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 The village of Chandolin is situated at the top of one of the highest alpine 
valleys in the Valais region of Switzerland. In the summer and winter months, it is visited 
by tourists and its population almost doubles. But in the off-season, only 82 people live in 
Chandolin. Here, in an apartment that looks out onto the mountainside sloping steeply 
down to a chasm of pointed treetops, Julie Beauvais makes her home. Six months out of 
the year, the village lies buried in snow. “I live in snow,” the Swiss director says. “I have 
snow in my body.”  
 Snow is the setting for Beauvais’ latest work, an installation of Stravinsky and 
Ramuz’ masterpiece l’Histoire du Soldat at the Fondation Pierre Arnaud. It is an 
ambitious project, combining live orchestral music, dance, film, text, and a massive 
sculptural installation of straws filling the galleries to make an interior blizzard. “I 
wanted to share the emotion I get from snow with people who come from the mountains 
and who have the same feeling,” Beauvais says. “They will exit the show and walk out 
into the snow outside.” 
 
 Beauvais is a rising star in the Swiss and international opera scene. At 37 years of 
age, she has directed theatre and opera productions throughout her native land as well as 
in Europe, the United States, Latin America, and Asia. Her work has been featured in 
documentaries and she has twice been awarded cultural prizes by the Valais region. The 
people who work with Beauvais remark upon her unceasing desire to push herself into 
unknown territories. “She suffocates quickly,” says Servane Ducorps, Beauvais’ closest 
friend and a longtime collaborator who will star as the Narrator and the Devil in 
l’Histoire du Soldat. “She needs freedom and, above all, to face the unknown.”  

 
For the past six years, Beauvais has rented the ground floor apartment of Swiss 

psychoanalyst Florence Guignard’s house in Chandolin. The two have developed a close 
friendship and often sip whiskey together in the evenings when the sun has sunk behind 
the mountaintops. Guignard, whose most recent book Quelle psychanalyse pour le 
XXIème siècle? was published on her 81st birthday, says: “Julie’s creativity overflows the 
confines of any single profession. That brings a lot of satisfaction, but a lot of guilt also. 
A lot of uncertainty.” 
 
 

 Stravinsky and Ramuz created l’Histoire du Soldat as a way to make money. 
They were both at low moments in their careers, due especially to the damages of the 
First World War. They designed a simple project with a small orchestra and few 
performers that would be simple to tour. An easy sell that could be presented more 
frequently, and with greater and faster payout than Stravinsky’s bigger works. They 
initially approached l’Histoire du Soldat as if they were producers themselves, coming at 
the work from a financial angle, and stripping away what was not necessary in order to 



make the project as economical as possible. This exercise pushed them to create a work 
that is strikingly modern.  
 Julie Beauvais’ first works as director were designed similarly to be fleet and easy 
to travel. Taking the maxim of her teacher Jacques Lecoq to heart – theatre is for the 
people, the butchers and the bakers, not just the lawyers and the professors – she began a 
conscious dialogue with humans across the globe through theatre.  
 In 2005, her company Mondes Contraires presented Romeo and Juliet of the 
Village, a play by Gottfried Keller, to nomadic villages in Mongolia. The travelling 
company consisted of Beauvais and her co-director Steph Kehoe, three actresses 
including Servane Ducorps, as well as Beauvais’s partner Céline Golaz and Golaz’s two 
children. Three men travelled with the group: a musician, a circus performer, and 
maskmaker Loïc Nebreda. The company camped in tents, carrying their masks, costumes, 
and props in rucksacks along with their personal belongings and sleeping bags. A Swiss 
television crew travelled alongside them, filming their every move. They travelled in 
Russian vans, which would break down or get mired in mud and silt when they crossed 
rivers. The company would have to wade across, holding the props and masks high above 
their heads to keep them from soaking in the water. “During this period of touring and 
travelling, I had nothing,” Beauvais remembers. “A piece of red cloth. Some masks, and 
a few objects.”  
 After a long journey across the Steppes the company of actors would set up their 
stage and wait for the villagers to show up. There were no cell phones, no roads.  There 
was no certainty. Sometimes they would wait for hours. “And then, from across the 
Steppes, we would see the Mongolians ride up on motorcycles, on horseback,” recalls 
Beauvais. “They would tie their horses and gather near our stage. And we would begin.” 
   

