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I would like to dedicate The Vakhtangov Sourcebook to the memory of my teacher, and Vakhtangov’s student, Aleksandra Remizova. The youngest of Vakhtangov’s disciples, Remizova acted in her teacher’s productions of The Miracle of Saint Anthony and Princess Turandot. For over fifty years, she remained one of the leading directors of the Vakhtangov Theatre in Moscow. Through five years of close professional collaboration and personal contact with Aleksandra Remizova, I have been fortunate to be exposed to her wisdom and creative genius (see Figure 2).
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Editor's Note

The Vakhtangov Sourcebook is the first book collection of Yevgeny Vakhtangov’s writings, lectures, rehearsal records and talks to be published in the English-speaking world. Unless specified otherwise, materials in this volume first appeared in the original Russian as part of the pioneering Vakhtangov heritage collection printed in the Soviet Union (Vakhtangova et al. 1939). Other original Russian sources are identified in the sourcebook text and appear in the Bibliography. All publications mentioned or quoted by the editor are identified in the Introduction and featured in the Bibliography. All publications mentioned or quoted by Vakhtangov are identified in footnotes, in order not to break the flow of Vakhtangov’s texts.

All Vakhtangov materials in the sourcebook appear in a new translation from the Russian by Andrei Malaev-Babel. This translation aims to bring Vakhtangov’s unique voice to the reader. As part of this effort, the translator preserved Vakhtangov’s original use of gender. According to the customs of Vakhtangov’s period, words such as ‘he’, ‘his’, ‘himself’, etc., were often used conventionally and, in fact, implied both genders.

Unless otherwise noted, materials in Parts I, II, IV, and VII of the sourcebook appear in English for the first time. Previous English translations of Yevgeny Vakhtangov’s texts include a free digest from Vakhtangov’s diary notes and rehearsal talks, compiled by Vakhtangov’s disciple Boris Zakhava (Zakhava 1927 and 1930). An unattributed translation of Zakhava’s digest was printed in the USA as part of a Stanislavsky-system anthology (Cole 1947).1 Another unattributed English translation of Vakhtangov’s Two Discussions with Students was featured in a US-published directing anthology (Cole and Chinoy (eds.) 1953). Unless otherwise noted, materials in Parts III, V, VI and VIII of the sourcebook previously appeared in Doris Bradbury’s English translation (Vendrovskaya and Kaptereva 1982). This Soviet Union publication is currently out of print and was never widely available in the West.

1 Boris Zakhava (1896–1976), one of Vakhtangov’s oldest students, a co-founder of the Vakhtangov Studio. Zakhava remained one of the leading Vakhtangov Theatre directors until 1959. He also headed the Vakhtangov Institute in Moscow (the Schukin School) for five decades.

Part I of The Vakhtangov Sourcebook features excerpts from talks given by Vakhtangov at the Vakhtangov Studio in Moscow between 1914 and 1921. Some of these talks were given at the training rehearsal sessions, conducted by Vakhtangov. Vakhtangov’s talks did not narrowly apply to the scenes rehearsed. In his training practices, Vakhtangov separated general talks about art and the creative process from notes given to actors on their characters and scenes. For Vakhtangov, a talk on the fundamentals of the creative process was a step into different territory; it was meant to redirect the actors’ attention (thus providing a needed rest to an actor in the middle of a rehearsal), to inspire them, to outline homework, etc.

The specific rehearsal notes, delivered by Vakhtangov, are featured in Part VI of the sourcebook. They provide an invaluable record of Vakhtangov’s rehearsal work with the student-actors. For editorial purposes, however, general talks about theatre and an actor’s creative process, even if delivered in the midst of a rehearsal, are featured in Part I, which is dedicated to the fundamentals of the Vakhtangov technique. An inquisitive reader wishing to know what play or scene was rehearsed on the day when a particular talk was given, can easily do so by comparing dates between Parts I and VI.

According to Michael Chekhov’s memoir The Path of the Actor (Chekhov 2005), Chekhov encouraged Vakhtangov Studio members to take notes of their master’s talks and rehearsals. Vera L’vova (1898–1985) followed Chekhov’s advice. L’vova was a student of Vakhtangov, a Vakhtangov Theatre actress, and one of the leading professors of the Vakhtangov Theatre Institute in Moscow (Schukin Theatre School) for over sixty years. Her records were originally published in a book authored by her husband, Leonid Shikhmatov (1887–1970) (Shikhmatov 1970). Vera L’vova’s records are reproduced in this volume by the gracious permission of L’vova and Shikhmatov’s granddaughter, Anna Brusser, a professor at the Vakhtangov Theatre Institute.

Other Vakhtangov Studio rehearsal and class records featured in the sourcebook were originally published in the first Soviet Union collection of Vakhtangov’s heritage (Vakhtangova et al. 1939). This book collection did not provide the names of students who took and compiled the Vakhtangov Studio class and rehearsal records.


Part I Introduction




1 On Vakhtangov's Work and Writings
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Prologue

Russian-Armenian director Yevgeny Bogrationovich Vakhtangov was born on February 13, 1883, in the Russian provincial city of Vladikavkaz (currently the capital of the Russian Republic of North Ossetia-Alania—the neighboring region of the ongoing Russian–Georgian and Chechen conflicts). Like Konstantin Treplev from Anton Chekhov’s The Seagull, nineteen-year-old Vakhtangov arranged his first theatre outdoors; an open stage merged with the mountainous landscape of the Caucasus. Vakhtangov’s production of Chekhov’s short comedies “began before dark and ended by the time the sun set down” (Vakhtangova 1959: 334). It breathed in unison with the natural rhythms.


Vakhtangov's Heritage and Contemporary Theatrical Practices

In 1955, Michael Chekhov (1891–1955), an actor still considered as Russia’s greatest twentieth-century talent, delivered one of his final lectures to a group of Hollywood actors. The subject of the lecture, entitled ‘On Five Great Russian Directors’, was personal to Chekhov. In it he spoke of his mentors, contemporaries, colleagues, and friends: Konstantin Stanislavsky (1863–1938), Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko (1858–1943), Alexander Tairov (1885–1950), Vsevolod Meyerhold (1874–1940), and Yevgeny Vakhtangov. He spoke of them in that particular order, saving Vakhtangov for last, thereby placing him at the top of the pyramid:

Now, this combination of Nemirovich and Stanislavsky was also taken by Vakhtangov. He always found, very easily too [like Nemirovich], this main line, this scaffolding [of the performance], and he took from Stanislavsky the human, warm-heart[ed] feelings, emotions, atmosphere – brought them together. Vakhtangov was, as it were, a vessel into which all the positive things came. Not that he robbed them [Nemirovich and Stanislavsky] of their good qualities. It was his genius, Vakhtangov’s genius; he just quickly, naturally swallowed it, digested it. So, he was a kind of vessel, as I say, where all the positive things of this period of the Russian theatre of which I am talking were accumulated, amalgamated in his own way, in Vakhtangov’s way.

