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ABSTR ACT

The puppet Tchantchès is a well-known charac-
ter introduced by the nineteenth-century wor-
king-class puppeteers in Liège. His resemblance 
to his audience, and his fights for a righteous cause 
during chivalrous plays contributed greatly to his 
popularity. Over time, he gradually got detached 
from his roots and was written into literature he 
developed into a generalized symbol of regio-
nal-identity. Poets and playwrights, especially du-
ring the first and second World Wars, gave Tchant-
chès a new presence in this changing society. They 
humanised him, completing the work of personi-
fication established in the previous period. This 
thesis explores the impact of patrimonialization on 
the historical development of Tchanthchès, using 
interviews, literary sources and scripts as source 
material. Furthermore, I investigate how this patri-
monialization will leave an imprint for future gene-
rations, as this preservation develops into “living 
patrimony”, conserving not only objects, but testi-
monies about the past.

EN

Tchantchès, une marionnette populaire créée à 
Liège au 19e siècle par des marionnettistes ou-
vriers, est un héros bien connu pour ses liens avec 
son public et ses croisades pour défendre la juste 
cause lors de pièces chevaleresques. Avec le temps, 
il s’est progressivement détaché de ses racines 
pour devenir un symbole généralisé de l’identité 
régionale. Les poètes et les dramaturges, surtout 
pendant les deux guerres mondiales, ont donné à 
Tchantchès une nouvelle présence dans cette so-
ciété en mutation : ils l’ont humanisé, complétant 
le travail de personnification établi dans la période 
initiale. Après avoir mené des entretiens et utilisé 
diverses sources littéraires et scénaristiques, j’ex-
plore à travers ce mémoire l’impact de la patri-
monialisation sur le développement historique de 
Tchantchès. En outre, j’étudie la manière dont cet-
te patrimonialisation laissera une empreinte pour 
les générations futures, à mesure que le processus 
de préservation évolue vers un “patrimoine vivant” 
en conservant non seulement des objets mais aussi 
des témoignages du passé.
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Vinâve d’Île street in Liège in the 19th century
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PROLOGUE

The immersion into fiction allows us to escape from place and time. Puppet theater is, by                  
nature, unconstrained by the demands of reality and logic. The show requires the spectator’s direct               
engagement, whether conscious or not. Yet a certain openness of spirit is required in order to fully 
immerse oneself in the chivalrous adventures of popular legends, as well as accept their comical 
exaggeration1. The marionette is a strong visual medium that enables the spectators to relate to a 
common figure. Puppet theatres will always stand out due to the fact that they bring inanimate and 
silent creatures to life by means of vocal energy and movement. It’s these two characteristics that 
create the dynamic interaction with the audience, and evoke their emotions, which is crucial for a 
good show. 

In the 17th century, the puppet theater became the main entertainment place for common            
Europeans. Groups like commedia dell’arte used characters such as Pulcinella to mark European           
puppet theaters2. The theatre was a place for freedom and fantasy, transporting the audience on long          
voyages along with their favourite heroes. This was not limited only to common folk; writers, stu-
dents, and intellectuals also enjoyed this form of entertainment3. Together, they would dream and 
wonder what the world outside of their village or country could possibly be like.

Comprehending the need to preserve the art and the folklore linked to the puppet theatre,                      
a process called patrimonialization4 was developed in the beginning of the 20th century5. Patrimo-
nialization is the removal of the ownership of an object from an individual and entrusting it to a com-
mon collection. In doing so, the object’s survival is ensured for future generations and it becomes 
an official part of history. The selection process that is undergone during patrimonialization ensures 
that only certain things can become part of a culture’s heritage. They are examined for common 

1. 
Neven, 

C., & 
Haertjens, L. 
(2001), (p. 
35-36)

2.
Jurkows-

ki, H. (2009). 
Online / URL: 
https://wepa.
unima.org/
en/europe/

3. 
Ancion, 

J. (2015).       
Online / URL: 
https://wepa.
unima.org/
en/thantches

4. A 
process 
by which a 
material or 
immaterial 
element 
becomes a 
constitutive 
part of a 
community’s 
identity that 
imbues said   
element with 
meaning and 
significance.

5. 
Breu-

neval, A. 
(2013). (p.12)
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Pulcinella, a burattino (glove puppet) by puppeteer (burattinaio) Carlo Piantadosi (d.2012)

3.
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traits, in order to determine which keepsakes are worth safeguarding. This thesis will explore the 
concept of patrimonialization in depth in Act two. 

Through the analysis of the puppet Tchantchès, this study will attempt to prove that the                          
nature of patrimonialization is to unify and preserve material or immaterial cultural heritage for later 
generations6. This thesis will analyse the extent to which the patrimonialization process limits the 
essence of the entities that are preserved, focussing on the puppet Tchantchès and the Liégois pup-
pet theatre. 

