
1: clarity of expression

THE NOVELIST George Sand’s response to
Deburau is typical of her contemporaries.
Such was the semantic clarity of his body
language that spectators ‘listened’ to him
and could translate his mime into words and
phrases:

You listen to him, you think he could be speaking,
you could write down all his witticisms, his
cutting repartee, all his eloquent, persuasive, and
conciliatory turns of phrase. When the spectators
hear the hustle and bustle of the stagehands
behind the scenes, they fear missing a word of
Pierrot’s role and cry out indignantly: ‘Quiet back
stage!’ And Pierrot, who maintains a continuous
and intimate rapport with his spectators, thanks
them with one of those affectionate and dignified
looks that speaks volumes.4

The spectators’ silence is a sign of how well
Deburau kept their rapt attention, and
Sand’s final comment in this quotation is a
clue to his success: he seemed to express a
great deal with minimal effort and with only

the slightest movement or facial expression.
There was still room in Deburau’s perfor m -
ance for expansive physical gesture, such as
his trademark kick in the seat of the pants, or
acrobatic somersaults and ‘sauts de carpe’.
He was, in fact, well-known for his physical
agility.5 His talent, however, seems to have
been to know when he needed to act with
subtlety in order to advance the plot, the dia -
logue, or else develop the character of his role,
and when he needed to be more physical. 

The consensus on Deburau’s mime con -
trasts markedly with contemporary responses
to Romantic ballet. About half the duration
of a Romantic ballet would commonly be
devoted to mime scenes, so the ability to
mime as well as to dance was essential to a
ballet dancer’s success. Hence, the most fam -
ous dancers were often the most re nowned
mimes: Emilie Bigottini, Fanny Elssler, Jules
Perrot, or Auguste Bournonville. Unlike
Deburau, however, their mime scenes often
provoked criticism. This contrasting recep -
tion is captured in the different approaches
taken by the satirical journal Musée ou
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magasin comique de Philipon to Deburau’s
Satan, ou Le Pacte infernal (c. 1842) and to a
production of perhaps the most famous
Romantic ballet, Giselle, in 1843.6 In a series
of words and caricatured illustrations, the
journal mocks many aspects of Satan, ou Le
Pacte infernal (the insalubrious theatre, the
meagre props, the predictable musical
accom paniment, the coarseness of the lower-
class performers), but not the mime.

Illustration 1

In its treatment of Giselle, however, the
satire on mime hardly is insistent. Essen -
tially, the targets of criticism are the dis crep -
ancies between the detailed plot synop sis
included in the programme and the ambigu -
ous meaning of the mime sequences: either
the programme notes overstated the mime,
or the performers were not miming what
they were supposed to. Either way, there was
a problem with the mime component of the
ballet. 

Character Acting

Character is an important factor contributing
to Deburau’s clarity. Here, he  had the best of
both worlds. From the waning world of the
commedia dell’arte he took the concept of
playing a role, Pierrot, with recurrent charac -
teristics and types of behaviour that emerged
in whatever part he played. From the wider
world of theatre he took the principle of
character acting, of seeking to imitate the
physical and psychological manner of social
types as realistically as possible. 

Both these skills would have contributed
to the clarity of his mime. Firstly, the Pierrot
tradition primed the spectator to understand
Deburau’s mime in certain ways. Secondly,
Deburau’s character acting provided a social
and psychological context in which to under -
stand his mime. The combination of his
Pierrot role and his ability to act the part is
surprising and challenging, because Deburau
seems to have bridged the gap between the
commedia dell’arte tradition in which the
spectator is never allowed to lose sight of the
role, and a Molièresque tradition in which

the spectator is encouraged to believe in the
social and psychological nature of the part.
There were illustrious precedents for this,
notably Marivaux in the 1720s and 1730s,
and Goldoni in the following two decades.

