an aside, although some of the noted terms may feel somewhat 

proscriptive, they remain a convenient means of maintaining some degree of coherence in this 

critical approach and will be retained. In this age of drastic social and technological change, the 

Grand-Guignol theatre reflected what is sometimes called a fin de siècle mentality, an attitude 

prosaically captured in the epigraph, the opening lines to Yeats' haunting “The Second Coming” 

written in 1919. Indeed, Yeats' perception of his age is apt for it encapsulates a great deal of the 

paranoia that played out on the Grand Guignol stage. Further qualification what these terms reflect 

shall be discussed. At this point it is enough to briefly acknowledge that the Grand-Guignol theatre 

is characterized by an aesthetic eclecticism, embracing elements of both the former and later 

periods just mentioned. Hand and Wilson explain, 

The Grand-Guignol emerged at a crucial and exciting time in theatre. It was 

conceived in the nineteenth century, directly from the ground breaking work of 

André Antoine and his fellow naturalist radicals at The Théâtre Libre. In fact, it 

grew up to become a child of the twentieth century, emerging as a complex and 

seemingly contradictory mixture of theatrical traditions and genres 

characterized by its use of both horror and comedy plays, incorporating 

melodrama and naturalism, and going on to reflect the influence of 

Expressionism and film. Yet at its heart it always remained a popular theatre 

and, more crucially, a modern theatre...The Grand-Guignol only became what 

it did because it emerged when it did and where it did (ix-x). 
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For the purposes of this research, it will be illustrated how Grand-Guignol theatre adapted Gothic 

conventions (a literary mode developed in the 18th and 19th centuries) as well as fin de siècle 

ideologies in its performances and theatrical aesthetic; the resulting phenomenon of Grand-Guignol 

theatre, constructed by its particular place and time, anticipates Modernist attitudes that came to 

dominate the early twentieth century. And it is perhaps this anticipation that saves this popular 

theatre from the cultural junk heap. Moreover, in as much as it is difficult to understand Grand-

Guignol by a single critical theory, the following analysis of this theatre will be anatomized into a 

similar rubric as Hand and Wilson devises in their Grand Guignol, The French Theatre of Horror. 

Beginning with historical and social qualifications, a discussion of the various frameworks 

contextualizing Grand-Guignol theatre will help clarify how two of its elements are meaningful. 

Considering the overwhelming amount of semiotic material available, it is not practical to attempt a 

comprehensive analysis of all of said elements; for the purposes of this research, only two elements 

will be considered: The theatrical environments and a discussion of the plays. It will be shown how 

Le Théâtre du Grand-Guignol was not just trashy popular entertainment in the sex district of Paris, 

but a relevant cultural artifact worthy of acknowledgement as a legitimate representative of the 

social and cultural dynamics of the early twentieth century. 

  Furthermore, it should be made clear from the start, that it is not the fundamental goal of 

this essay to provide another taxonomic discussion of what the Grand-Guignol theatre was and 

comprised. Such an endeavor has already been done in Mel Gordon's The Grand Guignol Theatre of 

Fear and Terror (2012); Jack Hunter's Chapel of Gore and Psychosis, The Grand Guignol Theatre 

(1997); and Hand and Wilson's thorough Grand-Guignol, The French Theatre of Horror (2002). 
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What has been neglected is a look into what allowed the Grand-Guignol to come to fruition and why 

it was so popularly received. And it was fashionable, for six decades the Grand Guignol theatre was 

an attraction for both Parisian locals as well as tourists, the various owners were even able to tour 

and the phenomenon inspired similar theatres of horror across continental Europe, London and New 

York. In 1928, “Probably the average American or Englishman, if he were asked offhand to name a 

theatre in Paris, could think of no other than the Grand-Guignol...and in giving it he would feel 

certain that he was referring to a typically Parisian playhouse” (Carr). The idea of this theatre being 

a typical Parisian playhouse is ironic since it was something of a dirty, little open secret, something 

to go see but not talk about. Christophe Campos describes the acceptable theatre of the time, 

Boulevard theatre...derives from the vaudevilles...of the mid-nineteenth 

century and from the light social comedies...which, being produced in almost 

industrial quantities and using well-tried formulas, were often referred to as 

'well-made plays'. In its essence, it presents Parisian upper-middle-class 

audiences (and the provincial and foreign visitors in town to catch a glimpse of 

its sophisticated life-style), with a polished and idealised image of that style. 

