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ABSTRACT
This thesis is a description and evaluation of
the actor training given, at the American Laboratory The
atre from its beginning in November 1923 to its closing
in May 1930.

The content, instructors, and philosophy of

classes for body, voice, intellectual, and psychological
development are described and evaluated; assessments of
former students, interviewed by the writer are included.
Special attention is given to the description and analy
sis of the. teaching of acting.

Recently discovered type

scripts of lectures by Richard Boleslavsky, the Lab's
director, allow for a more complete description of the
teaching of acting than was previously possible.

An anal

ysis of these lectures leads to the conclusion that Bole
slav sky set forth a very detailed procedure for acting and
role analysis and taught for the first time in America
the major tenets of the Stanislavsky system of acting.
The total training program at the Lab presented, in the
writer's view, a concept and practice in actor training
which was new to the United States and which is of his
torical significance to the American theatre.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
On a late autumn day in 1923 more than one hundred
hopeful young actors crowded into a bare apartment on East
60th Street in New York City.

One of the group, Gretchen

Comegys (1975: n.p.) recalls the scene:
As each of us came in we were given a number,
and we waited in a not very large room with only
a desk; I don't recall that there were even any
chairs. It was crowded and people sat around on
the floor waiting for their number to be called.
One by one each person was called into the audi
tion room, a long room, forty or fifty feet, and
only about twenty feet wide.
There was a platform
at each end, and on one of them sat M r . Boleslavsky
(with his interpreter because he didn't speak En
glish yet then) and the other audition judges. As
I waited my turn, I could sense even then a feeling
of excitement and a feeling of being a part of an
important project.
About a week later Comegys was notified of her
acceptance into the American Laboratory Theatre school and
potential repertory company.

For her and for the other

young people chosen a unique experience was about to begin,
for the opening of the Laboratory Theatre brought to the
American theatre a whole new approach to acting, to actor
training, and to play direction:

for the first time the

development of imagination and concentration was consid
ered a necessary part of an actor's schooling, as was the
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ability to analyze a character psychologically.

Possibly

also for the first time a play rehearsal was considered an
equally important part of the training for an actor--a ..
time for continued development and growth.

Further, as

Comegys (1975: n . p .) explains, "It was the beginning in
this country of treating the body on the stage as a musi
cian treats his instrument; your body was an instrument
that you as an artist played."

It was, in short, the

beginning of the use of the Stanislavsky system of acting
in this country.
For this reason, the American Laboratory Theatre
deserves more recognition in American theatre history than
it has heretofore received.

The new approach that it pre

sented subsequently revolutionized actor training in the
United States,

The Lab, as it came to be called, did not

itself receive a great deal of attention during its brief
existence from 1923 to 1930, nor did the great American
repertory company which it was to become ever develop.
But the Lab numbered among its enthusiastic and dedicated
students several who were subsequently to have a signifi
cant influence on the American theatre:

Lee Strasberg and

Harold Clurman, both of whom took the directing course at
the Lab, introduced a part of the Lab training, which
Strasberg called "the Method," to Broadway through the
work of the Group Theatre.

Later Strasberg1s teaching in
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the Actors Studio also played a major role in disseminating
some aspects of the techniques.

Stella Adler (1977: n.p.),

who attended the Lab classes when free from her own profes
sional commitments, considers the effect of the Lab training on herself as an actress "the greatest influence in my
life."

As well as carrying the ideas into the acting

world, Adler studied in Paris with Constantin Stanislavsky
and later founded her own acting school.

Francis Fergusson

(1949, 1957), who trained and worked at the Lab in its
later years, used the Stanislavsky approach to play anal
ysis in his writings on the drama; he also used the prac
tical techniques of the Lab as a teacher and director at
Bennington College.

Other students, though perhaps less

famous, had varying amounts of influence on theatre and
teaching practice.

Gretchen Comegys was fired for teach

ing such radical acting techniques at a summer art theatre
at Lake George, but she later ran an acting school with
two former Moscow Art Theatre members until it was forced
to close when the second World War drained away most male,
students.

Harold Hecht, movie producer, Arthur Sireom,

actor and director, and Richard Skinner, theatre manager,
were among the Lab students who continued in the theatri
cal profession.

Slowly, through the efforts of all these

disciples, the philosophy and techniques of the Laboratory
\
Theatre spread, until much of what was new and radical in
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1923 has become the standard training for actors and to
some extent a part of the practice of directors even in
the commercial theatre.
The fact that the ideas presented at the Lab were
filtered through all of these different people provides
another reason for documenting the original teaching.

Dif

ferent aspects of the training were emphasized or gradually
altered according to the personalities of their perpetuators.

In later years Stanislavsky’s books on acting were

published in this country and also influenced the current
practice of the system.

So, from an historical point of

view, it is important to record in so far as possible the
philosophy and practices as they were first presented in
the United States at the Laboratory Theatre.
Another reason for recording the training of the
Lab is that new information has recently become available.
Theatre historians have shown little interest in the Lab,
and the one major study is an unpublished Ph.D. thesis on
its history written at the University of Iowa by Ronald A.
Willis (1968).

Willis included much valuable information

on the Lab training, gained from former members and from
the recently discovered Lab files.

However, he did not

have knowledge of one of the main bulwarks of the training:
the lectures on theatre and acting given by Richard Boleslavsky, Willis could only speculate on their nature,
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using as a basis Boleslavsky1s other writings and lectures.
Now twelve of these lectures in typescript form are avail
able for study, having recently been discovered by Francis
Fergusson among his papers; they have been found to be more
specific in their delineation of the techniques that Bole
slavsky espoused for the training of the inner spirit than
any of his other works.

For the first time it is possible

to record more precisely how a number of Stanislavsky's
ideas were first presented in the United States.
As a further source of information, the writer has
interviewed several former members of the Lab on their
recollection of the training; Stella Adler, Harold Clurman,
Gretchen Comegys, and Francis Fergusson all contributed
pertinent comments.

Another valuable source was the New

York Public Library Theatre Collection which contains var
ious clippings, programs, and catalogues of the Laboratory
Theatre as well as an unpublished manuscript version of a
set of lectures that Boleslavsky gave at the Princess The
atre in New York before the Lab was formed.
The present study consists of a brief description
of the historical setting in which the Lab developed and
the circumstances leading up to its founding, as well as
a discussion of Boleslavsky's and the Lab's philosophy and
goals.

The discussion of the training will be divided in

the same manner as it was in the Lab conception:

(1) the

6
physical training or the "outward means of expression;"
(2) the intellectual training, and (3) the training of the
spirit or "inner means of expression."

The latter cate

gory encompasses all of the specific training in acting,
the "Technique of Acting" classes of Maria Ouspenskaya and
the Boleslavsky lectures. As the rehearsals were also con
sidered an important part of the training, such informa
tion as is available about them will be presented.
evaluation of the training will conclude the study.

A brief

CHAPTER 2
CIRCUMSTANCES LEADING TO THE FOUNDING OF THE
AMERICAN LABORATORY THEATRE
Acting schools in existence at the time of the
American Laboratory Theatre was founded emphasized the
external aspects of acting:

voice training, "expression,

stage and rehearsal techniques, and sometimes pantomime
and eurythmics.

As Comegys (1975: n.p.) put it:

"Schools

then taught talented people to perform, not to be artists."
Further, it was assumed that once an actor was given a part,
he or she was ready to perform; no provision was made for
training an actor in rehearsal (Clurman 1957: 21).
In the commercial theatre the director was first
and final creator.

As New York Times writer, H. I. Brock

(1923: 9) explained, "In the interest of unity, speed and
efficiency the actors' tones, gestures, movement about the
scene are strictly prescribed by higher authority.
the shortest way for the greatest number.
cars."

It is

As with Ford

The star system predominated, and many famous ac

tors projected more of their own personalities into their
roles than that of the characters they were playing.

Even

if an actor wanted to develop his potential, typecasting
held him in a rigid mold.
7
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This is n o t .to say that there were no examples of
immersion in character and of creativity; there were great
actors intuitively capable of such efforts.

Group efforts

toward a new approach were also being made: An attempt was
made at the Neighborhood Playhouse to help actors develop
"the inner experience" in acting, but a specific technical
means to achieve this aim had not been determined (Crowley
1959: 100).

In the Theatre Guild it was sensed that a

better kind of acting was needed, but a permanent company
was thought to be an adequate way to achieve that goal
(Eaton 1929: 71, 97).

The Laboratory Theatre presented

for the first time in America an articulated philosophy of
the goals of acting and an organized set of techniques by
which those goals could be achieved.
The founding of the Laboratory Theatre was a di
rect outgrowth of the Moscow Art Theatre tour of the United
States from January to June of 1923.

The MAT, as the Mos

cow group came to be known, was much heralded on its ar
rival and widely publicized during its stay.

In the New

York Times alone there were more than forty articles on
the group, its history, and its performances ("Moscow Art
Theatre" 1923; no, 1, p , 576; no, 2, p. 546),
The performances, even though given in Russian,
were well-attended and glowingly reviewed.

Critics sought

reasons for their excellence, and the emphasis on the
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actor was noted and contrasted with the American system.
Kenneth MacGowan, associate editor of Theatre Arts Maga
zine , pointed out that the heart of the MAT was the actor.
"The lesson for America," declared MacGowan (1923a: 89),
"lies in the means by which this acting machine has been
built up . . . w e must learn how to train and develop our
actors."

MacGowan (1923a: 90) complained that, because in

the United States there was type-casting and a different
cast for each play, the actors had no chance to develop;
a training school for repertory theatre was needed.

In a

later column MacGowan (1923b: 182) bemoaned the fact that
the United States had almost no directors "equal to the
uncommonly difficult task of making good ensembles or even
good actors out of the unschooled players of the Broadway
long-run system."
Discontent with the American theatre was also evi
dent among some of the young artists of the twenties.
Harold Clurman (1957: 5-14) documents his own and others’
feeling on the need for something more than the 'slick com
mercialism of Broadway.

In this group at that time most

of the discontent resulted in much talk and little action.
But when the Laboratory Theatre came into being, there was
a ready-made group of energetic young people in a receptive
mood for new ideas.
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In addition to focusing the discontent with
American theatre practice, the Moscow Art Theatre made a
second and more important contribution to the founding of
the Lab:

the person of Richard Boleslavsky.

A former

member of the MAT and one of the directors of its First
Studio, Boleslavsky had toured in Western Europe with
other MAT members who had been exiled during the Revolu
tion.

Already in New York and apparently wishing to stay,

he rejoined the Moscow group during its run, reassociating
himself with its name and prestige„("Moscow in Grand
Street” 1923: 2).

Being well-versed in Stanislavsky's

ideas of actor training as developed at the First Studio,
Boleslavsky saw the possibilities of using the MAT methods
with American actors and gave classes and lectures on the
system (Comegys 1975: n.p.; Willis 1968: 30-32).

In the

summer of 1923, under the auspices of the Neighborhood
Playhouse, Boleslavsky took a group of professional actors
to Westchester where they spent the summer in classes and
in rehearsal of two plays which were given at the Neighbor
hood Playhouse in the autumn ("Moscow in Grand Street"
1923: 2).

Boleslavsky (1923b, 1923c, 1923d) also wrote

magazine articles on acting and on the Moscow Art Theatre.
One of the people who attended some of Boleslavsky's lectures was Miriam K. Stockton, who, with her law
yer husband, was a patron of the arts and a hopeful
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playwright.

Disillusioned about the state of the theatre

and of society, she found Boleslavsky’s ideas inspiring
and "this whole vision.of creative life and activity" full
of "far-reaching possibilities."

In a report on the begin

ning of the Laboratory Theatre Stockton, quoted by Willis
(1968: 36), says that, after reading Boleslavsky's article
on the Moscow Art Theatre,
I seemed to recognize with a certaintly [sic] of
vision that America must receive, protect and
develop this great possibility. . . . Therefore,
impelled by more intuition than I knew how to
translate into words, I wrote to Mr. Boleslav
sky, suggesting that we undertake to build up
such a theatre and all that it involved. He re
sponded without hesitation and we simply began.
Efforts were made to gain both monetary and moral
support from others interested in the arts, and in late
June a formal Business Trust was set up.
title was The Laboratory Theatre Trust.

Its official
It was not until

almost two years later, in March 1925, that a corporation
was formed to handle the business affairs of the school
and of the newly formed theatre.

The corporation was

called the American Laboratory Theatre, the name which has
most often been attached to the organization by historians
(Willis 1968: 81).
trustees:

In the original trust there were five

Helen Arthur, Business Manager of the Neighbor

hood Playhouse, Paul Kennaday, publisher, art patron Isabel
Levy, Herbert K. Stockton, and Richard Boleslavsky (Willis
1968: 1-2).
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During the rest of the summer and autumn more
financial support was procured, teachers and a building
were found, students were solicited through advertisements,
and on November 14, 1923, the Laboratory Theatre opened
its doors with Boleslavsky as its director.

While, as its

name implies, the Lab was to be a theatre as well as a
school, work on productions did not actually begin for
some time, and no public performances were given until the
spring of 1925.

In the beginning the entire efforts of

the Lab were devoted to actor training.

CHAPTER 3
THE PHILOSOPHICAL AND PRACTICAL CONCEPT OF
ACTOR TRAINING AS DEVELOPED AT THE LAB
The concept of actor training as developed at the
American Laboratory Theatre reflected almost entirely
Richard Boleslavsky's views on the subject.

Indeed, as

has been shown, it was these views, set forth in his lec
tures and writing, which were instrumental in bringing the
Lab into being.

The actor training was of course only one

part of his broad design for a creative theatre organiza
tion, and much of his writing and lecturing describes and
explains his concept of what an ideal theatre should be.
However, the initial and ongoing training of the actor was
certainly an essential part of a creative theatre, and
Boleslavsky's ideas on training can be extracted from the
broader works.
Boleslavsky’s Concept of Actor Training
The most pertinent information on Boleslavsky's
concept of actor training is from two sources:

One source

is a series of lectures which Boleslavsky gave at the Prin
cess Theatre in New York in January 1923.

These lectures

are collected in an unpublished manuscript entitled "The
13
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Creative Theatre,” edited by Michael Barroy, and are in
the files of the New York Public Library Theatre Collec
tion.

A second source is an article entitled ”The First

Lesson in Acting," which was published in the October 1923,
Theatre Arts Magazine (pp. 284-292).

This article, along

with five others also published in Theatre Arts Magazine, .
were compiled to become Boleslavsky Vs book, Acting: The
First Six Lessons (1933).
In "The Creative Theatre" lectures Boleslavsky
(1923a: 47) sets forth eighteen qualities that are neces
sary to a creative actor:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Talent
An apt mind
Education
Knowledge of life
Observation
Sensitiveness
Artistic taste
Temperament
Voice
Good enunciation

11. Expressive face and
gestures
12. Well-built body
13. Dexterity
14. Plastique of movement
15. Tenacity in work
16. Imagination
17. Self-control
18. Good health

Boleslavsky's view is that all but the first of these
qualities can be developed, and, as he discusses his spe
cific program of training, he notes the way the program
will help the actor to achieve these qualities.

The train

ing, Boleslavsky (1923a: 47) explains, "must be done grad
ually in a .definite and logical sequence."
Boleslavsky divides the training for the actor
into three categories:
spirit.

the body, the intellect, and the

Under each category Boleslavsky enumerates a
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number of specific kinds of training.

To train the body,

Boleslavsky (1923b: 291) asserts, an actor should study
"gymnastics, rhythmic gymnastics, classical and interpre
tive dancing, fencing, all kinds of breathing exercises,
voice-placing exercises, diction, singing, pantomime, make
up."

Following this program. Boleslavsky (p.291) contin

ues, "An hour and a half daily for two years with steady
practice afterwards in what you have acquired will make an
actor pleasing to look at."
Boleslavsky (1923b: 291) also envisions a broad
program of intellectual training.

Included should be a

study of plays, playwrights, and theatres throughout his
tory:
One can discuss Shakespeare, Moliere, Goethe, and
Calderon only with a cultured actor who knows what
these men stand for and what has been done in the
theatres of the world to produce their plays. I
need an actor who knows the world's great litera
ture and can see the difference between German and
French Romanticism.
Not only theatrical and dramatic history but also the his
tory of painting, sculpture, and music should be a part of
the knowledge of the actor, Boleslavsky (1923b: 291) feels
Further, Boleslavsky (1923b: 291) asserts, actors should
study the "psychology of motion" and psycho-analysis, as
well as "something of anatomy."

This intellectual train

ing, Boleslavsky (1923b: 292) maintains "would make an
actor who could play a great variety of parts."

In
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addition, the "frequent contact and study of all possible
works of art," Boleslavsky (1923a: 48) declares, will also
help the actor to develop two of the eighteen essential
qualities, taste and sensitivity.

In "The Creative The

atre" Boleslavsky (1923a: 48) also promotes training the
observation as a part of the intellectual training, noting
that through observing is developed another necessary qual
ity, knowledge of life.
The third area of training for the actor is the
most complex and, to Boleslavsky, the most important.
is the training of the soul or spirit.

This

In "The Creative

Theatre" Boleslavsky (1923a: 47) suggests first that an
individual should develop a general spiritual quality in
his life as a whole:

"All lofty feelings," such as are

inspired by beauty in nature and art should be cultivated
in the actor’s soul.

Further, he or she must be able to

conquer petty human feelings and weakness and to protect
the soul "from unhealthy excesses."

The actor should "know

how to struggle with faults," but Boleslavsky (1923a: 46)
also insists that one should not be concerned at having
many faults because
The stronger the struggle the greater the victory
and the more intense the spiritual penetration in
to life and the closer the acquaintance with.the
life of the human spirit; . . . an actor who has
conquered his own sins and passions is of greater
value than one w h o , being dependable, is common
place and uninspiring.
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Because contemporary life is so hard on the individual,
Boleslavsky (1923a: 46) warns, the actor "must devote as
much time as possible to meditation and strive as hard as
possible to improve his inner qualities."
Boleslavsky then goes into more specific aspects
of the training of the spirit for use in acting.

The ra

tionale for this kind of training lies partly in Boleslavsky's (1923b: 288.) definition, of acting:

"the life of the

human soul receiving its birth through art."

Thus the

"object for the actor's concentration is the human soul."
Boleslavsky's (1923b: 292) contention is that the actor's
soul, at the command of his will, must conform itself to
the soul, that is, the internal aspects, of the character
he is portraying and "must accomplish every action and
change stipulated" by the play.

The skill necessary to

achieve this identification with the character is developed
through "spiritual concentration."

Boleslavsky (1923a: 50)

explains the term mainly by examples:

It is impossible to

play Hamlet, Boleslavsky asserts, if one has never lost a
loved one and doesn't know what a deep grief means, if one
hasn't developed that feeling in his soul.

"The discovery

and development of such feeling," Boleslavsky continues,
"is the main work of a creative actor."

This work of find

ing the correct feelings demands a great deal of concentra
tion which is called spiritual concentration.
(1923a: 50) elaborates on the term:

Boleslavsky
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Spiritual concentration is the ability to say to
any of your feelings: "Stop, and fill my entire
being!" This faculty can be developed and trained
as much as one can train a human body and this
training is the main problem of a creative school
of acting.
The way to develop spiritual concentration is
through "hard daily exercises," Boleslavsky (1923b: 290)
explains in "The First Lesson in Acting."

In that article

Boleslavsky (p. 292) discusses in particular the importance
of training the five senses:

"Learn how . . .

with your

entire being to concentrate on your senses, to make them
work artificially, to give them different problems and
create the solutions."
In "The Creative Theatre" Boleslavsky (1923a: 5859) lists twenty specific exercises for developing spiri
tual concentration.

They are a mixture of exercises in

sensory development and in practice in remembering and reexperiencing feelings and moods.

For example, Boleslavsky

tells the listeners to remember details of an ordinary day
and its happy and sad moments, to recall an emotion and
try to retain it for a definite period of time, to recall
all the details of a setting in a play, to listen to their
heart beats.
In addition to practicing the above type of exer
cises, Boleslavsky (1923a: 52-56) declares, the actor must
have his mind and body in a relaxed state if he is to
achieve spiritual concentration.

Therefore, the actor
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must practice physical relaxation and learn to use only
those muscles needed to perform a task.

The actor also

needs a kind of mental and spiritual relaxation to counter
act the pressures of modern life; this "harmony of spirit,"
Boleslavsky advises, can be achieved by being in tune with
nature and practicing meditation.
In an article on the Moscow Art Theatre in the
April 1923 Theatre Magazine Boleslavsky (1923d: 27, 74, 80)
describes the way Stanislavsky helped the actors to develop
spiritual concentration, but here he uses the term, "soul
concentration."

Soul concentration, "what you would call--

getting into the skin of a character," Boleslavsky (p. 80)
says in that article, is one of Stanislavsky’s important
teachings:
He drew around each of us an imaginary circle which
encompasses the true personalities of the characters
we portrayed.
If we began acting "out of our parts"
he would call to us: "Are you in the circle?" and
the actor would stop and concentrate before contin
uing .
Before an entrance. Boleslavsky (p. 80) adds, the actors
would stand backstage "in deep concentration— preparing
themselves for the mood, the reality of the characters
they represent."
Another ability which Boleslavsky (1923a: 47) says
the actor needs to develop in order to identify with his
character is what Boleslavsky calls "spiritual or affective
memory."

Boleslavsky (1923a: 62) describes affective
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memory as a phenomenon discovered by French psychologist
Ribot and as being "the ability of the human organism to
retain imperceptibly . . . different psychological shocks
and emotions and to live them all over again in case of an
identical repetition of outer physical occurrences„"
Boleslavsky (1923a: 63) considers affective memory
"one of the most important factors in our art,

. , ,

The

actor uses it in order to reproduce in himself all kinds of
feeling and fill his stage creations with the ’life of the
human spirit.1"
the process:

Boleslavsky (1923a: 66-70) then describes

The actor must find in his own feelings the-

emotion needed for the character, practice arousing the
emotion, and then apply it to the lines of the author.
Then the actor never says the words without being moved by
the feelings.

He must be sure to choose the fight feeling,

Boleslavsky warns, and if he has done so, then the author's
and the actor's feelings are in complete harmony "and their
hearts beat in the same tempo."

If the actor cannot find

exactly the right feeling, Boleslavsky notes, he must use a
similar one and his imagination.

During the times when the

actor is not working on a specific role, he should still be
aware of his feelings and store them in his "golden casket"
for use when needed.

The development of spiritual concen

tration and the technique of affective memory comprise the
essential part of the spiritual training of the actor.
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In addition to a program of specific training of
body, mind, and spirit for the individual actor, Boleslavsky considered two other elements essential to actor trainr
ing.

First, the rehearsal period of a play should be so

structured as to be a time of learning and development for
the individual actor and for the group as a whole.

Second,

to act as a group, actors should be trained as a group.
They should attend the same classes and all learn the same
skills; they should learn to co-operate with each other in
rehearsal.

"Collective education" was the term Boleslav-

sky used for the process.

A practical example of Boleslav-

sky 's approach to actor training in rehearsal was his
direction of two plays for the Neighborhood Playhouse in
the summer of 1923.

Boleslavsky rehearsed a group of pro

fessional actors during the summer in Westchester.

The

method, as described by New York Times Magazine writer
H. I. Brock (1923: 9), consisted of having the actors
"study the play and the characters in it for a long time
beforehand.

The process is one of elaborate dissection

and earnest discussion."

The actors analyzed the roles,

Brock continues, "in terms of what they.themselves knew
and had felt" so that they could put themselves "with
emotional conviction" into the characters' shoes and thus
speak and move as the characters naturally would, rather
than as the director told them to.

When there were
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problems with a characterization, Brock says. Boleslavsky
didn't tell the actors what to do but tried to "evoke in
the players . . . the state of mind" of the character.
A second New York Times article ("Moscow in Grand
Street" 1923: 2) describes more of the rehearsal process:
The players each stated what they considered the
basic characteristics of their roles and were free
to develop them along those lines. The first re
hearsals were improvisations in which the story
was acted out freely, the player devising his own
lines, but keeping to the intention of the play.
Bit by bit the player evolved his own business
and deepened his characterization.
Time was allowed for each actor to develop as creatively
as he or she was able.
Boleslavsky's belief in "collective education" is
a natural extension of his view of what a creative theatre
should be.

As he explains in "The Laboratory Theatre,"

Boleslavsky (1923c: 244-50) believes that artistic excel
lence depends upon having a permanent company of actors,
designers-~indeed all those involved in theatrical produc
tions --working continually together under one director.
The actors involved in this ideal type of theatre should
also be trained together.
Boleslavsky's views on collective education are
set forth in an article entitled "Collective Education in
the Art of the Theatre" printed in the Lab Catalogue (1925;
3-5).

There, Boleslavsky (p. 3) explains, "In order

to get the most harmonious results, a group should be
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trained collectively. . . . That which is generally called
the 'tone1 of the play is the harmonious blending of the
actor's spirits as expressed in the sound which constitutes
the music of speech."

The director, Boleslavsky

also asserts, is responsible for developing this harmony
by understanding "the subtle psychologic make-up of his
group," that is, each actor's mental and emotional nature,
his character, and "the quality of his magnetic relation
to his fellow-players."

Only when the director has this

insight into the actors' personalities, continues Bole^
slavsky, "can he hope, through concentrated work, to arrive
at the best results achievable through a harmony of their
blended spirits."
Boleslavsky ("Collective Education" 1925;. 3) ex^
plains how necessary collective work is to a play,.- using
Twelfth Night as an example:
How would it be possible to give a lively portrayal
of the merriest night of the year as Shakespeare
conceived it, if every actor were not trained through
ensemble work to reveal an open and generous and
spontaneously hearty attitude toward his fellowplayers in their gay and humorous moods? The magic
key to this blending of jolly moods is "team-work."
And the same principle of team work applies to the
portrayal of tragedy. Through constant reaffirma
tion of one another's moods they will carry through
the play not merely the humor of one actor but in
exact "geometrical progression" the humor of the
ensemble.
Furthermore, Boleslavsky goes on to explain,
"this technique of cumulative effort is applicable to
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every branch of theatrical activity."

Speech, for example,

can improve the harmonious effect when all of the group
have been trained to use a standardized diction.

Similar

ly, Boleslavsky declares, in developing the actor's body
technique, the emphasis should be on "team work" as it is
in ballet and acrobatics.
This collective training is especially important
in repertory theatre. Boleslavsky ("Collectiye Education"
1925: 5) says; in performing Ibsen and MoTiere,
only the collectively trained group--the one that
has worked for a considerable period and been sub
jected to the discipline of team work--could on
one night act with quiet, controlled, lithe move
ments appropriate to Ibsen's drama, and on the next
night perform in jerky, brilliant, stacatto move
ments portraying the immortal fools of the great
Frenchman.
In summary, Boleslavsky's concept of actor train
ing stressed physical, intellectual, and spiritual prep
aration,

that is, conditioning of the actor's body, mind,

and what might be called his psychological disposition to
acting.

In addition, Boleslavsky proposed a unified train

ing for actors who perform together and a continuing learn
ing process during rehearsal to improve an actor's ability
to portray a specific character and to express the intent
of the play.

,
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The' Concept' of Actor Training
'^Developed at the Lab
When the Laboratory Theatre was actually begun.
Boleslavsky*s philosophy and concepts of actor training
became the Lab's concepts and goals.

The other founders

of the Lab accepted them, and Boleslavsky, completely.
As Theatre Magazine writer Richard Savage (1926: 22) later
put it:

" [The Laboratory Theatre] has been built largely

around a single personality.

For perhaps the first time

in American theatrical history a man as well as an insti
tution has been endowed."
The curriculum was set up along the lines Boleslavsky had described in "The Creative Theatre" (1923a) and
"The First Lesson in Acting" (1923b). A flyer, quoted in
Willis (1968: 50-52), printed shortly before the opening
of the school in November of 1923 describes the three
areas of concentration:

The physical training was desig- .

nated as the "Development of the Outward Means of Expres
sion" and was to include classes in "dancing, fencing,
rythmic [sic] exercises, training of the voice, chorus
work, breathing exercises, mimodrama [sic], diction,
makeup."

The spiritual training was called the "Develop

ment of the Inner Means of Expression."

The skills, to

be taught under Boleslavsky1s supervision, included "psy
chological analysis of life and adaptation to the stage,
training of the will on stage, training of the actor's
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power to create on the stage real and phantastic beings."
"Arts and Theory Pertaining to the Theatre" was the label
given to the intellectual training.

The flyer explained

that this "part of the education is intellectual, cultural "
Training was to include "history of art, painting, and
stage setting, style and stage, costume, architecture on
the stage, the human body in the theatre."
The above advertisement, along with Boleslavsky’s
magazine articles which the Lab circulated as part of its
publicity, were the total explicit expression of what the
actor training was to be.

However, Boleslavsky's other

concepts of actor training were inherent in the Lab’s
structure.

All the students who were accepted initially

into the school were to be educated collectively and were
to become part of the repertory company. A further con
cept embraced by the Lab administration was that a long
time period was necessary to achieve satisfactory results
in actor training.

In the beginning the Laboratory The

atre was to be only a school.

A theatre would develop

from it, but no performances would be planned until the
actors were ready, and even then a long rehearsal period
would allow for continued education.

An anecdote explain

ing this view was printed in the Catalogue (1925; 6) :
In our questionnaire to applicants, one of the
queries reads as follows: How long does it take
to make an actor? Here is the opinion of a cele
brated actor. When Gemier visited us during a
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rehearsal, he asked Mr. Boleslavsky how long he
expected to work with his group and he was quite
astonished at the reply of three years which Mr. B...
offered a little apologetically.
"How long have
you worked with them already?" Monsieur Gemier
asked.
"One year," answered Mr. Boleslavsky, to
which Monsieur added, "The results are good; may
be you can do something in three or four years.
But it is my sincere opinion that an actor cannot
finish his education in less than seven years."
Practical Organization and Procedure*
1
:
the had
The specific procedures by which the Lab's goals
and concepts were implemented are not known in their en
tirety, but from files and recollections of students a
fairly comprehensive reconstruction is possible.
The first requisite was of course students, and
of these there was a surfeit, although at one point Miriam
Stockton complained that there were too few of the sort
who could pay tuition (Willis 1968: 50).

