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ON METHOD ACTING

An actor’s instrument is his whole self. It is his body, his mind and being, complete with thoughts, emotions, sensitivity, imagination, honesty, and awareness. Try to imagine the actor’s instrument in much the same way you picture the musician and his violin, the artist and his canvas, paints, and brushes. Think of them as one and inseparable. Just as the musician practices daily on his instrument, always perfecting its response to his will through training, and the artist mixes his paints, brushing them on with the precision and beauty accrued only by drill, so must the actor be concerned with the training and development of his instrument and its responses to his commands.
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Foreword

In the mid-’thirties, as a freshman at Northwestern University at a time when the American theatre was largely a commercial flight away from reality, I saw a play out of the Goodman Theatre in Chicago that changed a lot of lives, including my own.

It began when I walked into the theatre and felt a tenseness, an animal excitement in the air that I associated more with a sports arena before a championship fight than with the rustle of playbills and small talk that preceded the few commercial plays I had seen.

There was no curtain. The actors, or were they actors, were seated in a semi-circle on a bare stage. Others had been liberally planted in the audience. A tough looking character who looked like one of Al Capone’s “torpedoes” from the nearby south side, lolled against the proscenium, arrogantly picking his teeth and sizing up the audience.

Then with no dimming of lights, it began to happen. A man, slob fat, was standing downstage center, his hands raised for quiet. Then it began to happen. He was blasted from the audience with defiance, with catcalls, whistles, boos. And I can hear that fog horn of a voice still bellowing over the defiance into the four corners of what was now not a theatre but a Union Hall, and we were members, we were there: “You’re so wrong, I ain’t laughing!”

What followed in that small packed space was not so much a play as an experience, a galvanizing, unforgettable experience that had us all on our feet at the end wholly involved in one of the life and death social realities of the ’thirties, shouting: “STRIKE! STRIKE! STRIKE!”

The play was WAITING FOR LEFTY by Clifford Odets, a member of the Group Theatre which was a community of working artists under the leadership of Harold Clurman, Cheryl Crawford and Lee Strasberg. These three exceptional people were committed to a serious theatre rooted in an awareness of the individual and social realities of the time, and to a systematic training of actors to use themselves creatively as instruments in working for truth and reality on the stage. Alive and growing experimentally for some time, the Group Theatre was now ready in the year 1935 to take a dramatic giant step forward.

With WAITING FOR LEFTY, AWAKE AND SING, TILL THE DAY I DIE, and PARADISE LOST, all by Odets and all produced in a single year, the Group captured the direction of the American theatre, stood four square against its commercial flight away from reality, and opened up a new world of creative possibilities for writers, directors and actors.

And although the Group was dissolved in 1941, its experiment and its achievement remains a dominant one in the American theatre. In one area, certainly, it has permanently altered the course of its history. This area is defined in this book by Mr. Easty.

Out of the Group emerged one of theatre’s finest artists, undoubtedly the greatest American teacher of acting in our time, Mr. Lee Strasberg. His work and influence in the modification, development and practical application of Stanislavsky’s System of training actors to use themselves consciously as instruments to attain truth and reality on stage is now general and decisive. In fact, it might be hard to find an American actor of stature who has not been influenced directly or indirectly by Mr. Strasberg’s years in the theatre. For twenty years, Mr. Strasberg has conducted classes in acting. In that time, by the hundreds each year, students and working actors have enrolled to learn and to work; to absorb what they can of Method acting from its greatest teacher. One such student was Edward Easty, the writer of this book. He studied with Strasberg for over a decade. Out of that experience, he has written this book on Method acting. Written for the layman as well as for the young actor, it has two great virtues in a difficult and often murky field—it covers the ground with simplicity and with clarity. And it does cover the ground.

