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Developing the imagination Michael 
Chekhov in actor training

Lionel Walsh
The following discussion outlines the incorporation of the Michael Chekhov (MC) acting 
technique into the first and second year of the Bachelor of Fine Arts (BFA) in the Acting 
Program at the School of Dramatic Art, University of Windsor, Canada, which was 
established in 1968 by Daniel Patrick Kelly.1 Currently, twenty-four stu- dents are 
accepted into the program annually, after passing a rigorous entrance audition. The main 
thrust of the program involves studio training in acting, voice, and movement, 
supplemented by an education in the liberal arts. The studio curri- culum was originally 
designed by Kelly after a model created by Michel Saint-Denis for the National Theatre 
School of Canada/École nationale de théâtre du Canada, Montreal. Saint-Denis outlines a 
four-year program, defining the years as follows: the Discovery Year, the Transformation 
Year, the Interpretation Year, and the Performing Year (Saint-Denis 1982: 86–87).

In 1998, I began integrating the MC technique into three beginning acting courses, 
devising a comprehensive MC curriculum to complement or replace long-standing 
curriculum, and making the MC technique a unique, integral feature of actor train- ing at 
the University of Windsor. The sequence of courses is: Improvisation and Introduction to 
Acting I; Improvisation and Introduction to Acting II (Discovery Year); and 
Psychophysical Acting Technique (Transformation Year). The sequencing allows me to 
lay a solid foundation in the MC technique in first year and teach more advanced 
exercises in the first semester of second year.

From Chekhov to Stanislavsky: encounters in the classroom

In the first two years, our students learn and practice the basics of the Stanislavsky 
System. Although Chekhov disagreed with Stanislavsky on certain aspects of the System, 
he believed others were valuable: “[...] I made much of what Stanislavsky gave us my 
own forever and I placed it at the foundation of my subsequent and, to some extent, 
independent, experiments in the art of drama” (2005: 78). It there- fore made sense to me 
that the Chekhov work would serve the Stanislavsky training well. My experience 
indicates that Chekhov’s warm-up exercises are an excellent preparation for the active 
discovery of a basic Stanislavsky approach, and the more advanced Chekhov exercises 
spur a deeper exploration of a role through the Sta- nislavsky System. As a result of the 
MC technique, the very nature of my students’ approach to acting changed. Prior to the 
introduction of this training, they often had a cerebral approach to the work in spite of my 
attempts to help them work sponta- neously. They would research the role and decide 



upon the character’s objectives, obstacles, tactics, and actions, but struggled with the 
ability to “really do” and embody the role. I could literally see them thinking their way 
through their scenes. They were trapped in adhering rigidly to what they had written in 
their “actor’s score.” I was creating victims of what Chekhov refers to as “[c]old, 
analytical, materi- alistic thinking [which] tends to throttle the urge to imagination” 
(2002: 3). As a result, it was a long and arduous journey to what Stanislavsky calls the 
“Art of Experien- cing” (2010: 16).

In contrast, the MC technique grounds the actor in a visceral discovery of the role, 
thereby avoiding the intellectual approach described above. The goal is to become adept 
at the art of experiencing, working with spontaneity and artistic truth, responding in a 
believable and heightened manner to the conflict on stage. To that end, the Stanislavsky 
training is framed by Chekhov’s basic principle in actor train- ing: “the actor, who must 
consider his body as an instrument for expressing creative ideas on stage, must strive for 
the attainment of complete harmony between [...] body and psychology” (2002: 1). 
Although this will take many years to accomplish, it is an excellent guide for creating a 
discovery-year curriculum, beginning the training of the actor as a whole person—body, 
psychology, and imagination.

The exercises I introduce in the discovery year begin to develop three overarching 
“requirements” that Chekhov sets forth: “First and foremost is extreme sensitivity of body 
to the psychological creative impulse” (2002: 2). The second is “the richness of the 
psychology itself” (4). Finally, the third is “complete obedience of both body and 
psychology to the actor” (5). In order to fulfil these requirements, it is necessary to 
develop a facility with physicality that coaxes psychological responses. However, in 
North America most students come to professional training with little awareness of their 
bodies in space. Physical education has been de-emphasized, and the preoccupation with 
sedentary activities such as surfing the internet and texting has had a detri- mental effect 
on today’s youth: their physical prowess and imaginations have been dulled. As a result, 
many of our students arrive alarmingly unprepared for the phy- sical rigors of 
professional training, lacking the strength, flexibility, and endurance needed to meet 
Chekhov’s requirements. This lack of physical acumen is an impedi- ment to artistic 
training because, as Chekhov notes, the body is the route to the imagination, which 
“should be considered one of the necessary and important elements of creative work” 
(1983: 54). This problem is compounded because technology has displaced reading as a 
pastime. Reading literature requires the reader to visualize what the author describes, and 
imagination develops as a result. I have found that the MC technique provides an exciting 
and clear path to help young actors overcome these physical and psychological 
deficiencies.

