Michael Chekhov and the "Dramatic Course” by Rudolf Steiner
An aphoristic synopsis in the light of Michael Chekhov's letters to Viktor Alekseevi¢ Gromov (*)
by Joerg Andrees (**), MCIA

"Today the audience is accustomed to actors speaking as they do in everyday life, but we deny this.
We will perhaps be scolded in the newspapers for our accurate speech and our intonations, but we
must bring this as an example of one of the human abilities. If, as human beings, we have the ability to
use high and low tones we must do so, otherwise we begin to resemble robots more and more. If we
are criticised for using too much intonation, we must take it as an honour and realise that we will use
humans speech, with all its intentions, all its emphasis, and the audience will get accustomed to it in
time." (*) Michael Chekhov

The quote comes from the debriefing of a rehearsal of the play "The Possessed" in Ridgefield (Wind-
sor, October 2, 1939).

It is widely known that Michael Chekhov was closely associated with Anthroposophy. What is less well
known is how strongly his knowledge of Eurythmy and the "Dramatic Course” (DC) (,,Speech and Dra-
ma*“, the lectures from 1924, by Rudolf Steiner) influenced his artistic work until the end of his life.

In Michael Chekhov books, most of which were written after 1941/2, there are numerous references
to these two subjects - eurythmy and speech formation - and yet the depth of many of the ingenious
working instructions and artistic tools of his acting technique are often still not understood.

It is therefore a field of open questions to trace the transformations that Chekhov carried out from
Eurythmy and the Dramatic Course into his technique.

In 1917, a year of crisis for Chekhov, he became acquainted with Rudolf Steiner's book "Wie erlangt
man ..." (,,How to reach the knowledge of the higher world“). From 1918, in connection with his fri-
endship with A. Bely, the two developed a strong anthroposophical activity in Moscow. Michael Chek-
hov, like Andrei Bely, studied Eurythmy and the aspects of language it contained. It is known that Mi-
chael Chekhov soon became very adept at eurythmic sound gestures. Liisa Byckling describes that he
was able to translate impromptu spoken words into sound gestures. And Maria Knebel, an early stu-
dent of M. Chekhov and later an outstanding actress and theater teacher, reports that in the 1920s,
after finishing his first acting studio in his private apartment in Moscow, Michael Chekhov continued to
have students with whom he experimented with language, gestures and eurythmy.

Less well known are the "diagrams of rhythmisation" that Michael Chekhov gave in 1923 for the be-
ginning of Act 1 of "Hamlet" (Horatio's encounter with the ghost). Here, in addition to the drawn
rhythmic curves of the language, its accompanying atmospheres (!) are also given in characteristic vo-
cal moods. (Boner, p.131ff). The connection with Bely's "Glossolalie", a "poem about sound", publis-
hed in Berlin in 1922, cannot be overlooked.
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During this period, before the "Dramatic Course", some of the foundations for Chekhov's acting tech-
nique, which he developed until the end of his life, were already laid. The "influences" of the great ar-
tists at the Moscow Art Theater, especially Stanislavsky, are of course present. However, the foundati-
ons for Chekhov probably most important creation - the Psychological Gesture (PG) - developed in
parallel with these "influences". At least it took him years to fully develop this tool PG before he was
able to describe it in his books. And it was during these years that he was intensively involved with Eu-
rythmy, the Dramatic Course and the transformation of the content absorbed from it, as well as his
teaching activities in Dartington Hall (England) and Ridgefield (USA)(***).

After Rudolf Steiner (****) had given the Dramatic Course in 1924, Michael Chekhov wrote to Marie
Steiner and asked her to send him a "copy of the course | so dearly desired" (DKDS, p. 285) to an ad-
dress in Berlin. In August 1925, he confirms - from the same Berlin address - that he has received the
course.

