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The Stanislavsky System in Russia 

By Jack Poggi 

When I watched some acting classes in Moscow in 1969, it soon became apparent 
that my conception of the Stanislavsky System (based on books and on the work in 
some New York studios) had little bearing on what I was actually seeing. This was a 
refreshing experience. I had reached a point in my own work at which I could no 
longer accept, at least without considerable modification, some of Stanislavsky's pet 
theories. I was agreeably surprised to find that the ideas I most objected to were either 
largely ignored in practice or interpreted in a way that I could agree with, and that the 
actual way of work was one I could admire and learn from. 

In Russia, "the System" amounts to a tradition of experienced actors coaching 
students in small groups. On my first morning at the Nemirovich-Danchenko School- 
Studio of the Moscow Art Theatre, I watched P. V. Massalsky, a People's Artist of the 
Soviet Union and a leading actor at M.A.T. (he played Gaev in The Cherry Orchard and 
Vershinin in The Three Sisters when the company visited New York in 1965), spend 
an hour and a half working with only two nineteen-year-old students in the room. 
Then he went next door to rehearse a major role in a production that was to open 
the next day. 

Like Massalsky, most of the acting teachers at the studio are men in their fifties or 
sixties who worked personally with Stanislavsky (the younger teachers were pupils 
of his pupils), and all are members of the M.A.T. company. They do the bulk of their 
teaching between 9 and 11 a.m., before rehearsals begin; on evenings when they are 
not performing they frequently come back to the studio to work some more with the 
students. 

The work is carried on in an atmosphere that seems rigid by Western standards. 
The teacher is an authority figure, not a friend. Students are in class to accept what is 
being handed down to them, not to embark together with the teacher on a voyage of 
self-discovery. But the students gradually find themselves anyway: in the first year, 
they sometimes ask questions; in the second and third, they are not afraid to volun- 
teer their own interpretations, and in the fourth, they argue. 

I was a bit startled by the level of discipline that prevails in the first-year class. I ar- 
rived ahead of the teacher, and the students, who had been running around the room, 
suddenly stopped and stood at attention. I later learned that they stand up every time a 
teacher or guest enters the room. (For some reason that nobody could explain, they 
persisted in doing this to me even when I passed them in the hall.) Before the class 
began, one student was publicly reprimanded for breaking a rule. Any unnecessary 
talking during class was instantly hushed on a soft-spoken command. The teacher, V. P. 
Markov, had also worked out an efficient method for improving his students' posture: 
he kept in his coat pocket a toy metal cricket, which he squeezed from time to time 
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in the middle of an exercise or scene; each time, a cricket-like sound came forth, 
and all the students who were watching sat up straight in their chairs. "I got the idea 
for this gadget from your film, The Longest Day," Markov told me. 

The first-year class was the only one in which the way of training seemed to follow 
"the System" as I knew it. Here I saw the familiar exercises in concentration, relaxation, 
and relationship (for example, the "mirror" exercise in which one student tries to imi- 
tate exactly each movement of another) and several exercises in rhythmic group 
movement. All these "etudes" were executed with the precision of military drills. I had 
been told that beginning students work first on simple physical activities and then on 
improvisations of situations taken from plays. But I saw no improvisations the day I 
was there. More than half the period was devoted to work on four lines of text from 
Gorky's The Children of the Sun. This called for a man to enter a room expecting to 
meet a friend and then change his behavior when he encounters a strange woman. 
None of the students solved the problem to the satisfaction of either of the two 
teachers working with them. I thought that one boy played the brief scene with con- 
siderable wit and charm, but he was told: "You must not have been in class, you 
don't seem to have heard a word that was said. You must learn to act logically, not 
brightly. You should watch Charlie Chaplin-he does the most fantastic things, but 
he does them all with perfect logic. Go home and think about the problem in this 
scene for three weeks, and then maybe you will be able to solve it." 

