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A thing of beauty is a joy forever; 

Its loveliness increases; it will never 

Pass into nothingness; but will keep 

A bower quiet for us, and a sleep 

Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing. 

      —Keats, Endymion  

 

 
 

 

This chapter explores the educational impact of Deirdre Hurst du Prey, a founding member of the original 

Michael Chekhov Theatre Studio of Dartington Hall, England.  Du Prey's spirit resonates with these lines 

by Keats, which were read at her funeral to mark the conclusion of 100 eventful years. Her life intersected 

with significant innovations in arts and education stirred into being by the social turmoil of the 20th century. 

I can trace in her story remedies to the educational ills we face in our own age, for she was a teacher and 

mentor whose profoundly human sensibility ran counter to much of today’s technocratic discourse.   

Deirdre was an original pupil and personal assistant to Michael Chekhov, one of the great actors and 

theatre teachers of the twentieth century, nephew of the playwright Anton Chekhov, and a student of 

Konstantin Stanislavski. After documenting Chekhov’s teaching first hand, Deirdre demonstrated a gift for 

translating his artistic inspirations into the sphere of education, awakening the creative spirit of generations 

of children and future educators. Deirdre brought her experiences as an original member of the Chekhov 

Theatre Studio into her work with elementary school children and teacher education students.  She shared a 

wealth of insights from firsthand experiences of the arts and progressive education within Dartington Hall 

School, in England during the 1930s (Dartington Hall would later become Dartington College of Arts, an 

institution specializing in music and theatre, where teachers are active arts practitioners). 

A number of years ago, before her death in 2007 at the age of 100, I had the good fortune to sit 

down with my mentor and record an oral history of her life and work, conducted in her home over the 

course of ten months. What follows is an account of a woman whose life is a testament to the 

transformative power of arts education. 

 

Beginnings.1 

I was born on July 16, 1906, and I think it was rather an important day, because it was in a 

forest fire.  My mother was in a little cabin bearing me, while my father was on the roof with 

the neighbors, trying to put the fire out.  We were in tall, standing timber, and it was summer, 

and therefore very dangerous, but all went well.  And my sisters used to say, ‘She was born 
in a forest fire, and she's never stopped burning’. Why, I don't know; I had all kinds of fire in 

me which had to be expended, and I suppose it was. (du Prey, 1999) 
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When Deirdre first spoke these words, I wasn’t surprised. It was early spring of 1999. Her beloved 

snowdrops had recently emerged from the warming Long Island earth as we began a project that would 

take us through the several months leading to her 95th birthday. It was a task long overdue—recording the 

stories of a life lived in devotion to the creative imagination. These stories had informed my teaching career 

for the twenty years leading up to this project, and they continue to inspire me almost forty years after our 

first meeting.  

The fire that ushered in Deirdre’s birth still blazed despite the physical frailty that led many of our 

afternoon sessions to take place while she lay on the couch in her modest living room, a room, like most of 

the other rooms in her home, upstairs and down, filled with bookcases and stacks of materials comprising 

the massive Michael Chekhov archives she was laboring over for most of her later adult life.  Often, we 

would take breaks for cups of strong tea, reheated in an old tin pot, or to eat steaming bowls of borscht 

made by her live-in aide, a young Russian woman whom she fussed over like a member of her own family. 

But when she returned to her couch and began to speak, long past worlds emerged and took residence in 

that small room, given new life and urgency by a speaker who could evoke with a single phrase the fiery 

innovations of great artists and arts educators of the early twentieth century, figures that were unmistakably 

intertwined with her own life in the arts.  

 A number of fortuitous events combined to bring about the crossing of destinies between Deirdre 

and ‘Misha’.  First, growing up in the wilds of Vancouver in the early decades of the twentieth century, she 

mingled with a Russian émigré population that often fled to the Northwest via Harbin, China. Her family 

befriended many of these young refugees, and as a result, although never speaking a word of Russian, 

Deirdre developed a feeling for the language.  This sensitivity served her well in her later work with 

