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For James Carville



I wish the stage were as narrow as the wire of a tightrope dancer, so that
no mcompetent would dare step upon it.

—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749—1832): Wilkelm Meisters Lebr]abre
book 4, chapter 2

This quotation Meisner has framed and hung on the wall of his office.



I want to thank Kent Paul, who first suggested that I write this
book, and whose friendly encouragement helped to keep me
going when its end was only dimly in sight. I thank him, too, for
lending me his archive on the Group Theatre, material which
enriched the biographical sections of this work, and for generous
permission to incorporate material drawn from transcripts of the
excellent documentary film he produced, Sanford Meisner: The
Theater’s Best Kept Secret.

I am grateful also to Dorothy L. Swerdlove, Curator of the
Billy Rose Theater Collection, for swiftly answering tough ques-
tions, and to her colleagues on the Staff of the Performing Arts
Research Center of the New York Public Library at Lincoln
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Center for their unflagging assistance. 1 received helpalso from
the staff of the John Jermain Memorial Library in Sag Harbor,
New York, who secured for me dozens of urgently needed books
from libraries throughout the state of New York.
~ Sanford Meisner joins me in expressing deep appreciation to
James Carville for his guidance and discipline in adhering to the '
clarity with which.the technique was expressed. We also admire
and thank our tireless agent, Connie Claussen, and our insight_ful-
editor, Joseph Fox. = '

: —Dennis Longwell
Sag Harbor, New York
October 1986
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Infroduction

We called him Sandy but it felt daring and dangerous, like order-
ing a martini in a nightclub when you were sixteen and trying
to pass for twenty-one. He was too awesome a presence for the
familiarity of a first name. It was 1952 and I was eighteen years
old and had blundered into his classes at the Neighborhood Play-
house in New York. Nothing had prepared me for the intensity
of this experience. It wasn’t that he was harsh or mean; it was
only that he was so frighteningly accurate. You felt he knew
every thought, impulse or feeling in your head, that he had an
ability to x-ray your very being and there was absolutely no place
to hide. Each time he spoke about acting he crystallized ideas that
you somehow knew were true, even though you had no idea that
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~you'd ever sensed .them before—like those physicists:who dis-
cover new particles simply because the theory for their existence

S ‘is so beautiful. When Sandy spoke it was often difficult to keep

~ from jumping up and shouting, “That’s true! That's right! That's
-absolutely right!” It was stunning to have him hurling those
lightning bolts directly to the inside of your brain. One poor guy
simply couldn’t contain himself and actually did blurt out, “My
God, that’s right!”” Sandy simply mumbled, “Thank you, you've
just confirmed twenty-five years of my work.”

Sanford Meisner’s work was, and is, to impart to students an
organized approach to the creation of real and truthful behavior
within the imaginary circumstances of the theater. Like his con-
temporaries from the Group Theatre, he has been changing the

' face of American acting ever since he was first exposed to the
:deas of Konstantin Stanislavsky in the nineteen thirties. Harold
Clurman, Lee Strasberg, Stella Adler, Bobby Lewis and Sanford
Meisner emerged from the Group Theatre as the preeminent
teachers of what has come to be known as ‘the Method’, a kind
of lazy label that refers to most of contemporary American act-
ing. Each one of these teachers has really made his own method,
honing down and personalizing his approach over the years.

‘Though they all were extraordinary teachers, Sandy’s approach

. has always been for me the simplest, most direct, least preten-
" tious and most effective. ‘ :

The Neighborhood Playhouse offered a two-year intensive
course in all aspects of the theater. It was unequalled anywhere,
and even though the faculty boasted such luminaries as Martha

' Graham, Jane Dudley and Pear] Lang, it was Sandy’s daily acting

classes that kept our-adrenaline pumped up for two years. When
I graduated. in the spring of 1954, 1 was invited to return the
following fall on a fellowship as his assistant, and so I had the
extraordinary opportunity to continue to learn from him for
another six years until I moved to California. in 1960 to begin
~ directing. 1 had no aspirations to teach, and certainly none to
direct, but the chance to continue to observe and learn from
Meisner was impossible to pass up. When truths about one artare
deep enough, they become true about all art, and so although
Sandy addressed himself only to the art of acting, I was, without
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knowing it, absorbing the foundation of what would become a
very specific approach to directing. The fact is that every area in
which I function as a director—writing, production design, cos-
tume design, casting, staging, cinematography, even editing—is
dominated by, and concerned with, the principles and ideas I've
learned from Meisner. :

Sandy used to say, “It takes twenty years to become an actor.”

We thought he was exaggerating. We should have known better;
he wasn’t. He was referring to that time, if it should come, when
all the principles and ideas would be chewed up and digested into
a kind of actors’ instinct, a technique that functioned almost by
itself. He never wanted the work to be about technique. If you
were his student, you learned technique as a means to an end,.
never as an end in itself. You'd be surprised by how many acting
teachers don’t understand that.
" In 1981, I went back to New York to film some of Meisner’s
classes for a documentary. We worked in a small downtown
theater given to us by Joe Papp. It had beerd twenty-one years
since I had observed Sandy in action. Of course he had aged. He’d
had a laryngectomy (the removal of his vocal cords), had been
struck by a van that shattered his hip, had two cataract operations
and wore thick glasses with a microphone attached to them to
amplify the new way he’d learned to speak by swallowing air.
But the same “high” was there in the class, the same intense
concentration and the sense of falling forward into new areas of
understanding and experience. Some contemporaries of mine,
old-timers who had made the pilgrimage back to take the classes
again, were present. They were just as nervous in front of him
as they had always been—and they were learning just as much
as they always had. The only vivid difference to me was that
because of the effort involved for Sandy to speak, there were
fewer words. When they came, they were like rich, boiled-down
broth. (As I write this, I think of a remark made about Chekhov
by Maxim Gorky: “In Chekhov’s presence everyone felt in him-
self a desire to be simpler, more truthful, more one’s self.”)

This is a book about acting. It’s also a book about a lot of other
things by a man who has spent his life weeding away what is
unnecessary, and trying to demystify this process of igniting an



it ‘may appear Simp

disciplining the truth of his be
strike you is that there is-no
Jitist attitude about theory
le. As with all of Sandy’s technig
It isn’t simple; it’s just the clarity
e who has ever tried to WOrk truly-a
front of .a camera knows that it

anything but simple—at least for the first twenty years.:. . g
! believe there are only a few people who can really teach the -
technique of acting. Most are well-read and intelligent; and con-

* fuse their ability to theorize and intellectualize about the subject -

~withan’ ability to cause real growth in an-actor. There are almost
no good books about acting. This is one of the best. I envy all of .
you who may andy for the first time. .

- actor's imagination and
-The first thing that will
“jumbo here, no mysterious, €

appearance Is deceptive.
which he offers it. Anyon
privately -on'a stage or:in

be discovering S ‘
" —‘—Sy'c‘lnbey Pollack
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When they learn that I teach acting, people who love the theater
‘but are not of the theater often ask me just what one teaches to
hopeful aspirants that turns them eventually into trained actors.

“Decent diction, of course,” they go on to suppose. “And then
voice control and bodily grace. But what else—or is there any-
thing else?” : e e '

There is. The other elements in a person’s. training that will
make him or her a distinctive and interesting actor are the most
delicate factors that a teacher can impart. One can use standard
principles and textbooks in educating people for law, medicine,
architecture, chemistry or almost any other profession—but not
for the theater. For, in most professions, every practitioner uses .
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the same tools and techmques whlle the actor’s chief i instrument
is himself. And since no two persons are alike, no umversal rule
is applicable to any two actors in exactly the same way. -
~ Tonce spent four lovely months in Puerto Ricoin a little house
“on the beach where I went specifically to write a book about these
matters. | wrote two chapters. Later, when I reread them, I didn’t
understand them, and I thought that was the end of the book. 1
decided thata creative textbook about acting was a contradiction
in terms, and that it was foolish, even wrong, to attempt to write
one. - R
Still, friends whom I respected convinced me that my experi-
“ence in teaching young actors their craft was of value, and that
perhaps with a collaborator my ideas could be put into the form
“of a book. A collaborator was found, a book was written, and I
was bitterly disappointed at the results. My basic principles were
‘now on paper but, paradoxié¢ally, how I uniquely transmit my
ideas wasn’t sufficiently apparent. My students weren’t in those
pages either, nor was the classroom in which we interacted week
in and week out. Lastly—and this was the greatest lack—the
drama inherent in our interaction, as they struggled to learn
what I struggled to teach, was missing. I came to realize that how
I teach is determined by the gradual development of each stu-
dent. b
That particular book was never published. My theatrical in-
stinct should have told me why. The confessional mode is 1mpos-
sible to sustain at length in the theater, which is an arena where
_ human personalities interlock in the reality of doing. When we
think of the.characters in a play, we naturally think of them in
active, ob]ectxve termis. Oedlpus he: Phaedra -she: Exeunt Lear
and the Fool. :
All this past hlstory 1s related to explaxn to’ the reader the form
" this new collaboration has taken. In it I appear not as “I,”” but as
“he.” That is, I appear as I am: a teacher, surrounded by gifted
students, of a difficult and ultimately mysterious art, that of act-
“ing. Bernard Shaw, who I believe was the greatest theater critic
since Aristotle, wrote: “Self-betrayal, magmﬁed to suit the optics
‘of the theatre, is the whole ‘art of acting.” By * ‘self-betrayal,”
Shaw meant the pure, unselfconscious revelation of the gifted
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~ actor’s most inner and most private being to the people in his
audience. In these pages the student actors reveal themselves
through the various demands of the exercises in order to achieve
the self-knowledge needed to apply the basic principles of my
concept of acting. I, too, betray myself in the sense that here, in
order to teach what I know, I am forced to reveal much more of
myself than any prudent man would confess to his priest. -

One final word: if I risk censure for making myself the central
character in the chronicle that follows, I do so in the name of the
art of theatrical self-revelation, which is exactly the role I play in
in my classroom. Stage center!

——Sanford Meisner
New York City
October 1986



iSetting the Scene: Duse’s Biush

Everything should be as in real life.
—Anton Chekhov to the cast of the first production
f his play, The Seagull, St. Petersburg, 1896

1

At first glance, except for the twin beds, the room resembles any
number of small classrooms almost anywhere in the country. Its
white plaster ceiling, pale yellow tongue-and-groove wooden
walls and waxed, black-asphalt tile floor evoke the campus of a
teachers’ college somewhere in the Midwest or, in its cloistered
quiet, the interior of a one-room schoolhouse at dawn.

To the left of the room’s center stands a large, gray wooden
desk—clearly the teacher’s—set at an angle before a slate black-
board. To its left is a wall of windows, which look out into a
courtyard where, through venetian blinds, only the tops of trees
can be seen. Below the windows on a simple platform are two
rows of folding chairs, about twenty in all, for the students. Two



_frarned exhortatory maxims: writtén in-:the style® of pseudo-
* illuminated manuscripts hang on either side of the blackboard.
. Be Specific! says one, and the other, An. Ounce of BEHAVIOR

~'is Worth a Pound of WORDS.

© The room seems ordinary except. for the two bcds whxch some-
- one has pushed against the wall opposite the windows. Squat and
wide, the beds were specially constructed of two-by-fours bolted
together with six-inch steel bolts, and seem sturdy enough to
support the combined weight of a soccer team. The striped tick-
ing of each mattress is partially covered with a rumpled green
cotton bedspread and a pillow without a pillowcase. Like the
teacher’s desk, the beds have been painted battleship gray. There
is something surreal about them. Perhaps it is their exaggerated
sturdiness or their utilitarian color that makes them seem more
~ like trampolines than beds or, conjoined as they are now, like the

- canvas-covered floor of a boxing ring.

~ Other objects not noticeable at first share the Magritte-like
surrealism of the beds: an empty bookcase with a black .desk
phone and two empty whiskey bottles on its top;.a coatrack
missing one of its three legs; a’console television set with no
insides; a mirror propped against the wall, reflecting the sky
outside; 2 long wooden table also painted gray. Together they
complete the room’s spare furnishings.

In this special New York City classroom in the Nelghborhood
Playhouse School of the Theatre, as in dozens of similar rooms
reaching back in time to the early 1930s, Sanford Meisner has
taught acting. After. fifty years the number of-his students is
unknown, but it certainly tuns into the thousands. While no
. individual can speak-for all of them, perhaps Joanne Woodward,
who studied first as a college student with Sandy (as he is invari-
ably called by his students) and later returned to him as an adult,
suggests most succinctly what he may mean to the majority of
them. “I went back to Sandy because to me he was a teacher,”
Miss Woodward recalled. recently. “To me he was the only‘
teacher. This was after I had done Three Faces of Evé and had won
an Academy Award. It was 1959, and it was a revelation to me.
It was 2 whole turning point in my growth as an actress.”

The American playwright‘David Mamet, who studied acting
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with Meisner at the Neighborhood Playhouse, also spoke re-
cently of his importance. “Here was a man who, especially to my
generation in the sixties, actually knew something. One of the
first authentic people that I, and most of us, had ever met in our
lives.’Of course he was autocratic about those things he believed
in because he knew them to be the truth. And we knew we were
being exposed to the truth—that is, to something which was
absolutely practicable, which absolutely worked, and which we
wanted desperately to learn.”*

Sanford Meisner was born on August 31, 1905 in the Greenpoint
section of the New York borough of Brooklyn the firstborn child
of Herman and Bertha Meisner. The Meisners, both Jews who
had emigrated from Hungary—she as a baby, he as a young man
of sixteen—fled the anti-Semitism of the Polish immigrants of
Greenpomt and moved to the Bronx a few months after the birth
of their son. They settled in an drea of the South Bronx in a house
on Honeywell Avenue where, two years later, a second son,
Jacob, was born. During a trip to the Catskills, made in an effort
to improve three-year-old Sanford’s health, little Jacob was inad-
vertently given unpasteurized milk to drink; and the disastrous
result was a wasting disease, bovine tuberculosis, from Wthh the
second son never recovered. . :

“I have had considerable experience in psychoanalysis,”
Meisner recently told an interviewer, “so I know quite clearly
that the death: of my brother when T was five and he was three
was the dominant emotional influence i in my life from which I
have never, after all these years, escaped. When I went to school
~—after school, anytime—I lived in a state of isolation as if I was
some kind of moral leper, because my parents, who were good
people but not too bright, told me that if it hadn’t been for me,
they wouldn’t have had to go to the country, where my younger

*The Woodward and Mamert quotes are from transcrxpts of filmed inter-
views made for the documentary Sanford Meisner: The Theater’s Best Kept Secret
produced by Kent Paul and distributed by Columbia Pictures.



' brother got ill, and from which illness he died. The guilt that this

. caused was horrendous. In my childhood I rarely had friends. I

."hved as I'm afraid I still do, in a world of fantasy.” ,
Agrster Ruth to whom Meisner was close—she d1ed in 1983

i —and a.second brother, Robert, born when Melsner was sixteen

" and the family had moved to the Flatbush section of Brooklyn,
and with whom he has lost contact, completed the household.
- Meisner remembers telling  his ﬁrst grade teacher that he
wanted to be “an actor” when he grew up, and, durlng his teen-
age years, directing various cousins in fableaux vivants based on
themes of death-and honor inspired by newsreel views of Ameri-
can soldiers in World War One. But for most of hlS ‘youth he
found an emotional release in playing the famlly s piano. After
graduating from Erasmus Hall High School in 1923, he entered
the Damrosch Institute of Music (later absorbed into the Juilliard
‘School) for an additional year’s study of the piano and related
sub]ects But the idea of actmg professronally persrsted and at
-nineteen he began. .
“ “I always wanted to be an actor,’ Me1sner recalls “I had a
' frlend——l was in Flatbush then<—who also wanted to be an’actor;
~ his name was Monkey Tobias. He told me that a place called the
- Theatre Guild was h1r1ng kids, so I'went there. Philip Loeb and
- _Theresa Helburn interviewed me, and T remember lying elabo-
" ‘rately about my past in the .theatre; it may "have started with
- Salvini for all I'know. I remember them laughmg, but not laugh-
ing at me. So I got ajob asan extra in Sidney Howard’s They Knew
What They Wanted, and starring in it was the great Pauline Lord.
She was a genius, pure and simple. She’d sit backstage and work
on her crossword puzzles. ‘What’s a three-letter word'for some-
thing a man wears on his head? she’d ask. ‘Hat? Cap?* How could
she decide? That's how simple she was. But she was a genius. She
had been the original Anna Christie, and I loved to see her play.
By that time I was beginning to realize that acting which really
" 'dug at me was what | was looking for.” »
Herman Meisner had become a furrier on his arrival from .
Hungary, a job he held for over fifty years. His son does a won-
derfully funny imitation of Herman in which he is introduced to
a young woman wearing a mink coat, _snavely kisses her hand and
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then- deftly blows onto the sleéeve of the coat to .determine the
- quality’ and value of the fur. A career in clothing manufacturing
was his father’s expressed wish for him, and briefly, to please his
father, Meisner worked as a stockboy in a pants factory and a lace
store. This was before his success at the Theatre Guild. The elder
Meisner’s response to his son’s new: career was at first stunned
silence. “I told them at dinner,” he recalls. “I'announced that I
had become an' actor. Dead silence. No one said a word. My
father, my mother, my sister. Then, during dessert, my father
asked, ‘How much are they paying you?' I said, ‘Well, after the
“first four weeks, if the play is a success, they give you ten dollars
a week.”'All hell broke loose! The chaos, the eruption at the table
when I'said ten dollars a week was terrific! But F went right on!”
Meisner received a scholarship to study at the Theatre Guild
School of Acting, which was directed by Winifred Lenihan, an
American actress who had been the first to perform Berrard
Shaw s Saint Joan'in New York. She was; in Melsner S opinion,
“a stock- company technician,” and the school was “a very medio-
cre place.” At this time Meisner was introduced:through a musi-
cian friend to Aaron Copland a young composer newly returned
from studying in Paris, who in turn introduced him to a recent
-student at the Sorbonne, his friend Harold Clurman, who; Cop-
land realized, was as passionate about the theater as Meisner was.
In a short time Clurman became a stage manager, then a play
reader, for the Theatre Guild. Through this friendship, Meisner
“was introduced to another young theater lover, Lee'Strasberg.
“Strasberg had a great, uplifting influence on me,” Meisner re-
calls. “He introduced me to quality actors and artists of various
kinds, and this helped enormously to solidify my emotional
needs. I learned from'him. I solidified my natural tastes and
inclinations with his help. For example, together we went to the
Metropohtan Opera‘and saw the great Russian singer Chaliapin.
- What made him preeminent was his possesswn of deep emotional
_truthand theatricality of form.” :
“Clurman and Strasberg joined with another Theatre: Guild
Worker Cheryl Crawford, and in 1931, after three years of talks -
and fund-raising, the triumvirate selected twenty-eight actors to
~form the legendary Group Theatre. Although it existed as an



i '1nst1tut1on for.only ten years, the Group was to exert a profound ,

o 1nﬂuence on, the developing-art of American acting. Meisner,

: ,only twenty- ﬁve at the time, was a founding member. The result
was fortuitous. “Without the Group," Melsner has sard ‘1 would '
' ,have been in'the fur busrness o ‘

For an 1n51ght into the 1mportance of the Group Theatre in the
artistic life of the Umted States in the 1930s, here are the words
of playwrlght Arthur Miller: .. L : i
L “[My] sole.sense of connection with theater came when I saw.
the productions of the Group. Theatre,” Miller wrote in the
. 1ntroduct10n to his Collected Plays (pubhshed 1n'1957, over three
,decades after the Group had been disbanded). “It was not only
the brilliance of ensemble acting, which in my oplmon has never
‘been equalled- since in America, but the air of union created
“between actors and the audience. Here was the promise of pro-
‘phetic theater which suggested to my mind the Greek situation
when religion and belief were t?he heart of drama. I watched the -
Group Theatre from fifty- -five/cent seats in the balcony, and at
- intermission time it was possible to feel the heat and the passion
of people: moved not’ only in ‘their bellies but in their thoughts.
1f I say that my own writer’s ego found fault with the plays, it

= does not. detract from the fact that the performances were almost

1

o all mspmng to me. . . . :
. When in .1938 the. Group Theatre ‘took to London its most

"celebrated ‘production, Clifford Odets’  Golden: Boy (in which
‘Meisner played the featured role of the menacing gangster, Eddie
Fuseli), the critic for the London Times, James Agate,said simply:
“The acting attains a level Wthh is sornethmg we know nothing
' at all-about.”

~The: source for the quahty of the actlng in the Group Theatre :
sprang from the famed Moscow Art Theatre and from the theory
and practice of acting, the System, evolved by its co-director, .
Konstantin-Stanislavsky. Stanislavsky-was doubly important to ‘
the Group. First, he was the teacher.of Richard Boleslavskiand -
Maria Ouspenskaya two noted Moscow Art Theatre actors who
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"‘emigrated to New York and in 1924 founded the American Labo-
ratory Theatre: In its six years of activity, this school trained
‘several hundred American actors and directors in an early ver-
'sion-of the Stanislavsky System. Actresses Stella- Adler, Ruth
Nelson and Eunice Stoddard were students and members of the
Lab’s repertory company before joining the Group. Lee Stras-
berg was a student there in 1924, and he and Harold Clurman also
studied in-the directors. unit. ~

Clurman was later. to write in his hlstory of the Group
Theatre, The Fervent Years: “The first effect [of the Stanislavsky
System] on the actors was that of a miracle. . . . Here at last was
a key to that elusive ingredient of the stage, true emotion. And
Strasberg [who was the chief director of the Group’s productions
during its early years] was a fanatic on the subject of true emo-
tion. Everything. was secondary to it: He sought it with the
patience of an inquisitor, he was outraged by trick substitutes,
and when he had succeeded in stimulating it, he husbanded it, fed

it, and protected it: Here was something new to most of the
actors, something basic, something almost holy. It was revelation
in the theatre; and Strasberg was its prophet.”

