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I . The play 
 
 

1. OVERVIEW 
 
Picture the scene. A frozen child clings to your sleeve, begging you to open your door. She 
threatens to tell people you do bad things to her if you refuse. And then you realise just how closely 
this child’s insolence mirrors your own. How to get rid of her?  
Racked with solitude, Grande Monsieur is overwhelmed when Petit Fille moves into his apartment. 
The little girl (who harbours a fascination for tapeworms, limbless women, and deep-sea monsters) 
can’t breathe. She demands to be nursed back to health, and disrupts her host’s plodding existence. 
Through her falsely innocent questions, she gradually unpicks the knots that bind Grande Monsieur, 
prompting him to leave his childhood in the past, move on from old wounds that had never quite 
healed, and take back that which was brutally snatched away from him. 
An encounter that serves as a healing process for two beings that perhaps form one. 
 
 

2. PRESENTATION BY THE AUTHOR  
 
“Le Poisson Belge came about as a result of a series of recurring dreams, in which blue children 
turn the adult world inside out. But the real catalyst for it all was my daughter. Early on, she emerged 
as something of a fish, sinking back into the bathwater, holding her breath for so long she would 
sometimes turn blue, floating free from the weightiness of the city. This little girl reminded me that 
every individual is born unique, before conforming to the overriding atmosphere - no matter how 
polluted. I had to acknowledge that year after year, I had quietly pushed my childhood down. I had 
to let it back out.  
 
Bringing Grande Monsieur and Petit Fille together was my way of describing a healing process: 
healing the suffocating child that lives within us. 
 
Belgium felt like the right place to set the story, Brussels’ Ixelles Ponds shrouded in thick winter 
fog, through which strange apparitions can be glimpsed. The ideal setting for a supernatural 
encounter. I liked the Belgian feel, a title that embodies the lightness of a funny story that gradually 
leads you elsewhere, without you even realising. I needed to capture this melding of humour and 
dream-like atmosphere in the writing. 
 
The masculine/feminine duality within both of the characters is a reminder that we are all free to 
choose not to close ourselves off. We are free to describe ourselves outside of binary terms. Identity 
is a theme that has always interested me. What adjectives do we use to describe ourselves to 
others? What are the outlines in which we imprison ourselves? What quirks do we shrug off in a bid 
to better fit within the confines of society? I wanted to experiment with characters whose sense of 
identity is based on unexpected traits: Petit Fille has asthma. She makes herself a set of gills. She’s 
fascinated by deep-sea creatures. Grande Monsieur, meanwhile, only eats freeze-dried food. He 
has a belly full of vipers. He likes being hit. I enjoyed piecing together a treasure hunt, encouraging 
the audience to collect the clues that would gradually reveal the characters’ identities, like a jigsaw. 
A mathematical equation they would struggle to solve together at the start of the play: they are the 
same person, Claude and Claude, the adult and his inner child.  
 
After having written Ring, Building and Les Uns sur les autres, ruthless dissections of coupledom, 
work, and family, it was important to me to explore a fairytale structure, liberating in its happy 
ending and buoyed by twists and turns that invite transformation. I have a soft spot for Japanese 
literature, particularly Haruki Murakami, who succeeds in shining a light into his characters’ most 
private depths, without ever disrespecting them, thanks to how artfully he incorporates fantastical 
and symbolic aspects. This is what I tried to achieve with my work, in the hope that the audience 
members would allow themselves to be lured away on a journey that transports them to the fringes 
of the subconscious.”  
 

Léonore Confino 
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3. INTERVIEW WITH THE AUTHOR 
 
In 2016 Sabine Hogrel met Léonore Confino at the Théâtre des Mathurins for the Saisons de 
Culture, on the occasion of the launch of the fifth edition of Paris des Femmes1. 
 
“Sabine Hogrel: What is Léonore Confino’s writing process? 
 
Léonore Confino: Oh! Writing is always a very long-winded process. For Le Poisson Belge, for 
example, the story of what happened when Grande Monsieur met Petite Fille when her parents 
didn’t come to pick her up from school, the magic happened while I was out and about, in the 
subway. I was enjoying people-watching, wondering “can I spot their inner child, or are they no 
longer visible?” Then I started doing the same with people I knew. I loved playing this game. For 
some, their inner child was practically invisible, I had to really dig deep. For others, it was right 
there, at surface level. And then ultimately, I flipped it around on myself. I examined myself in a 
mirror, and thought to myself: “your inner child is on her way out, all the restrictions are scaring 
her away. You need to write something about it. And fast”. 
  
