
Introduction

Methodology: questions, images and dialogue

If you are going to write a book about theatre, the last person from whom you
would seek help is someone who regards the genre as outdated. Such is the case
with Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin (1895–1975). Although Bakhtin mentions
Konstantin Stanislavsky (1863–1938), his books make no reference to either Vsevelod
Meyerhold (1879–1940) or Jerzy Grotowski (1933–1999), the three theatre prac-
titioners who will be examined in this study, and in turn none of them mention
Bakhtin.1 All three figures revolutionised how theatre was conceived and prac-
ticed in their lifetimes. All three wrote about the inspirations and detractions that
fuelled and informed their vision of a new theatre. This book sets up a dialogue
between their writings about theatre and those of Bakhtin, a dialogue deeply
rooted in the thinking and assumptions behind their practice and theory.

There is a continuing controversy about what Bakhtin actually wrote. The works
listed in the bibliography under the names of Valentin Voloshinov (1895–1936)
and Pavel Medvedev (1892–1938), some commentators claim were authored by
Bakhtin. Voloshinov, Medvedev and several others were all part of a philosophi-
cal group that met regularly in the 1910s and 1920s and is now known as the
Bakhtin Circle. That there is a community of concerns linking the thinkers is
without question. As to who authored certain works is not a question that will be
discussed here simply because it has no bearing on my argument.

Roland Barthes chose to call a collection of his essays L’obvie et l’obtus (1982)
(The Obvious and the Obtuse) – a provocative title, and one which also describes the
approach I intend to take, because, apart from meaning ‘stupid’, the word
‘obtuse’ also accurately describes the oblique angle of attack I intend to take with
the writings of Bakhtin. Here I am following Bakhtin, who takes a similarly obli-
que approach to his arguments. The greater part of my argument is drawn from
concerns raised in his early work which is least known to readers. This consists of
two unfinished manuscripts which have been given the editorial titles: Toward a

Philosophy of the Act and Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity. In a move that might
appear obtuse, there will be little discussion of carnival, the carnivalesque or
dialogism – the concepts for which he is best known. His early work is philosophically
dense and approaches questions of human relationship at a very basic, one could say



almost obvious, level. In most of his books Bakhtin’s approach was to use a literary
work as the point of departure for a more broadly philosophical discussion: an
angle of attack that was anything but narrow. In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics he
declares his interest in types ‘of artistic thinking’ whose ‘significance extends far
beyond the limits of the novel’ and which touch ‘upon several basic principles of
European aesthetics’.2 My interest is precisely in these different ‘types of artistic
thinking’: how do practitioners describe and defend their approach to theatre
making? How do these types of artistic thinking connect with those of the Bakhtin
Circle? The notion of ‘artistic thinking’ invites us to consider the different kinds of
theory being written by Bakhtin and our chosen theatre practitioners.

Caryl Emerson takes the relation between philosophy and artistic thinking a stage
further by arguing that not only does Bakhtin ‘fail to distinguish; he outrightly insists
that techniques of art, to be aesthetically legitimate, must be capable of extending
and refining philosophical problems that can’t be resolved – that cannot be even
conceptualised – in any other way’. Thus does this philosopher-critic’s notion of
polyphony, and later his idea of the novel as a genre, become ‘philosophy by another
means’.3 It is precisely my aim to demonstrate that ‘techniques of art’ (in this case
theatre) can extend and refine philosophical problems raised in Bakhtin’s writings.
It is with this notion of doing ‘philosophy by another means’ that I shall address
questions about character, about empathy, about learning and development and
about kinds of knowing, and the conditions under which they take place.

Posing ‘questions’ and problems is at the heart of the methodology of the
Bakhtin Circle. Valentin Voloshinov explains why he uses the word vopros which
translates as ‘question’ or ‘problem’:

It is sometimes extremely important to expose some familiar and seemingly
already well-studied phenomenon to fresh illumination by reformulating it as
a problem, i.e., to illuminate new aspects of it with the aid of a set of questions
that have a special bearing upon it.4

The titles of four of Bakhtin’s works include the word vopros. Late in his career
Bakhtin explained the methodological importance of questions:5

With meaning I give answers to questions. Anything that does not answer a
question is devoid of sense for us. [ … ] Meaning always responds to parti-
cular questions. Anything that does not respond to something seems mean-
ingless to us; it is removed from dialogue.6

Bakhtin sets the bar high with his injunction that ‘[a]nything that does not answer
a question is devoid of sense for us’, but it does support my decision to focus on
questions of theatre throughout this book. This is the primary methodological
filter throughout my argument: however interesting Bakhtin’s ideas might be, I
have limited myself to those which illuminate questions of theatre. I will argue in this
book that there is a range of questions or problems that pertain to theatre as a
genre; by answering such questions we can better understand the vision or
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aspiration of a particular theatre maker, indeed one can characterise an approach
to theatre by the questions he or she asks and answers. Stanislavsky, Meyerhold
and Grotowski sometimes offer different answers to the same question, at other
times they frame completely different questions. ‘Questions of theatre’ could also
be understood in the sense of putting theatre into question, in the way that
Bakhtin constantly does when he argues that the novel is a genre that is more apt
than drama to answer the aesthetic and philosophical questions that interest him.

My chosen questions of theatre may seem obvious. Bakhtin argues that the situa-
tion of one’s body in time and space affects how one sees and knows the world. Does
Bakhtin’s sense of situation have a connection with Stanislavsky’s concept of given
circumstances? More broadly how does the space and time of a theatre performance
affect its meaning? Bakhtin’s interest was in how our situation affects our under-
standing of ourselves and others. He then developed this into an examination of
the relation between the author and a character. To illustrate his point he asks
whether an actor could be considered an author of a character. His argument
hinges on the degree to which an actor empathises with their character.

For all the references he makes to theatre, Bakhtin never asks questions about
theatre or examines how it functions as an artistic form, as distinct from the
novel. He draws on it as a source of metaphor in order to frame philosophical
questions about and through the novel. If he asks few questions of theatre because
he considers that, along with epic and lyric, it is an old genre that has been
superseded by the novel, then this flies in the face of the facts. Russia was in the
vanguard of theatrical practice and experiment from 1895 to the early 1930s;
Russian theatre was in its ascendancy, and had in no way been superseded by the
novel. But if it is superannuated then why did he make so many references to
theatre, references which indicate some considerable familiarity with the form? At
the very least we can ask why he never devoted a study to comparing theatre and
novel as distinct artistic forms.

