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WIE IS BANG
TOM LANOYE & 

KOEN DE SUTTER

� du  � du, EN  Duration: 2h 10 min

� �Please turn off your phone. 
It is not allowed to make auditive and/or visual recordings.

This production was realized
with the support of  the  

Belgian Tax Shelter.
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TOM LANOYE 
is one of the most acclaimed 
Dutch-speaking authors  
and a familiar face at all the major 
European theatre festivals.  
Ten Oorlog counts as one of the 
landmarks in Flemish theatre 
history. Also Mamma Medea, 
Mefisto for ever, Bloed & rozen, 
Koningin Lear, De Russen and 
Hamlet vs. Hamlet are renowned.

HAN KERCKHOFFS 
has worked as an actor with a.o. 
Toneelgroep Amsterdam, Het 
Zuidelijk Toneel, Het Toneelhuis, 
NTGent, Malpertuis and 
Walpurgis. In 1995 he won the 
Arlecchino for Thersites in Troilus 
and Cressida.

DILAN YURDAKUL 
wrote, produced and played 
Bekentenis van een Jong Meisje 
(Proust) and played Dorian Gray 
and Carmen. Now she’s part of 
a project for young artists by the 
Dutch Performing Arts Fund. In 
NTGent she played in Sneeuw, 
directed by Luc Perceval. From 
2012 untill 2019 Dilan played 
the role of Aysen Baydan in 
Goede Tijden, Slechte Tijden. 
This season she can be seen on 
stage in Door de Schaduw heen, 
directed by Julie vanden Berghe. 

KOEN DE SUTTER 
performed the monologue 
Martens at NTGent and directed 
some twenty-five productions 
including Aleksej (hetpaleis), Al 
te luide eenzaamheid (Zuidpool), 
Rood (NTGent), Onder het 
melkwoud and Maat voor maat 
(Zeelandia).  

ELS DOTTERMANS 
has worked as an actress with 
a.o. de Blauwe Maandag CIE, Het 
Toneelhuis and De Tijd. At NTGent 
she performed in Platform, Tien 
Geboden, God van de slachting, 
AUGUSTUS ergens op de vlakte, 
Compassie and many other 
pieces. She received a Gouden 
Kalf for her role in the movie Beck.  

TARIKH JANSSEN 
has worked as an actor with a.o. 
Toneelgroep Maastricht and 
DeLaMar, and in various TV-series 
and films. He made the theatre 
performance Met mij gaat het 
goed and together with Laura 
Hermanides, he created the short 
film Amantea, which was shown 
at the Cannes film festival. This 
season he can be seen in The Last 
Poets by Urban Myth by Theater 
Amsterdam.



D
ecorontw

erp van Stef Stessel

Se
t d

es
ig

n 
by

 S
te

f S
te

ss
el

© Lex de Meester

EN
G

LISH
W

IE IS B
AN

G
5

“I NEVER 
WORKED THIS 
WAY BEFORE”
TOM LANOYE IN CONVERSATION  
WITH DRAMATURG ALEX MALLEMS

Alex Mallems
Last season NTGent launched the slogan: Create 
Your Own Classics. Even though in the end it is 
history that will decide whether a new play ever 
becomes a classic, this slogan is still appropriate 
to your own objective as a playwright. You didn’t 
want Wie is Bang to be an adaptation of an existing 
piece, but to write a new and original play, even if it 
does involve entering into a figurative duel with what 
is possibly the greatest classic of the 20th century, 
Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf.

Tom Lanoye
I think ‘Create Your Own Classics’ is a very interesting 
slogan because it assumes that classics exist. As a 
writer you can learn from the classics, and afterwards 
engage in making something new: the avant-garde 
is impossible without knowledge. If you do it well, you 
may yourself write a classic from which someone else 
can in their turn learn and do their own thing. That 
is the wheel of time and I believe wholeheartedly 
in that craft side of playwriting and staging a play. 

