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Introduction

Vasili Toporkov’s book, Stanislavski in Rehearsal, is one of the most valuable and accessible books on Stanislavski’s personality and working method. It contains, the Conclusion apart, the minimum of theory and jargon, although inevitably certain key terms of the ‘system’ will be found, since they were in regular use during rehearsal.

Toporkov gives a vivid personal account of an eleven-year period during which he worked with Stanislavski. It is an almost blow-by-blow account of someone learning to come to terms with the ‘system’. The authenticity of Toporkov’s account is attested by the number of passages which are similar to pages in Stanislavski’s own writings.

Toporkov was one of those rare people who were taken into the Moscow Art Theatre from the outside. Most of company were either founder members or graduates from the Moscow Art Theatre School and were familiar with Stanislavski’s ideas, in one form or another.

Toporkov was twenty-eight when he joined the Moscow Art Theatre. He had graduated in St Petersburg in 1909 and he gives an illuminating account of the deficiencies of actor training even in the best schools. So it was that for eleven years, from 1927 to 1938, he rethought and relearned his craft.

He provides a multifaceted account of Stanislavski’s personality—kind, humorous, demanding, pernickety, angry, ruthless, tyrannical, dedicated, desperate to pass on his legacy despite his illness. There was very little that was personal in Stanislavski’s anger. It was only his concern for artistic perfection that made him intolerant. Nonetheless, he inspired intense personal loyalty and affection not least because he did not ask others to do what he had not, often with great difficulty, done. Old and frail as he was, when he had to, he could stand up and do it.

The core of Toporkov’s book consists of accounts of the rehearsals for three productions: The Embezzlers (1928), Dead Souls (1932) and Tartuffe (1938). Because of his enormous workload, Stanislavski took a supervisory role in most productions. A director would be assigned to a play, and would rehearse it until the cast felt it was ready to show to Stanislavski. He would then revise, change and correct until he was happy.

The production of Kataev’s The Embezzlers was part of Stanislavski’s campaign to secure the position of the Moscow Art Theatre in the new Soviet Union. Although it had been defended by Lenin, it was seen by the hard left as a relic of a bygone era. One of the reasons for the European and American tours of 1923 and 1924 had been to remove the Moscow Art Theatre from the battlefield. Now Stanislavski had to demonstrate that it had a proper place in a new society and that the realism he advocated could be relevant to a new Soviet audience. He believed the ‘system’ was the best way to achieve performances that were both aesthetic and relevant. His determination to develop, apply and teach the ‘system’ increasingly, therefore, took on a moral and ethical character. He spared nobody, second-best was not good enough. It was into this situation that a largely unsuspecting Toporkov walked. This production was his baptism of fire and he recounts his struggles with great honesty.

There is then a three-year gap. The Embezzlers opened in April 1928 and in the autumn of that year Stanislavski suffered a heart attack that put an end to his acting career and altered the entire pattern of his life. Over the next ten years, both by choice and necessity, he turned away from directing to developing and teaching the ‘system’ and what came to be called the Method of Physical Action. He remained, however, until the mid 1930s very much in control of the artistic policy of the Moscow Art Theatre, defending it on the one hand against the party officials who wanted it to churn out more productions—‘pot-boilers’ as he contemptuously called them—and the so-called avant-garde on the other, who reduced the actor to a mere cog in the wheel of a vast theatrical machine. Nowhere is this more clear than in his work on Bulgakov’s adaptation of Dead Souls.

Sakhnovski was the nominal director for Dead Souls. Rehearsals were chaotic and were strung out over two years, mainly because of Stanislavski’s illness. The play was not rehearsed in sequence but scenes were shown to Stanislavski as they were ready. The script went through three versions, and by the time Stanislavski had finished little was left of the original production, or the designs. He got rid of what he saw as the ‘formalist’ trappings of Sakhnovksi’s staging, with its grandiose sets, and focused on the interplay, the psychology of the characters. In this he was doing precisely what Gogol had asked for in his notes for the original cast of The Inspector General: concentrate first on the way the characters feel and think, what drives them, and then think about their external behaviour and their costume. The production, rethought and redesigned by Stanislavski, received a mixed critical reception, but this was mainly due to the flaws in the script, which seemed little more than a string of small scenes with little dramatic growth. But Bulgakov’s third version of the script provided excellent material for actors, which Stanislavski exploited to the full. It was precisely because the performances that Stanislavski drew from his cast were so real and vivid that Dead Souls remained in the repertoire well into the 1960s.

