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NOTE BY THE TRANSLATOR

Friends of Stanislavski have long known that he wished
to leave a record of the methods by which the Moscow Art
Company was built up, in such a form that it could be of use to
actors and producers after his death. The first time he mentioned
this wish to me he spoke of the projected work as a grammar of
acting. In his own My Life in Art, and in similar expressions by
persons who studied under him, a wholly different contribu-
tion has been made, one much easier, and in his opinion of
Tesser importance. A manual, a handbook, a working textbook
has been his dream, and a most difficult one to realize.

Since the modern theatre came into existence, something like
three centuries ago, conventions have accumulated, outlived
their usefulness, and become hardened, so that they stand in the
way of fresh art and sincere emotion on the stage. For forty
years the effort of the Moscow Art Company has been to get
rid of what has become artificial, and therefore an impediment,
and to prepare the actor to present the externals of life and their
inner repercussions with convincing psychological truthfulness,

How was this long and difficult process to be put into a book?
Stanislavski felt the need of a freedom of speech, especially
about the faults that harass actors, that he would not have if he
used the names of his actual players, from Moskvin and Kacha-
lov down to the very beginners, and therefore he decided on a
semi-fiction form. That he himself appears under the name of
Tortsov can scarcely escape the astute reader, nor is it difficult to
see that the enthusiastic student who keeps the record of the
lessons is the Stanislavski of half a century ago who was feeling



NOTE BY THE TRANSLATOR

his way toward the methods best suited to mirror the modern
world.

There is no claim made here to actual invention. The author
is most ready to point out that a genius like Salvini or Duse
may use without theory the right emotions and expressions that
to the less inspired but intelligent student need to be taught.
What Stanislavski has undertaken is not to discover a truth but
to bring the truth in usable form within the reach of those actors
and producers who are fairly well equipped by nature and who
are willing to undergo the necessary discipline. The book does
include, again and again, statements of general principles of art,
but the great task set for himself by the author has been the em~
bodiment of those principles in the simplest working examples,
to be laboured over day after day and month after month. He
has endeavoured to make the examples so simple, so near to the
emotions that can be found as well in one country as in another,
that they can be adapted to the needs of actors whether they
happen to be born in Russia or Germany, in Italy, France,
Poland, or America.

Of the importance of such a working record, in order that
the greatest of modern acting companies shall shed its beams as
far and as wide as may be, little need be said. What would we
not give for detailed notes of how Moliére rehearsed his own
plays,—rehearsals of which echoes, true or outworn, remain in
the Comédie Frangaise? Or could the value be estimated a
full picture of Shakespeare in the theatre, drilling his actors
in The Tempest, Romeo and Juliet, or King Lear?

E R H



CHAPTER ONE
THE FIRST TEST

I

e were excited as we waited for our first lesson with the

Director, Tortsov, today. But he came into our class
only to make the unexpected announcement that in order to
become better acquainted with us, he wished us to give a per-
formance in which we should act bits from plays chosen by us.
His purpose is to see us on the stage against the background of
scenery, in make-up, in costume, behind footlights, with all the
accessories. Only then, said he, will it be possible to judge our
dramatic quality.

At first only a few favoured the proposed test. Among these
were a stocky young fellow, Grisha Govorkov, who had al-
ready played in some small theatre; a tall, beautiful blonde,
called Sonya Veliaminova; and a lively, noisy chap named
Vanya Vyuntsov.

Gradually we all became accustomed to the idea of the com-
ing try-out. The shining footlights grew more tempting and the
performance soon seemed interesting, useful, even necessary.

In making our choices I, and two friends, Paul Shustov and
Leo Pushchin, were at first modest. We thought of vaudeville
or light comedy. But all around us we heard great names pro-
nounced—Gogol, Ostrovski, Chekhov, and others. Impercep-
tibly we found that we had stepped ahead in our ambitions and
would play something romantic, in costume, in verse.

Iwas tempted by the figure of Mozart; Leo by that of Salieri;
Paul thought of Don Catlos. Then we began to discuss Shakes-

I
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peare, and my own choice fell on Othello. When Paul agreed
to play Iago, everything was decided. As we were leaving the
theatre we were told that the first rehearsal was fixed for the
next day.

‘When I reached home, late, I took down my copy of Othello,
settled myself comfortably on the sofa, opened my book and
began to read. Hardly had I read two pages when I was seized
with a desire to act. In spite of myself, my hands, arms, legs,
face, facial muscles and something inside me all began to move.
I declaimed the text. Suddenly I discovered a large ivory paper-
cutter. I stuck it into my belt like a dagger. My fuzzy bath
towel served as a white headcloth. Out of my sheets and blan-
kets I made a kind of shirt and gown. My umbrella was pressed
into service as a scimitar, but I had no shield. Here it occurred
to me that in the dining-room which adjoined my room there
was a big tray. With the shield in my hand I felt myself to be a
genuine warrior, Yet my general aspect was modern and civi-
lized, whereas Othello was African in origin and must have
something suggestive of primitive life, perhaps a tiger, in him.
In order to recall, suggest, and fix the walk of an animal, I began
a whole new set of exercises.

Many of these movements I felt to be in 2 high degree suc-
cessful. I had worked almost five hours without noticing the
passage of time. To me this seemed to show that my inspiration
was real.

2

I awoke much later than usual, rushed into my clothes and
dashed to the theatre. As I went into the rehearsal room, where
they were waiting for me, I was so embarrassed that instead of
apology I made the careless remark, ‘I scem to be a litde late.’
Rakhmanov, the Assistant Director, looked at me a long time
reproachfully, and finally said:
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“We have been sitting here waiting, our nerves on edge,
angry, and “it seems I am a little late”. We all came here full of
enthusiasm for the work waiting to be done, and now, thanks
to you, that mood has been destroyed. To arouse a desire to
create is difficult; to kill that desire is extremely easy. If I inter-
fere with my own work, it is my own affair, but what right
have I to hold up the work of a whole group? The actor, no
less than the soldier, must be subject to iron discipline.’

For this first offence Rakhmanov said he would limit himself
to a reprimand, and not enter it on the written record kept of
students, but that I must apologize immediately to all, and make
it a rule in the future to appear at rehearsals a quarter of an hour
before they begin. Even after my apology Rakhmanov was
unwilling to go on, because he said the first rehearsal is an event
in an artist’s life, and he should retain the best possible impres-
sion of it. Today’s rehearsal was spoiled by my carelessness; let
us hope that tomorrow’s will be memorable.

* * *

This evening I intended to go to bed early because I was
afraid to work on my role. But my eye fell on a cake of choco-
late. I melted it with some butter and obtained a brown mess.
It was easy to smear it on to my face, and make myself into a
Moor. As I sat in front of my mirror I admired at length the
flash of my teeth. I learned how to show them off and how to
turn my eyes until the white showed. In order to make the most
of my make-up I had to put on my costume, and once I was
dressed I wanted to act; but I didn’t invent anything new; I
merely repeated what I had done yesterday, and now it seemed
to have lost its point. However, I did think I had gained some-
thing in my idea of how Othello ought to look.
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3

Today was our first rehearsal. I arrived long ahead of time.
The Assistant Director suggested that we plan our own scenes
and arrange the properties. Fortunately, Paul agreed to every-
thing I proposed, as only the inner aspects of Iago interest him.
For me the externals were of greatest importance. They must
remind me of my own room. Without this setting I could not
get back my inspiration. Yet no matter how I struggled to
make myself believe I was in my own room all my efforts did
not convince me. They merely interfered with my acting.

Paul already knew the whole of his role by heart, but I’had to
read my lines out of the book, or else to get by with approxi~
mations. To my astonishment the words did not help me. In
fact they bothered me, so that I should have preferred to do
without them entirely, or to cut the number in half. Not only
the words, but also the thoughts, of the poet were foreign to
me. Even the action as outlined tended to take away from me
that freedom which I'had felt in my own room.

Worse than that, I didn’t recognize my own voice. Besides,
neither the setting nor the plan which I had fixed during my
work at home would harmonize with the playing of Paul. For
example, how could I introduce, into a comparatively quict
scene, between Othello and Iago, those flashes with my teeth,
rollings of my eyes, which were to get me into my part? YetI
could not break away from my fixed ideas of how to act the
nature I conceived of as savage, nor even from the setting I had
prepared. Perhaps the reason was that I had nothing to put in
its place. I had read the text of the role by itself, I had played
the character by itself, without relating the one to the other.
The words interfered with the acting, and the acting with the

words.
* *x %
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When I worked at home today I still went over the old
ground without finding anything new. Why do I keep on re-
peating the same scenes and methods? Why is my acting of
yesterday so exactly like today’s and tomorrow’s? Has my
imagination dried up, or have I no reserves of material? Why
did my work in the beginning move along so swiftly, and then
stop at one spot? As [ was thinking things over, some people in
the next room gathered for tea. In order not to attract attention
to myself, I had to move my activities to a different part of my
room, and to speak my lines as softly as possible, so as not to be
overheard.

To my surprise, by these little changes, my mood was trans-
formed. I had discovered a secret—not to remain too long at
one point, for ever repeating the too familiar.

4

At today’s rehearsal, from the very start, I began to impro-
vise. Instead of walking about, I sat on a chair, and played with-
out gestures or movement, grimaces, or rolling eyes. What
happened? Immediately I became confused, I forgot the text
and my usnal intonations. I stopped. There was nothing for it
but to go back to my old method of acting, and even to the old
business. I did not control my methods; rather they controlled

me.

5
Today’s rehearsal brought nothing new. However, I am be-
coming more accustomed to the place where we work, and to
the play. At first my method of portraying the Moor could not
be harmonized with the Iago of Paul at all. Today it scemed
as though I actually succeeded in fitting our scenes together. At

any rate, I felt the discrepancies less sharply.
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6

Today our rehearsal was on the big stage. I counted on the
effect of its atmosphere, and what happened? Instead of the
brilliancy of the footlights, and the bustle of the wings filled
with all sorts of scenery, I found myself in a place dimly lighted
and deserted. The whole of the great stage lay open and bare.
Only near the footlights there were a number of plain cane
chairs, which were to outline our set. To the right there was a
rack of lights. I had hardly stepped on to the stage when there
loomed up in front of me the immense hole of the proscenium
arch, and beyond it an endless expanse of dark mist. This was
my first impression of the stage from behind.

‘Begin!’ someone called.

I was supposed to go into Othello’s room, outlined by the
cane chairs, and to take my place. I sat down in one of them,
but it turned out to be the wrong chair. I could not even recog-
nize the plan of our set. For a long time I could not fit myself
into my surroundings, nor could I concentrate my attention on
what was going on around me. I found it difficult even to look
at Paul, who was standing right beside me. My glance passed by
him and travelled out into the auditorium, or else backstage to
the workrooms where people were walking around carrying
things, hammering, arguing.