… And these things, coming from Stanislavsky, Nemirovich, Tairov, Meyerhold, apparently can be combined. And Vakhtangov did combine them; he brought them together – these extreme and seemingly irreconcilable things – he brought them together … Vakhtangov showed us that everything can be brought together, amalgamated and a new product – very beautiful, very wonderful, very deep, and very light, and very mathematically clever and humanly bright – it can be done.

(Vinyl audio record; Bakhrushin State Central Theatre Museum; HB 4904/17)


That statement Michael Chekhov made more than half a century ago still rings true today. Out of the five great Russian directors of the first half of the twentieth century, Vakhtangov remains the most relevant. Vakhtangov’s work considerably affected twentieth-century theatrical practices. The concepts that today’s theatre artists continue to experiment with, explore, and consider were all approached by Vakhtangov in an unorthodox and highly individual way. Moreover, many of the paradoxes and dilemmas of the theatrical art were resolved by Vakhtangov in the final two years of his short creative life.

In his 1922 production of Carlo Gozzi’s1 Princess Turandot Vakhtangov brought an actor’s point of view on his or her character into the foreground, foreshadowing the Brechtian principle of “alienation.” In Turandot, as well as in other productions he directed at his own studio, Vakhtangov interpreted the problem of an actor’s improvisational freedom versus formal discipline, and paved the way for Jerzy Grotowski (1933–1999).2 In his productions, Vakhtangov also anticipated Grotowski in his approach to such theatrical aspects as ‘act’ and ‘ritual’.

1 Count Carlo Gozzi (1720–1806), an Italian playwright, a proponent of the commedia dell’arte.

2 This parallel between Vakhtangov and Grotowski was noted by the Russian scholar Vladislav Ivanov (Ivanov 1999: 95).

The Dybbuk, directed by Vakhtangov at the Habima Studio, made the critics speak of the Theatre of Cruelty before the time of Antonin Artaud (1896–1948). For example, Russian critic and scholar Nikolai Volkov3 wrote, in 1922, “In The Dybbuk Vakhtangov demonstrated how cruel his talent was, how dear the beauty of ugliness was to his soul” (Volkov 1922: 20). Contemporary Russian scholar, Vladislav Ivanov, wrote on The Dybbuk, “Vakhtangov’s cosmic ecstasies did not just anticipate Antonin Artaud’s ‘cosmic trance.’ They also had an indisputable advantage before the fantasies and incantations of the French theatre’s poet, as they came fully armed with theatrical means, realized in the art’s matter” (1999: 96).

3 Leonid Volkov (Zimnyukov) (1893–1976), Russian actor, director, and teacher, a member at the Vakhtangov Studio from the time of its founding until 1919. After his departure from the Vakhtangov Studio, Volkov worked at the MAT, its First and Second Studios, at the Moscow Theatre of the Revolution, and at the Moscow Maly Theatre and School.

Michael Chekhov, according to his own admission, took notes of Vakhtangov’s talks and rehearsals; he was influenced by Vakhtangov’s concept of rhythm and gesture. The influence in this case was mutual, as Vakhtangov arrived at some of his own conclusions studying the work of Chekhov, the actor.

Edward Gordon Craig (1872–1966) and Max Reinhardt (1873–1943) praised Vakhtangov’s productions in the press.4 Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956) and Jerzy Grotowski carefully studied Vakhtangov’s heritage. Grotowski, who trained in Moscow under Vakhtangov’s disciple Yuri Zavadsky (1894–1977), frequently mentioned Vakhtangov in his lectures. Peter Brook saw the revival of Princess Turandot in Moscow.5 Among those who feature Vakhtangov in their writings are Lee Strasberg (1901–1982), Eugenio Barba, and David Mamet. One way or another, through agreement or disagreement, direct or indirect influence, Vakhtangov’s heritage is present in the works of these masters. As for Vakhtangov’s elder colleagues and mentors, such as Konstantin Stanislavsky, Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko, and Vsevolod Meyerhold—all of them acknowledged Vakhtangov’s outstanding contributions to the art of theatre, as well as his influence on their own work.6

4 According to Vladislav Ivanov (1999), in 1931 and 1937 Craig wrote articles on the Habima Theatre’s London tours. While original sources cannot be identified, reprints of these articles can be found in two journals. The reprint of the 1931 article appears in Bericht des Gewerkschaftsbundes der Angestellten: Bericht über das Arbeitsjahr 1930, Berlin: Verlag des GDA, 1931, p. 12. Craig’s 1937 article has been reprinted in Habima, English Publication of “Bama,” Theatre Art Journal of Habima Circle in Palestine, August 1939, pp. 33–34. Max Reinhardt’s 1926 interview on the Habima Vienna tour, also from an unidentified source, was reprinted in Itzhak Norman (ed.) (1966) Be-reshit Habimah [The Birth of Habima], Jerusalem: ha-Sifriyah ha-Tsiyonit, p. 341.

5 In fairness it must be said that Vakhtangov’s disciples’ interpretation of Princess Turandot, issued some forty years after the original premiere, did not impress Peter Brook (1996: 15–16).

6 Vakhtangov considered Stanislavsky and Nemirovich-Danchenko his mentors and teachers, and yet both men outlived their “student” by more than a decade. So did Vakhtangov’s older peer Meyerhold. In their subsequent works these masters reflected Vakhtangov’s discoveries and thus carried Vakhtangov’s heritage into the future.

Because of Vakhtangov’s lack of interest in theories not supported in practice, his own theoretical conclusion always followed the creation of a practical model. In his final productions, staged within the last two years of his short life, Vakhtangov created the practical model for his method of fantastic realism. As for the method itself, Vakhtangov did not have time to write it down, or to explain it fully. The key texts on fantastic realism, featured in the sourcebook, such as Discussions with Students (April 1922) and All Saints’ Notes (March 1921), provide us with a limited understanding of Vakhtangov’s concept. This introduction is a partial reconstruction of Vakhtangov’s method of fantastic realism, based on his own writings, memoirs by the colleagues, audience recollections, critical reviews and scholarly works on Vakhtangov, and my experience of training at the Vakhtangov School in Moscow, as well as my own research and practices. Last, but not least, this reconstruction would not be possible if not for my fortune to work directly with two of Vakhtangov’s students: Vera L’vova (1898–1985) and, my mentor in theatre, Aleksandra Remizova (1903–1989).


