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			Foreword

			I was eighteen years old when I first encountered Stella Adler. I had decided to become an actor and took the train daily from San Diego, where I lived with my parents, to the Stella Adler Conservatory of Acting in Los Angeles. I didn’t have the money to pay for school, so I was put in a work-study program. One of my many jobs was to assist Stella from her car to her dressing room, where she would prepare for her classes.

			I had read her book The Technique of Acting and carried it around with me in a backpack that contained virtually everything I owned at the time. I took the liberty of asking her to sign it for me. In it she inscribed, “The young actor wants to give back to the world some of the greatness he finds in himself.”

			Stella Adler wanted us to find some of that greatness and make us capable of imparting it to the world. One always had the sense that when she looked at you she was scanning you for the depth of your greatness and would accept nothing less. She would not stand for the diminishing of one’s self in any way. Nor would she accept any excuses that barred one from being exemplary. She refused to allow race, class, religion, intelligence, or anything else one might use as a crutch or excuse for being anything other than better than what one was.

			I can still remember Stella’s voice cutting through the dark theater where we all sat in attendance straight-backed and wide-eyed, half out of deference and half out of fear: “You must be better then what you are! You must build yourselves, your bodies, your voices, your minds, because you are part of a two-thousand-year-old tradition! You are an actor and therefore you are an artist, and because you are an artist you have an obligation and responsibility to make yourself better! You are American aristocracy!” Stella’s demand that one better oneself was really at the root of what she and her teaching were about. In that vein she went to the Soviet Union in 1934 to study the Moscow Art Theater; that same year she became the only American teacher to work with Stanislavski to gain a deeper and more articulated understanding of his “method.” 

			Although ultimately what she was after was an honest, naturalistic style of acting, her love of the big ideas of the playwrights and her keen sense of social justice drove that naturalism toward nobility. She was always worried that the naturalistic style would lead an actor to believe that he or she could drag the material down to the humdrum personalities of “stars” while missing the greater and deeper ideas of the plays. She would often quote George Bernard Shaw: “You should have to pay to go to church and the theater should be free.” For her, the theater was where we really learned about mankind and how we were supposed to be in the world. 

			An actor is as significant a part of the culture or society as any priest or spiritual teacher, and therefore the actor is of service to something much greater than him- or herself. Stella Adler understood how transformational theater and film could be and held acting in the highest regard as a vehicle for the transcendent power of the written word. The actor’s job is to ensure that the words of the great writers echo out into the ethos of our time.

			Her high ideals and devotion to the greatest and most noble assertion of her acting technique made Stella Adler one of the most influential acting teachers and theater personalities of modern times.

			It’s been a long day’s journey from the day Ms. Adler signed my copy of her acting book. I still look for that greatness within myself. I still see where I can improve. I still believe that my chosen profession is a significant art form and that the artist must be an agent of change in the evolution of humanity. I hope that this book illuminates her journey and reveals her purely original life and devotion to her craft to another generation of actors. 

			Mark Ruffalo

			New York, 2013
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			Prologue

			On a Wednesday in February of 1982 the telephone rang in Stella Adler’s Fifth Avenue apartment in New York. With a view of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, her home displayed her love of architecture and art history and her flair for the dramatic. Flamboyant yet elegant, the apartment’s Italian color scheme of gold and Venetian green theatricalized its French Provincial décor. The front rooms’ floor-to-ceiling mirrored walls reflected yet more giltwood cased mirrors, putti, and ornamentally framed portraits of her family. Baroque crystal chandeliers and sconces glimmered in the low light. 

			Where there were no mirrors, inlaid pilasters bookended mahogany walls sloping up to the crown molding. A silk brocade couch in the living room, where she may have gone to answer the phone that winter day, sat in front of a piano adorned with antique statues and fresh flowers. Across the room stood a writing desk, stenciled with gold trim and supported by cabriole legs. A Buddha statue atop a shelf somehow harmonized without being gauche under a filigree-framed painting behind the desk. Stella’s home, like the woman herself, was excessive yet tasteful. 

