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Lecture at Labor Stage
New York

THE PRESENT STATE OF THE THEATRE - HOW 10 HELP IT7T

ARUSSIAN THEATRE DURING WORLD WAR I
THE PRESENT STATE OF THE THEATRE
TI8 FOR PREPARATION OF THE PART
TIME FOR CREATING THE CHARACTER
SHAKESPEARE®'S CHARACTERS '
THE STAR SYSTENR
ENSEUBLE OR GRCUP FEELING
THE ACTOR'S PROFESSION
THE POWER OF THE CRITICS
THE THEATRE Of THE FUTURE
Cthello
RUSSTIANR THEATRE DURIRG WGORLD WAR I
Lot me %tell you about the theatre in Russio a% the
ptart of World Var I. It wag almost the main function of the
theatre at that time to serve the army, and all of us were
acting wherovor poosible in the frent lines At tho .samo
tine, we were acting in differont factorles, mnkinﬁ cpecches
to workers and soldiers and engaging in cvery kind of
activily we could dovelop froem the theatre. I noticed that

neither the soldiers nor the workers wvere very interosted in

the plays in which we were tryiﬁg To shew them tThe vwar itcelf.

Thoy wanted to gee things which woere not ad$ all connected
with tho ware. The same was true in the factories when wo
gpoke to the workercs; thoy alwayg tried to lead ugs, by neanc
of their queotions, away from the theme of the were That is
all I ﬁéntﬂd to add to tho theme of how ve can serve the war
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THE PRESENT STATE OF THE THEATRE:

Now for tho thoms itself. If I speak of things
which are not just what you want to hear, you may ctop me
because I am not sure whether it is just the theme. If one
loves thu’thentro and hag a vigion about it, then there are
o things which occur in one's nind. One is o very frank
and free and perhaps not pleasant criticisn of the theatre
in its prement gtato, and the othor is hew can i+t be helped,
If I am able to spedk about both things at the cane time, I
will. |

Firat, the pain or criticism which I have while
looking at the theatre is that the maingpring of the theatro,
Tthe actor and the director, are slaves of tho circumstances
of The present theatre. I doubt that we actors and directors
are doing things which Wwe belleve in, or are able fu do,
from all sides, in different diisguices and masks, we hear
only one thing - you are not allewed to do this, you are not
allowed to do that, it will not be accepted, that ic not |
right, you cannot do thigs or that. ostly we hear such

words, but do nothing for the theatre and in the theatre.

TINME FOR PREPARATION OF THE FART:

First of 2ll, I can only speak in general terns about
this because I am not competent in it, but the idea will bo
clear, 'we are not allowed to rchearse and explore tho play

more than four or five weekg.e IT that is what we actors and



=
W

F
.‘i'

it

7

e Chekhov April 12, 1942

directors want, then I have simply to be pilcnt. but 1 am
guyre that this ic one of tho most killing things in the

theatre at the present times. I cannot believe, being myself

an actor, ?hnt'I can really create a part in five weeks. I

can deccoive mygelf, and tho majority of us do decelve our-
ﬁulvuﬂ by nccdpting thias cnnditinﬁ to prepare a part in five
weekses I decelve nygsoelf and my audience by thinking that

tho c¢reative process can dbe accomplished in five weeks. Just
what c2n bo done in five wooksa? We can romenber all our old
habite and ¢lich®s, and re-shift them in @ new positien, dbut
there io no creativework, and ve don't even try to crente a
new character becouse :‘*.%f::uiitinctivuly we know that in five

weeks no human being can create anything.

TIVE FOR CREATING THE CHARACTERS

You m2y say that for moedern characters, which are
created by moedern playwrights, thers is no need to work nmore
than five woecks because the characters are so familiar to us,
go near to uge That is a great nmistake. No character is
near to us until wo have changed curseclves to becone the
character, and in five weeoks we cannot change ourselves %o
the extent that we can sa2y something new, interesting, and
revealing to the audi¢nce whilo performing this modern, "as-
if* weXll-known charactor. I

This ig a kinil of photograph. If in five weeks wo
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poytray one of the charactersa of the mndern playwright, we
meke a photographic picture fron the author®s book, and in
the majority of cages, as far as I can see, the author has
always done & botter picture than we because he has taken
time for his creaticn, The author has been dreaning about,
it, he got angry., he got happy, but ho got this character
without being told he had fivo weeks, then stop! But we
asgune we have to take this photographic picture and then
think we have added something to tho author's wordo. I don'+
think we have added, and somotimes I think we have ﬁpailﬂd
it.

