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APOLOGIA AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

SPEECH IS NOT PROSE—no matter how eloquent—especially when spoken by a great actress whose repertoire of inflections, tone shifts, accents, emotional tics, volume, speed tunings, and myriad other vocal nuances defy rendering in print. Conversely, reading is not hearing. Listening to Stella Adler’s words is a more powerful experience than examining transcripts of them.

One can do either or both at the University of Texas’s great Harry Ransom Center, which houses an enormous cache of hundreds of Adler’s audio and videotape lectures, along with thousands of pages of selected transcriptions. They are indexed as well as the center’s resources allow, and people who wish to dip into them or search a general topic may do so. But it’s an embarrassment of riches. The problem is too much, not too little. How to distill it? Turning such massive raw material into a unified text is easier said than done.

Repetitio est mater studiorum—“repetition is the mother of learning”—the Jesuits of my youth decreed, and Adler, like other legendary pedagogues, employed a great deal of it in the course of a course. Yet repetition is the mother of boredom (and critical brickbats) in print. Nobody is, or could be, Stella Adler’s ghostwriter. But someone had to be her editor—to collate, condense, and integrate her lectures as seamlessly and unintrusively as possible. The editing challenge was to remove much of her intra- and inter-lecture redundancy while retaining her most essential, recurring mantras. Sifting through three thousand pages, it was fascinating to see how many different ways she could find to say, “Don’t go to the goddamn words!” or “In your choice lies your talent.”

That latter dictum haunted me in agonizing over which plays to include and exclude in the volume at hand. Stella Adler and I had discussed and quickly agreed on the Europeans—Ibsen, Strindberg, and Chekhov—for Volume I. But sadly, her death just five weeks later meant we never had time to settle on which American playwrights to incorporate in Volume II.

In the end, I let her determine that by way of a simple quantitative measure: Tennessee Williams, Arthur Miller, and Eugene O’Neill were the shoo-ins, along with Clifford Odets, Adler’s closest playwright-friend during their heyday in the Group Theater. Her lectures on those four writers (individually) were more numerous than on all the others combined. But which of their plays to include, the better- or lesser-known ones? There’s no debating the relative importance of A Streetcar Named Desire vs. The Lady of Larkspur Lotion, or Death of a Salesman vs. After the Fall in theatrical history. But theater, like music, gets dull when restricted to the Top 40. Vicky Wilson and I sought a balance between her revelatory take on the popular staples and her unique unveiling of some obscure ones.

Thornton Wilder and William Saroyan were personally, as well as professionally, beloved by Adler. They demanded inclusion. Her esteem for the plays of William Inge and Edward Albee meant they would round out the second quartet of writers.

Stella and I intended from the outset that her two books should appeal to general readers, not solely (or even mainly) to theater people and scholars. The latter will, I hope, forgive her frequent paraphrasings of dialogue and my conflations of certain lectures. I’ve tried, in this volume, to accommodate critics of the first volume who wanted more footnote explications, without condescending to the cognoscenti who didn’t, and don’t. If not satisfied with the results here, those critics can go directly to—other sources.

One can find less opinionated, cantankerous sources—and greater individual authorities on O’Neill, Odets, Williams, et al.—than Stella Adler, but no better font of insight into all of them. It is The Big Picture she gives us. She was a Buckminster Fuller type, a universalist among the specialists, not college-taught but theater-taught—a tougher matriculation. The case can be made that she was the most compelling acting teacher of twentieth-century theater, as well as its greatest voice.

Literally. Her unpredictable bursts of trenchant, dagger-sharp, Yiddish-based humor reached withering heights when directed at students. (“One of us is going to win,” she told actress Kyra Sedgwick during a classroom argument. “Which one do you think it’ll be?”) She was like her voice itself: grand, commanding, intimidating, pontifical, and majestic—in service to the redemptive glory of theater.

Now and always, it is a mesmerizing voice to hear.

*   *   *

In the beginning … the genesis of the Stella Adler books emanated from my brilliant friend and editor Victoria Wilson, followed by a lengthy exodus of my wandering through the analytical desert. She and her patient assistant, Carmen Johnson, are most responsible for leading me out.

Helen Baer, of the fabulous Harry Ransom Center, was invaluable. There is no better, more state of the art, user-friendly archive in captivity. Copy editor Patrick Dillon made countless invaluable contributions. I am very grateful as well to Ellen Adler, Tom Oppenheim, and the late Irene Gilbert.

Maria “Selma” Ciaccia was and is, simply, the greatest researcher, supporter, and technical assistant anyone could ever have. But I could not have done the job without the crucial ongoing help of Ben Paris, Myrna Paris, Ron Wisniski, and Randy Eugene. Additional thanks to Leland Scruby, Allison Drash, the great Brothers Mandelbaum at Photofest, long-suffering Dan Strone of Trident, Merica and Brian Frost, Pamela and Todd Loyle, Attila Li, Tim and Kay Menees, Sean Connolly, Cathy Henkel, Daniel Schwartz, John Barba, and Austin Sillman.

This book is dedicated, on Stella Adler’s behalf, to all actors and artists: “Life is boring. The weather is boring. Actors must not be boring,” she said. “Life beats down and crushes the soul, and art reminds you that you have one.”

    

BARRY PARIS                  
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
February 20, 2012        


ONE

ACTOR VS. INTERPRETER

THERE AREN’T two actors in the entire Western world who can really play King Lear. I’ll tell you something, there weren’t two actors in America they could find to play Willy in Death of a Salesman, because of the size of the character. There aren’t many who can play these parts. It’s a big stretch for an actor to live up to the playwright. But you can’t do less.

If you say “I’m an actor,” people think you’re an idiot. You come from an American tradition where the actor is buried by the government—or worse, where he is invited to partake in the government.1 The term “script interpretation” is a profession; it’s your profession. From now on, instead of saying “I’m an actor,” it would be a better idea for you to say “My profession is to interpret a script.”

Let’s start with this: I don’t care what you think about me—good, bad, indifferent—and I don’t care what I think about you. It’s a fair exchange. You have a lot to learn, starting with an understanding that your concept of the theater is the least responsible of any country in the world. I want to make you responsible for being an actor.