Beauvais was born in Sion, Switzerland on August 2, 1978. Her father was a 
pilot with Air Zaïre and CICR in Africa, and the family moved to Kinshasa when 
Beauvais was two. Two years later, they returned to Switzerland, and Beauvais’ mother, 
who had herself dreamed of being a dancer, enrolled Julie in the Conservatoire de Sion. 
Beauvais found comfort in the structure and stability of classical dance, and she prided 
herself on taking more classes and dancing more hours every day than her peers. “It was 
fairly obsessive,” Beauvais laughs. The early morning sun shines through the skylight of 
the Brussels attic apartment she has rented while directing rehearsals for l’Histoire du 
Soldat. She pulls her hair back tightly from her face. “I was sort of a Taliban of classical 
dance, the skin on my face stretched back from my super-tight bun. But at that time, I 
found the rigor enormously reassuring.” At the age of seven, the family moved back for 
another two year stint in Africa, relocating frequently around Senegal to avoid war zones. 

Back in Switzerland at the age of ten, Beauvais met a new dance teacher. 
Charlotte Fox was a glamorous and sophisticated American who danced in cabaret clubs 
and had studied with Martha Graham in New York. “I must have seemed so uptight,” 
Beauvais muses. “Charlotte looked me up and down and said: ‘Relax your pelvis. 
Breathe.’” 

Beauvais spent more and more time in the big wooden house in Vernamiège Fox 
shared with her husband, the painter Raoul Klein. In the evenings, Klein would sit with 
the young Beauvais in his atelier reading the writings of Antonin Artaud with her. Fox 
would show her video cassettes of Teresa de Keersmaeker, Robert Wilson, and Pina 



Bausch. Beauvais reflects: “In my family, I had no cultural influences at all. Charlotte 
Fox gave me nourishment for my teenage years.”  
 

One Saturday when she was eighteen, Beauvais saw a show put on by three 
women who had studied at l’Ecole Jacques Lecoq. “I was totally invigorated by their 
work,” she recalls. “I went back once, twice, twenty times.” The women told her that 
Lecoq was sick and would die soon; she should go to study with him as soon as possible. 
Beauvais’ girlfriend at the time, Karin, encouraged her to write to Lecoq and to apply for 
grants for her tuition. “And then I got the answer: NO. You are too young, you don’t have 
any experience. Come back in five or ten years.” Beauvais shrugs. “Karin said: ‘It’s a 
start. Now what?’” 
 She arranged to leave her final high school exams early so that she could take the 
train from Sion to Paris to plead her case. She arrived just before lunch. In the Lecoq 
office, two secretaries were typing. “Excuse me,” she said. “I am Julie Beauvais from 
Switzerland. I sent you an application?”  

The secretaries looked at each other and said: “Miss, we don’t play games here. 
When the answer’s no, it’s no.”  
 Beauvais did not budge.  
 Finally one of the secretaries said, “Monsieur Lecoq is about to come out of his 
office to go to lunch. If you want to catch him on his way out, go ahead.”   
 Beauvais stopped M. Lecoq in the passageway. “Ah yes,” he said. “the Swiss 
girl.” He sighed and shook his head. “This is a school for professionals. Go off and do 
something and come back then.” 
 “I don’t have time for that,” she replied. 
 “What do you mean you don’t have time? You’re nineteen!” 
 “Yes, but M. Lecoq, I want to be taught by you. And you are old and you are 
going to die.” 
 “Madame Lecoq, who was beside him, was horrified,” recalls Beauvais. “But I 
knew then and there that he would let me in.” 
   
 

 “More  than the techniques of theatre, it’s Lecoq’s life philosophy that  I took 
to heart,” Beauvais reflects.  
 Lecoq taught his students about the Directions of Performance, both literal and 
spiritual. The Horizontal Direction involves all that passes horizontally from human-to-
human, face-to-face. Julie Beauvais opens her arms wide. “Commedia dell’arte: here we 
deal with human affairs.” The Oblique direction touches subtler emotions, melodrama. 
“Finally, ” Julie points to the sky, “the great Vertical of Tragedy, which puts humans in 
contact with the sacred and eternal, the gods above, the buffoons below. I found a certain 
comfort in the Vertical and a great curiosity about the high and the low. I finished l’Ecole 
determined to explore Verticality in the first pieces I would direct.” 
 But right after graduation, Beauvais received a surprise call from the great 
Commedia dell’Arte master Antonio Fava, who invited her to work with his troupe in 
Reggio Emilia. Inspired by her work with Fava, Beauvais founded her company Mondes 
Contraires and embarked upon ten years of work in the Horizontal direction, exploring 
human and political themes in Brazil, Mongolia, and Nicaragua. 



 Ten years into her Horizontal journey, Beauvais was standing knee-deep in mud 
in the Mataglapa region of Nicaragua, when she received a commission from the Canton 
du Valais to direct Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro. It was a sudden return to the 
Vertical.  
 