Stanislavsky’s second point of contact with the Group was
more direct. In the spring of 1934 Harold Clurman and Stella
Adler met with the Russian director; who was convalescing in

" Paris, and for more than five weeks Miss Adler worked with him
to clarify those aspects of the System (in the version taught to her -
by Strasberg) that caused difficulty for her and other members of
the Group. The result of her work, which she reported to the
Group the following summer, was to deemphasme the impor-

* tance Strasberg had placed on “affective memory”—which might
be defined as the conscious attempt on' the part of the actor to
remember the circumstances surrounding an emotion-filled
event from his real past in order to stimulate an emotion which
he could use on the stage. Rather; Miss Adler said, Stamslavsky
now thought that the key to true emotion was to be found in 2
full understandingof the “given circumstances”—the human
problems—contained.in:the play. itself. This -shift of emphasis
was critical, and it led dlrectly to 2. diminution of Strasberg 's hold
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on'the acting:company and to his eventual resignation from the

" " Group in 1935.'On this issue, Meisner sided with Stella Adler,

‘who was later to become a noted acting teacher and close friend;
, and affective or emotional memory plays no role‘in the system

Meisner has evolved. A S S SRS

- When an interviewer asked; “How were you introduced to the
Stanislavsky System?” Meisner’s reply was straightforward..“In
the Group Theatre, by the pioneer leadership of Harold Clur-
man ‘and Lee Strasberg; from Stella Adler, -who worked ‘with
- - Stanislavsky and to whom I listened attentively and rewardingly;
‘and by the actor Michael Chekhov, who ‘made me realize ‘that
truth, as in naturalism, was far from the whole truth. In him T
‘witnessed exciting theatrical form with no loss of inner content,
and I knew that I wanted this too. And finally, from thelucid'and
objective approach of [Ilya] Sudakov and [I.) Rapoport,” Russian
‘theorists whose writings stressed the importance of the reality of
doing, the foundation of Meisner’s system, and were circulated
throughout the Group in an English translation in the 1930s:*

On November 30, 1936, the Gi‘oup Theatre’s 'néw 'productibrfi, ‘
Jobnny Jobnson (4 Legend), by Paul Green opened. The play is
remembered today -primarily for its musical score; which was the

first work the German expatriate Kurt Weill wrote in the United
States. In. the program for the play, under “Who’s Who in the
Cast,” Sanford Meisner published a biographical note which is
remarkable on two counts. First, it provides-an insight into how
he felt about his career as an actor; second, the final sentence
announces the beginning of a new career: “Sanford Meisner-
(Caf)taig',Vgléntine) was so long entrusted with the ?érr_y_ihgf of
a spear that it came as a great shock—but a pleasant one—to see
him do a full-fledged characterization in “Gold Eagle Guy.’ [This
work, by Melvin Levy, was pfbdtig:éd in 1934.] He carried the

* Paul Gray, “The Reality of Doing,” Tulane Drama Review (special editiop;
““Stanislavsky in America”), Fall:1964,°139. i7" S R
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‘spear for both the Theatre Guild, whose school he attended, and
for the Group. Meisner is a native of the borough of Brooklyn,
although he took care to attend school in Manbhattan. His school-
ing included the Damrosch Conservatory, which turned him into
a skilled pianist. Since ‘Gold Eagle Guy’ he has regularly ap-
peared in featured roles, for the Group. He teaches acting at the
Neighborhood Playhouse.” :

This shift from spear carrier to teacher is.an amusxng meta-
phor..In reahty, Melsner s career as an actor, had blossomed. In
he previous. season -alone; he had created cr1t1cally acclaimed
roles in two plays by the Group s resident playwright, Clifford
Odets: Sam Feinschreiber in Awake and Szng/ and the young son,
Julie, who is afﬂlcted with sleeping sickness in Paradise Lost, the
part Meisner considers the finest of his career In addmon he had
co-directed with Odets the latter’s famous one-act play, Waztzng '

for Lefry. In the future Mersner was to play important roles in
such Odets: works as Rocket to the Moan (1938) and thbt Music
(1940), and he continued to act in the theater long after the Group

‘disbanded in 1941. His last stage role was Norbert Mandel in
S. N. Behrman'’s The Cold Wind and the Warm, directed by-Harold

- Clurman, which opened in December 1958. The followmg year,
after a rift with the administration of the. Nelghborhood Play-
house, he became director of the New Talent Division of 20th
Century-Fox and moved to Los Angeles, where he began a prom-
ising career as a film actor.

But emotlonally it was only teaching that fulﬁlled Meisner in
his maturity in the profound way that the plano had fulfilled him
as a youth. “The only time I am free and enjoying myself is when
I'm teaching,” he has repeatedly said. “I love the analy51s of
technique. I like to work with people who bring a certain serious-
ness and depth to what they re doing. I feel alive and related
when I'm teaching. 1 get an emotional telease from 1t " The

“reason why is readily - understandable “All my exercises,” he told
an interviewer nearly a decade ago, “were desxgned to strengthen
the guiding principle that I'learned forcefully in the Group—
that art expresses human: experlence——whlch principle I have
never and Wlll never give up: So now, after about forty years, |
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" am the possessor of a way of working W1th actors that in praotlce
" seems to-have worked beneficially.”* =~

" In 1962 Meisner returned to New York to direct the acting
department of the newly founded American Musical Theatre
“Academy. Two years later, he returned to'the Nelghborhood
Playhouse; where he remains today.:Clearly the Playhouse is a
haven to him now, just as it was when he first began to teach
there fifty years agoand announced his appointment in'the Play-
bill for Jobnny Jobnson—an act perhaps related to announcing his
~ decision to bécome an actor to hlS 1ncredulous famlly at dlnner
\when he was- only nineteen. - : ‘

Today, more than: 51xty years later, advanced age and accidents
have produced | awesome' physical disabilities in Meisner. He
wears thick glasses as a'result of multlple operatlons for cataracts
and detached retmas of both eyes. Even more devastating have
been the two operanons he sustalned for cancer of the larynx,
the first more ‘than ten years ago, which left him literally with-
out a voice. “With great difficulty he subsequently learned to -
speak again by inhaling air into his esophagus and releasing it in

-~ controlled burps. This esophageal speech may be disturbing to

~ those ' hearlng it for the first’' time, though the listener quickly
‘adapts to it. Tt is 2 strangely disembodied . wheeze broken by
“explosive consonant sounds and glottal stops sornet1mes fits of
- coughing: “When Meisner teaches now, this “voice” is amplified
“by a mlcrophone attached to the left temple of his glasses, and
,connected to a small transmitter, which sends it to a loudspeaker '
across the room from his desk, thereby emphasizing its eerie,
CllSCmbOdlCd quallty “As if these blows had not been enough,
three years ago an out-of-control delivery. truck struck him while
he was crossing the street, smashxng his left femur and hip in
twelve places. After surglcal reconstruction, he walks stiffly with
“the help of a cane. Now, during summer and in.. the dead of
‘wmter he leaves New York for a home he and a close frlend

o* Suzanne Shepherd “Sanford Mexsner ” Yale/Tbeatre vol 8 nos 2 and 3,
v42—43 . e v
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James Carville, built twenty years ago on the island of Bequia in
the West Indies. The warmair and water of the troplcs are a great
comfort to him. ' :

. Still;sMeisner continues to teach In his rmnd he once told an
interviewer, he imagines -himself to be like “a  well-known
painter” (a reference to the French artist Raoul Dufy, probably
. as seen at work in the famous Brassai photograph). “When he was

in his eighties his hands were so crippled with arthritis that he
_couldn’t hold the brush. Well, he got someone t6 tape it onto his
hand somehow, and he kept on painting. Now, with all my limi-
tations—I can’t talk, my eyes are bad—I come back to this freez-
ing city to teach again! Some people think they’ve talked me into
it. That’s not so. No one can talk me into'anything that I don’t
want to do. I ‘want to do it. I'm happiest when I'm teaching.”*

Perhaps the reason why lies in the miracle Harold Clurman
discussed, the “almost holy’" miracle of true emotion. Or perhaps-
it is rooted in the statement Meisner made, that through the
genius of Pauline Lord “I was beginning to realize that acting
which really dug at me was what I was looking for.”

“Did I tell you the story about Eleonora Duse?” Meisner recently
asked a visitor to his office. “I never told you that?”-After being
assured that he hadn’t, he recounted George Bernard Shaw’s
1895 review of the legendary Italian actress in Hermann Suder--
mann’s Heimat [Home] (it was also known as Magda, the role Duse
assumed). This is what Shaw wrote: :

“Magda is a daughter who has been turned ot of doors for
defying her father, one of those outrageous persons who mistake
their desire to have everything their own way in the house for
a sacred principle of home life. She has a hard time of it, but at
last makes a success as an’opera singer, though not until her
lonely struggles have thrown her for sympathy on a fellow stu-
dent, who in due time- goes hlS way, and leaves her to face mother-

* Shepherd, loc. cit.’



hood as best she can. In the fullness of her fame she returns to
her npative town, and.in-an attack of homesickness makes ad-
vances to her father, who consents to receive her again.-No
sooner is she installed in the house than she finds that one of the
most intimate friends of the family is the father of her child: In
the third act of the play she is on the stage when he is announced
asa visitor.. : .
““The moment she read the card handed her by the servant, you
‘realized what it was to have to face a meeting with the man. It
~was interesting to watch how she got through it when he came
in, and how, on the whole, she got through it pretty well. He paid
. his compliments and offered his flowers; they sat down; and she
evidently felt that she had got it safely_ over and mlght allow
herself to think at her ease, and to look at him to see how much
he had altered. Then a terrible thing happened to her. She began
to blush; and in another moment she was conscious of it, and the’
blush was slowly spreading and deepemng until, after a few vain
efforts to avert her face or to obstruct his view of it without
seeming to do so, she gave up and hid the blush in her hands.
After that feat of acting I did not need to be told why Duse does
~ not paint an inch thick. T could detect no trick in it: it seemed to
_“me a perfectly genuine effect of the dramatic imagination . . . and

T must confess to an intense professmnal curiosity as to whether

it always comes spontaneously
" Meisner’s paraphrase.of this account is brxef but it is correct
'-;!1n its essential . details. Moreover, his enthusiasm and genuine
“wonder at Shaw’s story of Duse’s blush, a story he has. told
B hundreds of times, is infectious. It is as though time has stopped,
and Sanford Meisner can live forever in the miracle of this mo-
ment. For 2 moment, one can understand how this extraordmary
man has lived such an extraordmary life.. : )
“Duse played in a play called Magda. There’s a scene in the last
act. When she’s a young girl she has an affair with a guy from the
same village, and she has a child by him. Twenty-five years later,
or thereabouts, she comes back to visit her family who live in this
town, and her ex-lover comes to call on her. She accepts his
flowers—I got this from Shaw—and they sit and talk. All of a .
sudden she realizes that she’s blushing, and it gets so bad that she
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drops her head and hides her face in embarrassment. Now that’s
a piece of realistic acting! And Shaw confesses to a certain profes-
sional curiosity as to whether it happens every time she plays that
part. It doesn t. But that blush i is the epitome of living truthfully
under imaginary circumstances, which is my definition of good
acting. That blush came out of her. She was a gemus"’ :
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M;EISNER What s the ﬁrst thmg that happe s wh R
build the World Trade Center—-you know that bulldmg’
MALE STUDENT: They d1g ahole. :
MEISNER Well, of course they d1g a hole. They don’t glue it
to the sidewalk! (Laugbter. ] What' s the first thing they d1d
when they built the Empire State Bulldtng>

FEMALE STUDENT: They had to put down a foundatxon ﬁrst
MEISNER: They had to put down a. foundatlon on which .
FEMALE STUDENT: . . . they bullt the bu1ldmg

MEISNER: . they buxlt the buxldmg

~ September29

~“The foundation of acting is the reality of doing.”

It is the first moment of the first class of the semester, and’
“without delay Sanford Meisner states and restates this seemmgly
~simple theme. “Wait a. minute, let’s say that again. The foundation

of acting is the reality of doing. The reality of doing. Now, how do
you know what that means? I'll clarify it.” After a brief pause he
asks, “Are you listening to me? Are you really l1stemng to me?”

The students respond in chorus, “Yes, yes.’ '

“You're not pretending that you're listening; you're. hstemng

You're really listening. Would you say so?”

“Yes, yes.”
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:“That’s the. reality of doing. Let there be no question about

what I'm'saying here. If you do something, you really do it! Did

¢ you walk up the steps to this classroom this' morning? You didn’t

~ jump up? You didn’t skip up, right? You dldn t. do a ballet pir-

:'-,j.ouette> You really walked up those steps.”

- ~He pauses to adjust the small microphone attached to the left
temple of his eyeglasses. “How.many. of you are listening to me
now?” Sixteen hands are raised obediently. “Now, listen to me

~ for a minute. Just for yourselves listen to the number of cars that

you hear outside. Do that.” : o
The students, eight - men and- eight women in thelr twenties

-and early thirties, lean forward, straining to hear the sounds of

- New York City traffic filtering through the whir of the air-condi-

tioner. After a moment some close their eyes. A minute passes.

“Okay,” Meisner says to a young man with a neat brown
beard, “how many cars did you hear?” .

“None,” the student replies. “I heard a plane.”

“A plane is not a car. You heard none. Let me ask you this: did

- you listen as yourself or were you playlng some: character”’

“As myself.”
“What about you?” he asks a thin, dark gn‘l ‘who-looks like 2
model. o :

“At first I was hstemng as a student

“That’s a character—

“And then I was confused because I couldn t hear a car, and

) the sounds were confusing. Then I heard what I'm pretty sure

was a car, and then I got bored, and then I heard another car. So

I heard two cars.’

“We won't discuss the boredom.” The class laughs “Were you,
as you said, listening—what’s your name""

“Anna.” :

“Were you listening as. Anna”’

“At the end.”

“So part of your actmg was legitimate and two-thirds of it was
pretending.” :

“Yes.” :

“How many cars did you hear?” The question is directed
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" :toa: woman-in:her late twenties with: luxurious dark hair.
-+“I'couldn’t be sure which-sounds were cars.” - - | el

- **Were you really puzzled, or were you.puzzled in character?”
- “Idon’t know. It felt as though I.was not ‘quite doing some-
thing all the time.” e e Lo
. “So you were half an actress.” Then, to a young man in a plaid
_ wool shirt and jeans, “How many cars did you hear?”
~“Nome.” =~ . . . o
. “None. Did you listen as—"
I listened as me, just as John.” »
 “That's what I want to know. It’s a nice feeling. Okay, now .
choose a, melody that you like and sing it to yourself—just to
yourself, not out loud. Clear? Do it.” ’ SR
.Again some students close their eyes, and after a few seconds
‘of concentration heads begin bobbing, marking time to melodies
~ only individually heard. ‘ . - .
“How many people were doing it?” Meisner asks. “For your-
selves or theatrically? Who can answer that?” .-
“Half and half.” It is the young woman called Anna.
“You have a problem. What's yo{lr problem?”
- “I'was very aware of being'in a room filled with people con-
sciously listening to different melodies. About halfway through
I got so upset with myself that I was able to forget about it.”
“And sing?” S : 3
CoYes
“That's ‘when:you were good.” _ ‘
~“That’s when I enjoyed it, I don’t know if I.was good.”
“It’s always enjoyable to be good.” He pauses'a moment and
~ shifts his-gaze toa stocky, blond, boyish young man in the front
row. “What about you?” . o '
“] was singing to myself.”
“Like Hamlet?”
“I was trying to enjoy the melody.”
“You were? For yourself, not as Hamlet?”
“For myself.” ' .
Next Meisner asks the class to count the number of light bulbs
in the room. The answers range between twelve and sixteen,
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depending on whether one includes the red bulb over the fire-
‘escape exit sign or excludes the three unlit- floodlights angled
“down from a beam in the middle of the ceiling. The answers are
unimportant; what is crucial is the doing of the task, the counting
of the light bulbs, not the results. “Did you count in character
—theatrically,” Meisner asks, “or did you count?

“Nine hundred and thirty-one times eighteen—try to- do that
in your head,” he goes on. “Nine thirty-one times eighteen.” The
correct answer is 16,758, and no one even comes close to figuring
it out. Again, that’s not the point. “You may be right, you may
be wrong,” Meisner says. “That’s like life. People come to differ-
ent conclusions. That’s why some are Democrats and some are

‘Republicans. But how many #ried? You know, it’s all right to be
wrong, but it’s not all right not-to #ry.” :

“Look,” Meisner says, “examine the partner sitting next to you.
And give me, when I ask for-it, a list of what you observe.”
Sixteen heads turn to scan the person now called, for the first
time, “‘the partner.”

When she is asked, the blond girl in the second row says about
the young man seated to her right: “I-observed red hair. I ob-
served a soft green shirt which had pink and gray and beige
stripes and that was a size medium. I observed-a rash on his neck.
He has blue eyes and short, thin, lighter-colored eyelashes. Small
hands. Kind of burly. Leans over a lot.:Stocky. Green pants.
Brown shoes—leather, with rubber soles, I think. Clean ears and
clean ﬁngernalls Small lips that stay closed and mostly turn
under—" : .

“Qkay. Was this observation done by you or by some character
out of a play?”

“I don’t know the answer. .In honesty, I can’t quite distinguish
which is which.” -

“Are you talking to jme now, or is Lady Macbeth talkmg”’

“I’m talking to you.” » «

“That’s you. That’s you in person. Your observation was
straight, unadulterated observation. What you observed, you ob-



20

" served, not.a character in a play ? He asks John, the young man
in:the plaid shirt, “Are you looklng at me now?”
C“Yes : :
~“As Othello?",’
. “No.”
“As:who?” S
- “As myself, I guess.”
““That’s rxght Can you hold on to that?"’

“I'want to ask you a question and I want:you, please, for your.
own sake as well as mine, to tell the truth. How many people in
this class can hear very well?”’ After a moment’s confusion, six-
teen hands are raised. “Now listen, I'm holding you to some-
thing. Everybody says he or she can hear. You can hear? You can
hear me?”

"They answer, “Yes.” :

..“I want to.ask you another question, one a little more difficult.
You say you can hear. That’s good. Can you repeat what you hear
absolutely accurately? 'm talking simply. I don’t mean the Dec-
laration of Independence I mein, ‘Do you drlnk coffee?’ Can you
repeat that?” - - -

Do you drink coffee”’ asks a young woman W1th short,
brown, layered hair. -
. *You-did that, so you: can.. Now do you know what you re -
telhng ‘me? First ofall; you said you can hear: You also said you
can repeat what you hear. You can take it- back if you want to‘
All right; I'accept.”.
“We can repeat’ the words ” says a dark, broad—shouldered
young: woman. B
“That’s all 1 ask—not the sp1r1t just the words

" “No,” says the woman. ‘I meant we can’t repeat exactly whatv
we hear. We can only repeat our own representatlon of the
words.” ’ : o

“You can repeat exactly what you hear Want me to prove it
to you”’ :

- “L believe you.”

“What’s your name?”
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“Rose Marie.” . : :

“Rose Marie, why should you belleve me’ ‘Your halr is'long.’
Repeat that.” : :

“Your hair is long.”:

“So you can do it! You see, I d1d not recite the ﬁrst act of Uncle
Vanya, which perhaps you have never heard before. Now, who's

your partner?” John, the young man in the plaid shirt; raises his -
. hand: “Now, look at her. What do you observe about her? Not
her spmt but somethlng about her that has some interest for
you. : a

“She’s very . . . [ was going to say she’s very fresh and open.”

“That’s an emotlonal observatlon I’m not quxte that smart. I
see that she has'a p1nk sweater.’ :

- “Okay.”

“I'm'going to tell you somethlng You re a thinker.”

“I know,” John says, “that's why I'm here.”

“Then stop immediately!” The class laughs: “Do you see that
she has a pink sweater? Do you see that her hair needs combing?
Do you see the color-of her slacks>” -

“Yes.” : :

“Now, you told me that you can hear and you told me that you
can repeat, which means that, starting with something that exists
in her, you should find what interests you and make a comment.
Then, Rose Marie, you repeat exactly what he says, and you,
John, repeat exactly what she says. Do this until I stop you.’

“Your hair is shiny,” John says..

“Your hair is shiny,” Rose Marie repeats

“Your hair is shiny.” '

“Your hair is shiny.”

“Your bair is shiny.”

“Your hair is shiny.”

“Your hair # shiny.”

“No,” says Meisner stopping them, “‘you’re making readings
in order to create ‘variety. Don’t. Do it agaln usmg another
observation.” :

After a moment John says, “Your earring is small,” and Rose
Marie says, “Your earring is small.” They repeat the sentence
five or six times until Meisner stops them.