In this research, I focus on the case of Tchantchès, a famous marionnette in Liège and how his 
induction into the official heritage of Wallonia has changed how he is perceived in the present. The 
time frame of this project extends from the birth of puppetry in the 1830s, until the 1960s when   
puppetry was forced to radically change to survive in a new social climate The later analysis of a play 
by Adrien Dufour, extends the time period to 1982. Tchantchès’ significance as an icon, and a means 
of communication is explored in depth during this time period.

The exploration of the rich history behind Tchantchès during a personal visit to Liège, revealed a 
much broader picture of the circumstances under which he exists in the present, representing more 
than 175 years of history. In this study, I aim to understand how Tchantchès’ opinion and aesthetic 
have changed under the influence of the patrimonialization process. The context, intentions, official 
discourses, and subversions of this process are considered attempts to stay true to the same iconic 
figure, and evolve with a changing world simultaneously.

As the scripts, substantiated by context, provided the most insight into the subject of this                   
research, my paper reflects the structure of a theatre script. This project consists of a first act, where 

6.
The ev-

er-changing 
patrimonial-
ization proce-
dure gained 
world-wide 
importance 
after the           
damage 
caused by 
the First and 
Second 
World Wars, 
highlight-
ed by the 
foundation 
of institutions 
such as              
UNESCO, 
created to 
preserve 
significant 
places and 
monuments.

 There 
finally seems 
to be enough 
archived 
information to 
analyse and 
examine how 
the process 
of patrimo-
nialization 
has been 
managed 
over time.

PROLOGUE
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Tchantchès’ origin and primary role in 19th century society are explored, and a second act, in which 
patrimonialization and its effects on Tchantchès and his character are explored in detail.
The first act of this paper explains the importance of Tchantchès’ history, rooted in rebellion7, 

and the artistic freedom that came with playing his character. It also explores the societal changes 
to which the puppet theatres had to adapt during the time frame of this thesis. Furthermore, Tchan-
tchès’ more pronounced political side can be seen in the script of the play entitled The Four Sons of 
Aymon, a tale about knights and rebellion, analysed in this paper. 

The second act delves into the selection process undergone by objects during patrimonialization. 
This thesis examines the motivations of the founding fathers of the Musée de la Vie Wallonne, or 
Museum of Walloon Life, to begin gathering objects and to protect their history. The evolution of 
patrimonialization, and how it became more than just collecting objects, but also collecting stories 
of the people who used them was also explored, creating what is now known as “living patrimony”8. 
Tchantchès’ induction into literary works and how this caused the curious phenomenon of the spon-
taneous standardization of his character and his appearance, is further explored.

During the course of this paper, I expose how the process of preserving our heritage can be a 
double-edged sword. It gives us the opportunity to preserve important material objects and imma-
terial folklore for future generations, but it also forces us to discard others. As discussed in detail in 
this thesis, the granting of the status of cultural patrimony can sever it from its context, losing part 
of its original cultural essence. 

7.
Demoulin, 

B., & Kupper, 
J.-L. (2002) 
(p.168-170)

8.
Immaterial 

heritage is a 
term created 
at UNESCO 
in contrast to 
built heritage. 
Long known 
as folklore and then known as folk arts and traditions, oral 
traditions or traditional culture, intangible heritage is con-
stantly evolving. Hence the common use of the expression 
living heritage to name it.

PROLOGUE
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9. 
 Liège was        

nicknamed “the 
little France of the 
Meuse‘’ when it 
was absorbed by 
the then expanding 
French republic. 

10. Ancion, J. 
(2015). Online / URL: 
https://wepa.unima.
org/en/thantches/

the branch of sci-
ence and technology 
concerned with the 
properties of metals 
and their production 
and purification.

11. Ibid. Online / 
URL: https://wepa.
unima.org/en/than-
tches/

12. 
Josse, 

M. (2009). 
Online 
/ URL: 
https://
www.liege.
be/en/
discover/
tourism/dis-
cover-liege/
histo-
ry-of-liege/
histo-
ry-of-liege

13. ​​
Ancion, J. 
(2015). On-
line / URL: 
https://
wepa.uni-
ma.org/en/
thantches/

14. .
Ibid. On-

line / URL: 
https://
wepa.uni-
ma.org/en/
thantches/

After an era of stability and relative peace in the aristocratic republic of Liège, the French 
Revolution erupted in 1792 9. During its occupation, the town went through many changes and 
its importance increased significantly. The Saint-Lambert Cathedral, which stood as a symbol 
for the power of the clergy, was sacrificed on the revolutionary altar, leaving an enormous hole 
in the centre of the ancient city. However, the Revolution also brought growth, such as the cre-
ation of the Canon Foundry after the bombardment of the Outremeuse district in 1794. 
At the end of the 19th century, Liège was undergoing a significant metamorphosis.
Influenced by the European era of mechanization, Liège, already leaning in such a direction 

thanks to its previous activities, became a powerful industrial centre due to its powerful mining 
and the metallurgical industry10. 