Michael Chekhov, who wrote to her from Hollywood in 1946: “My English is as bad as always, and it was 
only my confidence in you—that you would understand me—which gave me the freedom to express myself 

without any inner difficulties” (du Prey, 1978). At her mother’s insistence, Deirdre learned some practical 

skills in the event that her interest in pursuing the arts, particularly dance, did not translate into a livable 

wage.  As a result, she developed a skill for shorthand, which later enabled her from 1936-1942 to take 

down verbatim every lesson and lecture Chekhov delivered in formulating his system for English speaking 

actors in Dartington Hall, England and later in Ridgefield, Connecticut.  These lessons account for several 

thousand pages of original material, which comprise her The Actor is the Theatre: A Collection of Michael 

Chekhov’s Unpublished Notes & Manuscripts on the Art of Acting and the Theatre.2 These documents 

became the foundation for Chekhov’s original manuscript for To the Actor, and earned Deirdre the 

nickname The Pencil, for the essential instrument she often kept tucked away in the upswept folds of her 

hair. 

 

The Cornish School 

From earliest childhood Deirdre recalled her love for performance, particularly dance. Although her 

mother, who had taught kindergarten in her native England, would have preferred that her daughter train as 

a teacher, Deirdre’s heart was set on dance. Her pursuit of this passion eventually led her to travel south 

down the coast to the innovative Cornish School for the Arts in Seattle in 1931. In the Foreword to 

Cornish’s autobiography, Ross (1964) writes of “the immensity of Nellie Cornish’s dream…to awaken in her 
students an undying appetite for the experiences of art in whatever guise it might assume” (pp. vi, ix). The 

formative influence of Cornish’s vision comes through in Deirdre’s recollection a lifetime later: “I think, 

frankly, that's where my whole life began” (du Prey, 1999, p. 1).  It was at the Cornish School that Deirdre 

would first hear the transformative call of Dartington Hall. 

 Traveling to New York in the summer of 1929, Cornish met Dorothy Elmhirst and her teenage 

daughter, Beatrice. Elmhirst, had recently founded the progressive Dartington Hall School in southern 

England and was interested in establishing an arts program similar to Cornish’s.  They “talked all afternoon 
about schools and art,” and eventually agreed to send a Cornish teacher to Dartington to assist their arts 

education initiative (Browne & Beck, 1964, p. 203). The connections between these two visionaries 

continued over the next few years, and in the summer of 1931, the young Beatrice arrived from England to 

visit the Cornish School, leaving just before Deirdre’s arrival in the fall. Beatrice made quite an impression 

on the school’s students that summer, and her name was in the air when Deirdre arrived.   

 As it turns out, in her first term at the school Deirdre suffered under the modern dance lessons 

taught by a rather harsh member of Marie Wigman’s company, and at the end of the year, she informed 
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Nellie Cornish that she was going to leave. When asked what she would do next, she replied that she had 

seen a notice with “three figures in a strange modern pose,” and this is where she wanted to go (du Prey, 

1999, p. 3). The notice was for a performance in Dartington Hall. At Cornish’s suggestion, Deirdre wrote to 
the Elmhirsts who invited her to join their School of Dance Mime. In October,1932 she boarded a ship 

bound for Plymouth, opening “a door of a whole new world” (p.3), one that would lead to her lifelong 

friendship and collaboration with Beatrice Straight and Michael Chekhov. 

Dartington Hall 

Progressive initiatives like the Cornish School took hold in the early part of the 20th century. Particularly 

after the first World War, childhood education became an urgent means to address the social ills of the 

time. The first Waldorf School opened in Stuttgart in 1919, grounded in close child observation and an 

expansive view of human nature that recognized the arts as central to what makes us human (Steiner, 

1995). In 1921 A. S. Neill founded the Summerhill School in Dresden and later, England, with a goal to 

“use childhood and adolescence to create emotional wholeness and personal strength” (Lamb, 1992, p. 

xviii).  While in Washington, D.C., to unite a growing community of educators inspired by John Dewey, 

the Progressive Education Association was founded in 1919 with the “freedom to develop naturally” as one 

of its core principles (Little, 2013, p.85).  