The way of work in the last three years of training was not entirely new to me, but 
this was the last place I expected to see it. The students were working only on texts (on 
two-character scenes in the second year, on whole acts in the third, and on whole 
plays in the fourth). In each class the work consisted entirely of meticulous line-by-line 
coaching to clarify the meaning of the text. I saw no improvisations, heard no dis- 
cussion of "objectives" or "actions." Except for a run-through of a short scene at the 
beginning of the period, students were never allowed to play for more than a few 
seconds without being stopped. They had to repeat almost every line and movement 
over and over until the teacher was satisfied. The teachers explained, illustrated, joked, 
cajoled, scolded, demonstrated (usually not in the exact words of the text). They 
seemed to have in mind exactly what they wanted at each moment, and they never let 
up until they got it. The work went on like this for the entire period. Usually a two and 
a half hour session was spent working on about ten minutes of text. 

"Here we work first from the head," Massalsky explained, "and afterwards from 
the heart. We try to follow the logic of the scene. Only then is feeling possible." 

Massalsky's was the first class I visited, and I thought for a time that maybe his me- 
ticulous style was somewhat individual. The next day, when I saw the same way of work 
in V. Manyukhov's third-year class, I asked him if it was a new trend at the school. 

"Of course not. Stanislavsky always worked this way." 
"I knew he did in rehearsals, but I thought that in classes, at least, he taught his 

students to work in larger units, to search for the 'objective' of a whole scene, for 
instance, or of a section of a scene. And here you are working only on minute pieces." 

"We did discuss objectives and the meaning of the play when we started, but we 
have been rehearsing this act for two months. What you are seeing now is the most im- 
portant phase, the finding of each action, however small. In 'the System' the essen- 
tial thing is to be precise at every moment. Besides, you must remember that the 
bits and pieces fit together in my own mind." 

I asked Manyukhov if he ever used improvisations in working on a text. 
"When we started working on this act we did a few, but not many. It's very difficult 

to improvise on this play, because the content is so unfamiliar to the students. The play 
deals with the life of partisans from a small town during the Second World War. All 
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these students were born after the war; all 
but one of them are from big cities. They 
don't know this life, how can they im- 
provise on it? I am working instead to . 
make them aware of how other people a n 
lived in a different time and place .... 
will tell you an interesting paradox. Four 
years ago, we worked on Arthur Miller's F: 
After the Fall. The students understood ai 
this contemporary American play more 
easily than they could understand a So- 
viet play of twenty years ago. But they 
find it interesting to learn what it was like 
to live during a very troubled time in our 
country's history." 

I brought up the problem of carrying 
over to a text the spontaneity that can be 
found in improvisation. Manyukhov 
agreed that it was extremely difficult. 
"Improvisations on a text frequently t 
make double work. First, you have to get Man 
the students to be free in the improvisa- 
tion and then again when they speak the 
author's words. I prefer to start working 
right away to get them to be free within Stanislavskyas Ripafatta in Goldoni 
the text....Besides, how can you im- The Mistress of the Inn. 
provise on a play in verse?" 

infeingitie fromstae witeache Mi s t res s of usiec verbsnto 

Of course I asked about affective memory and was not surprised to hear Man- 
yukhov say it was over-emphasized in America. "Affective memory may be useful 
for a man of 45, but for a boy of 17-what has he got to remember?" 

I had noticed that Manyukhov worked a good deal on physical activities. For 
example, he spent much time showing how a peasant girl could sweep the floor and 
pay attention to what her friend was saying at the same time, because she was so accus- 
tomed to sweeping. I told him I was con fused by what I had read about Stanislav- 
sky's late work on physical action: How was it possible to use this method without 
cluttering the stage with unnecessary objects? 

"You don't understand. Physical actions are not everyday activities, but the out- 
ward manifestations of the psyche. For example, at this moment you are leaning for- 
ward in your chair, eager to follow what I am saying. Now you are scribbling away in 
your notebook, trying to get down every word. Now you are leaning back, satisfied. 
We find that working from these outer signs is a way to reach the psyche." 