Interview: Alex Mallems, Translation: Gregory Ball
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After that it was also important to know who would 
direct the play, and we soon came up with Koen De 
Sutter. I had already seen a couple of plays he had 
directed, including Onder het Melkwoud and Maat 
voor Maat in Zeeland, and I also admired him as an 
actor, for example in his solo piece Montaigne. For 
Wie is Bang, which essentially revolves around the 
acting, you need an actor’s director who knows what 
concepts are, but in that context nevertheless always 
seeks out the performer’s acting, and the meaning of 
the language, the dynamics of the dialogue.

Alex Mallems
Wie is Bang is on several levels a play for actors. 
Literally, because it was written specifically for the 
four actors involved, but equally because the play 
is set in the theatre world, with actors who play 
characters who are actors, who are literally on the 
stage in a theatre.

“THIS IS MY 25th PLAY, BUT I HAVE 
NEVER WORKED THIS WAY BEFORE.”
Tom Lanoye

 Yes, that’s right. And in any case I’m not the sort 
of author who writes a play all on his own, hands it 
over to an artistic team and waits until the opening 
night to see what it looks like on the stage. But this 
is in addition a co-production with NTGent, and so 
it’s related to Milo Rau’s working methods and to 
the whole of the present attitude to ‘making plays’. 
Without belying myself as an author, I nevertheless 
like to try to match myself against it. Which explains 
how this play developed. I absolutely wanted to write 
for these four actors and my idea was: ‘I’ll interview 
each of them separately’. Even though I know Els and 
Han well, I still talked to them separately for several 
hours about life, love and the profession. About their 
desires, about how our theatre world should evolve, 

That is also perfectly consistent with the genesis 
of this play: a succession of adaptations of classics 
that I have written in recent years. I got to know Els 
Dottermans thanks to Ten Oorlog, the adaptation of 
Shakespeare’s history plays staged by the Blauwe 
Maandag Cie in Ghent, which opened after a period 
of turbulent rehearsals. Immediately after that I wrote 
Mama Medea, an adaptation of Euripides, for her and 
her husband Han – at their request and in consultation 
with them. We have now arrived at the third and most 
extreme adaptation; extreme because, apart from 
the point of departure, literally nothing else has been 
retained from the original, even though it is intended as 
a tribute to Edward Albee’s renowned play. 

In Wie is Bang – you were in fact there when we 
sat down to brainstorm five years ago – Han and Els 
wanted to act in a play together as a couple once more. 
That’s the way some plays are born. In this instance, the 
extremely inspiring brainstorm soon gave rise to the 
idea that a couple is condemned to continually perform 
Albee’s play, which is still frequently being staged. At 
the same time, the first discussions were flaring up 
about our theatre being too white. I experienced this 
in South Africa too, and the discussions are never 
straightforward. Is it true that European theatre, 
reinforced by our pretence that as an art form it is by 
definition part of the universal and timeless heritage, 
is a form to which everyone simply has to adapt? That 
is in itself a problematic assumption. During that 
brainstorming session with the four of us we also 
fantasized about who that young couple might be. 
What would happen if all at once a grant was paid out, 
not to the older couple, but to the two younger people 

– not necessarily because of their talent, but simply by 
reason of their origin and coloured background? In this 
way you set ‘newcomers’ in opposition to old hands 
who then, as has-beens, reap nothing but contempt 
wherever they go. It’s a very direct and exciting area of 
tension, isn’t it?



EN
G

LISH
W

IE IS B
AN

G
9

and about how they actually came to be actors. Not 
all that material was usable, but a great deal of it did 
end up in the characters and of course I also gave my 
imagination free rein. Sometimes to pester the actors, 
but mostly to give more shape to the play, and also to 
present on the stage my own doubts and desires about 
theatre.

This is my 25th play, but I have never worked this way 
before. It would definitely have resulted in something 
else if one of them would have been a different person. 
It’s true that the framework would have been the same, 
but a number of threads and topics of conversation 
would have been very different.