According to Banville, Deburau was good
at playing his part. As a fishmonger, he
would balance a basket of fish on his head
with great swagger. As a cook, he prepared
cabbage soup in such a way as to make the
spectators salivate. In Le Diable à quatre, ‘no
one better assumed the gestures, the man -
ners, the glasses, and the face of a cobbler
better than he did’, and in Les Jolis soldats ‘he
really was the dazed, astonished and naive
conscript, wearing his clogs, performing his
menial tasks, sweeping the straw from the
parade, going about his job with studied
incompetence.’7

These are the kinds of ‘mundane occu pa -
tions’ that Champfleury, who wrote scenarios
for the Théâtre des Funambules after
Deburau’s death, thought were so charac -
teristic of Deburau’s performances.8 This
character acting was part of the ‘natural’ and
‘truthful’ style that inspired Nodier to write
the first well-known review of Deburau in
1828.9 It probably also led critics like Janin to
assume a good deal of socio-political sig -
nificance to Deburau’s pantomimes (he was
‘the people’s Pierrot’),10 and caused the poet
Banville to see Deburau as a ‘painter of man -
ners, a caricaturist’, performing something
akin to a Balzacian ‘comédie humaine’ of
social types and behaviour.11 Most fundam -
entally, however, it must have helped the
spectators understand the specific meanings
of Deburau’s mime. His looks and gestures
were not made in a socio-psychological
vacuum, but were framed by the part that he
played apparently so convincingly.

A Commedia dell’Arte Role

What could Deburau’s spectators expect of
his fixed Pierrot role? His forebears in the
commedia dell’arte would seem to be the
Pulcinella or Pedrolino family of roles (a
combination of which probably spawned the
French ‘Gilles’ and ‘Pierrot’ of the eighteenth
century), not only because he shared their
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white costume, but because he had the
cunning of a zani who instigated so much of
the action.12 The only other common ground,
however, is a principle which ironically led
to quite a gulf between Deburau’s Pierrot
and its forerunners: they each came up with
their own distinctive permutation of existing
character types. This is how commedia dell’
arte characters developed over three cen -
turies, and Deburau can be considered to
have done the same. 

Yet his new stage character cut Pierrot
further adrift from the commedia dell’arte
than usual. This was conspicuous in a num -
ber of ways. A common remark made by
contemporary commentators is the calm,
understated manner that Deburau gave
Pierrot: ‘the calmness that Deburau brought
the Pierrot role contrasted greatly with the
exuberance, the excessive gesturing and the
leaps employed by his predecessors.’13 It was
doubtless this sense of restraint which raised
the tone of the traditional Pierrot and pro -
duced, according to Sand, a very different role:

He is not gluttonous, but fond of food. Instead of
being debauched, he is gracious. . . . He is not
devious, he is irreverent and funny, neither is he
angry, because he is reasonable, and when he
administers his impressive kick in the seat of the
pants, he has the impartiality of an enlightened
judge and the grace of a Marquis. He is, in essence,
a gentleman in every way, and he does not so
much as flick a finger without the polite ness and
manners of an aristocrat.14

Sand describes the new Pierrot as if he were
a more reflective version of the old, as if
Pierrot had somehow intellectually matured
and learnt to moderate his worst excesses, or
even to turn them into relative virtues. The
old vices of gluttony, debauchery, deceit -
fulness, and anger would have been easily
recognized by earlier spectators as those (in
different measures) of the commedia dell’arte
zani Pulcinella and Harlequin, or of their
eighteenth-century French counterparts,
Pierrot and Gilles. Sand proposes that the new
virtues are just as recognizably Deburau’s.

What most struck contemporary spec -
tators, however, was not necessarily the
char acteristics of Deburau’s Pierrot role as

such, their virtues or otherwise, but their
contrasting, almost paradoxical combin a -
tion: ‘credulous scepticism, servile disdain, a
carefree diligence, lazy liveliness, and all
these surprising contrasts’.15 Deburau’s
Pierrot was one example of the ‘sparkling
paradoxes’ which were typical of the Théâtre
des Funambules in so many ways.16 His
placid manner was probably remarked upon
so often in part because it contrasted so
markedly with the active manner expected
of a Pierrot. 

