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The Library of the 19t Century French Itinerant
Marionette Theatre: the Case of the Pitou Theatre

Yanna Kor

Abstract

During the early 1800s, itinerant puppeteers mainly performed the traditional marionette
repertoire that had been passed down from previous centuries. However, by the mid-19t
century, some had started to develop a different repertoire, drawing heavily on plays written -
by contemporary playwrights for actors. This tendency would greatly influence the Chok-
-Pitou theatre (c. 1830-1914).

The theatre's library, which is preserved at the Gadagne Museums' Documentation Centre
(Lyon), provides a valuable opportunity to examine the processes involved in adapting plays
for actors to travelling marionette stages, as well as the driving forces behind play selection.
Through the lens of rewriting, this article sheds light on the enriching encounter between
theatre for actors and travelling marionette theatre in 19% century France.

Key words

traveling marionette theatre (France), rewriting for puppets, theatrical repertoire, comic fi-
gure
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Currently, there are eighty-seven travelling mari-
onette theatres in France performing contemporary
plays, particularly those by Joseph Bouchardy and
Alexandre Dumas Pere. (La Justice, 16 mars 1884)

The cultural and social landscape of 19" century France was characterised by the pres-
ence of numerous travelling marionette theatres'. Their repertoire consisted of tradi-
tional plays such as The Passion, The Nativity, The Temptation of Saint Anthony, Genevieve
of Brabant and The Prodigal Son, as well as plays originally intended for actors, particu-
larly melodramas and vaudevilles. These two genres prevailed due to their extreme
popularity among the French public in the 19™ century. The melodrama, with its clear
morality, and intrigues focusing on love, crime and adventure, along with spectacular
settings and vaudeville, with its absurdist intrigues, constructed as a sequence of mis-
understandings, had everything to appeal to the working class, its main, but not its
only, consumer. Therefore, it is not surprising that, between 1850 and 1880, travelling
marionette theatre shows consisted of melodrama as the principal play, followed by
vaudeville, and ending with optical entertainment.

The adaptation of plays for actors was the privilege of the big companies, who
could afford the high cost of staging due to the special effects requiring complicated
stage machinery and advanced lighting. These troupes included Pajot, from one of
the largest travelling puppet dynasties, as well as Delemarre, a modest company con-
sisting of its proprietor and founder, Pierre Delemarre, his wife, and his children®.
Another company worth mentioning is Levergeois, which specialised in staging féeries®.
Among these companies one stands out: the Théatre des Fantoccini of Chok-Pitou. It

1 The tradition of travelling puppet shows undoubtedly dates to the dawn of time. However, the earliest
tangible evidence of this practice dates back only to medieval times (SPEAIGHT 1965). The 19" century
marked the heyday of this theatre form in Western Europe due to social, economic and political changes,
as well as the Industrial Revolution. European travelling puppet theatre has been the subject of numerous
general and specific research studies (MCCORMICK and PRATASSIC 1998; BERNSTENGEL 1995;
BERNSTENGEL and REBEHN 2007; LEONE 2022). In France, however, the phenomenon remains largely
unexplored. The author of this article intends to address this with the present study, which is part of the
research project Les Thédtres de marionnelles itinérants en France, 1850-1950 (The Travelling Puppet Theatres
in France, 1850-1950), due to be published in 2027.

2 The travelling marionette dynasty, the Pajots, was founded by Pierre Prosper Béranger in the early
1800s. The company toured France extensively, particularly the central regions. In 1905, the Pajots’ theatre
was badly damaged in a cyclone and subsequently robbed. The Pajots then changed their name to the
Waltons and became music-hall artists, performing variety marionette shows. One of their most successful
productions was the melodrama Victor ou I’Enfant de la Forét by Pixerecourt.

