Self Knowledge and the Aesthetic Self in Acting

By Neill Anderson

It is said that “Know Thyself” was carved in stone over the entrance to Apollo’s
temple at Delphi in Greece. If we take it in the sense of self knowledge, awareness of our
characteristic self, our repetitive movements, favourite patterns of thought, palette of
dress, attractions and aversions -that which is not original in us, surely self knowledge of
that, would assist in representing someone other than ourselves on stage. But does the
temple also hint at deeper meanings? Could we not also take it in a Platonic sense, where
know yourself, is to know your soul, your human potential. Then one could call to mind,
Schiller’s sense of human potential from his admiration of Goethe - the aesthetic self.
Schiller came to this aesthetic self by identifying two drives apparently at war in the
human being: a ‘form’ drive relating to reason and a ‘sense’ drive drawn from life and
investigated how they could be brought into balance. His achievement was to recognise a
third drive, one of play, which brought the two opposing drives into ‘living form’ and thus
does not compel by instinct or reason, but leaves the audience free, elevated in
appreciation of beauty. For Goethe or Schiller then choice of realism or naturalism in
theatre would be a betrayal of all they hold dear, for where then is the art, the aesthetic

‘style’? And so it was for Rudolf Steiner a close scholar of them both.

For Steiner then, the value of theatre, in a Goethean sense, was what it could bring
to the human condition and he was particularly concerned the actor should know
themselves in the first sense outlined above. An early formulation of this was to consider
the ‘body as an instrument’ to be available and not impeding the creativity the part

demands vocally or physically. Detailed self knowledge was a primary requirement:

1) It is precisely necessary—one could also put it otherwise—it is precisely
necessary that the actor gets to know his own body well, because his own corporeality is



for the real human being who acts, strictly speaking, the instrument on which he plays.
He must know his own body as the violin player knows his violin. (Steiner, 1921b, p. 3)

2) ‘He should also know how he steps, how he places the sole of his foot in walking
how he moves his legs and so on. Rudolf Steiner recalled by Haas Berkow from the 1921
Question and Answer. (Haass-Berkow, 1956)

Added to this was a waking up of ‘the sense of movement’ and extending it into
developing a greater sense for the interconnection of speech and gesture:
From Haas Berkow recollections of Steiner:

Rudolf Steiner said: ‘“You should find a certain pleasure in moving your legs and arms,
enjoying the movements as movements. Then when you are studying, you should feel:
the movement | am making calls for this tone of voice - another for that other tone of
voice.’ Lets us take an example. | am drumming on the table with my fingers, | am getting
nervous. The sentence will form itself in a tone to correspond: ‘He’s not here yet I’ With
these words | am in the movement | am making with my hands. Or, | balance up and
down on my toes, shrugging my shoulders. Then | find myself saying with the
corresponding modulation of voice: ‘ Well, well, after all, there’s nothing to be done. He’ll
come all right. Let’s wait a little longer.’

(Haass-Berkow, 1956, pp. 39-40)

Steiner was also interested in the second sense of ‘know yourself’, what faculties
of soul could be developed to assist in taking on character particularly when it is as
individualized as Shakespearean parts often are? Here Steiner reflected upon his intimate
knowledge of Goethe’s life and works. He noted that Goethe’s many love affairs aided
rather than took from his creativity, in fact:

..his most beautiful creations of lyric poetry arose from these relationships. How is this
possible? It was made possible through the fact that Goethe always existed in a kind of
split within his own being. For the reason that he experienced in an external manner, even
in the most intimate, in his most heart-felt experiences, Goethe always existed in a kind of
division of his personality. He was at once the Goethe who truly loved no less than any
other and the Goethe, who could, in other moments, stand above these matters, who
could, as it were, look on as a third person at how the Goethe objectified beside him
developed a romantic relationship to a particular female figure. Goethe could in a certain
sense — this is intended in a thoroughly real psychological sense — could always exit
and withdraw from himself, could relate to his own experience in a particular way that
was at once sensitive and contemplative ...Thereby something wholly determinate
formed itself in Goethe’s soul. The determinate form took shape because, to begin with,
he was not as seized by reality as people who are merely instinctively absorbed by such
an experience, who are absorbed by their drives and instincts, who cannot actually
withdraw with their soul from the experience, but rather are blindly given over to it.
(Steiner, 19214, p. 4)