 
 In the rehearsal room in Sion, Beauvais began to study mechanics of singing. She 
observed the interplay between the vibration of the vocal chords, the passing of air 
through the diaphragm and out the mouth, the resonation and amplification of that air on 
the bones. “All singing is vertical, ” she declares. “The windpipe is vertical.” 
 The human voice works like a guitar, where the strings are the vocal chords, and 
the wooden box with its carefully designed curves and hollows is the skeletal structure. 
Singers work towards the most open circulation of their instrument, and they work with 
their musculature to give that circulation a form. “Open, open, open,” says Beauvais. “It’s 
their life’s work to open that circulation.”  
 Beauvais studied the singers as they worked. How did they place their feet? Their 
ankles? Their knees? She discovered that the body has to position itself differently for 
different music. To sing Mozart, the foot has to be open, flat, the tendons stretched. It has 
to be stretched in a different way to sing Verdi. Does the foot sing? Yes, Beauvais 
discovered. The body sings. 
 Beauvais’s favorite part of her work is the research; the path is unknown, both she 
and the performer are at their most vulnerable and naked. “I found myself in that 
rehearsal room and I had to admit I knew nothing about opera. I didn’t know what a 
recitative was, how an opera is structured, how to work with lyrical singers. But I said to 
myself, wow, there is something exciting to develop here. And I wasn’t afraid.”  
  
 The investigation of singers’ bodies has been the driving force of Beauvais’ work 
since 2006. At the Haute Ecole de Musique (HEMU) where she taught for four years, she 
developed an exercise to help singers understand the minute movements of their own 
instruments.  Each singer would work side by side with a dancer, who observed the 
singer’s movement. Certain notes moved the head back, others moved the body forward. 
“I had the dancer support the singer so that he could extend his movements fully. So he 
could fall, so he could fly. So he could feel the song in his body.” The musical director 
would listen to these experiments with his eyes closed. When the singer hit the note 
perfectly, the musical director cried out, “There!” The students would make a note: the 
singer was leaning forward with hands on her belly and chest.   
 After a time, Beauvais instructed the dancers to step back so the singer could feel 
the impulses coming from inside herself. This was a very different approach from the 
classical training the singers had grown up with, and for everyone it was, as Beauvais 
remembers, “a delight.”  
 

 Beauvais describes three phases of making a new work, each of which comes 
with a physical and emotional change.  
 The period of preparation, where she plans the project, chooses the team, and 
begins initial production, is a period of intense happiness. Her vision begins to take shape 



but remains ideal in her imagination. This phase lasts up to a year and a half. During the 
preparation, Beauvais says, “My skin glows, my body is well.”  
  The rehearsal period where the team actually comes together can last just three 
weeks at the very end of the long private preparations. “As soon as the people show up, 
your dream comes crashing down around you,” she observes. “But what is great is that 
you discover things. I like to build.” The rehearsal period is a time of adjustment and 
stretching. Beauvais goes into a kind of hyper-concentration. She loses weight, her 
metabolism slows down, she doesn’t sleep. She is alert. 
 And then there’s the performance itself. Up till now, this has always been the 
hardest part for Beauvais. She feels an intense dislike for the work and the public it is 
intended for the minute it is released. “At the opening, I don’t help my performers at all,” 
she admits. “I stress them out, I am not there for them. The public comes; I hate them all. 
My makeup artist sends a message: ‘I can’t find you, I need to show you something with 
the makeup.’ But I am ensconced in my car with a glass of whiskey. I start to hate the 
show, and I want to go home and watch TV.” When the performance begins, Beauvais 
hides in the wings. “The last thing the singers see before they go onstage is me with my 
whiskey, terrified.” Beauvais laughs softly. “The evening of the last show, I sleep. 
Finally. And then there is the desire for the next production. Immediately. Three years 
later I think, well, that was great.”  
  Guignard describes the physical torture Beauvais experiences when her shows 
open: “It’s a violent rejection that comes at the point of no-return. She has an absolute 
vision. It’s the dark side of her need for excellence.”  
 