 Theatre sets are always denotational...with many signs of 

luxury...Characters tend to be unidimensional, defined by a specific habit, 

ambition or attitude...Sexual transgression of a mild kind...tends to be its active 

agent, while the play may pinpoint marginal inefficiencies of the prevalent social 

code...Plots are not socially disruptive...(250-251). 

 

Grand-Guignol theatre swung in the opposite direction. Rape, murder, torture, mutilation, nudity, 

violence, lower class characters and dialogue, derelict environments, etc. They were all fair game 

and the hallmark of the theatre. As Pierron and Treisman puts it, “...it was not a public affair. Going 

to the Grand-Guignol was less a social act than a private one and certain audience members 
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preferred not to be seen” (14). This stark contrast to acceptable Boulevard theatre, akin to 

Broadway or the West End, provides a justifiable reason why as popular theatre, it was swept under 

the academic rug. A quick scan of some New York Times articles spanning the theatre's history 

shed some light on this attitude. “Of course, there is no literary merit worth mentioning in these 

plays; the spectacle is the thing, and it does not require much art to put a lurid newspaper story 

into two short acts”[1907] (xx). “The success is founded on a careful study of the tastes of this 

largely foreign audience [tourists]...currents of horror and farce in the four or five plays, of which 

the program is always composed, are admirably chosen to tickle the nerves of a public which has no 

desire for a demand to be made upon its intellect...cannot be described as being very profound, it is 

a rather impressive little melodrama...appeals, even though crudely and superficially, to noble 

emotions.” [1928] (Carr). “Drama critics have, almost from the start, tried to discourage the 

Guignol type of show, complaining that it is an offense to good taste” [1949] (Savacool). Since its 

official closure in 1962, most academicians of the last fifty years have had little interest in analyzing 

this dirty little theatre. There are relatively few articles that approach a critical examination of the 

theatre and even fewer acknowledgements within academic criticism. Within the same earlier quoted 

volume, the Cambridge Companion to Modern French Culture, the editors allow only one pithy 

reference to one of the Grand-Guignol's creative directors and never even mentions the term 

'Grand-Guignol'. Campos writes, “Ambitious French theatre since the 1890s had directed a great 

deal of its efforts towards escaping from realism...” (269). This statement is only valid within a 

scholarly context that omits Grand-Guignol theatre as well as the rest of the avant-garde theatres 

located in the seedy part of the 18th arrondissement. But it is because the Grand-Guignol theatre 
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was an assault to good taste, that it was populist and was apparently lacking in intellectual demands, 

that makes the Grand-Guignol such a relevant and fascinating cultural artifact. There will come a 

time when the dismissed pop media of our early twenty-first century will be of significant value to 

future generations of cultural anthropologists and critical scholars. Much in the same spirit that 

archeologists seek out and study the innocuous refuse of a past world, current cultural artifacts like 

weekly Rocky Horror Picture Show screenings, seasonal haunted houses, or yearly parades will 

become vital and valuable representations of how our society lived and what had been of value. The 

curious case of the French Le Théâtre du Grand-Guignol provides a contemporary iteration of 

valuable culture marginalized during its existence. It is worthy of analysis, but it should be 

acknowledged though that the Théâtre du Grand-Guignol is a failure. The theatre as twentieth 

century patrons would have known it, physically, no longer exists. The Grand Guignol theatre never 

attained 'high cultural' acceptance as one of the theatres on Broadway or the West End. It is in 

many respects a cultural fossil, a Galapagos iguana. With the advent of cinema, mass 

communications, two world wars and advancements in scientific thought, Grand-Guignol's novelty of 

kitschy violence, blood and guts could not survive the very future it welcomed.  