Vakhtangov's Theory of Creative Perception


Vakhtangov and the Stanislavsky System

Anyone writing on the Stanislavsky System is bound to encounter one significant difficulty: the theory, as outlined in Stanislavsky’s writings, was seldom followed in teaching practices. This is true of the two original and most trusted disciples of Stanislavsky’s: his close friend and associate, Leopold Sulerzhitsky (1872–1916), and Sulerzhitsky’s student Yevgeny Vakhtangov. Out of all directors and teachers associated with the Moscow Art Theatre (MAT),7 Stanislavsky only considered these two leaders capable of surpassing Nemirovich-Danchenko and himself at the MAT’s helm.8 Both Sulerzhitsky and Vakhtangov taught Stanislavsky’s technique at the First Studio of the MAT. Vakhtangov, who became extremely popular as both a director and teacher outside of the MAT, gave himself generously to numerous Moscow theatre collectives. By doing so, Vakhtangov often incurred the wrath of both Stanislavsky and Sulerzhitsky.

7 The Moscow Art Theatre was founded in 1897 by Konstantin Stanislavsky and Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko. Vakhtangov worked at the MAT and its three studios as an actor, director, and acting teacher from 1911 to 1922. From 1916 to 1922, Vakhtangov served on the Board and as the informal leader of the First Studio of the MAT, of which he was also a co-founder.

8 See Stanislavsky’s letter to the MAT Managing Director Mikhail Geits (Stanislavsky 1999: 379).

Leopold Sulerzhitsky died in 1916, and Vakhtangov outlived him by only six years—he died on May 29, 1922, at the age of thirty-nine. Later that year Stanislavsky established the MAT School. With both Sulerzhitsky and Vakhtangov gone, Stanislavsky turned to the third and only remaining teacher of his technique who he trusted: Nikolai Demidov.9 Stanislavsky’s letter to Demidov, written on the occasion, featured bitter words on Vakhtangov:

9 The name of Nikolai Demidov (1884–1953) is still little known in Russia and is almost unknown in the West. This happened for strictly political reasons connected with the Stanislavsky method monopoly, established in the Soviet Union by Stalin. In Stalinist Russia, Demidov, who disagreed with Stanislavsky on several points, was kept in exile for a large part of his career. The monopoly on teaching the Stanislavsky method, established by some of the influential Stanislavsky disciples, prevented Demidov’s name from surfacing for another half a century following Stalin’s death. This is why a four-volume edition of Demidov’s works did not appear in Russia until this first decade of the twenty-first century. It took Russia this long to discover this important teacher and theoretician and the participant in many important events of the twentieth-century Russian theatre. Without his witness, and without the awareness of his methods, one cannot fully comprehend the development of Stanislavsky’s views on the actor training. Only in Demidov’s heritage can one find an explanation of the legend, popular in the West, about the sudden turn in Stanislavsky’s views that occurred in the last years of his life.

I am doomed!

I worked with Vakhtangov; he gave me a lot of trouble. They did not recognize him, tried to sack him from the theatre; at the end—he was lured to teach in one place, promised to direct at another; he worked nights at the Habima Studio; as for me—in his entire life he only found 2 evenings to work together on Salieri.10

10 Vakhtangov worked with Stanislavsky on the role of Salieri in Aleksandr Pushkin’s one-act verse play Mozart and Salieri. See p. 31 of the Introduction.

Whatever I do, whatever I prepare—they tear it from my fingers, and I am left with nothing.

(Stanislavsky 1999: 54)


This passionate cry was meant as a reproach to Demidov whose initial reception of Stanislavsky’s offer to head the MAT School was restrained. Demidov responded to Stanislavsky’s plea and accepted the position. The results he achieved with the students made Stanislavsky proclaim, two years later, “Our school, prepared by Demidov, must carry God in it” (Stanislavsky 1999: 167). As for Demidov himself, in his book Actor Types, he made the following peculiar confession:

If Konstantin Sergeyevich [Stanislavsky] did practice pedagogy, he only did so in the course of rehearsals, in passing: it was done to help the actor bring to life a particular moment of the role. He never taught School—there was no time. His students taught it, starting with Sulerzhitsky and Vakhtangov. For Stanislavsky it was simply impossible to perform consistent and regular control over results achieved by the methods he proposed, as well as the outcomes of the program as a whole.

As for the teachers’ work, sometimes it brought good results, sometimes bad … Why?

Perhaps, because one teacher applied their talent to the “system,” another—did not.

Somehow, it came as a matter of fact that, in the case of a teacher’s failure, no one ever asked the question: perhaps, the imperfection of the method is to blame?

And in the case of success, no one ever asked: perhaps, the teacher, except for using the established methods, also used some other methods of their own, sometimes without noticing it?

(Demidov 2004a: 392–393)


Alexander Adashev (1871–1934), a MAT character actor, organized a private acting school in Moscow, where Vakhtangov studied from August 1909 to March 1911. The MAT’s leading actors, such as Vasily Kachalov (1875–1948) and Vasily Luzhsky (1869–1931), taught at the Adashev School. Even at the most progressive Russian acting schools or conservatories of the period, students spent most of their time studying parts. The teacher, instead of providing training for specific skills and qualities essential to an actor, would see his or her duty as imposing their own way of acting particular roles on the students. Vsevolod Meyerhold, who trained at the Philharmonic Society’s Drama School under Nemirovich-Danchenko, wrote down the following quotation from the French actress Rachel in his 1897 student notebook: “For those with no talent, Conservatory will polish their facilities and make them decent actors; it will kill every talent, however, as it forces them to act its own way” (Maikov 1896: 3, cited in Meyerhold 1998: 135).

Among the Adashev School teachers, Sulerzhitsky stood out because of his involvement with the newly developed Stanislavsky System. The starting point of Stanislavsky’s methodological journey was based in the organic creative nature. The organic principles of the creative process conducive to revealing an actor’s creative individuality—such was the platform Stanislavsky shared with Sulerzhitsky. Vakhtangov, a natural-born director and actor possessing the inborn feeling of truth, accepted Sulerzhitsky’s principles as unshakable; they were in perfect harmony with Vakhtangov’s own genetic makeup as an artist.