The Delemarre company was founded by Pierre Delemarre in the mid-19" century. After being inherited
by the founder’s two sons, it became an actor theatre around 1890 and continued to travel until it was
destroyed by fire in 1934. With marionettes, the company performed a wide range of plays, including Les
Brigands de la Calabre by Loaisel-Tréogate, La Tour de Nesle by Alexandre Dumas, Michel Strogoff by Jules
Verne and Adolphe Dennery, and Le Bossu by Paul Féval. (TGB Note; KOR forthcoming 2027)

3 The dynasty was founded by Remi Borgniet, who owned a mechanical theatre. Continued by Marie
and Samuel Dulaar, the dynasty survived the First World War and toured until 1939, performing fairy tales
such as Puss in Boots, Little Red Riding Hood, Aladdin and Bluebeard.
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is probably the only company to have kept the tradition of the three-part show (melo-
drama, vaudeville and optical entertainment) until the First World War.

The company was founded by travelling showman Hubert Chok around 1830. Ini-
tially, it was a portable marionette theatre with which he performed alone throughout
northern France and possibly Belgium. However, thanks to Chok’s talent for recognis-
ing and adopting anything with potential, be it employees, equipment or plays, it had
become one of the largest travelling marionette theatres in France within 20 years.
Following Chok’s death in 1867, the company was inherited by his worker and his
niece’s husband, Emile—Auguste Pitou (Pitou I), and then continued by Pitou’s son,
Emile-Isidore-Joseph Pitou (Pitou IT), until the outbreak of the war. During its 80 years
of itinerancy (ca. 1830-1914), three generations of proprietors built up a repertoire
of more than 150 plays (KOR forthcoming 2027). While this is impressive in itself, it
pales in comparison to the theatre’s library, which is currently preserved in the docu-
mentation centre of the Gadagne Museums in Lyon and comprises over 500 printed
texts and more than 300 different titles (Fig. 1). These include some of the most
popular French dramatic works of the time, such as Atar Gull, La Dame aux Cameélias,
Fualdes, and Arsene Lupin contre Herlock Sholmes.

While the Chok-Pitou theatre library is unique, the repertoires of other travelling
marionette companies, such as Pajot and Delemarre, suggest that the Chok-Pitou com-
pany were not the only one to purchase and adapt plays originally written for actors.
Thus, the company’s collection provides rich insights into the dramaturgical aspect of
itinerant marionette shows. What did such a library look like? What kind of modifica-
tions were made? What were the driving forces behind the selection of plays?

The library

When we think of travelling puppeteers, we often picture a poor man carrying a booth
on his back and a trunk full of puppets. In reality, however, things were somewhat
different. In the second half of the 19" century, large companies travelled by carriage
and wagon, transporting the theatre structure in parts, sets, marionettes and lighting,
as well as household goods. Sometimes the total weight could reach one tonne or
more. Nevertheless, the library was an important part of what the puppeteers took
with them. What did it look like?

The majority of the texts in the Chok-Pitou collection are soft-bound Magasin
Thédtral or Llllustration Thédtrale brochures, printed by publishers specialising in
plays, such as Dandey-Dupré, E. Dentu, and Barbré, to name a few. These editions
were popular with puppeteers and theatre enthusiasts due to their low price and ac-
cessibility. Consequently, some of the library’s books bear a small sticker bearing the
name of a bookshop in Saint-Etienne. The library’s copies have hardback covers made
from handmade cardboard, making them robust enough to withstand long-term use
during performances and travel. Some of the plays bear traces of reworking, alongside
evidence of fire and the Bengals, suggesting that they were used during shows. Some
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Fig. 1: The Chok-Pitou library - general view. Photo by Yanna Kor.
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texts exist in two, three, or even four copies, one of which remains immaculate while
the others are full of notes. Some copies contain sheets with handwritten additions
slipped between the pages or entire scenes added at the end.

