CHARLOTTE SELVER

The first time | heard of Elsa Gindler was at
an international youth meeting in the mid-
1920%s. Groups from different countries would
sing their songs and dance their folk dances,
and there were some inspired and progressive
teachers who would talk to us and work with us
during the day. One of the most interesting was
a woman who had started an experimental
school into which she had taken children she
found alone in the streets—children who had
been abandoned or whose parents had been
killed. She tried to [ind out the best way to
reach those youngsters with their so different
histories.

Her name was Tami Oelfken, She worked
with us in the mornings on movement, balance,
and breathing-what we called at this time
“Gymnastik”. Watching me, she said, “You
seem to have worked a lot in movement. Have
you ever heard of Elsa Gindler?” | had not. She
said, “If youever go to Berlin be sute to see her.
She has done wonders for me.”

About two years afterwards [ came to Berlin
and suddenly remembered what she had said.
One morning I simply decided to go and sece
Elsa Gindler. It was on Kuarfursten Strasse. |
went through the big archway and the court-
yard behind, off which was Gindler's studio. 1
opened the door. There was a large carpeted
room; French doors at one side led to a grassy
garden, The room had burlap on the walls and
very high ceilings, and felt spacious and quiet.

When I came in | saw a group of intent
young people. A stout woman with short-cut
hair was leading the group. She had her back
to me at the time. | sneaked in and sat down on
a chair at the back of the studio.

They were working on jumnping, I remember,.
I had always been very afraid of jumping. I
never could get off the floor. So you can imagine
how 1 was looking and listening.

Gindler said, “*What’s the use of showing you
how to jump? What's the use of hearing some-
hody say ‘Loock how beautifully Clare jumps.
Try to jump like Clare.” One wouldn’t learn
anything from that.” I was amazed because that
was exactly how [ had been taught. After a
little while she asked one of the students who
had difficulty in jumping, “Do you feel from
where you depart? Can you feel the floor under
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your feet from which you want to jump? Do
you use what is under you?” I thought, “Use
what is under you? What does she mean?” She
repeated, “Do you feel the floor? Do you use
the floor?” This was completely new to me.
Jumping was jumping. That there was some-
thing under me [ had never realized. After awhile
she said, “Do you feel the air through which
you are jumping?” 1 thought, “What does she
mean?” Her remark was a riddle to me, but it
was fascinating. Every one of these questions
somehow helped the students, giving them a
new clue to what is involved ir jumping: one
jumps through the air; one uses what is under
one; and so on and so on,

So the lesson went, until I had the feeling
that everything I had been learning before was
worth nothing. [ felt [ had to start all over again.
At the end of the class I introduced myself to
Elsa Gindler and told her 1 wanted to study
with her, but she did not accept me, suggesting
instead that I continue what I was doing, which
was leading classes in “‘expressive movement”
(Bode-Gymnastik).

At my second visit some months later | ask-
ed her why she did not want to accept me. She
explained that the conditioning I had received
in my previous training would make it too diffi-
cult for me te work with her. She said, “You
would have to unlearn what you have learned,
and that is the hardest thing in the world. What
one learns is more powerful in one than one’s
own naturc—that’s very delicate underneath.”
But I returned again, and this time she said, “If
you insist, I will accept you. But I predict you
will have a very difficult time.”

Now, do you think [ had a difficult time? |
didn’t. Whatever Gindler said, it was as though
she spoke directly out of my heart. ] thought I
understood every word. The only thing | notic-
ed was that she always looked away from me.
She always looked away, but she didu’t say a
word, 1 thought, “Everything she says is just
what I feel, tco.” And she looked away. Finally
after about a year she came to me and said,
“Thank God, the first true movement!” | near-
ly fainted. I hadn’t even noticed that I had
moved. But after this | began to realize that my
movements were hollow, just posed. Then be-
gan the difficult time.
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Sometimes we worked on standing. [ had al-
ways been under great pressure in standing—
my resistance to my parents was so strong that
it affected me everywhere—so I was constricted
in my legs, and when I lay down I had pains in
my legs, and when I was standing 1 had still
greater pains. One day [ went from foot to foot
because 1 ached so. I probably made some
grimaces. Gindler asked, “What's the matter
with you, Charlotte?” “l have such pains in my
legs.” “Just keep standing,” she advised in a
quiet, friendly voice. “Maybe you will find out
how you create those pains.” Period. And really,
by and by, in becoming more awake, I did find
out—but not through explanation from her.