It is more than a reference book on the Method, although it can be used most profitably as such; it is much more than a book by a student who has learned his lessons well. It is Mr. Easty’s instrument, as it were, working well and creatively when he wrote this book. He had assimilated his years with Mr. Strasberg, years packed with creative experience, and out of it, with perception, organization, and a special talent for the task, he has written a book eminently readable as prose. It moves along in an exciting and provocative way. It is beautifully detailed. His ability to follow an actor’s thought process while engaged in a specific task, the questions that must be answered if he is to attain reality in his work, should be of tremendous value to the actor who is just entering the mazes of the Method. In short, the book has a sound and style of its own.

I have not exhausted the virtues of Mr. Easty’s ON METHOD ACTING. His relating the truth and reality of an actor’s art to the truth and reality with which he lives his daily life, the book’s keen and dramatic sense of anecdote, and the sections on Marilyn Monroe and James Dean are all beautifully conceived.

I will say that it ought to be required reading for young actors or the layman who wishes to understand the “mysteries” of Method acting in clear and simple terms. And that is as far as I go. The book that follows speaks most eloquently for itself.

ROBERT HERRIDGE
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Introduction

Upon reaching the end of my writing of this book, I realized that there is much more that could possibly have been said on the subject. I want to say more but at the same time know that one book, or even volumes, cannot say it all; for art grows faster than all the writers of the world can record it. The salient facets of Konstantin Sergeyevich Stanislavsky’s System as it has evolved to us today are the only parts I have discussed in this book. They are the very basis of the modern Method teacher’s way of teaching. Those readers familiar with Stanislavsky’s writings will ask what has happened to other aspects of his teachings. I can only answer that the facets set forth in this book are the ones in general use today by the leading proponents of his system. The rest of his teachings are either incorporated into what I have included or have been dropped because of their impracticality for the Western theatre.

The main facets of the Method as I have outlined them are in fact more than just facets of anything. They are basic principles which should be applied to the personality of the individual actor as well as to his role. I say this because they are sound and healthy principles; ones that if transgressed will stay any creative and artistic progress in the future development of the actor. Also, if any of them are violated, it will mean that the others will soon fall by the wayside. Their interdependency is fairly obvious.

I have broken the Method down into its familiar groupings and tried to present them in a manner easily understood by the layman as well as the serious student of acting.

As for the use of this book, I would say that it is more desirable for an actor who is studying with a Method teacher to use this book either for an easier understanding of his studies or as a reference. This is particularly true for the exercises as outlined, but it can also be used by the person interested in learning what the Method is all about. So much has been said and written about it, usually by people who are prone to criticize something they regard as mystical, something they do not understand and have not taken the time to learn.

All books by Stanislavsky should be read by the serious acting student. An intellectual understanding of his system is necessary, but also an understanding of why there have been changes in it is equally important. However, an intellectual understanding is hardly enough. It must be applied, but this cannot be done without first learning how to apply it. This can only be done with the aid of a teacher who adheres to all facets of Stanislavsky’s system as they have evolved; a teacher who conducts regular classes that will train and develop the actor’s instrument. It definitely cannot be studied alone, unfortunately, and for this reason classes are necessary.

Just as this book is not meant to be a definitive analysis of the Method, neither is the Method meant to be a definitive end to learning how to act. Some say the Method has more benefits for the professional and experienced actor than for the beginner (the one who knows he can act because he has been doing it for so many years). Others say that the student who begins his studies with a Method teacher, without having first learned other techniques of acting from schools with an opposite point of view from ours, will benefit more because he does not have to tear down all the falsities in acting which he has previously learned. I say it clearly depends upon the individual, his trust in the Method, his teacher and his desire to learn.

Throughout this book I have perhaps let my personal feelings interject themselves with regard to proponents of other systems and techniques of acting. I freely admit that this is subjectivity on my part, but I have also tried to point up the faults of some Method actors and some faults easily slipped into by Method actors. God knows, there is nothing more reviling to watch than an actor who is obviously a Method actor!

A case in point concerns an actor, who, incidentally, has always been a favorite of mine and I still regard him as one of the great talents of the day. However, he too let himself be carried away in his “realistic” interpretation of a role. This sometimes happens to us. I am sure that it was his fervor for realism that led him astray from the author’s lines.

