
ll I'

234

LETTERS

Strasberg vs. TDR

The Editors:

When the two issues on the Stanislavski Sys-
tem [T25 and T26] were published about a
year ago, I had many corrections and com-
ments to make. There were so many that it
would have needed an equivalent amount of
space; I therefore gave it up. However, in
the light of some recent events, I realize that
statements uncorrected tend to be accepted
as fact. I therefore must request space in
your magazine to correct some statements by
your critic and your reviewer.

The critical chronology by Paul Gray [T26]
. is a valuable attempt. It is unfortunate that

it was not carried out in a less biased fashion.
Here are some statements which are not only
errors but seem to derive from some peculiar
bias. P. 32: "Vakhtangov's article, close to
Stanislavski's ideas and containing little of
Vakhtangov's own vivid theatricality, be-
came the touchstone of Strasberg's work."

Mr. Gray's endeavor to suggest my ignorance
only serves to reveal his own. There is no
Vakhtangov article. The material is taken
from a book on Vakhtangov and his studio
by Boris Zakhava, which describes in detail
Vakhtangov's work on his production. It is
still the best description available of Vakh-
tangov's "own vivid theatricality," written
by the man who was for many years the
head of the Vakhtangov Theatre. In addition
to this material, the Group also translated for
its own use the book on the Second MAT
with its discussion of the work of Vakh-
tangov and Michael Chekhov in that Studio,
the book by B. Alpers on Meyerhold, most
of the two-volume biography pi Meyerhold,
and other valuable material. Some of this

material is available in mimeographed form
in the New York Public Library.

P. 38: "The Group failed [in 1936] to realize
a projected musical by Kurt Weill." No*
what kind of a fact is this supposed to be?
In 1937 the Group Theatre did produce Paul
Green and Kurt Weill's Johnny Johnson. I
am proud to have directed the first Ameri-
can musical play with what John Anderson
characterized as "extraordinary sensitiveness
and power, with resourceful humor and vivid
imagination . . . it has released the inventive
gusto of the group." By not mentioning this
and other facts, Mr. Gray is then able to
make baseless statements about the work of
the Group Theatre and say that it did not
produce non-naturalistic plays. An interest-
ing, critical but much more correct, evalua-
tion is presented by John Gassner, who also
happens to have seen the work of the Group
Theatre, in his article, "Social Realism and
Imaginative Theatre" (Theatre Survey, 1962).

Mr. Gray states on p. 41: "Clurman, Kazan
and Lewis became notable directors. The
others set up their own schools . . . or asso-
ciated themselves with schools, as Meisner
did at the Neighborhood Playhouse . . . thus
the influence of the former MAT members
was neutralized and Strasberg's interpreta-
tion of Stanislavski—now called the Method
—prevailed." Now this sounds quite logical
and consistent were it not for the fact that
Mr. Gray throughout the article has con-
stantly quoted from Mr. Lewis, Mr. Meisner
and Miss Adler to show their strong dis-
agreement with Strasberg's interpretation.
How this could lead to the opposite result is
really something for Mr. Gray's imagination
to explain.

P. 49, Mr. Gray: "A Private Moment at the
Studio: Enter two actors, one male, one
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female, both dressed in abbreviated attire.
One property—talcum powder. Action—
they powder each other, oblivious to the
audience, for nearly a half-hour" and other
tid-bits of like spicyness. What can one say
to such ignorance and deliberative distortion
as Mr.'Gray here reveals? In the first place,
this is not a "private moment." In the second
place, why doesn't Mr. Gray if he's really
interested reveal what Mr. Strasberg com-
mented on this scene. Argument on this
level seems to me frankly useless, and un-
becoming if not to Mr. Gray certainly to a
magazine like TDR.