Michael Chekhov then - again in Germany - wrote to his friend Viktor Alekseevi¢ Gromov in Russia in
1926 and described in seven letters (see "MuemosunHa", YPCC, Mocksa, 1999)(*) a kind of summary of
all 19 lectures of the DC - interspersed with his own experiences and thoughts, which he developed
through the exercises and suggestions contained therein. Interesting are the emphases he sets at this
time and how he formulates in his own words what he has read. He also asks that these letters be kept
so that they can serve as the first translation for the acting lessons he plans to teach in Moscow after
this book, together with Gromov and others (7th letter).

COMPARISONS

Michael Chekhov's acting technique contains a wealth of transformed suggestions from DC, Eurythmy
and Anthroposophy. Nevertheless, it is a magnificent new creation by Chekhov (see also my conclu-
ding remarks). From the abundance of possible descriptions, here are a few examples of themes in
Michael Chekhov’s acting technique, which already manifest themselves in their "origin" in the letters
to Gromov about DC. These themes later appear very clearly in Michael Chekhov's life, on the one
hand in his books, and on the other in the productions, teaching and lectures he gave in the years af-
ter his emigration (1928).

The sense of truth

One theme only appears directly once, and only in this clarity in "On The Technique Of Acting" - as the
first three exercises. It is about the imagination. And out of this comes the "development of the sense
of truth" (OTTOA, p.6). Training the imagination enables us to come closer to artistic truth. In the lec-
tures (6th and 8th and 9th lectures), Steiner repeatedly speaks of artistic truthfulness, which differs
from naturalism and intellectualism. Chekhov to Gromov (all in the 4th letter): "... art should not use
the means of nature, but its own means to express the truth. The truth of nature - perishes. Through
the truth of art - spirit shines. When we have understood this, we shall begin to understand practically
what style is in art..."(from 8.V.) "The actor must be able to use the means of his art - words, word
formation, mimicry, gestures - in such a way that in them lies completely and without remainder, with
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complete clarity for the viewer everything that he wants to represent. That is the honesty of

art." (from 4.V.) "Honest art is when the artist creates his work completely - from the foundation to
the top. When he himself stands on the foundation of creation, from beginning to end. From himself
and not from outside (e.g. from tradition) he must extract everything that his artistic work will be in
the end. But this kind of creativity often does not reach the completion of its works. But it is

honest." (from 9.V.).

From the 4th lecture of DC, we can read the motive why Chekhov connects the first three exercises of
imagination with the development of the sense of truth. In OTOA (p.5) he takes up Steiner's example
of Michelangelo, among others.

Eurythmy for the actor. Creative individuality
In the Russian edition of "The Art of the Actor", in the chapter on Psychological Gesture (PG) for

speech, Chekhov talks about Eurythmy and Speech Formation. He describes certain phonetic gestures
in great detail. And then: "The main difference between the PG as described here and the eurythmic
gesture lies in the fact that you yourself are the originator of the former. It has a purely subjective va-
lue. The latter exists objectively and cannot be changed by you... You can vary the already given eu-
rythmic gesture, whereas you first have to find or invent the PG.

However, you should not forget that the PG cannot completely replace the eurythmic gesture, which
works on the actor's language as a whole. In relation to it, the PG is always only a sub-area. Moreover,
an actor who has mastered eurythmic gesture can find psychological gestures more easily thanks to its
fullness and perfection..." (DKDS, p.61f.)

This reflects Steiner's 11th lecture and Chekhov's first letter to Gromov.

And already in "OTTOA" (p.74ff.) there is a whole chapter entitled Eurythmy under the topic of psycho-
logical gesture. Here there are also references to Steiner's suggestion for actors to develop a deeper
subconscious sense of sound with the help of Eurythmic Gestures (DK, 11th lecture). Chekhov brings
PG and Eurythmy into close connection. "There will be many benefits for the actor who has exercised
his speech and animated each sound by means of Eurythmy. First, harmony and natural beauty will
permeate the speech and whole being of the actor and will lift him into the realm of art... Second, the
sound will become a fine transmitter of the actors 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 characterisation...

