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Foreword

by Robert Lewis

 HERE, almost a quarter of a century after his death, are some

more nuggets dug up from the vast gold mine of Stanislavski’s
continuous search for a truthful and artistic method of training
actors and working on roles. So rich is the substance of Creating
a Role, so provocative, that one feels it is possible to take many
of the ideas presented and expand them into essays or books.

The first of the three parts of this book is a particularly bril-
liant break-down of how to work on a part. It will confirm, or
clarify, many points for those actors and directors who already
work along these lines. For those who don’t, this study of Stan-
islavski’s approach to his role of Chatski in Woe From Wit will
be a revelation. This section, without the device of the teacher-
pupil dialogue used in the rest of the book, seems to me to be
the most lucid presentation of Stanislavski’s aims so far.

Here -we have a logical break-down of the rehearsal period
from the first reading on., “Beginnings” being so important,
Stanislavski tells us why it is advisable for the play first to be read
to the cast by one person. He shows us how to recount the story of
a play in actors’ terms, how to analyze the play and the roles,
being careful to distinguish between intellectual and artistic
analysis. He teaches us how to create a logical subtext to create
an inner life which will give substance to the author’s words. The
most important, and least understood, aspect of the work, che
search into one’s own experience to arouse feelings analogous to

.' ~ those required in the part, gets a thorough airing.

Don’t think that “feeling” is all that is stressed here. Unlike
v




FOREWORD

some modern sclf-styled practitioners of what they call “The
Method” (no such arrogance will be found in Stanislavski’s own
writings) there is more than lip-service paid to beauty of lan-
guage, lightness of verse, rhythm, imagination, and all the the-
atrical and artistic means of expression. Stanislavski was not
unaware that although it is true that if your intention “to not dis-
turb those inside” makes you knock on the door timidly, it is
also true that a careful, delicate knock on the door creates a sense
of timidity in you. He constantly stresses the choice of “physical
actions,” a process he keeps intertwining with his “internal ac-
tions” as he works on a role. The question always asked in making
the part true to himself is, “What would I do if I were in so-and-
so’s [the character’s] situation?” Yes, always the character’s situ-
ation: Ais life in Ais city in Ais time, and so forth; not my life in
my city in my time, as we sometimes suspect modern “methodists”
are thinking.

In Chapter Three, Stanislavski speaks clearly of the physical
embodiment of the part. Here you will find such phrases as
“subtle means of expression of your eyes and face,” “use your
voice, sounds, words, intonations, and speech.” True, he rightly
maintains that “voice and speech remain in complete dependence
on inner feelings and are their direct, exact, and subservient ex-
pression.” But he also knew the imporzance of voice, speech, move-
ment, and so forth, If it ever was needed, here is proof that gives
the lie to the argument that anything in Stanislavski’s method
leads perforce to sloppy speech and slouching. “Every living or-
ganism,” he says, “has an outer form as well, a physical body
which uses make-up, has a typical voice as to manner of speech
and intonation, typical way of walking, manners, gestures, and
so forth.” What a blow to self-indulgent actors busy squeezing out
a bit of private feeling, who care not a jot how they look, whether
they can be heard, and so forth. Let this once and for all answer
those who mistakenly, or deliberately, accept this lunatic fringe as
exponents of the theories of a man who, for half a century, pro-
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- duced with distinction everything from realistic plays to opera,

and in every style. It cannot be said too often that Stanislavski’s
method is not a style and not applicable to one particular style of
theatre, but is an attempt to find a loglcal approach to the training
of actors for any play, and an artistic way of preparing for any
role.