By the time Stanislavski came to work on Tartuffe he was extremely ill and housebound. He made it clear to the group of actors who came to Leontievski Lane that he was not interested in a finished production, only in applying the Method of Physical Action. He wanted to prove that it could be applied to a major classic play. Toporkov’s account shows him using the same methods with seasoned professionals that he and his assistants were using with students at the Opera-Dramatic Studio, which are described in Stanislavski and the Actor.

Stanislavski died before work on the play was complete but he had done his essential work, which was to train a group of highly talented actors in the ‘system’ and the Method of Physical Action. The fact that they were able to implement his principles when working on the rest of the play, and to present a performance that all agreed was astonishing both for its quality and its innovation, vindicated Stanislavski’s ideas.

Toporkov’s book has a wider historical significance. Written between 1949 and 1950, it was the first description of Stanislavski at work. In his lifetime Stanislavski published only two works in the Soviet Union: My Life in Art (1926) and An Actor’s Work on Himself, Part One (1938). The eight-volume edition of his Collected Works did not begin to appear until 1954 and An Actor’s Work on Himself, Part Two, which had been published in a different version in the United States in 1950 as Building a Character, came out only in 1955.

Stanislavski’s work was known only to a limited circle and was not universally accepted. There were those who considered the Method of Physical Action, with its emphasis on conflict and contradictions, as incompatible with the theory of socialist realism, which was precisely based on an absence of conflict. But it was Stalin who decided policy and Stalin who decided that the Moscow Art Theatre, his theatre, should become the model for all Soviet theatres and the ‘system’ the method for training actors and directors. He had destroyed the avant-garde, executed Meyerhold, silenced others. The fiction was that socialist realism, as it had been proclaimed since the 1934 writers’ congress, was the direct descendant of Russian realism of the nineteenth century. Thus Stanislavski, who had been perceived as the natural heir to Gogol, Ostrovski, Shchepkin and the Maly Theatre since he was a young man, became a key figure. We can see the beginning of this process in the final paragraphs of Toporkov’s book. They may appear a necessary nod in the direction of conformity, but since nothing could be published without the most rigorous censorship, we can assume that Toporkov’s words represented the party line.

Finally, Toporkov’s book had one unexpected spin-off. In 1955, Brecht, who had been hostile towards Stanislavski at first and then cautious in his endorsement, read a German translation which appeared in 1955. Previously, he had identified the Stanislavski ‘system’ with the emotionally self-indulgent acting he had encountered in the United States, where everything revolved around the actor’s personality. Stanislavski in Rehearsal showed him a completely different Stanislavski, someone concerned with action, structure and meaning. He wrote to Toporkov describing the book as the best source he had on Stanislavski’s working method. He had, in fact, been testing out aspects of the Method of Physical Action since 1953.

The translation of Stanislavski in Rehearsal is intended to complete a set of books which began with Stanislavski: An Introduction and continued with Stanislavski and the Actor. These three books, it is hoped, will provide a comprehensive overview, both practical and theoretical of the ‘system’ and the Method of Physical Action.

This translation is by no means literal. This is a book by an actor talking about acting, using the everyday language Russian artists used. I have tried, as far as possible, to use the language that English-speaking actors and directors use among themselves. There are signs, towards the end of the book, that the final pages were written in a hurry, and inadequately edited. Readers will find that sometimes the same ideas are repeated, slightly differently, in successive paragraphs. I have resisted the temptation to tidy up the material.