The dates of Bakhtin’s life (1895–1975) provide the historical frame of this
study. 1895–1917 were the final twenty-two years of the Czars and marked a time of
rigorous censorship. After the Revolution (1917–1921) followed nearly a decade of
passionate debate and struggle as the new socialist state sought to find its identity, a
debate that was finally extinguished in 1934 with the declaration of an official
state artistic policy: Socialist Realism. 1956 saw the beginning of a cultural thaw
with Kruschev’s policy of de-Stalinisation, the same year that Soviet forces brutally
supressed the Hungarian uprising and Vwadislwav Gromulka began a political
and cultural ‘thaw’ in Poland. In terms of theatre our period begins three years
before Konstantin Stanislavsky and Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko established
the Moscow Art Theatre in 1898 and continues through the restless experi-
mentation and then political struggles of Vsevelod Meyerhold which led to his
execution in February 1940. The year 1956 saw Grotowski engaging in the poli-
tical and cultural events of that year and our period ends with the first two phases
of his creative career, the Theatre of Productions (1959–1969) and his Theatre of
Participation which culminated in his 1975 University of Research of the Theatre
of Nations.
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The first forty years of our history contain a wealth of debate about the nature
and function of theatre. Stanislavsky demanded that his actors forget all habits of
showmanship and theatricality and live rather than play their parts. Less than
twenty years later his protégé Meyerhold proposed a return to precisely the
theatricality Stanislavsky had rejected, and embraced the Russian Revolution
which at first offered little place for the older director. This seeming opposition
between the two men changed in the mid-1930s when Stanislavsky began to develop
his Method of Physical Actions, and ultimately appointed Meyerhold as his successor
at the Opera Studio, not least to protect him from the increasingly shrill criticisms
of the socialist authorities. With the declaration in the mid-1930s of Socialist
Realism as state artistic policy there was no further need for debate about
aesthetics: the matter was officially resolved.

The debate initiated by Stanislavsky and Meyerhold was rekindled in the writings
of Grotowski, who had studied Theatre Direction at the GITIS institute in Moscow.
One of his first productions was Mayakovsky’s Mystery-Bouffe, first produced by
Meyerhold in 1918, the heyday of his ‘theatrical revolution’. Grotowski also returned
to Stanislavsky’s later approach to acting, the Method of Physical Actions, which
became a central part of his teaching. Grotowski’s revolution in theatre was both pro-
gressive and backward looking: in an age of ever greater technological sophistication
in television and film, he demanded a return to the basic element of theatre – the
encounter (or could one call it a dialogue?) of the actor and the audience. Once
again, theatre as a genre is reinvented by being put into question. By 1975 he had left
theatre altogether in search of another form of dialogue with the public. All three
men are linked in their pursuit of the fundamental question: what is theatre?

This book could be called an interdisciplinary study but a phrase often used by
Bakhtin describes it better: it is ‘Janus-faced’. Janus was a domestic god with two
faces who would be found at the threshold of Roman houses, one face looking out
from the house, one looking in. The themes of looking and of position – points of
view – and of time and space are centrally important to Bakhtin’s early thinking,
as is the theme of doubleness in his later writings. My proposal to examine some
of Bakhtin’s key concepts by considering them in relation to theatre, and key
questions of theatre in the light of some of Bakhtin’s writings is in this sense Janus-
faced. In one of his early writings Bakhtin mentions Janus in relation to the
worlds of culture and the world of life.

The act of our activity, of our experience, like the two-faced Janus, looks in
different directions: at the objective whole of the realm of culture and at the
unrepeatable uniqueness of experienced life, but there is no single and unitary
plane where both aspects could mutually define one another in relation to a
single, unique unity.7

This rather dense quotation from Toward a Philosophy of the Act requires some
explanation. There are many distinctions being made here, ones that will resonate
throughout Bakhtin’s career. The first is the difference between two kinds of
knowledge, one that is cognitive and whose value is independent of time or place,
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the other a subjective, embodied meaning event that takes place at a particular
time and place. Stanislavsky and Grotowski place great emphasis on these two
kinds of knowing. The distinction between repeatability and uniqueness takes us
to a fundamental question about theatre (and indeed any) performance: how can
a performance have the feeling of being a unique event even though the same set
of lines and actions is being repeated?

Another methodological element to this book is Bakhtin’s notion of dialogue, a
concept that he began to formulate in his 1929 Problems of Dostoevsky’s Art, with the
notion of polyphony, and further developed in his book-length essay Discourse in the

Novel (1934). Once again, he defines this as a quintessentially novelistic concept: it is
therefore not a dramatic dialogue broken into statement-and-response, ‘but that
special type of novelistic dialogue that realises itself within the boundaries of construc-
tions that externally resemble monologue’.8 In French a faux ami (false friend) is a word
that seems to be the same in English, but is in fact different. Dialogue is such a
term in Bakhtin’s theory: in his eyes it categorically does not refer to theatre.

The relations between the three directors in this study can be understood in terms
of what Bakhtin would call dialogical voicing. In the early days of the Revolution
Stanislavsky’s writings about constructivism, though not directly mentioning his
protégé, most probably had him in mind; and on the other side Meyerhold deve-
loped his revolutionary theatre in reaction to his former teacher’s realism. At this
point each defined their own work as being unlike the other’s. In other words,
their own artistic approach was made with the other person in mind, even though
they weren’t being directly named or cited. This dialogue changed when Stanislavsky
began to explore his Method of Physical Actions and thus came closer to Meyer-
hold’s more movement-based theatre, even as the younger director was moving
towards a more realistic kind of theatre. Certainly Meyerhold considered their
approaches coming together:

The basic problem of the contemporary theatre is that of preserving the
element of improvisation in the actor’s art within the complex and exact
form the director has found for a production. [ … ] I recently spoke with
Konstantin [Sergeyevich]. He also thinks about that. We are approaching the
solution of the same problem like builders of a tunnel under the Alps. He is
moving from one side, and I from the other. And inevitably, somewhere in
the middle we must meet.9

The same dialogical interpenetration is true of Grotowski, whose writings carry
the unspoken (and sometimes explicit) memory of both Meyerhold (especially in
his early work) and Stanislavsky. In Towards a Poor Theatre he admits:

I was brought up on Stanislavski; his persistent study, his systematic renewal
of the methods of observation, and his dialectical relationship to his own
earlier work make him my personal ideal. Stanislavski asked key methodological
questions. Our solutions however, differ widely from his – sometimes we reach
opposite conclusions.10
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Grotowski makes two points that are very pertinent to this argument. The first is
his very detailed description of Stanislavsky’s ceaseless self-questioning, a process
that Grotowski amplified in the various phases of his career (two of which are
covered in this book). The second is the more obvious point that while he and
Stanislavsky might agree on what the ‘key methodological questions’ are, their
answers are quite different.

Throughout this section I have talked about the ‘questions’ shared by both
philosophers and theatre practitioners, but one could just as easily consider these as
themes or preoccupations which are then put into question. Although there is an
overall chronological vector to this book, the argument is held together just as
strongly by themes which cross between Bakhtin and Stanislavsky and then on to
Meyerhold and Grotowski. These questions are the warp threads around which a
history of theatre in Eastern Europe between 1895 and 1975 is woven.