I heard the word "action" frequently in all the classes, but most times it was used 
in a general way, simply as an exhortation to play "actively," to work on the partner 
rather than on one's self. I seldom heard a teacher say pedantically, "Your action is to 
do such-and-such at this point." And I never heard a student ask the classic question of 
American "method" actors: "What's my action?"-as if they expected that one 
infinitive from the teacher would solve all their problems. Instead of using verbs to 
define actions, the teachers more often tried to propel their students into the right 
action by making the situation vivid. Here are two examples: 

-To a woman telling her lover that she will never go back to her 
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husband: "I hear notes of sadness in your voice. No. You are a strong 
woman, capable of bringing about whatever you want. When you 
say, 'It will not be,' you know it will not be, you know your lover's 
fears are groundless, so you must speak with enthusiasm about your 
future." (Massalsky, second-year class) 

-To a scientist showing the first copy of his book to a friend: 
"Behind that phrase, 'Yes, it's my book,' should be seven years of 
work. Everything about this book is important-the paper, the typog- 
raphy, the illustrations. You should really show him the book. But 
you-you are playing only cheap delight." (Here the teacher, 
Alexander Karev, a stocky little man of about 70 who rules over his 
fourth-year class with a great show of ferocity, jumped up on stage, 
tore the book out of the student's hands, and demonstrated.) 

Quoting the teachers' words gives a very inadequate impression of what actually 
happens in the classroom. Just in describing the situation, teachers sometimes laugh or 
cry or seem to burst into fits of temper. Though nobody is trying to feel anything, a 
good deal of feeling passes from teacher to student and back. In the best classes the air 
seems to be constantly charged with the excitement of discovery. 

Besides "action," another word I heard a lot was "subtext." Massalsky told me 
how, when he was a young actor having difficulty playing a love scene, Stanislavsky 
made him say the subtext in a low voice and then the text in a full voice. "This was a 
test to see if I really understood the scene." Manyukhov also described this as a useful 
exercise. 

But the man who spoke most enthusiastically about "subtext" was Karev, though 
he never once used the word. He kept talking instead about the "content" of the 
words. Frequently, in the middle of a scene, he would turn around, scowl at Tanya 
(my interpreter) and shout, Perevedite! (translate this!). Then he would ignore Tanya 
and speak directly to me in a mixture of English and Russian that I was able to under- 
stand perfectly. Here are some of the things he said: 

-"I am not working on the words, I am not asking for intona- 
tions, I am seeking the content of what they are saying." 

-"You cannot say 'I love my mother' or 'I love Lenin' the same 
way you say 'I love vodka,' because the content is different." 

-"I am seeking 'pure speech.' Actors must speak simply. But 
how is it possible to speak simply about complicated things? One 
must have the content." 

-"This is the essence of 'the System'-to find the life of the 
words." 

I ran into Karev again in the hall after class. Though he was on his way to rehearsal, 
he sat me down and elaborated on his theory of "content": 

"When I go home tonight, I will say to my wife, 'I met a director from New York.' 
But as I look at you now, I am trying to figure out what kind of person you really are. I 
can never know you, any more than I can know the stories of Ernest Hemingway, be- 
cause you come from a different kind of life. But I am already beginning to form all 
kinds of associations about you, and these will stand behind the sentence I speak to my 
wife. It is true that the actor cannot bring all such associations to mind when he speaks, 
but some of them will remain." 

I had long believed that the word "subtext" can be used to mean two different 
things: what the actor plays instead of the words (or "between" the words or "against" 
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the words) and what the actor needs to understand in order to speak the words with 
life. The first is the usual conception. Though Karev did not make this distinction, most 
of the time he seemed to be talking about the second. (At one point, I asked him 
whether it would be correct to say that once the content is found, the right action will 
automatically follow, and he agreed.) In this sense, the whole theory of "subtext" boils 
down to a statement that the actor must know what he is talking about. 

The elaborate system that Stanislavsky worked out and set down in his books is a 
very different thing from the tradition that he handed down to the people I saw 
working at the Nemirovich-Danchenko School-Studio. In practice there is no 
"System" at all. Teachers coach students-that is all there is to it. Everything depends 
on the perception of the individual teacher, on how well he can see into the life of the 
text and communicate that life to his students. 

This kind of perception cannot be taught. The most that one can acquire is a 
certain angle of vision, a knowledge of what to look for. One can see more clearly by 
working within a tradition of seeing. Of course within any tradition one sees narrowly, 
with much of the world outside his field of vision. But to my mind that is preferable to 
the careless glance, so common in Western theatre, that tries to take the whole world 
in at a moment or shifts restlessly from one attractive object to another. 