 It is a challenge to appropriately contextualize the Grand-Guignol, but as an entry point the 

central idea of a 'fin de siècle' cultural movement and its relation to Grand-Guignol shall be 

discussed. In his book, Weber asserts that the “French of the 1880s and 1890s referred to 

themselves as fin de siècle and since the writ of French fashion swayed the Western World, the term 

came to mark the close of the nineteenth century...the nineteenth century had a habit of putting an 

end to things...Doom loomed more clearly in fin de siècle France than almost anywhere else at the 
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time” (1-3). And in later pages and in the chapter titled “Decadence?”, Weber further qualifies the 

argument in that although Paris was rapidly stricken with a spiritual and social malaise, like in Yeats' 

poem, “...modern man was going against the principle of the survival of the fittest. Some of the very 

institutions that an advanced society creates cause the decline of the race...Public assistance, 

asylums, clinics, and hospitals keep people alive—idiots and imbeciles—to breed other degenerates 

whose survival contributes to the social disaster” (13). In “Being Modern in 1885”, Décaudin 

mentions recent innovations “developments of industrial civilization”, including: the steam turbine, 

linotype, commercial electric trains, Peugeot bicycles. He argues that “urban reality is seized 

upon...The experience of the city, of the street, the feeling of being part, willingly or not...” (28). 

Esslin in “Modernity and Drama”, continues in the same vein, “With the coming of the industrial 

revolution, the introduction of of the steam engine, powerlooms, railways, the telegraph, and 

photography, and the new uses of electricity, together with the rise of new ideologies (Darwinism, 

Marxism, positivism) and the decline of belief in revealed religions, it must have seemed to these 

people that an age had truly come to an end” (55). And this final note, on the decline of religion, 

will become salient to the Gothic element. But before turning to that, it is important to understand 

that 'fin de siècle' may be interchangeable with 'early modern' thought. The exact time frame for 

Modernism is debatable, but following Josipovici he initiates the dates 1850 and 1950 as starting 

points (11). Incidentally, these dates are roughly parallel to the Grand-Guignol's. Although the 

theatre did not open until 1897, André Antoine and Oscar Méténier, founder and subsequent artistic 

directors, were certainly engendered in their era's beliefs and anxieties. The Modern argument, 

again, is a complex one and not easily summarized but Levenson provides a common summation, “In 
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European and American culture of the past two centuries a sense of rupture and novelty pervaded 

the collective consciousness. The reasons are familiar: revolutions in France and in America; the 

age of the steam industry; railways; urbanization; class conflict; religious doubt; the spread of 

empire...Modernity remains haunted both by a search for novelty and by the recollection of 

precursors...” (1-2). In What Ever Happened to Modernism?, Josipovici creates a genealogical 

ascendency of the Modern, tracing developmental shifts from the Middle Ages, the 'age of cult', and 

Renaissance periods, the 'age of the individual' (17). His fundamental points in chapter 2, “The 

Oracles Are Silent”, are “the sacramental religion of the Middle Ages was transformed into a 

transcendental and intellectualised religion, which led to the disappearance of the numinous from 

everyday life” (11); and ultimately the disappearance of a singular way of understanding the universe. 

Discussing Kierkegaard, he writes that “Dante, working in an age when an ordered universe was 

taken for granted, could build his poem out of a hundred cantos precisely...and place his sinners and 

saints in carefully graded positions in both Heaven and Hell, while drawing on a rich tradition to 

bring home to the reader how each of us can be saved...By 1840 all that has long gone...the 

troubled heart and soul of nineteenth-century man, one who has been given his freedom twice over, 

first by God and then by the French Revolution, but who does not know what to do with it except 

torment himself with the sense that he is wasting his life...grasp that he was free to do what he 

wanted and to grasp at the same time that that freedom condemned him to a life of melancholy and 

inaction, as though the plethora of possibilities made all actualities seem pale and insubstantial” (43). 

Individual man is anxiously caught between freedom of choosing a tradition, religious or otherwise, 

and the fear that in that choice lies the truth that it all may be meaningless. 
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 This sense of fear as well as novelty are actualized in the Grand-Guignol's plays. Firstly the 

form of the plays is characteristically innovative. Sally Charnow actually acknowledges André 

Antoine as the father of French modern theatre (3). She goes on explain that French theatre was 

dismal in the late 1880s but Parisian street life was booming. Furthermore, “the artificial, 

pretentious and baroque qualities of the 'well-made' plays lost their appeal for many of the well 

educated cultural elite, perhaps because of the increased influence of and interest in literary and 

visual realism and naturalism” (7-8). Indeed with the rise of naturalism there was a demand for more 

realistic plays and the Grand-Guignol delivered in spades. It must be recalled that the founder of 

this theatre of terror was the founder of the Théâtre Libre, or Free Theatre; it too was an avant-

garde reaction to the hermetically sealed world of State-sponsored theatre that essentially blocked 

out those who could neither afford the privilege of participation nor obtain the proper credentials. 