The astonishing thing was that I continued mechanically to
speak and act. If it had not been for my long exercises at home,

that had beaten into me certain methods, I must have stopped
at the very first lines.

7
Today we had a second rehearsal on the stage. I arrived early,
and decided to prepare myself right on the stage, which today
was quite different from yesterday. Work was humming, as
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properties and scenery were being placed. It would have been
~ useless, amid all this chaos, to try to find the quiet in which I
was accustomed to get into my role at home. First of all it was
necessary to adjust myself to my new surroundings. I went out
to the front of the stage and stared into the awful hole beyond
the footlights, trying to become accustomed to it, and to frec
myself from its pull; but the more I tried not to notice the place
~ the more I thought about it. Just then a workman who was
going by me dropped a package of nails. I started to help pick
them up. As I did this T had the very pleasant sensation of feeling
quite at home on the big stage. But the nails were soon picked
~ up, and again I became oppressed by the size of the place.

I hurried down into the orchestra. Rehearsals of other scenes
began. But I saw nothing. I was too full of excitement, waiting
for my turn. There is a good side to this period of waiting. It
drives you into such a state that all you can do is to long for
| your turn to get through with the thing that you are afraid of.

' When our turn did come I went up on to the stage, where a
sketchy set had been arranged out of bits taken from various
productions. Some parts were wrong side up, and all the furni-
ture-was ill assorted. Nevertheless, the general appearance of the
stage, now that it was lighted, was pleasant, and I felt at home
in this room that had been prepared for Othello. By a great
stretch of the imagination I could recognize a certain similarity
to my own room. But the minute the curtain rose, and the audi-
torium appeared before me, I again felt myself possessed by its
power. At the same time some new unexpected sensations sur-
ged inside of me. The set hems in the actor. It shuts off the back-
stage area. Above him are large dark spaces. At the sides are the
wings that outline the room. This semi-isolation is pleasant, but
a bad aspect is, that it projects the attention out into the public.
Another new point was that my fears led me to feel an obliga-
tion to interest the audience, This feeling of obligation inter-
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fered with my throwing myself into what I was doing. I began
to feel hurried, both in speech and in action. My favourite places
flashed by like telegraph poles seen from a train. The slightest
hesitation and a catastrophe would have been inevitable.

8

As I had to arrange for my make-up and costume for the
dress rehearsal, I reached the theatre today even ecarlier than
usual. A good dressing-room was given to me, as well as a gor-
geous gown, which is really a museum piece, and is used by the
Prince of Morocco in The Merchant of Venice. I sat down at the
dressing table, on which were laid out various wigs, bits of hair,
lacquer pots, grease paints, powder, brushes. I started to put on
some dark brown colour with a brush, but it hardened so
quickly that it left almost no trace. Then I tried a wash with the
same result. I put the colour on my finger, and thence on to my
face, but had no luck, except with the light blue, the very
colour, it seemed to me, that was of no possible use in the make-
up of Othello. I put some lacquer on my face, and tried to
attach some hair. The lacquer pricked my skin and the hair
stuck straight up from my face. I tried one wig after another.
All, put on a face without make-up, were too obvious. Next I
tried to wash off what little make-up I had on my face, but I
had no idea how to do it.

About this time there came into my room a tall, very thin
man with glasses, dressed in a long white smock. He leaned
over and began to work on my face. First he cleaned off with
vaseline all that I had put on, and then began again with fresh
colours. When he saw that the colours were hard he dipped a
brush into some oil. He also put oil on to my face. On that sur-
face the brush could lay the colours smoothly. Then he covered
my whole face with a sooty shade, proper to the complexion of
a Moor. I rather missed the darker shade which the chocolate
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had contributed, because that had caused my eyes and teeth to
shine.

When my make-up was finished and my costume put on I
looked into the mirror and was delighted with the art of my
make-up man, as well as with the whole impression. The angles
of my arms and body disappeared in the flowing robes, and the
gestures I had worked up went well with the costume. Paul and
some others came into my dressing-room, and they congratu-
lated me on my appearance. Their generous praise brought back
my old confidence. But when I went out on the stage I was dis-
turbed by the changes in the position of the furniture. In one
place an armchair was unnaturally moved forward from the
wall almost into the middle of the scene, and the table was too
near the front. I seemed to be put on exhibition right in the
most conspicuous place. Out of excitement I walked up and
down and kept catching my dagger in the folds of my costume,
and my knives on the corners of the furniture or scenery. But
this did not keep me from an automatic delivery of my lines
and an incessant activity on the stage. In spite of everything it
seemed as though I'should get through to the end of the scene,
yet when I came to the culminating moment in my role the
thought flashed into my mind: ‘Now I'll be stuck!’ Whereupon
I was seized with a panic, and stopped speaking. I do not know
what guided me back to an automatic rendering of my part;
but once more it saved me. I had only one thought in my mind,
to finish as quickly as possible, to take off my make-up, and to
get out of the theatre.

And here I am at home alone, where I am most unhappy.
Fortunately Leo came around to see me. He had seen me out in
the audience, and wanted to know what I thought of his per-
formance, but I could not tell him because although I had
watched his bit I did not notice anything, because of my own
excitement in waiting for my turn.
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He spoke familiarly about the play and the role of Othello.
He was especially interesting in his explanation of the sorrow,
the shock, the amazement of the Moor, that such vice could
exist in the lovely form of Desdemona.

After he left, I tried to go over some parts of the role, with
his interpretation, and I almost wept, I was so sorry for the
Moor.

9

This is the day of the exhibition performance. I thought I
could see ahead exactly what was going to happen. I was filled
with a complete indifference until I reached my dressing-room.
But once inside, my heart began to pound and I felt almost
nauseated.

On the stage what first disturbed me was the extraordinary
solemnity, the quiet and order that reigned there. When I
stepped away from the darkness of the wings to the full illumi-
nation of the footlights, headlights and spotlights, I felt blinded.
The brightness was so intense that it seemed to form a curtain
of light between me and the auditorium. I felt protected from
the public, and for a moment I breathed freely, but soon my
eyes became accustomed to the light, I could see into the dark-
ness, and the fear and attraction of the public seemed stronger
than ever. I was ready to turn myself inside out, to give them
everything I had; yet inside of me I had never felt so empty.
The effort to squeeze out more emotion than I had, the power-
lessness to do the impossible, filled me with a fear that turned
my face and my hands to stone. All my forces were spent on
unnatural and fruitless efforts. My throat became constricted,
my sounds all seemed to go to a high note. My hands, feet, ges-
tures and speech all became violent, I was ashamed of every
word, of every gesture. I blushed, clenched my hands, and
pressed myself against the back of the armchair. I was making a



THE FIRST TEST 11

~failure, and in my helplessness I was suddenly seized with rage.
- For several minutes I cut loose from everything about me. I
- flung out the famous line, ‘Blood, Iago, blood!” I felt in these
- words all the injury to the soul of a trusting man. Leo’s inter-
pretation of Othello suddenly rose in my memory and aroused
~ my emotion. Besides, it almost seemed as though for a moment
~ the listeners strained forward, and that through the audience
there ran a murmur.

The moment I felt this approval a sort of energy boiled up in
me. I cannot remember how I finished the scene, because the
. footlights and the black hole disappeared from my conscious-
" ness, and I was free of all fear. I remember that Paul was at first
astonished by the change in me; then he became infected by it,
and acted with abandon. The curtain was rung down, out in the
hall there was applause, and I was full of faith in myself.

With the airs of a visiting star, with assumed indifference, I
went out into the audience during the intermission. I chose a
place in the orchestra from which I could easily be seen by the
Director and his Assistant and sat down, in the hope that they
would call me over and make some pleasant comment. The
footlights went up. The curtain was drawn, and instantly one
of the students, Maria Maloletkova, flew down a flight of stairs.
She fell to the floor, writhing, and cried: ‘Oh, help me!’ in a
way that chilled me to the heart. After that, she rose and spoke
some lines, but so rapidly that it was impossible to understand
them. Then in the middle of a word, as though she had for-
gotten her part, she stopped, covered her face with her hand:,
and dashed off into the wings. After a little the curtain came
down, but in my ears I still heard that cry. An entrance, one
word, and the feeling goes across. The Director, it seemed to
me, was electrified; but had I not done the same thing with that
one phrase, ‘Blood, Iago, blood!” when the whole audience was
in my power?



CHAPTER TWO
WHEN ACTING IS AN ART

|

Today we were called together to hear the Director’s criti-
cism of our performance. He said:

‘Above all look for what is fine in art and try to understand
it. Therefore, we shall begin by discussing the constructive ele-
ments of the test. There are only two moments worth noting;
the first, when Maria threw herself down the staircase with the
despairing cry of ‘Oh, help me!” and the second, more extended
in time, when Kostya Nazvanov said ‘Blood, Iago, blood!’ In
both instances, you who were playing, and we who were
watching, gave ourselves up completely to what was happening
on the stage. Such successful moments, by themselves, we can
recognize as belonging to the art of living a part.’

‘And what is this art?’ I asked.

“You experienced ityourself. Suppose you statewhat you felt.’

‘I neither know nor remember,’ said I, embarrassed by Tort-
sOv’s praise.

‘What! You do not remember your own inner excitement?
You do not remember that your hands, your eyes and your
whole body tried to throw themscives forward to grasp some-
thing; you do not remember how you bit your lips and barely
restrained your tears?’

‘Now that you tell me about what happened, I scem to re-
member my actions,’ I confessed.

‘But without me you could not have understood the ways in
which your feelings found expression?’

12
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‘No, Iadmit I couldn’t.’

‘You were acting with your subconscious, intuitively?” he
concluded.

“Perhaps. I do not know. But is that good or bad?’

‘Very good, if your intuition carries you along the right path,
and very bad if it makes a mistake,’ explained Tortsov. ‘During
the exhibition performance it did not mislead you, and what
you gave us in those few successful moments was excellent.’

“Is that really true?’ I asked.

“Yes, because the very best that can happen is to have the
actor completely carried away by the play. Then regardless of
his own will he lives the part, not noticing how he feels, not
thinking about what he does, and it all moves of its own accord,
subconsciously and intuitively. Salvini said: “The great actor
should be full of feeling, and especially he should feel the thing
he is portraying. He must feel an emotion not only once or
twice while he is studying his part, but to a greater or lesser de-
gree every time he plays it, no matter whether it is the first
or the thousandth time.” Unfortunately this is not within our
control. Our subconscious is inaccessible to our conscious-
ness. We cannot enter into that realm. If for any reason we do
penetrate into it, then the subconscious becomes conscious and
dies.
“The result is a predicament; we are supposed to create under
inspiration; only our subconscious gives us inspiration; yet we
apparently can use this subconscious only through our con-
sciousness, which kills it.