As Gretchen

Comegys (1975: n.p.) has described, more than one hundred
appeared for the audition that she attended, and others
came during the next few months.
The try-out procedure was outlined in the announce
ment flyer.

The students were to be judged by "lecturers

and instructors of the Laboratory Theatre" on three counts:
1.
2.
3.

Reading of memorized prose, poetry, or dramatic
passages.
Examination in the improvisation of short mimodramas [sic].
Test of the voice (Willis 1968: 52-53).
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This procedure was apparently not followed exactly,
however.

Comegys (1975: n.p.) describes her audition:

I had had no professional experience and I had no
scene prepared.
I could hear some of the auditions
and I realized that I would be ridiculous to try an
audition piece. So, when my turn came, I said that
I didn't have anything prepared. So Mr. Boleslavsky, through his interpreter, said, "We don't care
about your acting; what we care about is the qual
ity of your voice. So if you know any poem, or any
few lines, just walk to the end of the studio and
say those lines to us." So I said, "I only know
one poem and it's very short," and I said a stanza
from Edna St. Vincent Mallay, "My candle burns a t .
both ends . . . "
I think they were so entranced
that there was someone who said, "I don't know any
thing," that the reaction was, "Here's absolutely
raw material; let's take it and see what we can do
with it."
The prescribed try-out procedure was used, however, with
students who joined later in the year.

In Willis (1968:

55-56) Shirley White, who came from Canada in January of
1924 to join the Lab, described the prescribed procedure
in a letter to her sister.

In her case, as well as ad

mitting her to the Lab as a student, the audition was
used as a diagnostic test to determine areas of training
on which she should work particularly hard.

In later

years, due to the Lab's financial problems, standards
again became somewhat flexible.

Anne Revere (1977: 1),

who became a student at the Lab in the fall of 1926, re
members that she was rejected after her audition, "but
they reconsidered when they found out I would be a paying
customer."

The students who were selected initially and

29
in later years were all young, most of them in their early
twenties.

Many had had a partial or complete college edu

cation , but mos't had had little or no experience in the
professional theatre (Comegys 1975: n.p.; Fergusson 1977:

n .p .) .
In a discussion of the Lab organization and train
ing, it is" impossible to speak of one curriculum and one
set of procedures, as many changes were made over the six
and a half years of the Lab’s existence.

The specific

nature of the classes in the three different areas of con
centration and the changes made in them will be discussed
in the appropriate chapters.

Some of the changes in pro

cedure can be noted here.
The first group of students was somewhat unique
in that it was to become the future acting company and its
training was adjusted to that end. . This goal also fos
tered a unity of feeling and a focus not present in later
years.

Initially, participation in all of the classes,

which met two or three times a week, was probably not re
quired; however, according to Comegys (1975: n.p.), every
one in that first group did take advantage of all that was
offered most of the time.

These first students spent al

most all of their time either in classes or in work around
the theatre.

There were no evening classes, but small

groups might get together to work on special speech
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problems or on an idea for an improvisation for Maria
OuSpenskaya's class.

"We were always all together," says

Comegys.
When the first new students came in mid-term, a
system of "shepherd" and "sheep" was set up.
V

Each new

,

'

student was assigned to an "older" student, one who had
been there since November.

The shepherds were to work

with the sheep to help them understand the training, par
ticularly the acting exercises (Willis 1968: 56).

This

system, patterned after the MAT one, continued through
most of the Lab's history.
In April of 1924, from among the thirty-four stu
dents enrolled, a group of sixteen was chosen to be the
acting group.

Their classroom training continued in the

autumn, but the classes were less frequent to allow time
for rehearsals (Comegys 1975: n.p.).

No new students were

accepted until the spring term of 1925.

Then a new pro

cedure, in effect by autumn 1926, began to take form:
Two four-month terms, beginning in October and February,
were offered.

After one term of officially required

classes the best students became members of the Auxiliary
Acting Group and during their second term might have small
roles in the productions.

After their second year, or

possibly sooner, a few of the best would be invited to
join the acting company (Catalogue 1926: 6; Fergusson
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1977: n .p.).

Students not so chosen would complete the

two-year course and leave the Lab, often to find positions
in the commercial theatre (Stockton 1928: 4).

Thus only

the acting company received training for longer than two
years.

Those members continued to take classes as well as

acting in the productions.

In later years, as the Lab's

financial problems grew, special "outside" students were
allowed to enroll for only the dance and voice classes.
These students were not, however, allowed to take Ouspenskaya's or Boleslavsky's classes nor to participate in the
productions.
In later years some weaknesses in the training
developed.

The acting company was not forced to attend

classes and apparently all of them did not continue to
attend all of the classes.

Diction teacher Margaret Pren-

dergast McLean complained, after criticism of the diction
in a play, that she had not taught most of the group for
a long time (Willis 1968: 200).

However, most of the com

pany seems to have taken at least dance and body work
regularly (Fergusson 1977: n.p.; Willis 1968: 125).

Also

in later years the students in the school and even the
acting company had less instruction from Boleslavsky.
Throughout his association with the Lab, Boleslavsky under
took other directing assignments in the commercial theatre,
on Broadway and once in London.

These assignments became
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more frequent in later years, and there were some periods
when students did not receive Boleslavsky's lectures on
acting.

Then Ouspenskaya’s Technique of Acting class con

stituted the only spiritual training.

In the spring of

1929 Boleslavsky left the Lab for film directing in Holly
wood, and former MAT actress Maria Germanova replaced him
for the Lab's final year. Although nominally director of
the school, she did not give lectures to its students; her
main contact was with the acting company which she re
hearsed in the season’s plays (Fergusson 1977: n.p.).

No

attempt will be made to discuss or evaluate her work as it
was not a real part of the actor training at the Lab.
The classes given by the Lab were not all held at
the school.

Most of the teachers also taught privately,

and in some cases students went to their studios for class
es (Comegys 1975: n.p.).
were very limited.

The first facilities of the Lab

Throughout the Lab's existence quar

ters were a problem because of size, condition, cost, or
availability.

Moves were frequent and altogether the Lab

had six different homes in its first five years (Catalogue
1928: 17).
Although the discussion in this work is limited to
the actor training at the Lab, it should be noted that the
Lab's curriculum also included other courses.

As soon as

financially possible, the Lab offered instruction in scene
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design and construction and in cos turning (Catalogue 1926»;
1928).

From the beginning most of the technical work of

the productions was done by the students, including the
acting company.

Also from the beginning some of the stu

dents were more interested in directing than acting and
formed an informal coterie around Boleslavsky, assisting
him and receiving advice.

Beginning in the 1925-26 season

a formal directing, or regisseurs, course was offered.
The students of this class directed the acting students in
scenes and one-act plays, and some eventually assisted
Boleslavsky in the theatre's productions.

It was possible

to enroll only for this course, as Clurman did, but other
students, such as Fergusson, took many of the other actor
training classes as well.
The program of actor training as envisioned by
Boleslavsky and as set up by the Lab was a new approach in
several ways.

First of all, the broadness of the program

made it completely different from available actor training
at that time.

The Lab was undertaking to educate the

whole human being, body, mind, and spirit.

The idea that

actors should train the mind and study subjects such as
history of the arts was unusual.

It was also unusual for

an actor in the legitimate theatre to study dancing and
singing, because, as Comegys put it, "Actors didn't dance
and dancers didn't act."
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Secondly, the length of time and the continuing
nature of the education was new.

While the school grad

ually became somewhat separate and some students had only
a two year program, the procedure of training for the act
ing company continued to represent the type of education
Boleslavsky had envisioned.

His concept of collective

education was followed, and students there in the early
days testify to the feeling of unity and the sense of
dedication prevalent (Comegys 1975: n.p.; Willis 1968: 54).
In later years, because of financial problems, the Lab had
to let in part-time students and so compromise its original
aim for collective education.
Finally, the whole concept of the possibility of
or need for a "spiritual" training for an actor was a new
idea to this country.

Training the senses, developing con

centration, practicing emotional recall--these were not
only new areas in which actors had not previously been
trained, but they were areas which had not been considered
subject to training.

Boleslavsky changed his approach

somewhat in his Lab lectures as compared to his earlier
presentations, but he. continued to emphasize the spiritual
training as the most important part of an actor's
education.

CHAPTER 4
THE PHYSICAL TRAINING
The physical training, also labeled the
development of the outward means of expression, was of
two basic kinds at the Lab:
and training of the voice.

training in body movement
Occupying a substantial por

tion of the students' scheduled time, the training was
designed to develop their bodies into a condition to
carry out with ease the physical demands of any role they
might play. .As was ^explained in the Catalogue (1926 ;• 4)?
"Although we are not primarily interested in developing
dancers and singers, nevertheless we know that the train
ing in all possible ways of the actor's body and voice is
essential to equip him with well-tempered tools for his
use on stage."
The number and types of courses varied over the
years of the Lab's existence with a minimum of two in
body work and two in voice when the Lab opened to a maxi
mum of five classes for body development and three for
voice in the 1927-28 school year.
Lab courses offered each year.
35

Appendix A lists the
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Training in Body Movement
In the area of body training ballet in some form
was taught every year.

All years except the first a

course to develop body rhythm, usually the Dalcroze eurythmics system, was given (Catalogue

1925, 1926, 1928).

Very

little is known about the ballet course which was given
the Lab’s first year except that it was taught by someone
named Mr. Scott, who is described only as "a pupil of
Fokine’s" (Willis 1968: 54).

After the first year the bal

let course was taught by a woman known as La Sylphe of
"Paris, London, Berlin, New York" (Catalogue 1926).

La

Sylphe had a private school of ballet, acrobatic, and
"Orientale" dancing and taught the Lab students for two
two-hour sessions per week.
Although entitled at first "Ballet" in the 1925
Catalogue and subsequently "Ballet and Corrective Gymnas
tics," La Sylphe's course, as Gretchen Comegys (1975: n .p .)
i

remembers it, consisted almost entirely of gymnastic or
acrobatic dancing "which was particularly helpful for
developing body control."

The ballet designation applied

only in so far as basic ballet exercises were done (Fergusson 1977: n.p.).=

The Catalogue

(1926: 5) states

merely that La Sylphe "teaches the elements of dancing and
gives corrective body work for the school."
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As with all of the other body courses, the work
was not related to acting in any specific way.

In the

case of ballet the emphasis was on the art form itself.
At the same time. La Sylphe, in line with the Lab goals,
acknowledged that the main purpose of the course was the
development of body expression, not the creation of pro
fessional dancers.

In the Catalogue (1925: 10) La Sylphe

calls dance "the first step in the development of the body,
making every muscle subject to the will.

This great art

provides the power of expressing both in pantomime and
movement all the emotions of tragedy or comedy."

Singers

and actors, no longer separated in skill from dancers,
"come to the art of the dance for grace, poise, and all
that will make for beauty."
La Sylphe was apparently considered a very compe
tent teacher by the students.

In Willis (1968: 91) Anne

Seymour describes her as a "big woman, full of vitality,"
who "made everything seem easy until we tried.

She car

ried a little switch which she used if we did not please."
Comegys (1975: n.p.) says simply, "You couldn't have found
anywhere in the world a better teacher than La Sylphe."
In 1925 the Lab initiated an advanced dance class.
Taught by Mikhail Mordkin in his studio upstairs from the
Lab, the class was entitled "Plastique and Mimeodrama"
(Catalogue 1928: 18) and was given twice a week to members

38
of the acting company and to those of the beginning
students who had had previous training in dance (Willis
1968: 127).
Students have different memories pf the content
of Hordkin's course.

Comegys (1975: n.p.) remembers the

class as being essentially ballet, as does Stella Adler
(1977:,n.p.).
very ballet.

The latter describes the course as "very,
. . . Mordkin was a great actor, but it was

ballet and acting ballet, very great."

Fergusson (1977:

n.p.) distinguishes the content from "real ballet" as
taught later by Madame Elizaveta Anderson-Ivantzoff:
"Mordkin was more improvisational. . . .

He would suggest

certain things for them to do that would require them to
be more improvisational."

The intent of an exercise, for

example, might be to convey a particular emotion.

Accord

ing to Fergusson the course was strenuous and the dancers
"worked very hard; you'd see them actually covered with
sweat."

The official description of the course and also

its purpose, according to the Catalogue (1925: 4), Was
that it gave "actors training in the dramatic value of
movement."
Mordkin was well qualified as a teacher:

he was

a former dancing partner of Pavlova and had his own Inter
national School of the Dance.

He taught the Lab students

in two one-hour sessions per week during the 1925-26
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season and briefly in the autumn of 1926.

In the 1927-28

season a few advanced students continued to study with
Mordkin (Willis 1968: 295).
But in the autumn of 1926 the main teaching of
advanced dancing was taken over by Anderson-Ivantzoff,
who was called merely Mme. Anderson.

Her course, although

officially listed as "Ballet" (Catalogue 1928: 17), was
apparently quite broad.

The 1929-30 Catalogue (p. 11)

states:
While Madame Anderson is a master of the classic
technique of the ballet, she does not confine her
self to this form but teaches the student how to
use his body to express himself on the stage
whether in pantomime, drama or the dance. In pro
ducing classical plays her knowledge of theatrical
tradition and of style and period as shown in move
ment is indispensable.
The name of Anderson's class was changed to "Body Expres
sion" in the 1929-30 season, perhaps as an acknowledgement
of the actual content of the course.
Anderson's credentials were impressive.

She was

formerly a leading dancer of the Russian Imperial Ballet
and was an experienced teacher as well, having been a
professor at the Imperial Ballet School in Moscow.

When

the Chauve Souris, a Russian variety troupe, came to New
York on tour, Anderson was chosen as the Ballet Master
("Gives the Bridal Veil" 1928: 15; Willis 1968: 165).
Fergusson (1977: n.p.), who was Assistant Director of the
Lab

during much of Anderson's tenure, feels that she was
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extremely talented and points out that her broad knowledge
of many kinds of dance "made her very useful to the the**,
atre."

For example, she trained and directed the acting

company in a dance pantomime, The Bridal Veil, which for
the most part received praise from the critics.

She also

arranged and directed the Spanish dances needed for The
Jealous Old Man and The Pretended Basque, two Cervantes
plays done by the acting company under Fergusson’s direc
tion in the autumn of 1929 (Scrapbook of the American Lab
oratory Theatre 1929-30: n.p.)»
The other major body training at the Lab was the
course in "Dalcroze .Eurythmies" taught by Elsa Findlay and
given every year except the final one.

Developed by Emile

Jaques-Dalcroze in the early part of the twentieth century
in Switzerland, eurythmies is a system in which the rhyth
mic elements of music are translated into body movement.
Tempo and different note values are shown by the movement
of different parts of the body (Sartorio 1963: Vol. 8,
p. 828d).

Complicated rhythms involve a high degree of

concentration and body coordination.
Findlay also emphasized muscular control in the
training.

In an unpublished pamphlet entitled Rhythm,

quoted by Willis (1968: 299), Findlay explains, "The dyna
mic element [of rhythm] is concerned with muscular con
trol.

. , ,

The force of the emotional stimulus must be
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accurately and consciously represented by a proportionate
expenditure of muscular effort."

Findlay's approach fit

in well with Boleslavsky's (1923a: 51-53) views on phys
ical relaxation and the use of Only the muscles needed
to fulfill any physical task.

In Willis (1968: 298)

Shirley White describes one of the control exercises:
All the group get in one corner of the room. The
command "Hop" means to start running full speed to
the opposite corner, followed almost immediately
by the command "Stop," which means in whatever
position you happen to be in, one or both feet on
the floor, tense your muscles and do not flicker
so much as an eyelid.
It's a marvelous exercise
for control. Then comes the command "Fall." You
relax and drop flat on the floor by the nearest
route. In the middle of the falling comes another
command "Stop," and you hold your position. That's
more difficult.
The exercise described by White was unusual in that no
music was involved.

Most of the work in the class, which

met twice a week for beginners and once a week for advanced
students, was with music and rhythm (Comegys 1975: n.p.).
The value of the eurythmic training to the actor
was explained by Findlay in the Catalogue (1925: 10):
"Rhythm is the basis of all art," and so the actor
must develop his body according to the laws of
rhythm if he would achieve unity of speech and ges
ture. The elimination of muscular inhibitions and
the conscious development of the rhythmic sense
(through the medium of music) are Jaques-Dalcroze'
contribution to the technique of the actor. No
actor can afford to rely on intuition and momentary
nervous impulses; only a thorough study of the pos
sibilities of his instrument can give him ease and
poise.

42
Eurythmics was a part of the training at the MAT
when Boleslavsky was there, and his own view of its value
is recorded.

Willis (1968: 296) quotes a statement used

by Findlay in her advertising in which Boleslavsky said,
"Just as rhythm is the basis of all arts so it is in the
actor's art.

The performer whose body is not rhythmically

trained has no instrument on which to play.

That is why

I insist on thorough training in Dalcroze Eurythmics for
all my actors."
An objective analysis of Findlay's qualifications
is lacking, but, according to the 1926-27 Catalogue (p. 5),
she was "recognized as one of the foremost representatives
of Jaques Dalcroze in America."

Comegys (1975: n.p.) feels

that Findlay was a very good teacher, "not inspiring but
thorough.

She succeeded in making a dull routine into one

that had some excitement."
A course entitled "Body Rhythm" was instituted in
the 1927-28 year and offered for the remaining three years
of the Lab.

It Was taught initially by Bird Larson until

her death during the school term and was then taken over
by her assistant, Emily Hewlett, who was instructor for
the remaining years.

Little is known about the course,

but it seems to have been similar to the Dalcroze euryth
mics class.

According to the 1929-30 Catalogue (p. 9),

"This system, through a carefully planned technique,
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develops the body into a responsive instrument for
expression, and makes it able to move with freedom and
unconscious ease, relating emotion and movement."
From the autumn of 1925 to the closing of the Lab
in 1930 a course in fencing was given for one half hour
three times a week.

Taught by James Murray, instructor

of fencing at Columbia University and the New York Athletic
Club, the class was given purely for body development and
not for the purpose of learning stage fencing (Comegys
1975: n .p .; Catalogue 1926).
After Maria Germanova became director of the Lab
in 1929, body training was reduced for the acting company.
According to Willis (1968: 281), Germanova felt that too
much attention was given to body training and at the wrong
times of day.

She complained that the actors were tired

when they came to rehearsal and insisted that any member
of the acting group must not finish a dance class less
than one hour before rehearsal.

The regular students of

the Lab school were not affected by this order, however.
Voice Training
' Classes for the training of the voice underwent
several changes in title and were somewhat variable in
content, but in general two types of work predominated:
diction and voice production.
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Diction was taught the first year, 1923-24, by a
Mr. Clew, who was "an English actor" (Willis 1968: 300).
For most of the remaining years diction was taught by
Margaret Prendergast McLean, formerly head of the Depart
ment of English Diction at the Leland Powers School in
Boston and more recently personal assistant to Columbia
Speech Professor William Tilly.

For two years, however,

fall 1926 to spring 1928, her course was called "The
Science of Phonetics."

During the 1926-27 season, "The

Technique of Diction" was taught by Windsor P, Daggett,
author of a speech column in Billboard.

Daggett first

came to the Lab in the 1925-26 season, teaching a course
entitled "The Spoken Word."

For a single year, 1927-28,

Professor William Tilly taught a class called "Problems
of Stage Speech" (Catalogue , 1925, 1926, 1928; Willis
1968: 300-03).
None of the students interviewed by Willis or by
this writer had a very clear remembrance of the specific
differences between the speech courses.

Comegys (1975:

n.p.) feels certain that, during the 1925-26 season at
least, McLean's course continued to emphasize diction
while Daggett taught the group phonetics and helped them
to overcome their various regional accents.

Both teachers,

says Comegys, helped the students to develop a standard
ized pronunciation which was called "stage speech."
these efforts former Texan Comegys recalls:

Of
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We all worked equally diligently.
It took me
a full year of being conscious of every word I
spoke before it became a reflex.
It took the New
Englanders and Midwesterners longer.
I remember
Professor Daggett's saying that it was harder to
take "tight" speech and make it loose than vice
versa.
I remember having trouble saying purse cor
rectly in a one-act play I was working on. Many
times if we were'having trouble with a play, the
whole part would be written in phonetics.
Since Comegys remembers McLean as also using phonetics in
her course, it seems likely that the phonetic symbols and
sounds were taught to the group early in their career for
use as a tool by both teachers to help students improve
their speech.
Some clue to the content and philosophy of Dag
gett's class may be gained from a study of several articles
he wrote for Theatre Arts Magazine around the time he was
teaching his first class at the Lab.

In One article Dag-?

gett (1925a: 655-60) argues strongly for the use of the
International Phonetic Alphabet to standardize pronuncia
tion.

In another piece Daggett (1925b: 597-604) presents

the view that theatre speech has in the past and should
continue in the future to set the standards for proper
English pronunciation; the theatre should keep proper dic
tion preserved as the Gomedie Frangaise does French.
Daggett (1925b: 604) disapproved of considering any re
gional dialect as "correct" speech and insists that the
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actor should have a specific, standard type of speech
which could then be altered for effect:

"A relatively

absolute standard English is the point of departure for
setting off period, class, profession, slang, vulgarity
and the back country."
In the article entitled "Voice and the Magic Word"
Daggett (1925c: 366-73) champions singing as the best
means of developing good stage speech quality.

Work in

poetic drama is also important, Daggett (p. 373) continues,
both as practice in that style and as a means to improve
actors' other speech, to "lift them unconsciously above
the plane of everyday prose and choppy speeches."

Daggett

(p. 372) also criticizes the natural school of acting as
being as hard on actors' voices as the "robustious ranting
of the old school," for the latter "often had technique
whereas the be-yourself moderners have none" and after
years of "careless work" develop strained voices.

The

m o d e m actor also does not project well enough, Daggett
(p.’372) maintains:
Contemporary fashion enables and encourages the
.actor to be colloquially at ease on the stage, but
he is so tamely at ease that only raggedly does he
cross the footlights.
If this is the case in his
more casual manner, still greater is the gap when
he attempts the full scope of imaginative acting.
He has neither the voice, flexibility nor range to
follow his mental picture even if his imagination
has given him one.
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In still another article, "The Sound of English,"
Daggett (1926: 25-31) discusses the importance of under
standing and using the comparative values of various
speech sounds in any phrase--what he calls its "sound
composition"--to first of all determine and then project
the ideas and feelings of a dramatic passage.

The ear

must be cultivated for sound, Daggett continues, so that
a dramatic speech is not seen as just words and syllables
but as a "series of sound passages."

Illustrating with a

speech from Twelfth Night, which had been done poorly by
a student actor, Daggett (p. 31) points out that in Shake
speare there is beauty of sound composition as well as of
thought and "until the actor learned to interpret the
meaning of the sound, he could not rightly read the mean
ing of the ideas.

Language begins to have feeling--beat,

rhythm, tempo, and movement— only when it has arrived at
a sense of sound composition."

After a sense of sound

composition has been developed, Daggett (p. 30) also ex
plains, then words can be discussed as individual words
and variant pronunciation considered:
This is the best preparation for deciding whether
we shall sound the 'r’ in father or whether we
shall prefer a full vowel sound with no blur and
no tongue interference in its vocality and quality.
If we have felt the sound composition of Hamlet's
line--"And so, without more circumstance at all,"
. , . w e may have found that in the fifth word we
prefer a weak "stance" with an obscure vowel to a
strong "STANCE" with a full vowel.
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One would not then, Daggett (p. 30) reiterates, use a set
pronunciation of any given word and "interrupt our thought
to mortice our pronunciation."
Daggett’s views on precise speech as expressed in
the first two articles fit well with what is known of his
practice in Lab classes.

His views on "modern acting"

suggest that he would have stressed, physical technical ex
cellence in projection and vocal quality.

Boleslavsky,

according to Fergusson (1977: n.p.), would have strongly
seconded the procedure.

Daggett's emphasis on sonority

and sound composition seems, on the surface, somewhat con
tradictory to the approach Boleslavsky expressed in his
lectures.

There Boleslavsky stressed the internal quali

ties needed for the right interpretation of speech.

But,

since he enlisted Daggett's aid in developing the students'
speech for their Twelfth Night production, Boleslavsky
clearly felt these techniques valuable.

In fact, Daggett's

ideas are in accord with Stanislavsky's (1949: 78-104)
view on speech sound as set forth in Building a Character,
The title of Daggett's course was changed his
second year at the Lab to "The Technique of Diction," and
it is possible that the content was also changed, for the
1926-27 Catalogue (p. 5) states that Daggett was "an
authority on all matters of stage speech and is unexcelled
in his analysis of individual diction defects and their
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remedies."

That same catalogue explains that McLean’s

"course in phonetics and standard English provides all the
groundwork for excellent speech and facility in dialect"
(p. 5).

The following year, when Professor Tilly from

Columbia University taught "Problems in Stage Speech," „
McLean's course continued to be called "The Science of
Phonetics," but after Tilly’s one year, she was again
listed as teaching diction (Catalogue 1928: 4).
McLean's statement in the Catalogue (1925.: 10)
gives a little more insight into the broad content and
goals of the diction training:
The great actor must have at his command cor
rect, distinct and pleasing speech to express his
thoughts with sincerity and conviction, and a
well-modulated voice capable of giving expression
to the entire range of human emotion.
This can be acquired by combining the scien
tific study of speech sounds with training in
pitch, rate, volume, quality, modulation and in
tonation of the voice, and applying this knowledge
to practical use in artistic expression.
Such vocal technique brings about definite and
gratifying results and enables the student ulti
mately to work out his own problems both in speech
and voice.
No information is available on the number of hours
per week that students spent in Daggett's or Tilly's
courses, but McLean's course, initially at least, was given
to beginning students three hours a week, one hour with the
entire group and two hours in smaller groups; advanced
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students had only one hour per week (Willis 1968: 92).
Apparently in later years members of the acting company did
not see McLean at all.

Willis (1968: 200) quotes a letter

McLean wrote to Boleslavsky after complaints were made about
the diction in the 1927 production of Much Ado About
Nothing.

In it McLean says that she had not helped the

acting company since "the few months of intermittent in
struction which I was permitted to give them several years
ago."
In the early years, according to Comegys (1975:
n.p.), the speech teachers often attended and critiqued
the speech in the company and even in the presentation of
the scenes that the students did for Ouspenskaya’s "Tech
nique of Acting" class.

Fergusson (1977: n.p.) says that

in later years the speech teachers only occasionally came
to rehearsals.

However> Willis (1968: 251-52) states that

after the diction problems occurred in Much Ado, a confer
ence was held to find "a practical way of improving the
diction training for all students," and one of the results
was that McLean began attending rehearsals of scenes in
order to critique student speech,

McLean also insisted,.

Willis continues, "that the student regisseurs undertake
training in diction so as to increase their sensitivity to
the problems of their actors."

As an added incentive to
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good speech the Lab gave a diction prize to the male and
female student who improved the most.
The work the students did with their speech teach
ers seems on occasion to have been applied more directly
to their stage work than the body training was.

For exam

ple ,.for the production of The Scarlet Letter, which
opened in January 1926, Daggett trained the cast to "speak
in the metallic English of Colonial America" (Brown 1926:
153).

For The Seawoman's Cloak, first performed in April

1925, the actors were taught their Irish accents phoneti
cally, and they also used phonetic sounds to create the
background sound of the sea for the play (Comegys 1975:
n.p.)•

In Willis (1968: 255-56) Blanch Tancock Hogg, a

student at the Lab from early 1924 until the spring of
1929, describes the procedure:

"Actors . . . became

literally the instruments in the vocal orchestra. . . .
Using the phonetic symbols as notations and the actors as
instruments a carefully orchestrated sound score was
developed."

Individuals each made specific sounds,

changing on cue; the blending of the sounds and the
changes over time, Hogg says, "created the sounds of the
sea, the soft wash of water on sand, the crashing of
waves on the shore, the angry elements of a brooding
storm, the laughter or wailing of the sea-folk."

Ini

tially Boleslavsky directed; then one of the group became
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"orchestra leader."

The sounds were used before the

beginning of the action of the play and throughout the
first act, Hogg notes, "weaving in and out of the action
with the reality of an unseen presence and with the same
quality of intentions and purpose as if it were indeed a
visible presence."
The other course given for the training of the
voice was called "Voice Production" and was, for most
years, taught by Margatete Dessoff, "a member of the Facul
ty of the Institute of Musical Art and a guest conductor
of the Schola Cantorium" (Catalogue 1926: 4).

In the Lab's

first year a similar course was taught, but the only in
formation on it is a brief reference by Shirley White
quoted in Willis (1968: 128):

"We have six hours a week

all told with Miss Brundidge, who teaches tone and voice
production to private pupils for six dollars each threequarters of an hour."

But from the fall of 1925 through

the spring of 1930, Dessoff taught singing to Lab students;
the original hours were four per week for beginning stu
dents and two to four for the acting company.
According to the Catalogue (1926; 4), Dessoff
brought "thorough musicianship to the scientific develop
ment of the human voice."

Translated into practice this

meant what Comegys (1975: n.p.) describes as standard
vocal lessons:

training in proper breathing, work on
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voice placement to improve vocal quality, and practice in
singing.

The music performed consisted mainly of old En

glish songs and chants and sometimes Shakespearean poetry
set to music.
The group occasionally sang for exhibition for
current or potential shareholders of the Lab, but the
major purpose of the class was the improvement of vocal
quality for the stage (Comegys 1975: n.p.).
explained in the Catalogue

As Dessoff

(1929: 7),

By means, of an expressive voice the actor enriches
his performance. Sound is based on perfect breath
control and the ability of the speaker to use his
resonance rooms with such flexibility of his palate
that the most subtle shading in speech can be main
tained without the least strain.
Comegys (1975: n.p.), whose specific assessment
Seems to be the only one available, says of Dessoff that
she was "a great person for her vision of the voice and
its place in the human being.