Although Deburau had the capacity for
cunning, he did not necessarily use it. Far
from actively prompting and stirring events,
he often appeared somewhat detached from
the action: ‘The Gilles character imagined by
Déburau [sic] inhabits a dramatic action,
passes through it all the time, but without
ever seriously becoming mixed up in it.’17 It
is almost as if he ‘kills time’ on stage while
his fellow performers get on with the action. 

All in all, Deburau developed the Pierrot
role into something quite unlike the Pierrot
first created on the late seventeenth-century
Parisian stage when the commedia dell’arte
was arguably at its height of popularity in
France.18 Deburau’s role also seems quite
unlike the popular ‘Gilles’ who gradually
supplanted the Pierrot role during the eigh -
teenth century, particular in the ‘parades’ of
the boulevard theatres. There were super -
ficial similarities, such as their costume, but
the ‘Gilles’ role is set apart by its coarse
vulgarity.19 The novelty of Deburau’s crea -
tion was not lost on spectators, and there was
widespread agreement that his role had
clear-cut and instantly recognizable charac -
teristics. 

Deburau created it at least as early as the
review by the novelist Nodier in 1828 which
first brought him to the attention of a wider
public, and spectators still remarked upon it
in the year of his death in 1846.20 The con -
stancy of Deburau’s role will have gone
some way to resolving a substantial problem
with the ‘language’ of mime: to some degree,
at least, it is not a matter of custom or con -
vention, and does not have the relative per -
manence of articulated language.
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Stage and Make-up

Illustration 2.

The second factor contributing to Deburau’s
success relates to the physical nature of the
theatre in which he performed throughout
his career, the Théâtre des Funambules. This
was small, so that even spectators sitting far
up in the gods were close enough to the stage
to discern relatively subtle gestures or
changes in facial expression. In this Deburau
had a great advantage over ballet dancers
performing on the grandiose but remote
stage of the Opéra. So, too, did he over closer
rival theatres (where various forms of mime
were also employed), such as the Théâtre de
la Porte Saint-Martin or the Théâtre des
Variétés, which were significantly larger. As
Sand remarks in the first quotation in this
article, the Théâtre des Funambules was
such an intimate venue that spectators and
performers could watch each other closely;
they were in a shared visual dialogue.

Even though Deburau often changed out
of his well-known white, voluminous Pierrot
costume in order to play one part or another,
he seems always to have kept his white face,
black eyebrows, and (when visible) black
skullcap. 

Illustration 3

In the manner of commedia dell’arte
performers over the centuries, no amount of
dressing up quite hid from the spectator the
generic role underneath. His make-up had
the effect of drawing attention to his facial
features: ‘This clown’s [paillasse] precise facial
expression [physionomie] which everyone
admired so much derives solely from his
apparently motionless white features [traits
enfarinés], which contrast markedly and
strangely with the slightest facial expres -
sion’.21 The vacant, blank, almost featureless
white was a blank canvas on which even
subtle expressions were more noticeable. 

The prominence which Deburau sought to
give to the face was probably why he wore a
black skull cap rather than the white one of

his immediate predecessor, Félix Chiarini
(‘Charigny’), or the white hat of Pierrots
before him, because it served better to
‘frame’ his white face. It is probably also why
he discarded the characteristic neck ruff,
because it risked obscuring the face.22

Mime Technique

The third contributory factor is a form of
realism which the critic and playwright
Champfleury describes without giving it a
specific name. In the twentieth century, the
seminal mime performer and teacher
Decroux called it ‘objective’ or ‘indicative’
mime, as distinguished from ‘subjective’
mime’. It is a technique for creating the
illusion of objects in space, ‘showing’ them to
the spectator. If the object is an envelope, for
example, then the mime will reproduce the
movement of the hands necessary to give the
illusion that an envelope really is being
opened and that a letter is being taken out
and read.23 In contrast, subjective mime
depends on indirect evocation.24

