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Introduction


I had lived through a happy moment in my artistic life. I had received a true gift from Apollo. Were there no technical means of conscious entry into the paradise of art? When technique reaches the possibility of realising this hope, our stage craftsmanship will become a true art. But where and how is one to seek those roads into the secret sources of inspiration?1

(Konstantin Stanislavsky)


He believed that the only directing method to give results was a fusion of several different methods…2

(J.C.Trewin on Peter Brook)


There is a curious asymmetry in contemporary theatre studies. On the one hand theatre historians admit that drama criticism must include analyses of performance. They argue that, as theatre is a compound entity comprising both speech and action, criticism must find ways of addressing theatre’s non-verbal elements. On the other hand they continue for the most part to discuss only those features of the theatre event that are dictated by the author’s text. This is largely because scripts can be reproduced and are therefore easier to study than performance which is ephemeral. The indignation of champions of performance criticism such as Beckerman and Styan has thus tended to obscure the irony implicit in their position: that while they agree that significance in drama is a function of both language and gesture, their analyses elucidate only the texts with which the directors they study are concerned. Productions of Macbeth by Reinhardt, Craig and Irving are still discussed in ways that tell us less about these directors than about Macbeth. The demand for a method of studying theatre on the basis of its immediacy is met with all that constitutes the denial of that immediacy—the mechanical and indiscriminate application of the critical methods of literature to theatre.

In an effort to develop a more appropriate means of addressing the distinctive attributes of the theatre, this book takes as its subject the process of rehearsal. Working on the assumption that actors and directors have methods specific to their craft that are independently valuable, it examines three schools of theatre workshop that have proliferated recently. It compares the rehearsal techniques used by Peter Brook at various points in his career with those developed by Stanislavsky, Brecht and Grotowski. The book assesses the extent of Brook’s debt to these systems of rehearsal, methods which assist actors to capture, through carefully structured means, the elusive advantages of inspiration.

This study complements existing work on rehearsal technique in three ways. First, whereas books like Viola Spolin’s Improvisation for the Theatre are sometimes misleading in that they list techniques devoid of the purposive contexts that make them meaningful, I have tried to locate exercises within the larger patterns of which they are products so as to render them properly intelligible. Far too often I have seen young directors using methods drawn from manuals without realizing that these are sterile unless deployed in tandem with certain complementary routines. By elucidating the structures which books like Ms Spolin’s make available only in part, I hope I have been able to facilitate more coherent and ambitious sweeps of work.

Second, whereas books like David Selbourne’s The Making of A Midsummer Night’s Dream merely document theatre practice, I have attempted to model these experiments so that it becomes easier to relate them to the theories they are designed to realize. I find that rehearsal logs, however accurate and sensitive, tend to be far too embroiled in the day-today details of workshop to give a sufficiently substantial account of the principles and aspirations that underlie the work they discuss. A strictly linear narrative of a particular production can tell us what a director does but not, in the long term, to what end. I have therefore tried to rationalize the information provided by these first-hand accounts, to structure it analytically rather than chronologically. My intention is to ask what ambitions these directors have had for their theatres, what problems these have entailed for their actors and what solutions they have been able to offer in workshop. I hope that, as a result, I have been able to approach the larger issue as to what theatre can achieve—not with the dull generality that afflicts universalizing answers to such questions but with the authority that stems from studying specific, dissimilar and profoundly practical projects.

Third, whereas books like Stanislavsky’s An Actor Prepares and Grotowski’s Towards a Poor Theatre set out systems of theatre with an attractive semblance of completeness, the element of comparison here provides the advantage of perspective. Manifestos and autobiographical assessments have the virtue of consistency, the product of the refraction of a number of concepts through the filter of a single authoritative sensibility. But they also lack, for the same reason, a multiplicity of opinions and interpretations that characterizes a healthy understanding of ideas. However judiciously written, personal declarations do eventually argue for certain points of view. Whether or not one finds these positions intrinsically interesting, one almost always misses in them the vitality that comes from the interplay of convictions and attitudes. My intention in structuring the book as a series of comparisons has been to redress the balance by having each position comment critically on every other. Whereas each section of this book presents a fairly straightforward exegesis, the juxtapositions, both within and across chapters, are designed to generate a critical counterpoint through the incongruities they reveal.

