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France, 1896.  
 
The revolution is long over, and the government has been changed more than five times in just a 
century’s time. Right now, the people are relatively happily living in what is known as the Third 
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Republic, under President Felix Faure. New ideas like socialism have begun to take hold in the 
country, with the promise of an extremely left-wing working-class party coming to fruition in the 
very near future (1905, to be exact). Yet, the characters in this play do not seem the least bit 
concerned about the working class rabble. Their concerns are a bit more…frivolous, shall we 
say. 
  

“La Belle Époque”  
Translated as “The Beautiful Age,” this was the period between the end of the Franco-Prussian 
War in 1871 and the start of World War I in 1914. The period was characterized as a “golden 
age” for the upper and middle classes as they experienced a noticeable increase in standard of 
living. There was external peace--save for a couple scandals--fashion, and, most certainly, art.  
 
Chronology of La Belle Époque 
*Bolded items are positive advancements of the period 
 
 
1870 Siege of Paris by Germany.  

Baron George Haussmann (rebuilt Paris in the mid-1800s) dismissed.  
Victor Hugo returns from exile. 

1873 Old Opera destroyed by fire.  
Construction of Sacre Cour begins.  
French financial crisis occurs and depression begins. 

1874 Place du Vendome column destroyed during Commune (brief Socialist government in 1871) is 
reerected. 

1875 New Opera opens.  

1877 Avenue de l'Opera opens.  
Paris population exceeds 2 million.  
Goncourt brothers publish "La Fille Elisa."  
Emile Zola publishes "L'Assommoir.” (one of his greatest masterpieces) 
Electric lamp invented. 

1878 May 1: Exposition universelle (World's Fair).  
First public playing of "La Marseillaise" (French national anthem) since Commune.  
Stock exchange traders begin to use telephones to communicate between cities. 

1879 Emile Zola publishes "Nana."  
Goncourt brothers publish "Les Freres Zemganno." 

1880 Halftone photograph invented.  
Jesuits expelled from France; exclusively secular instruction mandated for public schools.  
July 14: first Bastille Day (French independence day) celebrations held. 
 

1881 Electric price board is introduced at stock exchanges. 
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1882 France establishes compulsory primary education.  
Founding of French Socialist Party. 

1883 Orient Express starts run from Paris to Instanbul, Turkey. 

1884 Trade unions legalized in France. 

1886 Statue of Liberty dedicated in New York (oh hey there, USA!) 

1887 Police reported over 150 revolutionary or anarchist groups in Paris; at least 15 had over 500 
members and many had at least 1000 sympathizers. 

1889 Kodak camera introduced.  
Eiffel Tower completed, world's tallest structure.  
Exposition universelle (World's Fair).  
Le Moulin Rouge opens. 

1890 France leads world in production of motor cars.  
Maxim's restaurant opens. 

1895 Roentgen discovers x-rays. 

1898 Paris Metro construction begins and first lines opened. 
 

1900 Paris Metro extends to Montmartre.  
Exposition Universelle (World's Fair). 
 

http://gallery.sjsu.edu/paris/social_classes/chronology.html 
 
ART  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Post-Impressionism: artists start diverging from 
Impressionism, which played with light and landscape, and instead begin exploring art’s 
expression of the artist’s emotions (Van Gogh, Gauguin, and Cézanne) 
 

Art	a	la	Rue:	reflection	of	socialist	
ideals,	trying	to	bring	art	to	those	
who	did	not	necessarily	experience	it	
otherwise	(ie.	working	class)	

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jules_Ch%C3%A9
ret#/media/File:Cheret-Etendard-Francais,-.jpg 
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Neo-impressionism: also reaction to 
impressionism, but more of an exploration 
of a systematic approach to form and color  
 

 

 

Life in the Upper Class 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neo-
impressionism#/media/File:Georges_Lemmen_-
_Plage_%C3%A0_Heist.jpg 
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“Mind Your Manners”  
From “Social Classes: Paris in the Nineteenth Century”

 
 
Upper Class Men: 
In nineteenth century Paris, upper class men maintained control over the political system and the 
political process. Many were well educated at colleges and universities. Some of these men 
thought of their wives as critical but subservient resources who brought money, family, and 
social position into marriage. Some middle class men even purchased titles in order to join the 
aristocratic upper class. In spite of their professed puritanical morals, many upper class men 
visited prostitutes for sexual adventures or kept mistresses. 
 
