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A system behind the System: but is it Stanislavski?
Dr Ysabel Clare
Abstract: This paper outlines the results of a study of Stanislavski’s fictional training texts, and addresses the difficulty that emerges because they were unexpectedly found to indicate a coherent system behind the System, provoking the question: but is it Stanislavski?
The study focused exclusively on the narrative of exercises in An Actor’s Work. Form revealed content: examination of narrative patterns facilitated the discovery of underlying conceptual constructs. The structure of the narrative appears to deliver a systematic encounter with a spatial adpositional model in which bodily experience originates the sensory, spatial and relational terms of inner experience, which are then applied back onto the body. Experience is embodied, and embodiment is experienced.
During the training, and within the framework of the gradually emerging spatial adpositional model, Stanislavski teaches his students to manipulate naturally occurring experiential phenomena in specific ways for the purposes of acting. Addressing the subject of human experience alongside that of acting truthfully, Stanislavski uses the parallel to shed light on both. 
Training is thus a process of learning to manage and direct attention deliberately within the potentiated subjective experiential environment. Truthful acting, or living through the given circumstances, is reframed within this attentional environment as the creation of attention fields with which the actor enters into a specific spatio-temporal relationship that remains generative during performance. 
The system behind the System may correspond with contemporary neuroscientific developments. However, if a systematic, practical cognitive model can be derived from a problematic sample of Stanislavski’s work, is it still Stanislavski?
Keywords: Stanislavsky; Stanislavski; System; An Actor’s Work; acting


When I first read An Actor Prepares,[endnoteRef:1] over 25 years ago, I was profoundly affected by it: I felt that Stanislavski was speaking directly to my experience; reading my mind even. Somehow I could see what he was saying even when he wasn’t saying it. My intuition was therefore that there was something implicit about the content of the book; something of which I was not at the time consciously aware but that materially affected my experience of reading it. As Jean Benedetti comments when writing about the process of translation: “There are passages which almost defy comprehension... You can see what he means but the words get in the way.”[endnoteRef:2] Despite the difficulties of the text, I had no difficulty understanding it: there seemed to be non-verbal meaning that pertained regardless of verbal impediments. I felt that this deeper and more profound meaning might be the real reason why, as Sharon Marie Carnicke put it: “To this day, theatre professionals tend to position themselves in relationship to him.”[endnoteRef:3]  [1:  Stanislavski, An Actor Prepares.]  [2:  Benedetti, Stanislavski and the Actor, viii (my italics).]  [3:  Carnicke, Stanislavsky in focus, 3. ] 

Years later, when I came to research this most influential of texts on acting, it was intended as the starting point for a more extensive study of 20th Century acting practice. In the event, Stanislavski’s text, in both translations, became the sole focus of the project because it generated so much information.
In this paper I will propose that a specific model of human process – a model of experience – underlies the System of acting expressed in Stanislavsky’s An Actor’s Work: a system behind the System.[endnoteRef:4]  I will explain how the model was found, outline it, show how it is used for the process of acting, and ask whether the discoveries are attributable to Stanislavski, human nature, or simply confirmation bias on the part of the researcher. By the end of the paper, I hope to have shown how this model sheds new light on Stanislavski’s System and contextually reframes the work of the actor. [4:  Both English translations were investigated:  An Actor Prepares and Building a Character, both translated by Elizabeth Reynolds Hapgood and first published in 1936 and 1949 respectively, and An Actor’s Work, translated by Jean Benedetti and first published in 2008.] 



Methodology: form
It is necessary to outline the methodology used during this research in some detail. Because it was not predesigned, but responded to the material itself, the story of its evolution reveals significant aspects of the nature of that material. 
The original objective of the study was to seek to articulate the underlying experiential grammar of the System, and to do so by exploring the implicit aspects of the narrative of actions in An Actor’s Work. To begin with the text was taken at face value as an account of practice. The question posed was, what does Stanislavski have the students in the text actually do to learn the System, and what can be learned about the System from what they do? 
Although it was known from the start that the focus would be on the actions – in the form of the exercises outlined in the text – the question of how to analyse those actions was uncertain. Early attempts were frustrated by the density of the text and by failure of the material to accommodate expectations that the exercises would be found to direct students’ awareness to and around their felt experience; a hope that had been aroused by a pilot study analyzing the language patterns used in Carole Zucker’s contemporary interviews with actors.[endnoteRef:5] Stanislavski’s texts were very different, however, and at this point it certainly seemed that, as Roach observes, “Stanislavski’s theories defy tidy summary...”[endnoteRef:6]  [5:  Zucker, In the Company of Actors.]  [6:  Roach, The Player’s Passion, 206.] 