			It would have been early, and as Stella was accustomed to staying up until two or three in the morning, she probably hadn’t yet had her morning coffee. Perhaps dressed in a blue floor-length satin nightgown, which would favor her sea-colored eyes that changed from blue-gray to emerald, Stella answered the call. The voice on the other end was her old friend Jack Garfein. 

			Garfein was the only person Stella would not allow to sit in on her classes. “Anyone but you, Jack,” Garfein remembered her telling him.1 A talented director and acting teacher in his own right, Garfein had been shuffled through thirteen German concentration camps before he was finally liberated and brought to the United States. A lover of acting as a boy, Garfein finished high school and landed a role in a play that Erwin Piscator, the director of the Dramatic Workshop at the New School for Social Research, came to see.2

			Piscator invited Garfein to the New School, and it was most likely there that Garfein met Stella, who had been teaching acting at the school since 1940. Piscator told Garfein that he saw in him a director, not an actor. Disappointed, the young man sought out another teacher. He found Lee Strasberg, who was also teaching at the Dramatic Workshop. Strasberg also told Garfein he had a director’s eye.3 By then only twenty-two years old, Garfein continued developing relationships with theater’s most notables, including Elia Kazan and Harold Clurman, with whom he would become close friends. So it was Garfein who, throughout the years, made the round of telephone calls to the people of concern when a major event struck.

			On that day in 1982, Garfein was calling Stella to let her know that Lee Strasberg had passed away. Strasberg had suffered a heart attack and been taken to Roosevelt Hospital, where he was pronounced dead a little before eight o’clock in the morning.4 “There was a kind of silence,” Garfein recalled. Then Stella finally said, “I’m sorry to hear that.”5 There was more silence. Perhaps she glanced at the portraits of her parents: Jacob Adler in a black-and white-photo from his role as Shylock in The Merchant of Venice, Sara Adler in a sepia-toned portrait from Tolstoy’s Resurrection. 

			Stella’s parents loomed large in her life, a reminder of both the joy and loneliness of growing up in the theater. She once said that as a child she was often “left in dressing rooms. Later when I tried to create a home, it was completely an illusion of theater—a stage set.”6 Her apartment, like most everything else in her life, harked back to the era of her parents. Jacob was the first person in Stella’s life that she had loved and lost. Ever since his passing Stella had recoiled from death. It seemed unthinkable to go on with life in the face of such loss. But Stella would have thanked Garfein for giving her the news. She wouldn’t have to learn about it in the paper. Over the past fifty-five years, the man who had been at different times her friend, her colleague, her director, and her nemesis was gone.

			Stella would have dressed in black for her class that afternoon at New York University. While putting on her makeup, she may have thought it strange that she should continue teaching while Strasberg would not. Before leaving the house Stella would have accessorized her outfit with gold jewelry, perhaps a chunky chain necklace with an elaborate medallion and a heavy gold pin on her lapel. 

			Although the temperature was in the high thirties, the snow along the sidewalk began to thaw as Stella’s cab waited outside her building. Just one week past her eighty-first birthday, Stella slipped into the car, agile and youthful, her only physical complaint the Adler family curse of high blood pressure. Sitting in the warm cab, driving south toward downtown, Stella would have watched the scenery outside the window. The snow-slung branches throughout Central Park marked the ebb of another season. At Fifty-ninth Street, the city’s steel-and-concrete landscape came into view, measuring out memories. Fifth Avenue was replete with hotels, restaurants, and old haunts where Stella had stayed, dined, mingled, and even prayed. At Sixty-sixth Street she would have noticed Temple Emanu-El, the largest synagogue in the world, perhaps catching a glimpse of its wheel-shaped window, another reminder of the circle of life. At Sixtieth, the Sherry Netherlander Hotel would have reminded her of a day in 1942 when, relieved to be home after a long train ride back from Hollywood, Stella settled for a maid’s room on the thirty-first floor because her subletters were staying at her apartment.