"
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“Okay, now I believe that you can both hear, and I beheve that
you can repeat what you hear. It’s not the whole story, but it’s
the beginning of something. You observed her earrings. You
-commented on them. You repeated what you heard. So far you
were listening to each-other and were repeatmg what you heard.
That’s what I asked you to:do.” v

The students pair off,.and the exercise, Wthh MCISDCI' calls the
Word Repetition Game, is performed again and again. The boy-
ish, blond young man, whose name is Philip, becomes the partner
of the brunette with the layered haircut, whose name is Sarah. -
They repeat his comment, “‘Your eyes are blue,” over and over
until Meisner stops them. ,

*All right,” he says. *“This probably seems unbehevably 5111y, :
doesn’t it? But it’s the beginning of something. Are you hstemng
to each other? Are you repeating what you hear? You are.”

After another couple repeat “You have bright earrings,” he
says, “It's mechanical, it's inhuman, but it's the basis for some-
thing. It's monotonous, but it’s the basis for something.”

After Anna and her partner repeat “Your shirt has bright pink
lettering on it” a dozen or mote times, he says, “Yes, that's cor-
rect; It’s empty, it’s inhuman, right? But it has something in it.
It has connection. Aren’t they listening to each other? That’s the

~ connection. It’s a connection which comes from listening to each
other, but it has no human quality—yet. If you want to take
notes, write down ‘This is a Ping-Pong game.! It is the basis of
what eventually becomes emotional dialogue.”

Meisner pauses for 2 moment. “Now I'm going to show you
where the trouble comes in.” He turns to a young woman-wear-
ing her brown hair in.a thick braid. “You have an embroidered
blouse. Is that true?”

“No.”

“Then what’s the answer?”

“No, I do not have an embroidered blouse.”

“That's right!” he says. “That is the repetition from ber point
of view. Immediately it becomes a contact between two human
‘beings.” He says to Sarah, “You re carrying a pen

: “Yes I'm carrying a pen.”

4
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“Yes, you are.”

“Yes, I.am.”

. “That’s right! Already it has become human' speech hasn’t it?
F1rst there’s the mechanical repetmon Then there’s the repeti-
tion from your point of view.” He looks at the young woman
with the luxurious dark hair. “You curl your hair.”

" “Yes, I curl my ha1r

“Yes, you-do.” ‘

“Yes, I curl my hair.”

“I said, ‘Yes, you do

“Yes, I do.” ’

“Yes, I can see you do.”

“Yes, you can see I do.”

“Let it go at that. That’s the Word Repetmon Game from your
point of view. That’s already human conversation, isn’t it?”
Then, to the young man whose shirt has’ brlght pmk lettering on
it, Meisner says, “You re staring at me.’

“I'm staring at you.”

“You're staring at me.”

“I'm staring at.you.”

“You admit it?”

“I admit it.”

“You admit it.”

“I admit it.”,

“I don’t like it.”

“You don’t like it.”

“You don’t care?”

“I don't care.”

“You don’t care?”

“I don’t care!”

Meisner sticks out his tongue at the young man, and he and the
class laugh.

“That's the Word Repetition Game. It mustn’t go too far; I
won’t let it. Now, when you work together at home, do the
exercise mechanically, the way you started it. Then practice -
doing it from your point of view.” :
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“I started this. class by saying that the ba51s of actmg is the reahty
of doing. How does that definition: compare w1th What we've
beén doing?” . . . G e e

John says, “If we 31mp1y do 1t we're not 3focusmg on our-
selves.” - L : :

“You're attached to somethmg out51de of yourself Meisner
adds. “What else?” =

“If you're really doing it, then you don t have time to 'watclJ
yourself doing it. You only have the time and energy to do it,’
says Ray, the young man with the neat beard.

“That’s very good for your acting. Anything else?” " -

- Sarah says, “They all seem to be very concrete ‘do-able’
thmgs
_ “Everything I’ve asked you has been concrete and ‘do-able’?
What about that word ‘concrete’?” ' '

“Well, it'’s.tangible. You can look at somebody and actually
count their eyelashes or you can count the light bulbs.”

“Something that really, really’exists specifically,” Melsner says.
Now, what does ‘the reality of doing’ mean?” - _

An intense-looking young man who has not spoken before
says, “When y'ou do something you really do it rather than pre-
tend that you're doing it.’

“And youdon’t do it like a character. When you play the piano,
do you open the lid first, or do you just play it closed?” Meisner
asks. “Well, musically speaking, the opening of the piano is simi- -
lar to the reality of doing. Are there any questions here?”

“You gave us thirigs to do that you can really do, like'observing
another person or listening to cars,” says Ray. “And if you're
really concentrated on just listening to cars or looking at a per-
son, you don’t have to worry about be1ng a character. You have |
one thmg to do and concentrate on.”

- “That.is the character.”

“That’s the character?” Ray asks:

“Yes.” : :

“So you don’t have to play at being the character, it’s right
there in your doing it.” :



“BUILDING A FOUNDATION: THE REALITY OF DOING . 25

“Right. Do you understand that? Every play, whether it's by

that comedy writer—what’s his name?” '
- “Neil Simon?”

“Yeah. Every play is based upon the reality of domg Even
‘Lear’s shaking his fist at the heavens—that’s based on the actor
thundering against fate. Can you see that?”” He pauses. “This will
go further in you than you may suspect at the moment. That’s
all right. It will unveil itself. It w1ll reveal itself gradually. It is
the basis, the foundation of acting.”

“Another begmmng You'd thmk I'd qult"’ Meisner says to his.
assistant, Scott Roberts, as they wait for the elevator which will
take them to Meisner’s paneled office one floor below the class-
room. “‘Somebody should shoot me as they do aged horses

Scott nods and smiles.

“But, you know, this class is an attractive group, and full of
promise. The question is, how many of them will learn to act?”

Scott nods again and pushes the button for the elevator one
more time. In the basement an electric motor drones into life.

“I’ve been teaching for over fifty years and in that near eternity
I have attempted to teach literally thousands of young people
how to act. And I haven’t done too badly. I did well with you,
for example.” :

“Thank you,” Scott says..

“But if I chose to dwell on my overall success rate, I'd probably
give up, so I don’t.”

The elevator arrives and they enter it.

“Acting is an art. And teaching acting is an art too, or it can
be. Ultimately it’s a question of talent—of theirs meshing with

|”

mine. So time will tell. But I must say, it’s good to begin again!



other fellow’s movements?

BRUCE: It takes the heat off yourself. B S 5
MEISNER: To take the heat off yourself, ‘as:varuvce just said, to
trgnsfer the point of concentratioh‘o_utside of yourself, 1s a
big battle won. ' h

October 3

“Now,” Meisner says, looking at the young man who at the last
session wore the shirt with pink lettering, “your name is Vincent
and your partner’s name is ... ?"

“Anna,” answers the thin, dark woman sitting in front of him.

~“Anna. Good. Stand up and turn your backs to each other.”

“Touching or not?” Vincent asks. o

“Not touching. Now, Vince, come here.”

Vincent goes to the gray wooden desk where Meisner is seated,
and they confer for a moment. Then Vincent takes.his place with
his back to Anna in the front of the room. He takes a few coins
from the pocket of hisjeans and drops them on the floor.

“You dropped some coins?”’ Anna asks.
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,'you dropped some coins "
“Yeah, I'dropped some coins.’

‘Yeah, you dropped some coms
““All right, now listen to me,” Meisner says interrupting the
“repetition. “Vince, I maintain that by this time you should have
- realized that she has good ears and told her so. It would have been
- something you said because something she did made you do it.
And you, Anna, had the right by this time to observe that because
he dropped some coins he’s careless with his-money.”

“That would be an assumption,” says Vincent defensively.

“It would be an assumption which you could deny. ‘I am not
careless with my money!” Do you follow?” ‘

. “Yes.” :

“All rlght Use something new and begin again, slowly

After a moment, Anna elbows Vmcent in the back.

“You poked me in the back!” . -

“I poked you in the back.”"

“You poked me in the back.”

‘“Yes, I poked you in the back.”

“Yes, you poked me in the back.” ,

“Yes,” she says, amused at h1s dlspleasure “I poked you in the
back.”

“What’s funny?” he Snaps.

“What’s funny?” =

“What's funny?” he repeats.

“What's funny?”’ - v

“What’s funny?” Vincent says w1th unnatural stress on the first
word. Meisner interrupts them immediately.

“No! That’s a reading! Until then it was very good, but Wbat 5
funny?’ was a way of creating variety. I'll show you something.
There is a time when the verbal contact between you changes,
and it is based on instinct. Instinct. I'll show you what I mean by
that. Imagine, Vince, that you walk into a department store with
a friend of yours, and you say, ‘Do you see that tie? [ want it!’ Or
you go to a party and across the room you see a girl and you say
to yourself, ‘I'm going to have her!” That comes from your in-
stincts. Do you follow?
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-“Now, in this exercise there is a change inthe words that js
dlctated by your instinct. I'll show you how it works.” He leans -
toward Vincent and says sotto voce, *“Vince, ‘whatever I ask you
for, the answer is ‘No.”” Then, in full voice: he says “Can you B
lend me twenty dollars?”-

“Can I lend you twenty dollars”’ :
“Can you lend me twenty dollars?”
“No, I can’t lend you twenty dollars.”
““You can’t lend 'me twenty dollars?”
“I can’t lend you twenty dollars.”
“You can’t?”
“I can’t.”
“You can't?”
~“I can’t!”
“You're a big shit!”
“I'm a big shit!” -~ .. '
“That’s what I said!” The class laughs and when the laughter
ends Meisner adds, “Now, that change was caused by instinct.’
After a moment he peers at Anna, comically leering at her
from behind his thick lenses. .W,1ll you come to my house to-
night?”" : - '
H“Will I come to your house tomght””
“Will you come to my house tonight?”
“Will I come to your house tonight?”
“Will you come to my house tonight?”
“No, I will not come to your house tonight.”
“You won’t come to my house tonight?” He gives her a wither-
ing; scornful look. “You're a professional virgin!” . .
There is another-burst of laughter. -
“Now let’s -talk-about that. When is somethlng mstmctlve'
caused in you? How does it happen?” -
“It lives in you,” Vincent says. “It hits you a certain way.”
-“That’s right. You'wouldn’t lend me twenty dollars, so I called
you a big shit..She said she wouldn’t come to my house in such
a'way that.my instinct tells me that she’s a professional virgin.
Now, that happens.in an exercise, which changes the dialogue.
The instinct changes the dialogue. Then it continues and you
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wait until. the instinct changes it again. Any questrons here>
Ray?” S
- “What'if your partner is domg nothlng, asks Ray, ‘and your
" instincts tell you that this is aggravatmg”’
“Use e - - -
" “Then you can say,- ‘But you're not doing anythmg" ”
“Or, ‘You're aggravating me!"”
e ‘You re aggravatmg me!" So it’s really like there S never noth-
“There s no such thlng, Meisner says there’s no such thing
as nothmg There’s no mcb tbmg as notbmg There’s:mo sucb thing as
nothing.” ‘
““What about. sﬂence’" Sarah asks
- “Listén, silence is a moment. A moment of silence is some-
thing, too. Let me prove it to you Ask me Whether I think you
have talent.” :
“Mr. Meisner, do you think I have talent?”
‘His head cocks away from her and he maintains a complete
silence. The class begins to laugh. :
“That was silent, wasn 't it?” Meisner asks when the laughter
subsides. - :
“Well, yes . ..” says Sarah at-a loss for words
“That’s the pomt, the ‘Well, yes ... " It’s the point because my
silence was very expressive,” Meisner says. “‘Silence has 2 myriad
of meanings. In the theater silence is an absence of words, but
never an absence of meaning.” T
- There is a slight ‘pause. : : : :
““Do you mean that I don’t have to look at rny partner when
‘we’re doing the repetition and just say, ‘You have a gray shirt on,
you have a gray shirt on’?” asks Rose Marie. “If he looks bored
I could say, ‘You look bored’? I could make a judgment?”
“Of his behavior, yes. There comes a point when one.of you
has to pick up what the repetition is doing to you. I don’t care
what it is. Are you bored with the repetition? Then that could
be the change. Or maybe your partner sounds a‘little annoyed at
you; from that fact could come the change ‘You're angry at me.’
In other words, your instinct picks up the change in his behavior



~and the dialogue changes too. I'm talking about instinct. You
walk into a store and see a dress. ‘That’s for me!” That’s instinct.
I say that if you take your time, the change in you, which is—
I don’t like to say ‘automatic,” I don’t like that word—which is .
spontaneous, will happen. That’s what you should work on now.
Let your -instincts dictate the changes, not just the repetition.”

“We began by discussing instinct. Now let’s discuss where talent
comes from. It is my belief that talent comes from mstmct What
does that mean? Can anybody explain?”.

Rose Marie holds up her hand. “I think we all really have the
same instincts, and if we allow ourselves to be simple and unclut-.
tered, then those instincts or talent will appear. If you allow
yourself to be open and honest.” : : :

“Ah,” Meisner says, “but the tendency nowadays is to follow
‘your instincts only when they are socially acceptable.. We fear
being branded as uncivilized for liking or disliking something.
Think of the girl from Miss Finch’s School. She was taught to say
only what ‘was acceptable socially. A girl from Miss Finch’s.
School goes to see her friend in a play, and her real reaction is
that the performance was terrible. 'Yet when she goes backstage
she smiles and through gritted teeth says, ‘Marvelous!’” '

The class laughs at Meisner’s accurate 1mpersonatxon of a deb-
utante from Westchester.

“You can see the jaw tense to keep the real, instinctive rernark
from coming out. That’s not good for actors. Can you see where
that controlling is the opposite of the spontaneous, deeply in-
stinctive behavior-we're talking about?” -

Wendy and Jim, a pale blond pair in their early twenties, begin
to perform the Word Repetition Game. After a few minutes,
Meisner interrupts.-

“Wait a minute, both of you. Wendy, you're bemg self-
manipulative. Do you know what that means?” : -

“Yeah, but I don’t know why you're saying it.’

“I'm saying it because you're doing it. You've got control over
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vhat you're saying, and I say be has to have the control. What
you're doing is self-manipulative. Do you understand?”
~*“Doesn’t he have to take that control?”
“What?”
“You said I was controlhng us. Isn’t he responsible for that
too?” : . o :
“His respon51b1hty Is to.repeat, as 1s yours. You re really work-
ing from your head. You're not getting this exercise because you
think that you have to manipulate verbal responses, whereas all
you really have to do is repeat what you get from him. If you
repeat what you get from him, you won’t be at a loss for some-
thing to say. Your head is figuring out what to say, figuring out
what to do next. How do you get away from that?” |
“By -not thinking about it. I understand that because I'm a
dancer, and when I'm good I don’t think about my steps any
more because I know how to do them: It just happens.™
“It has to happen here too, you follow? Jim, you have some-
thing of the same problem. Not as much, but something. How.
do you correct that?”
“As you say, don’t think. Just try to, take what’s there.”
“Listen. I'd suggest going on with the word repetition, just
working off each other, and the more brainless it is the chances
are the better off you’ll be. It’s a question of repeating what you
hear. Don’t make up anything; you're better off saying, ‘I'm
stuck, let’s quit.” Then begin again from another angle. Thinking
has no part in this process.” '
After a moment Meisner asks, “Wendy, how do you feel?”
“I feel . .. See, I never thought that I thought a lot, but I guess.
I do. So I guess it’s good that I realize this before I get into
trouble. It’s good. It’s easier not to think, I guess.”
“Work from your instincts,” Meisner says. “That’s what we
were talking about. Okay?” -

October 6

“Joseph, you're doing something that you have to throw away
right now. You're compounding the moments, see? If she said,
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_ ‘You ve got a cold you'd answer, Yes, I have @ cold I got wet.’

That’s two moments, one of which is an intellectual explanation
of the first instead of simply repeatlng what you get from your
partner If she said, ‘Your jaw is tense,” you'd answer Yes, my
jaw is tense. I'm nervous.” Those are two moments.’ :

- “Are you sayrng I should leave it as Yes my ]aw is

tense’>7, : . ie i EE : : U -

. “One moment, one note at a tlrne Do you understandD’

HYes.” _ g L AR .

“Also, you overdo the word repetltron You comment on‘some-
thing you notice about her but if you get no answer, you repeat “
it as if it were necessary for her to respond to what you say .
instead of using hersilence: I'll show you what'I mean.’

‘He leans over to.Anna; who is seated near his right
hand ‘and whispers, “Don’t answer me.” Then, fixing her with
~ his gaze and porntrng to her necklace, he asks, “Is that a gold
chain?” - - o , S

~Anna regards h1rn W1thout moving and in sﬂence
“Is thata gold chain?” Meisner repeats mechanically. He waits
for her answer, which does not come: “You.see, Joseph, that’s
what you did:-You said the same thrng twice. Now rn show you
" something.” S
+ ~Again he looks at Anna “Is that a gold charn”’ he asks ‘Again
she regards. him-silently; but this time Meisner waits for her
response until, out of exasperatlon he shouts “Don’t look at me
as if 'm crazy!”

- Joseph'nods; and Meisner continues: . “You should use her si-
lence for.a new moment instead of repeatlng it!

“The moment has changed®”

“The moment has changed because of her- srlence Do you get
that?” : :

“Yes.”

“Ask me if we are going to have a class next Thursday.”

“Mr. Meisner, are we going to have a class next Thursday?”

He ignores Joseph’s question, staring coldly off into space. The
silence becomes painful, and ﬁnally ]oseph says ruefully, “I guess
we're not '
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© *“Or,” Meisner says with a pointed. smile; “ ‘Aren’t we on
- speaking terms?’”’ : -
"~ Joseph nods.
“Did you get that?”
- “Yes, I understand.”
~ “ thought you did.”

“Llsten Phlhp, you have some klnd of cockeyed idea that acting
is an imitation of life.” . .

His exercise 1nterrupted Philip, the stocky, blond, boyish
young man, chews his lower lip nervously Melsner speaks
slowly and with great firmness.-

“You try to be logical, as in life. You try to be polite, as in life.
May 1 say, as the world’s oldest living teacher, ‘Fuck polite!’”
Meisner says passionately. “You have one thing to do, and that
is to pick up the repetition from your partner. And if he sticks
his tongue out, that’s not polite. That’s not grownup. It’s not the
way ‘people your age act. But you’-ve. got to do 1t!” '

-“You mean go with it , .

“Yes! And-if your mother hits you, retahate"’

T will. I've got to be around people who aren’t so polite.”
“You've got to be around people who follow their instincts.’
“L know that's my next step, to find a person who follows his

- instincts.”

“No,” Meisner says,.“it’s in you! They all have it. Can t you see
that?” He makes a sweeping gesture indicating-the whole.class.
“Whatever your partner does, you imitate it—right, wrong; po-

lite or whatever. [ tell )}ou this: you cannot be a gentleman and
be an actor. And _you've got the idea that you re a gentle-
man.’

“Yes.” o o S

“Forget. about i : TS e

“I'l try.” ' : ‘

“Where d1d you get thlS delu510n that you re a logu:al gentle-
man?” 3 :

“People just kept saying, ‘You re a gentleman you re a gen-
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‘tleman,” and after a while' I must have listened to them.”

"

- “Philip, do yourself a favor. Kick them in the ass!

“Today we're going to talk about beginnings. I have an exercise
that I'm going to demonstrate to you. It is basic and vital, and it
may clarify something. John, stand up. I want to show you where"
you begin. There are two basic principles 1nvolved here, Wthh .
_you can write down if you wish.” '
He leaves the desk to stand beside ]ohn who is a head taller
than he. :
““Don’t do anytbmg unless something bappens to make you do
' That's one of them. The second is: ‘What you do doesn’t de-
pend on you; it depends on the other fellow.’ John,” he asks, “how are
you on learning a script? Are you pretty good? You're fast?
‘Here’s your text: ‘Mr Mexsner Can you learn that? Can’ I hear
that?” - :
- ‘Mr. Meisner,”” ]ohn says simply. e ‘
“Not bad.” The class laughs. “Now, I said don t do anythlng
until something happens to make you do it, and T said that what
you do doesn’t depend on you but on the other fellow, dldn tI?
Now, you've got a scrlpt ‘Do you remember 1"
“Yes ” ST : .
“What is it, please>” i
“‘Mr. Meisner.””
“Perfect. Would you mind turning around?”
Sensing what is to come, the class begins to titter.
- “What are you laughing at? I haven’t done it yet!”
. Then he reaches up and gives John's back a big pinch. .
“Mr. Meisner!’ ” John shouts, jumping away from him. There
is laughter and scattered applause
“That,” Meisner says, “is the illustration of what I just told
you. ‘Don’t do anything until something happens to make you do
it. And what you do doesn’t depend upon you; it depends on the
other fellow!” Did I force that screech out of you?”
“Yes, in a manner of speaking.”
“That’s- justification. Okay, John, sit down You were very
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good Now we go into more. dangerous terrltory Rose Marie,
come here.” -

- She rises and joins him in the center of the room.

- “How are you on texts?”

“Great.”

“ ‘Mr. Meisner.””

- *Mr. Meisner,’ that’s my text.”

“That’s your text. Shall we rehearse it? What's your text?”

“‘Mr. Meisner,”” Rose Marie says..

-“And what's the principle?” :

- “Not to do or say anythmg unt1l somethmg happens to make
you do it.” :

~“Don’t do anything, never mind about saying, untll somethmg
happens to make you do it! What’s the text?”

#‘Mr. Meisner.”” : :

- “Good. Turn around with. your back to ‘me, please. Con-
centrate on -the text.. Don’t do anything until something hap-
_ pens. ...” Casually he reaches’ around her shoulder and slips his
hand into her blouse. :

Mr. Meisner?.” she glggles drawing away from his touch.

“You see how true that:acting is, how full emotionally,”
Meisner says. “I didn’t know. you were ticklish.”

