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DISCUSSION BETWEEN MICHAEL CHEKHQV
AND DOROTHY ELMEIRST

"WHAT 18 THE ROLE OF THE THEATIRE IN ILIFE?"

August, 1939

DOROTHY ELMHEIRST: “What io tho rolo of tho theatro in lifo? What do you
fool that groat role i3?  You speak of thres moin purposos.

MICHABL CEHEKHCV: About tho moaning of tho thoatro - I think it has a soclal
moaning, nothing porconal or individunl, If it deos not sorvo a social purpaso,
it {o o great illusion. Many acters think they como to tho theatra {or tholr ovm
purposos, and it io like that almost ovorywhora. If you ashk cedem acters why
thoy aro on tho stago, thoy will enswor, "To act," Thio io a point of viow
which I cannot accdpt in my 1ife at all.

Anathor groat mistako io in our lifo teday. Whon wo think of gocial work
and gocial ways of thinking, wa mean - or the majority of us mean -~ that,
firot of all, it (s absolutoly political. ind if it {s not political, then it becomes
very individual and vory private, which ig also quito wrong. Real gecial con-
sciousnoss meang to do whataver work we do, having in mind our wscfulnoss to
socioty. And this is tho main thing which makeg gocial probloms in modorn lifo
5o difflcult, Many poople make tho mistoko of paying less and loas attontion
to tholr roal profossion and to tho abilitios which thoy aro granted by Ged.

Thoy look more into tha political lifo and, being amatowrs, thoy apoll tho politics

under the {mprossion that thoy do social work, and thoy spoil thoir gifts becaugo thay
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do not approciato thom in rolation to gocinl work,
DOROTHEY EIMHIRGT: 1 rcmombeyr you said thot ono of tho functions of tho
theatro wag to prophosy.
MICHAEL CHENHOV: I thinl: thoro aro many branchos in tho theatro from this
coclal point of viav?, and ena of thoso branches 4o to propheny tho futura,
Whether 2 o in tho sclontific, politicnl, or roligious Uie, wherever it 1o,
tho thoatro can havo such a groat posrar to prophosy. But {o7 thic aim, of
courco, actors must bo moro concerncd with thelir ovm profossion than thoy
Qrg NOT7e
Ona of tha iilnegsas which tho thoatre can prophosy requiros cortain

cepor undorstanding of tho prohlons of cur progent lfo. Thio deoper wndor
standing of tho prosont roment or opech roquires, firat of all, to shut cno's
oyo ontirely to tho politicals (peliticions] and thon tho broln con bosoma freo.
Thoso phontoms which walk en tho carth 2o politicals E;anﬂciﬂmﬂ mako cvery=-
ono Blind. What Hitler soys has a mooning for ug, but tho wholo world s under
an Munion abaut swhat Hitler sdys. Wo cannot speak of prophccey from tho
otage unloas vo find tho frocdom of thought ~ that means not to bo aftaid of
Hitlos's spaoking or to considos him as & prophot.

17 vvo oro strong cnough fnwardly to laugh ot Hitler ~ somotimea laughter,
whon things scem to ba serlcus, opens tho door = i€ wo can roally laugh ot
miglor, wo can understand ¢About him much more than tho most clever politiclana
can bocause thoy take him teo seriously. For instanco, Hitler has had co many

pogaibilities and eoppostunition to start the war, but ho deos not start it. Evory-
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one says that ho {8 goling to, but why didn't ho start bofora? Thio is tho hypnotiom

