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In To The Actor, the book which was the culmination of Michael Chekhov’s
life’s work where he set down a methodology for the actor, he wrote a
memo to the reader: “l need your help! That which could easily be made
comprehensible by personal contact and demonstration, must of necessity
depend on mere words and intellectual concepts. The technique of acting
can never be properly understood without practicing it.”

In Rudolf Steiner’s Speech and Drama Course, in the chapter on the
Esoteric Aspect of the Actor’s Vocation, he states: “In the art of the stage
it is important to remember that we are ourselves the instrument with
which we have to work. We have accordingly to succeed in objectifying
ourselves to the point where we can be such an instrument, so that we
can play upon the organization of our body as we would, for example, on
some musical instrument.”

Michael Chekhov writes: “And then | saw that our profession is even more
difficult than any other because we have only one instrument with which
to convey to the audience our feelings, our emotions, our ideas—our own
body. It is terrifyingly true. It is strange to realize that | have nothing
more to show to the audience than myself.”

In To The Actor, he continues on to say: “The actor who must consider his
body as an instrument for expressing creative ideas on the stage, must
strive for attainment of complete harmony between the two, body and
psychology. First and foremost is extreme sensitivity of the body to
psychological creative impulses. This cannot be achieved by strictly
physical exercises. The psychology itself must take part in such a
development. The body of an actor must absorb psychological qualities,
must be filled and permeated with them so that they will convert it
gradually into a sensitive membrane, a kind of receiver and conveyor of
the subtlest images, feelings, emotions and will impulses.”

Who was Michael Chekhov? He was a complex, multi-layered, artistic
genius of the theatre. In this brief sketch of his life I’m going to focus
more on the events in his life which led him to create his methodology,



his inner/outer trials, and not his career in the theatre as actor, teacher,
director.

He was born in 1891 in St. Petersburg, the nephew of Anton, the
playwright, and was renowned as perhaps the greatest actor of the 20th
century. He was Konstantin Stanislavsky’s best pupil and at an early age
was performing leading roles at the Moscow Art Theatre. At the age of 22,
he was criticized for one particular characterization, that it was not what
the playwright intended. Chekhov replied that he had gone beyond the
playwright.

By the time he was 21, he was reading Darwin, Freud, and Kant and he
became riddled with cynicism. His inner life became difficult. He began
drinking, even appearing drunk on stage. He was rejected from military
service due to a fear of crowds. A visiting critic from America called
Chekhov “a gaunt, brooding soul weighed down by Russia’s sorrows.” He
developed acute paranoia, had thoughts of suicide, his wife divorced him
taking their newborn daughter. Stanislavsky sent psychiatrists to diagnose
him and had him undergo hypnosis. His condition improved somewhat
although he was subject to uncontrollable fits of laughter. He developed a
stammer which Stanislavsky cured. The story goes that Stanislavsky was
present when Chekhov began to stammer, and Stanislavsky ordered him to
go to the window, open it, close it, and never stammer again! Chekhov
went to the window, opened it, closed it, and never stammered again!

He began reading books on Hindu philosophy and yoga. He discovered the
keynote of yoga is the creativity of life. He was struck by this: the
creativity of life!

Once when he was passing the window of the “Writers’ Bookshop”, his
eye alighted upon a book entitled Knowledge of the Higher Worlds and Its
Attainment by Rudolf Steiner. In his words, he smiled and thought: “If it
were indeed possible to know how to attain this knowledge, surely it
would have been attained long ago, and there would be no point in the
author publishing his book.” He bought the book, read it and put it aside.

Yoga led him gradually to the teachings of theosophy. He made quite a
thorough study of theosophical literature, and was unsettled by its
extreme orientalism. It seemed to him that theosophy underestimated
the significance of Christ and the Mystery of Golgotha.



He began to search for answers to the many questions that interested him
with regard to Christianity. “l remembered Rudolf Steiner’s book and read
it again. This time it was the tone that the author used when speaking
about the processes and Beings of the spiritual world which made a
particular impression on me.”

Serious research into Anthroposophy began under the guidance of Andre
Bely, the famous Russian poet who stated: “This man amazes me: he
learns uninterruptedly, and he learns and searches mainly outside of the
theatre. But everything he finds, he immediately drags into the theatre. |
have examined him for a long time, and | marvel at the great spiritual
moral intention which acts within him.”

He spent a year studying anthroposophy with Michael Bauer and Christian
Morgenstern, and there was a time he considered becoming a Christian
Community Priest.

Chekhov stated: “The discovery of Anthroposophy, with Christ at its
center as the modern form of Christianity, was the happiest period of my
life.”

