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THE PELICOT TRIAL
A Scenic Oratorio

Milo Rau & Servane Dècle



The Pelicot Trial  is undoubtedly the most publicised and discussed, and also the most symbolic, of 
our time. As in a sociological study, it shows that in a perfectly normal Western European city – 
the small town of Mazan in the south of France, close to Avignon – perfectly ordinary men from 
all social classes and age groups are capable of perhaps the most extreme crime: the repeated rape 
of an unconscious woman. “Shame has to change sides.” Through these words and her decision 
to make her trial public, Gisèle Pelicot has become a symbol of the fight against sexual violence. 
Extending her gesture to the theatre, the oratorio by Milo Rau and Servane Dècle offers a docu-
mentary journey into the heart of the banality of rape and its legal treatment. Restaged in each city 
in the local language with a new cast of actors and public figures, The Pelicot Trial  is a one-night 
scenic oratorio that pays tribute to an ordinary woman who opened the way to change.

600 trial hours, 51 perpetrators, 20,000 videos and photos shot by Dominique Pelicot, the  
husband of Gisèle Pelicot, 38 lawyers – to find judgement on more than 200 rapes under chemical 
submission committed over the course of a decade. It takes a range of sources to allow reflection 
on what made this possible. Statements, examinations, an investigation file, scholarly commenta-
ries, interviews, video descriptions, tribunes, collages, mails, pleas, expert opinions. And a tapestry 
of Mont Ventoux overlooking the courtroom, recalling Pelicot’s bedroom view. 
Like Petrarch climbing that same mountain in 1336, the audience is driven through a mass of  
material, in a journey that blends history, the present, the home and the world. Over the course of 
a 4-hour play, Servane Dècle and Milo Rau paint a picture of an entire era.
								           

 2

World premiere in June 2025, as part of the Vienna Festival | Free Republic of Vienna © Nurith Wagner-Strauss

ARTISTIC TEAM
Research, text and direction Milo Rau and Servane Dècle
Project dramaturgy Nastasia Griese

Special thanks to Gisèle Pelicot’s lawyers Me Camus and Me Babonneau, Caroline Darian, the 
journalists Adèle Bossard (Ici Vaucluse), Jean-Philippe Deniau (Radio France), Britta Sandberg 
(Der Spiegel), Valérie Manteau, Marion Dubreuil, Cécile Hautefeuille (Mediapart), psychiatric ex-
pert Laurent Layet, lawyer Me Kabore, activists Justine Le Noac’h and Nellie (NousToustes 84), 
Lola Lafon, Manon Garcia, Geoffroy de Lagasnerie, and the researchers from Centre Norbert 
Elias (CNRS- Aix-Marseille Université – Avignon Université) :  Camille Bègue, Dorothée Dussy, 
Lucille Florenza, Stéphanie Fonvielle, Riwanon Gouez, Mélanie Gourarier, Fatma Hamdoun, Lau-
rence Hérault, Corentin Legras, Céline Lesourd, Perrine Lachenal, Michèle Salord-Lopez, Irène 
Seriau, Raphaël Perrin.

CREDIT:
The Pelicot Trial is a project of the Vienna Festival (Wiener Festwochen) |  
Free Republic of Vienna.

The world premiere took place on 18 June , 2025, as part of the Vienna Festival |  
Free Republic of Vienna.

Find our press photos here: www.festwochen.at/en/press
 

PRESS CONTACT
Judith Staudinger
Head of Communications Vienna Festival
+43 664 22 589 38
j.staudinger@festwochen.at
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BIOGRAPHIES

Born in 1996, Servane Dècle is a French  
theatre maker, writer and performer who emp-
loys a multi-disciplinary approach to interro-
gate current socio-political realities. A former  
civil engineer, Dècle subsequently graduated 
in drama from the Conservatoire de Nantes. 
She has been living in a commune for nine  
years and is involved in social activism. She 
has been collaborating with theatre artists 
Milo Rau, Clara Hédouin and Simon Roth, 
and is currently developing her first original 
projects.
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Milo Rau, born in 1977 in Bern, is the  
Artistic Director of the Vienna Festival (Wiener  
Festwochen) | Free Republic of Vienna. The 
director and author has published over 100 
plays, films, books and actions. His theatre 
productions have been shown at all major 
international festivals, including the Berlin 
Theatertreffen, the Festival d‘Avignon, the 
Venice Biennale, the Vienna Festival and the  
Kunstenfestivaldesarts in Brussels, and 
have been touring in over 30 countries  
worldwide. From 2018 to 2024, Milo Rau was 
artistic director of NTGent.   
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The Pelicot Trial in New York  © Judith Staudinger

The Pelicot Trial was published in French and German: 
Le Procès Pelicot. Oratorio en 40 fragments. Flammarion 2026
Der Prozess Pelicot. Jacoby Stuart 2026.

