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CHAPTER I 

EUGENE VAKHTANGOV, AN INTRODUCTION 

D~spite the fact that Eugene Vakhtangov was a director for only 

ten years, he left a lasting mark on the history of world theatre. 

Vakhtangov was born on 1 February 1883. He was the son of a wealthy 

tobacco grower. While growing up, he was first a gymnast and then an 

actor. In 1911, he was accepted to the Moscow Art Theater (MAT) at 

the age of twenty-eight.l 

Vakhtangov was a prized pupil of Konstantin Stanislavsky, but he 

also learned from Nemirovich-Danchenko, Leopold Sulerzhitsky, and 

drew much from Vsevolod Meyerhold. Just as his influence cannot be 

limited only to his students at the Third Studio, the influence on him 

cannot be limited to just these four names. The reason that these 

four are especially influential in the life and career of Eugene 

Vakhtangov is that, along with the October Revolution, they had the 

most influence on his directing methods and philosophies. 

The way in which Vakhtangov worked on each production was 

different, and each production was in turn different. Underlying all of 

these productions was the full knowledge of the Stanislavsky System. 

It was the basis of all of his work. Vakhtangov was not just a 

proponent of the System; he used his knowledge of the text and the 

audience as well. 

1 Nick Warrall, Modernism To Realism On The Soviet Stage: Tairov -
Vakhtangoy - Okhlovkoy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 5. 
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The influence of Vakhtangov on contemporary directing methods 

may be viewed from various perspectives. He influenced those who 

were his teachers and contemporaries, and those who studied under 

him at the Third Studio and acted in his productions there and in the 

Habima. The teachings and spirit of Vakhtangov traveled out of Russia 

with some of his students, and later fled the Soviet Union and 

articles, letters and tours of the Vakhtangov Theatre and The Habima 

touring company. This latter group includes those persons, abroad, 

who were either influenced indirectly by Vakhtangov's students, 

through brief encounters with Vakhtangov, or through the spread of 

the Stanislavsky System. 



CHAPTER II 

THOSE WHO HAD INFLUENCE ON THE CREATIVE 

DEVELOPMENT OF EUGENE VAKHTANGOV 

A study of Vakhtangov's influence on modern directing methods 

must start with a review of those people and events that had an 

influence upon his methods and philosophies. Sulerzhitsky enriched 

every student with his belief in the Tolstoyan view. Stanislavsky 

regarded Vakhtangov as a main proponent of the System and 

encouraged Vakhtangov in his explorations. · Nemirovich-Danchenko 

instilled the need for an in-depth study of the text into Vakhtangov, 

who drew from the experiments of Meyerhold and even invited him 

to come to the Third Studio to hold workshops. All of these people 

were important to Vakhtangov in the development of his directing 

methods. 

Leopold Sulerzhitsky 

From 1889 to 1894, Leopold Sulerzhitsky studied at the Moscow 

School of Painting, Sculpture, and Architecture. There he became 

friends with L. N. Tolstoy, whose moral teachings he followed 

throughout his life.2 As a "tolsoyan" Sulerzhitsky believed that 

society could be changed through individual religious and moral self

perfection. 3 

2The Great Soviet Encyclopedia, 1974 ed., s.v. "Leopold' Sulerzhitsky." 

3Jbid. 
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In 1900 and 1901, Maxim Gorky and Anton Chekhov acquainted 

Sulerzhitsky with the work of the Moscow Art Theatre. Sulerzhitsky 

willingly joined Stanislavsky as assistant at the M.A.T. in 1905. A 

staunch believer in Leo Tolstoy's moral teachings, Sulerzhitsky 

believed in the System even more than Stanislavsky himself. If, 

according to Stanislavsky, the System could become an aid to the 

actor's work on himself and on his character and set him on sure paths 

toward integrity of feelings, then Sulerzhitsky believed that the 

System was capable of morally elevating all of the student actors.4 

Vakhtangov entered the School of Drama of A. I. Adashev in August, 

1909. While there, he studied the "System." He soon became a 

favorite pupil of Sulerzhitsky. Vakhtangov went with him to Paris 

through Berlin from 27 December 1909 through 29 January 1910. 

During the trip, Vakhtangov was exposed to the new forms emerging in 

western Europe that drastically differed from the still developing 

"Stanislavsky System." At this time, it is obvious that he was 

influenced by Sulerzhitsky's Tolstoyan beliefs. Sulerzhitsky's 

influence, along with the impact of the October Revolution, may have 

been a factor in the development of Vakhtangov's belief that the 

intellectual elevation of the audience was the most important reason 

for theatre's existence. 

4Konstantin Rudnitsky, Russian And Soviet Theater: 1905 - 1932 (New 
York: Harry N. Abrams Inc., Publishers, 1988), 20. 
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Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko 

Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko's influence on the development of 

Vakhtangov's creative work as a theatre teacher and director has not 

been often mentioned. Without an understanding of what Nemirovich

Danchenko gave to him, however, Vakhtangov's achievements as a 

director in the sphere of psychological and intellectual theatre cannot 

be explained mainly due to the lack of other influences on Vakhtangov 

dealing with the in-depth study of the text. 

On 15 March 1911, Vakhtangov was accepted into the Moscow Art 

Theatre, where he soon became highly knowledgeable in the 

Stanislavsky System. At the same time, he performed in plays 

directed by Nemirovich-Danchenko. In rehearsal, Nemirovich

Danchenko sought distinctive character traits and the essence (or 

kernel) of each role. While under the direction of Nemirovich

Danchenko, Vakhtangov delved into the depths of the human soul. 

During the rehearsals for The Idea by Leonid Andreev, as well as in A 

Living Corps, Nikolai Stavrogin, and The Stone Guest, Vakhtangov saw 

firsthand Nemirovich-Danchenko's directing style.s He achieved an 

understanding of Nemirovich-Danchenko's technique of penetrating 

into the playwright's structure and the actor's personality. 

Nemirovich-Danchenko's influence on Vakhtangov's working 

methods and aesthetic views was especially evident in the staging of 

Ibsen's Rosmersholm. which Vakhtangov began in 1916.6 Vakhtangov's 

production was quite similar to Nemirovich-Danchenko's 1908 

5Lyubov Vendravskaya, ed., Evgeny Vakhtangov, trans. Doris Bradbury 
(Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1982), 212. 

6Jbid. 
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version, m both ethical and philosophical conceptions and in 

theatrical methods. Like Nemirovich-Danchenko years before, 

Vakhtangov rejected the symbolism that is usually applied to Ibsen's 

play. Instead he saw it as a poetic work about people and their lives. 

No symbols! If you read Miss Apollonskaya's interpretation, you 
can't find the play's content at all. She explains that Rosmer 
symbolizes Christianity and Rebeca represents paganism,that the 
little bridge is the boundary, joining them together, and so on.? 

These interpretations were all abstractions to Vakhtangov, and he 

sought to show that they were not true. By adhering to the script and 

not to Apollonskaya's metaphor, he sought to· prove her theory wrong. 

His production was intended to move his audiences with the story of 

how Rosmer finally tears himself away from the dead Rosmersholm. 

Therefore, Vakhtangov focused on the story, not the metaphor that 

could be drawn from it. 

Both Vakhtangov's and Nemirovich-Danchenko's work on 

Rosmersholm strove towards an asceticism that would seem 

unexpected in Vakhtangov when considering his later productions 

(Turandot, Eric XIV, and The Miracle of St. Anthony). 

They wanted to "take the theatre out of theatre" and to replace its 
outward colorfulness, its specific qualities and rapid action with 
an inner intensity, spirituality, and the revelation of intellectual 
and psychological conflicts. In theatre of this type, the actors do 
not play-act, they are transformed: their faces, eyes, and hands 
convey the subtlest nuances of their thoughts and feelings and 
their technique has a lofty spiritual quality.s 

7Ibid., 213. 

8Jbid. 
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Vakhtangov's production was full of thought. "In Bosmersholm he 

was totally swept away with the possibility of conveying thought," 

recalled Sophia Giatsintova. "He wanted the actors to stand still, not 

to walk about, and only to disclose their thoughts on stage."9 While 

working on this production, Vakhtangov came closer to the directing 

methods of Nemirovich-Danchenko and to the way he saw theatre. 

Vakhtangov's notes were reminiscent of Nemirovich-Danchenko's 

System of working on the play, containing all of Nemirovich

Danchenko's teaching principles and terms. Vakhtangov believed that 

the performer could achieve an appropriate physical appearance in his 

character only when he/she achieves complete empathy.1o 

Following Nemirovich-Danchenko's example in working on a play, 

Vakhtangov studied Ibsen's instructions and remarks and attempted 

total fusion between the actors and their roles. He also searched for 

the "kernel" in each role with his actors. For Bosmer, the "kernel" was 

in the words, "to make all men happy"; therefore, the actor knew what 

the guiding (main) idea was and what was secondary.ll Vakhtangov 

knew he had achieved these kernels of the script and the actors, by 

the unstoppable praise of Nemirovich-Danchenko. 

Konstantin Stanislavsky 

Most historians credit Konstantin Stanislavsky with creating the 

foundation of the modern theories of the theatre. He, along with 

9Jbid. 

1 OJbid., 215. 

11 Ibid., 216. 
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Nemirovich-Danchenko, created a school that propelled theatre into a 

new era of development in realism the Moscow Art Theatre. In the 

1900s, Stanislavsky developed his theory on the art of acting, which 

encompassed acting techniques and methods of staging plays and 

developing roles.I2 

The Stanislavsky System (or Stanislavsky Method) is the name 

given to the theory and stage art developed by its creator. The 

System was conceived as a practical guide for the actor and stage 

director. It has become the aesthetic and practical foundation of 

stage realism. In contrast to previous approaches to actor 

development, it does not study results but clarifies the causes of a 

given result. The Stanislavsky System is the first theory of stage art 

to master subconscious creative processes and to analyze the 

blending of the actor with his/her role.l3 

The Stanislavsky System is a summary of the creative and 

pedagogical achievements of Stanislavsky, himself, outstanding 

theatrical figures abroad, his predecessors and his contemporaries m 

Russia, including Vakhtangov.I4 The System is a theory of realism in 

the theatre, a realism that suggests that truth is a living process that 

conforms to the previously conceived idea of the role. The actor 

reveals independently, or with the aid of the director, the essential 

idea (the core/kernel) of the play and then seeks to fulfill the 

12The Great Soviet Encyclopedia, 1974 ed., s.v. "Meyerhold, Vscvolod 
Emilevich," by B. I. Rostotskii. 

13Ibid. 

14Ibid. 