Rebuking the well-made play, Antoine created short one act 'slice of life' plays. Muse argues, 

“Dramatists shorts from both camps replaced length with intensity, reduced the amount of plot and 

character while increasing the role of atmosphere, and eschewed absorption in favor of concentrated 

suspense and effect” (2). Furthermore, “...Theatre Libre's short plays dealt with the mess and 

squalor of lowlife among Paris' underclasses...as the Theatre Libre repertoire began to move toward 

the ethereal and ineffable mindscape of the burgeoning Symbolist movement, there was a 

corresponding pull toward extreme naturalism...which often brought high-minded critics into civic 

and censourius action against them...the grisly social documentary of modern Paris” (Gordon 9). 

These rosse, or crass, plays originally were plotless social commentaries that ironically satirized 

bourgeois values that seemed ever out of touch with the 'real' world of Paris. These social critiques 
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would eventually be intertwined with one acts derived the popular fait divers. “...[S]undry incidents 

too minor to warrant full stories. Offering only a bare description of the scene and without preface 

or commentary, the miniature narrative says little about the victim yet speak volumes. Nestled 

among other reports if accidents or misfortune from across France, the anonymous story reminds 

the newspaper reader of shared vulnerability...abrupt arrival of death...fait-divers epitomizes 

journalistic naturalism. At the same time, it exemplifies what symbolist playwright Maurice 

Maeterlinck called the tragedy of everyday life...” (Muse 2). The rosse and eventually the 

characteristically grand-guignol eschewed what was viewed as lavishly generic mainstream theatre. 

These shorts were cheaply written, endlessly revised in rehearsal, and emphasized the shock of 

realistic spectacle. Commenting on the theatre's second artistic director, Max Maurey, “Renowned 

for his perfectionism, Maurey had a habit of extensively rewriting scripts and toying constantly with 

the stage effects” (Gordon 18). Subsequent directors would continue the model. Further, the stories 

of these plays always focused on the violence of modern city life. In as much as a significant shift 

from rural life to crowded urbanization destroyed individual senses of identity, it also magnified that 

real awareness that death, often violent death was just around corner. Hand and Wilson write that 

the effectiveness of Méténier's theatre was his manipulation of the audience, of his constant 

reminder that 'you could be next'; “The 'real', or at least 'possible', horrors of the Grand-Guignol 

consistently manipulate the audience's anxiety about their own vulnerability. The cathartic 

experience of watching something terrible happen to someone else is always tempered by the fact 

that 'next time it could happen to you'” (83). In the an often cited early play  of the Grand-Guignol, 

Lui!, a woman working in a brothel must contented with a serial killer she has just read about in a 
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fait divers. In Le Baiser dans la nuit, the audience is invited to witness the sadistic drama of two 

people who destroy each other with vitriol. Sous la lumière rouge plays out the personal horror of a 

photographer capturing two pedophiles stealing a child and the photographer not realizing it at the 

moment he captured it. Gordon categorizes some of the plots under the headers: Helplessness, 

Infanticide, Insanity, Mutilation, Mysterious Death, Suffering of the Innocent, Suicide, Surgery, 

Vengeance, Bourgeois Morality, Cuckoldry, Sex Farce, Crass Manners, Guilt, and Injustice. What is 

worthy of recognition is that all these categorizations reveal a society, perhaps subconsciously, 

playing out its paranoias of Modernism. For self-conscious critics and playwrights, it may have been 

difficult for them to recognize what they were actually doing; contemporarily, however, being a little 

more removed from the period it becomes blatantly apparent what was critically occurring. 