			Going back farther in time, Stella may have recalled first meeting the diminutive, reticent Strasberg at the American Laboratory Theatre in 1927. Two original members of Constantin Stanislavski’s Moscow Art Theater had stayed in the United States to found the Lab after the Moscow Art Theater returned to the Soviet Union from their world tour. It was the first place in the United States where one could learn the teachings of Stanislavski, the Russian director who had developed a comprehensive system on acting. Stella had already been studying at the Lab on and off for two years by the time Strasberg enrolled in his first directing class in 1927.

			In 1926, during her time at the Lab, Stella’s father, the legendary Yiddish actor Jacob Adler, died. The loss shattered Stella’s world. At the time the Yiddish theater itself was expiring, and Stella was now without her first acting mentor and undoubtedly, up until then, the love of her life. It may have been something of a comfort that she had at least been enrolled at the Lab when she lost her father. The founders were Russian, like Jacob, and they focused on the actor’s service to his art, which Jacob had taught her when she was a child actor on the Yiddish stage.

			Stella’s cab drove further south, reaching the main branch of the New York Public Library, where as a teenager Stella had spent many afternoons studying anything she could find on acting. Impervious to the cold, the stone lions, “Patience” and “Fortitude,” that lay guarding the steps to the library’s entrance embodied both Strasberg’s and Stella’s lifelong careers in acting. The fact that the two most influential acting teachers of the twentieth century met while studying Stanislavski’s system at the Lab is no coincidence. Both were innately driven to deeply explore the craft of acting.

			Within four years after he began attending the Lab, Strasberg became the director of productions for a new theater company, the Group Theatre, which he cofounded with the idealistic Harold Clurman and the pragmatic Cheryl Crawford. Urged on by Clurman, who would become Stella’s second husband, Stella joined the company that would revolutionize American theater. 

			As the cab passed Madison Square Park, approaching Stella’s destination on Broadway, Stella may have recalled the first summer the Group spent at an acting retreat in Brookfield, Connecticut. That year of 1931, the Great Depression had infiltrated the nation’s psyche and set the tone for a theater group dedicated to socially relevant plays. Although Stella was not one to be part of a collective, she and twenty-seven other members were inspired by the Group’s aim of achieving truthful acting. Strasberg’s direction, which he based on the understanding of Stanislavski’s system he had gained from studying at the Lab, opened up a new sense of creativity and focus on the actor’s craft. 

			That summer Stella added her entry to the Brookfield Diary—a journal the company was keeping for posterity that set aside two days for each member to make an entry: “For the first time in many years,” Stella wrote, “I would not want to be somewhere I’m not, or be doing something I’m not doing.” Stella hadn’t felt so connected to the theater since before her father’s death. “I think the feeling that’s most completely satisfying is the fact that I don’t know where the work finishes and life begins. It’s all related, linked, tied. The problems I have are the problems the play has. The things that are truest for the play can be so for me, perhaps for everyone.” Stella felt most comfortable when life and theater were indistinguishable, although she continued to have doubts when it came to communal living, writing optimistically, “Is it possible that I’m a perfect specimen for the group? Lee said ‘no’ a few years ago.”7 And Strasberg was right. At her core Stella knew she was not a “group” person, but she was willing to sacrifice her comfort zone for the sake of the work. 

			Arriving at New York University, where Stella taught Tisch’s students in affiliation with her Studio, Stella may have thought about the summer of 1961, when she ran into the Strasberg family at the Piazza San Marco in Venice. It was the last time she saw the family while Lee and his wife, Paula, who had also been an original member of the Group Theatre, were still married. Wanting to catch up, Stella invited the couple to lunch. Always the hostess, she chartered a boat to bring the Strasbergs to the Hotel Cipriani, where she was staying.8 Over lunch Strasberg and Stella’s ongoing debate over Stanislavski’s system resurfaced. That argument lives on to this day. The question is, to what extent does an actor use his or her personal past to elicit emotion during a performance? Stella reached her class, perhaps still in Venice remembering that lunch with Strasberg, perhaps reflecting upon her own mortality.