Alex Mallems
When it comes to style, you play with faction and 
fiction. The facts you use can be traced back and are 
correct, but as a playwright you have added a fictional 
layer that also makes the play more universal. In the 
future, this play can perfectly well be performed by 
other actors. In your play, Els, Han, Dilan and Tarikh 
have become stage characters.

Tom Lanoye
 That’s why, as characters, they have been given 
another name. We briefly considered using their own 
names, but in a strange way it was too limiting and 
therefore no good. What did happen, for example, 
is that the actor Tarikh Janssen also has an Arab 
first name in the play, whereas in the play he is not 
Moroccan, but comes from the Dutch Antilles. Just 
as he himself does, in other words. Tarikh is seen as 
Moroccan all the time, which gets on his nerves, but 
that’s the name he was given, and why should he 
have to change it, since his mother thought it was 
a lovely name. So we chose Soufian as the name of 
his character because it is also typically one of those 
names that evokes the same response.

But of course it’s also about bigger things. 
Tarikh told me that as a young actor he wanted 
to work mainly in film and television and become 
incredibly famous. However, as a result of seeing Al 
Pacino’s film Looking for Richard, which focused 
on Shakespeare’s Richard III and the difficulty of 
staging that play, he changed into someone who 
now opts specifically for theatre. I also admire that 
film a lot, especially after everything I experienced 
with Ten Oorlog and all the discussions with Luk 
Perceval. I also found the fact that it was actually a 
film that inspired a young actor to choose the theatre 
something I could use very well in the play. So our 
Soufian too evolves out of the personal story of an 
actor who didn’t think much of theatre because 
he came from a background where he saw a lot of 
showing off and where he felt excluded by a culture 
of old white men, and became someone who wanted 
to act in theatre more than anywhere else; this is all 
very usable material. More so because Dilan Yurkadal, 
who plays the character Sibel, is actually already well 
known in the Netherlands because of the part she 
plays in a popular television series. She advocates 
a much harder socio-political line than Tarikh, and I 
made this contrast more pronounced in the play. She 
and Tarikh were also at the same kick-box school 
when they were theatre students, which is something 
that, as a writer, you couldn’t make up, but which you 
wouldn’t leave unused either. 

“AS A WRITER, YOU COULDN’T MAKE 
IT UP, BUT YOU WOULDN’T LEAVE IT 

UNUSED EITHER.”
 So the play is a patchwork of all this information. 

And Albee’s piece naturally plays a part too, 
especially in the structure and in its references to the 
older couple’s lack of children. I don’t find it bad at 
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“WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO A 
SOCIETY WHEN NEWCOMERS 

ARRIVE, IN THE RANKS OF THE ARTS 
TOO?”

Alex Mallems
By introducing that grant for coloured actors you 
incorporate that topic very organically into Wie is 
Bang and you go on to develop it very explicitly. At 
the same time, the two roles of the young, coloured 
actors are equivalent to those of the old white couple, 
more than in Albee’s play.

Tom Lanoye
 In fact that means that we have to make sure this 
play is soon outdated and that in, let’s say, 50 years, 
we can only perform it as a historical piece because 
by then it will, we hope, have become improper that 
a grant is needed to get coloured actors playing 
meaningful parts on our stages. Does that really 
have to happen in this day and age? I think that if 
it doesn’t happen naturally it will have to be done 
in that way. But what effect would this have on 
the actors who receive the grant: wouldn’t it be 
essentially humiliating? And what effect would it have 
on those who do not receive it, or no longer? What 
tensions and frustrations would that yield? Apart 
from being a reflection of reality, this is of course a 
great dramaturgical fly-wheel with which to keep 
the tension at fever pitch by means of increasingly 
provocative arguments.

Alex Mallems
Milo Rau said in a recent interview in De Standaard 
that as a Marxist he was in favour of quotas when it 
came to reforming institutions. What is your attitude 
to this, as regards working with coloured actors, for 
example?

all to let the combination and connection of all these 
elements take place in my play, in the hope that it 
results in a piece that can also be performed elsewhere, 
quite separately from the actors who are performing it 
now.