In the early stages of the work, I was prepared to let these contrasts stand, to let the variations speak for themselves. I was satisfied that the mapping of resonances between the paradigms I had selected would be enlightening enough to furnish material for a book. However, in the course of writing I gradually became aware of an improbable and therefore interesting contrast: whereas the similarities and differences between Stanislavsky, Brecht and Grotowski seemed in keeping with the expectations of common sense, the comparisons between Brook and each of these directors showed a disproportionate convergence. I had not anticipated the extraordinary extent to which Brook would concur with his predecessors as he engaged for a period their approaches. I came to acknowledge that, in spite of my suspicion of lofty critical judgements, there did lurk a conclusion in this extraordinary correlation: Brook seemed to me more a mimic than an inventor. Brook appeared an admirably astute assimilator, a singularly canny user of other people’s ideas and techniques; but he was not ‘original’ if by that we mean one capable of transforming beyond recognition the pre-existing pool of concepts to which we are all inevitably and naturally exposed.

I was aware that such a view could appear to be repudiated by the virtuosity of some of his productions—the obvious freshness of his 1970 A Midsummer Night’s Dream, for example. However, I was not prepared to relinquish my conviction that there is a price to be paid for emulation, however spirited, skilful or shrewd. I felt that Brook’s ability to present his borrowings with vigour and refinement should not obliterate our sense of the place individuality must have in the assessment of theatre directors. The fact that there is no dearth of such brilliance in Brook seemed not to contradict the contention that he does not have a distinctive legacy to hand down to future generations, a consolidated bequest that can outlast the impermanent incandescence of each of his productions taken independently. Whereas critics, however aware of history, must applaud the inventiveness of specific productions, the theatre historian must consider whether these flashes of vitality in fact cohere to comprise a contribution of lasting substance.

It seemed to me to be of some interest, for instance, that Kenneth Tynan should interpret as a mark of originality Brook’s infinitely transitional identity as a theatre director:

Theatre Quarterly: You couldn’t really associate him with any ‘school’ of theatre. Kenneth Tynan: Nor could you accuse him of imitating anybody. He was one of the only English directors of my time whose career was, in a sense, a search for antecedents:…his ideas were spun out his own intuition.3


Where the critic sees a multitude of varying impressions that seem to constitute independence, the theatre historian can reveal the extent to which each phase of this work is in fact derivative and therefore less remarkable. That Brook contributes very substantially to each of the areas he undertakes to explore is scant praise: from directors of his stature one expects not startling modifications of given paradigms but the institution of personal and therefore unique approaches.

However, it did occur to me that the fact that Brook showed an affinity with such radically different directors was in itself quite extraordinary. I began to feel that his ability to absorb the influence of vastly dissimilar theatres could only be seen as an achievement. There was as well an inescapable correspondence between Brook’s appropriation of styles and his dissatisfaction with what he saw as the insular individualism of contemporary western theatre. Brook had long argued against formal consistency in the theatre; he wanted performances that could fluctuate deftly between conventions. He felt that if theatre was to reflect the manner in which life makes discordant elements cohere, it must tell its stories in as many ways as possible—for each style gives access to certain truths but inevitably excludes others. Brook’s work in Le Mahabharata seemed to confirm this view, for in it Brook was able to present this heterogeneity in a single work. By using a host of different styles in what was nevertheless a coherent body of theatre, Brook was able finally to generate an authentic image of life’s plurality. By making irreconcilable elements coexist, the production also illuminated Brook’s inordinately misunderstood apprenticeship amidst a plethora of methods and codes. Far from being a covertly adopted substitute for inspiration, Brook’s imitations suddenly seemed deliberate. It was a virtue to cast around widely for styles—and to have had the insight to recognize it as such was unmistakably original.