There are a small number of technical terms. These are all fully explained in Stanislavski and the Actor. One word, however, needs special mention: organic. This was a key word for Stanislavski in his later years. It has, unfortunately, taken on a very particular meaning in recent years. For Stanislavski it had nothing to do with food or drink. He used it in its original sense as relating to the human organism, its natural functioning. Organic is whatever is in accord with natural human processes. Acting is organic when it is based on normal physiological and psychological processes, not on artifice. As Stanislavski put it:


These two techniques are different from each other, in the way that real plants in a nursery differ from artificial flowers made in a factory.



I would like to express my grateful thanks to Dr Victor Borovsky, the eminent theatre historian, who went through the draft translation line by line and made many valuable suggestions based on his profound knowledge of Russian theatre. He also has the advantage of having seen Toporkov act. Any errors, of course, are entirely my own.

Jean Benedetti




About the Author

I finished drama school in Petersburg in 1909 when I was twenty, full of self-confidence, convinced of my talent, my knowledge, my technical proficiency and boldly set out on the difficult path actors have to tread ... took one step and faltered.

My naive, childish prattle about the theatre was soon drowned in the confident, loud professionalism of the actors in the company I joined immediately on graduation.1 Ever since then I have known alternate moments of hope and disappointment. They have often led me to the brink of despair—something any actor who has spent a lifetime in the theatre knows.

There are those for whom the absence of precise knowledge, of a theoretical basis for acting seems quite normal and natural to the theatre, but it is a major cause of these excruciating creative crises.

Stanislavski shed light on many of the obscure aspects of the creative process, and rescued us from wandering aimlessly along unknown byways, showing us safer, truer paths towards the mastery of our art.

I had the good fortune to work with and be guided by him first-hand.

When he was training an actor, Stanislavski not only provided him with his craft, but helped him develop spiritually in many ways, showing him how he could serve his art as a member of society. ‘We must love the art in ourselves, not ourselves in art,’ he used to say.

This kind of art, fully supported by the most advanced technique, with a mission to educate the people in the best ideas the modern world has to offer, was always Stanislavski’s ideal.

Stanislavski’s tremendous authority, his comprehensive knowledge of the actor’s creative nature, gave him the right to conduct daring experiments with them. The very high demands he made led, ultimately, to simpler, easier solutions to the problem of physically embodying a character being found.

1The theatre,  the Guardians of Public Temperance.
In honour of a great theatre teacher, conscious of the debt I owe him that can never be repaid, I have decided that the main aim of my life is to make his ideas known.

Every time I talk to young actors about technique, I feel the enormous interest they have in anything concerned with Stanislavski. This has led me to the idea of writing down the final occasions when I worked with this genius, and of discussing the newly discovered ways of creating a performance and a role, and thus smooth the path for our inquisitive young actors towards an understanding of Stanislavski’s method.




The Journey Begins

I have trained as an actor twice in my life: the first time was at the Petersburg Imperial Theatre School, which was attached to the Aleksandrinski Theatre (1906-1909), and the second time when I worked with Stanislavski at the Moscow Art Theatre (1927-1938).

When I look back at my first period of study, and compare it with what I learned from Stanislavski, I am more and more convinced that all the education I received at the Petersburg school did, for all its good points at the time, was to put an official piece of paper in my hand, acknowledging the fact that I had completed my studies. My work with Stanislavski, on the other hand, gave me a real chance to understand the basics of acting.

In this regard, it is of more than a little interest to recall the state which theatre schools were in before Stanislavski created his system. This little detour is not difficult for me since, as I have said, I studied theatre in a ‘pre-reform’ school, when Stanislavski was only just beginning his experiments to discover the theoretical basis of acting, and when his opinions carried very little weight in this field, especially for those of us in Petersburg.

The teacher of undisputed authority at the Imperial Theatre School in Petersburg was Davydov,1 a famous actor at the Aleksandrinski theatre. He was the white-haired father figure. It was considered very good luck to be one of his pupils. His students adored him and obeyed him without question. Discipline in his classes was exemplary. On many occasions I was present not only as an observer but rehearsed plays with his pupils. At the time that made a great impression on me and, indeed, his classes were of genuine interest.

