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	i. “Acting the Michael Chekhov Way is a simply masterful step-by-step introduction to the many wonderful tools of the Michael Chekhov technique. A game changer in the classroom, this detailed textbook not only offers a clear scaffolding from abstract physical exploration through to direct application into scene work but also offers actors a beautiful philosophy on self-guidance, self-assessment, and autonomy. This healthy and positive approach to actor training (a hallmark of Chekhov's work long ignored) is a welcome antidote to the many problematic approaches to actor training that exist today. Equally perfect for personal study or in the classroom, this marvelous text provides endless opportunities for exploration, growth, and the expansion of artistic discoveries for years to come.”

Anjalee Deshpande Hutchinson, Department of Theatre and Dance Bucknell


	“In Acting the Michael Chekhov Way, Dalton lays out an easy to follow progression through the entire Chekhov canon that culminates with the SART, a stunningly efficient process we used in Small Town Boys. Rehearsing the climactic moments does more than unite all the elements of a show. Lisa's approach gives an actor the rhythmic soul of the performance. Ms. Dalton is a brilliant teacher and director!”

Sean Casey Leclaire, The SCL Coaching Groupii is blank. 






iii. 
Acting the Michael Chekhov Way

Rooted in Chekhov's Guiding Principles and Laws of Composition, Acting the Michael Chekhov Way: A Playbook for Healthy, Sequential Training offers a step-by-step pathway for actors, directors, and teachers with an emphasis on the health and wellbeing of the performer.

Developed over 30 years within the National Michael Chekhov Association's renowned certification training, this clear, accessible training sequence for Michael Chekhov's techniques is designed to support artists at every level. The chapters build logically and functionally, layering in benefits for artistic and personal growth. Central to the approach is the Chart of Inspired Action, created by Chekhov for his student and estate executrix, Mala Powers, who co-founded this pedagogy with Dalton and Professor Wil Kilroy. In these pages, Dalton introduces SynthAnalysis™, a groundbreaking synthesis of Stanislavsky's analysis and Chekhov's methods, bridging theory and practice tested through decades of global application. She also shares anecdotal insights from her 45-year acting/stunt career and draws on Chekhov's esoteric inspirations—elements often absent in most books and teachings on Chekhov. The book presents mystical concepts like the goblet in playful, functional ways, empowering artists to use them as imaginative metaphors and explore their deeper potential.

A helpful tool for both solo and classroom use, Acting the Michael Chekhov Way will speak directly to the actor and their teachers, guiding them on a transformative journey into the heart of inspired action and creative freedom.

The book includes access to detailed discussions, additional activities, downloadable templates, and suggested syllabi and tips for instructors, available at www.resourcecentre.routledge.com/books/9781032844480.

Lisa Loving Dalton has made profound contributions to the performing arts through her extensive work with the Michael Chekhov technique. As president and co-founder of the National Michael Chekhov Association (1993), and Certifying Master Teacher, she has been instrumental in advancing Chekhov's methods globally. Her ground-breaking documentary From Russia to Hollywood and the creation of the Chekhov.net video archive underscore her dedication to preserving and promoting Chekhov's legacy. Applying Chekhov over her rich and diverse 45-year career as a film and stage director, actor, and stuntwoman deeply informs this innovative pedagogy.




iv. 
The Michael Chekhov Playbook Series

Series Editors: Lisa Loving Dalton and Wil Kilroy

The Michael Chekhov Way Playbook Series is the result of over thirty-five years of collaboration between Wil Kilroy and Lisa Loving Dalton, developing a fun, healthy, and comprehensive way of training and applying Michael Chekhov's (acting) techniques to stage, film and the artist's life.

The series focuses on various aspects of performance art training, such as core concepts for actors, improvisation, script analysis, directing, devising, dramaturgy, design and applications for specific use in style, marketing and media. Each playbook offers step-by-step guidance and tips for “free styling” the integration of the concepts.


	Improvisation the Michael Chekhov Way

Active Exploration of Acting Techniques

Wil Kilroy


	Acting the Michael Chekhov Way

A Playbook for Healthy, Sequential Training

Lisa Loving Dalton




For more information about this series, please visit: https://www.routledge.com/The-Michael-Chekhov-Playbook-Series/bookseries/TMCPS
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	Japanese Rock Garden
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	SART
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	Staccato/Legato Six Directions Exercise




	TFW

	Thinking, Feeling, Willing
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	WiP
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Part IPreparation: welcome and online resources
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Welcome

Welcome, dear player-reader, to this dynamic world of Acting the Michael Chekhov Way. Will you agree with the idea that the performing artist is a gymnast of thoughts, feelings, and desires? If so, you know it isn’t an art one can master by sitting on the sidelines. See Figure P.1, the Chart of Inspired Action that will serve as the floor plan of our actor's gymnasium. In this first part, we hope to prepare you to play well. One can think of it as a warmup that energizes your body, mind, heart, and soul, preparing you to fill your artistic dreams with empowered action.

[image: A circular chart presents the concept of inspired action at its center, with seventeen evenly spaced spokes radiating outward.]

Long Description for Figure P.1
Each spoke represents a component of inspired action, numbered sequentially. The components include truth, four brothers of art, qualities and sensations, three sisters, radiating and receiving, improvisation and jewelry, ensemble, characterisation, focal point, objective, atmosphere, tempo and rhythm, psychological gesture, composition, imagination, style, and finally returning to truth. Other components include psycho-physical exercises, expansion and contraction, qualities of movement, and archetypal gestures.


Figure P.1 National Michael Chekhov Association Chart of Inspired Action with numbered sequence to match chapter numbers. (Copyright Lisa Dalton & Charlie Bowles.) Return to text.⏎



I had the pleasure of interviewing hundreds of Hollywood casting directors at the American Film Institute over an 18-year period. Every single one of them said that “lack of preparation” was the single, most evident flaw of actors. Our preparation is like the inhale so necessary to sing, speak, and laugh. All athletes cycle through the process of preparation, action, sustaining, and finally stopping for some rest. This will be our method. We hope that you now know this sequence sets you up for success—strong preparation makes the action effortless. If you are new to Michael Chekhov, it ventures into a world unlike any other acting technique and yet will feel so familiar to every human as we recognize how we once did all of this as little children. If you are deepening your Chekhov experience, welcome, and thank you for expanding your love of the work. May this book reward you with ever more images on your journey to know thyself.

This introductory part gives you the ideas, guidelines of play, and an overview of what's to come. It reveals some unique pathways to understanding why Chekhov's techniques are so healthy and effective. Have fun because if it isn’t fun, it isn’t Chekhov!2. 


Online Resources


3. Some deeper detailed discussions and advanced activities have been placed in the Routledge Resource Centre as online resources along with practical worksheets. Watch for this cue:


	See OR + Chapter.Doc#.




These OR Documents can be accessed at the link to the password-protected Routledge Resource Centre www.resourcecentre.routledge.com/books/9781032844480.

In fact, if you are deeply curious about how this got started or a teacher,


	See OR 0.1-.04 for Deeper Acknowledgments, NMCA Pedagogy Origins, Link Resources and Extended Author Bio.


	See OR 0.8 for To the Teacher—AMCW Use in Class.


	See OR 22.0-2 for Teacher Tips.4 is blank. 










5. 
Introduction
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IMAGINE

You are on fire!

On a roll! In a role!

Everything you are doing is perfect.

How do you make this happen again?

It's never come out of you this way before. It feels like you aren’t even in your body. Part of you is hovering above. Another part is in the audience, poking someone in the ribs, saying, “Look, look. That's me!” And that part hovering above you is very calm and pleased.

Meanwhile, your body is raging, sobbing, seducing, or uplifting the other characters in the scene. Inside, you are doing a big whoop-dee-doo, surprised at how effortlessly everything is coming out of you, unlike any other time. You are in the zone, in flow, at peak performance, and have “IT” happening. It's fun and free, and yet, you are doing nothing. It is entirely effortless, beautiful, perfect, and delightful. And you want it to last forever.

Afterward, you don’t have a clue what just happened. You know something extraordinary happened. You know that everyone there knows it, too. You don’t need them to tell you that it happened. You have no need for anything. You, of course, enjoy the flood of attention and recognition from peers and audiences, but you don’t need any of it. So full was your experience that you will know it as long as you live. You may never know the details, but that's not the point. When someone says to you, “You remember that moment where you did that thing with your hand? That was amazing,” you will nod and say, “Uh-huh,” and you will smile and say, “Thanks, I am so glad you liked that moment.”