Themes

Time and space, body and image

Bakhtin argues that we have two perspectives on being a human in the world, the
first is the subjective and embodied centre – the I – from which we perceive the
world; the second is our perspective of other people and their activity in the world.
These perspectives are roughly equivalent to subjective and objective modes of
knowing (feeling and thinking). This offers common territory for both Bakhtin
and Stanislavsky who share underlying assumptions about the convincing-ness of
embodied over cognitive knowledge. Both men similarly place great importance
on the faculty of empathy which enables one to move from one perspective to the
other. Empathy is a process which begins with you seeing the situation of another
person and because you feel sympathy for their plight, you put yourself in their
place so that you can feel what they are feeling. Put in Bakhtin’s terms, you per-
ceive an other and (you imagine) experiencing this person as an I: you move from a
visually apprehended image into a physical experience.

Bakhtin’s early theory of ethical and aesthetic activity is rooted in the tempo-
spatial situation described above. Your position in time and space is your unique
and given perspective on the world, and it is your ethical responsibility to answer
from it. The place and time of this meaning is here and now, it is immediate, per-
sonal and uncommunicable; but this results in the problem that the act-performing
I alone can know their lives in terms of these brilliant but short-lived moments.
Bakhtin’s tying of two kinds of meaning to their positions in time and space results
in a categorical distinction between what an I and what an other can know: I can
only know myself as an I, and others as other. Furthermore, he asks us to accept that
because I cannot see myself therefore I cannot write my own story (or draw my own
portrait). I cannot know myself as a whole in the way that I can see others around
me as complete wholes. This tempo-spatial situation leads to Bakhtin’s theory of
aesthetic obligation: just as I must respond to an ethical ‘ought’ with an action, so
it is my aesthetic responsibility to respond to another’s need for what one could
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call ‘narrative completion’. At one level his theory is utterly true of our existence
as embodied beings, but I shall question Bakhtin’s insistence that I cannot imagine
or represent myself, that is, create a narrative by which I can make sense of my
actions, and thereby plan my future. I will argue that a discussion of Stanislavsky’s
actor training will very usefully illuminate this seeming dichotomy between
moment and narrative.

Bakhtin soon moved away from time and space as a physical situation and in
Forms of Time and of the Chronotope (1937–1938) Bakhtin tracked the evolution of a
certain mode of representation where the individual consciousness is involved in a
living engagement with the historical environment. The ‘chronotope’ is a concept
borrowed from biology and refers to when an individual organism co-evolves with
its environment. He further developed this conception of body, time and space in
his study of Rabelais (1965). So, although he wrote about this subject in very
different ways across his career, the theme remains a constant within his writings.
The point of connection with theatre is obvious since all theatre performances
take place at a particular time in a particular venue and are performed by actors
whose movements and groupings in space are grasped as moving images which
evoke a kinaesthetic response in the audience. The difference is that Bakhtin is
writing about a symbolic language while in theatre time and space signify directly:
they are experienced as being significant by both the actor and the audience.

Let us now consider how time and space are ‘doubled’ in the theatre. Firstly
there is the time and place in which a play is set. Secondly there is the performance
of the play, both the duration – ‘the two hours’ traffic on the stage’ – and the
physical space of the stage, staging, furniture and properties. While still being in
the world of the play, a member of the audience can remain sensitive to the
duration of performance and where it drags or races. Stanislavsky’s early revolution
in theatre demanded that his actors focus their entire attention on the represented
world of the stage on their side of the proscenium arch and ignore the audience’s
presence on the other side: to play to or for the audience was an example of
‘theatricality’. Meyerhold embraced such theatricality and adapted the stage to
come closer to the audience: he removed the proscenium frame and extended the
stage action into the auditorium by means of an apron stage. The acting style of
Meyerhold’s constructivist productions lay in the rhythmic timing of the actions
and the sculptural mass of the staging, as well as the opportunities this offered the
actor to move. No longer was the stage a representation of another place but a
constructed space with elevated walkways, chutes and treadmills that demanded
actors who were acrobatic in their stage skills: space is grasped in its plastic reality,
time in its rhythmic possibilities. As with the shift from representation to abstraction
in painting, the stage space and its lighting is Meyerhold’s reality: there is nothing
behind it or before it. Grotowski’s later productions – from Kordian (1962) to
Akropolis (1965) – erased the division between stage and auditorium even further
with the audience seated in the midst of the action.

From the above discussion one can notice the very obvious difference of focus
between how Bakhtin and theatre practitioners consider the themes of time, space
and body. Actors have to be both I and other, both a living and reacting ‘self’ and
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an image; their own flesh and bones are the sculptural material from which they
create a moving image of the character. In the same way, time and space are the
materials with which actor, director, lighting designer and set designer create the
production: they are primary semiotic materials. While Bakhtin might write about
a real, embodied meaning, this remains at the level of philosophical theory; for the
actor it is a question of practice and a supremely pragmatic question involving
training and constant experiment. Bakhtin’s early theory offers no possibility for
the individual to learn or develop since the I is effectively disembodied and static.
I will argue that his own approach to body, space and time, and indeed to the
experience of being an I and my experience of other people, is very limited, and
that a comparison with theatre will reveal a much richer and more dynamic account of
this fundamental human activity of making meaning. Framing the practical strategies
of Stanislavsky within Bakhtin’s philosophical concerns and concepts allows one to
imagine a dynamic form of meaning making that is centred upon embodied
experience. Although none of the three director/pedagogues have any pretention
to writing philosophy, I aim to show how their writings about theatre practice can
illuminate Bakhtin’s fundamental questions about how humans make sense of
themselves and each other, and how this relates to questions of character and acting.

Character and author, body and image

The centrality of this theme to Bakhtin’s early thinking can be gleaned from the
editorial title given to the longer of his two early manuscripts – Author and Hero in

Aesthetic Activity. Although Bakhtin’s thinking about character had changed by the
time he published his Problems of Dostoevsky’s Art in 1929, his early thinking provokes a
very fruitful series of questions about the relationship between author and hero.
The first question concerns how the creation of heroes relates to our relations
with people in our everyday lives. We have already seen that it is impossible for
an I to grasp him- or herself as an image: they cannot see themselves from the
outside, a perspective which can only come from a loving other. I am incapable of
seeing or knowing myself as a finished image, therefore I need the redemptive
activity of a loving other to offer me completion. They have to be loving, otherwise
why would they engage in such an exercise, and why would you (as an I ) invite them
to? It is this redemptive love that distinguishes Bakhtin’s lower case other from the
post-modern Other, that figure which indicates total difference from me. Far from
being a threat to one’s identity, his lower-case other offers the open-ended I a sense
of completion. Everyone is both an I (for myself ) and an other (for every other I ),
and though I cannot create a convincing image of myself, I can, in an act of friend-
ship, do this for another. There is a major question (one that Bakhtin didn’t pose)
concerning this sense of completion which returns us to time and space. True, an
other can offer us completion as a spatially grasped image, but this process takes place
in time, and because the image is finished, it cuts short my open-ended existence.
Effectively, it kills me as a being that has the capacity to change or develop. In short,
Bakhtin offers a spatial solution to a temporal problem; he fails to acknowledge the
categorical difference between a finished character, whose meaning is fixed, and a
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living person who retains the capacity (Bakhtin calls it a ‘loophole’) to change and
develop in the future. Open-endedness is very much Janus-faced. On the one
hand it may well generate anguish at the contingency of our existence, but on the
other it is also the very index of our being alive and able to change ourselves and
make a new future.

