Eurythmy and the Michael Chekhov Technique

This article is based on findings I came across when undertaking the MRes project at
the University of Birmingham, with the title ‘Eurythmy: a Path for Developing Creative
Imagination and Stage Presence through Movement. I would like to thank 'Christopher

Frances Trust' in Sheffield that kindly financed my first year of study.

Part One: Russian beginnings

‘Eurythmy is as necessary for you as water and air’, Michael Chekhov told his drama
students during the lesson held at his Ridgefield Studio in Connecticut (USA) on 5
Feb. 1940. It was recorded in shorthand by Deirdre Hurst du Prey and included in the
unpublished The Actor is the Theatre, Vol.8, part of the Michael Chekhov archives at

the Devon Heritage Centre in Exeter.

Mikhail Chekhov (1891-1955), known in the West as Michael, was the nephew of the
famous playwright and short stories author Anton Chekhov. Having trained as an
actor in St, Petersburg, his birth place, in 1912 he joined Stanislavsky’s famous
Moscow Art Theatre (MAT). Gradually, Chekhov established himself as the original
creator of memorable characters, which culminated in 1921 with the two most

contrasting parts: Eric XIV in Eric XIV by August Strindberg and Khlestakhov in

Gogol’s satire The Government Inspector.




Chekhov as Erik XIV ... ... and as Khlestakov
These theatrical achievements came after a long critical time in his personal life and
career, aggravated by the major political and social upheaval that shook Russia
towards the end of WW1. In 1917, Chekhov had stopped acting and battled with
severe depression, alcoholism and agoraphobia, all rooted in a profound psychological

and spiritual crisis triggered, in his words, by the loss of a feeling of the whole:

What I lost in the period of my inner crisis was a sense, and even an intuitive
feeling, of the whole. [...] When I was about to play a part [...] | was strongly
gripped by this feeling of the whole that was to come... Out of this whole, the details

emerged of their own accord and appeared objectively before me. [...] I can only
compare it with the seed of a plant, in which the entire future of the plant is
contained! ...

This testimony is part of the first autobiography that Chekhov published in 1928, The
Path of the Actor, and we can easily recognize an anthroposophical reference at the
end. Dissatisfied in turn with the teachings of Darwin, Marx, Schopenhauer,
Nietzsche, and even Vladimir Solovyov, Chekhov turned towards theosophical
literature that also disappointed him because of ‘its extreme orientalism’. He would
make this remark in a second autobiography, Life and Encounters (published much
later in America in a Russian émigré journal). A turning point in Chekhov’s life was to
read Knowledge of the Higher Worlds and Its Attainment. He began studying all the
books by Steiner that were available at that time in Russia, books which provided
answers to fundamental questions that preoccupied him. Chekhov referred to
Anthroposophy as ‘a modern form of Christianity’, and this ‘encounter’ was ‘the

happiest period’ in his life.

A more serious research into Steiner’s teachings began for Chekhov in 1921, when he
met Andrei Bely (pen name of Boris Bugaev), a renowned Russian symbolist writer
with whom he formed a strong friendship based on mutual admiration and on their
common interest in Steiner’s teachings. Between 1912 and 1916, Bely had been
Steiner’s student in Dornach. He was to spend the next two years in Berlin, where he
published in Russian Glossolalia,” A Poem about a Sound’, in which he praised

eurythmy:

1 All italics are from the original.



...eurythmy is — the art of words; [...] the ability
to construct the world with gestures signifies that the
root of consciousness is revealed: thought grows
together with the word; therefore, the expression of
the sound is knowledge [...]; and eurythmy is — the art
of cognition; here thought flows into the heart; and
the heart speaks without words with its wings-arms...

Andrei Bely (1880-1934)

Unable to go back to Dornach, Bely returned to Russia in 1923, the same year
Michael Chekhov, who had joined the Russian Anthroposophical Society in the
meantime, began rehearsing Shakespeare’s Hamlet, in which he took the part of the
main character. As a director of the Second Studio he was now able to launch a
production based on his own vision. Having already fully assimilated Stanislavsky’s
teachings, he wanted to find a new approach to the dramatic text. Chekhov must have
witnessed eurythmy demonstrations as part of anthroposophical meetings. They were
offered by Margarita Woloschin’s students, as she was working in St. Petersburg at
that time.2 Inspired by this new art, Chekhov wanted
to approach the Shakespearean text not from the
word, but from movement: ‘The actor must know that
each of his movements not only has one or another
kind of colouring, but also has a particular sound’, he
wrote in his first autobiography The Path of the Actor.
The actress Maria Knebel, who had been invited to
take part in the rehearsals although she was not part
of the cast, would later recall the sessions led by the
newly returned Andrei Bely (quoted by Liisa Byckling,

Professor at the University of Helsinki, in ‘Michael

Chekhov and the Anthroposophy’ in Nordic Theatre
Studies, 2006):

2 Woloschin met Chekhov only in 1922, just before her return to Dornach.
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Chekhov
as Hamlet, 1924

Chekhov was naturally more advanced than all the rest and he had
mastered the eurythmy language of the letters to perfection. [...] He was not only
textually exact in these movements; he was also able to convey the general
character and atmosphere of the work, as well as its psychological nuances. It was
very beautiful and expressive.