Having attended Dewey’s lectures on psychology in New York, Dorothy Elmhirst enrolled Beatrice 

and her two brothers in his experimental Lincoln School at Columbia University. Meanwhile, her future 

husband was also immersed in progressive innovations. In 1921 poet Rabindranath Tagore invited Leonard 

Elmhirst to India to help him establish a new kind of school, one that “takes account of the organic 
wholeness of human individuality” (Dutta & Robinson, 1997, p. 258).   Young (1982) calls the 

collaboration between Tagore and Elmhirst that of “poet” and “plowman,” illustrating their shared vision of 

cultural renewal through work on the land combined with education and the arts (p.79).  In the spring of 

1925 this vision united Dorothy and Leonard, who, shortly after marrying, purchased Dartington Hall, a 

crumbling 14th century estate along the River Dart in Devon, England. A year later, Dartington School 

opened in a reinvigorated estate.  In his history of Dartington Hall, Bonham-Carter (1970) states:  

…although small, the School could not be called insignificant…its distinctiveness lay in the 
emphasis placed upon the arts and crafts, upon projects, and non-academic subjects, upon 

ideas about self-expression and self-government, and upon the use of the Estate as an 

essential part of the educational life of the School. (p.46) 

 The Elmhirsts’ devotion to creative activity as an integral part of community renewal attracted innovative 

artists in the pre-war thirties.  In 1931, the painter Mark Tobey accepted a teaching position. A year later 

the potter Bernard Leech and his son David moved to the estate. Indian dancer Uday Shankar arrived with 

his company in 1934, followed soon after by the refugee Ballet Jooss. (Young, 1982). It is little wonder 

that, despite the misgivings of a young woman arriving alone after a long voyage on a cold, wet day in 

Plymouth, Deirdre recalled that she soon “fell in love” this “remarkable place” (1999, pp.4,5).  

And so, Deirdre’s new life began. She took classes in music, art, puppetry, and dance, among 

others, and assisted Beatrice in the management of a small company related to their dance classes. Her days 

were long and filled with arts explorations and the occasional ramble along the wild paths of the old tin 

mines of nearby Dartmoor. Deirdre recalled that upon the arrival of the Jooss Ballet, their small program in 

dance-mime was discontinued. “But neither Beatrice nor I had the capacity to be dancers, so we decided to 

go to America to spend a year in the theater world and try and see if we could find a director who would 

come and lead the theater group at Dartington” (1999, pp. 7-8). It was this search for a theatre director that 

led them to cross paths with Michael Chekhov.  

 

Michael Chekhov3 

In 1891, on the threshold of the 20th century, Michael Chekhov was born in St. Petersburg. The artistic 

collaboration between his uncle Anton Chekhov and Stanislavski at the First Studio of the Moscow Arts 

Theatre would soon revolutionize the performing arts.  The mundane, yet inwardly complex characters who 

inhabit the worlds of The Cherry Orchard and Uncle Vanya called for a realistic style of acting. 
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Stanislavski, with his burning desire for psychological truth, provided this new approach.  His unique 

contribution, the technique of affective memory, where the actor must draw on his or her own personal 

memories to revive an emotion, transformed an art that had been mired in convention and artifice. 

 In 1910 Michael Chekhov began his studies with Stanislavski at the Moscow Arts Theatre.  He soon 

became one of Russia’s most gifted and popular stage actors, reputedly cited by Stanislavski as “his most 

brilliant student” (Gordon, 1991, p. x).  Chekhov’s characterizations were famous for the degree to which 
he could transform himself to the point of appearing physically changed. The foundation for this 

metamorphosis was his reliance on the power of the creative imagination, which, he believed, was capable 

of tapping into realities larger than those of the personal self, a divergence from Stanislavski’s system of 

affective memory (Chekhov,1984).  Such ideas would eventually force him out of Russia when Stalin came 

to power and persecuted artists whose work went beyond the safe naturalism of a worker state. Chekhov 

was denounced as an “idealist,” with threats upon his life (Gordon, 1987, p. 131).  

 In 1928, he left Russia and began a period of wandering throughout Europe in search of a new home 

for his extraordinary ideas, directing and acting with other Russian émigré artists to audiences of small 

Russian communities in Berlin, Paris, and the Baltic (Byckling, 2015). In March,1935 his Paris-based 

Russian language company performed at the Majestic Theatre in New York, where Beatrice and Deirdre 

were currently living and studying drama.  Deirdre recalled:  

We got a message by cable telling us to be sure to see a very great Russian actor, who was 

going to be performing in New York...and so we went to an opening, and we were absolutely 

thunderstruck. We could never have imagined seeing acting of the kind that evening.  And 

Beatrice said afterwards that this is the man that we should really try to get to come to 

England to create the drama department there. (1999, p.8) 

After watching the performances for several nights, they were taken backstage to meet Chekhov, 

who at the time, Deirdre recalled, could speak only one word of English: “Howdoyoudo,” 
pronounced with a slight bow (p. 9).  Beatrice’s teacher, Tamara Daykarhanova, arranged for the two 

young women to receive drama lessons in her studio in the daytime when Chekhov was not performing. 

