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I. The play

1. OVERVIEW

"Write the one letter that you've never written": this was the task set for the Year 11 pupils in 
Cavaillon by Estelle Savasta, artist-in-residence at the school for a year.
Colin wrote to the grandfather he lost seven years earlier. Maxime penned a letter to the son he 
one day hoped to have, and Elisa wrote to her existence, asking for forgiveness for not knowing 
where she was leading herself…
Each of the letters was then entrusted to a different playwright, who was asked to write back as if
they were the letter's intended recipient: Colin's grandfather, Maxime's son, and Elisa's inner self…
Unwritten Letters is therefore a dialogue between a teenager and a writer, and between reality 
and fiction. In styles that differ from letter to letter, all with the same moving spirit, the themes the
writing tackles lend them universal scope that resonates with everyone.

Playwright associated to the project : Pauline Bureau, Véronique Côté, Marc-Antoine Cyr, Marie 
Desplechin, Emmanuelle Destremau, Delphine de Vigan, Annick Lefebvre, Sylvain Levey, Fabrice 
Melquiot, Anne-Marie Olivier, Estelle Savasta, Karin Serres, Luc Tartar, Catherine Verlaguet

Teenagers associated to the project : Elisa Baldi, Justine Devaux, Colin Granier, Maxime Lambert, 
Adrien Lavergne, Nathalie Milon, Sarah Rossi, Nouria Souissi, Camille Sueur

2. AUTHOR'S NOTE

"I was on the brink of embarking on a new play for teenagers, and so it seemed natural to me to
get a group of 15-year-old artistic collaborators involved.

I asked Didier Le Corre, the director of the Garance theatre, to set up a residence in one of the
region's secondary schools. I told him I had a vision of a group that I would meet with two days a
month, a group free from any academic restrictions or expectations in terms of results, one that
would exist with no required continuous research. The Garance team got to work to make it
happen, and in September 2015, the project emerged exactly as I had imagined it: a theatre class
was born. For two days a month, these twenty-four ultra-motivated Year 11 students were given
permission to skip classes and meet with me for workshopping.

In these workshops, we discussed disobedience, as this was the theme I wanted to tackle for my
next play, Nous, dans le désordre. Passionate debate on the subject ensued. The first improv
themes began to emerge. At the time, I still thought Nous, dans le désordre would be our only
project. But I understood, too, that working with teens means accepting to potentially be thrown
off course.

From the very first day, I suggested spending some time writing. I put forward several options,
and they chose to go with ‘Write the one letter that you've never written’. That night,  I  read
through these intimate letters one by one, overwhelmed by how powerful they were. Colin wrote
to his grandfather, who had passed away seven years earlier, telling him how ravioli no longer
tasted the same since he had gone. Elisa wrote to her inner self, apologising for not knowing
where she was heading. Maxime wrote to the son he imagined having one day. Sarah wrote to the
father who left before she was born, and who never came back.
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I suggested the students collectively decide on the rules of play: they all wanted me to help them
rework their letter, but didn't want them to be read aloud in front of the others. We worked in
Messenger. And so I began conversations with each teenager.

One night, I realised that the material was much too good, much too powerful, much too rich to
remain a mere exercise. There was something in their words that spoke of their teenage lives, but
of our adult lives, too. A sense of fragility, leaps of faith, unfinished mournings and eternal love,
breathtaking hope and solidarity.

We discussed this at length, and brainstormed what we could do with their writing. And so an
idea was born, and one we were all completely behind: we would continue working one on one
on each letter together, until we both decided our work was complete. Next, each letter would be
handed over to a different playwright, who would respond as if they were the recipient. As if they
were that absent father, that inner self left unguided, that mother incapable of saying ‘me too’.
Around fifteen writers were inspired to take part.

Unwritten Letters is a conversation between a teenager and an adult, a secondary school pupil
and  a  playwright,  reality  and fiction.  Rather  than  a  cry  into  the  void,  Unwritten  Letters  is  a
sounding board." 