The book, as you read it, remains the product of each of these impulses: to elucidate, to impeach, and eventually to champion. These tendencies do not neutralize one another—for Brook’s work does eventually find that unity of indiscriminate amalgamation, the hallmark we most admire in Shakespeare. Stanislavsky, Brecht and Grotowski share a certain sharpness of definition which is a mark both of the commendable uniqueness of their inclinations and of the ultimately unavoidable limits of their creativity. In contrast, Brook has an inimitable lack of individuality, a second-hand genius of formidable synoptic power.
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The actor must dig inside himself for responses, but at the same time must be open to outside stimuli. Acting was the marriage of these two processes.1

(Albert Hunt paraphrasing Peter Brook in rehearsal)


Actually in each physical act there is an inner psychological motive which impels physical action, as in every psychological inner action there is also a physical action, which expresses its psychic nature.

The union of these two actions results in organic action on the stage.2

(Konstantin Stanislavsky)



Stanislavsky: To Be

On 5 September 1869, the six-year-old Konstantin Alexeyev (‘Stanislavsky’ was a stage name) made his first stage appearance as Winter in a tableau vivant depicting the four seasons. He had been instructed to pretend to tend a fire represented by a candle placed behind some logs. As the curtain rose little Kostya, ashamed at having to make believe, actually prodded the candle which fell over and set fire to the cotton wool with which the stage was covered. The fire was put out but Kostya was unceremoniously carried to the nursery where he was severely scolded and cried bitterly. In his autobiography, Stanislavsky recalls being terribly embarrassed at having to beguile the audience; the act of actually overturning the candle was, in contrast, ‘completely natural and logical’.3 The lessons of this early experience are carefully noted: ‘the discomfort of unreasonable presence on the stage, and the inner truth of reasoned presence and action on it’, writes Stanislavsky, ‘control me on the stage even at the present day’.4 An action is meaningful only if it is real, and reality is a function of reason.

Over sixty years after his incendiary début, Stanislavsky, thinly disguised as the drama teacher Tortsov in An Actor Prepares, has another young Kostya (also an autobiographical figure) attempt to light a fire on stage. Kostya makes the mistake of asking for matches:

‘The fireplace is made of paper. Did you intend to burn down the theatre?’ ‘I was just going to pretend,’ I explained….

‘To pretend to light a fire, pretended matches are sufficient …. What needs to burn is your imagination…. [L]et me see what you would do if my supposed facts were true…. [I]f acts as a lever to lift us out of the world of actuality into the realm of imagination.’5


Truth on stage is what the actor construes as real.

Both Kostyas face the same problem: they are obliged simultaneously to display their fidelity to two embarrassingly incompatible orders of reality. On the one hand they must imbue with truth the ‘fires’ their characters tend. On the other hand, sincerity demands that it also be conceded that the fires do not in fact exist.

In the case of little Kostya, this gap is bridged accidentally. As the cotton wool on the stage catches fire, the actor’s response can be real because the fire is real. The elder Kostya, unable to allow actuality to intercede on his behalf, must resort to more subtle means. The solution offered to him is that of Tortsov’s ‘magic if’:

It is as though he says to himself: ‘I know that everything by which I am surrounded on the stage…is all make-believe. But if it were real…this is how I would act…’. And from the instant that his soul is aware of the magic phrase ‘if it were,’ the actual world around him ceases to interest him, he is carried off to another plane, to a life created by his imagination.6


The expedient works in two stages. First, Stanislavsky emphasizes that the actor must acknowledge that the objects with which he is surrounded are only stage properties, fictional objects in a constructed world. This is a concession to actuality, a recognition of the literal truth of the situation on stage. The actor thus disarms the audience by establishing that everything is ‘clear, honest and above-board’.7 His concern is with truth, not artifice.

