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Sam Steiner was just 21 when he wrote the student play that, eight 
years later, is opening in the West End. In the intervening years, 
the two-hander has played festivals, fringe theatres and been 
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translated into multiple languages. Natasha Tripney delves into the 
evolution of this intimate, intriguing play 

The play that is now known as Lemons Lemons Lemons Lemons Lemons went 
through a few name changes before its makers settled on its eye-catching and 
memorable title. It almost ended up being called Dead Cat, but they had a 
change of heart. 

Written by Sam Steiner when he was just 21, the play is a two-hander about a 
couple – Bernadette and Oliver – navigating their relationship in a world 
where a law has been passed that restricts people to using just 140 words a 
day. A hit at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe the best part of a decade ago, the 
play is now making its West End debut, in a production directed by Josie 
Rourke and starring Aidan Turner and Jenna Coleman, beginning 
performances at the Harold Pinter Theatre last week. The play’s journey began 
when Steiner was still at the University of Warwick, where he was studying 
English literature, while also writing his own plays and acting. During that 
time, he performed in a production of Annie Baker’s Circle Mirror 
Transformation directed by his friend, Ed Madden. 

Madden had been impressed by an earlier play of Steiner’s, A Case of You, 
which charted every moment in its protagonist’s life when the Joni Mitchell 
song was playing. He was also very keen to direct something at the National 
Student Drama Festival, especially after witnessing the success of Nothing, the 
debut work by Barrel Organ – another company formed at Warwick. “They 
were such an exemplary model of how the last thing that you make at 
university has the possibility to become your first show in the world – to 
straddle the threshold of student work and early-career professional work,” 
says Madden. It was something he hoped they could replicate. 

‘When you’re working in a mode that is more 
allegorical, then hopefully it can absorb the 

temperature of the day’ – Sam Steiner, 
playwright 
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Madden encouraged Steiner to write something new, with a view to following 
in Barrel Organ’s footsteps by taking it to NSDF and then on to Edinburgh. 
The Baker play had proved inspiring to Steiner, opening his eyes to different 
modes of writing, and the fact that “there’s this thing called subtext”.  In 2014, 
the summer he was graduating, Steiner started work on the new play. Initially, 
it consisted of a series of individual scenes in no particular order, which 
Madden and actors Euan Kitson and Beth Holmes – who had both also starred 
in Circle Mirror Transformation (“both terrific actors”, says Madden) – took 
into the rehearsal room and began to workshop. 

“What was clear, even then,” says Madden, “was Sam’s ability to locate the 
human interest in a high concept and to translate this idea into something felt 
deeply.” 

Steiner says he did not set out to write something that commented on society 
or which spoke explicitly to a particular issue. “I think what I was trying to do, 
and what I still try to do in my writing, is just to listen to the idea as intently as 
possible and see what kind of interesting contradictions, tensions and 
moments of human emotion can emerge from that idea.”  

The working title was Abbreviations, though they decided against it because it 
was too similar to Mike Bartlett’s Contractions. Having liked Duncan 
Macmillan’s Lungs, they also joked about calling it Tongues. Steiner was, for a 
time, keen to call it Hush, Little, but Madden, pragmatic, knew they needed a 
title that would allow them to stand out among the thousands of shows at the 
fringe. 

Lemons goes to the Edinburgh Festival 
In January 2015, Lemons played three nights in the Warwick Arts Centre, then 
in the spring of that year they took the play to NSDF, where it received three 
judges’ commendations and, crucially, was seen by critics including Catherine 
Love and Andrew Haydon. So by the summer, it was already beginning to 
generate some pre-fringe buzz. Matt Trueman made it one of his picks of the 
fringe in Fest magazine. 

As theatre company Walrus, they booked a run in a room in Zoo Southside: 
“The hottest room in the world,” says Madden. They were staying in a flat near 
the venue and when Madden went to the box office to check how many tickets 
they’d sold, he was informed they’d sold out. At first, he didn’t believe it. He 
was certain it was a mistake. But they’d sold every ticket – and this continued 
throughout the run. 



“It was a dizzying time,” says Steiner. The play started to gather momentum. 
The reviews were strong. Writing for Fest, Jo Caird said: “Steiner’s witty script 
yields frequent laughs.” In her three-star review for the Guardian, Lyn 
Gardner praised the way the play “takes the can-opener to a typical opposites-
attract romcom in order to explore wider issues of democracy and free 
speech”. But, more than that, the play clearly resonated with people and 
generated the kind of word-of-mouth that is essential in Edinburgh. Madden 
attributes some of the play’s success to the striking poster, designed by Breach 
Theatre’s Ellice Stevens. When flyering the show on the Royal Mile, the team 
wore bright yellow and stood next to these bold posters. It was an effective 
tactic. When people came over, they’d make their pitch. “We’d say: imagine if 
you lived in a world where you can only say 140 words each day.” 

