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The Michael Chekhov Technique
and its Roots in Anthroposophy and Eurythmy

by Mioara Tarzioru

Stanislavsky was the beginning, then I passed on to Dr. Steiner’s ideas,
and the mixture of Dr. Steiner and Stanislavsky has given me certain grounds for my Method.'

hen Michael Chekhov (1891-1955) published
his first autobiography in Soviet Russia in
January 1928, the book was full of references
to anthroposophy and Rudolf Steiner’s teachings,
including references to eurythmy. No names were given
because of the strict censorship during the communist
regime. Only ‘the work of a certain philosopher’ was
mentioned.? The Path of the Actor became an instant
best seller. However, Chekhov had been spied on during
rehearsals and, through a letter from Narkompros (the
Russian Ministry of Enlightenment) was warned to
stop disseminating Steiner’s ideas among the actors.
Following Lenin’s death in 1924, Stalin was now
consolidating his power and terror-based materialistic
indoctrination was inexorably spreading over the
country. Nephew of the famous playwright and short
stories author Anton Chekhov, Mikhail, known in the
West as Michael, had been invited to join Konstantin
Stanislavsky’s famous Moscow Art Theatre (MAT)
when he was 21. Accused of nepotism he was given the
cold shoulder by his fellow actors. Yet, his particular
wwa  approach of portraying characters
& with both love and ridicule created
a tragic-comic effect, which made
them stand out, no matter how
small the part was. With every
role Chekhov  was
becoming more popular
as an actor, achieving
full professional
recognition in 1921
when he played two
most contrasting
characters: the tragic
figure of Eric XIV
in Eric XIV by August Strindberg, directed
by Yevgeny Vakhtangov at the MAT First
Studio, and Khlestakov in Gogol’s satire
The Government Inspector, directed by
Stanislavsky for the main stage. Except for
Chaliapin, the opera singer, stated Margarita
Woloschin in her autobiography The Green
Snake,> “no artist was so well loved, even
idolized, as Chekhov”.

Chekhov’s next great success was playing Hamlet
in the 1924 production based on his own dramatic
vision and interpretation. It was with Hamlet that he
began experimenting with principles and exercises that
would, over almost two decades, crystallise into a new

» technique. The irony
was that, at the last
public dress rehearsal
of Hamlet, Chekhov
. was granted the award
of ‘Honoured Actor
of the State Academic
Theatres’, only to be
labelled later by the
press as ‘a “sick actor”
who spurted a mystical
infection towards the
entire Soviet theatre’.*
However, the impact
of the production was
huge. The actress Maria
Knebel confessed
that Hamlet’s death
was the only moment

Chekhov as Erik XIV above left
and as Khlestakov above, top right

Chekhov as Hamlet, 1924
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she experienced catharsis in the theatre.> Margarita
Woloschin, who had left Russia at that time, would
write later about the production:

I was told that, in spite of the tragic element, in the
end he transformed everything into light. Spiritual
light rayed out over the darkness and over the people
so that innumerable members of the audience, in
their gratitude, ran after his sleigh, accompanying
him home. He received stacks of letters from every
quarter of the population. People asked him about
his world-view, “What do you believe in, to be able
to act like that?"

In spite of other memorable roles after Hamlet,
Chekhov was blacklisted and forced into exile in 1928,
in order to avoid arrest. After the official closure of the
Russian Anthroposophical Society in 1923, the Second
MAT Studio, now an independent theatre with Michael
Chekhov as its artistic director, had become “[t]he
centre of Anthroposophical activity”,” and this was not
something that the communist regime would tolerate.

Meeting Anthroposophy

Chekhov had been born and grew up during a period
called the Russian Silver Age, the name given to the
cultural period extending from the last decade of the
nineteenth century until approximately the end of WWI.
It was a time when the country was teeming with esoteric
or occult activities and publications. In her book about
the Russian Theosophical Movement, Maria Carlson
gives us a colourful and well documented picture of the
dynamic of various occult trends that had been imported
from Europe:

For some Russians, occultism was entertainment; for
others, it was serious science, or philosophy, or even
new faith [...] Occultism, in a bewildering variety of
forms, became the intellectual craze of the time.?

The Russian intelligentsia, as the educated elite
was called, were striving towards a cultural synthesis
that would unify art and religion. This was an
important aspect of Russian occultism and mysticism,
acknowledged at the time by Rudolf Steiner, although
he never visited Russia. While in the rest of Europe
intellectuality and mysticism existed apart, in Russia
it was precisely the intelligentsia that were embracing
occultism and mysticism:

“In Russia, a mysticism will appear which is
intellectual in character and an intellectuality which is
based on mysticism. Thus it will be something quite
new, intellectual mysticism, mystical intellectuality...””

