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The Practice of Astonishment:  
Devising, Phenomenology, and Jacques Lecoq

Jon Foley Sherman

The Elevator of Love

On my first day at l’Ecole Internationale de Théâtre Jacques Lecoq there were less than five 
months before Lecoq’s death. Even without this knowledge, there was more than enough to generate 
anxiety. All seventy of the first-year students in the two afternoon sections met with Lecoq and his 
staff in the small foyer between the two classrooms. After providing a rough outline of the year to 
come (only a fraction of which I understood, having had only ten days of French instruction under 
my belt at the time), Lecoq split us up into our classes and sent the other group off for an improvi-
sation class with teacher Thomas Prattki. Our section was told that each week we would have five 
sessions of ninety minutes to work without instruction on a theme we would present in groups of 
seven on Fridays. And our first session was beginning now. The theme was “One place, one event,” 
and there was one rule: no dialogue. The doors to an enormous, magnificently aging former box-
ing arena were opened and thirty-five students from fifteen countries walked into the decades-old, 
wood-floored, mezzanine-circled grande halle, each one looking at the other thirty-four students to 
whom we had not yet been introduced.

My group formed quickly and included students from Switzerland, Mallorca, South Korea, and 
France; there was no one language spoken fluently by more than two of us. What we did share was 
a close to utter incomprehension of how we were to go about devising our scene. Not only did most 
of us have no experience in making performance from “scratch,” but we were thrust into the task 
with virtually no guidance. And we were trying to make a scene without dialogue, when a dialogue 
among its creators was itself problematic. We lacked a common language, a lingua franca.

We eventually decided that our place was to be an elevator, and our event was to be its 
unplanned arrest between floors. Over the course of the following sessions, we determined that the 
scene consisted of people entering the elevator on different floors, the breakdown, mild panic, and 
then the elevator reaching a floor where we all exited. With no props or scenery, we indicated as best 
we could the doors and the confines of the elevator by staying within a determined area.

That Friday, we had a final rehearsal, jockeyed for position presenting, and finally performed 
our work. Although the first part of the assignment’s theme had been to communicate place, Lecoq 
said nothing about our attempts to provide a sense of the elevator. Having witnessed a passable dem-
onstration of place, he was not interested in using the feedback time to comment on our technique; 
instead, the first observation he made was: “But this is the elevator of love. You have three couples 
and a person alone. The entrance of the single person is the event, not the malfunction.” For us, the 
three couples were simply a way to avoid staging seven different entrances; during our presentation, 
Lecoq realized that the choice to have three couples in fact determined what the scene was about.

Lecoq then asked us a question that took us all by surprise: “But why didn’t you speak?” As 
he pointed out, we had created a situation in which language was necessary, and so our insistence 
on not speaking created a tension in the scene that suggested it was somehow false. We had let the 
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“rules” of the assignment constrain us, such that we could not recognize when our work indicated 
a failure to devise a scene that could function within the structure given us. To be sure, the goal 
was to devise a situation that did not require speech, but having failed to do so, we had no reason 
not to speak. 

We had expected the presentation to teach us how to stage place and tell a simple story; instead, 
we witnessed Lecoq improvising an encounter with our work. He came to it open and accepted 
its propositions without objecting to their departure from his assignment. Our failure to fulfill the 
assignment’s requirements opened up another world, and this was where Lecoq turned our interest. 
We did not know it at the time, but we had begun our encounter with how Lecoq’s pedagogy was 
less a formal instruction of skills than a training in wonder and adaptation.