1 Vladimir  Nikolaevich Davydov (1849-1925).
When he came into the rehearsal room, this venerable artist gathered the young students round him and gave inspiring speeches about the theatre, great Russian actors and the eminent Italian actor Tommaso Salvini whom he valued highly and skilfully imitated. Then he turned to the play that was to be rehearsed, told each actor where his abilities lay and where they didn’t. He talked about the play itself and each character in detail. It was all very persuasive, clear and easy to understand. The students would rush on to the stage and start rehearsing, only to realise that they could not do what had seemed so simple, clear and easy a moment before. Their technique was inadequate. They couldn’t achieve even a hundredth of what their beloved teacher had so clearly explained to them, and the more vivid his words, the more helpless and useless they felt. The stage exuded boredom, flatness and despair. The great master either fell asleep during his pupils’ monotonous performance of a cheerful comedy, or burst out angrily, lambasting each actor in turn, giving devastating caricatures of their acting. Then, despite his advanced years and fatness, he would run on to the stage, like a young man, and give a brilliant performance of all the parts, then cheerfully go back to his seat to the applause of his flock and happily proclaim: ‘Was that me or the devil incarnate?’2

Basking in his success, he was soon in a good mood and would end the class with funny stories or a demonstration of conjuring tricks at which he was quite remarkable. He recommended his pupils to study the art of conjuring, ‘An actor should be able to do everything, act, sing, dance and do tricks’.

This great actor’s personal charm, his penetrating, persuasive comments, his demonstration of his own professional skill, his fatherly concern for his pupils, which extended beyond the confines of the school, could not but have an enormous influence on future young actors in the development of their talent. Teachers like Davydov lovingly introduced the style of realistic acting that had been created by Shchepkin3 and which flourished in the theatre at that time. It could be seen in the work of a galaxy of great actors both in Moscow and Petersburg, and in theatre academies. Under Davydov’s influence his pupils began to look quite different from provincial, self-taught actors.

2 One of  his favorite expressions.
3 Mikhail  Semionovich Shchepkin (1788-1863), friend of Pushkin and Gogol, leading actor at the Maly Theatre from 1830 until his death. Stanislavski took him as his model.
Other teachers of the period had their own individual qualities, their own skill in training young actors, but they all lacked one thing: a firm theoretical base and a coherent teaching method. What looked systematic at the time was, in comparison with the concrete, practical work Stanislavski did subsequently, more like running around in circles.

But, of course, I had studied in Petersburg, and only knew about the teaching there. Perhaps things were different in Moscow? I had never been to Moscow and had never attended classes by teachers like Lenski4and Sadovski.5 From what I gathered from their pupils, who spoke of them with great respect, things were much the same there.

Of course, Lenski and Davydov trained a whole succession of actors of whom we are justly proud. It could not have been otherwise. Yet the future development of acting as an art required in its turn an improvement in teaching methods. Stanislavski managed to reveal many of the ‘secrets’ of acting technique, which great actors knew but could not explain to their pupils, although they tried to do so with all their heart and soul.

Stepan Yakovlev, an actor at the Aleksandrinski Theatre, in whose class I completed my studies, was somewhat different from his colleagues. Having trained under Davydov, he went to Moscow to work with Aleksandr Fedotov.6 On his return to Petersburg, he brought back ideas about the teaching of acting that were new at the time, and which to some degree determined his future development.

Yakovlev’s teaching method was much more progressive than Davydov’s, and there was a different atmosphere in his classes which I became aware of since I was working simultaneously with Davydov. When Davydov took over the classes of his former student, because of his illness, we young people, for all our respect and admiration for a great actor, became somewhat critical of his old-fashioned methods.