My daughter was born, and I loved hearing all her questions. I began cherishing the way she kept 
me on my toes, and how she threw me off balance, stopping me from becoming jaded and old. It 
awoke something in me, and soon after, I spotted a vignette while riding on a bus: a man, alone 
with his loneliness, wearing two small earrings, and a little girl, both sitting on a bench near the 
ponds in Brussels. That was my starting point, and then I simply wrote down what came to mind. I 
began telling the story of this little girl. She had lost her parents at the start, she had run away from 
home. I explored the moment where she moves into the man’s house, the snapshots of everyday 
life. What happens when two strangers are forced into close quarters, living together, eating 
together? What happens when you’re forced to care for a child? As I wrote, I gradually realised that 
Petite Fille was Grande Monsieur’s inner child. It wasn’t obvious, initially. I saw her from different 
angles. She was his daughter, his mother, his son. I love writing this way. It feels like what comes 
out of this spontaneous process becomes a secret that needs to be understood. It’s what allows 
me to move forward in the play, and in my own inner landscape, my vision of the world. The writing 
process interests me when it’s unpredictable. That’s why I work this way, without plotting or 
planning, without any kind of structure. Because I know that all the possibilities of the imagination, 
allowing yourself to be surprised by your characters, would become impossible otherwise. It would 
become much harder to voice. The structure happens afterwards. In terms of how long it all takes, 
I spend a month writing out a rough draft. It all comes spilling out, and then I take a year for rewrites. 
Often, the first draft is rubbish. But there will be something in a scene or turn of phrase that draws 
me in. A snippet of dialogue, an exchange, and there you have it: something touches me, moves 
me. Something begins to take shape. I always try to get back to the beating heart of these snippets, 
their energy. I trust in them to then write an entire scene. After a year, I begin to feel like the play 
exists. The process is what interests me, not the end result. The idea of a result inhibits me, terrifies 
me.” 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Hogrel, Sabine. « Léonore Confino, La Tête dans l’Eau, pour mieux respirer les mots. » 
Saisons de culture (blog), 4 janvier 2016. https://www.saisonsdeculture.com/arts/leonore-confino/ 

https://www.saisonsdeculture.com/arts/leonore-confino/
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4. EXTRACTS FROM THE TEXT 
 
 

BOYGIRL: 
I can’t sleep. My black dog. I’m finding it quite hard, being an orphan. 
 
MANWOMAN: 

You’re not an orphan. You’ve just got rubbish parents. Go back to bed. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
I need comforting. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
I’m not here to be comforting. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
I haven’t got my inhaler. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
Not my affair. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
This blanket tastes funny. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
It’s not meant for eating. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
I haven’t got my snuggly. I have to chew on something. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
If it weren’t for me the gutter-punks and their dogs would have eaten you alive. So be a good girl, 
try to get some perspective on the whole snuggly issue. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
You have a heart of poo. 
 
Pause. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
What are you doing? 
 
MANWOMAN: 
Internet. I’m chatting. Get into bed. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
I haven’t got my toothbrush. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
Dear God make it stop. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
Can I use your toothbrush? 
 
MANWOMAN: 
I don’t brush my teeth any more. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
You don’t ever? 
 
MANWOMAN: 
Never. 

« 
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BOYGIRL: 
Gross. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
I put my dentures in a glass with a special liquid. They clean themselves. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
So when you take out your dentures, what’s inside your mouth? 
 
MANWOMAN: 
A big hole. I’ve had to swallow a lot. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
A lot of what? 
 
MANWOMAN: 
Bad stuff. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
Like powdered food? 
 
MANWOMAN: 
No. Bitter pills. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
If you hold your breath you don’t notice. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
Alright, not pills. What I’ve had to swallow is like snakes. Imagine trying to swallow a snake. 
Someone says you have to swallow down a snake and you really don’t want to but down it goes 
anyway. That’s happened to me a lot. 
 
BOYGIRL: Do they live in your insides? 
 