Steiner also goes on to suggest that this ‘empfindend-kontemplativ’ sensitive
contemplative capacity of Goethe not only helped him to write love lyric poetry but also
helped him in creating characters for his play of Faust. Steiner connected this capacity
with the ability to see the character in your imagination and described it as a ability that
Shakespeare had strongly and recommended that actors also develop this capacity:

This is indeed a talent with which the writer of Shakespeare’s dramas was most
certainly endowed ... this potential to present a character entirely in the manner of
something that is pictorially and objectively experienced and thereby to make it precisely
possible to slip [unterkriechen—literally ‘crawl under’] into the character. This art of the
dramatist thus to bring the character into relief such that he can, thereby, in turn precisely
get inside [hineindringen] the character, this capacity of the dramatist must in a certain
sense pass over into the actor, and it is the cultivation of this capacity that will enable that
which constitutes the awareness or consciousness [BewuBtheit] of the actor [des
Schauspielerischen]. (Steiner, 1921a, p. 5)

To better appreciate this inner distancing, yet empathetic understanding of Goethe,
Steiner drew the attention of his audience to an anecdote of the actor Lewinski from the
Vienna Court Theatre about the higher self and selves in acting:

He said: Indeed, | would naturally not have been at all capable as an actor (—and he
was for a long time one of the top actors in the Vienna Court Theatre, perhaps one of the
most significant so-called character-players [Charakterspieler]), | would have been
thoroughly incapable (he said), if | had relied on presenting myself in a particular manner
on the stage, the small hunchback with a raspy voice and fundamentally ugly face. This
man naturally could not amount to anything. But in this regard (he said) | assisted myself;
on the stage | am actually always three people: the first is a small hunched, croaking man
who is fundamentally ugly; the second is one who is entirely outside of the hunched,
croaky man, he is purely ideal, an entirely spiritual entity, and | must always have him in
view; and then, only then do | become the third: | creep out of the other two, and with the
second | play on the first, play on the croaky hunchback.

This must, of course, be done consciously, it must be something that has, I’d like to
say, become operable [Handhabung]! There is in fact something in this threefold division
that is extraordinarily important for the handling [Handhabung] of dramatic art.

However, Steiner did not stop at this level of self knowledge, but also extended it to
a perception of one’s speech, here the aim was to free it from the organism so that lived
in the surrounding space:

..(H)e must, as it were, have the ability to listen to his own voice. This is possible.

One can gradually bring it about that one always hears one’s own voice, as in cases when
the voice reverberates [umwellte]. This must, however, be practiced through, for example,



attempting to speak dramatic — it can also be lyrical — verse which possesses a strong
and lively form, rhythm and meter, through adapting oneself as much as possible to the
verse form. Then one will gradually acquire the feeling that what is spoken has entirely
detached from the larynx and is as though astir in the air, and one will acquire a sensible-
supersensible perception [Anschauung] of one’s own speech.

He also went further with self knowledge of one’s personality, not excusing or
turning a blind eye to the less attractive aspects of the self, but insisting that honest self
knowledge is a priority to good acting:

In a similar manner one can then acquire a sensible-supersensible perception of
one’s own personality. It is only necessary not to regard oneself all too flatteringly. You
see, Lewinski did not flatter himself, he called himself a small, hunched, fundamentally
ugly man. One must, therefore, be not at all prey to illusions. Someone who always only
wants to be beautiful — there may also be those, who then indeed are — but someone,
who only wants to be beautiful, who does not want to acknowledge anything at all
concerning their corporeality, will not so easily acquire a bodily self-knowledge. But for
the actor this knowledge is absolutely essential. The actor must know how he treads with
his soles, with his legs, with his heels, and so on. The actor must know whether he treads
gently or sharply in normal life, he must know how he bends his knee, how he moves his
hands, and so forth. He must, in truth, make the attempt, as he studies his role, to
perceive himself [sich selber anzuschauen—or look at himself]. That is what | would like to
call immersion [Steiner’s neologism is literally ‘standing-within’, Darinnenstehen]. And for
this purpose precisely the detour through language can contribute a great deal, because
in listening to one’s own voice, one’s own speech, a subsequent intuitive perception
[Anschauung] of the remaining human form can emerge almost of its own accord.

