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It’s not an easy feat to stand out as an author at the Quais du Polar Festival in Lyon, France. The

crime fest hosts over 100 thriller writers from all around the world, including such heavyweights

as Val McDermid, John Grisham and Michael Connelly. But Franck Thilliez manages it. He’s the

rock star of the fest, in fact: there are thousands of people in the main hall of the stately and

gilded Palais du Commerce eagerly waiting for their books to be signed by Thilliez. He’s calm and

friendly, taking time to chat to people and answer their questions.

Mostly they want to know about the two fallible, vulnerable characters at the heart of his

bestselling series of science/psychological thrillers: 50-something Chief Inspector Franck Sharko

and the much younger detective Lucie Hennebelle. They leap off the pages fully-formed in

Syndrome E. Sharko suffered a mental breakdown after his wife and child were killed and is now

a diagnosed schizophrenic whose hallucinations include a little girl called Eugenie, who plagues

him at the most inconvenient and dangerous times. Hennebelle is a single mother of twin girls

who suffers from bouts of depression and intense loneliness. In Bred to Kill, Hennebelle’s girls are

kidnapped. Only one survives. The murderer is found in his prison cell having ripped an artery in

his own throat.

“Readers feel close to them because of their pasts and their ongoing suffering. They want a

different kind of character to love. Franck Sharko is definitely different. They wanted someone

very French,” says Thilliez, when we meet to chat in between his schedule of signing books and

panel discussions.

Not only are the characters complex, but so is the hard science behind both novels. Syndrome E

deals with violent films and subliminal pictures and the impact they have on our brain. Bred to

Kill’s main focus is genetics: if people inherit a “violence gene”, how this manifests itself today as

well as throughout history. “I think people now want thrillers to have complicated themes and a

thorough investigation plot. Readers like it when there are elements of authenticity,” says Thilliez.

His novels make for fast-paced, compulsive reading, with the action ranging from Paris to more
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exotic locales – Egypt, the Amazon jungle, and, well, Belgium. Syndrome E is on course to

become a Hollywood blockbuster: the script, adapted by Black Swan screenplay writer Mark

Heyman, is finished and they are now in search of a director. “I’m happy with the script,” says

Thilliez. “I’m proud that my first book to be translated into English is going to be a Hollywood

film.”

His next novel has a character that he based on Dr Death – aka Wouter Basson – himself.

“Historical facts add to the authenticity of the book. I mixed in his character and created this story

of a big biological warfare programme.”

Fitting, then, that at the Franschhoek Literary Festival, Thilliez will be one of the panelists

discussing “What a plot, I got!”. – @Jenniferdplatt

Franck Thilliez will appear at the Franschhoek Literary Festival

Jennifer Platt’s travel was sponsored by the Quais du Polar and the French Institute of South Africa
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