You have to come from a tradition where the actor has a better reputation and rightly deserves it. We don’t, because our theater has changed so that it’s not really much of a theater anymore. We’re a film-and-television leftover. That’s going to be pretty permanent, but it doesn’t have to be fatal. After all, the Greek theater is still around; it’s pretty old. The word theater itself comes from the Greeks—it means “the seeing place.” It’s the place where people come to see a spiritual and social X-ray of their time. The theater was created to tell people the truth about life and the social situation.

Your job is not to “act.” Your job is to interpret. You can’t go on the stage as you are. There are no criteria now, good or bad. Everything is in transition. That is not unusual in history. The French Revolution was a transition. The Great Depression was a transition. During that collapse of our economy, we changed from being a middle-class audience into a lower-middle-class audience with money. We are in transition again now, and if you understand that, you will start to understand something about American theater, which is also in transition.

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, American theater was just fooling around. I don’t know what we were doing. Nobody does. But I know there were authors called Tolstoy, Chekhov, Andreyev, and Evreinov in Russia; in Germany there was Goethe; in Czechoslovakia there was Čapek; in France, Claudel.2

From Goethe on, all these very, very good plays existed in Europe. We didn’t have that. But we played their plays. We saw them and acted in them. I acted in one called Bloody Laughter3 and didn’t understand one word of it. I acted in a lot of plays that were so grown-up, while I was an un-grown-up American who didn’t know it was my responsibility to understand what I was doing.

Once the playwright has written the play and the play is here, he’s done his job. It’s closed. It lies there. Then it hangs around for people to see or read or study or act in. It is an extremely difficult literary form, that little play—so few pages. That’s a difficult form and one that’s not understood. He has done his job; then you come along. You say, “What’s my job?” You don’t know your job. You don’t even know the name of your job. All you know is, “There’s a play—I’ll act!”

A play has two aspects/essences: it is divided into the literary side (the playwright’s) and the histrionic side (the actor’s). The histrionic side belongs to the actor and to what he puts into it, how he thinks, what he says and understands through it in his mind, his soul, his background, his culture, his personality, his whole being.

That histrionic side of the actor is what he is and what he adds to the play. The play is dead. It lies there. The other side is the side that people fool around with. That’s what makes a man say “I want to be an actor.” He’s no shmegegge;4 he wants to play King Lear. He wants to play Hamlet.

I remember a man coming to my father once and saying, “I’ve been working on Hamlet for five years.” His name was Jack Barrymore. He was working on The Living Corpse5 and he played it well. He worked hard at it and then he worked himself into becoming a drunk, a bum, because the transition happened: the transition from a place called the theater (and Broadway was part of that) into a place called the movies. He was called out to do the movies, and he was not a man who understood the movies, even though he beautifully understood words.

So when the playwright’s job is done, you come along and say, “I’ll take it from here and just say his words.”

But you can’t just take his words, because the words, by themselves, won’t help you. You have to take his soul. You have to take his life, his experience of life, his ethic, what he has said to the world. I’m talking about real playwrights. I’m talking about plays that have in them enough to change the thinking of the world. The thinking of the whole world was changed by Ibsen. Nothing was ever the same after Ibsen, because he was a man who, through his craft, through his talent, was able to say the truth. He was able to say it to a certain kind of audience.

His audience was not the king—not royalty or aristocracy. It was you. You were a new audience, something that was happening, and he was telling you the truth.

Are you mature enough to take on the Greek classics? I don’t know. You would have to study Greek art and architecture and movement. You would have to learn that the temples of religion were connected with the gods, the temple of art had to do with the mind, and the temple of the body had to do with what it was to be a man in Greece. You’d have to understand how the discus thrower and the masks were part of that. To be a Greek actor, you’d have to do a lot. First of all, you’d have to look at the statues and architecture. That’s the least you’d have to do—something to understand Greek philosophy.

You are involved with a movement that’s two thousand years old, the first movement of a theater that had a text and a value that are still handed down to us. A major part of Greek culture is in our culture, although we don’t use it; it’s still there. If you go back and study it, you would have a much more serious attitude toward your background. You don’t have enough of a serious attitude toward your theatrical background. It’s not really your fault—it isn’t offered to you.

Understand your profession: “Interpretation” means that I’m going to find the play and the playwright in me. I’m not going to do Ibsen if it’s Chekhov. I’m not going to do Chekhov if it’s Strindberg. I’m not going to do Strindberg if it’s Shaw. These are different playwrights with different minds, and they say different things. The things they say will stay in literature forever. They want something. They have the mind to say something. They find the form to say it.

An actor has to be big, enormous—a giant. His mind, his feeling, his ability to interpret must be that of a giant.

You have to find the character and the place that he is working in. You have to be able to wear the costume. You have to use the words. You have to have the ideas. You have to have the back of the ideas. You have to experience the ideas. You have to have the soul of the ideas.

Shaw didn’t act. Chekhov didn’t act. Strindberg acted. It led him to the insane asylum. He was there for a long time … These men were connected with different kinds of theaters. They were the great Europeans.

We’re going to do Odets, Miller, Wilder, O’Neill, Tennessee Williams. They are the great Americans. The American problem of interpretation is very different from the European. I told you that Mr. Barrymore said, “I worked five years on a play.” He certainly didn’t work on the words, did he? Everybody knows the words: “To be or not to be, that is the question.” It’s not the words. It’s a specific author in a specific moment in history and a specific style that he worked on.

I’ll say it again: every playwright writes in a specific moment in history. He does not write your history. He’s not writing about Reagan. That’s not his president. It may be Wilson or Roosevelt or Jefferson. There’s a difference between Reagan and Jefferson that comes out of the time. You can’t put Jefferson in Reagan’s time or Reagan in Jefferson’s. Every play comes out of the author in a special moment in history, and there’s a special style that goes with that moment. Mr. Jefferson was very close to the French government. He understood and was educated, had a great deal to do with foreign countries. I don’t think Mr. Reagan went abroad unless he was paid for it. Every writer writes in his style. The style comes out of his moment in history.

The Greeks wrote in their moment of history. Shakespeare wrote in his. Chekhov wrote in his moment. Odets wrote in his. If you agree that the moment in history determines a great deal of what the playwright wants to say, then you will not say “I think I’ll play in Shaw” without knowing the moment in history that created Shaw. Shaw influenced the whole British government! He was influential enough to make a big impression on English society through his dynamic work.