‘Fortunately there is 2 way out. We find the solution in an
oblique instead of a direct approach. In the soul of a human
being there are certain elements which are subject to conscious-
ness and will. These accessible parts are capable in turn of acting
on psychic processes that are involuntary.

“To be sure, this calls for extremely complicated creative
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work. It is carried on in part under the control of our conscious-
ness, but a much more significant proportion is subconscious
and involuntary.

“To rouse your subconscious to creative work there is a
special technique. We must leave all that is in the fullest sense
subconscious to nature, and address ourselves to what is within
our reach. When the subconscious, when intuition, enters into
our work we must know how not to interfere.

‘One cannot always create subconsciously and with inspira-
tion. No such genius exists in the world. Therefore our art
teaches us first of all to create consciously and rightly, because
that will best prepare the way for the blossoming of the sub-
conscious, which is inspiration. The more you have of conscious
creative moments in your role the more chance you will have
of a flow of inspiration.

‘ “You may play well or you may play badly; the important
thing is that you should play truly,” wrote Shchepkin to his
pupil Shumski.

“To play truly means to be right, logical, coherent, to think,
strive, feel and act in unison with your role.

‘I you take all these internal processes, and adapt them to the
spiritual and physical life of the person you are representing, we
call that living the part. This is of supreme significance in crea-
tive work. Aside from the fact that it opens up avenues for in-
spiration, living the part helps the artist to carry out one of his
main objectives. His job is not to present merely the external
life of his character. He must fit his own human qualities to the
life of this other person, and pour into it all of his own soul.
The fundamental aim of our art is the creation of this inner life
of 2 human spirit, and its expression in an artistic form.

“That is why we begin by thinking about the inner side of a
role, and how to create its spiritual life through the help of the
internal process of living the part. You must live it by actually



WHEN ACTING IS AN ART Is5

experiencing feelings that are analogous to it, each and every
time you repeat the process of creating it.”

“Why is the subconscious so dependent on the conscious?’
said I.

‘It seems entirely normal to me,’ was the reply. “The use of
steam, electricity, wind, water and other involuntary forces in
nature is dependent on the intelligence of an engineer. Our sub-
conscious power cannot function without its own engineer—
our conscious technique. It is only when an actor feels that his
inner and outer life on the stage is flowing naturally and norm-
ally, in the circumstances that surround him, that the deeper
sources of his subconscious gently open, and from them come
feclings we cannot always analyse. For a shorter or longer space
of time they take possession of us whenever some inner instinct
bids them. Since we do not understand this governing power,
and cannot study it, we actors call it simply nature.

‘But if you break the laws of normal organic life, and cease
to function rightly, then this highly sensitive subconscious be-
comes alarmed, and withdraws. To avoid this, plan your role
consciously at first, then play it truthfully. At this point realism
and even naturalism in the inner preparation of a part is essen~
tial, because it causes your subconscious to work and induces
outbursts of inspiration.’

‘From what you have said I gather that to study our art we
must assimilate a psychological technique of living a part, and
that this will help us to accomplish our main object, which is to
create the life of a human spirit,’ Paul Shustov said.

“That is correct but not complete,” said Tortsov. ‘Our aim is
not only to create the life of a human spirit, but also to “express
it in a beautiful, artistic form.” An actor is under the obligation
to live his part inwardly, and then to give to his experience an
external embodiment. I ask you to note especially that the de-
pendence of the body on the soul is particularly important in
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our school of art. In order to express a most delicate and largely sub-
conscious life it isnecessary to have control of an unusually responsive,
excellently prepared vocal and physical apparatus. This apparatus
must be ready instantly and exactly to reproduce most delicate
and all but intangible feelings with greatsensitivenessand direct-
ness. That is why an actor of our type is obliged to work so much
more than others, both on his inner equipment, which creates the
life of the part, and also on his outer physical apparatus, which
should reproduce the results of the creative work of his emo-
tions with precision.

‘Even the externalizing of a role is greatly influenced by the
subconscious. In fact no artificial, theatrical technique can even
compare with the marvels that nature brings forth.

‘I have pointed out to you today, in general outlines, what
we consider essential. Our experience has led to a firm belief
that only our kind of art, soaked as it is in the living experiences
of human beings, can artistically reproduce the impalpable
shadings and depths of life. Only such art can completely absorb
the spectator and make both understand and also inwardly
experience the happenings on the stage, enriching his inner life,
and leaving impressions which will not fade with time.

‘Moreover, and this is of primary importance, the organic bases
of the laws of nature on which our art is founded will protect you in the -
Juture from going down the wrong path. Who knows under what
directors, or in what theatres, you will work? Not everywhere,
not with everyone, will you find creative work based on nature.
In the vast majority of theatres the actors and producers are
constantly violating nature in the most shameless manner. But
if you are sure of the limits of true art, and of the organic laws
of nature, you will not go astray, you will be able to understand
your mistakes and correct them. That is why a study of the
foundations of our art is the beginning of the work of every
student actor.’
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“Yes, yes,” I exclaimed, ‘T am so happy that I was able to take
- astep, if only a small one, in that direction.’

‘Not so fast,” said Tortsov, ‘otherwise you will suffer the
bitterest disillusion. Do not mix up living your part with what
you showed us on the stage.’

“Why, what did I show?’

‘I have told you that in all that big scene from Othello there
. were only a few minutes in which you succeeded in living the
- part. T used them to illustrate to you, and to the other students,
~ the foundations of our type of art. However, if we speak of the
* whole scene between Othello and Tago, we certainly cannot call
- itourtypeofart.’

‘What s it, then?’

“That is what we call forced acting,’ defined the Director.

‘And what, really, is that?’ said I, puzzled.

“When one acts as you did,’ he explained, ‘there are indivi-
dual moments when you suddenly and unexpectedly rise to
great artistic heights and thrill your audience. In such moments
you are creating according to your inspiration, improvising, as
it were; but would you feel yourself capable enough, or strong
enough spiritually or physically, to play the five great acts of
Othello with the same lift with which you accidentally played
part of that one short scene?’

‘I do not know,’ I said, conscientiously.

‘I know, unquestionably, that such an undertaking would be
far beyond the strength not only of a genius with an extraordi-
nary temperament, but even of a very Hercules,’ answered
Tortsov. ‘For our purposes you must have, in addition to the
help of nature, a well worked-out psychological technique, an
enormous talent, and great physical and nervous reserves. You
have not all these things, any more than do the personality
actors who do not admit technique. They, as you did, rely en-
tirely on inspiration. If this inspiration does not turn up then



18 AN ACTOR PREPARES

neither you nor they have anything with which to fill in the
blank spaces. You have long stretches of nervous let-down in
playing your part, complete artistic impotence, and a naive
amateurish sort of acting. At such times your playing is lifeless,
stilted. Consequently high moments alternate with over-
acting.’

2

Today we heard some more from Tortsov about our acting.
When he came to the classroom he turned to Paul and said to
him:

“You too gave us some interesting moments, but they were
rather typical of the “art of representation”.

‘Now since you successfully demonstrated this other way of
acting, Paul, why not recall for us how you created the role of
Tago?’ suggested the Director.

‘I went right at the role for its inner content, and studied that
for a long time,” said Paul. ‘At home it seemed to me that I
really did live the part, and at some of the rehearsals there were
certain places in the role that I seemed to feel. Therefore I do
not know what the art of “representation” has to do with it.’

‘In it the actor also lives his part,’ said Tortsov. ‘This partial
identity with our method is what makes it possible to consider
this other type also true art.

“Yet his objective is different. He lives his part as a prepara-
tion for perfecting an external form. Once that is determined to
his satisfaction he reproduces that form through the aid of
mechanically trained muscles. Therefore, in this other school,
living your role is not the chief moment of creation as it is with
us, but one of the preparatory stages for further artistic work.’

‘But Paul did use his own feelings at the exhibition perform-
ance!’ I maintained.

Someone else agreed with me, and insisted that in Paul’s
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~ acting, just as in mine, there had been a few scattered moments
- of truly living the part, mixed with a lot of incorrect acting.
~ ‘No,’ insisted Tortsov, ‘in our art you must live the part every
- moment that you are playing it, and every time. Each time it is re-
created it must be lived afresh and incarnated afresh. This de-
scribes the few successful moments in Kostya’s acting. But I did
not notice freshness in improvisation, or in feeling his part, in
- Paul’s playing. On the contrary, I was astonished in a number
of places by the accuracy and artistic finish of a form and
. method of acting which is permanently fixed, and which is
' produced with a certain inner coldness. However, I did feel in
those moments that the original, of which this was only the
artificial copy, had been good and true. This echo of a former
process of living the part made his acting, in certain moments, a
true example of the art of representation.’
“How could I have got hold of the art of mere reproduction?”’
Paul could not understand.
‘Let us find out by your telling us more about how you pre-
pared your Iago,” suggested the Director.
“To be sure that my feelings were externally reflected I used a
mirror.’
“That is dangerous,’ remarked Tortsov. ‘You must be very care-
ful in the use of a mirror. It teaches an actor to watch the outside rather
than the inside of his soul, both in himself and in his part.’
“Nevertheless, it did help me to see how my exterior reflected
my sensations,” Paul insisted.
“Your own sensations, or the sensations prepared for your
part?’
‘My own, but applicable to Iago,’ explained Paul.
‘Consequently, while you were working with the mirror,
what interested you was not so much your exterior, your gene-
ral appearance, your gestures, but principally the way in which
you externalized your inner sensations,” probed Tortsov.
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‘Exactly!’ exclaimed Paul.

“That s also typical,” remarked the Director.

‘I remember how pleased I was when I saw the correct re-
flection of what I felt,’ Paul continued to reminisce.

“You mean that you fixed these methods of expressing your
feelings in a permanent form?’ Tortsov asked.

“They became fixed by themselves through frequent repeti-
tion.’

“Then in the end you worked out a definite external form for
the interpretation of certain successful parts in your role, and
you were able to achieve their external expression through tech-
nique?’ asked Tortsov with interest.

‘Evidently yes,’ admitted Paul.

‘And you made use of this form each time that you repeated
the role?’ examined the Director.

‘Bvidently I did.’

‘Now tell me this: did this established form come to you each
time through an inner process, or after it was once born did you
repeat it mechanically, without the participation of any emo-
tions?’

‘It seemed to me that I lived it each time,’ declared Paul.

‘No, that was not the impression that came to the spectators,’
said Tortsov. ‘Actors of the school we are discussing do what
you did. At first they feel the part, but when once they have
done so they do not go on fecling it anew, they merely remem-
ber and repeat the external movements, intonations, and ex-
pressions they worked on at first, making this repetition with-
out emotion. Often they are extremely skilful in technique, and
are able to get through a part with technique only, and no ex-
penditure of nervous force. In fact, they often think it unwise to
feel, after they have once decided on the pattern to follow. They
think they are surer to give the right performance if they merely
recall how they did it when they first got it right. This is applic-
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able in some degree to the places we picked out in your playing
of Iago. Try to remember what happened as you went on with
your work.’