The author and his plays are not yet the theater. Dramaturgy is independent of other arts; the theatre
starts when the actors and the director take the written script into their hands. Their Creative Individ-
ualities are what make the theatre. The actor begins to explore the play, and as he does so, he must
explore himself...

The 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 the contact with his own Cre-
ative individuality. The Psychological Gesture and Eurythmy are the paths for the actor to fulfill this
great task." (OTTOA, P. 76/77)
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The Psychological Gesture (PG) and colouring (quality)

One theme is the creation and transformation of moods, of sensations in listening and speaking,
through what Steiner calls Kolorit - colouring. This in relation to the perception of words and sounds.
If we take into account that Chekhov initially occupied himself with Eurythmy and thus with sound ge-
stures and their qualities, then a "metamorphosis" comes into play here, which expresses itself in the
transformation of what was initially related to the linguistic (in DC), then with Chekhov in the shaping
of the artistically generated feelings. This is where the methodical, technical element of colouring ap-
pears in Chekhov’s work: the colouring of a movement with a feeling (Kolorit). The echo of eurythmic
gestures is equally unmistakable.

The feeling artistically created with the help of colouring is initially related to the stage actions of the
play. However, this aspect then reappears in greater depth in Chekhov's work as the concept of "quali-
ty" in psychological gesture (PG). In addition to the space-taking whole-body movement (will) for indi-
vidual gesture elements, this also has a quality of sensation, a coloration (feeling), which refers to the
consciously or unconsciously imagined goal of the mental activity of the role character (imagination).
Here Chekhov merges elements from DC with those of Eurythmy to create a further artistic and tech-
nical technique, the Psychological Gesture (PG).

This is particularly evident in the "application of PG for language", as described in DKDS (p.60).
Chekhov's development of the PG took place over more than 20 years, according to his own state-
ment. The sources he cites include observations in nature, studies on rhythm in the cosmos and in the
Gospels, etc. - Here he refers to a number of anthroposophical authors without mentioning their na-
mes. (Chekhov LUB, .p339). For those more familiar with Anthroposophy, however, they can easily be
named.

The question of rhythm also plays a major role in DC - and one can see in Chekhov's efforts to come
ever closer to this theme a deep connection to DC that has extended over all these years. There are
also other influences for the PG, such as the soul gestures of Eurythmy and other references from this,
in addition to the gestures for the lute.

After 20 years, Chekhov himself felt that his own creation of the PG was something deeply theoretical
for the actors and unsympathetic to them. However, he manages to overcome his fear of his own crea-
tion with the help of Georgette Boner, among others. (LUB, P.341)

Composition of the performance
Michael Chekhov further develops the suggestions of the Dramatic Course (13th and 15th lecture) on

directing and the wholeness of the overview and brings them, down to the details, to the form in his
work as a director, which he then describes as the "Composition of the Performance" for the actor as
well. In "To The Actor" - and also in his other books - he speaks of Steiner in the corresponding chap-
ter. This topic plays an important role in the letters to Gromov. "The play as a literary work is only a
score for the actor. He must recreate the play for himself... The score must be broken down in 2 direc-
tions: 1. the individual figures and their harmonic combinations; 2. the whole as a whole..." (Letter 5,
on 13.lecture). "The director sees the drama, feels it as a whole picture... He looks at the middle, or
the end, or the beginning, or any detail of the drama and shapes it on the stage, but the whole stands
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before his gaze and directs it. ... The vision of the whole and the identification with this whole is an
indispensable condition of today's theater" (Letter 5, on the 15th lecture). These and other aspects of
Steiner's suggestions are reflected in Chekhov's unique view of the "Composition of the Performance",
which is then also known, for example, as "Composition Analysis" (MCIA, Joerg Andrees, and MTSB,
Jobst Langhans) or "Synthenalysis" (MCNA, Lisa Dalton) and which is practiced together with the ac-
tors.