Upper Class Women:  
Images of upper class women in the nineteenth century consists of women in their domestic and 
public life, attending concerts and opera fashionably attired as the proper and elite Parisienne. 
Their culture is epitomized by the capitalism and materialism of nineteenth century Paris where 
they are seen in all their fineries in privileged surroundings. Upper class society was defined as 
the nobility, the aristocracy, and the new wealthy elite. Upper class women did not work, and 
were able to hire many domestic helpers spending up to 25% of the household income on wages 
for the servants. 

 http://gallery.sjsu.edu/paris/social_classes/upper/women.html  

Upper Class Buzzwords 
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Meet the Playwright 

ooooohhhh how dapper 
 

Excerpts from Themes in Drama: Farce 
 
…... 
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Now What the Heck is Farce 
 
Much of farce can be easily explained in quick outbursts. Clowning, acrobatics, caricature, and 
indecency mix together with highly improbable situations, stereotyped characters, extravagant 
exaggeration, and violent horseplay, all found together within a single form of entertainment. 
Conflicts are violent, practical jokes are common, and the wit is coarse. Pacing is quick, meaning 
reactions are immediate. 
 
Further excerpts from Themes in Drama: Farce 
 
 

 

Other Farcical Writers of the Time 

 
Perhaps one of the most influential playwrights for the style of Farce is Moliere. French theatre 
was a very structured thing, with set rules it followed to mirror the rules of society, structure, 
character, language and story. He liked to focus on the flaws of human nature, and emphasized 
the extremities in them.  
 
 

 

 

 

 
look at those locks! 

Farce in the 21st Century 

Guess what...It’s still alive and well today! 
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Theatre: 

Boeing Boeing 
Cactus Flower 
La Cage aux folles 
Lend Me a Tenor 
Noises Off 
A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the 
Forum 
 

Television: 
Arrested Development 
I Love Lucy 
Frasier 
Friends (for a couple episodes) 
 
 

Film: 
The Pink Panther Films 
Weekend At Bernie’s 
Step Brothers  
Bridesmaids 
Ace Ventura 
 
 
 
 
 
Rob Lowe leaving a 1992 off-Broadway version of farce 
L’hotel d’echange 
 
 
 

 

 
Infidelity 
 
French views of marriage in the 1890’s  
 
 In the 19th century, marriage around the world was still viewed as a thing that 
should, for the most part, be upheld and respected. However, in France, the terms of 
marriage were a little looser than other societies. Divorce With the introduction of 
divorce into French society in 1792, which made it easier for people to dissolve their 
relationships, which threatened the sanctity of marriage. This was abolished in 1816, 
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and the system was actively opposed until it was made legal again in 1884. The big 
difference in the terms of divorce were different: The original 1792 act followed a mutual 
agreement system, while the renewed law put more focus on men divorcing their wives 
for “not fulfilling marriage obligations”.  
 
Infidelity in Marriage 
 

Adultery was another issue the constituted grounds for divorce, but with 
extremely different consequences. If a husband filed for a divorce because his wife was 
being unfaithful, the woman could potentially face up to 2 years in prison. However, if a 
woman claimed her husband was being unfaithful, he would simply be fined only if there 
was enough evidence to prove he’d had an affair in the home. If the affair happened 
outside of the house, then it was fair game and typically went unpunished. Because this 
was the 19th century, women were expected to accept this and simply stay home while 
their husbands were out doing whatever they pleased.  
 