Gindler didn't explain much: she wanted us
to sense what was happening. She had unend-
ing patience herself, and this sel a great example
for us. We often worked on the same thing for
months. She kind of lighted it up for us by com-
ing from different angles. She gave us a task,
was very precise about it, and then left us alone
to find out what happened. So whatever we
found out we discovered for ourselves.

The task might have had to do with our re-
sponse to gravity, to the pull of the earth, Gind-
ler was greatly impressed by lIsadora Duncan,
the only dancer at that time who was con-
sciously feeling out the effect of gravity on
movement—so different from all the other
dancers who were fighting the pull of the earth.
Isadora Duncan worked with gravity in dance
as Gindler did in everyday living. Gindler had
such sensitivity to gravity that when she would
just turn the page of a notebook, it was an ex-
perience forme: there was no pressure, no push,
no trying to be graceful, no ceremony. She
simply turned the page, in direct contact with
gravity.

Another main theme in her work had to do
with tonicity (she used the word Straffheit,
which means “‘healthy tension’}. So in sitting
on the floor, for example (we usually sat with
crossed legs), she asked, “How does it feel in-
side?” Most of us discovered we were somewhat
collapsed. The chest had sunk into the pelvis:
there wasn't enough room for breathing. We
discovered we didn't feel at all free. Then she
asked us to fee! out how much room we needed
between chest and pelvis in order to be at ease
in functioning. If we didn’t feel enough room,
that would mean we did not have enough inner
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energy, we did not have enough tonicity.

Sometimes, when we had vacations, she
would give us one task to work on alone at
home. She would say, “In six weeks’ time,
when we start again, let's see how far you have
come.” She gave us this occasion to discover for
oursclves how to work alone outside the studio—
to make our own discoveries.

I was with her for such a long time that it is
difficult to remember exactly what we did in
the very beginning. One thing that astonished
me was that we often worked with a blindfold
around the eyes. Since we had our eyes bound,
nobody knew what the others were doing. Each
one worked in his or her own way, for instance
coming from sitting to lying or from lying to
sitting, discovering the changes which were
needed and allowing them as far as we could.
She sometimes asked questions, and people
would speak, but this was not the usual pro-
cedure, When we made discoveries, there were
astonished exclamations, and somebody would
say, Ha!, in the middle of something and speak
it out. So when we said anything at all it came
spontaneousty, which is a great help. Nobody
said, “Be silent! 1 need silence to work.” There
were times, though, that were entirely silent—
when we were too fascinated by what was hap-
pening to say a word.

Gindler couldn't stand it, however, when
someone just talked. I would come out with
something | thought | had experienced. She
would say, “I don’t understand: could you say
it a little clearer?” So 1 would try again, and
again, and she would hold me to it until often 1
would realize that I had hardly anything to say.
She had an absolute feeling for what was true,
You could never deceive her, even with the
subtlest techniques: she saw through it right
away. Whatever you would try to prove or to
defend, she would just listen to it, and you al-
ready knew it fell flat in you when you were
halfway through. But she did not criticize.

I remember when we lay on the f{loor and
worked on letting our legs become freer. People
wanted to move my leg and they couldn’t. I al-
ways held it tight to me and it was stuck in my
pelvis. Gindler came to me at last. She took my
thigh in her arm, and steadily but gently pulled
my leg out of the hip, creating more freedom
between trunk and leg. Afterwards she remark-
ed, “That’s real work with you!” A simple



statement of fact—no criticism.

Once when we were all lying on the floor
with eyes closed [ fell asleep. Shortly after-
wards | woke up and was terrified! But 1 thought
to myself, “Nobody has noticed, we all have
our eyes closed.” 1 opened my eyes and there
she was, standing right over me. She only said,
“Was it good?”, and smiled at me.