The classroom resounds with: laughter.

“Now, look. I'm talking. and ‘illustrating: something which
is basic, which is organic to the techmque What did you see
here?” : ‘

- “I saw truthful responses,” says]oseph,’ the serious young man
with the deep voice.- o
“To what?”
““To your grabbing or pmchmg them
“In short, my pinch justified thelr ouch isn’t that true?”
- “True.”

““And their ouch was the dlrect result of my pinch?”

“Yes.” ‘ :

"“What's the principle mvolved in thlsP” :

“Not to do anything: until—" o

“Something happens. Didn’t somethmg happen to him? Didn’t
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Vs'om'éthing héppen to her? Svpontaneity is involved inthis, right?
What else?” =~ R
- “Truthfulness,” Joseph replies. “It is the basis of being truth-.
ful.” ' . : :

““Yes,” Meisner says, “it is.”

“You know, in the early days of the Group Theatre, the actors
used to do ‘what they called ‘improvisations.”” '

Meisner leans back in a comfortable armchair angled before
the unlit fireplace in his paneled office. The class was along one,
and outside a red sun is about to set. Scott Roberts, a large leather
briefcase across his knees, sits on the daybed against the wall.
. “These were general verbalizations of what we thought was an
approximation-of our situation in the play. We were retelling
what we remembered of the story of-the play using our own
words. I came to the realization that this was all intellectual
nonsense. A composer:doesn’t write down what he thinks would
be-effective; he works from his heart.’ S

" “T decided I wanted an exercise for actors where. there is no
intellectuality. I wanted'to eliminate all that ‘head’ work, to take
away all the mental manipulation and get to where the impulses
come from'*And‘I began. with the premise that if I repeat what
I hear you saying; my head is not working. I'm listening, and
‘there is an absolute elimination of the brain. If you say, ‘Your
glasses are dirty,’ and I say, ‘My glasses are dirty,’ and you say,
‘Yes, your glasses are dirty,’ there is no intellectuality in that.”

Meisner glances for a moment at the framed black-and-white
photograph .of Eleonora Duse which stands on his small mahog-
any desk. -

“Then I came to the next stage. Let’s say I say to you, ‘Lend
me ten dollars.’ And you say, ‘Lend you ten dollars?” ‘Yes, lend
e ten dollars.’ And that goes on for five or six times until—and
this is vital—your refusal sets up an impulse in me which comes
directly out of the repetition and it makes me say to you, ‘You're

" a.stinker” That's repetition which leads to impulses. It is not
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intellectual. It is emotional and impulsive, and gradually. when
- the actors I train improvise; what they say—Ilike what the com-
poser writes—comes not from the head but truthfully from the - -
impulses.” o ' -

“I know,” Scott says. “But the problem is that on a superficial
level all this repetitive back-and-forth can seem boring. Vincent,
for example, the guy who’s Anna’s partner, told me before class
that the repetition exercise drives him nuts.”

“Ah, please,” Meisner says with a dismissive wave of his hand,
“Vincent comes from California, for God’s sake, where he claims
to have studied with one of the legion of teachers who claim to
have studied with me! Look, T'll tell you why the repetition
exercise, in essence, is not boring: it plays on the source of all
organic creativity, which is the inner impulses. I wish I could
make that clear!” :

He pauses for a moment. “Of course, if I were a pianist and sat
for an hour just making ‘each finger move in a certain way, the
onlooker could very well say, “That’s boring!” And it would be
—to the onlooker. But the practitioner is somebody who is learn-
ing to funnel his instincts, not give performances. The mistake
we made in the Group was that our early improvisations were
performances of how we remembered the original play.

“You know, a friend of mine who owns the house in which
Joan Sutherland has an apartment says, ‘Sometimes she drives me
crazy with the repetition of the scales, but then I hear the purity
of the tones and all is forgiven.’ I'm a very nonintellectual teacher
of acting. My approach is based on bringing the actor back to his
emotional impulses and to acting that is firmly rooted in the
instinctive. It is based on the fact that all good acting comes from
the heart, as it were, and that there’s no mentality in it.”
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-The Kngjck on the Door

Class Motto: “Repeat” : B
—from a brass plaque on the side of a steel-gray Pui
water cooler, “Gift of the: Class of 1971,”:whié:hfs‘t'
}outside,the door :o'f Meisner’s t‘hirdf-ﬂo-or classroom.

October‘) .-

“Let’s see now. I wantto start something new today. Vince; go
across the hall to the teachers’ room, where you will find a tele-
phone book. Bring it in; presto, presto.” '

Vince returns in‘a moment with a thick Manhattan telephone
directory. He sits at the long table in the center of the room, the
book open before him. '

“Last week, Vince, you met a beautiful girl at a party and she
said, ‘I'm having a party next Saturday night, and if you want to
come to it, my family is in Europe, so you can stay all night’ Do
you like that?”

(‘Yes'7, . ‘
“Good. Now, you wrote her name and address down on a slip -



€:to find her, or. else s

I'll spend Saturday- night. alone

.0 That’s difficult. Anna, give him a httle time to get into it and
* then play the Word Repetmon Game ]ust as you ve been doing
it 1. I

. Vincent begms to search the Smlth section of the Manhattan
~ telephone directory. He quickly becomes absorbed in the task.
- Then Anna says quietly, “Looking for something?” “I'm looking
for something,” he responds, and the repetition exercise begins.
+ It is essentially unchanged, except that Vince's attention is fixed
on solving the problem of locating K. Z. Smith, a task made more
difficult by Anna’s insistent pursuit of playing the word game.
The result is that the dialogue.is more focused, and there are
more impulsive shifts in its direction, more.surprises.

“That’s pretty good Meisner:says after a few minutes. “I
invented something for you to do with that telephone book. That
_ story about the girl with the obliging parents is sheer invention,
" but finding her has a virtue. It is difficult to do. It takes all your
concentration, and out of that some emotion will come.” He
pauses for a moment. “We're moving forward. Putting the repeti-
tion exercise together with an independent activity is a new step.
I want all of you. to choose something to -do which is above
~all difficult, if not almost impossible. This is very important. You
have to have a reason why you want to do it. You must have a
reason why you want to do it, because that’s the source of your
concentration and eventually of your emotion, which comes by-
itself.”

Meisner pauses to adjust the rmcrophone attached to his eye-
glasses. “Let’s talk about this. To be inventive, to have idess, is
" an organic part of being talented. You're all very 1mag1nat1ve
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aren’t you? The answer is ‘Positively.’ Go:to Woolworth’
a plate for ten cents and break it. Sreal your-brother’s glue 2
put that plate together as though it had never been broken Now
consider: why should you do that?” : G
“Perhaps you will get into a: lot of rrouble if it’s broken S‘ays E
-Rose Marie. I
“That has validity. Suppose s the best plate in'a fabulous
collection that your mother owns.’ Sl
“And it has great sentimental value for her .says Rose Marie. -
“And her anger means a big héidache for you. Would that
-propel you? Remember this; the: 1ndependent activity must be
difficult; truly difficult, and the redson why you do it has to have
a consummg realxty for you

_ October 13

“Let s go very slowly,” Meisner says to ]oseph and Beth, the
" young woman with'the luxurlous hair. “This is so vital; it’s at the
core of the way you handle yourself. Joseph, do what you have
~ chosen to do. Beth, give him plenty of time to get immersed in
what he’s domg Let’s not rush. Take your time. Make a mistake.
I don’t care—just make the first step.”
' “May L'ask you'a question?™ asks Beth. “During this exercise
when I comé in and Joseph has a‘task, I feel that I don’t want to
keep 1nterrupt1ng because he s’ concentratmg If it were me, I'd
- just léave.” :
- “No,it’s not youin real hfe " Meisner says “It s you practicing
an exercise.’ - :
“That’s what I mean. My conﬁlct - There’s a tension—"
“Then wait!” ' .
“Wait for something to happen?”
“Yes. Where could it come from?”
“Something that he does ... ?"
“Somethmg that he does. Do you follow? Otherwise what
you're saying is that acting is talking, and what'I'm saying is
don’t do anything until something happens to make you do it.
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rwxse you will create an untruthful thing. Let me try to
ake this clearer.” : - e :
eisner pauses to hght a mgarette “Now;-wait. T said we're
& going to go slowly He regards ]oseph. “What are you going to
do?” . :
245 You want an explanat1on of my 1ndependent act1v1ty> My
'-'finephew is sick and is going.into the hospital. I'm making a
i cartoon for-him to try to: explam to. h1m that he shouldn t be
- afraid.” -
* “Fine. Do that as if your life depended on it. When I knock,
- you and I will begin the word repetition.”
Joseph carefully sharpens a drawing pencil on a srnall sheet of
sandpaper and begins to work on his cartoon. When Meisner sees
~ that Joseph is engrossed, he knocks on his desk top.
~ “You want my attention?” ]oseph asks, looking up from his
- work.
' “But you have to continue to do that'” Meisner exclalms refer-
ring to the 1ndependent activity.
I know,” says Joseph.
“So do 1t!”
Joseph hunches over his work. Meisner regards him intently.
- “What are you doing?”
- “What am I doing?” Joseph repeats, looking over at him.
“Why did you look over at me?”
-.“Why, to see/what you were doing.”” :
He begins to draw again. A minute passes. Me1sner his curios-
ity aroused, stands up and walks slowly to the table where Joseph
~ works. “You’re busy?” he asks casuaHy
- “I'm busy.”
“You're busy"’
“I'm busy.” : :
There is another pause. Mexsner edges another step closer to
~Joseph. “You're very busy,” he says admiringly.
- “Pm very busy,” Joseph admits.
“Busy.” '
“Yeah, busy.”
““Yeah.”
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= “Yeah” - - . :

Again there is a moment of 51lence, then Melsner takes a step
that brings -him loommg over the seated Joseph. “I'm busy too,
he announces. -

“Are you?” says Joseph, hunching over his drawmg board.

“Yeah, I'm very busy,” Meisner rephes Jleaning over ]oseph’
shoulder.

- “You're very busy,” ]oseph says, and then in exasperation he
~stands up and says “You know you're preventmg me from doing
this!”

“That’s what I'm busy at!” Melsner exclaims proudly, and the
class laughs. “Now, what pomt am 1 making?”

“To really do what you're doing,” Joseph says. “You're busy
bothering me and I have to do this activity and respond to you
too.” »

“Am I ad]ustlng to you?” »

“1 thxnk you are. You're working off me, if that’s What you
mean.’

“Falsely or truthfully”’

“I'd say truthfully.”

“What did I say to Sarah last week? What did I say to you,
Sarah?”.

“A moment of silence isn’t nothmg,” she replies. “It’s a mo-
ment as well.”
~ “It means something, right? Actmg is not talking. It is living
~ off the other fellow. What’s that inean?” *
*“Acting isn’t chatter 7 Beth says “it’s respondmg truthfully to

the other person.”
- “That’s right. ]oseph sum this up for me’

“The meaning is in the behavior. You don’t do anythmg until
that behavior makes you do something.”

“And then you do it in what way?”

“You do it truthfully and fully. You really do it.”

“You try!”

“You do what it makes you do.” . »
“You do what it makes you do. Now, Joseph, you had a certain
merit in what you were doing; in the sense that your independent
activity was specific and it had some kmd of meanmg to you. The
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error here, which:you will gradually overcome,is to think that
. you have to keep on talking. What’s the opposite of that?”
“The opposite of talking?”- Joseph. asks. “Silence.”

“Silence. Until something happens to make you do something!”

October 47

Bruce, a tall man in his late thirties with thinning gray hair, has
been casually moving blts and pieces of a wooden puzzle in and
out of a cardboard box. Meisner motions for Lila, a student new
to the class, to sit down and then interrupts.the exercise.

“Whenever you do what you have to do, which is that puzzle,
and let whatever comes from your partner come as an accident
which you repeat, this exercise works for you. But while she was
up there you were more conscious of her than you were absorbed
in solving the puzzle.”

“The reason was that this mdependent actlvxty dldn t work for
me.” :

“Why were you doing it?”

“There was a million dollars at stake If I put thlS puzzle
together I would get.a million dollars.” o

“Don’t you think that’s a little exaggerated”’

“Maybe. I wanted to see if rnoney would make it any more real
for me.’

“What about a thousand dollars?”” Meisner asks “That doesn’t
mean anything?” '

“I thought a million was better.”

“Then ten million is ten times better still, but that s not the
point I want to make. I'm having a tough time with you, Bruce,
and one of the reasons is because you are-audience- -conscious.
' What makes you audience-conscious? I can understand Milton
Berle being audience-conscious, but what makes you audience
conscious? Stanislavsky, no slouch, had a phrase which he called
~ ‘public solitude.” He said that when you're alone in your room
- and nobody’s watching you—you're just standing in front of the
© mirror combing your hair—the relaxation, the completeness
-~ with which you do it is poetic. He calls this relaxed behavior on
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the stage ‘public solitude.” On the stage ‘public solitude’ is what
‘we want. You have only one element to give up to get to the area
where your real acting personality is,'and that is yourself.”
“That has to do with the motive for my independent activity,
doesn’t it?” _
“The silly million dollars?”
“It didn’t work.” :
- “It'never will. It’s not imaginative to say a million dollars. It’s
exaggerated and false. What would honestly work for you?”
“A hundred dollars,” Bruce says simply. o
“So why be theatrical? And theatrical in 2 false way? You see,
only you know what’s truthful for you.'A couple of years ago I
was hit by a goddamned truck,-and now there’s a lawsuit going
on. People say to me, ‘You're going to get three million dollars’
Do you know what my reaction is? I laugh. It’s ridiculous. But
when somebody says, ‘You might get a hundred thousand dol-
lars,” I say, ‘Really?’ That I can believe; otherwise it's ridiculous.”
Meisner takes a puff on his cigarette. “Since I don’t walk well
I take taxis frequently. Do you know who was driving my taxi
today? Mrs. Ronald Reagan!” . '
~ ‘Someone chuckles quietly.
“Did you get it? Joseph, what are you laughing at?”
“That’s ridiculous,” Joseph says. = . ‘ :
" “Of course. But'if I'd-said, ‘Her son, the ex-ballet dancer—'
The class laughs. , v
“Truth and public solitude. Believe me, Bruce, you should
have ‘Public Solitude’ engraved on your stationery, because -
that's what you need. Not public exhibitionism, but public soli-
tude. When you are at home, when you have a job to do, you do :
it.-You comb your hair, and you don’t watch to make sure your
pinky’s out: You exhaust me. Have a seat.” i

Oc’rober‘ 200

- Wendy holds up her hand. “I feel a little unclear aboﬁt the
independent activity. I mean, T find it very difficult to do this.'.'l’f;
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It could be as simple as doing the alphabet backwards, right?”

“But there would be no point to it.”

“If there’s a reason, there will be a point to it.’

“What's the reason?” Meisner asks and waits for her response.

“I can’t think of anything except—"

“That’s right, you can’t. You'd have to go to Bellevue to get a
reason. Everything in acting is a kind of heightened, intensified
reality—but it’s based on justified reality. To recite the alphabet
backwards is not reality. You’d have to invent some weird reason
to justify it, and I don’t know what that could be

Wendy nods in agreement. ‘

“If you're a good caricaturist like, to take a minor one, that
fellow who does all those theatrxcal carlcatures for the Sunday
Times—"

“Al Hirschfeld,” Wendy says.

. “Al Hirschfeld, yeah. You always recogmze the real source of
h1s caricatures. What I'm saying is that everythmg is based on

. life, on reality. My mind goes back to Ed Wynn, who was Keenan
. Wynn’s father and a truly great clown. He had an act which
' consisted, among other things, of inventions. He was trying to
% sell the audience a very complicated machine that was designed
~ to let you eat watermelon without getting your ears wet. Now
- that’s ridiculous, right? But the feeling of desperation, the feeling
“ of fear that he wouldn't succeed made it first-class clowning.”
Meisner pauses. The moment is clearly meaningful to him. I
brought this up because of what you said about how difficult it
would be reciting the alphabet backwards. It would be even more
difficult to walk from here to L.A. on your hands, but it would
also be crazy, which means abnormal. The greatest piece of act-
ing or music or sculpture or what-have-you always has its roots
in the truth of human emotion. Beethoven was a bastard in real
life; you know. He was a real bastard. But his'music is pure and
based in his real feeling. That is why he was great. Not because
he fired his servant, which he did, because a sock was missing out
of the laundry. What I’rn saymg is that the truth of ourselves is
the root of our actmg '




“I'm going to show you a brand-new thing. Years ago, before you
were born, there was a show called Florodora, and there was a
song in it entitled ‘Every Little Movement Has a Meaning All Its _
Own.’ Now, I changed.that a bit to say, ‘Every Little Moment Has
a Meaning All Its Own.” You sort of know that already, don’t
'youp All right, now. A knock . . . a knock has a meaning. Follow .
this carefully. A knock bas a meanmg John,.go outside and knock . -
—truthfully—and then wait ten seconds and knock a second time *
with a-second meaning. Then knock a third time.”

“Three different meanings?” S

“Right. Ralph, you tell me what each knock ‘means to you.”

There is a quiet rap on the.door.

“Is anybody there?” Ralph says.

“No, it was timid. Call it timid.”

Then there is an emphatic, rapid knock..

“Nervous,” Ralph says. “He sounds nervous.’

“All right”” : :

‘Finally there'is a huge bobming knock

“Angry, really loud—

“All right, call him in.’

John reappears.

“John—everybody—knock so that it has some resemblance to =
life. Don’t knock theatrically. Your last knock was on the verge i
of being theatrical. Do you understand?” ' e

John nods his head. o s

“Now here’s the catch. The first moment of the exercise is the -
knock. The exercise begins with the knock. The second moment
is the opening of the door, and the third moment is your interpre-
tation of the knock. The third moment is the meaning the knock -/
has for you, verbalized by you as you open the door. Right? Then -
‘you go back to what you're doing. Do whatever the third moment
permits you to do and then go back to your 1ndependent actlvxty
and let the exercise continue.’ - :

Ralph seems puzzled.

“Let’s go over the knocking,” Meisner says. “After the first
two, tell me what they mean to you. After the third one, open the
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~“door. And use—verbally—what the third knock meant to you.
-“Then go back to your 1ndependent act1v1ty and the exercxse Any
" questions?”
| undérstand the order of it,’ Ralph says, “but 1f you were
"-doing the activity and didn’t want to be interrupted—"
“+ “Then don’t interrupt—"
“No you're domg t:he activity and you ba've to open the door,
: "“No”’ Meisner exclalrns

“Okay, that makes it clear.”
- “No! You understand?”’

“Yeah—"

“No! You understand?”

“I understand. Yes.”

“Yes? Tell me why.”

“‘You don’t do something until—""

“Okay. You understand.”

“Lila, the thmg that we have to correct here is to take away the
logic, because the repetition will induce real emotion and the:
~ logic stays mental. Do you understand that?”

“Yes,” Lila says. A hennaed blond in her late forties, she is the

oldest student in the class. S :

- “Now, look. You've had plenty of experience, and when you
picked up a script in the past, I imagine; your tendency was to
- read it according to what you thought'was the right feeling or
mood—call it what you will. Now I'm pulling you away from
that habit and I'm saying a simple thing. Be foolish but be repeti-
tive. Keep up the -repetition’ until something happens to you,
- something that will come rlght out of you Rxght”’ R

" “Right.”

“But to ask your partner questxons contmuously, as you did,
- is using your head; and what I'm trymg to do is-get you out of
your head. Do you follow?” : :
“Get me out of my head,” Lila says. Lo
“Into what?” o ‘ :

“My emotional life.”.
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~“Point to-it.”
«Lila points at her heart. : '
“That’s right. That’s my first step in gettlng you away frorn
indicating. Repeat to me what I just told you.” .-
“You re trymg to get me away from usmg my Ioglc to. usmg
my . , _
“Your impulses—" : T
- “My impulses, my instincts. Gee 1fI could only do that!". :
“If you try to do it for two minutes today, you 1l do it for four. '
minutes next time. Do you follow?” :
“Right. I'll try.”
- “Of course you W1ll Repeat. Repeat.”

“What was your difficulty, John, do you know?”

“I felt like, just get through it. She was very emotional and I
didn’t want to make it worse so I started saying to myself, ‘Get
away." " '

“Isn’t that in your head?”

““Yes, exactly.” : /

“Isn’t that where you've been doing most of your acting—out
" of a mental desire to keep the exercise going in a helpful way?”
o “Yes”

“Is that good or bad for your actmg’”

“Bad; very bad.”

“That’s stock-company stuff, what you're doing. You’re writ-
ing a logical text. The opp051te of that is to work off her. Why
did you do it?”" -

“In my pastit’s usually not trustlng dlrectors It’s just standing -
outside of myself whenever I got cast in something and feeling
that this guy doesn’t know ‘what he’s talking about, so I keep my
sense of what’s going on outside the work.”

“Are you saying that I don’t know what I'm talking about”’

“God, no! I'm paying too much for this to walk away with that
attitude.”

“Then why don’t you do what I tell you””

“Well, I'd like to. I just don’t know if it’s too mgramed a habit.”