 Though not common, adulterous women were portrayed in different forms of 
entertainment. A famous 19th century example is Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary 
published in 1856. Flaubert was eventually taken to trial for the “immoral” nature 
portrayed within the novel, further emphasizing the negative views of infidelity in regards 
to women during the time. However, that didn’t mean that adulterous relationships 
weren’t happening! 
 
 
        
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What about in today’s society? 
 
 French society today has a more laid-back view when it comes to relationships 
and marriage. Women are now allowed to explore sexuality in a way that is far more 
open than in the 19th century. In fact, French society nowadays is very straightforward 
when it comes to talking about sex. In a recent study, a poll was taken that showed that 
55% of French men and 32% of French women had admitted to cheating on their 
spouse/significant other! In today’s society, it is viewed as natural or inevitable. 
Polyamory is now starting to pick up momentum as a new movement that involves more 
than one partner engaging in a relationship: something that would have been unheard 
of in the 1890’s.  
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http://www.businessinsider.com/study-says-french-most-likely-to-cheat-and-forgive-a-
cheater-2015-6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2007 MSNBC Survey 
September 7, 2016: Statistics http://www.statisticbrain.com/infidelity-statistics/  

Exploring the Languages 
 
French Sign Language and Deaf culture 
 

Sign language really started to gain its popularity in 1620, when Juan Pablo de 
Bonet published the first official sign language dictionary, which also contained the first 
sign language alphabet. This was a big step forward in terms of understanding deaf 
culture, because up until this time it was a universal opinion that deaf people, because 
of their disability, were unable to reason or create their own ideas.  
 
 An influential figure for deaf culture in France was Charles Michel De L’Eppe, 
who established the first free public school for the deaf in Paris so the deaf could be 
taught in a language that was catered to them. He also is responsible for creating a 
French sign language alphabet, and began to incorporate symbolic gestures in addition 
to letters, which influenced sign language around the world.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Juan Pablo de Bonet 
 
        French Sign Language Alphabet 
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The German spoken in the play is used as a mixture of English and German. During this 
time, because Germany and France were next to each other, the two countries were 
working together, which lead to German citizens being incorporated into French society 
as well.  
 
 

Nicki Frei and Peter Hall 
 

         Sir Peter Hall 

Sir Peter Hall is a very accomplished British director and 
playwright. He adapted An Absolute Turkey in 1994, where it premiered in the Globe 
Theatre. However, his career started well before that. He directed the 1955 UK 
premiere production of Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, after which his career took 
off. He Founded Royal Shakespeare Company in 1960 and worked there until 1968, 
after which he became the director of the National Theatre from 1973 to 1988. He was 
knighted in 1977 for his services to theatre. Along with An Absolute Turkey, Hall has 
also adapted 3 of Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen’s works, which include John 
Gabriel Borkman, The Master Builder, and The Wild Duck. While Feydeau is mainly a 
farcical writer, Ibsen is known for his Modernism, and is often referred to as “the father 
of realism”. In an interview, Hall says that he is attracted to Ibsen’s use of black 
comedy, and wanted to preserve this due to the fact it is often lost within other 
translations of his works. He has also said he wanted to tackle some of Feydeau’s work 
because of the surrealist comedy portrayed. Essentially, Hall seems to be attracted to 
translating different forms of comedy to preserve their original value.  

Nicki Frei is Hall’s fourth wife who has worked on adapting different works. In 
addition to her collaborations with Hall on An Absolute Turkey and Mind Millie For Me, 
she has also written a stage adaptation of Henry James’ Portrait of a Lady.  
 



1
4		

 
 

Questions To Maybe Think About :D 
• How do you feel about the German language inclusion? Why do you think it isn’t 

translated? Does that make a difference in how much the audience/you are able to 
understand? 