When you do an author, you must know him. If you don’t know the author, you’re crazy. You must understand him and his time, not your time. Your time is quite easily understood. You live in a very industrial moment. There are cars. There’s electricity. There’s manufacturing. There is science. It’s your time. It’s not Shakespeare’s time. There’s no electricity in Shakespeare’s time. The time element is the most important thing: the moment in which your playwright is writing; the ethic of that time—the fact that women are sitting here in pants—is very different from the ethic at the moment when Mr. Shaw wrote his plays. There were no [women in] pants. The fact that you wear pants means that a lot has changed. The fact that your hair is cut long or short represents a tremendous change in world circumstances. Walking around in the streets with long hair down to your waist was a sign of insanity not too long ago.

If you went out on the stage in Samson and Delilah, you would be considered insane just because you had long hair. It belonged in the bedroom or in the hospital. It did not belong in the drawing room.

Your profession is to interpret, and you have to interpret your time. Your time is different than any other. It is an industrial and scientific time. If you understand that, you will understand also that with it goes a certain kind of ethic. In a previous time, most people went to church. Then Mr. Darwin came along and said, “Never mind the church. You came from a monkey, so shut up about it—you don’t need a God.” But a lot of people said, “I don’t care if I came from a monkey—I still feel like I came from God.” Then Freud came along and said that people’s confusion came from their psychological inability to solve what was going on in their inner self. He saved a great many people from the insane asylum. Then another kind of a man came along, Mr. Einstein, who changed the world by making the physics of the universe clearer. His scientific mind changed the world.

The world gets changed by certain people. They can be scientists or writers. Listen to them. You don’t listen well enough. I want you to gain an understanding of how to listen. All your life you have thought you listen, but you have heard only about one hundredth of what was said to you because you don’t understand that true listening is something that comes from your soul, your blood, your concentration, your mind.

Listening is a very difficult thing. You must acquire the asset of listening with all of your instinctive abilities.

If you speak about the English actors, you would say that Olivier has a lot of craft, which means he has the essential beginnings with which to interpret. If you have the craft of the piano, you have the beginning of being able to play the piano with talent. There is no profession without craft, except yours.

Do you understand the difference between craft and the result of craft, which is talent? Nobody says “I want to play the piano at Carnegie Hall” before they take some lessons. You can imagine what it would sound like.

As an actor you need craft. Mr. Olivier can hold the curtain up. He knows how the play is built. He’s thought about it. You could say he knows how to act. He knows how to handle the part. If you talk about Ralph Richardson, you’d say he knows how to handle the part and you don’t have to worry about him. Sometimes you have to worry about Mr. Olivier, because his craft is bigger than his talent, greater. But once in a while he will give a great performance.

Craft is the basic thing in the beginning of this work for you to understand: it is your handle. It is not your talent. But you must have it. The pianist has it. The flutist has it. The painter has it. Everybody has it except the modern actor. We don’t have it, and therefore we have very few actors. We have nobody that we can send to Europe. Well, we can send a type to Europe. De Niro would be a very good type to send to Europe.

But everybody is suited for more than what they look like. For instance, you know what I look like. You’ll tell me the truth, and I don’t want to hear it: I look a little like an ex-Hollywood star. I’m rather pretty and graceful. I have a lot of assets, but I’m really a character actress. I played servants, peasants, secretaries, queens. I played every goddamned thing they could think of when they couldn’t give it to anyone else.

It was terrible. If they couldn’t get a character actress the right age, they gave it to me. When I was ten, I played my father’s mother. I was in London, I had to do it. It was all right. It’s all right to have scale. Your scale has to be large enough. But I’m afraid your scale is “I am me and I like me and I’m going to show me!”—hoping that they’ll buy you, the way they buy the cloud or the rain or the river they need for the shot. “That’s a good rain, let’s photograph it! It’s a wonderful river—the best river we ever found—we’ll photograph that! That’s a good actress—she’s short and fat”—or “tall and thin”—“exactly what we want!” She is what they want. So’s the dog they choose. I played with Asta—and he was the best actor in the company.6 I told him to sit up—he did it. He did everything right. That’s very good, but it’s not acting. So we can’t just say about you, or anybody, “He’s got a lot of craft. He studied with Stella Adler”—or Uta Hagen or Lee Strasberg. “Give him a try at King Lear.”

Once there were auditions in California for King Lear and a thousand people came to read, and one man with a Yiddish accent said he wanted to play Lear. They said, “You can’t. We won’t give you an audition.” He said, “You give me an audition—you’ll see.” The director said, “But you speak with an accent.” He said, “Never mind about the accent.” So they let him audition, and he got up and said [with perfect accent], “Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more!” The director said, “You speak perfect English!” He said, “That’s acting.”

He was right. The accent must be perfect. It must not be “worked on.” It’s got to be perfect. Your job is mid-Atlantic English. [Speaking affectedly:] This is not American English. This is a British affectation which is peculiar to their culture. They do very well with it. They conquered the world with it.

It’s a façade and they can’t get rid of that façade. That’s why they can’t play modern plays: that façade keeps away the truth, which is a very bad thing to keep away in our modern time because that’s what we’re after.

We have other faults. [She mumbles:] Nobody knows what we’re saying. We’re sloppy and vulgar and miserable. I was starring in London once, and I went into an expensive store— Black, Starr & Frost—and asked for something and they said, “Yes, Miss Adler, where should we send it to you in England?” I said, “I’m awfully sorry, I don’t live in England. I live in America.” They said, “Oh, we thought you were English.” I said, “No, just affected.”

The affectation may or may not work in life. On the stage here, it’s mid-Atlantic English. I can work in all the other plays because I can play the accents. That’s craft.

But it’s not talent.

We really don’t trust the talent because of the lack of craft. We trust the craft more than we do the talent: “Maybe he won’t be great, but at least he won’t let us down.” It’s very important to keep the curtain up.

We’re going to the American playwrights. How many people here are just interested in literature? A bunch. You don’t want to act; you want other things. I’m glad. I wish there were more. To take the course because it’s about literature is fine. If you’re here because you’re interested in being a stage designer, that’s fine, too. I’m not speaking only to people who want to act. To interpret means to interpret stage design, lighting, scenery. All this is part of acting. The actor has to train himself as soon as possible, as soon as he’s smart enough, to understand directing; to understand the other characters; to understand sets, lighting, costumes. Don’t come to just show yourself on the stage ’cause you’re special. You’re not. You’re a dime a dozen.