9 
ideological and creative intent which Stanislavsky called the super-

objective, the through-line action of the actor and role.l5 

The theory of the super-objective is the foundation of the 

Stanislavsky System. This theory highlights the playwrights view, as 

well as the aesthetic and ethical foundations of art. The actor's 

purposeful, integrated performance with the given circumstances of 

the play is the basis of that art of acting. Stanislavsky also affirmed 

that an artist can live only his own emotions and is, therefore, bound 

to use them in his acting personal experiences, "the only way of 

instilling the living soul into a dead part. "16 . In 1914, Eugene 

Vakhtangov formulated this law even better than Stanislavsky: 

The majority of feelings we know through our own emotional 
experiences, but they were originated in our soul in a different 
order according to a different logic than those necessary for an 
artistic image, and therefore. the work of an actor consists in 
extracting the traces of those emotions from various corners of 
his own soul and then lining them up in a sequence which is 
required by the inner logic of the play.l7 

On 15 March 1911, Vakhtangov was accepted into the Moscow Art 

Theatre, but the first major influence of Stanislavsky on Vakhtangov 

came much earlier. In August of 1909, Vakhtangov had entered the A. 

I. Adashev School of Drama where Sulerzhitsky taught. From him, 

Vakhtangov learned much of what the System was about. 

15 Konstantin Stanislavsky, An Actor Prepares trans. Elizabeth Reynolds 
Hapgood (New York: Theatre, Inc., 1939), 38. 

16Mark Slonim, Russian Theater From The Empire To The Soviets 
(Cleveland: The World Publishing Company, 1961), 163. 

t7vendravskaya, Eugene Vakhtangov, 243. 



Stanislavsky's acting principles were well on their way to being 

formed by the time Vakhtangov joined the Moscow Art Theatre. 

1 0 

By 1 August 1911, only three months after being accepted to the 

Moscow Art Theatre, Vakhtangov began to conduct lessons in the 

System under distant guidance by Stanislavsky.ts Vakhtangov never 

strayed from the basic principles of actor training that made up the 

"System." He considered that the following ten laws of that System 

should be the root of every actor's art and craft of building a 

character: (1) to concentrate on the stage; (2) to disperse one's 

muscular energy along one's muscles in a suitable fashion; (3) to seek 

one's relationship to the environment; (4) to move without worrying 

about emotions; (5) to motivate one's conduct on the stage; (6) to 

depend on one's partner; (7) to reveal the inner meaning of the author's 

text (the sub-text); (8) to create a biography and the conditions of the 

character's life; (9) to act ·not for one's own sake but for one's 

partner's; (1 0) to struggle against stereotypes.t9 In his teaching and 

understanding of Stanislavsky's System, Vakhtangov was unsurpassed 

except by Sulerzhitsky and Stanislavsky himself. Even Stanislavsky 

said of Vakhtangov: "He knows how to teach my System better than I 

do."20 

18Ruben Simonov, Stanislaysky's Protege: Eugene Vakhtangov (New 
York: DBS Publications Inc., 1969), 238. 

19Nikolai A. Gorchakov, The Theatre In Soviet Russia (New York: 
Columbia Unsity Press, 1957), 252. 

20Nikolai A. Gorchakov, The Vakhtangov School Of Stage Art (Moscow: 
Foreign Languages Publishing House, 1960), 9. 
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Although Vakhtangov remained faithful to these points of actor 

training, something else came alive in him during his years as a 

student of the Moscow Art Theatre. Focused on the poignancy of 

psychological portrayal, and on abrupt and extreme plays of contrast, 

Vakhtangov's directorial personality began to manifest itself. 

Expressionistic notes sounded for the first time on the Russian stage 

in his productions of Festival Of Peace by Gerhard Hauptman and The 

Flood by Henning Berger.21 

Vakhtangov was the first who ventured to inoculate the whole 

atmosphere of the action with questioning unease. He heightened the 

excitement and the nervousness of the dialogue. He created an 

example of Expressionism by depicting the fear and frenzy caused by a 

flood. This work irritated Stanislavsky, who said, "It was some kind 

of disease. "22 

It is easy to understand why Stanislavsky, the creator of 

Chekhovian "Theatre of Moods," regarded Vakhtangov's experiments 

with hostility and did not appreciate his innovations. Between the 

years of 1905 and 1911, Stanislavsky himself experimented with 

symbolist productions of Maurice Materlinck, Knut Hamsun, Gerhard 

Hauptmann, and Andreyev; but he moved away from experimentation 

and concentrated on finding and formulating the laws of the actor's 

inner work, within realistic forms of theatre.23 This leads one to 

21 Henning Berger was a Swedish dramatic author, en tic and novelist. 
His first play, The De'luge is often referred to as The Flood in most texts 
translated from Russian. 

22Rudnitsky, Russian And Soviet Theater: 1905 - 1932, 21. 

23slonim, Russian Theater From The Empire To The Soviets, 263. 
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believe that Vakhtangov continued Stanislavsky's experimentation and 

that Stanislavsky stifled his own experimentation in new forms and 

developed the realistic method of play production and actor training. 

Vsevolod Meyerhold 

Another great influence on Vakhtangov was the work of Vsevolod 

Meyerhold. Meyerhold's use of the grotesque and his experiments with 

theatricalism and Commedia dell 'Arte sparked Vakhtangov with the 

need of exploration. Meyerhold is a historic figure in his own right, 

but the contribution that he made to both Vakhtangov and Stanislavsky 

are among the most important in contemporary theatre. 

Vsevolod Meyerhold was born the son of a German businessman. He 

entered Moscow University in 1895. In 1896, he joined the second 

year drama class of the music and drama school of the Moscow 

Philharmonic Society. On graduation in 1898, he joined the Moscow 

Art Theatre.24 Meyerhold left the Moscow Art Theater in 1902. That 

same year he founded the Society of New Drama, where he also headed 

and worked as a director until 1905. It was here that he formed his 

aesthetic principles based on symbolism, the stylized, 

nonconventional theatre, and subordination of acting to visual and 

decorative elements. In Stanislavsky's Studio on Povarskaia Street in 

Moscow, Meyerhold applied these principles. Stanislavsky observed 

that the actors in Meyerhold's productions were only clay for shaping 

pretty tableaux and mise-en-scenes, with which Meyerhold carried 

24Rostotskii, "Mcyerhold, Vsevolod Emilcvich," 242. 
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out his ideas.25 His nonconventional theatre found its greatest 

expression in V. F. Komissarzhevsky's Theater in St. Petersburg, where 

Meyerhold worked as principal director in 1906 and 1907.26 

Meyerhold continued his directorial activity in the Aleksandrinskii 

Theater in 1908. He set for himself the new task of the recreation of 

"theatre of past epoches." In productions such as Moliere's Don Juan 

and Michael Lermontov's Masguerade, he combined the styles of 

popular street shows with the tragic grotesque. These new ideas 

greatly influenced his subsequent work, and, in particular, it served 

as the basis for his experimental work in the studio on Borodinskaia 

street in St. Petersburg in 1914. There he staged Alexander Blok's 

The Unknown Woman and The Puppet Show. 

Meyerhold's protest against "bourgeois naturalism" led him, in the 

first years after the October Revolution of 1917, to promote the idea 

of "Theatrical October," or "Theatre of the Revolution," aimed at 

creating a theatre of political propaganda and vivid spectacle.27 His 

work during the Soviet period often revealed symbolist influence, as 

well as extreme examples of Meyerhold's opposition to academic 

theaters, including the Moscow Art Theater. 

Although Vakhtangov began his study with Stanislavsky's 

teachings, he was greatly influenced by Meyerhold. He aroused 

bewilderment from his teachers--Stanislavsky, Nemirovich-

25Majoriel Hoover, Meyerhold: The Art Of Conscious Theatre, (Amherst: 
University Of Massachusetts Press, 1974), 97. 

26Jbid. 

27Edward Braun, ed., Meyerhold On Theatre, (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1969), 185. 
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Danchenko and Sulerzhitsky--with his first production, Gerhardt 

Hauptman's Family Reunion. Boris Zakhava described the Moscow Art 

Theater's perplexity at "their pupil's wholly uncompromising 

consistency in which they were unable to recognize the fruits of their 

own teaching. "28 Zakhava marveled at the actors' concentration and 

apparent lack of awareness that the audience was watching. He 

further explained this performance as the synthesizing of 

Stanislavsky's System and Meyerhold's methods. 

A sense of experimentation with theatrical and Commedia dell 

'Arte was evident in Vakhtangov's work from then on. They surfaced 

in his productions after 1911. Vakhtangov understood the need for 

experimentation, and, in this way, Meyerhold had a profound effect on 

him. Meyerhold showed Vakhtangov that the possibilities of a 

production were endless. Vakhtangov once said of Meyerhold: "What a 

genius is this director! Everyone of his productions is New Theater. 

Everyone of his productions could launch a whole new trend."29 

Vakhtangov, however, was very much his own director, and, while 

deeply interested in the work of both Meyerhold and Stanislavsky, he 

maintained his individuality. 

28Hoover, Meycrhold: The Art Of Conscious Theatre, 256. 

29Jbid. 



CHAPTER III 

"THE ARTIST WILL BE ASKED ... ": VAKHTANGOV'S 

RESPONCE TO THE OCTOBER REVOLUTION 

The Great Socialist Revolution of 1917, often called the October 

Revolution, set new and complex tasks for artists. Their main task 

was to define their place in the struggle for a "new" art. Vakhtangov 

was one of the clearest respondents of theatre in that period. He 

conducted extensive theatrical and public activities, which were 

reflected in his notes and articles.3 o 

The book, Le Theatre du Peuple by Romain Rolland, had a profound 

effect on Vakhtangov. Being a book literally about a theatre for the 

people, it had a special connection with the situation in Russia at the 

time just after the October Revolution. Vakhtangov praised Rolland's 

, book as "a book that you could write a book about." He saw the author 

as a true man of the people.31 

It speaks out with every word. And the beating of its noble, kindly 
heart, the heart of R. Rolland, is felt in every line. You 
must learn to love the people. Your heart must be filled with 
joy at the thought of the people's victorious course. Your heart 
must be filled with pain for those who, craven, turn away, run 
away, hide and depart from the people, from those who are 
building life, from those whose hands create values and produce 
our daily bread.32 

30vendravskaya, Eugene Vakhtangoy, 168. 

31Jbid., 127. 

32Jbid. 

I 5 



1 6 

It was from this book that Vakhtangov got his belief that a 

talented director is the property of the people. The period just after 

the October Revolution created a fervent need in Vakhtangov for 

writing his ideas, such as "Why I Would Like To Work In The Theatrical 

Department" (March 1919) and "The Artist Will Be Asked" (March 

1919), which stated a large part of what was to become his method 

and philosophy of directing. In "Why I Would Like To Work In The 

Theatrical Department," Vakhtangov's message reaches deep into the 

heart of his philosophy of directing. 

