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INTRODUCTION

If I could have, I would have asked Michael Chekhov: What do
you believe is the most important factor in your method? Instead,
I asked my teacher, Deirdre Hurst du Prey, Chekhov’s student
and secretary for 20 years. ‘That would be Truth’, she answered.
This is a big idea, but simple enough. The difficulty is in keeping
it simple. Once it gets complicated the truth becomes more and
more elusive. I want to speak from this place of simplicity, where
I found my own truth, because useful acting techniques can only
be about one’s own truth, the truth one is experiencing in the
moment.

The Michael Chekhov technique is a very free way to work
as an actor. The material we encounter is immediately provocative
and rewarding. I have been a practitioner of this approach for
30 years. I have been a teacher for nearly 20 years. I know most
of the Chekhov teachers professing this work throughout the
world today. It is not such a large community, and I am very



happy to be a part of it. One striking thing about this group of
teachers is that we are individual in how we see things and how
we do things, yet the essence of the work shines in all of us.
We stress the elements of the technique in different ways. We
have all found what we believe to be the essential elements for
our own work. We each go our own way in the technique.
Chekhov’s methods are actually limited in scope. His intention
is to lead the actor to an inspired performance. The ways in which
we can bring ourselves to inspiration are limited. This is actually
a good thing because we can choose exactly how we will work
and in what manner we will approach the role; and we will expect
not to flounder.

I am now presenting an approach to this method, and I want
to make it clear from the start that what you will find here is
how the technique has come to me, how it speaks to me, and
how I have made it my own. I quote Chekhov in these pages,
but I choose the words that have caused a stirring in me. I do
not believe there is one orthodox way of teaching or using this
technique. I have seen some extraordinary teaching and it was
new to me, things I had never seen nor considered before, but
I recognized how ‘Chekhov’ these new things were. It is easy to
know when it is Chekhov, and also easy to know when it is not.
The purpose of the technique is to inspire, to find a creative state
that is both pleasing to be in, and also full of the power of
expressing oneself. Through the principles he offered to us,
Chekhov expected each actor to find his own technique, his own
way of working.

The result of the technique is also the thing itself. The technique
is inspiring because of the very special demands it puts on the
actor. I have chosen this as my way of working and I have 
looked into the entirety of it, but I have plunged headlong into
the parts of it that especially speak to me and excite me. This is
the material I will share with you. Some of it can be backed up
by reading Chekhov’s books, and some of it I developed out of
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principles I have found within the technique. There are also some
other things I have encountered in my journey of physical theatre.
I am not a purist, so I am always on the lookout for material 
which I recognize as being in the orbit of Chekhov. All of it has
a truth for me and so I hope you will be able to find some truth
in it as well.

Michael Chekhov was ahead of his time. He must have known
that because he spoke about the Theatre of the Future and also about
the ‘actor of the future’. Fifty-four years after his death does
indeed bring us into what he could call the future; perhaps he
was speaking to our current generation. Artists nowadays have
ears for an approach to working and seeing such as Chekhov’s.
With the proliferation of Eastern philosophies and practices in
the West today, we are open to more concentrated approaches
to working. We accept spiritual and energetic influences on life.
The purely intellectual psychological method has already demon-
strated its limits for performance. The conception of a human
being as an energetic force is no longer an idea that needs
defending. The mind–body connection is now commonplace.
Modern humans have reclaimed this non-materialistic attitude
towards themselves. This is the basic working stuff of the Chekhov
technique. This book is intended to speak to modern actors of
today about techniques that were devised for you.

Let’s take a few steps back and begin at the simplest place,
the physical presence of the actor; the actor standing before the
public. What is true about this is that the actor is occupying
space, either filling it with energy or not. If there is sufficient
energy, then there is an interest on the other side; if not, then
boredom or disinterest looms up. This is clear and can be easily
demonstrated by these amusing yet profound words of Michael
Chekhov quoted by Ms Deirdre Hurst du Prey, while she was
teaching a class: ‘The moment you are not alive on the stage,
you are dead.’ Now this is a statement that an actor can under-
stand, because every actor knows the immense pleasure of feeling
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alive on the stage, and the profound pain of losing the audience
due to a lack of energy.

Energy is a loaded word, it means many things to many
different people. Let me define the word as I understand it, so
we have a common ground to stand on. In my classes I define
it as the force that moves the body, a substance that is neither
muscle nor bone. It is the life force. It is called by many different
names, a few of the more common usages are spirit, chi or prana.
In order to work with Michael Chekhov’s technique, it is essential
that we have an understanding and an appreciation of this
concept. Energy is the key that opens up the doors.

Imagination is another key because all our possibilities lie in
this ability to imagine. A good starting place is to imagine that
we are great actors. It’s an image, an ideal picture of where we
are going. It helps us to proceed toward our goal, it keeps us
engaged. As actors we must be creative all the time. We have to
believe that our job is to make art. Our art is a living thing and
it is bound up with truth and reality and humanity, and the
theatre. The theatre is full of hope, full of artistic illusions, full
of imagination, and people. We can encourage the spectators to
use their imaginations, they can become a creative presence there
along with us. It is better when everyone is active and alive in
the imaginary world, because the exchange between the actors
and the audience is truly an exchange not just a one-sided assault
from the stage.