It had become clear that expectations were unhelpful, it would not be possible to impose order on the material, and that if there was an internal logic it was not yet evident. Furthermore, I now realised that the imposition of a pre-existing taxonomy might miss crucial information. A methodology would therefore have to respond to the text; to be allowed to emerge from some kind of active engagement with the material itself, challenging though this might be in its lack of direction. As Bateson points out: “…an explorer can never know what he is exploring until it has been explored.”[endnoteRef:7] As it turned out, this early failure was crucial to the eventual success of the project, because it prevented the limitations that might have arisen from the imposition of personal assumptions by provoking a genuine sense of not knowing what might be found or how. [7:  Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of Mind, xvi.] 

Beginning anew, a wide-ranging survey of the texts was now used to gather basic information about exercises. It was cumbersome and almost as long as the original. However, the complexity of the data prompted the creation of tables – one for each exercise - for visual ease of reference, into which all this information could be translated. This was more useful, as it enabled tracking of multiple strands of data as information which could be visualized, cross-referenced and teased out using colours and layout. The success of these tables (97 in all, covering both translations and Parts I and II)[endnoteRef:8] in facilitating at-a-glance surveying of information and pattern recognition encouraged further use of tables as an analytical tool. The next stages of research consisted of repeated sweeps of the text at increasing levels of detail and with progressive analytical focus following emergent patterns.  [8:  Samples are found in Clare, “A Study,” 417-423.] 

The first noticeable pattern to appear was the comic effect of Kostya, the putative diarist, writing at some length about how successful he is once he has mastered an aspect of the work, typically at the end of a chapter, only to be followed by a puncturing of his pride as he lets himself down at the beginning of the next. Second to emerge, and also comic - in its predictability - was a section in each chapter in which students repeatedly misunderstand and make mistakes before being corrected. Third, and paradoxically, chapter openings seemed consistently unpredictable, and strikingly different from each other. 
These characteristics were recognized as reminiscent of aspects of the disposition of classical rhetoric, which divides an argument into six distinctive parts.[endnoteRef:9] While it is not inferred that Stanislavski used this structure deliberately – a supposition that would be beyond the scope of this research – it was possible to use the similarity for the purpose of analysis, to discover whether there were consistencies in the ordering of exercises. [9:  These were developed by Cicero and Quintilian. Aristotle had originally stipulated that the disposition of an argument required two parts – statement and proof. (see Cicero “De Inventione” and Connelly “A Function of the Classical Exordium”). ] 

Potentiated by this model of narrative sequencing, the order and type of exercises within each chapter could be plotted. Broadly speaking the opening is surprising and proves that there is a problem (Exordium); a solution is introduced (Narration); the principles of the solution are established (Division); and then re-iterated (Confirmation). The solution is then applied evoking potential difficulties - opposing arguments - that are stated and disproved (Refutation); and the conclusion exemplifies its effectiveness and appeals to the audience (Conclusion).[endnoteRef:10] [10:  This paper deliberately follows the same structure.] 

Using tables and colour coding it was clear to see that the position of a given exercise in this structure correlates with its function and that this is consistent across chapters; particularly so across a central group (Chapters III-XI). Here, each kind of exercise typically occurs once in a chapter, with the occasional extra exercise in which detail is elaborated (Confirmation), and multiple extra exercises in which mistakes are made and corrected (Refutation).[endnoteRef:11]  [11:  This is clearly seen in a graph of exercise distribution by narrative category (Clare, “A Study,” 164).] 

The exercises in each chapter could then be tabulated to explore them for other consistencies. Because distinctive types of exercise emerged during this process, they could also be gathered together in groups - the introductory exercises, the opposing argument exercises, the concluding exercises, and so on – and examined for further patterns, now focusing on the hypothetical purpose of exercises and exploring their effects as they were attempted in the narrative.[endnoteRef:12] This revealed that there was a distinctive pattern of progress – retrospectively self-evident – in which students would begin by being unable to execute a particular aspect of the System, glimpse moments of success, discover a variety of ways to fail and be taught how to address them, and eventually succeed. The details of these patterns of failure and success throughout the whole text could now be mapped.[endnoteRef:13]  [12:  These can be found in Clare, “A Study,” 189-196 and 457-469, and Clare, “Stanislavsky’s Quest.”]  [13:  The detailed table of failure and success can be found at Clare, “A Study,” 199 and Clare, Stanislavsky’s Quest,” 153.] 

