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It’s not often you see a play set centuries ago that feels as though it was written last week.  
Lauren Gunderson’s delightful piece, The Revolutionists, is one such play.  This story, which 
interweaves the lives of four strong women in the midst of The Reign of Terror in 1793, 
resonates on so many levels that the audience could be heard bursting into spontaneous 
applause on more than one occasion. 

The four main characters are: 

Olympe de Gouges – a focused and creative playwright with political leanings 

Marianne Angelle – a Haitian revolutionary dedicated to the abolition of slavery (this character 
is described as a compilation of women of the time) 

Charlotte Corday – an unflinching young activist with a deadly plan 

Marie-Antoinette – a whimsical deposed royal looking for a reputation makeover 

These four strong women are all self-absorbed and flawed.  They all have high expectations of 
the society around them and of one another.  The diversity within the group – age, class, race 
– makes their interactions even more poignant.  But in the end, their commitment to each 
other and to a better world, and their essential kindness, shine through. 

Each character is drawn well as she joins the group.  Each has a moment of monologue, an 
item or two in her hand, and an exchange with the other women that provides needed 
context and sets the stage for what is to come.  There are battles between each pairing – 
minor skirmishes really – as they pursue their individual goals and come together in their 
shared dreams. 

All four actors are skilled in navigating the evolving mood – and all are, as Marie-Antoinette is 
fond of saying, hilarious, each in their own way. 

The set is simple – flexible – and sufficient.  A writer’s study transforms seamlessly into prison 
cell, courtroom, and scaffold.  The shadow of the guillotine is omnipresent.  The costumes 
are perfect at conveying the essence of each woman, and how we are all the same in the end.  
The vibe in the lobby is a perfect complement to the show – educational posters, music, and a 
table run by the National Organization for Women.  Especially interesting is the display of The 
Declaration of the Rights of Woman and of the Female Citizen.  This declaration was written 
by Olympe de Gouges in response to a similar document (limited to men) drafted, ironically, 
in part by the Marquis de Lafayette! 

In these turbulent social and political times, it was somewhat difficult to think about long-ago 
turmoil that we think is so different from our reality – and accept that it is not so different 
after all.  As Marie-Antoinette says at one point in the play, “It’s so nice to pretend there’s 
nothing wrong in the world.”   



But as we also learn from The Revolutionists, “It never ends well unless you write the ending 
yourself.”  That is the message we take away – we are responsible for our own history, and 
bravery, conviction, humor, and kindness will be our guides. 