They continued to sell out. “It was a truly incredible summer, life-changing for 
all of us, really,” says Steiner. “Both in career terms and just as people, it was 
pretty formative.” 

‘Selling out the Roundabout in Edinburgh was 
one of the best nights of my life. It was 

absolutely extraordinary’ – Ed Madden, 
original director 
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The run at Zoo Southside finished on August 22, 2015, one week before the 
end of the fringe. That year, touring company Paines Plough was presenting a 
series of late shows in its pop-up theatre the Roundabout at Summerhall. 
Steiner and Madden had always imagined Lemons as a Roundabout show – it 
was the space they had in mind when creating it – so when they were offered a 
10.30pm slot, they were delighted, but also, says Steiner, “we were absolutely 
terrified”. 

The show was announced only 24 hours beforehand and Steiner was steeling 
himself for the place to be half empty. “I remember being so nervous,” he says. 
But when he got to the venue, the Roundabout was packed with people 
squeezing into the last remaining seats. “The whole atmosphere was so 
electric, positive and friendly.” Only a year ago, they’d been talking about this 
moment, of taking a show to Edinburgh, and now they’d sold out the 



Roundabout. “It was one of the best nights of my life,” says Madden. “It was 
absolutely extraordinary.” 

Lemons would return to Edinburgh in 2016 and 2017, this time as part of 
Paines Plough’s main Roundabout programme. “It’s a testimony to the skill of 
achingly young Walrus Theatre that Sam Steiner’s smart, affecting play is now 
packing out the Roundabout,” wrote Stewart Pringle in The Stage in 2016. It 
ended up being one of Paines Plough’s best-selling shows during those years, 
says Francesca Moody, who was working with the company at the time and is 
now a co-producer of the West End run. 

The show toured to venues including Home in Manchester – Steiner’s 
hometown, so of particular significance for him – Theatre Royal Plymouth, 
Camden People’s Theatre and the Other Room in Cardiff. It also played a few 
school dates, though Kitson had another job at the time, so Steiner ended up 
stepping in to play the part of Oliver. “It was incredibly embarrassing and an 
amazing learning opportunity to actually be inside it,” he says. “Sam brought 
out different qualities in Oliver,” adds Madden, laughing as he remembers it. 
“He’s a very charming actor.” 

 
Jenna Coleman and Aidan Turner in rehearsal for Lemons at the Harold Pinter Theatre, London. 
Photo: Manuel Harlan 
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The new poster for Lemons, as it opens in the West End. Photo: Jason Bell  
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Lemons travels the world 

The play has since been translated into several different languages and had a 

string of international productions. When I speak to Steiner, it is being staged 

in Greece. There have also been productions in France and in Austria, in 

Mexico, Turkey, China, Russia, Spain and Italy. 

The play’s German translator, Stefan Wipplinger, is a playwright himself. He 

loved Steiner’s plays and was keen to see them translated. When he couldn’t 

find anyone to do it, he decided to give it a shot, though, he says, he “felt like a 

bit of a fraud at the beginning”. However, he found his experience as a 

playwright and director guided him through the process. “I believe it’s much 

more important to have an idea of how a play should ‘sound’ in your mother 

tongue than to know the original language perfectly.” 

The translation process presented him with certain challenges, particularly the 

need to use the exact same number of words in every scene. “One could say 
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that changing numbers here and there wouldn’t change anything about the 

content of the play, but still I liked that challenge.” Some words and concepts 

do not translate well, he explains. Zorbing, for example, is not big in Germany. 

Wipplinger defines his relationship with the text as a form of “allyship or even 

advocacy”. It’s necessary for him to “fall in love with a text and, at the same 

time, sense [in it] some things I do not entirely understand”. He describes the 

translation process as “a riddle to solve and a mission to let it become lively in 

another language.” 

Lemons for a 2023 audience 

There have also been fringe-theatre revivals in the UK. Hamish Clayton 

directed a production at Baron’s Court Theatre in 2019. He loved Steiner’s 

dialogue. “Bernadette and Oliver’s relationship highs and lows are set on the 

backdrop of a politically polarising decision that would have profound impacts 

on people’s lives. This felt particularly relevant when we were staging it in May 

2019, with the MPs in gridlock over the EU referendum and over a million 

people marching for a second vote.” 

What does Steiner attribute the appeal of the play to? “I think the play works 

on an allegorical level – which is a posh way of saying it’s incredibly politically 

vague.” 

It has been interesting, he says, to see how people’s response to the play has 

evolved. When it was first performed in 2015, most people thought it was a 

play that was straightforwardly about social media. But then when it ran 

again, soon after the Brexit referendum, it took on a new resonance, and after 

the 2016 US election, says Steiner, it came to feel different again. “When 

you’re working in a mode that is more allegorical, then hopefully it can absorb 

the temperature of the day.” 
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This is something with which Rourke, whose job is to translate the play to an 

audience in 2023, concurs. Though it was written in 2015, the play works well 

in a post-lockdowns context, she says. It’s a play that explores “what happens 

to relationships when big events occur – in a very gentle and hopefully healing 

way”. 
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As the former artistic director of London’s Bush Theatre and Donmar 

Warehouse, Rourke had been aware of Steiner’s work for some time and had 

him in mind to adapt a novel for the stage. While she hadn’t seen Lemons, she 

was familiar with it and re-read it during the pandemic. It struck her that it 

could work commercially. “It’s a play that, as well as being devastatingly 

smart, makes you feel smart.” 

