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Then What et Squash directed by Patrice Kerbrat with Benjamin 
Boyer and Robert Plagnol at Le Petit Montparnasse, 2006.

 

 
Bernard Thomas

 
Smash !

These two plays are performed by two excellent actors. In terse exchanges, 
they etch in acid the duplicity of the world we live in to the point where 
familiar values mean nothing and we lose our moral compass. 

Brian and Alan are sitcom writers. Brian, played by Robert Plagnol, sprawled on an old 
sofa that seems to have been made to measure for him, cares for nothing. Caught in a 
cycle of binge-hangover-binge, his scornful scepticism hides a small but nonetheless real 
talent. Talking? What's the point?  "Look at my jaw, it goes up and down, there's air 
coming out, there are sounds coming out, a, e, i, o, u... We're talking here. It's cool, isn't 
it? You’re right, I feel so much better."  Alan, played by Benjamin Boyer, is not satisfied 
with his lot… Unbeknownst to his co-writer Brian, he has written a movie script which 
John Malkovitch and a well-known director have shown an interest in. This is the 
beginning of Alan’s problems. 

Brian will sabotage his partner’s film project in the most despicable way. Disillusioned, 
Alan will be lured back into their dysfunctional partnership. Worse still, Brian will take 
Alan’s movie idea and re-work it as an episode of the second-rate sit-com that they are 
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working on. One more commercial piece of work but it will earn Alan enough money to 
buy a new car and a bigger flat.  Above all, it will appease Brian's jealousy, who can't 
stand to see his old friend and collaborator recognized for his real talent. 

The second play introduces us to two smart guys, Ryan and Greg, in the locker room of 
a squash club, the kind of place where real men can talk to each other without the 
inhibiting presence of women. They are brokers, highly paid, hard-working, but in need 
of ‘relaxation’. Ryan has a wife and kids but is a committed philanderer. Greg is a real 
family man, monogamous, devoted to his family. But there’s a sense that his sex life 
leaves something to be desired.  

Ryan meets a woman in the lift at work and the mutual attraction is immediate. Ryan 
explains his theory to Greg:  humans are civilized man and feral beast unhappily 
conjoined. They coexist as best they can. Example: A man and a woman are sitting 
quietly in a restaurant, discussing fixed-rate mortgages. An hour later they are writhing 
in bed, yelping with pleasure, "Oh ! Oh! Oh!"... Two states of mind, two personas, 
fucking and not fucking. 

Man, the polymorphous pervert, has trouble reconciling morality and animality. Our 
failing societies flounder in this confusion which, without the humour of the 
author Andrew Payne, would be unbearable. Patrice Kerbrat relishes this murky 
pond in which English frogs become hilarious toads. 

 
 
 

Philippe Tesson

 

Hand to hand combat.

In the rather dull landscape of this new season, a small, unidentified object 
has just landed: something original, hard as a rock, fast and bright as 
lightning, which brings with it two formidable young actors. This is an electrifying 
twin-engined rocket, two short plays called Then What and Squash by the London-based 
playwright Andrew Payne. This show is highly recommended for lovers of 
theatrical adventures. 

The title Squash perfectly sums up both the spirit and the form of the piece. The 
dialogue is sharp, full of anxious banter, and the language is resolutely 
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contemporary. The plays set two young men who are friends in competition with 
each other. In Then What, their rivalry is direct: the two men are a screenwriting team 
whose differing ambitions will end up separating them when one betrays the other. In 
Squash, the competition is more subtle, it is about issues beyond their relationship: 
their very different notions of love and marital fidelity. 

The themes evoked by the two plays are multiple. None of them are explored at length 
but the skill of the dialogue creates a tension which, by revealing the personality of the 
characters, illuminates them with surprising truth. Thus two universal male types take 
shape before our eyes, governed alternately or simultaneously by their violence and 
their vulnerability, a mixture of instinct and reason, selfishness and tenderness, mirrors 
turned to face each other. This very physical yet very sensitive theatre is so out 
of keeping with the taste of current French drama that it comes as a happy 
surprise. Patrice Kerbrat directs it effectively and his direction of the actors is 
remarkable. 