However, having made this gesture, Stanislavsky immediately goes on to dismiss all this as ‘crude’ and ‘having no significance’.8 What he is really interested in, we now gather, is the truth of the imaginary situation on stage—the truth of the world of the character. The concession to actuality is just a stratagem, a means of ensuring that the subsequent flight of the actor’s imagination into the circumstances of the drama does not explicitly refute the inescapable fact that the character is only a fabrication. Thus Stanislavsky gives the impression of having resolved the contradiction between the truths of actuality and contrivance by satisfying within the parameters of a single prompt their otherwise disparate claims. In fact the opposition is not resolved at all. The argument secures the release of the imagination not by orchestrating a union of truths but by obliterating the claims of one of the two positions through an elaborate and beguiling pretence of taking account of it. By acknowledging the claims of actuality, the ‘magic if’ denies it grounds on which to disturb the still waters of imagined truths. By then interpreting its ascendency as axiomatic, Stanislavsky’s actor may now construe as real what is blatantly unreal. Through a devastating combination of censorship and propaganda, the actor may make belief.

The ability of the ‘if’ to rid the imagination of the claims of actuality is concomitant with its ability to rid the actor-character of the burden of acknowledging the presence of the actor-self. Just as ‘if’ ignores actuality by pretending to take account of it, so also it suppresses the actor’s everyday self by viewing the character initially as ‘other’. Once that is done the actor can work solely in the world of the character without fear of being interrupted awkwardly by actuality. Thus the actor, by using ‘if’ in the first instance (‘If I was the character I would…’), can eventually work ‘without dividing his creative problems into “I” and “if I”’.9 Having set into motion the machinery of its mischief, the ‘if’ is withdrawn from what is then a pristine and unfettered condition of authentic, non-literal being. From a convenient but uncomfortable apprenticeship under ‘if I’, the actor graduates to the authority and energy of ‘I’.

Thus the value of ‘if’ is that it allows you to ‘achieve a complete merging of yourself and the character of your part’.10 This is for Stanislavsky the highest condition to which an actor can aspire—a temporary but total transformation into a received order of being. As Stanislavsky wrote of one of his earliest successes as an actor in the role of Rostanov in Dostoevsky’s The Village of Stepanchikovo, ‘I live the life of Rostanov, I think his thoughts, I cease to be myself. I become another man, a man like Rostanov.’11 At the very end of his career, in a rehearsal of Tartuffe, Stanislavsky still holds that ‘Art begins when there is no role, when there is only the “I”’.12 The product of the sublimation of (‘if I’ into ‘I’ is a state of unperturbed veracity-in-fiction, ‘to be’.

There is of course an irony about using the ‘magic if’ to generate the condition ‘I am’ in this way: the ability of the ‘if’ to neutralize the mutually exclusive opposition between fiction and actuality is contingent upon the resolution of yet another conflict of irreconcilables—the actor’s credulity and the fact that the ‘I am’ is inescapably a product of contrivance. If the actor’s sense of truth is an essential prerequisite for an action to be deemed real on stage, then the actor’s growing awareness of the strategic underpinning of the ‘if’ is likely eventually to erode that truth. Veracity cannot reliably be sustained by a device as fundamentally opposed to it as subterfuge.