The publishing houses involved are of particular interest, as they enable us to trace
the evolution of the library. Geneviéve de Brabant, a play printed by the widow of Pros-
per Dondey-Dupré without an edition date, could only have been published in the
1840s or 1850s, the period of this editor’s activity. It is therefore possible that it was
still being purchased during Hubert Chok’s time. Is Pitou’s library really that old?
The existence of multiple copies of several plays printed in different years lends sup-
port to this hypothesis. For instance, there are no fewer than four copies of Fualdeés by
Dupenty and Grangé: two were published by Michel Lévy Freres (active between 1844
and 1876) and feature crossed-out lines and handwritten additions, whereas the other
two, published by Calmann-Lévy (the name of Michel Lévy Freres edition after 1876),
show no evidence of handwritten alterations. It is therefore possible that the four cop-
ies were purchased at different times.

Unfortunately, much of the library’s history remains unclear. It is difficult to con-
firm that part of the collection dates back to the time of Chok, as the publication dates
only show when the books were published, not when they were purchased. However,
the “Théatre des Fantoccini, Directeur E. Pitou’ stamp found on many texts suggests
that part of the library was acquired by Pitou I*. Nevertheless, it is impossible to say
with certainty who made the changes and when. While Pitou II undoubtedly modified
texts published around 1900, it is unclear which of the three proprietors reworked the
older texts.

The main rewriting processes

Transposing a text, whether dramatic or literary, onto the marionette stage requires
the source material to be adapted significantly. There are two important factors to
consider. Firstly, marionettes do not act like live actors; they have their own codes and
rhythms. Secondly, theatre on a smaller scale, combined with marionettes’ limited ges-
tural range, means that each action must be more visible, with some actions requiring
speech to be understood. While the general principle remains the same, each mari-
onette tradition has also developed its own method of adaptation. For example, the
Lyon puppeteer Pierre Rousset developed the poetics of parody for Guignol (BENSKY
1969: 172-182; KOR 2025), whereas puppeteers in Liege improvised based on outlines
sometimes directly on the pages of Bibliotheque bleue editions (CAZANAVE 2011; IMPE
2019; KOR 2023).

The travelling puppeteers had to take into account a third factor: the length of the
show. This generally comprised of three parts: the main play (usually a melodrama),

4 The name ‘Théatre des Fantoccini’ was used during Hubert Chok’s and Pitou I's directorship. Pitou
II changed it to ‘Le Grand Théatre Pitou’.
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a short comic play, and a divertissement. Thus, reworking the plays for actors mostly
involved making cuts. Analysis of the Chok-Pitou library shows that these could range
from removing individual words to eliminating entire scenes. There is a real dramatur-
gical approach to the text. All long, redundant passages that do not contribute to the
plot’s development are eliminated. However, the play isn’t reduced to a mere skeleton;
it simply loses the excess weight of repetition and superfluous action. For example, in
Le Tour du monde en 80 jours by D’Ennery and Jules Verne all of the pivotal events were
retained: the bet, the initial encounter with Archibald and Fix, the rescue of the Indian
princess, the Indian attack on the train and the explosion of the ship. Most of the edit-
ing work concerned excessive details about the characters and their motivations. In
the scene where Phileas Fogg meets Archibald, for example, Archibald’s threats to take
Fogg’s life were distilled into a single handwritten phrase: ‘Je veux vous tuer’ [I want
to kill you]’ (GM R8).

Consequently, the action becomes more condensed and synthetic. Its rhythm is felt
more keenly, as can be seen from the changes made to the dialogue between the detec-
tive Fix and Passepartout.

Fix: Je suis...

Passepartout—Un agent de police?

Fix: Chargé de poursuivre et d’arréter un voleur qui a emporté deux millions a la banque
d’Angleterre?

[...]

Fix: Et C’est sur cette somme que je vous en offer dix mille pour m’aider a Farréter.
Passepartout: Arréter M. Philéas Fogg!

Fix: M—PhilléasFogg— c’est a dire le voleur de la banque d’Angleterre.

Passepartout: Un voleur! Lui, mon-maitre!... Allons donc, vous étes fou. M—Phil¢asFoggest
tepltus-honnete-hommedetaterret-

[Fix: T am...