Let's talk about the actors. They are not yet stars, but we know them well. They both 
reaffirm their talent brilliantly. Robert Plagnol's personality is strong, we remember his 
performance in Rue de Babylone by Jean-Marie Besset. His elongated figure, his beautiful 
face, his forceful diction, the provocative frankness of his acting make him a very 
modern and original actor. Benjamin Boyer, whom we liked so much in Bent, is a more 
classical actor than Plagnol, and here he is very perceptive and nuanced in his depiction 
of a troubled but honest man. Both of them bring out the full potential of this 
magnetic work.  

 
 

Gilles Costaz

 

The false friends. 

In theatre, English authors are fast where French writers are profound. 
Sometimes, we prefer speed which can bring its own profundity as when we 
watch Andrew Payne's two short plays, Then What and Squash, directed by Patrice 
Kerbrat with a lovely sense of venomous rhythm. In both parts, a man harms his friend 
because the success or happiness of one triggers strange reactions in the other. So they 
are false friends, but the two writers in the first piece don't know it  - they write 
mediocre scripts until one of them, working on his own, gets a script picked up by a 
star and some big producers. It's enough to drive the one who thought he was the most 
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imaginative of the pair crazy. 

The businessmen in the second piece are also unaware that their squash-playing 
camaraderie  is about to take a dramatic turn when one of these two family men 
confesses his illicit liaison with a sexually adventurous female executive... 

It's raw, hilarious, formidably intelligent, played by two contrasting actors who 
make an ideal duo : Robert Plagnol, sharp, frenzied, gifted, and Benjamin Boyer, gentle, 
reserved, discreet. 

 
 

 
 

 
Marion Thébaud
 

Series of  betrayals. 

Excitable, edgy, focused on their game: Robert Plagnol and Benjamin Boyer 
go head to head in a raw, muscular verbal battle in two short plays by the same 
author, the Englishman Andrew Payne, in an adaptation by Vanessa Chouraqui and 
Robert Plagnol.

In the first, two script-writers bicker. Together they write mediocre scripts for popular 
TV series. One, in secret, has managed to write a script that has been accepted by a 
major production company. The other, eaten up with envy, furious at the betrayal, 
sabotages the project.  But can you live without your best enemy? 

In the second play, we find our two actors in a locker room, squash racket in hand for 
one, sports bag for the other. They play two executives, both married, both fathers, 
who get together on Wednesday evenings to play a game of squash. But Brian gets 
caught up in a turbulent affair and asks his friend Alan to provide him with an alibi. You 
have to see Benjamin Boyer, wide-eyed, aghast, the perfect innocent as he reacts to his 
friend's proposal. He is not far from reminding us of Jacques Villeret. We laugh a lot 
at this moment in which betrayal has the last word. These two plays, directed 
with clarity by Patrice Kerbrat, in a clever set by Jean Hass, are like a game of ping-
pong. The ball is returned, each time faster and harder, requiring strength and 
humour from the two performers who are the perfect emotional athletes for the 
occasion. 
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Frédéric Ferney

London, today. Alan and Brian are friends and partners: they share a small, shabby office 
in Soho where they co-write rubbish sitcoms for television. One day, Alan thinks he's 
hit the jackpot: the script he's been writing on the sly is finally going to be made into a 
movie... 

London, today. Greg and Ryan, two traders, meet every Wednesday for a game of 
squash before treating themselves to a night out. They both think they are good fathers 
and husbands - maybe that only exists in England! – but one shy, discreet, the other 
rather boisterous and verbose. One day, everything changes... 

The two actors, Robert Plagnol (who adapted Andrew Payne's text into French, with 
Vanessa Chouraqui) and Benjamin Boyer, make a great double-act on stage: they show a 
brilliant virtuosity in the interpretation of their characters. Do you have to betray 
another to be true to yourself ? It is sharp, biting, and contemporary. And Patrice 
Kerbrat is a subtle director of actors. We spent a very pleasant evening. 

 

 
Dominique Jamet
 

Pif, paf, ping, pong. 

Squash is an indoor sport that combines tennis and pelota. The exchanges are fast, 
almost brutal, and the rhythm is hellish. Young executives with sharp teeth like to play 
this sport, showing off their fitness. If you don't die on the court, you feel euphoric 
afterwards. 