Stanislavsky’s solution to the problem is to invoke a secondary inversion designed to disarm the ‘if’. Just as the ‘if’ muzzles actuality by recognizing it, so also the ‘I’ now undermines the ‘if’ in the very act of using it. For instance, when Stanislavsky declares that ‘the actor’s belief in his own action places him on the path of truth’,13 a subtle shift of emphasis is implied. There is something about the conviction with which Stanislavsky speaks of the ‘path to truth’ that suggests that for him the actor’s belief is not after all a matter of expediency, merely a means to an end, that of convincing the audience of the truth of something that is ‘actually’ untrue. There is as well a further sense in which the actor, through his belief, creates reality in the theatre. In his biography of Stanislavsky, David Magarshack observes that for Stanislavsky ‘the actor had to believe in what he did or said on stage and that truth on the stage was merely what the actor believed in’.14 The absence of the audience in Magarshack’s equation suggests too that the relationship between truth and belief is not causal as much as symbiotic. Trivially, an action is true because the actor believes in it; far more importantly, the actor is able to believe in the action because it is true. Stage truth displaces actuality by becoming it.

The impulse to realism in Stanislavsky then seems not entirely to have been based on a desire to imitate reality. Rather, it seems to be born of an overwhelming urge to engender nature, to beget an order of reality which we cannot possess in life, a reality which we desire precisely because it is ‘other’. In all great art the life of the human spirit is realized, but in the theatre a person can become that reality, literally embody it. This, for Stanislavsky, is the essence of theatre—to become another. ‘Anybody can imitate an image’, he writes, ‘but only a true talent can become an image.’15 Of his success as Rostanov, Stanislavsky concludes, ‘then I had talent, for in this role (although it was almost the only one) I had become Rostanov, while in my other roles I merely copied and imitated the necessary image’.16 Stage art for Stanislavsky is not mimesis, it is metamorphosis. The aim is not merely to convince but to create. The subject is not life but its transcendence.

An implication of the notion that stage reality is a product not of imitation but of creation is that actors must really feel the emotions and sensations of the characters they depict. The actors’ belief, generated by their imagined sense of reality in a situation, is not in itself sufficient guarantee of their capacity to evoke ‘life’ on the stage. Their work must be founded on the pulse of their emotions which alone can signal the obliteration of the gulf which divides character from actor. Imagination implies an otherness which is precisely what art frees us of. Merely to imagine is to imitate, whereas to feel is to become.

Stanislavsky’s insistence that actors should feel what they portray creates a problem in that there is no reason to suppose that their emotions should on demand coincide with those of their characters. The profound difficulty of the actor’s task arises out of this obligation to create in a manner that is true to both personality and text—the one aspect of which is familiar but to be transcended, the other ‘other’ and to be embodied. This is the challenge of the actor’s situation:

How does it happen that one artist creates a character under circumstances given him by another artist?17



Stanislavsky: To Find the Face Constructed in the Mind

In Creating a Role, Stanislavsky maintains that ‘in the language of the actor to know is synonymous with to feel’.18 Only by feeling something can actors be satisfied that they are intimate with it with a fullness that approaches the required condition of being that thing. In the alchemy of drawing reality from representation, the actor’s problem is therefore primarily that of knowledge. If to know is to feel and to feel is utterly to be, then to know is, by logical extension, to be. To know more about a character is to experience it more fully and eventually seamlessly to become it. Stanislavsky’s answer to the question, ‘What is the actor to do about the portions of the play which do not evoke the miracle of instant intuitive comprehension?’ is that ‘All such portions must be studied to disclose what materials they possess to incite him to ardour.’19 In the slippage between the terms ‘ardour’ and ‘comprehension’ lies the assumption that the one really is the other. The chapter ends with a section entitled ‘The Appraisal of the Facts’. The phrase is explained: ‘to appraise the facts is to take all the alien life created by the playwright and make it one’s own’.20 Awareness and possession are one.

Most people who have some experience of teaching would probably agree that students best understand the things they have previously had reason to question. A question sets up a framework of contextual interest to which the answer may be referred so that, through its discovered relationship with its relevance, it is better retained in the memory. One of Stanislavsky’s methods of provoking his actors into exploring in sufficient detail the ‘other’ world of the play involves setting them a series of questions about their characters which, when researched and answered, establish what he calls the ‘given circumstances’ of the drama. In a rehearsal of Tolstoy’s Czar Fyodor:

Now, let us talk it over…. What does it mean for each of you to prepare himself for the conspiracy against Boris and Fyodor? First, you must know the life of that period in Russia well…. For tomorrow’s rehearsal each of you must prepare answers to the following questions:…

	Who am I? How old am I? My profession? Members of my family?…

	Where do I live in Moscow? (You must be able to draw the plan of your apartment and the furniture in the rooms.)