Decroux was critical of the limits of
objective mime and thought that, after its
extensive use in the nineteenth century, the
art of mime needed to evolve away from it.
He was probably right in that it was a feature
of nineteenth-century mime technique, but
he does not recognize how innovative it was.
There are no accounts of its use before
Deburau, perhaps because it seemed point -
less to go to the trouble of miming an object
when one can simply use a prop. 

Reflecting on the Théâtre des Funambules
after Deburau’s death in 1846, Champfleury
at once describes Deburau’s trademark tech -
nique of objective mime and indicates that
his successor, Paul Legrand, emulated him:

What [Legrand] has preserved of his master’s
style is the care he takes to imitate material ob -
jects, such as the way he carries a full strongbox.
There is not a moment when you forget he is
carrying it, because the actor does not forget it,
either; the strongbox is heavy, it makes him
stumble, he can only put it down by leaning
against a wall and sliding it towards the ground.
Performers in other theatres overlook this truth -
fulness, and they are wrong to do so, because it is
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a necessary part of theatrical illusion.25

Presumably, Champfleury does not mean to
suggest in this quotation that Deburau used
a real strongbox, since the point he wishes to
make concerns specifically the ‘imitation’ of
material things, and he emphasizes that
Deburau encouraged the spectator to
‘remem ber’ that he was carrying the strong -
box. The latter point is one that every
modern student of mime will recognize as
crucial to the illusion of objective mime. It
may be, then, that Deburau was the source,
at least in France, of a nineteenth-century
mime tradition of objective mime.26

What is especially interesting about
Champ fleury’s example of the strongbox,
however, is that it involves producing the
illusion of a heavy object. Deburau managed
to create the illusion of muscular effort in a
manner which sounds similar to Decroux’s
influential ‘contrepoids’ or counterweight
tech nique – ‘a tangible muscular compen -
sation for intangible imaginary forces’ which
produced the illusion that the performer was
carrying, manipulating or otherwise inter -
acting with a real object.27

Although there is nothing to suggest that
this technique was part of a complete,
codified language of movement, as it was for
Decroux, nor that Deburau developed it to
the remarkable levels of virtuosity that
Marcel Marceau sought, it is nevertheless a
sign of his technical prowess and of the
mportance of realism to him. It may have
been the aim of cultivating the illusion of
quotidian reality that spurred Deburau to
devise techniques of objective mime. One
can imagine that spectators found his mime
all the clearer for the efforts he made at
reproducing recognizable reality.

Dramatic Context

When one reads the plot synopses, as sent to
the censor for approval, it becomes apparent
that the mime was not alone in expressing
complex meanings; part of the semantic load
was carried by the dramatic context. A judi -
cious approach to this matter seems also to
have contributed to Deburau’s clarity and

success. Almost any of the dozens of extant
synopses would demonstrate the point, but
we shall take a famous example: Le Billet de
mille francs, ou Les Infortunes de Pierrot .28

Illustration 4

This is the story of a poor rag seller, Pierrot
who finds the 1000-franc bank note of the
title, loses it in a naive wager with two
crooks, can hardly afford to settle his bill
with the café owner, so joins the army.
Eventually, a sergeant at arms ensures the
money is returned to Pierrot, and the panto -
mime ends with Pierrot mocking the appre -
hended crooks. 

It is a recurrent challenge for a mime artist
to make visually clear what appear in a plot
synopsis to be quite specific thoughts in the
minds of protagonists, such as the reference
here to a lovestruck protagonist: ‘Edouard is
alone and makes known his unhappy situ -
ation and his love for Adèle’. The spectator
has somehow to understand, not only that
Edouard is despondent, but the reason for
his despondency: frustrated love. 