Passepartout: A police officer?

Fix: Tasked with pursuing and arresting a thief who stole two million pounds from the Bank
of England?

[...]

Fix: It is for this sum that I am offering you ten thousand pounds to help me arresthim.

Passepa—rtﬂu-t' Arrest Mr Phileas Fogg!
x: Mr-PhiteasFogg— that is to say, the thief who robbed the Bank of England.

Passepartout A thief! My master... You must be mad. Mr—PhileasFoggis-themost-honest
manoneartht] (GM R8)

Assigning Passepartout’s lines to Fix alters the rhythm of the entire scene. Instead of
an exchange of lines between the two characters, it becomes a monologue delivered by
the detective. The purpose of this episode is to reveal Fix’s suspicions to Passepartout.

5 All the English translations were provided by the author of this study.
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The monologue format enables information to be presented more concisely, without
unnecessary repetition. Furthermore, the omission of half of Passepartout’s response
lends additional weight to his denial of Fix’s accusations against his master.

Some major deletions are due to the constraints of the genre. In lyrical dramas,
operas and operettas, for instance, almost all of the choral passages and arias were ei-
ther removed or simplified, since they were spoken rather than sung. In melodramas,
tedious dialogue was crossed out. Le Tour du monde d’un enfant de Paris lost around half
of its volume after editing. This condensation of content often enabled plays to gain
strength and emphasis when transferred from actors to marionettes. Indeed, Gaston
Baty confirmed that ‘melodrama stripped of much verbiage thus appears in its purest
form’ (BATY 1942: 106).

The cuts also concern stage indications, of which only the necessary is preserved.
Any actions that are too complicated to perform with a marionette, such as read-
ing a newspaper, holding something in one’s hand, putting something in or taking
something out of a pocket, are crossed out. For example, in Latude ou Trente-cing ans
de captivité, the stage directions for the scene in which La Mére Marguerite hides her
young protégé, Henriette, from the police were modified as follows: ‘Henriette entre
dans le petit buffet qui est devant la croisée, la vieille s’assied devant, les jambes éten-
dues sur-un-mauvais—tabotiret, de maniere que I'on ne puisse ouvrir ce petit meuble
don’tele-metia—clef-danssapoche:’ [Henriette enters the small buffet in front of the

window, the old woman sits down in front of it with her legs stretched out enarickety
stool, so that the small piece of furniture cannot be opened; she—puts—thekey-inher
pocket.] (GM R7). In some cases, removing the stage directions can result in the text
being modified. In Les Martyrs de Strasbourg ou L’Alsace en 1870 by M. G. Champagne,
the stage direction ‘Un soldat s’approche et lui présente un mouchoir’ [A soldier
approaches and hands him a handkerchief] was replaced with the line ‘On va vous
bander les yeux’ [We’re going to blindfold you] in the scene depicting Marguerite’s ex-
ecution at the hands of the Prussians (GM R3).

Alongside cuts, the important process of adding text can also be observed. The
first type of addition involves replacing removed parts with short phrases to ensure
coherence, which is important when significant parts of a text have been removed. In
Le Tour du monde en 80 jours, for example, the episode in which Archibald expresses
his wish to stay in Calcutta and where Aouda recounts her past to Fogg was removed
and replaced with Archibald’s words, ‘Il m’agace, aie aie ma jambe’ [It annoys me,
ouch, my leg!] (GM R8). This way, the scene focuses on its two main points: Aouda is
about to leave Fogg and his companions, and Archibald’s leg is injured (it is difficult
for a marionette to limp). The repetition of Archibald’s complaints also accentuates
the comic side of his character.