It is my intention that actors, directors and teachers of acting
will see this as a workbook. I hope it will be used as a practical
guide to understanding the techniques Michael Chekhov has
given to theatre artists. My appreciation of the technique as a
dynamic whole came when I was able to discern the differences
between the principles and the tools. This caused the components
of the technique to fall into a clear and workable form, and
allowed me to easily pick and choose the material I needed to
engage in for a particular performance. In the book, Lessons for the

INTRODUCTION4



Professional Actor, where Chekhov is speaking directly to a group
of actors in New York City, he states that ‘every role requires 
its own technique’, suggesting that certain elements of the
performance are already understood by the actor so they need
no attention. He also states in the 4th Guiding Principle, that the
technique is one whole thing made up of many parts, and that
to engage one part is to engage all of it. This allows a very simple
approach to creating a role.

Chekhov calls a great deal of the material we rely on in the
technique as intangible. Because it is intangible, actors reading
about it can easily become puzzled. Chekhov’s book To the Actor
is a great offering to actors but it remains a difficult book 
from which to work. He was unable to include the spiritual in
his book about acting and still get it published. So something is
missing. Through research into materials left by Ms du Prey, we
can find many references Chekhov made to the ‘spiritual’ but
these sources are hidden away in certain libraries, and only the
serious researcher will take the trouble to locate them. The people
who work with the Chekhov technique talk about, and exercise,
and play with the thing that is missing from his book. It has
come from person to person and it remains at the centre of the
work. It is spiritual in the way that one feels one is engaged with
‘something else’, but not spiritual in a religious way. I want to
address that missing part in this book so that actors can put it
into play. I want to show you a way to the work that is reliable
and clear. The more I have worked with this material, the simpler
it has become.

Chekhov’s techniques for acting are based in one primary
point of reference. This point is movement. When we look at
his system, we keep coming to this point. As we investigate the
technique and return to this point, we find we are standing in
a different place. Somehow the point is always moving. This
technique begins with moving the body, because the moving
body is what the audience sees. It is our front line of expression,
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it is our fall back. Becoming aware of the body as an instrument
leads us to become sensible and sensitized to movement, even
movements that are now super-sensible. As Chekhov said:

Everything you do now consciously will become in time super-
conscious, and that is our aim – to create super-consciously.

(Michael Chekhov: Lessons for Teachers)

There are many ways to move, and many ways to perceive
movement; it starts and it stops, it is both action and reaction,
it forms and it destroys, it lifts things up and casts them down.
It is essentially breath: the in and out of life.

Michael Chekhov’s most conspicuous contribution to the actor
is what he has named, the ‘psychological gesture’. This is a very
specific movement that is first imagined then executed as a means
to excite the actor to play. It is in many ways a question posed
by the actor, a question concerning the how of this or that
expression. Receiving the answer is the initial difficulty of the
technique and this brings us back to the body, which must
become sensitized to the movements it can make.

Our instrument is the same body that carries on a life; it eats,
and sleeps, and makes love, it laughs and cries, it dies. Experience
is coming to us through our bodies as sensations. Our bodies
record this as knowledge. We speak a language of experience
we are comfortable with, using word pictures that are absolutely
connected to movement. Perhaps we are too comfortable in that
we have lost a connection to the original statements. What do
we mean when we say, ‘she fell into despair’, or ‘fell into
confusion’, or ‘fell in love’ or ‘fell asleep’? How can these things
be connected? Do we really fall into them?

Behold our common language of movement: We say we are
either moved or not moved by things. We get behind them or we
throw them out of our lives forever. No one likes to feel pushed into
things, and we are quick to dump this on people, but sometimes
it is sweet to be pulled along until we are joined willfully, at which
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point we begin to flow and we are picked up by this flow so our
spirits are lifted until they fall again, when we may be induced to
tear away or fade away. Or perhaps the fall has happened because
we have been torn apart. Our hearts go out to others, or they break,
our chins drop, we rise to the occasion, and swell with pride, we
shrink in fear, or firmly stand our ground. We feel others out, put our
heads together and touch upon the problem, sidestepping the real issue until
we are able to draw conclusions and then finally rest assured, etc.

Movement is at the centre of these statements so it is essential
we pay attention to movement, the movements we make, the
ones made around us, and the ones happening within us.

Chekhov has said that there are two ways to work. There are
two ways to concentrate and he makes it clear which way he
prefers. Nothing will happen the way we want it to, unless we
concentrate in the way he suggests. If we follow his lead here
then something happens, we find we are immediately engaged
with pure acting, and we recognize that we can go to new places
within ourselves.

Very little here is new, After all, they are Chekhov’s ideas.
What is different is the structuring of the tools and the principles,
and the inclusion of the dynamic force of energy. I have come
to see the technique as conceived around archetypal energies.
Concepts such as inner movements, radiation, atmosphere and incorporation
of images are big tools. The only way we can successfully engage
them is energetically.