	How did I spend yesterday?…21



In a rehearsal of Katayev’s The Embezzlers:

‘You are a cashier, aren’t you? What do you have in your office?’

‘Money…’

‘Well, yes, money. But what else? Tell me in more detail. You say “money”. Good, how much? What kind? How is it folded? Where is it kept? What kind of table do you have in your office? What kind of chair, how many electric lights?’22


The questions are designed to reveal to the actors their ignorance about a way of life so that the answers, when supplied, contain more than the sum of the information they carry. In the wake of the actors’ manifest ignorance, they have a personal focus which facts gleaned to no particular end generally lack. Thus the knowledge finally accumulated is imbued with the spirit not of revelation but of recognition. Feeling is the product of a privately perceived pattern of cerebral involvement with a play. In order to be, the actor must feel, and in order to feel, the actor must move from the self to the play via the mind. Whereas an investigation into the ‘given circumstances’ of a play anchors a character in a knowable past, the analysis of the text in terms of ‘units and objectives’ locates a character in the context of an intended future. This second major component of Stanislavsky’s approach to the problem of characterization involves dividing the given text into sections of time bounded by internally related action. These segments are then labelled in a manner which crystallizes the essence of each unit and discovers its fundamental objective. To ensure that such dissection does not lose in stasis what it gains in terms of insight and lucidity, Stanislavsky recommends that these objectives be expressed as verbs:

‘Now, tell me…give me one word, a verb, which will intensify your line of action.’

‘To please the Governor.’…

‘To win his heart…. This is your task: to obtain an invitation. Well, sir, how will you act?’23


As in the ‘given circumstances’ exercise, the actor’s impulse to action is a product of analysis and deduction. A cerebral mastery of the temporal imperative in a drama provides the key to the manner of its spatial execution.

In order to ensure that these locally apprehended sources of thrust do not neutralize one another for lack of proper alignment, the tasks thus devised are projected over an extended logical sequence. This leads through the course of the play to a ‘superobjective’, the raison d’être of the character. This is the character’s final goal and shaping influence, the aim that runs through the play and dictates the manner in which the role as a whole is to be played. The result is a coherently consecutive file of events:

Develop, above all, the scheme of your physical behaviour in each episode and unite them later in a single line of action. This is the infallible way to bring about the embodiment of Gogol’s Plushkin.24


Discretely discovered packages of impulses are intellectually tailored to dovetail one into the other so as to give the actor a steady bearing and the role its drive and energy.

Units and objectives contribute to the unification of actor and character by transferring what for the character is motive to what in the real world of the actor is justification. In the act of discovering verbs with which to label the characters’ dominant preoccupations at given points in a play, the actors also supply themselves with reasons for doing what their characters do. If for example a character’s objective in a scene is to win the heart of his beloved, this also justifies for the actor his walk to the sofa to sit near her. Yoked together in a single verb lie two axes of significance bracketed together as indeed the actor must be with his character. The fact that the actor’s reasons for performing a certain action are identical with those of his character helps generate the impression that the actor and the character are one. In a rehearsal of Bulgakov’s Molière, Stanislavsky puts this gambit into practice:

You have a letter in your hand, and this justifies your entering straight from the market…. I will direct you for awhile and you justify whatever I say to you.25


Within the space of five lines the word ‘justify’ is used twice, referring in the first instance to the character and in the second to the actor. In both cases the person is addressed as ‘you’. Thus Stanislavsky exploits the ambiguity set up by the symbiotic relationship between objectives and justification by semantically consolidating the conclusion that the actor now is the character. If an enquiry into the given circumstances of the drama is an exercise in making the facts of the play familiar enough to seem personal, an analysis of objectives is an exercise in making the logic of the play (literally) one’s own.