MANWOMAN: 
Exactly. I have to walk and eat slowly so they don’t get all worked up. They’re not sleeping too 
soundly tonight. And you need to go to sleep as well. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
Can you show me the inside of your mouth without your teeth in? 
 
MANWOMAN: 
Aboslutely not. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
Go on. It’ll help me sleep. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
It’ll scare you. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
I swear it won’t. I’m not scared of that kind of thing. My night-terrors have got more of a sea-
monster sort of vibe? I’m not going to freak out over some toothless old nearly-man. Show me 
your black hole please. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
I don’t even look in there myself these days. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
I’ll tell you what it’s like. 
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MANWOMAN: 
If I show you will you leave me alone? 
 
BOYGIRL: 
Promise. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
No more nonsense about snugglies or toothpaste? 
 
BOYGIRL: 
Crossmyheartandhopetodie. Show me. 
 
Pause. 
The man takes out his dentures. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
There you are. 
 
BOYGIRL screams: 
Aaaaaaaaaaargh! Horrible! It’s horrible! The man bursts out laughing. Close your mouth! It’s not 
funny. Close that hole up! I’m scared! Get that hole away from me! Close your mouth!  
 
She sobs. He closes his mouth. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
Blair? 
 
BOYGIRL: 
You shouldn’t give me everything I ask for. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
What? You swore you wouldn’t be afraid! 
 
BOYGIRL: 
It doesn’t mean anything when a child swears. You have to give me boundaries: “No, no, absolutely 
not, look at me, look, I’m not giving in on this, there’s absolutely no way”, and you have to stick to 
that even if I start shouting “I swear, crossmyheart, I swear swear swear you have to trust me”. 
Because if you give in to a child even once, that’s it, it’s curtains, OK? You’ll get eaten alive. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
Make her shut up. Get into bed. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
No. 
 
MANWOMAN: 
Get into bed or I’ll give you a thwack with a shovel. 
 
BOYGIRL: 
OK. 
 

Extracts from Le Poisson belge de Léonore Confino,  
Actes Sud-Papiers, 2015  
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5. SELECTED PRESS REVIEWS 
 
“To explain the play, to summarise it, is to ruin it, shattering the charm of the ineffable. You 
cannot violate the mystery of metaphors. Their meanings are their own. The author of this strange 
story, Léonore Confino, is a poet who draws on her infinite grace and reserve to explore the 
suffering of difference, the things we deny and suppress, the questions we ask ourselves and the 
solitude this condemns you to from as early as childhood.” 
 

Philippe Tesson, Le Figaro, 01 December 2015 
 
 

“How does one live in a world that rejects you because you don’t fit the norm?” This is the 
starting point for Léonore Confino’s latest play. Her razor-sharp writing and off-beat style 
sketches out the contours of a fantastical, dream-like safe haven for tortured souls.” 
 

Olivier Frégaville, L’oeil d’Olivier, 30 September 2015 
 
 
“Léonore Confino proves herself to be the surprising writer we had hoped for. Her wry, funny 
take on love was much appreciated in Ring, as was Les Uns Sur Les Autres, the play that marked 
Agnès Jaoui’s return to the stage. With Le Poisson Belge, her latest two-hander, she surpasses 
herself with a fantastic play that tackles the difficulty of connecting with others, dramatic family 
dynamics, and the ties that can be forged between people who share the same difference. 
[…] 
In her inimitable style, Léonore Confino treats us to a mash-up of strange narration and the lyrical 
beauty of the absurd. The characters are well aware of the unusual circumstances in which they 
find themselves, but do their best to get on with it. They accept each other’s differences, finding 
solace in one another. The play is simultaneously funny and incredibly tender and sincere, an ode 
to kindness.” 
 

Hadrien Volle, Arkult, 3 October 2015 
 

 
 
“Léonore Confino explores the idea of inner language, immersing her characters in a dream-like 
world, dragging secrets, lies, forgotten images up to the surface, prompting them to seek out the 
truth of their long-lost suppressed identities. Who they really are. Are they who they once were? 
Are they who they wanted to become? The writing picks at old scars, reflecting on the demands of 
our parents and of society, what the characters were forced to pretend, the tools they used to 
escape judgement.” 
 