In the discovery year, class begins with a series of Chekhov-based2 physical warm- ups 
before moving on to the exercises in the Stanislavsky System and scene work. These 
exercises are designed to develop Chekhov’s required “extreme sensitivity of the body to 
the psychological creative impulses [which] cannot be achieved by strictly physical 
exercises. The psychology itself must take part in such development” (2002: 2). These 



exercises are repeated throughout the training in the discovery year. Chekhov states that 
this repetition is of paramount importance:

We know that rhythm substitutes for power, and that repetition is actually the growing 
power, and herein lies the key to exercise. So to exercise means to do the same thing 
again and again, and to know that we are doing the same thing again and again is very 
important, because the psychology of one who exercises is quite different from that of one 
who exercises without knowing that repetition is actually the growing power.

Therefore, it is so important to start exercising as if anew. [...] Not to have the psychology 
that I am doing something which becomes somehow stale and dull. [...] Each time we do 
the simple lifting and lowering of the arm, do it with a fresh approach and a desire to do it 
again and again, as if for the first time.

(1985: 67)

This dictum echoes Stanislavsky’s requirement that the actor’s actions in performance 
must appear to be as though for the first time. This is reflected in the Chekhov training in 
the expectation that my students will return to the exercises on their own outside of class 
throughout their training and beyond.

These warm-ups are designed to allow a visceral experience of certain components 
identified on the chart for inspired acting found in On the Technique of Acting (Chekhov 
1991: xxxvi). I concentrate on the following components: feeling of ease, feeling of form, 
feeling of beauty, and feeling of the whole (the Four Brothers); imagination; qualities, 
sensations and feelings; radiating and receiving; and ensemble (Chekhov 2002: 13; 1983: 
85).3 Each one is experienced through various psychophysical exer- cises, also an element 
on the chart, and the actors are expected to apply each one to future exercises and to their 
scene work. These elements set the stage for the Chekhov exercises employed when 
working on scenes during the transformation year.

On particulars of Michael Chekhov’s training

The first class introduces four qualities that Chekhov states are the necessary com- 
ponents of any artistic endeavor: the Four Brothers. Chekhov states that the actor’s “body 
and speech must be endowed with them because they are the only instru- ments available 
to him on the stage” (2002: 13). Our creative work on these instruments begins through 
exercises developed by Chekhov and by numerous master teachers who carry on his 
legacy.

The game of catch

We first encounter the Four Brothers in variations of the traditional game of catch, which 
Chekhov employed in the Chekhov Theatre Studio at Dartington Hall in England (Hurst 
du Prey 1983: 86), where he taught a comprehensive actor training program from October 
1936 to December 1938. To begin, the students form a loose circle and toss the ball to 
succeeding partners across the circle, “sending their names” to their partners as they 



release the ball. This concept of sending the name demands that they commit to sharing 
their names on full voice and introduces imagi- nation to the game, as they visualize their 
names traveling across the circle with the ball. Catch, in various versions, becomes a way 
to engage the body and create ensemble at the beginning of every class. Once they have 
some proficiency with the mechanics of the game, I introduce the process by which 
Chekhov says the actor creates artistically, through the artistic frame: “Each artistic 
action, however large or small, must be preceded by a preparatory activity and then 
followed by a sustaining moment” (1991: 129). We now view catch—and all exercises 
executed in class—as a “little piece of art,” which is a phrase used at the Michael 
Chekhov Association (MICHA) Summer Intensives.

We begin with the First Brother: learning to toss and catch the ball with a feeling of ease. 
It is a way of doing that must permeate the entire body and psychology. My students soon 
discover their skill increases in direct relation to their ability to toss and catch with a 
feeling of ease. This ability also changes their psychology in relation to the game; at first, 
they speak of throwing the ball at one another, but soon change their phrasing to speak of 
tossing the ball to their partners. In fact, I tell them to toss the ball to their partner’s heart, 
deepening the imagery of the game. At this point, I begin to marry the MC technique to 
the Stanislavsky work, introducing the objec- tive “help your partner catch ball.” This has 
the added benefit of taking students’ attention off their performance and placing it on their 
partners, increasing their ability to work with a feeling of ease. Once they have an 
experience of the feeling of ease, I introduce the Second Brother: the feeling of form, 
which denotes definition and a beginning, middle, and end of each movement to create 
meaning. I begin to pay specific attention to their physicality, coaching “toss the ball with 
your whole body.” Once they gain an experience of their full bodies moving through 
space with form, the psychological message to their partners is clearer. The concept of the 
feeling of beauty is the most difficult for my students to comprehend. Deirdre Hurst du 
Prey cautions that “[t]he feeling of beauty is not sentimental” (1983: 87). But this is often 
the first inclination: they attempt to “look beautiful” and the internal connection is lost. To 
correct this, I coach them to “find the inner beauty of the movement of your body and of 
your relationship with your partner.” From this perspective, they gain a visceral 
understanding “that [their] body is beautifully pro- portioned, that [they] have a beautiful 
form which [they] can move through space with ease” (ibid.). In other words, the first two 
Brothers, when engaged properly, give rise to the third.