From his biography he writes: “How clear it is to me now that my past
sufferings gave me strength and the right to many joys, to many insights
into the realm of art and life. The healthy substance of my soul, which
had struggled so persistently with alien, external influences for all these
years, had finally begun, in a way that was visible to me—to gain a
victory over everything gloomy and oppressive which lay as a thick layer
on the surface of my soul.”

Michael Chekhov was a complex man whose strong belief in the spiritual
world encourage us to find connecting links from his personal life to his
professional accomplishments. His mind was sharp and inquisitive, even
when he wrestled with the fears he learned in childhood and during
periods of mental instability. His imagination and creativity seemed to be
limitless.

Chekhov met privately with Rudolf Steiner in 1922, attended Steiner’s
lectures on eurythmy. These lectures on sound, gesture, color, eurythmy,
made a great impression on him, continued to influence his views on



theatre, and he began to incorporate them into his work as a teacher and
director.

His creative impulses for his artistic work enabled him to understand the
ideal nature of theatrical art, and he began to develop his own particular
principles of a new acting technique. He refused to exploit an actor’s
personal feelings and emotional experiences, which was the basis of
Stanislavsky’s approach, and was an actor searching for a new acting
technique “Do not try to feel your own personal feelings. It is the
character who has to feel, not the actor, the actor must sacrifice himself
to the character.”

In 1927, a letter addressed to Chekhov arrived at the theatre stating that
his activity as an artistic director of the theatre was deemed not entirely
satisfactory, and that he should stop spreading the ideas of Rudolf Steiner
among the actors to the theatre entrusted to him. “Circumstances were
compelling me to renounce my views with ever increasing urgency.
Resistance was becoming futile. My activity as an actor, director, and
head of the theatre gradually came to an end of itself. It was potentially
dangerous even for members of our theatre to communicate with me.

Stalin’s clampdown on experiments in the arts was beginning, and Michael
Chekhov was accused of being a mystic and a sick actor. Anthroposophy
was banned from the Soviet Union. Michael Chekhov was threatened with
imprisonment and was warned that he was about to be arrested, and was
censured because of his anti-Soviet attitude. He was forced to emigrate
in 1928. Responding to those critics’ accusations of particular mystical
elements in his art, Chekhov wrote that these elements concern not
mysticism, but artistic taste.

After emigrating, Michael Chekhov continued to establish teaching and
theatre studios in all the countries in which he lived and worked: Berlin,
Vienna, Prague, Paris, Riga, Lithuania.

It was never Chekhov’s intention to invent his own system of acting,
although Stanislavsky had invited him to attempt to formulate what he,
himself, did as an actor. It arose as a natural result of his attempts to
overcome the limitations and contradictions that he met on his creative
path. Again, he refused to exploit an actor’s personal feelings in his art;



instead he felt there should be a clear differentiation between the actor
as a person, and the actor as artist.

For several years he endeavored to set his theatrical experience in order,
to systematize his observations and resolve a number of questions that
were of interest to him. He was seeking to approach that state whereby
the artist purifies and ennobles the characters that he plays, keeping
them free from irrelevant features of his own personality. With the help
of Anthroposophical theories, Chekhov was able to understand the ideal
nature of theatrical art and to develop his own particular principles of a
new acting technique.

At a point when his health had deteriorated and he had been ordered bed
rest, he did a good deal of reading, studied lecture cycles by Rudolf
Steiner, and continued to commit his thoughts on acting technique to
paper. These are his words: “Lying in the garden one bright, sunny day;, |
observed the harmonious forms of the plants, | imagined the process of
the rotation of the earth and the planets. | searched for harmonious
compositions in space and gradually came to the experience of the
movement, invisible to the external eye, that was present in all
phenomena in the world. There even seemed to me to be such movement
in motionless, solidified forms. It was movement that had created form
and still maintained it. When | observed it, it was as if | were witnessing
some creative process; whatever | looked at seemed to be in the process
of coming into being before my very eyes. | called this invisible
movement, this play of forces, “gesture.” Finally, | began to notice that
they weren’t merely movements, but that they were filled with content:
they manifested will and feelings that were of a diverse, profound and
exciting nature. It seemed to me that through them I could penetrate
into the very essence of phenomena. | felt a new appreciation of Rudolf
Steiner’s eurythmy. Its gestures and forms embody the creative forces of
man and nature. What a wealth and diversity it contains.’

Gesture is one of the main, central and universal notions of Chekhov’s
theatre system: for Chekhov gesture is a common denominator on which
various aspects of acting such as speech, movement, psychology, can be
integrated and unified into the whole picture.

The realm of movement in the art of the actor is complicated, an artistic
approach is necessary, a need to develop a quite particular attention



from within oneself to one’s body, to one’s movements. As Joanna Merlin,
president of MICHA, the Michael Chekhov Association, says “Movement is
the key to our artistic lives.”

