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The basic premise behind Cadavre Exquis, an international touring co-production, is a deliberate renouncing of 

complete authorship – at least in the way we most commonly understand it. Kassys, the company who initiated 

the project, invited three other artists to create a 15 minute piece each. The catch? Instead of autonomy they 

were given a 60 second glimpse into what director before them created. This minute served all collaborators as 

a starting point for their own segment and, with the cast of four (one performer was put forward by each 

participating company/artist) sworn to secrecy – it was effectively their only tiny window into the rest of the 

show. 

 

Cadavre Exquis puts forward questions about authorship, but more interestingly offers an innovative way of 

devising. Rather than delivering a performance made by collaborators who have an intimate working 

relationship, a common performative language, and an understanding of their research topic, Kassys perhaps 

proposed a new method of thinking. By putting together a group of theatre and performance makers who 

come from very different styles and backgrounds – ranging from more classical theatre to interdisciplinary 

performance – they have initiated a project that is unique in giving forms as diverse as video art, physical 

theatre, and dance, equal amount of (potential) space and consideration in one performance. 

 

Given the spirit of Cadavre Exquis, it seemed only appropriate not to venture into a classic interview. Here 

instead is a narrative of how the performance came to be, the different revelations and confrontations its 

creators encountered along the way, and different aspects of the devising process that stood out for them  - as 

told by Liesbet Girtter (Kassys), Tim Couch and Nicole Beutler. 

 

Liesbeth Gritter (Kassys) 

 

When we came up with the idea for Cadavre Exquis, we made a list of groups we would like to work with. The 

first 3 on the list said ‘yes’. 

 

The selection we made (for the list) was 1: we just have to like their work. 2: it’s nice if they make theater in a 

very different style than we do. 

 

For me it was a big wish to work together with other artist and to walk a different path in the creative process 

compared to what I was used to. I’ve looked for a concept in which all the directors would influence each 

other, but at the same time would be able to remain the ‘captain of their own ship’. The most challenging was 

the core of the project: to really react on the 60 seconds (of the end of the previous maker). Because it turned 

out that 60 seconds is very little. And for me it was difficult not to prepare a lot of things beforehand. 

 

To make the first part was (strangely enough) quite easy. I could do whatever I wanted. The ‘only’ thing I had to 

do was to get all the ingredients for a theater show on stage: actors in costumes with props and with a light on 

so that we could see them. And I had to put some dramatic expectations in the head of the audience. From 

there on, the next one could take over. I saw it as planting some seeds, which later would (or would not) start 

to grow. I don’t think I felt compelled to push the project in a certain direction. The Cadavre Exquis form is 

already pushy enough. 

Tim Crouch 

 

The piece I made was completely responsive to the room, the qualities I saw in the last minute made by Nature 

Theater of Oklahoma, the characters they suggested in that minute, and some of the themes I felt were in the 

room  when we were working –  so my piece explores ideas of cruelty. I don’t mean that I experienced great 

cruelty when I was working on Cadavre Exquis but there was a fascination with being restricted or constrained 

by the process, which on one level felt quite cruel, but in a really interesting way. 
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That was my subject – the process –  and to some degree it’s the same with everyone, because the form is all 

we had to go on, the form was the content. It’s a performance made out of the formal restrictions in the 

devising process. That’s also very abusive, it’s maybe liberating and abusive in equal measure. I don’t mean 

abusive in a horrible way, but in terms of the limitations it places on you. I couldn’t talk to my actors and I 

couldn’t have open conversations with them. We would hit a point in the process where I just became 

overwhelmingly desperate to know what i was connecting to. The liberation being that you can’t know and so 

you just have to trust your instincts and trust in the power of accident. 

 

With Cadavre Exquis I was leaning how to be a deviser, because usually I sit and write. Huge amount of 

discoveries are made about how to read a room, and how to read an action, and how to read connections 

between actions. We had to get up on our feet and make stuff. I don’t normally do that, but we just worked 

practically a lot, and now, in King Lear (that Crouch is directing for RSC), we got the whole of the play on its feet 

in the first week – I think you learn so much from seeing things physicalised, which is a new thing for me. 