Devising Jacques Lecoq

In this article, I propose that a thorough analysis of devising in the first year of Lecoq’s pedagogy 
can yield insights into pressing questions concerning authority, knowledge, and responsibility in 
academic devising practice. The weekly devising assignments at l’Ecole provided a means for students 
to test themselves and a site for faculty to learn the limits of their familiarity with the material by 
repeatedly throwing teachers and students off balance. I describe this dynamic by aligning it with 
what Maurice Merleau-Ponty termed the “perceptual faith,” a stance that prefers observation to judg-
ment and collects impressions rather than prescribing values to concepts. Central to the perceptual 
faith is a commitment to ambiguity and a kind of reflection that the philosopher Renaud Barbaras 
calls an “astonishment before the world” (1997, 10).1 By coupling the imperative for creation in 
the auto-cours with Merleau-Ponty’s endorsement of ambiguity in perception, I outline an ethical 
practice suggested, but unelaborated by Lecoq’s pedagogy. This practice involves a radical generosity 
and a belief in the generative powers of failure and incompletion. The benefits of devising are here 
argued to result from both regular, sustained experimentation, and from a productive uncertainty 
regarding the sources and conditions of knowledge.

I am also locating Lecoq in the world of devising in academia, a well-mapped terrain that 
nonetheless maintains several curiously under-explored areas. In recent years, Theatre Topics has 
published many articles treating, and one special issue devoted to, the hazards and rewards of devis-
ing work in undergraduate and graduate theatre programs. As depicted in these pages, the utopian 
claims of devising stand in resistance to numerous pressures exerted on US university departments 
that are habitually accepted by both students and faculty. This oppositional stance contrasts with 
the prevalence of devising in professional contexts and with its role in academic institutions out-
side the United States, both of which are treated in several recent books. Indeed, according to one 
respondent to a survey of theatre programs in the UK, teaching devising is so common as to barely 
warrant notice (Heddon and Milling 1).

With the wealth of material on devising available, it is surprising that so little effort has been 
devoted to as seminal a pedagogue as Lecoq. Not only did he train thousands of performers and 
devisers from 1948 until his death in 1999, but many of his students have gone on to become 
prominent theatre-makers themselves (e.g., the founders of Complicite, Théâtre du Soleil, Pig Iron, 
and Mummenschanz), and his methods pervade British theatre schools and increasingly are found 
in theatre departments in the United States. Lecoq’s training also heavily influences the Dell’Arte 
School in Blue Lake, California, the only institution in the United States that offers an MFA in 
Ensemble-Based Physical Theatre and whose weekly “Bits and Pieces” are modeled on the auto-
cours.2 In addition, there are several schools across Europe and in South America run according to 
Lecoq’s teaching by former students, and some of these institutions are gaining official recognition; 
for example, the London International School of Theatre Arts was recently accredited and offers a 
master’s degree.
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Lecoq himself was hesitant to put his teaching into writing, producing only two articles, a 
few essays included in his edited collection Le Théâtre du Geste: mimes et acteurs (1987), and a book 
published shortly before his death, Le corps poétique: un enseignement de la création théâtrale (1997). 
Outside of Simon Murray’s entry on Lecoq in Routledge’s Performance Practitioners series (2003) 
and Ralph Yarrow and Franc Chamberlain’s edited collection Jacques Lecoq and the British Theatre 
(2002), there are no full-length studies of Lecoq’s work or legacy.3 The most consistent reminder 
that his name is more often heard than read may be that significant publications mentioning Lecoq 
(including Philip Zarrilli’s recent book and an article in this journal in 2003) misspell his name. In 
the following pages, I provide more detail to his part of the devising map and suggest what we have 
to gain by exploring it.

Auto-cours, Authority, and Ambiguity

Following the 1968 student riots in Paris, students at l’Ecole Lecoq demanded the opportunity 
to take some measure of control over their instruction. Lecoq agreed to give them time each day 
in which to work without supervision on a theme he provided, and thus was born the auto-cours 
(self-course), now one of the most important elements of l’Ecole. Each week’s theme culminates in 
a performance (of approximately five minutes the first year, and up to ten the second year) presented 
to the faculty and students on Fridays. During the first year, the auto-cours presentations are more 
like responses to the themes, while in the second they are short pieces of theatre in the styles under 
investigation. The themes range from directives like the first two—“One place, one event” and 
“The invisible person”—to the more vague “Dialogue of the elements” and “Characters.” Lecoq 
wrote that the intention of the auto-cours is to “ensure that we never lose sight of the main goal of 
the school: creativity” (2000, 28).