Daykarhanova, a former member of the Moscow Art Theatre, served as interpreter. Deirdre recalled 

that he noticed her habit of taking shorthand notes, planting the seed for their later work together. 

Despite invitations to work by the Group Theatre, Chekhov accepted the English offer, and Dorothy and 

Leonard Elmhirst came to New York to plan for Chekhov’s arrival at Dartington Hall in autumn 1935 to 

establish the Chekhov Theatre Studio. 

The Creative Imagination 

One of the reasons I have come to concentrate on imagination as a means through which we 

can assemble a coherent world is that imagination is what, above all, makes empathy 

possible…. That is because, of all our cognitive capacities, imagination is the one that 

permits us to give credence to alternative realities. It allows us to break with the taken for 

granted, to set aside familiar distinctions and definitions. (Greene, 1995, p.3) 

In summarizing Chekhov’s influence, Gordon (1987) asserts, “More than anything else, Chekhov’s work 
became associated with the power of imagination (p.127). Indeed, whenever I spoke with Deirdre about the 

education of the imagination, she always corrected me, “Creative Imagination—don’t forget that. Chekhov 

always emphasized the creative imagination” (personal communication, March 25, 1999).  The centrality of 

the creative imagination comes through in Chekhov’s (1953) first version of To the Actor. After describing 

the way images and memories passively float before the mind’s eye at the end of the day, he describes an 

awakening to a more active interplay of images: 

But much more happens. Out of the visions of the past there flash here and there images 

totally unknown to you! They are pure products of your Creative Imagination…From a 

passive state of mind the images have uplifted you to a creative one.  (pp. 21, 22)  

The important distinction for Chekhov was between passive dreaming and the activity of the fiery imaginative 

will, which he often compared to the formative work of the sculptor. He referred to the artist’s “creative gaze” 
as patience wed with intense activity: 
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What did the great masters of the past do while observing the ripening of their images? 

They collaborated with them through their fiery ‘gaze,’ their creative, urging attention. 
(1991, p.4) 

 

To develop the patience and strength necessary to grasp the fiery image, Chekhov’s actors had to 
engage in systematic exercises in concentration and visualization. In excerpts from a lesson transcribed by 

Deirdre, dated January 25, 1940, Chekhov states, “The strength of the real concentrated attention is very 

similar to the feeling of strength in the healthy muscles of one’s hand.  It is something like a gigantic grip” 
(du Prey, 1978). As a founding member of the Chekhov Theatre Studio at Dartington Hall, Deirdre recalled 

his daily emphasis on the cognitive exercising of the creative imagination. 

And it was such inspiring work.  He was such a wonderful teacher.  And very demanding, of 

course, and so we had to work very hard... We were working all the time. We had to take a 

scene and be entirely responsible for everything to do with that scene… After we had worked 
on scenes, and he’d given us corrections…we were supposed to go over our scenes in our 

imaginations so that the character himself would suggest things to you.  And you would gain 

from that another aspect of the character.  The character itself would speak to you and tell 

you how to behave.  (du Prey, 1999, pp. 15, 17) 

Chekhov’s focus on cultivating his students’ powers of inner visualization can be traced to the teachings of 

Austrian philosopher and educator, Rudolf Steiner (Chamberlain, 2004; Cristini, 2015; Gordon, 1991). In 

1890, as a young scholar, Steiner was invited to Weimer to edit Goethe’s scientific works, which revealed a 

methodology grounded in imaginative perception rather than deductive analysis.  Steiner later developed 

anthroposophy, a contemplative path of knowledge that includes exercises to strengthen and develop 

imaginative perception and mental imaging. The term imaginative perception can be misconstrued within 

an academic context habituated to separating thought from feeling and sensation from conceptualization. 