The Creative Individuality

In March 1911, Vakhtangov, who served as prototype for the student Nazvanov, the narrator of Stanislavsky’s An Actor’s Work (also known as An Actor Prepares), made his near stenographic record of Stanislavsky’s first talk to the MAT youth. Two other talks followed; in Vakhtangov’s notes we find the Stanislavsky System’s goal, as defined by Stanislavsky himself: “to cultivate in students, abilities and qualities which help them to free their creative individuality—an individuality imprisoned by prejudices and clichés” (Zakhava 1930: 23).

So, what is this mysterious creative individuality, not featured in Stanislavsky’s major writings, and, most importantly, what are the means of getting in touch with it? Leopold Sulerzhitsky had this to say on the subject:

All the intense work of the contemporary director … concentrates in helping the actor to discover his own self or, as they put it, help him “express” his personality to its inmost depth, and separate in his work what actually represents his true individuality from everything generic and theatrical, from the so called “tone.” Although one actor’s tone is unlike the other actors’, it has nothing to do with their true individuality. Several beloved “tones” (this actor has two, the other—three or six) are always in every actor’s arsenal. At times the actor is empty, the role does not want to submit; yet they have to speak and act it all the same. In this case, some “tone,” or a combination of tones, immediately comes to the rescue. This conventional manner, this tone can be quite pleasant in some actors, and, in the majority of cases, the press and the audience take it for individuality, as it differs with every actor; at the same time, its inner makeup is always the same.

In actuality, this acted mannerism is the fiercest enemy of the individualized experience.

(Sulerzhitsky 1970: 319)


Sulerzhitsky’s speeches and writings contain only hints of the organic means that can be utilized in order to inspire a true individualized experience in an actor. And, yet, Sulerzhitsky maintained that without this individualized emotional experience, an actor couldn’t transform, or live creatively. Unless an actor engages in this highly personal and organic psychological process, their life onstage will remain mechanical, and their transformation false, or acted.

Continuing in Sulerzhitsky’s footsteps, Vakhtangov developed principles of the inner technique that are based in the individualized emotional experience. An actor’s process begins at the crossing of the creative threshold. If this crossing is to be done in accordance with the organic technique, the actor should enter the stage psychologically unaltered:

The first state an actor experiences onstage is the one he just experienced in life. One needs great courage not to betray this experience. One must surrender entirely to the power of one’s artistic nature. It will do all the necessary things. Don’t impose any solution upon yourself in advance. The quality to develop in an actor is courage.

(see p. 99)


Vakhtangov insisted that no matter what the actor experiences upon crossing the stage threshold it would apply to the imaginary reality of the stage. This axiom is based on the fact that, as the actor enters the stage, their creative nature is mobilized to fulfill the artistic task. Therefore, the creative nature offers the actor only those experiences helpful in fulfilling the creative task. Moreover, an actor’s creative nature is capable of incorporating any seemingly personal psychological experience into the overall equation of their stage task. The main “job” of an actor is to practice complete freedom—that is, to remain true to their actual experiences and not to alter them. The courage to trust these experiences and not to perform anything on top of them or in their stead is the main secret of the organic technique. Vakhtangov had this to say on the matter:

In life, feelings have an individual quality. Everyone feels differently. If feelings do not come to an actor—he should not imitate them. Without feelings—what is there to act? Whatever combination of feelings creates itself—an actor should allow it.

One must remember that:


	Everyone experiences something at any given moment;

	Experiences change constantly; and

	Every single experience is individual; One cannot forge a combination of feelings, as it appears in life.


(see p. 99)


Vakhtangov insisted that the complex and highly individual psychological accord that resounds at any moment of a human’s existence cannot be forged through the work of intellect and will. It can only “happen” to an actor, if the actor “leaves themselves alone,” allows themselves full freedom of following their creative impulses, and yields to their creative intuition, courageously following its urges. According to Nikolai Demidov’s version of organic technique, as outlined in his book The Art of Living Onstage (Demidov 2004b), the courage to freely go with the impulse, not yet knowing where it might lead you, and the courage to wait for the impulse when it is not there—these are the two conditions that sustain the actor’s organic creative process throughout the performance.

Sulerzhitsky’s idea of a theatre ensemble was equally grounded in the concept of creative individuality. “I maintain,” said Sulerzhitsky, “that a good ensemble is only possible if it includes outstanding individualities, and a director of the same kind” (1970: 320). The concept of the creative collective, or ensemble, as the basis of theatrical art is prominently featured in the creative methods of Sulerzhitsky’s students, Vakhtangov and Michael Chekhov. Like their teacher, both of these theatre artists firmly believed that each theatrical collective has its own individuality. At the same time, the collective cannot be referred to as the generic “us”; it consists of individual members, each of whom is unique. The role of the director within the creative collective, according to Sulerzhitsky, is to “create the utmost advantageous conditions for every individuality in such a way that this not only does not disturb the ensemble, but also does not contradict the idea of the play and, on the contrary, helps to reveal it with all distinction” (1970: 319).

At the heart of the organic technique lies the concept, outlined by Stanislavsky in his early writings on his method. The creative spirit of the actor is inseminated by the creative spirit of the author at the time of the first reading of the play. For this reason, the first reading has to be carefully arranged so as to create the right atmosphere for the insemination.11 This is why Vakhtangov put a special emphasis on the ‘first spontaneous impression’ an actor receives upon the first reading of the play. From the rehearsal records for Vakhtangov’s production of The Lanin Estate, the reader will see how the director arranged the first reading, making it conducive to the collective’s preanalytical intuitive response. Moreover, in accordance with Sulerzhitsky’s principles, Vakhtangov considered the job of the director and teacher to ensure that the first spontaneous impression from the play remained alive and guided the collective throughout the entire period of work on the play and into the performances.

11 “The moment of the first acquaintance with the role is paramount. Virginal impressions … permeate the depth of the artistic soul, the subsoil of the creative nature; they often leave there lasting imprints that underlie the foundation of the role, become the future character’s embryo” (Stanislavsky 1991: 48).