A few years ago this particular actor was doing the title role in a New York production of Shakespeare’s King Lear. His performance was breathtakingly perceptive to a point, but it was here that he veered from the tasks he had set for himself with what appeared to be done only as a vain attempt at originality. It was enough to destroy any reality previously formulated by those watching. It happened in the scene after the death of Cordelia. Lear, on seeing her body, cries in a grief stricken voice, “Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life and thou no breath at all?—Thou’lt come no more.” Then he utters his towering, fivefold, “never, never, never, never, never!”

However, when our friend got to the fifth “never” he spelled it out, “n-e-v-e-r.”

Now this only serves to show how some Method actors let themselves be carried away by a sincere desire to be original. Clearly this reading of such a powerful and rather difficult speech was not intended to be done this way by Shakespeare or he would have said so. Even though it could have been read this way by any actor, it was read that way by a Method actor who was definitely influenced in a rather distorted manner by his way of teaching. Any perceptive person will realize that this could happen to anybody, but at the same time points up the need to keep a clear picture of the purpose of the Method. It was never designed to be the answer to all acting problems as most of these lie with the outside forces that steer the course of events in the theatre world.

It can help those problems which lie within the actor’s personality but only if he honestly wants to be helped. Again, the Method is not the final result in acting, only the path to be taken to reach the pinnacle in his art.


Why a Method

A renaissance in acting has begun in America. This rebirth of artistic interest that clamors for truthfulness and reality in the art of acting began on a grand scale with Lee Strasberg’s unbroken advancements in Konstantin S. Stanislavsky’s System.

Lee Strasberg’s early guidance with the old Group Theatre in the Thirties was only the beginning of a way of teaching acting in this country that would spread from coast to coast until we now hear the System, or Method, as it is better known, discussed by laymen as well as people in the theatre. Through Strasberg’s leadership, the Method has emerged from its early insularity and has taken the front in modern theatre. Its influence has been felt not only by thousands of young people starting on a theatre career, but by actors of stellar category.

Many “stars” have taken indefinite leaves of absence from immediate work, some as long as two years, in order to study and begin their craft anew with a freshness and sense of truth that they knew was missing from their work. The present day Actors’ Studio, and its recently purchased Hudson Theatre, was begun strictly as a place where the Method could be learned, applied, and then presented to the people.

The impact of the Method is by no means limited to actors alone. The world’s finest legitimate stage directors, as well as some of the best movie directors, adhere to its principles. Even today’s set designers and lighting technicians seem more interested in creating a believable and realistic effect than in creating spectacular but depthless results.

And yet, people, actors in particular, often ask why there is a need for the Method or, for that matter, any method. They seem to think that an actor should be empowered with a special native ability that sets him apart from other members of the human race, and which will automatically produce whatever emotion, characterization, movement, or truthful action that is called for in the script, performance after performance. Fortunately, this is not the case. I say fortunately when actually it would certainly be a wonderful convenience for the actor to possess, but at the same time would class actors as freaks of nature and remove them from the rank of creative artists. Therefore, there had to be a system developed artistically that would produce creatively those qualities which the actor desires in his interpretation of a role; a system that would produce them truthfully, not just on the surface with the voice and perfunctory gesture. Stanislavsky invented such a way.

When it is clearly understood that the Method is only a path, a means of discovering truth and honesty and then being able to apply it, the need for a method will be equally comprehensible.

It must not be thought (as it is by some), that the Method is intended to be a charismatic djin which will turn anyone into a great actor. One cannot depend upon the Method alone to achieve the ultimate in his art, for the actor must certainly possess the qualities in his soul that are inherent in all art. He must have sensitivity, awareness, both self and cosmogonal, good concentration, taste, temperament, intelligence, perseverance, and, lastly, the ability to communicate these qualities to the audience. The ability to communicate also holds true in relating to the other actors on stage. It is true that many of these qualities can be developed to some degree by the Method, but they must initially be present in the actor’s make-up as a creative artist. The Method then should be used as an expediency, as a direct means to stimulate the growth of these qualities, to expand and embrace and encourage reality in the actor’s work.

