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BOOKS&CULTURE

by SARAH CATHERALL

France’s hottest playwright has won 
acclaim outside his home country, 
from the West End to Wellington. 
Florian Zeller started out as a nov-
elist but now writes more for the 

stage, and his plays, which arrive in sym-
metrical pairs – The Lie and The Truth; The 
Father and The Mother – have been keeping 
English playwright Christopher Hampton 
busy as translator.

The Lie – a ruthless, witty examination 
of love and deceit in the age of alternative 
facts and fake news – is the second Zeller 
play at Wellington’s Circa Theatre (The 
Father was a sell-out success last year). The 
director of both local productions, Ross 
Jolly, describes the 38-year-old playwright 
as “a theatrical magician and the most 
exciting theatre writer of our time’’.

With the help of an interpreter, the 
Listener interviewed the award-laden Zeller 
in Paris.

You began your career as a novelist but you 

have since turned largely to writing plays. 

What brought about the change?

This is not a change I planned. When I 
began writing, my dreams were always 
focusing on novels. I did not know any-
thing about theatre at the time, so I never 
imagined that it would become so central 
to my life. All I can say is that it’s a deeply 
moving art because it’s about sharing. I 
fi nd what happens in a theatre is quite 
magical and unique.

What ideas are you able to explore in the 

theatre that you can’t in novels?

To me, the big difference between novels 

and the theatre is the role played by the 
audience. When we do theatre, we do 
not play for an audience, but rather with 
them. The particular atmosphere of a 
venue has a direct impact on a show. If 
you write a play, you need to use this 
atmosphere and, in a way, manipulate 
your audience by creating false leads, pre-
empting emotions by contradicting them 
and setting traps. Theatre is much more a 
building art than writing novels.

The Father, a play that touches on dementia, 

has been your biggest international success. 

What gave you the idea?

The starting point was a famous French 
actor called Robert Hirsch, for whom I 
wrote this play. He was 89 at the time, 
so from my meeting with him came the 
story. The theme also came from my 
personal experience, but what matters is 
not whether an author refers to his own 
life in a play but rather that the audience 
is convinced it is about their own life. 
Dementia is a very common theme in a 
lot of people’s lives. It is both the saddest 
and the most common subject in our cur-
rent society.

My mother suff ers from early-onset 

Alzheimer’s, and when I watched The Father, 
I understood for the fi rst time what she went 

through as her mind began fading. I could feel 

my mother’s horror through the immersive 

theatrical experience. What research did you 

do?

I did not do any particular research, 
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because I did not have very clear inten-
tions. I could clearly picture the character 
while his daughter appeared on stage, 
and I remember vividly thinking, “What 
would happen if it was a different actress 
coming on stage? An actress pretending 
to be his daughter.” This is how things 
started. In a way, I write as if I am in a 
dream, and I am the fi rst one to attend an 
imaginary performance. 

And the idea behind The Lie?

That play is a direct answer to the fi rst 
comedy I had written, La Vérité (The 
Truth), which had the same characters. 
And in a way, it is the same story but told 
from a different point of view. Of course, 
these two plays should exist indepen-
dently of each other, but for me, it was a 
way of prolonging a treasure hunt around 
those themes.

How does The Lie relate to modern life?

It is sometimes a perverse game around 
truth. It is very diffi cult to know if you 
should always tell your loved ones the 
truth. So the play explores all those possi-
bilities, between absolute transparency on 
one hand and permanent concealment 
on the other.

Between The Father and The Lie you have 

pivoted from tragedy to 

thoughtful comedy. How do 

you do that?

For me, writing a tragedy 
or a comedy derives from 
the same work and desire. 
Personally, I do not rank 
these genres. But in The 
Lie, the genres are a bit 
mixed up because the play 
starts like a comedy and 
unfolds into something 
painful before your eyes. 
The characters lose them-
selves in their own lies 
and end up getting lost in 
themselves in a tragic way.

Now that your plays are 

staged around the world, do 

you still write for a French 

audience or do you think more 

internationally?

I am essentially a French author. But I 
think a play is interesting when it reaches 
something wider. Human beings are all 
inhabited by the same fears wherever 
they’re from. In this regard, I think that 
emotions do not really have a nationality.

Theatre can often seem highbrow and out of 

touch. Are you aiming to connect with a new 

audience? And if so, how?

The latest play I have just written is the 
one I am most proud of. It is called Le Fils 
(The Son). The main character is 17, and 
the play is about his angst as a teen. It is 
a tragedy, but I thought that by touching 
on this subject, I would be able to attract 
a younger audience who would identify 
themselves just because the main charac-
ter is very young.

Increasingly, your plays are becoming fi lms 

too. What’s that like?

Most of the time they have been disap-
pointing, as you need a lot of consecutive 
miracles for a fi lm to be a success. This has 
therefore given me the desire to make a 
movie myself next time.

What next for Florian Zeller?

I am currently working on a movie that I 
will produce based on my play Le Père (The 
Father). It will be in English, with Anthony 
Hopkins. This is a project that is close to 
my heart. l

The Lie is playing at Circa Theatre until May 7.
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Tammy Robinson (Hachette)
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TOP 10 NZ FICTION

TOP 10 FILMS
 1 RAMPAGE

 2 A QUIET PLACE

 3 PETER RABBIT

 4 READY PLAYER ONE

 5 A WRINKLE IN TIME
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 7 SHERLOCK GNOMES

 8 LOVE, SIMON

 9 FINDING YOUR FEET
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The Circa Theatre cast of The Lie, clockwise from 
left, Claire Dougan, Gavin Rutherford, Bronwyn 
Turei and And rew Foster. Left, Florian Zeller: life 
as “a perverse game around truth”.

Nicky 
Pellegrino

Rampage



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (3DAPv3_PAPERTYPE-3_280_F45.icc)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.7
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo false
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 100
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 300
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU ([Based on 'Replica output 150'] [Based on 'Replica output'] [Based on 'Replica output'] [Based on 'iPAD EXPORT 264'] [Based on 'ID to iPad PDF v1 dirtywords.tv'] For documents that are being distributed: for sale and proofing. Acrobat layers, hyperlinks, bookmarks. sRGB, no printer marks, no JPG2000. See http://dirtywords.tv/2011/indesign-to-ipad-pdf-preset/ for details.)
  >>
  /ExportLayers /ExportVisibleLayers
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /UseName
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing false
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.276 779.528]
>> setpagedevice