Like his teachers, Vakhtangov believed that each role is conceived at this first acquaintance with the play while the rest of the creative process is dedicated to its gradual growth and development. As Vakhtangov would put it: “each rehearsal is a day in the character’s life; a series of days forms personality” (see p. 212). It is for this reason that Vakhtangov insisted that rehearsals should never repeat each other and that “every rehearsal is only productive when in it one seeks or provides material for the next rehearsal” (see p. 111). Only under these conditions can the role develop and grow. On the contrary, if the scenes are repeated in rehearsal in an attempt to fix them, the organic growth of the character stops, and it eventually “dies off.” This happens because the actor, in rehearsals, stops supplying the needed material, or food, to his or her creative subconscious. According to Vakhtangov, the creative process itself takes place “in the intervals between rehearsals” when the “subconscious processes the acquired material” (see p. 111).

The role of the director, therefore, is to foresee the sprouts of the role in the actor and to stimulate their growth. Sulerzhitsky describes this process thus: To catch, to lovingly mark every sincere, truly individual moment in the work of the actor, to notice by what means they managed to bring themselves into the state of creative excitement, what helped them with this, and what interfered, to create conditions that are most fitting for the actor’s individuality—this is the director’s work in relation to any particular actor.

(Sulerzhitsky 1970: 319)


Sulerzhitsky’s formula of the director’s task might strike the reader as being too ideal and, therefore, impossible. And yet, Vakhtangov practically fulfilled this formula in his directorial work. In addition to using the approach of encouraging the live, individual moments in an actor’s work, as described by Sulerzhitsky, he often used a “shortcut” approach. Vakhtangov’s disciple Boris Zakhava gives us a precise description of Vakhtangov’s ability to inwardly transform himself into each and every one of his actors, to literally become them, both individually and collectively, in order to guess his actors’ creative intentions, often unknown to them, and demonstrate them to the collective:

Vakhtangov could formulate with clarity and definition what lived in the collective as yet vaguely and indefinitely. When Vakhtangov demonstrated some quality (gesture or intonation) to an actor, the actor felt that this was the exact quality he was missing in order to fully express himself. Vakhtangov prompted to that actor what the actor’s own creative individuality subconsciously demanded. Every play would be staged by Vakhtangov differently with a different company. He demanded different things from different actors, who worked on the same role. As a result, every actor, every member of the collective, felt that Vakhtangov was working for his cause; while fulfilling the cause of the collective, Vakhtangov thus fulfilled the cause of every actor, with whom he worked. Vakhtangov could guess the collective’s will; he could organize this will and help each and every member express it in their creative work. Vakhtangov composed his productions in such a way that every member of the collective, even those not participating in this particular production, felt it as their own. They could say of each quality in the performance: with this quality Vakhtangov expressed me; he expressed me so truly and so fully, as I could not have done myself.

(Zakhava 1935; reprinted in Zakhava 2010: 234)


In this brilliant explanation, Zakhava reveals the mechanism of Vakhtangov’s directorial phenomenon. The phenomenon itself is well documented in literature on Vakhtangov, including Michael Chekhov’s 1928 memoir The Path of the Actor. In it, Chekhov maintains that Vakhtangov could speak to each actor “in the language of his soul” (2005: 69). According to Chekhov, Vakhtangov’s way of working with the actor resolved the eternal theatrical problem of creative authorship:

Vakhtangov, as it were, invisibly put himself next to the actor and led him by the hand. The actor never felt any coercion from Vakhtangov, but neither could he get away from the concept that Vakhtangov created as a director. In implementing Vakhtangov’s instructions and concepts, the actor felt as if these ideas were his own.

(Chekhov 2005: 68)



Individual Approach to Creative Individuality

The concept of creative individuality implies that each individual actor is unique and, therefore, deserves a different approach from the director. While every actor is individual in their creative makeup, we do, nevertheless, encounter several predominant actor types. These types rarely exist as pure models; any given actor may combine in themselves qualities from different types, and yet every actor leans toward a particular category. With this category, comes a respective way of working on self and on the role.

Nikolai Demidov, in his book Actor Types, distinguished the following general categories of actors: the Imitator, the Emotional (sometimes Demidov uses the term “Emotionally Willful”), the Affective,12 and the Rationalist (sometimes described as Rationally Willful.)13 Sulerzhitsky and Vakhtangov were clearly aware of the existence of these different types of actors, and they utilized this knowledge in their work. Sulerzhitsky understood that rational and willful means of evoking creative conditions work best for those actors who, according to Demidov’s classification, belong to the “rationally willful type.” And yet, there are other types of actors, for whom Stanislavsky’s stress on activity is deadly; by overwhelming them with physical actions, the director is more likely to kill their creativity than to stimulate it. When it comes to the kind of actor described by Demidov as affective, it is the culture of creative freedom, calm, and passivity that appears to be most beneficial.

12 Demidov’s use of the term “affective” meaning “passionate” will be discussed further in the Introduction.

13 See Demidov (2004a: Book 2).

The affective actor, who is predisposed to heightened emotions, needs to maintain creative calm, passivity, and meditativeness as a foundation for their creative process. Only such psychological background is conducive to the affective actor’s ability to perceive creative impulses deeply into their psyche and to express them from the very depths of their creative soul. The culture of creative calm and passivity is also advantageous for the bordering type of an emotionally willful actor. When writing about a director’s necessity to adjust to different types of actors, Sulerzhitsky described this phenomenon thus:

One actor, for example, according to the type of their creative passion, cannot develop it correctly if the scene is built on mise-en-scènes rich with elaborate movements. Abundance of physical transitions and movements deprives them of their sincerity and leads them toward a false, muscular temperament; they can only live correctly onstage and discover their own individualities in a calmer mise-en-scène.

(Sulerzhitsky 1970: 319–320)


According to Vakhtangov’s many students, their teacher possessed an almost supernatural, hypnotic power over the actor and an ability to inspire a top-rate performance from a seemingly mediocre individual. In actuality, Vakhtangov’s hypnotic gift concentrated in his ability to penetrate the unique individuality of the actor to speak with every actor in the language of his or her individuality and use, with each particular actor, only the methods helpful for their creative type. Besides the shortcut approach of demonstrating to the actor, or the entire ensemble, their true creative intention, Vakhtangov utilized other approaches. For a rational actor, whose excitement was purely intellectual, Vakhtangov clarified the thought contained in the text, until it reached crystal-clear clarity and inflamed the actor. (This is as close as an intellectual actor can approach the essence of a theatrical phenomenon.) With an intellectually willful actor, Vakhtangov spoke the language of analysis and action. With the emotional and affective actors he utilized the culture of intuition and creative calm, etc.