In order to work on the fourth Brother, I introduce various levels of chaos to the game of 
catch, which I learned from Lenard Petit at a MICHA workshop. First, I introduce up to 
five additional balls. Then, I add three “hot balls,” two of which are passed to the right 
while the other is passed to the left. The students are required to deal truthfully in the 
moment with the hot balls and keep the game progressing. In order to accomplish this in 
the chaos, the players must employ the first three brothers and add the fourth: a feeling of 
the whole. They must be aware of all the balls at once, physically and psychologically 
ready to receive a ball, deal with it when they receive it, and release it to a partner, and 
immediately prepare to start the pro- cess all over again. When everyone is able to keep 
all the balls in play, a true feeling of the whole is experienced, which relates to another 
aspect of the chart of inspired acting: ensemble.



Radiating and receiving

I use a series of walking exercises to introduce the concept of radiating and receiving, 
which plays an important role in the Chekhov training and relates wonderfully to the 
Stanislavsky work. Chekhov states that radiating is “one of the strongest means of 
expression” (1991: 115) and that receiving “means to draw towards one’s self with the 
utmost power” (2002: 19). To begin, I use a purposeful walk. As preparation, the actors 
“cross the threshold,” described by David Zinder as “the essential transforma- tion actors 
should undergo before entering into their creative work” (2002: 29). First, the students 
acknowledge their current physical and psychological state. Next, they imagine a line on 
the floor at their feet and that when they step over it, they cross from their everyday life 
into their life as an artist (the preparatory activity). Next, they cross the threshold (the 
artistic action) and, finally, check to see how they have changed physically and 
psychologically (the sustaining moment). When successful, they experience what 
Chekhov calls the Higher Self, which stands above the “everyday self” and puts the actor 
in a “creative state” (2002: 87). This artistic feeling is strengthened by adding to it the 
ideal center.

Ideal center

To create the ideal center, we imagine a warm yellow sun filling the chest and shining 
forth from within. For the purpose of connecting to the Higher Self, this is a psy- 
chological center in which the actor is “in full command, only more energetically and 
harmoniously so, with your body approaching an ‘ideal’ type” (Chekhov 2002: 80). 
However, for many students, through self-consciousness or lack of awareness, there is no 
visible sign that the ideal center has any effect on them. This is not unexpected at first, as 
Chekhov noted as far back as 1941:

[...] our present disease is that we have closed our hearts to such an extent, that [...] we are 
ashamed to show our feelings to each other, knowing that in one’s head instinctively sits a 
devil who will laugh at all our feelings if we dare to show them.

(1983: 59)

Once one or two people share a smile, however, it becomes contagious, and the rest lose 
their inhibitions, and laughter is often incorporated. After this initial break- through, they 
lose their fear and are able to embrace the ideal center without need- ing permission. It is 
from this psychologically liberated place that the actor is able to “play” with freedom, 
enthusiasm, and creativity, which changes the atmosphere in the studio to a positive one, 
helping to dispel the fear of failure. These two exercises are preparatory to all creative 
work in the studio, serving as the springboard for the walking exercises.

Walking exercises

In the walking exercises, we focus on radiating our presence and receiving the 
environment and our colleagues. The walk is energetic and has purpose—to radiate and 
receive—rather than a casual stroll. At first, the students have a tendency to think their 



way through the walk and so are not truly present in the space. I correct this by coaching 
them to take note of the specifics of the environment. Then, I introduce an artistic frame, 
prompting them to “imagine that inside you is an exact replica of your physical body that 
is made of energy,” coaching them to send that energy body out first (preparatory 
activity), follow it with their physical bodies (artistic action), and continue to radiate the 
walk when they come to a physical stop (sustaining activity). Radiating the energy body 
is paramount in the Chekhov work. Petit, who calls it the life body, states that it is “a 
force that moves the body, a sub- stance that is neither muscle nor bone. It is the life 
force” (2010: 4). This version of the walking exercises culminates in an exercise in which 
the students radiate their life body from the “wings” to the center of the “stage,” follow it 
with their physical bodies, “rehearse” a monologue while radiating the character’s will 
force, and follow the same process to exit. This exercise is a microcosm of how radiating 
is employed in performance, which is a constant process of radiating “emotions, Feelings, 
Will- impulses, and Images while on the stage” (Chekhov 1991: 114). In it, the artistic 
frame referred to above is fulfilled.