She had a great musical

talent."
Also included for one year in the Lab's physical
training program was a course in "Principles of Makeup
for the Stage."

All of the other physical training that

Boleslavsky. advocated was of a dynamic nature, but he
considered skill in the use of makeup also important as
yet another aspect of the actor's outward means of expres
sion (1923a: 48; 1923b: 291).

The makeup course was

taught by Oscar Berner, a professional makeup consultant
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in New York, for only the 1927-28 school year (Catalogue
1928: 17).
Assessment of the Physical Training
The physical training at the Lab w a s , at its best,
both broad and thorough.

One may assume that the maximum

course offering, which occurred in the 1927-28 season,
comes closest to representing Boleslavsky’s ideal of phys
ical training . At that time five courses in body develop
ment were given:

corrective gymnastics, ballet, Dalcroze

eurythmics, body rhythm, and fencing.
voice were available:
duction.

Three courses in

diction, phonetics, and voice pro

Makeup was also taught in the 1927-28 season.

This curriculum represented a comprehensive program for
improvement in physical skills.

Initial and later offer

ings were less complete, due mainly to financial problems,
but even with only two courses each in voice and body
work, the amount of training could be considered, in
theory at least, to develop actors capable of meeting the
physical demands of their roles.

The Lab program clearly

did not neglect the external qualities of acting.
The training was also of high quality.

Comegys,

Adler; and Fergusson all spoke highly of the abilities of
the teachers, as did former students interviewed by Willis
(1968: 307).

Most of the instructors were established
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experts in their fields and set high standards for
achievement.

Further, their statements for the Lab Cata

logues show a dedication to the goals of the Lab in pro
viding students with basic body and voice skills that
would be useful to them as actors.
Nevertheless, shortcomings in the training did
exist.

The least successful results in training seems to

have been in the area of diction and voice quality. Vari
ous , theatre critics who reviewed the productions at the
Lab commented on diction or voice problems on several
occasions.

The use of critics' comments as a method of

evaluation is, of course, not foolproof, for reviewers
have their own prejudices; however enough of a thread of
discontent runs through the criticism to suggest that die
tion and vocal tones were not as good as they might have
been.

Further, in the case of Much Ado About Nothing,

the reactions of the Lab administration, shareholders,
and McLean herself were highly critical of the diction.
Miriam Stockton called it "atrocious and illiterate."
McLean denounced "the absolutely unintelligent reading
of the lines."

The play was in fact withdrawn from pub

lic performance until it could be improved (Willis 1968:
200 -201 ).

Very little specific comment was made by the
critics on the physical movement, except for the two
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pantomimes # The Bridal Veil and Le Boeuf Sur la Toite,
both of which were generally praised.

However, in the

critical assessment over the entire career of the Lab,
continual reference is ihade to the amateurism of the Lab
company.

Comments such as lacking "a professional sure

ness of touch" (Skinner 1927: 817), "acted very amateur
ishly" (Clipping File 1923-30: n.p.), and "The ALT still
insists on looking like a laboratory" (DeCasseres 1928:
96) were frequent.

Even the praise was tinged with ref

erence to the shortcomings:

"intelligent if inexperi

enced" (Scrapbbok 1929-30: n.p.), "more assured if not
more finished" (Clipping File 1923-30: n.p.), "gives
evidence of being good actors in the making" (Benchley
1927: 21), "one of the best productions ever given by
amateur actors" (Scrapbook 1929-30: n.p.).

And these

comments are given throughout the Lab's existence, not
just in the early years.

Of course new people were con

stantly coming into the acting group.; so there were some
with little experience, but many of the major roles were
played by students with several years of experience.

The

professional technique that the critics found lacking of
course consists of much more than physical movement, but
a type of physical competence is certainly a part of it.
Assessment of the reasons for the shortcomings in
the physical training can only be speculative, but a few
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observations can be made.

The total length of time spent

by each student in physical training was actually not
great and appears not to have been enough, especially for
perfecting diction and vocal quality.

The first group,

as COmegys has pointed out, worked intensively; but appar
ently they gradually neglected diction training as the
pressures of preparing public performances increased.

In

Willis (1968: 125) Blanch Tancock Hogg says that the act
ing company always attended body classes, but she does not
mention voice work.

She also notes that the acting com

pany gradually became more separated from the school.
Succeeding classes of students might have a complete pro
gram of physical training for two full years, but the most
talented were accepted into the Auxiliary Company after
only one term which meant that they spent more time on
scene preparation and even the productions and less in
class.

Ironically, the best students--and the ones who

appeared before the public--might have less physical
training than the "ordinary" students.
In addition to the time pressures on the students
a gradual lessening in their sense of commitment seems tP
have occurred.

There seems to have been no insistence on

the part of the Lab administration on continued class
attendance by the acting company; they were expected to
be dedicated enough to their work to choose this action
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on their own.

According to Comegys the first group of

students was thus dedicated, and there is no question but
what they always worked hard.

But Boleslavsky was increas

ingly absent from lectures and rehearsals (Fergusson 1977:
n.p.), and his inspiration and standards of excellence
were not as much the guiding force for the students as had
been the case in the early days.
Another possible reason for the shortcomings in
physical competence was that the courses in body movement
were not related to acting in any specific way.

The stu

dents learned dancing and eurythmics and presumably be
came quite competent at those subjects as well as being
well-conditioned physically.

But there were no classes

which helped the students to relate their skill in phys
ical movement to their actual work on the stage and to
help them develop some "technique" in movement.

Bole- •

slavsky gave some help in terms of technical suggestions
in rehearsal.

While he wanted the actors' movements and

gestures to grow out of internal feelings, he recognized
the importance of what might be called physical acting
technique, for example the ability to use economy and
selectivity in gesture and movement (Fergusson 1977: n.p.).
But the limited practice in rehearsal, combined with un
related movement classes seems not to have been sufficient
training to give the group skill in the polished stage
movement which the critics felt was needed.

CHAPTER 5
THE INTELLECTUAL TRAINING
Intellectual training in the early years at the
Lab was more informal and less extensive than was the
training in physical development and acting.

In later

years as many as four classes were offered in the intel
lectual field, the field first designated as "Arts and
Theory Pertaining to the Theatre."
There seems to have been some formal training in
this field the first year; according to Willis (1968: 54)
two classes are mentioned by Shirley White in early 1924.
One was a class in stage architecture which she looked in
on when she first toured the Lab:

"They were working,"

she wrote her sister, "on a miniature stage set for their
Cricket on the Hearth production, all to scale and even
the smallest item quite perfect."
by a Mr. Webster.

This class was taught

Later White tells of a class two hours

a week with Alexander Koiransky, an established artist
and scene designer who had worked with Boleslavsky in the
productions for the Neighborhood Playhouse.

Apparently

these classes were not obligatory as Gretchen Comegys
(1975: n.p.) does not remember participating in them.
59
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Comegys' memories of the early intellectual
training are entirely of the guest lecturers who were
regularly invited to speak at the Lab, especially during
the first three seasons.

A lecture series was held on

Monday evenings in the 1924 spring term with Alexander
Koiransky speaking on the history of fashion, Luigi Piran
dello on Italian art, and Norman Bel Geddes on stage ar
chitecture.

A total of ten lectures were given in that

series, the other speakers being Eugene Braun, Phan Gopan
Muherji, Robert Edmund Jones, Rosalind Fuller, Herman
i

Rosse, Roshanara, and Stark Young.

The public could also

attend these lectures at a cost of one dollar each (Willis
1968: 55).
In the 1925-26 season Helen Arthur lectured on
her experiences as an executive for the Shubert Theatre
chain, playwright Brian Hooker talked on "Blank Verse and
the Art of the Theatre," and scene designer Robert Edmund
Jones and musician Douglas Moore also gave lectures.

The

major lecturer in the 1925-26 season was Stark Young,
formerly a college professor and in 1925 a drama critic
for the New Republic.

Young gave a series of weekly lec

tures on dramatic literature and the relation of acting
and aesthetics.

Willis (1968: 130) quotes the student

newspaper description:
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Mr. Young outlined a course of dramatic reading
from the Greeks to the present day, a course in
valuable in every respect for the intelligent
actor.
In his later talks he . . . explained the
ways in which the actor draws upon other arts for
his material.
The first regular class, initiated in the 1926-27
season, was "Development of the Drama" taught for one hour
a week by John Mason Brown, author and Associate Director
of Theatre Arts Monthly (Catalogue 1926).

This course was

given for the remaining years of the Lab, the time increas
ing to two hours per week in the final year (Willis 1968:
165) .
The course, according to Willis (1968: 166), who
interviewed Brown concerning its content, was a history
of the theatre from Greek times to the present.

The em

phasis was on the forms which the theatre assumed at dif
ferent periods, not on dramatic literature.

The students

had to prepare a notebook of writing and pictorial mate
rial on theatre history and to read plays.

Regular exam

inations were given. Possibly Brown sometimes strayed
from his outline, for Fergusson (1977: n.p.) remembers
the course when he took it as being less history and more
drama criticism.

Brown, Fergusson says, talked about the

shows he had seen and "so he was good for the actors."
Brown was also a witty lecturer and was popular with the
students.
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Outside lecturers continued to appear.

One was

Jacques Copeau, director and founder of the French art
theatre, the Vieux Columbier.

He gave a series of ten

lectures, six in French which were dramatic readings of
Shakespeare, Racine, Moliere, and other foreign play
wrights (Willis 1968: 166-67).

The four lectures in

English were on various subjects. A New York Times
(“Lectures on the Theatre” : 1927: 26) review of one lec
ture reports the subject matter as the history of the
Vieux Columbier and Copeau's comments on art theatres in
general.

The following week's talk was to be on the

theatre of the future.
In the autumn of 1927, the period of the Lab's
maximum expansion, an ad for the Lab school in the Octo
ber Theatre Magazine

(1927: 72) proclaimed:

"We have the

honor to announce our establishment of an entirely new
field of cultural education for the actor" and went on
to list three new courses:

"Appreciation of Music," an

art appreciation course given at the Metropolitan Museum
of Art for students of the Lab, and a course by Mortimer
Adler, which was to be an adaptation of general college
work to the actor's needs.

The latter was in fact mainly

a literature course.
"Appreciation of Music" was given for one hour a
week by Douglas Moore (Catalogue 1928) who had composed
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music for the Lab's Twelfth Night and Much Ado productions
(Clipping File 1923-30: n.p.).

No specific information

is available on the content of the course or the manner
of teaching it.

Willis (1968: 306) says that it was

apparently popular the first year.

The second year Moore

could no longer teach the class and recommended Martha
Alter.

Alter's teaching was so unacceptable to the stu

dents that they stopped attending classes and the course
was dropped in March of 1929 (Willis 1968: 306-07).
The art course, a survey of the great artistic
movements (Catalogue 1928), was taught at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art by Huger Elliot, head of the museum's Edu
cational Department.

The objectives of the course, a

series of twelve lectures, was "to show the synchroniza
tion of the arts, and the unified design and rhythm that
is found in painting and music, as well as in the theatre."
Perhaps due to the students' dislike of the course con
tent or teacher or possibly due to the effort needed to
go the substantial distance to the museum, the attendance
declined over the term and the class was apparently not
offered the second term (Willis 1968: 223-24).
The following year, 1928, a similarly described
course was taught by A. Hyatt Mayor, later Curator of
Prints at the Metropolitan Museum of Art; the course was
actually more practically related to the theatre and was
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in 1929 titled "Style and Period."

In a letter to Willis

(1968: 251) Mayor described the course:
I would read extracts from some old play-Sophocles, Racine, Congreve, etc.-- . . . and
would illustrate it with annotated photos bor
rowed from the Metropolitan Museum, of paint
ings and statues, showing how other clothes,
other ways of living, alter people's walk and
gesture. I also illustrated this by reading
from memoirs and histories. How do you walk
if your legs are in tights and your torso in
a wadded jacket? What do you do with your
arms when a vast skirt prevents them from
hanging by your side? The photos, with my
annotations, were pinned for a week on a bul
letin board in the hall.
The most academically oriented course was the
literature course first conducted by Mortimer Adler, pro
fessor at Columbia University.

According to an article

in the New York Times ("College Work for Actors": 1927:
9), it was called a "General Honors Course" and college
credit could be received for it.

The same article notes

that the class was to be conducted in a seminar fashion
and limited to twenty students meeting twice a week.
Willis (1968: 225), who had available to him a syllabus
of the course, lists the topics covered and notes that
the course "bears a marked similarity to his [Adler's]
later and well-known Great Books program.". Most of the
great writers of literature and philosophy from Homer
through the James' were discussed in the Lab course, as
well as the major art movements and some major composers.
The following year, 1928-29, as Adler was too busy to
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cbntinue with the course, it was taught by Clifton Fadiman
(Willis 1968: 252).

Fadiman could not continue teaching

in the 1929-30 season, so a former Lab student, Richard
Gaines, was hired to teach a course called "History of
Literature" (Scrapbook 1929-30: n .p .).

No comments from

students on the quality or teaching methods of the litera
ture class during any of its three years are available,
but it is known that the class was always filled and that
in the first year an additional discussion section was
added to accommodate more students (Willis 1968: 224).
One course offered by the Lab seems to sit on the
line between intellectual training and the training of
the inner means of expression:

"Observation Through

Drawing" taught by Elizabeth Ward Perkins for two seasons,
fall 1925 through spring 1927.

Boleslavsky (1923a: 48)

in "The Creative Theatre" lectures lists training of the
actor's observation under the category of intellectual
training.

He explains further that by developing skill

in observation the actor will "increase his knowledge of
life."

.Boleslavsky also speaks of observation in his

"Art of the Theatre" lectures at the Lab.

In Lecture One

of 1928 Boleslavsky includes observation in his remarks
on intellectual training and instructs the students,
"Learn to observe everything that happens around you.
Start when you are young, not when you have preconceived
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notions about everything."

However in "The First Lesson

in Acting," Boleslavsky (1923b: 292) groups observation
with the training of the soul.

The Catalogue (1926: 5) ,

explaining that the drawing course was to develop "the
powers of observation in our people, through the use of
line and color," continues,

"This connects with the con

centration training of Madame Ouspenskaya's work."

But,

whatever the category, the course was another example of
the efforts of the Lab to provide all of the types of
training that Boleslavsky considered important to the
development of an actor.
The specific purpose of the course was to help
the students to see objects more accurately and also to
train their minds in "the accuracy of thought necessary
for real observation" (Willis 1968: 330).

While the

class was to meet for an hour twelve to eighteen times
during the term, attendance was apparently not obligatory,
as none of the former Lab students interviewed by this
writer took the course.
Although little information, either objective or
subjective, is available for evaluating the Lab intellec
tual training as to results, a few observations can be
made on the quality of the training itself.

First of all,

the Lab's total training program in the intellectual
category was comprehensive.

During the years of the
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maximum course offerings, 1927-30, the students could
have developed a well-rounded knowledge of art, litera
ture, and music.

As a precursor and then adjunct to the

formal classes, the lecture series covered an equally
broad cultural range and also acquainted the students
with some of the^ newest ideas and creative people in the
theatre at that time.
As with instructors in physical development, the
qualifications of the teachers were high.

Most were or

later became nationally known experts in their fields.
The lecturers in the early years also represented an im
pressive list of people important in the theatre.
However, the involvement of the students was not
as completely prescribed as in the physical training.

The

students had to attend the lectures which were given in
the early years; they did not have to study or commit to
memory the materials presented.

Of the formal classes

only the history of the theatre was required.

The other

courses were optional and the "General Honors" course was
in fact limited in enrollment.

Thus, their intellectual

development was left to a large extent up to the students
themselves, a fact which might be considered a weakness
in the training.
In fairness it should be pointed out that many
students did take advantage of the training.

In only two
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cases did poor attendance warrant the dropping of the
course, and the cause appears to have been the students’
intolerance of poor teaching rather than their lack of
interest in the subject.

Willis (1968: 308) suggests

that a reason for the courses not being obligatory was
that the cultural courses were offered to meet different
needs.

Some students were college graduates and had

already studied the subjects offered, whereas others,
though capable of absorbing intellectual material, had
not yet been exposed to it.
It should also be noted that.the Lab administra
tion, while not forcing attendance, sought to make the
courses attractive to the students.

When Elliot’s art

appreciation course failed, it was reorganized with a
new.teacher and new subject matter, which was in fact
more closely applicable to the students' theatrical needs
On the whole the Lab made a strong attempt to
provide the aspects of cultural knowledge that Boleslavsky (1923b: 292) had enumerated in his "First Lesson."
The classes presented intellectual training which "would
make an actor who could play a great variety of parts."

CHAPTER 6
THE TEACHING OF ACTING
The third area of training, and the one considered
most important by Boleslavsky, was the development of the
inner means of expression, also called the spiritual train
ing.

Under this title came most of the specific training .

in acting, given in two courses:

Ouspenskaya1s "Technique

of Acting" class and Boleslavsky's lectures on "The Art of
the Theatre."

The Catalogue (1926: 4) called them the

foundation of the training, explaining, "These classes are
virtually related and interlocked, and around them is built
the other work of the school in all its ramifications."
Although the content and the relationship of the two
courses is not completely known, the general nature of both
is clear.

In Ouspenskaya's class the emphasis was on the

actual practice of techniques related to acting.

The stu

dents were given exercises to develop skills that they
could use in any acting assignment.

A New York Times

article ("Who's Who on the Stage," 1926: 8) explains that
Ouspenskaya was teaching "theatre practice.

. . .

She il

lustrates the practical side of acting for pupils after
Boleslavsky has lectured to them."
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But Ouspenskaya did not
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discuss any of the theories behind the exercises.

She

explained only how to do the exercises, not the.signif
icance of them.

Neither did she teach the students to ap

ply the acting techniques to specific plays; and roles.
On the other hand, Boleslavsky in his lectures ex
plained, discussed, and defined both a general approach to
acting and specific techniques in play and role analysis.
He too occasionally used exercises with the students

and

also, through a series of scene critiquing sessions, helped
students apply to specific roles the techniques he had dis
cussed and the skills they had practiced with Ouspenskaya.
The courses do not seem to have been as specifically
coordinated as Ouspenskaya's statement and the Lab Catalogue
would suggest; that is, specific subjects were not discussed
by Boleslavsky and then practiced by Ouspenskaya.

However,

Boleslavsky did sometimes explain connections in his lec
tures .
Ouspenskaya's "Technique of Acting" Class
Ouspenskaya came to the Lab with a thorough back
ground in the Stanislavsky approach to actor training.

Al

ready an experienced actress, she auditioned for and was
accepted by the MAT in 1909.

When the First Studio was

formed in 1911, mainly as a place to try out Stanislavsky's
ideas of actor training, Ouspenskaya became, along with
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Boleslavsky, a charter member„

She was continuously .

associated with the MAT until joining the Lab.

Ouspen-

skaya was with the MAT company on its 1923 American tour,
became associated again with Boleslavsky, and was given a
year's leave of absence by Stanislavsky in order to teach
at the Lab.

When the MAT returned to the United States dur

ing the following year, Ouspenskaya joined them for their
tour but then left them permanently, "determined to stay in
America

to act in English as well as teach" ("Who's Who

on the Stage"

1926: 8).

She remained with the Lab through

out its existence.
No information is available on exactly how often
Ouspenskaya's class met in early years.

Later records

(Willis 1968: 319-320) show that beginning students studied
with her for three two-hour sessions per week and second
year students for two two-hour sessions.

Gretchen Comegys'

recollections during interviews with the writer (1975: n.p.)t
are that a similar amount of time was spent in the begin
ning years.

In addition to the time spent in class the

shepherds coached beginning students in the prescribed exer
cises outside of class, and the students would also get
together on their own to work on improvisations and charac
ter exercises first assigned in class (Comegys 1975: n.p.).
The final year of the Lab the amount of class time was
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drastically reduced, to only two hours per week (Willis
1968: 320) .
As no syllabus or other written record for Ouspenskaya's class exists, content must be reconstructed from
the memories of various students.

Descriptions of the

class come from four former students interviewed by this
writer and at least five queried by Willis (1968: 321).
While specific exercises given by Ouspenskaya seemed to
vary according to the needs of a particular class, in gen
eral the techniques taught can be categorized into four
major areas:

concentration and relaxation, development

and control of the five senses, development and control of
feelings, and lastly, development of competence in action,
motivation, and characterization through improvisation and
structured scenes and plays.
Concentration was practiced in relation to all of
the other training, but in the beginning a specific exer
cise was used as a demonstration of the value of concentra
tion in providing relaxation.

Ouspenskaya would ask a

student to walk around the room tin a natural manner.

The

student, under so many eyes, would of course show tension.
Ouspenskaya would then give him or her a mental task, such
as remembering a grocery list or doing mental arithmetic.
As the student concentrated on these tasks, the walk would
become more relaxed and natural (Willis 1968: 321-322).

)
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Development of the senses involved exercises to help
the student experience deeply any stimulus to any of the
five senses.

In Cpmegys1 (1975: n.p.) words:

The most important thing in the sensory exercises
was concentration. With deep concentration we
listened, we looked, and we felt--with our fingers
and any other part of our body that we could get
to what we were supposed to be feeling.
It has
been a valuable tool to me all my life, aside from
the professional application; it has helped me
to experience the world more fully.
f
Then, to develop ’’sense memory," the students would
try to recall many different types of sensations in their
imagination.

They would, for example, try to recreate men

tally the difference between touching velvet and silk, or
feeling something hot or cold (Comegys 1975: n.p.;
son 1977: n.p.).

Fergus-

One exercise involved passing from one

person to another an'imaginary bird with a broken wing and
experiencing what it felt like (Willis 1968: 322).

Some

of the exercises in concentration and sense memory were
more complex.

In Willis (1968: 56-57) student Shirley

White describes an exercise which her shepherd and Bolesi avsky had her do:
First they told me to see a sailboat, supposedly
I was on the sea-shore, then a gull swooping down
catching a fish, and then to look at the moon.
You’re supposed to be able to concentrate until
you really see them with your mind’s eye, and then
you give the actual impression to the people watch
ing of seeing them. I ’ve seen all the others do
ing different exercises, as they’re called, and
when they are well done you’d swear they were do
ing the actual thing.
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Willis (1968: 322), based on his interviews with .
students, says that isolated memory of emotion exercises
were done, that is, exercises unrelated to the character
ization in improvisation and scene work.

A student, he

says, might be asked to recall a past emotional situation
and concentrate on the details of it until the emotion it
self would be recalled or re-experienced.

Stella Adler

(1977: n.p.), who is opposed to the use of emotional memory
in actor training, insists that Ouspenskaya did not work on
developing emotional memory at any time during her atten
dance in the class.

"He [Boleslavsky] emphasized it. . . .

Ouspenskaya didn't touch it."

Adler attended Lab classes

from early 1925 through 1927 but was absent at various times
when in other plays.

Comegys (1975: n.p.), attending regu

larly from 1923 through the spring of 1926, remembers the
work on emotional memory as relating only to work on impro
visations:

"When we went into improvisation, it was the

moment when we began -to look for, in our past, something
that would bring up the emotion that the character we were
working on needed."
This discrepancy in memories cannot, unfortunately,
be resolved.

A possible explanation is that students were

confused in the memories between Boleslavsky's and Ouspenskaya's teaching.

Boleslavsky, as will be seen, discussed

emotional memory thoroughly in his lectures, and one of
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the exercises which he told students to do is the same as
the one Willis describes.

It is likely that Ouspenskaya

included emotional memory exercises in some form since
Boleslavsky considered emotional, memory so important.

Im-

provisational exercises, as Comegys suggests, are the most
likely vehicle (see Boleslavsky's lecture below p .147 for
an example).

If isolated memory of emotion exercises were

done, they were only a small part of the class work, as
most students agree that improvisations and exercises in
volving dramatic action took up a major part of the effort
of the class (Adler 1977: n.p.; Comegys 1975: n.p.; Fergusson 1977: n.p.; Willis 1968: 322-24).
These improvisations and "one-minute plays" were the
means by which the students were taught to find truthful
motivation and action in all they did and to develop charac
terization.

Fergusson (1977: n.p.) explains Ouspenskaya1s

approach:
She would have improvisations practically every
day. She would say, "This is a market. You are
trying to find something you can't find very eas
ily and all the other people are also hunting."
She would build up the whole scene, the appearance
of people, etc.
Comegys describes an exercise she remembers:
We were always given an action, a problem, such as,
"You have stolen some money; you must find someone
to help you hide it, and you must decide what you
are going to do." We were supposed to create the
characters for these problems and make them very
clear to the class, so that the class could tell
'
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who you were and why you did what you did.
In
creating a character, we.always asked, "Who am
I? What do I want? How am I going to get it?
These descriptions point up the way Ouspenskaya's
class work reinforced Boleslavsky1s teachings, for he
stressed motivation and action as essential aspects of act
ing:

"I wish, I do" (see below, p.1.04).

Ouspenskaya's

exercises were set up in such a way that the students were
forced to think in terms of wanting and doing.
Willis (1968: 322) states that these exercises were
"carefully graduated in terms of complexity."

From his in

terviews with former students Willis compiled the following
description of this aspect of the class work:
Students would be given a simple characterization
and a simple task to perform in given circum
stances . Then one or more of these assigned char
acteristics would be varied in order to evoke a
variety of mood and attitudes. After the actor
had successfully demonstrated simple action, a
conflicting emotion or attitude was added as an
overlay so that the actor was faced with the
problem of demonstrating internal character con
flict. Finally, additional characters were in
troduced into the scene and improvised interac
tion among the actors was developed.
Sometimes the given circumstances would be changed during
the exercise so that the actors would have to adjust, in a
manner consistent with their characters, to the new situa
tion.

"For example, the scene might be a cold railway sta

tion filled with different characters all waiting for a
train.

In the middle of the exercise it might be announced
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that the train was delayed four hours " (Willis 1968: 323).
The actor would then have to respond in character to this
new set of circumstances.
One of the most valuable aspects of the class, de
spite the potential wounds to the students' egos, was Ouspenskaya1s critique of the acting.

As Fergusson (1977:

n.p.) explained, "She would watch the improvisations very
carefully.

She had a terrific eye . . . and would know

which one was going wrong and at the end of the improvisa
tion would explain."

She could watch the entire group and

be able to describe and evaluate each actor's mood, motiva
tion, action, and emotion.
As suggested above, mood was an important part of the
acting scenes.

According to Comegys (1975: n.p.), develop

ment of mood was a strong interest of Ouspenskaya; certain
ly its importance for the actor and the play was stressed
by Boleslavsky.

Few specific exercises in this area have

been noted by the students.

Comegys remembers standing in

the wings feeling "like a tree blowing in the wind" so that
she would be in the proper mood to enter the scene.

Adler

(1977: n.p.) remembers doing class exercises in being "a
wave on the sea, things like that."

The 1929-30 Catalogue

(p. 11) states that students were given "individual work
in characterization, situation and mood."

So it is clear
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that students were expected to include an expression of
mood in their performances.
The students were apparently very involved with
their Work for Ouspenskaya.

Comegys (1975: n.p.) says of

the first group of students that they spent a lot of extra
time working on exercises.

The improvisations would first

be presented in class on the spur of the moment, but "people
would get very involved with the problem and someone would
suggest a change.

So that group would get together on

their own and work on their presentation."
Later in the term all of the acting students were
given roles in scenes which were directed by the student
regisseurs.

Advanced students were in one-act plays which

were sometimes performed before audiences.

Boleslavsky

seems to have been the one to assign the scenes, though he
may have consulted Ouspenskaya.

Sometimes the student regis

seurs would recruit their own actors.

These scenes and

plays were critiqued by Boleslavsky before the entire
school.

Ouspenskaya attended the presentations and noted

any problems the students were having (Fergusson 1977: n.p.)
.Ouspenskaya also attended the rehearsals of the act
ing company and, in Comegys’ (1975: n.p.) opinion, partici
pated in much of the decision-making.

She gave special help

to students who were having difficulty with some aspect of
their roles.

Sometimes the aid was rather circumspect.

One
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student recounted to Willis (1968: 337-338) his experience
in this regard.

The student was having trouble with his

role in the current production, and Ouspenskaya assigned
him a particular problem, to work on in class.

It was some

time before the student realized that the-class problem re
lated specifically to his role in the play and had obvious
ly been given to him for that reason.

Ouspenskaya did not,

however, point out the connection to him.
Ouspenskaya may also have worked with the students
more in rehearsal when Boleslavsky was away.

Students re-

gisseurs directed the plays then, but in the program of
Big Lake, performed in 1927 when Boleslavsky was in England,
an announcement states, "The director and actors are deeply
grateful to Mme. Maria Ouspenskaya for the valuable assis
tance she gave in the preparation of this production."
The high quality of the training given by Ouspen
skaya is undisputed.

Stanislavsky had apparently consid

ered her an excellent teacher (Willis 1968: 22), and so did
the Lab students.

Adler (1977: n.p.) considers Ouspen

skaya 's class the most important part of her Lab training
and of great value to her in her acting career:
I Would say that my training there profoundly in
fluenced my whole life as an actress, that I was
sure of myself as an. actress, . . . I knew what
to do; I knew the stage was very much easier for
me than it had been before.
She, they, were a
great influence, the greatest influence in my life.
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The exercises, Adler said, were all "solid, all
do-able.". One specific aid she learned from the exercises
was
being able to produce a certain truth on stage with
whatever you did. If you sewed, or if you showed
somebody in a situation where you fitted a dress on
somebody, to really do it truthfully instead of show
ing the audience. . . .
I remember catching that
you have to be truthful, and then, naturally, what
ever you did you were truthful.
Clurman (1977: n.p.) did not participate in the
class, but he observed it a number of times and. states,
"What she was doing was intelligent direction for actors
of any school, not just Stanislavsky."

He also notes that

she didn't insist on Stanislavsky terminology.
Ouspenskaya's teaching methods were not always easy
for the students to take.