As a creative individuality, both as a director and an actor, Vakhtangov himself belonged to the affective type—the type whose creative process is based in synthesis, an instant intuitive grasp of the character, play or performance as a whole, the power of globalization, the feeling of complicity with the world, and deep passions fraught with potential tragic outbursts. Therefore, Vakhtangov’s own creative individuality was ill served by the rationally willful aspects of the Stanislavsky technique. Moreover, his own development was jeopardized by this particular turn in Stanislavsky’s methodological search. It was not until Vakhtangov, in the early 1920s, carried out his “tortuous attempt to break out of Stanislavsky’s chains,” that his own unique individuality could reach its full potential (see p. 131).

The radical act of breaking from Stanislavsky was carried out by Vakhtangov in his legendary All Saints’ Notes, written in March 1921. In these notes, authored at suburban Moscow’s All Saints’ Rehabilitation Resort, Vakhtangov severely criticized Stanislavsky and Nemirovich and enthusiastically praised Meyerhold. This alone warranted elaborate cuts made in the document throughout its publication history.

Three book collections of Vakhtangov’s literary heritage were published in the former Soviet Union in the period between the late 1930s and the mid 1980s. By 1939 (the year when the first Vakhtangov book collection came out), Stanislavsky was dead. The Stanislavsky System, however, was pronounced the unbending law of the theatre art by the Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin. The same year, Meyerhold was arrested on Stalin’s orders. (He was sentenced and shot in a Moscow prison the following year, on false accusations.) Any evidence of Vakhtangov’s praise of Meyerhold, and/or his negative comments on Stanislavsky, could have seriously harmed the two institutions founded by Vakhtangov: the Vakhtangov Theatre and its affiliate Theatre Institute (the Schukin Theatre School). This fact did not escape Vakhtangov’s Soviet editors, who were closely affiliated with the two institutions. Meyerhold’s name was absent from the first Vakhtangov heritage collection (Vakhtangova et al. 1939); criticism of Stanislavsky was also edited out of All Saints’ Notes. Mentions of Meyerhold were restored in the two subsequent editions of Vakhtangov’s writings (Vendrovskaya 1959 and Vendrovskaya and Kaptereva 1984), both published after Meyerhold’s posthumous rehabilitation. Vakhtangov’s harsh criticism of Stanislavsky and Nemirovich, however, remained absent from these publications. All Saints’ Notes was not published in the Soviet Union in its entirety until Perestroika arrived in the mid 1980s. The first unabridged publication of this document was undertaken by the noted theatre critic and Meyerhold scholar Konstantin Rudnitsky in 1987, in the twelfth issue of Teatr magazine (Vakhtangov 1987: 149–151).

The unabridged variant of All Saints’ Notes appears in the sourcebook for the first time in English. The artistic self-manifestation, carried out in this document, foreshadowed the revolutionary breakthrough of Vakhtangov’s final period. At the same time, All Saints’ Notes features some extreme, if not unjust, views expressed by Vakhtangov on the key theatrical figures of the time—especially on Craig and Nemirovich-Danchenko. The drastic nature of the act (“breaking out of Stanislavsky’s chains”), as well as Vakhtangov’s irritation with his own failing health, are responsible for these extremes. It is also important to remember that Vakhtangov’s notes were private and never meant for publication.


Creative Passion that Arises from Perceiving the Essence

When, in the early 1920s, Vakhtangov summarized his experiences with the Stanislavsky technique, he concluded:

There are three unresolved elements in the System:

	Artistry is the means to immediately become inspired by the material offered by the author. How to reach an ability to become inspired on command is unknown.

	Kernel—this is the kind of starter that creates the character. The character is created when an actor discovers the kernel. The discovery of the kernel is something we do not know. What is cast into the actor’s inner world, no one knows …

	How to allow oneself onstage to strive to fulfill the tasks, to avoid pushing and wait for this striving to come—that is unknown.


(see p. 100)


In a way, all three unresolved aspects of the Stanislavsky technique point to the same underdeveloped area in the method: the area of creative perception. Where do creative inspiration, impulse, and energy come from? What are their sources? How does an actor perceive them?

Around 1917, Vakhtangov introduced a new term into his rehearsal practices. He began speaking to his actors of the ‘creative passion that arose from perceiving the essence’. One cannot fully grasp the essence of a phenomenon intellectually; one can only perceive, or sense, its essence subconsciously. When it comes to the realm of art, the conscious method of perception will be limited in comparison with the subconscious method. As Vakhtangov himself put it on one occasion, “In art—comprehending is experiencing” (see p. 96).

According to Vakhtangov, everything that surrounds the actor-character onstage—settings, objects, sounds, lights, other characters, imaginary events, etc.—contains the artistic essence, subconsciously invested by the author and the theatrical collective. Both characters and their circumstances, therefore, demand the intuitive, subconscious perception from the actor. An actor must perceive their atmosphere and, with it, their unique essence.

The crowning achievement of the Stanislavsky technique, expressed through the motto “the subconscious through the conscious, the involuntary through the voluntary” (Stanislavsky 2008: 18), did not satisfy Vakhtangov. His own way of working was the one of an immediate, intuitive grasp of the entirety of the theatrical phenomenon—be it a play or a character, a particular form of theatre or a principle of theatrical technique.

Most directors and actors have to analyze the object of their study, thus breaking it into elements. They need to be able to study the elements separately, one by one. The rationale behind this process is that once an artist comprehends all the building elements individually they will be able to synthesize these elements, or put them back together, and thus grasp the entirety of the play, scene, character, etc. In practice, however, the process of “gathering” often gets postponed until it is too late and at times it does not happen at all. A play, a scene, or a character, being a dynamic, living, and complex artistic organism, can defy the mechanical exercise of “dissection,” if it precedes the creative grasp of the whole.

Once the creative flame is burning strongly, analytical techniques can provide an invaluable service in guiding the creative process. An actor who begins their work by analyzing their character’s circumstances, however, will not go any further than perceiving an idea of how these circumstances affect the character. As Vakhtangov would put it, “I can analyze my role logically and psychologically—ideally, but then I come out onto the stage and it turns out that I absolutely do not need to do what I am doing” (p. 117). Armed by this intellectual notion, an actor is able to perform an idea of their character’s reaction. The intellectually willful actor is well served by the analytical technique and is easily satisfied with the above-mentioned results.