Steiner's references (e.g. 13. and 15.V.) can be found in further transformations in Chekhov's books,
e.g. as "From script to rehearsal Hall" and "Four stages of the creative process" (both in OTTOA), "How
to approach the part" (TTA).

Two further topics deserve special mention:
The threshold crossing: separation of life and stage

In the lectures, Steiner repeatedly discusses how the actor, above all through in-depth work on the
sounds and their gestures, comes into the situation - and must also work on this - of creating a beauti-
ful separation between life and stage. The actor should learn to face himself, to look at himself as if
from the outside. Chekhov is enthusiastic and also describes this to Gromov in the 5th letter (referring
to the 15th lecture): "Do you understand the trick yourself? Namely: on the one hand, complete tech-
nical perfection of the language and stylistically confident artistic word formation - on the other hand -
the role as a wonderful dream. And you are the artist, the free creator and observer of your own
work..." "(The actor) must be able to play his physical organisation like an instrument. But besides
that, (he) must educate himself to become a person deeply interested in life, who feels this life and
does not float in the sky ... We are freely inspired from the outside to observe and master our own
work of art! And the moment will come when the actor will realise that his life on stage is a special
part of his life, different from ordinary life... and he will not bring the naturalism, the ordinariness and
vulgarity of life to the stage, and will not bring the abstract excess from the stage into life, which does
not make him a real man..."

This theme also appears in DC in other lectures by Steiner. And Chekhov internalised it very much: this
leads to the actor always facing his role in a certain sense, drawing it from the imagination (right down
to the linguistic). One methodical means is the development of the threshold crossing, which gives the
actor a special activity that is necessary for the stage and different from everyday life. Chekhov repea-
tedly reminds his students to observe this conscious separation of everyday life and artistic existence.

The responsibility of the artist

Linked to the separation of stage and life mentioned above, but even more deeply rooted in the un-
derstanding of the task of the theater for people, is Chekhov understanding of the "theater of the fu-
ture" with the "actor of the future", as he calls it.

The acting art described by Steiner touches Chekhov particularly in the aspect of the cultural task of
the theater. He notes for Gromov (5th letter to DK 18.V.): "There is talk of the necessity of a serious
mood for the actor in relation to his work. He must be a motor of culture with his movement and his
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being, without destroying this culture. And in this serious mood we must approach the realisation that
the world is revealed in the human image."

In Steiner this passage (DK, p.355) reads: "... And an artist carried by the spirit must be able, through
his work and nature, to bring the artistic to that leadership in civilisation to which it is called, and wi-
thout which civilisation would have to wither and become desolate."

Referring to the end of DK (19.V. 382/3), Chekhov writes (5th letter): "An extraordinary seriousness
sounds in the last words of the author (Steiner - J.A.) about the actor, about the great importance of
the theater. When man, as a whole, places himself at the service of the spirit through word and ges-
ture - that is also the way."

This theme is then carried through, repeatedly expressed by Chekhov. At the opening of the Chekhov
School in Dartington Hall, after a performance by Uday Shankar's ensemble in October 1936, Chekhov
spoke about three ideals that were inspired in him by the performance. One is the need for a tech-
nique, another is music, "we must be full of music...have music in our bodies" (the theme of rhythm -
J.A.). But the first ideal he describes thus: "... Mr. Shankar has a beautiful, majestic past, but we have
a future. We have to create our future. We have to create our culture, and this new culture will not be
a Russian culture or a French culture; it will be a human culture. Only this point is interesting. Then
history of each event of our life shows us that we are going to create a culture for everyone - for
Shankar too - a human culture. My first wish, therefore, is that we create this future culture as far as
we can, with the understanding that we are not working for ourselves personally and egoistically, but
we are working to create a future culture ..." (M. Chekhov, lecture to the students at Dartington Hall;
Windsor, October 6, 1936)