I understood all this, but I asked Karev a question I knew he couldn't answer, just 
to see how he would react. "You tell me you are trying to communicate to your 
students the life of the words. But how are you yourself able to find that life?" He 
shrugged and said, "Come and work with us for a lifetime." 

The other of the two major acting schools in Moscow is the Shchukin School of 
the Vakhtangov Theatre. The company was on tour most of the time I was in Moscow, 
and since all the acting teachers are members of the company, I was not able to watch 
any classes. I did get a chance to talk with Boris Zakhava, the head of the school. I was 
particularly excited at the prospect of meeting Zakhava, because one of his articles, 
"Work with the Actor," had had an enormous impact on me when I read it many years 
ago as a young director, and I had just recently seen and greatly admired his perfor- 
mance as General Kutuzov in the film, War and Peace. Zakhava impressed me as a 
modest, almost self-effacing man, a bit ill-at-ease at first at the prospect of being "in- 
terviewed." Tanya, who had been as nervous about meeting him as I was, later re- 
marked, "He doesn't seem like an actor at all." 

The way of work at the Shchukin School, as Zakhava described it to me, seemed to 
differ from what I had seen at M.A.T. in two important respects: in the greater 
amount of time given to improvisations (particularly silent improvisations) before 
beginning work on texts, and in the greater emphasis on observation of how other 
people behave. 

"In all their work in the first semester," Zakhava began, "students at the Shchukin 
School do not utter a word. Here we believe that the birth of a word is prepared in 
silence. We start with exercises in attention, memory, imagination, and relaxation. 
Then we have the students do improvisations with a plot in which silence is organically 
justified by the circumstances-for example, two people have quarreled and are not 
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speaking to each other. The sketch ends at the point where the word is ready-when 
one puts out a hand to the other and wants to say, 'Let's make up.' These silent mo- 
ments become the future stage pauses." 

In their second semester, the students do improvisations on situations taken from 
plays with some psychological complications but demanding a minimum of words. 
These sketches (not in the author's words) are shown at the end of the term. 

Of course, all this time the students are also working on dance, movement, 
speech, and other technical subjects. 

Over the holidays between the first and second years, students are assigned a 
project: They are to observe how people behave in a particular environment, say at a 
seaside resort. On their first day back at school they demonstrate the results of their 
observations. During the first month of the term their ability to observe is tested 
further: They must show how different people do simple actions like walking, lighting 
a pipe, reading a newspaper. They must watch, on their free days, the work of, say a 
hairdresser or a waiter, and master the technique of the job. (Here Zakhava improvised 
a little demonstration of a harried hairdresser at work, using the startled Tanya as a sub- 
ject.) None of this work is meant to be mere imitation or parody. "We work for the 
unity of inner and outer forms. Mastering the technique of some complicated activity 
is only the beginning. The rest remains to art." 

Later in the same semester students choose a contemporary Soviet novel or story 
in which the style of life is familiar to them. They do improvisations on situations not 
found in the text. For example, if the story is about a married couple, the students im- 
provise the first meeting, the proposal, or the day after the wedding. At the end of the 
semester they play brief scenes using dialogue from the story. They have been working 
for a year and a half now, and this is the first time that they have been allowed to 
speak the words of a text. 

"This is our way to bridge from the improvisation to the text. We have found 
that if many improvisations are done well, then the passage to the text comes easily." 

Students begin working on scenes from plays-mainly contemporary plays in 
which they can use their own experience-in their fourth semester. They start work on 
classics, both Russian and Western, in the fifth semester. The following semester they 
do extracts from plays that will be used as "diploma" productions. The entire fourth 
year is spent working on the "diploma" productions. 

In working on texts, students at the Shchukin School never improvise on the ac- 
tual situation, though they may improvise parts of the story not dramatized by the au- 
thor. "We Vakhtangov students are not addicts of improvisation on a text, as are our 
friends at M.A.T. [Curiously, Zakhava did not seem to know that such improvisations 
are hardly ever used there after the first year.] Why should we use our own poor words 
when we have the words of the author?" 

I told Zakhava about the detailed line-by-line work I had seen at M.A.T. and 
asked him if he also worked in very small units. 

"No. We do not stop at every line. We continue to the end of a phrase, when 
something is completed." 

I said I knew it was impossible to describe how one works on a text, but I asked 
him to try. 

