Konstantin Stanislavski

1863-1938

PART 1

Family Life and the Theatre
· Born in 1863

· Family devoted to the theatre – interest in theatre and the history of the theatre

· Family mansion in Moscow – noted for artistic gatherings – Maly actors, Bolshoi Dancers etc

· Children enjoyed creative play/trips to circus/puppet shows

· Aged 8 – Stanislavski was performing puppet shows therefore demonstrating an early love of spectacle and the power of illusion

· 1877 – Stanislavski’s father transformed part of his country estate at Lubimovka into a well-equipped theatre

· Gala opening involved two performances A Cup of Tea and The Old

· Mathematician

· The performances were met with conflicting responses – this led to Stanislavski

· keeping a notebook to record his impressions/analyse difficulties/sketch out

· solutions

· He continued this practice throughout his life – 61 years

· Relied heavily on these notebooks for inspiration and source material for his system 

· Stanislavski’s notebooks not only contained his own work, he also sketched costumes and ideas that he had for other plays that he saw

· 1881 – second theatre built in town house in Moscow

· The Alexeyev Circle – the creation of an amateur theatre group that consisted of Stanislavski’s brothers, sisters and friends
· Gradually came to be known as Moscow’s finest non-professional company of actors

· Key Production: The Mikado  

· Lots of research done

· Japanese style of costumes

· Training from Japanese acrobats

· Long rehearsal period (Summer 1886-April 1887)

· 1885 – Stanislavski entered Drama school  

· stayed for three weeks  

· Drama school could not give him what he was looking for – A properly thought out method of working 

· Students were not given the means to achieve results instead they copied their teacher 

· Stanislavski needed guidance and discipline – Spanish Boots syndrome: Stanislavski saw himself always as the dashing romantic male lead

· 1888 – Stanislavski was business manager in his father’s prosperous farm but was still acting as an accomplished amateur as well as performing on the commercial Vaudeville stage

Here Stanislavski adopted his new name changing from Alexeyev to Stanislavski

· Stanislavski was greeted by a surprise visit by his parents whilst performing Vaudeville
‘If you really want to act in your free time, start a proper dramatic circle with a decent repertoire but stop appearing in muck with God knows who!’

· 1888 – The Society for Art and Literature – Stanislavski’s new dramatic circle funded by his father in order to help him develop his semi-professional art theatre

· During this time there were three major influences on Stanislavski – personally and professionally:

i. Alexander Fedetov – Actor/Professor

ii. Masha Perevoshchikova – The first woman that Stanislavski loved

iii. Uriel Acosta/Othello – Two plays that Stanislavski acted in and directed – UO with the Saxe-Meningen Theatre troupe 
· 1897 – Problems had begun to emerge – the actors were uninspired by all those who tried

· Stanislavski received an invitation to form a new professional theatre company – The Moscow Art Theatre
Key Influences in the Early Years

· The Maly Theatre ‘My University’
· Home of Psychological Realism

· Founded in 1823

· Pushkin/Gogol dominated the early years

· Michael Shchepkin 1788-1863 – Famous Russian classical actor ‘There are no small parts, only small actors’
Insisted that it was the actors’ job to ‘crawl under the skin’ of the character; identifying with his thoughts and feelings in order to produce a living portrait

· Alexander Lenski – leading Maly actor in 1876
Great looks/Voice

Painter/sculptor/writer

The perfect model of the artist that Stanislavski wanted all actors to become

Continued with the traditions of Shchepkin:

- Used little make-up

- Sought inner logic and mental image of the characters’ psychology

· Stanislavski attended The Maly Theatre part time observing and imitating
Visiting Foreign Artists

· Tommaso Salvini – Italian tragedian

· Performed Othello in Moscow in 1882

· This performance marked a turning point in Stanislavski’s life due to the all powerful, clearly drawn, beautiful and emotionally truthful acting

· Voice and body  ‘A breath taking unity’
· Stanislavski became obsessed with the basis of Salvini’s technique

‘An actor lives, weeps and laughs on the stage and all the while he is watching his own tears and smiles. It is this balance between life and acting that makes his art’ Salvini

· The Saxe-Meningen Troupe

· During their second tour of 1890. Stanislavski was impressed with the company’s production style and artistic discipline, more so than the acting