Parts II and III of Creating a Role revert to the style of writing

“used in An Actor Prepares and Building a Character. We have

that mythical classroom with Tortsov, the teacher, instructing a
group of students. This form of presentation may seem a bit
murky and not as forthright and crystal clear as the more direct
approach of Part I. But we do have a chance to see Stanislavski
trying his rehearsal procedure on two other roles: Othello, and
Khlestakov in The Inspector General. Again he approaches these
parts from the “inside” and the “outside” simultaneously. He dis-
covers, in fact, that finding the correct physical truth of the part
feeds his inner truth better, as he says, than “forcing” feeling. He
pursues the character by his use of the justification of the physical
acts of the part, by placing himself in the circumstances of the
character through the celebrated “magic if,” and by breaking
down the inner line of the part into logical objectives; in other
words, an interior and exterior analysis of himself as a human
being in the circumstances of the life of his role, his “own” feel-
ings always chosen to be analogous to the feelings inherent in the
part, This makes for the “truthful playing of the life of the part
in the play.” :
Of particular interest to directors, there is, in the appendix, a
twenty-five point summing-up of a plan of rehearsal from the first
reading to the final characterization, There are certain sugges-
tions, such as asking the actors where they would like to be on
the stage at given moments, that are the privileges of directors
with permanent theatres. In show-business, that is to say, doing
one isolated production at a time, with newly assembled actors,
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FOREWORD

all from different backgrounds, with limited rehearsal time, the
director may want to forget that indulgence!

All through the three sections of this book you get a picture of
a real artist at work, sometimes failing, but without despair, and
always seeking truthful answers. (He reworked his role of Satin
in The Lower Depths after playing it eighteen years!) Admirers
of An Actor Prepares and Building a Character will relish Creaz-
ing a Role. Those being introduced to Stanislavski’s writings with
this book will want to examine the other two. A thorough study
of all three books will reveal the all-important point of how to
apply the technique studied in the classroom to the preparation of
roles.

Here, then, is more word from the master, rather than from
his disciples. It is a book for all theatre professionals as well as
students. Whether you are in agreement or disagreement with all,
or parts, of it, you cannot help being stimulated and enriched by it.

viil

'Translator’s Note

Creating a Role is the third volume of Stanislavski’s planned
trilogy on the training of an actor. The first two, An Actor Pre-
pares and Building a Character, although published thirteen years
apart, were intended to describe the young actor’s regime at much
the same period in his development: while training his inner
qualities of emotion memory, imagination and concentration, he
was also developing his physical means by rigorous work on his
voice and body, the very instruments for putting into vivid and -
convincingly concrete form what the inner life might develop.
Now, another twelve years later, we are able to issue the projected
third volume. This phase in Stanislavski’s teaching, which he be-
lieved an actor should come to after mastery of the other two, is
the preparation of specific roles, beginning with the first reading
of a play and the development of the first scene. The English title
is as close as possible to the rather longer Russian one, literally
The Work of an Actor on a Role.

When I was working with Stanislavski on A» Actor Prepares
and Building a Character (for which he had a contract in Amer-
ica) in France and Germany during 1929 and 1930, he spoke of
his idea of having all three of his books on acting technique cen-
tered on Shakespeare’s Ozhello. He felt that this play, with which
he had long been preoccupied, would be accessible to students of
many nationalities, especially the English-speaking ones. Indeed
at this very time in France, he was sending back to Moscow sug-
gestions for the production of Othello, the direction of which he
was forced to relinquish because of his serious illness in 1928.
These suggestions are the basis for Stanislavski Produces Othello,
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TRANSLATOR'S NOTE

a director’s promptbook, with his instructions published opposite
the text of the play, a volume of enormous value as a demonstra-
tion of how this great director worked on a play. But in this
present book we see how his mind also turned to Ozkello as an
exercise through which actors themselves could enter into their
roles to create characters of truth and a memorable vividness.

Stanislavski died in August 1938, Only An Actor Prepares had
been published in the United States and England (1936) and it
had not yet appeared in the Soviet Union. He had collected all
the material for Building a Character but the Second World War
postponed its publication. Now with the official publication in
Russian of all of Stanislavski’s manuscripts, we find that he had
actually drafted three versions of the third book. The first had
been done years earlier (1916-1920), before he had invented the
semi-fictional form of a teacher and his students used in An Actor
Prepares and Building a Character. The other two are dated in the
1930’s after he had prepared An Actor Prepares for publication
and completed the material that was published as Building a
Character.