			When she entered the room, the students could see something was wrong. Stella usually whisked in late expecting applause. Not this day. Solemnly, Stella asked the class to rise for a moment of silence. “A man of the theater has died,” she said, presiding over the moment as it was ceremoniously observed. Once the students had respectfully retaken their seats, with the same piety, as if it were an afterthought, Stella remarked: “It will take a hundred years before the harm that man has done to the art of acting can be corrected.”9

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			To say that theater was in Stella’s blood would be an understatement—the theater was her blood.

			—Peter Bogdanovich

			Stella described herself as a “Jewish broad from Odessa,”1 even though she was born and raised in New York City. She held a sentimental view of her father’s hometown, which he had had to flee in order to avoid persecution. Between 1880 and 1910 both of Stella’s parents, before they met, joined tens of thousands of Jewish refugees who sailed across the Atlantic, took in the beacon of hope held by the strong-armed Lady of Liberty, and landed among the most densely populated pocket of penury the world had ever known: Manhattan’s Lower East Side. Jewish refugees faced crowded, unsanitary living conditions and long workdays, but they were free to meet and organize, publish materials, and, at least in the case of Jacob and Sara, pursue a life of acting in the Yiddish theater, which had been banned in Russia. 

			Although they went through some rough times at first, by the time Jacob and Sara met and married they had helped pioneer the Yiddish theater in the New World, allowing them to build an upper-class life in a home significantly north of the Bowery. By 1903, two years after Stella was born, Jacob had leased his own venue, the Grand Theatre. Located on the corner of Grand and Chrystie Streets, in a site at the northern end of the area that is now Chinatown, it was the first venue in the city built specifically for a non-English-speaking audience. The building had a Beaux Arts façade and was split into two halves: the Grand took up the side facing the street corner and had a gallery at its entrance, framed by simple pillars and a large marquee running vertically along the building’s edge featuring its name. A comparably sized sign reading “Jacob P. Adler” formed an arch over the entrance of the two-thousand-seat theater. 
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			When Stella was born at home at 85 East Tenth Street on February 10, 1901, she entered a world in which her role was assigned: the fourth and last daughter to be inducted into Jacob’s troupe, the Acting Adlers. Named Ester, the appellation never stuck. She was always called Stella—as if the celestial legions had already appointed her their namesake. 

			The Adler children born ahead of Stella had each been initiated into the stage as soon as they could walk. When the eldest, Nunia—nine years older than Stella—enrolled in school, her teacher insisted the girl appear well groomed, her chestnut hair plaited with ribbons. Wanting to oblige, yet having no ribbons, Jacob took it upon himself to braid the child’s hair, using swaths ripped from a bedsheet as ties.2 Once, while traveling to tour abroad, Nunia became seasick. Accustomed to Jacob’s renown, she asked her father to instruct the captain to turn the ship back. It was the “first shock in her life,” her daughter later wrote, when she realized the ship wasn’t heading back to shore.3

			The legend surrounding Jacob’s prominence nevertheless persisted. Nunia’s two daughters, Lulla and Pearl, noticed how others deferred to their grandfather. Lulla remembered playing with her sister on a wide avenue in midtown Manhattan one afternoon. Pearl grabbed some apples from an outside vendor’s bin and threw them across the street. When a policeman came along to ask her what she thought she was doing, Pearl replied that her grandfather owned the store.4 The girls were under the impression that the great Adler owned everything in New York City. 