Isn’t this what actors live for? Those moments when things flow through us to our audiences and colleagues that send everyone into an elevated state? I know you know what I am talking about because this is why you are here, reading this book. Because you want to learn how to get there again. Often. Regularly. Safely … without driving yourself insane. And that's what this book is here to help you do. Chekhov calls those moments “happy.”

Those happy moments seem to have a more significant you in them. What I mean by that is, in our daily lives, we go along thinking about our bodies, our feelings, and what's on our minds. We need to eat, sleep, feed ourselves, pay the bills, interact socially, and keep our heads on straight. But, we rarely experience those other parts that appear so viscerally during those happy times. As actors, we know we can train our bodies, cultivate our feelings, and develop our minds. However, it rarely occurs to anyone in any leading acting technique to train those intangible aspects of the self that one experiences in those peak moments. Thus, the door is open for Chekhov's most unique gifts, which we will be exploring.

6. Chekhov examines the concept that these happy moments happen when four aspects of the human being align simultaneously in perfect harmony. These encompass our physical body, our mind, our emotional soul and our sense of self or “spirit.” Whether or not one believes in Chekhov's ideas is not critical at all to the success of employing his approach. It can be learned with or without agreeing with his understanding of these elements. The invitation to you as an artist is to play with the possibilities. Why would you not, if just pretending they exist and playing fully with them leads to your happiness?

As a student of Konstantin Stanislavsky, Chekhov knew about asking “What if?” Here, I suggest you employ this same idea by setting aside the need to believe any of what is offered here and asking, “What if it were true? What could happen then?”

We aspire to a field of play rather than work. Long before the comedy improv age, children gathered to play, asking, “What if?” “What if we did this?” or “What if I did that?” So, what if you employ the attitude of a child and really pretend that what we are playing with has an invisible superpower? Engaging in this approach with this attitude may allow you to discover the gifts hidden inside you. Moreover, it may free up your mind to allow you to embody the images you are tasked with conveying to the audience. This is critical to all that the artist does. If you can’t reveal the power of what is within you, if it is getting stuck inside, it is probably very painful for you. Here, you will find the salve to heal that pain and the tools to be free of that pain in the first place.

Also here, you can find a step-by-step approach that has a very logical flow to it.

When I started exploring the Chekhov work, I was blessed to train with many of his direct students. However wonderful they were as artists, there were hardly any professional teachers among them. I learned many powerful exercises, but in no particular order. Nor did we apply them to speech and the practical work I was doing for a living: auditioning and performing on stage and in film. I yearned for a more structured, coherent pathway, a step-by-step sequence that would go from discovery to application, prioritizing its practicality, logic, and healing empowerment. Each step here solves our challenges as actors at play on stage or in film. I offer you my 40+ years of acting, directing, and teaching experience so that you can find the happine$$I have enjoyed through it.

Ultimately, by following this sequence around the Chart of Inspired Action, you will learn how to apply it to the many different needs an actor has to meet. That is if you truly want to learn. Do you?

To help you learn, we included a set of useful tools: We created abbreviations/acronyms that will make it easy to take notes and use with other artists who share your language. There is an abbreviation list in the front of the book.

We have also included self-reflection prompts for your notes, journal, or discussion, each of which is shown with a Flyback icon for easy identification. Finally, you will discover key phrases to facilitate your study, which we have labeled with an atom as our Axiom icon. These takeaways are essential concepts or mantras. Whatever the name we give them, their truth will give you strength. Repeat them frequently to help you feel confident and creative. This first one reminds us of how ancient and significant the art we love is to the evolution of humanity.


[image: ]  Axiom 0.1: We storytellers are needed to guide the souls of humanity.


Many actors fear loving acting. We may be filled with self-doubt regarding our talent, future security, or the value of our professional dreams. We may be bullied and shamed by family, peers, and the public for loving a “vain and useless” art. What if this is the truth? What you can learn here will nurture your talent so that 7. as an actor, you can teach humanity more than any single teacher, defend more causes than any lawyer, heal more wounds than any doctor, and inspire more goodness than any preacher.

This is a sacred profession that began in caves as a necessity of humanity, and it isn’t going away just because artificial intelligence is out there.


	See OR 0.5 for Antidote to AI.




When you know the significance of your role in society, you feel the courage needed for a great purpose in life and can access the will to be the best at what you love.

Michael Chekhov exhibited this will on the stage. He was actually a superstar who enjoyed curtain calls that lasted HOURS, and then, at the height of his career in 1917, he lost his mental health. He could not work until he found the truth of our purpose, which is that we are in a sacred profession with a profound social responsibility. He found balance through his teaching and spiritual research and returned to create a healing training process. And now, over a century later, the world is finally ready to expand toward healing.

The task of finding a better way to train actors has been documented over the millennia via archeological research, such as that conducted by notable behavioral archaeologist Yann-Pierre Montelle, who, through his studies of the use of caves by humans in Prehistory, especially related to rock art, states in his book, Paleoperformance:


Theatricality, as practice, finds its first tangible evidence in the deep caves of the Upper Paleolithic, c. 30,000 years ago. It is my belief that a direct line of interrelated “landmarks” can be established between the cave and the theatron (or cavea).1



Only the past century brought about what has become known as the iconic style of realism that launched our film industry. This style became famous for its extreme limitations and potential psychological dangers induced by the techniques. Today, some actors brag about how much pain they choose to go through to be “authentic.” Some succeed. Some die for their efforts. Some teachers rebelled and created their own techniques to foster a safer way to rise to the acting challenge. They, unfortunately, haven’t fared much better in resolving the vast challenges facing the performer. Trends are generated to fix this or that acting problem. For example, one technique is only about accessing an actor's emotional life. Another is about safely training an expressive body. There's a technique for awareness of spatial surroundings. There's another about following impulses from a partner. Generally, this wave of gap-filling techniques cultivates thinking, feeling, or willing within the artist, but none puts it all together. As you will learn here, the actor trains in all three aspects of essentially being human for daily living as well as for artistic excellence. This is evidence that the world is now ready for one comprehensive training that builds upon the strengths of Stanislavsky and fills in all the gaps: connecting the body, mind, and spirit of the artist with the writer, director, and designer in one unified language for stage or film.

Chekhov's work provides us a path to fulfilling human potential, making your entire life a work of art where the path is living an artistic life. Because you are an artist how many hours a day? Yes, 24/7. You never actually stop being an artist, even while you sleep. We know this because we sometimes wake up with great ideas, right? And, while you are washing the dishes, images appear to you of this or that moment of art—one yet to come or one that came and went. You are always a whole human being: a spiritual being with a life force in a physical body, and you are always an artist—all at the same time. If you train yourself for peak performance in all you do, chances increase significantly that you will achieve that same peak experience on the stage. Doing this training is a gift for you, your family and friends, and your audiences. When they participate with you in those happy moments on the stage or on camera, we are all uplifted, healed, educated, and enlightened.


8. 
Preparing the foundation for Acting the Michael Chekhov Way


[image: ]  Journal/Discuss/Flyback

Chekhov's work will allow you to expand the skills you currently know and will add so many possible ways to reach that peak moment that you will be able to solve any problem that arises. This is why jotting down your current challenges is such a great thing to do now. The entire process of being able to use Chekhov's ideas for your artistic life requires you to want to know yourself. Keeping a journal, especially handwritten, is a handy way to get to know yourself. In this book, questions will appear. These are ideal opportunities to reflect—to ask and respond in your journal and in discussion with others. We call this reflection a Flyback. We’ll go into more detail on Flybacks a bit later.



[image: ]  Journal now for later review

Self evaluation


	What do I like about my acting now?


	What do I want to add, strengthen, or eliminate?


	Where could I use help?


	What was my favorite acting moment?


	What are my greatest strengths as an artist? As a person?


	How do I hope this approach will serve me?


	What do I like about my ability to get creative, story-appropriate images?


	What was the coolest idea I ever had?


	What do I like about how I use my imagination? My body? My creativity? My voice? My breath?


	Could I use help with any of these?


	What do I wish I could do?


	What am I most afraid of as an actor?


	What do I worry about regarding my skills? My opportunities? My body? My voice? My future?


	How do I feel about exploring this technique?


	What do I wish for my audiences?




You may also want to know something about the life of those whose techniques you are exploring. They are now your artistic ancestors, whose legacy you are adopting. There are many great resources for Chekhov's biography, so this book doesn’t cover that in detail.2 What I will say is that Chekhov's life was deeply challenged by his health—mental and physical—and by a society amid revolutions, epidemics, and world wars. He evolved this technique to help himself heal and cope. Chekhov offers us an actor's language by an actor. His technique itself provides strategies to identify your own artistic genetics and those of artists who have gone before you. When you discover who you are in terms of thought, feeling, and will, for example, you will also see how perhaps Laban or Viewpoints3 train the thinking life. Or Suzuki or Grotowski train the will. With Chekhov, the aim is to train all three of your soul forces that make up your psychology to work in harmony and to provide the stimulation you need. And we train them in the body, mind, soul, and spirit all at once.