· Coherent approach – set, costumes, props were historically accurate

· Ensemble moved with clock-work precision

· Use of off-stage sound created real space and time

· Ludwig Chronegk’s (stage manager/director) regime was highly disciplined on and off the stage (triangle calls to rehearsal – late comers replaced – order and efficiency back-stage) – these elements resurfaced in the Society of Art and Literature and The Moscow Art theatre
· Stanislavski used Meininger style rehearsal techniques whilst directing The Fruits of Enlightenment and Uriel Acosta for The Society of Art and Literature

Fruits of Enlightenment
‘The stage remains empty for some time. A shaft of moonlight picks out the edge of a bench on which a forgotten scrap of paper is lying. Aleksandr snuffs out the candle and there is total silence, broken only by the distant sound of late night merry-makers and occasional trills from a nightingale. Somewhere, far off, a night-watchman reminds us of his presence with his rattle, then once again silence falls after a particularly turbulent day, with the expectation of storms to come…’   (K.S. Stanislavski, P 514, Moscow, 1955)

Uriel Acosta (Dictator director!!)

‘As the curtain rises there is a noise of high spirits. Everyone on stage must laugh three times. Those entering bow to the ladies. The gemtlemen offer their arms to the ladies who place their hands on them near the elbow. Those entering bow Manasse. They offer both hands. They talk to him. The conversation lasts 10 seconds. Absolutely no gestures. Cue for silence when N.D.Popov and A.S.Shteker quit the rostrum and go off … the crowd must be reminded not to stop talking all at once and to disperse on different sides. Music as soon as N.D.Popov and A.S.Shteker have gone. After 15, 20 seconds …. Simon and Manasse come right down stage…’ (Stanislavski, Uriel Acosta Production Plan, K.S. Archive)
· Stanislavski was faced with the task of finding a way to bring together the creative, imaginative actor (as defined by Shchepkin and Gogol) and the organically conceived production as staged by the Saxe-Meningen Troupe
Alexander Fedotov

· Ex-member of The Maly Theatre
· Sent into exile by the Tsar and was employed by Stanislavski after he returned

· Trained in the realist school of Shchepkin, Fedotov was hired as professor to The Society of Art and Literature

· Major influence on Stanislavski’s development:

1. As an actor – Fedetov taught the young actor to find his character models from living people, not from imitating other actors (in Pushkin’s  The Miserly Knight Stanislavski tried to act his role in the same way that Lenski had previously)

Stanislavski called Fedetov’s work on him ‘A Surgical Operation’ – cutting away at his theatrical airs

Stanislavski felt more freedom to experiment and create his own preparatory techniques (Leading to An Actor Prepares)

2. As a disciplined professional – Fedetov’s work as a director set high standards for Stanislavski. 

He had a sense of structure and purpose of the play. He worked on the dramatic function of the individual characters
No self-indulgence was allowed in terms of the actors

3. As a conscientious maker of theatre – Fedetov was a member of the Intelligentsia – artistically, intellectually, socially aware group whose task was to modernize and liberalise a repressive society

NB. In 19th century Russia discussion of politics was not allowed. Names of dissident philosophers could not be printed. Social issues were debated through literary and dramatic criticism as it is in any repressive society
Stanislavski became more aware of a wider world and of the important moral function of the theatre – to civilize/increase sensitivity/heighten perceptions/ to enable the mind and uplift the spirit (Stanislavski’s super-super objective)

4. As a theatre manager – Fedetov wanted: -

a. A training that would be systematic

b. A theatre that would include a reading room, Drama school, tea room, dining room

c. Responsible audiences/disciplined performers

Stanislavski’s Final Amateur Show: Othello 1896

· Stanislavski’s final show as part of The Society for Art and Literature
· Stanislavski used his own ideas for this production and did not attempt to copy Shchepkin
· Stanislavski’s entire concept: -

i. As director: Discussed the play in terms of its’ action/the thoughts and feelings of the protagonist/ the world in which they lived

ii. As designer: He heavily researched Cyprus and Venice for set/costume/props

iii. As lead actor: He attempted a new interpretation and was criticized for being too modern. He attacked so-called tradition; advocating ‘more scope for fantasy and creation’
· Unresolved problems: -
i. Still tended to cover the acting deficiencies of the company with diversions

ii. Still felt that his own work as an actor relied on a polished external technique

iii. Strong need to go professional and try other artistic approaches

PART 2

First Professional Work

The Creation of The Moscow Art Theatre

· June 22 1897 – Stanislavski sat down with Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko, a Russian critic and dramaturg from the Maly Theatre, in the Slavansky Bazaar Restaurant n Moscow and began one of the most celebrated talks in the history of the theatre: An eighteen hour conversation