Another major question concerns the parallel that Bakhtin creates between the
relationship of I to other and author to hero. In mathematics this is called a
homology, where the structure of relations between A and B is the same as that
between C and D. Bakhtin seems to suggest that all characters have to be based
on real people, which is an idea that bears little scrutiny. Aren’t most characters
drawn from aspects of real people that are assembled as a composite in the
author’s imagination? The question of how characters relate to people in everyday
life is one that will be much discussed in the chapters on Bakhtin and Stanislavsky,
both of whom believed that characters were real people. I would go so far as to
say that it is the analogy between the character and the human being which
guarantees the truth of the representation.

A second question following from Bakhtin’s early theory is the degree to which
aesthetic activity involves the author being outside the hero and the degree to
which one needs to empathise with (to enter into) the hero. One can legitimately
read this question in the light of Stanislavsky’s demand that actors identify with their
characters, and Brecht’s that they maintain a distance from them (very crudely put).
Rather than expressing it as an alternative between distantiation and empathy,
one could ask – as Bakhtin does – what degrees of distance and empathy are
required to create a character. The answer is that you need both: in the process
of creating a character there is an empathetic stage where the author enters into the
life of the subject-to-be-a-hero in order to gather information about what it feels like
to be in that situation, to see things through the eyes of the hero. The following
phase of composition – selecting and sequencing this information – takes place at
a distance from the ‘hero’. This final return to one’s own position outside the
hero – ‘outside-ness’ – is central to Bakhtin’s theory of aesthetic creation, and
seemingly puts him at odds with Stanislavsky. This question of empathy and
outside-ness will be discussed in Chapter 4.

There is much common territory between Bakhtin and Stanislavsky, but ulti-
mately they ask quite different questions and describe different creative processes.
Where the philosopher is interested in rendering a human being intelligible as a
character, the theatre director is helping actors to render an existing character as
a living human being. Bakhtin’s ideas about authorship (in the novel) oblige us to
rethink the relationship between actor and character in theatre. A character isn’t
given but has to be created – by the author and by the actor. The work of the
actor as described by Stanislavsky requires much training, and it is precisely this
practical engagement that is lacking in Bakhtin, and which can help illuminate
questions of embodiment, even of judging degrees of empathy and aesthetic dis-
tance. Just as in the section above I argue that time and space in theatre possess a
quantifiable materiality, so the body is not just an image, it is the material by
means of which the actor conveys a character. And that transformation – literally,
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a changing of the way the actor’s body moves in space – takes years of work to
achieve.

The most important thing upon which both men agree is that there is such a
thing as an author and such a thing as a character. The early Bakhtin considers
the character as the image of a living human known to the author; Stanislavsky
considers the character as a human whom the actor must bring to life in performance.
However different their modes, both agree that what makes the representation of the
character real is this analogy with a human being, an analogy based on the assump-
tion that because a character is a human being, therefore truthful acting is about
being true to life. This analogy is a cornerstone of realism, and one that Nick
Worrall questions in his book on the Moscow Art Theatre. He argues that ‘[i]t is
ironic that, almost at the precise historical moment that modernist artists were
moving away from a view of human character imagined “individualistically”, or
conceived as ontologically “real”, Stanislavsky attempted to resuscitate the notion
of a meaningful human psychology and a humanly knowable “truth”’.11

Many of these assumptions – about realism, about degrees of identification and
aesthetic distance, about the very nature of a character – are questioned in the
practice and theories of Meyerhold and Grotowski, neither of whom subscribed
to the notion that the truth of characterisation lay in the actor identifying with the
character. Meyerhold argues that a character is much more of a mask than a
living person, and turned to the very same mask-characters from Commedia
dell’Arte that feature in Bakhtin’s essays on the novel of the 1930s, and in Rabelais

and His World (1965). From his Symbolist experiments to his later Commedia
dell’Arte and constructivist productions, Meyerhold takes an external movement-
based approach to character. The movement of the actor’s body is expressive,
theatrical, almost musical, and has little to do with the realist representation of
another person’s behaviour. In no way did he share Bakhtin and Stanislavsky’s
notion of character as a person.

Grotowski’s approach to character differs from both the earlier directors, and
yet also retains elements of their notions of character and acting. Stanislavsky
planned a two-part work on actor training, the first entitled An Actor’s Work on

Him- or Herself (which he left unfinished) and An Actor’s Work on a Role (for which he
left some sketches). Grotowski reverses the thrust of this approach and argues that
work on a role is a means by which actors can work on themselves as people.
Grotowski’s approach is intensely personal but it is not in the service of a repre-
sentational kind of acting. In this respect he is much closer to Meyerhold when he
proposes that the actor’s job is to create a score of sounds and movements which
it is the audience’s job to interpret. There is no longer an assumption that the
audience and the actor share the same experience during a performance.

Another area of contention was the ‘psychological’ approach to character.
Stanislavsky describes the excitement at reading a script and meeting the characters
for the first time. For him the character is a person and has a mind that it is the
actor’s job to understand. Stanislavsky’s ‘psychology’ is based on this assumption
about character. Although he did read a number of psychologists – Freud not
being among them – this was to confirm rather than question his assumptions
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about human nature. We have already seen that Meyerhold’s notion of acting is
more to do with stylised gesture and movement and involves little discussion of
the inner mental state of either character or actor. The psychologist Ivan Pavlov
(1849–1936) provided a model of human behaviour that fitted well with his
notion of acting. Following Pavlov, Meyerhold argued that if an actor made a
particular gesture it would elicit a particular emotion in the audience. Grotowski’s
notion of character draws on neither of these kinds of psychology and has every-
thing to do with a negotiation with cultural images and values that he feels need
to be questioned through our acts of theatre. Although many of his plays drew on
the repertoire of Polish Romantic writers like Wyspianski, Mickiewicz and Slo-
wacki, he put into question the actions of nationalist heroes like Wyspianski’s
Kordian. Their heroes are a point of departure for an investigation rather than a
celebration of cultural values like Polish nationalism.

At no point in Bakhtin’s career were his theories about character underpinned
or paralleled by psychology. In his early writings he took a phenomenological
approach which took mental experience as a self-evident phenomenon that required
no further explanation or discussion. The only connection with psychology lies in
Franz Brentano’s definition of phenomenology as ‘descriptive psychology’.12 It is
not that he doesn’t address the question of psychology; rather he dismisses its
validity as a means of explicating the problems that interest him. For this reason
he rejects the psychology of both Freud and Pavlov. I shall examine two distinct
kinds of psychology: the first is the non-faculty sense in which Stanislavsky uses the
word in relation to character. It is that unacknowledged set of assumptions and
principles that allows us to talk about believable characters, about their behaviour
being logical, about them being well-drawn. In other words it is the psychology of
realist literature. The second psychology concerns the scientific claims and the-
ories of figures like Freud and Pavlov, and I shall examine how these theories
have changed or informed the notion of character and the nature of acting.