4 Aleksandr  Pavlovich Lenski (1847-1908), an actor of great subtlety and refinement whom Stanislavski admired.
5 Mikail  Provovich Sadovski (1847-1910), a leading actor at the Maly Theatre. Taught by Shchepkin, he specialised in the works of Ostrovski.
6 Aleksandr  Filipovich Fedotov (1841-1895), was one of Stanislavski’s early teachers, particularly at the Society of Art and Literature.
In what sense was Yakovlev’s teaching method rather more progressive? In those days the art of declamation—melodramatic declamation—flourished and tribute was paid to it in theatre schools. In the first half of the first year, instead of basic, specialist subjects, students learned ‘recitation’ which bore no relation to what actors actually do on stage. They studied almost nothing about that. Three-quarters of the year were spent in studies that were either useless or even, to some degree, harmful to them as actors. Very often pupils who were successful in declaiming found they were either poorly or totally unprepared when they turned to real acting.

Yakovlev introduced basic changes into first-year studies and steered them in a more appropriate direction. In his very first class he defined the difference between recitation and acting. He never taught declamation or even thought of doing so. He thought about reading extracts from works of literature in a different way, as a preparation for acting, or, to use a more modern expression, as exercises in verbal action. I won’t go into details, as we shall encounter this idea many times later. While Yakovlev’s teaching followed these lines, everything was fine and the students progressed well, taking their first, real steps. But after he had worked on literary extracts for a certain period of time, he would suddenly give up what is a wholly necessary and useful exercise, which students need to practise right to the end of their training, and set off on a completely wrong path.

Being spontaneous by nature and capable of deep feelings (and that was how he thought of acting), he was very demanding with his pupils when he approached the question of emotion in his classes. But what was easy for the highly talented Yakovlev was not always so for his students. It was clear that he never had to think where his emotion came from, or how to endow his characters with feeling. He didn’t need a ‘springboard’. He only needed to want something and it happened. It was another matter for his twenty-odd pupils, each with their own individual personality, mind and habits. Yakovlev knew nothing of the tortuous paths by which an actor achieves genuine emotion, genuine organic feeling, those ‘gateways’ through which you can arrive at your destination more securely, and which Stanislavski later discovered.

Yakovlev turned from the correct path he had followed in the first semester, and went down the forbidden path of trying to force feeling. Once he had finished with literary extracts of a descriptive nature, he gave his students emotionally charged works or speeches, such as ‘On the Death of a Poet’ by Lermontov, or Chatski’s7 final speech or a speech by the false Dmitri8 or other things of that sort, and all he wanted was for the reading to be full of energy and great feeling. If he didn’t get what he wanted, it was, as he put it, ‘blah-blah-blah’. He didn’t give us any real help and he wouldn’t accept any excuses.

‘I’m really not in the mood today. I can’t find any feelings at all.’

‘That’s not my concern,’ he would answer. ‘There must be feeling. Read this poem and shed tears.’

‘But I haven’t any!’

‘Then go and borrow something from Volkov-Semionov.’ (That’s what we called the theatre library where we borrowed playtexts.)

In Yakovlev’s mind there was no doubt that an actor must have high energy and feeling, and if there were none at a given moment, then the actor had to pump himself up to get them, repeating the unsuccessful speech, scene or poem over and over again. He had a special way of coaxing an actor. He would bang his foot on the floor during the rehearsal so as not to interrupt the flow. It would have been better to stop the actor who was ‘tearing a passion to tatters’, calm him down and lead him through a succession of thoughts, images, apply other techniques which Stanislavski used in his work to arouse living, genuine feelings in his pupils.

Following Yakovlev’s example, his pupils, individually and collectively, dutifully worked on their emotional energy, they bellowed furiously in every conceivable way such heroic lines as, ‘Almighty God, Thou art my witness!’, ‘He is here, you hypocrite!’, ‘No, that is too much!’, ‘You lie, Rabbi!’ When they spoke these and similar lines, the young students, unfortunately, did not see with their ‘inner eye’ the images contained in these lines, only their enthusiastically foot-tapping idol, Yakovlev.