Anna Grahm, Un Fauteuil Pour l’Orchestre – Le site de critiques, 6 October 2015 
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6. THE PLAY IN FRANCE 
 
 
Stage direction by the author 

 
Le Poisson belge was created in 2016 and staged by Catherine Schaub at La Pépinière Théâtre. 
The play was then performed in numerous venues for the 2016 – 2017 season including :  
 
From 19 to 21 October 2016 : Le Wolubilis, Bruxelles 
3 November 2016 : Théâtre Princesse Grâce, Monaco 
5 and 6 November 2016 : Théâtre de Grasse 
From 15 to 19 November 2016 : Théâtre du Jeu de Paume, Aix-en-Provence 
14 December 2016 : Théâtre de Thionville 
26 January 2017 : L’Avant Seine, Théâtre de Colombes 
 
Prizes and awards  
 

 Winner of the Prize Sony Labou Tansi, 2017  
 Winner of the Prize of the contemporary play for youth (Orphéon - bibliothèque Armand 

Gatti), 2017 
 Nomination Molières living French Speaking Author, 2016 
 Winner of the ‘Aide à la création du CNT’, 2014. 

 
Publisher 
 

 Blackpool Fish was published by Actes Sud-Papiers in September 2015.  
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II. The playwright 
 
 
LEONORE CONFINO 
 

Her love of writing came from what she observed in 
the student jobs she had while studying documentary 
film-making. The love turned to passion when she 
discovered Roland Schimmelpfennig, Hanokh Levin, 
Naomi Wallace, Suzanne Lebeau, and Pauline Bureau, 
among others.  
 
In 2009 and 2010, she wrote Ring and Building, 
tackling romantic relationships and work 
respectively, both of which were published by L’Oeil 
du Prince. She is co-director of the Productions du 
Sillon company alongside stage director Catherine 
Schaub. The company staged Building in 2011, 
during its residency in Poissy. The director then 
turned her attentions to Ring, staging the play at the 
Petit Saint Martin in 2013 with Audrey Dana and Sami 
Bouajila (nominated for a Molière award in the Best 
Living Francophone Playwright category).  
 

In 2014, Léonore Confino and Catherine Schaub completed their work/romance/family trilogy with 
Les Uns sur les Autres’ dysfunctional family saga, staged at the Théâtre de Rungis followed by La 
Madeleine, with Agnès Jaoui playing a mother who goes crashing off the rails.  
 
In 2015, the writer homed in on childhood with Le Poisson Belge, published by Actes Sud-Papiers. 
The play was awarded a grant from the CNT, as well as the Prix Sony Labou Tansi and prize for best 
contemporary youth theatre. Again staged by Catherine Schaub, the play was performed at the 
Théâtre de la Pépinière by Marc Lavoine and Géraldine Martineau, with the latter scooping the 
Molière award for Best Female Newcomer. The pair then worked with teens to workshop Parlons 
d’Autre Chose, an immersion in a secret community of high-schoolers. It was then staged at the 
Théâtre de Belleville. 
 
In 2017, they collaborated with neuroscientists to produce 1300 Grammes (published by Actes 
Sud-Papiers), at play that examines the human brain and its hidden depths. It was staged in 2017 
during the company’s residency at the Grande Scène du Chesnay, followed by the Théâtre 13 in 
January 2018.  
 
In 2019, Côme de Bellescize staged Les Beaux with Elodie Navarre and Emmanuel Noblet at the 
Petit Saint-Martin (published by Actes Sud-Papiers as Enfantillages, and nominated for the Molière 
award in the Best Living Francophone Playwright category).  
 
In May 2021, LIKE ME was brought to the Clamart swimming pool by the Théâtre Jean Arp: an 
immersive pool-based show for teens that tackles self-image and insecurities, performed by Simon 
Dusart, directed by Pauline Vanlancker, and staged by the Dans l’Arbre company. 
 