““Well, next time you’ll have the independent activity. Make it
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omething which is quite difficult and quite meaningful, and
don’t open your mouth unless you repeat. And if you are doing
_an experiment on cancer and your partner says, ‘I feel like having
© some spaghetti,’ you've got to repeat it! You're quite right, I
. suppose, when you say that some directors don’t know what the
- hell they’re talking about, but you've got to trust your instincts
. and not your head. The playwright gives you what to say. Your
" job as an actor is to fill the role with life. That’s the point of this
exercise.- I've been wary of your intelligence right from' the be-
ginning. I spotted that you worked up here,” Meisner says, point-
ing to his head. “I can fix it, but you’ve got to help me. What do
I mean when I say you're doing the cancer experiment and she
comes in and says, ‘I love spaghetti’?” ' '

“Whatever she does, work off it.”
 “Repeat! Repeat!”

“Repeat!”

October 27

“Now, what about this independent activity?” Meisner asks.
“What are some of its characteristics?” :

“It has to be urgent, truthful and difficult to do,” says Vincent.

“For the moment I would concentrate on the difficulty,”
Meisner says. “What else?” : : :

John raises his hand. “You brought up the example from Stan-
islavsky, what he said about ‘public solitude,” and you said that
if you really involved yourself in the activity—just as if you're at
'home combing your hair in the mirror—it would be poetic if you
were totally involved in it.” :

“ ‘Public solitude.” What else?” _

Sarah leans forward in her seat. “That the activity and the
reason you choose to do it can’t be too exaggerated or too far
fetched. It has to be something realistic, not like Mrs. Ronald
Reagan driving a taxi.” Co '

“Because she’s a-terrible driver!”” ‘Meisner exclaims, and the
class laughs. “What else? What did I say was the essence of the
independent activity? The most important element in it?”
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- The reason wby, : ]ohn says “the spec1ﬁc reason you re'do g%

1t : . , i

- “Thae s 1mportant but it's not the » most 1mportant elemen :

“The difficulty?” ]ohn asks.. o L ey
“Yes the difficulty.” : ' o e
“It strengthens your concentration,” Sarah adds Tl ;

“Indeed it does,” Meisner says. “That’s common sense.” ‘He
pauses for a moment before asking, “How many of you have -
some kind of reasonably familiar knowledge of another creative o
art?” Bruce raises his hand. “You do? Music?” SRRE T

“Smgmg, Bruce says “but I'm not.an accornphshed musi-
cian.’ o

“Suppose you wanted to be What s the first thing you have to
know essentially, besides knowing you have a good voice? What
do you have to know if you want to play the Emperor Concerto
with the Philharmonic?” Bruce has no answer. “Anybody?”
Meisner asks. '

“You have to know the mu51c Vince suggests.
~ “Of course.

“You have to open the piano,’ Wendy says. ,

“No! To become an accomplished musician you have to realize
that it takes twenty years to be a master at it! A master!”” Meisner’s
use of the word is thrilling. He pauses before adding, ““And the
same is true of acting.” The students regard him soberly. “Well,

" -does anybody want to say anything?” After a moment he adds,
“I do. Why.do you think thisis vital? Why should you be doing
that mdependent actlvxty7’ Why d1d I choose to have you do it?
Anna?” : -

“Because you learn to use your mstmcts based on What some-
body else does to you,” she says.

“As opposed to what you have to achleve by yourself What
else?” :

“It-helps us in our concentration because it takes us out of the
classroom,” ‘Anna continues. “We're doing something that we
have to do which is unrelated to anybody else, and it doesn’t
matter where we are. We could be at home or on the street or
even on stage—it’s of its own world. Also, it’s good to have some-
thing else going on in the exercise, bouncing off somebody else.”
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! That s.very hard,” Anna says.

“What?” Meisner asks in surprise. :

“I think that's very hard,” Anna says in a firm but quiet voice.

4Time,” Meisner says.- “Give yourself time. In only nineteen

~ years and eleven months you’ll be amazed at how simple it all
s.”. The class laughs. ' '

“It seems to be quiet here today. Nobody seems to want to be
dramatic; but that’s all right, provided we follow the basic rules.”
“Meisner has just interrupted a repetition exercise between
Ralph, whom Wendy described on the first day of class as stocky,
burly and stooped——he was a wrestler in high school—and Dave,
a dark, slightly imperious young man who was a first-rate colle-
giate.swimmer and who currently teaches the sport in a New
Jersey- health club. :
“Now, for the most part, this was spotty. The weakness in it
was the way you kept letting it drop all the time. In terms of
continuity, the contact between you broke:too often. You let it
stop. When the thing logically seemed to end; you let it. ‘Can I
help you?! ‘No, you-can’t help me.’ Period.‘Can I pick that up?’
‘No, you can’t pick that up.” Finished. I didn’t mind because
basically, like the others today, it was relaxed, easy and unforced.
These are all significant values, but the continuity was missing.”

- T understand that,” Dave says defensively, “but I'm uncom-
fortable with its application to what I was doing. I didn’t want
to.force it or -push it—just to let it happen.”

“You-were. absolutely right.” :

+“In terms of the repetition—" -

“It was up to Ralph,” Meisner adds i :

- “That’s right,”:: Dave agrees and begins to gather up the deck
of playing cards scattered over the table. HIS mdependent activ-
ity was to make a house of .cards. SRS

“I'm sorry,” Ralph.says, “‘It seems that I was wamng for some-
v thmg to happen, and when it didn’t. happen =" .

Meisner -interrupts. “My dear fellow, 1 have 1llustrated that
there is no such thing as nothing, right> And I have also illus-
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_trated that what you do doesn’t depend on you, it depends on the
other fellow. He was concentrating very intently. You could
have noted that, but you. let it slide without comment. Let me tell
you something: I am, in a way, delighted with-what T have seen
so far today because it represents an understanding of the prob-
lem on its smoothest, least excited level. I like it! It’s like a vaca-
tion! And the reason you behaved as you did was Valuable It
wasn 't producmg any clichés; it was true.’

He regards Ralph intently for a moment and then asks “Are -

.you afraid of him?”-

“Yeah,” Ralph says quietly, “sometimes.’

"~ “You should use that. It will do somethmg for h1m and for you
Why are you afraid of him?” .

“He’s a big guy, he’s very willful; very tempestuous and I feel
I'have to get on his good side.” :

“That’s not theatrical,” Me1sner rephes “It’s bad for you, and '
i’s unfair to him. You're putting him in the position of having-
a hundred dollars in his pocket, and all he is allowed to buy is
jelly beans. Do you understand that?” Ralph nods. “Butin a real -
way, I liked what you did. There was progress in it. There was
knowledge in it. The thing that’s going to bring it to a different
level has yet to come. The reason behind the knock, the reason
why you .come in and engage him in human conversatlon—you
follow’—has yet to come.” . -

The exercise between Bruce and Lila proves tedious and painful
to watch. Bruce has chosen to play the harmonica as his indepen-
dent activity, but hé does so for no compelling reason; it is merely
*unskilled noedling. Lila knocks timidly. on the door and enters
when Bruce opens it for her. Rose Marie, who is sitting in the
- front row next to Meisner’s desk, ‘gasps. Lila has chosen to: cos-
tume herself in"a flaming-red woolen. bathrobe with matching
slippers. She is affecting a generalized emotional state. On seelng
her, Bruce says, “I thought you’d never get here.”

Meisner is visibly distressed, and after a few minutes removes
his glasses and.covers his eyes with his hands, his head bent over
his desk. In another minute, he interrupts the exercise.
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- “There is so much to talk-about here,” he says, lifting his head
‘and repositioning his glasses. “First of all, Llla you are playmg
a part, the part of some unhappy woman.’
“True,” Lila says, sitting beside Bruce on the bed.
“Where did you get that red—that costume?”
“The robe? It was given to me years ago.” :

“You brought it in because it fit the part®” Meisner asks.

- “‘Maybe. I didn’t think of it that way, but that could be behind
it and I didn’t realize it :

“What did you wear when you came to class”’

“Black sweater and pants.” S

“That’s what you should have done the exercise in’

“Right,” Lila says simply. - :

“In other words, if you'don’t give up acting out your clichés,
Ican’t help you to learn how to act. I'm trymg to get you to do
an exercise, not to play a part.” R

“I understand. I knew I was way off base— »

“No talking!” Meisner exclaims, and the extent of his distress

" is evident in the sharpness of his tone. “Yes, you were way off
base. You were way off base. You were like somebody—T'll say
this and then won’t say -any more—you were ‘like somebody
who’s been playing the piano for years by ear, who decides to
study the instrument and finds a- teacher—this is not meant un-
kindly—who says; ‘Okay, learn to do that.” ” Meisner holds his
right hand before him as if he were seated at the keyboard of a
piano. “ ‘Learn to raise a finger without tensing and then drop
it. Then learn to raise another.’ . And he takes you back to the
absolute beginning of learning how to play. And if I were that
teacher, I wouldn’t say to you that when you come to take your
first lesson you should be sure to dress like Wanda Landowska,
a great harpsichordist who’s been dead ‘for about forty years!
Wear gold lamé with a train thirty feet long! I don’t tell you to
dress for the exercise. If you've got slacks on, that’s what you do
it in!”- - :
“Right.” , -

- “Now, you,” Meisner says, looking at Bruce. “An independent
activity has to have two things. It must be difficu/t and there must
~ be a compelling reason why you are doing it. If you had picked
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a piece of music you had never played before in your:life, .tha
unfarmharxty would be part of the dlfﬁculty in learmng how to
play it. You follow”’ :

“Yeah.”
- “I say, ‘You follow?’ and you say, Yeah

“Ican’t play a Chopm étude on this harmomca because I don t -
know how it goes in my head,” Bruce says. :

‘““T'hen pick a piece that fits that instrument, one you know but
have never played, and practice it with all the difficulties:that.
involves. I don’t care if you choose to learn ‘Deutschland iiber alles,’
as long as you learn to play it like a-virtuoso! And the next thing
is, why is 1t absolutely imperative that you learn to play ‘Deutsch-
~land iiber alles’ on the harmonica? If you decide why, -you. are
exercising your imagination. If it is difficult, it will intensify your
cconcentration.: When something is difficult to do, it forces you to
use your concentration. Have I made myself clear?”

Bruce nods, and Meisner shifts his gaze back to Lila. He is
profoundly disturbed. ) o

-“God almighty, woman, stop actmg' Ican’t stand 1t‘ lee the
problems here:your attention, your concentration and your time:
Don’t behave as if acting were something that any amateur can
turn-on! It’s not true! I can understand why, after:a good :many
years of acting, it’s hard.for you to throw off your habits. I can
_.understand where you got the idea to dress for the part But it’s
‘nonsense!’” - -

“] agree.” : T :
““All rlght ‘you agree You both are makmg me be very sharp

and determined because you don’t put enough work into what you’re
doing! And don’t tell me that you do! I'm 4 past master at knowing
what has been thought out! I will not let you take this.any more
lightly than I do! Now, I beg you, work the way a real actor
works, bring in.the result of your efforts, and I will be the first
to recognize it. But don’t throw something at me as if I were an
amateur that didn’t know the difference! I repeat. Lila, don’t act.
Bruce, an independent activity has to be difficult because that
strengthens your concentration, and it has to be justified because
everything must have a reason for being. I don’t care if it’s only
‘because there’s a part you want to play and in order to play it you.

'7 77
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have to learn to play that German song /ike'a master! Have I made
myself clear?” . : R - :
wYes, extremely,” Lila says. C -
i Well,, okay, my friends,” Meisner. says. The episode has
~ drained him, and:his voice, though amplified, is no more than a
‘:whispex.‘ “I have all the sympathy that you need, but please give
" me back a percentage of what I give youinstead of kicking me
~in the ass and thinking you're going to get away with it. I won’t
~have it. This country is full of actors who have been trained
. beautifully—by me! But they worked! I say, ‘Don’t act, don’t
fake; don’t pretend—work!” That will train your concentration,
your actor’s faith and, maybe, your emotion. Then you can hold
up-your head and say you're learning how to act, and I can hold
- up-mine and say,I'm teaching you.” . - - : ‘

I

“Oh my God, that Lila! After a scene like that I feel so dis- |
couraged and old!” :

Meisner unlocks the door of his office. “It’s brutal, you know,
on me as well as on them. But they provoked me and I couldn’t
help myself. It’s not something to be proud of, but scenes like this
do happen and they are nothing to be ashamed of either. Besides,
I'm too old to worry about it.”

He enters and Scott Roberts follows. “Sandy,” he says, “I got
the job. They asked me to direct the Cocteau play next season at
Circle Rep.” ’

“That’s terrific,” Meisner says. “I'm proud of you.”

“I hope you'll come to see it,” Scotr says. ,

“Yes,” Meisner says, “if I'm still alive—and that’s a big ‘if—
I'll come to see it.” T ’

“Good. I just wanted you to know. I'll see you on Monday.”

“Good-night,” Meisner says. - _

“You know,” Meisner says, picking up his black wool coat with
a mink collar from the office daybed, “twenty or more years ago,
Lila was a star—musical comedies mostly, but ight straight
plays, too. She was beautiful and she could belt out a song. Scott
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tells me she does television commercmls now: I wouldn t know
I don't see well enough to watch television anymore.” '
He turns off the light and locks the office door. “I-was surprlsed
and touched when she called me last spring and asked to become
- a student. It must be very humbling to return to square one. She
realized, she said, that'if she wanted to go on working in the
theater, she would have to grow, to deepen herself as an actress.
- And she’s r1ght I think. Well we 11 see. Maybe after a class like-
thlS she’ll quit.”
" Meisner walks slowly to the elevator. “I'am heartened though
'by the progress of most of the others.. Do you remember the
exercise Joseph did with me several classes ago? ‘You're busy.’
‘Yes, I’'m.-busy.” Simple, unforced and clear. He held his own.
John, and also Anna, strike me as very talented. Well, we'll see.
Right now, I'm dehghted to go home. After a day like this, I need
a good, stiff drink!”



Beyond Repetition

MEISNER: That’s a good feeling.

October 31

“Listen, everybody. Next time, the person who comes in has to
have a reason for coming in. And the reason has to be simple and
specific and not death-defying in its urgency. In other words,
come in for a can of soup, not because your brother is pinned
under a truck on the street and they can’t get him out. Suppose
you’re having a party and your neighbor, your partner, has a rare
collection of Sinatra. So you want to borrow it. But no more
dramatic than that. It gives you a reason for knocking at the door
and then you’ll forget it anyway. You're making a spaghetti sauce
and you have no oregano. See?” _ A

“So that influences the knock,” says Ray. “The knock isn’t
arbitrary, right?”
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‘fTh‘e knock is juét as it is, one knock. But if you come m fo
a-pinch of oregano, what the hell kind of knock does that ind
‘cate?” ' ' SR

John raises his hand. ST L VO
- “] have a question. When I was outside, before knocking on
the door I made up a little story for myself because you said
that the person.who came in should have something he'needs
from the partner. About halfway through I was going to bring
" it into the exercise, but I didn’t because I was unsure_if you
wanted it brought up or if you just wanted it to root us.”.
“Tust to root you. Never bring it up, because the script-will -
bring it up anyway. Hamlet doesn’t keep secret what's making
" him feel so lousy. You follow?” SRR o

‘November 3

“The question for today is what, if anything, are you getting
from this procedure? What, and in what way, if any, are you
being helped by this process? Based on the fact that none of you
are kids and all of you have had experience, what’s been going
on with you in this class?” - ,
Rose Marie raises her hand. “What I am trying to concentrate
on is forgetting everything I've done before and just listening to
what’s going on and not applying it to anything else. I'm-a little
- confused, but that’s okay.” S e
“Why ‘ate you confused?” ‘ : v
~ «Because I don’t know how I'm going to listen and-answer
truthfully, moment to moment, when I get a script.” '
“That's the way you are going to begin with a script. Be patient,
you'll soon see. Who else has something to say? Curiously enough
—just a minute, Lila—for a class who has had considerable expe-
rience, there are not many problems involved. Lila; what’s your
question?”
“I had no question. I thought I would try to answer what this
class means to me so far.” - ' :
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The answer to what it means to you is one word.”

Truth?” ' :

‘Reality. The truth of your instincts is the root of your founda-

ion. Right?” o

- “Right.”.

“You see, you've all had experience. That s'not only my prob-

lem; it’s 'your problem, too. Ray?”: :

“I ‘was gomg to say in answer to your-question about what this

class means is that it seems to me that usually when I have acted

Well it has been by accident. And finding a way to act well on

‘a regular basis is maybe what this class is domg for me, I think.”

“.+“That’s great.”

- “The other way,’ Ray adds, ‘the way that Lee Strasberg and

the Actors Studio people use, seems to do the opposite. They
~,make you go inside, and you can get stuck in there/” ‘

.. “That’s right. I told Lee that when he was alive. I said to him,

“You introvert the already introverted. All actors,’ I said, ‘like all

.. artists, are introverted because they live on what’s going on in
~ their instincts, and to attempt to make that conscious is to con-

- fuse the actor.’ Needless to say, he didn’t pay any attention to me,

. but that’s the reason I’m a better teacher than he was.”

- “Listen, Philip, how do you feel?”.
-~ “Up-tight,” the fair-haired young man replies instantly. Then
_ he stammers nervously, “I—how do I feel? Now?”

“That's what I sa1d ? :

“I feel nervous,” Philip says, sm:mg dejectedly ‘on the bed

Sarah his partner, sits beside him.
o+ “Don’t you know that you're always going:to feel nervous?
-You’re the nervous type. What makes you feel nervous?”
. “Thinking that other people will see me nervous.”
“How do you want other people to see you?”
“Relaxed.”
“Well, they’ll think you're relaxed if you don’t tell them you're
nervous, because you don’t ook nervous. It comes out, though, in
a.certain indecision about just repeating. How are you going to .
fix that?”

¥
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“I'm. gomg to ‘deal more with my partner
- “And less with . v
L “Me? - l : e
“Your nervousness. How dxd you get so nervous?”’ .
“I’m not so sure. Maybe a lot of sugar a lot of coﬁfee—' '
- “A lot:of parents!” ’

“Parents?” Philip asks. “Yeah they d1d it” The class laughs v

~“I told you what to do to your mother
“Kick her? Just kick her?” :

“T didn’t say kick her, I sard retahate
- “Punch her out?” :

“I'll tell you what. Don’t punch her out, )ust lay all your ®

attention on Sarah and stop announcing to the world how ner-
vous you are. Fverybody’s nervous! Aren’t you?” The class re-
sponds with a chorus of “Yes.” :

“You know, you get better all the time. You don t have real

freedom yet, as you well know, because you're always afrald‘

youll be wrong. I think that’s where your mother comes in.’
“And father.” ' =
““Him too?” » !

“Yeah.”™ ‘

“Stay away from them.”

“I do that as much as I can’’

“Then put all your attention on Sarah.” Meisner regards
Philip and adds, “It gets better. You had long passages in there
that were pure without your announcing how you felt. Nobody
gives a damn how you feel, you know? Nobody cares. We care
when your concern about how you feel hurts your exercise. What
do you want? Fof us to burst into tears because you're nervous?
To hell with us! Put your attention on Sarah and repeat what you
hear, okay?” As-Philip and Sarah return to their seats Meisner
removes his microphone and whlspers to Scott Roberts “You
know, he gets better all the time.’ :

“Now, I'm not talkmg about anybody in partlcular I'm talking
in general Where is the performance born in good actors? What

AR SR
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- makes a Maureen Stapleton’ Where does her performance come
- from?”

. “Herself,” Ray says -

“In her ability to believe in the given mrcumstances of the
script,” John adds.

“She has great actor’s faxth Meisner says. “What is actor’s
faith?” - : : - : '

“She believes that the imaginary circumstances are truer than
“true,” Joseph says. :

“Let’s -just say that she believes they are true. What else?
- Ralph?”
- “You’ re. w1lhng to beheve it even though you may doubt that
it’s true.’ : :

“A real actor ﬁnds a way of eliminating the doubt.”

Vince holds up his hand. “You do it for its own sake without
having to understand it intellectually.”

“What does intellect have to do with acting?” Meisner asks.

“Nothmg,” Vince says. MCISHCI‘ nods, and for a moment seems
lost in thought.

“Next week I'm going to start you with scripts, which we will
-treat as if they were exercises. They're usually better parts than
you normally get to play, even though they’re very old-fashioned.
They all have a human problem. Scott, it's up to you when I give
them out.

“I'll have them on Monday,” Scott Roberts says. .

“I'd like to start on the problem of preparation before Christ-

mas,” Meisner says with a sly grin. “I hope it doesn’t ruin your
_ hohday ”

November 7

“Joseph, for the most part you were all right. But there’s occa-
sionally a tendency to be logical and mental. Now, when you get
. to a text—which is coming up—you don't have to worry about
being logical because the text does it for you. If the script has
- your partner announce that he is going to get drunk, the play-
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wright will give you an appropriate response. But in this exercise
if you stick to the repetition, which is illogical and comes purely
from what you hear, you'll overcome a tendency to use your head
~logically. Do you understand?” - : E ’
“YCS 2] S B
“Beethoven had a landlady who reported that after he had been
working for a certain period of time, he took a pail of cold water
and poured it over his head. He was a nut; but that need for water
wouldn’t have happened if he was working logically from: his
head. He needed it because he was working from his’ 1ntest1nesl
That's why he was so emotionally overheated.” Meisner pauses

- to’put.out a cigarette. “Joseph, you were right to go when you -

did. The impulse to go was genuine. She provoked it and you got
the message, right? Acting is all a give-and-take of those 1mpulses'
aﬁectlng each person. Am I.making myself clear?™

“Yes,” Joseph says. : :

“Am I to you?” He asks Joseéph’s partner, Beth whose halr has
been pulled-back from her face with a black rlbbon She nods
“What were you doing?”