A student of Method acting does not receive a degree in his studies after a set length of time (a degree which says he has completed a certain number of hours of work, that he is now an actor who has learned his trade and is now ready to work). There is no set time which states when the actor’s “instrument” is ready for practical use. Acting schools that have a semester system and graduation diplomas are usually very good examples of disloyalty to artistic creativity and aestheticism. Some phases of the Method can be grasped almost immediately and readily applied while other phases may involve problems of a personal nature and may take several years of training and study to resolve. It clearly depends on the individual. Over-all, however, it should be taken for granted that the Stanislavsky method of acting involves a lifetime of work and study. Life’s experiences constantly change for everyone; nothing remains static and the true artist never stops trying to perfect his art. He never ceases to be curious about life and is constantly searching and adding, discarding and learning, and improving his technique.

It is far better for the young actor to work professionally at acting while he is studying the Method than to devote all his time to theoretic study alone. In this way, he can make the proper adjustments within himself and his instrument which are demanded by Method work to fully understand it and be able to put it to use.

Returning to the subject of a need for the Method in modern theatre, it must not be assumed that the Method itself is an inflexible device that can never change or that all of its rules can never experience any deviation. This book will show how in some instances it has already changed considerably since Stanislavsky’s time and will continue to change according to outside forces whenever necessary. It is this exact need, dictated by outside forces, that brings about change and this in itself keeps the Method alive. If it were not flexible, it would have died in Stanislavsky’s own time.

The outside forces which sometimes govern a change in the Methods are as varied as our own society; for even our social needs and social evolvement can influence it greatly. Political changes which stress the kind of theatre that is to be presented to the people will also alter the Method. Economic conditions in the theatre itself (such as producers’ timetables) can affect it and, of course, even actors are constantly changing it to suit their own artistic development as well as their own personal confines and limitations.

It is, I think, very important for every actor to realize that the sole purpose of the Method is not the use of the Method per se as has all too often become the case in the past few years. Many times we hear it said, “He’s a Method actor” or “She uses the Method.” Nobody ever seems to ask how one uses the Method. How and why it is used should be the main objective for the actor. Too often we get the feeling that the Method is using the actor instead of the reverse. It must never become anything except a procedure, an expedient road for each actor to find his own way toward ultimate truth in his art.

I have heard many actors who are known to be biased against the Method say, when learning more about it, that they had been using a certain phase of it for years without even knowing it. This may be true. However, whether they have done it consistently is at best conjecture. Learning to be consistent in using the Method is another matter entirely.

We have all heard it said by some actors at one time or another that acting should not be a conscious striving for reality; that acting is really just play, an imitation of life, a sham, pretense and hokum. These are the most disillusioned of all, for acting can never be any of these if it is to be considered an art form and its devotees are to be called artists.

Another outside force which affects the Method has to do with the amount of time granted for the preparation of a production. Whenever proper rehearsal time is lacking, the actual preparation of a role should take precedence over other aspects of the production. If the actors are Method actors it is easy to see how such an atmosphere would change certain facets of it. The basic tenets of it will never be destroyed by this or similar situations, but many of the varied phases and improvisational techniques that often lend conviction to a role and a feeling of security to the actor have to be eliminated, simply because of the time element in rehearsal.