A letter to Margarete Morgenstern (*****) contains an important motif: the responsibility Chekhov
felt towards Steiner's work - and ultimately also towards his own new achievements: A responsibility
that is expressed, among other things, in what he uses to justify the closure of his school in Ridgefield
in December 1941, after he had to leave England and had continued the school anew in the USA since
1939. He said:

"Our present group has come to a crisis - that means to the point where things cannot remain as they
are and have either to go down and perish or to achieve new, higher standards. ... The aim of the the-
ater which | mean to develop is much more far-reaching than this or that particular performance or
success or failure on Broadway. The aim | have so often spoken about is to create, by a common effort,
a new cultural factor, first in your own country and then in other countries. | have spoken very often
about you as "pioneers", hoping that you would once understand this appeal of mine and decide to
clarify in your own minds the aim | have mentioned above. But it has not happened.

... For every one of us ... it is clear that such terms as "atmosphere", "objective", "radiation", ... etc.
etc., as well as the method of speech and Eurythmy (emphasis J.A.), together with all other exercises
and principles represented by our method, all these things remain only empty words and never seen
to me to become real and concrete means of developing new qualities of acting." (Windsor, December
11, 1941)
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In all attempts to understand Chekhov's "theater of the future", one cannot avoid seeing Steiner's re-
ferences in DK (18. and 19.V) about the responsibility of the actor as inwardly binding for Michael
Chekhov. In addition, there is another.

ATTEMPT AT A SYNOPSIS

Steiner holds the course in 1924 during one of his most difficult times.

At the end of the course, he speaks the extraordinarily serious words mentioned by Chekhov:

"... For the art of acting, which can only exist if the human being really devotes himself to the stage
and allows his being to be absorbed in the essence of his role, has great tasks, and it can still have
such an effect today, even if no longer, | would like to say, in a cult-like manner, as was formerly the
case, but it can still have such an effect today that the human being is carried up to spiritual heights
through the art of acting.

To see how the whole human being, in word and gesture, is placed at the service of a spiritually creat-
ed thing, such as the drama, is also a way of cultivating the spirit." (DK P.382)

Chekhov's books are training books in this sense. They summarise and reflect Chekhov's lifelong
struggle to understand the art of drama in the way he understood it through his own work, genius and
experience with Steiner.

With the DC cycle, Steiner defines a field of the art of acting that ranges from the most esoteric to the
most practical details. This field is described in terms of two essential concepts: word and gesture. And
divided into three areas: speech design, stage direction and stagecraft, acting and the rest of humani-
ty.

Chekhoy, taking up and processing this field of suggestions, needs almost 30 years to penetrate all the
references given. And he works through them. He practiced and transformed the DC through his expe-
rience. Ultimately, he develops the Dramatic Course anew, so to speak, in a deeper form. He tests for
himself in practice how to cultivate the spirit through this path, how to serve the spirit.

In this context, Steiner speaks here of the "cult-like nature" of the effect of dramatic art, which can no
longer work in the sense of the old cult, but in a new sense. And this effect relates to word and gestu-
re. This echoes the foundations of the original ,,maurerische Kunst“ (art of the Freemasons), which
also works through word and gesture (MD, p.100) and was ultimately transformed by Steiner from a
secret art (esoteric) into an art accessible to everyone (exoteric), for example with the creation of the
"Freie Hochschule". In this sense, this Dramatic Course could be understood as a further step in the
transformation of the E.S./F.M. during Steiner's lifetime, here in the field of art, of drama. This also
corresponds to the goal of the spiritual shaping of culture, of civilization - in a new way: openly, no
longer in secret, from the spirit - and of free individuality.