Yet it is not until the Belgian Revolution in 1830, when Belgium gained independence, that 
the history of puppetry in the country really started to develop. Some of the many nomadic 
showmen who appeared at festivals, fairs and markets left records of their increased number 
and activity, extending over a longer period of time11.

Liège became a crossroads of cultures and communities12, sprouting the first theatres in re-
sponse to the growing industrial urbanization of the 19th century. Small permanent theatres 
arose, and people attended the shows, instead of heading home or to the various pubs. The 
puppeteers performing in these theatres were simply the first enthusiastic worker from each 
district, supplying adventures, dreams, heroes, as well as social commentary. They performed 
each evening for their spectators, who were often illiterate13. 
A list composed in 1902 noted more than fifty theatres operating in Liège and its suburbs14. 

ACT 1 : THE NEED FOR A HERO 
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Old Tchantchès before 1900 kept in the Museum of Walloon Life. We can see that his costume was not 
yet the one we know today and that he dressed according to the public present in his theatre. Tchantchès 

also wears the red nose of a lover of peket, the genever.

4.
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ACT 1 : THE NEED FOR A HERO 

However, the mention of the first puppet theatre, directed by the Tuscan 
Alessandro Conti (1830-1903)15 in collaboration with Frenchman Thomas 
Talbot (1885-unknown), was recorded in 1860. The public gathered daily 
in the largest room of the house, which acted as a theatre16. During the 
performances, novels were read word for word and performed without any 
deviation from the original script. The importance of these regular gather-
ings should not be overlooked. It created a sense of belonging and commu-
nity at a time where the lower class was oppressed and vulnerable. Work-
ing in distressingly poor conditions for countless hours each day, created a 
craving for distraction and amusement. This search for unity and support, 
through a common experience17, is a key feature explored in this thesis. 
Most plays, at the time, used debate as dramatic material, transforming the 
stage into a platform for polemics and manifestos that opposed all forms 
of political propaganda and binary thinking. The puppet became a tool for 
resistance against several repressive forces such as the state, disciplinary 
institutions (school, family, prison, etc. ), and political systems (capitalism, 
dictatorship, fascism, etc). It also became a tool to manipulate ideas and 
conceptions in order to give materiality to militant commitment by making 
discursive aspects visible and understandable18. 

Puppets offered more than a medium for debate, they were also a display 

15.
Also known as Di mon 

Con’tîi.

16.
Ancion, J. (2015). Online 

/ URL: https://wepa.unima.
org/en/thantches/

17. 
Demoulin, B., & Kupper, 

J.-L. (2002). (p.139-140)

18.
Fleury, R. (2019), Un 

médium d’émancipation 
créative (p.317-333).
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Léopold Leloup dans son théâtre de marionnette vers 1880

5.



13

A
C

T
 O

N
E

of craftsmanship. They looked both familiar and hieratic19 , and were carved 
completely out of wood. Gradually their heads, limbs and armour became 
more refined. Simplicity in the play and intricacy in the woodwork were 
key. It was from these ordinary puppets that Tchantchès arose. The comic 
hero who would become a symbol of Wallonia and its people20.

19. Highly stylized or 
formal looking.

20. Museum of Walloon 
Life. (2020). Online / URL: 
https://www.provincede-
liege.be/en/node/7410

21. 
Gross, Joan. (1994).

(p. 63)

22. 
Gross, Joan. (2003) 

(p. 3)

By 1899, Rodolphe 
de Warsage counted 50 
puppet theaters in the 
working class neighbor-
hoods of Liège (de Warsage 
21). Four of them were on 
the 200-yard-long street of 
Roture where Leloup had 
his theater.

ACT 1 : THE NEED FOR A HERO 

1.1 : THE RISE OF TCHANTCHÈS 

After Belgian independence, uncertainty ran high. Having been under 
alternating Spanish, Dutch and French rule in a relatively short period of 
time, being reigned over by distant nobles21, the Belgian people longed 
for a uniting voice. Someone to look to for advice, who stood up for their 
rights, uniting the city and its citizens. They needed a hero. 

Leopold Leloup (1856-1912)22 was inspired by this national sentiment 
to create the character Tchantchès. As a puppet master, and owner of the 
Imperial Theatre in Liège, Leloup wanted to attract a wider and more 
prosperous crowd to his small theatre at Rue Roture. His theatre’s location 
gave him access to a very different and more distinguished audience. Many 
of his spectators were “carabins”, medical students from the university and 
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old Bavarian hospital. They liked to frequent the bars of Rue Roture and 
occasionally came to enjoy the theatre23. 

Around 1870, Leloup created a small character dressed in a large white 
coat who told the tales of what happened in the hospital. Thus, he attempt-
ed to appeal to the medical students by entertaining them with relatable 
tales of a familiar environment. The character would address the students 
in the room, telling jokes, and performing sketches as an opening-act, 
before beginning the classic knight’s tales he was scheduled to perform. 
Gradually, more and more students began coming to the shows24. 