Another type of addition that is common in the library’s texts is handwritten notes
about the staging. In the 1910 copy of Les Martyrs de Strasbourg, Pitou II added ‘Change-
ment’ at the end of almost every act to indicate a change of setting and ‘Roulement’ to
indicate a drum roll. The latter is repeated several times in the margins during scenes
of combat or execution, or when a general appears. There are also more specific
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notes on preparing or moving the marionettes for a scene. In the 1890 copy of the
same play, the following remark was added by hand after the list of characters: ‘Vous
jouez Heinrich, le tenir un peu vif et chaud. Veillez sa grande scene du 2¢me’ [You
play Heinrich, keep him lively and warm. Watch his big scene in the second act] (GM
R4). This suggests that the exemplar was intended for one of the paid puppeteers
who worked temporarily with Pitou. Another curious note in Le Tour du monde d’un
enfant de Paris indicates the necessary preparations for the next scene, in which the
banker Santino threatens Bebert and his companion Dudule, whom he has caught in
his office: ‘Mettre un revolver a Santino quand il accompagne Jobson’ [Put a gun to
Santino when he accompanies Jobson] (GM R2). This means that the revolver should
be placed in the marionette’s hand before it goes on stage, so that it can use it in the
next scene (in the original text, the character takes the revolver out of the drawer,
which is impossible for a marionette).

In some cases, the additions are much more substantial, comprising entire pas-
sages that have been added to the original play. The copy of Latude is a good example
of this. Two manuscript pages containing two texts were inserted at the end of the
printed text. The first is a monologue by Saint-Marc, the prison director, describing
the dungeon in which he intends to imprison Latude. Pitou II wrote this monologue
to reinforce the image of a dark and eerie prison created in the play.

Vous le connaissez ce cachot qui est ainsi construit. Non, je vais vous en donner les details.
Il a quatre meétres carrés. Pour tout ameublement une pierre longue au milieu, que vous
servira a la fois de table et de lit. A certains moments on remplit d’eau ce cachot, presque
juste a la hauteur de la pierre. Vous serez privé de lumiére, et comme nourriture du pain

dur, vous pourrez donc pourrir... librement dans cette solitude.

[You know how this dungeon is built. No, I'll give you the details. It is four square metres
in size. The only piece of furniture is a long stone slab in the middle that serves as both
a table and a bed. At certain times, the dungeon fills with water almost up to the height of
the stone. You will be deprived of light and your only food will be hard bread, so you can
rot... freely in this solitude.] (GM R7)

Latude will escape from prison before he has the chance to visit this ‘admirable place’.
However, the audience does not know this, and the addition to the guard’s monologue
helps them to imagine the terrible fate that awaits Latude.

The desire for visual effects also lies behind the addition of the epilogue scene, ‘La
Prise de la Bastille’, in which the people attack and take the Bastille (Fig. 2). This scene
serves several purposes. Firstly, it satisfies the audience by showing that the villains
are punished, in contrast to Pixerecourt’s melodrama, which ends with the liberation
of Latude. Secondly, it enhances the visual impact of the show and the horrifying im-
pression of the Bastille by depicting a torture chamber with marionettes representing
executed prisoners. Pitou II considered this scene so important that he changed the
title of the play to Mystéres de la Bastille ou Latude, 35 ans de Captivite.
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Fig. 2: First page of 'La Prise de la Bastille" Gadagne Museum Documentation Center,
Lyon, Mystéeres de la Bastille ou Latude, 35 ans de Captivité,
Pitou collection, inv n. R7. Photo by Yanna Kor.
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The epilogue scene also provides a powerful moment for Crasmagne, the the-
atre’s comic invented by Hubert Chok. In Latude, he plays the minor role of Francois,
the concierge who warns Henriette that the police are coming. However, in this scene,
he is the leader of the people who opens the gate of the Bastille with a kick, and then
fights the guards on the top of the wall.