Our health

Worry about the self? Will you be able to do this? Will you be safe physically? Mentally?

Yes. The amazing thing about this work is that if you, as an artist, are willing to play, it is adaptable to any physical and mental condition and often leads to greater health. We have successfully trained children in 9. kindergarten, senior citizens in wheelchairs, adults on crutches with MS, and a broad range of otherly abled learners.

What you do want to have is a desire to play freely and an understanding that each of us has a body that we might call an energy body. This energy body is something you might recognize in, for example, shocking moments when you say something like, “My heart flew into my throat when the car almost hit us.” This statement about your heart refers to the energy in your physical heart that has moved well beyond where it normally is. The physical heart did not literally fly, but you felt the energy flying, and that's a mighty shift, right?


[image: ]  Axiom 0.2: I have a body, an energy body. I can move. I transform energy with my imagination.


The energy body is sometimes called an etheric body, kinesphere, or a light body. Today, we have Kyrlian cameras that can literally photograph this energy, changing its form based on your thoughts and images.

In our work with, among other things, the energy body, we will cultivate the power of our thoughts, our concentration, and our imagination with the aim of being aware of this energy and what we are doing with it at all times.

Have you noticed that we might be more able to recall a dream's details than our peak performance? Studies show that there are changes in the brain in peak performance “flow,” such as “a hemispheric shift away from the frontal left evidenced by a resulting reduction of left frontal activity and an increase in frontal alpha.”4 This shift can support an increase in activity in the visual-spatial right brain area. We go into high levels of concentrated efficiency (no short-term memory needed). Building skills through increasing challenges is the best way to cultivate “flow.” Multi-tasking diminishes the ability to flow.

Why is this relevant? It helps us to understand that developing extraordinary powers of concentration is highly desirable, and our ability to achieve our objectives will be proportionate to our mastery of concentration. There are many clearly outlined concentration exercises that actors can do. However, we don’t usually take the time to experience these in a classroom or through books for many reasons. Here, you are invited to trust that the word “concentration” underlies all we do. Take a moment to find it on the Chart (see Figure P.1).



Concentration destroyers

All the exercises are concentration exercises regardless of whether presented as such. Several elements often fracture our concentration when we are trying to achieve a level of mastery that requires a unified focus.



[image: ]  Let's play feeling focus

Imagine concentration as a stream of energy emanating from our body toward a single point. Every cell of our being unites with that outward flow focused on a single point. Anything that distracts us, we want to remove. Picture this energy flowing from the center of the chest, about three or four inches below the collar bone, over the thymus gland. Let's use our hands to make this more visible. See Figure 0.1 for reference. Allow one hand to reach upward to the sky as if grasping that light bulb of a great idea above you. Simultaneously, reach down with the other hand to the Earth to anchor your will force. Draw the forces above and below together until your palms are at the center of your chest, and then extend them forward, pointing them to a spot you focus on in front of you. Imagine that great idea flowing into your arms toward 10. the point. Sense the ground beneath you, and a stream of will force traveling up from the legs into the chest and through the arms to your point. Sense the force of your creativity flowing from your chest, uniting the thoughts and the will to that single point. You are welcome to pretend you feel it even if you don’t. Try this gesture three times and think or say,

[image: Three stick figure illustrations depict a physical sequence. The first figure places both hands at the center of the chest. The second figure lifts one arm up and one arm down in a wide reach, gathering energy from above and below. The third figure extends both arms forward in a focused gesture with bent knees, directing gathered energy toward a single point.]
Figure 0.1 The artist has gathered forces above and below and now sustains focus as they radiate to a single point. Return to text.⏎




All peak performances come through a unified field of focus.

I gather and focus everything to one point, to unify.



Notice how the movement starts in the opposite or polar place from where it ends.

Now, play with the gesture above as if your focus fractures and your upper hand doubles back, pointing to your head. Then, with your willpower, refocus your energy on your previous focal point, moving your hands back together united in one direction. We can use this gesture to recover from moments when we feel weak or lost.

When self-doubt arises, it's as if this flow splits apart, sending a portion doubling back into your brain and activating a distracting inner commentary, often very concerned about needing approval, getting it right, or not feeling stupid. If this occurs, I have several suggestions.



Needing approval

So many actors are driven by the search for approval that this issue is a rampant disease in our industry, leading to severe addictions, among other kinds of aberrant behavior. It leads to vulnerability and 11. susceptibility to rip-offs from a variety of merchants, representatives, and employers. Building the awareness to self-assess will help you stay focused on your task, keeping all your energy concentrated in the best direction.


[image: ]  Axiom 0.3: Where attention goes, energy grows!


Remember this little mantra and keep it close to you. Whatever you pay attention to becomes more powerful. You are choosing with every thought to focus on what you love or fear. Your power is in your concentration and awareness. As you practice choosing love-based thoughts, your power will get stronger and stronger. Your impact on the audience and on your partners will grow in strength too. Eventually, that power will radiate through you like it did for some of Chekhov's most famous students like Marilyn Monroe, James Dean, Anthony Quinn, and Clint Eastwood.
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Power

Who are some of the actors whose work I most admire? Why do I admire them? Do I feel their power? What kind of power is it? Does it draw me into them, or does it knock me back in my seat? Does it lift me or send me deep within? Do I want the power to uplift audiences? This kind of power does require practice to build it up to its fullest potential. Am I willing to invest the awareness necessary to cultivate that?

Notice, we are not asking as much for “time” per se as for your attention. Will you choose to notice the world around you as you gas up your car? Will you eat your breakfast or brush your teeth with awareness that will build this power in you? Because that is truly what it will take to release the genius that is inside of you, when you need to have it available—on command, on cue, take after take, or night after night, and matinees too. Consistent practice of focused attention.

This book can lead to fully freeing your artistic, creative individuality only if you follow the path of embracing the practices fully in the gymnasium of life. The technique is the floor plan of a gym, and we are the trainers. You are the member who must show up to train. We cannot do it for you. You are also the one who will walk away “buff” if you choose to show up, consistently. In your early stages of training, it is important to just show up—no worries about where you are on the path of life and career. Perhaps you are fresh in university, confident and planning to take on the drama department, and think you already know all about acting—that was me at 17. Or perhaps you are a retiring acting professor ready to refresh your acting chops and step onto your local community theatre's stage after years directing. Or you may be an accountant who just needs a break from the numbers, or a curious, free spirit coming to play.

Whatever the case may be, as you begin, rejoice in the fact that you cannot get this “right” and there are almost no ways to fail in this approach. Normally, I say that failure isn’t an option, but there are, in truth, a few ways that will make studying this useless—one of them being NOT showing up! Another is not being willing to play. If you show up and are willing to play and are ok with not being right or wrong, then we are going to get along just fine.

Most folks are a bit nervous or skeptical when coming to a new approach, so that's perfectly normal. Know that you are not alone. I do invite you to consider pretending that you really like the playful nature of the information and, that your nervousness is in fact secretly excitement.

I also advocate that we, as Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young sang, “Love the one you’re with.”
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12. Clean slate

Am I willing to release my current understanding of acting and pretend I know nothing, and that everything I am learning now is perfect? Am I willing to release any attachments to other teachers and techniques, even other Chekhov teachers and this author? Is it ok to “play the fool”?

Why would we ask this? Because who you are today is different from who you were when you learned what you already know. Does that make sense? And today's teacher is a creative individual who will share with you their own way of understanding these concepts. Allow your “naïve” appreciation of what is being offered today to keep you in the moment with the exploration. Only if you can free yourself of prejudice or bias about what is being offered and how it's being offered will you truly discover the nuances and gifts available in Chekhov and revealed through today's lens.


[image: ]  Axiom 0.4: Most people who think they are being led in the wrong direction miss all the beautiful scenery along the path.


After you complete your walk on a director's or teacher's path, you can sort out more definitively what resonates with you as a creative artist. Then, what you already know and what you have newly discovered can coalesce in a creative collaboration rather than a battle of displacement. When we release all we think we know about what an exercise is, discoveries will grace us each and every time, regardless of how many performances or years we have explored this technique. Rest assured that you will be able to be integrate and value everything you already know.

While using this book with an active class or before you try things out yourself, your reading will prepare you for what you are about to learn. Rereading after learning it in a class or after playing with it on your own or with a group of other interested artists, you will hopefully deepen your experience and understanding of the material.