- “I was filling out some forms in order to get an 1rnportant
project approved, and I didn’t realize that there was a deadhne
They have to be in the mail-by midnight.”

“If that activity were as significant as your words tell me it was,
Beth, this would have been a different exercise because you
would have been totally involved, and Joseph would have been -
in an upheaval. You follow? Beth could have driven Joseph crazy
with that exermse if she’d made this activity more important than
the repetition.” -

“Well, this was absolutely real to me in the sense that it was
more important than anything else,” Beth says defensively.

“I can only accept that if it’s in your behavior. Beethoven
couldn’t pour a pail of water over his head to cool off unless what
he was doing was a very strong, inner experience. Try to tighten
the repetition. Try to let it move in its organic rhythm. Don’t be
torn between ‘sense’ and the emotlonal impact of so-called ‘sense- .
less’ repetition.” E

“Would you say that again?” Beth asks.
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: “What did I say?” - : '

- “You said . don’t be caught between ‘sense,’ " replies Joseph,
¢ ‘“and the impact of the . . . the emotional impact. .. of the so-called
/ ‘senseless’ repetition.”
© “Why did you come.into the r room, or have you forgotten”’

- .“I came in to invite her to go to a party with me.”

“Had she lived truthfully under the imaginary circumstances

"~ imposed by her independent activity, this could easily have

ended with your giving her the old heave-ho and going to the

- party with some other girl. How I:would have loved that! That
would have been marvelous!” - -

bAJ

- November 10

Before John and Rose Marie begin their exercise, she helps him
move the long table to the center of the room and push the bed
- against the back wall. Then she leaves the room, closing the door
‘behind her. John sits at-the table, takes a sheaf of typed pages
- from a manila envelope and begins to read themintently, mark-
~ ing them occasionally with a red pencil. Suddenly there is a sharp
- rap at the door, then another, and finally a third. Reluctantly
- John leaves the table and opens the door

“Persistent,” he say’s. :

“Yeah, persistent,’ Rose Marle says, framed in the open door-
way. : . '
“Persistent,” John repeats.
“Yeah, something wrong with that”’ Rose Marie inquires.
“Something wrong with that?”
“Something wrong with that?”
i “Nothing wrong with that,” John says, and for a moment
~ hesitates.

“Are you inviting me in?” Rose Marie asks .

“Am I inviting you in?” S

“Yeah, are you inviting me in?"
- “Am-I inviting—" :

“Yeah,” Rose Marie snaps, “some big question?”
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“Well 'it's not a blg questlon ]ohn says with annoyance. “In :

3

or out?”
“In or out!”
“In or out?”
“What is this; an 1nterrogatxon>” Rose Marxe asks

“No, it’s not an interrogation,” John says. Rose Marie glares

at him defiantly. “In or out!” he exclaims.
“Don’t treat me like a baby,” she warns. -
- “I'm not treating you like a baby K
“You're treatmg me like a baby.”

“In or out,” John says with great finality. After a.moment,

Rose Marie walks into the room. John closes the door, then moves

_quickly to the table and resumes editing his papers.
~ “That’s pretty stupid,” Rose Marie remarks, lookmg at his
seated figure. “So I'm not here now!” John glances in annoyance
at her for a. moment, then returns to: work. .{You have such a
mean look!” she exclaims; yet she continues to watch h1m Work-
ing with fascination. : C '
After a pause Rose Marie says “That must be pretty hard ”

“Yeah, it’s hard,” John'says;and begins to chew his upper lip. ;

“*“Ah ha!” Rose Marle exclaims. “You're chewmg your mouth!”
“Yeah, I'm chewing my mouth.” -
“Oh, sorry. You're so businesslike.”
“I'm so businesslike.” :
- “Right,” Rose Marie says, and pauses for a few seconds before
taking a step toward the table. :
“What do you want?” John asks sharply. -
“What do I want?” Rose Marie repeats.
“What do you want?”
‘“Are you pissed off at me?”
“Am I pissed off at you?”
- “Yeah, are you pissed off at me?”
“Yes,” John says firmly, “I'm plssed off at you
“All right, Ill go.”
“You'll go.”
“Yeah, I'll go.”
“You’ll go?”



EYOND REPETITION E ‘ 65

- ““That’s what you want, right?”
“That’s what I want, right!”
: “You're being mean.”
“Mean?”’ A _
““Yeah, don’t you think you are?” she says. He glares at her.
“Nice look!” After 2 moment she adds quietly, “You’re just being
a jerk.” She regards him intently and then walks firmly to the
‘door and closes it behind her.
“Scott,” Meisner says to his assistant, “we’d better get to those
scenes quickly because they re playing- them' That was a scene,
you know. It was a scene.’ _

“It - was?” Rose Marie asks, commg back in.
. “Oh, sure. It was not a repetition exercise, but I'll tell you this;

if you were the right type for.a part, if you looked like, as they
say, ‘the girl,’ and if you, John, fit the playwright's description
_of ‘the man’ and you played your scene with this much unforced,
“ simple, unpushed reality, you'd be good! But it wasn’t repetition,
= except occasionally. It was really a scene. What point am [ mak-

ing?”’ :
Ray leans forward in his seat. “Instead of sticking to the rule
- of the exercise where you repeat and repeat and repeat until
" something changes what it is that you are repeating, they left all
- that unsaid and emotionally went from one thing to another.
~ And it had its own sort of logic about how long she was going
- to be allowed to stay in the room, how angry he was—"

“Were they relaxed?”

Very,” Ray says.

“Were they emotionally true?”’

“Yes,” Joseph says. '
- “Was their dialogue acceptable as simple, truthful dialogue?”
Heads nod in agreement. “That’s what you had; you had a scene.
i Occasionally you went back to the exercise, but this kind of
! relaxation, plus working off each other, is what makes a scene.’
© Meisner looks at John and Rose Marie, who stand opposite him
- behind the table. “In a way I'm paying you a compliment, while
.~ at the same time I'm not really crazy about the fact that you re
5.”"'v'already playing a scene :
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November 14

“John, take her by the left arm and throw her out! Right :
now!” :
John grabs Wendy’s arm, coolly pushes her out the door and
slams it shut. - D c
“Now, you should have done that w1thout rny suggestmg it.
Why didn’t you?r” :
“Because it didn’t seem valid in terms of domg the exercise. I .
know what you're saying—that my impulse should have been to g
throw her out because she really was bothering me.’

“So why didn’t you?” :

- “Because I didn’t.”

. “So why didn’t you?” '

- “Because I was workmg out of my head. I was doing what I
thought 1 should be doing.”

“If you threw her out, there wouldn’t be any exercise?”

“Right.” ' ’

“But the point is that you do exercises in order to train yourself
to follow the truth!”

“I know. I just missed it, that s all.”

* “Look; let me tell you something seriously. In life . . . life is
~ terrible, I think. But on the stage you have a wonderful opportu-
nity to tell the truth, and all that can come of it is praise. That’s
true; do you understand?” John nods. “Your work is all right, but
the quality is more important than the quantity. What does that
mean?”’

“It means that even if the exercise had gone on only a quarter
as long, if I had followed my impulse to throw her out, it would
have been much more-truthful.”

“And to your ultxrnate advantage as an actor. Do you see?”

“Yes.”

November 17

“I have a surprise for you all today—scrlpts' They are all old-hat
scenes, anthues but they’re perfect for our immediate needs.
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. -These scenes are old-fashioned only in the sense that they were
v written before you were born. But every :one of them has a
+ compelling human problem; that’s why I picked them. I want
_you to take your script and learn it without meaning, without
. readings, without interpretation, without anything. Just learn the
- lines by rote, mechanically. I want that to be very clear. ‘To/
be/or/not/to/be/that/is/the/question:”” As Meisner coldly re-
© cites the famous line, his hand taps his desk mechanically on each
~ syllable. “No tsuris—that’s French for trouble—no iambic pen-
tameter, nothing but the cold text. Then, when you know the
words mechanically, with ease, take a walk with your partner—
any street will do—and go over the text so that you know yours
and she knows hers. If you want to stop off and get a cup of coffee,
it's okay with me. Do the lines then. Shock the busboy who’s
studying at the American Academy. ‘They don’t know what

they’re saying! They speak like robots!” Shock the pants off him!”

November 241

With cold, mechanical precision, John and Ralph have just re-
cited a scene from Mister Roberts.

“Okay,” Meisner begins, “they said those hnes in a way that
must be terribly alien to you, right? No meaning, no readings.
Nothing that rote permits anybody to see as a human experience.
Now, does anyone have any suspicion of what I'm getting at
here? Bette, what's your suspicion?”

Bette, the daughter of a famous comedieénne recently married
to'a producer of television commercials, looks relaxed, but there
is an edge of nervous energy contained just beneath the surface.
“I had a glimmer when Bruce and I were practicing. I felt that
it’s so raw and so untouched when we do it by rote that what we
" can add to it emotionally is unlimited because we are free of

immediately insisting that it be read one way or another.”
© “Ilike what you said. ‘Raw.” You follow? ‘Raw.’ I'm insisting
- on this mechanical approach in order to av01d calculated results.
~ John?” :

“I think it’s tough,” John says.
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- “You thmk it’s- tough>”- S - - :
*“You know, on the way over here we were domg it and there
were times . Ralphsaid- to me; ‘You're reading, you're doing a
reading.” I.guess I felkinto that old pattern I've done all my life.” ~
“That’s right,” Meisner: replies. “I'm trying.to eliminate a °
habit that, as you said, you've done all your acting life. In order
~ tobuild up performances which are coming out of you, which-are
coming-out;of your emotional grasp of the material, I choose to -
reduce you to a neutral, meaningless, inhuman object—a robot,
call-it what you like. In order to fill those words with the truth
of your emotional life you're first going to learn the text coldly,
* without expression, in a completely neutral way.” .-

“I want to show: you something. John, come over here.”

- John leaves his'seat and stands next to the desk. Meisner moves
around it to stand next to him. - '

“Now turn around,” he says. “Make your position as firm and
as rigid as you can. If necéssary, hold on to the desk but make
yourself absolutely steadfast.” '

“Okay.”

“I don’t thmk you re solid enough Are you"”

- “Yeah.” . -

Meisner places the palms of both hands on John’s shoulders
and attempts to budge him. “I don’t make any impression on
him!” he says. “I'll try again. John, do the same thing.”

Again John holds on to the edge of the desk, so tightly that the
knuckles of his hands turn white. -

“He’s stiff!” Meisner says, and then spells the word “S-z-1-f/”
The class laughs. “Now, John, relax.” »

. John'lets go of the desk, turns and shakes the tension from his
arms and shoulders: Meisner gives him a firm but gentle shove
and John takes two long, loose steps forward.

“He’s responsive! Do you see that? Relax.”” Meisner pushes him
again, and again John ambles forward. “He’s responsive to what
I do. Thank you, John. Sit down.. '

“Now, if you are neutral . . . Neutral—what’s that mean? Open
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' to any influence, right? If you are neutral, you will achieve a kind
- of emotional flexibility, won't you? If you're tense, if you're
unrelaxed, like John was at the beginning, you're not responsive
to the influence of my- push.-Consequently I say a logical thing:
I say, ‘Learn that text in as unmeaningful and yet in as relaxed -
a way as you can so that you’ll be open to any - influence that
.comes to you.” Do you follow the logic of that’ If you don’t,
say so.’
- “Neutral and relaxed Philip says “Not firm and tense.’
~ “Not set, not fixed. I'm saying to you as actors who work
constantly with texts, with words, ‘Learn those words as empty,
as unfixed, as relaxed as John was when T pushed him.’ Is there
any question about this? That's why I'm asking you to learn these
lines with the prec1510n of' a machine. Mechamcal precision.
Then we'll go on from there.” :
“If you find yourself reading the words putting something
into them, do you slow down or stop or what?” Philip asks.
“You stop. Look, I'm going to give you a line. Oh God, my
soul is bleeding.” Let me hear you say that.”
“Oh, God,” Philip says, “my soul is bleeding.” .
“Now say it expresswely
“Oh, God, my soul is bleedlng,” Phlhp says with added vol-
_ume.
““More!” Meisner says. “Don’t you believe in God> And in
pain?” - N
“Oh God ” Philip bellows ‘my soul is bleedlng!” -
“That’s what I don’t want you to do. You follow?” Meisner
recites the line quietly, mechanically. “ ‘Oh/God/my/soul/is/
bleed/ing.” Eventually that line will come right out of the heart
of you.”

'Meisner interrupts Dave, who has been reading his scene in a
spooky, mechanical way, ‘with the objection that, as is his ten-
dency, Dave has gone too far; the work is too mechanical.
“Dave, explain to me what I said to you.”
“You want it repeated mechanically and neutrally
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“That’s right.”
- “I'm putting too much into it.”
~“In what way are you putting too. much into it?”
“Overemphasmmg the mechamcalness of it, the syllable by
syllable.”
- “That’s right,”. Meisner says. “What d1d I say to you about
your repetmon?"’ '
“That I wasn’t plckmg up on the behavior. I was simply re-
‘peating for the sake of repeating.”
. “Isn’t that somewhat like this?> That you’ re overdomg the ma-
chine part of it a little too much?”
“I was doing the exercise in an academic way. You kept saying, -
‘Repeat, repeat, repeat,’ and ba51cally that’s all I'was concentrat-
ing on. I was doing the exercise in an academlc way instead of
just letting it happen, moment to moment.”
“The word. ‘academic’ is well chosen.”
“I find this very tough to do,” Dave’s partner, Joseph, says.
“You do? Why?”
“We learn words by assocmtmg them w1th the way we say
them—Ilike, ‘Oh, how nice to see you.” If you eliminate all that,
-you’ve lost your footing.” . o
“That’s right,” Meisner says, “until you are mechanically, ab-

_solutely secure in this text, with no interpretation.”

- “But we all memorize by using an emotion to give the words
some sort of significance so that we can remember them,” Joseph
says. “So it’s usual to have a cadence attached to the way we're
doing it.” '

~ “Which you have in your ear, right?”’ Meisner asks. “This way
of working eliminates all that. What might be the value of this
to you?” ' _

“Well,” Joseph says, “it deprives you of any preconceived emo-
tional associations, so that once you learn the text this way, the
emotion will come out of what your partner is giving you.”

“To begin with,” Meisner adds. *‘So that you don’t have the
habit of saying, ‘Go to the store and get me a salami sandwich
because I love salami!’ ”’ His eerie voice through the microphone
seems to slide up and then down an octave on the word “love,”
and the class laughs.
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. *“The ‘love’ is a cliché,” Meisner says. “What other reactions
are there? John?” - :

“It seems that whatever we do get out of this exerciseis going
to be full and honest—" . e ,

Meisner interrupts. “And improvisational. It's going to be an
improvisation. Fundamentally that’s a very healthy thing to do.
It strips you of your past habits.” . :

“I like that,”” Bette says. “I'like that a lot.”

“I don’t blame you in the least.”

November 28 : : ;

Anna and Vincent, whose partners are absent, get ready to per-
form an exercise. Vincent has an independent activity (attempt-
ing to mémorize a script in preparation for an audition), and
Anna is to knock and enter the room. Before she leaves, Meisner
calls her over and whispers a brief instruction in her ear.

. The effect on the exercise is galvanizing. Anna enters enraged.
Though the exact reason for her anger is never discussed, her
behavior makes it clear that she believes that Vincent has slan-
dered her. She is livid, and Vincent is rendered almost speechless.
Meisner is pleased. o

“Okay,” he says when Anna slams out of the room, “that was
very good. Now, look,” he says to the class, “that was the basic
exercise, but it had something added to it: What?”

“She came in furious,” Bette says.

“An emotional circumstance. I, as the director, added an emo-
tional circumstance to the exercise, and that made it into a scene.
In an exercise there is no learned text. All of you are now in the
process of learning a text. What's absent from that learning is
what we just witnessed—an emotional circumstance.”

“Sandy, would you say again what’s missing?” Joseph asks.

“What's missing from what you're doing now with these texts

“is anything that has to do with an emotional circumstance.”

“You're talking about our learning the lines mechanically?”

“Yes. In the future . .. But that brings up the thorny subject
of preparation, which I'm saving for your Christmas present.
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\

Anna, that was very good. Vince taught you some: naughty

words.” o o
Hlknow e o SRRV
“That’s all right,” Meisner says, “you taught him some too.”

“Let’s talk about this.” : AT L R
‘Meisner interrupts a: scene between Rose Marie ‘and. John.
They have memorized the lines and are saying them quietly, but
with the sound of human conversation. ' ‘
“What we're looking for is the picking up not of cues but of :
impulses. One doesn’t pick up cues, one picks up impulses. rn
show you. Rose Marie, say something to me.”
““You have very smooth skin.” -
“Yes, but keep going.” : Bl TR S
 “You have very smooth skin. It looks like you spend a lot of
.time in the sun.” e .
“Yes, I have smooth skin,” Meisner says. “Now, when did the
impulse for my speech come? The impulse for my speech came
early! At the beginning of the speech. I'll show it to you in another
way. It’s very simple, very improvisational., John, ask me if I want
a drink, and then tell me that you have scotch, vodka, bourbon,
gin and a lot of soft drinks.” S '
- “Sandy, would'you like a drink? I have scotch, vodka, bourbon,
- gin and—"" ‘ ' :
 Meisner, whose ‘eyes lit'up and whose right hand waved po-
litely in the air on hearing the word “scotch,” interrupts John's
litany with-the line “Scotch, please.”
~The class laughs. _ :
“Now, when did the impulse for that happen?” .
* “Scotch,” says Rose Marie. : o
. “At the beginning! That's very different, picking up the im-
pulse instead of picking up the cue.” '
- ““So you're saying that if the impulse is at the beginning, you
must sustain it until he stops and you can say, ‘Scotch’”
“Until the ‘cue comes. You don’t pick-up cues, you pick up
impulses.” ' o
“I guess it’s a matter of my knowing the script a lot better
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. in order to be able to tune in to the impulses,” John says.
© ‘“Absolutely right,” Meisner says. “But that's not bad for the
first time. That's the way a script initially resolves 1tse1f Rose
Marie, why did you knock on the door?”

“I thought T was supposed to for the exercise.’

“You live here!”

T know. I'm still a little unclear about what exactly we're
doing. Is this an exercise or is it a scene?”
- “It’sascene which is being handled improvisationally—that is,
impulse to impulse.”

“I'm supposed to work off his behavior and not the text, right?”

“Both. Look, I'll do it for you. Your speech to me is, ‘You're
weak. You promised that you’d never take another drink again
if you lived to be a hundred, but you’ve broken your word.” And
my answer is, ‘I’'m not weak.” Now, where does the impulse for
‘that happen? Right at the beginning' Don’t pick up cues, pick up
impulses. Say your text to me again.’

“‘You're weak. You said you'd never take a drink agaln as long
as you lived and you didn’t even keep your word.””

“‘I'm not weak.” I was actmg all through that! Did you see
that?”

“You're not necessarily asking us to start our line before the
partner finishes his line?” Bette asks.

“No! I said wait for the cue, but the impulse, the emotion,
comes whenever it’s felt. You'll get used to it once you have a
command over the script. I'm saying two things to you: learn the
lines; pick up the impulses.”

“I hked it very much.”
]oseph and Beth have just completed their scene.

“Joseph, you know your wife’s betraying you, right? 1 don’t
care what you do or how you do it, but you, Joseph, get into a
certain condition when you find out your glrl’s betraymg you. I'd
like to see that next time. ~

_“Beth, you’re going to be free of that creep ofa husband pretty
soon. Doesn’t that make you feel good? Let’s see what happens
when Beth feels in good spirits. Now, one of these days—I hope



it will. be before we quit for Christmas—I'll begin to show you
the elements of that agonizing problem, preparation, which is the
self-stimulation of your emotion. It’s the most subtle problem in.
acting, believe me. And we’ll get to it, but. not yet. Next time
finish the scene with these two additions: Joe in a lousy mood—
1 don’t care what you do—and Beth in a wonderful mood—I "
don’t care what you do. I'm anticipating emotional preparation.”

““There goes your -mother after her darling David,”” Meisner
says, quoting Sarah’s line from a scene from Sidney Howard’s
The Silver Cord, which she and Philip have just completed. “Now,
that line is spoken while you're looking through the window and -
seeing his mother walking, right? But you're never. going to see
his mother walking. If you look out the window onstage, you're
going to see scenery stacked up against the wall. You're going to
see the stage manager trying to make the ingenue. You're going
to see everything but what you're supposed to see. Suppose I'm
reading from my- script in rehearsal while we're sull ‘sitting
around the table, and I read, ‘If it doesn’t stop snowing, I'll never
get back to New York and I'll-lose my job!" ” His reading of the
line is quiet, yet the sense of panic is palpable. “So how you fee/
about what you see is already in you when you're sitting there
reading the script. Don’t try to see snow, because if you look
you're going to see the stage manager and the ingenue.”.
- The class laughs.- - : o -

“Finally, at the end of the road, they bring in the scenery, and
on one side is a wall with a window. So as a convention, you get
up and walk to the window to make the audience believe that
you're looking out. It’s for the audience, not for you! And what
it means to you is something emotional: T lose my job!” You
" follow? If you went to the Actors Studio you'd spend six months
seeing the snow before you could say, ‘Look at the snow.” This
takes a terrible burden away from the actor, who thinks he’s got
to see the woods and the snow. ‘Give me my gun! T see a rabbit!
Give me my gun! " Meisner sounds thrilled at the possibility of
a hunt. “That happens when you're still sitting there reading.
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- Then when they put in the scenery you move to the window.
Isn’t that simple? How simple it is to solve the problem of seeing
. things. when you know that it’s all in you emotxonally, and that
-walking to the window is only a convention.’