The auto-cours provides students the opportunity to test themselves away from the firm hand 
of the teachers, and to make discoveries based on the structured improvisations and technique of 
their classes. Lecoq believed that “the great strength of the school is its students” (ibid., 23), and 
the auto-cours attests to his sincerity. Each day, there are ninety minutes of improvisation, sixty of 
movement technique, and ninety of auto-cours.4 Aside from the first day, the auto-cours proceeds as 
follows: presentation of work on Fridays, followed by critiques; assignment of the next week’s theme; 
each class breaking into groups of seven or nine; possible discussion of the project over drinks after 
class; auto-cours sessions each day, Monday through Friday; presentation of the work, followed by 
critiques; and assignment of the next week’s theme.

From its very outset, the auto-cours bore within it both complementary and conflicting impulses. 
On the one hand, it represents a student-initiated movement to experiment on their own, an exercise 
in autonomy that keeps authority figures at bay; students control their class time, and they indeed 
redefine what class time means through the removal of the instructor from the classroom. On the 
other hand, the teacher is, of course, not entirely absent; faculty members maintain control over the 
themes for the auto-cours, and this allows them to provide a trajectory over the course of the year 
that aligns with the overall goals of the pedagogical journey. There is thus a kind of ambiguity that 
pervades the auto-cours given that, while each week’s theme—dictated by faculty—is crucial, how 
to work on it and what to do with it are open questions.

The ambiguity invoked here concerns the allotment of authority—a crucial issue in devising. 
As Virginie Magnat described in her article on making a devised piece directed by Annabel Arden 
(a Lecoq alumna) at UC Irvine, “devising” is often associated with notions of equality (77–82). For 
this reason, devised work foregrounds the importance of when and by whom the power to make 
decisions is wielded. The dynamics of authority in the auto-cours are an example of what Merleau-
Ponty called “ambiguity,” and to which he contrasted ambivalence: “ambivalence consists in having 
two alternative images of the same object, the same person, without making any effort to connect 
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them or to notice that in reality they relate to the same object and the same person. . . . Ambiguity 
is ambivalence that one dares to look at face to face” (“The Child’s Relation with Others,” 103). 
Ambivalence allows for the coexistence of separate and even contradictory elements, but fails to grasp 
that they are part of the same phenomenon. What he called “good ambiguity,” however, gathers 
disparate elements into a generative encounter, and for Merleau-Ponty, this was fundamental to the 
experience of being with others.

During devising, there may be different kinds of authority along the spectrum of ambiva-
lence and ambiguity. For example, Magnat depicted ambivalent authority in a production process 
during which Arden revealed the “real” nature of her authority with the students over the course of 
the collaboration. Often, it feels “necessary” for faculty members leading devising projects to take 
the reins, and the moments when this happens can easily appear to be unwelcome (re)assertions of 
control. During the auto-cours, however, the power dynamics are not as settled. Here, ambiguity does 
not mean simply that anything goes; instead, it describes a principled confrontation with disparate 
perspectives on the same object or person, and it usefully outlines the occasionally uneasy way in 
which the auto-cours accommodates student and faculty ideas about the work. Each week, Lecoq’s 
perspective on an assignment met our own, and as the opening anecdote illustrates, he did not look 
for previously codified accomplishments, but instead let each presentation offer its own questions, 
which he then addressed. The auto-cours are not tests; they do not measure student progress or skill, 
but exist to provoke both students and faculty.