Chekhov’s father, whom he both revered and feared,
may have been an atheist with a materialistic view of
the world, yet he possessed a remarkable expertise in
many domains, from philosophy to mathematics, from
medicine to sciences, and managed to stir his son’s
interest in learning:
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I would sit for hours beside my father, listening to
what he was saying about the world of the stars, the
movement and the structure of the planets, the signs
of the zodiac and so on.[...] He inculcated in me a
love for knowledge ...."°

Chekhov maintained this passion for learning throughout
his life. As a young actor of the First Studio of the MAT,
he became acquainted with yoga when Stanislavsky
introduced relaxation and concentration exercises to
his actors. Through yoga, Chekhov found Theosophy
and immersed himself in studying the theosophical
literature, but he began to feel uncomfortable with their
extreme inclination to ‘orientalism’ and disregard for
Christ, as he explained in his second autobiography Life
and Encounters."

An inexhaustible, restless search for truth and meaning
of life led Chekhov to a long and profound emotional
and mental crisis, which began around 1916-17, a
crisis aggravated by the disintegration of his family
life and by alcohol, to which he had been introduced
quite early in life by his father. Although he was now an
appreciated actor of the MAT, “a celebrity”,'> Chekhov
began to hate acting. He turned, unsuccessfully, towards
Schopenhauer, Darwin, Marx, Engels and Nietzsche,
seeking for deeper meaning in life. Chekhov came
into a crisis that reached its peak during the years of
the Russian Revolution. For almost a year he stopped
acting and the condition of agoraphobia he suffered
from was accompanied by suicidal thoughts and heart
attacks. A very important aspect of this crisis was the
loss of what Chekhov called “the feeling of the whole”,
which he had experienced since childhood:

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 [...] I 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."

The seriousness of his illness determined Stanislavsky
to summon a team of psychiatrists who prescribed
Chekhov, ‘hypnotic treatments’. His condition
improved and Chekhov experienced a turning point in
his life around the year 1918; he stopped drinking and
rediscovered his passion for theatre. He opened his own
acting school, the first Chekhov Studio, at his home in
Moscow. His old ‘friend’, the ‘intuitive feeling for the
whole’ returned and was to become the very foundation
and organising principle of his teaching.

Chekhov’s recovery coincided with his encounter
with Anthroposophy, initially through Rudolf Steiner’s
book Knowledge of Higher Worlds and its Attainment,
which made a strong impact on him. While reading



all other available books by Steiner, Chekhov was
impressed by the “simple, lucid, scientific style” of
approaching the world of the spirit which thus became
“accessible to reason”,* as he explained in Life
and Encounters. It appears that Chekhov embraced
Anthroposophy for three major reasons. First, it offered
him an elaborate worldview from the perspective of
a spiritual science that affirmed that evolution is not
confined to earth alone and that materialism had a
positive role to play in human life. Second, Chekhov
liked the fact that the principle of a teacher’s authority
played ‘no part’ in Anthroposophy but it was incumbent
upon each individual to verify what was presented.
The anthroposophist was expected “to think about
what the researcher of the spiritual world presents to
him, not believe it”. Therefore, developing thinking as
a conscious activity, developing ‘the ability to think
logically, clearly and actively’ was a first step for a true
pupil. Third, Steiner’s approach introduced Chekhov to
esoteric Christianity, which helped illuminate certain
aspects that he had tried to discuss with certain famous
Russian monks of that time:

... the main and decisive realization for me was
that Christ is central to everything that Steiner
expounds. Anthroposophy opened itself to me as a
modern form of Christianity. This ‘encounter’ with
Anthroposophy was the happiest period in my life.'

In the autumn of 1921 Chekhov had the opportunity of
meeting Andrei Bely (the pen name of Boris Bugaev
1880 — 1934), a renowned Russian symbolist writer who
had been Steiner’s student in Dornach, Switzerland,
from 1912 until 1916, following which he was
conscripted and had to return to Russia. Chekhov now
discovered that there was an entire movement related
to Steiner’s approach and a Russian Anthroposophical
Society (RAS) that had been founded in 1913. Although
Chekhov was very keen on undertaking a more
consistent anthroposophical study under his guidance,
he had to wait two years, as Bely was about to leave for
Germany. When Bely returned in 1923, they formed a
strong friendship based on mutual admiration and on
their common interest in Steiner’s teachings. Prior to
Bely’s return Chekhov had joined the RAS. Officially
closed by the communist government in 1923, its
activity had to go ‘underground’.