The first version presented problems. It deals specifically with
a classic Russian satirical comedy, Griboyedov's Woe from Wit
(also called The Misfortune of Being Clewer), which after 150
years still defies translation. Although line after line of this play
has been incorporated into literary Russian much as Shakespeare’s
phrases have in English, no translator has as yet succeeded in
conveying Griboyedov’s witty verse in a Western European lan-
guage. The situations and the satirical darts even seem to lie be-
yond the comprehension of all except specialists. Yet in its hu-
manity it is universal and thus a meaningful framework for
Stanislavski’s search for ways to help an actor perfect his art. In
order to make this first version of Creating a Role accessible to
English-speaking actors we have resorted to minor cuts and some
brief elucidations always clearly marked as such.

It is interesting that in his work on Woe from Wit Stanislavski
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demonstrates the methods he describes early in My Life in Are,
and the emphasis is on the actor’s psycho-technique, on the prep-
aration of the inner pattern of a role as a starting point. In the two
other versions, based on Ozkello and Gogol's Inspector General,
one sees how Stanislavski was always revising his methods, how
he persisted in his search for better ways. His approach to certain -

. problems did change toward the end of his life and if he here

revises some of the practices in the Woe from Wit section, so
much the truer it is of Stanislavski’s real method. In publishing
all three we believe the reader has the advantage of seeing Stan-
islavski treat a variety of roles, of comparing his sensitive adjust-
ment to given material in three different plays, of realizing that
his lifelong goal remained the same: the creation of life on the
stage in terms of what he called spiritual naturalism.

These three versions were sent to me for translation and publi-
cation by Stanislavski’s son and I believe that in preparing them
for use by English-speaking actors I have carried out once more
the task entrusted to me by Stanislavski himself, to eliminate
duplications and cut whatever was meaningless for non-Russian

- actors. There has been some slight rearrangement of sections

within the versions where we think Stanislavski would have done
the same himself had he had the chance to work over his manu-
scripts. Editor’s notes have been added, giving needed infor-
mation from An Actor Prepares and Building a Character and
background which Mrs. Popper and I hope will make Creating a
Role more rewarding for all who read it.

Elizabeth Reynolds Hapgood
New York City

June 1st, 1961
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Part I

Griboyedov’s Woe from Wit

The following study in the preparation of a role, with a focus on
Griboyedov’s comic classic, Woe from Wit, was written between
1916 and 1920. It is thus Stanislavski’s earliest known exploration
of a theme that was to preoccupy him in its various aspects for the
rest of his life. Although he had not yet settled on the semi-fic-
tional form of An Actor Prepares and Building a Character, the
student of those later works will find here the original statement
of many ideas already familiar to him. In some cases, those ideas
remained stable in subsequent years; in others, they underwent a
subtle sea-change as Stanislavski continued to throw the light of
his free and restless creative imagination on the actor’s problem.

—EDITOR

An English translation-of Woe from Wit (under the title Chatsky) was publlshed in Fonr
Russian PPlays, Penguin Classics, Harmondsworth, 1972,




CHAPTER ONE

The Period of Study

THE PREPARATORY WORK on a role can be divided into
three great periods: studying it; establishing the life of the role;
putting it into physical form.

First Acquaintance with a Part

Becoming acquainted with a part is a preparatory period in
itself. It begins with one’s very first impressions from the first
reading of the play. This all-important moment can be likened to
the first meeting between 2 man and a woman, the first acquaint-
anceship between two people who are destined to be sweethearts,
lovers, or mates,

First impressions have a virginal freshness about them. They
are the best possible stimuli to artistic enthusiasm and fervor, states
which are of great significance in the creative process.

These first impressions are unexpected and direct. They often
leave a permanent mark on the work of the actor. They are un-
premeditated and unprejudiced. Unfiltered by any ecriticism, they
pass freely into the depths of an actor’s soul, into the wellsprings
of his nature, and often leave ineradicable traces which will re-
main as a basis of a part, the embryo of an image to be formed.

First impressions are—sceds. Whatever variations and altera-
tions an actor may make as he proceeds with his work, he often is
so attracted by the deep effect of his first impressions that he
yearns to hold on to them even when he finds he cannot apply
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part, until his feelings and a definite, concrete, creative sense of
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in the play.



















































































































































































































































































































































































