The book is laid out in a very straightforward manner. The
principles are separated from the tools to make it easy for the
reader to reference them. The fifth section of the book, called
‘Application’, puts these elements together into a dynamic model.
I have found a way to talk about the material that is both practical
and simple. The Application section is made up of edited class
transcripts. Certain parts reference the play, Desire Under the Elms,
by Eugene O’Neill, while other parts are pure technique classes.
My students and I are working together, and we have some
dialogue about the exercises.
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1
THE AIMS OF THE

TECHNIQUE

Chekhov imagined the Theatre of the Future. He was convinced that
it would happen and actors would come to meet it fully prepared.
The aims of the technique speak about an ideal. Michael Chekhov
is quite eloquent about all of this and these ideals are scattered
throughout the books and teachings. A long time ago these ideals
kept me reading his words and they have stayed with me; I do
believe in them. They give us a picture that keeps the destination
clear:

The actor in the future must not only find another attitude
towards his physical body and voice, but to his whole existence
on the stage in the sense that the actor, as an artist, must more
than anyone else enlarge his own being by the means of his
profession. I mean the actor must enlarge himself in a very
concrete way, even to having quite a different feeling in space.
His kind of thinking must be different, his feelings must be of



a different kind, his feeling of body and voice, his attitude to
the settings – all must be enlarged.

(Michael Chekhov: Lessons for the 
Professional Actor)

Our own ‘I Am’ is usually weak, but if we do the exercises of
concentration, we will see that this feeling of ‘I Am’ becomes
stronger, and we will feel as if we are centralized on our own
spirit. The ability of concentration and the exercises, if they are
done sufficiently and with the proper activity, will give this
marvelous feeling of ‘I Am’. With this ‘I Am’, we will begin 
to get our own being centralized, so our body will become
centralized and our spirit will be centralized. This is the most
beautiful thing, and especially for an actor who shows his whole
being and nothing else on the stage. Then we will immediately
become artists in the highest sense of this word.

(Michael Chekhov: The Actor is the Theatre)

Through concentration, the Chekhov technique leads actors to
discover a power that is greater than the everyday sense of being
humans. The real work of the actor is to transform personal
experience into a universal and recognizable form of expression
that has the ability to change something in the spectator. To simply
reproduce a personal impression as it was experienced is not
enough. As actors practising, we are saying, ‘I am’, again and again
so that we can come to know the many ‘I ams’ that live in us. As
an actor I find a way to say and believe in these words so that
they can be a starting point for my work. The feeble ‘I am’ of
everyday cannot be enough, I have to look for ways to increase
this sense of self so that I can transform into other characters.

We live in an age where all of our responses to life are
monitored, our thoughts and feelings are continually questioned
and weighed into the scale of social acceptance. Generally speak-
ing, we grow up in a world of doubts, apologies and yieldings.
Pushing that all down, some of us decide to become actors.
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Hopefully we have talent, or the natural ability to do it, because
the talent of the actor needs attention. These techniques appeal
to the talent. The instrument is the body with the voice, but we
have to bring our talent into it. There is only so much we can
take from work on ourselves, on our psychology, on our person-
ality. We have to bring a clear and objective power to our talent
so that we can interpret the lives written for us to act, or to act
the lives we are creating in our rehearsals. Good intentions are
never enough. Dance and speech lessons are not enough. A
technique is necessary.

We trust in methods that use images to transform us, and
believe that there is a radiant energy inside us and this energy
can be formed and made active. If the joy of the actor is to give
all at every moment, then there must be something to give, there
has to be an inexhaustible supply of energy:

When I try to imagine what the theatre can be and will be in
the future, it will be a purely spiritual business (I speak neither
in the mystical or religious sense at the moment) in which the
spirit of the human being will be rediscovered by artists. The
spirit will be concretely studied . . . [I]t will be a concrete tool,
or means, which we will manage just as easily as any other
means. The actor must know what it is, and how to take it and
use it. We [will] know how to manage it, and understand how
concrete and objective it can be for us. I believe in the spiritual
theatre, in the sense of concrete investigation of the spirit of
the human being. But the investigation must be done not by
scientists, but [rather] by artists and actors.

(Michael Chekhov: Lessons for the 
Professional Actor)

The actor looks to the essence of things. In the essence are
found the building blocks from which he can recreate the world
of the character. The details are created out of the essence.

THE AIMS OF THE TECHNIQUE10



Michael Chekhov was a very gifted artist; his technique was
formed as a result of his ability to concentrate and to look at
how he was concentrating and what he was putting his attention
on. He saw what was at work for him. His early training with
Stanislavsky enabled him to have a clear starting point, a new ‘I
am’. But his technique was his own way of working. ‘I invented
nothing he said, I have been observant, and discovered this is
what I am doing when I act.’

The actor develops his skills in order to be capable of every-
thing demanded of him. This development and the ability to
create belong to what Michael Chekhov calls the ‘creative indi-
viduality’ of the actor. The ‘creative individuality’ allows the
artist to use parts of himself that are not just the meaner more
banal elements that make up his daily life, but rather parts of his
subconscious, where dwell more universal and archetypal images.

In this way, the ego of the character is not subjected to the ego
of the actor. The actor’s creative individuality seeks an aesthetic
union with the character, and will not allow the actor’s personality
to interfere with that process. With this the actor’s work becomes
an artistic creation:

We have lost the whole poetry around our art, and it has become
a dry business. The whole theatre has become so materialistic
for us as actors: our attitude towards ourselves, our bodies
[and] voices, our approach to the new play and so on . . .
Everything is condensed to the present moment, and even more
to the events of the present moment, and even more to certain
events . . . The future theatre cannot go along this way of
condensing and making everything dry. The theatre must go
the opposite way, which is to enlarge everything: the point of
view, the means of expression, themes for plays, and – first 
of all – the kind of acting.