A small, intense woman who wore

a black shawl over her head and smoked little black cigars,
Ouspenskaya was a strict and stern teacher.

Comegys (1975:

n.p,) describes her as "very demanding" and remembers what
she, Comegys, considered at the time harsh criticism.

Wil

lis (1968:23, 324) says that Ouspenskaya "often reduced
students to tears with her criticism," apparently inten
tionally, believing that "a public display of personal emo
tion" would break down "fears and inhibitions concerning
performance."
At the same time, students who knew her outside of
the classroom considered her a warm, gentle person (Willis

81
1968: 23).

At all times she was dedicated to her work

with them. Adler (1977: n.p.) reports:
I remember rehearsing and going to Madame Ouspenskaya late at night in costume and showing her my
scenes. And she would stay up half the night
with me and never say anything--just going over
the scene, over and over.
She was a wonderful
woman, very human.
Adler went on to explain that Ouspenskaya would do this not
only for Lab work but for scenes from plays that Adler was
doing in the professional theatre.

Fergusson (1977: n.p.)

commented on her excellent self-discipline and called her
a "wonderful spirit."

Not all of the students knew her in

this light, but even those who stood often in awe and some
times in fear of her praised her teaching ability.

Her

class provided the students with a large portion of the
practice needed for the development of the inner means of
expression, or what Boleslavsky (1923b: 292) liked to call
"the education and training of the soul."
Boleslavsky's "The Att of the Theatre" Class
Boleslavsky's course, usually described as "Lectures
on the Art of the Theatre" (Catalogue
consisted of two parts:

1926, 1928), actually

lectures and critique sessions.

An ad for the school in the February 1927, The Drama magazine (p. 143) announced that the "keystone of the work is a
series of talks by Boleslavsky on the art of acting and

82
practice rehearsals with him and with the theatre's
Regisseurs."
The exact arrangement of lecture and practical work
is difficult to reconstruct and seems to have changed over
the years.

The students who joined the Lab at its begin

ning and who, as a group, became the acting company worked
with Boleslavsky much more than students in.later years.
The first group saw Boleslavsky daily in the beginning
months and received instruction in acting exercises as well
as attending lectures (Comegys 1975: n.p.; Willis 1968:
61-62).

By autumn of 1925 Boleslavsky was meeting with be

ginning students only once a week in a two-hour lecture.
In Lecture Four of 1925 Boleslavsky apologizes to the stu
dents for only being able to speak with them once a week
and not to "work practically."

Not until Lecture Six does

Boleslavsky make arrangements to see them doing "something
prepared for me--simple exercises."

The students are to

come to him in groups of five or six "so that I may get ac
quainted with you in actual work."

In this same lecture

Boleslavsky works with the students for the first time in
class, giving them an improvisation to do.
As Boleslavsky became more and more involved in out
side directing activities, he was often absent from classes.
Then the class would usually be cancelled until his return,
although occasionally guest lecturers or the student
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regisseurs1would conduct the class.

Apparently there were

long periods when Boleslavsky did not work with beginning
students.

Anne Revere (1977: 1) , who .attended the Lab in

1926-27, says that Boleslavsky was a "rare visitor."

She

remembers only two occasions that he appeared; at these
times he critiqued scenes.

Revere had no lectures at all

from him.
The lecture typescripts and interviews with former
students suggest that Boleslavsky began assigning scenes to
beginning students after about two months of lectures.
Then, it appears, Boleslavsky dispensed with formal lectures
and included his "lecturing" in the critique sessions.
What work Boleslavsky did with advanced students at the be
ginning of the term is unrecorded.

Possibly the advanced

group began immediately with scene work and had no formal
lectures at all.

The critique sessions included both first

and second year students and may have run concurrently with
the lectures the first part of the term, with only second
year students performing at that time and beginning students
merely observing.
Fergusson (1977: n.p.) has a clear recollection of
the critique sessions which he says were called "Workshop."
All of the students would meet together in the theatre to
watch and/or perform in scenes directed by the student

84
regisseurs from Boleslavsky's directing class.

Boleslavsky

would then critique the scenes and work with as many stu
dents as possible, discussing problems, correcting errors,
and helping the actors to apply the techniques that they
were learning.

Fergusson considered these sessions extreme

ly valuable for both the regisseurs and the actors.

.Bole-

s lavsky 's specific manner of working with the students was
similar to his conduct of rehearsals, which will be dis
cussed in the next chapter.
The main information now available on Boleslavsky1s
class are the lectures.

A complete set of lectures for a

given term is unfortunately not available, but a partial
series from two school terms complement each other suffi
ciently to,give a relatively complete record of the type
and depth of information that Boleslavsky wanted his acting
students to know.
Twelve lectures in typescript form, totalling fiftyfive pages of single-spaced copy and fifteen pages doublespaced, are extant.

The typescripts were discovered re

cently by Francis Fergusson among his private papers.^

A

note on the envelope containing the typescripts to the ef
fect that "these are the copies of Boley's lectures" leaves

^"These typescripts are not available to the public
but were kindly lent to the writer for use in this study.
All following quotations not otherwise cited are from these
lectures.
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no doubt as to their origin.
as "Boleslavsky's lecture."

In addition a few. are labeled
A list of the lectures with

their subject matter and probable dates can be found in
Appendix B.

Not all of the typescripts are dated, but it

is possible from external appearance and from references
within the body of the lectures to determine, for the most
part, their order and place in time.
Five typescripts represent lectures given in the
autumn term of 1925.

These lectures are numbered to seven

with Lectures One and Four missing.

Lecture Two of the

series covers what might be called the components of act
ing:

the "orders" given to the actor, action , object, con

nection, feeling of truth, and adjustment.

Lecture Three

takes up the analysis of a play and a role for long dis
tance mood, spine, and beats.

The missing Lecture Four

probably explains what memory of feeling is, for Lectures
Five and Six explain how to apply it to a role.

Lecture

Seven deals with the imagination.
Four typescripts represent lectures given in the
spring term of 1928.
only one is dated.

These lectures are not numbered and
But they can be grouped in time due to

external appearance:

the same paper, typewriter, and a

distinctively colored blue-green carbon were used, all
different characteristics from the first five.

Further,

with one possible exception, internal references allow for
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accurate ordering.

Lecture One concerns a general

description of art and the work of the actor as an artist.
Lecture Two is missing, but Boleslavsky obligingly states
in the first sentence of Lecture Three what was discussed
in the previous lecture.

The subject matter was exactly

the same as the extant Lecture Two of 1925, that is,, the
components of acting.

Lecture Three again deals with long

distance mood, spines, and beats.

The next two lectures

concern an explanation of memory and of memory of feeling
and how to develop the latter.

They have been labeled by

the writer Lectures Four A and Four B , as the first of
them is marked "to be continued" as though Boleslavsky ran
out of time.

And, contrary to the usual schedule, the

second one on the subject was given the next day, rather
than the next week.
Two lectures are difficult to place in sequence.
One, entitled "Species and Beats," is seemingly of the
1928 group.

It is possible that this is Lecture Five of

1928 as it covers the subject of applying memory of feel
ing to a role, although not in the same detail as Lecture
Five of 1925.

The only new ideas presented in this lec

ture are on line reading and the spine of the character;
therefore Boleslavsky’s remarks in this lecture will be
discussed under those topics.

Another lecture difficult

to place in sequence is an undated, untitled one on the
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needs of all artists:
imagination.

technique, nature, inspiration, and

This is, in the writer's opinion, an early-

in-the-term lecture; the subject matter is general in
nature, and, as Boleslavsky states, comes before he has
talked of feeling.

This lecture, less than two pages in

length, overlaps in subject matter Lecture One of 1928 and
the major points will be discussed with Lecture One under
the topic of the nature of art and the artist.

While.a

more exact knowledge of the ordering of the lectures would
be desirable, such information is not crucial to an under
standing of what Boleslavsky considered important or of
his style in imparting these ideas to his students.
A final lecture is. dated March 8, 1929, and covers
the general techniques that actors need.

This lecture may

well be the last class that Boleslavsky gave at the Lab,
for by April he was on his way to Hollywood, never to teach,
at the.Lab again.

Except for one section in which Bole-

slavsky elaborates oncharacter, no new ideas are presented in this lecture, and it may be considered mainly a substan
tiation of the concepts set forth in other lectures.
These newly discovered typescripts may, with the
noted omissions, represent all of the formal lectures given
by Boleslavsky each term, as it seems unlikely that the
student(s) recording them would suddenly stop doing so.
Quite possibly Boleslavsky spoke on the same topics as he
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critiqued the students scenes, but unfortunately no written
record of those classes has been discovered.
From the lectures available for study, it can be
seen that Boleslavsky followed the same pattern in present
ing his ideas in each term.

While he sometimes changed his

means of expression or tried new illustrations to make his
point, Boleslavsky's ideas are consistently repeated, and
he clearly had1a progression of concepts in mind.

Thus the

topics of the lectures will be discussed in the order in
which Boleslavsky took them up in the lectures of a single
term.

That is, the subject matter of Lectures One and Four

of 1928 will be coordinated with the lectures of the 1925
term so that the progression of ideas can be shown.

Note

will be made, of course, from which specific lecture the
material comes,
On occasion Boleslavsky digressed from his major
topic in a lecture to comment on the topic of a later lec
ture.

The ideas presented in such digressions will be dis

cussed with the topics to which they refer.

A few topics,

such as characterization and line reading, were not the
subject of an entire lecture, but Boleslavsky presented his
ideas on these topics in more than one lecture.

Pertinent

comments on a single topic will be gathered from different
lectures and discussed in one section.
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In quoted material obvious typing errors have been
corrected.

Any questionable punctuation which might affect

the sense of the text has been left as found, as has, of
course, Boleslavsky's sometimes unique grammatical construc
tion.

More quotations than might be necessary for the mere

explanation of ideas have been used in an effort to impart
more fully the richness of Boleslavsky’s style and something
of his personality, as well as to give the reader an oppor
tunity to judge the effectiveness of Boleslavsky1s explana
tions *
The manner of delivery of the lectures was apparent
ly in keeping with Boleslavsky1s personality.

A large man

six feet tall and about 200 pounds, Boleslavsky approached
everything he undertook with enthusiasm, and he infected
his students with a similar enthusiasm.

Former students,

who called him Boley, agree that he was a very charismatic
figure.

"The actors," Comegys (1975: n.p.) says, "espe

cially women, almost worshipped him.

Even my friend who

had scoffed at my ardor found herself under his spell."
But Comegys

and other former students also remember him

as a gentle and kindly person.

Stella Adler (1977: n.p.)

says that he had "a very endearing quality."

Adler found

the trait hard to describe, but says, "It's a very Russian
quality, being close to people, outgoing to people; no
body's a stranger . . . nobody is alienated.

He had that.
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That's very Russian, that quality."

The language structure

in the lectures suggests a compelling style, and apparently
the manner of delivery was also compelling.

As Adler ex

plained, when Boleslavsky spoke, "He was really speaking
to you and made contact with you."
Boleslavsky also had an excellent sense of humor,
although it was a Russian humor, and was not always under
standable to Americans (Adler 1977: n.p.; Clurman 1977:
n .p .).

Boleslavsky's more subtle wit is evident in his

lectures.

His manner of conducting the lectures was infor

mal, and students could comment or ask questions if they
wished.

However, few questions occur in the early lec

tures ; suggesting that students either found his explana
tions completely clear or that they may have found Bole-sTavsky a little overwhelming at first.
The Nature of Art and Acting
Boleslavsky discusses the general nature of art
and the work of the artist in two lectures:

Lecture One

of 1928 and an undated, untitled lecture which does not
fit into either the 1925 or 1928 series in any obvious
way.

This short lecture might have been given as intro

ductory material in a class which then went into practical
acting work, or the talk could have been given at one of
the times in later years when Boleslavsky was involved in
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some of his outside, activities and pressed for time.

As

the subject matter is to a large extent similar to Lecture
One, a discussion of pertinent points in the short lecture
will be included in this section,and
being from "the short lecture."

will be noted as

All other discussion and

quotes are from Lecture One of 1928.
Boleslavsky1s first lecture is what might be
called a pep talk to the students.

While he gives some

practical advice, his main purpose seems to be inspiration
more than instruction.

Boleslavsky explains the impor

tance of art and exhorts the students to dedication and
hard work.

"We all come here to work in the Theatre, for

the Theatre, and from the Theatre," he declares.

The stu

dent who typed the lecture capitalized the word theatre,
and one can easily believe that Boleslavsky made the stu
dents think of it that way.
The first quarter of the lecture Boleslavsky spends
"reasoning" toward the conclusion that the students should
work hard at their job of acting.

He begins with a dis

cussion of art's relationship to man.

As usual, Boleslav

sky speaks of art in general, not only of the theatre, for
he believes all branches of art to have their essential,
qualities in common.

Art, Boleslavsky insists, has been

a basic part of man's nature since the cave man decorated
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his stone knife, carving on it "the picture of the hunt,
which was the beginning of painting and sculpture."

Art

is so basic, he continues, that it exists even in the world
of animals, for example, a cat playing with a string as if
it were a mouse:

"This is pure theatre, nothing else.

The

cat knows that there is no mouse, that there will be no
blood excitement.

Just the same it jumps . . . hides . . .

and pounces . . . over and over."
What it is in man that makes him need to pretend and
to beautify his surroundings, Boleslavsky avers, "is not for
us to decide;"

All we must do, he says, is to acknowledge

that something, soul or spirit or religion, "makes us long
for better things . . . for idealizations."

Boleslavsky

illustrates:
Why do we go to the theatre to look at the drama
or comedy, even if it be a realistic comedy or a
perfectly naturalistic drama?
. . . 1 like to see
something which is more ideal.
I like to hear the
beautiful speech and movements of the actor who
has a certain line or idea which is clear, or con
densed, as it cannot be in real life. . That gives
me the satisfaction of seeing something at least
that is better than my neighbor, than myself, than
anyone I meet.
If we admit that there is a sense of art in every
thing we do, "which is essential to every action of human
beings," then, reasons Boleslavsky, "it seems as if art is
a necessity."

If that is the case, he says,
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Your attitude toward art changes a little bit . . .
it doesn't become an opportunity or a gamble, or a
chance to develop your own individuality or just
ambition. . . .
It becomes a duty, if you approach
it that way.
Boleslavsky then equates this duty of an actor to
ward art with the essential duties of the policeman, fire
man, or priest and arrives at the final conclusion of his
argument:

"Art is a serious matter, something absolutely

professional," and "it requires a great amount of exact
knowledge or exact science,"
Having

by his "logic" explained to the students

that the acting profession is worthy of hard work and dedi
cation and requires special knowledge, Boleslavsky continues
with what this work and knowledge must entail.

The actor

should begin technical training of the mind and body very
early.

In fact, "he must be through with the technical

part of his work . . . before he starts to play his first
part."

Diction and voice should be "second nature so that

when he is given a part he won't have to think,
going to say such and such a line?
inflection?'"

'How am I

Where will I make this

Boleslavsky covers essentially the same

points in the short lecture and gives a further interesting
example:

"When you will be able to take a newspaper and
%
when you will be able to read it as you read Romeo and
Juliet, I will say,

'Here is material.'

There is no great

accomplishment in being able to read Shakespeare well."
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The actor must train his or her body in the same
manner as the voice, Boleslavsky stresses in both lectures„
In Lecture One of 1928 he says, "Before you ever get a
single line, you must spend hours and hours and days and
days in the perfection of every muscle of your, body."
The mind too, continues Boleslavsky, must be trained:
"Learn to observe everything that happens around you.
Start when you are young, not when you already have precon
ceived notions about everything.

Start now, when every

thing is new and important to you."
In explaining the reason for all this training,
Boleslavsky sets forth to the students one of the major
tenets of the actor training System which he espouses--an
idea new to American thinking:

the actor's body as the in

strument of his art.
Don't forget the relationship between the artist
and his material. . . . Don't forget that the
musician has his instrument and himself as artist.
Don't forget that the sculptor has his clay. . . .
You have the man who creates and something from
which he creates. What happens to the actor? You
say, "Well, he has the words." Words have nothing
to do with the actor. Words are the material of
the poet and the playwright.
The only material V.
the actor has is himself; when he has to create an
image, or a character like MacBeth or Orphelia,
his material is himself. Unless he controls this
material perfectly, just as the violinist controls
his violin, he is in no position to achieve suc
cess.
Boleslavsky's other major thrust in this first lec
ture is the contention that modern actors are not training
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themselves properly.

Artists in other fields, he insists,

practice very hard at their art, developing competence with
their instruments.

But "Does the actor do the same thing?

. . . Where have we seen the actor go through the same exer
cises everyday?

Yes, when he is young.

But later he forgot about them."

Then he did them.

Only some of the great

actors, Boleslavsky says, continue to work hard.
glect,

This ne

declares Boleslavsky, is the reason that Gordon

Craig made the statement that the actor does not belong in
the theatre.

Boleslavsky tells of his writing to Craig for

an explanation of this statement and of the reason Craig
gave "in a private letter from him."

Craig came to the con

clusion that he should make this statement only after a long
correspondence with the great actress Eleanor Duse; he de
cided, according to Boleslavsky, to wake up the theatre with
a bomb shell because "the theatre is in a stage of sleeping
sickness."

Craig succeeded, Boleslavsky says:

"There

isn't an actor in the world who didn't give some thought
to his statement."

Actors began to realize, Boleslavsky

declares, that they had forgotten that they are craftsmen,
professionals, "that we must know our trade."
Another reason that Craig feels that the actor is
a nuisance in the theatre, Boleslavsky says, is that "he
lets his emotion enslave him."

Control over the emotion is

another aspect of the control over his body that an actor
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must have, Boleslavsky insists.

Craig too believes,

Boleslavsky says, that it is possible for the actor to
combine emotion and technique into "a perfect creation."
The actor must know how to use emotions as a "con
structive power," as a good executive "in public or indus
trial life" is able to do, Boleslavsky suggests.

He ex

plains ,
You repress [sic] that emotion and use the energy
for constructive work. The words of the poet
and the playwright give them [the actors] a
chance, an opportunity to go excited, to go emo
tional at certain times. After that he should
handle this emotion. He should be able to
bring it to such a state where it will be con
structive, where it will go over the footlights
and into the audience and thrill or entertain
. . . or make them think. Whatever you want.
The process, the technique, of training their instru
ments Boleslavsky explains is what the students are about
to learn at the Lab, and they must remember that the "tech
nique comes first and creation afterwards."

They must try

to improve and perfect themselves and "become a really
beautiful instrument in every way."
Boleslavsky brings up one other area which must be
worked on by the actor--clean living:
You will look at me with open eyes when I say clean
living.
It is so. You must have absolute control
of your; nerves and mind and be healthy.
If you have
to play Lady MacBeth or Caliban, you cannot do it
unless you yourself are wholesome and healthy,
otherwise you will not be able to go into the cor
ruption and strange complication of the human soul
without impairing your own sanity. The moment
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your nerves are weak, when you plunge into the
part, the part gets hold of you. . . . You must
be the master of yourself first, then of your
part, and finally of your audience.
A few of Boleslavsky's other points in the 1928,lec
ture bear mentioning.

On the problem of the actor being

at the same time both creator and material, Boleslavsky
explains that the answer is simply that the actor is not
both at once:

"at one fraction of a time you are yourself

and at another fraction of the time you are the material."
The subject of genius is one on which Boleslavsky comments
on several occasions.

In Lecture One of 1928 he declares

that there is no such thing:

"No such thing as genius

which descends from the sky.

There is only hard study and

hard hard work.

One step after another."

In the short lec

ture Boleslavsky also cautions against reliance on genius,
warning, "Do not believe in so-called geniuses.
that they existed in the past.

It may be

That I cannot say.

They

do not exist any more. . . . Without technique no genius
ever existed in the world."
The short lecture on art and the actor covers much :
of the same material as Lecture One of 1928.

Boleslavsky

also discusses the components of all art, this time categor
izing them as technique, nature, imagination, and inspira
tion.

In talking of nature he expands on his position on

art versus reality:

"Nothing on the stage should be real.
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It should be BETTER.

Never should it be exactly like life."

But, he continues, art is tied to nature; it has its basis
in nature.

"Every artist is entirely lost when he goes com

pletely away from nature."

Abie's Irish Rose, a long-

running Broadway play, is successful, Boleslavsky explains,
because "it is a part of life shown in an improved way."
In the short lecture Boleslavsky also defines inspi
ration, which he sees as a relationship the actor feels
with the audience:
on stage.

"Inspiration comes when the actor is

Through inspiration from the audience comes the

inspiration to take the next beat."

For example, when the

audience responds to a "certain expressive gesture," Bole
slavsky explains, the actor is filled with pleasure, and
"this pleasure is the background of inspiration."

If the

actor can't get an audience in his grasp, Boleslavsky con
tinues, his "inspiration is killed in the beginning."
Boleslavsky seems to see inspiration as rare:

"If you will

be inspired two, three, four, or five times during a play,
it is enough.

People will gladly pay five dollars to see

only one such moment.” But> Boleslavsky cautions, the actor
should not rely on inspiration when performing.

"It will

not come until you are prepared for it technically."
Several observations can be made in regard to Bole- slavsky’s ideas in these lectures and his means of presenting
them.

Despite his contention at the beginning of Lecture
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One that he is going to examine the art of the theatre in
a logical way, his arguments are sometimes non sequitur.
For example, the idea that art is a duty is not necessarily
followed by the conclusion that it takes a lot of knowledge.
In other ways his lecture is not well-organized, and long
digressions sometimes make it difficult to follow his train
of thought.

However, it is unlikely that this defect would

have been evident, or even relevant, to the students and in
this lecture is in fact unimportant to the effect of his
teaching.

Boleslavsky1s style of delivery advances his pur

pose of inspiration without the need of clever arguments.
A more complete analysis of Boleslavsky16 style will be pre
sented at the end of the discussion of the lectures, but one
example from Lecture One shows the way he uses graphic il
lustrations of his points to carry the necessary emotional
impact to affect his audience.

When making the point that

art is a necessity to man, he says
All through history one can find examples. For
instance, in those countries, beset by evils of
war, or famine, or disease, do the arts stop?
No. You could walk along the streets during the
French Revolution and you would hear music or
singing. During the war [World War I] in Ger
many you could find places where plays by
Shakespeare were acted. Certain individuals
could not stop practicing their arts, even if
they have the last breath in their bodies.
Such descriptions put the students in noble company in the
pursuit of their art.

Throughout the lectures Boleslavsky
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associates the work of the theatre with high purpose.

If

his purpose in this lecture was, as seems evident, to con
vince the students of the importance of the theatre and to
inspire them to hard work and dedication his language is
well-tailored to the task.
Comments from former students, especially from the
Lab's early years, suggest that Boleslavsky did succeed in
a practical way in filling the students with enthusiasm and
commitment.

Comegys (1975: n.p.) spoke of the dedication

and hard work of the group and of the completeness of their
acceptance of what Boleslavsky had to say.

In Willis (1968:

53-55) Shirley White, whose impressions were recorded in
letters written at the time, made similar comments and even
included many of Boleslavsky1s comments in her letters home.
Boleslavsky's style, while of course not the complete reason
for the students' enthusiasm, helps to explain their reac
tions .
In regard to what the students should and would be
doing, Boleslavsky is describing the same program of train
ing that.he had advocated in his prerLab writing and lec
tures, although he doesn't take up the spiritual training
until Lecture Two.

In this lecture Boleslavsky's sometimes

extravagant statements do not give a very realistic picture
of what would actually occur at the Lab.

The students

would not be finished with physical training before they
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ever played a part, and they were not likely to achieve
perfect control over mind and body while there.
slay'sky’s basic advice is practical:

But Bole-

Have a well-trained

body, work hard, and do not rely on genius or inspiration.
Boleslavsky also advises on one of his major inter
ests :

the actor's relationship to emotion.

In view of

later controversy on this subject, especially in the Group
Theatre. (Strash erg 1976: 546, 550; Adler 1976: 508-09;
Gray 1967: 150-51), two points of Boleslavsky's should be
noted.

First of all, though he would allow a few occasions

when the actor could "go emotional," Boleslavsky stresses
that emotion should be controlled for constructive use.
Secondly, he underlines the necessity of emotional health.
Adler (1977: n.p.) feels that the use of emotional memory
as practiced by Strasberg in the Group Theatre was not
conducive to good emotional health.
that they later gave it up in Russia.
hysterical," she says.

She also points out
"It made the actors

This lecture shows that Boleslavsky

was apparently aware of the potential dangers in the ex
tent of emotional envolvement that he advocated, but be
lieved a healthy mind sufficient protection.
The other major idea of Boleslavsky's which is
presented in this lecture is his view of art as bigger and
better than life.

This belief had two ramifications in

the Lab training:

The ideal affected his directing
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approach, which is described as theatrical (Adler 1977;
n.p.; Clurman 1977; n.p.; Fergusson 1977; n.p.).

Secondly,

while the actor was to create a living soul, qualities of
that soul would be more idealized than in real life, and
the Lab training was aimed at developing an actor capable
of being better than real.
to be beautiful.

His movement and speech were

Some subsequent actors, during 1940's and

■1950's, supposedly applying the system, attempted to dup
licate reality with unintelligible speech and boring move
ment, (Brockett and Findlay 1973; 574; Clurman 1958b: 25556).

Such an interpretation of theatrical art was com

pletely contrary to Boleslavsky1s doctrine.
The Components of Acting
The second subject which Boleslavsky takes up in
his lectures is what might be called the components of
acting, although Boleslavsky does not use this term.

In

Lecture Two he discusses the elements necessary in acting
a part.

The lecture typescript is from 1925, but the same

subject was covered in the 1928 lecture. .
Boleslavsky begins the lecture by referring to the
work in Ouspenskaya's class;
The exercises you are now doing may seem strange to
you. They may not even seem sound to you because
you want to play Ophelias and Hamlets and other
beautiful characters and here is a little strange
woman who asks, "Can you pick up a pin from the
floor? Can you listen to a mouse?" and you do not
see the relationship between these things.

103
His purpose in this lecture, Boleslavsky says, is to
explain how these "so different things are related."
An actor's purpose, Boleslavsky declares, is to
create on stage the life of a human soul— this is the end
product for the actor just as a picture or sonata is the
finished creation for a painter or musician.

Boleslavsky

sees this soul as just as lasting as a more tangible work
of art.

It will, he says, "come to life on opening night,"

and it then exists not only in that particular play "but
in the world, in the universe of art."

The ideal for the

actor is to "give birth to that certain soul which will
live in history."
The main subject of Boleslavsky's lecture is thus
an explanation of the way this soul may be created, "as
life itself creates new human souls . . .

in the same

natural way, from the marriage between author, actor,
audience, scene director, scenic artist, and musician."
If we, as human souls, analyze ourselves,
Boleslavsky says, we see first of all that life is action:
When you are born, the very first moment you start
to act; you start to do something.
[For] every
human being no matter if it is simply an embryo or
a developed human being, action is the first symptom
of life. What would you say is the foundation we
can build on in pur creation of a human soul? Do
you not think it is the action of acting?
Boleslavsky gives several examples from life of the way
human beings are always acting, then continues:
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Do you not see how every second some simple things
happen, "I wish, I do; I wish, I do" all the time?
What 1 am doing now is to wish to explain certain
things. Your wish is or is not to understand what
I am explaining to you but it is certainly a wish
and an action.
Thus, it is clear, reasons Boleslavsky, what a role or a
play is:
'

(

a collection of problems in which you wish and you
do. When you say, "I know how to do it. I can
have a wish for every moment in my life and 1 can
fulfill exactly what I wish," nothing else can be
said to you by any teacher or stage director in the
world.
In life the wishes and actions are created by the
individual himself, but in a play they come from other
people; therefore, Boleslavsky says, the actor must be
able to do what he or she is ordered to do.

The exercises

given to the students, he explains, are to teach them to
wish and to do on order. ^This is the actor's technique,
like the artist's brush, for creating a human soul.
Boleslavsky then goes on to discuss the people
who give orders to the actor:

the author, the director,

the scenic designer, and the actor himself.

Boleslavsky's

most comprehensive explanation is of the orders given by
the author.

Using as an example the first scene of

Hamlet--the guard Francisco at his post on the rampart and
the relief Bernardo entering--Boleslavsky analyzes in de
tail Shakepeare's orders, which include the given circum
stances of the play as well as the actual lines.
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Boleslavsky points out three specific elements,
or orders, which Shakespeare has put into the scene:

the

existence of danger, the source of the danger, and the
necessity of guarding against it.

As Boleslavsky explains,

The first thing is the presence of danger and the
guard against it. The clever actor asks from
whence comes this danger. He may be answered that
it comes from the ghost. If the enemy were human, he
would come from the north, south, east or west, but
here it is otherwise, because of the ghost. Before
you open your mouth you must realize that you are on
guard and nothing must escape your observation.
This figure of the guard, "ready to turn down any danger,
represents action," says Boleslavsky.
a sound:

Next the guard hears

Bernardo asking, "Who is there?"

"That means,"

Boleslavsky explains, "the watcher hears all things and
has heard something."

So the guard's next action, Bole

slavsky says, "will be to penetrate the air, to find out
who is coming."

Boleslavsky cautions that the scene must

not be "merely shouted, it must be played with feeling
and action."

The mistake usually made in Hamlet, Bole

slavsky says,
is that the guard usually walks around the stage in
open spaces. In war you can not do this. The feel
ing of truth will give you the right thing to do
immediately. You will find a corner from which you
can watch. In such a situation when I hear the
question, "Who is there?" my thought is, "No, I will
first find out who this man is; I will not tell him
but will ask who he is. If he is part of the guard
he will answer, "Long live the king" and I shall
know it is not a ghost or an enemy but part of the
guard." Attention and readiness to defend changes
the guard into a thoughtful creature who speaks in
the play to the man who comes in.
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This study of what "the book" says will mean, explains
Boleslavsky, that "instead of a nice-looking, strong super,
you will have an actor who will go with Shakespeare or be
hind him and he will act and do."
Boleslavsky elaborates further on the danger:

"It

is here a supernatural danger which is different than that
which comes by sword or bullet."