Chekhov was now determined to meet Steiner and
used his summer holiday to travel to Germany and the
Netherlands, in order to attend his lectures. According
to Woloschin, he was introduced to Steiner in Stuttgart.
It must have been in the summer of 1923 when
Chekov spent his entire holiday in Germany, allegedly
to treat his throat problems.'”® The meeting made a
strong impression on him. “For a long time he stood
there entranced, repeating: ‘But I know him! I have
always known him!””."” The following year, Chekhov

was able to have a private discussion with Steiner in
Arnhem (Netherlands) where he went with his fellow
actor Nikolai Tatarinov. As stated in Tatarinov’s book
(containing Steiner’s autograph), the meeting took place
on 24™ July 1924." It was in Arnhem that Chekhov
became acquainted with Margareta Morgenstern and
Michael Bauer, both counting among the first members
of the Anthroposophical Society. Margareta was the
widow of the poet Christian Morgenstern, a close pupil
and friend of Steiner, who had died of tuberculosis in
1914. She was later destined to also nurse Michael
Bauer (1871-1929), who was suffering from the same
disease. When in exile, Chekhov would often visit
them for long periods of time as he felt welcome in
Margareta’s hospitable home.

Bauer had also been a close pupil and friend of Steiner
and had worked mostly as a scientist and a lecturer.
Now he was very ill, bedridden at times, and was glad
to engage in meaningful discussions with Chekhov and
answer his numerous questions. It appears that their
friendship was strengthened by their appreciation of the
scientific aspect of Steiner’s teachings: “The whole of
Anthroposophy is firmly grounded in concrete reality”,
Bauer would state."

Portrait of Bauer around1926
by Margarita Woloschin®

While in Germany, Chekhov considered becoming
a priest in The Christian Community (CC), an
organisation that wanted a renewal of a religious
approach to Christianity. Earlier, in 1922, Steiner had
been approached by young theologians and provided
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knowledge and guidance regarding a new form of
sacraments. This activity led to the misconception
that Anthroposophy was a new religion, which had
never been Steiner’s intentions. He often emphasized
that ‘The Movement for Religious Renewal’, as it
was initially called, was totally independent from the
Anthroposophical Movement and should draw people
“who possess more or less dimly in their hearts a strong
religious impulse” and “do not immediately find their
way to the Anthroposophical Movement.”* For Chekhov,
there was a deep connection between priesthood and
the art of acting, and he was convinced that the same
spirit guide, or ‘genius’, would prepare him for both.
He was talking about “the possibility to somehow
bring together theatre art and priesthood art, or better
said, how to let theatre forces to serve priesthood.”*
It would be significant to note that in the summer of
1923, when Chekhov was introduced to Steiner, most
of his lectures in Stuttgart were for the priests of the
Christian community.”?* Paul Marshall Allen, who was
introduced by Chekhov to Anthroposophy, gave an
insight of the strong impression made upon Chekhov by
Steiner’s lecturing:

“He recalled the remarkable quality of Dr. Steiner’s
speaking voice, as he spoke of one lecture in which it
was gentle, quiet and clear at one moment, and at the
next, resounded with thunderous accents...”**

Following advice, and with some regret, Chekhov
did not become a priest, yet he remained devoted to
The Christian Community for the rest of his life. It
was also the best opportunity for him to meet other
anthroposophists.

A further disappointment came when Chekhov
expressed his wish to join the Mystery plays, written
by Steiner, staged by Marie Steiner in Dornach, at the
Goetheanum. The refusal for his participation came
through a letter addressed to Margareta Morgenstern:
aware of Chekhov’s reputation and “the acquired
appreciation of what the Russians are expecting from
him”, Marie Steiner considered that one could approach
the mysteries only when able to let go of the past and
make a “fresh start”.”

During the first eight years of exile, acting, directing
and drama teaching work led Chekhov from Germany
to France, then Latvia and Lithuania. After a successful
tour in the USA, Chekhov saw his dream come true: in
1936 he was invited to open his own acting school at
Dartington Hall, as part of the social-cultural community
financed by Leonard and Dorothy Elmhirst on their
estate in Devon, in the south-west of England. And so
a Chekhov Studio was opened for aspiring actors from
all over the world on 5 Oct. 1936. At the beginning of
1939, the studio then relocated to America — Ridgefield,
Connecticut — because of the imminence of WW2. In
the USA, Chekhov also established a touring company
and opened another studio in Manhattan, New York.
In 1942 however, after America had joined the war,
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both Chekhov studios had to close because of financial
difficulties and men being drafted into the war effort.
Chekhov moved to Hollywood, where he featured in
several movies. The most famous was Hitchcock’s
thriller Spellbound in 1945, for which he received an
Oscar nomination as best actor in a supportive role.