The result was an agreement to found an art theatre and the ethics that would be applied to it: The Moscow Art Theatre
· Stanislavski and Danchenko both despised elements of the theatre in Moscow and created a list:

i. It’s lack of acting discipline, especially during the rehearsal period which, in itself was too short

ii. The star system with phony tricks and histrionics

iii. The tendency of the performers to over-act
iv. Predictable and uninspired direction

v. Clichéd and over-used flats and scenic design

vi. The held curtain (which led to lots of delays – nearly 45 mins sometimes)

vii. A stale dramatic repertoire – the same plays being put on all of the time

· The blue print for The Moscow Art Theatre was simple: It would run counter to all that they hated about the theatrical system:
i. There are no small parts only small actors

ii. Love the art in yourself, not yourself in Art

iii. Today Hamlet, tomorrow an actor, but even as the extra the actor must be an artist

iv. All disobedience to the creative life of the theatre is a crime
v. Lateness, laziness

· It was decided that the actor would be treated like an artist and that together with respect, the MAT artist would receive:
i. Clean and spacious dressing rooms

ii. A library

iii. A large green room

iv. A club and social room complete with newspapers and chess tables

These ideas were similar to those of Fedetov and provided the actors with an environment that allowed them to feel respected

· All productions were to be created from scratch with their own set of costumes – Stan and Nem Dan shared a common working method: Detailed discussions and reading followed by slow, meticulous rehearsal, section by section

· Stanislavski was in charge of productions and Nem-Dan was responsible for scripts and plays

· Discipline would be strict for both cast and audience:

i. No one was allowed to be backstage during a performance

ii. Spectators were to be encouraged to take their seats before the curtain went up

iii. Late-comers had to wait until the interval before being admitted

iv. The orchestra area (a regular feature in most theatres) was abolished as an unnecessary distraction

All of the above were seen as being quite daring as the audience was being asked to behave itself

· Both Stan and Nem-Dan wanted a popular theatre which would fulfill its’ mission to enlighten and educate people
The Importance of the New Theatre’s Policy
· It was not the first in terms of the individual elements:

i. The Meiningen company had shown what ensemble playing could achieve

ii. Andre Antoine and his Theatre Libre in Paris  was pioneering realism

iii. Strindberg had published his views on intimate theatre (as recorded in the preface to Miss Julie)

iv. Carefully researched sets and costumes were not unknown in western Europe

v. Pushkin, Gogol, Shchepkin had all advocated reforms
But in its organic unity it was a new idea

· The achievement of The Moscow Art Theatre was to bring all of the above together, consciously and deliberately, and ultimately to create a style of acting in which the dominant element was human truth – the actors’ truth on stage
‘We strive to brighten the dark life of poor people, to give them happy aesthetic moments. We are striving for the first sensible, moral, popular theatre, and to this high goal we dedicate or lives’ (From Stanislavski’s speech to his company on the opening of the theatre: 14th October 1898
PART 3

Putting Theory into Practice

· The Moscow Art Theatre’s First Season

a. Tsar Fyodor: MAT’s first performance

An historical melodrama set in Russia’s 16th Century 

Based on the court intrigues of the Boyars (nobles) around a powerless Tsar.

Controversial in choice – was banned previously for 30yrs because of its political content

b. Whilst rehearsing the company lived and worked on an estate in Pushkino, outside Moscow. Participating in nine-hour rehearsals as well as cooking and cleaning and as a result a spiritual ensemble began to emerge

c. Stan toured the Volga area. Researching 16th century for use in the production.
Actors went to ancient churches and monasteries for research and inspiration

The company was introduced to the new world of set design (set models) – the realism of the set was to be matched by the realism of the acting.

Stanislavski wanted to go beyond the work of the Meiningen players in terms of realizing historical accuracy, however he decided that he would show nearly every performer how he should move and behave

d. Opening Performance: October 14th 1898
i. Undulating sound of church bells

ii. Actors wore heavy costumes  and used peculiar mannerisms

iii. Consuming of real food and drink on stage

iv. Extreme high and low levels of light were used to create an atmosphere

v. Detailed standing set pieces and antique furniture were used

All of these systems combined to create a powerful and unified mood that no one expected from a living performance: A vision of the past had come to life on stage!