Contact—Be in it to win it

The art of acting is like all other arts and athletics in that it is a contact sport that must be played. Making contact or connecting with your body and your voice creates your art. Connecting with fellow cast members, actors, creatives, teammates, spectators, and fans builds your skills. Learning a contact sport from a book always has its challenges. Can you master basketball without ever shooting the ball? How will you know where you to throw the ball and develop a feel for how to get it just the right distance and location? An athlete has to feel it in the body. Equally, as a musician, a pianist for example, you can learn to play the notes, but what will define your brilliance is much more than just striking the keys in the right order with the right speed and duration. The nuances you embody through practice are what your genius reveals.



Train your inner genius

In a study of genius, where all different kinds of amazing geniuses in all fields were included, there were two notable consistencies in how they were trained. The first element of the study was to identify what was most important to the student who was just beginning. The key was to cultivate enthusiasm. En + Theos (from the Latin, “in” + “god”), or as Earl Nightingale suggests, “And the happiest, most interesting people are 13. those who have found the secret of maintaining their enthusiasm, that God within.”5 If you are beginning your journey in Chekhov, the most important thing to do is play and have fun with it. When a child has fun playing soccer in kindergarten, getting them to have perfect technique is completely unnecessary. If they don’t have fun, they will not love it enough to keep playing. They will quit if their parents let them.


Rock guitar

My friend, Rick, really wanted to play rock ’n roll guitar in elementary school, but his parents made him take piano. He hated piano and kept asking for the guitar. He quit piano. At 12, Rick got his guitar, but his parents made him study classical guitar. He quit. By the time he got to high school, Rick got interested again in music and finally got a rock guitar on his own. He loved it and then wished he had been able to learn more about music, piano, and classical guitar. By then, however, his hormones were more important than the undeveloped musician inside, and being on the football team was sexier to the gals. Rick never learned to play any instrument very well; nor did he find a productive job while hanging out backstage with musicians but ended up couch surfing most of his life, and at 65 listens to other musicians all day and night. If Rick's parents had given him a rock guitar in grade school and cultivated his love for any kind of music, he most likely would have reached the stage where he really wanted to know more, seeking a level of mastery, and fully committing to the effort. We might even be listening to Rick's music today.


Don’t let your inner parent or perfectionist take your love from you. Dare to do something badly or wrongly many times over, and it will be just perfect, I assure you. Remember that you gotta be in it to win it. If you are free of worrying about whether you are good at acting and allow yourself to love it and play regardless of your skill level, then you will be enthusiastic in your feelings, curious in your thinking and have the will force to build the discipline for mastery. In college, I was never cast in a main stage play. When I learned this technique after college, I paid my rent in New York and Los Angeles for over 30 years as a performing artist. I continue to be willing to be a naïve actor so that I can leave behind my fears and grow in love for the art.

That's where the second common element of training that these geniuses had comes in. After they had demonstrated perseverance based on their love for what they did and their desire to get better, they were given good foundational skills. If they loved that and still wanted to get better, then, they were mentored by a master teacher to give them masterful techniques. Master teachers break down the art or game into micro bits. They dissect the skills required into minute particles that are unrecognizable as the whole. Everything goes into slow motion. The piano maestro requires the developing, passionate pianist to play G with their little finger repeatedly, to discover just how the degree of the curve of the little finger and a precise amount of pressure affect the tone. Then, they change the degree of the curve and the amount of weight on the key to see how that is different. Can you make 100 different tones from G alone? This nuanced precision lifts the skill set into consistent brilliance. An emotional impact rises beyond the mechanics of striking the right note at the right time. Acting the Michael Chekhov Way takes all the elements of genius in acting, of peak performance, and dissects them into doable exercises for the beginner to play with, for the intermediate artist to polish skills, and for the advanced actor to master. If the love is there, your results will generate extraordinary experiences for you and your audience alike.

Are you willing to get up on your feet? Will you venture with me in a game of Follow the Leader?

Would you enjoy playing a game you may never have experienced without knowing what the game is? With the only guideline being to imitate what the leader is doing as best you can? It should last about three to five minutes. If you are playing alone, perhaps you might record the following at a fast pace, maybe around three minutes for the whole sequence, taking about a second in between each action. And then, whip through the sequence freely, believing you know what you are doing and that it is perfect.



[image: ]  Let's play Follow the Leader

14. Ok, Ready? Spread your body out as big as it can get. Tuck up into a tiny, hard ball. Pretend you have to go through heavy mud to stand up. Now, a wave catches you, washing you off, and then you float up and start to fly like an eagle. Suddenly, you turn into lightning. Now you are fire, laser, sunlight. Push something huge. Now pull it. Lift it. Smash it. Throw it. Gather it. Penetrate it. Tear it apart. Drag it. Reach for it. Start to flop around like you want to fall down but you don’t. Now, walk on a tightrope trying not to fall. Now, pretend you are in outer space with no gravity. Now, look at your hands. Move them slowly, cautiously. Let your whole body move that way. Look at your hands again and make sharp fists, grunting and stomping; start sobbing; now, giggle and make light, silly movements. Look around. You are walking in a cemetery late at night. Now it's a shopping mall; now it's a rock concert; now, a funeral. You are a commanding king, a shy orphan, a condescending bitch. You move easily through space. Now, make forms that start somewhere, have a middle and an end. Now you are in awe and beauty. You move like you are on top of the world. You follow the tip of your nose, bouncing as you go. Now, your groin juts out in front and drags you around. Now you are a lion. A tin man. A scarecrow. A professor. An excited cheerleader, a two-year-old in a tantrum. You are a stick, a veil, a ball. Now, you send beams of light out. And now, you draw beams of light in. Now you throw those beams of light somewhere way far away. Now you thrust forward, right, left, down, up, back, and to the horizon. Look at your clothes on your body while adjusting them. Look straight into a partner's eyes. Look at something in the room where you are. Imagine where you had your last meal. Glance briefly up to the universe and toss your hands up. Now you imagine tearing a part of your body away. Now you gather a dying child. Now you cheer up the world with joy.
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What was that? What was your experience? What happened? What did we do? Was it fun? How did that feel?


[image: ]  Axiom 0.5: If it isn’t fun … it isn’t Chekhov … [image: ]


Our work is play, and Chekhov often said, “Don’t Toil!” We love to play hard with full commitment, and when it is fun we can do it for hours. Jack Nicholson, known to use Chekhov, is said to have done 12 to 14 hours of repeating his famous “You can’t handle the truth” speech from the film A Few Good Men at full performance every take, while off camera. When the director Rob Reiner reminded Jack that he didn’t need to go full force every time, Jack responded “You don’t understand, Rob. I LOOOVE to act.” He was able to turn it on and off, to be goofy between shots and then deadly serious. You too can build this kind of skill set while having some serious fun.

What we have just done is to whip completely around the entire Chart of Inspired Action (Figure P.1). Everything you will be doing from here on out, you will already have done on some level, at least once. Chances are, as you play with these tools discovering ever more about them, you will recognize many things as familiar to you. Perhaps you did this under another name. Or maybe it was the way you intuitively used to do things before someone said to do it in another way. You certainly did all these things in some way, unconsciously, when you were in peak performance states. Now, we are here to be conscious of the energies that happen in those moments and to be able to access those energy patterns on command.

In 1955, Chekhov recorded a series of audio lectures6, outlining his Five Guiding Principles for mastering his technique. This training sequence is built upon these principles. As you read them now, they may not make much sense; however, as you continue to discover Acting the Michael Chekhov Way, we will refer to 15. these, and they will become more and more intuitive for you. GP1: We practice full-bodied movements called psycho-physical exercises (PPE). They awaken and connect our body and imagination. GP2: We use images and ideas that we can’t literally touch, yet they produce a powerful effect in the storytelling process. GP3: We play with a sense of the creative spirit and higher self as real powers that unite the many different parts of our performance. GP4: We discover that any single part of the Michael Chekhov way appears to awaken all the other parts at once, like a hologram. The whole is in every part. GP5: We explore each of these parts to figure out how they help us feel free and happy on the stage. When we know how much a skill helps us, it makes us want to play with them even more. For example, when we build our basic concentration skills and see how important they are for doing the more intricate techniques like psychological gesture (PG), that's when we will happily sit down again and do the long, still, intense focusing exercises that we were bored with in the beginning.


	See OR 0.6 for deeper 5 GP handout/training integration





[image: ]  Axiom 0.6: Five Guiding Principles for Acting the Michael Chekhov Way


	Practice psycho-physical exercise to affect artistic states (GP1).


	Use intangible means of expression to produce tangible results (GP2).


	Employ creative spirit and higher intellect to unify various aspects of your performance (GP3).


	Use each point on the Chart of Inspired Action to awaken all other points on the circle (GP4).