Brian and Alan's tumultuous relationship, alternately warm and confrontational, is like 
boxing and squash combined. Lifelong friends, the two men make a good living writing 
sitcom scripts for TV. In fact, Alan does all the work, and Brian, who doesn't give a 
damn, sneers, snipes, gets drunk and lives off his hard-working partner. So when he 
learns that Alan has written an ambitious screenplay in secret and had it accepted by 
Hollywood, Brian realizes that he may not only be losing his friend, but also his cash 
cow... 
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Another couple, Greg and Ryan, meet up every Wednesday night for a game of squash. 
In the locker room, they have men's conversations. Ryan adores his wife but cheats on 
her shamelessly. A good husband, a good father and a good man, Greg at first resents his 
friend's antics. It takes all of Ryan's powers of persuasion to lead his friend down the 
slippery slope where the pupil will soon surpass the master... Conflicting needs, 
conflicting personalities. Sparks fly from this confrontation. Ping, pong, pif, 
paf. In passing, Andrew Payne, author of these two short plays, touches on 
real problems, but the best part is the rhythm of the dialogue. Robert Plagnol, 
as a tough guy flaunting his cynicism, and Benjamin Boyer, a good man who goes to the 
bad, are the powerful combatants in these two very physical matches, perfectly directed 
by Patrice Kerbrat. 
 

 
 
 
 
Armelle Héliot

 
Patrice Kerbrat has created an excellent production of two short plays by Andrew 
Payne, adapted by Vanessa Chouraqui and Robert Plagnol. The latter plays a man of our 
time opposite Benjamin Boyer:  two excellent collaborators and a shared triumph.

Andrew Payne is a British screenwriter. He is talented and successful. He has 
made forays into theatre and, judging by this play presented at the Petit Montparnasse, 
he is also suited to the stage. He cuts to the quick. His characters (in this case two 
young men of the world) are strikingly authentic. They are very well and 
economically drawn, and if Patrice Kerbrat's show is powerful, it is because it is based 
on a very effective adaptation by Vanessa Chouraqui and Robert Plagnol. Neither of 
them is afraid of the rawness of the language, a contemporary way of speaking that 
truly reflects the environment in which the two plays take place. 
 

There is something of a sociological analysis of a certain small world in 
Andrew Payne's writing. But Patrice Kerbrat's production, a decidedly excellent 
director of actors, goes further. First we admire the thousand and one nuances of the 
acting of the two formidable actors, who are equally excellent and perfectly matched, 
and then we reflect on the world in which we live. And men are torn between suffering 
and acting, between lying and enjoying themselves. Two characters who ring true thanks 
to the grace of the author, his adapters, and the formidable performers: Plagnol and 
Boyer. They are cut out for these roles. Benjamin Boyer, shy, shackled, and yet going for 
transgression - we're talking about the character here - and Robert Plagnol, 
hallucinating in a fascinating composition. A profound pleasure for the spectator! 
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Squash directed by Patrice Kerbrat with Benjamin Boyer and 
Robert Plagnol at Le Petit Chien, Festival d’Avignon, 2007.
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Marion Thébaut

This winter they performed one of the best shows of the season, Squash by 
Andrew Payne. Now Benjamin Boyer and Robert Plagnol reprise the adventure this 
summer, at 5.40pm, in the rue Guillaume Puy theatre. The action takes place in a locker 
room. Two friends meet to play their weekly game of squash. Married men , family men, 
they seem to have it all. But one needs the other to provide an alibi. Double lives, 
lies, betrayal, themes that explore married life with power and vivacity. This 
is hard-hitting theatre that makes for a fine acting experience. 

 
 
 
 
Gilles Costaz

Robert Plagnol is one of the most arresting young actors of his generation. He had only 
modest success at the Montparnasse theatre in Paris with Squash by Andrew Payne, 
which he had adapted with Vanessa Chouraqui. He was partnered by Benjamin Boyer in 
a production directed by Patrice Kerbrat. Instead of throwing in the towel, he made his 
debut at the Off, accompanied again by Boyer. “In Paris, we suffered from a lack of 
visibility in the middle of a hectic season,” he explains, “like a small boat thrown off-
course by big ships. We had to keep going, not return to port”. In Avignon, the show is 
rewarded with good audiences. Squash examines relationships and out-of-
control sexuality with the rawness of the English, which, with humour,  
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pushes at the limits of political correctness. Plagnol is deliciously highly-strung, 
Boyer a fascinating bundle of insecurity and inhibition. A match diabolically driven 
by our darker impulses. 