““Dave, what would you do if you were suddenly given a hundred
thousand dollars? By the way, I once said that to a class—no one
older than twenty-two—and a girl sitting right there said, ‘But
1 bave a hundred thousand dollars!” ”
~_The class laughs:
_“What would you do, Dave, if you had a hundred thousand
dollars?” - .
“Buy myself a home.”
“That’s too general and prosaic. Besides, what kind of a home
~can you get for 2 hundred thousand dollars”’
“Not in New York City.” .
~“In Uganda® What would you do?”
- Dave pauses, his face rapt in theught. “That’s what I'd do. I'd—"
““That’s all?” Meisner asks. Dave looks straight ahead in si-
lence. “It’s interesting that you can’t or won’t—the chances are
you won't—answer that question.” He looks at Bette. “What
would you do if I gave you a hundred thousand dollars”’
“I'd thank you and thank you and thank you.”
“That’s not activity, that’s politeness.”
Vmce raises hlS hand. “The first thmg I'ddois call my accoun-
tant.” :

“What?” Melsner says incredulously.

“The first thing I'd do is call my accountant,” Vince re-
peats, “and make sure that I'd covered all the taxes and shelters,
and then I'd probably buy some art I want, some Mir6é aqua-
tints.”

“What are you saying?”’

“I’m saying I'd make sure to protect myself so that I wouldn’t
have to pay taxes, and then get some Mirés I really want to buy.”

“You know,” Meisner says, “the trouble with your answer,
Vince, and with yours, Dave, is that they’re prosaic and worldly



76

~and commonplace. Any garbage collector would think of them.

I'like you both, so I'm not recommending you to the. Department
of Sanitation.” ‘ S

- “What are you saying?” Rose Marie demands with great seri- .
ousness. ‘“That if somebody’s dreams are ordinary, then they’re
not talented? If they say somethlng like that, they’re not wor-
thy?”

- “I’m saying that wishful thinking is a product of the imagina-
tion. On the one hand, if someone said, ‘I'd pay my rent for the
next five years,” I'd say, ‘Bullshit. That’s too realistic, it’s too
unimaginative, it’s too practical.’ On the other hand, what if a
girl said, ‘I'd like to go to the White House in a dress that’s made
of solid emeralds. Gorgeous! Solid emeralds! On some kind of
cloth which can only be made by one nun in Indial’ That’s extrav-
agant, but it's the essence of wishful thinking.”

Meisner pauses to adjust the microphone on his glasses “I'm
talking about i imagination. Wishful thinking is based on imagina-
tion. Stimulating imagination—do you see that? If I say, ‘I'll give
you a hundred thousand dollars. What will you do with it?,’ and
you say, ‘I'll buy a house, furnish it and pay the taxes on it for
the next twenty years!,’ that’s practical. It’s not out of your imagi-
native soul; it’s out of your wish to be secure. But the dress made
of emeralds is pure, untouched imagination. That's what wishful
thinking is. Am I making the difference clear? One is the product
of imagination and the other is based on prosaic reality. I want
to make that point very clear because it is a prelude to prepara-
tion. That’s all I'm going to say now; it’s a prélude to the imagina-
tive use of yourself. As I said—to repeat—it’s a prelude, a remark
which is a prelude to preparation.”

“Sandy?” says Bette. “I have a suggestion.”

“Yeah?” , . '

“I think that the next time you should ask us what we would
do with a million. A hundred thousand doesn’t go as far as it used
to.” ' A
““That’s true,” Meisner says. “I ve found that out.”

The class laughs. ‘ ‘
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The menu is the usual: tuna on a seeded roll and black coffee.
“Scott,” Meisner says, “remind me this afternoon of the actress
1 once heard of who, when she got a role, wrote it out as if it were
one continuous sentence, so that the other fellow always came in
like an unpremedltated spontaneous 1nterrupt10n That would
be good for all of them.”
Scott Roberts nods and makes a note on his yellow legal
pad. '



| Preparation: “In the Harem of My Head”

. L1BBY: Where to?”

| BEN: Emp1re We 1l see Marlene Dietrich: ,

GUs: Marlene——she s the intellect and artistic type. G
Marlene, I got her in the harem of my head :
—Clifford: Odets, Paradue Lost '

December 1 .

“Today is going to be devoted to preparation,” Meisner says.
“Preparation is that device which permits you to start your scene
or play in a condition of emotional aliveness. The purpose of
preparation is so that you do not come in emotionally empty. 1
want to be very simple about this whole subject. If you sign the
contract in the Shubert offices for a wonderful part in a wonder-
ful play, the obvious implication is that you are bursting with joy
when you write your name on the document. Even if you live in
Riverdale, forty-five minutes away by subway, the pleasure and
pride that was instilled in you in the Shubert office is still there
in some form by the time you get home. Ask me questions if I
don’t make it clear.”
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He pauses, but the class understands what he is saying.

“Now, preparation is going to present you with certain prob-
lems. One is the temptation to show it. ‘Look, Ma, how happy I
am—or miserable.’ ‘Look, audience, how overjoyed I am.’ So you
project your state of being. You do things to make people sense
your emotional condition. Another thing, which cannot be re-
peated too often, is that preparation lasts only for the first mo-
ment of the scene, and then you never know what’s going to
happen. I'll illustrate that. Rose Marie, don’t let me forget to
illustrate that. .

“In the early days of the Stanislavsky System, Mr. S. was look-
ing for true behavior, and if what he wanted was great pleasure, he
asked where you look for the reality of great pleasure. His answer
was simple: you remember a time when you were under the influ-
ence of great pleasure. That’s called ‘emotion memory.’ I don’t use
it, and neither did he after thirty years of experimentation. The
reason? If you are twenty and work in a delicatessen, the chances
are very slim that you can remember that glorious night you had
with Sophia Loren. The chances are slight that you know the full
pleasure of that kind of glorified sex. Am I making myself clear?”

The class nods. : T

“In other words, what I am saying is that what you're looking
for is not necessarily confined to the reality of your life. It can
be in your imagination. If you allow it freedom—with no inhibi-
tions, no proprieties—to imagine what would happen between
you and Sophia Loren, your imagination is, in all likelihood,

deeper and more persuasive than the real experience. Is that
~ clear? Can anybody tell me what I'm saying?”
- John raises his hand. “You're saying that our imaginations are
every bit as strong, if not stronger, than the experiences we can
recall from our past.”’ :

“Right. Rose Marie?” - :

“So if I needed to feel that some great burden had been taken
off my back, could I use something like, ‘I'll never have to work
for the next ten years—I won the lottery’? Is it better to use the
circumstances from my real life, like how much I hate serving
bacon cheeseburgers, and how sudden freedom from doing that
kind of work would make me cry with joy?”
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“It’s:better to use what moves you, what affects you.”
7“So I don’t have to pretend that I'm Cinderella—"
“No!” : :
“Or-that I hve in a hut and have always Wanted to have a pa1r
- of glass shoes—

“No, youdon't have to, but if hvmg in 2 hut and ﬁnally getting
a pair of shoes does it for you, use it. All I'm saying—don’t
complicate it—is don’t comé in empty. Get your inner life from
what given circumstances suggest. This has to do with the self-
stimulation of your emotion. The reason I asked you about wish-
ful thinking was because I want you to find in yourself that
element which belongs only to yox and to no one else, which is
stimulating for you and for no one else. Now, the source of where
you find'that inner life is not necessarily related to the needs of
the scene. In the last century, the Enghsh actor William Charles

Macready, before playing a certain scene in The Merchant of Venice,
used to try to shake the iron ladder backstage that was embedded
in the brick. He'd try and try, and would get furious because he
couldn’t budge it. Then he went on and played the scene. Am:1
being clear?” -

“You say that your preparation is not necessarlly related to the
scene,” Ray says.“‘In the case of Macready, could it be that he got
furious at the ladder and then went on to play a love scene?”

-“It could be that he got furious at the ladder and then went on
to play the fact that his girl had kept him waiting-in front of

. Radio City for an hour and a half. That's possible..Look, I'm

presenting you with the premise, ‘an 't come 'in‘emp‘ty.’ Yes?”

“I find the things that stimulate me,” Bette says, “are physical
things more than thinking about serving hamburgers or Clnder-
ella or something intellectual, which doesn’t'move me.’ '

“You’'ve got to find the things that stimulate’you. If I want to
.~ come in feehng romantlcally sad because my g1r1 left me for an
older man—"" :

The class laughs. e ' :

- “I might be-able to get it: from singing that schmaltzy theme

from Tchaikovsky's Sixth Symphony. Are you getting the gen-
eral idea? The dress embr01dered w1th emeralds is pure 1mag1na-
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tion. You don’t even know what there is about emeralds that
titillates you, but you do know that two big emeralds on your
finger make you feel like royaley!” '

“I thought about that all week,” Rose Marie says, “and maybe
I should see a psychiatrist, but I have never even given myself the
option of thinking of dressing in emeralds like that. Maybe I
should stop thinking of mundane things and start to dream
more.”

“It’s not true that you only think about mundane things,”
Meisner says. “T'll tell you what I mean about that. First of all,
Dr. Freud—Ziggy, his friends call him—maintains that all fan-
tasy comes either from ambition or sex. For example, if I gave
you a million dollars—I’ve gotten more charitable since last week
—and you told me that you'd use it to build yourself a glorious
house in Hollywood, that would be ambition. And for sex? I'm re-
minded of a joke. Two guys go to the movies. They geton line, and
one of them says, ‘You know, Sophia Loren was marvelous in bed
the night I had her.” The other guy doesn’t reply, and the first
guy says, ‘I had a fine time with Liz Taylor, too. She has great
élan. The other fellow still doesn’t say anything, but finally he
smiles and says, ‘You know Greta Garbo? I'm having her
now.”” '

The class laughs. «

“That’s preparation! Right now! ‘The beast with two backs.

Again more laughter.

~“Did I tell you about the.guy on a bus who hated David Mer-
rick? Well, this guy—a would-be playwright who was desperate
to get away from his father’s zipper factory—spent the day sit-
_ ting in David Merrick’s outer office, -and Merrick wouldn’t see
him. Going home on the bus, he sees an advertisement with an
~ elegant man smoking a cigar and, though the guy doesn’t realize
it, the man looks a little bit like Merrick. Suddenly his mind
begins churning. ‘That fool! Just because he’s got a desk sixty feet
long filled with plays, he thinks he’s a producer. Well, he’s had
- more flops than the Shuberts and the Nederlanders put together”
Well, he continues to fume about the incompetence and crass
stupidity of David Merrick until the bus comes to his stop. An

79
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-old lady has her feet in the aisle, but he’s not looking because he’s
so furious, so he trips over the poor old lady’s feet. He says, ‘Go
fuck yourselfl’ ” ' e -
The class laughs. ' : _ . i
“See, the accident of the advertisement led to free association,
which led in turn to the rage that the poor old lady bore the brunt
of. That’s an example of how free association can induce a'prepa- ..
ration. Macready shook a ladder, somebody else sings a song,
so'rnebody else wears a dress made of emeralds, somebody else
wins the lottery ‘and has ten years with nothing to do but to
become the best actress she can be. But these approaches can be
repeated only as long as they’re effective. When I was.sixteen, |
was mad for the Tchaikovsky symphonies, but if I hear one now,
my reaction is, ‘It’s so corny! In other words, what stimulates
you changes.” ' ' o
Meisner pauses to let the class absorb his point: :
“When I was thirteen—excuse my using these personal exam-
ples—I always talked through the regular Monday morning as-
sembly in public school. I was a very nervous kid. I even talked
while they were playing “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Finally
the principal, Julius Bloom, called me out from the audience and

said, ‘Go to my office and wait for me,’ which I did. Well, I had .

‘to bring my mother. I had to bring my father. My punishment
was that I had to sit in the corner in the last row and nobody was
allowed to talk to me. This was during the First World War and,
since I was unpatriotic, I must be a German sympathizer. That

went on'and on, and it’s not fun to be ostracized that way. Then
they had a big contest: ‘write an essay on why we should all buy
Liberty Bonds. I won first prize. What could they do with me?
Here I'm not patriotic and I write the prize-winning composi-

- tion! So I was reinstated.”

Meisner lights a cigarette. _

“The point 'm making is-that when I think back on that
experience, I think it’s both amusing and stupid, but that’s not
what I'm supposed to be feeling when somebody says, ‘Remem-
ber how hysterical you were when they threw you out of school?’
- Over time the meaning of the past changes. That's one of the
reasons I don’t like ‘emotion memory,’ and that’s one of the
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* reasons Stanislavsky gave it up.”” For a moment, Meisner seems
~lost in thought. e :
- Rose Marie holds up her hand. . :

- “Sandy, you asked me to remind you to illustrate something.”
+ “Oh, yes. Do you want to do it?” She stands up. “Then pick
someone to be your partner, your boyfriend.” She chooses John.
~“Look, I'm going to tell her what the precircumstances are— '
what you, Rose Marie, bring onstage with you. The two of you
‘live here together. Scott Roberts?” he says to his assistant, who
sits next to the amplifier that supplies his voice. “Turn that off

'so I can whisper.”

'He whispers to Rose Marie for a few moments and then she’

leaves the room, closing the door behind her.

- “Now; John, I want you to lie on that bed.”.When projected,
Meisner’s unamplified voice can easily be heard. “You've just had
a fatal heart attack, and now, and for the rest of this scene, you're
dead. Can you manage that?” : ‘

“Sure,” John says, and he sprawls on the bed. Minutes pass

before Rose Marie, looking radiantly happy, bursts into the
room. In a moment she sees John's lifeless body and lets outa cry
of surprise. She goes to him, takes his hand, and with her other
hand pats him on the cheek. She is panic-stricken, and after
another minute turns to Meisner and says, “This is where I
would call a doctor.”

“Okay,”. Meisner says. “Now this illustrates my point: prepa-
ration lasts only for the first moment. Do you see my point? I
tell you something, Rose Marie.. No criticism. It’s a comment.
Your preparation was too thin. Suppose you'd decided to come
up to the third floor singing at the top of your voice? I told her
that she’d just signed a tremendous Hollywood contract and that
her boyfriend was included in it. They were going to California.

" That's why she came in, and that’s why I said, ‘Your preparation
was too thin.” And I'told him what I told him. He’s dead; he had
a heart attack. Very extreme, but that’s the point. Any ques-
tions?”’ T

“You said my preparation was too thin,” Rose Marie says. “If

I was home I probably would have been screaming with joy. A
few weeks ago I got a phone call—" - -



i “Then that’s what you should have done!”
“I was afraid T'd be ‘showing’ what I- felt.” o
“No! You wouldn’t be showing it. Do you know what ‘show- .

ing it’ means? Let’s say an idiot director tells me that one of my

- precircumstances comes from the-fact that I saw a-cute little dog

run over, and I go to a dark corner to prepare. So I prepare and

I prepare and I prepare, and nothing happens, perhaps because
I don’t like dogs: Then my cué comes up so I come onstage and
say, “Agh, agh, agh!” You follow? I've indicared the preparation.
I've indicated the-emotion I don’t have. That’s no good P

~ Meisner pauses to put out his cigarette. :

“Just one more thought and then I'll shut up for a.minute.
Some years ago I owned a car. In winter when I got into my car,
what's the first thing I did when I started the car? I pulled out
the choke to give the cold motor some extra gas. It’s a warming-
up process right? Well, for an actor, preparationisa warmmg up
process.’ ,

- He looks around the c¢lassroom. “Let’s take a break.”

.
v

“The purpose -of preparation’is simple: it has to do with self-
-stimulation. Rose Marie, you said that the idea of winning the
~lottery was stimulating to you because it meant you wouldn’t

have to serve cheeseburgers and could devote yourself to your
acting. You said that this made you feel so good that the tears
came to your eyes, remember? So before you began to think about
what you would do with the money, you were one ‘kind of person.
- Then, when the idea of the PI‘lZC money began to play on you,
you were not the same. person.. You were' Rose Marle in a full
state of happiness, right?” : '

Rose Marie nods. o : :

"“So preparation is a kind of daydreamlng It is daydreammg
It’s daydreaming which ‘causes:a transformation in your inner
life, so that you are not.what you actually were five minutes ago,
because your fantasy is working ori you. But the character of our
daydream is taken from the: play: Let’s take Joseph Morgan as an
example: What is the preciréumstance of his scene with Beth? He

~knows that his wife is being unfaithful to him. Freud says that
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‘fantasies come from either sex or.ambition. He also says that as
“we get older we become ashamed of having fantasies, that they
don’t belong with adulthood, that they’re for children.”

-Meisner looks at’ ]oseph “Suppose—and don’t follow this, Joe
Morgan; I'm simply using your scene because it’s relatively easy.
Let’s assume that you decide that knowing your wife is unfaith-
ful to you is an abject humiliation. Therefore you have a certain
amount .of work to'do on your innards in order-to propel Joe
Morgan into an acute condition of self- humiliation. Now, where
does he get that? Suppose he thinks of an incident where a direc-
tor, afterthree days of working with him, stops the rehearsal.
This might have happened in his real life or, more importantly,
he could invent it: He has a choice! The director says in front of
the entire company, ‘Morgan, you're fired. You have about as
much talent as a dead chicken! Do you see? You can build that
up any way you personally like. Then the director, who is a real
bastard, says to you, ‘I know a girl who knows you and she told

“me that you’re sexually inept, and the description she gave to me
of your trying to be Rudolph Valentino was positively hilarious?
Every word of that fantasy cuts like a knife, so that you'd like to
crawl under the table and d1sappear That S how ashamed you’ve
become!”

Joseph shifts uneasily in his chair.

“Can you see the process here? Let’s continue with our imagi-
nation. Suppose that this preparation induces in Joe a need to go
into a corner and try to disappear. Then in comes the wife, and
the scene is between the wife and the worm! Now, that worm,
that pathetic man, ashamed, humiliated—call it what you like—

_has been induced by imagination! You're prepared. You're ready.
Then the scene begins. Am I conveymg a logical process to you?”

The class nods.

“The fantasy of the daydream is the most personal, most secret
of the acting values. What it means in ordinary language is that
we use our imagination in order to fulfill in ourselves what we
have more or less determined is our emotional condition efore
we begin the scene. I've quoted Freud. I've said that preparation
is a product of your ambitious or sexual imagination. The guy on
the bus who’s imagining how wretchedly he’ll treat David Mer-



.86

rick when he begs for the right to. produce his next.play is using -
his ambitious imagination. Feeling that you want to die of shame
because of your sexual incapacities is obviously sexual. But'you "
may get all'this from a piece"of music: It can come from any-
where. Tt is self-inducement coming from the imagination, which
is the product of inventiveness.” .. . el
- Meisner pauses. “Did I téll you about Charlie Laughton.in a
picture from.years ago called If I Had a Million? In it he played -
a bookkeeper—berated, persecuted, miserable: One day he inher-
its'a million dollars: In those days; that meant something: Sud-
denly hehas a scene with the awful boss who's mistreated him
so badly. He has to enter and say, ‘I'm finished here. Take your -
~job! Laughton’s interpretation was that he was walking on-the -
top of the world. He was triumphant! So before he knocked on
the door and entered the boss’s office, he had to have a sense of .
triumph. If he were Vince, he might get that feeling of being on -
top of the world from his experience with girls. That usually
gives you a feeling of being unconquerable. But suppose Laugh-
ton got that feeling from boys? He’s not going to reveal his
preparation, but he’s going to have it! And if anybody says to
him, ‘Where did you get that feeling of being a conqueror when
you knocked at the door?’ his only answer is, ‘None of your
business.” That's how private and personal preparation:is. Sup-
pose there were an actor—now I'm being ridiculous, or maybe
not so ridiculous—who comes from South Dakota, and the near- -
est farmhouse is a hundred and seventy-five miles away, but
between-those two houses are thousands of available sheep?”

“Poor sheep,” Anna says. Sl

“Not to the actor,” Meisner says. “I'm talking about the per-
sonal, secret, intimate knowledge of preparation. So if somebody
says to you, ‘Where do you get that marvelous emotion youbring
on in the third act?” The answer is simple: ‘Talent.’” -
- The class laughs. ' o :

“T'll tell you something else about preparation. Be prepared
to let it go astray; be prepared to make mistakes’ There’s more -
I could tell you, but I think I've said enough for today.-As I
talk about it; I tend to make it seem dramatically significant,
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’but it needn’t be. Sometimes you don’t need any preparatlon
Agam Meisner pauses “I'm open to a few legmmate ques-
-tions.’ e : . .
) ]ohn raises his hand “When we're workmg on the stage,” he
asks “is the idea to make our preparation as full as possible
because we're in a theater, as opposed to bemg in a film, where
acting is much more contained?”

“T'll tell you this: you cannot escape the impact of emotion,
whetherit’sina b1g theater or a tiny one. If you have it, it inflates
 you——correction, ‘inflates’ is not a good word. If you have it, it
infects you and the audience. If you don’t have it—like Helen
Hayes—don’t bother; just say the lines as truthfully as you are
capable of doing. You can’t fake emotion. It 1mmedlately exposes
the fact that you ain’t got it. ‘

“Maureen Stapleton has it all the time. Kim Stanley sometimes
has too much. Geraldine -Page is lovely. There are many good
actors If you're an actor and are working off your partner the
way you've been doing here, somethmg s going to happen.”