	Go over each point on the Chart of Inspired Action and ask each, “To what degree and by what means do you free my talent?” (GP5).








Foundational concepts

Before embarking on learning each tool and its application, having some basic terms and policies to share will help keep things moving efficiently, creating an environment conducive to hearty play and growth.


The universal being

There is an ideal self that each of us can be, become, once were—the best possible expression of us. This self is unencumbered by the everyday self, perceives no limitations of expression, and holds the highest ideals for us and others. When we are operating from this self, we are in a peak performance state. Our energy seems to be centered in our chest, about three inches below the collarbone, inside. It has a quality like the sun, radiating and receiving. We call this our Ideal Artistic Center (IAC). It is from this point that we imagine our impulses emanate when we play with our techniques and perform our roles.

When we use the term IDEAL; what is ideal is specifically unique to you. Your body, mind, and spirit have their own blueprint of perfection. We each have vulnerabilities that we have developed over our lifetimes which can block our natural, ideal self. These are present when we are hanging out casually. When we wish to get into some serious play, you are invited to allow your highest, uninhibited self to come to the party.

Whenever possible, bring this part of you to the practice session with the confidence that it wants to come play in a field of safety. Imagine that when you enter the play space, you are crossing a threshold into a safe playground where all the rest of reality is left outside.



Three levels of attention

16. In the time dedicated for play, we can maximize our energy use to make everything more efficient. In essence, we are in one of three levels of attention:


	Hang time = loosely attentive


	State of readiness/standby = active with our awareness of our IAC


	In action = fully concentrated while exercising or performing




In hang time, we are in a more dispersed level of focus, with low levels of concentration. We are released, possibly resting, recollecting, and conserving our resources. In standby, we are focusing fully, actively preparing to cross a threshold into an artistic act. We are centered in our universal self. In action, we are transformed into the art, fully focused on our playing. We can consciously shift between levels, but we sometimes unconsciously shift levels, depending on our concentration. You can use this in two ways. First, monitor your own attention level and shift it into the level that supports your current work. Second, notice that any character is also subject to these levels. You can put your character into the level appropriate to the scene so you, the artist, are in action of being a character in hang time.
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Take some time to observe how these three levels of attention are at play in everyday life. Can I use my attention more efficiently?



Silence as a tool

Keeping in mind the following will also help. Staying silent during transitions between segments of class, between being given directions for an exercise and beginning the exercise, will help you grow faster. These three levels of attention are very clear on a film set or in a rehearsal when we are between takes/scenes, on stand-by or in places, and when action is called, and when we play the scene. Learning to conserve energy, when possible, allows us to focus it powerfully when in action.
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What happens to your energy and focus when you chitchat for a moment during transitions? How could being silent change things?

Here's an example of the power of conserving focus in transitions. The leader invites the ensemble to form two rows facing each other, which we will call an alley and select a partner who will go first (see Let's play silent alley, below). Normally several minutes of chaos follows before everyone figures it out and gets the form and partners clear, etc. Could this be done more efficiently, without words? Yes, and our concentration remains more focused. When we verbalize the selection process, many extraneous words are used, the general hubbub of the larger group inspires extra chatter, and the atmosphere dissipates instantly. There is a loss of form, rhythm, and entirety. The leader then needs to corral the group back into focus. Regardless of how careful the leader is, such “corralling” might be experienced as reprimanding, and might curtail freedom, beauty, and ease. It also challenges the focus and flow of the leader, possibly allowing loss of ease and a gain of guilt, disappointment in having to “command” the group or a Rodney Dangerfield sense of “getting no respect.”



[image: ]  Let's play silent alley

17. Try (or imagine) you and an ensemble of actors fluidly and quietly form an alley in absolute silence by


	Moving into an alley with two lines facing each other


	Finding a partner


	Selecting who will lead
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What do I notice? Was it possible? How did it feel? Was forming the alley a little piece of art? Could I imagine a future where we are so aware of each other that we are able to arrive from any point in the room at precisely the same moment and settle into any form suggested in a state of readiness for the impending action? Continuously creating little pieces of art?

Transitions in silence circumvent the possible consequences of noisy dispersion mentioned earlier. Silence builds the tool of concentration. Concentration skills build and strengthen synaptic connections in the brain. Remember our gesture for strong focus? (See Figure 0.1.) All peak performance has complete concentration on a single focal point. If one breaks the stream of concentration on the game being played, it can create a chain reaction among the whole ensemble. Having the self-discipline to not talk, especially during transitions, can be quite a relief in fact. It creates a powerful atmosphere of respect among the team.

This is also an important professional skill. When we are doing our exercises, imagine that we are on stage (or on camera). When we have a transition to make in class and we would like to keep the focus strong; we can pretend that we are backstage (or off-camera) while the play is still going on (or the camera is still rolling), so that we must move and communicate quietly and efficiently using non-verbal communication. This idea might be a fun way to get our whole ensemble to maintain silence, build powers of concentration, imagination, and radiation while supporting the whole, easy, and efficient flowing form of a beautiful play session. For those of us who have health conditions that challenge our concentration and focus, making a game out of it that we know will pay off in the real world can be inspiring.

You may notice efficiency is a recurring value in our system. In fact, the entire technique is designed to help us efficiently manage our energy with health and safety. Peak performances use only as much energy as necessary, no more, no less. It is very ecological in this way and saves us a great deal of stress. We learn to turn on our attention through preparation, focus it with the exact amount of effort needed for the action, then sustain it and then stop it, releasing, back into hang time.


[image: ]  Axiom 0.7: All peak performance has maximum efficient use of energy.




Kinds of imagination


Orphan

One time, my Chekhov teacher guided my class through seeing an image of an orphan, watching them walk to a trash can, do something, and return. I sat there, trying my best to see this orphan. I got nothing. I felt terrible. I would never be able to do this technique because I couldn’t see anything in my imagination. I was really dropping the ball on this and hated myself for being untalented. I kept 18. trying but kept seeing nothing. When it was my turn, I decided to totally fake it. I stood up, became the orphan I pretended to have seen, walked to the trashcan, did whatever it was in the trash and then went to turn around. Suddenly, I was—only very briefly—confused as to whether to turn left or right to get back to where I began. I turned left just for the heck of it, trying not to miss a beat, and returned. The teacher said, “Good, it was very clear that you saw everything but which way the orphan turns to come back.”


Wow, that was a shock. What I learned was that I had a kinesthetic imagination rather than a visual one; and, that I could imagine in an equally powerful way—not wrong, just different. The inspiration for my “pretending to see” had been real. I had gotten hung up and limited by what I thought I was supposed to do because of the words “See the image.” Today, I have done this activity so many times that I can now see, hear, smell, and feel the images one way or another. I don’t even think about limiting how images arise for me. However your imagination works now is perfect and can be developed further if you want to do so.
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My imagination

How does your imagination operate? Are you visual? Aural? Symbolic? Kinesthetic? Other? Are you happy with the way your imagination works? Or are you mad that it doesn’t operate a different way? What can you do to accept what you are doing and add more?




The primary laws of composition


[image: ]  Axiom 0.8 The Three Primary Laws of Composition (TPT)


	Triplicity—Law of Threes


	Polarity/Contrast—Yin/Yang/Opposites


	Transformation—Law of Change





Michael Chekhov integrated TPT into all his work. Many things are seen in threes, or triples, called triplicity. Many laws describe triples in nature. In composition of artistic works, one knows of beginning, middle, and end or introduction, body, and conclusion. In verticality, we have top, middle, and bottom. We also experience polarity and contrast, up/down, in/out, good/bad, yes/no, etc. The law of polar opposites is required to make a work interesting. Finally, transformation must occur to make a story compelling. Something significant must change across the arc of the story—a character, something between characters, or with the world must transform as a result. These primary laws are seen in all dramatic works, in scene work, and throughout Chekhov's methods and techniques. They are even in athletic competitions. Things start with an even match; the game is played. There is a halfway point and then an ending with a winner. Thus, any event that ends in a tie is somehow less than ideal.

Always search for these three laws we abbreviate as TPT. With the Michael Chekhov way, we can access unlimited creative images. We will ultimately need to select the best ones for our performance. TPT will become our compass for making great choices. When in doubt, choose three for your rhythm and polarity/contrast for your dynamics. This creates transformation in the story. Don’t worry, we will explore this in detail as we go.


19. 
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Where do I see TPT in the world around me? What things come in threes? What are some polarities in my own personality? What do I see changing/transforming regularly, gradually, or suddenly?