In addition to movement, there is a strong connection between
Anthroposophy and Chekhov’s system of acting which involves the
concept of the “higher 1”. In To the Actor, Chekhov states that the
emotions, voice and body, constitute the building material from which
the actor’s higher self, the real artist in every actor, creates a character.
This higher, creative self is called the “higher I”. The higher | enriches
and expands the consciousness. In the moment of inspiration the “I” of an
artist undergoes a kind of metamorphosis. You become and are both your
expanded self and your usual everyday I. They exist simultaneously side
by side. While creating you are two selves, and are able to distinguish
between the different functions they fulfill. The character has its own
independent life and its own “I”. It is the degree of inner activity of the
higher self, producing those purified feelings, that is the final
determinant of quality in the creation of all artists.

In Chekhov’s words: “We must understand and concentrate on the simple
idea that imagination is the ability to see something invisible. It is very
important to be a little bit astonished about this simple thing. If you can
find in your soul a little bit of astonishment, you have already taken a
step forward. To be a little astonished about imaginary things. Everything
about which we are astonished, about which we are filled with wonder,
gives us always something new. The artist has always to feel everything
as new, as if for the first time. That is the power of the artist. That is the
real impulsive power of the artist, to be astonished every time about
everything. He must be astonished at the knowledge that the
imagination is the ability to see unseen things.”

In 1933, while performing on Broadway, Chekhov received an offer to
establish a Theatre Studio in Dartington Hall in the UK under the
patronage of Dorothy and Leonard Elmhirst, and Dorothy’s daughter, the
actress Beatrice Straight. This gave him the opportunity to pursue
laboratory investigations of his pedagogical approach. This continued for
two years. The war intervened, and the studio move to Ridgefield, CT.
Again the war necessitated another move, and Chekhov created a studio



in New York City. Finally, the need to earn a living had him move to
Hollywood.

“The actor should never worry about his talent”, Chekhov tells us, “but
rather about his lack of technique, his lack of training, and his lack of
understanding of the creative process. The talent will flourish
immediately of itself as soon as the actor chisels away all extraneous
matter that hides his abilities—even from himself.”

In Lessons to Teachers, Chekhov states: “You must be like a goblet which
is open to the spiritual world. We must in time recreate ourselves to the
state of a goblet. That is the meaning of our work. It is the degree of
inner activity of the higher self producing those purified feelings that is
the final determinant of quality in the creation of all artists.”

We, as actors, seek to create a space within where we can be influenced
by movement, seek ways to stir the imagination, to develop capacities,
to entertain endless possibilities, and always seek greater expressiveness.

Where do we begin as actors: curiously enough with ourselves, finding out
what it is to be present to ourselves, to the space we are in, to another
person.

We have to rely on the training of our bodies on the one hand, and the
training of our emotions on the other, and exclude the intellect for the
time being—out of the head and into the body.

The body becomes the soul and the soul becomes the body, and the
intellect is allowed to serve. All points of our method are keys which
open our own nature to us.

Yes, this is a training. We recognize that all we observe and experience
in this life are part of the region of our so-called subconscious depths. A
colleague speaking to her 91 year old father, telling him that it was too
hard teaching acting, and she was going to quit. He said: “You can’t quit.
You teach humanity, not acting, humanity. It is the most important
thing.”



The whole question is: can we develop in ourselves the power of
imagination and concentration. Allowing ourselves to be influenced, to be
affected, to be willing to not know. Repetition is the growing point,
always another level or experience and sensation reveals itself. The
major components of the work which we are always in the process of
exploring, investigating, researching are:

*seeking to build capacities for the so-called intangibles

*recognizing sensation as the vessel into which our genuine artistic
feelings pour easily and by themselves

*Seeking to evoke in our souls certain emotions and feelings which are
needed without torturing ourselves with the uncertainty of whether the
feeling will come or not.

*awakening the feeling life—another kind of feeling—those completely
impersonal, purified, freed from egotism and therefore aesthetic,
significant and artistically true

*the relationship between outer movement and inner activity--movement
carries content

*recognizing the character has an independent life from the actor’s
personality—the character plays you, you don’t play the character
*connecting with the wisdom of the body, allowing the body to become
our teacher

*finding a relationship to space and the dynamics of direction

*bringing to consciousness human processes

*the language of gesture, quality, and intention

We are always researching what it is to be human, uncovering and making
conscious and available human processes. This is what we are engaged in
—movement that informs and awakens an inner response.

Michael Chekhov died in 1955, had a Christian Community funeral. Paul
Marshal Allen gave the obtituary.

Edited from a talk, given at the Wisdom of the Elders Conference
on November 20, 2021 at the Christian Community in Hillsdale, NY