The spectator is encouraged to take this
meaning from the context. Pierrot the rag
seller has just entered after an offstage voice
(implicitly Pierrot’s) has sung a popular love
song. He then approaches a servant and they
‘speak of their love’. Thus, the subject of love
is established just before we find Edouard in
despondent mood. Immediately following
his dejection, the synopsis specifies that
Adèle ‘looks out of a window, gestures to
Edouard and throws him a letter’. If we
suppose that Edouard’s mimed reaction to a
woman at the window throwing him a letter
is delighted surprise, the spectator now has a
pretty good idea why he looked dejected
moments before. 

Dramatic plot is sequential, and adjacent
incidents can support each other semantic -
ally. According to Charles Aubert’s seminal
(though later) book on mime technique, it is
‘the whole situation on the stage’ which
allows complex meanings to be suggested in
mime to the spectator.29 Aubert’s book goes
into great detail about how dramatic situ tion
does, in fact, make possible the kind of
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expression which, written out in words,
might appear to be beyond the powers of
mime; he thinks this is true even of verbal
tense, which has otherwise been the subject
of disagreement in the history of mime.30

If the dramatic construction of the perfor -
mance is so important to mime, however, it
cannot be left to chance, and requires artful
writing of the scenario. It is perhaps for this
reason that most scenarios were written by
the performers themselves – a fact that has
become obscured in retrospect by what is
admittedly a significant pheno m enon in
itself: that famous poets and novel ists such
as Gautier, Nodier, and Champfleury were
so interested in this small, apparently shabby
theatre that they risked their professional
reputations by writing a number of panto -
mime scenarios for it (only Nodier did not
admit as much, though many contempor -
aries knew it to be true31). 

Behind these star authors, however, were
a large number of lesser known author-
performers (and still more authors who were
anonymous). Le Billet de mille francs was
written by Sirot, who played the part of
Edouard,32 and it is possible that Deburau
wrote his own parts into the scenarios.33

Perhaps this is what one would expect of a
popular theatre whose roots were, to some
extent, in the commedia dell’arte tradition. 

Given how many commedia practices had
been lost by this time, however, it is sig -
nificant that the Théâtre des Funambules
hung on to this particular one, for it allowed
performers to construct dramatic situations
in ways that would help rather than hinder
the clarity of the mute action. This is an
advantage that Deburau had over contem -
porary ballet dancers. In Romantic ballet, the
tightness of the dramatic action was likely to
suffer from the great importance attached to
technically brilliant dancing. Telling the
story clearly in mime was not the overriding
priority that it was at the Théâtre des
Funambules.

2: romanticism

Important as the above factors were,

Deburau’s success must also have had
something to do with a receptive public.
There is a sense in which he arrived on the
Parisian stage just at the right time, when
Romanticism was a burgeoning artistic move -
ment. In the social and artistic commotion
that was the early Romantic movement, a
phenomenon such as Deburau was bound to
appeal, at least to certain quarters. His
Bohemian origins, his humble back ground,34

his portrayal of the common man, and his
initial anonymity combined with his creative
abilities made him the epitome of what
Gautier and other contemporary writers con -
sidered a Romantic artist.35

Nodier’s trail-blazing article in 1828
should be seen in the context of the radical
movement for literary and theatrical reform
that he promoted when he founded Le
Cénacle, a group of writers and artists, four
years earlier. After the July Revolution of
1830, putting up with the rudimentary, not to
say dirty and smelly conditions for spec -
tators at the Théâtre des Funambules became
a very practical as well as a symbolic way for
the likes of Nodier, Gautier, Janin, and Sand
to demonstrate their rejection of the bour -
geois materialism which they thought to
domin ate society, politics, and the arts. It is
too much for the present study to consider all
the relevant contextual factors, so for the
moment we shall focus in general terms on
the aesthetic dimension of Romanticism.