and tho $llusion which makes ug narrow-minded. But as tho political world io
under the Improgssion of Hitlor's unlimited power, go tho world around him forcos
him to start tho war. This §o tho danger. Tho world around us io so frightoned,
that we aro making him and not ho himsolf. Tho miosion of tho theatre i a
socinl mission, but with free minds and freo brains, without all thogo illusions
and hypnoticm under which we live now.
DOROTHY ELMHIRST: The thoatre should not be led away by current probloma?
MICEAEL CHERHOV: In tha long view, thero are tvo kinds of thought.
Humanity of the prosent day hardly thinks of tomorrovs. Wo are very much con-
comod with today and tonight and thon stop, but we naver think of tho epoch
actually. We naver placo Hitler in tho big spaco of higtory and time. If wo
would do thig with a long vievz, wo would got immodiately anothor impression of
thoso creaturos. Thig is the diseaso of our age, that wa aro ghert=-thinking.
Sach thought bocomos immediately a difforont one, when wo arg trying to place
it in biggar cpace and time. This i3 what wo aro lacking. It is so difficult
to spaok about the ideal aim of tho theatre bocauso wa are 80 narrov~-minded.
We can speak only of the ideal of tho theatro in guch vaguo, absgtract torms,
bacause our brain {s not able to receiva thaso conceptions of the bigger point of
view. This is the only point of vicw as a social factor,

If v r;r:ally try to get tho idea of the theatre as a social facter, wo ghould
forgat oursolves on tho stage and think, rather, of the many pooplo there keforo

us. But wo are gso frightened before the audicnco: wo cringo bofore tho audiance, wi«
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smile and shout, but wo aro cringing boafore the audienco insteed of asking our-
solves what we can give our audionco as part of our social life. This wo caﬁ do
If wo realizo that the audionco is bofore ug, and not wo before tha audiangﬂ.

If wo really consglder for a moment that thore is In our brain and hqart and
being this instrumont, this organ which can receive tho li_t‘r.::r firom _ﬂlﬂ sacia_:l point
of viow, in tho real sonse, thon wo will sco immediately that the mission of the
theatre can be, first of all, to show tho bad and wrong sides of our social life.
Weo must open owr own oyaes and holp to opon the oyes uf tho nudiqnca, to sao
somo things whizh now gecom quita naturai. For instanca, go many people arc
baing killed and bumed and destroyed in concentration camps. = Weo _rcnd about
it in tho newspaper quite quiotly - i2 mecang nothing to us. Wo lcnnwsi_tj; |
Tho Jows aro being opprosced. We read ubauf; it, wo understand it, bi:lt if we
consider ourselves as gorvanta of the soctal lfo, wo must speak from the stago
concarning all thoso things about tha Jewish, or tho Fasclst, or the Spanish
question.’'

We must try to rovive owr human connection wiﬂ:. thaso things, and put thnr_n
on tho stage {n an artistic form, and say again to the audionca that theso aro tho
facts that aro bsing rqad in tho nowgpapers overy day, but without fa_uling? bgo=
cause wo have become accustomed to thom. As artists, we havo ﬁknn ﬂ_m
mission to show tham to tho audience in an artistic way. Bocauso of our artistic

work, the audienco will awaken and will understand thoso things anow. This is

theatre's
one of thg\mlssiunﬂ.

Another mission is to show good things which are going on in our life. We
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forgot to shov? tho goed things which aro golng on alzo. At tho presont timo
human natura fecls itzelf vory hoppy if ¢ can seo only eno sida of the thing.
Human nature {s veory unhappy whon it s forced to soo two sidoo of tho same
thing, which aro somotimos quito cnntrndic_t'cry. It requiros zomo conzideration
and thinking, but wa rmupt bo bravo anough {0 leok at both sidogs of an igsuo.

Tho artist io, of coursa, not o simplo nm"a;npap:: reader ~ ho is somathing
more - he must think of avonts, he must fao) thoso eventa, and ho must dasire
and viAsh for things moro than tha averago man. Therofora, i]? ho seos good aldes
in bad things, thio {c onothor micgion. O©fF goursu. wa need geod playwrights
and philozophors vhose philogohhy comos frem the heort - wo can ell ko philo-
cophars from tho heed, but thought fom tho hoort s anothor mottors Thon wo
raust soo good things also, and part of this other sido of the bad thinga.,

Wea can find in cur Ufc purcly goed things. Yoz instance, there are many
good spiritunl cumrents going on in tho werld, but wo don't pay atinntion to thom.
We pay attontion to only ono iine - to Hitler, for instanco, as if ho wera tho
conter,  But thoro are £0 many wonderful things arioing among young peopla,
g0 many now {deag in tho world of scienco and architecturo, in cducntian, in
agricultura, in modicino, and in tho church thero are currents which ara trying
to ronovwr tho church. In roligion and in philosophy geod new streams and
curronts aro there, but wo do not pay attention to thom. This {o algo somothing