In Hollywood, Chekhov also began coaching young
actors, some of whom would become very famous,
such as Anthony Quinn and Marilyn Monroe. ‘Michael
Chekhov was the single most important teacher I ever
had’ stated Quinn in 1980.%

Chekhov as Dr. Brulov in Spellbound

Chekhov remained dedicated to Anthroposophy until
the end of his life and kept integrating it into his theatre
practice. The first version of his now famous 7o the
Actor, which was completed in 1942 had many direct
references to Steiner and eurythmy. However, it did
not find a publisher and most of these references were
edited out in the 1953 version. Chekhov never asked
his students to study Steiner’s teachings. The American
actress Mala Powers (1931-2007) was his only student
who became an anthroposophist.

Chekhov and Eurythmy

The fact that Chekhov drew on both Anthroposophy
and eurythmy when developing his technique has been
acknowledged by academics and theatre practitioners.
Among them, Liisa Byckling, Professor at the University
of Helsinki (Finland) has extensively written about this
aspect of his career.

It has been documented that RAS meetings*’ began
with short eurythmy presentations that must have made
a great impact on Chekhov. When he began rehearsing
Hamlet in the autumn of 1923, he asked the newly
returned Andrei Bely to conduct eurythmy sessions
with the cast. Having already assimilated Stanislavsky’s
principles, Chekhov wanted to find a new approach to
the Shakespearean text, starting not with 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.” It was a first concrete
step towards the shaping of his new approach to acting:



“From movement we went to feeling and word”

According to Maria Knebel, Bely taught the actors
certain movements and arm gestures for each sound. Later
she realised that they belonged to Steiner’s eurythmy, as
she recalled in her memoirs published in 1967:

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 was it possible for Andrei Bely to lead eurythmy
sessions?

Eurythmy was born as a new, unique art in 1912
particularly through the efforts and dedication with
which the 19-year old Lory Smits followed Rudolf
Steiner’s guidance. After one year, eight more eurythmy
students gathered around her, all female. At this time,
Bely was in Dornach; however, just by witnessing
eurythmy presentations at the Goetheanum would not
have turned him into a eurythmist. As mentioned above,
he had to return to Russia in 1916.

In 1917, 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 that group formed
around Lory Smits. When back in Russia, she began
running a eurythmy course to which fourteen people
enrolled®? and Bely was one of them, as he stated in a
letter to his wife Assya Turgenev, who had remained at
the Goetheanum, (a letter which was never sent).

After Hamlet and
during his years of
working in exile in
various European states
and later in America,
Chekhov never missed
an opportunity for using
eurythmy exercises with
actors and his drama
students. The Chekhov
Studio curriculum,
both in England and
in  America, included
eurythmy lessons. Six
days a week, the first
year students would
start the morning with
a 40-minutesession of

eurythmy exercises
led by Alice Crowther.
Originally from
Australia, Crowther

had trained in Dornach,

Lory Smits (1893-1971)

in both Speech Formation
and Eurythmy. After the
dismantling of his studios
in 1942, Chekhov stopped
mentioning eurythmy in
his one-to-one sessions in
Hollywood, except (again)
for Mala Powers.

After Chekhov’s death,
in 1955, former students
and associates continued
teaching his acting technique
in private sessions. However, M. Woloschin in 1914%°
it was only after 1980 that a compelling image of
Chekhov as an acting teacher began to emerge: in New
York Beatrice Straight opened the Chekhov Studio,
and Ted Pugh and Fern Sloan founded The Actors’
Ensemble. The interest in his legacy started to slowly,
yet steadily, grow and spread worldwide. In 1984, Jobst
Langhans founded ‘Michael Tschechow Studio Berlin’
that continues to be a well established acting school.
Nowadays, there are schools and workshops organised
on five continents: Europe, North and South America,
Australia and Asia, and To the Actor has been translated
into many languages.

The presence of eurythmy in the Chekhov technique,
as taught in his studios, has two aspects: as a discipline
in its own right, and as a source of inspiration for his
principles and psychophysical exercises, as well as
his famous Psychological Gesture, a concept clearly
inspired by eurythmy soul-gestures. To exemplify this
we will consider two Psychological Gestures that are
directly based on eurythmy soul-gestures. The drawings
belong to the Russian designer Nikolai Remisoff and
they demonstrate a certain development over time.