The kind of perception that Goethe arrived at arose from attending intensively to the natural world, and 

then recreating it in detail in his imagination—a form of actively grasping a phenomenon through the 

powers of deep, contemplative observation. Through this method, Goethe believed he was able to 

apprehend the wholeness of a sensory percept rather than its parts, approaching a truer understanding of its 

living reality (Bortoft, 1996). Goethe’s powerful phenomenology underlies Chekhov’s approach to actor 
preparation and offers a meaningful contribution to the field of education. 

Transition from Theatre to Education 

 

The onset of World War II brought to an end Chekhov’s dream to develop a professional school of 

performers trained in his methods. After leaving England due to the threat of war, his company relocated in 

Ridgefield, Connecticut, mounting a Broadway production and a successful touring company. After the 

United States entered the war, however, the company disbanded. Chekhov relocated to Hollywood until his 

death in 1955. While there he taught a generation of film actors, such as Jack Palance, Gregory Peck, and 

Marilyn Monroe, among others.  Beatrice continued as a theatre professional, receiving the Best Supporting 

Actress Tony for her work as Emily Proctor in the original 1953 Broadway production of Arthur Miller’s 
The Crucible. In 1977, she was awarded the Oscar for Best Supporting Actress for her work in the film 

Network (Gussow, 2001).  Meanwhile, after helping Chekhov with the writing of the first edition of To the 

Actor, Deirdre married, started a family, and moved to Long Island. There she commenced the tasks that 

would take up the remaining decades of her life—organizing her extensive notes on Chekhov’s methods to 

create an archival collection for future scholars, editing two books about his work—Lessons for the 

Professional Actor (Chekhov, 1985) and Lessons for Teachers of his Acting Technique (Chekhov, 2000)—
and embodying through her own teaching the contribution of Chekhov’s ideas to the work of educators.  
 Michael Chekhov had a powerful vision of a theater of the future, with actors creating out of an 

awakened inner life. His work was nurtured within the progressive educational atmosphere of Dartington 

Hall, so it is not surprising that his lessons for professional actors translate so well to the field of education. 

In the years 1954-1971, Deirdre became a successful and much loved lower school teacher at the Waldorf 

School of Garden City, New York. Poetry, in particular, became her bridge between Chekhov’s exercises in 
creative imagination and inspiring in her students an appreciation for the beauty and power of the spoken 

word through improvisation and creative drama.  Little did her young students know that their daily 
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classroom exercises were led by one of the few teachers schooled and certified by Chekhov himself in the 

use of his ideas. In addition to working at the Waldorf School, Deirdre joined the faculty of the Children’s 
Center for Creative Arts in 1952 at neighboring Adelphi University, where she remained as an arts and 

teacher educator until the Centre’s closing in the 1980’s. It was at the Children’s Centre for Creative Arts 

that my path first crossed with Deirdre’s, inspiring my career in education and my strong belief in the 

central role of arts experiences at all levels, including teacher education. 

 

Children’s Centre for Creative Arts 

In her history of Adelphi, Fleischner (2015) documents how the year 1938 signaled a “rebirth of the arts at 

Adelphi” (p. 138). According to her research, President Paul Dawson Eddy’s progressive vision placed the 

arts on equal terms with other academic subjects, and represented a “practical, experiential, democratic 
goal” (p.137). As a result of Eddy’s strong advocacy, the future university soon became a magnet for 

innovative arts leaders, reversing decades of neglect.  In 1938 he invited Ruth St. Denis to found the dance 

department.  Three years later he invited children’s theater expert Grace Stanistreet to establish the Adelphi 

College Children's Theater, planting the seed for what was to become a long and fruitful “creative arts 
laboratory” as well as a model for the arts education movement—the Children’s Center for the Creative Arts 

(Siegel Moss, 1981, p. 3).  Thirty years later, in a memo to parents, Stanistreet (1964) described some of the 

capacities that arts offer a growing child:  

We expect him to think for himself—we do not tell him what to think. We expect him to make 

an effort and to give of himself…We expect him to grow in courage—that he become 

increasingly able to try any problem …to be able to focus on the problem and maintain the 
focus, to be able to develop the idea to the fullest, and to be discriminating in his choice of 

materials, whether he is working with words, sounds, movement, color, or line. (pp. 1, 3) 

Drawn to Stanistreet’s vision, described by Siegel Moss (1981) as “personal integration through artistic 
sensitivity,” (p. 5) the Centre was staffed for half a century by a constellation of experienced teaching 

artists. In addition to Deirdre’s drama classes, other artist educators included Bruce King, a member of the 

Merce Cunningham Dance Company, Kitta Brown, a student of Dalcroze, and puppetry teacher Ludwig 

Riemenschneider, among others.  Although Ruth St. Denis did not teach, she was an artistic advisor and the 

focus of a later Centre festival—Ruth St. Denis Day (p. 7).  

