Can the “psychological gesture” technique from Chekhov's method be used
for biographical work?

(This text was written as a presentation basis for the completion of the basic course in
biographical work at the Free Academy for Applied Biographical Work in Mannheim.)

1) Introduction

During my Chekhov training, | once had a very memorable experience. For a week, we
focused on the psychological gesture, which Michael Chekhov developed as a tool for his
acting technique. This tool can be used, for example, to get to the core of a character, a
scene, or a play.

We were given the task of finding a plant in the vicinity of the classroom, observing it for ten
minutes every day, and finding a gesture for this plant each day. At the end of the week, we
put these six gestures together. During this final exercise, | had the strong feeling that | had
understood something about the essence of this plant that was not represented in its
external form, that | had looked into its innermost being, as it were. This led me to wonder
whether this method of psychological gesture could also be used in biographical work to
learn something about the inner essence of situations and events.

2) What is psychological gesture?

Michael Chekhov describes psychological gesture as a "summarizing, general gesture" that
reflects the essence of a character, a scene, a sequence, a play... He uses it as a way to
approach this essence in a way that is different from an intellectual approach. "No doubt,
your mind can be helpful; it can examine, assess, correct, and make suggestions. But this
should only happen once your creative intuition has begun to work." (Michael Chekhov:
Secrets of Acting, p. 64) First, the character of the figure and the characteristics of the
situation are examined, and an attempt is made to translate these characteristics into a
movement, a gesture. This gesture can certainly be animated, but it must come to an end.

3) What do theater and biographical work have in common?

A play is, at least for the time being, a “finished” story. The section of a biography that is to
be worked on in biographical work is also complete in terms of time, i.e., it is also something
like a finished story. In a production, i.e., the work on the text and the role, the aim is to add
a further dimension to the text, a unique interpretation that adheres to the text but
nevertheless represents something independent of it. Biographical work is also about
reading one's own biography and — in the best case — discovering something — connections
that go beyond the mere facts.

In this respect, biographical and theatrical work are quite comparable.
4) Working method

In order to investigate this question, | looked for people who were willing to join me in this
experiment. Thankfully, | found two people who were willing to embark on this journey of
discovery with me. We conducted a total of four approximately 90-minute work sessions and
one debriefing. A few weeks before we began the actual work, | sent both of them questions



for the first three seven-year cycles in preparation. First, | worked with them on the
psychological gesture technique. Then we moved on to the conversation work. Using the
guestions or specific tasks, both of them recounted situations and experiences from their
respective seven-year cycles. At the end of each work session, | asked them to find a
psychological gesture for the corresponding seventh year and to do it once a day at home on
their own in order to “preserve” the gesture they had found. After the session on the third
seven-year period, | asked both of them to perform the three gestures once a day in
succession and to establish connections between them through physical movement. In the
fifth session, we then discussed what both of them had experienced and also looked back on
the entire work process.

5) Results

Both reported that they were very immersed in the mood of the respective year group
through the conversation work, but that when finding the gestures, their minds were
“switched off” in a sense and the gestures arose from the movement. Only afterwards did
they reflect on the gestures they had found and, through the interaction of mental work in
conversation and physical work in finding the gestures, they established connections and
arrived at new thoughts and insights about these stages of life. They had a similar experience
when connecting the three gestures they had found. Here, too, the interplay of physical and
mental movement led them to insights about connections that, in their opinion, would not
have been so clear without the work on the gestures.
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