Evocative Mime

In their rejection of a neoclassical aesthetic,
the members of Nodier’s Cénacle (and
equally the members of the literary club it
subsequently spawned, Le Petit Cénacle)
placed significant emphasis on the principle
of spurring the spectator’s or the reader’s
imagination to take leaps into imaginative
territory which the author, poet, or play -
wright would only hint at. They insisted on
the writer’s prerogative to be visionary,
however obscure or paradoxical his lan -
guage might seem to some, and on the reader
or spectator’s prerogative to give free rein to
his imagination and follow the writer’s visi -
on ary gaze in whatever direction it seemed
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to be pointing.36

Relatively speaking, Victor Hugo’s ex -
tended metaphors, Nodier’s fantastic tales,
or the metaphysical beauty of Gautier’s
poetry are not in the least concerned with the
kind of persuasive, rhetorical literary tech -
niques so prized by the majority of French
writers in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. They sought to provoke rather
than persuade, obliging the reader or spect -
ator to work harder in order to understand.
In this context, it is easy to see why
Deburau’s subtle techniques of expression
were so well received by those who consid -
ered that it was not for the artist to say all
there was to say, only to evoke meaning. 

Deburau’s blink was enough, according to
Champ fleury, to evoke volumes of philo -
sophy in the mind of the spectator.37 Subtle
understated gestures hinted at great tragic
feeling, according to Banville.38 Gautier’s
well-known review of Le Marrrchand d’Habit
is full of these ‘philosophical’ and ‘tragic’
interpretations and, as such, exemplifies
what seems to have gone on in the minds of
many spectators.39

His text is even more interesting than it at
first appears, since it is probably not a review
at all, but a flight of Gautier’s creative imag -
ination, a new scenario which had not, at the
time he wrote it, been performed. The censor
only gave permission to perform a panto -
mime with this title on 17 October 1742,
more than a month after Gautier’s article
was published.40 Gautier’s ‘review’ must
have inspired someone at the Funambules to
stage this pantomime scenario. Of all the
works Gautier wrote for other theatres,
notably for the ballet and for vaudeville,
none were written quite like Le Marrrchand
d’Habit seems to have been. If it is a ‘review’
of anything, it is the action played out solely
in his mind. This text suggests the inspira -
tional effect that Deburau’s mime had on the
receptive mind of a Romantic author.

Physical Symbolism and Muteness

It was not only the subtle nature of
Deburau’s expression which the likes of
Gautier found so evocative of great and

mysterious things, but also its very physic -
ality. Romantic writers and critics were
fascinated with Deburau and dancers for the
same reason: they used their bodies to make
art. Janin, perhaps Deburau’s most vocif -
erous advocate, would have said the same of
mime as he said of ballet, that ‘one makes a
ballet with dancers, not ideas’.41 Romantic
poets were fascinated with the physicality of
art and with physical symbols, sometimes
leaving behind the ‘tenor’ of the symbol in
order to explore the ‘vehicle’ alone. One can
imagine them watching Deburau as if they
were reading Hugo’s Romantic poetry,
impressed by the subtle evocativeness of the
physical symbols which follow each other
too quickly to quite get the measure of them
all, as if there were untold depths lying
beyond. 

It is a compliment indeed for Nodier, in
the article that initiated Deburau’s fame, to
remark that in his performance, ‘there is
more poetry than I can possibly express’.42

For Nodier and many Romantic writers
‘poésie’ is the very essence of art. They also
thought that the symbolism of physical ob -
jects was the essence of poetry, which means
that, for them, Deburau’s facility with physi -
cal evocation was close to the kernel of the
nature of art. In this sense, there was no
better time for a talented mime like Deburau
to have appeared on the Paris stage than in
the full flush of Romanticism. 