Since its premiere on 18 June, 2025, as part of the Vienna Festival (Wiener Festwochen) during 
the 2025–2026 season, The Pelicot Trial has been staged in 10 other cities across Europe and the 
United States–from Avignon to Warsaw, from Paris to Belgrade, and from Lisbon to New York.
Find more information here:   www.festwochen.at/en/pelicot-trial-world-tour

“A landmark in the art of theatre”  
Le Monde

“A political act of memory”  
El Pais

“Insight and Despair”  
New York Times

“A tribute to Gisèle Pelicot.” 
Libération
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N.A.: What does the figure of Gisèle Pelicot mean for the feminist movement in France and for 
you personally, Servane? 

S.D.: By bringing the trial into the public eye, Gisèle Pelicot achieved an unbelievable shift:  
‘making shame change sides’, making the perpetrators accountable. In many trials since then (such 
as the trial against the ISIS prison guards in France), victims have mentioned how much her cou-
rage inspired them. We want to pay tribute to her. But like many other feminists, we do not want 
to put her on a pedestal. What does a constant emphasis on her exemplary courage mean for 
those who are affected but unable to speak out publicly? Gisèle Pelicot’s lifestyle was frequently 
described as ‘impeccable’, essentially using the phrase to distance her from the humiliations she 
endured. But what if she had not been considered ‘impeccable’ – if, for example, she had preferred 
unconventional sexual practices? What if she had not been the ‘good victim’? Would that have 
made the crimes committed against her any less cruel? I want to question our disturbing need for 
‘innocence’ when it comes to feeling empathy.  

N.A.: Our judicial system is built on patriarchal power structures. In practice, this means that  
gender affects not only verdicts but also the credibility of witnesses and public perception. How 
do you incorporate this into your work? 
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INTERVIEW

Who Are we really?
Servane Dècle and Milo Rau on the hidden side of the Pelicot Case  
Interview: Natalie Assmann

N.A.: How did the idea for this evening come about?  

M.R.: I have been to the Festival d‘Avignon with my work many times. Court cases, trials and 
processing them in theatre are an essential part of my artistic identity, so I naturally followed the 
trial closely. After the trial, we realized that no one was addressing this case artistically for the  
upcoming festival. It just felt wrong to go there in July and not engage with it in any way! So,  
together with the team of the Wiener Festwochen and the Festival d‘Avignon, we decided to 
make this attempt.

N.A.: The trial itself lasted for over three months. How did you approach this enormous amount 
of material? You mentioned that it was not allowed to make audio recordings in the courtroom in 
Avignon. 

S.D.: We are working with journalists’ notes from nearly 600 hours of hearings. The written 
records of a large number of reporters were a pivotal and extremely important source for us. 
Then we started having personal conversations: with journalists, a group of researchers at the  
Centre Norbert Elias, with one of the trial’s public prosecutors, with Mrs. Pelicot’s lawyers, Antoine  
Camus and Stéphane Babonneau, as well as with feminists from Avignon who attended the trial 
and others. In my professional practice, I am interested in collective knowledge in order to cap-
ture the complexity of the issues. Of course, the first thing that stands out are the extraordinary 
aspects of this case, but we are also interested in its quieter, more inconspicuous facets. We might 
not be able to fully reconstruct the Pelicot trial, but our goal is to give voice to what happened. As 
many as four books had already been published a mere three months after the verdict. There is ob-
viously an urge to talk about it. We want to keep alive the story told by this trial. So the reading is 
a way of establishing continuity. Dramaturgically, we are taking a concise and analytical approach 
to uncover the deeper causes of these acts.

N.A.: So, would you describe this as an attempt to reconstruct the case in its entirety – which in 
itself would already be a political act of remembrance?  

M.R.: Exactly! In a way, we are taking the case out of the collective memory and reassembling 
it for Avignon and Vienna. We decided to stage the reading in a sacred space, as an allegory to 
the Stations of the Cross, reading the events ‘from dusk till dawn’. We deliberately chose a simple 
format for this evening because in my experience that is the most convincing way to tell this story. 
It’s about disentangling the story from the couple Gisèle and Dominique Pelicot – turning it into 
a story that belongs to all of us and at the same time to none of us.  
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The Pelicot Trial in Copenhagen © Kasper Loftgaard



S.D.: Countless sexual and sexist stereotypes were reproduced in the courtroom and in media 
coverage. Even in the face of video footage, many of the accused denied having raped Gisèle  
Pelicot. I think it is crucial to acknowledge the sheer banality of these crimes and to shed light on 
the culture that enables these acts. Many in France demanded that this trial be seen as a symbolic 
case against ‘the patriarchy’. However, the justice system cannot pass sentence on an entire socie-
ty. These men are responsible for their own actions, not for all the sexist and sexual violence com-
mitted by men on a daily basis. In the end, it was just a trial against 51 men within the patriarchy.