Significantly, both the ‘given circumstances’ exercise and the study of objectives are, at different points in the Stanislavsky corpus, construed as being the most productive starting points for work on a production. In Toporkov’s accounts of Stanislavsky in rehearsal, the words ‘first’ and ‘beginning’ consistently attach to the notion of the analysis of plays in terms of units and objectives: the process by which ‘the actor defines for himself the logic of the separate links of the unbroken line of conflict… is the beginning of the work on a part’.26 On the other hand, in My Life in Art, Stanislavsky asserts that the ‘quality which the poet Pushkin calls “given circumstances”…is the very first thing which must be made clear in a play, because without it, it is hard to speak of the play’s inner nature’.27 To the extent that motives may be located in the given circumstances which they cannot of their own accord create, the latter may be seen as having the more justifiable claim to being the most useful starting point for work on a role. Be that as it may, these parallel claims to precedence are significant in so far as they show that the distinguishing feature of the system as a whole is that it consistently advocates a cerebral approach to characterization. Since both techniques involve a move from mind to body, and both are credited with being the point at which the work on inhabiting a character must begin, it follows that for Stanislavsky, analysis precedes action. In An Actor Prepares Tortsov urges his students to ‘Begin by thinking about the inner side of a role’:28

An actor is under the obligation to live his part inwardly, and then to give his experience an external embodiment. I ask you to note especially that the dependence of the body on the soul is particularly important in our school of art.29


For Stanislavsky, conception precedes enactment. The mind determines a course of action which it is the responsibility of the body meticulously to follow.

On 8 March 1909, Stanislavsky delivered a paper at a theatrical conference in which he divided the process of creating a character into six stages. In the first stage the actors get to know the author’s work. In the second stage they search for the psychological material needed to represent their characters. In the third stage they create imaginary models of their characters. Only in the fourth stage are these images realized in the body. The lecture is, to steal a phrase Tortsov uses in the analysis of a successful improvisation, ‘an admirable example of the part of the mind in initiating the creative process’.30 The most attractive thing about the sequence is that it is supposedly effortless: ‘From the intuition of feelings I went to the outer image’, writes Stanislavsky in My Life in Art, ‘for it flowed naturally from the inner image’.31 The work of the mind not only precedes that in the body but organically generates in the body the conditions required to realise the conception it has created.

Coherent, logical and internally consistent, the system thus developed seemed perfectly poised to revolutionize Moscow Art Theatre acting with higher levels of conviction and authenticity. However, instead of the relaxation and freedom Stanislavsky had imagined would be the products of his system, his rehearsals were now characterized by unprecedented levels of tension. Performances suddenly became strained and stilted. In Stanislavsky’s first production after writing his so-called system—Knut Hamsun’s Drama of Life—the actors seemed, by his own admission, to have ‘moved backwards and not forwards’.32 The actors reacted to their failure by resisting the system but Stanislavsky persisted with it, convinced that the actors were only being lazy. Unfortunately for Stanislavsky, his next production, Andreyev’s Life of Man, fared no better as a lure for the actors’ acceptance. Stanislavsky’s credibility suffered further as his own acting noticeably deteriorated in this period. In the last twenty-three years of his life he did not appear in a single new part. During rehearsals of the 1917 production of The Village of Stepanchikovo, Nemirovich-Danchenko took Stanislavsky’s role away from him and gave it to a younger actor. The role was that of Rostanov. It was the character which, when he had played it in 1891, had led Stanislavsky passionately to declare, we remember, ‘I live the life of Rostanov, I think his thoughts, I cease to be myself.’33