The way to find the feel

ing in this kind of danger will be explained, Boleslavsky
assures his audience, when he discusses affective memory,
"which will show you how to find substitutes for any
feeling."

•

The next order given by the author, Boleslavsky
says, is, "'It is cold and I am sick in heart.'
think that those things are very clear?

Do you not

All these little

orders give you cues for action which, if you are trained,
you will be able to do easily and play right 'away."
The director is the second person to give an order
to the actor, and at this point Boleslavsky presents ex
tensively his conception of the role of this "very strange
man."

Besides the minor acts of telling actors where to

enter and what props are anachronistic, stage directors,
Boleslavsky declares, have an important job:
I call them Mood-makers. They are the people who
create the mood. With all the means they have at
their disposal, with the actors, scenery, lights,
and tricks, they are mood-makers, and the actor is
the one who should have a perfectly open heart to
these people because they will tell you, when you
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have nothing to help you in everyday rehearsal in
your street clothes with no scenery and only one
fifty watt bulb for light, "It is the balcony
where Juliet stands and the bench from which Romeo
speaks." These people open the doors of mood to
you. All the rest must come from you. They speak
to you three, four, five hours and explain what
balcony and what bench from the mood point of
view. All you have to do is to come from . . . all
the annoyances of everyday life, listen to and be
lieve what these people say to you and do i t . . . .
It is not really an order or command which he gives
you, but he is a friendly spirit whom you have to
obey. It is not an order but rather a help. The
result which you will get from him will help you
create and build the picture which is prepared in
your heart by your study at home.
The scenic designer, who at that time in American
stage history was also the costume designer, is the third
order-giver, "one whom the actors always hate and curse,"
notes Boleslavsky.

The reason for this antagonism,

Boleslavsky explains, is that too often the actors do not
receive the designer’s "orders," that is, their costumes
or the stage setting, soon enough and may not know until
dress rehearsal that they are to be dressed in heavy satins
or brocades.

Boleslavsky considers this practice unfortu

nate ;
When you play a part, you should know from the very
beginning what scenery you are going to play in and
what generally the artist thinks from the visual
point of view, because this will help you to go on
with your work and you will not be surprised to find
something at the last moment that you had not even
thought about.
The last person to give an actor an order, Bolesi avsky tells the students, "is the lowest creature.

He
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is so nice, and really a friend of yours, and you have to
deal with him and rely on him because he is the only per
son who will tell you what to do:

it is yourself."

At the time of this lecture the first group of Lab
students had become the acting company and were working on
their second major production, Twelfth Night.

They were

having trouble with it, Boleslavsky confides, because
"they have not enough faith in their best friend themselves."

They were trying to obey the orders from all of

the others, Boleslavsky says, but they needed to go ahead
and say, "'I will do what I believe is right;'"

The ac

tors should, he insists, use their., own judgment "in every
situation."

Boleslavsky hopes that having an audience

will help them, "will pour faith into their souls."
After this discussion of the people who give the
problems of wishing and doing to the actor, Boleslavsky
turns his attention to a more complete analysis of the in
dividual elements of the "problems."

These elements he

explains in turn as action, object, feeling of truth,
connection, and adjustment.
After reiterating the importance of having action
in every problem, Boleslavsky explains the meaning and
necessity of an object:
Do something, you must have an aim, a goal. I
want a glass of water: I must find a glass. The
glass is the first object, then the water; there
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is always an 'object. Without an object there is
no problem. "To be or not to be," here is the
object. You may speak to yourself, to God, to
your mind, to analyze the whole thing that happened
in Denmark, but there must be an object*, and any
time I tell you your object is not strong enough when
you say, "Juliet, I love you," then you are recit
ing it, not saying it to Juliet, and the human soul
that is in the audience will say, "They are talking
one to one side of the house, one to the other when
they are supposed to be in a love scene."
Boleslavsky explains the importance of the feeling
of truth with an example of its absence. If he tells an
actor, "You have lost your best friend," and then asks
him to take a cup of coffee from a pot and drink it, the
actor will usually "talk with his eyes full of tears," but
will drink the coffee without feeling the heat.

"You can

not" Boleslavsky says later in his final summary, "adjust
yourself to a cup of hot coffee as you would if it were
cold."
Connection, Boleslavsky says, is "nothing that can
be explained," but he attempts to do so with the use of
examples:
In this moment I have connection with every one of
you and with no one in particular. Probably I will
go out and it will take me some time to remember how
many of you were here, but I have the deepest con
nection with all at once. But if one were to ask
me a question, 1 would have direct connection with
him and would forget everyone else. The power of
connection is very necessary, and you must learn by
order to connect yourself with one who is given to
you by order. Let us say, he is the ghost, I am
Hamlet. In the moment when he appears, I should
know nothing else exists and a very close connec- .
tion must be established. Artifical, imaginary con
nection should be my hint.
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Boleslavsky's explanation of the final element is
also mainly by example:
What is adjustment, really? If I am speaking with
you, I have a certain way to approach you. If in
stead to someone else, my way of approach is dif
ferent. These adjustments do not concern people
only but everything about you. You are sitting
here listening in one way; in another room you
would listen in another way. The soul adjusts it
self to circumstances.
Boleslavsky explains the concepts in a slightly different
way in his final summary of the lecture:

"The individual

person is creative and improvises an adjustment in every
problem he does.

You may pick up a pin in such a way as

to show people your personality."
The ideas which Boleslavsky is presenting in this
lecture form a basic part of the Stanislavsky system of
acting; therefore his definitions and explanations deserve
close study.
noted.

Boleslavsky's emphasis on action should be

Recent analysts (Coger 1967: 60-65; Moore 1967:

73-76) of Stanislavsky’s work point up a change in his ap
proach in later years to the use of more physical action
for role development and as a means to emotion.

Bole-

si ay sky’s- discussion of action in the Hamlet guard scene
and throughout his lectures show his concern with physical
action and his use of some of the elements which are con
sidered later developments of the system.
Boleslavsky’s meaning of the"term "object" is quite
clear; the object is the receiver of the action.

His
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definition in the summary at the end of the lecture is more
precise;

"when you act you must know toward what point you

act and will receive your answer."
The "feeling of truth" which Boleslavsky is de
scribing: is an understanding of and belief in all the cir
cumstances surrounding the situation of the play.

In the

Hamlet scene he analyzes the given circumstances of the
play to develop the feeling of truth which will then give
the actor "the right thing to do," that is, will determine
the action.

The emphasis, it should be noted, is on the

physical circumstances and action.
Connection, as Boleslavsky uses the term, appar
ently relates to the intensity of the concentration on the
object.

As he explains in the summary of the lecture, "It

is not enough to act toward the object, you must have a
very real connection."

Boleslavsky presented his ideas not

only in his lectures but also in the rehearsals of the
company, and a more complete explanation of connection is
given by Hogg in talking to Willis (1968: 351) about The
Sea Woman's Cloak;
You will also see how he [Boleslavsky] led us to
play together, not separately--to have what he
called "connection," to be sensitive to, to re
spond to, not just the spoken words of our part
ners, but to characters developed in depth, even
as we ourselves were developing our own parts in
depth of motive and feeling. This is a deeper pro
cess than the conventional "listening to what your
partners say," though listening is of course a part
of it.
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The meaning.that Boleslavsky puts on the term
"adjustment" is the least clearcut.

A more precise term

for the process might be adaptations

an individual in

life adjusts physically and mentally to the circumstances,
surroundings, and people around him.

So too the actor

must adjust to the circumstances on the stage and in the
play, the added dimension being that, in the actor’s case,
many of these circumstances are imaginary.

Boleslavsky's

explanation and examples point up the quality of subtlety
in the changes that an individual makes according to cir
cumstances.

However, Boleslavsky does not, in this lec

ture, stress the idea of constant change, which is inher
ent in adjustment.

Apparently he included this aspect in

other instructions to students, as Hogg, in her explana
tion to Willis (1968: 352), defined adjustment as the
"closer, more detailed, thought to thought," changes in
responses that a character makes from moment to moment in
the play.

These small changes occur within a "beat," which

is a unit including one major action or purpose.
There seem to be at least two other facets to
Boleslavsky’s idea of adjustment.

The actor adjusts in

two ways, as the character and as an actor.

In Lecture

Four B Boleslavsky discusses how the actor should deal
with the problem of "breaking up," being made to laugh on
stage.

Let the laugh

out, he says, and use it as the way
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of achieving the original purpose, which might be to show
your dislike of someone.

"Use that laugh immediately for

adjustment," advises Boleslavsky, "If you are strong enough
in adjustment you can always use the laugh toward the goal
you want."

Boleslavsky*s remark that the way a pin is

picked up shows the individual's personality suggests that
he sees adjustment as strongly related to the specific
character in the play.

He is perhaps emphasizing the im

portance of choosing adjustments not just according to the
circumstances, but also according to the role.
The question arises in studying Boleslavsky's ex
planation of these components of acting as to whether or
not the students, with one hearing of Boleslavsky's some
times complicated English, would have completely grasped
his ideas.

The answer is probably that they would not have

understood the concepts without the reinforcement of re
hearsals and critiques which all of the students experi
enced at some time.

Those students interviewed by Willis

and by the writer all became members of the acting company,
and there is no question, but what they all had a clear
grasp of the whole philosophy and procedure.

Whether or

not students who had only scene and one-act rehearsals,
mainly with the student regisseurs, had as deep an under
standing of the ideas is not so clear.

On the other hand,

Boleslavsky's scene analysis of Hamlet is very precise and
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gives the students a very good example of the way to
approach their roles.
Boleslavsky's reference to the work done by stu
dents in Ouspenskaya's class is significant.

Willis (1968:

336-37), in his discussion of the training at the Lab,
draws the conclusion that most of the different aspects of
the training were totally separated and that the Lab phil
osophy of education assumed a transfer of learning.

While

evidence exists that this assumption has some validity,
this lecture and others show an attempt on Boleslavsky’s
part to relate the exercises in concentration, sensory
training, etc., to the creation of a role.
Analysis of the Play
The third topic which Boleslavsky takes up in his
lectures is a process of play analysis.

In Lecture Three

of both 1925 and 1928 Boleslavsky discusses elements of a
play which the actor must identify and understand in order
to act his own part properly.

These elements are the long

distance mood, the spine of the play, and the beats. .The
first two elements are determined jointly by all of the
actors in the play, and all of the actors, each in charac
ter, use the same long distance mood and the same spine.
The third element, the beats, which Boleslavsky defines
as each separate action, are of two types:

the beats of
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the play as a whole and the beats of the specific role.
The play beats are determined by the regisseur and follow
ed by all of the actors.

The beats of each role are found

and used by the actor playing the role. _Boleslavsky* s main
focus in this lecture is on the latter type of beat.

The

division of a part into beats by the actor could be con
sidered a technique for developing a role and in that
sense overlaps with the next section.

However, in Lecture

Three Boleslavsky1s treatment of the subject emphasizes
beat determination mostly as an aspect of analyzing the
play.

In a later lecture he discusses more about the way

the actor should analyze and develop each beat to create
•t

his character.
Lecture Three of 1925 and of 1928 are both avail
able for study and make an interesting comparison of Boleslavsky's instruction in different years.,

The subject is

approached in the same way each time and many of the same
examples are used for illustration.

The contrast in the

1925 and 1928 lectures shows the improvement in Boleslavsky1s ability to express himself in English and to explain
his concepts.

In the 1925 lecture Boleslavsky tends to

repeat his ideas in several different ways and to insert
extraneous material.
often clumsy.

The grammatical construction is

By 1928, the explanations are more succinct

and aside comments are fewer.

The explanations are easier
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to understand but in some cases less rich.
passages illustrate these points.

Two parallel

From the 1925 lecture:

Now let me try to explain how all those things
should be applied to a part in a play, in every
exercise which will not be simply a "one-minute"
exercise but one lasting five minutes which is
really a five-minute play, when a few of you are
working together. Let us go back to Nature, Na
ture, like a good mother, keeps everything in
her hand and you can find the source of everything
in Nature. Let us take such a simple example as
a man who is walking from one point to another
which is quite a distance away. Let us look on
this very simple example from the psychological
and artistic points of view. What is interesting
to us is how this looks as a piece of life which
is created by a human soul.

:

From the 1928 lecture:
Now we go still further and discover how all these
things may be applied to a part, and not only to a
part, but to any exercise of a few minutes, which
constitutes in a way a minute play. Take a very
simple example from life, to begin with. A man
walks from one point to another, quite a distance
away. We will look at this as piece of life cre
ated by a human soul.
An additional difference between the 1925 and 1928
lectures are the introductory comments by Boleslavsky in
.

1925.

.

The Lab production of Twelfth Night opened in early

October of 1925, presumably just before the delivery of
this lecture which is dated only October 1925.

Boleslav-

sky had apparently asked the students in the class for
their opinions on the production:,, for he begins the lee- ;
ture by thanking them for their criticism,' which was "hon
est and intelligent," and tells them that he has adopted
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a couple of the suggestions.

He goes on to chastize

mildly those who did not give him any criticism:
You must understand how we are building the whole
institution, the life of this Theatre, not only
one performance and that the main way we work in
the Theatre, which is a collaborative way. That
means that one must forget about himself but re
member well the institution as a whole. I would
like you to spend the time while you are here, not
only in getting something in technique and atmos
phere, but that you actually help to build the
Theatre because, after all, the Theatre is the very
thing we all work and suffer and stand for.
Boleslavsky then turns to the substantive part of
the lecture, and from this point the lectures of 1925 and
1928 are parallel in subject matter.

Quotations are from

the 1928 lecture unless otherwise noted.
Boleslavsky begins his discussion of long dis
tance mood with the previously quoted passage about the
man walking from one point to another.

There are :three

points to note, Boleslavsky explains:

(1) The man walks

"not in an unbroken line, but in uneven steps, covering
the ground in bits and periods."

(2) He is going to "a

definite destination, which is in his mind as he goes."
(3) The manner in which he walks is determined by the
external conditions around him such as "sand, pavement,
field."

These three principles apply to "everything that

conforms to normal and constructive life," Boleslavsky
says, and illustrates with another example, that of a
tree growing.

These principles are in all action that
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one does in life, Boleslavsky explains, and in the
performance of problems in acting;
You carry out a certain action; you have the end
of the problem definitely in mind, and you do it
according to the situation you are in. But in
acting there is another factor which envelops and
surrounds these three principles, and upon which
they greatly depend-^this thing called Long Dis
tance Mood. It.is this that gives the color and
general tone to these three principles you keep
in mind while carrying out a problem.
Boleslavsky illustrates the concept of long dis
tance mood with an. analysis of the mood in Twelfth Night.
To find the long distance mood of the whole play, Boleslav
sky says, "You must go back to the time when Shakespeare
wrote it."

Boleslavsky points out that the play was

written in order to celebrate "Twelfth Night” and that it
had a second title, What You Will.
Take only these two hints, and build upon them,
trying to establish a Long Distance Mood which
will cover the whole play. To do this you must
go back to old Merrie England and the jolly gay
spirit which existed, and the people who were
not worried by war debts, and knew nothing of mod
ern science. They were perfectly free and unham
pered in their expression of this spirit. Here
is another cue for the Long Distance Mood--the
merry spirit. Today we have all seen examples of
the merry spirit, and although its form may have
been different in the days of Shakespeare, the
spirit inside was the same as it is today.
"Twelfth
Night" in those days was the happiest day in all
the year, when everyone was supposed to forget and
forgive and to think only of his own enjoyment. It
was written for this, and so today when actors play
it, they must keep only this in mind--this spirit
of merriment, for that is what Shakespeare intended.
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If the actors do not look upon the play this way,
Boleslavsky warns, the play will seem "full of faults and
silly."

But, he assures the students, if they use the

long distance mood that Shakespeare intended, the play
"will be gay and merry and easy to play because you are in
sympathy with the real reason of why it was written and of
[what] Shakespeare had in mind." Then, Boleslavsky declares,
the actor will be able to believe that all things are
possible.

For example, as Boleslavsky explains in the 1925

lecture, if the actors have this feeling inside,
you do not need to pretend that you do not recog
nize Viola and Sebastian and that Viola does not
recognize Sebastian, and you can believe that Oliv
ia' would push away the love of a nice young man
and would fall in love in one second with Viola
and afterwards in another second she does not re
cognize him.
The actors will be able to play, Boleslavsky believes, with
the "sincerity and belief children have when they say,
'The sandbox is the castle and you are the king.'"
^ Boleslavsky emphasizes that the long distance mood
has nothing to do with the historical period of the play.
The long distance mood is more universal, he points out;
it "comes from the inside of the human soul."

This is the

reason, Boleslavsky explains, that Hamlet can be played in
m o d e m dress and still be true to Shakespeare; in that
case the historical period had no meaning at all.

Long

distance mood, Boleslavsky declares, is that part of Hamlet
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that makes it acceptable in m o d e m clothes.

Hamlet, he

continues, is
an ideal reflection of the whole world and concerns
justice, injustice, love, hate, revenge, betrayal,
and even the theatre. There is nothing in the
world that can not be found in Hamlet. For ex
ample , in Hamlet's speech to the players, there is
nothing more that can be said about acting than is
said there. . . . There are certain fundamental
truths that never change and Shakespeare has said
them all in this passage. Long distance mood is
that sort of thing. It is the spirit in which the
part is conceived, and that belongs to human souls
of all times, not to any given, .historical period.
Preserve the long distance mood and your play will
go over many years after it is written, whereas
if you preserve only the historical form of the
play, the play will be a failure.
In the 1925 lecture Boleslavsky explains the prob
lems in emphasizing the historical side in presenting
Twelfth Night.

To use the historical approach "would be

to you the most disgusting thing imaginable."

Boleslavsky

proceeds to describe some of the practices of sixteenth
century England:

A late night carouser might have a bucket

of swill dumped on him from a window above.

The knight

served the lady who had "given him her scarf with, all his
life, leaving her husband entirely out of the-considera
tion, and one way to spend the time was to sit around some
place and listen to the most beautiful poetry while the
ladies looked for those little jumping creatures in the
knights' hair."

Perfumes and spices were used "because

the people were afraid to take baths and the smell was
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terrible; so they brought in spices and perfumes to cover
it up,"

But, Boleslavsky insists, none of these aspects

of history matter in following the mood of the play.

All

that matters is the "gay and merry and happy" aspects,
which is what must be produced "so that the modern audi
ence will be able to understand and grasp this spirit."
Boleslavsky also notes in the 1925 lecture that
only well-written plays have these "permanent things."
Some playwrights write of externals which have meaning
only at the time of the writing, Boleslavsky maintains,
but the writing of "eternal writers . . . can be trans
lated anywhere . . . it will go over because.it will have
the life of the human soul in it and that can be under
stood by all the people all the time."

But the student

must remember, Boleslavsky stresses, that the long distance
mood concerns only the actor, not the playwright.
The spine, or the direction of a part, is the
second important element for the actor to find in the play.
Boleslavsky does not specifically connect this definition
to his metaphor of the man walking, but presumably a com
parison with the direction of the man's walk is what he
has in mind.

The spine, Boleslavsky states, shows the

actor what to do, "not what he should play, but what he
should do, because the actor must know every moment what
he should be doing.

Every problem an actor has must have
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action:

It must have 'Now I do this,'

'Now I do that,1

never, 'Now X say this.'"
Whether the actor finds "the perfect way" to ex
press this action depends upon his talent. Boleslavsky
points out.

But even if the actor is not talented, he will

give "an honest performance," because "his spine will al
ways be giving him something to do."

The audience will

know, Boleslavsky warns, if the actor has no spine for his
part, because such an actor will give "a third-rate per
formance, playing only with his body and his voice."

The

moments when the actors "really do" are the moments that
people attend the theatre for, Boles lavsky ..insists.

As an

example, in the 1925 lecture he cites the success the pre
vious season of The Wild Duck by Henrik Ibsen:. In that
production the play "was acted not played."

The use of

the spine is particularly important in plays like Ibsen's,
Boleslavsky remarks.

There is "no more difficult" author

for acting, Boleslavsky maintains, because Ibsen "speaks
only," and the actor must go to a great deal of effort "to
find out what the acting is."

In such plays

the spine is a little secret which gives him [the
actor] his opportunities for action. First it
tells him what kind of an adjustment to apply to
the play. Second, it shows him between what lim
its he has to do his action. Third, it keeps him
safe from periods when he might do nothing on the
stage. He speaks or he does not speak; he expresses
or he does not express; he can never be zero. If
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he is one of the little pages in the Duke's place,
he cannot do nothing, because he belongs to the
spine of the play and his action will be to know
that he belongs to the Duke, is interested in him
and in what goes on about him.
Boleslavsky gives two rules to use in designating
the spine of a play:

"It must be simple and it must be a

verb .. . . something that will prompt you to action."
Finding the spine is harder than finding the long distance
mood which "belongs to the general atmosphere," Boleslavsky
explains.

The actors in Twelfth Night, after much discus

sion, decided that the spine was "to play with life, as
you would play with.a toy or game.

Everything in life

prompts you to play with it as a cat would with a piece of
string.

"You play seriously, but you play."
To illustrate his point, Boleslavsky mentions some

of the ways that some of the characters play with life:
the Duke, for example, thinks he must have love, but "he
is not really sick because he doesn't do anything about
his problem." The Duke thinks he cannot live without Olivia,
Boleslavsky continues, "but he does not die."

He is,

Boleslavsky maintains, "playing in lack of love."

Another

example Boleslavsky gives is Toby, who plays with Cesario
and with Malvolio.
Boleslavsky also discusses in some detail the
spine of Hamlet.

He is not sure, Boleslavsky admits, but

he suggests as a possibility a spine of "seeking for the
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for the truth."

Everyone in Hamlet, Boleslavsky insists,

"is seeking for a truth for himself."

Hamlet is not seek

ing vengence, Boleslavsky argues, for vengence comes after
truth; "revenge is not a big enough spine."
Boleslavsky cautions against confusing the spine
with the literary ideas, of a play.

The literary ideas

relate to the mental and psychological aspects of the play,
Boleslavsky says; "they do not supply the action, and that
is the primary factor in all plays and parts."

One could

say, he points out, that Hamlet expresses "the restlessness
of a human soul" or a search for justice, "but these do not
help the actor when he is on stage, because he has limited
ground before him."

The actor will be lost, Boleslavsky

insists, if he has the literary ideas in mind because they
"Will give him nothing to do, and he must do."

Boleslav

sky illustrates his point:
If the gravediggers take their parts merely as
comedy reliefs, their performance will be quite
flat, but if they stick to this spine of seeking
the truth, they will not only furnish comedy re
lief, but they will also create from their ac
tions genuine human souls. The king also follows
this spine, but truth for him is his power as
king, and, although his goal and Hamlet’s are en
tirely different, they meet on the common ground
of seeking the truth.
In summing up his thoughts on the spine Boleslavsky adds
a personal note, "I know that the spine has never cheated
me, and if I play using the spine, I may play rotten, but
I shall play right."
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The final point which Boleslavsky discusses in
Lecture Three is the beats, which he says are the easiest
part to find.

Boleslavsky explains the idea of beat thusly:

How simple life is when you know perfectly what you
are going to do every hour of the day, like being
in school, where you know you have arithmetic from
nine to ten, geography from ten to eleven, and so
on. It must be so with a part. When you know
what you are going to do every minutes you are on
stage, there is nothing left to worry about. The
beats are what makes this clear to the actor. The
beats are the action in the part. Every time there
is a new or different action there is a new or
different beat, and a part should be so divided that
every beat follows closely every other one, until
you have a perfect chain that you go through in.the
performance of a part.
In the 1928 lecture

Boleslavsky gives a few examples

from the Duke's part in Twelfth Night,to explain beats.
In the 1925 lecture Boleslavsky gives two extended illus
trations to explain the meaning of beats.

For one he cre

ates an imaginary play, describing each action in it.
The second illustration is perhaps as valuable in giving
insight into Boleslavsky1s own character as it is in ex
plaining the concept of beats.

Boleslavsky describes an

incident of his childhood when he walked a long distance
to school.

In cold weather, Boleslavsky says, he found .

the journey hard to do, but he knew he "must go and be on
time."

One day, "walking in a very gloomy mood," he threw

his lunch box ahead of him and walked to it, then threw
it ahead again.

He found, Boleslavsky continues, that,
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moving in this manner, he didn't even notice how he had
gotten to school.

That incident, explains Boleslavsky,

was like a theatrical performance with a goal, the spine,
and all of the"hits which taken together fill out every
day life, . . . the steps which lead to the end."

Bole

slav sky adds a little more to the story, giving a glimpse
into his sense of humor:
One day I had milk in my bottle when I went to
school, and when I opened it, it had turned to
butter from being thrown ahead. My teacher told
me that if I. .liked those tricks I should throw
my books ahead of me, but I told him I was afraid
I would run the other way.
At the end of both lectures Boleslavsky summarizes
the procedure the students should use in play analysis,
finding first the long distance mood, then the spine,
and then the beats.

In the 1925 lecture he suggests that

they try the technique on every play that they read or see,
then "come to me with the results and together we may find
something important which will be good to those who are
seeking truth in the theatre."
The concepts of long distance mood, spine, and
beats presented by Boleslavsky in Lecture Three are impor
tant ones in the Stanislavsky system.

At that time such

ideas represented a completely new approach to play analy
sis.

Most importantly for the actor, the concepts repre

sented an active and .specific approach which the actor could
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relate to, and use, rather than a mere general understanding
of the "meaning" of the play.
Boleslavsky's views on the long distance mood had
a significant affect on the productions and acting at the
Lab.

Finding and preserving the long distance mood was to

Boleslavsky one of the most important ways to be true to
the spirit of the play.

Within that framework he felt

free to take liberties with a production.
is a case in point.

Twelfth Night

In the Lab production Boleslavsky re

ordered the scenes so that the scenes of the "love plot"
were done in the first act and the scenes with the comic
characters and plot were presented in the second act,
rather than the two being intermingled as in the original
play.

The two plots came together in the third act with

cuts in dialogue to "reduce the action to its essential
movement" (Willis 1928: 358).

Boleslavsky felt that such

treatment was justified as lung as the essential long dis
tance mood of the play was preserved (Comegys 1975: n.p.;
Willis 1968: 359).
Mood was also stressed to the actors as an impor
tant component of their acting.

Comegys remembers both

Boleslavsky and Ouspenskaya emphasizing mood to an almost
mystical degree.
An exact definition of long distance mood is hard
to extract from Boleslavsky's discussion.

Fergusson (1977:

128
n.p.) defines it as a "condition of the psyche."

Clurman

(1977: n.p.) calls mood the general feeling or tone of the
play and relates the idea to style.

He points out that a

change in the interpretation of Chekhov in modern times to
a more exuberant atmosphere instead of the somberness and
boredom emphasized in the past is really a change in the
long distance mood.

But it is also "a change in style, a

change in approach."
Boleslavsky1s use of the Shakespearean plays
Twelfth Night and Hamlet to explain his technique of play
analysis illustrates a point of view that will become even
more evident in the discussion of the Lab rehearsals:
Boleslavsky considered the acting techniques he was teach
ing to be completely applicable to any type of play.

Clur

man (1977: n.p.) makes the point that this was an accepted
idea in Russia, but in American acting, especially in the
1930's and 1940's, the Stanislavsky techniques were con
sidered to be useful mainly for realistic plays.
Lecture Three, like Lecture Two, emphasized the
importance, of action in acting.

For the spine, Boleslavsky

says, "you must have the verb, . . .
busy all the time."

something to keep you

The whole play will be an "action"

rather than a performance, Boleslavsky explains, if each
character uses the spine in developing his part.
Boleslavsky's plea in the 1925 lecture that the
students participate in the criticism of Twelfth Night
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makes it clear that at that point at least, he still saw
the Lab as fulfilling the vision he had set forth in "The
Laboratory Theatre" (Boleslavsky 1923c: 244-50), a true
ensemble of actors learning and working together.
Techniques for Developing a Role
Most of Boleslavsky's remaining lectures concern
what might be categorized as techniques the actor should
use to develop a role.

The main technique is the use of

memory of feeling; Lectures Four A and B, Five, and Six
are devoted to that subject.

The development and use of

the imagination is the major subject of one lecture.

Other

concepts developed in portions of one or more lectures are
the delivery of lines, the spine of the character, and
characterization.
Memory of Feeling.

The development and use of

memory of feeling was to Boleslavsky the most important of
the actor's techniques and in consequence he spent more of
his lecture time on that subject than on any other topic.
In a two-part lecture on consecutive days in 1928, pre
viously designated as Lecture Four A and Four B, Boleslav
sky explains the general nature of memory, the nature of
memory of feeling, and the procedure for developing the
memory of feeling technique.

Though Lecture Four of the

1925 series is missing, it was almost certainly on the same
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subject as Lectures Four A and B of 1928, because in
Lecture Five of 1925 Boleslavsky announces that he will
now show the students "how to apply memory of feeling to
practical work."

In Lecture Six of 1926 he continues with

memory of feeling, clarifying the way of using feeling in
acting.

In the Lecture entitled "Species and Beats,"

which might be Lecture Five of the 1928 series, Boleslavsky also illustrates how to apply memory of feeling to a
role, but his treatment is less thorough than in 1925.
Boleslavsky begins Lecture Four A by reiterating
the importance of action and informing the students that
he wants to talk about "the source of where you get your
feelings for the action on the stage."

This subject is,

Boleslavsky says, " the most important and most difficult
and precise part of the work of an actor."
To begin, Boleslavsky explains the process of mem
ory in general.

All of life's experiences,^Boleslavsky

declares, are registered by the five senses and stored in
the brain.

For example, he says, a telephone number is

"photographed" by the eyes and remembered on the "film"
that is "in the back of your mind;" in a similar manner
a tune is received by the ears and remembered.

The sense

of touch is not as well developed, Boleslavsky notes, but
even with it one can distinguish the difference in fabric
of dresses in a dark closet.
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Under ideal conditions and circumstances,
Boleslavsky continues» all of the experiences received
by the senses will be remembered forever and recalled when
necessary.