 
 
 
 
Armelle Héliot

Translating, adapting and performing is what Robert Plagnol did with Squash by 
Andrew Payne which he adapted with Vanessa Chouraqui. Under the firm direction of 
Patrice Kerbrat, he brings power and complexity to his performance opposite the 
talented, sensitive Benjamin Boyer. The piece portrays the chaos that ensues when 
forty-something husbands and fathers go off the rails. The language is harsh, the 
experience punchy, funny and poignant. 
 

 
 
 
Delphine Apiou

Robert Plagnol co-adapted as well as acting in Squash, a play in the Off festival at 
Avignon which is not to be missed! And for a very good reason: with the help of his 
fellow cast member Benjamin Boyer, Plagnol answers a frightening question – what do 
men talk about amongst themselves? Droll, true, and highly stimulating, this 
locker-room debate about love and loyalty is a real treat. 

 
 
 
Gilles Costaz

In Then What and Squash, Andrew Payne ferociously lays into the world of 
businessmen and bohos. Robert Plagnol has long been recognized as one of the 
most outstanding of the new generation of actors. Now he takes on Squash, a show that 
he finally achieves great success with this debate on sex and lies between two squash 
players. Plagnol and Benjamin Boyer, one tough, the other tender, make the words 
blaze in a raw, intense and often hilarious match. 
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Jean-Louis Châles

Masculinity. The web of lies that gets out of control and blows apart the lives of 
ordinary people. This is how it happens. 

They have been friends for a long time, love their wives and children, play squash every 
Wednesday and traditionally end the evening in a restaurant. Like any self-respecting 
duo, there's the alpha male (Ryan: a voluble, handsome guy sure of his seductive powers) 
and the gentle soul (Greg: introverted, loyal). Here they are two senior executives, 
settled into a comfortable, ordered way of life. But the desires of the flesh intrude on 
their well-heeled lives. Ryan is infatuated with a sexually adventurous young woman and 
throws himself into a reckless affair. In order not to endanger his marriage, he asks 
Greg to give him an alibi. Greg is reluctant, but finally agrees. The infernal machine is 
activated, the two friends plunge, in spite of themselves, into an abyss of lies.

The very British Andrew Payne gives us a series of scenes in a single place (the 
locker-room), weaves together seemingly innocuous dialogue, and provides no 
easy tying up of loose ends. Our thirty-somethings, undone by their sexual 
appetites, lose the veneer of propriety and wallow in pleasure at the risk of 
ruining their lives. 

Patrice Kerbrat, a scrupulous director, analyses their downfall with great skill and 
vicious humour. The two actors, Benjamin Boyer and Robert Plagnol, play this subtle 
score marvelously, with its u-turns, outbursts and hasty reconciliations. They are 
virtuosos of the spoken (and hidden) word, masters of ambiguous body language. Virile 
yet vulnerable, cynical yet romantic, they charm us in this hair-raising 
masculine morality tale. 
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Then What & Squash directed by Patrice Kerbrat with Benjamin 
Boyer and Robert Plagnol at Le Théâtre de la Commune, 
Aubervilliers, 2009.

 

Armelle Héliot
 

Theatre of combat 

Don't miss these two short pieces by Andrew Payne. Two young men in 
London today, living their ordinary lives. Cruel and fascinating, a highpoint 
of theatrical art. It’s a production that has gone from private to public which is rare, 
and continues a glittering career in the small hall of the Théâtre de la Commune in 
Aubervilliers. 

Didier Bezace, who directs the Théâtre de la Commune in Aubervilliers, has chosen 
Robert Plagnol to play Dorante in Les Fausses confidences by Marivaux, which he will stage 
next February with Anouk Grinberg and Pierre Arditi. He wanted us to see again the 
work Plagnol initiated, this wonderful show linking two plays by the Englishman 
Andrew Payne which deal what could roughly be described as the "fragility" 
of young men. These two ferocious plays, Then What and Squash, about the way 
young men live now, are directed by Patrice Kerbrat. 

