
 AU CŒUR 
A young body lies on the ground. Is it alive or dead? Are we on a nearby beach 
or in a garden, a schoolyard maybe? Like many of us, Thierry Thieû Niang was 
upset by those photographs of refugee children washed ashore that have been 
making the rounds those past few months. A careful observer, he likes to watch 
lonely poets, Indians in the woods, bare hand rock climbers, actors-in-training, 
and big brothers giving their younger siblings a helping hand. The choreographer 
regards childhood as the kingdom of art, a time of beginnings, of trials, of 
learning, where everything is possible. A time when one can just as easily fall 
and be reborn. Those past few months, through workshops in the Charterhouse 
of Villeneuve lez Avignon and at the Collection Lambert, Thierry Thieû Niang 
has met with youths from all over Avignon. Some of them have also met at the 
FabricA in January. Whether they be already experienced or fresh newcomers, 
together they form a unique and fluid community. Their fragility, their commitment, 
tell stories of blooming, of fall, of loss and consolation. They share the stage 
with a young musician, Robin Pharo, who gives the ceremony its tempo, serving 
sometimes as a guide, sometimes as a witness. His viol creates a sonic bridge 
between ancient and future times, a suspended present for these eleven youths 
whose intensity will resonate for a while, thanks to the words of writers Linda Lê 
and to Claude Lévêque’s neon-words, created especially for the show.

 THIERRY THIEÛ NIANG 
From the moment he met the young actors who would appear in Straight to the 
Heart, Thierry Thieû Niang started calling them by their first names.  
A sign of recognition, or of extreme affection. Every one of them is a person.  
A schoolteacher and psychomotor therapist by training, the choreographer knows 
how to set up the ideal conditions for movement and for future exchanges, for his 
research has long been for and with all bodies; with children, with older people, 
with people with autism, or with prisoners, he likes to create spaces where all 
can coexist. And to tell everyone that dance is a simple joy and that walking with 
someone else is in and of itself a way of existing, a life project.  
He thus brings together artists from various fields and horizons: Camille Dalmais, 
Linda Lê, Robin Pharo, and Claude Lévêque for this new project; at other times 
Marie Desplechin, Ariane Ascaride, Anne Alvaro, Audrey Bonnet, Pierre Guyotat, 
Patrick Autréaux, Vincent Dissez, and Philippe Forget. He has also worked 
with directors for the theatre and the opera – with Patrice Chéreau on his latest 
creations, for instance – but also with singers and visual artists. Du Printemps 
(A Time of Spring), created for the Festival d’Avignon in 2011 with twenty-five 
amateurs aged 60 to 90, then went on a world tour, adding local performers at 
every step along the way.

 CLAUDE LÉVÊQUE 
From the Louvre Pyramid to the école Pierre Budin in the neighbourhood of 
the Goutte d’Or in Paris, Claude Lévêque creates works for and with specific 
locations. Atmospheric works, where vibrating neon lights, children’s words, 
shadows, and everyday objects open breaches in reality—breaches that are 
often unsettling, sometimes joyous, always vertiginous. Since the early 1980s, 
he has presented his work in the greatest contemporary art museums and 
biennales. Among his most emblematic installations, J’ai rêvé d’un autre monde 
(I dreamt of another world) can be seen in Avignon, at the Collection Lambert. 
For Straight to the Heart, Claude Lévêque wanted to let himself be inspired by 
the at times serious poetry of children...
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 INTERVIEW WITH THIERRY THIEÛ NIANG  

The performers of your new creation, Straight to the Heart, are children 
and teenagers. Was childhood what inspired you for this show?
Thierry Thieû Niang: Childhood has always been at the heart of my work; 
childhood in art, childhood in the world. Here, I wanted to give a chance to 
speak to those children and teenagers.
Because we’ve seen in the news those images of children’s bodies lying on 
the ground, images of rest and quiet, but also images of terror. Images of a 
child isolated from the others, of a child falling, of a child lying face-down on a 
beach.

What feelings do those visions stir in us?
But there are also children right here and now, children who come here, who 
walk, who stand up straight, here in this town, in those countries. All those 
situations inspired us for this project aimed at everyone, children and adults 
alike. I’m also interested in the joy children express when they play, alone or 
in groups, running, falling, playing dead, or pretending to be reborn. I worked 
as a teacher, then as a psychomotor therapist, I worked in health camps with 
Doctors Without Borders. Childhood to me is a place of art, of beginnings, of 
research, of all kinds of learning. It’s a place of possibilities. There are children 
around me who are my friends, and I’m friends with them in return. I see 
them as people, there’s an actual exchange that goes both ways. I work with 
children the same way I work with adults. 

Who are the young performers of Straight to the Heart?
The idea for this group was born during workshops I did at the Charterhouse 
of Villeneuve lez Avignon with secondary school students. I’d also worked 
with a group of children, younger and of mixed origins, from the city and 
the surrounding area, some of them I’d met through associations, others 
through the workshops of the Collection Lambert. I thought it was important 
for the children of Avignon to be able to enjoy the Festival, to take an active 
part in it. The children I’m working with are from different social and cultural 
backgrounds. Some of them will be on a stage for the first time, while others 
already have a familiar relationship with the Festival d’Avignon, like Anna, who 
took part in Odile Duboc’s Petit projet de la matière (Little project of matter) 
and Jérome Bel’s Cour d’honneur.
 