(Steiner, 1921b, p. 6)

As Schiller and Goethe were both poets in addition to being playwrights, a major
focus of their artistic activity was of course the language and the expression of that
language by the actors. Poetry was seen as the vehicle to the aesthetic experience. How
then does the actor rise to the challenge of poetic texts? This was of course was a major
concern of Steiner’s.

Director and actor, Gottfried Haas Berkow, summarised Steiner’s approach by
describing two themes: “conscious creative activity on the stage” and ‘the
interconnection of gesture and word”. We have discussed several aspects of Steiner’s
indications: body as instrument, the higher self, the role of the imagination, but these
belong to the embodying of the role, what we have not yet described are the many and

varied indications concerning the speech of the actor. Still we can easily make the



connection between self knowledge in its various forms as outlined above and ‘conscious
creative activity on stage.’

The legacy of Steiner speech indications is well established - every Steiner Speech
or Speech and Drama training has as its core component diligent practice of such speech
exercises. What is less integrated into the trainings is Steiner’s drama indications which is
why | am having a particular focus on them in this article. To summarise, Steiner sees the
craft of the actors as having two main sources. On the one hand there is bringing ‘living
form’ to the speech. Since ‘style’ is a major aspect of art, Steiner, begins by
differentiating 3 major styles of speech - the epic, the lyric and the dramatic. With the
epic he advises skilling up in recitation, with the lyric acquiring technique in declamation
and in drama mastering skills of ‘conversation’. By recapitulation of the evolution of
language student journeys from the Nordic epic and Greek epic to come to character out
of the story eventually coming to drama and plays and the musicality of lyric poetry.

The other source is the characterisation, the gesture life of the part, here as we
have indicated Steiner draws on the imagination, body as instrument and primarily the
Greek gym to develop the instinctive ‘wit of the actor. For Steiner, as for Schiller and
Goethe, Ancient Greece, was an aesthetic ideal to be celebrated. So it was not surprising
that Steiner turned to Ancient Greece and Greek gym to develop the bodily intelligence of
the actor.

This aspect of Steiner’s indications goes back to an earlier question by Haass-
Berkow:

In a lecture given in 1909 on “The Nature and Origin of the Arts’, Rudolf Steiner spoke of
how the art of mime proceeds from man’s movement sense, which he described as the
sensation we experience when we move our limbs or members of our organisation. In the
year 1921 | asked for exercises that would develop that sense. The reply was: ‘Yes, they
can’t be given all at once, but | will look into the matter. Things of this kind, if they are to
be of any use, have to be worked out slowly and objectively, and no less so because they
have their foundation in spiritual knowledge. | will make a note of the question and give
an answer later on.” The answer came three years later in the Drama Course. Rudolf

Steiner pointed there to the gymnastics of the Greeks as the first foundation for the actor.
(Haass-Berkow, 1956, p. 41)



In Lecture 2 of the Speech and Drama lectures Steiner had directed the listener to
practicing Greek gym to come once more into a life of gesture and have a means to bring
gesture to the stage. In Lecture 8 he suggests that if the speech of the actor is lifted into
style, something of the actor’s humanity is lost and to make up for this physical gesturing
is required. The physical gesture is seen as arising out of the will and is an instinctive
response - the wit of the actor. Steiner suggested that practicing Greek gym - running,
jumping, wrestling, discus throwing and spear throwing would develop this life of the
instinctive gesture. But not in an Olympic training direction of competition, but rather as
‘ensouled by the spirit’ where ease and beauty are equally important.

In terms of the Greek gym, Steiner indicates there would ‘have to be some
modification of the old forms’ - running, leaping, wrestling, discus throwing and spear
throwing, but apart from developing Bothmer gym with Count Graf Fritz von Bothmer, he
does not get to those modifications, but remains convinced if the Greek gym is done in
the spirit of Ancient Greece it will work.

Each activity has a particular desired outcome:

From running you are to learn to walk on stage, varying the dynamic to the context.
From leaping you learn how to vary the impulse, to be able to swiftly change.

From wrestling you how to interact in dialogue, how to move the arms and hands.
From being with the throwing of the discus, you learn play of countenance

From throwing the spear, you learn to release the speech.