Realism and revolution

The themes of realism and revolution criss-cross in a very interesting way throughout
the period of Bakhtin’s lifetime. In 1898 Stanislavsky was championing his version of
realistic acting as a ‘revolution’ in theatre. As Worrall has already pointed out,
modernism (a very different revolution) was emerging across Europe and by 1917
had already found distinctly Russian forms when the Revolution overthrew the
Czarist regime. For a short period the Russian Revolution and the cultural revolu-
tion of modernism found common cause, this despite the conservative artistic taste of
Lenin, and the attempt in 1923 of his cultural commissar Lunacharsky to take
theatre ‘back to Ostrovsky’ (i.e. to a more realist approach to art). Meyerhold was
in the vanguard of a revolutionary experiment – cultural and political – which
rejected the assumptions and techniques of Stanislavsky’s realist theatre and acting.
After Lenin’s death, modernist experiment fell increasingly out of favour with the
state authorities, and by 1934 Socialist Realism was declared to be the official cultural
policy and a version of Stanislavsky’s approach to acting and theatre production
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was adopted as part of this policy. This debate concerned the very nature of
theatre and acting: what is the content of theatre, who is it for and how can it be
performed?

Stanislavsky wrote the Russian version of his autobiography My Life in Art in
1928 and chose to describe his ‘revolution’ in theatre as the removal of all thea-
tricality and convention from the stage. Given the political and cultural context,
one has to wonder at his choice of the word ‘revolution’, more especially since he
was writing thirty years after the event.

In our destructive and revolutionary aims, in order to rejuvenate the art, we
declared war on all the conventionalities of the theatre wherever they may
occur – in the acting, in the properties, in the scenery, the costumes, the
interpretation of the play, the curtain, or anywhere else in the play or the theatre.
All that was new and that violated the usual customs of the theatre seemed
beautiful and useful to us.13

Key words in this argument are ‘new’, ‘conventionalities’ and ‘customs’. In one sense
his approach was very evidently no longer ‘new’, since it was challenged by Futurism
and constructivism; but for him these experiments were superficial novelties and did
not convey a deeper sense of the ‘new’, as in that which is lived and real. This key
distinction between convention and the ‘real’ – that which is lived and experienced –
runs through Stanislavsky’s reflections and is taken up again by Grotowski in his
theatrical and post-theatrical activities. Two questions follow from this distinction.
Firstly, can theatre operate without conventions or form? Bakhtin (and even more
emphatically, members of the Circle) would argue against, while Stanislavsky and
Grotowski argue for the case. Secondly, is this sense of the ‘real’ an aesthetic
experience or a grasping of a truth about the world?

Worrall notes that Stanislavsky’s ‘religion of realism’ was a reaction against ‘the
obsessional aspects of naturalistic disclosure’, by which he means ‘the reductionist
perspectives of naturalism’s faith in the absolutely material, against its belief in
physiological and environmental determinants which reduce spirit to matter and
desire to mere appetite in a spiritless universe’.14 Can the human spirit be understood
or expressed materially, i.e. through linguistic form? Stanislavsky (and Grotowski after
him) rejected the notion that humans are in any way a product of or determined
by their environment; he rejected the notion that the human spirit, that con-
sciousness, could only be understood through material expression in signs. At a
philosophical level he rejects a materialist explanation of a spiritual question. At a
theatrical level this meant clearing the stage of unnecessary props and scenery and
allowing the play to communicate through acting rather than setting. Although
coming from a very different intellectual tradition, Bakhtin’s early writings locate
the ‘real’ in physical feeling (in my body, here and now) rather than in cognition
which (as stated above) can be anywhere and at any time. Here Bakhtin is presenting
the real as a phenomenal category rather than realism as a genre. Grotowski will
argue that this bodily sensation is more authentic than anything that is mediated
through culture.
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The experimental Ukrainian director Les Kurbas embraced the challenge of
the times, and declared: ‘Away with art for art’s sake.’ Kurbas and his followers
formally repudiated their former servitude to ‘beauty’; they deliberately forgot
that they had created ‘art not for partisan aims but as an aim in itself’. Now they
declared in their statute that ‘the theatre is a means of agitation and propaganda’.
This was their passport for continued life and for the possibility of further developing
the modern Ukrainian theatre.15

One of the big questions for the revolutionary regime was how to create a
culture for a new society, one that acknowledged and addressed the needs and
interests of the working people. Meyerhold, like Kurbas, created pieces of agitprop
theatre, promoting the aims and ideals of the Revolution. Their aim was to educate
and engage the proletarian audience. This challenge was echoed in every aspect of
cultural and social life. It is hard to imagine such an extraordinary situation
where artists can tear up the cultural rule book and start again, but this time
creating work for all members of society and not just a privileged elite.

For Meyerhold this political engagement meant creating a different kind of
theatre, both in the sense of the genre and its place of performance: Benedetti
gives an idea of the sweep of this intellectual and cultural movement.

[Meyerhold’s] insistence that theatre should be theatrical received support
particularly among the younger members of the intelligentsia including,
in time, Vakhtangov and members of the First Studio. A work of art should
not attempt to present itself as ‘natural’, but should reveal itself as a
human construct, as an artefact, making its means of communication evident.
This aesthetic found its theoretical formulation in the work of Viktor
[Shklovsky], who developed the notion of [ostranjeni], making strange, the
precursor of Brecht’s Verfremdung. By the 1920s the movement had emerged
as Formalism.16

Many questions and points follow from this passage. The word ‘nature’ is central
to Stanislavsky’s understanding of truth and believability in acting. Many of his
pronouncements include appeals to a ‘human nature’ which he argues is universal
across all peoples and times. While Stanislavsky might argue that this is ‘how things
are’, revolutionaries would argue that it was the ‘status quo’, the present state of
affairs, that had to be changed.

As Benedetti states, Viktor Shklovsky, one of the founders of Russian formalism,
saw the problem as one of cultural habituation – readers and audiences had simply
become desensitised to the literary word. In ‘Art as Technique’ he argues ‘[i]f we
start to examine the general laws of perception, we see that as perception
becomes habitual, it becomes automatic’. He continues,

art exists that one may recover the sensation of life; it exists to make one feel
things, to make the stone stony. The purpose of art is to impart the sensation
of things as they are perceived and not as they are known. The technique of
art is to make objects ‘unfamiliar’, to make forms difficult, to increase the
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difficulty and length of perception because the process of perception is an
aesthetic end in itself and must be prolonged.17

It is precisely this accent on sensation as opposed to cognition (‘things as they are
perceived and not as they are known’) that was challenged by Bakhtin, Medvedev
and, as Stanley Mitchell explains, by Brecht.18,19

[…] while Shklovsky’s ostranjeni was a purely aesthetic concept, concerned with
renewal of perception, Brecht’s Verfremdung had a social aim: if the world could
be shown differently, i.e., as having different possibilities, could it not be differ-
ently made? Brecht wished not to strike at perceptions, but at the consciousness
of his spectators. Shklovsky expressly denied the cognitive function of art: ‘the
aim of art’, he wrote, ‘is to give sensation of a thing as something known.’20

Brecht criticised Dadaists and Surrealists who ‘used alienation-effects of the most
extreme kind’ precisely because ‘their objects do not return from alienation’. Just
as Shklovsky aimed for pure sensation so Dadaist art ‘ends in an amusement’;
there was no cognitive and no political function in either approaches to art.21

Brecht’s alienation was not purely an effect, it was a means by which the audience
could be brought to a new way of thinking about the social world and to realising
that we do actually have choices, because the sequence of events is not inevitable.
Theatre is about sensation, experiencing and cognition. As Worrall puts it,

Brecht’s main arguments against narrow versions of ‘realism’ were based on
the tendency of realistic methods to underwrite the ‘status quo’ and reinscribe
the contours of a ‘given’ reality within the consciousness of the perceiver,
rather than to awaken new ways of seeing and interpreting social reality, or
challenge accepted orthodoxies.22

Shklovsky, Meyerhold and Brecht all argued that we could see and feel the
world in a different way by considering the forms by which it is represented – be
it how literature is written or how plays are acted and staged. The ‘revolution’
that was modernism provided techniques and vocabulary for Russian artists to
engage in the cultural and political revolution. Gradually these questions about
what is art and theatre started to be answered by party members as they tried to
establish an official cultural policy. Where in the early days of the Revolution
Meyerhold was given an official post within the government, soon the decision
making about what theatre is and who it is for shifted from the pens and mouths
of practicing artists to those of party members. As early as 1923 there was a tension
between artist and official, which soon translated into a division between an
experimental and a more conservative, realist approach. Bradshaw interprets
Lunacharsky’s call, ‘back to Ostrovsky’, as meaning a return to

psychological fullness and the application of this realism to contemporary themes.
The slogan was in effect an official call for a return to nineteenth-century
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realism as the proper mode for a socialist theatre. A parallel movement was
noted in literature and the other arts.23

Whyman notes how in the 12th Party Congress in 1923 ‘Lenin was negative about
innovation’ and ‘it was also stated that the theatre style of the MAT could be more
readily available to mass tastes, in preference to some of the experimental work
going on in other theatres, if subtlety and psychological nuances (the main value
of MAT) could be avoided’.24 Thus by the late 1920s realism, Stanislavsky and
MAT were back in political favour with the authorities: Worrall writes about the
‘appropriation of the Moscow Art Theatre as a cultural instrument of the one-
party state and the canonisation of its exemplary realist methods’.25 Whereas
before the Revolution realism had a non-explicit political role in supporting the
status quo (the political was presented as the ‘natural’), now the Soviet state’s
‘espousal of Stanislavskian versions of realism were devices used to underpin an
orthodox promulgation of that state’s self-image’.26 Autant-Mathieu argues that the
MAT’s thirtieth birthday in 1928 was celebrated in style because their artistic
policy of psychological realism ‘was less offensive to the political leaders of the
time, who had been born in the nineteenth century and had received a conven-
tional education, than the daring and provocative productions of the avant-garde
and left-wing theatres’.27 Once again, we see realist theatre supporting the status
quo, only now it is in the name of the proletariat and not the bourgeoisie.

Before dismissing the entire project of a theatre for the people let us remember
Rolland Romain’s provocative question in his 1903 The People’s Theatre: ‘You want
an art of the people? Then do something to have a people.’ He then continues,
‘[w]e had to wait for the 1917 Revolution to see such a people emerge in the
USSR’.28 When the American critic Norris Houghton visited the Soviet Union in
1934, he observed:

I was to go to the theatre ninety times in Russia and not more than a dozen
times was I to see a vacant chair. [ … ] This is a theatre for the common
man, and not the bourgeois elite. Theatre is part of their life. Life is not some
abstraction that is to be represented.29

The questions raised in this section are not easily answered, but will be posed
throughout this book: do popular theatre and experimental theatre have to be
mutually exclusive? Is avant-garde theatre always for a bourgeois audience? Was the
artistic vision of Mayakovsky, Meyerhold and other leftist theatre makers doomed to
failure? Is realism (which has a history of not more than two centuries) some kind
of default mode for how we represent the world to ourselves?

This books ends in the 1960s and early 1970s in Poland. In 1959 Grotowski
joined Ludwig Flaszen to work in a small theatre in Opole. Although his name is
now associated with theatre, Grotowski was first known in politics ‘as a national-
level activist of a revisionist Communist youth organisation, the Union of Socialist
Youth – Political Centre of the Academic Left’.30 His first writings engage with
the events of the Warsaw October where Gromulka had taken power and ushered
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in a more tolerant regime, but one that did not excite the military response that
the Soviet Union had made in Hungary earlier that year. Grotowski’s revolution
in theatre was at once forward and backward looking. Although he staged classics
from the Polish Romantic repertoire, his pared-down versions are not in the tradition
of nineteenth-century realism. But neither are they in the vanguard of techno-
logical experiment since he argued that in order to survive as a medium, theatre
needs to be what film and television are not: a live and unrepeatable encounter with
an audience. Anything that compromises that communion must be removed – hence
his theatre was called ‘Poor’. Then, at the height of his fame as a theatre maker he
turned to creating para-theatrical meetings – communions with an audience that
involved no attempt at artistic representation or acting. These meetings come to a
climax in Wroclaw where he created an International University of the Nations in
1975, the year Bakhtin died.

Art and life

This theme is closely linked to realism and revolution and follows from Houghton’s
question about the relation between art and life in the theatre that he saw in Moscow
(see p.15). An underlying assumption of realism is that the artifice of art must be
invisible so that the life being represented can come through as clearly as possible.
Language and form have to be transparent, like a window on the world. Since
artifice is deception this is quite as much an ethical as an aesthetic matter. The
focus has to be on the (represented) truth and not on the (representing) untruth
which conveys it. The actor Mikhail Shchepkin (1788–1863), a huge influence on
Stanislavsky, expresses it as a distinction between the simplicity of real life and
playing: ‘I felt that I had spoken some words simply – so simply that, had they
been uttered in life rather than in a play, I would have said them in just that
way.’31 Nikolai Gorchakov explains how Stanislavsky approached the matter: ‘He
understood that artistic truth lies beyond the theatre walls, in ordinary life. And
he thirsted to know ordinary life, with its real people, rather than shadows that
uttered long and bombastic monologues.’32 This distinction is central to the
thinking of Stanislavsky and Grotowski for whom a ‘simplicity’ of theatrical means
becomes the foundation of his ‘Poor Theatre’. In the light of the above discussion
on political engagement how does one interpret this commitment to being ‘true to
life’? What exactly is this ‘life’ if not a status quo, an affirmation of how things are
and will always be?