(Michael Chekhov: Lessons for the 
Professional Actor)
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Artists desire to work from an inspired state. Yet inspiration
is a fickle thing. The Chekhov technique addresses this desire. It
aims to entice the inspiration to wake up for the artist. This is a
bold claim that Chekhov makes again and again when discussing
the method with his students. We begin with that promise, and
by using the techniques, discover very quickly that we arrive
somewhere within ourselves that is very new, yet very familiar.
This creative place is fresh and available; it leads us to pure acting.
Chekhov defines this pure acting as being able to happen with-
out justification, without personal reasons, without psychology.
Inspiration happens simply because we are actors, and we have
engaged our actors’ talent:

We must never stop acting. We are always going on, and if we
know it, our inner life, and power, and beauty as artists will
grow, will show itself, and we will use our means of expression
better and stronger than if we are under the impression that
sometimes we are active as artists and sometimes not. If this
seemingly simple and not very important idea is digested, you
will see how much it will give you and disclose for you, and in
yourself things may arise from within which you cannot get in
any other way than to change your point of view and get new
conceptions of yourself and your art.

(Michael Chekhov: Lessons for the 
Professional Actor)

The chart on the facing page describes the processes and
progressions involved in acting with the Michael Chekhov
technique.
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2
THE PRINCIPLES

Chekhov has given us what he calls the ‘five guiding principles’.
These guiding principles should lead us through the process of
acquiring and developing the technique. He tells us we have to
train in order to have a general technique, and then we apply
specific techniques to a role. The first five principles listed below
will be the five guiding principles.

In all there will appear more than five. My approach to the
technique is to take the principles and apply them by using 
the tools. In my quest to master it, I have differentiated certain
elements of the technique as dynamic principles. These principles 
are the reliable power for us. They are points of reference we
keep returning to. They can sustain us as we sustain them. 
The principles are like prisms, the tools, like light passing 
through them. All the colours we experience, we use to express
ourselves.



1 THE TECHNIQUE (ACTING) IS PSYCHO-
PHYSICAL

The body and the psychology are one thing. The body is devel-
oped and trained so that it becomes sensitive to this connection.
Movement is not gymnastic but psychological in that it affords
us the experience of states and conditions of being. The good
result of movement exercise is a fit body, for us it is a good
benefit but not the aim. The body must act as a sponge to absorb
psychological values or qualities from the movements. These
movements are repeatable and can be used during the rehearsal
to anchor key moments of the scene within the body. The psycho-
physical exercises devised by Chekhov aim to develop the two
powers of concentration and imagination in tandem. Conscious
movement involves much more than muscles and bones. With
proper concentration we experience movements so as to re-educate
ourselves. We become familiar with the actual movements that
surge through us.

Our normal lives prevent us from recognizing these move-
ments, due to our habit of passing experiences through the
intellect. Conscious movement helps us become aware of clear
impulses that lead us through our daily lives. We see them for
what they are, where they move, and how they move. Then we
learn how to access them and follow them when they naturally
occur within. As the concentration develops we can then begin
to imagine these inner movements as happening. We make them
happen. We develop the power to change things for ourselves
in our lives and in our art through the imagination of movement.
Action and reaction, giving and taking, laughing and crying,
living and dying, can all be seen as movement. And as they move
through us they will move us to act.

If the impulses that spring up and die within us are not
followed or actively resisted we will naturally lose consciousness
of them. Our focus as student actors here is to reacquaint and
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then to reanimate that which we have let atrophy within. With
the body flexible and soft, absorbent and expressive, we find
again the pleasure of movement, and the surety of a physical
wisdom our thinking could never achieve.

2 INTANGIBLE MEANS OF EXPRESSION

The promise of the technique lies in the idea that the most
effective and powerful means at our disposal are intangible. They
are present only when the concentration is active. These intangible
means include atmosphere, space, radiation, relationship, inner movement,
imaginary body, imaginary centre. When the concentration fades, so
do these means; they cannot exist without an imaginative and
concentrated effort. They are intangible because one cannot put
a finger on what it is. We know when it is present, and we know
when it is not. When it is present we receive what comes to us
and use it as our means of expression.

3 THE CREATIVE SPIRIT AND THE HIGHER
INTELLECT

There is a spiritual element to this work that must be acknow-
ledged. This spiritual element is not religious. The creative spirit
(imagination) is differentiated from the reasoning mind. The
creative spirit as Chekhov talks about it functions within the artist
by making one thing out of a multitude of things. This faculty can
grasp understanding through archetypes and through a desire to
find wholeness. It is the quick creative function of synthesis. The
creative spirit is capable of working in this way; the rational mind
works through analysis. Analysis separates and divides, whereas
synthesis unifies and brings together the many disparate parts
we encounter in the preparation of our composition (role). The
work is intuitive, the results come and are actively invited into
the consciousness, so they can be experienced and expressed.
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4 THE TECHNIQUE IS ONE THING: IT
AWAKENS A CREATIVE STATE

There are a number of components in the technique. Each one
of them needs to be examined individually and practised thor-
oughly. The actor learns to distinguish between the components.
The creative spirit connects them to each other. Each component
opens a door to inspiration. Through concentration we can
activate one of them. Because we have a familiarity with all of
them, this one component will cause any or all of them to become
active.