While the curriculum gives a significant amount of class time to auto-cours, the work unques-
tionably culminates in the Friday critiques, and it is certainly true that the feedback offered is exclu-
sively that of the faculty—students’ opinions are not asked for. Lecoq’s and the faculty’s observations 
can take on the tone of verdicts, some of them quite bracing. In fact, Lecoq would blandly stop a 
presentation as soon as he understood it to have exhausted its pedagogical usefulness. Each week, 
more than a few presentations were abruptly clipped with a “Bien. On arrête là ” (Okay. Let’s stop 
there). Committed as he was to efficiency, as soon as Lecoq understood that a presentation was not 
working on its own terms, and as soon as he understood how to integrate the work into that week’s 
teaching, he had no qualms about ending a performance.

What many (often younger) students struggled to grasp was that we did not have to agree with 
the faculty. Lecoq had a gift for aphorisms, his comments veered from the poetic to the concrete, and 
he never talked longer than seemed necessary. This easily gave the impression that his words were 
coming down from “on high,” a misapprehension the current faculty’s feedback also risks fostering. 
But the critiques are a chance for students to watch faculty engaging with the work, and the principles 
they discover or reiterate are not binding. For example, one could plausibly hold that the “event” in 
our elevator was the malfunction, not the entrance of a lone person into an elevator space of only 
couples. In fact, having Lecoq declare that this was what the scene was “really” about had less to do 
with us than with putting into question what we understood to be an event. After all, for the first 
couple to enter the elevator is an event, but is it the event of the scene? Learning to ask the question 
and to understand Lecoq’s answer was far more important than actually agreeing with him.

The ambiguous authority shared by faculty and students during the auto-cours speaks to more 
than an organizational model: it also suggests a way of thinking about what was being taught and 
learned during these sessions. In other words, the ambiguity of the auto-cours involves the kind of 
knowledge generated and how we were asked to reflect on it.

The Perceptual Faith

The auto-cours propose electric challenges because faculty members never know precisely what 
the students will present. This is particularly true given that the theme assigned inevitably concerns 
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the work of that week’s classes, which is to say that students are required to start creating before they 
become familiar with the territory they are to explore in class. Consequently, rather than evaluat-
ing whether the work presented aligned with his set goals, Lecoq always sought out how our work 
functioned according to its own principles, rather than how it fulfilled any expectations set in the 
other classes. The devising projects of the auto-cours are not meant to be finished each week, nor are 
they confirmations of the week’s lessons. During the auto-cours, knowledge is not transmitted, but 
found. Lecoq has said that “I have always been a little reticent when we talk about the communica-
tion of knowledge. To give, receive, bringing in, sending out, transmitting, receiving . . . this is a 
limited understanding of teaching. Real communication doesn’t happen on the horizontal plane, it 
arrives through an ‘elsewhere,’ and it’s very important to choose or to emphasize this point” (qtd. 
in Merlant 1998).5 I hold that the auto-cours is this “elsewhere”; it allows the propositions of the 
teachers to find unfamiliar expression in the creativity of the students. These regular devising pro-
jects provide the terrain on which Lecoq’s pedagogy can flourish because they provide the means for 
faculty members to find themselves in the work rather than molding us into a preconceived form. 
As John Martin noted of Lecoq, “it was never his way to show the model, rather to persuade each 
individual of his or her own capacity to create” (58).

In fact, Lecoq’s most pungent criticisms during the auto-cours often addressed presentations 
that were “pretty” or “too well done”—or worse yet, “scolaire” (academic) (Merlant 2004, 67; Sher-
man; Thompson 56–58). The students who could reproduce exactly the movement of the teachers 
or execute ideas identical to those offered in class were rarely praised for doing so, and as often as 
not they were gently mocked for being too “golden.” The teachers fervently hoped that we would 
surprise them and make discoveries that were only vaguely conceived in their classes. “The most 
beautiful thing is to find the things you didn’t know before. That, or finding something that changes 
what you knew before” (Lecoq 2006). Christophe Merlant describes this as a “pedagogy of risk” 
and observes that “this management of the unpredictable, which is based on a scrupulous prepara-
tion, ensures that the teaching is not a process of simple transmission of knowledge, but a space of 
astonishment at shared discovery” (2004, 68–69).