 

I think somewhere during my process grew the understanding that someone else had to see something. I put a 

small dance motif into my work for Nicole to either take or leave, and a lot of stuff that I did leave she didn’t 

take, and some of the stuff I did leave she did take, but there wouldn’t have been that motif from me if i didn’t 

know Nicole was taking over from me. 

 

Nicole Beutler 

 

I did not know the work of Tim Crouch – so I googled and tried to form an idea. I thought there might be quite a 

bit of text. So, knowing I was part four of the show, I basically worked off of that position, in greek tragedy the 

fourth act is FALLING ACTION, which is often guided by song and dance. That finding, and the consciousness 

that I was the only choreographer in the project, gave me the impulse to go for a purely physical section – as I 

assumed there had been a lot of text before.  I was not right, but also not wrong. 

 

The nature of this project was that we prepared ourselves to be surprised by what we would get to see on our 

first day of rehearsing. First of all I felt very privileged that I was the sole spectator to a performance, even 

though lasting only one minute. That the four performers were only there for me. That in itself was quite an 

exquisite experience. That they also presented me with a line-dance (and its falling apart towards a spoken text 

and an completely empty stage, I interpreted that as moving towards ‘death’) was an astonishing surprise. 

Because, when thinking about the project previous to the working time I made the plan to stay really close to 

what my interest was in that time – amongst others I thought of the ideas of the number four, in a square, the 

idea of a line- or square-dance… Being offered line-dance material by Tim Crouch then came as a very pleasant 

gift: I immediately decided to work from that. 

 

Trusting my instinct became the most relevant working tool. No time to doubt. Start in the middle. Move 

forward from where you are and don’t hesitate. Methods I am applying for several years – however the set-up 

of Cadavre Exquis highlights that. In other projects of mine there is a much longer period of conceptual 

preparation, budgeting, context, consequences and limitations. Usually a lot of rehearsal time goes into 

specifying the approach, doubting it, understanding the approach to movement- this time I was in the luxury 

position of being invited to just do my work as choreographer/director: space/time/ingredients/context were 

set  - all I had to do is act, engage and propose a direction in relation to what I already found. 

 

That was a huge pleasure. 

 

When we saw the other parts and everything as a whole for the first time, it felt like a long promised present 

finally arriving – finally the veil was lifted, and many questions were answered, like where the objects came 



from, what they meant, where the performers came from to enter my part, what they had been through. I 

loved it. I wonder if the public could have a similar experience… but I doubt that- as they will never have the 

chance to enter the project in retrospect, from the backdoor. However the public will sense the different 

universes and their involuntary, unplanned links and underlying narratives that are purely subjective and only 

originate in the watcher’s head…. 

The moment of unfolding the drawing we made with several authors – is quite unique. Will it feel like a whole? 

Does it become one body? Does it make sense? Where is the conflict of content? Where are we? How do parts 

relate?… 

 

Liesbeth Gritter (Kassys) 

 

I wanted to make the last part, because I also wanted to experience how it is to react to 60 seconds. My role as 

a director is much more complicated right now, because I travel with the show and with the parts the other 

directors made. Of course we keep on working to make it better and better, but at the same time I cannot and 

do not want to ‘touch’ the parts of the others. 

 

To be honest, this first time I saw it I didn’t know what to think of it. Then we started working and we found a 

good way to show the concept more. 

 

Tim Crouch 

 

Seeing all the pieces together was mind blowing in a small way –  it was outstandingly weird and very dada-

esque. My urge with Kassys once the whole thing was an entity was that we should try as much as possible to 

keep it as it is, and to try not to smooth all the rough edges, or improve the segways or the joints, because 

that’s the nature of the project – like those dadaist pictures, they would argue that there was a deeper 

consciousness in a way because the things don’t connect. There is a connection but it’s not obvious, so the 

audience has to work a little harder and I think and that’s more important than us as a company trying to 

homogenise the project. 

 

I haven’t seen Cadavre Exquis with an audience yet, that’s the weird thing. The piece has been touring and 

Kassys have asked me loads of questions – and I just said ‘can i see it with an audience?’ 