5 ARTISTIC FREEDOM

The technique promises artistic freedom. Chekhov suggests that
this principle be engaged through a dialogue with the technique
itself. It is the way to know how to work. Rehearsing and per-
forming is the work of the actor. But how will he do it? If he
has a method to use, and it is made up of different parts, then
it is necessary to confront this method and to inquire of it which
part of it speaks the loudest to him. Which part of this technique
gives him the freedom he seeks as a performing artist?
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3
THE DYNAMIC 

PRINCIPLES

1 ENERGY

Nothing is effective without energy. Real energy is inexhaustible.
Energy breeds more energy. Everything radiant is energized.
Energy is full of life. Energy supports life. Energy moves life.
Raw Energy is formless. Giving form to energy makes it creative.
The human body is a conduit for energy. The many parts of the
physical body have corresponding energetic parts. The shape of
the energy within us is the same shape as the body.

2 IMAGINATION

William Blake, imagination’s fearless champion, wrote, ‘What is
now proved was only once imagined.’ He saw the imagination
as a divine and active gift in human beings. It is our connection



to pure energy. When we begin to work as artists, it is the first
thing we appeal to. If we persist in our endeavours, we find a
way to connect our technique to this most precious activity. It
is central to Michael Chekhov’s approach to acting. It is always
addressed and daily developed. It becomes the stepping off point
for students of this method. As student artists we are taught to
imagine and then to cross the threshold of our daily lives into
the world of the creative artist. Quite literally we learn to step
into another world where our inner powers of concentration
and imagination wake up. Upon crossing this threshold, we
continue walking in what Chekhov called the ‘actors’ march’.
This exercise is an affirmation. The words empower us to want
to use the instrument we have to our fullest capacities:

I am a creative artist.
I have the ability to radiate.
Lifting my arms above me I soar over the earth.
Lowering my arms I continue to soar.
In the air moving around my head and shoulders I experience 

the power of thought.
In the air moving around my arms and chest I experience the 

power of feelings.
In the air moving around my legs and feet I experience the 

power of will.
I am that I am.

(Michael Chekhov: The Actor is the Theatre,
Deirdre Hurst du Prey)

This affirmation of ourselves leads us easily into how Chekhov
envisioned the ideal actor. It gives us pictures of the actor 
moving, and then moving without moving. Engaging human
functions and realizing that everything we need as actors is 
within us already, waiting to wake up. We also see it is all around
us for the taking, if we are open to receive it. We are asked to
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envision this ideal as already achieved, so that our working
towards it comes with pleasure and foresight of success. It is an
embodiment of Blake’s words ‘What is now proved was only
once imagined.’

The use of imagination and the image gives the actor a freedom
to reach beyond his personality. It allows him to be led by a
power that is continually expansive. It is brought into play by
concentration.

3 CONCENTRATION

Concentration is the key activity in realizing anything of value.
To concentrate does not mean to think harder about some thing.
When we concentrate we send ourselves towards an object 
or image. Once we become one with the image we can feel its
quality, sense its personality, receive impressions and impulses.
A concentrated artist makes a huge impression on the audience.
Art is not really possible without concentration.

When we are looking at something we are attracted to, we
somehow feel that we are moving towards it; it pulls us in with
real attraction. This is a pleasing sensation. It is a concentration
that is happening on its own. A willed form of concentration is
possible when we can send ourselves to whatever we choose, in
order to become one with it, and know, in an inner sense, what
this image or object is. In this way we can become psychologically
identified with the image.

4 INCORPORATION

Acting is completely wrapped up in the body. In order for us to
experience the images, and express the things we are seeking,
the images must be incorporated. They have to be put into 
or onto the body. Once the image is successfully incorporated,
we play the instrument to express what needs to be expressed.
Incorporation is the direct consequence of the concentration.
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5 RADIATION

The inner work of acting, the knowledge, the feelings, the actions
must in the end come out to touch the audience. Whatever is
living within us can be sent out in an energetic wave. Radiating
is an activity that will accompany an actor who is inspired. It
can also come as a result of willing it. It produces pleasure for
the actor to do and for the audience to witness. It simply is a
sending out beyond the body what is alive within the body. It
touches the audience because it actually goes out to them.

6 EXPANSION/CONTRACTION

Two dynamic forces that impact the natural world are funda-
mental principles of human interaction. It is very easy to see the
effects of expansion and contraction in the world that surrounds
us. When we observe the differences between winter and summer
as two polarities, we will see that to move from the depth of
winter to the height of summer is a slow and steady expansion,
while the reverse is true, a steady contraction from summer to
winter. Everything responds thus, and all creatures understand
the dynamics of growing and receding. The body and its parts
move in the same way, muscles, lungs, eyes, ears, blood vessels,
expand and contract. The emotional life too is in a flux controlled
by these forces. The world of thought, as well, depends on being
open to certain things, and closed to others. These kinds of things
sound obvious and simple when we talk about them; we are
such busy creatures occupied with the many complex details of
life, that we tend to forget the most basic things.

There is no way that another person can convince me of his
point of view if I am closed to it. There is no stronger indicator
of resistance for that person than me in the act of closing. This
contraction of mine signals the other person to do something,
to move either outwardly or inwardly.
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A physical acting technique cannot really be taught without
working on this as an artistic principle. It must be investigated
by the student actor, explored, tested and applied as much as
possible. It is so useful and practical.

