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  Le Cercle des illusionnistes was first performed at Théâtre de La Pépinière-Opéra, Paris, on 22 January 2014, directed by Alexis Michalik, and with a cast including Jeanne Arènes, Maud Baecker, Michel Derville, Arnaud Dupont, Vincent Joncquez and Mathieu Métral.




  The play received its English premiere, as The Art of Illusion, at Hampstead Theatre Downstairs, London, on 17 December 2022. The cast was as follows:
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  1. Prologue




  The Mechanical Turk




  THE WATCHMAKER (speaking to the audience). A red scarf is waved in front of your eyes.




  Then tucked into a hand. The hand opens.


  Empty.


  Where has the scarf gone? Your brain cells start whirring: Some people know, some keep looking, others don’t want to know.


  It’s all a matter of perception.


  Like how the hands of time are turning at the same speed for everyone,


  Yet a child waits an eternity for summer, while an old man watches a year pass in the blink of an eye.


  Right now the Earth on which we stand is turning on its axis; but it’s also turning around the Sun. While the Solar System is turning around our Galaxy, and our Galaxy is turning too. So we can all agree that everything is turning? Right? Yet we cannot see it.


  If we accept that we are constantly turning, why can’t we accept the scarf has disappeared?




  1776: The Russian Imperial Court, an inventor presents an automaton. It’s a male bust, in the form of a not-very-PC Turk, complete with turban and tash (what? It was 1776); it stood on a cabinet, about a metre wide, which contained the mechanism. In front of the Turk, was an ivory chessboard. This was a chess-playing automaton that systematically won all its games.




  1805: The French city of Blois, Jean-Eugène Robert was born, son of a watchmaker, grandson of a watchmaker.




  1861: The Parisian suburb of Montreuil, Catherine Schuering, daughter of a shoemaker, married to a bootmaker, gave birth to young Georges.




  1954: The Parisian suburb of Aubervilliers, December was born and abandoned at birth. A Catholic orphanage took him in. To make sure he would never abandon a child himself, December decided that he would never have a child. At twenty he got the snip (a vasectomy).




  1984, 16th June, it was a regular day at the office for December. After having tried his hand unsuccessfully at several trades, his main occupation now was ‘lifting’ wallets in the Paris Métro.




  On this occasion he ‘lifts’ a bag. In the bag is a passport. He opens it. He can’t help but notice how beautiful the woman in the photo is.




  2. 19 June 1984, 8.32 p.m., Paris




  France vs. Yugoslavia




  A Parisian bistro.




  The third group match in the UEFA European Football Championship is on TV: France vs. Yugoslavia.




  TELEVISION COMMENTARY (voice-over). France versus Yugoslavia.


  France are already into the semis of this European Championship, after winning their opening two games, and the host nation could be well on their way to making history with their first major trophy. No such luck for Yugoslavia, having already lost both their games, they are definitely going home empty-handed.




  DECEMBER. April?




  APRIL. December?




  DECEMBER. April?




  APRIL. Yes, that’s me.




  DECEMBER. You’re smaller than I thought.




  APRIL. Really?




  DECEMBER. No, no, I mean…


  (Holding the bag out to her.)




  APRIL. Thank you.


  (She grabs the bag and rummages through it.)


  I’m not particularly hopeful.




  DECEMBER. Best way to be…




  APRIL (her face lighting up). Wow! Everything’s there!




  DECEMBER. Right then.




  APRIL. Thank you.




  DECEMBER. It’s nothing.




  APRIL. You found it in the Métro?




  DECEMBER. Yeah.




  APRIL. Where exactly?




  DECEMBER.…On the… platform.




  APRIL. Actually, of course, the money’s missing.




  DECEMBER.…Er, well, have a good evening.




  APRIL. Wait. I need to say thanks. Can I get you a drink?


  (Trying to be funny.)


  Unless I’m too small.




  DECEMBER. No, no, you’re a very good size, sorry I mean…




  APRIL. You probably have things to do.




  DECEMBER. Umm not [really]…




  APRIL. The football! When will I ever meet a man that isn’t obsessed with the football?




  DECEMBER. I’m not. I barely know that it’s France vee Yugoslavia.




  APRIL. Really? It’s a big match.




  DECEMBER. But we’ve already qualified. Or so I hear. I don’t know.




  THE CAFÉ OWNER. What’ll you have, ladies and gents?




  APRIL (looking at DECEMBER). Are we having a drink?




  DECEMBER. Er… Why not?




  THE CAFÉ OWNER. What’ll it be?




  DECEMBER (sitting down). A pint.




  THE CAFÉ OWNER. One pint of lager and – ?




  APRIL. A lemonade for me please.




  THE CAFÉ OWNER. Oh congrats… boy or a girl?




  APRIL. I beg your pardon?




  THE CAFÉ OWNER. ‘A lemonade’, and you’ve got that glow, I can always tell when someone’s pregnant.


  (Off APRIL.) Does Daddy not know… I should learn to keep my mouth shut.




  DECEMBER. Er…




  APRIL. No, no, no!


  (To DECEMBER.) It’s just, I have a friend who’s pregnant and out of solidarity, I promised that…




  DECEMBER. I’ll just have a Coke.