There are other statements to be corrected or
that should have been checked by anyone
interested in a factual recitation. Mr. Gray
mentions Mr. Lewis's description of the inci-
dent with Awake and Sing, but somehow
forgets to point out that it was Mr. Odets
who in the 40's returned to work with Mr.
Strasberg in a continuous association. He
mentions the opinions of some of the mem-
bers of the Group on Mr. Strasberg but
somehow conveniently forgets to mention
that Mr. Strasberg was later—but before the
demise of the Group in 1940—approached
with the request to return in order to ignite
some of the previous artistic enthusiasm. I
am not sure these details have much to do
with a critical chronology but since Mr. Gray
thought they did it seems to me that these
and other facts should have been stated.

There are many other corrections but these
do not refer to the Group Theatre or my
own work and must therefore be left for
clarification at a later occasion. Nonetheless,
let me repeat that the essay remains a
valuable and useful first effort. It is too bad
it could not have been an unbiased one.

Your critic's [Gordon Rogoff in T26] article
on "Lee Strasberg: Burning Ice" can claim
no such excuse. It is so completely personal,
based on hearsay, rumor, and insinuations,
that it is difficult to know where to begin.
Let me attempt to deal with some declara-
tions that pretend to be statements of fact.

On p. 145, your critic builds a veritable
edifice supposed to lead towards an indict-
ment of "Strasberg's underground message
. . . composed of studied omission, market-
place values, darkly inspired insecurities, and
downright spiritual paralysis." The proof:
the omission of "serious discussion on

Brecht" and the presence of a "silent five
years" between the time when I first saw
The Caucasian Chalk Circle and when,
through some devious process and the pas-
sage of an "indecently long" time, I finally
(in 1961) gave my imprimatur. This is a
complete fabrication. As long ago as 1956,
when I returned from England, I shared my
observations in long description and analysis.
The tapes are available at the Wisconsin
Theatre Center and the recent publication,
Strasberg at the Actors Studio, contains a
long extract for anyone who is interested.
The whole thing is a hoax palmed off by
your reviewer.

P. 146: your reviewer proceeds to illustrate
the "commercial impulses that are remark-
able only in that they are almost always
wrong. Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf, said
Strasberg at a time when it seemed as if it
would be the Studio Theatre's first produc-
tion, is the kind of play the Studio should
do even though it would never be commer-
cial." In the first place, this should if any-
thing be proof against the marketplace men-
tality he imputes to me. But in addition there
is just a slight distortion, but significant and
deliberate. For my feeling was that Virginia
Woolf could be successful. But my point was
that the Studio should participate in the
production even if it would never be com-
mercial. The same dubious logic is exhibited
in the next example cited by your reviewer.
P. 147: "When Zeffirelli's production of The
Lady of the Camellias was about to open on
Broadway . . . he [Strasberg] demanded an
entire change in the script's development be-
cause he . . . knew best what succeeds in the
commercial theatre." "The production," adds
your reviewer, "ran for twelve perform-
ances." I don't know how many lies and
distortions can be packed into one statement.
Does your reviewer mean to imply that the
changes were made? If so, it is a lie. Is he
saying that they weren't made and the pro-
duction didn't last and is he therefore accus-
ing me of correctly judging the situation?
In that case I would have to plead guilty.
But even here I must admit I am not as
stupid and naive as your reviewer. I doubt
that these changes would have had the
desired effect. Despite my appreciation of
Zeffirelli's talents and his exciting ideas, the
production did not achieve the results he
had visualized. But what can one say of the
pretense about inside knowledge, the reliance
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on rumor and downright distortion
innuendo exhibited by your reviewer?

and

On p. 132, Mr. Rogoff states his thesis:
"Considerations of joining Lincoln Center,
though at the time an issue between Kazan
and the Lincoln Center Board and also be-
tween Kazan and Strasberg, were not really
the point. . . Was he [Strasberg] willing to
turn preparation into performance?" The
imputation of this'is the insinuation that I
was not in favor of going forward to create
a theatre. I must brand this an outright lie.
By 1959, when Mr. Rogoff's association
[with the Actors Studio] started, we had
already been in communication with Lincoln
Center for over two years, had presented a
plan based on the concept of a large enough
company to be a floating permanent com-
pany, an idea developed by me (and later
utilized by the Actors Studio Theatre) of an
American repertoire together with the world
classics. To imply that my public activity and
known opinions are not serious is a libel sup-
ported only by his own supercilious and
condescending statement that "a man in
power who cannot move . . . is a figure of
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grave concern." Your reviewer has a right
to his opinions but not to libelous state-
ments of my own point of view.

Your reviewer now comes to the final point,
in which he is joined by Mr. Gray and more
recently by Mr. Gilman. "Once willing or
being dragged into the battle, what would he
[Strasberg] reveal?" It is no secret that they
didn't like the production of The Three
Sisters directed by me. They have a right to
their opinion, but to imply that this was
widely shared is to use the technique of the
"big lie." The production received such reac-
tions as Jerry Tallmer, in the New York
Post: "Lee Strasberg proved that he could
direct a play—if the right play—with all the
creative truth and strength a human being
can command.... I do not think I have ever
seen 16 or however many actors walking a
stage with more valid and interrelated inner
lives than those Mr. Strasberg has elicited
from his brilliant cast." Douglas Watt in the
Daily News: "The Actors Studio Theatre
production of The Three Sisters is a stunning
achievement... serving notice that there is
still room for artistry in depth. Lee Strasberg,
the Studio's artistic director, has staged the
play—his first venture in this capacity in
some years—and he is the true hero of the
occasion." Norman Nadel in the New York
World-Telegram: "The Three Sisters conveys
an abundance of meaning and feeling beyond
anything you might suspect from a reading
or from most productions of this classic."
Howard Taubman in the New York Times:
"Under Lee Strasberg's direction, the Actors
Studio Theatre is doing the best work of its
youthful career . . . there is an admirable
sense of unity in the production."

This reaction was reinforced after the visit of
the MAT, when some compared the two
productions to our favor. One of the most
favorable reactions came from a reviewer
abroad, uninvolved in the quarrels about the
Method, who, comparing mine with many
productions she had seen including the MAT
one stated:

Once or twice in a decade a theatre
production of a great classic achieves
such a radiant fusion of acting and di-
rection that it passes into legend, its
nuances of characterization and mood
seeming to illuminate not just for the
moment, but for limitless future recol-
lection, the dramatist's conception of
life. This miracle of stagecraft, holding
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up a lamp, as it were, to genius, was
achieved on the London stage a quarter
of a century ago when Michel St. Denis
directed Chekhov's "The Three Sisters".
It is only now, 28 years later that I
have seen a production which, besides
being almost perfectly cast throughout,
equals that of St. Denis in its marvellous
evocation of changing mood and season
and the nuances of human relationships,
of gaiety, hope and frustration, that
parallel the springs and autumns of the
Russian landscape. (Audrey Williamson
in The Scotsman.)

Mr. RogofT goes further. He proceeds to
rewrite the past, of which he has no per-
sonal experience. He uses a perfectly sound
statement of Stark Young's in reference to
my direction of A Kiss for Cinderella. Is
this his summation of my work? Has he or
Mr. Gray or Mr. Gilman read the reviews
of my productions in the Group Theatre?
Has he examined the reaction to the first
production directed by me outside the Group
Theatre—the production directed for the
Theatre Guild—the production directed for
the ANTA theatre and the first production I
directed for the Actors Studio Theatre? To

disregard facts, to use a collective "we"
when what is meant is "they" is a common
technique in politics but one somewhat un-
expected in theatre discussion. That TDR
would condone such a procedure is hard to
explain. Since your magazine has done me
the honor of singling me out for a special
article—though a somewhat dubious one—
perhaps you will permit me to make some
short but basic remarks.