Since the time of Chok, audiences have come to see Crasmagne as they would a star
of a theatre troupe, performing the roles of Passepartout in Le Tour du monde en 80
jours and Bebert in Le Tour du monde d’un enfant de Paris. Like Guignol or Tchantches,
he represents ordinary people. He is cheerful, loves justice, and is a drunkard. In
Pitou’s version of Le Barbier de Seville, he describes himself as follows: ‘Plaisir, repos,
gaité, souffrance/ Je ne refuse jamais rien’ [Pleasure, rest, gaiety, suffering/ I never
refuse anything] (MuCEM 93P/33). However, unlike those two, he is not a specific
regional type, but rather adopts the local traits of wherever the theatre is performing
(TGB Pitou).

Traces of Crasmagne’s presence can barely be found in the library’s texts. His name
appears once in the margin of one copy of L’Ange de minuit. He is mentioned more
significantly in Le Tour du monde d’un enfant de Paris. There are three manuscript addi-
tions that mention him: “Tumultes, cris de cloture par Crasmagne et Dudule’ [Tumult,
cries by Crasmagne and Dudule] is indicated at the end of the third act, where Bebert
and Dudule are robbed by Pizzicato (GM R2). At the end of the fourth act, when Be-
bert and Dudule arrive at Cecilia’s house to accompany her to her mother’s, a line by
Crasmagne has been inserted, suggesting that, having been undressed by the robbers,
Dudule should hide behind him. In the sixth act, a line by Crasmagne explaining that
imprisoning Pizzicato in a cage is only a joke has been added.

The reason for Crasmagne’s limited presence is that the changes he introduced
were more improvisational in nature and did not need to be written down in de-
tail. The impact of the character is more apparent when reading the manuscript ver-
sions of Le Barbier de Seville and Le Festin de Pierre (a parody of Moliere’s Don Juan)
which were transcribed by Pitou II from memory in the 1920s. Crasmagne introduces
a comic element to the action, which he comments in his own unique way. Although
he is announced as appearing in a certain role, Crasmagne always plays himself - the
only character licensed to break frame at any moment with a comic comment or
calembour. In Le Festin de Pierre, for example, he replaces Sganarelle and ends up
condemned to hell alongside Don Juan. To every complaint of Don Juan, he responds
with irony rather than compassion:

Don Juan : IIs veulent me mettre dans la grande chaudiere.
Crasmagne : Eh bien tant mieux I’hiver t’auras plus chaud.
[Don Juan: They want to put me in the big cauldron.
Crasmagne: Well, that’s good, you’ll be warmer in winter.] (MuCEM 93P/31: 25)

In this way, Crasmagne allows the puppeteer to make the text his own. It also maxi-
mises the relationship between the puppeteer, the story and the audience.
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The choice of plays

The Pitou theatre library analysis provides a wealth of information on the types of
plays favoured by its directors, enabling us to formulate hypotheses regarding the fac-
tors influencing their play selection. Thematically, there is a clear preference for love
stories and plots centring on life in the underbelly of society, such as poor people,
travellers and workers, with around 70 plays in each category. Adventure and histori-
cal plays come second, with around 40 plays each. Plays about juridical and criminal
affairs, married life intrigues, fairies and fantastical legends follow closely behind with
approximately 35 plays in each category.