The brain» Boleslavsky explains, is "sort of a

very well-organized post office or good business office,
where you get the order and deliver the order right away."
Sometimes one is "overtired or unfit" and doesn't realize
that "subjects for memory" are being registered, but,
Boleslavsky maintains, "they are registered and, if you
would know how, you can bring them back.”
Further, and Boleslavsky considers this an impor
tant point, one recalls information in the same way that
one received it:

"The telephone number which you got

through your eyes, when you will try to recall it, you will
recall the book, the page, the street where the thing hap
pened and through your eyes you will get it back."

In a

similar way, Boleslavsky suggests, a tune received through
the ears will be recalled by hearing the voice try to re
peat it.
All of this work by the memory requires noticeable
effort, Boleslavsky points out, but it is an effort which
the actor must exert, because he or she must use memory a
great deal in a role.

Boleslavsky goes on to list five

elements that the actor must commit to memory:

first,, the

words of his part; second, his movements on the stage;
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third, his "outside" characterization, which is his voice
quality and his appearance, such as the way he holds his
hand if he is aged; fourth, a certain physical energy, a
part of the character's personality which must be "memo-rized exteriorly and spent in the performance;" fifth, the
emotions and feelings of the character.

The first four

elements are remembered with what Boleslavsky calls the
"common memory," the kind that is most used in daily life.
But the feelings and emotions, are different, Boleslavsky
declares; "where and how do we memorize them and where and
how do we get them?"
Before answering his own question, Boleslavsky ex
plains where actors usually, and erroneously, find emotion
for a role:

through imagination and emotionalism.

Getting

the emotion for a role from the ..imagination is not satis
factory, Boleslavsky insists, because the imagination deals
with unreal things.

He explains:

In art you cannot deal with unreal things. -Art ex
ists to make real things unreal. So if you use your
imagination for the emotions and for feelings, you
take something that does not exist and you try to
make it real, and that is where a mistake lies. Not
a single genius took things which did not exist and
make them real. They always took things which did
exist and then shaped them in the life of art.
The approach of using only the imagination, Bole-slavsky continues,leads to the use of emotionalism instead
of emotion in a part.

Emotionalism Boleslavsky defines as
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a certain affectation, present "without much reason."
Emotionalism, he says, is "like an empty shell--it explodes
but does not hurt."

Boleslavsky suggests to the students

that some of them "take just general nervousness, anxiety,
eagerness, . . . these feelings being quite strong and
natural and easy to get in young souls, and you mistake
them for feelings which are required by the part."

An ac

tor may have a part which he or she loves and finds emo
tionally stimulating, Boleslavsky continues, and merely
reproduce that personal emotionalism.

Further, Boleslavsky

says, too often
You use your actual physical imperfectness of the
state of your nerves as ah emotion. For instance,
you get excited on a touchy, monologue and you try
to start with real tears, and then when you are ..
through with the monologue, you still cry and tears
are running, etc.--where is art? Your nerves are
not in order, but there is no creation. If you
give me a touchy subject I will cry as a human be
ing, but it has nothing to do with the art of the
actor. .
You do not produce art, Boleslavsky declares to the stu
dents, "with your own imperfections."

On the contrary,

the actor must be an "absolutely normal and healthy human
being," Boleslavsky insists.

Further, actors' feelings

and emotions, Boleslavsky says, must be "just as set and
under control" as their gestures and behavior are under
control.
Boleslavsky then proceeds to explain the correct
way to find emotions; the actor must "remember them" and
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then memorize them in order "to produce them for every
purpose."

The emotions which an actor must have at his

command come also from the memory. Boleslavsky declares,
not, however, from the common memory, but rather "the mem
ory which is not common, but which exists just the same
and is called affective memory, memory of feeling, memory
of emotions, etc."

Although affective memory, Boleslavsky

explains, is the more commonly used term, he prefers mem
ory of feeling as being more descriptive of what the
phenomenon is.
This memory of feeling is something "we almost
don't use . . .

in life;" Boleslavsky says, it i!s used only

by those "who have to use a certain amount of creative
power and imagination."

However, Boleslavsky insists,

Don't think it is something difficult, unnatural.
It is exactly the same structure as in the common
memory. By that I mean it comes through your five
senses. It comes to existence after it is regis
tered somewhere inside of you--it comes to exist
ence by the same way it was registered.
Boleslavsky1s terms are somewhat confusing.

By the expres

sion "come to existence" he means that the previously ex
perienced or "registered", feeling, which was forgotten,
returns to conscious memory due to a stimulus from outside.
Boleslavsky explains the memory of feeling concept
with an extended example:
not always even.

One's "inside disposition" is

It changes--one may feel good or bad.

Most of the time people know why their feelings or moods
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change.

The reason, Boleslavsky suggests, may be, "I had

a very bad dinner tonight, or somebody told me I am a
rotten actor."

But in about one time out of a hundred.

Boleslavsky notes, one will not understand why he or she
is sad.
But it's only because you don't know where to look
and how to look that you don't know about this pe
culiar case without any reason [for the feeling]
being in you. The reason is a very definite one
always. The reason is that your memory of feeling
had registered a certain color of sky or a certain
smell of breeze . . . such a common thing that you
didn't pay any attention to it. Bow let us say
that somebody spoke about the color of the sky
. . . that something in the grocery store smelled
like the breeze from the sea, which arouses the
registered feeling of happiness, which was in you
at that time, and that feeling came back to you.
And, in spite of everything looking gloomy, the
impulse came from the outside through your eyes
and the sense of smell and brought back a feeling
which you had a week, year or five years ago,
without your knowing where or how it came.
The phenomenon of sense-stimulated feelings is
one which will help the students to develop the memory of
feeling technique which they need in their acting.

The

actors' memory of feeling. Boleslavsky stresses, must be
"just as flexible and playable and practical as your com
mon memory is."

This goal, and here Boleslavsky digresses

to one of his favorite subj ects, can be achieved only by
practice:
There is nothing that could be said but the same
thing that is the same in every art, science, and
trade? it's a technique and practice and training
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and nothing else. Don't think you can get this by
inspiration. The trouble with young people in art
is that they think art is a gift of God--art is
toil of man.
In Part B of Lecture Four of 1928 Boleslavsky goes
on to explain the procedure for developing memory of feel
ing.

As the first step in the process, Boleslavsky says,

the students should observe themselves and note when a
feeling of unknown origin appears.

They should "catch"

that feeling and try to find out what sensory impression
recalled the feeling and what the original source of the
feeling was.

"Trace in yourself," Boleslavsky reiterates,

"the feeling which is like an echo, like a sound which
was sung sometime before, and comes to you just as pure
and crystal, but as a repetition, not artificial."
Boleslavsky suggests as an example that one might
trace and discover one day that a summer blue sky made him
feel sad:
It was an unconscious thing and it was necessary
for you to see that blue sky, and unconsciously
it brought to you the sadness, and the moment you
realize what it was and say "blue sky," you re
constructed the situation for yourself--you build
a little imaginary theatre for yourself where you
can bring the reason which is in your soul to
existence.
The student should find as many of these associ
ated feelings as possible and store them up, Boleslavsky
asserts.

He suggests writing them in a book "as that will
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increase tremendously your control of those things."

He

continues:
Do not hesitate to put in funny things because
they can be very useful to you. Example:
the
mosquito. How am I going to feel murder? I al
ways say, "How do you murder a mosquito?" Remem
ber the mosquito, and if you will file it in your
heart, when it comes to a part it will help.
After the key sensory impression has been con
sciously associated with the feeling, then, Boleslavsky
explains, the sense stimulus can be used to recall the
feeling another time.

This process is the second step for

developing memory of feeling and must be practiced, Bole->slavsky insists..

About two weeks after discovering a par

ticular associated emotion, Boleslavsky instructs, the
student should go back to the sensory part and say, "Now
can I bring back that feeling?"

Boleslavsky cautions the

students not to think about the feeling, but rather to
think about the reason for that feeling:

"Blue sky, blue,

sky, blue color, form of the sky, and suddenly the thought
will start to work--what was it the last time?
the hills--I am sad already."

I was in

By thinking about the blue

sky and the original location, Boleslavsky assures the
students, "the sadness will come."

He continues:

Now try to hold that sadness and say to yourself,
"I am going to buy a newspaper and come back home
and I will hold that feeling all the time, and
even if I meet on the street the most cheerful
man, I will keep that sadness inside of me. I
w o n ’t break it." Don't.
Give yourself just two
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or three minutes and when those few minutes
expire, be cheerful. Work with yourself as
though you were your own stage director.
Everyday,

Boleslavsky declares, the student should

go back a certain period of time to feelings which they
have filed and "try to re-establish them, but now by
order . . . through mental process."

If the students go

through the process of forgetting an established feeling
and

reestablishing it again, "if you repeat that three

times," Boleslavsky declares, "I bet you will have it
forever."
Boleslavsky emphasizes that this process can apply
to "thousands of colors outside happy and sad--stingy,
jealous, generous.

. ...

Every verb you can almost regis

ter as a certain emotion, as a certain feeling."

The

student, Boleslavsky insists, can take almost any simple
word and find out "what it was and when it happened to
you."
For some people this process will be easier than
for others, Boleslavsky admits; some may be able to do as
many as a dozen feelings easily, others only two, three,
or four.

But, after practice for a year or more, Boleslav

sky assures the students:
You will become to such an extent really histrionic
that it will replace for you twenty years of ex
perience. You will have the whole gamut in you
of tremendous variety of feelings, and all your
own. That's the point.
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One of the troubles with most young actors, Boleslavsky
laments, is that they repeat somebody else's feelings.
For example, he continues, when one good actor appears,
such as John Barrymore, "you have a whole generation of
leading men trying to be John Barrymore, instead of know
ing how to go after their own feelings."
In this lecture Boleslavsky gives one example of
the way these associated feelings which have been discov
ered and stored by the actor can be used in developing a
role.

He again uses the "blue sky" illustration:

You have a part and read about a woman standing
in the room; everybody has gone, and she is
alone and doesn’t feel cheerful at all. You
think "Where can I get that feeling of solitude
and loneliness," and you open the golden book
which is in your heart and you say to yourself,
"blue sky," and because it is registered inside
in your feeling and registered in your brains,
it is something perfectly material. You can
work with it; you can go into sadness naturallyand without any pretense to be sad, because
nature has given you that color.
Boleslavsky makes one other major point in Lecture
Four A:

that many great actors use memory of feeling in

sdrae form.

Boleslavsky recounts how he was explaining a

way to use memory of feeling in a play rehearsal at which
Otis Skinner was present.

Afterwards Skinner came up to

him, Boleslavsky reports, and said, "It took me exactly
twenty years to get what you are telling them now."
Boleslavsky uses other examples of Salvani, Thomas
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Jefferson--he may have meant Joseph Jefferson--and Duse„
Duse, however, Boleslavsky notes, used memory of emotion
on stage and off:
Her simple sincerity and simplicity in grief in
dramatic situations, in sadness, was so close to
her own life that she could not differentiate
whether she was acting and whether it was life.
In. life she was only quieter, but her voice and
feelings were the same as on stage. If she
would talk to you about flowers, that grief be
hind the smile would always be there. That
tragic actress came into her from life. Her
life was one big tremendous drama--she was hit
by that drama and carried it with her to the
stage. That was an overdone memory of feelings.
She used the stage only for her feelings.
Some actors, like Sarah Bernhardt, Boleslavsky suggests,
"underdo memory of feeling."

Bernhardt, Boleslavsky says,

used memory of feeling only to Stimulate her imagination
when preparing a part, but when acting the part, "she
preferred to use technique."
In Lectures Five and Six of 1925 Boleslavsky turns
to a discussion of the way to apply the memory of feeling
to practical work on a role.

He will tell the students,

he announces, "how to look for feelings, how to combine
and develop them, how to use imagination, substitutes,
etc."
To illustrate the process Boleslavsky uses a short
scene from the beginning of The Scarlet Letter, a play by
Miriam Stockton which the acting company was then rehears
ing.

He is choosing that particular scene, Boleslavsky
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explainss because it is not a scene that he himself has
worked on before; therefore the students will be able to
see

his thought processes as ideas come to him.
The scene chosen is the opening one in the play

where Hester is being put on display on a scaffold in the
marketplace, holding her child and wearing her scarlet A.
Her husband, Chillingworth, returning to town after an
absence of twelve to fifteen years, sees her there.

The

script states, "A long minute is spent when they look into
each other's eyes."

Then Hester turns away and Chilling-

worth, turns to a townsman and asks, "1 pray you, good
sir, who is this woman?
shame?"

Wherefore is she set up to public

Boleslavsky will show the students how to work on

the role of Chillingworth.
Before analyzing any specific moments and applying
memory of feeling, Boleslavsky declares, the actor must
determine the spine.

Boleslavsky chooses one, not neces

sarily for the whole play, he points out, but one that
will fit this scene, one "which will direct me in my do
ing, in my action in this scene."

He concludes that in

the scene both characters are "trying to find out, to ex
pound a riddle."
Boleslavsky then takes the class step-by-step
through an analysis of the role of Chillingworth--especi
ally the emotions needed and the means of finding them.
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Boleslavsky speaks of himself and his own feeling, but
he uses first and second person interchangeably.
First Boleslavsky examines the circumstances under
which Chillingworth returns and the character's initial
feelings:
I am coming into the city and I don't know anything
about the events that have transpired during the
past twelve years. 1 have not seen my wife in that
time; I want to find out first where she is, how
to find her. I don't know anything, but probably
I am going and coming in the city and I am perfect
ly happy, in a perfectly good mood. . , .. 'There is
for me one part before X see her, when I come, per
fectly sure, perfectly happy, longing to see some
one, longing to rest, to find someone dear to me.
I am in good health. There is someone, this most
beloved creature, 1 want to speak t o , to embrace
her.
Boleslavsky points out that this emotion is not an
ordinary kind of happiness.

It is quite probable, Bole-

slavsky notes, that the actor will not find an equivalent
circumstance in his life, such as a long absence from
someone he wanted to see.

But, Boleslavsky asks, "in

other fields have you not had dreams?"

For himself Bole

slavsky .finds the feeling in his longing to come to Ameri
ca and the anticipation when he was finally on the boat,
and then when he was about to dock:

"You look through

this and try to find something you can use for this situa
tion.

Is there something? . . . Well, I can say to myself,

probably,

'yes.'

It is something of this kind."
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Once the right situation is found, Boleslavsky
explains, it must be completely reconstructed in thei.mind
in order to find the accompanying "mood:"
So what will I do now? I will try to remember
in my dreams every situation, every moment, every
thought, how I lived through when this particular
bit of my life happened. Through speaking to my
self, through remembrances, maybe through looking
at post cards, maybe through reading the descrip
tion of the country and so on, perfectly easy, the
mood can be developed and brought back.
Next Boleslavsky moves on to Chillingworth's
second feeling in. the scene:

shock.

"Instead of what I

expected to find," Boleslavsky explains, "something terri
ble, something absolutely what could not come into my
head . . . everything is lost to me," Boleslavsky, think
ing out loud, explores and rejects some of his own experi
ences as being incorrect for the proper emotion.

A cor

responding experience that is sufficiently strong may be
difficult to find, Boleslavsky explains:
spent looking for it."

"Days may be

Boleslavsky finally decides upon

the news of the death of a loved one as an adequate expe
rience . His next step is again to try to remember what
happened,
the circumstances of what was before and after,
how I felt, how I put my hat on when I got the
wire, how I stood on the bridge and looked at the
sea, how the next days passed, and so on. The
feeling and a little of the atmosphere is back to
me again now. Through repeating this atmosphere
day after day, I can reflect in myself something
that will be pretty close to the feeling of shock.
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A third feeling is needed for the scene--before a
word has even been spoken.

The third emotion is difficult.

Boleslavsky says, because the author has dictated a specif
ic

reaction:

the long moment that Hester and Chilling-

worth look at each other.

In searching for this emotion,

Boleslavsky illustrates the necessity of sometimes com
bining and switching feelings.
It is not a simple bit because after the shock it
would probably be my inclination to yell or cry
out, to say something, to ask something, but I
cannot do this because the crowd is around. . „ .
As to the action of this bit, I would say that it
is a tremendous soaking or draining through the
eyes--the whole person dragging out his soul through
the space of his two eyes.
Boleslavsky recounts a wartime experience when he
had to keep guard at the front against a gas attack, an
emotionally draining experience:
fish, a squeezed lemon'."'

"You are like a dead

The situation is, he muses,

perhaps not the same because in the play "it is a human
being you love and here is one you hate.

Some sort of

switching around may be necessary, but what you want is
there."
"Everyone," Boleslavsky insists in response to a
student question, "can find something in his own life he
can use.

When I cannot find something separately, I

would try to make a mosaic from different pieces."
Now, and only after these moments.o f ;feeling,
Boleslavsky stresses, the action of the play starts, and

145
the character Chillingworth must make the decision to
start it.

The action Boleslavsky describes

find out about this, thing."

as

"trying to

But, Boleslavsky points out,

Chillingworth must hide his interest; so "you must have
inside of you something tremendously strong, significant;
hidden, but at the same time you must speak about it with
out showing that you are interested.

„ . . That means per

fect self-control, but self-control is the result;

you

cannot play it unless you have something to control."
Thus, continues Boleslavsky, to do this part, the actor
must find something that is very important to him in his
own life which he tries to keep hidden: and then must real
ize

the way he acts and talks about that subject.

"I

would look," Boleslavsky says, "for those moments in my
life when 1 was full of this idea and when I hid it and
was calm outside."
As to whether or not the actor should try to show
the audience that he is holding something back and exer
cising self-control, Boleslavsky says, "I do not care
about that."

The actor makes the mood for himself, Bole-

slavsky insists, so that he will know how to approach that
moment.

If the actor doesn't go through all of that, how

ever, the audience knows instinctively that the feeling
is not right.
students,

On the other hand, Boleslavsky assures the
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If you will work honestly and prepare yourself in
these three steps and then read your lines, you
may not be a Duse, you may not be a Salvani, but
everyone will understand what you say, everyone
will understand the atmosphere of the sentence
and because you are honest, you will attract the
attention of every human soul.
Only after this preparation can the actor have the
proper vocal and emotional quality for asking the question,
"Who is this woman?"

Boleslavsky declares,, "It is not a

simple question, . . . You come to the perfect understand
ing of how to say it, not mentally, but through your feel
ing. „ . . It is then not an empty space or a common say
ing."
In response to some student questions, Boleslavsky
tries to clarify further the use of memory of feeling in
performance.

A student asks if the feeling established at

the beginning of the play will last through the.evening.
Boleslavsky replies that such feelings cannot be kept un
less they are "very, very strong," but that the actor has
his "reserve" set of feelings which he stored and can re
call quickly.

These are the feelings that Boleslavsky

told the students to put .in their "golden book" in Lec
ture Four B of 1928.

These feelings can be changed and

combined as needed, but, Boleslavsky emphasizes, when the
actor comes to the performance, he thinks only of the
first feeling:

"that you come as Chillingworth and your

long distance mood is your love for Hester."
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In response to another question Boleslavsky says
that if, in the beginning, the actor regularly thinks of
the mood, that mood will then become associated with the
situation.

If the actor has prepared, he won't have to

think consciously of each action or feeling,.Boleslavsky
explains, he will be responding to the situation.

"When

you play right, Boleslavsky assures the students, you will
be quite unconscious of any effort to play."
In Lecture Six of 1925 Boleslavsky continues with
the discussion of memory of emotion.

Apparently he did

not succeed in making the subject completely clear to the
students in the preceding lectures, for he indicates that
some of them seem to be confused.

Boleslavsky's remarks

also suggest that some of the students felt that they al
ready knew all about what he had said:
I don't deny that I say nothing new; I say what
every actor who thinks about his work will tell
you, something that you find in the letters of
Jefferson, Booth, Duse, and the other great ac
tors. The difference is, once again, that to
know and to understand is one thing and to use
and apply is another thing.
Boleslavsky proves the above point to the students
by having half of the class do a "one-minute play" which
he outlines for

them in terms of the beats of the play,

that is the action which is expected of all of the charac
ters.

The setting is a sinking ship.

The first beat is

the panic as everyone tries to find the right lifeboat,
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the second is waiting a turn to get in.

For the third

beat one woman at the end of the line with a "baby" in
a bundle tries to persuade someone closer to give her
their place.

In the fourth beat someone agrees and the

woman gets in the lifeboat.

The fifth beat, someone dis

covers that the "baby" was only a dog, and the sixth beat
is the reaction of people to this news.

In the scene the

actors are not to worry about their exterior characteriza
tion or "literary quality" in their words, Boleslavsky or
ders , but are to concentrate on truth in their feelings.
The spine of the play, he announces, "is to get away from
this place as soon as possible," and the long distance
mood is "to save your lives."
According to the lecture typescript half of the
class then carried out the exercise.

A t .the conclusion

Boleslavsky criticizes the work:
Now you see, here is the whole thing: what you
have done is a pathological case, it is not art.
It is a general nervousness, anyone can do that,
saying to himself, "I am desperate," and then go
ahead with physical strength. Where are your
souls? . I don't see them. I see nerves, hear
screams, where is the feeling built?
In criticizing their work, Boleslavsky takes the
students step by step over the exercise, explaining, what
he would do.

First he would consider, Boleslavsky says,

the first moment of panic:

"I would not start from a

scream because that way nothing is in the head or heart."
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The obvious first action, Boleslavsky explains, would be
to find out what was the matter, to verify the news.

Once

certain that the boat was going down, Boleslavsky says.,
"In that moment I don't know what to do."

But, he contin

ues, when one is in a trap and doesn't know what to do,
"then comes decision," then one starts to act.

The kind

of action depends on the character of the individual,
Boleslavsky says.

One might think of things to save, or

a person to look for, or one's own safety; these are all
actions, Boleslavsky points out.

Even standing in line,

watching it move or hoping to get ahead, Boleslavsky empha
sizes, "hysteria does not start even yet, and it does not
start in life until a man has nothing to do with himself."
As long as one has a problem to do in life, he or she can
keep in control; the actor too, going from one problem to
another, is, Boleslavsky insists, also in control.

This

is the way, Boleslavsky concludes, to apply imagination
and memory of feeling.
After the other half of the class tried the exer
cise, Boleslavsky was apparently more satisfied with the
results.

He observes that the next step is to use the

imagination to make circumstances which are more interest
ing, more dramatic than life.

It would not be dramatic,

Boleslavsky points out, "to stay near the wall and be
quiet," or to search for and find "your daughter three
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steps away."

Rather, he says» the situation is built up

dramatically by the imagination.
Boleslavsky again emphasizes the importance of the
first beat:

"when you do not do the first beat right, you

cannot find yourself; if you take the first beat . . .

in

the right direction, you will get the whole thing as it
should be."
Also important for the performance of the exer
cise, Boleslavsky reiterates, are "well-trained" feelings,
ready to use, feelings in as good a form as a "fighter's
muscles."

If the students will spend only five minutes a

day ordering themselves to call up certain feelings, Boleslavsky advises, they will be ready to do anything.

A stu

dent suggests that it takes more time to get into the
"right mood," but Boleslavsky demurs; exercises like the
ones the students just performed do not take as much time
to build as a scene in a play.

Just to get "a little of

the right feeling transplanted into the situation" is all
that is necessary, he says.
At the end of this lecture Boleslavsky asks the
students to each prepare a simple exercise, preferably in
pantomime, so that he can see "how you are applying your
feelings and your bodies toward action."

He also wants

them to recite a short piece, he says, so that he can hear
their voices.
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The evaluation of Boleslavsky's ideas on memory
of feeling brings up several noteworthy points.

First of

all. Boleslavsky is setting forth three somewhat different
processes that the students should use in order to have
proper feelings in the roles that they play.

The first

process is the collection of a whole group of isolated
"feelings" which are associated with sensory stimuli and
which can be easily recalled by those stimuli and used in
a role when needed.

In this process the actor goes back

only once to the.real reason for the feeling and its asso
ciation with a sense perception-

The phenomenon that

Boleslavsky is explaining is one which psychologists call
associative tendencies in memory.

Inner and/or outer sen

sations which occur simultaneously or linearly become
associated and one is automatically recalled with the
others.

Boleslavsky is saying, in effect, that sensory

perceptions and emotions occurring together are thus asso
ciated.

In his technique for developing memory of feeling,

Boleslavsky is making use of the fact that any part of a
previously associated group of sensations can be the
stimulus for the recall of the entire group of perceptions
and feelings, even though there is not a causal relation
ship between all of them.

But Boleslavsky suggests using

one of the accidentally associated phenomena, not the orig
inal stimulus, to recall the emotion involved.

"Blue sky,"
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for example, is not the original cause of sadness.
Presumably some circumstance occurred in the individual’s
life to cause sadness at the same time that he or she was
also observing a blue sky.

But that circumstance will not

be used again by the actor to call up the emotion.

In

stead, -the sense perception, "blue sky," which had been
accidentally associated with sadness will be the substitute
stimulus.
Boleslavsky does not explain why he advocates this
shortcut for emotional recall.

The most obvious reason

would seem to be that a quick mental image, rather than
complicated psychological circumstances, is easier to re
call ; thus the emotion is quickly available.

Another pos

sible reason is that a simple image evoking emotion is much
less related to the specific life of the actor and is more
easily transferable to the life of the stage character.
For example, the actor could think of blue sky as being a
thought that makes his character sad.
On the other hand, the whole idea of the use of
emotional stimulus from outside the play seems to some
extent contrary to Boleslavsky's major aim in acting a
part;

the creation of a new human soul.

Boleslavsky is

asking the students to develop a whole file of quickly
called up emotions which have no relationship to a specif
ic

character’s life or to the given circumstances of the
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play.

In the example Boleslavsky gives of a woman standing

alone in a room and feeling sad, presumably her sadness is
the result of specific elements in her life as created in
the play, not the result of her thinking "blue sky."

How

ever, Boleslavsky does make clear that the purpose of the
storehouse of emotions is for application to the needs of
a character.

He does not consider the use of memory of

feeling as a means of personal development for the actor
as was done in subsequent years at the Actors Studio (Gray:
1967:6163).
The second process that Boleslavsky sets forth for
finding feelings for a role is much more related to the
character being portrayed.

In this process, as presented

in Boleslavsky's analysis of ChillingWorth's role, the
actor considers the specific emotions needed for a part
and then looks for them.

Sensory stimulus are still used

because in order to get back to the proper emotion from
the actor's own life, he or she "relives" the situation,
thinking of the physical circumstances and using sensory
stimuli, such as photographs, as an aid.

Boleslavsky ex

plains this process very clearly, defining each emotion
specifcially, and searching very carefully for exactly
the right feeling from his own life.

The breakdown of

the scene into very small segments also emphasizes to the
students the care and thoroughness with which each role
must be studied to determine the feelings needed.
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The third process for using feeling is the
approach that Boleslavsky explains in analyzing the "boat
play."

This process is related to the first one, as Bole-

slavsky wants the students to use here feelings that they
have practiced calling up quickly.

However, he makes no

mention of using artificial sensory reminders.

Rather,

Boleslavsky is demonstrating that feelings can grow natu
rally out of the actions and given circumstances of a sit
uation.

When Boleslavsky speaks of what he would do on

the boat, he doesn't search for specific emotions from
his past.

He instead discusses what he--or any individual-

would probably do in those circumstances.

The emphasis is

on action and given circumstances to develop truth in feel
ing.

Boleslavsky is in effect using the "magic if" of the

Stanislavsky system.
Boleslavsky again emphasizes control of emotion-in two aspects.

The actor must be able to recall an emo

tion quickly and to stop it just as quickly.

He or she

must also be able to use emotion with specificity.

Per

sonal emotionalism and imperfections in the actor's nerves
are not art.
Inherent in all of the techniques of using emotion
are'two of the major tenets of Boleslavsky's philosophy of
acting:

first, true feelings must be used in playing a

role, the actor always feeling the emotion appropriate to
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the character as he acts the part; secondly, the development
and control of emotion for a part is a technique which the
actor can learn, not dependent on inspiration or even tal
ent ,
Even in this discussion of the development of feel
ing for a role, Boleslavsky continues to stress and apply
the other acting techniques that he has been talking about.
In the Chillingworth scene Boleslavsky points out a spine
and a long distance mood.; he divides the scene into beats
and he continues to look for actions.

He says that Chil/

lingworth has three feelings before he takes an action,
but at the same time Boleslavsky defines Chillingworth's
actions along with his feelings.

Chillingworth first wants

to find his wife, then he wants to hide his feelings.

Only

the second beat, shock, is discussed solely in terms of
feeling.

The boat play allows the students to practice

many of the techniques they have been learning about:

the

determination of an action for each beat, the analysis of
given circumstances, inclusion of the spine and the long
distance mood in their playing.

Even a consideration of

the internal character and its effect on action must be in- ,
eluded in their performance.
From the questions asked by students and from some
of the remarks that Boleslavsky makes, it can be concluded
that he was not always successful in communicating all of

156
his ideas on memory of emotion, at least at first hearing.
His difficulty with the English language was probably the
major factor in the confusion.

He sometimes uses the same

term to label two different concepts, "action," for ex
ample is used., in more than one way.

He sometimes applies

to his concept an English word with a different, more com
mon meaning; "existence" and "mood" are examples.

Bole-

slavsky also uses different terms for the same concept.

He

uses the term "feeling" most often in referring to emotion,
but he also uses "mood" sometimes, as when he describes
his feeling about coming to America.

In the lecture en

titled "Species and Beats" Boleslavsky uses the term
"color" to describe the emotion that the actor must find
for each beat.

In most cases the many examples Boleslavsky

gives make his ideas clear despite the problems in seman
tics, but on occasion his meaning becomes clear only
through careful re-reading of his speech, a process that
the students listening to his lectures would not have had
available to them.
Imagination.

Boleslavsky devotes Lecture Seven of

1925 to the subject of imagination.