That which is not overheard within the popular soul, that 
which is not divined within the popular heart, can never be of 
long-term value. One must go round "listening" to the people. 
One must melt into the crowd and feel its pulse. One must 
imbibe creative strength from the people. One must contemplate 
the people with one's whole creative being.33 

This is the beginning of Vakhtangov's method for deriving the spirit of 

a production from the people, utilizing the text and actor and then 

giving that spirit back to the audience (the people). 

After the October Revolution, great masses of people who had 

never been exposed to the theatre before were now seeing it for the 

first time. Those people of the Revolution were workers, farmers, 

miners, and other groups that made up the backbone of Russia, who 

were never before allowed to participate in its benefits. Vakhtangov 

believed that the true drama came from the lives of these people and 

33Jbid., 130. 
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that the people were the only ones who had the power to create the 

future. 

It is the people that with their own hands place the individual on 
the pinnacle of life and bring about the downfall of those who have 
broken away from them. It is the people who reveal the volcano of 
their boundless soul letting the lava that has built up over 
centuries of threatening silence burst to the surface.34 

This statement is Vakhtangov's description of the long injustice that 

the people endured under the Czars and their need to rebel. 

The Revolution also had its effect on artists as well as the people. 

Vakhtangov recognizes this effect and, again, calls for the artist to 

work with the people in creating art. 

When the Revolution comes, and it comes when all that is 
genuinely great in all spheres of life is accessible only to the 
few; this means that the people are demanding the return of 
their own. It is the artist's duty to do this.3 5 

The people to whom he is referring are demanding not only 

those great art treasures of the past that have never been accessible 

to them, but also the return of the inspiration that they gave to the 

artist. Vakhtangov developed a theatre that achieved both. 

34Jbid., 132. 

35Jbid. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE MAJOR ASPECTS OF VAKHTANGOV'S WORK 

The three major aspects of Eugene Vakhtangov's work that have 

had an impact on contemporary theatre are: (1) his directing methods; 

(2) his post-Revolutionary productions; and (3) his formulations and 

clarifications of the Stanislavsky System. Any one of these aspects 

of Vakhtangov's work could be important in the influence of theatre 

history. Together, however, these three important parts of 

Vakhtangov's work impact the contemporary theatre with enough 

influence to keep experimentation in directing, interest in the 

Stanislavsky System, and experimentation in production form going on 

forever in theatre. 

Vakhtangov was an uncompromising enemy of form which over

powered the production as a whole.36 His productions revealed the 

combination of Realism and other forms together to create a true 

theatrical and artistic expression. Addressing the nature of theatre 

to the people, Vakhtangov searched intensely for new theatrical forms 

that would exert a clear and active influence on the audience. During 

these years, he tried also to apply Vsevolod Meyerhold's experiences, 

which, in Vakhtangov's words, "provided the roots for the future of 

the Theatre."37 Vakhtangov's "New Programme" was, in practice, 

expressed through his need to give the theatre sharper outlines 

36Herbert Marshall, The Pictorial History Of The Russian Theatre, (New 
York: Crow!l Publishers, Inc., 1977), 121. 

37Rudnitsky, Russian And Soviet Theatre: 1905 - 1932, 52. 

1 8 
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without falsifying its "truthfulness to the life of the human spirit,"3 s 

or breaking from Stanislavsky. 

From this need, Vakhtangov got his interest in the Grotesque, as 

well as his readiness to transform and apply, in his own way, 

theatrical forms which had been tested by Meyerhold. He also derived 

his own system of imagery which took form in his work after the 

Revolution. 

Every production of Vakhtangov took on a different form. His 

development of the formulation, that produced drastically different 

productions, while still reaching the intended audience, is one of the 

keys to why he has been cited by historians as one of the most 

successful directors in history. Every one of his post-Revolution 

productions embodied an important principle. They were the product 

of a very important and successful method of directing. 

Vakhtangov's Method: Form as Derived from 
Text. Audience, and Actor 

Eric XIV, Hadibuk, The Miracle of Saint Anthony, The Wedding, and 

Princess Turandot are all considered, by historians, to have been 

incredible successes. It is very unusual for any director to have so 

many consecutive successes in succession. Even his great 

contemporaries and teachers--Meyerhold, Stanislavsky, and 

Nemirovich-Danchenko--had popular failures or at least mediocre 

responses from their audiences. 

38Ibid. 



It is important to break down the method that caused these 

productions to become national and world theatre treasures. The 

biggest fear of any director is and always has been what Nikolai 

Akimov, a noted Soviet director, called the "play's unpredictable 
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fate. "39 Toward the end of his career, Vakhtangov attained outstanding 

successes in overcoming the "unpredictable fate" of his productions. 

He did so by simply evaluating and manipulating three aspects of the 

production. These aspects may be looked upon as the text, the 

audience, and the actor. 

Following in step with the teaching of the Moscow Art Theatre, 

Vakhtangov picked genre and style of stage productions, the 

expressive means selected for it, and the way in which they were 

coordinated, all based on the play itself. Vakhtangov adopted this 

approach early in his career at the Moscow Art Theatre. His work on 

Gerhardt Hauptmann's Festival Of Peace was in direct relation to the 

text, a naturalistic and psychological study. He did not attempt any 

unusual theatricality but rather allowed the action to unfold in view 

of the audience.40 In Rosmersholm, he devoted great attention to 

style and inner structure. He tried to present them as accurately as 
I 

possible for the stage. His notes on the production deal with it in 

extreme detail.41 

39vendravskaya, Evgeny Vakhtangoy, 256. 

40Jbid., 261. 

41Jbid. 
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Even though his detail in structure and style was honed, 

Rosmersholm was not a public success. Even with the praise of his 

teacher, Nemirovich-Danchenko, Vakhtangov's play failed as a popular 

succe-ss. This failure, along with Vakhtangov's realization of the 

needs of the people brought a new aspect to the view for him; the 

audience. 

A quote from "The Artist Will Be Asked," Vakhtangov's statement 

of his beliefs on the effect on the artist of the October Revolution, as 

well as the artist's responsibility to that Revolution and its people, 

reveals Vakhtangov's views. After the failure of Rosmersholm and 

this statement on the Revolution, Vakhtangov's productions were 

successful. Perhaps he met the soul of the people. 

If the artist wants to create something "new," to go on creating 
after the Revolution has come, he must do so "together" with the 
people. Not for them, not on their behalf, not outside them, but 
together with them. Only the people create: only they are the 
source of creative power and the seed of future creation. The 
soul of the artist must go forward to meet that of the people, 
and if the artist begins to really understand the people's soul, 
then the meeting will produce a truly popular creation, i.e. a 
truly marvelous one.42 

It is evident that the October Revolution had a profound effect on 

Vakhtangov, but he never became a true artist of the Revolution 

because he did not just reflect or agitate the events happening 

currently as did Bertolt Brecht and Vsevolod Meyerhold.43 Vakhtangov 

considered this view as too narrow, for its importance in production 

42Ibid., 132. 

43Ibid., 236. 
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would stop as soon as the situation changed in reality. Instead he 

attempted to provide the audience with what they really wanted to 

see. In the case of Turandot, the production had nothing directly in 

common with the events of the Revolution, but the joyous cynical 

view of aristocracy touched a nerve in the people of the Revolution. 

Turandot provided a way of reaching the audience through their 

need to laugh at the former aristocracy. The audiences of the time 

had little experience in theatre; therefore, Vakhtangov had to find a 

method of reaching them. He found one in the use of the highly 

physical techniques of the Commedia dell 'Arte. In each production, 

Vakhtangov began to look for the stage principles most suitable, not 

only for the play at hand, but also for the audience for whom the play 

was intended, as well as the cast of actors.44 

Vakhtangov's orientation to the audience's viewpoint was linked 

closely to his approach to the third vital aspect of his theatrical 

system: the actors' abilities and limitations. He made use of these 

specific characteristics in casting and in character development/He 

adapted not only the actor to the role, but also the role to the actor./ 

Being a loyal adherer to the Stanislavsky System as a basis for all of 

his work with actors, he naturally utilized the teachings he received 

at the Moscow Art Theatre. The main emphasis of Vakhtangov's 

development of a script, of course, was the System. As a part of the 

"actor to the role," all of the Moscow Art Theatre's teachings were his 

to utilize. 

44Ibid., 262. 
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From his own experiences as an actor, Vakhtangov knew how 

powerful an actor's expressive qualities can be, although they cannot 

resolve all of the tasks facing the production on their own. His 

overall goal was to tie the truthfulness of the actor's feelings into 

one powerful whole with other means of stage expression at his 

disposal. Inner motivation for the external form sprang from his 

principle of combining all of the elements into the whole stage 

production. This inner motivation protected the actor against 

creative passivity and artificial behavior in his role, and finally, from 

feeling that he was just a puppet of the director.45 

This inner motivation and the investigation involved m finding it 

within the character led the actor to the role. By adapting the role to 

fit some of the characteristics of the actor, Vakhtangov brought the 

role to the actor./ Each time an actor picks up the same script and 

reads the same part it will be unique to that acto;J Vakhtangov 

understood what an actor brought to the role; and, instead of 

stubbornly sticking to the System all the way, he allowed that 

individuality of the actor to transform the role.46 This freedom to 

approach the role in the best possible way ensured a flexible acting 

style, which in turn established a direct connection between the cast 

and the audience. 

Vakhtangov drew the essence of the production from the people. 

He analyzed the text and used it for a framework, utilizing the 

45Ibid., 259. 

46Ibid., 264. 
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suggestions and improvisations of the actors with the essence that 

they drew from the people and the theme that they drew from the 

text. Vakhtangov gave such work form. The following diagram 

illustrates Vakhtangov's theoretical process: 

Text 

Di 

Figure 1 -- Vakhtangov's view of the relationship between director, 
actor, audience and text. 

It is not in conflict with the audience like the Meyerhold method, 

or simply the director's concept of the text, presented by the actor to 

the audience. Meyerhold's methods are often referred to in this way, 

that is, the director takes the text from the playwright, develops it 

into his own message, and then forms the actor into the precise tool 

to confront the audience with that message. 
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Pl•Y"'J~-i-gh_t ___ o_ir_e+f-to_r ___ Ae4J-or----1~H41--A-ud4r-n-e_e __ 

Figure 2 -- Meyerhold's view of the relationship between playwright, 
director, actor, and audience.47 

Neither is it based solely on form, either drawn from the text or 

as a contemporary method of dealing with a production. Meyerhold 

represented Stanislavsky's method as a triangle, with the director 

working with the actor to get to the text and then offering it to the 

audience. 

.. 
SPECTATOR 

AUTHOR ~EfT~ ACTOR 

Figure 3 -- Stanislavsky's view of the relationship between 
director, actor, text, and audience.48 

47Toby Cole, and Helen Krich Chinoy, eds., Directors on Directing: A 
Source Book of the Modem Theatre. (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merril 
Company, inc., 1953), 171. 

48Jbid. 
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In neither Stanislavsky's nor Myerhold's theater does the artist 

(director or actor) work with the audience. This is the uniqueness of 

the Vakhtangov Method. 