Estelle Savasta

3. EXTRACTS FROM THE TEXT

« To my grandfather…

Saturday 28th November 2015

Dear Grandpa Ciao

I’m writing you this letter to tell you how much I miss you. These days I go and see you at the 
cemetery and it makes me sad that I only get to see you when I visit your gravestone. I would so 
love to hug you, hold you in my arms, feel the warmth of your body.

I miss everything: when you used to give me cigarettes just to annoy me, and when you smoked 
them, I’d tell you “Grandpa, stop smoking!” When you stuffed me with croissants. You often asked
me if I wanted to stay at yours and I refused because I was scared to be too far away from my 
parents, which I regret. I no longer go to the park because it’s no longer the same without you, I 
no longer feed the ducks. I think of you as soon as we mention that old famous Egyptian singer. 
Mums says that Dalida was your celebrity crush and we mustn't take the piss out of her. When we 
listen to ABBA, mum tells me that you used to pretend to be them, and that mum and her sisters 
danced like you were all in the band. I think of you when we eat macaroni cheese, it was what you
cooked us nearly all the time. You had a little studio flat that apparently you weren’t proud of but I
would have liked to have seen it at least once. For a long time I thought you lived where you had 
us over. I discovered much later that you had us round at your niece’s flat because it was a lot 
bigger.

If you could come back for twenty four hours, I would make the most of each and every minute. 
Even if I had school the next day I’d stay awake all night, until 5 o’clock in the morning. I’d tell you
about everything you’ve missed in the past 7 years: I’m doing theatre and film, you who were a 
film buff, you’d be proud of me because I’ve met some actors and directors. I got good exam 
results and went on to sixth form without having to retake any exams. I’m studying Italian, 
because I wanted to speak like you, the family's language. I am doing it in your honour. I have 
loads of questions. I would have liked for you to have told me about Tunis, your hometown and 
my ancestors.

After your death, we inherited your dog Rocky. Let’s just say he was a bit of a handful! He joined 
you whilst I was doing my maths exam. I was sad, very sad. Even though I know that he’s happy 
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now with you. I’m living life to the max, but if there’s a life after death, I can’t wait to die so that I 
can see you and Rocky again. I’m so sad that I no longer know what to say to you. When I write “I
miss you” you can’t know how much. Today you are eighty two years old, you might not be like 
you were when you left us, it doesn’t matter, for me, you are and always will forever be my 
grandpa, my Grandpa Ciao.

Colin. »

« My dearest Colin

What a joy to receive your letter!!! How handsome you are, standing tall and alive. My Colin with a
huge heart. You write that I would be proud of you: I am. I already was of the child you were. I still
am, even more, if that’s possible, of your words, and your expanding mind, of your voice that’s 
finding its place amongst all the noises of the world, of your doubts which make you stronger, of 
everything that is growing in you. My big little Colin.

Reading your letter made me think of a very beautiful story, it’s a true story. I’m telling you it so 
that you can take it with you, wherever you go. Maybe even with this story in your pocket, or 
perched on your shoulder, you’ll feel like going back to feed the ducks in the park. So I’m telling 
you from memory, excuse the gaps.

Kafka was in Berlin - Kafka? Great writer from the twentieth century - he was in Berlin with his 
new fiancée, the first and only woman whom he lived with in all his life. He was ill, he knew his 
time was up, but he was also fond of the delights of this belated love. The lovers were walking 
together in a park, when they saw a little girl who was crying. She seemed inconsolable. So Kafka 
asked her why she was so upset, and the little girl replied that she had lost her beloved doll. Kafka
then started to knit together a story, tailored just for her: her doll wasn’t lost, she had only gone 
away. He knew it, as he himself had received a letter from the doll for the little girl. He 
unfortunately didn’t have it on him, but if she wanted to come back to the park tomorrow, he 
would bring her the letter.

As soon as he got home, Kafka indeed wrote a letter from the doll, telling her that she loved the 
little girl dearly and their life together, but that she had needed to see the world and meet new 
people. She had therefore set off on a voyage. But she would continue to send her news.