He defines imagina

tion and explains its relationship to art in general and
to work in the theatre, amplifying on ideas that he
touched on in other lectures.
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Imagination is a subject that young people think
of early in their careers, Boleslavsky says, but "it is
a very dangerous theme" because it is so intangible.

He

cautions that artists should not deal with imagination
without a foundation, without having it "deeply rooted in
something which we can control perfectly."

Almost every

one has dreams and imagination, Boleslavsky explains, but
should not use this imagination until he or she has a
technique, "practical craftmanship," to base it on.
It is very difficult sometimes to say to the young
soul, "Don’t imagine anything." Sometimes it is
a crime because you may kill very good things, but
for the benefit of the afterwork, it is necessary
to say, "Don’t imagine anything until you know what
is real, what is imaginary and only then do what
you think is worthy to do in your imagination."
In defining imagination Boleslavsky suggests two
important attributes.

The imagination, he states, always

deals "with a thing that did not exist before," but it is
also built "out of things which have existed."

Boleslavsky

illustrates these two points with several examples:

One

might, he explains, take a real pipe and imagine a new
kind of pipe or a better way to smoke it.

For another

example, Boleslavsky talks of Whistler, who took the real
London fogs and painted them in an imaginary way so that
"they are as much real as the actual ones and some people
prefer them rather than the real ones."

The imagination

thus, Boleslavsky continues, "takes very material things
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from the world and shows them in such a way that everyone
begins to notice."
Boleslavsky uses Picasso as another example of
his point that imagination must be founded in reality:
Picasso draws crazy things which you may say never
existed, but if you will analyze all his life, his
works of art, you will see that this man knows per
fectly what the real hand is, that one bone must
be joined to the others in such a way, .
. that
the muscles go in one direction, and that the
skin has wrinkles which go in certain directions;
he knows all of this perfectly.
Picasso, Boleslavsky continues, started with nature and
then "began to build on what nature had already done."
ing past knowledge, Picasso

Us

picked out and created a

"crazy hand, long and tremendously expressive and having
nothing at all to do with anatomy."

The process Picasso

used, Boleslavsky maintains, is the proper way to build
imagaination, "from one stage to another, real to threequarters, to a little less real, and finally comes some
things which is a perfectly mathematical result of those
four steps and looks to the outsider to be perfectly im
aginary."
The theatre, Boleslavsky points out, involves more
imagination .than other arts, because the creations are
in part intangible and are also transient.

Because the

theatre is "so much a matter of imagination," Boleslavsky
declares, "actors must be more careful than anybody else
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to be faithful,to the imagination, not to use wrong or
empty imaginations,,. . . but to train and use only a
real one."
Bole'slavsky uses a practical illustration of the
way to use imagination in performing a role.

The acting

company was at that time performing The Sea Woman's Cloak,
in which the character of the Sea Woman is an imaginary
creation of the playwright.

Boleslavsky discusses how

the student might go about creating the character:
Will you copy something that has already been done,
something that already exists? That will not be
real creative art-work. How should the actor seek
to build up this imagination in such a case? By
working with real,things and looking in them for
substitutes, looking in Nature for material and in
using his imagination for piecing, building, mould
ing, creating, stretching out, and in many other
ways, but always by actually doing it. How? I
have never seen a Sea Woman. Fortunately, I was
born near the sea and I know i t , s o it is easy for
me to believe that something may exist in the
seas, . . .
from the sounds of the rocks when the
sea breaks over them, from the bits of foam that
fly across the deck of a ship. When I speak about
something I believe may exist in the sea, I am
thinking about how green or blue water looks at a
great depth, when it is s o clear that it looks as
if you could see right through the world to the
other side. These are little things which fer
ment in me and provoke me.
Then, Boleslavsky continues, he has to "material
ize" his impressions? he must "come up on stage and be
the Sea Woman; I must satisfy other people to the full
price of Two Dollars."
Boleslavsky declares.

That is when the work begins,
All of the elements of the sea that
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he has imagined, Boleslavsky notes, do not speak, and the
Sea Woman must speak.

The sea components do have a

rhythm, Boleslavsky believes, and "with quiet, hard work"
it is possible to find a corresponding rhythm for speech.
Sometimes the rhythm must be broken, Boleslavsky observes,
but that too is found in nature, as when a fish jumps out
of water and falls back again.

He has.used. Boleslavsky

emphasizes, "only very real things, I have not used any
thing that does not exist."
The movements of the Sea Woman come next and they
are easier to find, Boleslavsky says, because a fish, for
example, has beautiful movements to observe.

The student

should study realistically, Boleslavsky declares, not
just say, "I am a golden fish."
he says.

Watch how a fish moves,

In art one must dig deep, Boleslavsky tells the

students; "get your hands dirty . . . then you can start
to build your imagination."
Finally, Boleslavsky says, the students must be
trained to "take in and throw out," to find things from
life that will be useful to them and discard the rest.
"You should not be sorry to try something, Boleslavsky
declares, then throw it out, as the painter isn't sorry to
take his paper, draw a sketch and throw it out if it is
not right."
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In addition to Lecture Seven of 1925, Boleslavsky
discusses imagination briefly in three other lectures.
In Lecture Five of 1925 he stresses that imagination is
not enough in acting; the role must be built up beat by
beat with the proper emotion.

A student asks Boleslavsky

why actors cannot merely imagine themselves in the situa
tion that Ghillingworth finds himself.

Boleslavsky re

plies, "I don't know a man in the world who can do it un
less he builds the situation as I am trying to do it now.
The imagination will not give you enough for it."
As previously noted, Boleslavsky points out the
importance of imagination in his discussion of the "boat
play" in Lecture Six of 1925.

The student must use imagi

nation in determining their actions in the play, Boleslav
sky say, because what they do on stage "must be better and
more expressive than in life.”

But Boleslavsky goes on

immediately to emphasize that imagination must have a
foundation in reality:

"Your imagination gives you steps

to build up your action, but the imagination has the
right to exist only when the first line is perfectly per
formed and you go from one problem to another."
In his short lecture on art and the actor., pre
viously discussed with Lecture One of 1928, Boleslavsky
emphasizes the relation of the imagination to observation.
He says that actors should train themselves to observe--
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and to be able to observe quickly--everything around them.
They should store the impressions away; then they can
start the process of imagination.

"Imagination comes

through thousands and thousands of little observations.
When you are full of them, you start on yourself.

You

build from your storehouse of observations."
The main point to be noted in regard to Boleslavsky’s ideas on imagination is where his emphasis lies.
Imagination is usually considered to be one of the major
qualities of the artist.

Boleslavsky acknowledges its im

portance as a necessary but never sufficient component of
artistic reation.

In theatre he considers the function of

imagination to "add on" to character or action already
created through the careful analysis of action and emo
tion.

He never speaks of imagination without stressing

that it must be based in reality.
Boleslavsky’s position on the use of imagination
is completely consistent with his philosophy on art and
acting, which he believes must have their roots in reality
and truth.

The actor, to create a human soul, must use

real emotion, real actions, and an imagination tied to
the real world.
Characterization.

Boleslavsky takes up the sub

ject of characterization in two lectures:

Lecture Four B
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of 1928 in which he discusses characterization in relation
to memory of feeling, and the lecture dated March 8, 1929,
which deals with some of the techniques needed by the
actor.

A comment by Boleslavsky in Lecture Seven 1925

suggests that he planned an entire lecture on the subject
of characterization, but none is known to be extant.

A

third lecture, "Species and Beats," presents Boleslavsky* s
ideas on the spine of the character, a concept related
closely enough to characterization to be included here.
Characterization involves two aspects, according
to Boleslavsky: outward characterization and inner char
acterization.
fines them.

In the March 1929 lecture Boleslavsky de
By outward characterization Boleslavsky says

he means, "how man looks and carries himself."

The in

side characterization, on the other hand, "has the color
and intensity of his emotions and feeling in the part."
The outside characterization is easy to do, Boles lavsky maintains, as long as one knows how to handle all
of one's muscles.

In Lecture Four B , Boleslavsky describes

the way to depict an old miser:

"You will have to notice

how does the old man talk without teeth and how his jaws
don't move enough.
nothing else."

It's just control of the mouth and

Continuing on outer characteristicsBole-

slavsky points out that an old man cannot sit quickly and
easily but moves with a stiffness.

And if the man is lame,
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Boleslavsky goes on, Manalyze what is the lameness and
where.

You decide it's his hips.

Then the whole thing

that is left is to send an order and watch your hip and
then you have the unconscious control of the hip.”
The inner characterization, as explained by
Boleslavsky, consists of the emotions of the character,
which are expressed in a unique way by that character.
Both Othello and Candida are jealous, Boleslavsky points
out

in the March 1929 lecture, but "the same feeling of

jealousy is expressed differently, in different colors."
The actor must find the exact shade of a feeling to fit
a character properly, Boles lavsky insists in that lecture.
He also complains that actors usually do not choose emo
tions precisely enough.

Love scenes, he declares, "are

always the same maple sugar and saccharine stuff."

He

has just seen seven of the love scenes that the student
actors are preparing for a demonstration performance, and
they are, he says, all alike.
Memory of emotion is used to help develop inner
characterization.

Boleslavsky describes the process in

Lecture Four B, again using the miser as an example.
First, the actor determines a miser's main psychological
characteristics which are, says Boleslavsky, "a tremendous
love toward a certain thing--gold," a lack of care for
himself and his appearance, and a watchfulness for danger.
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How, asks Boleslavsky, will the actor find a way to love
and worship this gold which is a "piece of tin," which is
not real and doesn't exist?
he answers.
ample.

"What do I love?

"I go into my golden box,"
I will take a funny ex

Suppose it's a cold watermelon on a warm day."

Boleslavsky builds up the picture of heat and thirst^"you were almost ready to steal"--and says that if the
students think of the watermelon in those circumstances,
"you will be full of your own emotion which is similar to
that stingy, greedy feeling," which the miser will have.
Boleslavsky turns to the next characteristic of
the miser, a lack of interest in himself, in the way he
talks or dresses.

Suppose, Boleslavsky says, that the ac

tor is unable to find a feeling like that in himself.
Then look on the outside, Boleslavsky says; "I saw a beg
gar in the street and he just caught my attention with
that absolute feeling of destruction around him, because
the man was so neglectful of himself."

Then, in such a

case, Boleslavsky says, you use that experience; "You
take the feeling which you have never experienced, from
the outside through your eyes and you try exteriorly to
copy that characterization."
After finding the third feeling of constant dan
ger and suspicion, Boleslavsky continues, the actor puts
the three together and has his characterization, using his
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own emotion.

If the actor works in this way. Boleslavsky

declares, he or she should be able to play any part.
In an earlier part of Lecture Four B of 1928, al
most as an aside from his other comments on memory of
emotion, Boleslavsky compares characterization for the ac
tor to the paper a designer puts his design on, and con
tinues , "The emotion or the spark which moves the audience
is something which belongs to you.

If you play any part,

flapper or old woman, the emotion is yours and stays with
you.

It is your gold capital which stays in the bank.

It

is something that stays in you and you should not spend
it."
No other specific ideas on characterization are
covered in the available typescripts of Boleslavsky1s lec
tures, but Boleslavsky does cover a related concept in
the lecture "Species and Beats" when he discussed the spine
of the character.

In Lecture Three of 1925 and 1928, pre

viously discussed, Boleslavsky describes in detail the
spine of the play and its importance for the actor.

He

considers the spine of the character equally important.
Along with the individual actions that a human being does,
Boleslavsky says in "Species and Beats", there is a broad
er action or drive.
You open your window in the morning, you
breakfast, etc., but at the same time are you
not also driving toward some goal. You want to
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be an actor, an engineer» you want to make money,
etc. You always have in your life a certain
goal.
Let us call this the "spine" or backbone. It
is your wish. Suppose your aim is to be an actress.
Don’t you think that every one of your small ac
tions will be influenced by that one big wish that
you want to become an actress. If you want to be
a playwright or a musician, you would probably do
certain actions differently.
Thus, Boleslavsky asserts, all actions in life are con
nected by one big drive.
The same type of encompassing action must exist
for a character in a play, Boleslavsky declares, and the
actor must determine what the action or spine is which
motivates the words and actions of the character.

Bole**

slavsky uses as an example the character of Shylock.

"One

can say that Shylock is stingy," Boleslavsky says, "but
that word doesn't say anything to the actor.

Shylock,"

Boleslavsky explains, "is.not stingy and cruel, he is
insulted.

Not only has-he been insulted but [so has] his

whole race; he wants to prove to the rest of humanity
that he is insulted."

With this spine, Boleslavsky de

clares, the actor can determine how Shylock will speak and
act, "the driving force behind his words."

Boleslavsky

assures the students that "with this drive toward certain
actions you will never lose the feeling for the actions.
Your part will always stay right."
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Boleslavsky's comments on characterization are
not extensive enough to explain fully his approach to the
subject, but a few points are evident.

Boleslavsky again

emphasizes the internal aspect of acting as he points out
that precise emotion is an essential element in character
ization.

In his use of the designer-paper simile Bole-

si avsky suggests that emotion is a resource which the actor
brings to character.

He is perhaps also making the point

that the actor can bring only his or her own feelings to
the portrayal of a character and that every character will
bear the actor’s personal imprint.
Boleslavsky does not neglect the importance of
external characterization.

He also suggests that the ac

tor may have to find some internal aspects of character,
such as the miser’s feeling about his appearance, by pure
ly external observation.

But he insists that the actor

must still develop a feeling from that observation, not
just imitate the externals.
Action in acting is again emphasized.

Boleslavsky

defines the characteristics of the miser in terms of the
actions and wishes the actor must play.

Although he does

not use the term here, Boleslavsky is in essence defining
a triple spine for that character,
Boleslavskyistresses the actor’s need for a welltrained body for yet another aspect of acting, this time
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for the outer characterization which depends on good
muscle control.
Line Delivery.

Boleslavsky1s position on the way

the actor should approach line delivery is set forth main
ly in two lectures:

Lecture Two of 1925, when Boleslavsky

discussed the problem in relation to Shakespearean lines,
and the lecture, "Species and Beats," when he speaks in
more general terms.
In Lecture Two of 1925 Boleslavsky notes that one
of the criticisms that he got about the Twelfth Night pro
duction was that the beauty of the Shakespearean lines was
not developed.

Boleslavsky agrees that this criticism is

true, but, he avers, Shakespearean lines are very diffi
cult to develop.

The reason, he says, is that they are

so varied; they are often "very eloquent," but they are
also often "short and spicy,"

The correct speaking of

lines does not depend on speech techniques, Boleslavsky
maintains, but rather on "the spirit inside the actor."
When the actor's concentration and idea of the intention
of the speech is the same as Shakespeare's was when he
was writing the lines, then, says Boleslavsky, "you will
have a full and perfect expression of the lines whether
they are very eloquent and long or as short as an S.O.S."
If all that was needed was speech technique,
Boleslavsky continues, "it is very easy to learn the
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French manner of reciting, called sometimes the Art of
Reciting the Verses."

This art developed long ago,

Boleslavsky explains, when actors were resurrecting classic
cal

forms, but thes$ forms are no longer correct for

modern times.

It is always possible to recognize a

French actor, Boleslavsky notes, "because he sticks to
the dead form."

His efforts and energy which is devoted

to saying the lines "right," Boleslavsky declares, "is
worthy of a better destination."

He cautions the students:

If you hear a stage director who says, "You must
say these lines in such a way that they go up and
up and then drop down," you must know it is arti
ficial and exterior, not from the inside, because
if you have a problem so strong, you cannot keep
your mouth shut and you must shout of yourself,
"My kingdom for a horse!" If you build up with
throaty, hoarse shouts, "My kingdom for a horse,"
it is artificial and will not check; although it
may appeal to the ear and eye it will not appeal
to the soul.
People in current times, Boleslavsky declares, want "real,
new things," which come from.the soul.
This need to speak from the soul, Boleslavsky ex
plains , is what makes the speaking of Shakespearean lines
a problem.

It is difficult

to be at the same time sincere, poetical, and ex
press all the beauty of these lines. To say,
"My love is all as hungry as the sea," requires
that the soil of the human soul be quite deeply
and well ploughed, and to say, "To be or not to
be," takes a whole man's life to say in such a
way that it shakes the whole audience and every
heart at once.
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In the lecture "Species and Beats" Boleslavsky
discusses line delivery in relation to the whole process
of developing a role, first determining the beats and then
the proper feeling for each beat.
Scarlet

As he analyzed The

Letter scene, Boleslavsky analyzes in a similar

but less detailed manner a few beats of Hamlet.

In one

beat the action is to defend oneself,, Boleslavsky says,
and the actor must find the "color," that is, the feeling
for defense.

Then Boleslavsky says, "when you start to

say the words you will not think of intonation, which is
abnormal, but you will bring something that the feeling
gives you."
Of course, Boleslavsky adds, it is assumed that
"your technique is developed and perfect, that-you will not
whisper your words, you will not lisp, and that your voice
will be responsive to your change of feeling."
Each moment of a role must be prepared by the
analysis of action and feeling, Boleslavsky continues.
You say, "It will take a lifetime to go through
a part such as Hamlet," but it will be much
better than trying to remember the intonation.
If you go through it the right way, the feeling
helps the words and the words help the feeling.
Furthermore, it is difficult to change the in
tonation; the feeling is always creative, not
mechanical. From the bottom of yourself, with
the love, with certain spiritual satisfaction,
you can change the intonation much easier.
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Boleslavsky's expressions on line reading
articulate an important tenet of the Stanislavsky system:
the proper feeling in the actor will result in the proper
expression in the delivery of lines.

This point of view

was in direct contrast to the type of speech training
which was prevalent at that time; schools emphasized
training in expression and elocution.

Boleslavsky1s em

phasis was on interior motivation for line delivery.

But

he also emphasized the importance of physical training to
develop vocal skill.

The actor's instrument must be able

to play the notes.
Boleslavsky's Rhetoric
A description of Boleslavsky's lectures would be
i

incomplete without a discussion of his rhetoric.

It is

the writer's opinion that the way in which Boleslavsky pre
sented his ideas--the rhetorical devices that he used--was
an important factor in making the students, not only ac
cept and practice his instructions, but also in inspiring
them to spread the ideas to others.
Three aspects of Boleslavsky's rhetorical approach
deserve mention:

the devices he used to hold the students'

1. I am indebted to Andrew A. King, Associate
Professor, Department of Speech Communication, University
of Arizona, for his help in the technical analysis of
Boleslavsky's rhetoric.
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interest, the teaching techniques he incorporated in the
lectures to make his ideas more easily understood, and the
techniques he.used to win acceptance and dedication to his
point of view and proposed course of action.
Boleslavsky keeps the students' interest and atten
tion with rhetorical devices which constantly involve them
in his presentation.

He uses direct address most of the

time and imperative mode frequently:

"You must spend

hours and hours"; "Learn to observe"; "Repeat this and you
will have it forever."

Boleslavsky also uses rhetorical

questions frequently and puts words into the mouths of his
listeners; he then replies to these questions and comments:
"What happens to the actor?
words.'
again:

You say, 'Well, he has the

Words have nothing to do with the actor."
"So what will I do now?

how it felt."

And

I will try to remember

Such devices give an immediacy to the sub

ject and relate the listeners to it.

The short sentences

also give a dynamic quality and a sense of urgency to the
speeches.

Boleslavsky also uses visually descriptive and

emotionally charged words and images which are likely to
make an impression on the audience.

The rehearsal set that

he describes in passing contains "only one fifty watt bulb
for light."

He explains one feeling as being a drawing out

through the eyes and another as being like a squeezed
lemon.
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Boleslavsky also incorporates some effective
teaching techniques in his lectures.

The rhetorical ques

tions come with each slight change in subject matter.

Be

sides keeping the students involved and interested, the
questions also act as a sort of heading or label which
helps the students understand what Boleslavsky is going to
talk about next.

One time-honored technique which Bole-

slavsky uses is that of combining something totally familiar
to the audience with something unfamiliar in order to ex
plain his ideas.

He associates a man walking or a tree

growing with spines and beats.

He also often uses a whole

series of illustrations or extended metaphors to explain
important concepts.

As well as using the cat and the

string to illustrate the pervasiveness of art, Boleslavsky
also uses as examples birds' nest-building, people's need
for interior decoration, and the

desire for beauty in

cars and shoes.
The third aspect of Boleslavsky's rhetoric, the
techniques he used to win acceptance and dedication to his
point of view, is both the most pervasive and at the same
time the most difficult to illustrate succinctly.

The main

discussion of Boleslavsky's lectures has centered on his
ideas on acting, and quoted material was selected with that
perspective.

Interspersed and entwined with the substance

of Boleslavsky*s presentation are what might be called
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inspirational exhortations.

Further, Boleslavsky’s manner

of presenting the rules and procedure for acting is a very
positive one.

The total effect is to give the lectures

the tone of the sermon with Boleslavsky as a minister set
ting forth the correct code of behavior and action for
those who would dedicate themselves to the great art of
acting.

For example. Boleslavsky assures the students that

if, and only if, they play action, spine, and beats, and
use memory of feeling, they will be successful in acting:
When you know what you are going to do on stage,
there is nothing to worry about.
You mus t have the verb.
Don't think you can get this by inspiration.
If you . . . prepare yourself in these three steps
. . . you will attract the attention of every soul.
Spend five minutes a day and you will be ready to
do anything.
It will replace for you twenty years of experi
ence.
This manner of presentation would make the students feel
that they were learning the correct way to act.

The idea

that truth is being imparted is also enhanced by the fre
quent use of such unequivocal phrases as "The answer is
simple"; "If you answer yes, you won't be mistaken"; and
"I can tell you that . . . "
Boleslavsky also uses rhetorical techniques that
inspire a sense of dedication.

One such device is the
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building up of the importance of art,

Examples of this

approach were given in the discussion of the first lecture.
Another device is the association of the work of acting
with other activities worthy of high purpose and devotion.
For example, after Boleslavsky explains that to create a
human soul on"stage is the ideal the actor should try to
reach, he continues:
Thousands of soldiers during the war gave their
lives without even knowing why they fought. Tt
is the same in the Theatre: we may not know, we
may give all our lives without achieving our ideal,
but we shall point the way to some I believe exist
among us, and they will reach the ideal; they will
give birth to that certain soul which will live
in history.
For further inspiration, Boleslavsky also frequently men
tions famous and dedicated actors that the students should
try to emulate.

And he uses dramatic phrasing to exhort

the students to work and devotion:

"Don't waste a minute.

Go after perfection the moment you.decide you are really
going to work in the theatre."

All of the above rhetorical

devices, coupled with Boleslavsky1s charismatic personal
ity, helped involve the students both intellectually and
emotionally in the ideas and actions he advocated and thus
affected the acceptance and perpetuation of the system.
Evaluation of the Acting Classes
As a result of the availability for analysis of
the typescripts of Boleslavsky's lectures,, a more complete
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understanding of the way acting was taught at the Lab is
now possible.

The acting classes of Ouspenskaya and Bole-

slavsky together presented} in theory; at least., all the
skills the student needed to achieve the goal of acting:
creating the life of a human soul on stage.

The two

classes complemented each other, Ouspenskaya teaching basic
skills and Boleslavsky the process in which they were ap
plied.
The training was a psychological approach and in
volved a concrete procedure which students were to use for
acting in general and for developing a role in particular.
Boleslavsky1s lectures were a detailed explanation of this
procedure for creating a soul.

The method of work was

based upon the view that art, though bigger than life, is
rooted in life.

In order to create a human soul on stage,

the actor must evaluate the role in terms of the way human
beings with drives, goals, and feelings behave in life and
then must duplicate that behavior bn stage.

Since actors,

unlike people in real life, must create this behavior "on
order," they must also have their "wills" trained. This
training was done in Ouspenskaya1s class and consisted of
a psychological conditioning of the actors' mental and emo
tional faculties to make them subject to control.

With the

combined training the actor would ideally be able to behave
in a logical human way oh demand.
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Another fact shown by the typescripts is that
Boleslavsky1s teaching was much more detailed and specific
than had heretofore been thought.

Based on Boleslavsky1s

(1923a, 1933) "The Creative Theatre" and Acting:

The First

Six Lessons, Willis (1968: 326-29) postulates a general con
tent of Boleslavsky1s Lab lectures.

In fact the Lab lec

tures gave much more specific instructions for acting and
were designed to be of much more practical value to the
students than those two sources„

The lectures were a cru

cial element in the training and the major source of the
students’ information on acting,
The Boleslavsky lectures also show that the acting
approach which was taught at the Lab represents in major
respects what is known as the Stanislavsky system of acting.
It is not the purpose of this work to present a detailed
comparison of the Stanislavsky system and thei.teaching
presented at the Lab.

No doubt differences in emphasis and

exact definitions existed; certainly different English
terms were used.

But the major concepts and philosophy

that Boleslavsky delineated were the ones developed by
Stanislavsky (1936) and presented in his book, An Actor
Prepares.

The idea has grown up that the first teaching of

Stanislavsky in this country was different from the "real"
Stanislavsky and had to be corrected after Stanislavsky's
books were published.

Boleslavsky's lectures suggest that

179
the major deviation from Stanislavsky's ideas came after
the Lab.

The almost total emphasis on memory of feeling

in the Group Theatre and the eventual alteration of the
use of memory of feeling to actor self-development in the
Actors Studio was not due to Boleslavsky's teaching. Ad
ler (1977: n.p.), Clurman (1977: n,p.), and Fergusson
(1977: n.p.) do not feel that Boleslavsky overemphasized
memory of feeling.

The lectures show that in discussing

the development of memory of feeling Boleslavsky also al
ways stressed the need for good emotional health, control
of emotion, and the application of memory of feeling to a
character in a play.

Clurman (1977: n.p.) suggests a

reason for the alteration of Boleslavsky1s teaching.

Lee

Strash erg, Clurman says, felt that he "got the key" to act
ing at the Lab, "and after that he worked on his own lines,
so to speak, his own temperament, very different"from Mr.
Standslavsky's ."
Such shortcomings as did exist in the Lab classes
in acting seem to stem from two circumstances.

First of

all, the effectiveness of the teaching system depended to
a great extent upon Boleslavsky's explaining to the stu
dents the acting process and the relationship of the two
courses.

The lectures were the only delineation of the

step-by-step procedure that the, students should follow in
acting and in developing a role:

determining beats, spine,
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actions, etc,

Further, while Boleslavsky considered the

two acting courses interrelated and of equal importance,
the relationship was not an obvious.one.

Ouspenskaya did

not explain how the skills which the students were develop
ing in concentration and sense and emotion memory would
help them specifically in creating a role.

Boleslavsky was

the one who explained how picking up a pin or listening to
a mouse was of value in acting.

Even the techniques that

the students learned in the improvisations, needed verbal
ization in terms of their application to actual roles and
plays.

The questions for clarification that the students

asked Boleslavsky during the lectures and the failure of
the first half of the class to act the boat play correctly
show the need for Boleslavsky1s guidance.
A second potential weakness was present in the act
ing class procedure.

Due to the abstract nature of some

of the ideas and to Boleslavsky1s problems with English in
his lectures, the supplement of the practical work in re
hearsal on scenes was important to make the ideas clear to
the students.

The student regisseurs were supposed to un

derstand the techniques, but, as Fergusson has pointed out,
they were learning as much from "Workshop" critiques as
the actors were.

Thus Boleslavsky's role was again crucial

to the success of the teaching.
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The potential shortcomings became a reality when
Boleslavsky was absent from the Lab for extended periods,
especially in its later years.

A quantitative substantia

tion of this view is of course not possible, but some con
trasting experiences of students can be pointed out. Most
of the former students who could articulate9so well the act
ing procedure and the value of Ouspenskaya's class worked
extensively with Boleslavsky, both as early Lab students
and as members of the acting company.

Even some of these

students note an early confusion and the lack of explana
tion by Ouspenskaya but did not feel they were handicapped
in the long run (Willis 1968: 338).

Two other students re-

count markedly different experiences.

Although admittedly

too small a sample on which to base an evaluation of the
program, their experiences are of more than average signif
icance as both subsequently became successful Broadway
actresses and also later used the acting system effective
ly.

Thus a lack of ability cannot be considered a cause

of their problems at the Lab.

Ruth Nelson, in an interview

with Helen Krich Chinoy (1976: 527), said that she did not
understand the training at all and that Ouspenskaya's class
"terrified her."

But, significantly, Nelson also told

Chinoy that it was only when she worked with Boleslavsky
on the script of Martine that she began to be able to use
the new method.

Ann Revere (1977: 1) also states that she
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did not learn much at the Lab; she too saw little of
Boleslavsky.

Her experience on one of those two occasions,

while not a substantive example of Boleslavsky's impor-:
tance, nonetheless shows the considerable effect of his
presence:
I was to present a scene for his criticism. 1
chose a speech from Electra’s. The day of the
audition I was scared witless and lost my voice.
I explained to Boly before X started that I had
laryngitis. He nodded wisely and said, "Yes, I
know these L a r y n g i t e s ' I came to realize that
those few words were worth the year and a half I
spent there, for, in the fifty ensuing years,
whatever else I was guilty of, I never had those
"Laryngitee." Perhaps I would have learned other
valuable things if he had come more often.
Ouspenskaya's class was an important and valuable part of
(

the actor training, but, because of the way the classes
were structured, the effectiveness of the teaching of act
ing depended to too large a degree on Boleslavsky.

As a

result of his increasingly frequent absences,. the quality
of the training in acting declined.
A final evaluation of the teaching of acting re
lates to the success of the training in developing actors
who could "create new souls" on the stage.

The actors'

ability to achieve that goal depended upon both the acting
classes and the rehearsal procedures.

Therefore, such

evaluation as can be made of the quality of the acting will
be included in the evaluation of the rehearsals.

CHAPTER 7
REHEARSALS
An integral part of the actor training at the
American Laboratory Theatre occurred in the rehearsals
of the plays given by the acting company.

Boleslavsky ..

believed that the rehearsal process was as important to
the growth and development of the actor as the formal
physical, mental, and spiritual training.