What I’d like you to get is a kind of size where you know your profession in the way that Stanislavsky did. I can’t tell you how much he knew. I’m the only American who worked with him. God did it. Once in a while, God does something; he put Adler together with Stanislavsky and a great deal came out of it—for me and for you.
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Stella Adler as mob moll Claire Porter in W. S. Van Dyke’s Shadow of the Thin Man (1941). Her hat rivaled Myrna Loy and her perfume ruffled William Powell. (Illustration Credit 1.1)



The audience is interested not just in acting but in the literary side of the playwright; that has to come through. There are statements in every play. Get to know how they work. Every play is external. It isn’t internal. It isn’t in you, and it’s not going to be—not if I’m around!—until you pay a real price for it. A lifetime’s price, like every poet or writer pay.

“Lovely play,” you say. “Brilliant!” But what are you going to get out of its words? Nothing. So we start with the outside. It starts outside, on the page. You begin with those externals. There’s no other way to do it. The externals come partly in sentences, sometimes in monologues, but finally through the two things YOU have to bring to it: study and instinct!

I went up to Harvard to study psychology once. A very interesting course was being given there. I did my homework a little. My blood told me it was necessary, and I believe in blood. I believe in that thing in us that is eternal and true.

My husband, Mitchell Wilson, was a physical scientist, an assistant to Fermi, the great physicist at Columbia, and he told me a wonderful story. Once there was an equation up on the blackboard, and Fermi and three of his Nobel Prize colleagues were standing there, looking at that equation. The three said, “It’s right.” Fermi said, “No, it’s wrong.” They said, “How do you know?” He said, “I feel it.”

I feel it. I sense it. I know when something’s true. I know when it’s a lie. I told you that story because we think of science as being cold. It isn’t at all. By the way, Einstein didn’t have his physics books or formulas handy when the fourth dimension came to him. He was sort of having coffee when it suddenly came to him. “My God, that’s it!” Then he fainted. It put him to bed for weeks.

Thousands and millions of years are in us. I’m going to treat you as if you were millions of years old, not just pishers on the street. I want you to know that the most important thing in opening the play is to know the circumstances.

Where does it take place? Is he writing in Venice? Is he writing about the Venetian war with the Greeks? Are you in a garden in 1870 or 1970? Is there a thunderstorm? In 1970, you have something that diverts lightning from striking your house. In 1870, you could not divert it. It struck your house, and your house burned down.

Time and place give you a great deal—the social circumstances. An actor who doesn’t know where he is is crazy. You must know on the stage that you’re in the garden, in prison, in an insane asylum, in a house, if it’s 1870 or 1960. You’ve got to know where and when. This is a crucial part of craft.

The only person who doesn’t know where he is is an actor. A girl got up the other day to do a scene and didn’t know where she was. She went from there to here. She started sobbing. I said, “What are you doing? Don’t you know that the cheapest thing in the world is beauty and temperament? Don’t you know that every stinker has temperament? Every cab driver has temperament. You’ve got temperament. So what?” She didn’t know where she was stepping. She didn’t know if she was in a room or a garden or an airplane. She was “acting.”

You have to know what class you come from. You have to know the season, the ethic of the time, the morality of the time. You must know that every play starts with the present but every play has a past. If you don’t know the past of your play, you don’t know your play. This is technique. This is craft. The play is in the present, but it deals one million percent with your past.

There’s a doctor who comes to you because he wants to make money, and there’s a doctor who comes to you because he’s interested in science, and there’s a doctor who comes to you because he works for the poor. It’s not in the play. It’s behind the play. The past is the actor’s job. That is where his talent is.

When Karl Malden came to the class, I said, “The actor’s job is to provoke himself and his own talent. For that, his character has to have a past.” He said, “That’s all. I got it.”

A big part of that is knowing your social situation. You are now in a situation where there is 10 percent unemployment, there’s rampant divorce and sleeping around. It’s a change in morality. Mugging in the street is a big change in America, compared to when I was young. You live in a highly industrial, capitalist society. Reagan’s in the White House. We are gearing ourselves up to spend an unprecedented amount of money so we’ll have enough armaments to wage another war. The reason we need another war is economic. We can increase our economy by making enough armaments to sell to the world.

What is your attitude toward that? Toward the church? You have to know. You have to know what job you’re in, what education you have. The social situation is what makes the writer write the play. In Odets’s Awake and Sing!, the mother had to work because the father had to go to school. He was weakened. The son didn’t have money, so he didn’t go to high school. The girl slept with the boarder because she no longer had the home training of discipline.

Work on the social situation of the play. If you don’t know it, you can’t work on the stage. Don’t be dumb. You have to develop enough technique to be able to handle the play.

You are in a different time and situation because you have something new: you have movies. Movies are mostly action. You are mostly interested in what’s going to happen. Is the guy going to win or lose? Escape or get caught? Live or die?

It’s fine. But it’s not going to help you to understand Strindberg or Pinter or the American playwrights. There is virtually no writer in movies who has a signature. Hitchcock, maybe. But usually you don’t know or care who wrote it. There is not one playwright who does not have a signature. The signature is the size of the man who is giving it to you as a collaborator, and you must become as big as the writer because you will be with his ideas, with his mind.

Who is the most important element in all theater history? It is the actor. “Did you see Kean in King Lear?” The growth of the actor is what people want to see, and what you should want to see in yourself.

You gave this up for movies. Take it back again. Take it back so that we can work together.



1 Adler is speaking in 1983, during the Ronald Reagan administration.

2 Leonid Andreyev (1871–1919): prolific Russian playwright and novelist, who combined elements of naturalism and symbolism in such works as He Who Gets Slapped (1922). Nikolai Evreinov (1879–1953): Russian symbolist playwright and director. Karel Cˇapek (1890–1938): the most influential Czech social- and science-fiction writer of the twentieth century, who wrote such plays as R.U.R. (1921). Paul Claudel (1868–1955): French poet and dramatist most famous for verse dramas conveying his devout Catholicism.

3 Ernst Toller’s 1931 Sturm und Drang play in which a German soldier returns from World War I a wrecked man, astonishing sideshow crowds by biting the heads off guinea pigs. (“They want blood? They get it.”)

4 Yiddish show-biz term for “fool” or “second-rater.”

5 John Barrymore played Fyodor Vasilyevich Protasov in Redemption (1918), an English-language version of Tolstoy’s Living Corpse.