Interestingly, plays about the working classes, particularly blue-collar workers, ac-
count for a significant portion of the modern section of the collection - that is, texts
published at the turn of the 19" century. This can be explained by the fact that most
of the collection was purchased during this period. However, it could also suggest
an evolution in theatre audiences. Cross-referencing this finding with other sources
confirms the initial intuition. Chok, who travelled from northern to southern France
between 1840 and 1870, passing through Bordeaux and Saint-Etienne, performed for
various audiences. For instance, in 1842, he performed at Wauxhall, which was the
main leisure venue for the middle classes in Bordeaux at that time (ABM 43412).
Ten years later, he set up his booth on a main street in Saint-Etienne (LIndustrie, 13
October 1853), and in 1861 he applied for permission to perform in Place de la Co-
médie, Montpellier’s central square (ADH 4M379). These locations suggest that his
audience was probably middle class or mixed. Around 1864, Chok began including
small towns and villages around Saint-Etienne in his itinerary, such as Firminy, which
was principally populated by miners. This population became the company’s target
audience during the Pitou I and Pitou II eras, with Pitou even installing their theatre
directly in front of the mine entrance on several occasions (MuCEM 93P/9). The fact
that the miners were a privileged group by Pitou is also confirmed by the repertoire
they presented to the population of the Saint-Etienne mining district (Le Soleil), which
included the play André le mineur (André the Miner) by Ferdinand Dugué and Bon-
nefond at the end of 1870. This is also evident from the fact that Pitou II went on an
exceptional tour of the north (Anzin, Valenciennes) in 1901, an area with the high-
est concentration of mines in France at the time. However, Pitou had not prepared
a special repertoire for this category of audience, which was the same for everyone:
melodramas, operas converted into dramas, fairy tales and comedies. By 1912, the
audience was mixed. On the one hand, the theatre was visited by ‘brave people who,
for little money, can enjoy the theatre and feel at home at Pitou’s’, and on the other,
by ‘the elegant audience and beautiful ladies [who] are not afraid to come here with
their children’ (FOREZ, AUVERGNE, VIVARAIS 1912: 4-5).

Another notable feature of the Pitou Theatre library is the significant number
of plays with moral or biblical themes among the old editions. In contrast, the li-
brary’s plays dealing with adventure and travel were mostly published after 1870.
During Chok’s time, itinerant puppeteers had to prove that their repertoire did not
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attack public morality in order to obtain authorisation to perform. Thus, plays such as
La Grdce de Dieu, La Foi, I’Esperance et la Charité, and Joseph vendu par ses freres were in
the repertoire of most travelling marionette theatres. However, this changed by 1870:
religious plays were no longer fashionable, and the public preferred adventure and
combat on stage (TGB Note).

The library is also characterised by a preference for visually intense stories, such
as fairy tales, adventure stories and historical plays. Such plays required elaborate
costumes, sets and lighting. Only wealthy companies could stage them, so they were
the best form of advertising for theatres seeking to lure audiences away from the com-
petitors. Chok invested considerable effort and expense to make his booth stand out.
He even hired the artist Jules Peletier, who had created sets for both Chok’s theatre
and Arles’s municipal theatre. Peletier had a significant influence on Pitou II, who
considered himself his pupil. Pitou II's vocation as a theatre painter is manifest in the
contemporary section of the library, where a number of his plays boast notes in the
margins concerning staging and visual effects.

While most of the plays in the library are contemporary with the theatre itself, there
are also classical plays, particularly by Moliere. A more detailed analysis revealed that
the majority of operas and operettas date from the late 19" and early 20" centuries.
Another interesting finding is that there are four metatheatrical comic plays, two of
which were published before 1867 and two of which have no publication date. Was
Chok really interested in staging the play that featured an allegoric character repre-
senting the freedom of theatres (Les Filles de la liberte by Clairville and J. Cordier), with

puppets?

Conclusion

Was the Chok-Pitou Theatre one of a kind? Without a doubt. It certainly stands out for
the number of performances staged during its existence - to date, we have identified
around 150. It is also the only travelling theatre to include a large number of operas
and operettas in its repertoire, albeit with dramatic interpretations. Its exceptional
position in the landscape of travelling puppet theatres is also due to the large number
of documents it left behind. While acknowledging the unique character of this troupe,
it is important to note that its collection is a treasure trove, offering insights into the
dramaturgical processes developed not only by Hubert Chok and the Pitou father and
son, but also by French itinerant theatre troupes in general during the second half
of the 19" century. Moreover, studying it sheds light on the evolution of the popular
audience and its tastes. It provides also a fresh viewpoint on the actor repertoires from
that era, as its proprietors were skilled at identifying all the major successes of the Pa-
risian stage. And as such, the 530 texts of this library bear witness to an era in which
theatre and spectacle were at the heart of French society.
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