There was one thing she was dearly interest-
ed in: that we should just sense what happened-
not judge it, but just sense it. That was how she
cured herself of TB when she contracted it asa
young woman. At that time there was no known
cure for TB, so she began to experiment on her
own: she began to “sense”, though no one had
ever thought of such a thing before. She gradu-
ally became able to allow changes in her breath-
ing so that one lung could be at relative rest
while the other was only working very delicate-
ly, and by and by she healed herself.

In developing her sensitivity to such a degree
that this healing could come about, she had dis-
covered that the organisin is able to renew it-
self, how something which is not in order can
come into more order, how—if we can follow
the lead of our own sensations- we can come
closer to healthy functioning. This innate ca-
pacity of renewing, of regeneration, this facil-
ity which everyone has to feel for himself, she
later tried out with her students (including me)
who would do anything to follow this new pos-
sibility into further and further exploration. It
was a marvelous time.

But there were also difficult times. She would
call it “‘eating dry bread.’ She said: “Somectimes
we are going through times when we feel that
we don’t-come a step forward, maybe we go
backward, or we go around the corner. Don't
worry about that: that is how nature works.
You cannot have everything right away on the
table. Follow what is needed, and by and by
you will come to a new insight.” So we just
went on and on in our exploration.

In the beginning the work was clearly thera-
peutic. These are examples of what might hap-
pen as we learned to follow the innate tenden-
cies of the organism to change toward the more
functional: when somebody had a curvature in
his back he would gradually, gradually straight-
en out; when somebody had a pressure or con-
striction here or there it would gradually be re-
lieved. When somebody was out of balance

he would gradually come into more balance;
when he was too urgent, too restless, too this,
too that, he would gradually recognize that and
lose it—because it did not feel good to him, be-
cause something else felt better. We followed
always the lead of what was sensed until we
came to /tow it wanted to be.

We found out that such changes are closely
related to changes in our attitudes; in fact, we
found out they are the same. When a person
changed in his **physical” balance, he also be-
came more balanced as a person. When someone
was able to give up his “‘physical” overdoings
he became more peaccful and open as a person.
In other words, there was nothing that would
not work in both directions at once within
oneself. Gindler became more and more inter-
ested in that, and by and by she began to give
up working just on “physical” symptoms. All
the time I was studying with her she kept re-
minding us that we were not working on parts
but working to become more reactive altogether.

We would work on our attitudes in daily
living: while brushing our teeth, for instance;
while combing our hair; while washing our
dishes; while cleaning our apartment. In read-
ing we found to which degree we were open
for what we read, and if it had any consequen-
ces for us. There was a time when we gave our
attention to speaking. We worked for hours
and hours on one sentence so that it actually
came to life. We had to give up our tendencies
to “perform” or be mechanical. We became
conscious that when we spoke we often did not
mean what we said: we covered up what we ac-
tually meant. Then we gradually began to per-
mit more of what we really wanted to say: we
took heart and became truer to ourselves.

In class we discovered various phenomena
in our actions: working too hard, making ef-
forts that were not necessary, exaggerating
something, being artificial in something, just
“going through the motions”, and things like
that. Gindler asked us to find out whether we
could detect similar attitudes in our daily life.
We wrote them down for her—and also wrote
down what happened when we detected them.

We often started by reproaching ourselves,
saying: “I shouldn’t have done such and such.”
But we would write it all down as honestly as
we could and send it to her, and then we would
work at it the next time in class. Much of our



past showed up in our attitudes and gave us rich
material to feel out and to share. Gindler would
not rest until we became so awake in our daily
activities that we could put our finger on it
exactly: “This same thing happens to me when
I clear the table, or when I open the door for
someone. And when [ discover it, this is what
happens. . .” So there was always the possibility
of becoming more conscious, more responsive,
more awake, more participating. There was no
reason to become self-accusing, rather we were
grateful for the fact that we could feel it. Gind-
ler insisted that it was no use to work on some-
thing in the studio, no matter how good we
were at it, if we did not change in our living,
“Daily life is the playground of our work,” she
would say.

I was moved when she revealed that one of
the greatest incentives for her work was the
question, “Why are little children so beautiful
and why do we adults change so much to the
opposite? How does the innate drive to explore
get lost in us?” Her work was an inquiry into
why this happened, and what could be done to
remedy it.