6 Adler co-starred as an impostor-villainess with William Powell, Myrna Loy, and Asta, the wirehaired terrier, in Shadow of the Thin Man (1941), the fourth of the Nick and Nora Charles detective films.
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TWO

OVERVIEW

AFTER SHAW’S HEYDAY came an international war, and this war had a profound effect on the theater. It’s impossible for you to know how to work in a postwar theater unless you understand the new nature of it. Our American theater—the theater as a big force—started only after the First World War.

You live in a moment where you don’t quite understand what happened to America in World War II, let alone World War I. It is impossible to act in the American play unless we go back and see that the American play really starts with O’Neill. But in order to get to O’Neill, you have to know what was before him.

Before O’Neill in this country, the play was for business, for success, for the star who brought in money, for its fashionableness to an audience. The theater was nothing more, and not thought of as anything more, than a place of amusement.

The theater had already cracked through in Europe, but Europe was very far away—it took seven or eight days to get there. In Europe the play form had already arrived somewhere; Europe was always able to articulate in the arts what it wanted. It had a kind of theater that didn’t exist in America.

The world war came along and something happened. Americans interested in theater became aware of an enormous movement that hadn’t touched them before. New ideas hit our playwrights and intellectuals. The result was chaos—complete chaos.

O’Neill understood for the first time that the theater was a platform that could be used to express modern sociological ideas. Should the family stay together? Should we overthrow the king? Should we undergo psychoanalysis? All this was modern. Nobody had ever thought or done anything about it before. Realism was modern, antirealism was modern, surrealism was modern, expressionism was modern. All these things overwhelmed the new American theater man, who said, “If I have the possibility of a platform like this, I have to really do something with it.”

These new ideas, new forms, new styles coming into American theater challenged the deepest thing in American society, which was materialism. Theater was the first art form that challenged the “goodness” of the fact that America is the richest, the most successful, the most powerful country in the world—and that challenge has never stopped since.

There were no big differences in the society here. There was no king, no peasant, no aristocrat, no huge gulf between the middle and working classes. Our play form therefore could not grab hold of the revolutionary idea “Let’s get rid of the upper class, up with the lower class!”

But the society had one great thing: it had unprecedented energy, energy that went into making money and to holding on to what it got—what we call rugged individualism, a fantastic, unprecedented belief that every man can make good. It did not go to manners, it did not go to elegance. The American writer wrote about Americans; he did not write about the idle gentry or any subjects that didn’t affect his life. The thing that affected his life was that enormous energy, strength, vitality, desire to grow, enormous everything, but not much tradition, not too much hanging on to fixed things. The world became unfixed.

This is the key to American plays, which expounded what we were: nothing is fixed. No religion is fixed, no family is fixed, no property is fixed—nothing gets rooted long enough for it to hold on.

The European theater at this time had five or six aspects. There was a tremendous movement for realism, which is the social play that says, “Let’s fix society,” the play that says, “If I show you this problem, then you’ll understand and maybe fix it.” In reaction against it was the counterrealism that flourished all over and said, “Let’s put poetry back! Let’s put everything back, because realism is pulling us down!”

These were large things. What happened in Europe, especially in Germany, was that the war provoked strong ideas in every writer, not just to alter the form but to find new forms—“Let us exhaust what happened to us in the war!”

In Germany they found expressionism; in France they found surrealism; in Russia, constructivism; in all the countries they found symbolism—all coming out of a need to find form. They had the content, but the old forms didn’t work as a way to express themselves anymore.

Those postwar styles are what you have inherited: a lot of impassioned speech, a lot of propaganda, a lot of sex, the real and the surreal—now you’re walking on a cloud, now you’re in a room, now you’re not in a room. The shifting sets, the plays about half-reality, half-fantasy. Another kind of play dug into the inner situation: “What’s the matter, what’s the matter?” “I don’t know, nothing can fix me up.”

All this self-revelation in the European theater finally hit America. You have inherited all the schools. We didn’t create any one school. You can’t say there is any American equivalent of Brecht, who made an absolute new form called the epic theater.

We can’t say, like Meyerhold,1 that we created constructivist theater, in which every actor had to be an acrobat. But we can say we mixed them all together, and that is our contribution. Any play in America can go from realism to the other forms. The American didn’t care what he did, and in that way he made a form. No American playwright feels he fits into any school. A man like Maxwell Anderson wrote poetic plays, then alternated naturalistic plays, then propaganda plays in between—he wrote in every form. Odets tried most forms. He tries out everything in Waiting for Lefty and Awake and Sing!

You must understand this historically so that you are not ignorant of what’s happening. Every one of these plays wants something—“I want social reform!” “I want psychoanalysis!” “I want poetic prose back in the theater!” “I want realism!”

Why realism? Because the authors had not been able to agree on or invent a single new dominant form, individually or collectively. The realism most of them settle for is not a high social realism. It is not Ibsen, it is not Strindberg, it is not in that big tradition. It isn’t the realism which warranted the breaking away from artificial drama into something that was going to reshape the world. But the subject matter is new, and realism permits the audience to understand it.

Now, suddenly, all these “issues” are bombarding you. You can’t sit in a room for five minutes without somebody trying to explain their insides. It is not a very logical procedure. It’s not an orderly process. If you say “I’m sick inside,” that “inside” is not something everybody understands. You try to follow a stream of consciousness, and it’s hard. If you go in to your grocer and give him your stream of consciousness, he won’t know what to do. He’ll know what to do if you cry.

All these new ways—the psychoanalysis, the breaking away, “I don’t care about objectivity, I’ll make expressionism! I’ll say what I feel!”—it was something big that hit painting, music, and theater at the same time.

Now, how are you going to act those forms? There is nothing the matter with the theater. There is only something the matter with the actor, who doesn’t understand that he has to deal with form. You must understand that acting is only valid if the form is there. For you to be real is not to be realistic. It is to understand that Nora’s problem is universal. All wives all over the world are going to solve this problem if you solve it.

O’Neill does very good realistic plays like Anna Christie and Beyond the Horizon. His issues are large. But he is pessimistic. He says there’s no way out, every man is groping blindly, nothing and nobody can save him. That’s why he is so passionate. The thing that holds you together is smashed. There’s no religion to hold on to, they don’t do what the Catholic playwright in France asks or what Gorky prescribes for society in Russia. Sometimes you get propaganda, but the great American playwrights write with tremendous energy, tremendous darkness, tremendous pessimism, tremendous hope.