Bruce holds up his hand. “When you told Joseph a couple of
classes ago just to go out and think’ about his wife’s unfalthfulness
—that was a form of preparatlon wasn't it?”

“All I meant is that actors are responsive, just as butchers are,
to the idea of a faithless woman. What I said was, ‘You're no
child. If you think about your girl being unfaithful to you some-
thing emotional happens to you.’ I depended entirely on his
normal reaction to that. I did not say, ‘Prepare.” Today I said,
‘Prepare,’ didn’t I? Today, for the first time, I said, ‘Prepare.” It’s
simple. Don’t come in empty. What do you bring with you be-
cause of where you've just been and why? That’s all I said to you.
Did I say more? I don’t think so. I. will. I told you about Duse’s
blush. Who's going to explain that?”

“A good preparation®”’ Vincent suggests

“No. It came from living truthfully under imaginary circum-
stances. Preparatlon could never have induced that. It came from
her genius, her completeness in hvmg truthfully under imagi-
nary circumstances.’ ;
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: December 5.

“Next classI'm gomg to see all of your scenes witha preparatxon
Be prepared!”: . - - e . :
. “Scenes or exercises?” Ray asks

“You each have a scene, don’t you?” -

“Are we supposed to rehearse it at home with a preparanon’”
Anna asks. “I.mean not save it until Monday”’ o

““Save it? No, do it. Change it if necessary.’ S »

“Do you want the independent activities to be the same?” Bette
. asks. “Like Anna was putting on her makeup. and I was reading
a magazine?”

“But each one adds a preparatlon

“On top of it?” Bette asks.

“No, underneath it
» “Underneath it,” Bette repeats and the class laughs

“The person who comes in does the preparation,” says Rose -
Marie. “What about the person who's sitting there?”

“He has the preparation that comes from the indepen-
dent activity. One comes from what you're doing, and the other
comes entirely from the way you bring the emotion to the sur- -
face.” '

“So in. ]osephs case, where he’ s just 51tt1ng there stewing,
waiting for his wife to show up—" :

“There’s preparatlon in that case. When you prepare, go into
a dark corner if you can find one. What were we talking about :
today?” :

“We were talklng about what you do 1magmat1vely inside
yourself to put you in an emotxonal state that carries you through
the first moment of the scene,” Bruce says.

John raises his hand. “Sandy, you said it would be best to find
a dark corner or something—" " " :
~ “To be alone. It helps. Look, the fact that you're sitting here
- in relative quiet does not mean that what I said isn’t penetrating
into you, because it is. Now tell me your mterpretauon of what
I said.”. -~

“What I got out of it,” Ray says, “is that before the scene
begins, through your 11{13§_ip_g_tipn——mavbe hv- daydreaming, or
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however you go about it—you get yourself ticking emotionally,
so that when you enter the scene you have an emotional fullness
which lasts as long as the first moment. It may or may not come
up again in the course of the scene, but it brings you on alive and
~ full. And you can’t necessarily relate it to the scene because it has

to be something deeply personal to you, that only you know
- about, that only stimulates you.” - B =

“That’s right,” Meisner says.

“Sandy?” John asks. “Is there a technique of talking out loud
that somehow could pull preparation out of us rather than think-
ing about it?”". - _ l

“Pll tell you something in.answer to your question.. There's
nothing as personal as what makes an actor-act, and of all the’
personal, secret things, preparation is the most. That’s why I'm
not saying anything more today.” L

Ray raises his hand. “In other words, you'’re saying you can’t
tell us how to do it—just that we have to do it. T don’t mean that
to sound glib. You're saying it'’s a totally personal thing, and
there’s no technique for it. Preparation is'simply something that
" must take place, and we just have to learn to do it.”

“It is something that should take place,” Meisner says, “and
. I'm pointing out as far as is possible a conscious way of starting .
the process. You follow?” :

- December 8

" Lila and Dave are about to perform a scene from William Inge’s

 The Dark at the Top of the Stairs. :

“What are the circumstances preceding the actual scene, Lila?”

- Meisner asks. : _ L :

" “Reenie comes in. I tell her that I think it would be good for

* her to go to the party, and she gets upset and goes out to practice

. the piano.” -

“That's the story of the play, right? I say that what precedes

- that scene is that you're altering a dress which is going to make

* your daughter the belle of the ball. How do you feel about that?”
“QOh, I'm elated. It'’s a beautiful dress.”
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~“SoLila King isin a condition of elation, right? Now, I don’t
know how you're going to induce elation. You may get it-from
remembering a good notice you had some years ago. You may get
it from the fact that tomorrow they’re going to take down Ethel
Barrymore’s name and put up Lila King’s. I don’t know where
your imagination is going to lead you, but when you're ready, sit.
down with that dress and do anything you want—sing to your-
self, maybe—while you're altering it. Then we’ll have not Lila
King, the actress, but Lila King, the elated woman. Who's to stop
you—except the dumb director—from waltzing around the room
with the dress? Who’s going.to stop you? Not me!”

Meisner turns to Dave. “Now we have the husband. ‘$19.95.’
What does that mean?” : o

“Murder,” Dave says. “She’s gone out behind my back and
spent this huge amount of money.” :

“Go into the fact that you can’t afford it.”

“We barely have enough money to pay the rent and the electric
bill. We can-hardly make ends meet, let alone have any money
for extras like party dresses.” '

“That’s the foundation for building in you an emotional atti-
tude which has to do with financial destruction. We won't g0 too
far into this scene, but set yourself up in here, then go outside.
When you're ready, come inside and act. Right? Has what I've
said to you been clear?” o

They both nod. ,

“You should go out to different corners. Dave, make sure that
she’s in here before you enter.” '

Lila and Dave leave-the room, closing the door. :

“It’s really very simple, isn’t it?>”” Meisner says. “It just takes a
few years to learn.” S ' :

After a few minutes Lila enters, takes the dress from the table
and, holding it before her, admires her reflection in the full- |
length mirror against the wall. She begins to hum contentedly, -
then sits at the table to thread a needle. Dave enters suddenly and -
the scene begins.. Three or four minutes pass before Meisner
stops them. ’ '
- “Let’s talk about this. It’s all right, nothing wrong with it, but -
i's a question of quantity, not quality. What does that mean?
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Quantity instead of quality. The quality of your behavior is good.
I'm talking only about the beginning. It’s not full enough. I'll
show you what I mean. Dave, when you came in and saw her
dancing around with the dress, had it made you want to tear
yourself to pieces, because here’s the proof that she’s ruining you,
I would have loved it. You follow? And Lila, if before he came
in we saw you dancing like a fifteen-year-old girl, like your
daughter, I would have loved that. Dave, unless I'm quite wrong
—which is possible—to be disgusted, revolted and- furious at
somebody’s unreasonable behavior should not be difficult for
you. Right or wrong”’

“You're right,” Dave says.

“That’s what I was looking for, you follow? And Lila, to be like
a fifteen-year-old girl dancing around with the dress as if you
were the belle of the ball would, I think, come easily to you.” She
nods in agreement. ‘“That’s what I was looking-for. But we're at
the beginning, and to begin with a full emotional inner life is
difficult at best. I just want to show you the possibilities that are
open to you. Both of you have always had reality in this scene.
It never achieved the fullness it might have, but you always had
emotions of the right quality. I'm talking about fuliness at the
beginning, that’s all. What I'm trying to establish today are the
qualities of preparations that are fuller than simply knowing that
you, Dave, are angry at her because she’s extravagant, or that
you, Lila, are elated. That's what I'm talking about.”

December 12

Ray and Rachael; a thin and pretty blond young woman who, like
Anna, works as a model, are about to begin their scene.

“Why do you come in?” Meisner asks Rachael.

“I'm coming in to tell him—

“You don’t have to worry about that. The scene will take care
of that. Where are you coming from?”

“From my new lover’s place.”

“How new?”

“Seven months.”
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~ ~“Almost a-record,” Meisner says, and the class laughs. “Okay,

‘you’re coming from your lover of seven months. What can you ’
invent; what can your imagination invent, that happened tomght
t6 put you on cloud seven? You ve: got somethmg”’ FRNEE

<Rachael'nods:. - : : :

~“Personal ‘to you? R1ght>”

. -She blushes and-continues to nod. - -

+=“Now, Ray; let's take -what I-said to Joseph before You re
deeply humiliated; like a child who has been publicly embar-
rassed and scorned by all the other children, rlght?’ When you re
both ready, come in.’ ' : I '

When-: they leave. the room, Mexsner says, “There s been no
problem in their being able to handle their'script in an alive way,
but now we’re talking about a different’level. What's the level?”

““The level of preparation,” Vince says. -

“Preparation brings you to it,” Meisner says.-

“The personal level,” Rose Marie says.

“Emiotional honesty,” John adds.

“Fullness!” Meisner exclaims. “Where are we movmg’”

“To a fuller emotional plane,” Beth says.-

After a few minutes the door opens; Ray enters and sits on the
bed. Rachael comes in, the scene begins and they play it through
to the end.

“All right;” Meisner says, “that helped.‘The behav:or.was
more meaningful than last time. Now, I want to try something.
Rachael, I want you to go outside, and when you feel as if finally
all your dreams are coming true, dance in! I don’t care what you
do. Go outside and prepare for that.””

“Okay,” Rachaél says. “With or without the text?”

- “With the text,” Meisner says. “But Rachael, I want to see you -
at your most ecstatic. I don’t care if you get it from buckwheat
cakes! And Ray, I want you tosit on that bed with your back to
the door and cry and keep on crying until your heart breaks. I .
don’t care if you get it from the fact that your dog died If you
want to be private, go outside and then come back in.’

Both leave in order to prepare. In a few minutes, they return .
and perform- the scene again.
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!

- “This didn’t change as much with you, Ray, as it did with you”
—he looks at Rachael—“though it was rather slight. Look, Ray,
are you sensitive .to tears?’ |

“Do you mean, am I sensitive to somebody else cry1ng>”

“Why didn’t you cry?”

~“I don’t know. ..."

_#Were you self-conscious?”

“Somewhat. I think I was trying too hard. I think I felt I
needed to succeed, and that was what was in my mind.”

- “You don’t need to succeed; you need to learn. Right?”

Ray nods in agreement.

“I said, ‘Cry.’ That’s a result. I don’t care if it’s because the
" waiter brought you fried eggs instead of scrambled. I wanted to
~ see you break down, that’s.all. And Rachael, I wanted to see you
come in like Carmen. That's what I was looking for.”

“A dramatic change in the way the scene was going,” Ray says.

“Something entirely different,” Meisner says. “Work on it.
We 1l see what you do with it next time.”-

December 15

“Let’s have Mister Roberts,” Meisner says, and John and Ralph
" come forward and sit on two gray metal folding chairs in the
middle of the- classroom. “John, we know from the play that
Ralph’s character is 2 pain in the ass, right? We know that you
would do anything to squash him, right, and finally you ve got
something on him. What isit?”

“ have a letter,” John says, “that proves to me that he fucked
up.”

"“““No leave for the men.” How do you feel about that?”

. “How do I feel? Ecstatic!”
. “So sit behind your desk and enjoy your power,” Meisner says.
- “This is a scene about a cruel bastard whose greatest pleasure is
to watch somebody electrocuted, and who’s getting his wish.”

John moves his chair behind the long table and begins to ar-
range into a neat pile. someé papers he has brought with him.
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“Now, Ralph. Did I ever tell you about the ‘Magic If? This -
scene is ‘as if’ you've just come from the funeral of your three-
year-old brother. In other words, a tragedy is occurring: Never
mind that this scene is about the navy. Emotionally, a tragedy is .
occurring, you follow?” ' e '

Ralph nods. , ' .

“Go out and prepare. Johnny, you just sit there and: tickle
yourself with pleasure. That’s all. But go outside if you want to.”

John starts to leave, and Meisner begins to speak’ again.
“Haven’t you all had marvelous dreams in which you killed -
somebody? Dreams where you've taken revenge and killed some-
body you hate?” :

John says, “No.” '

“Well, you’ll have to find a substitution for it.”

John nods and leaves the room.

- Meisner looks at Rose Marie. ,

“Suppose your best friend once said, ‘Rose Marie, give up .
acting. You haven’t got it.” Now, you've just opened in a play in
which you got all the notices and she got fired. Isn’t that a won- .
derful feeling?” /

Rose Marie grins. . :

“Are you beginning to see how this works?” Meisner asks, -
looking around the class. “Yes? But not unanimously. ‘You-.}“
wouldn’t give me that satisfaction, would you?” '
- In a few minutes, John returns to his table and begins to read .
with pleasure a typed letter on top of his stack of papers. Ralph .
knocks on the door and John tells him to enter and take a chair. -
Ralph sits before John’s desk like a small boy brought up before -
the principal. His preparation is very full, and as the scene pro-
gresses, he becomes increasingly desperate before the obdurate
cruelty of his superior. With tears in his eyes, he pleads for the
order canceling the leave of his men to be rescinded. At the end,

-when, through a twist of the plot, the captain is forced to rescind -
~ the order, Ralph heaves a sigh of relief and cries openly with joy.
“That was good,” Meisner says. “You see what preparation .
~does for you? Ralph, your emotion was lovely.” '
“Thank you,” Ralph says. He is clearly pleased and smiles even
as he blows his nose and wipes his eyes with his handkerchief.
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“How’s that for a Christmas present?” Meisﬁer asks.
Ralph nods and the class laughs. '

1

Meisner stands on the corner of Fifty-fourth Street and First
Avenue looking for a cab to take him to his apartment.

" “Dave concerns me,” he says. “There’s a level of emotional
~ reserve in his work that isn’t productive in an actor. It's as though
~ he searches for reasons for not becoming involved, for not acting
- fully. Restraint is a virtue, but reticence in an actor isn’t. This
is a problem he’s going to have to grapple with. Of course I love
- Sturm und Drang. If I go to a restaurant and there’s no salt on the

table, they have to carry me to my bed. I W1sh a bit of that could
~ rub off onto Dave.” :

A fine mist beglns to fall, and there are no cabs in sight.

" “Ray, though, is developing nicely,” he says. “So is Rachael.
.~ They tell me that he was studying to become a Jesuit but was
defrocked for drinking the communion wine. That’s probably
not true. He’s intelligent. I can always count on him to summa-
* rize accurately whatever point I'm struggling to make. Of all of
them, he would make the best teacher, I think.”

A cab turns onto the avenue and Meisner raises his cane to
- hail it :
~ “So he couldn’t break down That's not important at this early
~ stage. As I said, preparation is really very simple. It just takes a
few years to learn.”

The cab pulls up and Meisner gets in.



Improvisation

Let us try to learn some of the characteristics of day-dreaming.
We can begin by saying that happy people never make
fantasies, only unsatisfied ones. Unsatisfied wishes are the - :
driving power behind fantasies; every separate fantasy contains
the fulfillment of a wish, and improves on unisatisfactory
reality. The impelling wishes vary according to the sex,
character and circumstances of the creator; they may be easily
divided, however, into two principal groups. Either they are
ambitious wishes, serving to exalt the person creating them, or
they are erotic. In young women erotic wishes dominate the

fantasies almost exclusively, for their ambition is generally
comprised in their erotic longings; in young men egoistic and
ambitious wishes assert themselves plainly enough alongside
their erotic desires. But we will not lay stress on the
distinction between those two trends; we prefer to emphasize -
 the fact that they are often united. In many altar-pieces the
ppr_trait' of the donor is to be found in one corner of the

- picture; and in the greater number of ambitious day-dreams,
too, we can discover a woman in some corner, for whom the

' dreamer performs all his heroic deeds and at whose feet all his
triumphs are to be laid. . . . ,
. —Sigmund Freud, “The Relation of the Poet to Day-dreaming”*

Februdry 6

“Vincentjust asked me a peculiar question: ‘When do we begin on
character work?” Well, in one way you never begin on character
work. In another way, you’ve already begun to do characters be-
cause character comes.from how you feel about something. So
every time you got up and did an exercise, you were playing a
character, though the word wasn’t mentioned. For the most part,
character is an emotional thing. The internal part of character is

*Collected in On Creativity and the Unconscious: Papers on the Psychology of Art,
Literatyre, Love, Religion, selected by Benjamin Nelson (New York, Evanston,
and London: Harper & Row, 1958) 47-48.
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" defined by how you feel about something. If you go intoa clothing
- store, for example, and see a suit that you like.very much butcan’t
* afford, and you buy it anyway—whatkind of person are you?”

“Impulsive,” Joseph says. , o

“Impulsive,” Meisner repeats. “Or foolhardy. That would be
~ the essence of one internal component of the character. Let’s take
. a difficult Strindberg character like Miss Julie. Her wish to de-
stroy men because of her hatred of them also makes her want to
look beautiful so that she can entice them into a trap and destroy
their egos. Here are rwo components of character: the inner com-
ponent, which determines the kind of person she is, a destroyer
of men, which is dictated by Strindberg and which the actress
intuitively extracts from the written text; and an outer compo-
nent, the external portrait epitomizing her wish to be beautiful.”

“What about accents?” Joseph asks. “Are they inner or outer
components of character?” '

- “The man who recently arrived in America from France might
have a heavy, distinctly French accent. But if the author tells us
that he has spoken English for most of his life, he might have only
a trace of an accent. But neither circumstance would mitigate the
fact that at heart he is French: cosmopolitan, witty, cynical in love
—whatever the idea of being French might instinctively mean to
you. At this early stage of our work, you must rely on your
instinctive reaction to the playwright’s text. At this point charac-
ter is justified by your inner response to what you read in the
text. But remember, an accent is not basic and organic to the
character. It is an external attribute, like red hair or a gold tooth.
‘The basic thing is an emotional essence—'cosmopolitan,’ ‘cyni-
- cal.’ That’s the source of character.”

He looks at Vincent for a moment. “You look like a disap-
pointed character to me, Vince, because you're not hearing what
you want to hear.” ’

Vince starts to speak but stops. :

“Look,” Meisner says, “if somebody says to two other people,
‘Do you want to drink some unbelievably strong Japanese sake?’
And the first guy says emphatically, ‘Yeah! I do?” And the other
guy says, ‘Yes.’ Pause. Pause. ‘I do.” Their words are the same but
are they the same, or do they have two different characters?
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Vince? You started me on this; so I'm asking you. One character
you can define as being what?” ' ' '
“Impulsive,” Vince says. -
“Impulsive. And the other?”
“Cautious.” : ;e
“Well, that’s how you establish character. This will become
clearer when we begin to work with the material from Edgar Lee
Masters’ Spoon River Anthology. Vince, I'm glad you asked me that
question. I didn’t mean to start this way, but I guess I'm ‘an
--adjustable character.” : -

“Here’s the outline of an exercise that everybody is going to do.
‘Two people are living together, not necessarily sexually. One
person has an independent activity, and the other one comes in
from some situation which requires a vivid preparation. I said
that you're living together, so there’s no question of knocking on
the door, but you can live separately if you want to. That’s your
choice. That’s the exercise. Two people, one of whom has an inde-
pendent activity and the other of whom comes home from some
situation which he has created and for which he has pre-
pared. The process is one of working off each other, moment to
moment. That’s essentially the improvisation. Ray, who's your
partner?” : R :
“Rose Marie.” » : _ :
- "“All right, come up here, both of you. You're living together,
and Ray, you're at home. That means you must have a genuine
independent activity. It doesn’t have anything to do with her—
it’s entirely yours—and that’s what-you’ll be doing. Have you
something you can do?” ' - S
~“I'havea script here which I could memorize for an audition,”
‘Ray says. ' : L
* “Good. Now, Rose Marie, you have just come from a situation
of your own invention, out of which you get a’preparation.
Preparation is self-stimulation. Your nature, your instinct, dic-
tates the kind of preparation you want: If you'd just gotten a
great part in a wonderful show, the self-stimulation that is your
preparation could be that you're divinely happy. Tt could also be
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that you're mystified-by how .this wonderful situation came
about. Aren’t you lucky?” '

Rose Marie nods. = - :

“So to begin with;: we have Ray at home immersed in his
independent activity, -and then Rose Marie comes home from
some invented situation out of which she has extracted a prepara-
tion. Then you work off each other’s behavior moment to mo-
ment. Are there any questions?” : ‘

“Sandy,” John asks, “are you saying that when we come up
with a make-believe situation for ourselves, we should try to
make it so real that it can move us emotionally?”

“You must.”

“QOkay.” _ : : :

“Let's start. Rose Marie, where’s your hat and coat?”

Rose Marie takes her coat and purse from a chair and starts to
leave the room. ‘ o

“Ray, where are you going to do your independent activity?”

“Here,” Ray says, ‘in my house.” SRR -

“It’s her house, t00.” . S

“Yeah,” Rose Marie says. “I don’t have to knock.”

“Who are you to each other?” o '

“Should we decide that together?”” Ray asks. “Is it necessary for
me to know what she:thinks our relationship is?”

“It's necessary for you .to know if you're living together as man
and wife or brother and sister or whatever.”

 Rose Marie asks, “In an exercise like this, is it better to come
in with a feeling or to come in with a purpose?”

“If you were just fired from your dream part and came in fully
prepared and determined to write that director a letter, you could
do that. Or you could come in just riding your preparation.”

“Just because we live together,” Rose Marie says, ‘‘doesn’t
mean that when I come home I'll find the other person at home
too. I mean, I could.come in and find:-an empty apartment.”

“That is correct.” ‘ -

“Along this line,” Ray says, “I wanted to ask if the preparation
that the person who's entering uses to self-stimulate himself
emotionally can be connected to the person who's in the
room?” g : '



