
Constantin Stanislavski

Who is he?

Stanislavski was a Russian actor, theatre director and theorist (1863-1938) who
developed a system of acting drawn from the realism / naturalism movement in the
19th century. His ideas have had international impact, particularly in the USA.

He founded the Moscow Arts Theatre and directed the plays of Anton Chekhov. His
production of Chekhov’s The Seagull has been described as one of the greatest
events in the history of world drama.
Stanislavsky wrote several books including An Actor Prepares and My Life in Art.

Aims and intentions

● Theatre in Stanislavski’s youth was often unimaginative with “wooden”,
declamatory style acting.

● Stanislavsky wanted to create a new and modern approach to acting
that focused on teaching actors to “live the part” in performance, so the
performance was as real as possible.

● Stanislavsky referred to his ideas as “spiritual realism”, as he wanted
the actor’s mind, body and spirit to work as one.

● Stanislavsky applied this method to all types of theatre not just realistic.
● Stanislavski’s methods involved becoming the character “internally” or

psychologically and “”externally” or physically.
● Stanislavski was interested in detail and truth in production as well as

in performance.



Key Features of Stanislavski’s approach to theatre

Realism in all aspects of production: acting, sets, costumes, lighting and sound.
● “Suspension of disbelief” and creation of an invisible “fourth wall”

between the stage and the audience, where the audience and the
actors pretend to believe that what is happening on stage is real for the
duration of the play.

● Acting that is not exaggerated or caricatured but as close to real life as
possible. Stanislavski referred to this as “spiritual realism”.

Working Methods
● Research and discussion of script and characters with company of actors to

reach a mutual understanding before putting the play on “its feet”.
● Breaking down the script into psychological units and beats or pauses .
● The actor must know what the character wants, what is their goal, in each

unit, called an “objective” and an over-all or “super-objective” for the whole
play.

● The Through-line: the line which binds all the units and objectives together.
● Sub-text – what are the characters thinking and feeling about that they do not

speak
● Acting with purpose – working out the reasons why a character behaves in a

certain way. What is the character’s purpose?
● Emotional memory – the actor draws on his own experiences and memories

in order to present emotions on stage.
● The Magic If – What would I do if? Encourages the actor to be imaginative

and think about what it would be like to be someone else with different
experiences to your own. This also links with the actor using his imagination
when interpreting a part, such as imagining what happens in scenes not
written in the play.

● Belief  – for the actor and the audience make the imaginative leap to believe
in the characters and the story of the play.

● Given circumstances:  Who, What, Where, When? Finding out the
background to a character or play from information in the play and research.
Asking intelligent questions about the character.

● External creation: Approaching the character physically – stance, walk,
gesture, voice, costume, hair, make-up.  Realistic movements, facial
expressions and appearance – truthful to character.

● Physical actions – using the body to create emotions in the actor for the
character. Approaching the character “outside-in” as oppose to “inside-out”.
Asking what is the character doing rather than what does the character want?
These are usually identified in verb form, such as to treasure, to flatter, to
console.

● Tempo-rhythm – Stanislavski believed that if an actor controlled intensity and
speed his acting was more believable. He also believed that all emotions
carried a “pulse and pattern”. Tempo referred to the speed of an action or an
emotion. Rhythm referred to the intensity of the emotions and to the pattern of
gestures, movements and actions.



Attitudes toward the role of director
Stanislavski believed that the director:

● Worked with all members of production to create a detailed realistic
production.

● Worked with company of actors to ensure believable, realistic, detailed
characters and created a production that communicated clearly the characters
feelings and desires and the story of the play to the audience.

● “Love the art in yourself not yourself in art”.
● Encouraged the actor to be self-motivated.
● Enabled a collective and individual creativity.
● Should be supportive not dictatorial.

Ideas about the actor’s role:
● The actor must be creative and imaginative to find the best way to portray a

character.
● Whilst wanting to find a system for acting, Stanislavski advised actors to

“create your own method. Don’t depend slavishly on mine. Make up
something that will work for you! Keep breaking traditions.”

● The actor must -
● Psychologically and emotionally prepare for a role
● Physically and vocally become the character
● Consider and approach each line and every pause from the character’s

perspective.
● Create believable, truthful and realistic performance.
● Think of the character as real person in order to give the role depth.

Ideas about the actor / audience relationship
Stanislavski wanted the audience to pretend to believe that what they were watching
was reality. This is sometimes referred to as ‘suspension of disbelief’.  The audience
and the actors were to accept the idea of an invisible ‘fourth wall’ between them.

Stanislavski did not want the actor to get distracted by the audience while
performing. However, he did not want the actor to forget the audience or try to
believe that it did not exist. He believed that the audience as an important
‘co-creator’ of the performance.

Stanislavski called for the unbroken communion between actors which would hold
the attention of the audience.

Ideas about theatre form / stage setting
Stanislavski wanted realism and detail in stage setting.  His productions were
praised for the unity between set, lighting and sound design with the acting.



Political aims
Stanislavski’s productions reflected the social change happening in Russia at the
end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 21st century.  He was closely aligned
to Lenin and the communist party. Stanislavski’s fortune was seized by the
Communists after the Revolution but he was allowed to keep his mansion in
Moscow.

Productions / projects
Chekhov and Stanislavski’s legendary collaboration at the Moscow Arts  Theatre
resulted in the creation of such classics as The Seagull, Uncle Vanya, Three Sisters
and The Cherry Orchard.

Stanislavski’s influences

Maly Theatre and psychological realism developed here by Pushkin, Gogol and
Shchepkin. Stanislavski was influenced by many popular artistic, literary and
scientific theories, from modernism to symbolism in art to yoga; most notably
psychophysiology – the scientific study of the relation between the physical and the
psychological. He used this idea to expand on the philosophy of naturalism – the
idea that man’s life is defined and shaped by his social and physical environment.

Influence upon other practitioners
Russian theatre director, actor and producer  – Vsevolod Meyerhold and Russian
theatre practitioner, Michael Chekhov.

UK directors including - Katie Mitchell, Sam Mendes and Max Stafford Clark.
British and American actors, most notably Lawrence Olivier and John Guilgud,
who said: “This director found time to explain a thousand things that have always
troubled actors and fascinated students.”

Importance and place in Theatre History
Stanislavski’s influence is profound and world-wide. His methods are still taught in in
drama schools today and form the basis for the Western approach to theatre, film
and television acting.

Two of his former students went on to found the American Laboratory Theatre. One
of their students, Lee Strasberg, who co-founded the Group Theatre, the first
American acting company to put Stanislavski’s initial discoveries into practice. From
this American method acting was born.

The Moscow Arts Theatre continues to this day and Stanislavski’s house is now a
museum.

Further reading / research:

An Actor Prepares; Creating a Role; Building a Character and My Life in Art by
Stanislavski; The Director and the Stage by Edward Braun
The Stanislavski System by Sonia Moore