How did Bely learn eurythmy? As we know, simply witnessing eurythmy presentations
at the Goetheanum would not have been enough. In 1916, Bely was conscripted and
had to return to Russia. A year later Margarita Woloschin also returned to Russia.
Already an accomplished artist, she had been involved in painting and carving the first
Goetheanum, as well as studying eurythmy with the group formed around Lory Smits.
Back home in Russia, Woloschin began teaching eurythmy to a group of fourteen
people who had enrolled for a one-year course, to the extent that ‘it had been

developed at that point in Dornach’, she wrote in her autobiography The Green Snake.

‘Training course at Haus Meer, Duisseldorf 1913’°, photo published by
Magdalene Siegloch in How the New Art of Eurythmy Began’.

M. Woloschin is the third on the left.



Andrei Bely was part of that group, learning eurythmy two days a week, as he stated
in a letter to his wife Assya Turgenev, who had remained at the Goetheanum, (letter
which, incidentally, was never sent): You know, I have fully committed myself to

Eurythmy: it helps me and I do my best not to miss any session’.

Hamlet had a great impact on audiences. Maria Knebel confessed that Hamlet’s death
was the only moment she experienced catharsis in the theatre. At the last public dress
rehearsal, Chekhov had been granted the award of ‘Honoured Actor of the State
Academic Theatres’. However, what followed in the press was the beginning of
accusations that he was infecting the Soviet theatre with mysticism. Chekhov’s
interest in spiritual matters led to official warnings for ‘spreading’ Steiner’s ideas.
Nevertheless, in 1928 Chekhov published his first autobiography The Path of the Actor,
as mentioned above, a book that became an instant best seller and which was packed
with references to Rudolf Steiner’s teachings, including some to eurythmy, but without

names, due to the strict censorship enforced by the communist regime:

...he [the actor]| will learn to pronounce the letter ‘b’ when he understands that
its sound speaks of closedness3, reticence, a defensiveness that protects him

from something, of delving into his own self. ‘b’ is a house, a temple, a

sheath of some kind, etc. In T’ there lives something different: in T’, one can
hear life, growth, sprouting...

Yet, the success was short lived. After Lenin’s death in 1924, Stalin had begun to
consolidate his power through terror and materialistic indoctrination. In order to avoid
arrest, Chekhov left Russia that same year. Initially, he went to Germany and asked
the Russian authorities for a year’s break ‘to learn German and Eurythmy’, a request
that testifies to his political naiveté. However, what he first saw as a temporary break

turned into a permanent exile, which weighed heavily on his heart but saved his life.

In Part Two, we will discuss how eurythmy became part of Chekhov’s new acting

technique. For specific references, please contact me at: mioara.tarzioru@gmail.com

Mioara Tarzioru

3 Italics in the original.
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Eurythmy and the Michael Chekhov Technique

This article is based on findings I came across when undertaking the MRes project at
the University of Birmingham, with the title ‘Eurythmy: a Path for Developing Creative
Imagination and Stage Presence through Movement’.

Part Two: Eurythmy and a new approach to theatre

In the summer of 1928, Michael Chekhov and his wife left Russia so that the actor
could avoid arrest. Initially they went to Berlin where Chekhov embarked on studying
speech formation and eurythmy, as he wrote to a fellow actor in September 1928: 1
am practising in school Speech and Movement and I can see that these great areas are
very difficult to learn in just one year, but I will try.” He had soon to abandon the
course because he was offered a role in a production in Vienna directed by Max
Reinhardt. Yet, during his wandering years through several European countries and
later in America, Chekhov never missed an opportunity for using eurythmy exercises

with actors and his drama students.

At the same time, throughout his career as actor and drama teacher, Chekhov was
intensely preoccupied with the ‘idea of a new theatre’ [all italics in quotes are in the
original] and with finding tools to help actors. In his second autobiography Life and
Encounters, Chekhov speaks about the concept of a gesture filled with content’, which
began to take shape when he was lying in a garden to recover from a heart attack in
Latvia in 1933. He had an insight that behind all the phenomena in nature there is a
movement which was not visible to the eye. In his words, Chekhov ‘felt a new
appreciation for Rudolf Steiner’s Eurythmy.’ After several years of research, Chekhov
came to the conclusion that everything in theatre can be conveyed through an

expressive gesture:

I then turned my thoughts to using ‘gesture’, which has such a powerful effect
on the psyche in the art of theatre, and I realized that every play, every stage
character, costume, mise-en-scéne, speech (expressed through the gestures of
Eurythmy) — in a word, everything that the audience sees and hears on the stage
can be expressed as a living evocative ‘gesture’ with its attendant ‘qualities’.

A well defined acting technique was gradually taking shape and eurythmy played a
pivotal role in this process. Destiny helped Chekhov to realise his dream of having his
own school of actor-training, first at Dartington Hall, Devon in England, then at
Ridgefield, Connecticut in America. Between 1936 and 1942, eurythmy was part of

the curriculum of the Chekhov Studios: six days a week, first year students would
1



start the morning session with 40
minutes of eurythmy exercises led by
Alice Crowther. Originally from
Australia, she had trained in Dornach,
in both Speech Formation (with Marie
Steiner and Erna Grund) and

&8 Eurythmy (with Friedel Thomas).