Paul said that he was not satisfied with his work in other
parts of the role, or with the appearance of Tago in his mirror,
and he finally tried to copy an acquaintance whose appearance
seemed to suggest a good example of wickedness and cunning.

‘So you thought you could adapt him to your own uses?’
Tortsov queried.

‘Yes,” Paul confessed.

‘Well, then, what were you going to do with your own
qualities?’

“To tell the truth, I was simply going to take on the external
mannerisms of my acquaintance,” admitted Paul frankly.

“That was a great mistake,” Tortsov replied. ‘At that point
you went over to sheer imitation, which has nothing to do with
creativeness.’

‘What should I do?’ asked Paul.

“You should first of all assimilate the model. This is compli-
cated. You study it from the point of view of the epoch, the
time, the country, condition of life, background, literature, psy-
chology, the soul, way of living, social position, and external
appearance; moreover, you study character, such as custom,
manner, movements, voice, speech, intonations. All this work
on your material will help you to permeate it with your own
feelings. Without all this you will have no art.

‘When, from this material, a living image of the role
emerges, the artist of the school of representation transfers it to
himself. This work is concretely described by one of the best
representatives of this school, the famous French actor, Coque-
lin the elder. . . . “The actor creates his model in his imagination,
and then, just as does the painter, he takes every feature of it and
transfers it, not on to canvas, but on to himself.’ . . . He sees Tar-
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tuffe’s costume and puts it on himself; he notices his gait and
imitates it; he sees his physiognomy and adapts it to himself; he
adapts his own face to it. He speaks with the same voice that he
has heard Tartuffe use; he must make this person he has put to-
gether move, walk, gesticulate, listen and think like Tartuffe, in
other words, hand over his soul to him. The portrait ready, it
needs only to be framed; that is, put on the stage, and then the
public will say either, *“That is Tartuffe,” or, “The actor has not
donea good job.”...’

‘But all that is frightfully difficult and complicated,’ said I
with feeling.

“Yes, Coquelin himself admits it. He says: “The actor does
not live, he plays. He remains cold toward the object of his
acting but his art must be perfection.” . . . And to be sure,’
added Tortsov, ‘the art of representation demands perfection if
itis to remain an art.

‘The confident answer by the school of representation is that
“art is not real life, not is it even its reflection. Art is in itself a
creator, it creates its own life, beautiful in its abstraction, be-
yond the limits of time, and space.” Of course we cannot agree
to such a presumptuous defiance of that unique, perfect and
unattainable artist, our creative nature.

‘Artists of the Coquelin school reason this way: The theatre
is a convention, and the stage is too poor in resources to create
the illusion of real life; therefore the theatre should not avoid
conventions. . . . This type of art is less profound than beautiful,
it is more immediately effective than truly powerful, in it the
form is more interesting than its content. It acts more on your
sense of sound and sight than on your soul. Consequently it is
more likely to delight than to move you.

“You can reccive great impressions through this art. But they
will neither warm your soul nor penetrate deeply into it. Their
effect is sharp but not lasting. Your astonishment rather than
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your faith is aroused. Only what can be accomplished through
surprising theatrical beauty, or picturesque pathos, lies within
the bounds of this art. But delicate and deep human feelings are
not subject to such technique. They call for natural emotions at
the very moment in which they appear before you in the flesh.
They call for the direct co-operation of nature itself. Nevertheless,
“representing” the part, since it follows our process in part,
must be acknowledged to be creative art.’

3

| At our lesson today, Grisha Govorkov said that he always
feels very deeply what he does on the stage.

To this Tortsov replied:

‘Everyone at every minute of his life must feel something.
~ Only the dead have no sensations. It is important to know what
~ you are feeling on the stage, because it often happens that even
the most experienced actors work out at home and carry on to
the stage something which is neither important nor essential for
their parts. This happened to all of you. Some of the students
showed off their voices, effective intonations, techniques of act-
~ ing; others made the spectators laugh by their lively activity,
ballet jumps, desperate over-acting; and preened themselves
with beautiful gestures and poses; in short, what they brought
to the stage was not what was needed for the roles they were
portraying.

‘As for you, Govorkov, you did not approach your role from
its inner content, you neither lived it nor represented it, but did
- something entirely different.’
~ ‘What was it?’ Grisha hastened to ask.

‘Mechanical acting. To be sure, not bad of its kind, having
| rather elaborately worked out methods of presenting the role
~ with conventional illustrations.’

I shall omit the long discussion raised by Grisha, and jump
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directly to the explanation by Tortsov of the boundaries which
divide true art from mechanical acting.

‘There can be no true art without living. It begins where
feeling comes into its own.’

‘And mechanical acting?’ asked Grisha.

“That begins where creative art ends. In mechanical acting
there is no call for a living process, and it appears only acci-
dentally.

“You will understand this better when you come to recog-
nize the origins and methods of mechanical acting, which we
characterize as “rubber stamps”. To reproduce feelings you
must be able to identify them out of your own experience. But
as mechanical actors do not experience feclings they cannot re-
produce their external results.

‘With the aid of his face, mimicry, voice and gestures, the
mechanical actor offers the public nothing but the dead mask of
non-existent feeling. For this there has been worked out a large
assortment of picturesque effects which pretend to portray all
sorts of feelings through external means.

‘Some of these established clichés have become traditional,
and are passed down from generation to generation; as for in-
stance spreading your hand over your heart to express love, or
opening your mouth wide to give the idea of death. Others are
taken ready-made, from talented contemporaries (such as rub-
bing the brow with the back of the hand, as Vera Komissarzhev-
skaya used to do in moments of tragedy). Still others are in-
vented by actors for themselves.

“There are special ways of reciting a role, methods of diction
and speech. (For instance, exaggeratedly high or low tones at
critical moments in the role, done with specifically theatrical
“tremolo”, or with special declamatory vocal embellishments.)
There are also methods of physical movement (mechanical
actors do not walk, they “progress” on the stage), for gestures
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and action, for plastic motion. There are methods for expressing
all human feelings and passions (showing your teeth and rolling
the whites of your eyes when you are jealous, or covering up
the eyes and face with the hands instead of weeping; tearing
your hair when in despair). There are ways of imitating all
kinds of types of people, various classes in society (peasants
spit on the floor, wipe their noses with the skirts of their coats,
military men click their spurs, aristocrats play with their lor-
gnettes). Certain others characterize epochs (operatic gestures
for the Middle Ages, mincing steps for the eighteenth cen-
tury). These ready-made mechanical methods are easily
acquired through constant exercise, so that they become second
nature.

‘Time and constant habit make even deformed and senseless
things near and dear. As for instance, the time-honoured shoul-
der-shrugging of Opéra Comique, old ladies trying to look
young, the doors that open and close by themselves as the hero
of the play comes in or goes out. The ballet, opera, and espe-
cially the pseudo-classic tragedies, are full of these conventions.
By means of these forever-unchanging methods they expect to
reproduce the most complicated and elevated experiences of
heroes. For example: tearing one’s heart out of one’s bosom in
moments of despair, shaking one’s fists in revenge, or raising
one’s hands to heaven in prayer.

‘According to the mechanical actor the object of theatrical
speech and plastic movements—as exaggerated sweetness in
lyric moments, dull monotone in reading epic poetry, hissing
sounds to express hatred, false tears in the voice to represent
grief—is to enhance voice, diction and movements, to make
actors more beautiful and give more power to their theatrical
effectiveness.

‘Unfortunately, there is far more bad taste in the world than
good. In the place of nobility a sort of showiness has been
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created, prettiness in place of beauty, theatrical effect in the place
of expressiveness.

“The very worst fact is that clichés will fill up every empty spot
in a role, which is not already solid with living feeling. Moreover,
they often rush in ahead of feeling, and bar the road; that is why
an actor must protect himself most conscientiously against such
devices. And this is true even of gifted actors, capable of true
creativeness.

‘No matter how skilful an actor may be in his choice of stage
conventions, because of their inherent mechanical quality he
cannot move the spectators by them. He must have some sup-
plementary means of arousing them, so he takes refuge in what
we call theatrical emotions. These are a sort of artificial imita-
tion of the periphery of physical feelings.

‘If you clench your fists and stiffen the muscles of your body,
or breathe spasmodically, you can bring yourself to a state of
great physical intensity. This is often thought by the public to
be an expression of a2 powerful temperament aroused by passion.

‘Actors of a more nervous type can arouse theatrical emo-
tions by artificially screwing up their nerves; this produces
theatrical hysteria, an unhealthy ecstasy, which is usually just as
lacking in inner content as is the artificial physical excitement.’

4

At our lesson today the Director continued the discussion of
our exhibition performance. Poor Vanya Vyuntsov came in for
the worst of it. Tortsov did not recognize his acting as even
mechanical.

“What was it, then?’ said I.

“The most repulsive kind of over-acting,’ answered the
Director.

‘I atleast did not have any of that?’ [ hazarded.

“You certainly did!’ retorted Tortsov.
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“When?’ I exclaimed. ‘You yourself said that I played—""

‘I explained that your acting was made up of moments of
true creativeness, taking turns with moments—'

‘Of mechanical acting?’ The question burst out of me.

“That can be developed only by long work, as in the case of
Grisha, and you could never have had the time to create it. That
is why you gave an exaggerated imitation of a savage, by means
of the most amateurish kind of rubber stamps, in which there
was no trace of technique. Even mechanical acting cannot do with-
out technique.’

‘But where did I get those rubber stamps, since this is the
first time I have even been on the boards?’ said I.

‘Read My Life in Art. There is a story about two little girls
who had never seen a theatre, or a performance, or even a re-
hearsal, and yet they played a tragedy with the most vicious and
trivial clichés. Even you have many of them, fortunately;.’

“Why fortunately?’ I asked.

‘Because they are easier to fight than strongly rooted mecha-
nical acting,’ said the Director.

‘Beginners like you, if you have talent, can accidentally, and
for a short space of time, fill a role very well, but you cannot
reproduce it in a sustained artistic form, and therefore you al-
ways have recourse to exhibitionism. At first it is harmless
enough, but you must never forget that it has in it the seeds of
great danger. You must struggle with it from the very first
moment so that it may not develop habits which will cripple
you as an actor and side-track your native gifts.

“Take your own example. You are an intelligent person, yet
why, at the exhibition performance, were you, with the excep-
tion of a few moments, absurd? Can you really believe that the
Moors, who in their day were renowned for culture, were like
wild animals, pacing up and down a cage? The savage that you
portrayed, even in the quiet conversation with his ancient,
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roared at him, showed his teeth, and rolled his eyes. Where did
you get any such approach to the role?’