7 SPACE IS DYNAMIC

Space filled with possibility is a powerful ally to the actor.
Chekhov tells us the surrounding space is just asking to be
engaged. If we imagine it to be thick then movement slows
down. If we make it warm then things appear closer because
bodies are attracted to this kind of heat. Filling the space with
coolness creates distance and also a kind of clarity, because this
is how things are for the body in a cool space. Make it fragrant
and we begin to open up; acrid and we close down the senses.
It is not about pretending that the space is cool or warm, nor
do we want to show that it is cool or warm. The imagination
supplies the atmosphere, then we receive the cool or warm onto
our bodies and let the reaction guide things for us. The body is
consistent and reliable, also predictable and expressive.

A company of actors working together to imagine the space
filled with an atmosphere can make an astonishing impression.

8 DIRECTION IS A FORCE

Movement happens in space, usually in one direction at a time.
There are six directions we feel as real force. The dynamic
directions are: Expanding and contracting, forward and backward,
up and down. We immediately recognize what they are, and
what each direction means to us. We quickly understand how
we can use it. These directions are forever corresponding with
human interactions. They are connected to all the sensations, and
to all the actions actors involve themselves with. Awareness of
direction is an easy and valuable lesson to learn. It forms and
informs the performance.
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9 POLARITY

Events happening between two poles cause a vibration to occur.
Contrast allows things to stand out from one another and in
relation to one another. Any work without contrast is dull. The
edges are not clear and everything seems to have the same value.
Polarity makes things instantly interesting. In the Chekhov
technique we are always looking for ways to use it. While
exercising, it is frequently explored, and always considered while
rehearsing and performing. The beginning and the end must
appear as a polarity. The more polarities we find, the more
exciting our work will be.

10 QUALITY

How to do it, is an artist’s question. How do we interpret the
role or the play? How do we make form and sense out of the
given circumstance? How do we order the talent to express itself?
Quality can turn one thing into a multitude of different things.
It can transform a kick into a kiss, or a seduction into a murder.
How it is done is the joy of creating, the pleasure of being an
artist. The quality is how something is done. The quality speaks
directly to the feelings of the actor. We often use words like
tender, soft, strong, courageous, sluggish, vibrant, proud, quick,
heavy, etc. to describe characters. This is how they appear to us
and these words help to identify the essential aspects of them.
We can also make our movements, both outer and inner, using
qualities and they will say something very unique depending on
how they are done. What is exciting about the technique is that
we can go outside of ourselves to find source material for our
creations. We learn to appreciate the quality of the world around
us in a very practical and creative way. We can look at the quality
of objects, images and people. We can perceive something
truthful about them, and directly experience a feeling for them
by penetrating into an appreciation of their quality. We express
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ourselves by engaging this question of how. Through quality we
find the ways to do the things we have to do.

11 THINKING, FEELING, WILLING

When we look for the simplest things about being human then
we find a way to work as actors. It is out of the simplest functions
that deeper complexities can appear. Simple ideas are the best
ones for us to look at, because they are possible to understand,
to feel, and to do.

We as creatures are capable of three clear functions and it is
the interplay of these three things that make up a life. As humans
we are very proud of the fact that we can think, it is our domain,
and it can be viewed as a function. We also have the ability to
feel, and our feelings often rise up in us as a result of our
thoughts. The next function is action, doing, expressions of will
power. These can also lead to feelings, which in turn can excite
more thoughts, which could then cause more actions or feelings
and then again more actions and then some thought, and so 
forth. This view is limiting in its scope, but at the same time
includes all possibilities. These three functions become wonderful
containers to put the material of the play into: the characters in
relationship to each other, the words they say, the way in which
they say them or hear them.

These ideas are not new nor can we ascribe them to Michael
Chekhov, but Chekhov did offer this picture of the human being
as a principle to work from. In fact, when discussing the play
itself, he suggested we look at it as a living human being and
try to discover what are the ideas or thoughts of the play, what
are its atmospheres which could also be called the feelings and
what is the will, the actual things that are done and seen by the
audience.

The very first thing we need to know is: What is the difference
between a thought, a feeling, and a will impulse? Thoughts are
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real things that occur quite locally within the body. We do not
think with our legs because they already know what legs are
supposed to know. Thinking is a process of working through
something that we do not already know. If we knew it then we
would not have to think about it, it would simply appear as an
image in the mind, like a chair. This isn’t an activity, it just is. If
the chair is unsteady then we might be compelled to think about
why this is so, or how we could stop it from being so. Now we
have to think about it. Or perhaps we might try to remember
something, or calculate something, or invent something. These
are different thoughts which take place in the head.

The chest is where the heart lives, and the world of feelings
has always been linked with the heart. In all languages, hearts
are broken and mended by love. We do not as a rule think with
our hearts, but we can speak from them and listen with them.
Movements originating in the chest allow the actor to connect
with the feelings, or the feeling life of the character; they also
allow the audience its own sympathetic resonance to the moment.

The world of appetites and sexuality located lower in the body
can be the starting point for basic expressions of the will. I want,
I take, I give, I reject: these things originate low and sure within
the body with the pelvis and the legs. Attention paid to this
location of the body excites bold clear actions or doings.

All this simple business may appear primitive on the surface.
But Michael Chekhov’s technique is never on the surface, it is
always deep inside the core of the actor. And so we connect to
the impulses moving through the centres of thinking, feeling
and willing, we say yes to what is universal and human in all
of us, and we make conscious use of it.