Even the psychoanalytic parallel between a character’s circumstances and the personal experiences of the actor (a technique known as emotion recall) is only capable of producing an emotional outcome once. After this singular emotional experience, an actor is bound to mechanically imitate it in performance. Those actors who continue renewing this experience by digging deeper into their personal life on a regular basis end up as nervous wrecks and can seriously damage themselves psychologically. The imitation of the original experience, however, satisfies most of the directors who use this technique; they are aware of its limitations and accept a good imitation as “truthful.”14 In truth, the art of imitation has little to do with the Stanislavskian school of experiencing. The school of the emotional experience, or experiencing, requires that an actor live with his or her emotions through the course of every performance. According to this school, such emotional experience is also a prerequisite to the actor’s transformation. As for imitation, it belongs to the school of presenting the part, or, as Vakhtangov would put it, to “the art of Coquelin.” The French actor Benoît-Constant Coquelin (1841–1909) was representative of the presentational school of theatre. In his influential monograph L’Art du comédien (1894), Coquelin outlined the precepts of his art, summarized by Vakhtangov thus: “cry over your part at home and then bring the results to the audience” (see p. 171).

14 Audiences also remain temporarily satisfied with this imitation, as they are used to “overriding” the actor’s truth-like performance with their own imagination and experiencing, thus making it truthful in their own eyes. Deep within, however, audiences remain dissatisfied with this unilateral process. They might applaud the actors at the end of the performance, but they will never come back to see it again. Moreover, after such a performance, they will probably stay away from the theatre for as long as their individual perception of “cultural duty” lets them.

What are the alternatives to analytical and imitative approaches to character study? An actor can analyze their character, of course, and then try to “forget” the results of the analysis and trust their creative nature to express these results onstage. Vakhtangov himself often suggested this process to his actors. On one occasion, however, he offered his students an alternative:

Would you be able to perform the following, somewhat strange exercise: would you be able to go behind the curtain as a little devil and, as a little devil, examine everything backstage. This is an exercise in intuition. Can you do the following: I see myself sitting in a chair. In a similar way, I can also feel myself as a cat. [Michael] Chekhov, while observing a cat, stopped perceiving who was the cat—him or the cat. Through some power of yours, you guess how the object of your concentration feels at this moment. I can sense your will with my entire being. For a second I somehow transport myself into you. There is a distinction between abnormality and delight here. The latter belongs to the realm of art. I can internally somehow penetrate the essence of the given subject; in other words, I can guess its “kernel.” This is the principal thing for an actor.

(see p. 106)


As noted, Vakhtangov’s own method of study was the one of an immediate intuitive grasp of the very essence of the character, or a play. This method allowed him to embrace the object in its entirety prior to the period of analytical dissection. In other words, Vakhtangov’s was the method of immediate synthesis. Since every element of the harmonious artistic whole contains in it the spirit, the essence of the whole, Vakhtangov relied on his creative intuition to significantly shorten the process of study. By the end of his career, a single hint, one aspect of the whole, would allow Vakhtangov to grasp the entirety of a character, play, period style, etc. In March 1921, Vakhtangov wrote, comparing his directorial intuition with Meyerhold’s:

I feel that my intuition is better than Meyerhold’s. He needs to study an historic epoch, in order to grasp its spirit. I, however, from a couple of empty hints, for some reason, clearly and vividly feel this spirit. I always, almost unmistakably, can tell in detail the life of the century, society, class, habits, laws, clothes and so on.

(see p. 131)


The method of synthesis is also characteristic of Vakhtangov’s approach to acting technique. Stanislavsky always began the exposition of his training by introducing the actor to separate “elements” of the creative process. Once the actor was familiar with the elements, Stanislavsky introduced him to the whole, to the main goal behind the training. This goal was to awaken and to stir the creative subconscious of the actor. Inevitably, a problem would present itself: an actor was so conscious of the separate elements of their process they were no longer able to create “subconsciously.”

Vakhtangov used every means known to him to bring the actor into the creative realm from the very start of the rehearsal process. He never started a rehearsal without previously bringing himself and the company to the creative state.15 The same is true of Vakhtangov’s training. In his initial exercises, he would lead the students toward “forgetting themselves” and living subconsciously onstage, for however short a period.16 Only then did Vakhtangov speak of the elements. Moreover, in his training of the elements Vakhtangov concentrated on one single thing: allowing the student to experience how every single element contained in it the rest of the creative elements and, therefore, a path to the subconscious creative state. In his training, Vakhtangov also started with the essential, with the whole.

15 This could be done through inspirational talk, collective singing and storytelling, or any other appropriate means.

16 An example of such an exercise is featured in Nikolai Mikhailovich Gorchakov 1957: 14–21. The English-language version of this book is Nikolai Mikhailovich Gorchakov (1959 [probable year]: 11–19).

Vakhtangov demanded that the actors perceive the soul of their technique. When speaking of movement, speech, and other disciplines commonly classified as “external technique,” he would say, “These subjects are truly needed in theatre school; but one should study them in order to absorb their essence. One may not be able to fulfill an exercise in plasticity of movement, but one should perceive the soul of movement, fencing, etc.” (see p. 88). On a different occasion, he told his students: “You must fall in love with the soul of the spoken word” (see p. 123). Vakhtangov was not speaking figuratively, but literally. He wanted his students to subconsciously, or intuitively, perceive the organic nature of every subject—the essence of the phenomenon it trains, as it is present in nature and the eternal works of art.17 By doing so, Vakhtangov erased the border between internal and external technique. The very process of actor training became the perception of the inner core of the subject.

17 See Vakhtangov’s writings on plasticity, p. 120.


Creative Individuality as a Basis for the Vakhtangov Principle of Transformation

According to Vakhtangov, the essence of creativity lies in “the richness of an actor’s soul and his ability to reveal this richness” before the audience (see p. 88). Vakhtangov’s principles of character and characterization are based in this concept. In the event the character (or characterization) substitutes for an actor’s creative individuality, how can the richness of the actor’s soul be revealed? In such a case, an actor is bound to appear spiritually “smaller” than they actually are, especially when the character is interpreted as being spiritually “larger” than the actor. Vakhtangov told the actor, “We don’t need characters, characterizations. Everything you have makes up your characterization; you have individuality—this is your character” (see Ivanov vol. II 2011: 149).

Vakhtangov observed that when an actor introduces elements of external characterization they often kill the life of the character. This happens because with these elements there comes a temptation to imitate them. An actor may copy gestures and mannerisms they observed, or discovered intuitively; however, this imitation brings the creative process to a halt. Vakhtangov clearly stated that the creative act ends where imitation begins. When asking his students to exercise in the instantaneous, intuitive grasp of the character’s essence, Vakhtangov added, “This is a good way to experience the difference between imitation and transformation. I came to the conclusion that if an actor transforms this way, they don’t need external characterization” (see p. 108).