Daisetz Suzuki, a writer on Zen Buddhism, maintains that ‘man is a thinking reed but his greatest works are done when he is not calculating or thinking’.34 The methods of Zen Buddhism begin with the assumption that enlightenment comes only with the obliteration of conscious purpose. If one lets the unconscious work without conscious interference, the body somehow works more efficiently. If one does not, the body becomes tense and even the most normal motor functions become difficult. The worst dancers look at their feet while dancing, the worst drivers are not able to talk while driving. Theatre is not immune to such self-consciousness. Most actors know that the more one thinks about what one is doing, the more difficult it is to do it. The more clearly one works out what one is going to do on stage, the worse the result. A conscious awareness of the image that is required leads actors to imitate it rather than to live through the experience of which that image should naturally be the creative result. This suggests that the failure of the Stanislavsky system is likely to have been a result of its cerebral approach to characterization. By recommending that actors consciously imbibe the psychology of their characters, Stanislavsky may be seen as having created a situation in which his actors were more likely to experience self-consciousness than transformation into character.

Ironically, Stanislavsky would actually agree with Suzuki that there is in creativity a certain unconscious activity. In An Actor Prepares, Stanislavsky writes,

when an actor is profoundly absorbed by some profoundly moving objective, so that he throws his whole being passionately into its execution, he reaches a state that we call inspiration. In it almost everything he does is subconscious and he has no conscious realisation of how he accomplishes his purpose.35


However, unlike painters or composers, actors cannot wait for these unsolicited promptings to vitalize their work. Actors are bound by pre-set performance hours during which there is no certainty that inspiration will occur. Stanislavsky’s system is therefore intended to be a body of work which actors can use as a safeguard against the failure of spontaneous inspiration. The naturally present subconscious impulse is still Stanislavsky’s objective but, if it cannot be relied upon always to be forthcoming, Stanislavsky must explore how to generate favourable conditions for its emergence. In an article he wrote for the Encyclopaedia Britannica, Stanislavsky declared that his system was the product of his ‘search for…ways leading from the conscious to the subconscious’.36 This was the rationale of the cerebral system: when the subconscious is not compliantly operative, the conscious mind must intervene. The system is merely a fail safe, a lure for what is truly creative.

What Stanislavsky did not see—and what is emphatically explicit in Suzuki—is that it is a necessary condition of the unfettered operation of the subconscious that conscious awareness be actively suppressed during the creative act. Stanislavsky’s error, it turns out, was to assume commonsensically that the only alternative to the workings of the subconscious was that of the conscious mind. Hence the emphasis in the system on intellectual approaches—on researching background and defining motivation. Curiously absent from Stanislavsky’s work is any hint as to why logic is the most effective substitute for inspiration. It appears that he took this very much for granted: when in An Actor Prepares Kostya asks why reason is the most suitable alternative to intuition, Tortsov merely says that ‘it seems entirely normal’37—which is disturbing precisely because it is not evasive.

It is ironic that Stanislavsky should have had Kostya anticipate his later failure without being able to communicate his misgivings with sufficient urgency. Perhaps if Stanislavsky had questioned more deeply the assumption that to be is to know, he would have realized with Suzuki that to know is really to set the object of knowledge against the knower—for knowledge itself implies a dichotomy and can therefore never be the thing itself. The ‘I’ of ‘I am’ is not the ‘I’ of ‘I know’ and in the gulf between the two lies the system actor’s vexation. Late in his career, looking back on the incipient stages of the implementation of his system, Stanislavsky confessed that he ‘used to stuff the heads of the actors with all sorts of lectures about the epoch, the history, and the life of the character in the play, as a result of which they used to go on stage with a head full to bursting and were not able to act anything’.38 Knowledge and being mutually exclude, rather than reinforce, one another.

Stanislavsky thus faced the problem that while the subconscious could not be relied upon to surface spontaneously in performance, the conscious mind could not be used in rehearsal because it inhibited the actors.
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