12 THE FOUR BROTHERS

Every great work of art possesses four common traits, necessary
elements towards a satisfying perception of the art. Each one
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complements and informs the others. These are quite tangible
things for the actor to look at, and to work on. And they are the
following:

13 A FEELING OF EASE

It is possible to see a feeling of ease because it is apparent when
someone executes a task or an action with ease. It is also apparent
when there is a lack of ease. No feeling of ease is easily perceived
and it has a detrimental effect on the audience, especially if what
they are looking at has an element of risk or danger. The audience
does not want to really worry about the actors on the stage, at
least not in the same way that they worry about the characters.
The safety of the bodies on the stage is not part of the bargain
that was entered into. But the actor finds this ease as an inner
thing much like a feeling. It begins from the desire to have it
and it comes because we will it, and we know that it is one way
to make our work artistic.

14 A FEELING OF FORM

Everything that needs understanding uses form. A feeling of form
can really be experienced as a feeling, because our human body
is a form. We begin our understanding of this through the phys-
ical body, how it feels to be in the body. Being in the body is
something few people actually experience beyond the sensations
of injury, illness and distress. We learn to feel this human form,
and know the particulars of it as well as the unity of it. This form
moves forms and these movements have a beginning, a middle
and an end. Here are some other forms for our consideration: the
play, the scene, the monologue, the stage, the scenery, the props,
the sound, our fellow actors, etc.
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15 A FEELING OF BEAUTY

This feeling of beauty is not an easy one to feel, it has so many
values attached to it. Perhaps it could be looked at as meaning
authentic. Chekhov said that animals in nature are beautiful simply
because they are always true to themselves. A butterfly on a
flower, a tiger stalking a rat, these things hold a fascination for
the viewer. The feeling of beauty is somewhat elusive. We cannot
find it by trying to be beautiful because this only produces the
opposite effect, but we find it in a most natural way by playing
all around it, and also with the other brothers of Ease and Form.

We are capable of making ugly things but this has to be
conscious work. If we can approach our work with a feeling of
beauty, then we will not make unconscious ugliness. It isn’t
showing off, it is exactly the opposite; it is being appropriate,
virtuous and positive.

16 A FEELING OF THE WHOLE

As actors we are never alone, we are part of something which
is greater than we are. But we are one thing, and the whole of
what we do is one thing, and the part of what we do is also one
thing. Everything works as one, and each moment is one thing
and it points towards the unity of the entire composition. Even
in time, what will be seen in the end needs be present in the
beginning, and the beginning be present in the end. Each piece
taken out reflects the whole.
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4
THE TOOLS

There is always a certain ‘what.’ [For example,] the play is ‘what,’
[and] we have to deal with our parts as ‘what.’ There are two
ways in this ‘what:’ one is leading to ‘why,’ and that is pure
science. When we take a play and try to discover ‘why’ the author
has done this or that, we will never be able to act it. The other
way is ‘how,’ and that is our way as actors.

For instance, if we know how to become jealous on the stage
without knowing why, then we are artists. The more the
materialistically minded world forces us to go the way of ‘why,’
the less we are able to develop our abilities and talents. This
‘why’ is very widespread in art in our present life.

If you ask how can I know ‘how’ if I don’t know ‘why,’ I would
say that it is a very materialistic question, because ‘how’ is the
mystery of art. It is the secret of the artist who always knows
‘how’ without any explanation, any proof, any analysis or
psychological abilities.

(Michael Chekhov: Lessons for the 
Professional Actor)



1 TRANSLATING THE INNER EVENT TO AN
OUTER EXPRESSION

For an actor to have an effect on the audience, this actor must
be alive; a dead actor has absolutely no effect. What makes an
actor alive? The first part of being alive is to really be alive: to
have life within. If one were to compare a living body to a dead
body, one would instantly become aware of one thing; the living
body is animated. Implicit in movement is a kind of life. Within
the living body there appears to be a vital force, which is clearly
absent from the dead body. We cannot really see this force but
we can see its effect. We could call this vital force an energy, a
life energy which maintains the life in the living body. It allows
all movements, voluntary and involuntary, to occur. The quality
of the energy is a guide to its health. It is possible to look at a
living body and see the quality of the energy within, and then
to say that this organism is strong or weak. Without the energy’s
influence the physical body has no support, it falls in fact, and
immediately begins to decay. This energy exists, but until I can
recognize the energy within, it has no form, only force.

The second part about being alive as an actor is to be able to
appear fresh and spontaneous, completely involved in the
circumstances of the character as if for the first time, responding
with fullness and truth. This, of course, is the aim of every acting
technique. Michael Chekhov’s technique promises to create the
second part by working with the first part.

With a small amount of imagination applied, we can begin
to give this vital energy a form. Let us suppose that the form it
takes is a kind of inner replica of the physical body. The human
being has a body; it is a form. Inside this form one can imagine
is another finer body (form) composed of life energy. The
physical body moves, this is the actor’s means of expression; 
she moves in response to the world, she moves towards things,
or away from them, with them or against them. Sympathy and
antipathy are the causes for her movements, also desire or will.
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It is possible to imagine a movement and have an experience
of the movement simultaneously. It is simple to do, and as soon
as we have an experience of this then so much can be understood.
If I tell myself to move my arm up and down, and I do it, this
requires nothing more than desire. It is an ordinary movement,
something I do everyday. I can continue to practise this move-
ment so that I become very familiar with it, then can stop the
movement all together and begin to imagine that I am moving
my arm up and down. This particular imagination is not visualiza-
tion, it is a movement imagination, as I intend to have the experience
of this particular movement without actually moving my muscles.
Energetically this inner movement is as much an event as the actual
movement. But it belongs to me, the actor, because it is invisible.
The appropriate inner movements are a means to excite within
me the expressions required of good acting.