"The most important thing is the subtext." But the example he gave indicated that 
he meant by the term the same thing that Karev meant by "content": "Words are not 
the important thing, but what one means by the words. The word 'dear' can be used to 
scold somebody, and the word 'fool' can be used as an expression of love." 

"Is the term 'action' used much in your work?" 
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"More than any other word. Action is the main thing that inspires feeling. It is the 
main material of theatre." 

I explained that there was much confusion in America because Stanislavsky's 
term "deistvie" is translated several different ways, and teachers mean different 
things by it. Could he give me some examples? 

"In any language there are verbs which indicate feeling and verbs which indicate 
action. 'To love' is a feeling, 'to seek reciprocal love' is an action. 'To be sorry' is a 
feeling, 'to console' is an action. Actions are always directed toward certain goals. 
Stanislavsky said, 'Do not wait for feeling-act and the feeling will come by itself.' He 
always asked not 'What are you feeling?' but 'What are you doing?'" 

The distinction is, of course, well known from Stanislavsky's writings, and I 
doubt that anybody at M.A.T. would have disagreed. However, the kinds of exam- 
ples Zakhava gave do not seem to me very useful in practice,* and I have already 
indicated that the teachers at M.A.T. do not spend much time trying to define 
actions through verbs. I doubt whether the Shchukin teachers do either. At both 
schools the emphasis seems to be on finding a base (call it "the given circum- 
stances," "the subtext," "the content," anything you like) which must exist before 
the words can be brought to life. 

The Stanislavsky tradition is by now an integral part of the entire Soviet theatrical 
system. The two schools that I visited are among the five that prepare actors to work 
in Russian-speaking theatres. (There are eighteen theatre schools altogether in the 
Soviet Union, but most of them prepare their students to work in theatres playing 
in the native languages of the various republics.) Of course, the leading theatres are 
in Moscow and Leningrad, and they accept only actors trained in the Russian-speak- 
ing schools. The two schools I visited set the standards for all the other schools. The 
only way to get a job in one of the theatres is to graduate from one of the schools- 
and they are not easy to get into. 

"We get from 2,000 to 2,700 applications every year," S. F. Nikishkin told me at the 
Nemirovich-Danchenko School-Studio, "and we accept no more than 25." (The 
Shchukin School takes 30 out of 2,000). Twice as many girls as boys apply, but Nikishkin 
explained that because there are fewer opportunities for girls in the theatre, the school 
accepts 16 boys and only 8 or 9 girls. There are age limits too: 19 or 20 for girls and 23 
for boys. 

Most of the applicants are about 17 or 18 and have just finished secondary school. 
Those who can say that they have already had considerable training have an advantage 
in getting by the first of three "tours" (audition-examinations) set up by the Nemiro- 
vich-Danchenko School-Studio. At each tour, the applicants must recite a poem, a 
fable, or a passage from fiction before members of the faculty. At the last tour, they 
must also demonstrate their ability in movement and music. The entire faculty of the 
school judges the final tour. 

*If the actor has not really understood the situation, the verb will not help him; if he has, he 
doesn't need the verb. I do believe that verbs are sometimes useful in distinguishing among several possible actions at a given moment, but most of the verbs commonly used are too 
general; actors try to apply a single verb to a whole section of dialogue or even to a whole scene, 
and the result is a lack of variety and a distortion of the text. Worse still, the practice of pursuing a 
"goal" in acting is quite unrealistic: in life we don't always pursue goals, and when we do, we 
seldom want to reveal them to other people. For the same reason, I can no longer accept Stanis- 
lavsky's theory of the "spine" or "superobjective." My thinking in these matters has been greatly influenced by working with Mira Rostova in New York. 
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Those who are accepted work for four years, six days a week, from 9 a.m. to 11 
p.m. "Of course we take breaks," Nikishkin reassured me. In addition to their 
professional training, they study the same general subjects taught in all Soviet insti- 
tutions of higher education. The curriculum at the Nemirovich-Danchenko School- 
Studio (which is almost identical to that at the Shchukin School) is divided into three 
parts: Social and Political Science (the history of the Communist Party, political 
economy, philosophy, aesthetics, the science of communism, and ethics); Hu- 
manities (history of the theatre, history of literature, a foreign language, and fine 
arts); and the Actor's Art (acting, stage speech, stage movement, stage fights, dance, 
and music). About 1,000 to 1,500 hours are devoted to the first two parts, about 
12,000 to the third. 