Returning to Muse, he explains the the “play[s rely] on the audience's identification with the 

characters...as fellow readers of crime magazines, who know the paranoia created by daily intrusion 

of an often terrifying [modern] outside world into the privacy of the bedroom or the breakfast 

table...feed[ing] off the assumed metrophobia of the people in the audience, who are surrounded by 

strangers in the city – in the theatre – and wondering if their personal spaces are secure” (10). In 

“The Generation of 1914”, Wohl argues, “Nineteenth century organs of perception had difficulty 

making the transition...the country was being sucked into the vortex of the expanding city, motor 

vehicles clanged through streets, airplanes had opened up a third dimension of existence...political 

and social structures seemed on the verge of being overthrown. Everything was in flux. Old systems 

of reference were under attack, old hierarchies were being challenged...Revolution seemed inevitable, 

and those who had something to lose did not conceal their fear” (72). Moreover, in as much as it 
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has been shown that part of the paranoia hyperbolically represented on the Grand-Guignol stage 

was caused by the influx of technology, themes of medical science and psychologically are 

constantly represented in the plays. “The medical doctor is the horror figure par excellence in the 

modern world of the Grand-Guignol...” (Hand and Wilson 6). In most of these spectacular 

productions—Le Baiser de sang; Le Laboratoire des hallucinations—not only are the operations 

enacted with startlingly realistic gore but the scenery often included actual medical instruments with 

Jouvin, another later artistic director, “meticulous in his research, consulting with members of the 

medical profession to ensure the accuracy of the finest details...” (244). This clinical morbidity is 

characteristic of the early modern French social scene. People wanted to see themselves, inside and 

out. Charnow remarks that the populace may have been mixing in the new fashionable cafes and 

glittering boulevards, but they were also visiting morgues and wax museums (2). The preoccupation 

with death relies on further theoretical arguments related to the Gothic. 

 At this point, a discussion of Gothic sensibilities should be qualified with the caveat that at 

this time it is unclear whether the Gothic was a deliberate aesthetic choice or a coincidental parallel 

with modern thought. In terms of theatrical spaces, the choice seems deliberate; however 

considering the plays span over fifty years with varying playwrights, it is difficult to definitively claim 

a particular Romantic tradition as influential, but it is relevant. Purinton's, “Theatricalized Bodies 

and Spirits”, present ideas contextualized for the late 18th/ early 19th centuries, however her 

statements apply to early  20th century as well (it should be recalled that 'fin de siècle' attitude 

embraced the past as well as its present). She cites Robert Miles's definition of the Gothic as “a site 

of contending discourses, a space where displaced ideological discussions can occur. Gothic has 
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long been recognized as a discourse in which various cultural issues are concealed, subsumed, and 

negotiated” (2). It may be that Grand-Guignol does not borrow from the Gothic tradition as if it 

were some antiquated style but becomes actively Gothic by a recognition of socio-cultural questions 

embedded within the collective phenomenon. Staying with Robert Miles for the moment, in his 

article “The Gothic Aesthetic: The Gothic as Discourse” he expands his definition, 

“Gothic” crosses an apparent shift in aesthetic paradigms...did not develop in 

isolation, but was part of a larger, fragmented, multifarious movement. The 

changing nature of the aesthetic market place, with it intruding “middling 

classes”, reminds us of the complications we have to add to the neat model of 

succeeding “paradigms”...The Gothic aesthetic is above all else an aesthetic of 

change, transition, a manifesto for a new writing based on the authority of the 

old...with the Gothic spanning a medieval paradigm, where faith bridged the 

allegorical distance between signifier and signified, and a modern one in which 

this gap has become a site of endemic slippage. For both, Gothic nostalgia 

registers an anxious wish to recoup the last moment in Western history when 

the supernatural was knowable, when metaphysical presence lay behind words, 

emblems, events, behind human and natural signs (pp.1-4). 

 

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the 'Fin de Siècle', is one of those 'middling 

classes' that complicates this discussion since it does not fit into a concrete 'paradigm'. As 

Josipovici mentions in his introductory chapter, characteristic of Modern sensibility is the worry of 

there being no spiritual Other behind their carnal reality. Varnado discusses as the 'numinous'. 