 
OTHER PLAYS  
 

 Parlons d’autre chose, L’Oeil du Prince, 2018 

 1300 grammes, Actes Sud-Papiers, 2017  

 Enfantillages (les beaux), Actes Sud-Papiers, 2017  

 Crimes et châtiments (collective play), Avant-scène, 2016  

 Le poisson belge, Actes Sud-Papiers, 2015  

© Sarah Robine 
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 Les uns sur les autres, L’Oeil du Prince, 2014  

 Ring, L’Oeil du Prince, 2013  

 Building, L’Oeil du Prince, 2012  

 
 
 
PRIZES, AWARDS 
 

 Nomination Molières living French speaking author for Les Beaux, 2020 
 Nomination Molières living French speaking author for Ring, 2014 
 Grand prix du théâtre for Building, 2011   
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III. The play elsewhere 
 
 

 

1. TRANSLATOR’S FOREWORD : SIMON SCARDIFIELD 
  

After studying languages (French, German, Spanish) at Cambridge, 
Simon started his career teaching Spanish literature at Aberdeen 
University, but luckily for himself and for his students he had a change of 
heart and trained as an actor at Guildhall. His focus has always been 
classical theatre, and he has spent a large part of his professional life at 
the RSC and with all-male company Propeller, performing a string of 
major roles at Stratford, in the West End, all over Europe and at BAM New 
York.  
 
He is on the teaching faculty at Shakespeare’s Globe and at Fordham 
university’s London Drama Academy, and he has also directed and taught 
at a range of drama schools in London, as well as in Rome and Barcelona. 

 
He also worked for 20 years on the script panel at the National Theatre and at the BBC. His 
translations have been produced at the Old Vic Theatre and at the Royal Court, where he also works 
on the International Theatre programme, and has translated dozens of plays for new writers there, 
mostly from Latin America. 
 
He also writes for radio. His adaptations of Agamemnon, Danton’s Death, Darkness At Noon and a 
new play called Ubykh have all been broadcast on BBC R3 and 4, and he is currently under 
commission for a new play based on Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra, and an adaptation of 
Berlin, Alexanderplatz by Döblin. 
 
For CCT he has translated works by Gilles Granouillet, Léonore Confino, Pierre Notte and Alexandra 
Badéa, amongst others, as well as various translations under the aegis of the SACD.  
 
ʺWhen her parents aren’t waiting to pick her up after school, a young Boygirl makes herself at home 
in the flat of a 50-something (Wo)man  A spicy mix of genders. A ticklish situation. 
Beneath the (Wo)man’s spikiness we sense a vulnerable soul, while the Boygirl shows a self-
assurance that belies her young years. To begin with they are complete strangers, and yet very 
quickly a rare intimacy has sprung up between them. They are both very independent-minded, but 
they rely on each other to an extraordinary extent. Their relationship is real enough to be genuinely 
touching, but fantastical elements keep slipping in to their everyday lives – like those gills on the 
Boygirl’s belly. This play is like a real fish: it wriggles in our hands with a strange, restless, 
unforgettable energy. It resists all definition, inviting us instead, as observers, to redefine ourselves. 
All this ambiguity – it could spell very murky waters for a translator. But in fact our job is always 
more complex than a simple process of finding neat equivalences. A translator has to follow ideas 
back to their roots and retrace the paths that characters have taken. Keeping all the possible 
horizons of this play open has been like a fish charting a course through the sea, such is the 
wonderful, enchanting and at times infuriating abundance of directions for the characters. It has 
been a uniquely pleasurable task. 
What Léonore Confino has given us with her wriggling, mercurial fish is a delicate collision of reality 
and dream, regret and possibility, the tragic and the everyday. As we watch the warmth of her 
writing transforms the lead of regret into the gold of possibility. If my version achieves as much, I 
will be more than happy.ʺ 
 

Simon Scardifield  
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2. BLACKPOOL FISH ELSEWHERE 

 
Staging 
 
Le Poisson belge was staging by Cathy Rapin in Seoul at Dongsoong Art Center from 8 to 23 April 
2017. 
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IV. The Contxto network 
 
 
 

 
 
 
In order to raise the international profile of francophone dramatic writing, ARTCENA joined with 
the French Ministry of Culture, the French Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs, the Institut 
Français  and the SACD (French Society of Dramatic Writers and Composers) to launch Contxto.  
 
This network aims to support the translation, promotion and international staging of works by 
Francophone playwrights. Contxto enjoys international presence thanks to its partner members, 
Instituts Français branches around the world and embassy services, drawing on their expertise and 
networks of local operators.  
 
 
Contxto is coordinated by ARTCENA 
 
68 rue de la Folie 
Méricourt  
75011 Paris 
France 
artcena.fr 
contact@artcena.fr  
(+33) 1 55 28 10 10  
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