·  The Moscow Art Theatre becomes the home of Chekhov
At this time, Chekhov was a famous writer of short stories
a. 
Reluctantly, Chekhov gave Nem-Dem permission to use The Seagull (previously premiered and made a mess of by The Alexandrinskv Theatre in St Petersburgh largely due to the fact that they were unable to meet the psychological demands of the text)
Stanislavski found it hard to prepare production notes as he found the play monotonous and boring

‘I went . . . to write the mis-en-scene [everything on stage]. This was a difficult task, as, to my shame, I did not understand the play. It was only as I worked on it that imperceptibly I came to know t and fell hopelessly in love with it. I yielded to its charm, wanting to inhale its aroma’
b. The production copy set down every move, gesture and facial expression. Small drawings showed the physical positions and relationships of characters at key moments. Such detail was demanded to reveal personality and the inner state of thought and emotion – sub-text
c. For the historical plays and classical plays Stanislavski brought contemporary human behaviour to work with the poetic and lofty atmospheres of these plays. For Chekhov’s The Seagull, he decided to reverse this process. He would create a great spectacle of the ordinary and the banal [Ordinary People]. The smallest activity and interaction in the text could be filled with dozens of scenic details and unspoken communications.
Chekhov’s stage direction:
The sun has just set. Yakov and other workmen are busy on stage behind the lowered curtain; sounds of hammering and cutting
Stanislavski’s prompt book: 

The play starts in darkness; an August evening, the dim light of a lantern set on top of a post; distant sounds of a drunkards song; distant howling of a dog; the creaking of frogs; the cry of a corncrake; the slow tolling of a distant church bell… flashes of lightning; faint rumbling of thunder in the distance. After the rise of the curtain a pause of 10 seconds. After the pause Yakov knocks, hammering in a nail on the stage; having knocked the nail in. He busies himself on stage, humming a tune’
Such detailed realism transformed the most commonplace scene into an orchestrated display of minute effects. In a contemporary setting the acting looked different too. Something modern had been born.
Stanislavski’s score contained a lot of pauses in the dialogue – over a hundred are indicated in the prompt book, but not in Chekhov’s script, and long, piercing looks graphically demonstrated the sad, monotonous life of the characters.
These concentrated activities drew audiences into Chekhov’s invisible world of the contemporary. Both the pauses and stares soon became the acting trademark of the MAT.
Chekhov unintentially gave the MAT the key to a new performance style – psychological realism.

d.  During the next seven years, the MAT produced approximately 24 major plays (written for the MAT and those actors working there).
Uncle Vanya (1899), The Seagull (1901) and The Cherry Orchard (1904) struck a powerful chord in the theatre going public – Internalised acting, super-realistic lighting and sound effects – reflecting/contrasting the deep emotional longings of Chekhov’s characters.

The Seagull particularly left its’ imprint on the audience and the theatre – a great success that was greeted with a deathly silence followed by riotous applause at the end of Act 1 on its’ opening night

e. MAT actors were forced to plumb the inner lives of their characters in order to create Chekhov’s specialised and untheatrical mood and emotions – also through Stanislavski’s requirement for small gestures, poses, character habits etc.
f. Success at home:

i. The MAT established itself as a Russian institution

ii. The books now balanced

iii. Productions were in demand

iv. The MAT was home to a company of 30 performers and a backstage  team

v. The MAT had it’s own board of directors, stockholders and patrons

A 3 year training programme gave student actors classes in diction, voice, dance, fencing and cultural studies

Success abroad:

vi. Reputation had reached Western Europe and North America

vii. Adoring fans were everywhere

viii. The work of the MAT began to inspire other playwrights
Problems Emerging
· The death of Anton Chekhov in 1904 signalled the end of an era and as a result there was uncertainty about the direction the MAT was to take as younger playwrights (such as Meyerhold), were reacting against realism – the unreal, dreams, visions (SYMBOLISM) and form as content (EXPRESSIONISM) did not lend themselves to realism

· Stanislavski’s performances became unpredictable – sometimes he was filled with inspiration, but on others he felt totally empty (no inner impulses- no life)

· Stanislavski and Danchenko were unable to agree on questions of artistic policy

· 1903: Danchenko’s production of Julius Caesar made Stanislavski realise the limitations of his working methods as an actor and of the whole approach to the interpretation of a script – advocated by Stan and Dan at this time.

As an actor, Stanislavski was subjected to this system of working and found it extremely frustrating and although the production was a great success, Stanislavski’s performance (as Brutus) was considered a failure.

· CRISIS OF 1906: Stanislavski underwent, what may have amounted to, a nervous breakdown at the age of 43.