_which wo should shows from tho stages this ic agaln ceclal work.
Tho themes are flying {n tho air = tho questicn 1o only to take themand to -

shovr them to the audiaenco by artistic means, But to tako them maans to make
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owr hearts and braing free from the hypnotliom of the tima, and to make oursolvos
cocial-heoartod, soclal~minded, and willing., You cannot bo ordered to bo soclal-
minded - each of us must find in the depths of our soul this dosfre. Weo can
opeak akout tho soclal meaning of tho tﬁcutfra as much ag wo ke, but it deos
not meon that we will becomo cesial~mindad unless wo find that thase things
intcroot uo very intimately and wo take tho decision; thon tho way will ba open
becauso peoplo are horo who dnn holp us.

Why did I, for instanco, como to Dr. Stelnor's teaching? Not bzoauso
I havo choson him from tho many, many mystical curzents which I havo éc:»nm
through, but I sheuld say becauso ho hag chasen mo out of all thig myaticnl part
in which X lved co many yoors. 7This io vory porsonals Whon ono says ho is an
Anthropocsophist, it ccomg an accusation - thoy think thot this egoiist hao
choson a vory ¢cozy Hia, but it i3 quito tho opposito. Whon a porson trios to
ovarconmo his cgoticm, ho leoks cverywhera. Beforo ho comes to Dr, Stoiner,
ho falls into so many pits. Then ho zaes that Anthropogophy 1o tho broader way
for which ho was scceking, and ho gots now ideas of the soclal 1if, and then R
scemo quito differonts Not the sgotist hnn. choson Anthroposophy - quite tho
oppcolta - Anthroposophy hap chosen the porson. Befter to say that Anthro-
posophy h 16 strong encugh to cheoso some peoplo which it takes from 1fe, and
not tho smell egotist who takes Anthropocophy.

Thoro ara so many keautiful currents in our ldie which can dravs us to them,
i w70 only pay attontion to them. But as wo don't pay attontion to thosa big

currento such as Anthreposophy, for {nstanco, it cannot dravs pooplo to 1t bacauso
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peoplo are blind and do not want to £co tho real good, pure currents which aro
thero inour lifo. But if wo can cco thoso good currents In scionco, religion,
ond philocophy, then wo ¢on show thaso from the nt::? &g wall ns tho kaad sido
of Itfo. To show tho nudlnnm- both tho gocd and bad aidan of our seecial lifo,
is t0 do soctel warl without-forcing cursolvoa 1o bo politdeal. It i3 a gift liko
painting or muale, to bo a politicollyZiminded person.

If vwo aro ablo to 800 ﬁc::riql problomg end to show tho bad and geoed nidoo
20 thoy aro, then wo aro ablo to tako another stap {erward, which ta to prophesy,
ornd it will como sheolutoly natwrally, viithout forcing 8.  Thero ip again ¢ very
simplo lIaw » 1¢ wo really oco thoco two things, wo can immodiatoly prophogy.
Tho prophocy comas fmmediatoly 1€ <70 kaove somothing. Thais is our human
natura - wo cannst prophosy otherwlso,

It 15 fuot tho camo with mero complicated thinga. 1€ wa oro gblo to poo
Hitler fron ooverol sidas and put him {n blgger tino and spaco, thon wo can
prephooy. It ia human noturg to react with a prophocy on everything which wo
knowe Tho thoatra will prophoay ot tho momont 12 sayo 1o itsclf.- “Wo aro going
to axploro somo quostions of 1fo, not enly from tho navwspapera, and not wndar
tho fmprogsion of thio hypnotic pleturo of Hitler. "

COROTHY SLMHINGT: Woeuld you say, thon, that wo must tty to got onothor
ncopticn of both timo and sﬁucﬂ?