The play re

hearsals at the Lab provided a learning experience for
the students in two respects:

the types of plays which

were produced gave the students an opportunity to learn
several styles and approaches to acting; the rehearsal
procedure itself was designed to promote learning.
In totality the plays given at the Lab represent
a variety of genres, styles, and periods.

The first sea

son's plays were a Shakespearean comedy, Twelfth Night,
done in a very theatrical manner; a realistic fantasy,
The Seawoman's Cloak; and a pageantlike historical drama,
The Scarlet Letter.

These plays provided the students

with three distinct styles on which to try their newly
learned techniques.

As Boleslavsky explained in the 1925

Catalogue (p. 12), "The plays selected are rich sources
183
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for the young actor.

They provide stimulating material in

the shape of characterization, language, emotions, strong
beautiful spirits and a sense of historical perspective
which is the nationalistic core of all vital art."
In subsequent years two French farces, as well as
another Shakespearean comedy, gave the students practice
in comic styles.

The first French farce. The Straw Hat,

adapted by two Lab members from Eugene Labische's Un
Chapeau, de Faille d'ltalie, was produced specifically for
the sake of the actors' training, according to Boleslavsky; "the dances, songs, quick dialogue, these things
help the actor grow and perfect his technique" (Willis
1968: 137).

Although the farce was written in 1851, the

students were not taught to do it as a period piece; the
jokes and language were modernized (Comegys 1975: n.p.).
Several of the plays Boleslavsky selected gave
opportunities for realistic character development.

The

Trumpet Shall Sound, Thornton Wilder's first full-length
play, written in 1919, was a case in point.

In a Lab

report quoted in Willis (1968: 137), Boleslavsky explains
its value:
It gives us plenty of opportunity for characteri
zation and it gives the actors a chance to look
for the sources of inspiration more directly in
real life and so transfer them to the realm of
art.
It will be the Lab's first opportunity to
deal with live, fresh models, instead of the imag
inary form with which it had to work 1til now.

185
At the same time the result will not be mere copy
ing of uninteresting, everyday life.
Fergusson (1977: n.p„) felt that At the Gate of the King
dom, a realistic drama written in the 1890's by Norwegian
Kurt Hamsun, had well developed characters and so provided
a good learning experience in that respect.
Martine,■Jean-Jacques Bernard's contemporary
French drama which emphasized mood,-provided another
dimension for student development.

Stark Young (1928: 273),

reviewing: Mar tine for The New Republic, notes that the
play "affords problems in sustained effects, in quietness
of method and intensification of expression that are of
immense value to these young players."

The Bridal Veil,

a dance pantomime by Arthur Schnitzler, and Big Lake, a
folk drama by Lynn Rigg set in Oklahoma, were among the
other plays which helped to enlarge the Lab students' ex
perience.
Student learning, it must be noted, was not the
sole determining factor in play choice, although Boleslavsky liked to emphasize that purpose in public statements.
The need to interest shareholders and potential contribu
tors sometimes affected play selection.

Since several of

the plays were ones Boleslavsky had directed or acted in
in Russia, familiarity may also have been a factor.

And

Granite by Clemence Dane was chosen purely as a matter of
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expediency since Boleslavsky was about to leave for London,
and he needed a play which could be mounted quickly (Comegys 1975: n.p.; Fergusson 1977: n.p.).

Nevertheless,

most of the plays given at the Lab provided useful train
ing opportunities.
Students also had a chance to have direct contact
with some of the playwrights and to learn first hand the
writers1 conceptions of their plays.

Thornton Wilder at-"

tended some of the rehearsals of The Trumpet Shall Sound,
as did The Seawoman's Cloak author, Amelia Rives, and Mir
iam Stockton, adaptor of The Scarlet Letter (Fergusson .
1977: n.p.; Comegys 1975: n.p.).
The ideal rehearsal process, as Boleslavsky envi
sioned it, was to give the actors the opportunity for care
ful and creative development of their characters and for
constant improvement in their acting skills.

The rehear

sal period was to be as long as was needed to prepare the
play for performance.

In actual practice at the Lab the

conduct and length of the rehearsal process changed gradu
ally over the years of the Lab's existence.

For the first

group of students who became the acting company, the ideal
procedure was followed.

The rehearsals initially were

essentially workshop extensions of Boleslavsky's teaching.
Discussions and explanations ofiithe acting techniques were
an integral part of the rehearsal.

A long period of time
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was spent in preparing a play for performance.

The first

production, The Seawoman's Cloak, was in rehearsal for
over a year before a public performance was given and was
rehearsed several more months before its official opening.
Twelfth Night was rehearsed for almost a year.

As the

students became more proficient, less time was spent in
helping them with specifics of their roles, but still at
least three months were devoted to the rehearsals of all
the plays through 1926 (Comegys 1975: n.p.; Fergusson
1977: n.p.).

However, as Boleslavsky became increasingly

involved with outside commitments, rehearsal time was
often shortened and less teaching took place.

In the

case of Granite, which opened in February 1926, Boleslav
sky rehearsed the play for only about two weeks, choosing
a cast that he knew could be depended on to do their own
in-depth development of the roles (Willis 1968: 149-50).
A large part of the rehearsal of Much Ado, produced in
the fall of 1927, was supervised by the student regisseur
(Fergusson 1977: n.p.), and two of the later plays were
done under other directors.
The rehearsal procedure as practiced in the most
ideal times, as well as a glimpse of Boleslavsky's direct
ing style, can be reconstructed from the combined recol
lections of Clurman (1977: n.p.), Comegys (1975: n.p.),
and Fergusson (1977: n.p.).

The approach was essentially
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the same as that used by Boleslavsky in the Neighborhood
Playhouse productions that he did during the summer of
1923.

Early rehearsals were spent in discussing the play.

"We spent a lot of time," Comegys says, "determining what
the playwright was saying and developing a sort of dia
gram of the way he constructed the play."

The spine would

be determined and was always expressed as an infinitive of
an action verb; the long distance mood would be decided
and was expressed as a descriptive noun.

In early years

this much of the procedure might be done before the play
was even cast.

In casting, Boleslavsky might devise some

improvisations to see if an actor had a particular quality
needed for a character.

All parts were double or even

triple cast, and each actor would have at least two roles
in a given play.
The play would then be read carefully and divided
into beats.

The students were eventually to find and

name the beats of their own characters, but they were al
so to be aware of the regisseur's beats, As Fergusson
(1977: n.p.) pointed out'', the character and regisseur
beats were always co-ordinated even if they were not al
ways exactly the same.
The student regisseur would record in his or her
specially prepared playbook the results of the discussion
about the play.

The role of the regisseur needs some
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explanation.

The regisseur at the Lab can be described

as an assistant director with some of the added functions
of the stage manager.

It was the duty of the regisseur

to be able to reproduce the play exactly as Boleslavsky
had originally worked it out, not only in technical terms,
but also in feeling and meaning.

To this end the regis

seur would record as much information in the playbook as
was felt to be needed.

Often a summary paragraph of the

general approach to the play would start off the record;
then the spine and long distance mood would be noted.
Beats were usually marked by a horizontal line across the
page.

Numbered notes on the page opposite the script

corresponding to numbers in the script recorded anything
which the regisseurs felt was important.

Some notes would

refer to the relationship of characters or to their feel
ings about each other.

Sometimes even the subtext of

some of the lines would be included.
specific characters might be named.

Actions--beats--of
The degree of detail

in the notes depended upon the difficulty of the scene.
If an actor had a problem with the feeling or action in
a scene, the problem would be discussed and worked out by
the actor and Boleslavsky, and the proper approach would
be recorded by the regisseur.

All blocking and business,

and sometimes gestures, Were also recorded.

Once the

play was in performance the regisseur was in charge and
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made notes on errors of any kind.

The notes were given

to the actors after each performance.

As Fergusson (1977:

n.p.) explained, the regisseur*s responsibility was to
tell the actors "any place they had got off the track."
As the rehearsal progressed, the actors worked
with increasing specificity.

The development of charac

ter and the interpretation of dialogue was done slowly
so that the proper depth of feeling and understanding
would be created.

The actors analyzed their characters

to determine their motives.

The means that the character

would use to achieve his or her ends was decided.

The

characters were developed to the point that they had a
reality outside of the play.

There was always a session

where everyone would tell what the life of their charac
ter had been before the play opened.

Students even de

veloped other opportunities to use their characters.
Shirley White, in a letter to her sister, tells of a par
ty the students had in which everyone came as her "crowd"
character in The Seawoman's Cloak and "talked Irish"
(Willis.1968: 353).

White also tells of the means Bole-

siavsky used to help the students feel more at home with
Shakespearean speech.

For one day they were to speak

only in Shakespearean English; then they were to do
Twelfth Night in their own words but in Shakespearean
English.

The purpose. White explains, was to help them
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get the underlying meaning of the words (Willis 1968:
60) .
Boleslavsky1s direction was not dictatorial in
approach, and the actors were given a certain amount of
freedom in their creation.

For example, according to

Comegys (1975: n .p .), an actor would feel free to say,
"i feel this character should be tried this way before we
decide how to do it."

On the other hand, Boleslavsky

might say, "I don't like this aspect.

Try to find some

thing more in relation to the other characters," and the
actor would be free to try different things within that
framework.

As Boleslavsky explained in an interview in

Theatre Magazine, "I tell my students that I am just like
a carpenter, ready to show them that a table may have
four legs or three but not two.

The actual work, whether

they are creating a table or a character in a play, they
must do themselves" (Fricken 1927: 65).

But Boleslavsky

believed that the director must have overall control.
Comegys (1975: n.p.) explains, "it was as if there was
a blueprint.

It was your job as the actor to work into

that blueprint."

In another interview in Theatre Maga

zine Boleslavsky explained that it is the director's job
to instill in the actors an

understanding of the psy

chology of their characters and the mood that the author
wishes to project.

The actor is allowed to formulate

that mood in a manner natural to him, but "the director
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must synthesize the actor's efforts into a perfect whole"
(Savage 1926: 22) .
As Boleslavsky rehearsed the students, he guided
them in the application of the specific techniques he had
taught in his lectures.

He helped them find their actions

and saw that they "built the mood that he was after and
the effect he wanted" (Fergusson 1977: n.p.).

Boleslav

sky often reminded the students to determine what they
were connected with and to find out what they were re
ceiving from the connection.

Clurman (1977: n.p.) notes

that Boleslavsky stressed action and that he "would never
tell an actor to have more feeling, he would provoke it."
And, Clurman . Continued, when Boleslavsky felt that the
actors were not acting in depth, he would say, "Where are
your souls?

I don't see your souls."

In guiding the actors in physical techniques,
Boleslavsky would correct a physical characterization if
he felt it was wrong.

He "pushed hard" on speaking loud

ly (Clurman 1977: n.p.).

Boleslavsky would also tell

actors if they were unintelligible, but he wouldn't
actually correct diction as he felt that his English was
not good enough.

Boleslavsky was very inventive in pro

viding business for the actors.

Clurman says he was

amazed by Boleslavsky's ability in this regard.
could create a whole play in a day."

"He

Clurman felt that
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,

Boleslavsky was particularly good in inventing humorous
business, but his sense of humor was very Russian, "very
boisterous and physical."
Boleslavsky tended to demonstrate rather than to
tell the actor what he wanted.

As Fergusson (1977: n.p.)

explains,
He would indicate what the character was, just
slightly act it, not completely. He would do
that with any character in the play at the drop
of a hat. He would instantly convey the charac
ter by acting it out... . . H e inclined to do
that because his English was not very good, where
as his acting was marvelous and he could show
people what he wanted. . . . His ability to in
dicate what he wanted was the basis of everything
[in his direction].
Clurman (1977: n.p.) also commented on Boleslavsky1s dem
onstrations and pointed out that they were dangerous in
a way because "he could demonstrate so brilliantly."
Although a large man, he was very adept physically and had
great physical control.

"He could move his body," Clurman

remembers, "like a dancer, like a lady dancer."

Boleslav

sky also had excellent voice control and Fergusson (1977:
n.p.) recalls that "he could sound like a little girl or
roar like a lion."
Boleslavsky's manner was on the whole calm and
gentle, and in rehearsals he created an atmosphere of
freedom and acceptance conducive to learning.
occasionally become angry and lose his temper.

He would
These
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times were usually when people were not working seriously,
Fergusson notes, or "if people were mistaken in what they
were doing and led the rehearsal off in the wrong direc
tion. "

Fergusson recounts a time when Boleslavsky was de

layed in getting to a rehearsal.

The actors were "in a

pause" instead of working ahead as Boleslavsky thought
they should.
calls,

Boleslavsky was very angry, Fergusson re

but he merely said with controlled fury, "Begin!"

Most of the time, however, Boleslavsky was very eventempered.

He had a good sense of humor and was very gen

tle with the actors.

Clurman (1977: n.p.) recalls,

Boleslavsky "would say sometimes, 11 have to scold you,'
and he was very sweet about it. . . . There was one rule
I remember him saying . . . that was a very useful thing
to me.

He said, 'As a director, don't praise too much

and don't knock too much.'"
Ap. important part of the training in rehearsal
focused on the development of ensemble playing.

The en

semble effect was fostered through the casting and the
rehearsal procedure.

There were no

"stars" at the Lab.

The first five plays that were produced at the Lab, in
1925 and 1926, were double cast, and students played more
than one role in a given play.

An actor with a leading

role on one night might do a walk-on the next performance.
Thus at all times the entire group worked together, and all

195
were considered equally important.

The fact that each

actor had two different roles in the same play helped to
give him or her a broader understanding of the play and a
greater concern with the total effect.

According to

Comegys (1975: n.p.), "There was no feeling of competition;
there was always a feeling of the importance of developing
what was needed for the play."
Boleslavsky also stressed that there were no unim
portant roles and that in a well-written play the minor
characters were just as important as the leading ones.

He

worked painstakingly on the crowd scenes and engendered
in the students a sense of the value of each part.

"We

were determined at the Lab," Comegys (1975: n.p.) notes,
"that no part would be neglected.

No matter how small the

role it was an important and vital part of the play."

The

extent of the students' efforts is illustrated by their
work on the crowd characters for The Seawoman's Cloak.
Most of these characters were not even named in the script,
but they were developed to such an extent that the actors
could spend a whole evening at a party in their portrayal.
Beginning with the production of Granite in 1927,
plays were no longer double cast.

As previously noted,

Boleslavsky's other commitments left him less time for
rehearsing.

Thus no longer did the entire company al

ways work together.

Granite also caused another breakdown
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in the ensemble sense.

The play was so popular that it

was moved to Broadway for a six week run.

Its cast was

separated physically from the group and no longer partici
pated in the repertory at the Lab.

The resultant loss of

the sense of unity was never completely restored!(Willis
1968: 156; Fergusson 1977: n.p.),
Analysis of the rehearsal program at the Lab brings
out several significant points.

First of.all, the students

who became a part of the acting company had the opportunity
to develop skill in a wide variety of genres and styles of
plays.

Further, the training at the Lab was presumed to

be applicable to all of these types and styles.

In the

1930's and 1940's in America, what was thought of as the
Stanislavsky system became associated mainly with realism
in play writing and production (Gray 1967: 159; Brockett
and Findlay 1973: 573-74).

Clurman (1958a: x) suggests that

this association occurred because the system was introduced
at a time when realistic plays were at a height.

Certain-.

ly it is true that the Americanized version of the system
was popularized by the Group Theatre which produced only
realistic and naturalistic plays (Gray 1967: 149).
writer suggests a second reason for the association:

The
The

system as revised and used by the Group, especially Lee
Strasberg, made it less applicable to other kinds of plays. .
Paul Gray, in his "Critical Chronology" (1967: 151, 156-
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I

169), documents clearly the differences between Stanislav
sky's ideas and those taught by Strasberg in the Group
Theatre mid in the Actors

Studio.

Strasberg, concentrat

ing almost solely on memory of feeling, which was divorced
from the character in the play, de-emphasized many aspects
of the system which made it useful for all types of plays.
As taught by Boleslavsky at the Lab, the system was appli
cable and indeed was applied universally.
Another point clearly shown by a study of the re
hearsal process is that Boleslavsky was an adept director..
While helping the students make practical use of the act
ing system and developing an ensemble of the group, Bolesi avsky also mounted inventive productions.

Stella Adler

(1977: n.p.) says, "Everything I saw him do was in great,
great style.

He had a great talent."

Fergusson (1977:

n.p.) and Clurman (1977: n.p.), both of whom observed his
directing in Broadway productions as well as at the Lab,
praised him highly as a director.

Critics did not always

agree with his style,, especially in comedy, but a number of
comments in reviews attest to Boleslavsky's directing skill
and to his success in teaching character development, pro
jection of true feeling, and ensemble playing.

Playwright

Rachel Crothers (1925: 2) was so impressed after seeing
one of the early private performance of The Seawomah’s
Cloak that she wrote a letter to the New York Times about
the production:
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One sees these young people playing old men
and women without makeup, and looking old be
cause they have become old through absolute un
derstanding and feeling, and the quickening of
dramatic imagination to such a flame that they
are transported into the little sea coast village
of lreland--actually living the lives of these
people in the play--people as remote from these
young Americans as anything can be.
In one scene, where they all come on togeth
er, the undercurrent of understanding and think
ing and feeling, all absolutely part of the
central idea, is so much greater and more sincere
than one usually finds in the professional the
atre that it is amazing and unbelievable.
The official reviewers were less extravagant, but most com
ments were similar in tone.
The other two productions of the theatre's first
season, 1925-26, received praise relating to the sincerity
of the performances.

Of Twelfth Night:

"It breathes the

fresh spirit of a labor of love," from the New York Times
("What the Actors Will" 1925: 1), "a performance of zest
and fondness" from Gilbert W. Gabriel of the New York Sun
(Clipping File 1923-30), and "a freshness and sincerity
that rings true" from the New York correspondent of the
Paris Times (Clipping File, 1923-30).

John Mason Brown

(1926: 153) praised the ensemble effort in The Scarlet
Letter.and Brooks Athinson (1926: 16) the earnestness.
Significantly, even when the critics did not like
the play, aspects of the acting were often praised.

Most

reviewers panned The Trumpet Shall Sound, but some praised
several of the actors.

Helen Coburn, who had one of the
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leading roles, was said to be often ’’actually living the
part and she made credible the somewhat fantastic things
she had to do" ("New American Play is Quite Fantastic"
1926: 15).

Crusty Robert Benchley (1927; 21), in review

ing the same play, admitted that "one did get some illusion
of reality" and allowed that "several of the actors gave
promise of their being good enough some day really to act
in a commercial theatre in a nasty old commercial success.
And that certainly establishes a record for little art
groups."
In light of the short time spent in the rehearsal
of Granite, the quality of the production again emphasizes
Boleslavsky's directing talent and the adeptness of the
actors in applying techniques.

Brooks Atkinson (1927: 13)

said of Granite that "Although individual acting lacked
polish in detail, the performance was all the more aston
ishing for its sensitive comprehension of the mood of the
drama.

It was successively mordant, melodramatic, romantic,

comic, and tragic."

Joseph Wood Krutch (.1927: 350), one of

the few critics who recognized the poor quality of the play,
attested to the quality of Boleslavsky's teaching:
Acted in any simple and straightforward manner the
play would seem only rather frantic and unconvinc
ing; acted as Mr, Boleslavsky caused it to be acted
it captures the spectator in spite of himself and
leaves him with the feeling that he has been
tricked into a momentary suspension of his disbe
lief which was hardly worth his while. . . . Even in
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Granite is illustrated the nature of a genuine
theatrical art capable, when applied to a better
material, of achieving effects which we are sel
dom fortunate enough to see on our stage.
One negative conclusion regarding the rehearsals
must be made:

The ideal of the rehearsal as creating a

climate'for the growth and development of the actor was
compromised as Boleslavsky pursued other interests outside
of the Lab.

When he no longer had time to rehearse two

casts, the whole group no longer worked together and less
favorable conditions for ensemble resulted.

Less time

spent on rehearsal also meant less effort on the develop
ment of each role.

The aim of education was ignored in

the selection of Granite for production.

According to

Fergusson (1977: n.p.), Boleslavsky did not even like the
play very well, but he felt he could "in a very few weeks
make something that would please the Broadway reviewers."
Clearly the potential for learning and for artistic train
ing during rehearsal diminished in the later years of the
Lab.
Analysis of the reasons for Boleslavsky *s neglect
of the Lab can only be speculative and is beyond the scope
of this paper.

However, one observation can be made. Fer

gus son and Clurman both stressed that Boleslavsky had to
make a living,

as

his remuneration from the Lab director

ship was not large.

If this view is valid, the situation
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points up the similarity of the Lab's problem with that of
all art theatres in the United States.

The artistic and

creative theatre of the sort envisioned by Boleslavsky is
not self-supporting.and is difficult to sustain in a soci
ety devoted to commercial values and material desires.
this environment Boleslavksy did not succeed in adhering
only to his artistic ideals.

In

CHAPTER 8
EVALUATION
The philosophy and program of actor training at the
American Laboratory Theatre represented a new approach to
actor training in the United States.

Embracing the educa

tional concepts of its director, Richard Boleslavsky, the
Lab defined specific goals of acting and taught the tech
niques for achieving these goals.

A main thrust of the

new approach was the attempt to educate the whole human be
ing, providing physical, mental, and psychological train-?
ing for the actor.
The Lab presented the concept of the actors'
bodies as the instrument of their art and to this end empha
sized the importance of physical training.

The physical

training was comprehensive and of high quality.

Beginning

with ballet and eurythmics in the first year, the Lab in
creased the offering in body movement until in the 1927-28
season five different courses were given.

From two to

three courses in voice and speech development were offered
throughout the six and a half years of the Lab’s existence.
The teachers at the Lab were experts in their fields and
maintained high standards of achievement in their classes.
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Three main shortcomings seemed to exist in the physical
training.

First, the time allotted was insufficient for the

actors to achieve complete mastery of physical techniques;
secondly, the actors were not given enough help in relating
and applying their new skills in physical movement to move
ment on the stage; thirdly, the dedication to perfection on
the part of the acting company was not maintained.
The Lab program was also dedicated to the actor's
intellectual and cultural development.

In the early years

the students had the opportunity to become acquainted with
the ideas and personalities of important theatre people
through lectures sponsored by the Lab.

Formal classes were

gradually added, and students received instruction in his
tory of the theatre and in the appreciation of art, music,
and literature.

The teachers in these fields were also

experts in their subjects, and the Lab attempted to insure
that the teaching quality was also high.
The most revolutionary of the training at the Lab
was what was variously called the spiritual training, the
training of the inner means of expression, or the training
of the soul.

The newly discovered typescripts of Boleslav-

sky's lectures show the detailed nature of this aspect of
the training.

Presenting a psychological approach to act

ing, this training was to help the actors identify with
their dramatic characters in mind, body, and emotion in
order to create a living soul on stage.

Boleslavsky in his
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lectures taught the students what components were
important in acting and how to analyze a play and a role.
He gave the actors a specific procedure for acting.

Ous-

penskaya in her classes in the "Technique of Acting" taught
the students relaxation, concentration, sensory develop
ment , and emotional control; techniques which would condi
tion the students psychologically to carry out the acting
procedure.

The classes of Ouspenskaya and Boleslavsky were

thus interrelated.

Shortcomings in the spiritual training

occurred because Boleslavsky was totally responsible for
explaining the acting procedure and the interrelationship
of the two courses.

His increasingly frequent absences

from the Lab resulted in a neglect of his function.
A new concept of the rehearsal process was also
practiced at the Lab.

Rather than a cut and dried proce

dure for mounting a play, the rehearsal was assumed to be
a time for continued growth and development of the actor.
A lengthy time period for rehearsal was considered impor
tant, and the atmosphere was one of exploration and cre
ation.

Boleslavsky applied the acting procedure being

taught to all types of plays and styles of production, in
cluding the very theatrical. An ensemble sense was cre
ated by virtue of the actors * always training and working
together and by the emphasis on the equal value of each
one.

The spiritual training in class and rehearsal, as
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judged by critical comments on the productions, appears to
have been successful.
The combination of physical, mental, and spiritual
training which was given at the Lab, while new to this
country, was in essence the Stanislavsky system of acting
as developed in Russia by Stanislavsky (1936, 1949) and
set forth in An Actor Prepares and Building A Character.
Both the internal and external techniques that Stanislavsky
presented received attention at the Lab.

The concepts of

training as presented at the Lab were altered by students
who subsequently worked with and taught the techniques.
The physical and intellectual aspects of the program were
de-emphasized.

Not all aspects of the spiritual training

were stressed; memory of feeling became the major subject
of concentration.

Boleslavsky1s lectures show that the

spiritual training at the Lab was in fact similar to Stan
islavsky's doctrine on the actor’s internal development.
The content of the body and voice classes show that the
physical training also followed Stanislavsky’s tenets.
The ideal training which was articulated by Bole
slavsky and implemented in large measure by the Lab was,
in the later years, compromised due in part to financial
problems, but especially due to Boleslavsky's absences
from the Lab.

Financial need necessitated the enrollment

of extra students for the body and voice courses, thus
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impairing the sense of ensemble developed when the students
all trained and acted together.

Boleslavsky1s absences not

only deprived the students of essentials in the teaching
of acting, but also caused a deterioration in the dedica
tion with Which he had embued the students.
Despite its weakness and eventual demise, the Amer
ican Laboratory Theatre performed an important role in the
American Theatre.

The new concept of actor training pre

sented there has subsequently become the most prevalent
approach to actor training in the United States.

APPENDIX A
COURSES IN ACTOR TRAINING GIVEN AT THE
AMERICAN LABORATORY THEATRE
FROM 1923 TO 1930
1923-24
Lectures on "The Art of the Theatre"
Technique of Acting
Ballet
Eurythmics
Diction
Voice Production
Guest lecturers on art, literature,
and theatre

Boleslavsky
Ouspenskaya
Scott
Findlay
Clew
Brundidge

1924-25
'

Boleslavsky
Lectures on "The Art of the Theatre"
Ouspenskaya
Technique of Acting
La Sylphe
Ballet
Findlay
Eurythmics
McLean
Diction
teacher unknown
Voice Production (?)
Guest lecturers

1925-26
Lectures on "The Art of the Theatre"
Technique of Acting
Ballet and Corrective Gymnastics
Plastique and Mimeodrama
Eurythmics
Fencing
Diction
The Spoken Word
Voice Production
Observation Through Drawing
A lecture series by Stark Young
and other guest lecturers
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Boleslavsky
Ouspenskaya
La Sylphe
Mordkin
Findlay
Murray
McLean
Daggett
Dessoff
Perkins
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1926-27
Lectures on "The Art of Acting"
Boleslavsky
Technique of Acting
Ouspenskaya
Ballet and Corrective Gymnastics
La Sylphe
Mordkin
Mimeodrama
(half of fall term)
Ballet (?)
(remainder of school year)
Anders on
Eurythmics
Findlay
Fencing
Murray
Science of Phonetics
McLean
The Technique of Diction
Daggett
Voice Production
Dessoff
Observation Through Drawing
Perkins
Development o f 'the Drama
Brown
1927-28
Boleslavsky
Lectures on "The Art of Acting"
Ouspenskaya
Technique of Acting
Corrective Gymnastics
La Sylphe
(a few students)
Mordkin
Mimeodrama
Anderson
Ballet
Findlay
Eurythmics
Body Rhythm
Larson, followed by Hewlett
Murray
Fencing
McLean
Science of Phonetics
Tilly
Problems of Stage Speech
Voice Production
Dessoff
Brown
Development of the Drama
Moore
Music Appreciation
Lectures on Art at Metropolitan Museum
Elliot
(fall term)
Adler
General Honors Course
1928-29
Lectures on "The Art of the Theatre"
Technique of Acting
Corrective Gymnastics
Ballet
Eurythmics
Body Rhythm
Fencing
Diction
Voice Production
Development of the Drama
Music Appreciation (fall term)
Art Appreciation
General Honors Course

Boleslavsky
Ouspenskaya
La Sylphe
Anderson
Findlay
Hewlett
Murray
McLean
Dessoff
Brown
Alter
Mayor
Fadiman
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1929-30
Technique of Acting
Body Expression
Body Rhythm
Fencing
Diction
Voice Production
Development of the Drama
Style and Period
History of Literature

Ouspenskaya
Anderson
Hewlett
Murray
McLean
Dessdff
- Brown
Mayor
Gaines

APPENDIX B
A LISTING OF TYPESCRIPTS OF LECTURES
GIVEN BY RICHARD BOLESIAVSKY AT THE
AMERICAN LABORATORY THEATRE

Title or Description

Subject

Known or
Suggested Date

"Lecture One"

Nature of art
Role of the artist

"Lecture No. 2 by
Boleslavsky"

Components of acting

Oct. 1925

"Lecture No. 3"

Mood, spine, and beats

Oct. 1925

Untitled, designated
as Lecture 3 1928

Mood, spine, and beats **Probably
Spring 1928

Untitled, designated
as Lecture 4A 1928

Memory and memory of
feeling explained

**P rob ably
Spring,1928

Untitled, designated
as Lecture 4B 1928

How to develop memory
of feeling; character

**P rob ably
Spring 1928

"Lecture by Richard
Boleslavsky #5"

How to apply memory
of feeling to role:
The Scarlet Letter

Fall 1925

"Lectures by.Richard
Boleslavsky No. 6"

Memory of feeling use;
"boat play"

Fall 1925

"Lectures by Richard
Boleslavsky No. 7" .

Imagination

Fall 1925

"Species and Beats"

How to apply memory
of feeling to role:
Hamlet

Unknown;
possibly
Fall 1928

Feb. 10, 1928

**The exact date of these lectures is unknown, but
they appear to be part of the same series as Lecture One,
February 10, 1928.
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Title or Description

Subject

Untitled, designated
as "short lecture"

Art and qualities
needed by artist

"Boleslavsky’s Talk:

Techniques and actor
needs; importance of
action

Known or
Suggested Date
unknown
March 8, 1929.
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