\ Vakhtangov's Post-Revolution Productions 
('~> (/ , ~>\,'1 /August Strindberg's Eric XIV became the turning point in 

-~ Vakhtangov's work at the Third MAT Studiojln his directing work the 

theme of doom for the aristocratic power was constant/ "The royal 

palace appeared deathly, shifted to the edge of an abyss, ready to 

collapse. "49 In this set patches of Royal Gold were painted "weakly 

and impotently,"50 alongside great areas of rust. The columns were 

leaning and bent. Against the black backdrop, angular streaks of 

lighting flickered. Vakhtangov created an environment halfway 

between palace and prison (for Eric). The inhabitants of this "Death

like world, "51 the courtiers, ghost-like apparitions with white faces, 

all expressed feelings of anger, displeasure grief, impatience and 

curiosity, in definite poses and gestures using their entire bodies. 

/ For Vakhtangov's actors, it was important not only to feel this or that 

emotion, but also to express it in a defined form which blended with 

the group and was identified with that specific production.52/ 

49Rudnitsky, Russian And Soviet Theater: 1905 - 1932, 53. 

50Jbid. 

51 Warrall, Modernism To Realism On The Soviet Stage: Tairov -
Vakhtangov - Okhlopkoy, 111. 

52Jbid., 127. 



Vakhtangov further intensified the feeling of impotence in the 

character by staging the fragile Eric against the sullen and 
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threatening crowd of common people. The people, wearing dark, gray 

and brown cloaks and wide brimmed hats, invaded the inner sanctum 

of Eric's palace. In the play, these people could not help Eric and did 

not want to help him. In the eyes of the common people at that time 

someone like Eric XIV was the embodiment of the hated power. The 

social theme of the conflict between the people and the courtiers was 

presented sharply and increasing in intensity. The theme was 

propelled by means of repeated shocks with the characteristic 

expressionistic intonation of Vakhtangov. P. Markov wrote of this 

production in "0' teatre": 

/It is impossible to separate [this production] from Moscow of 
· the period, from destroyed buildings, red flags, street posters, 

Red Army detachments on the march, search lights stabbing the 
night sky above the Kremlin, solitary automobiles cutting 
t~rough the streets and rumors flying from flat to flat.5 3 / 

/vakhtangov directed Hadibuk (also mentioned as The Dybbuk), by S. 

An-sky in January of 1922 at the newly formed Jewish Habima 

Theatre/ The production of Hadibuk demonstrated a pure 

expressionistic means of theatrical projection, which was derived 

from the native material of a sentimental melodrama and was woven 

with a compassion for the hopeless life of a Jewish settlement./ 

Vakhtangov was attracted to this play by the music of Old Hebrew and 

by the possibility of contact with the ancient sources of Hebrew 

53Rudnitsky, Russian And Soviet Theater: 1905 - 1932, 53. 
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culture. The authenticity of the production led some commentators to 
I 

assume that ·Vakhtangov was Jewish.54 Rather, it was the difference 
I 

I 

in the language and the Jewish ways that gave Vakhtangov great 

challenges. A Zionist mood prevailed in the Habima, which was 

incomprehensible and alien to him. Another problem was created 

because of the relative inexperience of the actors. This difficulty, 

along with their rehearsing in Hebrew, a language Vakhtangov did not 

know, was certainly a challenge. 

Vakhtangov overcame these barriers with surprising ease. Natan 

Altman, the designer of The Dybbuk, helped him to create a shifting, 

gloomy and barren little world on the tiny stage. Three motifs set in 

a complex counterpoint of alternating group scenes created an intense 

and disturbing atmosphere. A group of women in bright, gaudy dress, 

with heavy make-up, periodically emerged at the back of the stage. 

They stood motionless like mannequins and gazed at the lovers with 

unconcealed contempt. The Hasidim, on the other hand, were fussy and 

animated. A third group was the most frenzied. They were a 

grotesque crowd of beggars who danced at the wedding. Konstantin 

Rudnitsky described them as monsters, and freaks--hunch backs, the 

blind, lame, and cross eyed.55 Vakhtangov used these contrasting 

groups to convey the Grotesque, with light and dark contrasting, not 

54warrall, Modernism To Realism On The Soviet Stage: Tairoy -
Vakhtangoy - Okhlopkov, 119. 

55Rudnitsky, Russian And Soviet Theater: 1905 - 1932, 53. 
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just as lighting or painted set, but in the humor and sarcasm of these 

people, as well. 

' 1 On 13 September 1921, the Vakhtangov Studio was included in the 

Moscow Art Theater and given the name of The Third Studio of The 

Moscow Art Theater.5Yin the Third Studio, Vakhtangov worked harder 

than ever. hhe first production was The Miracle of Saint Anthony by 

Maurice Materlink. He and his students had already done one version 

of it, in which the performance pitied the homeless tramp as a saint. 

In order to depict the attitude prevailing in the people, Vakhtangov 

turned to irony and satire in his second version. In Russian And Soviet 

Theater: 1905 - 1932, Konstantin Rudnitsky shows Vakhtangov's 

change in point of view./ "Vakhtangov loosened the actors' movements, 

caricatured their faces, emphasized the senselessness and inertia of 

the actions."57 / 

_/ The same motifs appeared in Chekhov's The Wedding, which, in 

1921, was also performed in a second version .ss Both of these 

productions were shown to the directorate of the Moscow Art Theater. 

Nemirovich-Danchenko and Stanislavsky thought highly of them, and 

they proposed to have them performed on the principal stage of the 

MAT.59 I 

56Simonov, Stanislavsky's Protege: Eugene Vakhtangov, 242. 

57Rudnitsky, Russian And Soviet Theater: 1905 - 1932, 53. 

58Gorchakov, The Vakhtangov School Of Stage Art, 55. 

59Jbid., 57. 
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Staying true to the need of the people, Vakhtangov gave the 

Russian people joy during a time when the Russian Civil War caused 

hunger and devastation. From Eric XIV, all of his productions had a 

pointed relevance to the events occurring outside the theatre. 

Princess Turandot was a tool to give these starving and depressed 

people some joy.6o 

/on 28 February 1922, Vakhtangov brought Princess Turandot to the 

people. Carlo Gozzi's naive and undemanding fairy tale gave him an 

occasion to create a unique work. Vakhtangov predetermined the 

style of the production, and made the joy of creativity the 
I 

fundamental theme. /fhe actors were not just to perform, but they 

were to show how they performed it. In this production, the actors 

indulged in a series of carnival improvisations.6 1/ During the 

performance each actor was constantly to get into and out of 

character and to conduct complex and merry play with their 

character.62 This action was to demonstrate the technique of 

transformation, the joy of play, and the ability of the actor to look at 

the character with an objective view. According to Vakhtangov's 

concept, irony did not undermine the show. Rather it made the 

60Norris Houghton, Moscow Rehearsals: An Account Of Methods Of 
Production In The Soviet Theatre (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 
1936), 127 - 133. 

6l Norris Houghton, Return Engagements: A Postscript To "Moscow 
Rehearsals" (New York: Holt, Rinehardt and Winston, 1962), 118. 

62Houghton, Moscow Rehearsals: An Account Of Methods Of Production 
In The Soviet Theatre, 197. 
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authentic truthfulness of feeling more prominent by emphasizing and 

intensifying it, "restoring its original freshness to the old and 

touching fairy tale."63 As Komissarzhevsky mentioned in Moscow 

Theatres that: "Vakhtangov turned the old Italian fairy tale by Carlo 

Gozzi about love of a Chinese princes into an improvised theatrical 

performance abounding in contemporary ideas and jests."64 

On the left side of the set was a large oval opening; to the right 

stood a wall with a wide, square embracer. The set seemed capable of 

any type of theatrical transformation.65 The show started with a 

closed curtain. Then four "maskers" from the Italian Commedia dell 

'Arte (Tartagaia, Pantalone, Brighella, and Truffaldino) came to the 

fore-stage. They announced the title of the performance. The entire 

cast then filled the proscenium. The men wore tuxedos with starched 

white shirts. The actresses wore evening dresses. They were 

arranged along the footlights. The curtain rose, and before the 

audience's eyes, the actors changed their clothes, tossing their 

garments to each other in time with the music.66 "The spectacle's 

complex score required refined and agile virtuosity of the young 

studio students and displayed their potential to great effect."67 In 

63Rudnitsky, Russian And Soviet Theater: 1905 - 1932, 54. 

64 Komissarzhcvsky, Moscow Theatres (Moscow: Foreign Languages 
Publishing House, 1959), 15. 

65Herbert Marshall, The Pictorial History Of The Russian Theatre, 122. 

66Ibid., 123. 

67Rudnitsky, Russian And Soviet Theater: 1905 - 1932, 55. 
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this quote from his notes, Vakhtangov himself explained why this 

production was a success; "Because harmony was achieved in it. The 
,; 

methods are modern [reatrSm] and theatrical. The form and content 

harmonize like a musical chord."68 

When the actors completed their change, the stage was 

transformed into China with the same colored draperies that the 

actors wore. The Zanni "maskers" were the stage attendants. They 

spread out a bright sheet with "Peking" written on it. In the middle of 

Peking, there was a bentwood chair. This type of a juxtaposition of 

fantasy with the commonplace was woven throughout the entire 

production. Prince Calaf wore a turban made from a towel, and he 

used a scarf as a beard. The musicians played on combs with tissue 

paper, and the maskers mocked the latecomers, as they entered the 

auditorium. 

The Idea of "festive theatricality" is firmly linked with that 

production. The spectacle and theatricality were communicated to 

the audience as the joy of theatrical play itself. Still cold and dark, 

everyday Moscow was refuted by the festive beauty of this production. 

As the author Nick Worrall explains it, the production delighted 

Stanislavsky: 

On the evening of that first performance, Stanislavsky had been 
wildly excited. Barely able to contain himself, he left the 
theatre at the interval and rushed round to Vakhtangov's 

68Toby Cole and Helen Chinoy, eds., Directors On Directing: A Source 
Book Of The Modem Theatre (Indianapolis: The Bobbs - Merril Company, Inc., 
1953), 190. 
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apartment to convey his personal congratulations on his pupil's 
outstanding achievement. Following a brief and moving 
conversation at the sick man's bed side, Stanislavsky returned to 
the theatre and joined in the wild applause at the end.69 

Vakhtangoy's Clarifications And Formulations Of 
The Stanislavsky System 

When reading about Eugene Vakhtangov, the phrase, "Vakhtangov 

never intended to reject what had been discovered by Stanislavsky," 

always in some form or wording comes up.70 No matter how they 

word it the historians come out with the same sentences that just by 

fact of repetition should be common knowledge. The fact that 

Vakhtangov was the protege' of Stanislavsky is a given. During his 

life Vakhtangov studied, taught, defended, and built upon the methods 

of the Stanislavsky System. His study and teaching of the 

Stanislavsky System is a matter of history and is discussed in the 

previous chapter. His defense of the System is of importance to 

modern theatre in that it helps to cut through all of the 

·misinterpretations people had about the System during the time 

before the October Revolution and even today. In the article, "To 

Those Who Write About The Stanislavsky System," Vakhtangov 

defends the System from mistaken critics, and, in effect, tells them 

to wait until Stanislavsky writes his own book; then they may have 

something to criticize.7I 

69Jbid., 138. 