Don’t approach O’Neill without giving him his size. When you read O’Neill, I want you to see he recognizes the futility, whereas the Europeans say it can be straightened out. To be lost in Ibsen, to be lost in Strindberg, is to be groping to solve something. O’Neill is very influenced by Strindberg.

But Mr. O’Neill doesn’t do it like Mr. Strindberg. He vomits it through layer and layer and layer until the deep sickness finally comes out. He digs and digs and digs until the person says, “YES, I WANT TO SLEEP WITH MY MOTHER!” and has to kill himself.

The style of O’Neill touches all forms. There is no other like his. O’Neill writes in an extreme form. Don’t always demand a term. “This must be naturalism,” “That’s expressionism.” The signal to look for and obey, to be able to act it, is knowing what provokes it: these are characters who are fighting, struggling to break through!

O’Neill is looking for the form as much as you are. In his every play, he’s looking and trying to break through. The difference between him and the Europeans is that O’Neill’s dumb American—the hopeless one, the one that doesn’t know, the one who can’t talk—is articulate. That’s what makes the drama. This is a marvelous thing for you to know, and I’m giving it to you: up here you must be able to express your inarticulatenesss. In life we are often inarticulate victims, but on the stage we articulate.

The king used to speak like a king, poetically. Take the king away, and you have a new kind of grotesque king talking on the stage. Don’t be afraid of talking it out, of finding a way out of it, of saying, “I don’t know, and because I don’t know, I’m going to talk to you about it.” These are plays where you speak! The author makes you struggle for your voice. The common man has a voice. You can’t go into O’Neill without knowing his sociological and historical moment in the theater.

That moment gave birth to Greenwich Village, Off Broadway, the Provincetown Playhouse, the little theater that became the big theater. And then came another theater—“I’m going to say what I want, I’ll do Ionesco!”—and from then on, it’s a fight for form and content and a mixture of both.

With the emergence of O’Neill and Provincetown, you got the American onstage in every form, the American man, woman, child, goof, southerner, plantation owner, worker—everybody got onto the stage. You would never have had all these classes and the desire to explore their concerns before Mr. O’Neill. There would be no small art movement in the theater.

You belong to a movement that became articulate. For God’s sake, educate yourselves so you are not somebody who just wants a job on Broadway! Know what you’re headed for. When we started out in my day, we knew what we were headed for. You knew you weren’t going to make 5 million dollars playing Ibsen. You wanted to go to Greenwich Village, you wanted to lose yourself. The artist was against Main Street, against Babbitt, against settling. The aim of the artist was to live dangerously, not securely. The aim of the actor was not to be recognized quickly but to find his theater, his way, what movement he belonged to, not the solution to his economic problem.

There is nothing money can buy for O’Neill or an O’Neill character, no security you can provide by giving him property. He and his people knew they were only able to accomplish what they wanted a little bit, by knowing that is was their destiny to fail. If he was in love, it was doomed, because love couldn’t succeed. If you find your sweetheart at the end of Anna Christie, the sea is against you, the cosmic fate is against you. Nowhere do you come around the corner and see the light. The audience in O’Neill’s time connected with the idea that neither the iceman nor anybody or anything else could really be saved.

Your American audience aims at success, meaning money. It’s not a natural ally to the playwright. There’s a big mix-up. The playwright represents a minority voice and always will. The audience, by nature, is against what the playwright says, by virtue of being in a business that says, “Gee, to be successful you don’t go against, you go with, the tide.” The playwright says, “You’re a schmuck! You have to break away!”

O’Neill got drunk, from an actual and an intellectual point of view. On the one hand, he was influenced by European theater. On the other, he was brought up in a melodramatic theater—his father played the Count of Monte Cristo—and understood that he had to be theatrical. “Theatrical” means all kinds of tricks—lights, music, thunder. O’Neill uses every trick. He is theatricalized. He comes with his bag of tricks and says, “I’ll use masks, drums, inner stream of consciousness, everything. I don’t want to take out the theatricality, I like it, I love it!”

O’Neill draws character better than anybody else on both continents—better than Shaw. He doesn’t trust you to your own devices, like Shakespeare. He tells you how to speak, what kind of accent, what clothes to wear, how your lipstick should look—everything he can do to draw a sharp characterization. Read the opening of Mourning Becomes Electra for character. Then read the opposite of it in the opening of Anna Christie.

This is the key to opening up O’Neill. You need to open up in acting, to be aware of what produced the style. Explore it, dig into the historical need for the style. In a quieter period, where a style lasted a few hundred years, the actor was settled. He didn’t need to ask questions. But in an unsettled theater like yours, no style can last that long. You must be responsible or you’ll play all plays as if they were the form you know. When you had a little horse and carriage, you knew the road. When you can travel to the moon, you know that something else will come soon.

The only thing that’s the same is having babies. The emotional things that tie you to life are not different. But the author wants to break out of those things. The plays we’ll deal with revolted against unpoetic expression. They use what we call poetic prose, which is higher than poetry and needs a fuller thing from you—it needs more.

Poetic prose in our time is a great deal more veiled than verse poetry, because it has size. It has elegance, the beauty of language, depth of soul, magnificent ideas—don’t belittle it. It creates the enormous characterization O’Neill gives many of his small roles. He likes salty speech, he understands better than anybody else that small characters must all be very sharply drawn and have an ear for language.

O’Neill feels everything that’s going on underneath. It isn’t just a plot, it’s what’s going on farther down. A lot of the plays are terribly in torment, which comes out of the need for some solution and not knowing how to find it. He’s groping in the dark—without a church, without a neighborhood, without tradition, without security. His plays reflect that more and more as they move closer to the Second World War. Nobody is anchored. It’s as if a wind were blowing them all around, with nothing to latch on to. Bring that out in O’Neill.

He couldn’t solve anything, but he’s a fighter. He had this devilish Irish insight: “I know what’s going on here, and I know there’s something else going on, rumbling underneath.” He says the social problem is a matter of fate, of struggle, of inner torment. It’s unsolvable, and he becomes violent and emotional about it. It will help you to know this in the plays. He uses common people. The characters are symbols. They talk a lot about roaming. Many of his characters have no place. They don’t know if they should stay or go back and risk being wiped out. In Long Day’s Journey: “I’m only at home if I become like the bird.”