SHAKESPEARE®S CHARACTERS

In Shakespearo®s plays - 4if dacbeth or any other
character can bo created in five weeks, I don't belleve in
Shakespearo. The actor may be very good, dbut then Shakege
peate must bo very dbad. If Shakespears cannot open in the
actor's noui nﬁw things which the actor did not know before
ho took the part, then Shakespeare iz nothing and the actor
lo nothing. Shakespoare®s playg are things which have to be
dincﬂvnfud in eachcmntury{ in each timo, in cach new day
which vie experience anew. Shakespeare is 1like a bembshell

which has not yet explofed,
. Lvery ono of us actors can discover in Shakespeare

things which will be new for Shakespeare and for us asg actors,
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How Othelle loves Cecdemena = I don't know whether in five
weoks we can get the idea of thia., We can know how wo love
or loved, but none of us are Othellos, and vwhy Gthello being
in love, and being jealous spoaks such words as ho speaks,
that i the problem. It ic not enough to take our own
ability to love a girl, and Othelle's words, and put thenm
artificially 1ﬁguthor and appear before the audience on the
stage. That ia chaose Either wo must not take this part at
all, or wo have to find Othello®s love, which in haylat all
1like ours. 7o find Othello®s lovo one has to work not five
weeks, but for I den't Iknow hew many weecks, then Gthello's
wordec will bocone ﬁﬁu actor®sc words, and he will not be 2ble
to act Othello without theso words. But if wo really try to
penetrate into the imaginary actor®s mind who hag preparad
Othello's part in flve weoks and speakso these wards of
Othello®g, I think we will discover that in the actor's mind
he iz saying, "To hell with these words « I can expreso it
nuch better in ny own way."

This is point onaf¥ by circumstance we are not
allowed to work more than five weocks. I don®t beliove in it,
and I don’t beliove the theatre can ever develop in the right
vay without breakling this barrier. O0f course, thio is the
problem of Uniono, otc., and here I am not ﬁumpctunt to uFﬂuh,
althnugh I know that all such things are important in congid-

ering the question of a %time limit for our work,
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Then the Box Office has a mighty hand - 211 theso
poople with the psychology of Box 0ffice people - thig ig tho
thing which really kills the actors® efforts, but they change
uur'pﬁychulngﬁ. and thoy take uuf monoys. VWo begin to beliove
in the Boﬁ foice. and the Box Office beging to be for us an
authurity and that 1g much noro dangerous than to try 4o pre-
pare Othello in five woekss It means to becomo more and mora
blind and to say that it is right‘that the play must have o
succeas and that ve must earn monoy by it ~ for whom,we den's
know. We must have ﬁ gocd Box 0ffice, and then everything
will bo all right; but nothing io really all right.

THE STAR SYSTE

How for point two: <the star systenm in our theatre,
This is another dangcpous point. No one can say that there
are not gtarsc or that there should not be. Quito the opposite,
There are stars because there are so many gifted actﬁrn. and
thoy muct be there, but around thesme stars thore is again
certain kind of ﬁnnpdken agreenents The modorn star ig an
isolationist. The psycholozy of the modern gtar is, "Den%t
dicturb me.” And tho pﬂjghnlq;y of all of ug surrounding the
star ig, "If I do somothing, the audience wiill perhaps laugh."
Thiz psychology is wrong for both sides. For the gtars
because they dogenerate in theoir psychology and their art,
Deing alone in the desert, as it were, and it spoils the poy-

cholozy of those of us who are around then becauze we think
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it igc our proper work to serve the stars,

I don't think that everyone who enters the stage
§a o potontial star, If our business on the stage is only to
onter and say, "The carriage is walting,", even this gentence
and appaarﬁncn giveo tho actor the right to appear in & proper,
corroct way and to be pregent on tho stage, just as the star
hingelf is. In rll cﬁﬂnﬂ - not only in such an extrpme cage
where the persen hag only to say one word - in all coases,
every actor hag the rizht to nave 8 sufficient amount of
rehearselag, and the director®s attentlon, and the audionce’s
attention, and to be ablo to be in full harmony with all the
partnera on tho stago, including.thu otar himgself.

ENSEMBLE OR GROUP FEELING:

Tho ensemblo, or the group feeling as wo ray call
it, 3o ono of the most escgential and ingpiring thingo for us
ag actors. If we don't have thio feeling and this joy of
beingz together and creating togother, then 1iyust egy that

we have not yot got the oppertunity to enjoy and to develop

our profession to the fullest extent. Docauce the theatre

iz 2 profegsien, and perhaps the only cne, except for the

orchestra, where cveryone has to be in harmeony with evorycne
else. If this possibility is not given - now imagine for a
moment how wrong our psychologylbecomes and hag become. Wo
think that tho star hﬁﬂ the right, the psychological right,

to be there alone and that we have no right to be connected
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with the star and with everyone else. ‘This poiscn whicﬁ wWo
have already taken in our brain, and bogin to belleve in,
thic businecas of isolating the actors - on the one hand the
gtar, and on tho other hand one of the slaves or servants
who hag to boe humble because he ic not a star - when we
begin to bolieve in this theatre, we are already blinding

oursolves,.