This “space of astonishment” finds its support in what Merleau-Ponty called the “perceptual 
faith”—our capacity to believe in a world outside of us despite our understanding that perception 
is unique to each person. Because we are embodied, we are “caught up” in the world, and “[t]here 
is the absolute certitude of the world in general, but not of anything in particular” (1967, 297). 
Contained within the apparent certainty of perception is the possibility of what we do not or cannot 
perceive, a possibility that brings with it a fundamental doubt. This is why Merleau-Ponty called 
it a “faith”—not because it secured certainty, but rather, “it is a faith because it is the possibility of 
doubt, and this indefatigable ranging over the things, which is our life, is also a continuous inter-
rogation” (1968, 103).

In the context of devising pedagogy, this refers to the manner in which knowledge is under-
stood to be contingent and shared rather than objective and distributed. There are no “truths” to 
reveal—about oneself or about the world or about technique—but instead points from which to 
depart: “We don’t teach things, techniques or manners; instead we teach what you could call ‘reference 
points,’ references that allow the students to find their own way at a given moment of their existence 
as artists at work” (qtd. in Merlant 1998, 2). What makes the auto-cours a significant contribution 
to theatre and devising pedagogy is that faculty members themselves are also learning how these 
reference points can develop. Indeed, it seems to me that faculty are at least as, if not more, engaged 
in what Merleau-Ponty above called “interrogation.”

Needless to say, in English, “interrogation” bears a considerable negative overtone, and I 
should stress that the word is not used in the sense of a hostile and demeaning questioning by a more 
powerful interlocutor; rather, interrogation in the philosophical and pedagogical context refers to 
a rigorous yet open-ended examination whose asymmetry reflects the influence of the analyzed on 
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the analyzer. In the words of Barbaras, “what defines interrogation, as pure interrogation, is that the 
question accepts no answer that would conclude it” (2004, 141). For Merleau-Ponty, interrogation 
involved a rigorous “hyper-reflection” that addressed not only the perceived phenomena, but the 
terms of perception and of reflection itself; instead of commanding a prospect of the world, “[i]t must 
plunge into the world” (1968, 60). The auto-cours provides faculty members with the opportunity 
to reflect on their own faith in the pedagogy of l’Ecole. By “plunging” into the work of the students, 
faculty cannot maintain a position above and beyond them, but instead are immersed in the world 
of the students’ work. Describing the result of this interrogation for Merleau-Ponty, Barbaras uses 
the same language as Merlant when characterizing Lecoq’s teaching: “the mystery is not solely my 
opening before the presence of the world, it is that I can astonish myself, which is to say, disrupt my 
familiarity with myself and begin to think . . . an astonishment that gathers the incontestable and 
strange possibility” (1997, 10).6

It will not be a stretch for most theatre teachers to accept that there is an element of the unknown 
in their work. The auto-cours goes well beyond this by institutionalizing a hyper-reflection on the 
accepted premises of the pedagogy. It makes transparent the action of thinking not only about what 
we are doing, but about what assumptions guide that thinking. The auto-cours also normalizes the 
experience of doubt within the pedagogy: for the students, each auto-cours allows for uncertainty 
regarding the propriety of their work and the principles of the pedaogogy, precisely because they 
had to have faith in them.

For faculty members, the work of orienting themselves in students’ work each week produces 
new insights into both the pedagogy and students—insights that are harder to come by in more 
controlled environments. Notwithstanding this fundamental availability to the provocations of the 
students, the faculty members consistently stake the work of l’Ecole on the attainment of a particular 
state during performance. Examining this mode of being will further explain the work of Lecoq’s 
devising pedagogy, because it will lead us to an understanding of what kind of engagement with the 
world and others it proposes. 