Yakovlev made one of his favourite female students, who had a great gift for heroic roles, read at every class during the three years of her study a speech of Joan of Arc’s,9 trying to arouse a heroic sense of feeling in her. But neither a glittering account of how Ermolova10 spoke the speech, nor his energetic, endless foot-banging was of any help. The young actress’s emotional resources were not released, and if there was the occasional spark it was not the result of Yakovlev’s method but in spite of it. It was impossible to hold on to any feeling. It went as quickly as it had come. To hold on to it, you need to know how genuine feeling can be reached. Unfortunately, Yakovlev lacked that knowledge.

7 Chatski  is the leading character in Griboedov’s Woe from Wit.
8 In Pushkin’s  Boris Godunov.
9 In Schiller’s  Maid of Orleans.
10 Marya  Nikolaevna Ermlova (1853-1928), leading actress at the Maly Theatre, greatly admired by Stanislavski for her success in great heroic roles.
When he began rehearsal on the stage proper, Yakovlev’s teaching methods again wavered between the good and the bad. He rejected, on principle, any direct demonstration of how to play this or that role. He was steadfast in applying it. Never once in three years of study did he go up on stage to show his pupils what to do, as his teacher Davydov often did. And he also, if somewhat vaguely, understood the importance of small physical actions and drew our attention to them, although he could not see in them the embryo of a future method. ‘If you are portraying real life, everything you do on stage—drinking tea, peeling potatoes and so on—must conform to reality,’ he said.

Yakovlev cannot be accused of leading his students directly to the result, to the portrayal of an external image, and away from the true path taught by Stanislavski: to start from one’s own nature, from one’s own feelings and your personal expression of them in the given circumstances of the play. He did that, but it was all brought to nothing by the teaching methods he used. Yakovlev talked about all the right things I have mentioned, and, to some degree, applied them in practice, but then contradicted himself by bowing to utilitarian considerations.

‘I am making actors out of you. Most of you will go and work in the provinces. Out there you will create a role in two or three rehearsals. You have to be prepared for that. So, above all, you need practical skills. Here in the school, we will prepare a production in two weeks. When you leave, you will have a repertoire and expertise.’

What kind of expertise? For routine performances. But to some extent Yakovlev was right. Provincial theatres required actors with a wide repertoire, who could work fast and adapt to all circumstances. And how many were lucky enough, once they had finished their studies, to get engagements in good theatres in the capital?

The period of actor training was three years. That was considered adequate. Any hopes of further development were dependent on real work in the professional theatre. That view was the result of a limited knowledge of the actor’s art.

But, while I speak of the inadequacy of old methods of teaching, I don’t wish to belittle the importance of theatre schools of the period for the growth of our theatrical culture, or, even less, to denigrate their teachers, who were great artists of the Russian stage. Many outstanding actors—Davydov, Yuriev, Petrovski, Ozarovski, Sanin and finally my own teacher Yakovlev—did important work in actor training. They all valued drama schools, loved them, and gave them all their strength without thought of personal gain, receiving scant sympathy from the majority of actors of the time who took an entirely negative view of such schools. I deliberately draw attention to the failings of their methods of teaching from the standpoint of contemporary knowledge, so as to define more precisely the truly great leap forward made by Stanislavski. With his genius, in his experiments, he built upon the wealth of experience of the best representatives of Russian realism’s traditions in the theatre.

The art of directing was just making its first faltering attempts to move from simple stage management to something more creative. Yuri Yuriev, in his memoirs, describes an incident that occurred at the Aleksandrinski Theatre during rehearsals for Ostrovski’s Burning Heart. Davydov broke traditional rehearsal methods by interrupting the session and correcting one of his pupils who was involved in the scene. The scene was not working and in his attempts to get it right Davydov asked for it to be done over and over again, much to the indignation of the other actors. ‘This is not a school,’ they told him. And this to someone who possessed great authority in the company, and was the pride of the Russian stage. So what could an ordinary director do, surrounded by this assembly of the great?