70vendravskaya, Eygeny Vakhtangoy, 259. 

71 Ibid., 56. 
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Vakhtangov had taken great care to document his knowledge of the 

Stanislavsky System in his own terms. These formulations have been 

handed down through various sources. Bertolt Brecht, Lee Strasberg, 

Jerzy Grotowski, Ruben Siminov, and Nikoli Gorchakov all have 

documented various notes, articles, and quotations of Vakhtangov on 

the Stanislavsky System. 

If he had just been a clarifier of the teachings of Stanislavsky, 

Vakhtangov might now be just a great resource for the study of the 

"master," but that would have been too narrow an involvement for him. 

He expanded the scope of the System in working with expressionism 

in the Dybbuk and many other productions. It is a credit to Vakhtangov 

that he cited the Stanislavsky System as his basis, but it is a gift to 

the contemporary theatre that he did not just repeat it. 

Vakhtangov sought modern methods of solving the problem of 

play productions in a form which would have a theatrical inclination. 

Vakhtangov had the need to go beyond reality in his productions. The 

audience of the time responded well to theatricality, and Vakhtangov 

wanted to reach the audience with his production. He had a need to 

define his style of production as "Fantastic Realism." In that source 

Vakhtangov draws comparisons and contrasts between Realism and 

Fantastic Realism. 

Realism takes from life everything but what it needs for the 
production of a given scene, that is, it brings to the stage only 
that which has histrionic value. It takes life, truth and gives 
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genuine feelings. Sometimes it even gives the minutiae of life. 
Then we have naturalism, for minutiae is photography.72 

., 
In the definition of Fantastic Realism, Vakhtangov eludes to a 

difference in the types of truth.~/Realism is the truth of life, and 

Fantastic Realism is the truth of the joy of creation imparted upon a 

production./ 

In the theater there should be neither naturalism nor realism, but 
fantastic realism. Rightly found theatrical methods impart 
genuine life to the play upon the stage. The methods can be 
learned, but the form must be created. It has to be convinced by 
one's fantasy. That is why I call it fantastic realism. Such a form 
exists and should exist in every art.73 

"Fantastic Realism" is the bringing to realism elements of the 

fantastic, or the theatrical. It is not only a method of producing a 

play and working with actors, it is a spirit of the theatre. 

This article is one of the most studied and cited in theatre. 

Vakhtangov's statements in Fantastic Realism are examples 

of his building on the System and using it to create new forms for 

his productions. Connecting with the audience, in depth study of the 

text, and a full understanding of the development of the actor in a 

role are the main asp·ects of his method of directing. This method of 

direction accounts for his outstanding successes after the October 

Revolution. 

The influence of Vakhtangov on contemporary directing 

methods appears in three areas: (1) his method of working with a 

72Toby Cole and Helen Chinoy, eds., Directors On Directing: A Source 
Book Of The Modem Theatre, 190. 

73[bid., 191. 
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production; (2) the productions that came out of this method; and (3) 

his clarifications and formulations of the Stanislavsky System. 

Many different people in many different countries were influenced 

by Vakhtangov, They developed theories with drastically different 

results, but his influence can always be traced back to the three 

aspects listed above. 



CHAPTERV 

VAKHTANGOV'S INFLUENCE ON 

CONTEMPORARY DIRECTING 

The influence of Vakhtangov on contemporary directing may be 

viewed from three perspectives: (1) those who were his teachers and 

contemporaries, (2) those who studied and acted under him, and 

(3)those abroad who were influenced indirectly through the spread of 

the Stanislavsky System. His influence was great on those who were 

his teachers and contemporaries, who, in turn, adopted his ideas or 

regarded them to be important enough to apply them in experimental 

processes. This group consists of Konstantin Stanislavsky, 
~- To. I v -, 

Nemirovich-Danchenko, and Vsevolod Meyerhold. Those who studied 

under Vakhtangov at the Third Studio, which was later renamed the 

Vakhtangov Theater, were influenced by Vakhtangov, as well as those 

who acted in productions there and at the Habima, which became 

Israel's National Theater.74 

Richard Bolaslavsky and Maria Ouspenskaya worked with 

Vakhtangov and brought his teachings to America. Encouraging the 

study of the Stanislavsky System through the writings and teachings 

of Vakhtangov, they helped to form another group i:1fluenced by 

Vakhtangov that may be described as those who were either 

influenced indirectly by Vakhtangov or through the spread of the 

74Loraine S. Hull, Strasberg's Method As Tought By Lorrie Hull. A 
Practical Guide For Actors. Teachers And Directors (Woodbridge Conncticut: Ox 
Bow Publishing, Inc., 1985), 407. 
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Stanislavsky System. This group includes Lee Strasberg, Harold 

Clurman, Elia Kazan, Bertolt Brecht, and Jerzy Grotowski. 
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No matter which one of these groups helped to further some of the 

teachings of Vakhtangov, it is what so many called the "synthesis of 

Stanislavsky and Meyerhold" that has really sparked the imagination 

of anyone first hearing about Vakhtangov. Although Vakhtangov did 

not, in fact, attempt the synthesis of these two outstanding figures, 

he did bring some element of the "fantastic" to realism. 

The Influence of Vakhtangov on his 
Teachers and Contemporaries 

Vakhtangov not only was influenced by Nemirovich-Danchenko, 

Stanislavsky, and Meyerhold, but he also contributed some to their 

development as artists as well. To Danchenko, Vakhtangov gave a new 

style and way of looking at a play. He brought Meyerhold and 

Stanislavsky back together and gave them both the best of the other's 

ideology. Vakhtangov has changed the history of world theatre in 

these ways as well as in his direct influence. If it were not for him, 

there might not be as much focus in contemporary theatre on the 

"System," Meyerhold's methods, or the history of the Moscow Art 

Theater, for he was a unifying force among them. 

Nemirovich-Danchenko 

Nemirovich-Danchenko, the cofounder of the Moscow Art Theater 

and one of the main influences on Vakhtangov, was also influenced by 

him. In his development of Bosmersholm, Vakhtangov stressed the 

analysis of the script. He also utilized Danchenko's ideas as they 
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pertained to the analysis of the text and working with actors. He 

brought so much detail in the psychological analysis of the script for 

the production that it prompted Danchenko to write: 

And so "theatre without theatre" came into being, theatre 
dominated by the law of inner motivation and in which each play 
finds its own specific form on stage. I carefully studied how 
Vakhtangov had achieved this and drew conclusions that became 
part of my own stage methods. 7 s 

The productions done by Danchenko after the death of Vakhtangov 

took on a development that had its base in his students' production 

of Rolsmersholm. A further extention of Vakhtangov's influence 

may be seen through Danchenko. Nemirovich-Danchenko became the 

manager of the Moscow Art Theatre after the Revolution. The 

ideology of the Moscow Art Theatre may have been influenced by 

Vakhtangov because of this. 

Meyerhold 

Meyerhold was another Revolutionary artist that gained more 

prominence because of the Revolution. Although it is unclear as to 

the direct influence that Vakhtangov may have had on Meyerhold, the 

latter did gain the friendship of Vakhtangov's son and the 

recognition of Stanislavsky from his friendship with Vakhtangov. 

Meyerhold was a slightly older contemporary to Vakhtangov. He 

compared Vakhtangov to himself in the obituary article that he 

wrote for Vakhtangov, "In Memory Of A Leader." He also expressed 

his sorrow at the untimely end of his colleagues life. "He had 

75vendravskaya, Eygeny Vakhtangov, 216. 
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prepared himself to begin-and he died. "76 Although they had only 

met the year before Vakhtangov's death, after a presentation of ~ 

Miracle Of St. Anthony, they had, in Meyerhold's opinion, been 

comrac;:Jes in arms for years. He believed that they had a common 

aim in directing: "Vakhtangov was with us, of course, could not be 

with us."77 Meyerhold praised both Vakhtangov and his cast for 

their sculptural expressiveness, distinctness of form and the 

exactitude of gesture, especially their "play with hands."78 

Although their friendship ended very abruptly, Meyerhold had a 

friend in Vakhtangov's son, Sergei Vakhtangov. Meyerhold dedicated 

his next show to the memory of Vakhtangov and to his son, Sergei, 

who later became the architect for Meyerhold's new theatre building 

and the designer of three productions: Bathhouse, The Last Decisive 

Battle, and A List Of Assets.79 

Bringing Stanislavsky And Meyerhold Together 

Meyerhold was also impressed enough with the work of 

Vakhtangov that, together with Stanislavsky, he assured the 

continuation of the Third Studio in order to keep that work alive. 

Vakhtangov's methods got a verification and support from both 

Stanislavsky, whose loyalty was secure, and Meyerhold, another 

76Hoover, Meycrhold: The Art Of Concious Theatre, 256. 

77Jbid. 

78Jbid. 

79Jbid. 



powerful proponent of a very different kind of theatre. The 

combination in the effort to keep the Vakhtangov Studio working 

was enough to ensure Vakhtangov's influence in theatre. 

4 1 

Vakhtangov did not only bring Stanislavsky and Meyerhold 

together in death, but also, during his life, he worked as a diplomat 

between them. Vakhtangov had a dream of seeing his mentor, 

Stanislavsky, and his inspiration for experimentation, Meyerhold, 

work together. Even before 1920, Vakhtangov had carried on 

conversations with both of them about the possibility of their 

working together on the grounds of the Third Studio.so Although 

these and similar attempts failed, Stanislavsky eventually 

recognized Meyerhold's work as useful. Later in his life 
I 
I 

Stanislavsky began to accept Meyerhold's methods. He even went so 

far as to direct a play using what he saw as the Meyerhold style. 

"No living on stage! Clear resounding voices! Theatrical Walk! 

Flexible bodies! Expressive language of gesture! Dance! Bow! 

Fencing with rapiers! Rhythm! Rhythm! Rhythm!" Stanislavsky 

resoundingly cries. "81 This quote by Meyerhold recalls the work that 

Stanislavsky did with the students of the Third Studio on the 

production of The Forest. It is evident that, after Vakhtangov's 

death, Stanislavsky moved closer to work in the theatrical stage. 

The influence of Vakhtangov on Stanislavsky is not limited to 

opening up Meyerhold's style to him. Vakhtangov's productions were 

80Ibid. 

8l(bid., 257. 
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of great influence on Stanislavsky, especially the prem1ere of 

Turandot, in which the teacher praised his student for achieving 

something he did not think possible. His work with the grotesque 

amaze_d Stanislavsky, not because of the grotesque itself, but rather 

the fact that Vakhtangov brought a group of young actors to the 

grotesque style of presentation.82 The Vakhtangov Theater is now 

identified with the grotesque style of production seen in Turando.t. 

The Influence of Vakhtangov on 
His Actors and Pupils 

The influence of Vakhtangov on his pupils at the Third Studio and 

his actors there and at the Habima has been very powerful. These 
.'I 

two Theaters have toured Europe, America, and even the Middle East. · · 

As they did so, they spread an interest in their unique quality of 

production. Subsequently, an interest in them grew and that led 

many people to the study of Vakhtangov. 

The joy of expression and its ability to tackle almost any form 

of drama is a hallmark of the Vakhtangov Theater as the world 

knows it. Russia knows the Vakhtangov Theater as a theater of 
f 

great civic responsibility. These qualities are among those taught 

to students and actors by Vakhtangov. 

Among the many students and actors influenced by Vakhtangov at 

the Third Studio and the Habima were Ruben Siminov and Nikolai 

Gorchakov. These two men have taken a great part in the 

development of the contemporary Russian theatre. They also 

82Jbid .• 261. 
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became leaders in the modern Russian stage, with directing 

engagements at the Moscow Art Theatre, the Malay, and of course 

the Third Studio. Having started out as student actors and directors 

at the Third Studio, they became studio heads in their own right. 

The Habima has and will always be associated with The Dybbuk. 

Performances with which the Habima toured Europe, America, and 

Palestine included Vakhtangov's version of The Dybbuk. Its great 

expressionistic qualities are said to have influenced many in the 

theatre. 

The Vakhtangov Theater 

The Vakhtangov State Academic Theatre is now a theater in 

Moscow. It was first organized in 1921 as the Third Studio of the 

Moscow Art Theater. Eugene Vakhtangov became the head of the 

:Third Studio after Leopold Sulerzhitsky died."- Here he tried to 

create a theatre in harmony with the Revolution and full of the 

spirit of modernity.s3 

An event of great influence to this theatre was the staging of 

Turandot in 1922. It was distinguished by optimism and joy of life. 

To a large extent it determined the stylistic traits of the 

Vakhtangov Theatre's creative character. Subsequently, 

revolutionary plays and contemporary drama became the most 

important part of the theater's repertoire. 

83The Great Soviet Encyclopedia, 1974 ed., s. v. "Vakhtangov Theatre," by 
0. K. Ivanov. 
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Comedy has also been important to the Vakhtangov Theatre. 

Vakhtangov's spirit of optimism, musical expression, brilliant 

virtuosity, and a festive atmosphere permeate the productions at 

the theatre.84 These are among the qualities that Vakhtangov 

strived for in each production. In The Great Soviet Encyclopedia, 0. 

K. Ivanov states that these qualities are still a major part of the 

goals of the Vakhtangov Theatre.ss 

During the Great Patriotic War (World War II), the Vakhtangov 

Theater worked in Omsk to avoid the fighting. A lofty patriotism 

and larger-than-life portraits characterized these productions. In 

1942, an affiliate of the Vakhtangov Theater was established to 

perform for soldiers and workers on the front.86 This work was an 

extension of Vakhtangov's awareness of and commitment to the 

theater's civic duty. 

Today the Sh.ohukin Theater School is attached to the Vakhtangov 

Theater. It is dedicated to the teachings of the style of acting and 

directing established by Eugene Vakhtangov and his pupils. The 

Shchukin School Of Acting is an example of the documentation and 

use of Vakhtangov's theories in the Soviet Union. Founded by 

Vakhtangov's pupil, Boris Zakhava, it is noted as one of the best 

actor training centers in the Soviet Union.87 Among the actors and 

84Jbid. 

85Jbid., 475. 

86Jbid. 

87William Lonnie Kuhlke, Vakhtangoy's Legacy (Ann Arbor Michigan: 
University Microfilms, Inc., 1965), 142. 



directors who have worked in the Vakhtangov Theatre and the 

Shchukin School Of Acting that have made contributions to 

establishing its status and methods of teaching and directing are 

Ruben Simonov and Nicoli Gorchikov. 

Ruben Simonov 
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Ruben Nikolaevich Simonov studied under Vakhtangov at the 

Third Studio from 1920 until Vakhtangov's death in 1922. Simonov 

began directing plays at the Third Studio which, in 1926, became 

the Vakhtangov Theater. In 1939, he became the theater's principal 

stage director. Working in the tradition of Vakhtangov, Simonov 

approached each performance as if it were a festive occasion. He 

helped develop characters from various points of view and 

encouraged actors to perform with artistic elegance and poetic 

interpretation. 8 8 

Simrnov's interpretation of his roles as an actor were 

characterized by grotesque mannerisms and stylization. Later, he 

depended upon the psychological interpretation of his roles, 

although he still retained a certain amount of theatricality.89 

As a director Siminov was known, like Vakhtangov, for the deep 

civic spirit of his productions. Like Vakhtangov, he had a complete 

understanding of the ideas in the text. He took after his teacher in 

88The Great Soviet Encyclopedia, 1974 ed., s. v. "Ruben Siminov." 

89Jbid., 469. 



one other way: he knew just the expressive manner in which to 

present the play.90 
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From 1928 to 1937, SirT}rnov headed the studio known as the R. N. 

Siminov Studio.9t He staged several operas at the Bolshoi Theater. 

He also directed the first, second and third Armenian studios, and 

the Uzbek Studio in Moscow. He also taught at the B. V. Schukin 

Theatrical School attached to the Vakhtangov Theater. 

Through his teachings and work, the spirit and ideas of 

Vakhtangov live on. His approach to a production as a festive 

occasion alone promotes the spirit found in Vakhtangov's 

productions. Siminov also had the commitment to the text that 

Vakhtangov promoted, expressed by a thorough study of the play. 

These aspects make Sin;.i·nov a true pupil of Vakhtangov and a line of 

influence from Vakhtangov to the present day. 

Nikolai Gorchakov 

Nikolai Mikhailovich Gorchakov was a Soviet director, teacher 

and theatre historian, as well as a doctor of art studies. Gorchakov 

began his career as a pupil of Eugene Vakhtangov's in 1922 at the 

Third Studio. From 1924 until his death in 1958, he directed 

intermittently at the Moscow Art Theater. He was also the director 

of the Moscow Theater Of Satire in the years from 1933 to 1941 and 

90Ibid., 468. 

91Ibid. 
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1943 to 1948. Another position that he held was the director at the 

Moscow Theatre Of Drama from 1941 to 1943.92 

His interest in getting a message to the people is evident in the 

plays_ The Russian People by B. N. Siminov, Officer Of The Fleet, and 

Land, links him in with Meyerhold and Vakhtangov. He was 

concerned with the people, and, like Siminov, Gorchakov had a great 

civic attitude in his productions.93 

Nikolai Gorchakov has written many books about Russian and 

Soviet Theatre. Among the most important of these books is The 

Vakhtangoy School Of Stage Art. This is an actual account of his 

tutelage under Vakhtangov and a record of Vakhtangov's skill as a 

teacher and director. It gives accounts of the improvisational work 

that Vakhtangov went through with his students as a method of 

building a character. In Vakhtangov's School Of Stage Art, Gorchikov 

shows Vakhtangov's deep knowledge and commitment to the 

Stanislavsky System and the freedom with which Vakhtangov 

applies it to a production.94 Loraine Hull calls this book "an 

inspirational manual, as well as a practical guide for the 

director."95 It details Vakhtangov's final days in the theatre and his 

drive to create. 

92The Great Soviet Encyclopedia, 1974 ed., s.v. "Nikolai Gorchakov." 

93Jbid. 

94Gorchakov, The Vakhtan(;OV School Of Stage An, 15 - 19. 

95Hull, Strasberg's Method As Tought By Lorrie Hull. A Practical Guide 
For Actors. Teachers And Directors, 408. 
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The Habima 

An example of his drive to create was Vakhtangov's constant 

search for new experiences in theatre. The Habima was one of those 

challenges that Vakhtangov took on.96 His drive lead him to found 

not only The Vakhtangov Theater, but also the Habima. v-:· 
The most significant company of the Hebrew Theatre is the 

Habima. It is unique to national theaters because it was established 
' ' () 

in another country before moving to PatestmeA The Habima was 

established in 1917 during the October Revolution by a small group 

of Zionist teachers: Nachum Zemach, Menachem Gnessin, and Hanna 
) 

Rovina.97 Prior to the Habima, there had been many attempts to 
~-~ 

establish Hebrew dramatic groups in Russia and Eastern Europe. All 

of these attempts were aborted. The Habima's greatest contribution 

was its success in establishing a permanent Hebrew Art Theater. 

The Company left Moscow for a successful world tour and finally, in 

1932, settled down in Palestine.98 

Most sources attribute Vakhtangov with the founding of the 

Habima. Members of its company applied to Stanislavsky to help 

them in developing their acting skills. Stanislavsky turned them 

over to his pupil, Eugene Vakhtangov. Although he was Russian 

Orthodox and did not know a word of Hebrew, he transformed a 

96 As was mentioned in the second chapter, Vakhtangov could not speak 
Hebrew, or understand the Zionist belief, because he was not Jewish. 

97Emanuel Levy, "The Habima: Israel's National Theatre," Theatre 
Companies Of The World (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 407. 

98Jbid. 
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handful of inexperienced young men, into a company of distinguished 

actors.99 

Vakhtangov rehearsed with the company on its first production 

for a year in search of perfection in word and gesture. During the 

first six months, the actors repeated readings of the play, at which 

Vakhtangov insisted that each cast member make his own 

suggestions. These sessions, dealing with the work as a whole, 

were the basis of the Habima's commitment to the study of 

detail. I oo 

The most important production of the Habima was Vakhtangov's 

production of S. Ansky's tragedy, The Dybbuk, which opened in 31 

January 1922. This production illustrated Vakhtangov's doctrine of 

form, according to which every play must be given a specific form 

within a contemporary standpoint(/ To Vakhtangov, the production 

was the erection of a tombstone for the old Jewish life?'/ This 

production was a milestone in the history of modern theatre; being 

one of the first successful productions of its kind, The Dybbuk 

highlighted the end of Naturalism with the launching of Theatrical 

Expressionism. The production became the Habima's hallmark. 

Since its premiere, it has been presented over a thousand times.tot 

The play and the theatre are forever linked. 

99Rene' Fulop, and Joseph Gregor, The Russian Theatre: Its Character 
and History With Especial Reference To The Revolutionary Period, trans. Paul 
England (New York: Benjamin Blom, 1968), 276. 

lOOJbid., 76. 

101 Ibid., 409. 
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Only after Vakhtangov's death did the Habima spread his 

influence all over Europe, America, and even to Palestine. 

Vakhtangov managed the Habima for five years until his death 1n 

1922. After his death, N. Zemach took up management of the 

company and arranged a very successful tour of Europe, America, 

and Palestine in 1926.102 These tours presented an artistic and a 

nationalistic message. Zemach aimed to spread the Zionist 

philosophy and the Hebrew language, as well as to show the 

innovative artistic work the company had done. The Dybbuk was 

presented on this tour and excited controversy and interest 

wherever it went. This production and this tour may have done more 

to spark the study of Vakhtangov than anything else. 

Vakhtangov's Influence Abroad 

Eugene Vakhtangov had a great influence outside of his native 

Russia, as well as in his own country. People like Richard 

Bolaslavsky, Maria Ouspenskaya, and Michael Chekhov spread his 

teachings to America. In Europe, Bertolt Brecht and Jerzy 
' 

Grotowski studied him and carried on the teachings of Vakhtangov. 

In America, one of the main pupils of the Vakhtangov formulations 

was Lee Strasberg. He and his co-founders at from the Group 

Theatre, Elia Kazan, and Harold Clurman have all attested to 

Vakhtangov's influence and his importance in contemporary theatre. 

1 02Fulop, and Gregor, The Russian Theatre: Its Character and History 
With Especial Reference To The Revolutionary Period, 77. 



5 1 
Eugene Vakhtangov, Richard Bolislavsky, and Maria Ouspenskaya 

emerged as outstanding theatre practitioners from the First Studio 

of the Moscow Art Theater. While Vakhtangov stayed in Moscow, 

Richard Bolaslavsky and Maria Ouspenskaya ventured to America.I03 

Bolaslavsky and Ouspenskaya founded the American Laboratory 

Theatre July, 1923. A group of wealthy American patrons, inspired 

by the Moscow Art Theater's first appearance in America in January, 

1923, established the American Laboratory Theatre as a school for 

training young actors in the Stanislavsky System. The school's main 

focus was the classes taught by Bolislavsky and Ouspenskaya.I04 

The American Laboratory Theatre was disbanded in 1933, but it 

was important as a link between the Stanislavsky System and 

America's first theatrical collective, The Group Theatre. The Group 

Theatre was co-founded by Harold Clurman, Cheryl Crawford, and 

Lee Strasberg, who listened intently to Bolaslavsky's lectures.I05 

Among these lectures on the Stanislavsky System were quotes and 

writings on it by Vakhtangov. 

103Loraine S. Hull, Strasberg's Method As Tought By Lorrie Hull. A 
Practical Guide For Actors. Teachers And Directors, 100. 

104phyllis Hartholl, ed.,"American Laboratory Theatre," The Oxford 
Companion To The Theatre, 4th cd. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983), 
23-4. 

105Hull, Strasbcrg's Method As Tought By Lorrie Hull, A Practical Guide 
For Actors. Teachers And Directors, 223. 



52 

Lee Strasberg 

Lee Strasberg was a founder of The Group Theatre and the 

founder of The Lee Strasberg Theatre Institute, as well as an 

artistic director of the Actors Studio. He is one of the greatest 

influences on the art and craft of acting in the United States. 

Strasberg is credited internationally with the teaching and 

nurturing of three generations of actors, directors, and playwrights 

who have won notable acclaim. 

The American, or Strasberg Method, is a practical acting 

technique developed from the Stanislavsky System. This technique 

is intended to create an evenness in an actor's work. The Method 

cannot be called a rigid system, because, like Vakhtangov's work, it 

seeks to add new elements to Stanislavsky's basic principles by 

means of experimentation. The method accomplishes this by making 

use of the knowledge of conditioning, the interaction between 

conscious and subconscious, the role of habits, and the process of 

creative imagination.I06 

As the study of Vakhtangov's influence links with Lee Strasberg, 

it is evident that a large book could be written on the influence of 

Vakhtangov on contemporary American acting and directing through 

the study of the development and teachings of Lee Strasberg. It has 

been said that Vakhtangov was Strasberg's mentor through the study 

of the Stanislavsky System.I07 Strasberg and his followers utilized 

106Jbid., 2. 
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many of the exercises that Vakhtangov created to help directors and 

actors develop a character. Group improvisations are a large part of 

the actor training technique used in Strasberg's Method. Many of 

these improvisations are the ones developed by Vakhtangov.tos 

Vakhtangov's descriptions and explanations of the Stanislavsky 

System had been clear and effective, and they had a great influence 

on Lee Strasberg. Some of Vakhtangov's lectures to his students 

that were preserved in translated form came to Lee Strasberg and 

The Group Theatre. B. E. Zakava, the director of the Vakhtangov 

Theater just after his death and on 26 May 1922, translated 

Vakhtangov's lectures especially for The Group Theatre. Lee 

Strasberg studied these documents very carefully.l09 

Lee Strasberg was impressed by Vakhtangov's imagination and 

creativity as a director. He considered Vakhtangov as one of the 

greatest theatrical innovators of the twentieth century. 

Vakhtangov was noted for his creation of boldly exciting theatrical 

forms in which the acting, though not naturalistic, was always 

truthfully based. Perhaps the most important aspect of 

Vakhtangov's influence on Strasberg was his formulations dealing 

with the Stanislavsky System. Lee Strasberg saw Vakhtangov's 

formulations as better than Stanislavsky's. He preferred 

107Ibid., 101. 

108Ibid. 

1091bid., 223. 
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Vakhtangov's formulation as revealed in his interview with Richard 

Schechner: 

Very often I see you people following the Stanislavski 
formulation, as opposed to the Vakhtangov formulation, which 
happen to favor. The Stanislavski formulation states: "Here is a 
girl who falls in love. I have been in love. When I am in love, 
what do I do?" That is the way Stanislavski formulated the 
acting problem; therefore, he never solved any of the basic 
problems in any of the classic plays that he did outside of the 
Russian repertoire. Vakhtangov rephrased the approach. He said, 
"If I am playing Juliet and I have to fall in love overnight, what 
would I, the actress, have to do to create for myself belief in 
this kind of event?" We have tried both approaches, and in 
certain circumstances the Stanislavski approach does not work. 
The Stanislavski formulation often leaves you high and dry in 
something that is natural and easy and simple but is just not 
what is needed by the play. The Stanislavsky formulation often 
does not lead the actor to seek the kind of reality which the 
author conceived and which underlies the lines he wrote. It 
becomes almost a way of bringing every dramatic thing down to 
a naturalistic level, which cannot support the drama. 
Stanislavski's formulation will then only help the actor by 
accident. II o 

Acording to Strasberg, Vakhtangov places the aesthetic 

intention first and then uses the technique as a way of carrying out 

those intentions. Strasberg stated: "When this is not done, often, 

even in Stanislavski's productions, the work makes the reality 

descend to the level of the actor rather than helping the actor 

ascend to the level of the character."lll What was important about 

the Vakhtangov formulation was that once the approach to the actor 

11 ORichard Schechner, "Working With Live Material: An Interview 
With Lee Strasberg," Tulane Drama Review, vol. 9, no.l, fall 1964, 129-130. 

lllJbid. 
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is set, the director does not set exactly how the actor is to reach 

that goal. The actor is then responsible for moving his logic to that 

of the playwright and director. 

The way in which Vakhtangov allowed for the actor's 

independent alignment with him and the play was through 

improvisational exercises dealing with the text. Strasberg referred 

to a second formulation of the System by Vakhtangov, which was a 

method of improvisation to reach the character. Vakhtangov 

allowed the form of his plays to develop in part from these 

improvisations, He would select the interpretation that closest fit 

the conpany's interpretation.II2 

Lee Strasberg continued the development of what he learned 

from Vakhtangov. Strasberg's students continue to utilize 

Vakhtangov's formulations of the Stanislavsky System. 

Improvisation, also, is a major tool for a director in helping an 

actor reach a character in many educational theaters and studios in 

the United States today. Lee Strasberg passed on the formulations 

his mentor gave to him. 

Harold Clurman and Elia Kazan 

Although Vakhtangov had great influence on contemporary 

American methods of working with actors through Lee Strasberg, he 

was not the only American director influenced by Vakhtangov. 

112Hull, Strasberg's Method As Taught By Lorrie Hull. A Practical Guide 
For Actors. Teachers And Directors, 230. 
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Harold Clurman used some of the helpful techniques that Vakhtangov 

is said to have given to the director. 

It was, I believe, the Russian director Vakhtangov who suggested 
that every scene be given a name or descriptive tag to provide 
keynotes as an aid to director and actors in finding the right 
actions and adjustments. I have occasionally taken advantage of 
this "pointer," calling one scene "the trap," another "the 
showdown," still another "the release."113 

Vakhtangov encouraged cooperation, as much as possible, in 

fulfilling the vision shared by the entire group, which each member 

had a contribution. As the director, Vakhtangov rejected some ideas 

and accepted others, but his choice was recognized by the group as 

not dictated by the will of a director/dictator but by the demands of 

a vision shared by the entire company. Today, this kind of directing 

is not unique, but Vakhtangov was a master at it with extraordinary 

documented success.114 

Clurman agreed with this approach to directing also. When 

asked: "Do you assume that for any play an ideal production is at 

least in theory possible?" He replied, quoting Vakhtangov himself: 

No; a production is ideal only in relation to its director's vision 
of it and to a particular spectator's taste. "A play," Vakhtangov 
said, "must be directed with a view to the company and the 
audience to whom it is to be presented." I have seen productions 
which have troubled me in regard to interpretation but which I 
respected for the excellence of their craftsmanship and their 

113Harold Clurman, On Directing (New York: The Macmillan Company, 
1972), 82-83. 

114Hull, Strasbcrg's Method As Taught By Lorrie Hull, A Practical Guide 
For Actors. Teachers And Directors, 230. 



57 

imaginative originality. A play is new with every fresh view of 
it. 1 1 5 

Another director who is said to have the spirit of full 

participation that Vakhtangov wanted in his company was Elia 

Kazan. A quote from Carrol Baker in 1983 shows how this spirit 

involves Eli a Kazan's company. 

His [Eiia Kazan] crew would have walked through fire for him, 
because no other director had made them sense that enormous 
satisfaction of being an equal contributor to the whole. On the 
sets everyone was encouraged to come forward with an idea.II6 

Whether Elia Kazan derived this philosophy of including the 

company in on the decision making of the production from 

Vakhtangov is not known for certain. However, Hull alludes to 

Kazan's work as taking on a suspiciously Vakhtangov type of 

cooperative spirit.II7 Harold Clurman also agreed with Vakhtangov 

that a play must be directed with the views of the company and the 

audience. Both of these men have been a vital part of the theatre in 

America. It is to their credit that their cooperative philosophy on 

directing has been copied and expanded upon by others, as they did 

with Vakhtangov's method of working with actors. 

liScturman, On Directing. 169. 