(Steiner & Adams, 1960, p. 188 to 190)

It was also from Greek gym that we come to the second theme of Haass-Berkow,
the interconnection of gesture and word. Steiner wanted to bring ‘gesture’ back into
speech, so that speech went beyond intellectual assertions , outbursts of emotion and
impositions of will. Like Weimar Classicism, he was about ‘living form’ but also how bring

it to speech. He wanted to bring the whole body back into speech and acting. Hence he



advocated walking meters, experiencing in the body - hexameter, anapaest, trochee and
iambic.

From his research he also came to the conviction that there are 6 main underlying
gestures in speech. It can effective, thoughtful, feeling forward, express antipathy,
express sympathy or be a withdrawing to yourself. Drawing on the interconnection
between gesture and speech - a gesture can be wholly in movement, partly in movement,
partly in speech and wholly in speech, he resolved to teach these gestures first in
movement only. Believing that a strong bodily experience, would pedagogically be best
for eventually getting the student to bring these gestures into their speech.

Steiner is not about an absence of emotion in performance, but instead of dipping
into emotional memory the actors learns to associate quite a range of emotions through
particular sounds and in evoking those sounds the actors learns to simulate emotional
states through those sounds. Steiner is at pains to develop both a conscious technique
and an instinctive improvisational will. The consciousness technique is mostly in bringing
the speech up to performance standard and the instinctive improvisational will is in
developing the body to be an instrument of the creative impulses.

The heart of the Steiner approach is the archetypal consonants and vowels
revealed through eurythmy and speech to be the ‘world of life’. In the words of
eurythymist Marjorie Spock a ‘creative spiritual realm’... ( for) movement springs
originally from soul and spirit’ (Spock, 1980, pp. 2-3). This sets Steiner apart from all other
theatre trainings including Michael Chekhov.

Peter Bridgmont provides a useful summary of Steiner connections between sound
and emotion or gesture all of which must be intimately known in this approach:

First from Eurythmy as Visible Speech
ah. Wonder. Amazement
b To wrap around, to envelop

c (ts) The quality of lightness
d To indicate, to ray outwards



e To be affected by something and to withstand it
t A significant steaming from above downwards
ee Assertion of self

I The overcoming of matter by form

m To be in agreement

u The becoming chilled or stiffened

sch  The blowing past of something

r Rolling, revolving

ei The quality of clinging

Bridgmont notes that Steiner added to this list in the Speech and Drama course:

Fear 00

Pity ei Compassion

Awe ah Wonder

Curiosity ee

Assertion ee

Pointing d,t Schoolmaster

Embrace the world ee, 0 Self -admiration

Anger ee, ae (Tension-release)
Sorrow/terror ae (asin sale)

Acute concern All sounds but through compressed lips
Whole attention ah.ah.ah...

Surprise ee.ee.ee...

Terror 00

Contempt n.n.n....

Dejection vV -ae

Rapture h

Careful reflection ah-o, ah-o. (Bridgmont, 1992, pp. 108-109)

Another aspect Steiner advocates is reversal of the will and the soft will rather than
the hard will. Let me elaborate, There is a natural impetus in going forward with an action,
like lighting a fire, certain steps precede others. Also if we recall a series of events it is
easy to move forward with them starting at the beginning and finishing with the last. So to
enhance the memory and imagination Steiner advises trying to remember the set of
events in the reverse order - this is what is referred to as ‘reversal of the will.” Similarly if
we are angry the door has been left open again, we may swiftly close acting out of the
heat of the moment. This is more of a ‘hard’ will, whereas the trained hands of a pianist
are servants of the music manifesting more of a ‘soft’ will. So in this spirit Steiner offered
an exercise to help Haass-Berkow with acting:

Try one evening to build up a clear picture of some monologue or short scene. See the
picture before you. You need to hold it there for five minutes, no more. Next morning try



to see it all backwards, to see it as a continuous series of pictures in reverse order. This is
a very good exercise, for it will mean you are no longer bound to the thread of the thought
( Haass-Berkow, 1956, p. 38)

So to conclude this short introduction to Steiner’s indications for the actor.
Educated in Weimar Classicism, Steiner is about the actor as artist, having to develop
extensive self knowledge and be aesthetically educated to bring ‘living form’ to the stage.
To be sufficient free from their habitual selves and skilled enough to be able to ‘play’ on
the stage with style for as Schiller describes:

“ Man only plays when he is in the fullest sense of the word a human being, and he is only
fully a human being when he plays.”

For Steiner it is in our reverence for the sounds that we find our way to such divine play.
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