At that time rumours were circulating about Stanislavski’s ‘bizarre methods’ at the Moscow Art Theatre. They were both contradictory and vague. Some said that Stanislavski was turning his actors into puppets, and/or into trained monkeys who, as the victims of his despotic will, merely carried out their master’s instructions. Some, on the other hand, said that when he was rehearsing he sometimes asked the actors to improvise, without giving any precise moves or staging or using any of the other standard procedures. Then we heard the incredible rumour that when Stanislavski was working with the actor Uralov on the role of the mayor in Gogol’s Inspector General, he rehearsed a scene, ‘The Mayor at the Bazaar’, which is neither in the final play nor any of its drafts.

Actors from the Moscow Art Theatre would sometimes appear with actors from other theatres and they were already parading their special style, their special understanding of acting, their grasp of a special, mysterious working terminology, their special approach to creating a role. These innovations were all too bold, they challenged tradition. Stanislavski’s ‘bizarre methods’ provoked a strong reaction from the company at the Aleksandrinski.

An interesting incident comes to mind. Uralov came to the Aleksandrinski in Petersburg from the Moscow Art Theatre. And since, in Moscow, he had played the mayor in The Inspector General, he alternated the role with Davydov. Once, during a break in rehearsal, Uralov respectfully turned to Davydov with a question about acting. The following dialogue ensued:

‘Tell me, Vladimir Nikolaevich, in the first act, on your entrance to the officials, what do you bring on with you?’

‘What do you mean, bring on with me?’ Davydov replied, as though he had not understood.

‘What state of mind are you in, what are your feelings, what is your intention? At the Moscow Art Theatre we have been taught ... ’ (There followed a long explanation about different tasks, the given circumstances, etc.)

Davydov listened patiently for a while, containing his anger and contempt, and then interrupted Uralov with this sarcastic reply: ‘I don’t know what you bring on with you at the Moscow Art Theatre, but I bring on the idea that I am on the stage of the imperial theatre to play Gogol and I bring on Vladimir Nikolaevich Davydov with me, and not the devil incarnate!’

With that he turned away, indicating that the conversation was over.

This was spoken, of course, in anger and irritation against a smart alec, who was trying to be cleverer than the celebrated Davydov, a master of his craft, who not only had a well-deserved reputation for his talent, but was someone who could reflect on and analyse a role, someone who explored the subtleties of acting, and could create a well-rounded, polished performance. And yet, when he made his first entrance in The Inspector General, there was no trace of the self-satisfaction with which he had spoken to Uralov. On the contrary, his entrance as the mayor amazed us by the subtle, expressive logic of his behaviour as a frightened bureaucrat, fearful of official trouble. You only had to look to see what the mayor ‘came on with’. But how this great actor achieved his results was a complete mystery to us. It was to this mystery that Stanislavski, the great reformer, later turned his penetrating eye.

Rumours which reached me in Petersburg about Stanislavski’s work at the Moscow Art Theatre interested me, in the first instance, as it did others, only because it was unusual, not to say curious. But thinking over it later, and analysing his ideas more carefully, I felt that there must be an element of truth in them. The first tour of the Moscow Art Theatre that I saw in Petersburg, particularly the production of The Cherry Orchard (which was also being done at the Aleksandrinski), finally convinced me this was the case. I was overwhelmed by its remarkable artistic quality, which clearly underlined how out of date my former idol, the Aleksandrinksi Theatre, was. Bringing together the best representatives of the imperial theatre (Davydov, Dalmatov, Varlamov, Michurina, Yakovlev) on the same stage could not compete with the harmonious ensemble of their Moscow colleagues, which was not full of illustrious names, but was guided by the will of its innovative director.

This performance sealed my fate. All my thoughts were directed towards this new theatre, to a new kind of acting. I started to look for ways of getting near to Stanislavski. My dream only came true twenty years later. This gap was not without its uses. I worked a great deal in Petersburg and Moscow and in the provinces, playing many parts, gaining experience. I was successful, particularly in later years at the former Korsh11 Theatre, before I entered the Moscow Art Theatre, and I learned much because I met talented, experienced actors and directors. All that might provide material for my memoirs, but I turn instead to my present book.

11 Fiodor  Adamovich Korsh (1852-1923) ran the most successful commercial theatre in Moscow.
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