“[The numinous] is man's underlying sense of supernatural fear and wonder, and delight when he is 

confronted by the divine...It is a 'feeling' but a feeling that has innate connections with the 

intellect...in its more primitive forms gives rise to the belief of ghosts and other supernatural 

fantasies...”(12). Indeed, there are few if any ghosts, vampires, demons, or spirits in the plays. 

Instead, there are telephones, steam freighters, psychological disorders, trains, and surgery. What 



 14 

we find in the Grand-Guignol is a negation of the spirit, an enhanced paranoia of social degeneration 

and personal rupture. Returning to Purinton and staged medical themes, the connection between 

Modernism, Gothicism and the Grand-Guignol becomes more evident. She writes that many 

Romantic dramas embraced scientific discourse and pursued a secularization of the body (1). “I call 

the strategy for performing the discourses of sciences and practices of medicine 'Techno-Gothic', 

an ideologically charged and melodramatic structure in which disturbing issues and forbidden topics 

are recontextualized...”, and later “Through the Romantic period, individualized and privatized 

bodies became increasingly socialized and politicized by the public applications of scientific concepts, 

methods, experimentations, and demonstrations” (2-3). A synaptic leap must be made here. The 

Grand-Guignol performance of violence and medical themed horrors reflects a modernist anxiety not 

only of the frailty of the body in urban environments but a terrifying sense that this barbarism is 

without a saving grace, that the numinous is not present. This concept is both Modern and Gothic. 

It may be more digestible to suspend the modern argument and take a look at Gothic aesthetics. 

Evidence of it is most prevalent in the Grand-Guignol's theatrical spaces. Located at the dead end 

of a narrow alley, just getting there became part of the show. “The Grand-Guignol is perhaps 

unusual...for being an theatre for which the theatrical 'event' began before the audience entered the 

theatre...began much earlier, as the spectator emerged from the anonymity of the Métro into the 

world of Montmartre...a trip to the rue Chaptal was shrouded in an 'atmosphere of dread before 

arriving—to make even the bravest think twice'...both inside and outside the theatre itself, was the 

sense of anticipation. This sense that something was going to happen was embedded into the 

journey” (Hand and Wilson 27-28). Indeed, a case can be made that the Grand-Guignol theatre of 
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Paris succeeded locally but failed to spread elsewhere has very much to do with how the theatre was 

geographically situated. As has been already mentioned, there was already an inherent interest in 

things horrible. Hunter introduces the nineteenth century as a 'crucible' for the sensational terror 

of its quintessential stage (5). “The advent of the Gothic novel (1775-1825) led to the discovery of 

the delights of horror by the French public...France—and to a lesser extent, Italy—stood at the 

epicenter of a subterranean mania for necrophilia, vampirism, and Satanism.” Bram Stoker's Dracula 

was published the same year the theatre opened its doors. Gothic novels and some drama had 

already been in the cultural milieu since the 1700s. There was already a desire and anticipation for 

what is Gothic. The artistic directors Max Maurey, Oscar Méténier, and their most prominent 

playwright André de Lorde merely capitalized on Gothic popularity. Uncanniness is an important 

concept related to the effectiveness of Gothic literary texts as well as the effective reception of this 

particular Grand-Guignol theatre. Freud's essay on it appeared in 1919, Punter and Byron explain 

that “[the uncanny] forms the basis for a useful later elaboration...Following the assertion that 

'literature is uncanny'...describe the uncanny in terms of 'making things uncertain: it has to do with 

the sense that things are not as they have come to appear through the habit and familiarity, that 

they may challenge all rationality and logic” (283). In other words, the appearance of vampires, 

ghosts, and other supernatural manifestations is more than cheap spectacle. It is a specific 

technique of upsetting the familiar, of disorienting the audience from its assumed acceptance of 

whatever situation happens to be at hand. Dracula creeping into Mina Harker's bedroom as fog is a 

fantastic image, but it is also uncanny. It demands the consideration that there exists a malevolent 

spiritual experience that is outside human realization. The haunted castle, so often the place where 
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the uncanny happens, has become the streets of and around Rue Chapatal as well the theatre itself. 