She made us keenly aware of the politics
and culture of the time. That was when psy-
chology and psychoanalysis were becoming
better known, and people were reading Marx
and Engels, Rilke and Steiner. “We must know
about all that is happening around us,”” she said.
She would send us to meetings when she was
too busy to go herself. But she never hesitated
to speak out when she felt it necessary.

I remember one time when she gave a talk
before a huge group of teachers of dance and
physical education which had its convention in
Munich. She had slides which she projected.
These slides, together with what she said—and
without her making any big claims—were sim-
ply devastating. She showed what happens when
children are forced into positions, the stiffness
which comes over them, and the anguish when
trust vanishes. She showed the mannerisms of
schools of movement, the exaggerations they
taught which robbed people of their natural-
ness. Then she showed the opposite: people
sleeping; children; animals; athletes who were
just fully functioning; dancers who were truly
expressive—the difference between conditioning,
poses on the one side, and naturalness on the
other. How many in the audience must have

been thinking: “What did I give my life to?
How many efforts and years of working did I
give to come to what I am doing? And here she
is showing that it is all senseless!”” When Gind-
ler was finished she went out right through the
middle of the crowd, and there was dead silence.
Afterwards she said to me: I didn't think I
would come out of there alive!™

But it was terrific. She was so quiet and firm
in it—as she was in all the things she did. There
had been nobody there to introduce her and
make the crowd be still: she just stood in front
of the people very quietly and they became
quiet as in church. Then she began to speak, in
a low but clear voice. She did not believe in
speaking up very much. She trusted that when
somebody was interested he would hear her.

During the Second World War Gindler stayed
in Berlin—through the bombing, through the
terrible, terrible time with Hitler. She refused
to go to Switzerland where she was invited to
live: she wanted to work where she was most
needed. People would come to an unheated stu-
dio after walking long distances in order to have
sessions with her, always under the threat of a
new air attack or being stopped by the Gestapo.
It was forbidden to teach Jews or half-Aryans,
but she continued to do so. She also hid per-
secuted people underneath her studio, and she
and her students shared their meager rations of
food and clothing with them. Her Jewish stu-
dents and the people she had hidden from the
Nazis were eventually caught and killed. “In
the end,” she said, “I became very sick. I didn’t
know any more whether 1 wanted to continue
to live—it was too terrible. But I saw I could do
something for people, so I gradually recovered
and continued to work.”

During the war she got heart trouble. In a
summer workshop which took place in Switzer-
land a number of years later we worked in a
castle on the hill, but all of us were living down
in the valley. Some of us had cars and invited
Gindler to ride with us, but she said no. We
asked: “Why don't you let us take you?” *“This
is the way to prepare for the session,” she an-
swered, and continued her walking, We were
puzzled and told her so. She smiled and said:
*“You can get heart trouble by climbing a moun-
tain, but you can also get over heart trouble
by climbing a mountain. It depends on Aow you
climb.



Gindler's development went on to the last:
she never stopped. I have never seen her hesi-
tate to say she was wrong, but she took every
pain in the world to get clear answers, and when
she wanted to find something out it didn’t
matter how long it took. In addition to the
work in class, she continued to work for her-
self, alone, every day between 2 p.m. and 4 p.m.
We all knew it and never called her at that time.
She had the capacity to bring all the threads
together—really feeling a situation in its en-
tirety. I would call her approach that of a
first-class and holistic scientist. There was
nothing abstract about her work at all: she
called it Arbeit am Menschen, work on the
human being.

Her compassion and patience showed up on
so many occasions. One day there was a woman
who sat next to her and whenever Gindler made
a statement the woman would shout out her
approval, slapping Gindler’sleg with great force.
We all were horrified, but Gindler said nothing.
After class 1 went to her and asked how she
could put up with this. “Can’t you see that this
woman is sick?” she asked me. “By and by she
will change.” And she did.

Once an engineer, builder of the Dnieper
dam in Russia, came to a workshop. He was
very tall, with a big head, eyes glowing with in-
tensity, and very long thin legs which appeared
to be nothing but bones. One morning Gindler
asked him to stand up beside the wall and bring
the heel of one foot gently up from the floor
and let it come gradually down again. Just that,
nothing more. Gindler encouraged him again
and again to take time for each movement. He
did this for what seemed like hours and, as we
watched, we saw the leg change.Slowly it came
to life; we could see the muscles beginning to
appear. The color of his leg turned from ashen
to rosy: it became a leg, while the other one
was still a stick.