The next day, the little girl seemed somewhat reassured by this letter that Kafka read to her in the 
park. Then they met up every day for three weeks, and Kafka continued to invent the doll’s 
journey, describing to the little girl the fabulous countries she was travelling through, all the 
adventures she got up to. And in the end, the doll announced to the girl that she wouldn’t be 
back but that she should be happy for her as she had finally fallen in love, abroad, and was 
therefore going to get married, and that a new life was starting for her. She would always love the
little girl and thanked her with all her heart for all the time that they’d spent together. So the little 
girl could let her doll go, by having, deep down inside her, a story to comfort her for this 
disappearance.

We don’t know what happened to the little girl. We only know that this great writer took precious 
time, during the final moments of his life, to fabricate dolls letters to console a child he had never 
met until he bumped into her in tears, in a park in Berlin.

I love this story, because it reassures me about human nature. It seems to contain a truth: this 
idea that fiction can cure us from our true grief. That thanks to our imagination we can fill in 
reality, make it more livable - this hope that invented words have a concrete, strong and 
indisputable power to repair. I think this is one of the keys to all of humanity, one of the seams 
that still holds our world together. That we humans are still standing.

I miss you too, my Colin, terribly. And I know that you miss me. Don’t be eager for death, because
we are together in your life, the two of us more alive and more together than you think.

Don’t regret anything, learn Italian, ask questions, and if the stories that you are told are 
unfinished or too mundane: invent. Invent my little studio that you never saw. Invent Tunisia and 
your ancestry. Invent the rest too, invent the rest especially.

Dalida sends you kisses. You know, I can’t come back, but be happy for me: it’s because I’ve 
finally married my celebrity crush.
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Be brave my Colin.

Don’t smoke, it’s you who was right, even if I loved annoying you.

Hug your mum, hug your aunts, they were and still are all my joy.

And count your blessings: embrace your whole life, your whole life that’s just beginning.

Grandpa Ciao, who loves you.
P.S. Rocky sends you a happy bark. »

Extracts from Unwritten letters by Estelle Savasta translated by Kirsten Hazel Smith

4. SELECTED PRESS REVIEWS

Intimate letters that cover universal themes

"How do we grow up? How do we break up? What binds us to others? What is the past that ties 
us to both the present and future?
The playwright and stage director Estelle Savasta listens to what young people have to say. 
These anonymous, ephemeral, written exchanges between a teenager and an adult, between 
reality and its fictional version, bring to light  ‘hairline cracks, feverish love, and desperate hope’.

These interactions with the other are necessary both in adolescence and beyond: not just 
between the self and one's later self, or between the self and an absent father, a distant mother, 
or a grandfather, but between actors on stage and their audience, too.
Reaching out to the other that exists within oneself, a faceless correspondent, provided they 
know nothing is self-evident, and that you can even write to the person who hurt you most." 

Véronique Hotte, Hottello, 20 March 2019

"And so we take in these letters and their responses. Fifteen in total (…). In reading them, we are
plunged into intimacy and teenagers' everyday lives, as well as into a boxing ring in which ideas,
desires, and fears clash and intertwine. (…)  Serious issues are tackled so deftly that ultimately,
upon leaving the theatre, we find ourselves overwhelmed by energy and vitality, an urge to no
longer let ourselves down. (…) 
Naturally, depending on one's own lived experience, some themes will resonate more strongly
than others.
But  all  these letters  are  so delicate  and so fundamentally  essential,  that  it  is  impossible  for
feelings not to stir.
I must admit I adored these beautifully written letters. Each one immerses you in a parallel 
universe, an inner world entirely unique to its writer, yet universal all the same. They serve as an 
ode to a time gone by (for some!), a state of mind sometimes forgotten, but which the play 
triggers and recalls.
The replies, too, are gems, but this is to be expected when you consider the incredible line-up of 
contributing playwrights." 