• Your understanding of relationships today? Types of relationships? 
• Would this kind of infidelity be considered normal now? Are we more open to those 

ideas of infidelity presented in the play? 
• Does classism make a difference in our view of the show? 

 
 
 
Glossary 
All definitions from Merriam-Webster 
(Act 1, Scene 1) I.I. 
Gigolo: a man who is paid by a woman to be her lover and companion; a professional dancing partner or male 
escort 
I.II 
Bath-chair: chair used to carry the sick from their lodgings to and from the spa:

 
Aix-en-Provence 
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Corot, Jean-Baptiste-Camille (kuh-roh): 19th century painter known for topographical detail in 
his landscapes 
Value of francs: 400 francs would have been an equivalent of about $78 today 
I.IV 
Voltaire, François Marie Arouet (vohl-tair): 18th century French philosopher, historian, satirist, 
dramatist, and essayist; wrote Candide 
Pen-pusher: a person who does predominantly paperwork (ie. “pencil pusher” 
I.VII 
Aperitif: an alcoholic drink taken before a meal as an appetizer, popular in France 
I.VIII 
Cuckold: a man whose wife commits adultery 
I.IX 
In flagrante delicto: Latin “in blazing offense”; in the very act of committing a misdeed; in the 
midst of sexual activity 
I.X 
Rue Caumartin: street in the 9th arrondissement (neighborhood) of Paris 
I.XIII 
Zurich: largest city in Switzerland; main language spoken in the city is German   
Wie kannst du mir fragen? Undankbarer! Ich abe alles fur dich aufgegeben. Ich hab Zuric 
veriassen...Ich fahre uber die Alpen und wenn ich endlich ankomme fraget er mich warum ich 
gokommen bin!: How can you question me? Unforgivable! I’ve given you everything. I had left 
Zurich, I drove over the Alps, and when I finally arrived he asked me why I came! 
...du liebst mich doch: you love me but 
Ach, das hab ich schon gewust: But I already knew that 
Selbatverstandlich: of course 
Rue Rouquepine: street in the 8th arrondissement of Paris, very close to Rue Caumartin 
I.XIV 
Marseilles (mar-say): city along the southeast coast of France on the Mediterranean; big 
vacation area and commercial port 
Gerschaft ist geschaft: business is business 
Di gou li gue vengue: reference to an Alphonse Daudet novel; Moorish (Muslim inhabitants of 
Northern Africa/Middle East during the middle ages) for “Tell him what’s happened” 
I.XVII 
Amiens (ah-mee-ahn): a city and commune in northern France, 75 miles north of Paris; largest 
Christmas market in northern France 
II.III 
Steeple-chase: a race in which people or horseback riders jump/maneuver around obstacles 
such as fences and water 
II.IX 
Kuchen – Cake 
II.XI 
Auf wiedershen – German for “Goodbye” 
II.XIV 
Ach jawohl – German for “Oh yes” 
II.XIV 
Laudanum - Alcoholic solution containing morphine, used as painkiller 
II.XVI 
Strychnine – Poison 
II.XVI 
Um gottes willen - German for "for god's sake!" 
II.XVII 
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Liebling – German for "darling" 
III.VIII 
Comedie Francaise - One of the few state theatres in france 
III.VIII 
Removal man - A low level job to move people's items 
III.XI 
Valet - Personal attendant 
III.X 
De trop - Unwanted 
 

Contact Info/Availability 
 
Lizz Mangan 
 E-mail: elizabeth.mangan@uconn.edu 
  E-mail hours: 11 - 5 Mon Wed Fri, 3:30 - 6 Tue Thur 
 Cell phone: (860) 306-8814 
  Phone hours: After 11 M We Fri, After 2:30 Tue Thur 
   
Angie Bacha 
 E-mail: angelique.bacha@uconn.edu 
  E-mail hours: 7am-11pm, M-F 
 Cell phone: (860) 819-1082 
  Phone hours: After 5pm, M-F 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	