A patron's journey through Pigalle prefaces the serendipitous cocktail of cultural malaise, the urban 

derelict, and social change. “...[The Grand-Guignol] explored the back alleys of unfettered desire, 

aesthetic impropriety, and nascent psychological trends...it played a topsy-turvy game with its 

audience's deepest instincts and underlying, repressed impulses for sex and savage retribution” 

(Gordon 2). “If an audience is to shudder at the onstage horrors, then the preparations must be 

made earlier and the sinister and the pregnant atmosphere of the streets of Pigalle was the warm-

up...” (Hand 29). With minds already titillated, the audience would have entered the nexus, the 

physical theatre itself. Interestingly, and contributing to the Gothic argument, is the fact that the 

theatre was a converted space. The Grand-Guignol used to be a chapel and retained much of the 

aesthetic. “...[C]onversion of the chapel into a theatre was so minimal: the space retained two giant 

carved angels in the rafters who would look down at the audience...religious murals clearly visible in 

the auditorium...'the ground floor boxes have grills on them, which gives them the appearance of 

confessionals...the ever-present smell of candle wax and incense impregnating the walls...” (Hand 

30).  

Instead of divine revelation though, the converted chapel played out not only the graphic and 

violent atrocities of modern urban life and circumstance ad extremum, but the existential and 

nihilistic fear that it was truly all senseless. The numinous gazes of the angels' witness to the nightly 

carnage stared blankly. The uncanniness audiences felt was not the holy dread of divinity, that of a 

universe just beyond perception, but the unease of its absence. What this further explains is the 

disappearance of another common trope of the Gothic, the monster. “...[M]onsters function to 
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define and construct the politics of the 'normal'. Located at the margins of culture, they police the 

boundaries of the human, pointing to those lines that must not be crossed...Limits and boundaries 

can therefore be reinstated as the monster is dispatched, good is distinguished from evil and self 

from other” (Punter 263-264). In the case of Grand-Guignol, with no numinosity, the monster is 

grafted onto humanity itself. The horrible other thus cannot be distinguished from the 'good'. 

Society is degenerate. Like the Ouroboros, man is eating man; that beast slouching towards 

bethlehem was humanity itself carrying its own destruction. When audiences came to the show, they 

came to see themselves as animals, as anatomized flesh on the table, as the terrible acknowledgment 

that the individual just might be a soulless abomination. We are all Frankenstein's monster. Grand-

Guignol represents the idea that the monstrous is not an 'Other' to be ostracized and vanquished 

but an awful truth of the self, within the individual. There might not be a God, we are the monsters 

eating ourselves.  

 Perhaps, though, dwelling on this idea became too unpopular; or maybe the wave of drastic 

social and technological change was more of a splash. Or it may be that Grand-Guignol was only an 

evolutionarily intermittent form, a caterpillar within its cocoon metamorphosizing into some other 

creature. The theatre's decline after the 1930s is attributed to the ascension of sound cinema as 

well the horrors of two World Wars. In a theatrical review by Savacool in 1949, he mentions that the 

format has not changed much and that audiences are getting harder to please. And in 1963, the 

reviewer writes that some “claim [Grand-Guignol] was surpassed by reality. Others attributed the 

art's decline to competition from science-fiction and horror films” (xx). Charles Nonon, the 

theatre's last director, is not-so-famously quoted, “We could never compete with Buchenwald. 
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Before the war, everyone believed that what happened on stage was purely imaginary; now we know 

that these things –and worse—are possible” (Hand & Wilson 15). Nonon statement should be taken 

with caution. It is true that the dramatic experience does distance an audience from its own 'reality', 

but the audience was fully aware the the exaggerated violence on stage was inspired directly from 

contemporary news. The horrors of the Holocaust certainly did make the antics on stages appear 

extremely dated and naïve. But a more likely cause for the Grand-Guignol's demise has all to do 

with the accessibility of cinema and its ever increasing production values. In Chapel of Gore & 

Psychosis, Hunter explores how the Grand-Guignol translated into film. That analysis is beyond the 

scope of this paper, but it should be taken as true that audience no longer felt the need to see 

cheap magic tricks at a tiny theatre when they could experience the same shock blown up on a 

gigantic screen with strikingly greater realism and effect. Nevertheless, Le Théâtre du Grand-

Guignol remains a remarkably relevant artifact of an age growing into itself. 
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