I then gave a detailed account of nearly everything that I had
written in my diary about my work on my role at home. For
better visualization I put some chairs around according to their
place in my room. At parts of my demonstration Tortsov
laughed heartily.

“There, that shows you how the very worst kind of acting
starts,” said he, when I had finished. “When you were preparing
for the exhibition performance you approached your role from
the point of view of impressing the spectators. With what?
With true organic feelings, that corresponded to those of the
person you were pottraying? You did not have any. You did not
even have a whole living image, which you could have, if only exter-
nally, copied. What was there left for you to do? To grab the first
trait that happened to flash into your mind. Your mind is stored full of
such things, ready for any occasion in life. Every impression, in some
form or another, remains in our memories, and can be used when
needed. In such hurried or general descriptions we care very little
whether what we transmit corresponds to reality. We are satisfied
with any general characteristic or illusion. To bring images to life,
daily practice has produced for us stencils or external descriptive signs,
which, thanks to long usage, have become intelligible to everyone.

‘That is what happened to you. You were tempted by the
external appearance of a black man in general, and you hastily
reproduced him without ever thinking about what Shakespeare
wrote. You reached for an external characterization which
seemed to you effective, vivid and easy to reproduce. That is
what always happens when an actor does not have at his dis-
posal a wealth of live material taken from life. You could say
to any one of us, “Play for me immediately, without any pre-
paration, a savage in general.” I am willing to wager that the
majority would do just what you did; because tearing around,



WHEN ACTING IS AN ART 29

roaring, showing your teeth, rolling the whites of your eyes,
has from time immemorial been intertwined in your imagina-
tion with a false idea of a savage. All these methods of portray-
ing feclings in general exist in every one of us. And they are
used without any relation to the why, wherefore or circum-
stances in which a person has experienced them.

‘Whereas mechanical acting makes use of worked-out stencils to re-
place real feelings, over-acting takes the first general human conven-
tions that come along and uses them without even sharpening or pre-
paring them for the stage. What happened to you is understandable
and excusable in a beginner. But be careful in the future, because
amateurish over-acting grows into the worst kind of mechanical acting.

“First try to avoid all incorrect approaches to your work, and to that
end study the basis of our school of acting; which is the basis of living
your part. Second, do not repeat the senseless sort of work that you
have just illustrated to us and which I have just criticized. Third,
never allow yourself externally to portray anything that you have not
inwardly experienced and which is not even interesting to you.

‘An artistic truth is hard to draw out, but it never palls. It
becomes more pleasing, penetrates more deeply, all the time,
until it embraces the whole being of an artist, and of his spec-
tators as well. A role which is built of truth will grow, whereas
one built on stereotype will shrivel.

“The conventions that you found soon wore out. They were
not able to continue to excite you, as they had the first time,
when you mistook them for inspiration.

“Then add to all this: the conditions of our theatre activities,
the publicity attendant on the actors’ performances, our depen-
dence for success on the public, and the desire, that arises from
those conditions, to use any means to make an impression.
These professional stimuli very often take hold of an actor even
when he is playing a well established role. They do not improve
the quality of his acting, but on the contrary their influence is
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toward exhibitionism and the strengthening of stereotyped
methods.

‘In Grisha’s case, he had really worked on his rubber stamps,
with the result that they were more or less good; but yours
were bad because you had not worked them up. That is why I
called his work rather decent mechanical acting, and the un-
successful part of your playing I considered amateurish over-
acting.

‘Consequently, my acting was a mixture of the best and the
worst there is in our profession?’

‘No, not the very worst,’ said Tortsov. “What the others did
was even worse. Your amateurishness is curable, but the mis-
takes of the others show a conscious principle which is far from
easy to change or to root out of the artist.’

“What is thae?’

“The exploitation of art.’

“What does that consist of?’ asked one of the students.

‘In what Sonya Veliaminova did.’

‘I'" The poor girl jumped out of her seat in surprise. “What
did I do?’

“You showed us your little hands, your little feet, your whole
person, because it could be seen better on the stage,” answered
the Director.

‘How awful! And I never knew it!

“That is what always happens with habits that are ingrained.’

‘Why did you praise me?’

‘Because you had pretty hands and feet.’

“Then what was bad about it?’

“The bad part was that you flirted with the audience and did
not play Katherine. You see Shakespeare did not write the
Taming of the Shrew in order that a student by the name of
Sonya Veliaminova could show the audience her little foot from

the stage or could flirt with her admirers. Shakespeare had a
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different end in view, one which remained foreign to you, and
therefore unknown to us. Unfortunately, our art is frequently
exploited for personal ends. You do it to show your beauty.
Others do it to gain popularity or external success or to make
a career. In our profession these are common phenomena and I
hasten to restrain you from them.

‘Now remember firmly what I am going to tell you: the theatre, on
account of its publicity and spectacular side, attracts many people who
merely want to capitalize their beauty or make careers. They take ad-
vantage of the ignorance of the public, its perverted taste, favouritism,
intrigues, false success, and many other means which have no relation
to creative art. These exploiters are the deadliest enemies of art. We
have to use the sternest measures with them, and if they cannot be re-

~ formed they must be removed from the boards. Therefore,” here he

turned to Sonya again, ‘you must make up your mind, once and for
all, did you come here to serve art, and to make sacrifices for its sake,
or to exploit your own personal ends?

‘However,” Tortsov continued, turning to the rest of us, ‘it is
only in theory that we can divide art into categories. Practically,
all schools of acting are mixed together. It is unfortunately true
that we frequently see great artists, because of human weakness,
lowering themselves to mechanical acting, and mechanical
actors rising for moments to heights of true art.

‘Side by side we see moments of living a part, representing
the part, mechanical acting and exploitation. That is why it is so
necessary for actors to recognize the boundaries of art.’

It was quite clear to me, after listening to Tortsov’s explana-
tion, that the exhibition performance had done us more harm
than good.

‘No,” he protested, when I told him my opinion. ‘The per-
formance showed you what you must never do on the stage.’

At the end of the discussion the Director announced that to-
morrow, in addition to our work with him, we arc to begin
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regular activities that have the purpose of developing our voices
and bodies,—lessons in singing, gymnastics, dancing and fenc-
ing. These classes will be held daily, because the development
of the muscles of the human body requires systematic and thor-
ough exercise, and a long time.



CHAPTER THREE
ACTION

1

hat a day! It was our first lesson with the Director.

We gathered in the school, a small but perfectly
equipped theatre. He came in, looked us all over carcfully, and
said: ‘Maria, please go up on to the stage.’

The poor girl was terrified. She reminded me of a frightened
puppy, the way she ran off to hide herself. At last we caught her
and led her to the Director, who was laughing like a child.
She covered her face with her hands, and repeated all her fav-
ourite exclamations: ‘Oh dear, I cannot do it! Oh dear, I am
afraid!’

‘Calm yourself;’ said he, looking her straight in the eye, ‘and
let us do a little play. This is the plot.” He was paying no atten-
tion to the young woman’s agitation. ‘The curtain goes up, and
you are sitting on the stage. You are alone. You sit and sit and
sit. . . . At last the curtain comes down again. That is the whole
play. Nothing simpler could be imagined, could it?’

Maria did not answer, so he took her by the arm and without
a'word led her on to the stage, while all the rest of us laughed.

The Director turned and said quietly: ‘My friends, you are in
a schoolroom. And Maria is going through a most important
moment in her artistic life. Try to learn when to laugh, and at
what.’

He took her out to the middle of the stage. We sat silent and
waited for the curtain to rise. It went up slowly. She sat in the
middle, near the front, her hands still covering her face. The

33
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solemn atmosphere and the long silence made themselves felt.
She realized that something must be done.

First she removed one hand from her face, then the other, at
the same time dropping her head so low that we could see no-
thing but the nape of her neck. Another pause. It was painful,
but the Director waited in determined silence. Aware of the in~
creasing tension, Maria looked out into the audience, but turned
away instantly. Not knowing where to look, or what to do, she
began to change, to sit first one way and then another, to take
awkward positions, throw herself back and then straighten up,
to bend over, pull hard at her very short skirt, look fixedly at
something on the floor.

For a long time the Director was relentless, but at last he gave
the sign for the curtain. I rushed up to him, because I wanted
him to try me on the same exercise.

I'was put in the middle of the stage. This was not a real per-
formance; nevertheless I was full of self~contradictory impulses.
Being on the stage, I was on exhibition, and yet an inner feeling
demanded solitude. Part of me sought to entertain the onlook-
ers, so that they would not become bored; another part told me
to pay no attention to them. My legs, arms, head, and torso, al-
though they did what I directed, added something superfluous
of their own. You move your arm or leg quite simply, and sud-
denly you are all twisted, and look as though you were posing
for a picture,

Strange! I had been on the stage only once, yet it was in-
finitely easier for me to sit on the stage affectedly than simply.
I could not think what I ought to do. Afterwards the others told
me I looked in turn stupid, funny, embarrassed, guilty, apolo-
getic. The Director merely waited. Then he tried the same
exercise on the others.

‘Now,’ said he, ‘let us go further. Later we shall return to
these exercises, and learn how to sit on the stage.’
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‘Isn’t that what we have been doing?’ we asked.

‘Oh no,’ he replied. “You were not simply sitting.’

“What ought we to have done?’

Instead of giving his answer in words he rose quickly, walked
up to the stage in a businesslike way, and sat down heavily in an
arm~chair to rest, as if he were at home. He neither did nor tried
to do anything, yet his simple sitting posture was striking. We
watched him, and wanted to know what was going on inside of
him. He smiled. So did we. He looked thoughtful, and we were
eager to know what was passing through his mind. He looked
at something, and we felt we must see what it was that had
attracted his attention.

In ordinary life one would not be specially interested in his
manner of taking a seat, or remaining in it. But for some reason,
when he is on the stage, one watches him closely, and perhaps
has an actual pleasure in seeing him merely sit.

This did not happen when the others sat on the stage. We
neither wanted to look at them nor to know what was going on
inside them. Their helplessness and desire to please were ridicu-
lous. Yet although the Director paid not the slightest attention
to us, we were strongly drawn to him.

What is the secret? He told us himself.

‘Whatever happens on the stage must be for a purpese. Even
keeping your seat must be for a purpose, a specific purpose, not
merely the general purpose of being in sight of the audience.
One must earn one’s right to be sitting there. And it is not easy.

“Now let us repeat the experiment,” he said, without leaving
the stage. ‘Maria, come up here to me. I am going to act with
you.’

“You!’ cried Maria, and she ran up on to the stage.

Again she was placed in the arm~chair, in the middle of the

stage, and again she began to wait nervously, to move con-

sciously, to pull her skirts.
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The Director stood near her, and seemed to be looking for
something very carefully in his notebook.