Alex Mallems
If the play is about anything, it is the love-hate 
relationship with theatre. They are constantly 
grumbling about theatre, but they can’t do without it.

Tom Lanoye
 Everything becomes a metaphor for other things. 
Theatre becomes a symbol of the love between the 
couple, of the love of the profession, of the love of 
life, while because of their age and routine they are of 
course all worn rather thin. The days of fame are in the 
past, big money is in the past, the big dreams have 
proven themselves no longer valid in a new situation, 
and not only because they have grown older. As I see it, 
the play also includes several passages where theatre 
can be a symbol simply of literature and art. Do we only 
create art at the service of a timeless aesthetics, or 
can we also signify something meaningful for man and 
society, here and now? Will we still get the opportunity 
to do this, or does everything have to be entertainment 
and nothing more? And do such things as a canon and 
classics actually exist? 

And yes, what does it mean to a society when 
newcomers arrive, in the ranks of the arts too? Is it 
desirable or even possible to incorporate ‘them’? Is 
it desirable or helpful that an extra effort is made 
for them – an effort that is not made for the old, 
impoverished native population? And won’t they then 
feel even more frustrated? I hope that the play contains 
echoes of all this. And the theatre business thereby 
even symbolises some of the complaints of the Gilets 
Jaunes.
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Tom Lanoye
I would have to reread my Marx to know exactly what 
he said on that subject. Marxism is essentially about 
the means of production and the ownership of them, 
I think, and about the power that ensues from it. So 
then you would actually have to look at the whole of 
the management of NTGent, and whether Milo himself, 
being Swiss, sufficiently counts as ‘coloured’. But 
anyway, even without Marx the necessity for diversity 
seems perfectly obvious to me. 

It has to happen if our theatre is to survive as a 
relevant form of communal art, because it is an art 
form that exists by grace of the group. I have now 
written a play for four actors, which for me is not 
very many – I prefer to write for a large company, for 
actors of different generations and beliefs. In that 
way, the community that is questioning itself is made 
visible on the stage. And the audience then becomes 
not only a sort of Greek chorus, but alternately also 
judge, prosecutor, supporter, accomplice, and so 
on. At its best, the audience feels like a group at each 
of these stages, and reacts accordingly: collectively, 
from emotion through laughter to applause. That’s 
what I consider to be the power of theatre. If we want 
to continue achieving it, we have to make sure that 
everyone in the group that comes to watch can also 
feel they are being addressed. And that no one thinks 
beforehand, as Tarikh used to: ‘Theatre is nothing for 
me, because it it’s mainly done by and for prissy old 
white Europeans’. If we don’t succeed in breaking away 
from that pattern, then theatre will just have to die out.

“IF OUR THEATRE IS TO SURVIVE AS 
A RELEVANT FORM OF COMMUNAL 
ART, IT HAS TO EMBRACE DIVERSITY”
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YOU MIGHT ALSO BE INTERESTED IN:

RIJGEN
SARAH MOEREMANS & 
JOACHIM ROBBRECHT

16.10 → 06.12    NTGent Minnemeers

Exploring the darker corners of lust and 
love in our times. Also the loneliness of the 
zoophile and the cravings of the pedophile 
are portrayed. Whispered phantasies and 
painful confessions bring a flush on your 
cheecks.

THE REVOLT OF 
DIGNITY & THE 
NEW GOSPEL
Artistic director Milo Rau and political 
activist Yvan Sagnet create a modern 
passion story: a campaign for a more 
just society, and a film about Jezus. What 
is left of Jesus’ message of salvation 
now the rescure of people drowning is 
criminalized? For when injustice becomes 
law, resistance becomes duty!

INfo & tIckEts  

NTGENT.BE

WANt to kNoW MoRE? 

NTGENT.BE &
RIVOLTA-DELLA-DIGNITA.COM