Le jeu and Generosity

Lecoq was interested in auto-cours that succeeded on their own terms, not his. The freedom 
to move beyond accepted rules is inherent to the auto-cours and involves one of the core concepts 
at l’Ecole: le jeu. Le jeu is roughly translated as “play” and refers to a state in which the performer is 
capable of spontaneous responses within preconceived rules, a flexibility that results from awareness 
of and connection to others. Key to the concept of le jeu is the ability to go beyond the perceived 
rules, whose existence are not meant to constrain but rather to provide meaning to movement. 
Norman Taylor, who taught at l’Ecole from 1985–2000, provided the following physiological basis 
for le jeu : hold up your arm and stretch it out as straight as possible. This arm has reduced jeu, 
because it can extend no further. From this position, bend your arm at the elbow slightly. This arm 
has jeu (or is “in play”), because it may extend in both directions allowed by the joint. At l’Ecole, 
this observation of physiology is transposed to the performer’s state during performance, particularly 
during improvisational work.

For example, the completely extended and the slightly bent arm may both be understood to 
communicate “straightness,” because an arm does not need to “be” straight to appear so. However, 
the completely extended arm is, in more than one sense, locked, since there is no more room left 
for maneuver. More relevant to the practice of devising, le jeu proves a useful term in appraising 
work, because it addresses levels of engagement, availability, and rigor. A scene or a movement can 
be technically proficient, but without le jeu, and a scene that is a technical disaster can survive by a 
heightened level of play. Le jeu also situates devisers in a state of active responsiveness, a vital condi-
tion for taking advantage of the unexpected discoveries that form the core of devising work.
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Simon Murray noted in his perceptive analysis of le jeu that Lecoq asks performers to create 
a distance between themselves and what they do so as to avoid an identification with their actions 
that will suppress their ability to improvise (68–69). To “be yourself ” means that you are beyond 
the scope of real play—le jeu requires distance, first of all, from an idea of oneself. It is a state that 
enables us to reach the “elsewhere” in which communication can occur, an elsewhere that is not a 
grasp of another person or their grasp of us, but a shared other space between.

The creative posture demanded by this work aligns with Rosalyn Diprose’s description of 
radical giving. This is “an openness to others that not only precedes and establishes communal rela-
tions but constitutes the self as open to otherness”; it is not about dispensing one’s possessions, but 
about “being-given to others” (5). It thereby suggests an ethical relationship among agents involved 
in the embodied work of being and of learning. Lecoq’s training seeks to instill a commitment to 
being-given, not just to others, but also to le jeu and the shared work of creative discovery.

More than having created a “successful” auto-cours, students are expected to perform always 
with the utmost generosity, regardless of how weak they know the work to be. This kind of generosity 
involves committing yourself to the performance and not holding back in an attempt to safeguard 
your vanity. Worse than performing an auto-cours so inept it is stopped, is failing to perform it to 
the hilt. As Lecoq and the faculty would exhort students after a morose performance of a poor auto-
cours : “You must defend your work, no matter what!” 

This state of being-given is precisely what makes possible the work of interrogation as 
Merleau-Ponty described it and as Lecoq’s pedagogy enacted it. The questioning of experience and 
the faith we place in perception and in our teachers requires both rigor and generosity; the former 
provides us with tools to transpose the observed into the imagined, and the latter with openness to 
the doubts we might find in and inspire in others. Generosity links us to others and establishes a 
radical responsibility powerfully expressed in collaborative projects. 

Devising Responsibility

“Collaboration” means different things to different people and unfurls in many ways. This 
is particularly true among l’Ecole’s students, coming as they do from as many as thirty different 
countries (in my section alone there were thirty-five students of fifteen different nationalities). Part 
of the pedagogical power of the auto-cours derives from the fact that students are allowed each week 
to experiment with different ways to devise; rather than having to commit to one kind of process for 
weeks or months with a formal production at the end, students have the time, room, and freedom 
to experiment with different ways of making work.