Alice Crowther (left) and Xenia
Chekhov

at Dartington Hall in 1937.

A Eurythmy class at Dartington Hall in 1937.

It was at the beginning of 1939 that the studio moved to America because of the
imminence of WW2. There a touring company was also established and another studio
opened in Manhattan, New York. In 1942 however, after America had joined the war,
both Chekhov studios had to close down because of financial difficulties and men

being drafted. Chekhov moved to Hollywood, where he featured in several movies and



hadone-to-one lessons with many young actors, such as
Anthony Quinn and Marilyn Monroe. He did not mention
eurythmy in these sessions, except for Mala Powers, his
only student who became an Anthroposophist. Powers
had an opportunity to do eurythmy for the first time
with Ruth Pusch at the art conference organised by the
Anthroposophical Society in Santa Barbara in 1952,
which Chekhov could not attend because of he was
recovering from a second heart attack.

Mala Powers (1931-2007)

In an interview in 2001, Powers stated that during that class, she had experienced ‘a
sense of form in space’ that would become the basis for her own acting technique. It
was only after that conference that Chekhov included eurythmy gestures in his work
with her, as we find out in Henry Barnes’ book Into the Heart’s Land. In 1994, in an

interview with Franc Chamberlain at

} the Michael Chekhov Conference

organised at Emerson College in Forest
Row, Mala Powers stated that, when
directing Edouard Schuré’s The Sacred
Drama of Eleusis that had been
performed on the stage of the
Anthroposophical Society in Pasadena,
California, in order to illustrate the
Lesser Mysteries, she included a 6-
minute episode in eurythmy, using

professional eurythmists and actors.

Ruth and Hans Pusch at Santa Barbara.
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The presence of eurythmy in the Chekhov technique has two aspects:

* as a discipline in its own right, and



as a source of inspiration for the psychophysical exercises and the

Psychological Gesture.

A new discipline for actor-training

As we have seen above, eurythmy was included in the curriculum of the Chekhov
Studios. Michael Chekhov appears to view the benefits of practicing eurythmy
exercises for actors on two different, though closely related, levels. The first level refers
to acting as such, to creating a deeper connection between actors and the sounds of
their speech on the stage. The 1942 version of Chekhov’s manual, which was heavily
edited and published by Mel Gordon in 1991 as On the Technique of Acting, contains a
small chapter dedicated to eurythmy. For Chekhov, knowing the eurythmy gestures
for various sounds would help actors with conveying a large spectrum of psychological
nuances, as well as with increasing their artistic refinement, sensitivity and
expressiveness:
First, harmony and natural beauty will permeate the speech and whole being of
the actor and will lift him into the realm of art, where ugliness as a means of
expression (not as a theme) ceases to exist. Second, the sound will become a
fine transmitter of the actor’s creative intentions. Third, sensitive feelings will be

awakened in the actor’s soul and will become accessible to him at his will.
Fourth, the actor will learn to use speech as a means of characterization.

The second level is related to a deeper aspect of any creative process. In his approach,
clearly drawing on Anthroposophy, Chekhov saw eurythmy as a tool for connecting to
an aspect of one’s higher self which he called ‘Creative Individuality’, the only way for

an artist to be original and find new means of artistic expression:
To search for himself, to find himself, is the reason why the actor must leave
the beaten track. What does it mean for the actor to find himself? It means one

thing: to find contact with his own Creative Individuality. The Psychological
Gesture and Eurythmy are the paths for the actor to fulfill this great task.

Eurythmy, the main source of inspiration for the Chekhov technique exercises



Chekhov’s ‘psychophysical exercises’, as well as the Psychological Gesture (PG), his
unmistakable signature, were either directly based on a sound or a Soul-gesture, or
inspired by a eurythmy exercise. To exemplify, we are going to have a look at
Chekhov’s first psychophysical exercise from the opening chapter ‘The Actor’s Body
and Psychology’ in To the Actor:
Open yourself completely, spreading wide your arms and hands, your legs far

apart. Remain in this expanded position for a few seconds. Imagine that you are
becoming larger and larger. [...] Now close yourself by crossing your arms upon

your chest, putting your hands on your shoulders... Imagine that you are
becoming smaller and smaller...

Does it sound familiar?

The next examples will be of three Psychological Gestures, as they appear in archives
or published books. The drawings belong to the Russian designer Nikolai Remisoff.
Eurythmists will immediately be able to identify their source and see their
development. Drawing 1 shows the very first PG that Chekhov found for Horatio’s line
‘Stay, illusion!’ in Hamlet (Act 1, Sc.1):
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The 1942 version didn’t find a publisher. The 1946 version was printed by Chekhov in
Russian. The only seven PGs that are widely known are those in the famous 1953
version To the Actor that has been translated in many languages, and where all
references to eurythmy have been reduced to a footnote. Let’s have a look at two other

examples of PGs:






