The scam of Stanislavski

Having had the opportunity to watch innumerable demonstrations of Stanislavski’s method, I watched as students would push themselves to emotional extremes and collapse into exhaustion, believing that some major event had occurred. They judged the quality of their performance not by what they made the audience feel but by the level of emotion they had generated in themselves. I watched selectively sensitive, testosterone tantrum fuelled performances; actors separately acting their brilliant asses off in a disjointed misrepresentation of the script. These actors never intended to be selfish, or malicious, or deliberately ignorant, they simply believed that their yearning for demonstrable emotion was “The Method.”

I asked them what the word method meant and they delivered lengthy abstract emotive dissertations until there were no collective words left. I handed one of them Chambers 21st Century Dictionary and asked her to look it up.

Method - noun 1 a way of doing something, especially an ordered set of procedures or an orderly system. 2 good planning: efficient planning. 3 a technique used in a certain activity. 

This gloriously pragmatic word was suddenly robbed of its mystique and people couldn’t hide behind pseudo-intellectual hyperbolic horseshit. Words like - doing, ordered, procedures, system, planning, efficient, technique, activity – they all stank a little too much of hard work.

I asked them to explain fundamental words of drama like “objective,” “obstacle,” “journey,” “turning point,” “catharsis,” “resolution,” and we discovered through the dictionary and discussion that everything in Stanilasvski’s System is based on what you do, not what you feel.

To illustrate this I asked them how many times they had read the play they had just acted in. Most of these ambitious and sometimes very talented actors then realised that they hadn’t read the play more than once – some hadn’t even done that, preferring instead to skip through the text until they came to their specific dialogue.

So we went back to the play. Each actor was able to tell me what they thought their character was feeling or thinking at every moment in the text but few could say with certainty what their character was doing. We rehearsed randomly chosen scenes and I told them that they weren’t allowed to be emotional. They went through the rehearsal and it was uninspiring for all involved. 

Before we tried it again we discussed what the character’s wanted – the objective. So if for example they decided that their character’s objective was something as simple as he wants to bone her or she wants to bone him then they’d try the scene again, at all times trying to fulfil their objective. The results were immediate with the scene becoming immeasurably better, if a little farcical.

Before trying it again we discussed what was preventing their characters from attaining their objective – the obstacle. When each actor discovered the obstacle they had to find a way to clearly allow the audience see this obstacle while attempting to conceal it from the other onstage players. Again the effects were immeasurably better and the actors were visibly becoming excited by this pragmatic and systematic application of Stanislavski’s method. They were slowly learning the old P Six rule - proper preparation prevents piss poor performance.

I don’t want to bore you with any further with the details of dealing with the other words so to make a long story etc. we asked the most important question: Where do we want our audience to look and what do we want them to think and feel? 

Through experimentation and discovery we came to the conclusion that an audience is interested, not in the objective, not in the obstacle, but in the moment just after the two meet i.e. what is the character going to do next? In this ‘what next’ realm lies the opportunity for infinite imaginative and creative courage. 

Stanislavski’s Method shines a light on the blood sweat and tears work required in building a big enough structure to jump off and hopefully learn to fly on the way down.

As the man himself said “Create your own method. Don’t depend slavishly on mine. Keep breaking traditions, I beg you.”