At the end of each semester, students undergo examinations-practical ones, of 
course, in their performance courses. Before the end of their second year, some 
students are always dropped. "Even with our stringent screening process," Nikishkin 
admitted, "we sometimes make mistakes." 

At both schools students spend their final year rehearsing several diploma produc- 
tions. An attempt is made to give each student a chance to play different kinds of ma- 
terial. Russian classics and contemporary Soviet plays predominate, but at least one 
Western classic (frequently Shakespeare) and one contemporary Western play are al- 
ways included. 

The diploma productions are presented before a state commission of the Ministry 
of Culture, which give marks to all the actors. A second group, the "Distributions 
Committee," assigns them to theatres. 

All the graduates get jobs, but of course they all want to get into one of the leading 
theatres in Moscow or Leningrad. If they get sent to the provinces, they may stay there 
for life. Actors may apply for a transfer to another theatre by speaking to the director, 
but Nikishkin told me that only "mediocre" actors tend to move around very much. "If 
it's a good theatre, they are wise to stay there; if it isn't, they spend their lives moving 
from one theatre to another, trying to better themselves." 

There are no unemployed actors in the Soviet Union. Only those who can be 
given jobs are allowed to begin training. When I told Manyukhov how talented I 
thought his students were, he pointed out that there are talented students in Amer- 
ica, too. "But when I visited a studio in New York, I was told that they will accept 
anybody who can pay. Here we feel responsible for our students." 

What kind of actors does the Stanislavsky tradition of training produce? I was in 
Leningrad and Moscow for about a month altogether, and I went to the theatre almost 
every night. As might be expected in any country, I saw bad actors, good actors, and 
exceptionally fine actors. The bad actors were no better than bad actors anywhere, 
only there were fewer of them. The exceptional actors were no better than the best 
anywhere, only there were more of them. But the main result of the training system, I 
concluded, was the existence of a large number of capable actors, those who fall short 
of greatness but can nevertheless give a performance with skill and assurance. 

The qualities I most admired in Russian actors, and the ones that seem to derive 
most directly from their training, are clarity and intelligence. They almost always seem 
to know exactly what they are doing-though of course I sometimes disagreed with 
their choices. Because they tend to play each moment for what it is, their stage life is 
full of splendid surprises. 

One might think that their concern for precision would lead to a certain stiffness. 
In fact, it appears to have an opposite result. Russian actors are extraordinarily free, 
both physically and emotionally. There is even an element of wildness in their work, a 
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kind of abandon that is a joy to watch. Of course emotional freedom may be as much 
the result of national temperament as it is of training. (The Russians are a volatile 
people; even eighteen and nineteen-year-old students tend to respond passionately 
to the slightest stimulus.) However, I think it has a good deal to do with Stanislavsky's 
discovery that feeling comes most easily when the actor is concerned only with doing. 
In Russian actors, emotion seems to flow with no effort of the will, sometimes (and 
these were most exciting moments) apparently against the will. 

There are some widespread flaws in Russian acting, too. Most of them seem to 
be the result of a tendency toward what I can only call the melodramatic. Some- 
times "big" moments are played a little too big or held a little too long. Sometimes 
the humor that is necessary to lighten a serious moment is missing, and one gets the 
impression of studied earnestness. Frequently actors play face front at a moment 
when the situation demands that they connect eye-to-eye with their partner. ("Cheat- 
ing" is a deep-rooted theatrical convention that Stanislavsky, for all his concern for 
"communion," either did not notice or did not care to eradicate, for I saw it most 
often in the older productions at the older theatres, including the M.A.T.) Some- 
times actors try to play some "inner" thing that is contrary to what is being expressed 
by the words-as if they want to disclose to the audience something they are un- 
willing to reveal to the other characters. This flaw seems to come from a failure to 
make the distinction about "subtext" that I suggested earlier. 