Vakhtangov did away with the Stanislavsky/Nemirovich-Danchenko term of the character’s “kernel,” as he found it inconsistent with the concept of the creative individuality. In the course of his practice, Vakhtangov understood that what he himself experienced as the subconscious essence of the character differed from the concept of the “kernel” of the role. In Stanislavsky and Nemirovich-Danchenko’s view, the kernel is always definable and, therefore, does not constitute the character’s essence. The kernel constitutes a certain inoculation to the spirit of the character, allowing an actor to dress the character in a naturalistic physical form. According to Vakhtangov’s own description, external characterization (a particular set of gestures, manner of walking, tone of voice, etc.) is activated by “a push of a button”—a triggering of a certain psychological sensation of being somebody else.

Contrary to the “kernel,” the character’s essence contains in it the character as a whole, and out of it the character organically develops throughout the rehearsal process. The kernel has to be “renewed at every performance” for the very reason that it has nothing to do with the workings of the creative nature and, therefore, has a tendency to constantly die off. Like other intellectually willful elements of the Stanislavsky technique, the “kernel” does not stick to an actor as it does not belong to the realm of the organic creative process.

In 1918, Vakhtangov abandoned the characterization-based process of transformation where the kernel of the character swallows an actor’s creative individuality. During his work on Ibsen’s Rosmersholm, staged as a mystery, Vakhtangov’s emphasis fell on the spiritual radiation of the character’s essence. Therefore, Vakhtangov abandoned physical characterization that did not express this essence. He insisted that, in Rosmersholm, an actor’s own appearance, plasticity, and voice are more appropriate than the manufactured characterization. He demanded that the “actor should transform by the power of their inner impulse,” while preserving their “God-given face” and “God-given voice” (see p. 211).

Physical characterization, as one of the expressive textures, however, was preserved by Vakhtangov. Once the creative artist is free to remain himself or herself on the stage, they are also free to use any expressive texture, be it the one of characterization or the one of grotesque. For example, Vakhtangov demanded that in the Theatre of Fantastic Realism every “character actor” must discover an archetypal element that stands behind the characterization and express themselves through the grotesque technique. Such was one of the textures of acting in Vakhtangov’s final productions, such as Erik XIV, The Miracle of Saint Anthony, The Dybbuk, and Princess Turandot.

Michael Chekhov in his own technique has further developed the idea of the archetypal image or gesture standing behind the character. Vakhtangov’s concept of the character’s essence was developed further by Nikolai Demidov in his school of acting, where Demidov calls it the character’s “embryo”. Unlike the “kernel,” the embryo of the role, formed at the first reading, is dissimilar to the fully developed creation of the role, and yet it already contains in it the role as a whole. A gradual, organic rehearsal process, as understood and described by Vakhtangov, is needed in order for the embryo to develop into a full-blown role.

In its essence, Vakhtangov’s principle of transformation is much closer to the kind of transformation practiced by the tragedians of the Maly Theatre—starting with the nineteenth-century tragic genius Pavel Mochalov (1800–1848) and concluding with Vakhtangov’s contemporary Maria Yermolova (1853–1928). One of Russia’s oldest companies, Moscow’s Maly Theatre is known as the House of Ostrovsky. Aleksandr Ostrovsky (1823–1886), an influential Russian playwright and theatrical figure, played a crucial role in the history of the Maly. Vakhtangov wanted to find a contemporary non-naturalistic form for Ostrovsky’s plays; their flow reminded him of the mighty Volga river (Vershilov 1959: 395). In his 1921 diary notes taken at the All Saints’ Rehabilitation Resort, Vakhtangov criticized the Maly Theatre for its tendency to remain fixed, without adjusting to the spirit of the times. At the same time, he was fond of the Maly Theatre actors, who disregarded the Stanislavskian fourth wall and dared to “demonstrate that they are acting” (see p. 156). Somehow Vakhtangov’s teacher Sulerzhitsky sensed the connection between Vakhtangov’s individuality and the Maly Theatre tradition early on—during Vakhtangov’s first year at the MAT, Sulerzhitsky made a prediction: “One day you will be at the Maly Theatre” (Vendrovskaya and Kaptereva 1984: 89)


On the Actor's Creative Passion

In his October 31, 1914, lecture on the nature of the actor’s communication with the partner, Vakhtangov made the following statement:

One should be attentive to one’s partner on the stage. A lack of attention in life translates into attention on the stage. In order to play a lack of concentration, I must be concentrated. This concentration should be my life experience—something alive in me concentrates on something alive in my partner. As for the lack of concentration I must play—it should be affective. Similarly, in order to play a weak character, I must be strong. Otherwise I won’t have enough power to play a weak person. In order to play a villain, I must be kind: kind, as far as real feelings are concerned, and evil, as far as affective feelings are concerned.

(see p. 103)


In Vakhtangov’s vocabulary, the notions of the affect and affective are synonymous with an actor’s essential skill to “publicly” re-experience emotions and sensations once felt in private life. He insisted that an actor should be able to evoke these “unreal,” repeat emotions and sensations “without any external motivation,” and called them affective. In this particular passage, Vakhtangov insists that an actor onstage cannot directly experience the lack of concentration belonging to the character. It has to appear as an “unreal” repeat, or affective sensation. At the same time, the immediate “real” stage experience of an actor should be the one of concentrating.

We should note, however, that Vakhtangov’s idea of concentration differs from the Stanislavskian willful effort. Vakhtangov’s description of concentration implies an involuntary process of the actor “allowing in” the live essence of his or her partner. The actor is not the one concentrating—“something alive in me” concentrates on “something alive in my partner” (see p. 188). According to Vakhtangov, “Creativity is the highest level of concentration. When your entire being is dedicated to a single purpose—then there will be enough energy for true creativity” (see p. 98). Obviously, the “highest level of concentration” Vakhtangov speaks about cannot be evoked by the will alone. Only an actor’s “entire being” (will, feeling, and thought) is capable of achieving such a level of concentration involuntarily, through special readiness for the creative act.

In a lecture dedicated to the phenomenon of the affective memory, delivered on October 27, 1914, Vakhtangov said:

In life … our feelings are always evoked by some real pretext; these pretexts do not really exist onstage; they are always unreal there, so the best we can do is believe in them.
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