PASS the energy

Chekhov used a key concept in all his movement exercises, from body movement to moving energy, from ball-toss to physical gestures. And, in fact, one will see this concept throughout our work when an action is taken at any level. Before you begin a move, prepare by reaching mentally or physically in the opposite direction of the movement. Inhale at this step to draw in enough breath to express the action.

Insufficient preparation weakens the expression. We must work harder during the action to make up for lack of preparation. That's when things don’t come out the way we hope.


[image: ]  Axiom 0.9: Strong preparation makes easy.


Follow the inhaled preparation with your action while exhaling. Extend this movement fully toward the receiver of the action (e.g. when tossing a ball across the circle to a partner extend your hand fully toward, reaching the receiver). This action ensures that the energy you send reaches the receiver. This is radiating. Once the action is radiated to the receiver, then you sustain the reach as the energy carries to the receiver, usually three beats. Sustaining is the same as an athlete's follow-through. The ball can’t reach its destination and lands short of the target without the correct follow-through. When acting, failure to sustain the energy causes the end of lines to fall or disappear affecting the flow of conversation of characters. The actors lose energy at the end of the scene, or the energy never reaches the audience.

Finally, stop by fully releasing the energy and any physical force (e.g. drop the arms to the side).


[image: ]  Axiom 0.10: PASS the Energy.


	Prepare—inhale images


	Action—exhale expression


	Sustain—radiate three beats


	Stop—full release





By using this Prepare-Act-Sustain-Stop (PASS) method, you can ensure that the energy and the action (e.g. lines in a scene) are delivered strongly to the receiver and audience.
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Where do you see this PASSing of energy in the world around you? When one of the parts is missing, what happens?



Spatial awareness

20. Today, many people live their lives with very little awareness of anything that is not right in front of them. In this world of alternative staging, site specific, theatre-in-the-round, etc., you want the ability to impact the audience regardless of what view they have of you. Since you are always an artist and your whole body is your artistic instrument, let's be 360-degree actors. To help build spatial dynamics, we use six directions: your back space, right- and left-side space, above and below, along with front space. If we imagine our unseen inspiration flows from our above and our back space, developing that becomes crucial to our creativity.
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What is your spatial awareness level? Where does it focus? How many degrees of awareness are you using in daily life? When you are training? When you are performing?



[image: ]  Sandwich Cookie Flyback

Giving value to your efforts is imperative to freeing your inner creativity and allowing full expression of it. Chekhov rarely raised his voice to a colleague or identified something as “wrong.” Self-abuse was one exception, and our policy is to be very firm on this subject. Self-criticism and abusive criticism from anyone toward yourself or another are not tolerated in our reality. It is antithetical to fostering a field of freedom that must be grounded in safety first. Kindness has deep meaning for us.

So much time, energy, and heartbreak have been thrust into the player's training that the entire profession has been considered dismal. We were told to toughen up and get a thick skin. We lived in a state of paranoia about being judged horribly. We justified our paranoia by hiring teachers who systematically tore us apart. We were told it was for our own good. We created vicious inner critics to try to fix us before others attack us. These days we are even applauded for saying “My bad.” Let's let go of making ourselves bad. Let's say “No more shame!” As soon as we accept that things come out differently than we hope, we can transform it into a lesson, and every lesson transforms into love. That's TPT in inner action. We grow healthier and happier for it.



[image: ]  Let's play criticize or evaluate

Stand up for a moment. Center yourself and close your eyes. Now, listen to someone or say the word “criticize” with the energy of intense judgment. Hit the K and T sounds harshly. Allow your whole body to react as if the sounds were actual physical weapons.

Simply listening to the auditory impact of the harsh K and T in “criticize” makes us cringe. What does the term “to criticize” mean? It seems to connote a negative judgement.

Center yourself and close your eyes again. Now, say the word “evaluate” with the energy of simplicity. Allow your whole body to react as if the sounds were actually giving value to you.

What happens to the auditory flow of evaluate? What does evaluate mean? To give value to.



[image: ]  Journal/Discuss/Flyback

What is the difference in your body's response to criticize versus evaluate? Which do you want to experience more?

21. Self-talk and word choices are deeply impacting on our psyche, and here is one of the most significant learnings that Chekhov offers us. Sticks and stones may break my bones … and those bones often heal more quickly than the wounds of words. In the beginning was the word. It has the power to give life.

When we find a way to give value accurately to what we have given to our audience, and creatively ask “What more can I offer?” then we get very interested in a “second take.” We are also completely independent of needing outside input. If we get hit with criticism, we can develop dread and want to avoid the second take. We invest heavily in getting approved of by others and getting it right according to what we think they think is right. This is dangerous thinking, for how can we know what anyone else is really thinking? How many actors take a scene study class and self-direct the scene specifically to avoid getting criticized for things they have seen that teacher attack in other scenes?

How is learning how not to get attacked by this teacher going to help you with your next director? Most directors hope you will show them something surprising and perfect beyond what they could have imagined; and they will be with you only briefly over the span of your art. The great risk you take in being creative is rewarded when surprises happen. When you cultivate greater and greater understanding of what works and what doesn’t, you will be able to self-direct. This entire way of learning leads you to this, the theatre of the future. Then, any additional help you get from a director is a wonderful guiding blessing and springboard to even more fun.

With the Flyback process, the teacher/director's job is to guide you through your self-evaluation and reflect back the accuracy of it. We artists who immediately trash ourselves, apologize or blame, need to pause and find what we can appreciate overall about how we played the scene. I like to think in terms of sandwich cookies. They have three parts. So, using this as an image, ask yourself to identify the bottom cookie: “What did I like overall?” Once you discard the “It sucked,” sandwich and replace it with the “Well, I liked this overall,” then, ask, “How would I double stuff it, making it even tastier the next time?” You are ready to review objectively and create a plan for your next rehearsal or take. Top the cookie by asking, “What was my favorite moment?” Watch the state of self-appreciation open up a healing flow of creativity that inspires your future activity. It also builds the very necessary skill for discovering sparkling, spontaneous moments we call jewels, and for instantly making wonderful choices, as you will learn.

This Cookie Flyback in three self-appreciating parts can take time to do. It is very well worth doing. However, in productions, in semesters and intensive programs the practicality of coaching each person may fall to the wayside. You as an actor can continue to Flyback personally and in journals, etc. regardless of whether or not there is time in class or rehearsal. The teacher/director can give notes, keeping in mind this basic formula of observing an overall positive, giving growth-producing suggestions, and ending with a special moment that you liked. You also might ask your director or coach the three questions.

Jack Colvin7 used the word “Spyback,” and Mala Powers used “Flyback.” There are points in Chekhov's writing where either is used. Experiment for yourself to see if one word inspires you more. And, as for the cookie, perhaps a cherry-topped hot fudge sundae is more your taste!

The Cookie Flyback is a guide to healthy self-evaluation that “appreciates what you’ve done and excites you for what is to come.” We are using the image of something most people enjoy (see Figure 0.2).

[image: A double-stuffed sandwich cookie symbolises a three-part self-reflection process. Around the cookie are three key actions: reflect, inspire, and appreciate. Reflect is paired with the question, What is my favourite moment; Appreciate asks, What did I like overall; Inspire adds, How can I make it tastier next time.]
Figure 0.2 Double-stuffed sandwich cookie for the Flyback, a three-part healthy self-reflection. Art by Author. Return to text.⏎



Build from the ground up with the base cookie, add extra filling and then the top cookie. Ask three questions in the order described or change the order as you wish.


[image: ]  Axiom 0.11: Cookie Flyback


	The bottom cookie: What did I like overall?


	Double-stuff the middle: What can I add next time to make it more delicious?


	The top cookie: What was my favorite moment?





22. This teacher, that director, even your parents—all those folks you hope will approve of you and your acting, won’t be with you forever. Ultimately, you are the only one who is going to be with you your whole life. And you are the only one who truly needs to appreciate what you do. Experience alone does not create growth. Repetition grows power—good or bad. Experience and repetition with self-reflection create healthy empowerment. Being able to self-assess frees you from needing their “approval.” When you are in the zone, in peak performance, you are free from needing anyone else's affirmation that you went there. Of course, it is nice to know they went there with you, even though you already knew in your heart.


Missed audition

One day in Los Angeles, I was so “high” from a wonderful class I taught at the American Film Institute that on the way home I decided to drop by my agent's office to say Hi. I walked in and she said to me, “Oh, they liked you, but they went a different way.” I stood in shock, not understanding whom she was talking about. My mind began to race, chattering: “Who liked me? When? Oh … CRAP! I completely forgot to go to a producer meeting at Warner Brothers for a TV series!” I asked her, “What do you mean, they liked me?” She repeated that they said I did a good job, but they chose someone else. I asked if it was another actor from this same agency? Yes. And then I said, “Ok, but did they actually say they liked Lisa Dalton's audition?” Yes, they said you specifically. “Well, I am embarrassed to say, I forgot to go.” She stared at me, trying to clarify what I just said. “It's true, I never went.” She looked at me, and after a pause, said, “Well, let's not tell them that!”