Meantime, gradually, Maria became more quiet, more con-
centrated, and finally was motionless, with her eyes fixed on
him. She was afraid she might disturb him, and she merely wait-
ed for further orders. Her pose was life-like, natural. She almost
seemed to be beautiful. The stage brought out her good fea-
tures. Some time passed in just that way. Then the curtain fell.

‘How do you feel?’ the Director asked, as they returned to
their places in the auditorium.

‘> Why? Did we act?’

‘Of course.’

‘Oh! But I thought. . . . I was just sitting and waiting until
you found your place in the book, and would tell me what to
do. Why, I didn’t act anything.’

“That was the best part of it,” said he. “You sat and waited, and
did not act anything.’

Then he turned to the rest of us. “Which struck you as more
interesting?’ he asked. ‘To sit on the stage and show off your
small feet, as Sonya did, or your whole figure, like Grisha, or
to sit for a specific purpose, even so simple a one as waiting for
something to happen? It may not be of intrinsic interest in itself,
but it is life, whereas showing yourself off takes you out of the
realm of living art.

‘On the stage, you must always be enacting something;
action, motion, is the basis of the art followed by the actor.’

‘But’, Grisha broke in, ‘you have just said that acting is neces-
sary, and that showing off your feet or your figure, as I did, is
not action. Why is it action to sit in a chair, as you did, without
moving a finger? To me it looked like complete lack of action.’

Iinterrupted boldly: ‘I do not know whether it was action or
inaction, but all of us are agreed that his so-called lack of action

was of far more interest than your action.’
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‘You see,’ the Director said calmly, addressing Grisha, ‘the
external immobility of a person sitting on the stage does not
imply passiveness. You may sit without a motion and at the
same time be in full action. Nor is that all. Frequently physical
immobility is the direct result of inner intensity, and it is these
inner activities that are far more important artistically. The
essence of art is not in its external forms but in its spiritual con-
tent. So I will change the formula I gave you a moment ago,
and put it like this:

‘On the stage it is necessary to act, either outwardly or inwardly.

2

‘Let us give a new play,’ said the Director to Maria, as he
came into the classroom today.

‘Here is the gist of it: your mother has lost her job and her
income; she has nothing to sell to pay for your tuition in drama-
tic school. In consequence you will be obliged to leave tomor-
row. But a friend has come to your rescue. She has no cash to
lend you, so she has brought you a brooch set in valuable stones.
Her generous act has moved and excited you. Can you accept
such a sacrifice? You cannot make up your mind. You try to
refuse. Your friend sticks the pin into a curtain and walks out.
You follow her into the corridor, where there is a long scene of
persuasion, refusal, tears, gratitude. In the end you accept, your
friend leaves, and you come back into the room to get the
brooch. But—where is it? Can anyone have entered and taken
it? In a rooming house that would be altogether possible. A
careful, nerve-racking search ensues.

‘Go up on the stage. I shall stick the pin in a fold of this cur-
tain and you are to find it.’

In a moment he announced that he was ready.

Maria dashed on to the stage as if she had been chased. She ran
to the edge of the footlights and then back again, holding her
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head with both hands, and writhing with terror. Then she came
forward again, and then again went away, this time in the op-
posite direction. Rushing out toward the front she seized the
folds of the curtain and shook them desperately, finally burying
her head in them. This act she intended to represent looking for
the brooch. Not finding it, she turned quickly and dashed off
the stage, alternately holding her head or beating her breast,
apparently to represent the general tragedy of the situation.

Those of us who were sitting in the orchestra could scarcely
keep from laughing.

It was not long before Maria came running down to us in a
most triumphant manner. Her eyes shone, her cheeks flamed.

‘How do you feel?’ asked the Director.

‘Oh, just wonderful! I can’t tell you how wonderful. I'm so
happy,’ she cried, hopping around on her seat. ‘I feel just as if I
had made my début. . . really at home on the stage.’

“That’s fine,’ said he encouragingly, ‘but where is the brooch?
Give it to me.’

‘Oh, yes,’ said she, ‘I forgot that.’

“That s rather strange. You were looking hard for it, and you
forgotit!’

We could scarcely look around before she was on the stage
again, and was going through the folds of the curtain.

‘Do not forget this one thing,’ said the Director warningly,
‘if the brooch is found you are saved. You may continue to
come to these classes. But if the pin is not found you will have
to leave the school.’

Immediately her face became intense. She glued her eyes on
the curtain, and went over every fold of the material from top
to bottom, painstakingly, systematically. This time her search
was at a much slower pace, but we were all sure that she was not
wasting a second of her time and that she was sincerely excited,
although she made no effort to seem so.
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‘Oh, where isit? Oh, I've lostit.”

This time the words were muttered in a low voice.

‘It isn’t there,’ she cried, with despair and consternation,
when she had gone through every fold.

Her face was all worry and sadness. She stood motionless, as
if her thoughts were far away. It was easy to feel how the loss
of the pin had moved her.

We watched, and held our breath.

Finally the Director spoke.

‘How do you feel now, after your sccond scarch?” he asked.

‘How do I feel? I don’t know.” Her whole manner was lan-
guid, she shrugged her shoulders as she tried for some answer,
and unconsciously her eyes were still on the floor of the stage.
‘Ilooked hard,’ she went on, after a moment.

“That’s true. This time you really did look,” said he. ‘But
what did you do the first time?’

‘Oh, the first time I was excited, I suffered.’

“Which feeling was more agreeable, the first, when you
rushed about and tore up the curtain, or the second, when you
searched through it quietly?’

“Why, of course, the first time, when I was looking for the
in.’
i ‘No, do not try to make us believe that the first time you
were looking for the pin,’ said he. ‘You did not even think of it.
You merely sought to suffer, for the sake of suffering.

‘But the second time you really did look. We all saw it; we
understood, we believed, because your consternation and dis-
traction actually existed.

“Your first search was bad. The second was good.’

This verdict stunned her. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I nearly killed my-
self the first time.’

“That doesn’t count,” said he. ‘It only interfered with a real
search. On the stage do not run for the sake of running, or
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suffer for the sake of suffering. Don’t act “in general”, for the
sake of action; always act with a purpose.’

‘And truthfully,’ said L

“Yes,’ he agreed; ‘and now, get up on the stage and do it.”

We went, but for a long time we did not know what to do.
We felt we must make an impression, but I couldn’t think of
anything worth the attention of an audience. I started to be
Othello, but soon stopped. Leo tried in turn an aristocrat, a
general and peasant. Maria ran around holding her head and her
heart to represent tragedy. Paul sat an a chair in 2 Hamlet-like
pose and seemed to be representing either sorrow or disillusion.
Sonya flirted around, and by her side Grisha declared his love in
the most worn traditions of the stage. When I happened to look
at Nicholas Umnovykh and Dasha Dymkova, who had as
usual hidden themselves in a comner, I almost groaned to see
their fixed stares and wooden attitudes, as they did a scene from
Ibsen’s Brand.

‘Let’s sum up what you have done,’ said the Director. ‘I shall
begin with you,” he said, indicating me. ‘And at the same time
with you and you,” he went on, pointing to Maria and Paul.
“Sit right here, on these chairs, where I can see you better, and
begin; you are to be jealous, you to suffer, you to grieve, just
producing those moods for their own sakes.’

We sat down, and immediately we felt the absurdity of our
situation. Aslongas I was walking about, writhing like asavage,
it was possible to imagine that there was some sense in what I
was doing, but when I was put on a chair, with no external
movements, the absurdity of my performance was clear.

‘Well, what do you think?’ asked the Director. ‘Can one sit
on a chair, and for no reason at all be jealous? Or all stirred up?
Or sad? Of course it is impossible. Fix this for all time in your
memories: On the stage there cannot be, under any circumstances,
action which is directed immediately at the arousing of a feeling for its
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own sake. To ignore this rule results only in the most disgusting
artificiality. When you are choosing some bit of action leave feeling
and spiritual content alone. Never seek to be jealous, or to make
love, or to suffer, for its own sake. All such feelings are the result
of something that has gone before. Of the thing that goes before you
should think as hard as you can. As for the result, it will produce itself.
The false acting of passions, or of types, or the mere use of con-
ventional gestures,—these are all frequent faults in our profes-
sion. But you must keep away from these unrealities. You must
not copy passions or copy types. You must live in the passions
and in the types. Your acting of them must grow out of your
living in them.’

Vanya then suggested that we could act better if the stage
was not so bare; if there were some properties about, furniture,
fireplace, ash trays.

‘Very well,’ agreed the Director, and ended the lesson at this
point.

3

Our work for today was again scheduled for the School
Stage, but when we arrived we found the entrance to the audi-
torium closed. However, another door was open that led direct-
ly on to the stage. As we entered we were astonished to find our-
selves in a vestibule. Next to that was a cosy little living-room,
in which were two doors, one opening into a dining-room and
thence into a small bedroom, the other into a long corridor, on
one side of which was a ballroom, brilliantly lighted. This
whole apartment was partitioned off by scenery taken from
productions in the repertory. The main curtain was down and
barricaded with furniture.

Not feeling that we were on the boards we behaved as if we
were at home. We began by examining the rooms, and then we
settled down in groups and began to chat. It did not occur to
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any of us that the lesson had already begun. At last the Director
reminded us that we had come together for work.

“What shall we do?’ someone asked.

“The same thing as yesterday,’ was the reply.

But we continued to stand around.

“What is the matter?” he asked.

It was Paul who answered. ‘I don’t know, really. Suddenly,
for no reason at all, to act . . .” he stopped, as if at a loss.

“If it is uncomfortable to act for no reason at all, why then,
find a reason,’ said Tortsov. ‘I am not putting any restrictions
on you. Only do not continue to stand there like sticks of
wood.’

‘But,’ somebody ventured, ‘wouldn’t that be acting for the
sake of acting?’

‘No,’ retorted the Director. ‘From now on there is to be
acting only for some purpose. Now you have the surroundings
you asked for yesterday; can’t you suggest some inner motives
that will result in simple physical acts? For instance, if I ask you,
Vanya, to go and close that door, would you not do it?’

‘Close the door? Of course.” And Vanya went over, slammed
it and returned before we had a chance to look at him.

“That is not what is meant by closing a door,’ said the Direc-
tor. ‘By the word “close” I imply a wish that the door shall be
shut, so that it will stay shut, to stop the draught, or so that
persons in the next room shall not hear what we are saying.
You merely banged the door, with no reason in your mind, and
in a way that might well make it swing open again, as in fact it
has done.’

‘It won’t stay shut. Honestly, it won’t,’ said Vanya.

‘If it is difficult, then it will require more time and care to
carry out my request,’ said the Director.

This time Vanya shut the door propetly.

- “Tell me something to do,’ I begged.
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‘Is it impossible for you to think of anything? There is a fire-
place and some wood. Go build a fire.”
 Idid as I was told, laid the wood in the fireplace, but found
' no matches, either in my pocket or on the mantelpiece. So I
came back and told Tortsov of my difficulty.