The two patterns originally identified by their comic effect were now literally reframed: contextualized within the framework of the progression from failure to success. First, Kostya has to succeed completely and write about it as fully as possible from his own perspective because on the page, this subjective account is the window through which the reader vicariously experiences success from the inside, by identifying with him, and they might as a result be able to recognize that success in themselves if and when it happens. As I have concluded elsewhere, it is imperative that… “Kostya may not always succeed, but he always succeeds in the end.”[endnoteRef:14]  [14:  Clare, “Stanislavsky’s Quest,” 155.] 

Second, the mistakes made by both Kostya and the other students can be re-interpreted as a purposeful subtractive process. It was now possible to see that throughout the text, once a new principle is introduced, attempts to apply it result in a specific range of mistakes and misunderstandings, each addressed and corrected before success is eventually achieved.[endnoteRef:15] A simple example is found in Chapter VIII, the subject of which is the sense of truth. Kostya attempts the physical actions required in the Burning Money Etude. He repeatedly fails, is coached by Tortsov, and improves, only to fail again at the next level of specificity. Each mistake and eventual success takes him closer to the detailed physical actions that render his acting truthful.[endnoteRef:16]  [15:  A principle can be applied too much (Kostya’s counting units, for example) or not enough. Awareness and success can build slowly (Kostya’s self-communion) or quickly (adaptation). Understanding can occur immediately (Vanya’s adaptation) not at all (Leo’s imagination), or be intellectual and therefore partial (Paul). Emphasis on feeling is represented by Maria, Sonya shows off. Grisha overacts and disagrees with everything – a useful tool for the writer to provoke any necessary elucidation in the text. ]  [16:  Stanislavski, An Actor Prepares, 133-147, An Actor’s Work, 160-185.] 

By learning that ‘this’ and ‘that’ are possible but not advisable for the actor, the student can more precisely understand what ‘the other’ – the choice that makes for truthful acting – actually is and how to embody it. It is a process of experiential elimination in which the distinctions between the embodiment of the failure and that of the success allows for more precise sensatory identification of the successfully applied principle or technique.[endnoteRef:17] Rather than attempting to define or specify the experientially undefinable, the subtractive process allows for the work of the actor to be situated within the range of options available, refining the desired choice.  [17:  This is the case both on the page and in the studio. Evoking comparisons draws attention to nuance and minute distinctions in experience, awareness and behaviour. The necessity to do so when writing about practice arises because the work of the actor is experiential and embodied – as indicated by the subject matter of the two parts of the training text in Russian: Perezhivanie and Voploshchenie - and both are intrinsically resistant to verbal reduction. Eliciting distinctions between what works and what does not goes some way to ameliorating this problem. This is further explored in Clare, “Stanislavsky’s Quest”.] 

It was at this point in the study that the importance of the narrative context of the exercises became clear. The book does not contain an account of practice, or a suggested lesson plan. Taking it at face value at the beginning of the research was now revealed to be a category error. At its heart is a carefully designed sequence of exercises and imagined engagement with those exercises, concocted for the benefit of the reader. Kamotskaia and Stevenson are highly critical of Stanislavski/Tortsov’s pedagogy and the order in which aspects of the System are introduced.[endnoteRef:18] But the students’ mistakes are not a result of student ineptitude, nor of pedagogical shortcomings. The fact that Kostya and the other students do not always succeed is deliberate: their struggles and failures are there for a reason. Stanislavski had chosen to include them, teaching by example – both positive and negative - on the page.  [18:  Kamotskaia and Stevenson, “Decoding the System,” 265-282.] 

