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An Actor must work all his life, cultivate bis

mind, train his talents systematically, develop

his character; he may never despair and never
relinguish this main purpose—ito love his art
with all his strength and love it unselfishly.

CONSTANTIN STANISLAVSKI

EXPLANATORY NOTE
BY THE TRANSLATOR

AS FAR back as 1924 my husband, Norman Hapgood, and
I discussed with Stanislavski the possibility of publishing the
results of his experience as an actor and trainer of actors in
the foremost acting company of this century. But in the
years immediately following this first conversation various
matters contributed to prevent this great innovator from
carrying out his desire. He was too absorbed by the responsi-
bilities of his work in the Moscow Art Theatre, of which he
was not only co-founder and co-director, with Nemirovich-
Danchenko, but also one of the principal actors. His own
Opera Studio, where he was working out the application of
his acting techniques to operatic performance with the
object of achieving a complete union of the music, the words
and the action, also took much of his time and energy. A
third inhibiting factor was Stanislavski’s own temperament.
. His creative and artistic genius was never fully satisfied; it
- urged him on to the very day of his death to search for, to
_ test, to choose new approaches to the art of acting, so that
~ he hesitated to sum up any conclusions as final. He always
hoped to find a better path to his high goal. Moreover he
“was fearful lest his written record might assume the aspect
‘of some unalterable grammar, of rigid rules, of a kind of
Bible. The thing that finally persuaded him to share his
results by means of the printed word with artists throughout
the world was the argument that others might receive some
stimulus from them to strike out into new paths of their own.
- So in 1930, when Stanislavski, after a serious illness in
‘Russia, had come to Southern France on a leave of absence
from the Art Theatre to be near my husband and me, the
me came to cast into final form the long prepared book.




Building a Character

At that stage Norman Hapgood, who had been both an
editor and a drama critic, urged him to put into one volume
both aspects of his method—the inner preparations of an
actor and the external technical means of bringing a charac-
ter to life before an audience. In the first drafts worked
out on the Riviera the two parts were side by side.

Subsequently Stanislavski returned to Russia to take up
his work once more. He was no longer able to act, but he
continued to direct new productions and he went on with
his writing. Many months later he sent me a manuscript of
book length. Because he had lacked the time and strength
to edit all his material, and also because he believed its
inclusion in one volume would further delay the book as
well as make it too bulky, he had decided to limit it to the
inner preparations of an actor—or of any artist dealing with
the creation of a character. It was published by Theatre
Arts, Inc., under the title An Actor Prepares in 1936—two
years before it even appeared in Russia.

In letters to me and in the course of a visit to him in 1937
Stanislavski told me about the sequel to An Actor Prepares
which is this present book. It would include, he said, the
chapters drafted in Southern France and others which he
showed me. He also let me look at his Promptbook for Othello,
which he had written out in France in order to guide a
production at the Art Theatre he was prevented from over-
seeing personally. He felt that this manuscript might like-
wise be of interest to the English-speaking theatre.

But neither of these manuscripts was at that time in a
form satisfactory to him. He continued to work on them
until his death the following year. Shortly afterward the
Second World War intervened, making communications
more difficult even before Russia became involved in 1940.

Although his family cabled me that manuscripts were on

their way, only fragments appeared and it wasn’t until
considerably after the war was over that I received a bulk
of the material in this volume. Last autumn Robert M.
MacGregor, who had acquired the book publishing depart-
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Explanatory Note
ment of Theatre Arts which he formerly managed, planned

_ to publish Building a Character as a part of the commemora-

tion of the fiftieth Anniversary of the founding of the
Moscow Art Theatre and the tenth of Stanislavski’s death,
but the news that more material and later versions were on
their way caused him to delay publication. The postpone-
ment also allowed further editing which consisted mainly of
choosing among the various versions of given chapters which
had come to hand.

In this continuation of 4n Actor Prepares, the scene is
again the same dramatic school with its own auditorium and
stage, a part of a permanently established theatre. Here are
the same students, who represent a characteristic group of
young actors—that argumentative young fellow Grisha;
Sonya, who is both pretty and vain about it; her admirer,
the clowning Vanya; Maria, with her woman’s intuition;
the introspective pair, Nicholas and Dasha; the well-
co-ordinated, acrobatic Vasya; and above all Kostya, the

ex-stenographer who because he knows shorthand can make

a detailed record of the lessons in a sort of actor’s diary.
Ever searching, ever throwing himself ardently into any
project that shows promise of further development, he is
possibly a picture of Stanislavski himself many years before.
The teacher is of course Stanislavski, the mature actor, thinly
disguised as Tortsov, the director of the school and the
theatre. He is assisted by Rakhmanov, who is full of inven-
tiveness in driving home the points made by Tortsov, in
divising visual aids, in conducting drill.

The emphasis in this book, as in Stanislavski’s My Life in
Art (now also published by Mr. MacGregor) and An Actor
Prepares, is on acting as an art and art as the highest ex-
pression of human nature. His continual return to the study

- of human nature is the Antean touch which distinguishes
- what has come to be known as the Stanislavski “system”. It

is the basis of all his theories and the reason they were

always being modified slightly; with each return to the study

of human beings something new was learned. As he says of
3




Building a Character
his method in this book: “It is not a hand-me-down suit
that you can put on and walk off in; or a cook book where all
you need to find is the page and there is your recipe. No,
it is a whole way of life.”