			After Nunia, Sara and Jacob had a son, Jay, whose outgoing personality charmed audiences. Like many naturals, he took his talent for granted, spending his time in the streets rather than at rehearsals, mingling with boys who knew nothing of stage life, hoodlums who spent their days swindling for change, playing stickball, and, when all the mischief was spent, loitering outside storefronts to make fun of the passersby. Jay was “neglected by the family,” Stella remembered, “but he had the heart.”5 When Jacob discovered Jay had pilfered money from a savings account set aside for each of the children, he whipped the boy with a belt. No matter how hard Jacob was on Jay, his wayward nature always landed him back in trouble. It wasn’t surprising that his future would involve petty crime and, in the manner of many of the Adler men, womanizing. 

			A year after Jay was born Sara and Jacob were performing at the Chestnut Street Opera House in Philadelphia. According to the New York Herald Tribune, “It was in between the matinee and evening performance that Julia (six pounds of her) first saw, as they say, the light of day.”6 Julia was the singer in the family, which pleased Jacob, who wished he had musical talent himself. 

			Two years later, a fair-haired girl arrived. With her gentile looks and willingness to please, Stella became Jacob’s favorite. Luther came last in line. As the youngest, he was given more leeway and less attention than the elder siblings, but he was as aware as they that the theater came before everything else in the household. Once during Christmas, while the Acting Adlers were on tour, an adult gave Luther a peppermint pinwheel candy in honor of the season. When he returned to the hotel, Luther sat on the rim of the bathtub and studied the treat.7 It held all the connotations of family and Christmas that he had never experienced—not because the Adlers were Jewish, but because there was no sense of family tradition during events like holidays or birthdays. Whether it was the Sabbath or somebody’s wedding day, there was always a play to put on. 

			In 1903, when Stella was two years old, a pogrom in Kishinev, Russia, resulted in the deaths of forty-nine Jews and left an estimated two thousand families homeless. In response, Jacob taught Stella a four-line Yiddish verse. Together they embarked on a tour of lodges (the modern equivalent would be community centers) throughout the Lower East Side to collect money for the survivors. Jacob would carry Stella up to the stage, her wavy golden locks and sea-colored eyes already an attention grabber. On her father’s cue, Stella would stand on a table, throw her arms out to the audience, and cry “in a voice that carried to the farthest gallery”: 

			Jews, for the love of mercy

			Give of your charity

			For the dead, burial—

			For the living, bread!

			As soon as she spoke the last two lines, Jacob would begin to “go through the audience, stovepipe [hat] in hand, repeating, ‘For the dead, burial. For the living, bread!’ Men wept and emptied their pockets. Women with no money to give threw their wedding rings into his hat.”8 Jacob would lift Stella into the air and present her to the overcome spectators. 

			Eight decades later, at a tribute to honor Stella’s career, she recalled a memory similar to the Kishinev tour, attributing to how common it was for Stella to accompany Jacob on his theatrical and political endeavors. Stella remembered being three years old, standing atop a table. She described how the actors would tell Jacob he couldn’t “coach her [Stella] and give her lines and expect her to wait and get her cue,”9 but Jacob insisted Stella could do it. Retelling the story eighty-four years later, Stella still remembered the rhyming Yiddish verse, the way adults remember nursery rhymes they were taught as children: “God is just in his judgment / One must never say that God is bad. / For God knows what he does / and he never punishes anyone without reason. / For God is just in his judgment.” A teary Stella then explained how her father lifted her up and showed her to the audience, “and they screamed because they knew I couldn’t talk . . . that I was a baby; that I was being trained, and I was being loved.”10

			Stella’s childhood association of being trained with being loved informed her developing sense of self: love was earned through performing. When she recalled this moment in her life, Stella reveled in the memory of being held by her father and adored by the audience, a feeling of wholeness she would try to recapture throughout her life. There, in the theater, she was supported both physically by the arms of her father and emotionally by the crowd. It could never get better than that. 

			Small wonder Stella spent the rest of her life, as most people described it, “always onstage.” Some thought it was an actress’s conceit. For Stella, it had started out as a purposeful affectation, impersonating her parents, but like the British cadence of her speech (none of which her siblings possessed, as they too were all native New Yorkers), her larger-than-life presence became as natural a part of Stella as her unfettered laughter and alabaster skin.