 
 “I want to be with the performers when they sweat to build the work, not when 
the public is there, watching them on stage,” says Beauvais. “That’s why I’ve been 
making more and more films.” In Krasis, a massive public art, film, and music 
installation, Beauvais filmed four of the world’s leading opera stars singing Handel arias 
and projected these films on huge screens in public squares in Sion, Bern, and Geneva. 
Audience members were given state-of-the-art earphones and stood alone on pedestals 
facing the great screens. “The hero awakened in the spectator,” Beauvais explains. “He or 
she entered the body of the singer, the music filled his or her body.”  
 The Krasis singers were the finest singers and had the largest international 
reputations Beauvais had worked with up to that point. Nevertheless, she used the same 
techniques that she had developed with her students at HEMU. “I was afraid they would 
think it was bizarre,” she says. “But they were totally in sync with the impulses and the 
resistances I showed them. We created the architecture of the arias in fifteen minutes.”  
  “Plot doesn’t interest me at all,” Beauvais announces. Through the interplay 
between body and sound, Beauvais creates the staging of her operas. “You can take these 
movements and put them in the context of naturalistic movement. The movements come 
inside. They get smaller. The body pushing becomes the eyes pushing.” 
 
 
 For years, Beauvais has been asking herself how to avoid what she considers the 
stultification of live performance. “As soon as it is shown to the public, it risks becoming 
a demonstration. Here’s what we decided to show you.” She shudders. “Glenn Gould 



tried to avoid shows. I have the same desire.” In l’Histoire du Soldat, Beauvais has found 
a way to retain the energy of the rehearsals even in the performance. “The audience is not 
seated, they can move freely,” she observes. “I can walk in the room with the spectators, 
come and go – have a different rapport with them.”  
  

 The dancer Louis-Clément Da Costa lies on his back, his arms stretched across 
the marley dance floor in the old sugar refinery that has become Charleroi Danses in 
Brussels. Muddy Waters plays over the sound system. Beauvais clears the bags and the 
personal items from the center of the room. She lays objects here and there: a square 
yellow foam pad on the dance floor, another against the brick wall. Some woolen 
blankets near the corner; heavy black cloths by the pillars at the back. A bag of straws 
that will become the snowstorm of l’Histoire du Soldat lie in the middle of the studio. 
“It’s funny when you see a space and it’s not clear and then all of a sudden, phoom! It 
becomes clear,” says Beauvais. “It’s something physical that happens inside your head.” 
 Beauvais likes to be surprised by her collaborators. “Louis-Clément’s way of 
working is like a tree branching out,” she says. “He works on a scene and then gets an 
idea about another scene. He moves back and forth through the piece, making 
propositions, coming up with ideas, but leaving things unfinished. Then he returns to 
them.” Her own method is much more sequential. “I usually work on one scene at a 
time,” she explains. “Get it done, move on to the next scene.” In this rehearsal period, she 
is enjoying following Da Costa in his process. She feels herself opening. “I like the way 
he says no,” she says. “He does what I propose, with all his energy and his force… and 
then he proposes something different. He says Yes and.”  
 
 Beauvais turns off Muddy Waters and puts on a recording of Ducorps reciting the 
beginning of l’Histoire du Soldat. Still stretching, working calmly though a series of sun 
salutations, Da Costa joins in with the Soldier’s lines. “On aura à manger? Et on aura de 
quoi fumer?” he asks as he leans back into camel position. Unaccustomed to working 
with text, this casual encounter with the recording helps Da Costa to find ease in his 
speech. His voice comes out naturally, effortlessly – the voice of a soldier. 
 His stretching complete, Da Costa begins to move through the space as the 
Soldier, still in dialogue with the recording. But now that he is no longer warming up, 
now that he is playing the part, his voice wavers and falters. Beauvais holds a broom 
handle up to him. “Push against it,” she says. “Push me.” Her legs planted strongly on the 
floor, Beauvais is a rock. Da Costa concentrates on trying to move her; he puts his body 
into the task. His attention shifted off the performance, his voice deepens and relaxes.  
 “Yes!” cries Beauvais.  
 Prowling around him, light on her feet, she urges Da Costa to find the connection 
with the Devil in the space. “Speak to him,” she says. “Maybe he’s behind you.” 
 Da Costa runs across the room and swings from the overhang. Then he laughs. 
“Sorry,” he says sheepishly. 
 “Why sorry?” Beauvais replies. “You do something super strong and then you 
apologize. That cuts all the power you have developed. Whatever you do, go for it.” 
  
 A few days later, after a particularly good rehearsal with Da Costa, Beauvais 
wrote an email describing her work on l’Histoire du Soldat.  



 
Materials: skeletal structure, linking materials, organic materials.  
The Soldier’s Tale, a composite project 
 
These months require gentle shifts between will, delicacy, firmness (hardness sometimes) 
and tenderness. 
Precision and total abandon (release?) 
Surgical eye / loving gaze 
 
Being an unconditional support to the actress, the dancer, the photographer, the artist I 
invite into my world.  
Witnessing her/him taking risks, opening an intimate/personal space 
then 
from one moment to another 
being confronted by the producer’s fear, the material, technical, logistical difficulties  
Defending a budget, a team, my vision 
from one moment to the next, 
from the vertical to the horizontal,  
a constant dynamic. 
 