One of the unique aspects of the Center was its interrelated arts approach. Drama, music, dance and 

visual arts were integrated through lessons that addressed those elements shared by all, such as rhythm, 

tone, color, composition and movement. In the 1970’s a graduate program in Aesthetic Education, directed by 

Julie Thompson, a visionary arts educator, brought the Children’s Center into the academic community and 
inaugurated a decade of intergenerational workshops where prospective teachers engaged in the arts side by 

side with children and adolescents, each learning from the others’ unique perspectives. According to Siegel 

Moss (1981) the Centre took a “holistic approach to all arts, learning, and people of wide age-range, without 

sacrificing aesthetic priorities” (p.3).   In describing her intergenerational approach, Stanistreet (1964) stated: 

The child of six is as capable of approaching a problem to which there is no ‘learned’ or 
predictable answer as the sixteen-year-old. He can use his own equipment to ‘think it through.’ 
And the six-year-old may be more economical and effective in his answer to the problem than an 

adult. Observation of Assembly responses proves this. Often we discover that the six-year-old 

imagination is far richer because it is unlimited than that of the College student. (p. 1) 

I will always remember Julie Thompson’s clarification that we use the phrase arts as education rather than the 

more common arts in education to signal that our experiences were de facto educational. Although interesting 

collaborations can occur between content areas, Julie believed that future educators needed to understand the 

unique value of artistic learning. Unfortunately, the need for existential justifications too often continue to this 

day whenever arts learning is valued only as an engaging attachment to that of more measurable, and therefore, 

supported, subjects.  

My own experience of these Saturday morning workshops was transformative. After an undergraduate 

career devoted to close textual analysis of literature, I danced, acted, sang, and painted side by side with 

children, as both observer and participant, all of us working creatively without inhibition in a shared community 

of learners. Of the many memorable Children’s Centre classes I attended during my graduate studies, it was my 
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work with Deirdre that initiated my life long devotion to the importance of arts experiences for the health of the 

unfolding human being of all ages. Siegel Moss (1981) describes Deirdre’s use of “story dramatization of fairy 
tales, myths, legends, and history from all cultures to stimulate the child’s imagination” and to “create an 
awareness of the environment and people surrounding the actor, as well as a sense of unity” (p.6). I can attest 

firsthand to Deirdre’s ability to use her evocative voice and imagination to inspire our collaborative and loving 

work together across age ranges to recreate the worlds she called into being. And I know without a doubt, that I 

owe to these early lessons the best that I have been able to bring forth from the creative lives of my own high 

school and college students over the years.  It is why I continue, despite trends to the contrary, to believe that all 

teachers would benefit from transformative experiences with the arts in order to stimulate their own classroom 

practices. The book you hold in your hands now is the fruit of Deirdre’s teaching. 

 

Arts as Teacher Education 

The lessons I internalized about arts as education have only grown stronger over the decades since I first 

studied with Deirdre, fueling my conviction that these experiences are urgently needed within the core of 

teacher education. As early as 1964, Stanistreet articulated why inner work such as “the ability to call back all 
the sensory impressions made by a particular experience,” is necessary for teachers: 

The school teacher is not asked to develop this; he is not made aware in the teacher training 

program of the importance of collecting images with which to stock the personal bank 

(resources) of an individual…. The usual methods courses do not help the future teacher to 

recognize how much of positive or negative learning takes place through the avenues of the 

senses. …We must breathe in before we can breathe out. (p. 2) 

With the notion of “breathing in” Stanistreet encapsulates why teachers at all levels and content areas need 

enlivening experiences in the arts. Such experiences nourish their creative lives and offer profound inner 

resources for exceptional teaching careers that go beyond what Greene (1995) terms “lives as clerks or 

functionaries” (p. 1). In addition to imagination, arts experiences develop empathy, risk-taking, storytelling, 

persistence, problem-solving, ingenuity, and improvisation, among others—capacities more than ever 

needed by a profession under siege from bureaucratic thinking run amok. In an effort to counter these 

narrowing tendencies, we persist, with a small, dedicated group of colleagues, to advocate for a 

reawakening of an arts as teacher education approach at Adelphi University. We have a rich and buried 

history in this area. The Children’s Centre for Creative Arts closed under budget pressures in the 1980’s. 