‘What in the world do you want matches for?’ asked he.

“To light the fire.’

“The fireplace is made of paper. Did you intend to burn down
~ the theatre?’

‘I was just going to pretend,’ I explained.
He held out an empty hand.
| “To pretend to light a fire, pretended matches are sufficient.
~ Asif the point were to strike a match!
~ ‘When you reach the point of playing Hamlet, threading a
- 'way through his intricate psychology to the moment when he
~ kills the King, will it be important to you to have a life-size
- sword in your hand? If you lack one, will you be unable to
finish the performance? You can kill the King without a sword,
and you can light the fire without a match. What needs to burn
is your imagination.’
' I'went on pretending to light my fire. To lengthen the action
- Iarranged that the make-believe matches should go out a num-
. ber of times, although I tried hard to protect them with my
. hands. Also I tried to see the fire, to feel the heat, but failed, and
soon began to be bored, so that I was compelled to think of
something else to do. I began to move the furniture, then to
count the objects in the room, but having no purpose behind
these acts they were all mechanical.

“There is nothing surprising in that,” explained the Director.
‘If an action has no inner foundation, it cannot hold your atten-
tion. It takes no time to push a few chairs about, but if you were
compelled to arrange some chairs of different sorts for a parti-
cular purpose, as for guests at a dinner who must be seated ac-
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cording to rank, age, and personal harmony, you could spend a
long time over them.’

But my imagination had run dry.

As soon as he saw that the others had also run down, he
gathered us together in the living-room. ‘Aren’t you ashamed
of yourselves? If 1 brought a dozen children in here and told
them this is their new home, you would see their imagination
sparkle; their games would be real games. Can’t you be like
them?’

It is easy to say that,” Paul complained. ‘But we aren’t chil-
dren. Theynaturally desire to play, and with us it mustbe forced.’

‘Of course,’ the Director answered, ‘if you either will not or
cannot light a spark within yourselves, I have no more to say.
Every person who is really an artist desires to create inside of
himself another, deeper, more interesting life than the one that
actually surrounds him.’

Grisha broke in: ‘If the curtain were up, and the audience
there, the desire would come.’

‘No,’ replied the Director with decision. ‘If you are really
artists you will feel the desire without those accessories. Now,
be frank. Actually what was it that prevented your acting any-
thing?’

I explained that I could light a fire, move furniture, open and
shut doors, but these acts are not extended enough to hold my
attention. I light the fire, or close the door, and that is the end
of it. If one act led to another, and gave rise to a third, natural
momentum and tension would be created.

‘In short,” he summed up, ‘what you think you need is not
short, external, semi-mechanical acts, but some that have a
broader perspective, are deeper, and more complicated?’

‘No,” I answered, ‘but give us something that, although sim-
ple, is interesting.’

‘Do you mean to say,” said he, perplexed, ‘that all that de-
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pends on me? Surely the explanation must be sought in the
inner motives, in the circumstances amid which, and for the
sake of which, you are doing the act. Take that opening or shut-
ting of a door. Nothing can be simpler, you might say, of less
interest, or more mechanical.

‘But suppose that in this apartment of Maria’s, there used to
live a man who became violently insane. They took him away
to a psychopathic ward. If he escaped from there, and were
behind that door, what would you do?’

Once the question was put in that form our whole inner aim,
as the Director described it, was altered. We no longer thought
about how to extend our activity, or worried about its external
form. Our minds were centred on estimating the value or pur-
pose of this or that act in view of the problem presented. Our
eyes began to measure the distance to the door, and to look for
safe approaches to it. They examined the surroundings for
directions of escape, in case the madman should break through
the door. Our instinct of self-preservation sensed danger, and
suggested ways of dealing with it.

Either accidentally or on purpose, Vanya, who had been
pressing against the door after it was shut, suddenly jumped
away, and we all rushed after him, the girls screaming and
running off into another room. In the end I found myself under
a table, with a heavy bronze ash-receiver in my hand.

The job was not ended. The door was now closed, but not
locked. There was no key. Therefore the safest thing we could
do was to barricade it with sofas, tables and chairs, then call up
the hospital and arrange to have them take the necessary steps to
regain the custody of the madman.

The success of this improvisation put me in high spirits. I
went over to the Director and begged him to give me another
chance at lighting the fire.
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Without 2 moment’s hesitation he told me Maria had just
inherited a fortune! That she has taken this apartment, and is
celebrating her good luck by a housewarming, to which she has
invited all her fellow-students. One of them, who is well
acquainted with Kachalov, Moskvin and Leonidov, has pro-
mised to bring them to the party. But the apartment is very
chilly, the central heating has not yet been turned on, although
it is very cold outside. Can some wood for an open fire be
found?

Some sticks might be borrowed from a neighbour. A little
fire is started, but it smokes badly, and must be put out. Mean-
while it has grown late. Another fire is started, but the wood is
green, and will not burn. In another minute, the guests will be
here.

‘Now,’” he continued, ‘let me see what you would do if my
supposed facts were true.’

When it was all over, the Director said: “Today I can say that
you acted with a motive. You have learned that all action in the
theatre must have an inner justification, be logical, coherent and real.
Second: if acts as a lever to lift us out of the world of actuality
into the realm of imagination.’

4

Today the Director proceeded to enumerate the various
functions of if.

“This word has a peculiar quality, a kind of power which
you sensed, and which produced in you an instantaneous, inner
stimulus.

‘Note too how easily and simply it came. That door, which
was the starting point in our exercise, became a means of de-
fence, and your basic aim, the object of your concentrated atten-
tion, was desire for self-preservation.

“The supposition of danger is always exciting. It is a kind of
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yeast that will ferment at any time. As for the door and the fire-
place, inanimate objects, they excite us only when they are
bound up with something else, of more importance to us.

“Take into consideration also that this inner stimulus was
brought about without force, and without deception. I did not
tell you that there was a madman behind the door. On the con-
trary, by using the word if I frankly recognized the fact that I
was offering you only a supposition. All I wanted to accom-
plish was to make you say what you would have done if the
supposition about the madman were a real fact, leaving you to
feel what anybody in the given circumstances must feel. You in
turn did not force yourselves, or make yourselves accept the
supposition as reality, but only as a supposition.

“What would have happened if, instead of this frank con-
fession, I had sworn to you that there was, really and truly, a
madman behind the door?’

‘I should not have believed such an obvious deception,” was

my reaction.

Wil 2 the Director, ‘no-
thing. Everything
*n a question, and

initely.
ies first of all in

NOBELE. o lies :

?&iﬁg?&%ﬁﬂgﬁ W 508-628-556 ake the artist do

STORE ® - :
ppeE L ERE o oSt P ughits honesty,
%Eﬁ‘%%w gzl 0a/2 posed situation.

£
® is produced so

oY
oMER C
SR, 09
" 1.9 1 inner and real
rou are actors

TOTAL B
. SS%%-ES TAY - S+ 1133.39 You felt you
1 TOTRL e 1%

PRYENT
wASTER CARD EE0 04 1ae204Bl T
%%‘"‘“‘mmsx[{%.ﬁ%o%mm nE

BDB\’»SBJ.ERS gINCE 1873

‘o one of the



48 AN ACTOR PREPARES

fundamentals of our school of acting—activity in creativeness and
art.’

5

‘Some of you are eager to put what I have been telling you
into immediate practice,’ said the Director today. ‘That is quite
right and I am glad to fall in with your wishes. Let us apply the
use of if to a role.

‘Suppose you were to play a dramatization of Chekhov’s tale
about an innocent farmer who unscrewed a nut off a railroad
track to use as a sinker for his fishing line. For this he was tried
and severely punished. This imaginary happening will sink into
the consciousness of some, but for most people it will remain a
“funny story”. They will never even glimpse the tragedy of the
legal and social conditions hidden behind the laughter. But the
artist who is to act one of the parts in this scene cannot laugh.
He must think through for himself and, most important, he
must live through whatever it was that caused the author to
write the story. How would you go about it?* The Director
paused.

The students were silent and thoughtful for a time.

‘ln moments of doubt, when your thoughts, feclings, and
imagination are silent, remember if. The author also began his
work that way. He said to himself:

‘ “What would happen if a simple farmer, off on a fishing
expedition, were to take a nut from a rail>”’ Now give your-
selves the same problem and add: “What would I do if the case
came up to me to judge?”’

‘I would convict the criminal,” I answered, without hesita-
tion.

“What of? On account of the sinker for his fishing line?’

‘For the theft ofa nut.’

‘Of course,-one shouldn’t steal,” agreed Tortsov. ‘But can you
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punish a man severely for a crime of which he is entirely uncon-
scious?’

‘He must be made to realize that he might be the cause of
wrecking a whole train, killing hundreds of people,’ I retorted.

‘On account of one small nut? You will never get him to
believe that,’ argued the Director.

“The man is only making believe. He understands the nature
of his act,’ said L.

‘If the man who plays the farmer has talent, he will prove to
you by his acting that he is unconscious of any guilt,’ said the
Director.

As the discussion went on he used every possible argument to
justify the defendant, and in the end he succeeded in making me
weaken a little. As soon as he noticed that, he said:

“You felt that very same inner push which the judge himself
probably experienced. If you played that part, analogous feel-
ings would draw you close to the character.

“To achieve this kinship between the actor and the person he
is portraying add some concrete detail which will fill out the
play, giving it point and absorbing action. The circumstances
which are predicted on if are taken from sources near to your
own feelings, and they have a powerful influence on the inner
life of an actor. Once you have established this contact between
your life and your part, you will find that inner push or stimu-
lus. Add a whole series of contingencies based on your own ex-
petience in life, and you will see how easy it will be for you
sincerely to believe in the possibility of what you are called
upon to do on the stage.

“Work out an entire role in this fashion, and you will create
a whole new life.

“The feelings aroused will express themselves in the acts of
this imaginary person had he been placed in the circumstances
made by the play.’
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‘Are they conscious or unconscious?’ I asked.

‘Make the test yourself. Go over every detail in the process
and decide what is conscious, what unconscious, in its origin.
You will never unravel the puzzle, because you will not even
remember some of the most important moments in it. These
will arise, in whole or in part, of their own accord, and will
pass by unnoticed, all in the realm of the subconscious.

“To convince yourself, ask an actor, after some great per-
formance, how he felt while on the stage, and what he did
there. He will not be able to answer because he was not aware
of what he lived through, and does not remember many of the
more significant moments. All you will get from him is that he
felt comfortable on the stage, that he was in easy relationship to
the other actors. Beyond that, he will be able to tell you nothing.

“You will astonish him by your description of his acting. He
will gradually come to realize things about his performance of
which he had been entirely unconscious.

‘We may conclude from this that if is also a stimulus to the
creative subconscious. Besides, it helps us to carry out another
fundamental principle of our art: “unconscious creativeness
through conscious technique.”

