
THE PIED PIPER

INTERVIEW WITH JOACHIM LATARJET

Why choose this fairy tale, The Pied Piper of Hamelin?

Joachim Latarjet: Alexandra Fleischer and I wanted to work on children’s fairy tale, and the choice quickly became 
obvious. Firstly because it’s a story about the power of music, which plays a central part in the story of our company. 
Then, while the story is short and simple, which gives you more leeway when adapting it into a show, the stakes are 
complex. There are, in this fairy tale, things that are important to say and to hear, and which I wanted to tell children. 
For instance, the fact that it’s not easy to manage a city, a relationship, a group. Why is this town infested by rats? 
The rats are a symbol for a failure in communication, by why? And why is the piper this lonely, almost unlikeable 
character? He doesn’t save the town out of kindness, or for fame: he does it for money. In fairy tales, there is usually 
a symbolic reward; but there’s no reward here, just wages. Artists need to be paid, and I found it interesting to talk 
about money at the same time as about the role of art. Artists are so often told they’re useless… All those questions 
are very topical—just imagine Avignon invaded by rats?! But they’re all present in the original tale, you just have to 
look closely enough. That’s what happens with the children: they recognise the fairy tale right away.

Can you tell us a little more about the character of the piper as a child, who doesn’t exist in the original tale?

I wanted to answer the question “Why isn’t the piper more sociable?” with the hypothesis that “something had to 
happen to him.” I thought we had to look into his childhood, and I started looking at the small acts of cruelty children 
inflict on each other and which we all know. After that, writing means to try to give a name to things. For this show,  
I went back to the year I turned 9. I’m convinced there was a moment of poetry in my relationship to the world at this 
very precise age that I’ve never found again. So I looked at it from that vantage point, with the idea of playing the 
piper both as a child then as an adult. The “western” dimension of the show is also part of this echo to my childhood, 
it’s a powerful reference for a child of my generation: a mysterious hero who doesn’t speak much and dresses all in 
white, with a belt on which he hangs his mutes and a trombone that looks a little like a weapon… The setting plays 
a part as well. Video projections are like painted canvases, as in old theatres, and the green grass and trees create 
the idea of an idyllic place one can associate with childhood. That’s not where the story takes place a priori, since the 
fairy tale is about a town; but towns and cities are already too much a part of us, it’s not interesting to depict them. 
What I wanted to show above all was the contrast between nature and the filthiness of men, when it appears on the 
stage. I wanted us to see exactly what mankind is dirtying. It’s similar with the piper: even if it starts with the idea of 
an idyllic childhood, this is a kid who gets beaten up every day. Cruelty is everywhere. That’s what I wanted to show 
children: everything is beautiful and clean… but the boy gets his face bashed in, humans are constantly spilling their 
filth everywhere, and everything becomes hard and complicated. When everything could be good.

Alexandra Fleischer plays a number of different characters, where the fairy tale remains relatively vague on 
that front. How did you come up with the different voices?

Alexandra and I have worked together for a long time, and our artistic collaboration is almost miraculous. She’s a 
very unique performer, with a very specific voice and a way of moving which create humour whenever she’s onstage. 
I wanted to give her the pleasure of playing many roles so I wrote it with her in mind, knowing that she’d play the 
narrator, but also the mayor who has to negotiate with everyone, and a cat, a rat… More than characters, she’s 
taking on various points of view with those monologues. Just like when you’re reading and all of a sudden you give a 
character a specific voice in your head. The narrator isn’t neutral, she has her opinion on what’s happening. A pretty 
harsh one, by the way: she thinks that mankind is dumb and can’t even bring itself to try to correct it. But she’s not 
alone: the animals have their own point of view as well, even if I, as a human, can only imagine them. It would be 
interesting to hear what the rats have to say! I wanted to give children all those different points of view about one 
story so they can then make up their own mind.
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What role does music play in the show?

The piper is a musician, like me, and so I play him onstage. Since I can’t play the flute, we found a workaround:  
to make reality simpler, humans say that the musician plays the flute… when it’s actually a trombone! It gives the show 
a very personal resonance—we’re playing our own phantoms and talking about representation, art, musicians…  
I come from a collective founded in the 1980s, called Sentimental Bourreau. We did music and theatre, but we 
never asked ourselves if what we were doing was musical theatre. As far as I’m concerned, I’m a musician, 
who tells stories set to music. For the actors, music is mostly a question of time: they have to be aware of its 
presence, leave it space to breathe, learn to wait for it. But the rhythm of theatre, that of the narrative, has to prevail.  
If the songs are too long, you risk losing the audience, especially with children, who can get distracted by a lot of 
things. Sometimes, the music serves purely to illustrate what’s happening; sometimes it builds on the world we’ve 
created, opens new perspectives. For instance, the music that hypnotises the children at the end could be seen as 
a sort of rave. Something that can’t be explained, that’s incomprehensible for anyone over a certain age. Just like 
with punk, what’s beautiful to them is precisely the fact that they’re the only ones to understand what’s happening. 
The adults don’t understand the music of the piper, it’s only for the children. There’s at least one beautiful thing about 
human beings: our capability to share with one another something born of the instant and elusive.

About the end of the story…

I wanted to keep the parallel between the fate of the children and that of the rats. In the version by the Brothers 
Grimm, he leads them to a cliff, and then at the very end people hear the children singing from within the mountain. 
But I didn’t want to kill the rats, or the children. And if the piper saves the children, it’s also problematic for me as an 
adult: what does he save them from? From stupidity or cruelty? Looking back at history, there’s always something 
disturbing about claiming to save children and reeducating them. So if young spectators ask me how it ends,  
I’d rather tell them that it’s up to them to write what comes next. The ending is open-ended—even if I believe that 
the musician saves the children. Like in White Mane. As a child, I loved that move in which a boy befriends a horse.  
At the end, they ride into the sea together to flee the meanness of men and find the land where horses and children 
are friends. Even as a kid, I could tell the chances of them making it were low, but there was still the idea that this 
magic country might just exist. It’s similar here. Maybe there is a place where humans aren’t so dumb. At the very 
least, it should exist—which sounds a little like a moral… but why not? It’s also part of what makes a fairy tale, having 
a moral at the end. And when you adapt a fairy tale, you have to accept the rules of the genre.
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