Almost twenty years ago, in 2000, we modestly revived its spirit with a new series of courses known as 

Exploring the Arts, which offer genuine experiences in the arts for prospective teachers.  Both our 

childhood and adolescence education degrees require one such course as part of their program of study. 

With ever growing outside pressures, however, even this modest step must be assiduously protected from 

loss. Unfortunately, the most idealistic educator can still fall prey to the habit of viewing arts experiences as 

unrelated to teacher preparation. Perhaps this misunderstanding is a result of the very nature of genuine arts 

learning, which requires experience over time to manifest its transformative power. Without such genuine 

understanding among stakeholders, arts as education risks its generational silencing.   

 

Emerging from our Cul-de-Sacs 

The tapestry of Deirdre Hurst du Prey’s life story stands before me as both inspiration and admonition. As 

we allow schools to reduce the amount of free play for children and drop experiences in nature and the arts, 

we signal a fundamental loss of what makes us human. Maxine Greene (1995), in her philosophy of the arts 

and humanity, speaks of imagination as a “search for openings without which our lives narrow and our 

pathways become cul-de-sacs” (p.17). Ironically, in our frenetic information age, we risk losing touch with 

the very capacities that bring meaning and richness to ourselves and the world. We risk hardening our 

thinking, numbing our feeling life, and paralyzing our will. By will I don’t mean the surface desire to get 
things done, to “cover the material.” If these were the indications of a strong will, we would all be made of 
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steel.  What I refer to is a deeper, more fiery activity, one more akin to the artist and the sage than the 

technocrat—capacities deeply cultivated through arts as education. As briefly traced in this chapter, the call 

for arts education arises at moments of great trial and social upheaval. Perhaps as human beings we intuit 

that the urge to create, to imagine and to empathize, are central capacities most needed in times when our 

humanity is challenged. 

 

 

NOTES 

 
1 Small portions of this chapter appear in an earlier form as the Introduction to du Prey, D. H. (1999). The pencil: An autobiographical 

introduction to the Michael Chekhov archives, housed in the Devon Records Office (DRO), Exeter, UK (unpublished), and in two of 

the authors previously published papers: Caracciolo, D. (2008). Strengthening the imagination through theater: The contributions of 

Michael Chekhov.  Encounter: education for meaning and social justice, 21, (2), 8-15 and Caracciolo, D. (2000). Breaking the spell of 

the mechanistic: The search for an organic way of knowing. Encounter: education for meaning and social justice, 13, (1), 11-22. Short 

excerpts of my writing from “A legacy in arts-based education,” an unattributed article on the Ruth S. Ammon School of Education 

website (retrieved April 22, 2017, from http://education.adelphi.edu/news-events/events/alice-hoffman-young-writers-retreat/legacy/) 

appear in the Children’s Centre for the Creative Arts section of this chapter.  

 

2 Deirdre’s original 110 box collection of lessons and artefacts from the Chekhov Theatre Studio are housed in the Devon Records 

Office (DRO), Exeter, UK. (Online catalogue via Southwest Heritage Trust, Devon Archive Catalogue, http://devon-

cat.swheritage.org.uk/records/MC.) Copies of the binders of transcribed lessons and other documents are located at these five libraries 

in North America:  Adelphi University Special Collections, Garden City, NY (http://alicat.adelphi.edu/record=b1472997~S1);  

Harvard Library, Cambridge, MA (http://id.lib.harvard.edu/aleph/010077797/catalog); New York Public Library Archives and 

Transcripts, Billy Rose Theatre Division, NY, NY (http://archives.nypl.org/the/21607); Queen’s University Archives, University at 

Kingston, Ontario (http://db-archives.library.queensu.ca/index.php/chekhov-theatre-studio-inc-inventory-review-etc); University of 

Windsor Archives, Leddy Library, University of Windsor, Windsor, Ontario (no online link available). 
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