Isabelle Blanchard, Un Fauteuil pour l’orchestre, 21 March 2019

 A dialogue between styles and generations 

"The first group were invited to imagine the impossible letter, whether to their parents, their 
deceased grandfather, their unborn son, the shy young girl they had been two years prior, their 
future selves, the person who shattered their ego, their own existence (no mean feat!), the person
who helped shape who they are, or simply anyone who cared to respond.
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The playwrights, meanwhile, included Pauline Bureau, Marie Desplechin, Delphine de Vigan, 
Fabrice Melquiot, and Catherine Verlaguet, to name but a few. These writers embraced the 
concept, imagining scenarios that extend to the most surreal of situations, but always imbued 
with the deepest of respect for the teenagers, coaxing out the love that exists between parent 
and child, and unfailingly inspiring emotion in the audience. Many found themselves plunged back
into their teenagehoods of yesteryear, or to their present-day experiences as parents, through 
musings and certainties both past and present." 

Bernard Thinat, Mon Tétras Lyre, 9 November 2019

5. THE PLAY IN FRANCE

The play was first staged in January 2017 at the Le Grand Bleu theatre in Lille by Estelle Savasta. 
It was then staged in a number of different locations, both venues and secondary schools, as well 
as community halls and accommodation centres. 

Staged by the playwright

2016-2017
From 23 to 27 January 2017: Espace Jean Legendre de Compiègne et tournée sur le territoire des 
Hauts de France, du 23 au 27 janvier 2017
From 30 January to 9 February 201 : Decentralization tour in partnership with Théâtre Le Grand 
Bleu (Lille)
20 March 2017: Tour with ADDA in Tarn-et-Garonne 
From 24 to 26 March 2017: Festival Méli’Mômes, 
From 3 to 7 then 26 to 29 April 2017: Decentralization tour in partnership with La Garance - 
Scène Nationale de Cavaillon

2017-2018
19 October 2017: Association Théâtre Populaire d’Uzes, le 19 octobre 2017
10 Novembrer 2017: L’Orange Bleue (Eaubonne), le 10 novembre 2017
16 and 17 November 2017: La Passerelle (Saint Brieuc), les 16 et 17 novembre 2017
From 20 to 29 November 2017: Decentralization tour in partnership with Le Tandem Scène 
nationale d’Arras-Douai
From 30 November to 2 December 2017: Le Grand Parquet (Paris)
5 and 7 December 2017: Ville de Montmagny
From 13 to 15 December 2017: Espace 600 - Grenoble (38), 
23 January 2018: Théâtre du Cormier (Cormeilles en Parisis)
13 and 1 February 2018: Ville de Garges
From 28 to 30 March 2018: Comédie de Reims en partenariat avec le festival Mélimômes
3 and 4 April 2018: Théâtre du Champ au Roy (Guingamp), 
From 12 to 18 April 2018: Grand bleu (Lille) 
1 and 2 June 2018: Comédie de Béthune, CDN

2018-2019
8 November 2018: La Minoterie (Dijon), 
15 and 16 November 2018: Théâtre du Pays de Morlaix (Morlaix)
27, 29 and 30 November 2018: Scènes croisées de Lozère (Mende)
29 and 30 November 2018: L’Antirouille (Mende)
6 December 2018: Théâtre Jean Arp (Clamart),
11 December 2018: Cap Nort (Nort-sur-Erdre),
From 11 to 15 March 2019: Nouvelle Scène Nationale de Cergy-Pontoise / Val d’Oise (Cergy)
From 19 to 23 March 2019: Chaillot – Théâtre National de la Danse (Paris)
1 and 2 April 2019: Centre Culturel André Malraux (Vandeouvre-lès-Nancy)
11 and 12 April 2019: L’empreinte, scène nationale de Brive 
14 and 15 May 2019: La Garance (Cavaillon)
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2019-2020
7 and 8 November 2019: Théâtre de la Tête noire (Saran)
From 7 to 10 December 2019: Forum Jacques Prévert (Carros)
23 and 24 January 2020: Espace Culturel Alain Poher (Ablon-sur-Seine)
From 30 January to 1 February 2020: Théâtre-Sénart – Scène Nationale (Lieusaint)
From 9 to 11 March 2020: Les Gémeaux – Scène Nationale (Sceaux)

2020-2021
From 22 to 25 September 2020: Les 2 scènes - Scène Nationale (Besançon)
11 and 12 April 2020: Nest – Centre Dramatique National (Thionville)
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II. The playwright

ESTELLE SAVASTA

Estelle Savasta received stage direction training from Gabriel Garran at the 
Théatre International de Langue Française and from Wajdi Mouawad, working 
as his assistant at Montreal's Théâtre de Quat’Sous. In 2005, she founded the 
Hippolyte A Mal Au Cœur theatre troupe and staged an adaptation of Agota 
Kristof's The Notebook, in French and French Sign Language. 