Robert Plagnol, who made his debut in L'Eperdue by Jean Bois, followed by Grande Ecole 
by Jean-Marie Besset, also directed by Patrice Kerbrat, discovered Andrew Payne about 
ten years ago and translated the text himself with Vanessa Chouraqui. 

This intelligent actor with his youthful physique, very grounded in his thinking about 
his profession, skillfully analyses the subject of the two plays, Then What and Squash. 
"Between loyalty to oneself and loyalty to another, there is a no-man’s land, an 
unexplored territory that is always in question and, paradoxically, the one who ventures 
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into it can be trapped.  He continues: "It is to this struggle between loyalty and 
betrayal, the battle with oneself, that Andrew Payne writes about”. 

 
Created in 2006 at the Petit-Montparnasse, where Myriam de Colombi always makes 
interesting choices, and revived at the Petit Chien in Avignon (one of the two plays, 
Squash), the show has real power. It is beautifully played by two very talented actors.  
With a set by Jean Haas, lighting by Laurent Béal, costumes by Malika Guézel, sound 
by Michel Winogradoff, everything is outstanding in this production. Patrice Kerbrat's 
direction is superb. He directs the two performers wonderfully. He brings out all the 
nuances of Andrew Payne's dialogue. And he is admirably served by the two actors. 
Benjamin Boyer (who plays Alan and Greg) is so meticulous, so sensitive in the face of 
the verbal onslaughts of Robert Plagnol (who plays Brian and Ryan), the would-be 
dominant male who wants to impose his lies, and his appetites on the other and in 
doing so exposes his vulnerability. A fantastic face-off over two rounds. 

The two actors take different characters from one play to the next and this work is 
magnificently off, an artistic and emotional battle to the end. And the themes 
here are as interesting as they are rare. One of the meetings, on 12 November, had as its 
theme: "On the difficulty of being a man" and it is this difficulty which lies at the heart 
of these plays.

 
 

Manuel Piolat Soleymat , Interview with Robert Plagnol. 
 

Synopsis and Squash: The trouble with betrayal. 

First performed in 2006 at the Théâtre du Petit Montparnasse, Andrew Payne's diptych 
(directed by Patrice Kerbrat) is now being revived at the Théâtre de la Commune. Actor 
Robert Plagnol, on stage alongside Benjamin Boyer, co-wrote the French text of these 
reflections on the idea of loyalty.

Did Andrew Payne write Then What and Squash independently, or did he intend the two plays to 
be performerd together? 

Robert Plagnol: Then What and Squash are two parts of a diptych questioning the moral 
value of fidelity. How can we be faithful to others while remaining faithful to ourselves? 
Andrew Payne invites us to engage in a battle between fidelity and infidelity, which 
ultimately becomes a battle with oneself. But whereas this question is addressed in a 
fairly classic way in Synopsis (in which the friendship of two scriptwriters is put to the 
test by one’s betrayal of the other), it is considered in a dangerous, more singular way in 
Squash, a play that shamelessly explores themes of sexuality. 
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What’s dangerous about this theme? 

R. P: Sexuality is based in the most intimate, most mysterious and often most 
untethered parts of us. It's an extremely complex area. Andrew Payne tackles this 
issue with power and intelligence. He gets as close as possible to the depths 
and dualities of being. Without ever being over-explanatory or pedagogic, he 
sheds a subtle light on human frailty. For all that, the language he uses takes 
no prisoners. It is concise, precise and calls a spade a spade. One of the challenges of 
the French adaptation I did with Vanessa Chouraqui was to rediscover this same sense 
of liveliness.

How do you see the relationships between the characters in these two plays? 

R. P: I've always thought that the characters in Squash were an extension of those in 
Synopsis and that, in a way, they could be the product of their imagination. It's as if the 
two writers of the first play needed to invent a new identity for themselves, to re-invent 
themselves as traders so that they could talk about their intimacy. These four characters 
are all subject to the same problems, all in a state of acute crisis. They are fighting 
against themselves and are torn apart by the conflicting sides of their personalities. 
They are placed in a difficult position: to make a choice, to kill that part of themselves 
that doesn’t want to take the path they truly desire. In the end, we coujld think that 
these characters in psychoanalytical terms: they play a game of projection to express 
their suffering and thus try to resolve it.
 