1. Any discussion of the Stanislavski System
which fails to relate it to the historic concern
with the problems of actors throughout the
world reveals ignorance of what is involved.
To forget that at the same time there took
place the discussions between Irving and
Coquelin, the confrontation of Duse and
Bernhardt, the inquiry of Archer's Mask and
Faces, and that this was preceded by equiv-
alent incidents in previous periods, is to
treat the Stanislavski effort as a special and
peculiar and individual contribution arising
out of particular Russian conditions. This
precludes any possibility of understanding
what it is all about.
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2. The formulation for understanding Stanis-
lavski's effort must start from his own
statement of what he was seeking:

All that has been written about the
theatre is only philosophizing, very
interesting, very deep, it is true, that
speaks beautifully of the results de-
sirable to reach in art, or criticism of
the success or failure of results already
reached. All these works are valuable
and necessary, but not for the actual
practical work in the theatre, for they
are silent on how to reach certain re-
sults, on what is necessary to do firstly,
secondly, thirdly, and so forth, with a
beginner, or what is to be done with an
experienced and spoiled actor. What
exercises are needed by him? What
scales, what arpeggi for the develop-
ment of creative feeling and experience
are required by the actor? All books and
works of the theatre are silent on this
score. There is no practical textbook.
(My Life in Art, pp. 166-167)

3. Failure to separate Stanislavski's approach
to the actor from his own directorial achieve-
ments leads only to confusion. Without this
it is impossible to understand how Vakh-
tangov could try to combine Stanislavski's
approach to acting with Meyerhold's ideas of
the theatre.

4. It is essential to stress the relation between
theory and practice. To compare or oppose
the opinions of someone no matter how
brilliant with those based on actual achieve-
ment as embodied say in the work of the
Group Theatre is to make a mockery of any
discussion. It leads only to confusion. This
seems to me the basic weakness of Mr.
Gray's critical chronology, as also of
Christine Edwards' useful compilation, The
Stanislavski Heritage, recently published.

5. Finally, you may be interested in a note
on the "Theory of Physical Actions." For an
initial understanding it is important to
remember, as Miss Moore has stated:
"Though it was at the end of his career
that Stanislavski gave the name to this
key to the subconscious, it was not a late
addition to his System. His teachings on
action impregnate the whole technique from
beginning to end; it is the leitmotiv of the
whole System" (The Stanislavski System, p.
14). Secondly, it is important to realize that
there are two versions of Stanislavski's ideas.
One occurs in the prompt book of Othello,
pp. 184-185.
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An actor who prepared his part and
play for years, who has endowed every
moment of the play with a whole poem
of his imagination, who has experienced
the illusion of its scenery and lighting
in his mind, who is fully conscious of his
make-up and costumes, is in constant
contact with other actors living in the
same world and creating the same at-
mosphere and then, stimulated by the
audience, reaches the highest fervour—
can one imagine that such an actor, if
given a task suitable to his situation on
the stage, would remain cold in its per-
formance?

The second statement is in the essay, "On
the Theory of Physical Action." This essay
was first published in 1948, some years after
Stanislavski died. It is this second statement
which is the basis for those who maintain
that it represents an essential revision of his
system. The publication of this essay led to
a serious discussion of its significance in the
Soviet theatrical magazines. For those unable
to consult these in Russian, some of these
contributions and other valuable discussions
of the Stanislavski system can be consulted
in German translation. I am surprised that
so little attention has been paid to them by
all the American experts.

Lee Strasberg

In reply:

Once, during a discussion on the claims, pos-
sibilities, and counter-claims of historical
drama, Robert Lowell spoke quietly and
unhysterically on the nature of facts. (The
subject was The Deputy, with argument fly-
ing from Kazin to Sontag and back again
over the validity of Hochhuth's portrait of
the Pope.) He drew a distinction between two
families: the unmediated fact and the medi-
ated fact, the first so nakedly observable as
to lie beyond disputation, the second so
heavy with ambivalence as to be arguable
forever.

I suggest that when Mr. Strasberg uses such
words as libel, fabrication, hoax, lie, hearsay,
and rumor so indiscriminately and inter-
changeably, he is referring not to the lan-
guage of law courts, but to the large body
of mediated facts in my article intended to
support an argument which, by its nature,
is a mediated fact of its own: namely that

STUDIOaeo&
THEATRE

Western New York's only year-
round professional theatre

A resident Equity company of 15

1966-67 season .
cyrano de bergerac

October 6 - 29

me man who came to dinner
November 3 - 26

the mikado
December 8 - 31

alter the lair
January 5 • 28

marat/de sade*
February 2 - 25

the importance of
being earnest
March 2 - 2 5

to he announced
March 30 —Apri l 22

man of la mancha*
April 27 — May 20

'contingent on release

Executive Director
NEAL DU BROCK
Guest Directors

CYRIL SIMON JON JORY
TOM GRUENEWALD

A full-time activity of the
Studio Theatre School, Inc.