Neighbouring theatres quickly noticed their colleague’s success and 
developed their own imitations of Tchantchès, introducing this common 
hero into every one of the city’s theatres25. Tchantchès represented the re-
bellious spirit and delicious outspoken vulgarity, making him both an actor 
in the drama itself and simultaneously, a sounding board for all the other 
characters. He would rebel against social hierarchy, fighting for what he 
believed was right. He used all the subtleties of local dialect, speaking like 
the citizens who came to enjoy the show, creating a safe haven for these 
locals to speak their minds without the threat of outsiders’ opinions26.

23. Kopijasz, A. (2021)

24. Kopijasz, A. (2021) 

The character became 
such a success that Leloup 
bought his neighbour’s 
house to construct a bigger 
theatre for his constantly 
growing audience.

25. 
Tchantchès was not the 

only character of his kind, 
as shows often included a 
character that spoke directly 
to the audience. He was, 
however, the first character 
with this purpose in Liège.

26. 
It must be noted that he 

did not receive a warm wel-
come everywhere. In some 
theatres, he remained only a 
secondary character due to 
the perceived indecency and 
unconventionality of making 
a commoner a primary char-
acter, while in others, he was 
granted primary roles, such 
as the squire of Roland, 
Charlemagne’s confidant.

1.1 : THE RISE OF TCHANTCHÈS 
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1.2 WHAT IS IN A NAME?

 Despite his popularity, and patrimonialization, the origin of his name 
remains uncertain. There are different hypotheses about the linguistic ori-
gin of “Tchantchès”, each one interwoven with the political past of the city. 
It is believed that the name originated from the popular name “François”, 
pronounced “Françwès” in a Walloon accent. As he was created to rep-
resent common society, he needed a common name that was easy to                 
pronounce27. 

Another proposal, by professor Maurice Piron(1914-1986)28,  is that the 
origin of the name is much older, dating back to the time of Napoleon’s 
conquest, when Liège was the capital of a globally influential country in 
full industrialization29. The city’s mines and metallurgical industry at-
tracted many Flemish, Luxembourgish and Italian laborers. The Flemish 
name “Jan” or “Jantje” was pronounced “Djantche” in a Walloon accent,        
evolving further into “Tchantchès”30. 

The third theory about the origin of our puppet’s name, is that Con-
ti christened the character “Tchitcho”, derived from the Italian name      
Francesco31. Tchitcho simply became Tchantchès. However, this theory is 
the least substantiated of the three.

The most widely accepted theory is the derivation of Tchantchès from 
the name French name François. It must be noted, however, that the         
underlying regionalism and anti-immigrant sentiment may have pushed 

27.
Ancion, J. (2015). Online 

/ URL: https://wepa.unima.
org/en/thantches/

28. 
Maurice Piron was a 

philologist from Liège and 
a Walloon activist. He has 
been a professor at the 
universities of Ghent, Congo 
and Liège, and an academi-
cian at the Royal Academy 
of French Language and 
Literature of Belgium.

29. Josse, M. (2009). 
Online / URL: https://
www.liege.be/en/discover/
tourism/discover-liege/histo-
ry-of-liege/history-of-liege

30. Gross, J. (2001).
(p.273)

This theory is support-
ed by the atmosphere of 
Belgian contempt for Flemish 
workers, and Tchantchès’s 
original role as a character to 
be mocked. It is even said 
that in sometheatres, people 
paid to punch Tchantchès’ 
nose.

31. 
This nickname was 

given to the Italian workers in 
Belgium. 
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the Walloon authorities to adjust the name’s origin story.
In 1950, the Walloons controlled the flourishing business sector, 

and resented being forced to provide financial aid to the impoverished                
Flanders. Walloon regionalists and officials refused to acknowledge a 
Flemish origin for Tchantchès, an important cultural symbol of the Wal-
loon capital, and promoted the story of his name deriving from the name 
François32. It was also in the 1950s that the spelling of his name, which up 
until now was spelled differently depending on the writer, was standard-
ized to Tchantchès.

32.
Kopijasz, A. (2021)

33. 
When more then 50 

theatres fourished in the city. 
Some of them, coexisting  
very close to eachother. Like 
in the Rue Roture, where 3 
theatres shared the same 
alley.

34. 
Sculptural relief in which 

the projection from the 
surrounding surface is slight 
and no part of the modeled 
form is undercut.

35.
Ers, J.-P. (2014). Online 

/ URL: https://www.liege.
be/fr/decouvrir/plein-air/
art-public/la-fontaine-de-la-
tradition-1/la-fontaine-de-la-
tradition

1.2 WHAT IS IN A NAME?

1.3 A MAN OF THE PEOPLE

During the golden age of marionettes in Liège (1880-1918)33, 
there were various kinds of Tchantchès. Leloup’s original character 
was dressed as a medical student, but an other Tchantchès appeared 
in a miller’s outfit in the Sainte-Madeleine district. This depiction of 
him, in breeches and a miller’s hat, can be seen in the bas-relief34 of 
the fountain of traditions located in the Market square. The creators 
of that fountain, la Société des Fontaines Roland35, was based in the 
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Sainte-Madeleine district, thus used this version of Tchantchès be-
cause he was a reflection of the demography in the district.  