 

  
 
 Jacques Nerson, interview with Didier Besace. 
 

 
Didier Bezace breaks down boundaries.

By hosting an offshoot of private theatre in a subsidised theatre, the director of the 
Théâtre de la Commune in Aubervilliers is breaking a taboo. It was at the Petit 
Montparnasse that Patrice Kerbrat first staged Andrew Payne's Then What and Squash 
three years ago.

 
Are you aware that you are breaking a taboo? Aren't you afraid of being ostracised by your 
colleagues? 

Didier Bezace: First of all, I think it's legitimate for a playwright like Payne to be 
performed in a subsidised environment. And when I was talking to Robert Plagnol, who 

12



is part of the cast of Fausses Confidences, soon to be produced in Aubervilliers, I 
sensed that he was unhappy. Synopsis and Squash had not been fully exploited so I felt 
like giving him a second chance. Just as I gave a second chance to Rosa Luxemburg's 
Letters read by Anouk Grinberg who is also in Fausses Confidences.

What do you think of the war between public and private theatre? 

D.B: If it exists, it's not my fault. There have been times when I've refused to revive one 
or other of my shows in private theatres, but that was so that I could run them here for 
longer. When you've got a hit, you might as well make the most of it!

Have you ever staged a show privately? 

D.B: Never. Because of a lack of time. Frédéric Franck, whom I like a lot, has offered 
me the chance to work at the Madeleine on several occasions, but I'm not a 
Stakhanovite and I reserve my energy for the company I run. Oh, I'm not saying I'll 
always refuse! If the conditions are right, why not? I'm not making it a question of 
money: sometimes the subsidised theatre would do well to learn from the economics of 
the private sector.

Do you go to private shows? 

D.B: Not often. Again, there's no time. Apart from my friend Pierre Arditi's shows...

Do you think that one day the wall will come down and the private and public sectors will work 
together?
 
D.B: It would be nice if things started to move. But it shouldn't be one-sided. It’s not 
just the public theatre that is sectarian.. 
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Squash  directed by Robert Plagnol with Pascal Lacoste and 
Nicolas Soulié on directautheatre.com, 2021.

 
 
 
 
 
Jackie Bornet 
 

 
With Andrew Payne's Squash, Robert Plagnol triumphs again with his particular brand 
of virtual theatre on the internet.
 
Robert Plagnol devised his innovative approach to live theatre during the first 
lockdown in 2020. It is the live transmission that makes the difference, giving theatre-
lovers who are registered on directautheatre.com the chance to see a live performance 
of Andrew Payne's Squash every Tuesday and Wednesday at 9pm. Two actors, Pascal 
Lacoste and Nicolas Soulié, bring their talent to an acerbic play about men,  sex and 
adultery.
 
Split screen

Ryan and Greg, colleagues and friends, talk every day via the internet from their office. 
When Ryan asks Greg to cover for him while he cheats on his wife, Greg is drawn into 
and seduced by Ryans’s murky world of lies.

Shown in split screen, it’s as if we are eaves-dropping on Ryan and Greg’s intimate 
conversations.  Robert Plagnol has adapted Andrew Payne's two-hander by visualising 
his characters through the videoconference that they themselves use in the play. The 
connection of the spectator to the actors is novel, the minimalist set and use of close-
ups focusing attention on the remarkable performances of Pascal Lacoste and Nicolas 
Soulié. The intimacy between them is as palpable as it would be on stage, despite them 
being in separate locations.
 
Another theatre
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Contrary to what one might expect, the image is not static, the actors move constantly 
in front of the camera, and Ryan's acrobatics with his chair are worth the price of 
admission alone. The inclusion of two recorded sequences adds to the atmosphere, 
while the original music by Amélie Nilles is perfectly appropriate.
 
Robert Plagnol may have started a small revolution but he has no intention of 
competing with the cinema or filmed theatre. He creates something entirely different, a 
new relationship not only between text and image, but with performances and staging. 
In this respect, the live transmission is essential: each evening, the performances are 
fresh, unedited, totally in keeping with a live show. The discussion after the play with 
the actors and the director is illuminating.