MICHAEL CHRIEOV: It i{c a vory {individual and intimato problem, It {0 dosis=-

oblo, but whaon tho rcomont comos 10 think of 12, (¢t 1o vory {ndividual. Hnother -

great thing 1o to appreciato tho moans of art. I tho means of art are not growing,
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thon it dios out. It 15 not posolblo to find tha_ art which 1z alivo unlesas it
chaﬁgﬂs tho moang of mmrcnuian.. Therefora, when wo 2ro trying to explero
cortain moans of exprosgion -~ cur Mothed - it is not in vain becaugo if wo
don't do it, tho thoatre will dio cut, Not boecause wo havo tho only right moanas,
but becausa now means must come. Therofore, I am o chstinately trying to
give you theso moans., Othorwiso 1t {5 donth, Wo will only repaeat what othor
acters hgve donos and though vra repoat thoir good gides as well ag their mistakes,
vio vrill nover bo as goed as tho original. It dogenoraton. Cnly now moans con
givo our art tho possibility to mako anothor stop {erward.

Perhaps you hava noticed that the means vhich I havo tried to suggost
cro gomehow fnor than usual means, and this is tho step forward. For inatanco,
to radinto {3 a much {iner thing than juut' to ko on tho atago, and to spoak with
our Mothaod 1g to ugse much fincr spooch than tho usual. To havo group fooling
is agoin much finer than to bo on the stago without having it. Of course, thero
are other {*myu which dovolop in crucial moments of tho art, ways which develop
outer offacts Instead of inner moans of oxpregssion. All thego docadont paricds
aro trying to catch tho Uifo by showing it in differont dimonsions and rephrasing
things, but it dios out becauso it i3 not the way to dovelop tho ort.

Thﬂrufﬂﬁ it may ascem samﬂumﬁﬁ that our Methed ig somchow vory inslg-
nificant - rhythmical gesture, radfation, ctc. ~ thoy ??f "to weak and so
vagus porhapa, but I think that thia L'Phﬁ.nl Power. If wo make much noisoe and

many difforent dimonsions and complicated forms on the staga, it will not save

*

us. It hag been abused and used. It will not help us. Al thoso outer meana
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ara only tho effort to try to hide the necessity to dovelop fnnor means of
cxpresslion.

Thorafore, the othar point of viow ~ how tha theatre can gorvo tho gocial
14fa ~ ig to devolop and rofing the means with which this art can oxpross ito
idean. It ls too obvious i1 say that the finor the moans of cxprossien, tho
finer tho fdecae which can bo e:mranued'. By finor means of exproscion you ¢can
oxprogs things which wm ba striking to tho audioncgo. It will understond thingo
without knowing how it got tho ldea -~ this is tho sﬁarﬂt. without any striking
offecta, tho audionce will bo saticfied vrithout knowing why, b:cquno the meano
aro o {ino that tho convorsation botween tho audience and the actorg becomas
vory subtlo, tharefore much more profound.

Thara io o dangor, of courso. If this subtloty means that instead of

actorg, thero ara angels without flash and bleed wallking about, rcdinting, thon

.. no ono will understand what s going on on the stago. Bul wo must not de thin..

Tho fincr tho spirit, the moro body and bloed there must ko on the stage. It is
possiblo to combino the highest spiritual idoas with tho strongost ﬁi‘::::‘:m:'em tha-
staga, Spirit as spirit means nothing - spirit is for tho body andr the body {or
tho gpirlt - thay ero two friends. A really spirdtually-minded person will
always appreciata the physical lifo, and everything about .

Another migsion for tho theatre 1g, of course, education in goneral.
This is roally a wonderful timo for creating somothing now in tho theatre, ‘::émq

This
1t is so nocassary, A is the timo to do it. ;
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DOROTHY ELMHIRST: Everything you have boen saying means cducation, but
do you mean comething mero spocific?
MICHAEL CHEKHOV: Education in the songe that thore s somothing we can
take in, and through this thing change ourselves, and I also mean education
for children.,
GEORCE SHDA}:IGPP: The mistaka and the dangor of the theatre all over tho
world today is the dntﬁchment of tho theatro from the pregent lifo with all its
complesz problomo, and ag & consequency, tha-datachment of thao public. Tho
mistako is not that of the public, but that of tho theatro, which becomes mord
and more cowardly and lacking in couraga. The most important ;nis sion of theo
thaatre 1o couragcous leading of tho audience and not a running bohind the
audionce. Tho actors and tho theatre {n general teday are krocding over tho
problem as to what {g actually tho tasto of this or that part of the audiencol