It is a sad affair that the majority of plays produced in this country are under-rehearsed. It is an even sadder state that exists when most of our actors do not even realize this. They are so conditioned to accept the idea of a play being presented to the public after only four weeks of rehearsals that they almost always blame themselves for their lack of interpretation into a character. Plays more often than not arrive before the public with the actors feeling insecure in their parts due to under-rehearsal, or in a mental rut due to lack of feeling free in their characterizations. This feeling manifests itself by an impression that no aspect of the voice, movement, or character-thought can be permuted. It is an apathetic sensation akin to the cessation of life; that is, stage life. The latter comes from the rush to get the play ready, resulting usually in only one definite side of the character being portrayed. When this happens, quality is surely absent, to say nothing of the cramped feeling the actor suffers as an artist. Much of this is due to finances and the general economic problems of the producer. Consequently, the production and the art of the theatre are also affected. Much of this can be overcome by a thorough working knowledge of the Method, of where corners can be cut to attain almost the same high quality that can be derived from a full and relaxed rehearsal schedule. However, this does not mean that the problems which can affect the quality of the American theatre should be overlooked and condoned. The possibilities of the American theatre are absolutely limitless and yet, as it exists today, it is suffering from the doldrums and the degradation which arise from the greed of the businessmen who control it. The art of the theatre, and even its future, is negligible to such individuals and therefore suffers because of them. This one evil has existed in the American theatre since its conception. Only when the Federal Theatre Project was instituted did hope arise to erase this evil. But it failed and its downfall was due in part to a kind of greediness, a desire for complete artistic and political control.

There are many Russians today who complain that the Moscow Art Theatre has succumbed to some of the same destructive influences which Stanislavsky sought to destroy in the Russian theatre when he helped to found that brilliant assemblage of ensemble actors. It is said that much of the acting has become very mannered and conventional. It is also said that a certain “Moscow Art Theatre Style” has evolved that is unchanging from play to play and lacks even the color, vivacity, and excitement which the venerable Comedie Francaise offers through brilliant costumers, set designers, and a period style of superficial acting that is known for its conventionality. Another fault found with the Moscow Art Theatre is that the game of “theatre politics” is often played. Seniority often takes precedence resulting in actors of an advanced age portraying roles obviously too young for them.

Most of these reports come from the new “angry young men” of Russia who are somewhat on the order of our own young firebrand artists, desirous of change and tired of the old order of things. However, the degree of their contempt astonishes me. Many of them actually despise the Moscow Art Theatre. Going on the premise that the Moscow Art Theatre has come to this regrettable state, either through maladministration or lack of artistic foresight in properly continuing Stanislavsky’s System, it would then seem obvious that the search for reality in the theatre and the adherence to the precepts of the original Moscow Art Theatre as set forth by Nemirovich-Danchenko and Stanislavsky is more evident in parts of the Western theatre than it is in Russia today. In such a case, it is easy to see that an important canon of Stanislavsky’s method, flexibility, is being violated.

Even though modern Russia is very mindful of the need for cultural development for its citizens, it is also possible that the strictness of its political control does immeasurable harm to this development. It is the rare Russian today who will turn his back on social aspects and political realities in order to devote himself entirely to the cultivation of pure art. Too often the Russian artist, whether he be painter, musician, writer, sculptor, or actor, will let the state influence his art so that it contains a degree of propaganda, satire, indictment, or protest useful to the state. A pure art form can never exist under these conditions.

So, again in the field of acting we see how a system of acting which desires only the search for truth can be predisposed, unless its flexibility can be maintained. The Method, as it has come to us, is very flexible if permitted to be and is a system whereby all the precepts of a pure art form can be utilized. This is why there has to be a “method” for actors, actors everywhere. Only when the contrasting beauty and grace of the new, the fresh, and the real with hackneyed tradition is made obvious to the people will taste for the former and disdain for the latter begin to show. This change has already begun to such a degree that in our time we may very well see the end of certain decadent styles of acting that have damaged not only our art, but have even demeaned the public image of the actor throughout history.

The chapters that follow are meant to be as fundamentally intrinsic, graphic, and as basic as possible with regard to the Method. It is hoped that they will be read more than once by the serious student of acting.

The exercises in particular should be studied, worked on over and over, as often as possible. Other chapters dealing with mental or “inner” concentration, “inner” problems of the actor, and relaxation should be referred to liberally. The actor should find himself returning to the remaining portions of this book from time to time, depending upon his own progress.

It is also hoped that the reader, upon completion of this book, will find manifest the successful transference of Stanislavsky’s Method from the Eastern theatre to the Western theatre and, if an actor, will be inspired to follow the path of genius that was Stanislavsky’s.
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