  APRIL. You don’t have to.




  DECEMBER. I’d love a Coke.




  THE CAFÉ OWNER (moving away). One Coke and one lemonade.


  (Leaves the stage.) And definitely no buns in the oven.




  DECEMBER. Well, that was more embarrassing than normal.




  APRIL. A man and woman can have a non-alcoholic drink together, without all the assumptions.




  DECEMBER. Yes…




  APRIL. It’s the eighties!




  DECEMBER. Can’t actually remember my last drink with a woman.




  APRIL. Really?




  DECEMBER.…A long time.




  Brief silence.




  APRIL. So, December.




  DECEMBER. Yeah…




  APRIL (turning towards him). April.




  DECEMBER. Yeah, I know.




  APRIL. December, April.




  DECEMBER. Yeah.




  APRIL. It’s crazy, the probability of…




  DECEMBER. Of?




  APRIL. Sorry, it’s irrelevant.




  DECEMBER. What?




  APRIL. I like mathematics. Figures. Logic.


  Do you have any children?




  DECEMBER. What?




  APRIL. That came out wrong. Sorry!




  DECEMBER. No. I don’t have any children.




  APRIL. Right.




  DECEMBER. In fact, at twenty I decided to…




  APRIL. Yes?




  DECEMBER. Nothing. And you? What about you?




  APRIL. Me?




  DECEMBER. You?




  APRIL. What?




  DECEMBER. Children?




  APRIL. No. Not yet.




  Brief silence.




  DECEMBER. So, maths?




  APRIL. Do you believe in God? The cross around your neck.




  DECEMBER (touching the cross with his hand). No, I was brought up by the…




  APRIL. The?




  DECEMBER.…Do you believe in God?




  APRIL. Me, I’m a Fundamental Cartesian.




  DECEMBER. A what?




  APRIL. Rationalist.




  DECEMBER. Er…




  APRIL. Atheist.




  DECEMBER. Right. Know that one.




  APRIL. But nowadays I believe that something exists. I don’t know what but something. Chance. Fate. Magic.




  DECEMBER (sceptical). Magic?




  APRIL. You don’t agree?




  DECEMBER pouts eloquently.




  THE CAFÉ OWNER (placing the drinks on the table). One Coke and one lemonade.




  APRIL (to THE CAFÉ OWNER). Are you good at adding up?




  THE CAFÉ OWNER. It’s part of the job.




  APRIL. Alright. Work this out, in your heads. Both of you.




  DECEMBER. I’m not very good.




  APRIL. I’ll go slowly.


  One thousand. Plus forty. Plus a thousand. Plus thirty.




  DECEMBER. Wait, wait.




  THE CAFÉ OWNER. That’s easy.




  DECEMBER (glaring at THE CAFÉ OWNER).…Okay.




  APRIL. Plus a thousand. Plus twenty. Plus a thousand. Plus ten. Equals?




  THE CAFÉ OWNER. Five thousand.




  DECEMBER. Five thousand.




  APRIL. Four thousand, one hundred.


  Four thousand and ninety plus ten equals four thousand, one hundred.




  THE CAFÉ OWNER (who’s just recounted). I was sure it made five thousand.


  (Goes away, puzzled.)




  DECEMBER. What was that all about?




  APRIL. Magic.




  3. 14 June 1871, Paris




  Georges




  LOUIS. Catherine? Catherine?




  CATHERINE. I’m in the bedroom. No need to shout.




  A middle-class apartment in Paris.


  A ten-year-old boy, GEORGES.


  His father, LOUIS. His mother, CATHERINE.




  LOUIS (entering). Have you seen Georges’ boots?




  CATHERINE. Behind the armchair?




  LOUIS. They’re not there! I’ve already looked!




  CATHERINE. Louis, who are we visiting this time?




  LOUIS. A client who’s just patented a type of ‘incandescent light bulb’. I don’t know what that is either.


  (Calling out loud.) Georges, where are your boots?




  GEORGES (entering). Papa, please, I want to wear my shoes!




  LOUIS. I told you to wear your boots. So you’ll put your boots on.




  GEORGES. Boots, boots, always boots…




  CATHERINE (to LOUIS). Look under the bed.




  LOUIS (finding the boots under the bed). Here they are.


  (Holding the boots out to GEORGES.) Boots are the instruments that enable a man to stand up straight and walk forward, Georges. They must be treated accordingly.




  GEORGES (lowering his face). I prefer my shoes.




  LOUIS and CATHERINE exchange silent looks.




  CATHERINE. Georges, I need you to listen to a story.


  The Queen of Holland used to dance a lot. A ball every two weeks.


  But whenever she danced her feet ached enormously.


  She called for a new bootmaker. The best in the land! Henricus Schuering, a young man of modest origin, was brought to her.


  He made such wonderful boots that the Queen decreed he would marry her chambermaid.


  Theirs was an extremely happy marriage and they had three children.




  LOUIS. The eldest was called Catherine.




  GEORGES. Catherine? Like Mama?




  CATHERINE. What a clever boy you are.


  Our family business was destroyed by fire.


  With the business ruined, Henricus, my father, went into exile. We all settled in Paris and he arranged for my sisters and I to work in a factory.
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