It i & problom which cannot bo solvad because it 13 not the mission of
the theatra to run aftor established tastos. Itis, on tho contrary,ihe mission
to astablish taste. The taste of tho public must be created by the theatro.
Tha Mozcow Art Theatra catablished an epoch in literature and theatro, Beforo
it bacamo consorvative, it ostablished certain now curronts in l{terature and
art. It had a dofinito influcnco upon the intellectunls. It wag not ablo to
teach tha peoplo at that time. It nffcctud.ma actor's tochnique and
olaborated a new one. It affected the social life because many problems
woro digcussed, and, of course, ono of the missions and probloms of theo

social-minded theatre s definitely the education - of grown-upg as well ao

childron.
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One curront which iz employed by a soclal-minded theatre is tho
podagegleal line toward the sudienco, and the second Uno o to teach the
children, to try to influence tham. ©Our profession gives us a wonderful
oppeortunily o go along these paths. Very few professions can give tho
opportunity to say and think what we {eel in all these gphores -~ education
of c¢hildren, philosophy, etc.

In order to bo ablo to sarve this wonderful ideal or mission of tho futuro
theatro, we actors, playwrights, and directors, and all the mombers and
workers in the theatro must work very seriously on our own development and
techniquo, and minds and souls and hearts. This {8 the most important
problem. In order to become able to express 21l thase deeper thoughts and
problems, wa ourselves must, first of all, dovelop owr abilities, professiconal
actor's abilitics, human abilities, and minds,

DOROTHY ELMHEIRST: Lo you think the artist's work only exproasas his own
spirit? Can o painter live a trivial life and paint great pictures?

MICHAEL CEBERHOV: If tho artist roelios only on his own spirit, then he {5 not
an artist. Heo must definitely use inspiration and not be teo agotisticel

and say that thig is my creation and mo. And from this point arfsesn immedi-
ately the question of the personality being sacond. Ancthor thing, all of us
are, and will be for many thousands of years, wo characters in one body -
one is longing for somothing better and can accept inspiration, and the

other will always make mischief and show such dreadful grimaces. It cannot

r
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bo avoided -~ we must act both the devil in ua and tho angel.

It i difficult to say whethar the artist must always ba geod - ha
can bo good at timas and sometimos vary bad. Chaliapin was somotimes
such an angol with great gpiritual power - an archangol with great povror
and might to do and to say certain things; and at tho samo timo, I havo
seen him myself in such stupid asituations, spoaking with stupld words -
it was such an examplo of two beings in ono kody. 1 have secen the
grimaca, but I hava scen the archangol algo.

We cannot requira that tho artist bo an absolutely purificd porcon -
it ic the Faust problom - two men in one boing., Sometimos wo must
laugh at them, If ona iz 100 concoarned with one's ovm sin, . it ig very
difficult. Wo must bo free, but wo musat not always laugh. =~ both must
be there - we must bo balanced, 7To shovw humor on tho stagoe 1o so
dosirable ag a social work, We makeo & bilg mistake whon wo aro acting
comady -~ wo begin to laugh, thoreforo tha audienco doas not laugh.

In tragady wo bagin to cry, and tho audienco dees not cry. In comedy
wo must bo absolutely serious, and in tragedy thero must always be a
little laughter. Wa often make thic mistako.

Tho theatro consisto of audionce and actors. The audiance is tho
most important part of the performance, and not tho actor. We forget
that when the curtain goes up, the audience is so open to ug and is

willing to accopt us, and wo always spoil this marvelous moment. Instead
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of baing with it, and giving it something, we do the opposito gestura.
We want to tako the audience's applause, and immeodiately we spofl the
connection with it, It immediatoly bacomes not so friendly towards us
bacausgoe it feols itself cxploitad. If we will take these things into

consideration, wo will agtablish quite a different connection with the

audience.