How do you work with them?
Through exercises and situations, I try to get the members of the group to look 
at each other, to dance together, to discover a shared sense of belonging, 
secret, mysterious, and invisible. I want them to evolve, to access danced tools 
that have to do with space and time but also presence, and I want them to 
experience sensations and matters like weight, falling, or taking flight, allowing 
them to move from abstraction to incarnation and back. We explore different 
propositions in different spaces, since Straight to the Heart will be presented 
in three distinct locations. We challenge ourselves with music, texts, and 
images, alongside artists like Linda Lê, who is writing for the children, or like 
the singer Camille, or the visual artist Claude Lévêque. All of that feeds our 
process and allows something to happen, to blossom, both within the group 



and within every one of them. I write the show based on what arises from this 
shared experience. The way I work with them is also a summary of the project: 
What are we giving this community that embodies the future, to allow them to 
build something sensible, to build a present?

What I’ve seen of the rehearsals is beautiful, but sometimes serious and 
melancholy.
Within every child, there is grief and loss. Tragedy, in some of them. There’s 
no such thing as a child that doesn’t need to be comforted, I think. My work is 
to highlight this living thing, this particular being, this shared thought, whether 
with the artists I work with or with the children. Moreover, the immobility or 
the silence of a child isn’t always synonymous with gravity. A falling child isn’t 
necessarily hurt, ill, or dead. It can also be a child who’s playing, who then 
gets up. A child who learns.

Music plays an important part in Straight to the Heart.
On the stage, we have a young musician, Robin Pharo, in charge of the music. 
He comes from baroque music, plays the viola, and sings. I thought it would 
be interesting to bring together those young children and teenagers and an 
ancient, almost distant music. I also asked Camille, with whom I’m acquainted, 
to help the children work on two or three a capella songs.

The show also uses text and visual arts…
I wanted to collaborate with other artists thanks to the partnerships with 
the Charterhouse of Villeneuve lez Avignon, which focuses on writing for 
the performing arts, and the Collection Lambert, which works in the field 
of contemporary art. I’ve always liked the effect a text can have on bodies, 
on space, and on thought. I asked the writer Linda Lê to join us. She’s also 
a child of immigrants, originally from Vietnam like myself, and she speaks 
very eloquently of our relationship to that lost childhood, to our inner exile. 
I also called on Calude Lévêque and his words written in neon lights, those 
sentences that will play the role of titles, slogans, and poems. I’m very happy 
with the unusual, surprising, and diverse team we form.

What place does this kind of project with amateurs occupy in your 
work?
I’ve always wanted to look for other bodies in order to feed and question my 
dance anew.
To invite them and dance with them.
I first found them in theatre actors and musicians, but also in amateurs, 
children, elderly people, inmates. Those encounters are like a sensible matter 
that is indispensable to my practice of dance, to my work as an artist and as a 
man. What I experience and discover with those women and those men, adults 
and children alike, I owe it to them to welcome it in everything I do and share. 
It’s at the very heart of who am I and am still becoming!

—
Interview conducted by Renan Benyamina



 AND... 
YOUNG AUDIENCE SHOWS 
Truckstop by Arnaud Meunier, from July 12 to 16, at 11:00 and 15:00, 
Of imagination by Clara Le Picard, from July 19 to 23, at 11:00 and 15:00, 
Chapelle des Pénitents blancs
CINEMATOGRAPHIC TERRITORIES 
Films for younger audiences and animation workshops
Utopia-Manutention from July 6 to 24 
THE YOUNG SPECTATOR’S GUIDE AND VISITS FOR THE FAMILIES  
Booking +33 (0)4 90 14 14 14 / visitejeunesse@festival-avignon.com
FESTIVAL-AVIGNON.TV
Reports of the web-TV by young critics in Avignon about the creation of  
Straight to the Heart
EXHIBITION
Au cœur, Territoires de l’enfance, exhibition on Thierry Thieû Niang’s creative 
process, everyday from 11:00 to 19:00, Collection Lambert
WORKSHOPS OF THOUGHT 
Télérama dialogues, with in particular Thierry Thieû Niang, July 9 at 11:00
Des territoires, encounter of the Paca Region, with in particular Thierry Thieû 
Niang, July 12 at 15:00, Louis Pasteur site of the Université d’Avignon
THE SACD AT THE CONSERVATOIRE 
Encounter with Thierry Thieû Niang, July 11 at 16:00

Books of Linda Lê are available at the Festival bookshop at the église des Célestins and at 
the Chartreuse bookshop in Villeneuve lez Avignon

 TOUR DATES OF AU CŒUR AFTER THE FESTIVAL 
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In order to bring you this edition, over 1,750 people, artists,
technicians, and organisational staff, have worked tireless
and enthusiastically for months. More than half of them are
state-subsidised freelance workers.

#THIERRYTHIEUNIANG 
#AUCOEUR

#PENITENTSBLANCS 
#LACHARTREUSE 

#COLLECTIONLAMBERT
 #JEUNEPUBLIC

All the Festival on :
festival-avignon.com

JU
LY

 7
 8

 9
  1

5 
16

 1
7 

 2
1 

22
 2

3 
CH

AP
EL

LE
 D

ES
 P

ÉN
ITE

NT
S B

LA
NC

S
ÉG

LIS
E D

E L
A 

CH
AR

TR
EU

SE
 

DE
 VI

LL
EN

EU
VE

 LE
Z 

AV
IG

NO
N

CO
LL

EC
TIO

N 
LA

MB
ER

T

– November 18 to 20, 2016 at Théâtre 
Gérard Philipe, Centre dramatique 
national de Saint-Denis  

– November 25 to 27 at Théâtre 
Paris-Villette

– December 9 and 10 at Viadanse 
Centre chorégraphique national de 
Franche-Comté at Belfort 

– May 17 and 18, 2017 at 2 Scènes 
Scène nationale de Besançon