116HcJI, Strasberg's Method As Tought By Lorrie Hull. A Practical Guide 
For Actors. Teachers And Directors, 230. 

117Jbid., 229. 
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Bertolt Brecht 

At first,: Bertolt Brecht may seem to be an unlikely source for 

the study of Vakhtangov's influence on contemporary directing 

methods. With the development of the techniques of 

Verfremdungseffekt --literally "alienation"--Brecht distanced the 

audience from the dramatic intentions of the script. This seems to 

be the opposite effect that Vakhtangov was trying to achieve. 

Vakhtangov derived his messages from the people and developed the 

text in order to return that message to them. Both were involved, 

however, in the same process; only Vakhtangov gave the people a 

play which had a very powerful truthfulness, and Brecht returned a 

documentation highly persuasive in its factualness. 

Brecht started writing for the stage with Baal in 1918, followed 

by the prize winning Trommeln In Der Nacht in 1922. His early 

productions had an inclination toward expressionism, which may 

have been influenced by The Dybbuk. By the time Brecht wrote The 

Three Penny Opera. he was forging his own theatrical style.l18 

Brecht's distinctive dramatic style is Epic drama. This style 1s 

free, flexible, and episodic in narrative. It is influenced by 

Elizabethan and Chinese stage conventions and also by George 

Buchner, a short-lived German romantic. "Epic," in writing, 

performance, and reception, involves the ideas of alienation. It is 

intended to instruct the audience.II9 

118Barrelt H. Clark, European Theories Of The Drama (New York: Crown 
Publishers, Inc., 1965), 307. 

119Jbid. 
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The Moscow people already knew what their plight was. 

Vakhtangov, therefore, did not need to instruct them about it, but 

rather he provided a similar situation on stage as the one in life 

thus allowing the people the freedom to react publicly to it without 

fear of reprimand. 

Brecht also identified with Vakhtangov's use of the actors in 

Turandot, a production that marked the end of both men's lives and 

careers.12o Vakhtangov had the actors comment on the character 

and show their transformations from actor to character. 

Vakhtangov thought it was essential that an actor separate himself 

from his role sufficiently to show his attitude to it and to history 

as a whole.121 Vakhtangov overcame conventionality but tended to 

show off the actor's points instead of revealing character, as in 

Tu randot.122 This separation allowed the audience to notice the 

metaphor's link to their reality. This realization was also the main 

objective of alienation--to make the audience pause and think about 

it, whatever "it" was.I23 Another of Vakhtangov's statements, "A 

cliche' is the next-door neighbor of craftsmanship,"124 seems to 

120Ronald Hayman, Techniques Of Acting (New York: Holt, Reinhart 
and Winston, 1969), 103. 

121 Ibid., 47. 

122Joseph Mcleod, The New Soviet Theatre (London: George Allen and 
Unwin Ltd., 1943), 157. 

123Ronald Hayman, Techniques Of Acting, 47. 

124 Joseph Mcleod, The New Soviet Theatre, 157. 
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support many of Brecht's developments of a "documentary" type of 

presentation. 

Their types of presentation are probably not the closest that the 

two g~t in ideology. Brecht was not against emotion on stage; he 

was against empathy during the production. He despised the use of 

naturalism and the complete submergence of the actor into the role. 

The closest summation of Vakhtangov that reaches toward the Epic 

style is, "Remembered emotion, not literal emotion."125 These 

similarities are very interesting ties between the two, but they are 

not major lines of Vakhtangov's influence. What is, however, is the 

study and writing Brecht did on the Russian theatre. Brecht studied 

Stanislavsky, Meyerhold, and Vakhtangov and arranged their methods 
' 

into relationships toward one another. These explanations of their 

methods and differences in approach are referred to in many of the 

books including Vakhtangov as the synthesis of Meyerhold and 

Stanislavsky. 
' 

Brecht promoted the study of Vakhtangov by explaining his 

relationship to Stanislavsky and Meyerhold. In Brecht On Theatre, he 

lists the aspects of the Vakhtangov method: "1. Theatre is theatre; 

2. The how not the what; 3. More composition [than Stanislavsky]; 

4. [and with] Greater inventiveness and imagination."I26 Brecht 

125Ronald Hayman, Techniques Of Acting, 25. 

126Bertolt Brecht, Brecht On Theatre: The Development Of An Aesthetic 
trans. John Willett (New York: Hill And Wang, 1964), 238. 
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identified with Vakhtangov's use of "demonstration." He states that 

"one does not learn from demonstrations."127 

Jerzy Grotowski 

Another theatrical figure that involved both demonstrating and 

pursuing an active audience is Jerzy Grotowski. Grotowski is a 

Polish director whose experimental work has exerted a great 

influence outside his own country. He did not, as some critics say, 

reject the methods of Stanislavsky. Rather, he developed them into 

a psychophysical rather than a purely psychological direction.128 

For Grotowski, the actor is the most important aspect of theatre 

and must make use of all of the physical and mental powers at his 

disposal.129 This belief bears close relation to the Vakhtangov 

principle that states that an actor must not only develop a 

character's thoughts, but he must also be able to communicate them 

to the audience. 

In his early years, Grotowski received an actor's diploma by the 

State Theatre School of Cracow. He attended a directing course at 

the State Institution of Theater Art (GITIS) in Moscow, where he 

was able to make a thorough study of the work of Stanislavsky, 

127Ibid. 

128Jerzy Grotowski, Towards A Poor Theatre (New York: Simon And 
Schuster, 1968), 15. 

129 August Grodzicki, Polish Theatre Directors (Warsaw: Interprcss 
Publishers, 1979), 46. 
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Meyerhold, and Vakhtangov.I30 Since then, Grotowski has praised 

Meyerhold as a great director, but his emphasis on the "trance" 

comes closer to Vakhtangov. In Vakhtangov's production of The 

Dybbuk, the beggars dance in a "trance like state."I31 These early 

studies of the Russian directors influenced Grotowski. Although his 

method is very dissimilar to Stanislavsky's, it is Stanislavsky that 

he recognized as his mentor and guide.132 Grotowski, like 

Vakhtangov continues where his mentor left off. 

Grotowski credited all of his past influences: Charles Pullin's 

rhythm exercises, Francois Delsarte's investigations, Stanislavsky's 

emphasis on physical stimuli, Meyerhold's biomechanical training, 

and Eugene Vakhtangov's attempts to combine external expression 

with Stanislavsky's method. In his Laboratory Theatre, he 

creatively synthesized all of these elements and elements of the 

oriental theatre together .133 

Like Vakhtangov, Grotowski called for an end to the old and a 

beginning of a "new" theatre. Shortly after his departure from the 

traditional theatre, Grotowski wrote an article entitled "Death and 

Reincarnation," in which he laid down the foundation of his new 

130oavid Bradby, and David Williams, Modern Dramatists Director's 
Theatre (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1988), 113. 

131 Rudnitsky, 53. 

132colby H. Kullman, and William C. Young, eds., Theatre Companies Of 
The World: Africa. Asia. Australia. and New Zeland. Canada. Eastern Europe. 
Latin America. The Middle East. Scandinavia (New York: Greenwood Press, 
1986), s. v. "Jerzy Grotowski's Laboratory Theatre," by Edward J. Czerwinski. 

133 August Grodzicki, Polish Theatre Directors, 45. 
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theatre: "The death of the theatre in its existing form seems to be 

inevitable. A nee-theatre will come into being as a new art, as a 

direct dialogue and a direct intellectual discourse between the 

audience and the actors.134 Grotowski's belief strongly resembles 

Vakhtangov's "The Artist Will Be Asked," in which he calls for every 

artist to draw their creativity from the people.I35 

Grotowski has gone further with the idea of the communication 

between actor and audience, envisioning a "poor" theatre, stripped 

of non-essentials, and relying entirely on the brain and body of the 

actor. This idea has been set out in a book entitled Towards a Poor 

Theatre. The Theatre Laboratory gave its first performance outside 

Poland in 1966, touring Scandinavia with Akropolis, and later 

traveled throughout Europe and the near East. The group took its 

production to the Edinburgh Festival, London, and even New York. 

Grotowski disbanded his company and launched a novel program 

which involved actors and students working behind closed doors 

with no audiences.136 

From his notes and letters, it appears that Vakhtangov would 

never have ventured to separate the actor from the audience as 

Grotowski has. There is the understanding, however, that 

Vakhtangov and Grotowski share a belief in the importance of the 

actor's work. It is known that Grotowski studied and understood the 

134Jbid., 46. 

135vendravskaya, Eygeny Vakhtangov, 131. 

136Edward J. Czerqinski, "Jerzy Grotowski's Laboratory Theatre." 



training methods of Eugene Vakhtangov. It might be said that 

Grotowski took the "masks" of The Dybbuk many steps further and 

took away the audience. 

64 

All of these people spread the influence of Vakhtangov in one 

way or another. Whether it was in spirit, through his directing 

methods, or the formulations that Vakhtangov made of the 

Stanislavsky System, his influence has passed through these great 

innovators and dramatists. Students of theatre in this 

contemporary age are affected by these people, as well as that part 

of Vakhtangov's legacy that they passed on. 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

Vakhtangov has become a significant influence on contemporary 

directing methods. Today, students and developing theatre artists 

are influenced by their teachers and contemporaries in the same 

way that Vakhtangov was during his life. Part of the teaching and 

influence that is happening in the theatre today is a result of 

Vakhtangov's method of directing. 

Vakhtangov's method of directing was very close to what is now 

considered the normal approach to directing. He dealt with the 

three basic ingredients of a production in order to arrive at a form: 

the text, the actor, and the audience. In his time, he had great 

success with this approach. Now it is a very common method of 

delving into the production. 

Another way that Vakhtangov influenced the contemporary 

theatre's directing methods is from the very successful productions 

at which he arrived using this approach. The Dybbuk and Turandot 

were key productions in a certain form. The Dybbuk affected the 

development of Expressionism and other forms. It also sparked 

great interest in major dramatists in Europe such as Bertolt Brecht 

and Jerzy Grotowski. Tou ran dot has been a "calling card" of the 

Vakhtangov Theatre ever since its premiere in 1922. The joy of 

creating that is expressed by Turandot has been an inspiration to 

many directors in Russia and throughout the world. 
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Another means of furthering the influence of Vakhtangov all 

over the world has been the spread of the Stanislavsky System. His 

clarifications and formulations of the Stanislavsky System reached 

everyone who has studied Stanislavsky's methods of working with 

actors. 

Vakhtangov has touched the contemporary theatre in numerous 

ways. His influence on the directing methods of today are 

undeniable. His productions sparked many experiments in form and 

style throughout the twentieth century. His productions, along with 

his work with the method of actor training called the Stanislavsky 

System, will keep his influence alive in the theatre of today and 

ensure his place in the theatre of tomorrow. 
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