M.R.: From a sociological or philosophical perspective, this case is like an unintentional empirical 
study on the omnipresence of the patriarchy and rape culture that infiltrates all of our lives –  
despite decades of awareness campaigns, increasingly strict laws and the success of #MeToo am-
plifying the voices of victims. It’s as if we are saying, well, we have now shed light on this part, but 
there is still another part – one that remains completely hidden. And that part remains unchanged.
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S.D.: Yes, the Pelicot trial is not just a marginal footnote. In one of her articles in Le Monde, the 
journalist Hélène Devynck quoted Virginia Woolf likening patriarchy in the home to fascism in 
the world. Obviously, the patriarchy does not remain confined to the home. It operates in the 
world and within the self – even in men who suffer from self-destructive masculinity. It is therefore 
a fundamental part of our domestic structure. Given the rapid rise of neo-fascism in the world, this 
statement serves as my compass for this work. Today, masculinism and neo-fascism are growing 
hand in hand – the continuity is apparent. As long as the patriarchy continues to destroy lives, as 
long as men seek power through domination, fascism will grow. I don’t believe that the patriarchy 
is any easier or simpler to combat than fascism, but as an artist, activist and woman, I feel that the 
contemplation on the Pelicot trial points to a core issue of our time.

N.A.: To demonstrate that sexual violence is not an isolated incident, Virginie Despentes  
describes how she became a victim of gang rape at the age of 17 in King Kong Theory. Pelicot 
made her case public for similar reasons. From a feminist perspective, the question arises whether 
speaking about rape invites sensationalism or voyeurism – and to what extent it can unintentio-
nally be retraumatizing. How do you handle the partly very explicit and detailed descriptions of 
the rapes in this work?

S.D.: During the trial, it was apparent that most of the accused were unable to view a woman as a 
subject, not an object. They made no distinction between sex, sexualized violence and rape. They 
constantly justified and defended themselves during questioning. Therefore, I believe it is very 
important not to omit these statements, as they reveal attitudes held by so many people in our 
society. Gisèle Pelicot is not just a victim but also a survivor of patriarchal violence. 

N.A.: From an activist perspective, it is often criticized that the depiction of violence normalizes 
the actual act of violence for a privileged audience. How do you respond to this criticism?

M.R.: The depiction of real events has always been somewhat problematic. This concerns not 
just the depiction of sexualized violence, however, but of violence and trauma in general. There 
are questions that inevitably arise when violence is brought to the stage: Why is violence being 
portrayed? Who watches it? And for what reason?  
I’ve made pieces with children about paedophilia, and of course there was a concern there that 
there are paedophiles in the audience who are there to see the children. It’s a paradox: by speaking 
about pornography, we are simultaneously producing pornography.  
In the specific case of Pelicot, however, there was so much support from the family and the people 
involved – more than I’ve ever experienced in any of my previous works. So, politically, I think we 
are doing the right thing. Psychologically, it is certainly challenging.

N.A.: Since the Pelicot case, there have been discussions about changing the legal definition 
of rape in French law so that the absence of the victim‘s consent becomes the central criterion.  
According to what is known as the ‘Only Yes Means Yes’ principle, sexualized violence would be 
considered to have occurred if any participant did not explicitly give their consent. What is your 
view on these discussions?										              9

The Pelicot Trial  in Lisbon © Bruno Simão



S.D.: What we saw in the Pelicot case is historic in its own way. 51 out of 80 men were indic-
ted and held accountable. The underlying issues, such as male dominance, rape culture and  
patriarchy, were not addressed. It is an exceptional case that unfortunately turns out to be quite or-
dinary. Scholars call this type of crime ‘ordinary opportunity rape’. The perpetrators all live within 
fifty kilometres of the Pelicots‘ home. Just think about it: this happened within such a small radius. 
Many of them didn’t even know the definition of consent. I think the modification of the law does 
not suffice to drive societal change.

M.R.: Essentially, this brings us back to our Congresses this year. It is always problematic for a so-
ciety when it attempts to address structural issues only through the installation of laws. So while 
we are dealing with criminal law here, we are in fact facing an anthropological question: Who are 
we really? Can we ever become human on this planet – can we ever be humane? This makes me 
think of Peter Weiss‘s oratorio The Investigation, which is essentially about demystifying the Holo-
caust. He described ordinary people doing things they knew were wrong, but doing them anyway. 
In that, I see a parallel to the Pelicot case.

The interview was conducted on 16 March 2025.
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The Pelicot Trial in Avignon © Monika Huber