The surge in popularity of the puppet theatre was not solely a 
Liégois occurrence; it was being experienced throughout the whole 
of Europe36. Each European country had its own easily relatable 
and popular character that linked spectators directly to the theatre 
piece37. Among them we find good examples of how important these 
common heroes had become in late 19th century Europe38.

Each version of Tchanchès represented the unique demographic 
of the neighbourhood in which he was performing. Every puppeteer 
gave him his own voice and his own look, allowing him to improvise 
in a mixture of Walloon and French, contrasting greatly with the way 
the nobles expressed themselves in plays39. 

According to professor Maurice Piron, Liégois philologist, the 
extent of Tchantchès’ role depended on the theatre in which he was 
being played. Time and time again, he would be seen with Charle-
magne, Roland, Tristan, or Geneviève de Brabant and found, either 
in the crib at Bethlehem or opposing modern invaders at Charlem-
agne’s side40, fighting for what he believed. 

36. 
Jurkowski, H. (2009). 

Online / URL: https://wepa.
unima.org/en/europe/

37.
Punch in Great Britain, 

Guignol in France, Petrushka 
in Russia, Pulcinella in Italy, 
Hanswurst in Germany and 
Spejbl and Hurvínek in the 
Czech Republic.

38. 
Gross, J. (1994).(p.64).

39.
Dennis Fauconnier, 

Liégois sculptor and puppet 
player, articulated this during 
a radio broadcast in 2021:

“He[Tchanchès] is the 
heart of the real Liegeois. He 
is the spirit, the honesty, and 
the joy of the city, and the 
fact that everyone likes him 
this much is thanks to him 
being a superhero filled with 
imperfections. Since nobody 
is perfect and despite our 
errors, we can choose to 
do good, to fight for a lost 
cause just because it is a 
good cause. To choose to 
save those princesses from 
evil just because it is the 
right thing to do”.

40.
Piron, M. (2008). Online 

/ URL: http://www.chokier.
com/FILES/THEATRE/The-
atre-Tchantches.html

1.3 A MAN OF THE PEOPLE
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Bas-relief in the fountain of traditions in Liège, portaying Tchantchès in a millers workingclothes

6.
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1.3 A MAN OF THE PEOPLE

His suffering was always humorous, and he always recovered 
quickly from sadness, representing the mocking and good-natured 
spirit of the Walloon. 
Tchantchès’ fighting style, dating back to the 19th century, com-

bined imagination and history in a remarkable way. Traditionally, 
he would slay his opponents with a single terrible headbutt in the 
chest, “poisoning” them with one formidable blow41. This fighting 
style originated from the Liégois combat sport soukeû42, in which 
opponents were permitted to use only their heads to knock their 
opponents out as quickly as possible. This traditional sport is also 
believed to be the origin of the characteristic Liégois hard-headed-
ness43 .

41.
 Piron, M. (2008). Online 

/ URL: http://www.chokier.
com/FILES/THEATRE/The-
atre-Tchantches.html

42.
Stasse, S. (2004): 

(p.388). soukeû ; soukeûse, 
n. :   The one who head-
butts.

43.
Defleur, M. (1962). 

(p.5-19)

1.4 ARTISTIC FREEDOM AND CREATIVE POTENTIAL

Every theatre had its own legend and origin story of Tchantchès. 
He was easily appropriated by each puppeteer, giving him great 
creative potential. He was nobody and everybody, symbolizing the       
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Ten books of peddling and popular impressions.

7.
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1.4 ARTISTIC FREEDOM AND CREATIVE POTENTIAL

underdog of society44. Interestingly, the script for Tchantchès’ role 
was very rarely predetermined, while other characters’ lines were 
clearly defined in advance. This particularity is most notable in the 
scripts dating from before the First World War, before he was in-
ducted into literature and into Liège’s patrimony45. 
Several theories exist as to why his text was not defined before-

hand. One theory explains that the authors of the scripts could only 
speak Walloon, but not write it. Another theory is that Tchantchès’ 
text was not meant to carry as much weight as that of the nobles in 
the play so it didnt have to be thought out beforehand. It may also 
have been because Tchantchès was meant to interact with the au-
dience, and the scriptwriters could not predict how the spectators 
would interact with the show. The oral nature of his lines allowed the 
performer the freedom to break with the written word of the other 
characters in the classic texts46.

According to Piron, the absence of script created a creative and 
emotional outlet for the puppeteers, enabling them to transmit their 
political and personal beliefs, most often linked to frustrations or ob-
servations in working society47. 

44.
Gross, J. (1994).(p.62)

45.
Dufour, A. (1932)
This lack of script also 

occurs in the play The Four 
Sons of Aymon (1932),    
analysed in the next chapter.