This is the third play by Andrew Payne brought to the screen by Robert Plagnol, 
after Don’t Go There and Nice Frock. It fulfills the expectations of an author who 
constantly reinvents himself. With each text  he explores a different world with a 
predilection for the noir side of contemporary urban life. Payne is a fine observer 
and interpreter of human relationships. In this piece, he touches on friendship, 
loyalty, love and sex: a game of verbal squash that deserves to be played. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Gilles Costaz

Sexual Confidences
  
Andrew Payne's Squash hit the theatre hard some fifteen years ago. The play returns via 
another medium, live theatre on the computer screen, a formula developed by Robert 
Plagnol and directautheatre.com. It is a series of two-character scenes played by two 
actors, apart and yet together. The actors are in unspecified locations (at home in fact, 
but it could be anywhere) and are both under the scrutiny of an iPad camera.  The 
visuals are combined, alternated, and coordinated, with pre-recorded images 
occasionally cut in. Most of the narrative is based on the conventions of the theatre: it 
takes place in real time with the resulting knife-edge tension of live performance felt by 
both performer and spectator, the latter with the sense that the performance is taking 
place for him or her alone.

 The English author Andrew Payne is social dynamite. There is no pity for the 
low-lifes in their suits, no prudery about their violence or the crudity of their language. 
A parade of the basest instincts! The two businessmen on stage, or rather on the stage-
screen, meet regularly for games of squash. One of them needs the help of the other to 
cheat on his wife with a sexually wild lover. The latter is a faithful husband but gets 
carried away on a roller-coaster  ride of male one-upmanship and macho posturing.  
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Robert Plagnol stages the electronic production with razor-sharp precision and has 
created some beautifully atmospheric inserts. Nicolas Soulié gives his character an 
impressively dry, sardonic ferocity. With the other character, Pascal Lacoste displays a 
deceptive gentleness in a disturbing and perfectly rhythmic counterpoint. Game of 
squash or wrestling match? Whichever,  the savagery of civilized society produces an 
exciting, fresh kind of dialogue: the eye of a camera becomes both a psychological and a 
theatrical eye.     
 

 
 
 
 
Marie-Céline Nivière

 
Since May 2020, the actor Robert Plagnol has been asking me to watch the shows that 
he streams live on the internet! It started with Andrew Payne's Don’t Go There, which he 
performed from his kitchen. I refused, saying that only real theatre, performed on a 
stage for people, interested me. In May 2021, he did it again with Nice Frock by the same 
author, directed by Patrice Kerbrat. Once again I declined the invitation. The theatres 
were reopening and that was more important! This autumn, he returns with a new 
project. As a specialist in the English playwright Andrew Payne, he is taking on Squash, 
a text that he adapted and performed in 2006 with Benjamin Boyer. A play that I had 
seen and appreciated on its debut at the Théâtre Montparnasse! And this time I gave 
in! I was a curious to check out this new way of making theatre.

 
How does it work? Well, it's simple: instead of going to a theatre to see a play, it comes 
to you. When you're in the Pyrenees, this is great. We go online a little before the hour, 
just to make sure that technically everything is going well. And the performance can 
begin. And here, I have to confess that I was wrong! It works! There is a theatricality 
since the actors, each in his flat, play live, responding visually and verbally to each other. 
As we are in front of a screen, there is also a cinematographic dimension. 
The director takes all this into account in his conception of the show. It will not replace 
theatre, that is not its intention. In reality, live streaming allows us to find another way 
of doing things, somewhere between theatre and cinema. And that's interesting.

 
Andrew Payne's play, Squash, lends itself well to this format. Normally the two 
protagonists, two busy traders, meet every Monday evening for a game of squash. The 
action takes place in the locker room. Well, here it's via Zoom. They're in the office, 
logging on in conference view to chat. But one night, one of them asks the other to be 
his alibi so he can meet his mistress. Payne then weaves a tense dialogue between 
the two friends whose lives will eventually be smashed to smithereens. Lies, 
betrayals and bitter rivalry make up the body of this play, skillfully directed by Robert 
Plagnol and remarkably acted by Pascal Lacoste and Nicolas Soulié. So, take the plunge! 
Connect!
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