The 1942 version of 7o the Actor didn’t find a
publisher. Fortunately, this edition was published in
1991 under the title of On the Technique of Acting, but
extensively edited by Mel Gordon, and with the same
Psychological Gestures from the famous 1953 version,
To the Actor, where all references to eurythmy have
been reduced to a footnote. The first example is the
Psychological Gesture illustrated in ‘Drawing 6’(page
82), which portrays, in Chekhov’s words, “a weak type,
unable to protest and fight his way through life”’; highly
sensitive, inclined to suffering and self-pity, with a
strong desire to complaints.* It is directly based on the
eurythmy soul-gesture for ‘despair’.

The second example is illustrated by the seventh
Psychological Gesture, in the 1953 version, which is
based on the soul-gesture called Seriousness, which is
described by Steiner as follows: “...the hands (with the
inside turned upwards) with stretched fingers, should be
held one over the other, the lower arms held horizontally
in front of the body.”*® Drawing 5 in the 1942 edition
shows an exact imitation of this soul-gesture. Later,
it developed into what we see in Drawing 7 in 1953,
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Drawing by Steiner for Despair®*

Eurythmist in
Seriousness
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Drawisc 6

Drawing 6, 1953%

which wants to express a desire “to be left alone”, a
gesture of “calmly closing yourself*?”

Regarding the benefits for actors of practising
eurythmy exercises, they appear to influence them on
two different levels that are closely related, one being the
outer expression of the second. The first level refers to
acting as such, to creating a deeper connection between
actors and the sounds of their speech on the stage.
Knowing the eurythmy gestures for various sounds
would help them with conveying a large spectrum of
psychological nuances, as well as with increasing their

DRAW p'N ¢ 5.
Drawing 5, 194238

Drawing 7, 1953

artistic refinement, sensitivity and expressiveness:

First, harmony and natural beauty will permeate
speech and whole being of the actor [...]. 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 [...]. 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. Chekhov invited his students to
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distinguish between the two aspects of their human
nature in the process of creating. While their personality
offers only the ‘building material’ for the act of creation,
it is their ‘higher I’*° who is the real artist:

“Once the higher self has that building material in
hand, it begins to mold it from within; it moves your
body, making it flexible, sensitive and receptive to
all creative impulses; it speaks with your voice, stirs
your imagination and increases your inner activity.
Moreover, it grants you genuine feelings, makes you
original and inventive, awakens and maintains your
ability to improvise. In short, it puts you in a creative
state.”™!

In his approach, clearly drawing on Anthroposophy,
Chekhov saw eurythmy as a tool for connecting to this
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 fulfil this great task”.*?

Both Stanislavsky and Steiner had inculcated in
Chekhov a strong belief in the spiritual dimension
of art and ‘the great mission of the theatre’*. Four
decades before the Polish director Jerzy Grotowski
introduced into theatre the concept of the “holy actor”
as “a metaphor” for the artist who goes onto the stage to
perform “an act of self-sacrifice”.* Chekhov sees acting
as an art in which the actor surrenders his personality,
“switches off his own self” in order to allow ‘inspiration
to work within him’.** And he quotes the two lines from
a poem by Alexey Tolstoy: “Until Apollo calls the poet/
To the holy sacrifice...” * After ten years of research
through performing, teaching and directing, Chekhov
came to the conclusion that eurythmy can play an
essential role in the actor’s creative process, and told
his students: “If you really deeply pay attention to what
is given you in Eurythmy, you will see that you have a
golden key to the inspiration”.*’

From Gordon Craig to Jacques Copeau and Antonin
Artaud, from Stanislavsky and Meyerhold to Grotowski
and Robert Wilson, theatre directors and practitioners of
the twentieth century advocated a spiritual, metaphysical
dimension of the theatre. Michael Chekhov was one
of them; moreover, throughout his life and career, he
maintained his confidence in a “theatre of the future”
entirely rooted in the spirit:

When I try to imagine what the theatre can be and
will be in the future (I speak neither in the mystical
or religious sense...), it will be a purely spiritual
business in which the spirit of the human being



will be rediscovered by artists. [...] I believe in the
spiritual theatre...3

Mioara Tarzioru, originally from Romania, lives in
Exeter, England. She is a trained eurythmist, currently
working on a Research through Practice PhD about
Eurythmy and Michael Chekhov’s concepts of Creative
Individuality and Creative Imagination.
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