Of course, the greatest danger in the Stanislavsky tradition is that actors will be 
equipped to play only in the realistic style that Stanislavsky himself favored. Perhaps 
anticipating this difficulty, Stanislavsky wisely encouraged some of his young actors 
to form studios and even allowed some of the studios to break away entirely. One of 
these eventually became the Vakhtangov Theatre; it was here that I saw a production 
of The Bourgeois Gentleman in which "style" didn't seem to be a problem at all: The 
actors played believably, but with a sense of fun that seemed right for Moliere and 
without any of the kind of naturalistic detail with which Stanislavsky encumbered 
some of his productions of classics. 

The precedent of allowing young people to start their own theatres has made it 
possible for some freshness to continue to exist in Russian theatre, despite the 
government's attempt to make all theatres stick to a narrow, conservative line. In 1958, 
the graduating class at the Nemirovich-Danchenko School-Studio formed the Sovre- 
mennik (Contemporary) Theatre under the direction of O. N. Yefremov, one of the 
students in the class. The Sovremennik quickly attracted a young and enthusiastic 
audience, particularly with its productions of contemporary Western plays. In 1964, the 
graduating class of the Shchukin School did as one of their diploma productions 
Brecht's The Good Woman of Setzuan, directed by Yuri Lyubimov, a teacher at the 
school; the production was so well received that Lyubimov and his students were 
allowed to start the Taganka Theatre with "Good Woman" as the first production in 
the repertory. Lyubimov, who has been considerably influenced by Meyerhold and 
by Brecht, is doing the most daring and original work I saw in Russia. His theatre is 
very popular, but his productions are coming under increasingly heavy fire from 
conservative critics-a bad omen for his future. 

The Establishment has been fairly successful in immunizing the Russians to any of 
the theories of acting that have recently become fashionable in America. Grotowski is 
only a name to most Russian theatre people. When I asked three teachers at M.A.T. 
whether there had been any influence of Artaud's ideas on their work, they looked at 
each other blankly, and one said, "So far we haven't noticed any." When I asked them 
about Brecht, I was told a bit petulantly that that was "the classic American question"; 
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they admitted that Brecht was very popular in Russia as a playwright, but said flatly, 
"We do not agree with his theories." 

Still I believe that the Russian actors' training in the Stanislavsky tradition would 
not be a barrier to their breaking out into a wholly new kind of theatre. (There are, of 
course, other barriers.) In fact, I think it would be a good foundation on which to 
build. The Russian actors' habit of collective work and their training in making exact 
choices should prepare them well for work on Brecht. (Brecht differed from Stanis- 
lavsky mainly, I think, in the kinds of choices he wanted his actors to make.) And it 
would be most interesting to see what would happen if actors who are so free physi- 
cally and emotionally were allowed to undertake some "new theatre" piece. 

I left Russia convinced that any tradition of training actors, even a narrow-minded, 
dogmatic tradition, is better than no tradition at all. In America, of course, we have no 
tradition. A start was made in the thirties on an American "method," but the 
movement has splintered into a number of factions, mainly because the Group The- 
atre fell apart and teachers have since been working in isolation from each other and 
without any connection to a particular theatre. In recent years some experimental 
groups have tried, more or less successfully, to develop ways of work of their own, but 
none is trying to train actors for the classic or modern realistic theatre. Such training is 
obviously necessary, not only to improve the general level of American acting, but also 
to provide a more solid foundation for experimentation. 

The Russians are dogmatic in theory and fairly broadminded in practice-they 
tend to use only what works. In America, the reverse is often true. We pride ourselves 
on being open to the idea of Brecht, of Grotowski, of Michel St. Denis. But we tend to 
forget that each of these individuals developed their ways of work through long, hard 
practice with a group of disciples. We try to apply their theories rigidly, without really 
knowing their practice. Of course we did the same thing years ago to Stanislavsky. 
We are so eager to snatch up new ideas that we seldom finish anything. We still have 
not completed the work of absorbing and adapting to our own culture what is useful 
in the Stanislavsky tradition. There are several excellent teachers who are engaged 
in this work and have a definite idea of where they are going. But the best of them 
that I know of are still working privately, or in studios in New York. None has yet 
been the guiding spirit behind a complete training program. 

Until we have schools that are guided by a vision as compelling as that of Stanis- 
lavsky, American acting will continue to be characterized by flashes of brilliance in 
the general darkness. 
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