Presently Gindler asked him: “How does
'vour leg feel now?” He paused, then shook his
head. “Do you feel any difference between your
two legs?” she asked. He took a moment and
said: “No.” Imagine! One leg so full of life, the
other so dead, and he felt no difference. “What
will Gindler say?” I wondered. She was silent
awhile, then smiled and said: “Not yet. . .not
yet.” For me this was one of the greatest mo-
ments in her teaching.
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She did not allow anything to disturb the
work. I had a little flirtation with this engineer,
and Gindler became ice-cold. Years afterward
she said to me: I still see you leaning against
the knees of -=." I asked: *“Why not?"" “It dis-
turbed the work,” she answered. And in a way
it did, but 1 did not understand that at the
time. Class wasa place for woik, not for flirting.

Each one of us was invited by Gindler to
come to her at least once a year, and we stayed
with her about three hours. She had a way of
coming close, of sharing—really sharing—which
was wonderful. It was more than other people
gave you indaysand days and weeks and weeks.
When [ went away [ had the feeling that she
really understood me.

She was a wonderful cook; she made beau-
tiful casseroles of vegetables. During a vaca-
tion course in Bavaria or in Switzerland she
would go to the market herself, and I still re-
member her coming back with her basket full
of fresh greens and herbs, letting me see them
and smell them, before she went into the
kitchen to prepare them herself for our salad.

She loved to eat, too. On one occasion we
had along climb to the place where we worked.
We started out right after breakfast and when
we got there were all breathless—and the first
thing in the morning was a breathing session!
Gindler looked at ws. “I don’t know what’s
happened with you,” she said. “What did you
have this morning for breakfast?” “We had
coffee—and cream—and fresh bread—and but-
ter—and jelly—and eggs,” We reported. “No
wonder you are not able to breathe!” she re-
marked, We were all embarrassed. After a
while one student dared to ask: “Now Elsa
Gindler, what did you have for breakfast?”
And she said: “Coffee—and cream-and fresh
bread—and butter--and jelly—and eggs!” “But
Elsa Gindler,” we exclaimed, *“you have had
the same as we!” Gindler laughed: The differ-
ence is that I know what to do with it.”

She did. In spite of her weight she could do
almost anything. She was as flexible as a cat.
She could do the “split”, turn as many somer-
saults as you would like. And there was such
an appearance of equilibrium and freshness in
her walking. Her skin! The tissue was so mat-
velous that when she raised her hand you could
almost see through it! And she had beautiful
color. She looked somewhat like a farm woman



with her straight, dark blonde hair, clear blue
eyes, broad, well-sculptured forehead and wide
cheekbones. She almost always wore blue or
black, with a little white collar—snow white.

She had an immense impact on everyone who
came in contact with her. There was a brightness
about her—so positive, quiet and alive. One of
my students, an artist, who had never seen Elsa
Gindler, went to Switzerland to work with
Gindler’s colleague and friend, Heinrich Jacoby.
One day when my student visited him she sud-
denly became aware of something very light at
the top of the stairs. That's how she described
Gindler to me: *I had the feeling of light com-
ing down the stairs.”

[ saw Gindler for the first time when she was
about forty and for the last time when she was
seventy-two. During all the years from forty to
seventy-iwo, each time I came to her she was
different, and she worked on something differ-

ent. I could never stop wondering how this
woman could have such a capacity for renew-
ing herself and for renewing her approach.

Her work was not a discipline like ballet,
Yoga, T'ai Chi, in which there is a certain way
of doing it, in which certain movements, cer-
tain forms or gestures are taught from gener-
ation to generation. Her work was an explor-
ation, a way of following up what we discov-
ered in the process of sensing. It was not what
we did, but how we did it. There was nothing
to “teach,” she maintained; there was only
discovery.

The work of Gindler offers the possibility of
waking up, and when one wakes up the conse-
quences come of themselves—in each person in
his own way. That was how she worked, and
that was how she lived. She stood in the midst
of life, and in that she was for me the greatest
of teachers.
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