In 2007, she wrote and staged Seule dans ma peau d’âne (published by 
Lansman). The production was performed over 250 times, and was nominated
for a Molières Award the following year.

In 2011, she wrote Going Through, (published by L’Ecole des Loisirs), and staged it in both French 
and French Sign Language. In 2016, the play was selected by the Cross Channel Theatre and was 
translated into English with the support of the SACD (French Society of Dramatic Authors and 
Composers) and the Institut Français in the United Kingdom. Going Through was staged by Omar 
Elerian at London's Bush Theatre. Other productions of the play ran in Montreal, Mexico, London 
and Boston. 

In 2014, she wrote and staged Le Préambule des Étourdis.  In 2017, after a year spent as artist-in-
residence in a Year 11 class, she produced Unwritten Letters, drawing on letters written by 
teenagers, and written responses penned by 14 contributing playwrights. The show is currently on 
tour. Nous, dans le désordre is her latest play.

OTHERS PLAYS

Seule dans ma peau d’âne, Editions Lansman, 2007

Traversée, aux éditions L’école des loisirs, 2013

Le Préambule des étourdis (based on La petite Casserole d’Anatole, a picture book by Isabelle
Carrier), 2014

Nous, dans le désordre, 2019

PRIZES AND AWARDS

Nominated for a Molière Award for Best Show for Young People for Seule dans ma peau d’âne,
2008
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III. The play elsewhere

1. THE TRANSLATOR: KIRSTEN HAZEL SMITH

Kirsten Hazel Smith is an actor and translator.
She grew up in France to Scottish parents, and trained as an actor at
the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland. She is trilingual: English, French
and Spanish. 
Kirsten‘s  first  translation: Going  Through by  Estelle  Savasta  was
produced at the Bush Theatre, London in April  2019. She has also
translated Estelle  Savasta’s  Unwritten Letters  for  the  CrossChannel
Theatre  Group,  and What  World  Do  I  Live  in?  Dialogues  Without
Borders for Boundless Theatre and Théâtre de la Cité, Toulouse.
 Kirsten  is  a  bilingual  reader  for  the  CrossChannel  Theatre  Group
which promotes French new writing in the UK.

2. UNWRITTEN LETTERS AROUND THE WORLD

"I think these letters can be staged anywhere, because they speak to a part of us that is entirely 
universal. Teenage letters are completely universal. (…)

We put on two performances in French before translating the play in England. The feedback we 
received was that the kids' letters were stunning, universal, incredibly moving. But we also 
received some feedback I found very interesting: the playwrights' letters sounded very French. (…) 
What I take away from that is that yes, the teenagers' letters are highly universal. You could be a 
Brazilian teenager reading Maxime's letter, and be moved. You could be moved by Colin's letter, 
irrespective of your own reality. The playwrights' letters, meanwhile – bearing in mind half the 
writers were French, and half Quebecois – say a lot about how people in France and Quebec see 
teenagers, what our ingrained reflexes are when it comes to these relationships, and how we 
respond to them. English audiences, for example, say they would never have responded in such 
or such a way. I think that's interesting, because it means it doesn't just shine a light on literature. 
It pushes us to reflect on our relationship to teenagehood, to the teenagers we once were, and 
those we have raised.

Whether this play is staged in the UK, in the States, or anywhere else, I think it's important to keep 
these responses from Francophone playwrights. I think this is the best way we have of examining 
and holding a mirror up to our relationships with teenagers."

Extract from the Estelle Savasta video interview conducted by ARTCENA for Contxto's 
2019/2020 awards. The full interview is available to watch on our website.
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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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