Worrall argues that the construction of a character is a means by which we
protect ourselves from the meaninglessness of life. Oscar Wilde considers a character
as a thing we construct to present ourselves to others (in Bakhtin’s terms, we present
I as other). Worrall compares this with Luigi Pirandello who ‘suggested that any
human construct, such as personality or a philosophical system, was an inherently
self-deceiving device developed in order to shield ourselves from the terrors which
life itself constitutes as a destructive force on a par with the forces of nature’.33

Extending this argument one can state that it is more honest to admit the categorical
difference between art and life, than to pretend that art can be life. Worrall then
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turns to the realist Stanislavsky who ‘seems seriously to have considered it possible
to convert Life permanently into Art’.

Hence the need arose for a working method, a ‘system’ which could attempt to
convert (in an almost religious sense) raw human nature, inert matter and
consciousness, into another superior form of existence – a Life as (or in) Art.34

It is for this reason that Stanislavsky discouraged the audience disrupting the
semi-religious ritual of a performance with applause. (Grotowski also actively
discouraged applause during or after a performance.)

Mel Gordon takes this argument about life and art further by noting that
Stanislavsky’s ‘troupe declared that since they hated the falsehood of the stage,
they equally opposed the hypocrisies of life. An actor could not create truthfully in
the theatre without incorporating a sense of truth and simplicity into his everyday
life’.35 Allied with this distrust of art is a belief in the truth of nature as opposed to
the city. Stanislavsky’s First Studio of 1905 was a converted barn in the country
where the actors took part in cultivating the land. (There is an underlying set of
oppositions here between nature and culture, the instinctual and the intellectual,
body and mind.) Grotowski continued this belief in the ethical work of the actor,
and indeed of the value of working in the countryside. These then are the main
themes that will be examined through the book. In the next section I shall explain
how they are put together.

How this book works

The book is broken into six chapters, the first providing an overview of Bakhtin’s
thinking from 1919 to 1975; the next three chapters examine the questions
of theatre that arise from a dialogue between the early writings of Bakhtin and
Stanislavsky; the final two chapters explore how these questions are developed,
reframed and answered by Meyerhold and Grotowski. The Conclusion develops
the central questions and themes of the book.

Part I – Bakhtin and theatre (Chapter 1)

One can think of this as a long chapter or as seven short essays with an introduction
and conclusion. After considering Bakhtin’s direct involvement in theatre, each essay
plots the chronological development of his thinking, highlighting the key concepts
associated with each period. The first deals with his early manuscripts which will
provide much of the conceptual material for the whole book; next comes the
work of Voloshinov and Medvedev (leading members of the Bakhtin Circle),
which marks a shift away from Bakhtin’s early phenomenology and focuses on a
sociological approach to language. The central four essays deal with the works by
which Bakhtin is best known: his study of Dostoevsky, then his essay Discourse in the

Novel, his essay on the chronotope, and finally his book on Rabelais. The final essay
looks at his last works.
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Part II – Bakhtin and Stanislavsky (Chapters 2–4)

These three chapters set out the field of argument that will then be further
developed in the chapters on Meyerhold and Grotowski and the Conclusion. In
Author and Hero Bakhtin sets out to answer three questions:

1 How is an action and its space experienced in the act-performer’s self-
consciousness?

2 How is the action of the other experienced by me?
3 On what plane of consciousness is its aesthetic value located?36

Chapter 2 deals with the first question – how ‘an action and its space’ are experi-
enced by the person performing the action – and Chapter 4 tackles the second and
third questions of how another’s action is experienced by me, and which of us can
give aesthetic value to this action. Chapter 2 – Time and space in the novel and
in theatre – draws mostly on Bakhtin’s Philosophy of the Act. Chapter 4 – Authoring a
character – draws on Author and Hero, which examines how and why one should
author a hero and invites an examination of how and when the actor can be
considered as an author of their character. Where Bakhtin’s process starts with a
real-life human being and aims to create a literary hero, Stanislavsky’s acting
process starts with an already written hero and aims to create a living human
being. Chapter 3 – Psychophysical acting – examines how Stanislavsky’s approach to
actor training can inform Bakhtin’s ideas about embodied action.

Because this book takes a mostly thematic approach I will not follow the
chronology of Stanislavsky’s writings, but begin with a study of his later Method of
Physical Actions because of its correspondence with concerns of Philosophy of the Act.
Stanislavsky’s development will be traced twice; firstly in a study of his approach
to staging at the end of Chapter 2, and then in his approach to Embodiment,
Psychology and the Psycho-physical in Chapter 3 – Psychophysical acting.

Chapter 2 – Time and space in the novel and in theatre – broadly deals with
time, space and meaning in Bakhtin’s and Stanislavsky’s theories. The first sec-
tion – Acting from the centre – considers the act-performer’s experience of
space. Both Bakhtin and Stanislavsky write about us being at the centre of our
worlds, a centre which constitutes a unique place in the world, offering a unique
perspective on the world, and from which we answer the world with our actions. It is
our moral obligation to answer from this actual place. The third section – Given and
created – develops Bakhtin’s notion of ethical obligation, arguing that neither
meanings nor our own being can be experienced other than through the perfor-
mance of an act. Meaning and being are active rather than passive. This leads to the
fourth section – Value, sense, meaning – which examines Bakhtin’s idea that living
and felt meaning can only be experienced as true if it is situated in time and space.
Far from being abstract categories for organising sensation, time and space are what
allow meaning to become a personal event. The section Acts and tasks develops
the idea that meanings can only be created through the performance of once-and-
for-all acts. A summary of these four major concepts points out connections with
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Stanislavsky’s theory of acting which are then analysed more fully in the three
following sections: Acts and tasks; Time and timing in performance; Theatrical
space.

The biggest contrast between Bakhtin and Stanislavsky comes when considering
the body and the mind – the matter of Chapter 3. Stanislavsky describes his
approach to acting as Psycho-Physical, that is, it depends on the mind and body
working together. What wasn’t clear from Hapgood’s translations of An Actor Prepares
and Building a Character was that Stanislavsky’s An Actor’s Work was divided into two
parts, the first called Experiencing, and the second Embodying [the role]. In
other words, the very conception of his account of the system was psycho-physical.
For all Bakhtin’s insistence upon the ‘concrete’ as opposed to the abstract or
theoretical, his was still a theoretical approach, one, to repeat Holquist’s excellent
phrase, where he ‘continually seeks to generalize about uniqueness’.37 One could
say that he is trying to lay the philosophical foundations for an understanding of
the individual and of individual experience. But the thrust of Bakhtin’s argument
will always be that a person should take account of the body in a discussion of how we
as humans make meaning from our experience of the world. He isn’t interested in
questions of how or why our experiences occur, that is, whether they are a
response to psychological or sociological factors. Taking, as he does, a phenome-
nological approach his only concern is to establish that these experiences actually take
place. Although Clark and Holquist note his interest in psycho-physical researches
in Petersburg, in these manuscripts Bakhtin shows little interested in psychology.
Similarly, he takes the body’s agency for granted – it is in the world and it generates
sensation, and that is sufficient for his philosophical purposes. As for the relation
between the mind and body – this is not even a topic for discussion.