As the semester progresses, I incorporate Zinder’s Danger Works exercises (2002: 41). 
His Mini-Maxi pacing exercise incorporates incremental increases and decreases in pace 
while weaving in and out of one another in a confined area, using soft focus as a way of 
receiving one’s surroundings visually. The actors are instruc- ted to maintain their pace 
and to avoid collisions by changing direction (64–66). As a trust exercise, I have one actor 
at a time cross through the walkers blindfolded, instructing the latter to take care of the 
blindfolded actor. The natural culmination of Mini-Maxi pacing is hunt and pounce, in 
which the actor imagines hunting an undefined dangerous “thing” that might attack at any 
moment (2009: 68–71). These exercises teach the actor to live and function in the 
moment while in a state of psychological danger that mirrors the kind of danger they must 
experience as a character, and the “readiness in a state of ease” which results in “the same 
feeling they should experience before any entrance onstage” (71).

Staccato/Legato

While there is interaction in the exercises outlined above, and the feeling of the whole 
that is required in catch introduces an element of ensemble, it is through an exercise 
called Staccato/Legato that we begin to work specifically on this component of the MC 
technique. Staccato/Legato employs the use of radiating to and receiving from the whole 
group at once. Although it is often done with the students formed in staggered lines, I 
teach it in a loose circle to allow contact with the whole group. The exercise begins with 
the students radiating to, and receiving from, the ensemble, attempting to begin as a unit 
without anyone instigating the first move. At first, there are many false starts; however, as 
their ability to radiate and receive strength- ens, they can sense the moment when the 
group energy has come together to begin the exercise. The exercise consists of a series of 
lunges while simultaneously flinging energy from the fingertips as the arms are thrust out 
in the direction of the move- ment, concluding with a moment of sustained radiation, and 
then returning to what Petit calls “the clean starting position” (2010: 39). The six 
directions (right, left, up, down, forward, and back) form one sequence of the movement, 
which is repeated in the following pattern: two sequences in a staccato tempo, two legato, 



one more staccato, and a final legato. The students remain focused and connected upon 
com- pletion of the exercise, receiving the energy they have created. Even in the early 
stages of learning Staccato/Legato the group begins to move as one, their breath becomes 
united to the artistic frame of the movement, and they begin to feel them- selves as part of 
an ensemble performing the exercise. Petit has found similar results: “This is a wonderful 
way to warm up the instrument. It also allows you to fill the space with your energetic 
self. It is a creative act to do with actors, as it helps the ensemble feeling” (40). Once the 
exercise is complete, I ask the actors to remain focused, receive sensations from their 
bodies, and accept whatever feelings arise, receive each person in the ensemble, reach 
into the circle to receive the energy they have created, and finally, to step into the circle, 
carrying that energy forward with them as the class proceeds. Since staccato and legato 
are qualities that characterize ways of doing, which in turn give rise to sensations in the 
body, Staccato/Legato is a natural lead-in to the introduction of qualities and sensations 
through the qualities of movement exercise.

Qualities of movement

The qualities of movement are molding, floating, flying, and radiating.4 I follow the 
sequence laid out in To the Actor in Exercises 1–6. Exercise 1 instructs the actor to 
expand his physical being into the space using “a series of wide, broad movements using 
a maximum of space” (Chekhov 2002: 5). Exercise 2 incorporates the use of imaginary 
center in this process as the source of all movements, as the actors are asked to imagine 
that each movement begins there (5–13). These two exercises lead directly to the qualities 
of movement exercises.

Creative individuality

Each of the qualities of movement produces specific sensations in the bodies of the actors, 
and while there are usually similarities among the students for each quality, the sensations 
are individual, giving rise to an awareness of what Chekhov refers to as “‘the creative 
individuality of an artist’” (2002: 85). There is always surprise in the class when students 
experience an emotion as a result of this exercise and a corre- sponding great relief that 
accessing emotion is this simple and does not require them to tap into their personal lives. 
According to Chekhov, the emotions that arise in this manner of working have been 
purified (89–90). This healthy aspect of the tech- nique is manifested in the students’ 
ability to disconnect from these emotions easily once the scene is over.

Open as a gesture

This trajectory of qualities > sensations > feelings is expanded upon once the class is 
assigned their first scripted scene, usually in the tenth or eleventh week of the training. 
The gesture, open, is introduced, which creates vulnerability between part- ners. It is 
executed by two partners facing one another making eye contact, and, using the artistic 
frame, they open up to one another, first contracting the body slightly and then spreading 
their arms and widening their stance as each radiates the gesture to his or her partner, 
sustaining it until both feel truly connected to the other. Next, we turn our attention to the 
needs of the character they have been assigned, which is from Tough! by George F. 