Today, in rehearsals, we discovered the monster in our character. His violence, his 
ugliness. Seeing Louis-Clément reveal this part of himself—brutal—was like receiving 
the gift of an immense trust. 
 
My Master (the one who dives into the void and extracts the big questions without ever 
giving an answer), often told me about this ‘space without fear’ every artist is trying to 
open/create and share. A time/space in which muscles relax, skin softens, when in the 
presence of a Work. 
 
Today I concentrate on the way a project breathes.  
Inhaling and wanting 
Exhaling and feeling 
Inhaling and defending 
Exhaling and trusting 
 
And accessing an instant of low apnea 
Empty lungs 
Without fear 
In full presence 

  
 
 In the fifteen years since she studied with Beauvais at Lecoq, Servane Ducorps 
has become one of France’s leading stage actresses. Over that period, she has left her 
home in Paris time and again to participate in ambitious and remote projects with 
Beauvais. Speaking over Skype from the South of France, Ducorps describes the project 
Beauvais put together after they left Lecoq. “She was twenty years old. She said, ‘Let’s 
go to Brazil and work with artists from the favelas on Brecht’s The Good Woman of 
Szechuan.’ She is always the motor. She is capable of moving mountains for a project 
where everyone says, ‘Impossible, she’s an idealist, it’s too big, too extreme.’ It’s when 
there’s adventure that she’s interested. And obviously that attracted me too, and I 
followed her.”  
 To prepare for l’Histoire du Soldat, Ducorps joined Beauvais in Chandolin for 
three intense weeks of rehearsal. Learning Ramuz’ poetry with its rhythmic and musical 



demands was a challenge for Ducorps, yet the mountain brought her an extraordinary 
calm. “It flows through my spirit,” she says. “I am in the place where this text was 
written.” It was an intimate and bonding time for both women, each of whom had to 
adopt new strategies for the project. Ducorps, for example, prefers not to memorize text 
while she is rehearsing, to keep her interpretation open and unbound for as long as 
possible. But in l’Histoire du Soldat, text is a musical element and must be delivered 
exactly in time with the orchestra and the conductor. Memorization and rigorous 
repetition are essential. Each time she works with Beauvais, Ducorps breaks through 
what she thought were the limits of her capacity. “With Julie, you always find yourself in 
extreme situations,” she chuckles. “When I met her, she was stubborn, she had really 
strong ideas. She’s more easygoing now. She wants to be surprised and even shaken up 
by the people she works with. She wants true collaboration.” 
 
 Ducorps recalls a tender moment rehearsing the final lines of l’Histoire du Soldat 
with Beauvais on the mountainside at Chandolin. Tears came to the director’s eyes. 
Ducorps felt that all of Beauvais’ past was present in that moment, her childhood in 
Africa, her need to be stronger and more disciplined than the other dancers at the ballet 
school, the drive and resolution that allowed her to direct a company of actors and bring 
them to four continents. It was all present, but somehow light. “I think that being in 
Chandolin, high on her mountain, brings her calm and a necessary distance,” says 
Ducorps. She pauses for a moment, then says, “You have to let yourself go in front of the 
mountain. You are not in control. Nature is too strong around you. That is part of Julie’s 
life search and also her artistic work.”  
 Nature is at the heart of Beauvais’ work. Again and again, her stage designs 
contain vast horizons, mighty nature, rocks, minerals, water. Humanity confronting the 
essential. 
 
  

 It is early morning in Chandolin. Beauvais sits on her balcony and watches the 
sun rise over the mountaintops. Soon l’Histoire du Soldat will open, and the world will 
see the work that she and her team have been preparing for a year. Then, a few weeks 
later, it will close. Each person associated with it will move on to the next thing in his or 
her life. Beauvais muses over the moments of inspiration and the moments of intense 
difficulty that have gone in to creating this installation. How she herself has changed in 
the process. “A director,” she muses, “must have force and flexibility.” She smiles. “She 
should be like water that adapts itself to the obstacles, and continues on its way.” 
 
 
 
 
 

Winsome Brown is a writer, director, and Obie award winning performer. Her most 
recent play This is Mary Brown debuted at New York’s La MaMa Theatre in June, 2015, 
and continued on at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe. Winsome lives in New York City.  



 

 

 