46.
Gross, J. (1994).(p.64)

47.
Piron, M., & Fraikin, J. 

(1980). (p.8)
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Tchantchès’ poisoned headbut against a Saracen - postcard series of Belgian hero’s produced by the the 
Belgian National Work of Defense against tuberculosis.

8.
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1.4 ARTISTIC FREEDOM AND CREATIVE POTENTIAL

The puppeteer was usually a local craftsman, who began carving 
puppets and performing shows to earn some extra money on the 
side48. 

The baseline story of each show often came from the famous piec-
es archived in the Bibliothèque bleue49, that contained very famous 
pieces50. However, with the strong representation of the Walloon 
movement in Liège came the desire to tell more local and personal 
stories51. The most popular stories were those of epic topics about 
Liège and the city’s association with the great Charlemagne. 

Thus, the puppeteers began to incorporate a variety of pieces de-
rived from Biblical stories, historical dramas, and melodramas, as 
well as adaptations from “real” theatre and adventure novels52. 
One of the first Walloon-produced theatre pieces was Là wice 

qu’on bouhe dju lès Ampèreûs, meaning “There where the emperors 
are overthrown”53. Other more classical contemporary Liégois piec-
es consisted of The Nativity (Li Naissance), The Passion (Li Pas-
sion), and chivalry plays such as Orson and Valentin and The Four 
Sons of Aymon. 

48. 
Gross, J. (2001).(p.52)

49.
Bibliothèque bleue is in 

origin a term for a publishing 
scheme introduced 1602 in 
Troyes by the brothers Jean 
and Nicolas Oudot. Oudot 
produced prints in low qual-
ity and small format. Sold 
with a blue paper cover, 
these brochure-like products 
came to be known as livres 
bleus, or “blue books”.

50.
The Bibliothèque bleue 

contained pieces like 
Bluebeard, Tom Thumb, 
Cinderella, Ali Baba and the 
40 thieves, etc.

51.
Istasse, C. (1968).(p.25)

52.
These included Gen-

evieve of Brabant, Michel 
Strogoff, a Temptation of St. 
Anthony, The Hunchback, 
Mignon, Wait for me under 
the elm tree, and The Three 
musketeers.

53.
Gross, J. (2001).(p.128)



24

A
C

T
 O

N
E

1.4 ARTISTIC FREEDOM AND CREATIVE POTENTIAL

The folktale entitled La Mâle St.Martin (1312) strongly resembles 
the plot of There where the emperors are overthrown, and was among 
the most popular plays. These plays talk about the history of Liège 
and the common people’s resistance against the tyranny of the rul-
ing class, and the rise of the bourgeoisie54. Some sources, includ-
ing    Anthony Ficarrotta, speculate that Tchanchès appeared in this 
piece, fighting with the commoners against the nobility, but this was 
not recorded in writing55. 

During the interbellum, Thomas Talbot (1885-unknown), the di-
rector of Liège’s Tchanchès Theatre, produced his own version of 
Tchanchès’ story. He made a strong distinction between “the peo-
ple” and “the nobility”. As an active member of the socialist party, he 
used his play to launch a campaign for workers’ educational and so-
cial rights. He would perform his plays at “La Maison du Peuple”56 in 
order to attract the biggest potential audience. Talbot’s performanc-
es demonstrate the fearlessness with which many puppeteers took 
part in acts of rebellion, as does the work of Victor Verrées (1889-
1962), another puppeteer in Liège. Verrées’ father was dismissed 
from the coal mines after instigating a protest among his colleagues. 

54. 
Dewez, M. (n.d.). Online 

/ URL: connaitrelawallonie.
wallonie.be/fr/histoire/time-
line/3-et-4-aout-1312-le-
mal-saint-martin-triomphe-
des-petits#.YVna00ZBzRa  

55.
Polain, M. L. (1842). 

Online / URL: https://
liegecitations.wordpress.
com/1312/08/04/liege-
la-mal-st-martin-1312-no-
blesse-metiers-clerge/

In 1312, the craftsmen 
and merchants of Liège had 
acquired many rights, but 
the nobles still maintained 
administrative control over 
the city through heavy 
taxation. 

One day, a nobleman 
came to the Market Hall 
to collect his taxes from 
the butcher. The merchant 
refused to pay, so as the no-
bleman went for the butcher’s cashbox, the butcher 

severed the nobleman’s 
hand from his arm with his 
cleaver. Having had enough, 
the artisans and merchants 
armed themselves against 
the nobles, forcing them to 
take shelter in St. Martin’s 
Church where they believed 
they would be safe. 

They underestimated the 
people’s anger and disregard 
for religion, for the crowd set 
fire to the church, slaying 
every nobleman inside.

56.
Gross, J. (2001).(p.260)
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Lastly, Henri Libert (1869-1937) went so far as to write anti-Hitler 
pieces during his stint in the German labour camps during World 
War II57. 