			Sources vary as to Stella’s age during her stage debut in the play Broken Hearts, giving it as anywhere from three to six years old. But the play first opened in September of 1903 at Jacob’s Grand Theatre, so Stella would have been two and a half years old. The play could have been revived when Stella was older, but given the play’s scenario—that of a woman exiled for having a baby out of wedlock—it is more than probable that Stella played the heroine’s baby.11 In the introduction to her father’s memoirs, Stella wrote, “My first feeling of self, my first true consciousness was not in a home . . . but in a dressing room.”12 Stella would spend the next twenty-six years performing in Yiddish in the Yiddish theater.

			
				[image: Eagle_300dpi.jpg]
			

			During the first decade of the twentieth century, when Stella was working as a child actress, the Lower East Side was the most overpopulated area in the world. The immigrants resided in tenements that had been originally built as one-story row houses.13 During the 1840s, when an influx of mostly German and Irish immigrants arrived, these houses were built up to five and six stories high, each flat typically consisting of three areas measuring only 325 square feet. The front “room” had access to open air, but the other two—a cooking area and a sleeping area—were unlit, airless cavities. Within such confines, the greatest danger came from the infectious diseases that spread through the tenements block by block—cholera, typhoid, diphtheria, and tuberculosis—killing and crippling the residents of the ghetto.

			Stella probably never set foot in a tenement, but she did witness the conditions in which its residents lived. They had no room for indoor activity outside of eating and sleeping (and such sweatshoplike work as sewing). Their daily transactions, whether in work or at play, were conducted on the streets. Here, on her way to the theater—with her father, an older sibling, or an actor from Jacob’s company—Stella observed the people and activity. The ghetto teemed with throngs in typical Edwardian dress. Unlike the early days, when Stella’s parents struggled to earn a living in the Yiddish theater, by the time Stella was a toddler Jacob’s Grand Theatre was generating a lucrative profit. There was no need to slit bedsheets for hair ribbons. Stella would have worn a lace-trimmed blouse and knee-length skirt with an ornately trimmed hem, woolen stockings, and black patent-leather shoes. Her hair would have been curled in ringlets, like that of most girls of the day, tied with ribbons to match her skirt.

			Stella saw the squalor, smelled the sewage, heard the clamor of children and adults scrambling to earn a living. A shopkeeper would stand outside his door to welcome passersby in order to attract customers, offering a smile to Stella. In turn, Stella would have noticed his clothes were well maintained and clean, even if they were worn out. As an adult, Stella was known to use a safety pin to stand in for a missing button or broken zipper and for buying secondhand clothes even when money was not an issue—her immigrant mentality immune to symbols of social status.

			Working-class women could be distinguished from society ladies by the quality of the fabric of their dresses, but most conspicuously by their hats. Everyone wore them, men, women, and children alike—a tradition Stella would have a difficult time relinquishing even after formal headwear went out of style. Upper-class women donned broad, top-heavy affairs adorned with everything from stuffed birds to floral bouquets, while a working-class girl might have a straw number, still broad, but not as ornate. It was the belle epoque—even shopgirls dressed in the fashion of the day: bodices with sleeves that puffed at the shoulders and slimmed at the elbows, a belted waist, and ankle-length skirts with narrow-toed shoes. 

			Stella would sometimes ask to stop and get a bite to eat before beginning her day’s work at the theater, her mouth watering from the smell of blintzes filled with cheese, potatoes, or prunes. On any corner, she could have a snack and hear the merriment of familiar religious or folk melodies sung by street peddlers. Culturally, she came from the same stock as the ghetto dwellers. These people were her brothers and sisters, and her audience—although, unlike them, she could not fathom sacrificing a meal in order to buy a ticket to the theater. 

			Unlike most other immigrant populations, Jews had
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