Now in its 40th year!
681 Main St./Buffalo, N.Y./14203

https://doi.org/10.2307/1125284 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.2307/1125284


240 LETTERS

Uta Hagen
Herbert Berghof

STUDIO
TRAINING & PRACTICE FOR THE THEATRE
DAY & EVENING CLASSES
120 BANK STREET • N Y C • OR 5-2370

Active Faculty

of Over 30 Specialists

FOR THE THEATRE

Acting

Ballet

Composers & Lyric Workshop

Costumes

Directing

Fencing

Jazz

Make-Up

Mime

Modern Dance

Musical Comedy

Musicianship

Playwriting

Rhythms

Shakespeare

Singing Technique

Speech

Stage Design

Voice

Young People's Classes

Governemnt Approved for Foreign
Students

Write or Call for Registration Infor-
mation

Mr. Strasberg has been less than an auspi-
cious force in American theatre. In short,
his use of language here is no more precise,
considered, or disciplined than it is—as I
think I have demonstrated—in the classroom.

For the record, then, my article stands as
written, with these few minor amplifications.
First, when I referred to Strasberg on Brecht
in 1961,1 was referring to the meeting at the
Morosco Theatre where he said nothing to
convey the impression that he was speaking
of his second viewing, five years after the
first, of the Berlin Ensemble. The point was
that he spoke of The Caucasian Chalk Circle
production as if he had just seen it that past
summer. But it wasn't in the repertory that
summer. What struck me forceably at the
time was that, in my days at the Actors
Studio, the subject of Brecht was kept at
bay from the actors, as if to raise it would be
to introduce not a challenge, but a threat to
the Strasberg positions. In this regard, then,
there is one unmediated fact that I omitted
in my article. In the winter of 1959-60,1 had
a translation made of Brecht's brief notes,
Some of the Things that can be Learned
from Stanislavski, at that time unavailable
in English [see T25, p. 75]. It wasn't that I
thought Brecht's points startling, or even
very sophisticated, only that they seemed
relevant to the work of the Studio, and could
stand usefully as the basis for a discussion
(and discussion was just one of the pedagogi-
cal elements I wished to bring into the
Studio's life). When I presented this transla-
tion and suggestion to Mr. Strasberg, his
answer was—and I quote from my-say, not
hearsay—"Don't bother, it isn't necessary."

Second, nothing is more mediated as a fact
than a critic's opinion. Even in this context,
however, Mr. Strasberg might have spared
himself a plea on behalf of The Three
Sisters based on quotations from the gentle-
men he mentions. What mediates between a
good and bad critic, after all, are the rela-
tively large issues of intelligence, taste, and
imagination. Mr. Strasberg's production of
The Three Sisters may have been the victim
of an organized highbrow conspiracy in both
New York and London, but to so argue, one
would have to marshal an army of un-
mediated facts. And this Mr. Strasberg
plainly fails to do. Certainly, if he is happy
with his favorable notices, he has every
right to be—and indeed, is welcome to them.'
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Finally, when I wrote of "a man in power
who cannot move," I was not questioning
his personal images, his dreams, his plans,
or his good intentions, only his capacity to
act on them. Examples are not difficult to
find. For the moment, however, let one suf-
fice. My article, so personal and so mediated
in its facts, and, therefore, an obvious chal-
lenge for an immediate answer, was pub-
lished in T26. Mr. Strasberg's reply (which
arrived too late for publication in the last
issue) is appearing here in T33. Allowing
for the peculiarities of any quarterly pub-
lishing schedule, this gave Mr. Strasberg the
period in which five issues were published to
write and post his answer. That is to say,
some fifteen months intervened between his
anger and his action. And I suggest that this
is not an unusual instance of the rhythm in
which he moves.