He had reached a dead end, left Russia and travelled to Finland. Two questions plagued him:

1. How could an actor’s creativity be stimulated and kept alive?

2. How could a production be centred on that creative energy?

Stanislavski that the answers lay somewhere in his experience and to help him discover where, he had his notebooks from the previous 25 years (demonstrating his impressions and reflections)
PART 4

The ‘System’ Emerges

· ‘My so-called system if the result of life-long searchings. I have groped after a method of work for actors which will enable them to create the image of a character, breathe into it the life of a human spirit, and, by natural means, embody it on stage in a beautiful artistic form’ [Stanislavski]
· Stanislavski’s crisis led to him investigating the mystery of inspiration which he believed raised an actor to the height of his art. When an actor is inspired his emotions flow, his actions are real and theatrical, his performance is clear to an audience.

· He also observed that inspiration was an infrequent visitor. Actors possessed an extensive range of theatrical clichés (clear cut technical devices for depicting Joy, Grief, Hatred etc), which had nothing in common with the genuine art of emotion.

· He also recognised that having every physical movement and intonation worked out and given to he actor did not inspire creativity and genuine responses in the actor.
· Stanislavski’s entire system is aimed at investigating the inner causes and logic of originating emotions; at finding ways of leading the actor to a natural emotional state on the stage.

· Stanislavski divided his system into two major parts:

1. The Actor’s Work on Himself (An Actor Prepares)
Psycho-physical exercises which help to share the actor’s technique developing his physical, emotional and vocal potential

2. The Actor’s work on the Role (Creating a Role) 

The application of the training through specific methods of scene analysis and character creating techniques (this part of the system remained unfinished as methods were constantly evolving and changing)

· Elements of the system: 

· The Faculty of Concentration

i. The development of the actor’s ability to focus or concentrate – Circles of attention

ii. The creative importance of a relaxed body – Relaxation of muscles

· The capacity for belief – Imagination, Magic If

· The use of emotions that are already in the actor’s possession – Emotion Memory

· The ability to deliver a deeper, living message to the audience, using non-verbal and vocal techniques, as well as subtext – Communication, Communion

· The reasons behind the actions – Units and Objectives

· The key to the actor’s choice of actions and objectives set down in the play text – Given Circumstances

· The Super-Objective – Every character in a play has an overall objective/aim/main desire, which determines his/her behaviour throughout the play – linked units combine to create a through line of action and result in the super-objective

· An actor must know how to speak. An actor must know how to move

PART 5

An Actor’s Approach to a Role
· ‘I have lived a variegated life, during the course of which I have been forced more than once to change my most fundamental ideas’ [My Life in Art, 1924)

·  The second part of Stanislavski’s system deals with the creative process of working on the play and the role. In order to create a living character on the stage, the actor needs more than perfection in the elements of the acting technique. He must work on the play in a manner that will enable him to understand the meaning of each of the roles comprising it, and the nature of the relationships between these roles.
· Stanislavski was constantly expanding, improving and changing the methods of work on the play and this part of the system remained unfinished.
· Creating a Role:

i. Part One: Stanislavski uses “Woe From Wit” as his play example

a. Incomplete manuscript

b. Written before Stanislavski had decided on the fictional format

c. Summarises the basic method of approaching the role at the MAT

- Textual study and research

- Imaginative re-creation of the inner life and physical appearance of the character

- Physical characterisation (voice, inflection, body image and movement)

ii. Part two: Stanislavski uses Othello as an example

a. Drafted between 1930 and 1933

b. Closely related to the production plan which Stanislavski was working on at that time

c. Kostya, Tortsov appear in the work

d. There is an emphasis on an informed reading of the text, it’s plot and structure

e. Shows a shift of emphasis – releasing the inner life of the role by first creating it’s physical life
iii. Part Three: Stanislavski uses The Government Inspector as an example

a. 
Dates from 1936-1937

b. 
Stanislavski’s only statement concerning his later ideas on the method of

active analysis (the method of physical actions)

c. 
The students are plunged immediately into a physical exploration of The

Government Inspector, without relying on their memories, or analytical

abilities. Actors were asked by the director to decide which physical

actions they would execute in the given circumstances of the play

movement and thought are inseparable

· Key Productions of changing methods
1883: The Practical Man

1887: The Mikado
1889: The Miserly Knight
1890: The Fruits of the Enlightenment


Uriel Acosta


Othello

1898: The Seagull

1909: A Month in the Country
1913: The Imaginary Invalid

1914: Mozart and Salieri
1920: Cain
1922: The Government Inspector
1927: The Marriage of Figaro
1935: Tartuffe   


Stanislavski died while Tartuffe was still in rehearsal
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