Once Tchantchès was discovered by students and the bourgeoisie, 
he became the most popular puppet in theatres. His savoury speech 
was a top asset, and his good humour and banter distinguished him 
from among all the heroes of the chivalrous epic. Some of the play-
ers soon realised that this was a remarkable advantage and hastened 
to increase Tchantchès’ role in each piece. Short comedies were      
written, in which he was the protagonist, accentuating his uproari-
ousness, and he began to speak in a mixture of French and Walloon. 
In the stage games and dialogue, his anachronisms, until then mostly 
unintentional, were purposefully sought after, sometimes reaching a 
level of flat-out buffoonery. Finally, his physique was pushed to the 
point of caricature, with his identifying characteristic becoming a 
large, strange, almost obscene nose58.

A puppet’s aesthetic depends on the structure made to                                         
manipulate it. The Liégois marionette is characterized by its out-
standing simplicity, controlled by a single iron rod attached to the 

57.
Gross, J. (2001).(p.89)

58.
Piron, M. (2008). Online 

/ URL: http://www.chokier.
com/FILES/THEATRE/The-
atre-Tchantches.html
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crown of its head, giving it a very limited range of motion. The trunk 
and head of the puppet are made of carved wood, restricting the 
head to only lateral movement, with the help of a rod called the “fi 
d’ârco”59. Since these puppets had such “simple” manipulations it 
helped the performer to focus on his voice acting and interaction 
with the spectators. The exceptions to this structure were the pup-
pets of knights, whose hands and feet were attached with hinge-like 
joints for more precise manipulation during the notorious battle 
scenes. 

The size of the puppet was determined by the social rank of the 
character being portrayed60. Those that portrayed high-standing 
characters, such as Charlemagne, were the largest and most intri-
cately sculpted, with adorned armour and a sword in hand. This con-
trasted heavily with the little commoner puppets, who were smaller 
and simply dressed, with only the head carved. The puppet’s face was 
therefore considered the focal point for puppet makers. Each pup-
pet’s expression was painted directly onto the wood, by the artist, 
with the utmost care and precision, each sculptor having their own 
distinctive style61. 

59.
Piron, M., & Fraikin, J. 

(1980).(p.22)

As opposed to other 
puppets, no strings are 
attached to the limbs.

60.
Neven, C., & Haertjens, 

L. (2001).(p.110)

61.
Since puppets were 

passed from one generation 
to the next, or from one 
theatre to another, they were 
not always repaired by their 
original maker if damaged 
during a performance. This 
makes it difficult for collec-
tors nowadays to distinguish 
what parts of a puppet 
were made by a particular 
sculptor.
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Of all the heroic tales, The Four Sons of Aymon62 is by far one of the 
most ancient and popular ones. Every citizen of Liège has read, seen, or 
heard of the perilous adventures of the four sons, and can point out the 
places they might have lived. The memory of these valiant men has been 
preserved in the people’s memory thanks to the traditions and the feudal 
ruins that cover the Liégois countryside. The analysis of the script, dat-
ing from 1932, will form the base for the hypothesis as to how Tchantchès 
would have acted and what he could actually have said during the play63.

Although the dramatic story of The Four Sons of Aymon lends itself 
well to a rewriting for the stage, the fact remains that the gradual change 
from the 13th century chanson de geste64 to the theatre allowed for pro-
found transformations of the original text65. These were partly due to the 
specific constraints of the dramatic art, but the Belgian version was par-
ticularly influenced by the German occupation during the Second World 
War. Theatres were controlled, and only certain pieces were permitted to 
be performed.

During the Second World War, the German authorities were quick to 
ban this particular play for depicting the theme of revolt against an abusive 
authority. It would not be revived by the Belgian National Theatre until 
after the war. Denis Fauconnier, recounts anecdotally the conception, by 
an unknown creator, of a puppet specifically to mock Adolf Hitler66 and 

62.
This thirteenth century 

chanson de geste was 
attributed to Huon de 
Villeneuve.

63. 
Dufour A. (1932)

Aymon, brother of 
Beuves, was distinguished 
by his chivalry. He inherited 
the castle of Amblève, locat-
ed near the Ardennes forest, 
for which he came to be 
known as the Prince of the 
Ardennes. Aymon married 
Edwige and they had four 
children: Renaud, Alard, 
Guichard, and Richard, all 
four remarkable for their high 
stature, courage, strength, 
and courtesy. They were 
the models of the perfect 
knights celebrated in the 
heroic poems of Boïardo and Ariosto, and all their imitators. 

64. 
A chanson de geste (in 

medieval French literature) 
an epic poem written in as-
sonant verse or rhyme about 
historical or legendary events 
or figures.

65.
De Montauban, R. 

(1941)

66.
Denis Fauconnier does 

not give any further details 
about his identity.

1.5 TR ADITIONAL REBELLION THROUGH 
“THE FOURSONS OF AYMON”
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Title page of the “Quatre Fils Aymon” published in Troyes in the Bibliothèque bleue by the printer 
Nicolas Oudot in 1630 

9.
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criticize the war. This creator called the puppet Nanole, from the Walloon 
word In-a nole, which, in this case, meant “he has nothing in his pants”67. 
The Germans obviously banned this character from performances.