Stanislavski makes no claim to have more than set down
the principles all great actors have used consciously or
unconsciously. He never intended that his statements be
taken as rigid rules or his exercises be considered literally
applicable to all situations or usable by all persons, In
questions of diction and speech particularly, he wanted it
understood that the primary purpose of the exercises was to
challenge the imagination of the student of acting, to arouse
in him a realization of his own needs, of the potentialities
of the technical tools of his art.

The overall objective, however, is always the same. It is
to help an actor to develop all his capacities—intellectual,
physical, spiritual, emotional—so that he will be enabled
to fill out his roles .to the proportions of whole human
beings, characters who will have the power to move the
public to laughter, to tears, to unforgettable emotions.

Evrizasern Reynorps Harcoop

TOWARD A PHYSICAL
CHARACTERIZATION

AT THE beginning of our lesson I told Tortsov, the Direc-
tor of our school and theatre, that I could comprehend
with my mind the process of planting and training within -
myself the elements necessary to create character, but that
it was still unclear to me how to achieve the building of that
- character in physn:al terms. Because, if you do not use your
. body, your voice, a manner of speaking, walking, moving, if
~ you do not find a form of characterization which corresponds
to the image, you probably cannot convey to others its
inner, living spirit.
“Yes,” agreed Tortsov, “without an external form nelther
your inner characterization nor the spirit of your image will
feach the public. The external characterization explams and
illustrates and thereby conveys to your spectators the inner
pattern of your part.”
~ “That’s it!” Paul and I exclaimed.
’*‘But how do we achieve that external, physical charac-
lerizationi” I asked.
" #Most frequently, especially among talented actors, the
hysical materialization of a character to be created emerges
f its own accord once the right inner values have been
tablished,” explained Tortsov. “In My Life in Art there
many examples of this. One is the case of the part of
It, Stockman in An Enemy of the People by Ibsen. As soon
 the right spiritual form was fixed, as the right inner
iracterization was woven out of all the elements germane
the image, there appeared, no one knows from where,
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Stockman’s nervous intensity, his jerky gait, his neck thrust
fomrard and two jutting fingers, all earmarks of a man of
action.’

“But if we are not lucky enough to have such a spon-
taneous accident? What do you do then?” I asked Tortsov.

“What do you do? Do you remember in Ostrovski’s play,
The Forest, how Peter explains to Aksyusha the way to act
so that the two will not be recogmzed on their flight? He
says to her, ‘You drop one lid—and it makes a squint-eyed
P erson" »”

“Externally it is not difficult to disguise yourself. I once
had something of the sort happen to me; I had an acquam-
tance I knew very well. He talked with a deep bass voice,
wore his hair long, had a heavy beard and bushy moustache.
Suddenly he had his hair cut and shaved off his whiskers.
From underneath there emerged rather small features, a
receding chin and ears that stuck out. I met him in this
new guise at a family dinner, at the house of some frierids.
We sat across the table from one another and carried on a
conversation. Whom does he remind me of? I kept saying
to myself, never suspecting that he was reminding me of
himself. In order to disguise his bass voice my friend used
only high tones in speaking. This went on for half the meal
and [ talked with him as though he were a stranger.

“And here is another case. A very beautiful woman I knew
was stung in the mouth by a bee. Her lip was swollen and
her whole mouth was distorted. This not only changed her
appearance so as to make her unrecognizable, it also altered
her pronunciation. I met her accidentally and talked to her
for several minutes before I realized that she was one of my
close friends.”

As Tortsov was describing these personal experiences he
squinted one eye almost imperceptibly, as though he were
bothered with an incipient sty. Meantime he opened his
other eye wide and raised the brow above it. All this was
done so that it could be scarcely noticed even by those
standing close to him. Yet even this slight change produced
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a strange effect. He was of course still Tortsov but he was
different and you no longer had confidence in him. You
sensed knavery, slyness, grossness, all qualities little related
to his real self. It was only when he stopped acting with his
eyes that he became once more our nice old Tortsov. But
let him squint one eye—and there again was that mean little
slyness, changing his whole personality.

“Are you aware,” he explained to us, “that inwardly I
remain the same and speak in my own person regardless of
whether my eye is squinted or open, whether my eyebrow
is raised or lowered? If I were to acquire a twitch and that
were causmg my eye to squint I should also have remained
unchanged in personality and continued normal and natural.
Why should I change inwardly because of a slight squint in
my eye! I am the same whether my eye is open or shut,
whether my eyebrow is raised or lowered.

“Or, let us suppose, I am stung by a bee as was my
beautiful friend and my mouth is distorted.”

Here Tortsov, with extraordinary realism, pulled his
mouth to the right side so that his speech was completely
altered.