Lecoq did not actively try to suppress the inevitable conflicts of style and temperament,  
noting that

[u]nlike short courses, after which everyone kisses, sheds tears and promises to meet again, the 
school is a place of struggle, of tension and crises, out of which creativity is sometimes stimu-
lated. Occasionally a student will come to me and say, “They won’t play with me!”, to which I 
can only reply, “Play with them!” By placing oneself at the service of others, one discovers an 
important dimension of theatre work. (2000, 94)

During the auto-cours, students are continually put into the situation of being responsible for and to 
other creators, and this revealed the aim of the work at l’Ecole: to be “disponible”—actively curious 
and available to the provocations of space and rhythm and place and form and, most importantly, of 
others. As Diprose wrote of the generous encounter with alterity: “The other’s teaching opens me to 
transform what I know by founding my responsibility, meaning literally the other’s teaching of alterity 
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solicits a response and is the basis of my ability to respond at all to anything” (137). The auto-cours 
are daily labs whereby students learn about different ways of being responsible to one another and 
to their work. Through repetition and constant experimentation, students learn the habit of being 
responsible, of thinking about how responsibility can function in collective endeavors.

At l’Ecole, students are repeatedly given the opportunity to test themselves. Unlike the occa-
sional devised piece lead by a visiting artist, the auto-cours allow students not only to continually 
evaluate what “worked” in their devising experiments, but to make decisions about which elements 
of their practice to repeat or alter in the following week’s work. It also permits students to experience 
the stark discomfort that can arise when disagreements cannot always be resolved. Consequently, the 
auto-cours not only allow, but also, in many ways, depend on students failing.

Lecoq’s pedagogical strategy—the “pedagogy of risk”—requires students to accept that failure 
will be an inevitable part of their experience of the auto-cours and of all the classes. In fact, Lecoq 
was positively dedicated to the generative powers of mistakes: “I am fascinated by the difference 
between the geographic pole and the magnetic pole. . . . It is lucky that this angle exists. Error is not 
just acceptable, it is necessary for the continuation of life, provided it is not too great. A large error 
is a catastrophe, a small error is essential for enhancing existence. Without error, there is no move-
ment. Death follows” (2000, 21–22). Faculty members urge students to risk failure, because they 
are confident that most of these failures will produce, at the very least, another discovery about the 
principles in play. While there are many ways to be what the faculty call juste—to have the elements 
of a scene or movement in proportion to each other and their task—there are always many more 
ways to fail, and each of these offered their own lessons. When students and faculty are focused on 
finding possibilities in all varieties of success and failure, they remain alert to what experience offers 
them, instead of forcing it into a preconceived mold or adhering to codified rules. The experiments 
conducted in the laboratories of the auto-cours are not meant to prove anything—they are merely 
opportunities for learning. It is thus unnecessary that they be “good” or “successful” in order for 
them to expand each student’s creative abilities and sensibilities in relation to one another.

Magnat wrote that devising might be “the art of losing one’s moorings to the familiar, a fruitful 
loss yielding a kinesthetic and associative form of awareness” (75). This is a very apt way of describing 
a highly diverse field of creation. As is true for much art, this one is best learned through repetition 
and training; it requires continual time in the studio, and it requires a belief that “failing” to make 
coherent work can generate an ability to productively engage the world. No matter how many dis-
claimers we offer for “workshop” productions or “works-in-progress,” when devising projects in the 
academy are produced as formal presentations, they inevitably take on the cast of a product. There 
is nothing objectionable about this, but it may not be the best way to develop devisers. When Joan 
Schirle wrote in Theatre Topics that for devising to be accepted in curricula, “it must have a viable 
methodology for process-oriented explorations as well as for developing finished works for the stage” 
(97), she was speaking to the difficulty of institutional change, not to the reasons for having students 
habituate themselves to devising, chief among which is precisely the freedom from believing that 
the explorations of devising work may be finished at all.