Related to the physicality of mime is, of
course, its muteness. And, as Peter Brooks
remarks on the related subject of melodrama,
Romanticism is about the inarticulate, or
unarticulatable.43 Hence, in melodrama,
there are mute characters, or some matters
which can only be expressed without words,
or truths which are only revealed in non-
verbal ways. Muteness is also an important
dimension of the poetry of Gautier or Hugo.
Gautier’s outstanding collection of poems,
Emaux et Camées, is full of mute but pro -
foundly expressive objects. There is no
greater silence than the ‘Sphinx buried in an
avalanche’ in his poem ‘Symphonie en
blanc’. 

Gautier was surely attracted by Deburau’s
baggy white costume, its voluminous blank -
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ness a visual counterpart to the performer’s
muteness. Gautier would have understood
entirely why Deburau persisted in perform -
ing mute when, in the early years of the July
monarchy, the theatrical laws were relaxed
and he could, in fact, have played speaking
parts. Silence is an aesthetic choice, because
actions are sometimes more expressive than
words. 

Muteness and physical symbolism is
prob ably why Gautier entitled his ‘review’ of
Le Marrrchand d’Habit ‘Shakspeare [sic] aux
Funambules’, because he felt that Deburau
had Shakespeare’s talent for evocative but
mute action. He compares the scene in which
Deburau steps on the head of the ghost who
taunts him through the floorboards to the
moment in Shakespeare’s play when Hamlet
retorts with an air of casual audacity to the
ghost ‘Well said, old mole!’ (Act I, Scene v).44

Shakespeare himself, he suggests, could not
have found a better equivalent in action for
Hamlet’s words. 

Silence and muteness is just as important
to prose writers such as Balzac. For all the
wordy, extended narration of his novels, the
words sometimes describe very long periods
of silence or muteness. His first major novel,
La Peau de chagrin, opens with a dozen pages
during which there is little speech but con -
stant emphasis on visual experience gener -
ally and visual communication in particular.
It reads, in fact, just like a long, detailed plot
of a pantomime. 

The previous two centuries of French neo -
classicism never produced such an interest in
muteness and silence as did the Romantic
period. Deburau’s public was waiting and
willing to appreciate his mute expression,
reading into it as much profundity as they
might find in the poetry or prose of mute -
ness. If we, in our modern era, still associate
Pierrot with muteness, it has as much to do
with Romanticism as Deburau.45 It was a
com bination of both which transformed a
hitherto speaking role into the mute one we
recognize today.

Romantic Tensions

Deburau was a purist in his approach to

mute mime. He never spoke.46 This appealed
to Romantic critics who relished the mute
expression of the unarticulatable, but it also
attracted them because it was part of the
kind of contrasts, contradictions, and ten -
sions in art which they liked. Pure muteness
and Deburau’s vivid whiteness contrasted
with the vulgarity of the other characters in
what was often knockabout comedy, and
contrasted more generally with the shabby
nature of the theatre in which he performed.

Relative to French neoclassicism, Roman -
tic ism delighted in surprising, even shocking
contrasts between the exalted and the ignoble,
between dignity and familiarity, between
beauty and ugliness, between ideal and
reality – any contrasts, in fact, which con -
veyed the profound ambiguities which the
Romantics thought inherent in humanity.
Deburau’s performances at the Théâtre des
Funambules seemed to them to be bristling
with such contrasts. 

We have already cited Sand’s remark that
Deburau had the manners of a gentleman or
marquis, and this in the midst of a notori -
ously insalubrious theatre. The same con -
trasts are evident in the narrower confines of
Deburau’s fictional world. No matter how
mischievous or roguish he behaves, he is
always saved by his naive, childish virtues,
and his whiteness of costume and face is an
important attribute which serves to remind
the spectator of this. In one plot synopsis, he
is referred to as ‘this whitewashed malev -
olence (‘ce mal blanchi’).47

No matter how many tight spots he gets
into, his costume always remains immacu -
lately white, leading Banville to remark on
its ‘epic whiteness’.48 The whiteness stands,
therefore, for the resilience of his virtues in
the face of life’s woes. Thus, in La Bouteille
d’encre, ou le petit blanc, Pierrot is imprisoned
in an ink bottle by a sorcerer. When he later
wants to use the ink, he finds it has gone
white, so he smashes the bottle to let Pierrot
out and recover his black ink.49 Pierrot’s
whiteness, its purity, bears comparison with
the contemporary ‘ballet blanc’. 