You can’t play that unless you understand that O’Neill says man is displaced. At one time man said “I’m going to God,” but now he doesn’t know where he’s going. So he runs around like a chicken with his head off. He is a restless wanderer of the earth. He can’t settle—and won’t settle—for a social solution. He is trapped.

If you understand this, you’ll understand a lot about the American theater.



1 Vsevolod Yemilyevich Meyerhold (1874–1940) was an actor and director on the staff of the Moscow Art Theater, where he pioneered many avant-garde productions, staging symbolist plays, using constructivist sets, and employing all manner of futurist experimental techniques.




THREE

BEYOND THE HORIZON

(1920)


SYNOPSIS OF BEYOND THE HORIZON: Robert and Andrew Mayo are totally dissimilar but bound by strong brotherly affection. Frail young Robert, so fond of books and dreaming, feels “the far places of the world beckon alluringly.” Andrew’s hopes flower in the homely tasks of the farm. Both of them love Ruth Atkins, the pretty daughter of a neighbor. At the outset, Robert is on the eve of departure for a world voyage on his uncle’s ship, but when he learns that he is Ruth’s choice, he promptly if regretfully gives up his plans for sailing. Elder brother Andy announces he will sail in Robert’s place. But Rob is unfit for farm responsibilities.

The family sinks into poverty. In a fit of anger, Ruth confesses to Robert that Andrew was the one she really loved. Soon after, prosperous Andy returns for a visit and tells Rob he is over his old affection for Ruth. She reacts hysterically to that news. When their child dies, Robert loses his last interest in life. His own death from tuberculosis is near. Ruth confesses to Andy that Robert knows the truth. Andrew makes her promise to tell Robert she really loved Rob all the time. But when she enters the bedroom she finds that Robert has already passed beyond the horizon to the fulfillment of his longings.

—B.P.1



O’NEILL WAS A GENIUS, and Beyond the Horizon is the best representation of human passion and restraint in American playwriting. It is his first full-length play. There is a great amount of hope in it. O’Neill goes full circle from Beyond the Horizon to Long Day’s Journey into Night, his last play—from hope to night, night symbolizing darkness and death.

O’Neill got born in this country and knew that the big problems here deal with the human being. You will learn from the play how human the being is. You don’t have a chance to learn that in your own personal life, because nothing means anything anymore: the boss doesn’t mean anything, the children don’t mean anything, the parents don’t mean anything, God doesn’t mean anything, living alone doesn’t mean anything. It’s all crumbling.

The plays mean something because they remind you of who you are and what you are. An O’Neill play is a teaching form. It teaches the truth.

This play is going to be about family life (most modern plays from 1860 on deal with family life). The circumstances: it’s rural America, a farm. It was written about 1920. Every play takes place in the present. Every present has a past. The play is as valid as the time in which it is written—the playwright experiences his own time.

The actor must redo the creative work of the author in developing the past. The play will lead you to think about the past—to arrive at it. Knowing the past life of the character makes the actor own the part. Every play exists in a social situation, and the most important thing for the actor to work toward is understanding that situation. It shows you the way of life—creates the plot, conflict. It includes the political structure, economic structure, religious structure, family structure, morality, ethics. Know the period! Go into the literature, art, music—research. Get pictures. What do the houses look like? The clothes? The land? Understand the land. The farm belonged to you. The connection between land and man is mystical, biblical.

In O’Neill, it doesn’t matter what you give the land; it gives back nothing. There’s a knowledge that you are alone—you are not social on a farm. There is isolation. Women work—they chop wood, milk cows, feed chickens, wash, cook, clean. Man and woman work together to survive. Read Chekhov’s peasant stories. Get close to peasant life—the body of a man working difficult land, the difficulty of getting food and water. Life is involved with death. We have lost the sense of physical pain, physical difficulty, the physical life—outhouses, getting water in pails, no telephones, no communication. The work leaves no time for thinking. Don’t identify peasants with mind. Think on a very simple level. What are the appetites of family life? Where do the food and drink come from? What do they need money for?

With Beyond the Horizon, we have a poetic play where sickness is a symbol. It’s not good to make a poetic play too literal. Give it a sense of size. Tackling this too realistically is not right for O’Neill. He is beyond the real.

In this play there are two forces that belong to each other, symbolized by the two brothers, Robert and Andrew. Robert is a dreamer, a poet. He is described as a “sickly specimen.” This is the way O’Neill says he is special. To know what special is, you have to know what average is: in O’Neill, it is the desire for material things, mindlessness, unselectiveness, lack of awareness. What is special? Being ethical, not driven to materialistic things—being selective, disciplined. Robert says, “I can remember being conscious of it first when I was only a kid.” Conscious of being different. He is a dreamer. An exceptional man needs to dream. When you dream, you lose the reality, the pain. Robert’s mother pushed him aside—he didn’t exist for her. He didn’t bother anyone. He was always quiet, even before he was sick. What didn’t he do that other children do? What did sickness keep him from? He didn’t learn how to deal with other people; he didn’t play with other children. He was left to himself, and his self had to find other things. The structure of pain in man has so many levels. Don’t make it small.

You are responsible for knowing what is different and special in his set of circumstances. What did he withdraw from? He withdrew from the smallness of his surroundings. He lives on a farm. The humdrum of farm life is revolting to him. He has visions of adventures. In his monologue, Robert says, “I used to be sick and Ma used to take me to the west window and I looked out beyond the horizon.” The west symbolizes distance, and endlessness. Being at the west window gives him a vision.

The opportunity to go on the voyage with his uncle is the answer to a prayer. It’s the only thing he really wants. The sea is a symbol of endlessness, as opposed to the rooting of a man tied to the soil, to the daily routine of the farm, to being landlocked. The land is a symbol of the material, the taking of the dream away from man. Robert says he was always alone and he always needed to be quiet. He lived intensely in his own world. He made pictures of faraway places—pictures that are very large and have to do with the mystery of the world: the sky, the sea, and the road. Those are symbols. “The road leads me beyond the horizon.” He recognizes the long road and interprets it. He says the long, long road of life leads you to the sea. O’Neill says the land eats you up, destroys you. All corruption takes place on the land; cleanliness of soul comes out of the sea.