A producer meeting at a studio is usually limited to five actors per role, each actor having been selected from 20 to 40 previous auditioners and possibly 1000 to 3000 submissions. It is a prized opportunity to meet the directors and producers and to strengthen relationships with the casting directors. And I got good feedback from Warner Brothers without even phoning it in. The moral of the story is that good feedback from others may not be true! It serves us well to receive it all gracefully while building faith and trust in accurate self-reflection.


[image: ]  Axiom 0.12: Healthy Growth/Power = Repetition + Reflection




Afraid of overacting?

23. One of the most common fears an actor has is being accused of overacting. It just sucks when that happens. Because this technique invites you to be huge and powerful, you might be a bit scared of looking like you are overacting. Don’t worry about that to start with. Imagine this fairy godmother has cast a spell on the whole group, making big, powerful acting into perfect magic! And the secret is that big, powerful acting is different from overacting.

Overacting happens when the player has not engaged the entire body, usually abandoning the lower body by over-charging the upper body. The lower body is then relegated to the task of keeping the actor's face off the floor and from falling forward. More than just a cliché, there is a physical sense that you did fall on your face in that scene.

We could say the lower body is not engaged in anything the character is doing; rather it is solely struggling to balance the actor. We might imagine that 95% of the character's energy inhabits the upper 50% of the actor's body. Maybe 5% of the character remains in the lower body. The antidote here is to distribute the veiled energy through the entire body by literally “bringing it down” and saving face! (see Figure 0.3.)

[image: Two figures demonstrate exaggerated acting and a method to ground energy. On the left, one stick figure leans aggressively forward with clenched fists and speech bubbles expressing the intention to shake sense into a partner. The feet express the need to keep face off the floor, and the figure questions the objective. On the right, another figure stands neutrally with a downward arrow and the phrase take it down, illustrating the calming antidote to overacting by grounding the energy through the whole body.]
Figure 0.3 Acting over the top? Stop, and literally bring your energy down into the whole body. Return to text.⏎



When most actors hear “Bring it down,” they usually bring it “in” and decrease the energy while staying “over the top.” Imagine instead, that the energy of the tool is rising from the Earth into your legs and groin simultaneously with the energy shooting from your IAC into the Earth. This empowers the lower 24. body and allows the actor to radiate intensity while barely moving and they might even be speaking in a whisper.




Veiling—adjust your style and size of acting

Chekhov gave Mala Powers a very strong image of how to make these big physical exercises into usable acting forms for different styles. He called it veiling.

Veiling is when you make the tool less visible in the body while keeping the energy at high intensity.

Imagine that you have a very bright light on the stage. If it is too bright for the scene, there are several ways to make it less bright. You could lower the switch on the dimmer board. This will decrease the light by decreasing the amount of power or electricity going into the light. Do you want to decrease your power? Or you could put something over the light, like a gel or a gobo, limiting the amount of light without decreasing the energy. This is what Chekhov prefers. He suggests that a veil will soften the energy without decreasing the power. Make the veils thicker or thinner as needed.


[image: ]  Let's play veiling

To practice veiling, expand with both your energy body and your physical body in a fully unveiled manner. Then decide to veil it lightly; perhaps only 10% is veiled. The physical body now reveals only 90% of the movement while the energy body is imagined doing 100%. Increase the degree of veiling by percentages in increments based on your time available. First veil only 25%, 50%, 75%, 90%, and 99%; all the while, the energy body remains at 100%. Allow the 1% that is revealed in a 99% veil to “leak” through the IAC.

Chekhov suggests that our hands need special training because, after the eyes, they are the main thing people look at. I suggest that the next thing we look at are the feet. Consider what gets a closeup first? The eyes. Second, the hands. Third, the feet. So, wouldn’t it be important to give extra attention to training those three areas? Keep this in mind when veiling and unveiling in the large abstract full-bodied explorations. Let the eyes, hands, and feet be the place where things stay a little less veiled. Things leak out through these three key places. Each person in life has a special way of using their eyes, hands, and feet. We call it eye life, hand life, and foot life.



[image: ]  Journal/Discuss/Flyback

What is your eye life? Hand life? Foot life? How does it differ from your character?

Dial the veiling up or down to meet the style. For a soap opera you may be very veiled. For A Midsummer Night's Dream you may be very unveiled. You will use this modification process throughout your career. It will enable you to use more power in a closeup on camera than you use in a French farce. This veiling gave Clint Eastwood his whole career. As a shy musician, it took him some time to get it authentically powerful in his eye life. He worked with the Chekhov tools and when he honed radiation to an art, he became a world-renown superstar. So, knowing you can do this, I am sure has made your day. “Do you feel lucky?”



Tips for technique mastery

If you truly seek a path to happiness via mastering your art, take the following suggestions to heart.


[image: ]  Axiom 0.13: Know your goal, objective, aim or purpose, your “What for?”


25. Chekhov often asked the question “What for? What for are you doing this?” We are accustomed to asking why our character is doing something. Here, we are using slightly weird words—somehow, they make a difference. Perhaps it inspires a clear goal, aim or outcome? What for are you doing this training? What for is this exercise? Once you know what skills you are building, what purposes you want to achieve in your training, then you adjust the exercises to address your what for.

“I want the audience to totally get me!”

Maybe it sounds selfish, egotistical or whatever, but on some level, to want that is absolutely a sacred act. Let's go for it! More will be shared later on how true this is. Suffice it to say, the “me” you ask them to “get” lives in you as an image.




The acting job description

The artist's job is another triplicity: to convey images from your highest creative individuality to the audience; therefore, let's learn to access, select, convey (ASC):


[image: ]  Axiom 0.14: We train to Access, Select, Convey images.



	Access, conjure, create, receive, and allow images to appear and inspire. Here is where our creative concentration and imagination truly shine.


	Select from amongst the many images that appear; choose an ideal image for the story being told. This is where our application of TPT helps us make great choices that are a perfect fit for the whole story. Our creative individuality takes the spotlight here.


	Convey, reveal, radiate the chosen image truthfully in communion with the script, director, mise-en-scene, audience, and your higher self. This fixes that horrible problem of getting great ideas and them not coming out right. No more ouch!






The learning curve

Some acting approaches begin with training to focus and respond to your partner so that you are fully in a state of re-acting to your partner. In Acting the Michael Chekhov Way, we expand the definition of partner to include different parts of our self, the space, the author, and the other actors in that order. We begin by developing artistic sensitivity to our imagination and bodies first. When we are succeeding in allowing our imagination to lead us, then we learn to respond to the space, the text, and our partners. The more sources that can inspire us, the better. You can learn a great deal working solo during the exercises while also cultivating sensitivity to an ensemble.

Michael Chekhov's Chart: A Map to Happiness (Figure P.1)

Chekhov's approach evolved over a lifetime on three continents through extraordinary socio-political-technological change. His writings, recorded lectures, and the notes taken of his live teaching are very extensive. Like the famous story of the group of blind men touching an elephant and arguing over what it is, if you sample random Chekhov workshops and books, you may never know what the larger whole 26. truly is. This is where the Chart of Inspired Acting saves the day, as it unites single elements of his method into a solid and fluid technique. Shortly before Chekhov died, he drew a chart by hand for Mala Powers8. A version of this original Chart of Inspired Acting was published in the book, On the Technique of Acting in 1991 as a reminder of all the resources Michael Chekhov offers. It serves as a treasure map for anyone wanting to be “happy on the stage” (Chekhov 2004).



Overview of the book: Understanding the chart as a pathway into the zone—a clear sequence

The chart is sun-like in its depiction. If we want our sun to shine or, in contemporary terms, if we want to get into “the zone,” all we need to do is to focus on a single point on this chart. Your focus creates a chain reaction by igniting the light in that box, which sends sparks into the center. This ignites all other points instantly and effortlessly. Chekhov offers us a holographic technique where the whole is in each part. Each box on the periphery describes a tool, a concept, or a universal law representing one or more elements of inspired “happy” states. The National Michael Chekhov Association (NMCA) motto of bringing the spirit of Michael Chekhov into the 21st century has led to transforming the original black-and-white chart into a multicolored one. Numbers on the Chart of Inspired Acting identify the training sequence presented.