THE ACTQR'S PROFESSION:

If wo vant To dovelop our profession and 6ﬁr art,
which is a great one, perhaps tho groatest one because the
ingtrument which we are playing on is we ourselves, with our
thoughts, our feelings, our will impulses, our emotions - oupr
Joy. pain, love, forgotten tragedles and coming tragedles -
it cannot bo found eanywhore elsce Lven the vinlin,.which is
guch 2 gentle and subtin thingz, is not what we are. 3o our
professien can be the greateﬁt on¢ I believe, but certain
wrong ideas and psychologleal mistakee must be killed. Une-
of them, which I have menticned Eanre. is that we have to
act for the Box 0ffico in fivo vweeks of rehearaal, and the

gecond 1ls that we have to ‘be isolated and serve the star, who

iz also isolated,

THE POGWER OF THE CRITICS:
The third point is that, in the modern theatre, ve

are not¢ alloewed to meet and to face the audicnce. ZPotwesn ug
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and the sudience is a row of chairs filled with eritice, and
they give the command to tho audiencecwhat thoy have to see
tonorrow in the theatre, and the audlience believes in then.
They don't parmit the audience o hg?n i{to personal opinion
of thingo wﬁich it is going to ﬁcu fanurrcw. If go~-and~go
hao written that it 1o bad, the poor 2udlence thinkes that it
ic bad. The audicnce ig kept fron ug by the critlico, and we
cannot face tho audienco beckuse the audienco is not brave
cnough to have itc ovn opinione And what can we do on the
atage? The audienco is there, and we aro hnfu. and ﬁu know
tﬁnt nothing will de tzken from the stage, and we den't get
anything from the audienco =-naither insplration, iavn. or
confidence - nothing because the auwdience has recoived the
ordor from the critico how to recact to the performance,

We ctors know only too well that thingeo ﬁhich.wc
feel at leasct in the dopth of our goul and concciocumoness,
"ry God, how bad i¢ ig," how destrictive for the present
audience it iso, ﬂni:i;n thing is accepteds I don't neced tu-
speak much about it becauge 1% iﬁ so obvioug, but this 1s the
third point which geems o me to be more than danger - danger
can be avoided, this is ig alrendy a fact. Each newspaper
every day kills uge If the critlc writes about a bad thing
which io good, and a good thing which is pad, it is just tho
same thing. So there io nothing to be hapgpy about if the

bad thing is praised, and the Box Gffice gets the benefit from
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it; So the whole effect is a killing one.

Thet the sudience believes in the critico is detri-
mental and cannot be cured co easily, but we begin to believe
in theme If the critic caya it ic good or bad, we begin %o
bellieve it} and thie 1o our mental disease. Wo must cure
ourgelves and find ourselves and bo brave enough 40 say that
it io bad, but wve munt‘alﬂa be able to say that 1tllu good
and Yo happy in caying so becaugse we bolievo ite 0f course,
thoro are many things which enter intn thisc situation. Vo
depend upon them - we have our ambitions, our fﬁmli;aﬂ. our
difficultico to consider, and thiﬂ makeo the criticn gtronger,
and we have to ligton to them, and obey them mhrﬂ'thun”wo

would like to.

THE THCATRE OF THE FUZURE;s

Thege three things: 1. Lack of time for rchearcal
and preparation, and the Box Office problems 2. %he star and
the isolotlonist poychologys 3. The critics ~ these three -
things are rooted very deeply in our moedern cultural life and
cannot bo changed overnight, of courze. But still it seemc
to nme that thoy can be chgnged. and 1t is ny parﬂonai belief
that they will be chanpged. But how?

The only way I see 1s a long way, but still a way,
It is to find in tiqn gsuch a group of actors, or groups of
actors, who will.firﬁt of all, go through this pain of realiz-

ing how it is with them and the theatre. Through thinking
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about it, through realizing such factos ag I have mentioned,
and othery: through the pain beenuse without pain nothing will
cone of it. Through pain and dospalr, if this group of
actorg will unito themselves and try to work as a group for
the ideal performances, ideal from every point of view,
everyono could have an ideal and almogt ecach ideal would be
all right if the group of actora will work towards it. Then
show their performance.

If wo have no monoy and ne one will give it to ug,
then show tho poerformance in 2 omall room, in a cafoteria,
without costunmes or makeeup, oimply t¢ show this tremendous
deslre to overcomo theso difficultios, these voices around
ug which tell us we are not allowed, I this strong spirit
will be there and will boe shown and mﬁintainud as long as
it is necespary - and naybe it will bo vﬁry long - 1f this
new life and spirit which musf come from the pain cn tho
one hand, and thu.inspirﬂticn of showing the theatye of the .
future on the other hand - 1f thia will be done by a.graup of

actors, plonecera, thon I believe in everything. Then it is

Just the same for mo, whether it willl hoppen ¢tomorrow or in
ten yngrﬁ. or in twenty yeﬁrﬂ. or in fifly years. I will be
dead then, and will not gee this great event - it doez not
ratters It is not important who will see it, it is important
to Jmow that it will be there, and thoe actor will becomo tho
actor with all the rizhts which thﬁ actor hag, and will create
the thertre which it ig worthwhile to create,