Robert’s interpretation of the world is not the usual one. Don’t pull it down, don’t make it pedestrian. He is not looking to build a railroad. Robert is comforted by the beauty of clouds, the sunset from the west window. There are voices calling him to go. The illusion of going is part of that dream. He is reaching for something that means more but is not conveyable. He always knew his destiny. That’s why he left college: his vision and the voices calling to him were so clear.

Robert has a special way of talking. In American literature, it’s poetic prose, prose made poetic through ordinary speech. But it is not done in poetic form. The poetic character is intensely aware of the world, of understanding what there is out beyond. He understands in depth, not in facts. The poetic character goes with fantasy, playing with fairies, little people he creates to speak to him—and he does this without shame. It is very hard for someone overhearing that to connect with it. His brother, Andrew, says that is just nonsense. Robert has a part of him that connects with another world, and so has O’Neill—always looking, always dreaming, connected with nature. He has no time to be “here,” with what is going on around him. He connects over “there,” loses himself in a world that is far away. He chooses the road for company because he and the road are going to search for life together. It is mysticism. It is very hard for him to convey his thoughts to another person. That is why he ruminates: “When I was a child, I looked at that road, and it called me and I wanted to go out and I promised that someday I would go out, and those voices didn’t leave me. I still hear them calling, and I go out to see the sunset—that’s the road I’m going to take. I’m not just going to die, I’m going to go beyond.”

The play is about how America ticks. Andrew is a very American type. In the first scene, he comes in and says, “Gosh, you do take the prize for day-dreaming! And I see you’ve toted one of the old books along with you … What is it this time—poetry, I’ll bet.” The book falls and Robert says, “Watch out that it doesn’t get dirty.” And Andrew says, “That isn’t dirt, that’s good clean earth.” His eyes catch something and he reads: “I have loved wind and light, / And the bright sea, / But, holy and most sacred Night, / Not as I love and I have loved thee.” This is because he is in love, and everything reaches out in this expansive feeling.

Notice the difference between the two brothers. Andy says it isn’t dirt but good clean earth. Who “belongs”? When man knows that it’s earth, to grow grain, what kind of a man is that? The earth means something to him—life. Robert is alien to running things, fixing things—against the grain. Andy is the grain. He loves the earth. But he leaves the earth and then loses that thing which is deepest in him. When you lose that thing which is deepest in you, you go off on a false road. You have lost your way in life. If you lose your way, then you substitute other things for it.

O’Neill deals with that: people lose their road because the country has sold out for money, advantages, cars—things, things, things. Materialism does something to people—to the soul—from the Bible on: Moses took the golden calf and smashed it because it pushed his people down, vulgarized them. Robert doesn’t understand the earth. How could he, when he calls it dirt? He understands two things—truth of life and, beyond that, the spirit. People like that cannot be rooted down to a job. They don’t know how to cope with that material side of life.

Ruth and Andrew grew up on farms as neighbors. They were like brother and sister, brought up together. She doesn’t have much education, but she talks a lot. You get her class from the way she says “Maw”—she’s a rural, middle-class farmhand. At one time Andrew was in love with her. How did he love her? The period didn’t have sexual permissiveness. It was an innocent love. In the twenties, if a man wanted sex, he went into town and saw a whore. There was no sex before marriage—you held hands, walked together, maybe gave the girl flowers. Man and woman did not easily embrace. “I love you” was a declaration of marriage.

The father, Mr. Mayo, represents a tremendous force: he’s head of the family. He is America. The land is America. He says, “You’re a Mayo, and I have inherited this land from my father.” He foresees that this handing-down from generation to generation—the chain—will be broken because Robert doesn’t belong to the land. Andy did. The father is angry when Andy leaves the farm, but he is not just angry about that. You must find out the epic size of that anger.

There is a tremendous love between the brothers. The passionate way Andy responds, the restraint of Robert: we have lost this tragic sense of family life being split up. Today you don’t stay on the farm—we are a mobile society. Ruth doesn’t want Andrew to go away. Their inarticulate farewell and Ruth’s emotional outburst are crushing to Robert’s dream. Ruth and Robert make a fatal mistake when they marry. His failure is to love somebody who doesn’t like him. In the first scene she says, “Let’s go, let’s not look at the stars, let’s go—dinner is ready.” The minute you hear that, you realize Robert is making a fatal mistake. She doesn’t like books, she doesn’t understand the spiritual side of him. What does a woman do in a marriage when she doesn’t love the man? Does the man continue to love a woman that doesn’t love him? You eventually learn in your life who is emotionally on your side and who is not, in spite of your feelings.

Sex or love is to O’Neill a force, but it’s a dark force which leads you away from yourself. It can lead you right into death. Love has a side of it that is sexual, the love mate, which leads you away from your goal, from your true nature, and we see invariably in these plays that it is a destructive force. It will destroy you unless you are able to control where it leads you. Robert has a sense of the marriage bond—his ethic or relationship to her is on such a high level that he can’t just break away and leave her. He couldn’t make himself do that. He had promised himself to her in the deepest sense, which is the sense of marriage. Falling in love here is different because of the nature of family life in the twenties. The meaning of love was marriage, not sex. Love is on a very high plane.

One of the things that happens in the play is Robert’s struggle against Ruth’s nagging at him, belittling him. It is very American for a woman who is dissatisfied to nag. The mother, Mrs. Atkins, nags at Ruth, blames everybody: “The idea that you let him come to meals at all hours, I never heard of such a thing. You’re too easygoing, that’s the trouble.” Ruth says, “Do stop nagging at me, Ma, I’m sick of hearing you, I’ll do as I please about it and thank you for not interfering.” This you don’t get in Europe. You get a fight between a man and a woman, yes. But the American woman is irritating to the end. This nagging gives her husband the sense of inadequacy. His only consolation is his books and his daughter. No modern play ends on an up note about marriage.

With the infinite possessiveness of the mother over the son, the relationship between the wife and mother-in-law is very difficult. The daughter-in-law feels great isolation. It is not pleasant for her. Think about the conflict between incompatible people living in the same house—the anger that accumulates from incompatibility. It’s not really living. You feel poisoned inside. Ruth is angry, not sad.

Ruth talks of the farm being run-down—what does that mean? When something is run-down, there is trouble. She talks about losing land—what does that mean? The farm is not running properly. That makes a big difference in attitude to husband and wife. If you lose the land, your
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