We can begin to work with ordinary movements in order to
exercise our ability to experience movement without moving the
visible body. The purpose of this is to feel as if we are moving.
Once this is incorporated, it becomes quite a pleasurable and
free place to work. It is limited only by the images the actor is
able to find and put to use.

This way of working is best suited to talented actors because
the principles involved are a direct appeal to, and an enriching
of the talent within the actor. By appealing to the talent, and not
the psychological history of the actor, the technique opens con-
vincing possibilities to choose from that are no longer personal.
It enables the actor to have a real-time inner experience right
now, not a reconverted memory. It is called an inner event. What
the audience perceives, the outer expression, is the response to this
inner event. They do not know the actual cause of the response,
and they believe it to be the circumstances surrounding the
character. The talent of the actor allows a connection between
two different occurrences (inner and outer) to take place, because
the talent of the actor is in a state of giving to the audience.
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It is incumbent upon the actor to know the outer circumstances
surrounding the character very well. During the rehearsal process,
different inner movements are being experimented with and laid
down as sign posts or anchors for the performance. In perform-
ance the concentration is heightened, the actor really appears to
be living freshly, spontaneously, completely involved in the
circumstances of the character as if for the first time, responding
with fullness and truth. Yet it is the image that is moving the
actor night after night. The inner event, generated by the image,
causes certain impulses to pass through the body of the actor.
Following and/or resisting these impulses creates the behaviour
of the character, the outer expression of the actor.

This basic operating principal, the inner event is translated to
the outer expression, is the key to understanding how to use the
techniques of Michael Chekhov. The training is always pointing
to this ability of making an identification with an image, and it
continually confirms that movement is essential to living things.

2 SPY BACK

When we are properly concentrated, then we are one with our
images and our intentions. The necessary things are moving
through us. We are being creative. We need to be present enough
to get out of our own way and enter the flow that is given to
us. This is not the moment to analyse it. When we have finished,
and this is particularly true for exercises, then we can look back
at what happened, we can evaluate what was working and how
it was working in us.

We want to be led into our work by our imaginations and
not our intellect. We are normally led into everything by the
intellect. It is used to being in charge of our lives. Because it is
in a position of authority, the intellect does not relish letting go
of the reins, so to speak. Chekhov said the intellect is a kind of
enemy to the artist; he called it the ‘little intellect’. We know
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this little intellect, it is the critical, judging, discerning and divisive
part of us. It protects and guides us in many things, but does
not help us in the creative state. So we try to subdue its influence
by engaging the imagination.

When we have finished an exercise, we can look back at what
we have done, and benefit from pressing the little intellect into
service. Chekhov called it spying back. If we can engage the little
intellect here, then it becomes satisfied that it is involved with
our process. We lead it away from the real work of creativity,
which is intuitive, impulsive and physical. The spy back is a good
rehearsal device, and a brilliant learning tool. In class these spy
backs are shared and the students grow together in understanding
the value of the exercises. Questions to ask in the spy back:

– What was I concentrated on?
– What does this movement mean to me?
– What is my experience of this?
– Where is my connection to this?
– Do I recognize this?
– Can I do it again?
– Where can I use it? etc.

3 ENERGY: THE LIFE-BODY

The life-body is an expression I encountered some years ago.
Michael Chekhov did not use this term in his writing, or in his
teaching. I have adopted it as a way to describe the inner energy
that we play with while practising the technique. As a teacher 
I have come to use this term, because I believe it describes
succinctly and perfectly what this elusive and intangible force is.
It is necessary to call it something, because I refer to it all the
time. We could also call it the energetic body, but I prefer to
call it the life-body because it gives us a certain kind of picture.
This picture allows us a way to give form to the energy and it
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also provides the life that we seek as actors. We need to feel that
we have bodies and that we can use them. The same is true of
the life-body.

Stand still and feel your feet making contact with the floor.
Here is an experience we are so familiar with that we hardly
notice any more we have feet. Not until I step wrongly off the
curb and twist my ankle do I ever tell myself that I have an ankle.
But after the curbstone twist happens, I say to myself with every
step I take, ‘I have an ankle’.

Allow standing on the floor to become the experience that it
is right now. When you can feel your feet making contact with
the floor, then you can rightly say, ‘I am present in this moment’.
It is so because your attention is with your standing and that is
what you are doing. Normally we are not actually present, but
drifting with our thoughts.

Exercises should begin with feeling your feet making contact
with the earth. This is a signal to yourself that you are present
and ready. Auditioning, rehearsing and performing should all
start from feeling the feet.

Exercise 1: Finding the life-body

Lift your right arm so that it is pointing towards the sky above
you. Then let it return to just hanging naturally by your side.
Repeat this a few times using each arm; see if you can feel what
it takes to make this movement. Now imagine that inside your
right arm is another finer arm made of energy, it is there within
the physical arm, it has the same shape. Now try to lift the energy
arm first, before you lift the physical arm. The physical arm will
just naturally follow the energy arm up so that you will be
pointing to the sky above you. Now begin to lower the energy
arm and let the physical arm follow it down.

This can be done in two ways. You can imagine you are doing
it by visualizing yourself doing it, seeing an imaginary arm rising
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