Gordon Rogoff

In further reply:

I welcome additions to the Stanislavski chro-
nology, which was difficult to compile.
Robert MacGregor's additions (T28) con-
cerning Oliver M. Sayler were particularly
important. The work was put together over
a period of eight months as a service for
those of us interested in how and with what
alterations or deviations the Stanislavski
method of acting came to America. The re-
sponse to the article has generally been an
appreciation of the service rendered. Mr.
Strasberg's letter is distressing since he con-
tributes more justification of his personal
ego than he does facts. Nobody, not even
Lee Strasberg, can control or adjust the
criticism of his contemporaries to suit him.

The critical chronology I assembled made
no attempt to be unbiased—it did attempt to
be fair. Mr. Strasberg was referred to as a
successful teacher of acting, not a successful
director. It is regrettable now to discover
him reduced to the level of quoting reviewers
from the New York City daily newspapers
in defending his directorial abilities. As it
happens, there are a great many doubts con-
cerning Strasberg's directorial talents. He
refers to his Actors' Studio Theatre produc-
tion of The Three Sisters. This is essentially
the same production, give or take a few
ringers (like George C. Scott), which was

Stanley
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critically damned when it appeared in Lon-
don. It was referred to by some British
critics as one of the worst American produc-
tions ever imported by Great Britain. Serious
doubts about Strasberg's capability as a di-
rector also persisted during the days of the
Group Theatre. Lee Strasberg mentions
Johnny Johnson as an example of his direc-
torial skills as well as to exemplify the Group
Theatre's success with a non-naturalistic
play. However, his chief colleague, Harold
Clurman, announces in The Fervent Years
that the quality of this production certainly
alarmed the membership of the company,
who "felt that the directorate had been at
fault in the handling of the play."

The chronology recognized beyond a doubt
Lee Strasberg's enormous contribution and
influence as a teacher of acting, which has
only recently declined. The major critical
point the chronology did make was to indi-
cate that Mr. Strasberg had misrepresented,
for his own limited purposes, the work of
Eugen Vakhtangov in this country. For the
critical reader, a close appraisal of Nikolai
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Gorchakov's collection of Vakhtangov's
notes on his training of actors and on his
mise-en-scene conceptions for Chekhov's
The Wedding and Gozzi's Turandot (a pro-
duction which Strasberg saw) will reveal
this misrepresentation without doubt. These
notes are collected in the volume, The
Vakhtangov School of Stage Art. Because
his letter indicates that he is persisting in
this misrepresentation, one is led to wonder
about Mr. Strasberg's basic integrity as a
theoretician. Vakhtangov's work was dedi-
cated to the internal justification of wide
open and vivid theatrical gestures and im-
agery—a phenomenon hitherto unknown to
Lee Strasberg or to the method-oriented
practitioner in the American theatre.

Paul Gray

Svendsen's Brecht

The Editors:

Juris Svendsen on Brecht's Eduard II [T31]
did a great service in drawing the attention
of the playwright's potential American audi-
ence to this often neglected early play—a
play that easily measures up to Baal and In
the Jungle and deserves better than being
dispatched as an adaptation of Marlowe, as
it happens so frequently. One might argue
with Mr. S.'s concluding paragraphs. There
is certainly more to the enforced composure
of Brecht's characters, in general, than the
"fear of castration." Aren't we ever going to
abandon psychoanalytic patterns in literary
criticism—the least interesting approach to
the most inconsequential discoveries?

There are a few errors in Mr. S.'s English
rendition of quoted lines. P. 166: a Gerber
is a tanner, in German, and the alley in
which the King puked is a "tanner's alley,"
rather than "Gerber Alley." On the same
page, "A woman crawled across his liver" is
a puzzling verbatim rendition of a German
idiom the equivalent of which is "A woman
got his goat." On p. 168: "Because some huts
still manage to stand their ground before a
dog" (?) should read "Because today some
hats are doffed to the ground before a dog"
(i.e., some people show disgusting signs of
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