Walker. This play is ideal for young actors because the characters are close to them in age 
and find themselves in a situation that is plausible to them; however, unlike most of my 
students, the char- acters are from the working class and are in a heightened state of crisis 
from the opening of the play, which requires my students to deal with characters and cir- 
cumstances beyond their comfort zone. At the same time, they can relate to both. In order 
to help them establish the necessary psychological state for the beginning moment of a 
scene, I introduce an exercise I learned from Julie LeGal at a MICHA Intensive that I call 
Point/Look. The actor chooses an object from across the room and begins to radiate a 
walk towards it, physically walking towards it with purpose and energy, and executes a 
lunge, pointing at the object while doing so, radiating the point, receiving the object for a 
few seconds before saying the word “look.” Stu- dents repeat this process with several 
other objects in succession. Once they have learned the form of the exercise, I introduce 
qualities as ways of pointing; the quality then creates a response in the actor’s inner life, 
which is received during the radia- tion, and, in turn, causes an emotional response, 
thereby affecting how the word is said.5 They discover that they are able to coax an 
emotional response through the quality, and “interpret” the line without having to 
predetermine the outcome. The final step is to repeat the exercise with a series of qualities 
that might suit their scene from Tough! and using their opening line or one from the 
scene’s climax instead of “look.” This exercise, preceded by open, becomes the prelude 
for the rehearsal of their scene. It also mirrors the artistic frame and is a prelude to 
Psychological Gesture (PG), which they will learn in the transformation year. In keeping 
with the principle of the “growing power,” these exercises are repeated throughout the 
second semester as a warm-up for in-class rehearsals of a series of scenes from Tough! in 
which they also experiment with the application of the basic Stanislavsky System to 
scripted work. We begin with catch, followed by a walk during which I coach them on an 
imaginative journey to the given circumstances of the play. When followed by open and 
Point/Look, the actors are in a state of readiness for the rehearsal of the scene.

The effect of this training on early development and the ability to approach pre- liminary 
scene work with spontaneity is impressive. The process requires time to develop and 
students must be vigilant in applying the tools to their work. However, I have noticed that 
they are able to incorporate the art of experiencing sooner in their training and that they 
work with more lightness and a positive, playful attitude. The effect of Chekhov’s plan for 
inspired acting on my students is centered in three main areas: their use of imagination, 
their confidence in the power of their creative individuality, and their ability to transfer 
the concepts to their scene work.

On imagination

With regard to imagination, my students begin to recognize its superiority to the intellect 
as a creative force. This usually occurs near the beginning of second semester. As one 
student noted: “The thing that helped me the most was staying connected to my partner 
and imagination” (DeJoseph 2013: 3 April). Once they begin to truly trust the imagination 
they become very excited about their ability to bring it to bear on the work:



[M]y imagination went crazy and I ended up pushing her into the forest at my cottage; 
(sic) a place I believe she belonged. Not only did the need to push Andrea help me find 
power and strength, but the need to stand my ground fuelled me with energy and 
determination.

(Gomes 2013: 3 April)

Once they become excited about imagination, it fuels them to go beyond pedestrian 
choices. It is clear that the Chekhov work changes their approach to acting, side- tracking 
their tendency to work in the realm of the everyday. They begin to trust their creative 
individuality. This creative individuality is manifest in the power they feel in themselves, 
as noted by Gomes above. They lose their fear and become drawn to the work: “My 
desire to speak the text got to the point that there was electricity shooting through my 
entire body” (Reid 2013: 9 January). Another stu- dent reported, “Once I actually began 
to Radiate to an object, with clear and direct focus, it felt incredible. I could feel all of my 
energy being sent out in a ray of power” (Welch 2013: 8 January). This makes them much 
less self-conscious and braver in their choices in exercises and scene work alike.

Perhaps the most telling aspect of their ability to translate the concepts learned in the 
warm-up exercises to scene work is that their approach to words is transformed. First and 
foremost, they do not need to struggle to find purpose behind the lines: “I really wanted to 
be heard as well as seen. [...] I felt confident and I knew my pur- pose” (Gomes 2013: 9 
January). This confidence also extends to their relationship to the other actors on the 
stage: “My Radiation became communicative with the group: I brought in the ensemble’s 
energy, and sent it back out again, 100%; I made a cycle, and used myself as a vessel for 
the energy to move through” (Luckwaldt-Ross 2013: 20 March). The ability to achieve 
this level of presence and excitement by the end of the first year is remarkable when 
compared with the struggles my students under- went prior to my introduction of the MC 
warm-up exercises and their application to scene work.