‘Up to this point I have explained the uses of if in connection
with two of the main principles in our type of action. It is even
more strongly bound up with a third. Our great poet Pushkin
wrote about it in his unfinished article on the drama.

‘Among other things he said:

* “Sincerity of emotions, feelings that seem true in given cir~
cumstances—that is what we ask of a dramatist.”

‘Iadd from myself that that is exactly what we ask of an actor.

“Think deeply about this saying, and later I shall give you a
vivid example of how if helps us to carry it out.’

“Sincerity of emotions, feelings that scem true in given cir-
cumstances,’ I repeated with all sorts of intonations.
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‘Stop,” said the Director. ‘You make a banality of it without
uncovering the essential meaning. When you cannot grasp a
thought as a whole, break it up into its component parts, and
study them one by one.’

“Just what', asked Paul, ‘does the expression “given circum-
stances’’ mean?’

‘It means the story of the play, its facts, events, epoch, time
and place of action, conditions of life. the actors’ and regisseur’s
interpretation, the mise-en-scene, the production, the sets, the
costumes, properties, lighting and sound effects,—all the cir-
cumstances that are given to an actor to take into account as he
creates his role.

“Ifis the starting point, the given circumstances, the develop-
ment. The one cannot exist without the other, if it is to possess
a necessary stimulating quality. However, their functions differ
somewhat: if gives the push to dormant imagination, whereas
the given circumstances build the basis for ifitself. And they both,
together and separately, help to create an inner stimulus.’

‘And what’, asked Vanya, with interest, ‘does “sincerity of
emotions” mean?’

‘Just what it says—living human emotions, feelings which
the actor himself has experienced.’

‘Well then,” Vanya went on, ‘what are “feclings that seem
ml e”? 9

‘By true seeming we refer not to actual feclings themselves
but to something nearly akin to them, to emotions reproduced
indirectly, under the prompting of true inner feelings.

“In practice, this is approximately what you will have to do:
first, you will have to imagine in your own way the “given cir-
cumstances” offered by the play, the regisseur’s production and
your own artistic conception. All of this material will provide a
general outline for the life of the character you are to enact, and
the circumstances surrounding him. It is necessary that you
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really believe in the general possibilities of such a life, and then
become so accustomed to it that you feel yourself close to it. If
you are successful in this, you will find that “sincere emotions”,
or “feelings that seem true” will spontaneously grow in you.

‘However, when you use this third principle of acting, for-
getabout your feelings, because they are largely of subconscious
origin, and not subject to direct command. Direct all of your
attention to the “given circumstances”. They are always within
reach.’ \

Toward the end of the lesson he said: ‘I can now supplement
what I said earlier about if. Its power depends not only on its
own keenness, but also on the sharpness of outline of the given
circumstances.’

‘But,’ broke in Grisha, ‘what is left for the actor since every-
thing is prepared by others? Just trifles?’

“What do you mean, trifles?’ said the Director indignantly.
‘Do you think that to believe in the imaginative fiction of an~
other person, and bring it to life, is a trifle? Don’t you know
that to compose on a theme suggested by someone else, is much
more difficult than to invent one yourself? We know of cases
where a bad play has achieved world fame because of having
been re-created by a great actor. We know that Shakespeare
re-created stories by others. That is what we do to the work of
the dramatist; we bring to life what is hidden under the words;
we put our own thoughts into the author’s lines, and we estab-
lish our own relationships to other characters in the play, and
the conditions of their lives; we filter through ourselves all the
materials that we receive from the author and the director; we
work over them, supplementing them out of our own imagina-
tion. That material becomes part of us, spiritually, and even
physically; our emotions are sincere, and as a final result we
have truly productive activity—all of which is closely inter-
woven with the implications of the play.
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‘And that tremendous work you tell me is just triffes!
‘No, indeed. That is creativeness and art.’
With these words he ended the lesson.

6

Today, we did a series of exercises, consisting of setting our-
~ selves problems in action, such as writing a letter, tidying up
~ aroom, looking for a lost object. These we framed in all sorts
of exciting suppositions, and the object was to execute them
under the circumstances we had created.

- Tosuch exercises the Director attributes so much significance
. thathe worked long and enthusiastically on them.

| After he had done an exercise with each one of us in turn he
 said:

“This is the beginning of the right road. You found it through
- your own experience. For the present there should be no other
- approach to a part or a play. To understand the importance of
| this right point of departure, compare what you have just done
with what you did at the test performance. With the exception
of a few scattered and accidental moments in the playing of
Maria and Kostya, all of you began your work at the end in-
~ stead of at the beginning. You were determined to arouse tre-
~mendous emotion in yourselves and your audience right at the
start: to offer them some vivid images, and at the same time ex-
hibit all your inner and outer gifts. This wrong approach natur-
ally led to violence. To avoid such mistakes, remember, for all
time, that when you begin to study each role you should first
gather all the materials that have any bearing on it, and supple-
ment them with more and more imagination, until you have
achieved such a similarity to life that it is easy to believe in what
~ you are doing. In the beginning forget about your feelings.
~ 'When the inner conditions are prepared, and right, feclings will
~ come to the surface of their own accord.’



CHAPTER FOUR
IMAGINATION

I

he Director asked us to come to his apartment today for
our lesson. He seated uscomfortablyin his study, and began:

“You know now that our work on a play begins with the use
of if as a lever to lift us out of everyday life on to the plane of
imagination. The play, the parts in it, are the invention of the
author’s imagination, a whole series of ifs and given circum-
stances thought up by him. There is no such thing as actuality
on the stage. Art is a product of the imagination, as the work of
a dramatist should be. The aim of the actor should be to use his
technique to turn the play into a theatrical reality. In this pro-
cess imagination plays by far the greatest part.’

He pointed to the walls of his study, which were covered
with every conceivable design for theatre sets.

‘Look,” he said to us, ‘all these are the work of a favourite
artist of mine, now dead. He was a strange person, who loved
to make sets for plays which had not yet been written. Take for
instance this design for the last act of a play Chekhov was plan-
ning to write just before his death: about an expedition lost in
the icy North.

“Who would believe’, said the Director, “that this was painted
by a man who, in all his life, never stirred beyond the suburbs
of Moscow? He made an arctic scene out of what he saw
around him at home in winter, from stories and scientific pub-
lications, from photographs. Out of all that material his imagi-
nation painted a picture.’

54
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He then turned our attention to another wall, on which were
a series of landscapes, seen in varying moods. There, in each
one, was the same row of attractive little houses near a pine
. grove—except that the time of year, the hour of the day, and
~ the conditions of the weather were different. Farther along the
. wall was the same spot without houses, with only a clearing, a
" lake, and various kinds of trees. Evidently the artist enjoyed re-
arranging nature and the attendant lives of human beings. In all
his pictures he built and tore down houses and villages, changed
the face of the locality, and moved mountains.
 “‘And here are some sketches for a non-existent play about life
| between the planets,’—pointing out other drawings and water
| colours. ‘To paint such a picture the artist must have not only
imagination, but fantasy as well.’

“What is the difference between them?’ asked one of the
students.

‘Imagination creates things that can be or can happen, where-
. as fantasy invents things that are not in existence, which never
have been or will be. And yet, who knows, perhaps they will
come to be. When fantasy created the Flying Carpet, who could
have thought that one day we should be winging our way
through space? Both fantasy and imagination are indispensable
to a painter.’

‘And to an actor?’ asked Paul.

“What do you think? Does the dramatist supply everything
that the actors need to know about the play? Can you, in a hun-
dred pages, give a full account of the life of the dramatis per-
sonae? For example, does the author give sufficient details of
what has happened before the play begins? Does he let you
- know what will happen when it is ended, or what goes on be-
. hind the scenes? The dramatist is often a miser in commentary.
~ In his text, all that you find may be “the same and Peter”; or,
- “exit Peter”. But one cannot appear out of the air, or disappear
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into it. We never believe in any action taken “in general”: “he
gets up,” “he walks up and down in agitation,” “he laughs,”
“he dies.” Even characteristics are given in laconic form, such as
“a young man of agreeable appearance, smokes a great deal”.
Hardly a sufficient basis for creating his entire external image,
manners, way of walking.

‘And what about the lines? Is it enough merely to learn
them?

‘Will what is given paint the character of the dramatis per-
sonae and give you all the shadings of their thoughts, feelings,
impulses and acts? ,

‘No, all this must be made fuller and deeper by the actor. In
this creative process imagination leads the actor.’

Our lesson was interrupted at this point by an unexpected
call from a famous foreign tragic actor. He told us all about his
triumphs, and after he left the Director said with a smile:

‘Of course he romances, but an impressionable person of his
sort really believes in his fabrications. We actors are so accus-
tomed to embroider facts with details drawn from our own
imaginations, that the habit is carried over into ordinary life.
There, of course, the imagined details are as superfluous as they
are necessary in the theatre.

‘In talking about a genius you would not say that he lies; he
sees realities with different eyes from ours. Is it just to blame
him if his imagination makes him wear rose-coloured, blue,
grey, or black glasses?

‘I must admit that I myself have to lie quite frequently, when
as an artist, or as a director, I am dealing with a part or a play
that does not attract me. In such a case my creative faculties are
paralysed. I must have some stimulant, so I begin to tell every-
one how thrilled I am over my work. I am compelled to hunt
for whatever there may be of interest and to boast about it. In
this way my imagination is spurred on. If I were alone, I would
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not make this effort, but when working with others one must
back up one’s lies substantially. It often happens that one can
use these lies as material for a role or production.’

‘If imagination plays such an important part in an actor’s
work,” asked Paul rather shyly, ‘what can he do if he lacks it?’

‘He must develop it,” answered the Director, ‘or else leave
the theatre. Otherwise he will fall into the hands of directors
who will make up for his lack by using their own imaginations,
and he would become a pawn. Wouldn't it be better for him to
build up an imagination of his own?’

“That, I am afraid,’ said I, ‘is very difficult.’

‘It all depends on what kind of an imagination you have,’
said the Director. “The kind that has initiative of its own can be
developed without special effort, and will work steadily and
untiringly, whether you are awake or asleep. Then there is the
kind that lacks initiative, but is easily aroused and continues to
work as soon as anything is suggested to it. The kind that does
not respond to suggestions presents a more difficult problem.
Here the actor takes in suggestions in a2 merely external, formal
way. With such an equipment, development is fraught with
difficulty, and there is very little hope of success unless the actor
makes a great effort.” .

* * *

Has my imagination initiative?

Is it suggestible? Will it develop by itself?

These questions give me no peace. Late in the evening, I
closed myself in my room, settled myself comfortably on my
sofa with pillows all around me, shut my eyes, and began to
improvise. But my attention was distracted by round spots of
colour that kept passing across my closed eyelids.

I put out my light, as I supposed it was causing these sensa-
tions.