In his actor training, Chekhov looked at what energy patterns are present in peak performances, identified these patterns, and created exercises to activate them at will. Thus, we create the favorable conditions to coax inspired images by replicating the energy patterns of inspiration. To develop the rich psychophysical sensitivity required, the actor awakens the energy by exaggerated use of the body with strong concentration on the image and gradually lessens the physical movement to achieve the style of the performance. These fundamental principles are the fastest way to build your skills.


[image: ]  Journal/Discuss/Flyback

How do you feel about moving in big, exaggerated movements? Making weird and abstract movements and sounds that you may have never done before? Are you willing to go for it? Wait … didn’t we just do that?

In truth, if you did the Follow the Leader exercise (Let's Play Follow the Leader), you did just do all the above. We whipped around the whole sequence. From here on out, everything we will play with, you have already done successfully.

Below is a brief orientation to the tools on the chart. Following that will be an in-depth exploration of each concept and its application. This sequential flow is designed to make everything you are learning into a practical, efficient, inspiring energy management system for peak performance.

You can see a set of numbers on the chart. In the text are the corresponding numbers in parenthesis. These represent the basic order of learning the tools. Some of the elements, however, we will use throughout the whole process and will be merged in as needed. Specific recurring ones include the following:


	Warmups, including the Ball Toss and yoga, both practiced by Chekhov himself (#2)


	Images of the Quantum Peek Pie chart and the Goblet of Inspiration (#1)


	Ensemble (#9), Truth (#10), Improvisation (#18)


	Compositional laws of Triplicity, Polarity, Transformation (TPT) (# 19)


	Prepare, Act, Sustain, Stop (PASS) the energy (#2)


	Full voice, energy, and body integration (#9, #10)


	Openhearted contact (#9)


	Flyback–reflective self-evaluation (#8)




27. The teaching uses Chekhov's Law of Triplicity. First, an introduction and exploration of each element is rhythmically followed by second, improvisation to deepen the skill with the tool, and then third, a scene/monologue study to explore and develop application skills. Wil Kilroy, Co-founder of National Michael Chekhov Association, has a companion book, Improvisation the Michael Chekhov Way, which offers many additional improvisations and games to go with this sequence.9 Appropriate complementary chapters will be suggested with each detailed exploration of the tools and will be forthwith noted as


	See Kilroy Improv Chapter #.




You will also see acronyms or abbreviations in parenthesis next to terms introduced. In the front is a list of what these abbreviations mean. For a system to be useful, having easy-to-remember ways to notate becomes quite handy. These abbreviations are intended to become a kind of shorthand for artists to collaborate, making notetaking, direction-giving, and concept-sharing very efficient.

One of Chekhov's bold ideas is that the images of the story, the characters, situations, etc., already exist independently in the collective unconscious, an unlimited sphere of imagination that we will call our I-sphere. If we accept this or pretend to accept this, then making contact with the images, and then conveying these images to audiences becomes the actor's greatest task (Axiom 0.14).



[image: ]  Journal/Discuss/Flyback

Do you know how it is when an image arises but doesn’t come out right? Has this happened to you? How does it make you feel?

It happens when there is a disconnect between your imagination and your body's ability to express it. After establishing a field of safety with the Ball Toss, solving this image–body gap is where we begin the journey.



Part I—Preparation: welcome and online resources

(#1)10 Preparing Your Imagination, Your Body, and the Ensemble relies upon the vast unlimited possibilities of the imagination, offering the means to expand it, increase its creativity, and nurture the uniqueness of each artist's gifts.
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		Figure P.1 National Michael Chekhov Association Chart of Inspired Action with numbered sequence to match chapter numbers. (Copyright Lisa Dalton & Charlie Bowles.)



		Figure 0.1 The artist has gathered forces above and below and now sustains focus as they radiate to a single point.



		Figure 0.2 Double-stuffed sandwich cookie for the Flyback, a three-part healthy self-reflection. Art by Author.



		Figure 0.3 Acting over the top? Stop, and literally bring your energy down into the whole body.



		Figure 1.1 The heart is the most powerful source of electromagnetic energy in the human body, producing the largest rhythmic electromagnetic field of any of the body's organs. It produces 60 times more amplitude than the brain. An electrocardiogram (ECG) measures any body surface. The magnetic field of the heart is 100 times greater than that of the brain. Magnetometers detect that energy from three feet. (Image courtesy of the HeartMath® Institute—www.heartmath.org.)



		Figure 1.2 The Quantum Peek chart shows the relationship between the higher ego (A) and lower ego (B). Three elements influence the form of our “personality.” (A) can flow directly into the artist's expression of the character (E) because the artist has prepared their body (B) by doing psycho-physical exercises (C) to express all possible impulses the Character (D) may need in any given moment. Section F below the circles is a timeline of influences that limit the expressivity of the Lower Ego (B). (Courtesy of NMCA, Dalton with Charles Bowles.)



		Figure 1.3 Panel 1: Our blue star above the red base represents our basic self. Panel 2: The stem grows as we build our skills with the tools; creative beings gather around our star. (From Lithuanian Theatre, Music and Cinema Museum Archive, courtesy of Justina Kasponyte.)



		Figure 1.4 Panel 3: The cup of the goblet forms; our star gathers images to send down. Panel 4. Our star brightens; images flow into goblet. (From Lithuanian Theatre, Music and Cinema Museum Archive, courtesy of Justina Kasponyte.)



		Figure 1.5 Panel 5: Our whole goblet glows, radiating to the star. The “special helpers” grow from the glow. (From Lithuanian Theatre, Music and Cinema Museum Archive, courtesy of Justina Kasponyte.)



		Figure 2.1 X/C Graph for Scrooge. There are two different choices here to show there is no wrong way to do it. It is your imagination and creative individuality.



		Figure 2.2 Shakespearean monologue, Constance, from King John, with contrasting scores on either side, also using tools taught in upcoming chapters.



		Figure 4.1 AG symbol table. Use the above symbols as shorthand for quickly identifiable notes on your scripts. Alternatively, create your own system.



		Figure 7.1 The Overall Atmosphere fills the space and affects all characters from the periphery. The Personal Atmosphere is specific to each character.



		Figure 7.2 This chart clarifies the differences between the two kinds of Atmospheres. The first column might be understood to ask, “What is the …” The middle column answers for the Overall Atmosphere and the third column answers for the Personal Atmosphere.



		Figure 7.3 We receive OAs and PAs into us and radiate Q&S through our movement, outward. Rehearse each tool independently. Your higher self unites them.



		Figure 8.1 Stress to appreciation: Incoherence (left) from stress impairs performance. Coherence (right) promotes optimal performance.



		Figure 8.2 What does it look like I am drawing? Yes, it is a teddy bear.



		Figure 8.3 What is the bear feeling?



		Figure 8.4 Torn teddy.



		Figure 8.5 Japanese rock garden with multidimensional elements in height and form. (Photo by Author. Japan, 1986.)



		Figure 11.1 Actors’ responses to “How do I feel about Style?”



		Figure 12.1 Imaginary Bodies of characters drawn by scene partners.



		Figure 12.2 Trinity of Psychology body chart. For the more conceptual-visually oriented person, this may help you grasp and remember the tools available to express the specific psychological composition of the character.



		Figure 13.1 Radiating: Same name, three uses—A, B, C clarifying the multiple uses of the term “radiating.” Radiating A is the overall vitality. Radiating B is how a character uses A—as a sender vs receiver. Radiating C is a QoM.



		Figure 15.1 Focal points for character: Where should I be looking right now?



		Figure 15.2 Focal points for life as a piece of art: Where should I be focusing right now?



		Figure 19.1 First images collage of a character from a play Sing Me to the Other Side by Gwen Flager, courtesy of Merri Brewer. The character is covering a terrifying shame instigated by her abusive, racist husband by focusing on her crystalware and hosting the perfect Mother's Day brunch, which literally goes down in flames.



		Figure 19.2 Castmates cocreate their first images collage for Becky's New Car by Steven Deitz.



		Figure 19.3 Becky's New Car themes on the left, ideas on the right.



		Figure 19.4 Harmonious grouping from The Wizard of OZ. “Wizard is a Fake!” (Photo by Author, from European Theatre and Film Institute, Brussels.)



		Figure 19.5 The first images by Kelsey Harrison playing Romy in Grotesque Lovesongs by Don Nigro. (Courtesy of Kelsey Harrison and NMCA.)



		Figure 19.6 Director's SART Chart of The Wizard of Oz.



		Figure 19.7 Dorothy's A-SART chart graphing her spiritual journey in The Wizard of Oz.



		Figure 19.8 Score of Chekhov tools on left page opposite text with blocking and director's notes on right.



		Figure 20.1 The image of the C.I.R.C.L.E. as a unification of the core elements of Acting the Michael Chekhov Way. (Courtesy of NMCA, Dalton & Bowles.)
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