Moving forward to the transformation year: psychophysical acting techniques

The Transformation Year course I teach, Psychophysical Acting Techniques, functions as 
a rehearsal laboratory for scripted work in Scene Study, Voice for the Actor and 
Movement for the Actor. My goal is for the students to learn a series of exercises that will 
allow them to approach the rehearsal process in a creative and imaginative manner. 
Outside of the studio, the approach to rehearsal is often to “run” the scene numerous 
times in the hopes that elusive inspiration will occur. This can create a cycle of frustration 
as students figuratively beat their heads against a wall, attempting to employ the 
principles of Stanislavsky’s teachings. The MC technique provides both a structure and a 
creative approach to the rehearsal process that solves this problem.

Atmosphere

The first exercise is Atmosphere, because it coaxes the actor’s emotions and establishes 
the actor’s relationship to a common physical and psychological envir- onment, to one 
another, and through that, to the audience. Chekhov says that atmospheres are 



“microcosms of mass psychology in action” (1963: 84). He urges directors to establish 
atmosphere at the first rehearsal (115). I use The Blind by Maurice Maeterlinck, so the 
entire class can work together and repeat a modified version of the approach to 
atmosphere taught to me by Joanna Merlin (President of Michael Chekhov Association 
[MICHA])6 and Scott Fielding (Director of Michael Chekhov Actors Studio, Boston). The 
Blind is ideal for this exercise, as atmosphere is a driving force in the play. I employ a 
fantastical use of the playwright’s descrip- tion of the physical environment, sounds, and a 
physical exploration of the space. If the actors are open and filled with ease, their feelings 
“arise organically of themselves, without being forced or squeezed out of our soul” 
(Chekhov 1991: 31). For most of the students, this is the most profound experience of 
personal psycho- logical effect they have undergone in a scene and they are delighted at 
how accessible it is. This work lays the groundwork for the Chekhov exercises related to 
character and action.

Psychological Gesture

The first of these is Psychological Gesture (PG). Although Chekhov tells us that PG can 
be used in many different ways, I focus first on its ability to incite the actor to action and 
arouse the inner life. As Chekhov notes: “[...] we may say that the strength of the 
movement stirs our will power in general; the kind of movement awakens in us a definite 
corresponding desire, and the quality of the same movement conjures up our feelings” 
(2002: 64). Stated more succinctly: “[...] the Psychological Gesture, as the crystalized 
Will, is the Objective” (1991: 109). Each gesture is done with the whole body, using a 
phrase of text from their scene during the radiation period at the end of the gesture. They 
learn a total of eleven archetypal gestures: push, pull, lift, embrace, penetrate, rip/tear, 
twist/wring, smash, open, close, and throw.

Once the students have experimented with each of these gestures we apply them to the 
scenes that each pair is working on. I coach them to discover the gesture intuitively. We 
begin with a walk, in which I ask the students to imagine that they are on a journey to 
their character, giving attention to the character’s given circum- stances, needs, wants, 
desires, and eventually the pre-beat of their individual scenes, whereupon they allow their 
physical walk to cease. They begin repeating a significant line of text quietly to 
themselves several times, listening to the vibrations of the line each time, allowing the 
vibrations of the line to inspire an internal movement. Gra- dually, they allow the internal 
movement to manifest itself in the physical movement of the hand, the arm, and 
eventually the whole body. The process is an intuitive search for the gesture, which begins 
to suggest itself as they work. Once they have the ges- ture, they add quality as their inner 
desire dictates, thereby transforming the arche- typal gesture into a PG. I encourage them 
to be open to qualities that may seem to contradict the assumed nature of the gesture. For 
instance, one might embrace with a quality of greed for the title character from Ben 
Jonson’s play Volpone. Once the gesture has been rehearsed and perfected, they join with 
their scene partners, execute the gesture three times physically, and then once with only 
the life body, and launch immediately into a rehearsal of the scene. The power of the 
gesture activates the will center, strengthening the playing of the action. They discover 
organically the high stakes of the conflict between the characters. They often surprise 



themselves, dis- covering a different objective than they expected, which makes the 
playing of the scene all the more interesting and exciting. In Stanislavsky’s terms, they 
“experience” the action deeply and spontaneously.

Drawing on information provided by Andrei Malaev-Babel in To the Actor, I also 
introduce PG for the super-objective, for the role, for specific moments in a scene, and for 
a speech (Malaev-Babel 2002: 186–208). PG can also help define the rela- tionship 
between characters, which I learned from Joanna Merlin. Our last approach is Fantastic 
PG, which Malaev-Babel says “will not only make your acting rich, it will help you lift it 
above an everyday primitive, naturalistic plane” (185). Malaev-Babel says that Chekhov 
advised his actors to study nature, the supernatural, the gro- tesque, fairy tales, and 
inanimate objects to “discover and master their imaginary ‘will forces and feelings’” 
(ibid.). I ask my actors what image from these realms comes to mind when they think of 
the character they are playing and then to create a fantastic PG to inspire character. The 
result is a heightened feeling of power, presence, and driving force that they had not 
experienced in previous rehearsals.