Bakhtin’s interest in the body (and this carries through to his later study of Rabelais)
is in how it is seen, felt and valued. It is not the body per se that is of interest, but the
experience and the image of the body when performing an act. Echoing Stanislavsky’s
concept of circles of attention, Bakhtin insists that the act-performer must focus
solely on the task in hand, on what lies before one, and not engage in any imaging of
oneself because such self-consciousness would detract from the successful perfor-
mance. In this way we will see Bakhtin distinguish between the inner and outer body
as they are experienced. Both are known through act-performing, the first concerns
how it feels to act, the second what it looks like and what effect that act has had. This
distinction between an inner and outer body leads us back to the question of
value. One of Bakhtin’s most problematic assertions is that we can neither give
value to nor understand the meaning or even the nature of our own bodies and
their actions. This evaluative (one could also use the word ‘axiological’) perspective
comes from outside, from the other who gives us an image of ourselves. He gives the
example of how it is that a mother both names and gives value to the baby’s body,
who thus learns about what to call hands and fingers, and to know that they are
or could be loved and valued. Through our dialogue with others we learn to
know ourselves as bodies, as embodied beings. This argument about how we see
ourselves through the eyes of others, leads to the argument of Chapter 3 which is
about how this act of imaging leads on to the more sustained act of authoring heroes.
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Stanislavsky’s explicitly practical approach means that he is seeking to answer
questions about how the actor can use their body to achieve a convincing perfor-
mance. Much of Chapter 3 is therefore concerned with Stanislavsky’s very pragmatic
researches into how he could draw on a variety of techniques and disciplines to
help the actor live their roles more fully. As concerns the mental aspect he mixes
romantic notions of the creative subconscious with contemporary researches in
psychology – from Ribot’s affective memory to Pavlov’s reflexology. Apart from
trying to understand the nature and source of creativity, he was equally concerned
with how to develop the actor’s attention on the task of acting. His approach to the
physical aspect begins with a response to his own body; it was very tall and,
according to him, resistantly stiff. We follow the descriptions in his autobiography
of how he struggled with his body – hence the section’s title, The resistant body
and the image of the body – Stanislavsky’s resistant body – to find what he called
a quality of stillness on stage. This is a detailed account of how Stanislavsky created
his own very syncretic training to develop an actor’s body. This training enabled
him to move from his ‘given’ to a ‘created’ and a creative body. Bakhtin’s body
remains little more than a site of action, its activity taken for granted. Stanislavsky
explains how this active, acting body and mind can be developed.

Chapter 4 deals with Bakhtin’s theory of how a character is authored and begins
with a more thorough discussion of I and other. This picks up on the argument about
the two perspectives on the body. While his conception of an I does correspond to a
first-person, internal experience, he argues that as a state of being it is existentially
incomplete. Indeed it is precisely not a ‘state’ but an ongoing process of being.
I cannot envisage or encompass myself as a ‘whole’ in the way that I can see other
people as complete and finished entities in space. I can never think of myself as
finished in time, my life always tends towards the yet-to-be, and consists of plans
and contingencies whose unknown and unknowable outcomes will shape my future;
it is thus not possible for me to grasp the objective meaning or value of these actions
while they remain unfinished business. Only an other can – indeed, it is their respon-
sibility to – provide this finished image from their outside perspective, and what
motivates them is that they value this observed person. As Morson and Emerson put
it, I need the other ‘as a necessary witness to what I do’.38 The dialogue between the
act-performer and the observer is described as a meaning event: one person com-
pletes the action of another by giving it meaning and value. While the moment of
experiencing the other’s life is achieved through empathy, putting oneself in the
other person’s place, the aesthetic work of authoring the hero must take place in
one’s own place outside of the hero. Bakhtin’s categorical insistence on the return
to one’s own place to undertake the aesthetic work opens a discussion of the role of
empathy in the actor’s work. Diderot calls this argument the Paradox of the Actor,
which questions the degree to which actors should empathise with or maintain an
aesthetic distance from their characters. Another way of putting the argument is to
ask whether the actor merges with the character, or maintains a double existence.

The chapter will conclude by addressing broader questions raised during the
discussion. What is the relation between a character in a play and in a novel? To
what degree does Bakhtin’s notion of an event as an unrepeatable moment of
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meaning-creating have relevance for theatre, which is a peculiar mixture of
repetition (the same play performed every night) and utter uniqueness (no audi-
ence and no performance is ever the same)? This notion of event leads to the last
question about the sense of truthfulness or realism that both men insisted upon in
the representation of human experience.

Part III – Meyerhold (Chapter 5)

When Stanislavsky was revisingMy Life in Art for the 1928 Russian edition he squared
up to the criticisms from Meyerhold and his fellow constructivists. A note that he
made while preparing the Russian edition reads: ‘In the Chapter on the Revolution
say that constructivism is a good thing, but they didn’t make very good use of it and it
was discarded.’ He then continues, ‘[p]redict that the actor’s art is on the decline. In
the chapter on the Revolution state that this is the result of all that affected styli-
sation’.39Meyerhold followed his idol Wagner in wanting to create a Gesamtkunstwerk or
Total Theatre, which involved all available media – film, projections, recorded sound,
live music, circus skills, constructivist sets and lighting. Meyerhold was a stage auteur
who, to the frustration of writing partners like Tretyakov, created stage montages
from all available means, text being considered as one of many. The whole in his
Total Theatre was the stage production not the written play – the piece was created
for the spectator not written for a reader. His answer to the question, ‘What is
theatre?’ is quite different from that of either Stanislavsky or Grotowski.

To make this point about the proximity of his politics and his theatre, let us compare
his experiments with the staging with those of two contemporaries. Adolphe Appia
(1862–1928) conceived of the open-stage Festspielhaus at Hellerau (near Dresden) as a
place where the audience and the performer came together in festive activity (as
the name Festspielhaus suggests). Edward Gordon Craig’s (1872–1966) very similar
conception of an open stage shorn of ‘realist’ backdrops and a proscenium arch
was motivated by an aesthetic vision, a new kind of theatre consisting of light and
movement. Meyerhold’s design for a multi-purpose theatre was designed in great
part for political reasons – it was to take the stage argument into the auditorium.
An auditorium that contained a new proletarian audience that he demanded
would be engaged in the argument of the play.

To put Meyerhold and Stanislavsky into opposing camps is too reductive.
When Stanislavsky created a studio in 1905 it was given to Meyerhold for his
experiments, and when the old director was dying he appointed the younger
director as his successor at the Opera Studio. Both men championed Symbolist
playwrights. But there were differences, and these were most evident in the 1910s
and 1920s. Probably the biggest bone of contention was theatricality, an
acknowledgement that what was happening on stage was theatre and not real
life – an obvious problem for Stanislavsky who tried to create Life on stage in a
totally artless (un-artificial) way. Rather than deny the artifice, Meyerhold wanted
to emphasise this, whether it was in his early Symbolist productions, his Com-
media dell’Arte inspired productions, or his masterly re-imagining of Gogol’s The
Government Inspector of 1926.
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