“It’s a very moving play,” she continues. Rourke locates it firmly in the 

modernist tradition. “What makes it a really great play is its depth of 

understanding of the way language operates. It’s a play you can talk about in 

the same breath as Blue Kettle by Caryl Churchill.” 

‘Translating Lemons was a mission to let it 
become lively in another language’ – Stefan 

Wipplinger, German translator 
How do you scale up a play written for a tiny stifling room to a proscenium-

arch space? “Theatre is a scale game,” says Rourke, citing many plays she 

directed at the Bush’s former above-a-pub home that transferred to much 

grander spaces. The design will play a part in this. While the play was initially 

conceived by Madden to be performed without a set, the West End production 



will feature set design by Robert Jones and lighting by Aideen Malone. 

Ultimately, she says, it’s the writing that counts. “Things scale if they’re good 

enough.” 

When Emily Vaughan-Barratt and Benjamin Lowy set up their production 

company Wessex Grove in 2020, they had “big creative conversations about 

plays we loved and the people we wanted to work with”. During this process, 

Vaughan-Barratt – who had seen Lemons in the Roundabout – and Moody 

ended up discussing Steiner’s play, which they both loved. They noted that, 

despite acquiring something close to cult status on the fringe, it had never had 

a full London run. The idea of a big fringe success story is a seductive one, and 

something with which Moody, who produced Fleabag, and Vaughan-Barratt, 

whose productions include Liz Kingsman’s One Woman Show, both have 

considerable experience. 

“Edinburgh still feels as if it’s a hotbed of talent. We’re in a climate and culture 

where people want Edinburgh to be an important part of the ecosystem – they 

want to have those Edinburgh success stories,” says Vaughan-Barratt. 

 
Lemons playwright Sam Steiner. Photo: Manuel Harlan 
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Director Josie Rourke in rehearsal for Lemons. Photo: Manuel Harlan  
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Lemons takes on the West End 

Steiner was 21 went he wrote the play but will turn 30 just as it begins London 

previews. He has made some revisions to the play for its West End run to 

reflect the fact that Turner and Coleman are older than the characters as 

originally written, and that Steiner has acquired more experience both in life 

and as a writer. He’s taking care not to change too much, however. “I wanted 

to make the play a bit tighter and for it to feel a bit more mature,” he says. “I 

didn’t want to mess with the spirit of the thing. That would ruin it. It would 

become a kind of Frankenstein’s monster.” 

“I wrote the play before I knew how to write a play,” he continues. Since then, 

he’s gained experience writing for stage and screen. “I’ve got a set of tools for 

editing. I can diagnose why something’s not working and I can come up with 

potential solutions.” 
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Still, the process wasn’t easy. “The emotional strangeness of inhabiting a 

younger version of myself was quite uncomfortable,” he says. But the 

excitement and support of Rourke and the cast helped and, now that most of 

the rewriting is done, he’s enjoying the rehearsal process. 

’What makes it a great play is its depth of 
understanding of the way language operates’ 

– Josie Rourke, West End director 
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When it comes to marketing the play, the title remains as much of an asset as 

it ever was, says Moody. “The title is astonishing. We’ve had a lot of fun with 

the marketing and romcom-ness of it.” The tagline is: “A love story that leaves 

you speechless,” and the colour yellow still features prominently in the 

promotional material. 

In the West End, tickets for the 75-minute show will range from £20 to £150. 

“We’re mindful of not pricing unreasonably, but also understanding that the 

costs have risen significantly,” says Vaughan-Barratt. “As long as we’ve got 

something at both ends of the scale, we’ve got something for everybody.” 

After its London run, the show will play Manchester Opera House and Theatre 

Royal Brighton. With Coleman coming from Blackpool and Steiner from 

Manchester, Moody suspects “the Manchester run will be wild”. It was also 

important to them to take the show out of London. “Everybody’s talking about 

how vital touring is,” says Vaughan-Barratt. “It’s important for us to be 

presenting exciting shows outside of London. I’m glad Aidan and Jenna have 

agreed to do that.” 



Now he’s done with rewrites, Steiner is excited for the West End run. 

“Normally I’m absolutely terrified and I feel really exposed and anxious. This 

time, I feel afraid about the scale of exposure, but I know that the play is not 

me.” 

 

Lemons Lemons Lemons Lemons Lemons is at the Harold Pinter Theatre 

until March 18, at Manchester Opera House from March 21-25, and at 

Theatre Royal Brighton from March 28 to April 2 
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