Although the PG is not usually intended for use in the performance of a play, I have 
incorporated it into plays that lend themselves to non-realistic techniques of performance. 
For instance, in a production of Down Dangerous Passes Road by Quebec playwright 
Michel Marc Bouchard, the actors opened the play with the execution of a series of PGs 
that they had developed during the rehearsal process (see Figure 23.1). The result was 
visually and viscerally stimulating for both the actors and the audience and helped to 
establish the non-realistic nature of the circumstances of the play. Further, the execution 
of the gestures put the characters’ journeys in the play into the bodies and psyches of the 

actors at the top of the show.



Figure 23.1 Gordon Hecht as Carl, Davydd Cook as Ambrose, and Spencer Robson as Victor in 
Michel Marc Bouchard’s Down Dangerous Passes Road (2009), directed by Lionel Walsh, 
University of Windsor. (Private Collection. Courtesy Lionel Walsh.)

Life/given circumstances

The remaining exercises, save one, are used for character development. When I was her 
student, Diana Mady Kelly pointed out that students often view the character in terms of 
their own life circumstances. This is not related to an inability to mine the text but to a 
more psychological fear associated with stepping beyond their person- alities. The 
exercises that follow help students overcome this fear by engaging their imaginations in 
the process of discovering the character “on their feet.”

Imaginary body

Perhaps the most appealing aspect of imaginary body is how much enjoyment my 
students experience with it. Chekhov states that this process is “[t]he shortest, most 
artistic (and amusing) approach” to incorporating the character’s physical and 
psychological features (2002: 78). The actors are asked to imagine their character 
standing in the space and examine their physical features and behaviors, asking the 
character to move about and execute business from the scene. Once the characters are 
clear to the actors, they are prompted to step into the character’s imagined body. In this 
way, they bring themselves to the character and experience themselves “occupying the 
same space” as their character (Chekhov 1991: 100). Stepping in and out of the imaginary 
body in the early stages of the exercise helps the actor clarify the character traits that 



differ from their own. The transformation is instantaneous on a physical level but the true 
value is the psychological transformation that fol- lows. Through the simple process of 
standing and breathing in the imaginary body, experimenting with everyday gestures and 
movements, walking, and, eventually, “rehearsing” the scene, they discover motivations 
intuitively and uncover information about the character subconsciously.

Imaginary centers

We add centers to the imaginary body in order to refine and deepen the character- ization. 
To do this, the actors place an imaginary center somewhere in the body, giving it qualities 
of shape, size, color, and texture. For instance, a small, red, jagged center might be placed 
in the gut. This affects both “the inner and outer makeup” of the char- acter, thereby 
expanding and deepening the characterization, making it more specific (Chekhov 1991: 
101). Under the influence of the imaginary body and centers, my students intuitively 
make choices that go beyond their personal everyday psyches.

Another issue is the difficulty of incorporating students’ research about the char- acter 
into the characterization. Slava Kokorin’s exercise Corridors is invaluable in solving this 
problem.7 The actors are asked to create a large transparent membrane into which they 
step. They imagine they are standing in the character’s present and allow a door in the 
membrane to open, revealing a corridor to their past, down which they walk, stopping 
whenever an image of the character’s past comes to them. Rather than mime the 
experience, they embrace their responses to the images, internalizing them throughout the 
journey. Once the journey is complete, they return to the present and repeat the process 
for both the future they fear will occur if they do not achieve their objective and the one 
that will occur if they win their objective. To Kokorin’s instructions I have added the 
spontaneous execution of a PG at the end of each of the three stages. After all three 
journeys are complete, these gestures are executed in quick succession while standing in 
the present, layering them into the internal life of the character. Finally, the actors turn 
towards their partners and create a corridor that joins to their partner’s corridor, and 
rehearse their scene. Their comments indicate that they are no longer trying to remember 
what they wrote on their scores but experience a visceral awareness of the character’s past 
and possible futures through the images living within them, which float into their 
consciousness spontaneously, helping to drive them towards their objective.

Conclusion

Unfortunately, I am not able to teach the full spectrum of the MC acting technique in 
these three courses. Nonetheless, the effect of the Chekhov work on my students is easily 
identified by other teachers in the program. My colleague Michael Keating believes they 
are braver, more imaginative, and have a healthier approach to their work when they 
employ the MC technique. Another colleague, Brian Rintoul, noticed that students 
experience the subtext in a visceral and personal way, progress more rapidly and 
confidently, and create characters and performances that are deeper, richer, and more 
spontaneous. I believe they experience true inspiration and are secure enough in their 
work to make it their own as they progress through their training.