And Steiner: "With this | would like to conclude these lectures (DC), of which | may say that | have gi-
ven them with real love, because | look at the matter with love and respect, and hand them over for
the consideration of those who are in a position to meet them with understanding." (DC, p.383)
Michael Chekhov, born in August 1891 in St. Petersburg, undertook this and received the lectures. He
was a member of the 1st class of the , Freie Hochschule” and thus familiar with the Michael Mystery
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(DKDS, p.287). He died in Beverly Hills in September 1955. And his last lecture to actors was in 1955
on "Love in Our Theater - Art or Profession?" (TDP, P.14)

CONCLUSION

There are still many open issues to recognise the deeper influence of anthroposophy and DK and eu-
rythmy in Michael Chekhov.

However, the point here is not to prove that Michael Chekhov drew only from these sources. Rather, it
is the revelation of the power contained in these sources that allows us to follow the effect of the DC
in this sense, namely: when it is taken up by a creative artist and worked through individually, recrea-
ted as it were. If Steiner speaks about the field of drama at one point in time, Chekhov, starting from
this field, works on the periphery of this field in the course of his life.

It is Chekhov's artistic genius that is able to absorb his own experiences and the experiences of his col-
leagues (not only from the Moscow period), to penetrate them cognitively and to metamorphose
them with the help of - in short - Anthroposophy and thus to produce a third thing: his acting techni-
gue, which is permeated by anthroposophical knowledge of mankind and the world.

The traces can be recognised in the latter. However, they are often not recognised as such because
their actual sources are not known to the seeker - or are evaluated differently.

Michael Chekhov’s acting technique is a unique and individual creation. It is not a plagiarism, not an
eclectic construct. It is a third thing, a new creation in connection with everything that determined his
life.

(*) The letters are only available to me in Russian (see M) as a pdf and translated from this into German with deepl. There-
fore, some of the quoted formulations may not be completely accurate. However, as far as | have been able to check, noth-
ing has been distorted.

All quotes taken from English are also deepl translated into German, but the English version of the article contains the orig-
inal English quote. J.A.

(**) This article is based on my experience and knowledge gained in the course of almost 40 years of working with Michael
Chekhov's acting technique as a director, coach, actor and teacher. My interest has always been in practice. For this, | have
of course also dealt theoretically with all the topics that | have encountered. But in this "theoretical field" | am not a sys-
tematist, not a scientist. As a result, references to sources may sometimes be missing or inaccuracies may occur here - | am
very grateful for any comments and corrections that can close these gaps and expand the subject matter: joerg@chekho-
vacademy.com

(***) Michael Chekhov had already invited Alice Crowther to his first school in Dartington Hall (1936-1939) as a speech
designer and Eurythmist to train the students. She then also taught at Ridgefield (1939-1942).

(****) Michael Chekhov met Rudolf Steiner twice (1922 in Berlin and 1924 in Arnhem; (DKDS, p. 197, note 29).

(*****) With regard to his drama school in Dartington Hall, he wrote to Margarete Morgenstern in 1936 before the open-
ing: "As far as the teaching of eurythmy is concerned, | have long since decided not to invite a teacher. | have not men-
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tioned the doctor's name for the simple reason that if one does this, one must have an anthroposophical school and be
sure that what one teaches really corresponds to the doctor's wishes and inner meaning. | cannot take such responsibility
upon myself. | know, and have seen for myself, how often bad and imperfect things have been shown to the public under
the name of the Doctor, and how this has left uncorrectable impressions in the best-minded people. All the mistakes of
those who use the Doctor's name will reflect directly on him. | call this irresponsibility and prefer to turn away from the
Doctor's dubious representation, for his own sake and for my reverence.... "

"... Now | have decided as follows: in any case | will work for six months without being an official anthroposophical teacher.
If possible, | will prepare the pupils to receive the anthroposophical messages, and then | will advertise officially and invite
a teacher. But of course | will talk to the pupils about the doctor and, if necessary, tell them what can be read in the books.
- This cannot be forbidden to any teacher in any school. | will talk to them about it from person to person without mention-
ing it in the prospectus and forming a prejudiced opinion..."

(From a letter to Margarete Morgenstern 5.8.1936, which | only have in a transcript by Arfst Wagner).
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