The plot of the play The Four Sons of Aymon includes only the scenes 
that took place in the Ardennes in the fourth chapter of the original sto-
ry, transforming the written work into a visual adaptation, telling the story 
of the four sons in an illustrative way. This reduced the number of scene 
changes to a total of seven, making the organization of the play much easier 
and more convenient68. The theatre took over the role of the troubadour, 
showing people the rebellion of the Aymon brothers in an illustrative way. 
This made it possible to summarise whole sections of the story, such as the 
brothers’ settlement in the Ardennes castle and their fierce resistance69.

The story brings out a more pronounced side of Tchantchès, according 
to Anthony Ficarrotta70 . From references in the source material, it appears 
that Tchantchès plays the servant or squire of the four brothers, fighting 
alongside them in the rebellion. Tchantchès’ role as a voice for the people 
continues in the play71, even though he does not play a major part72. His 
power lies in his conviction and the confidence he receives from the audi-
ence, who can easily relate to him. His rhetoric is powerful and clear; the 
fight against injustice must never be abandoned. These suppositions as to 
what Tchantchès’ lines would have been in the play cannot be confirmed, 

67.
Kopijasz, A. (2021)

68. 
Vertenoeil, P., & Musée 

de la Vie Wallonne (Eds.). 
(2019).(p.17)

This restriction to the 
Ardennes also played to the 
regionalistic sentiment of 
the time.

69.
De Montauban, R. 

(1941)

70.
Quote by Anthony Ficar-

rotta during the interview. 
Quoilin, C., & Ficarrotta, A. 
(2021)

“If Tchantchès had been 
present, he would surely 
have asked the people to 
show solidarity and courage, 
he would have supported 
them morally and if it was 
possible, he would surely 
have told them not to let the 
Germans win”

71.
Les Marches de l’Est: 

Alsace, Lorraine, Luxem-
bourg, Ardennes, pays 
wallons : recueil trimestriel de 
littérature, d’art et d’histoire. 
(1913).(p.620)

72.
He is at this time still 

mostly unwritten and goes 
unnoticed by the untrained 
eye. 

1.5 TR ADITIONAL REBELLION THROUGH 
“THE FOURSONS OF AYMON”
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Sculptor and puppetmaster for the Museum of Walloon Life, Anthony Ficarrotta, 
working on a puppet’s wooden head.

10.
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1.5 TR ADITIONAL REBELLION THROUGH 
“THE FOURSONS OF AYMON”

as they were never written down. However, Anthony Ficarrotta’s explana-
tion of the oppression of the puppet theatre, as a place for freedom of ex-
pression, due to German occupation supports this supposition.

This first act has explained the origins of Tchantchès, and his impor-
tance as a popular character in Liège’s puppet theatres. He was the means 
through which the puppeteer connected the audience to the show, allowing 
the puppeteer to express and discuss their thoughts directly to the audi-
ence.  As the public slowly shifted from almost exclusively adult common-
ers, to academics and bourgeoisie, Tchantchès’ role gained more promi-
nence. He gradually evolved from an entirely improvised character, with 
no predefined lines, to the star of the performance. His values of honesty, 
good-heartedness and other traits that were seen as typically Liégois, were 
kept constant, while each puppet master changed his physical appearance 
to suit their own needs. Yet, this was only the beginning of Tchantchès’ 
history. He later became a well-defined figure in popular culture through 
his induction into contemporary literature and Liège’s cultural heritage.

`
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ACT TWO : BECOMING A PART OF THE HERITAGE

The First World War led to a new era, characterised by the growing 
popularity of cinematography, eventually forcing puppet theatres out of 
business73. The traditions of puppetry were preserved by two main ini-
tiatives: The Friends of the Marionette and the Museum of Walloon Life. 
Puppeteers could no longer put on performances in their homes, but had 
to use the theatre in the Museum of Walloon Life. Most puppeteers were 
paid per show and given a regular job in the museum’s theatre. This set the 
scene for the second chapter of Tchantchès’ history. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, a strong regionalist sentiment 
had developed in Wallonia, and Tchanchès evolved into much more than 
a puppet. The regional parliament was created, as well as the Walloon an-
them and flag, and there was a need for a cultural symbol to represent this 
newly unified group74. In response, authors, novelists, poets and journal-
ists wove the legend of Tchanchès into their literary works. They polished 
his character and elevated him above the level of a mere puppet caricature. 
His reputation grew, making him popular even for propaganda and adver-
tisement purposes. As a result, he began to appear in more cartoons and 
critiques of the contemporary political scene. 

73.
Piron, M. (2008). Online 

/ URL: http://www.chokier.
com/FILES/THEATRE/The-
atre-Tchantches.html

74.
Piron, M., & Fraikin, J. 

(1980).(p.22)
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