“Does this external distortion not only of my face but
of my speech,” he went on in his radically changed method
of pronunciation, “impinge on my personality and natural
reactions? Must I cease to be myself? Neither the sting of
the bee nor the artificial distortion of my mouth should
influence my inner life as 2 human being. And what about
lameness (Here Tortsov limped) or paralysis of the arms
(Instantly he lost all control over them) or a humped
shoulder (His spine reacted correspondingly) or an exagger-
ated way of turning your feet in or out (Tortsov walked first
one way and then the other)? Or an incorrect position of
the hands and arms holding them too far forward or too far
back (He illustrated this)? Can all these external trifles have
any bearing on my feelings, my relations to others or the
physical aspect of my parti”

It was amazing with what ease, simplicity and naturalness

7




Building a Character

Tortsov instantly demonstrated all the physical shortcom-
ings he was describing—a limp, paralysis, a hump, various
postures of legs and arms. :

“And what remarkable external tricks, which completely
transform the person playing a part, can be accomplished
with the voice, with speech and pronunciation, especially
of consonants! To be sure your voice has to be well placed
and trained if you are to change it, for otherwise you cannot,
for any length of time, speak either with your highest or
your lowest tones. As for altering your pronunciation,
especially that of consonants, this is done very simply: pull
your tongue back, shorten it (Tortsov did it as he was speak-
ing) and a special manner of speech, rather reminiscent of
the English way of handling consonants, will result. Or
lengthen your tongue, pushing it a little in advance of your
teeth (Again he did what he was describing) and you will
‘have an inane lisp, which with proper elaboration would be
suitable for a role like that of the Idiot.

“Or else, try putting your mouth into unusual positions
and you will get still other ways of talking. For example,
take an Englishman who has a short upper lip and very long,
- rodent-like front teeth Give yourself a short upper lip and
show your teeth more.’

“But how can you do that?” I said, trying it out on myself
without success.

“How do I do it? Very simply,” answered Tortsov, pull-
ing a handkerchief out of his pocket and rubbing his upper
teeth and the inside of his upper lip until they were quite
dry. Then under cover of his handkerchief he tucked in his
upper lip which remained stuck to his dry gums, so that
when he took his hand from his face we were amazed at the
shortness of his upper lip and sharpness of his teeth.

This external artifice hid from us his ordinary, familiar
personality; in front of us there stood the Englishman he had
just mentioned. We were under the impression that every-
thing about Tortsov was changed; his pronunciation, his
voice were different, as well as his carriage, his walk, his

8
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I8 and legs. Nor was that all. His whole psychology
jed transformed. And yet Tortsov had made no inner
pstment. In another second he had abandoned the trick
b his upper lip and continued to speak in his own person,
il he again put the handkerchief in his mouth, dried his
ind gums and, when he dropped his hand with the
kerchief, was at once changed again into his Englishman.
his happened intuitively. It was only when we worked
it and confirmed it that Tortsov admitted the phe-
non. It was not he who explained it to us but we who
hlim, how all the characteristics which intuitively came
 surface were appropriate to and filled out the portrait
8 gentleman with a short upper lip and long teeth—
Il the result of a simple external artifice.
er digging down into his own thoughts and taking
it of what went on inside himself Tortsov remarked
ven in his own psychology in spite of himself there had
an imperceptible impulse which he found difficult
fiediately to analyse.
‘was, however, an undoubted fact that his inner faculties
onded to the external image he had created, and adjusted
{, since the words he pronounced were not his words,
ugh the thoughts he expressed were his very own,
this lesson then Tortsov vividly demonstrated that
nal characterization can be achieved intuitively and
by means of purely technical, mechanical, simple
fnal tricks.
it how to find the right trick? Here was a fresh problem
trigue and disturb me. Is this something to be learned,
& imagined, to be taken from life, or found accidentally,
boks, by studying anatomy?

rding to his intuition, his observation of himself and
ts., He draws it from his own expenence of life or that '/
I8 friends, from pictures, engravings, drawings, books, /
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discussion and curiosity, and finally general interest and
excitement. Each one of us began to think of something, to
imagine something, make notes, secret drawings, preparing
his choice of a portiait, costume and make-up.

Only Grisha remained, as usual, indifferent and cool to
the whole idea.
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Being a flirtatious young woman, she found her eyes dis-
tracted and her head in a whirl from seeing so many lovely
gowns. As for me, I still was uncertain about what I wanted
to portray and was trusting to a lucky inspiration.

In examining carefully everything that was shown me I
hoped to happen on a costume which would suggest an
appealing image to me.

My attention was drawn to a simple old morning coat. It
was made of some remarkable material I had never seen
before—a kind of sand-coloured, greenish, greyish stuff,
which seemed faded and covered with spots and dust mixed
with ashes. I had the feeling that a man dressed in that coat
would look like a ghost. An almost imperceptible squeamish-
ness but at the same time a slightly terrifying sense of fate-
fulness stirred in me as I gazed at that old marning coat.

If one matched it with a hat, gloves, dusty foot-gear, and
prepared a make-up and wig in the same colour and tones as
the material—all greyish, yellowish, greenish, faded and
shadowy, one would get a sinister, yet somehow familiar
effect. Exactly’ what that effect was I could not yet
determine,
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