Deburau’s role, however, is a better
example of the symbolism that whiteness is
said by some modern critics to have had in
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Romantic ballet, because it is a constant
throughout his performances, whereas the
whiteness of Romantic ballet has been much
exaggerated, and is actually only instanced
in a small number of works (most famously,
La Sylphide, and Giselle).50

The plots of Deburau’s pantomimes are so
full of peripeteia that contrasting situations
arise frequently. Péricaud draws on one
example in order to show how Romantic was
the aesthetic of these pantomimes. In Le
Boeuf enragé, the desperate lover attempts to
end it all by throwing himself down a well,
only for Cupid to pull him out and dress him
regally. Péricaud quotes the plot synopsis:
‘Cupid has changed the humble worm into a
colourful butterfly’, and comments: ‘Eleven
years later, Victor Hugo wrote that famous
line: “I am but a humble worm, in love with
a star.” The Funambules theatre anticipated
the greatest of poets.’51

The line of verse is from the letter which
the eponymous valet of Hugo’s play Ruy Blas
writes to the Queen revealing his love for
her. Péricaud contends that in its own comic
way, a moment in Le Boeuf enragé contains
within it a germ of the personal, social, and
political tensions dramatized in Hugo’s play,
and that aesthetically they share common
ground. It is not only the peripeteia of
Deburau’s pantomimes which lend them -
selves to a Romantic interpretation of con -
trast and conflict, but also the staging. The
plots are full of the use of what were called
‘trucs’, or props which were so constructed
as to change quickly from one object into a
completely different object, usually without
the protagonists knowing in advance. Panto -
mimes such as Le Mandarin Chi-han-li, ou les
Chinois de paravent, or Pierrot errant are full of
such effects which are likely to give the spec -
tator a constant sense of repeated contrasts.52

We can summarize the reasons for
Deburau’s success and his enduring legacy
as partly his own theatrical accomplishment,
partly the favourable Romantic context in
which he performed. His own accomplish -
ments are more varied than most modern
critics admit. He was not only a performer of
‘pantomime sautante’, but was renowned for
his subtle, psychological expression. Subtle

use of the whole body was not prevented by
the voluminous white costume which later
became the distinctive trappings of the
Pierrot. In fact, he performed without this
costume about as often as he did with it.

Silence was not forced on him, it was an
aesthetic choice; Deburau remained silent
even through the early 1830s when theatre
regulations were temporarily relaxed. Not all
of his success, however, can be attributed to
his personal talents. Romanticism also nour -
ished and sustained his image. The acute
interest shown by the literary elite of Paris in
a wordless performer is unparalleled in the
period of seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century French Classicism. The pre-eminent
position of mime in their pantheon of the arts
is incomparable to the approach taken by
early modern forebears, and is an indication
of the radical aesthetic changes being
wrought in the Romantic period. 

The affinity felt by an elite band of
contemporary critics for Deburau’s humble
Pierrot and his working-class theatre is testi -
mony to the political dimension of Roman -
ticism which was never very far from its
aesthetic ambitions. Part of understanding
Deburau, then, is to acknowledge that, behind
the cliché that his silent Pierrot mime became,
lies his impressive theatrical innovation and
artistry. The other part of understanding
him, however, is to acknowledge that he
does not deserve all the credit; it is the power
of the Romantic movement which helped to
launch him, and doubtless the enduring
nature of Romanticism which made his form
of ‘pantomime blanche’ a paradigm of mime
well into the twentieth century.
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