Notes

• 1  I also integrated Michael Chekhov technique in a fourth-year course entitled Character 
Study. It is used in combination with the Encounter technique, which was developed by 
Diana Mady Kelly, who created the course in 1972 and taught it until 1991. 

• 2  I use the term “Chekhov-based” because some of the exercises were developed by 
Chekhov teachers after his death. 

• 3  In To the Actor and On the Technique of Acting, Chekhov does not mention the term Four 
Brothers, but refers to them as psychological qualities. Also, in To the Actor, feeling of the 
whole is translated as the feeling of entirety, while in On the Technique of Acting, it is 
mentioned only in Mala Powers’ Preface. However, in The Drama Review, Deirdre Hurst du 
Prey does use the term Four Brothers. 

• 4  The second quality of movement is called “flowing” in On the Technique of Acting. 

• 5  Qualities are adverbs such as softly, cautiously, angrily, lovingly, etc. 

• 6  The Michael Chekhov Association (www.michaelchekhov.org) offers Summer Intensives  
in the Chekhov acting technique annually, as well as shorter workshops throughout the year. 
The Great Lakes Michael Chekhov Consortium (www.greatlakesmichaelchekhovconso 
rtium.com) offers a teacher certification program each June. Classes are also available 
through the Michael Chekhov Acting Studio (www.michaelchekhovactingstudio.com), 
Moving Dock Theatre (www.movingdock.org), Michael Chekhov Europe (www.michael 
chekhoveurope.eu), Michael Chekhov Brazil (www.michaelchekhovbrasil.com), and 
Michael Chekhov Canada (www.michaelchekhovcanada.com). 

• 7  Slava Kokorin, a Russian theatre actor, director, and pedagogue, is a Board member of 
MICHA. He teaches the Michael Chekhov technique at the Ekaterinburg State Theatre 
Institute in Russia, and internationally. He has directed over 100 theatre productions and 
given numerous acting workshops in Russia, France, Germany, Switzerland, USA, Cuba, 
Senegal, and Poland. In 1993 Kokorin organized the Baikal Theatre School.  
Works cited 

Chekhov, M. (1963) To the Director and Playwright, compiled and written by C. Leonard, New 
York: Harper and Row, 2nd edn (1984) Limelight Editions: New York.

——(1983) “Chekhov on Acting: A Collection of Unpublished Materials (1919–42),” ed. Mel 
Gordon, The Drama Review 27.3 (T99), 46–83.

——(1985) Lessons for the Professional Actor, ed. D. Hurst Du Prey, New York: Performing Arts 
Journal Publications.

——(1991) On the Technique of Acting, ed. Mel Gordon, preface and afterword by Mala Powers, 
New York: HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.

——(2002) To the Actor: On the Technique of Acting, ed. Mala Powers, foreword Simon Callow, 
London and New York: Routledge.

——(2005) The Path of the Actor, eds. A. Kirillov and B. Merlin, with excerpts from Life and 
Encounters, trans. D. Ball, London: Routledge.



DeJoseph, H. (2013) “Journal: Introduction to Improvisation and Acting II.” Unpublished student 
notes.

Gomes, M. (2013) “Journal: Introduction to Improvisation and Acting II.” Unpublished student 
notes.

Hurst du Prey, D. (1983) “Working with Chekhov,” The Drama Review 27.3 (T99): 84–90.

370

MICHAEL CHEKHOV AND ACTOR TRAINING

Luckwaldt-Ross, R. (2013) “Journal: Introduction to Improvisation and Acting II.” Unpublished 
student notes.

Malaev-Babel, A. (2002) “Appendix – A Practical Guide to the Application of Psychological 
Gesture” in M. Chekhov (2002) To The Actor: On the Technique of Acting, ed. Mala Powers, 
foreword Simon Callow, London and New York: Routledge, 183–215.

Petit, L. (2010) The Michael Chekhov Handbook: For the Actor, New York: Routledge. 
Reid, C. (2013) “Journal: Introduction to Improvisation and Acting II.” Unpublished student

notes. 
Saint-Denis, M. (1982) Training for the Theatre, New York: Theatre Arts Books. 
Stanislavski, K. (2010) An Actor’s Work, trans. Jean Benedetti, New York: Routledge. 
Welch, K. (2013) “Journal: Introduction to Improvisation and Acting II.” Unpublished student

notes. 
Zinder, D. (2002) Body Voice Imagination: A Training for the Actor, 1st edn, New York: Routledge. 
——(2009) Body Voice Imagination, 1st edn (2002), New York: Routledge.

From 

„Routledge Companion to Michael Chekhov“ 
editeded by Marie-Christine Autant-Mathieu and Yana Meerzon

Routledge 2015 
ISBN: 978-0-415-71018-3 (hbk)

pages 357-371