The auto-cours are not simply a process—they are a practice. It is possible, if difficult, to accept 
adaptation and failure as an integral part of devising when you are working to produce a show with 
or for an academic community. But students can better their faith in devising—which is to say, can 
allow for doubt in their experience of learning—when they practice it daily. When we give students 
the chance to regularly push what we know about the principles we are teaching them, when we 
allow them and ourselves to interrogate our assumptions, then they can approach the world, rather 
than simply their projects, as devisers. Instead of accomplishment, we ask our students to pursue 
responsibility. 
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In 2004, John Brockway Schmor wrote in these pages that “devising should become a subject 
within required curriculum . . . not just a ‘special topic,’ not just for experimental ‘second’ stages” 
(266). For the prior thirty-six years and in each subsequent year, the auto-cours have been just this 
subject at l’Ecole Lecoq. And yet, requiring a “subject” falls short of the commitment demanded by 
a practice of devising; the subject needs a firm context from which to gain meaning and structure. 
The auto-cours as I have described it cannot work without concomitant improvisation and technique 
classes in which students learn many of the skills and principles they test in auto-cours. A practice of 
devising only works in relation to other practices; it needs the “scrupulous preparation” and invest-
ment in a common language among the students. 

Which is to say that the commitment to devising is not a commitment to learning how to 
produce performances. For example, the auto-cours of the first year were not meant for a public 
beyond the students and faculty.7 It is an approach to the world and one another, and a belief in the 
generosity of perception and the fundamental responsibility we have to others. Rather than arguing 
that devising can develop finished work, we might instead say that it belongs in curricula for the 
following reasons: it develops a sense of responsibility, openness, and generosity in students; through 
it, students may nourish a capacity to doubt themselves while committing fully to their work; and 
through it, students can understand failure as another kind of learning, instead of as an outcome. 
As has been stressed above, this holds true for faculty members as well: with their expertise and 
experience, they are in a position to benefit enormously from allowing themselves to not know and 
to grapple transparently with the work their students offer. 

A belief in devising can pervade all aspects of theatre education; indeed, unless it does so, 
devising will remain an experience more often cherished than practiced. Like all beliefs, this one 
also should be subject to the interrogative attention of our students and ourselves. We would then 
resemble Merleau-Ponty’s philosopher who “possesses inseparably the taste for evidence and the 
feeling for ambiguity” (1988, 4). In this state, we may affirm our faith that through the practice of 
astonishment, we can assume a habit of generosity and responsibility in the world.
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Notes

1. My translation.

2. While Dell’Arte’s MFA is unique, mention should be made of Ohio State University’s evolving MFA in acting, 
whose third year is dedicated to, and whose entire program is directed toward, the creation of new work.
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3. Anthony Frost and Ralph Yarrow’s second edition of Improvisation in Drama (2007) offers some very fine 
insights into the work, as do Murray’s writings, but, outside of a handful of articles and chapters, Lecoq has 
not been the subject of extended analysis in French or English during the last thirty years.

4. The logistics of the half-day plan at l’Ecole deserve a more thorough treatment than can be given here, where 
it must suffice to note the following: the range of costs associated with l’Ecole and other advanced training 
programs plays no small part in determining what kind of student chooses to attend them, as does the fact that 
l’Ecole Lecoq does not offer a formally recognized degree.

5. All cites from Merlant are my translations.

6. My translation.

7. During the second year at l’Ecole, each of the three terms ends with public showings of selected pieces from 
the auto-cours and coursework. The selection process is, as might be expected, conducted by the faculty and the 
students, with the former making initial decisions and the latter having final say. Even in this context, however, 
devising has a different cast than when practiced outside of an academic environment—a topic beyond the 
scope of this article. For an example of how Lecoq’s interrogative training moves into professional performance, 
see Ric Knowles, Reading the Material Theatre, pages 46–53.
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