This was not all, however, because if the failures and successes appeared to form a pattern designed to identify minute distinctions in experience, these same experiential distinctions must somehow comprise the content of the training. At this point the study had revealed how, but not what. What was the experiential content and how was it possible to use the patterns and structures to reveal it? The answer was found in the relational principles underlying the work of Gregory Bateson.
Methodology: content
Bateson (1904-1980) was a mid-twentieth century linguist, philosopher and thinker who combined approaches from biology, psychology, anthropology, cybernetics and information theory to what he called epistemology, or thinking about thinking. He was critical of the deductive and object-based nature of traditional logic because he thought of it as a constraint, preferring what he thought of as a more transformational and generative process of thinking that re-defined mind and suggested patterns that connect human process with evolutionary biology, cybernetics and systems theory. Bateson was interested in the relationships between concepts, rather than in defining the concepts themselves. At the heart of his work are three propositions: difference, re-iteration (differences between differences) and abduction (other differences of the same type). The fundamental relation is difference. These basic relational distinctions are, Bateson asserted, the basis of everything from the simple cell division that results in human life to the most complex creative work such as Balinese art. These distinctions are repeatedly evoked in his collection of essays: Steps to an Ecology of Mind.
Applying these principles to this research meant recognizing that rather than focusing on the failures and the successes as such, the important information lies in their relata: in the differences between them and in the context in which those differences occur. It has already been established that the process of experiential comparison of failure and success is essential to the training. It is perhaps self-evident that the difference between doing something the wrong way and doing it the right way is the lesson that must be learned. It could be called a transformation. If this study sought the underlying principles of the System, perhaps they might be exemplified in the transformations.  
It was, however, apparent that these experiential distinctions between failure and success could not, by definition, be communicated in isolation. Any given transformation was inextricable from and only meaningful in relationship to the particular set of failures and successes in which it occurred. 
For example, in the second exercise in Chapter III, Maria has to search for a hidden brooch on stage. At first she ‘acts looking’ but forgets to actually look. Tortsov threatens her with losing her place at the school if she cannot find it: now she ‘actually looks’.[endnoteRef:19] The difference between the ‘acting’ and the ‘actual’ is the experiential transformation. The cause that precipitates it is the relatable imperative. This gives us a brief glimpse of the relationship between inner and outer action, and also demonstrates that this relationship is visible to onlookers. The transformation is a contextual shift in the inner action, but we need the comparison between Maria with and Maria without it in order to identify it as such: it is the shift between the two that transforms.[endnoteRef:20]  [19:  Stanislavski, An Actor Prepares, 37-40; An Actor’s Work, 40-42.)]  [20:  If this exercise is taken as a full example of the principle of action it will inevitably fall down. It is only an introduction and forms part of the whole chapter/lesson.] 

Thus, and in accordance with Bateson’s principles, the relata are crucial. It was therefore necessary both to identify the transformations and to map their context. This radical shift in focus led directly to the discovery of the system behind the System because the successes and failures turned out to generate a field of alternatives that gradually accumulated during the training. This systemized range of experiential possibilities could be collated, and together comprised a coherent and cohesive subjective model of experience. Furthermore, this provided a clear experiential context within which the appropriate choices to facilitate experiencing-for-the-actor could now be re-situated. 
The mistakes made during the fictional training are therefore doubly essential. Not only do they reveal distinctions, but they also serve to evoke the range of possibilities within which those distinctions are made, and those possibilities are the very terms of reference within which the distinctions must be framed in order to make sense. These mistakes cannot be dismissed as ineffective teaching, simply a narrative strategy or a means to enliven the material: the actor must learn not only the appropriate choices, but in order to do so must experience the inappropriate ones too. They must fully understand and be familiar with the whole range from which those choices are made. Without the failures subtle distinctions and nuanced choices simply do not manifest themselves. 
Thus as well as being players in a dramatized fiction of actor training, the fictional students’ organised pattern of responses could now be seen as facilitating the evocation of a repertoire of potential human behaviour. To that end, the students represent a variety of typical human characteristics.[endnoteRef:21] The mistakes made by these representative students are not just part of a process of elimination to help the fictional students - and the reader - to discover what to do, the specific mistakes in themselves contribute to the mapping of the model of experience. Strategically, this means that Stanislavski the writer can simultaneously elicit the choices to make for truthful acting and the system of human nature from which they are made.  [21:  This is explored in Clare, “Stanislavsky’s Quest.”  ] 

This reading implies that a Stanislavskian training – and this would be the case in real life as well as on the page, although strategies might need to be different - precipitates an encounter with subjective experiencing that grows incrementally to eventually provide a description not just of how to act but of the whole catalogue of human possibilities from which those acting choices are made. If this is the case, this type of training provides not just an encounter with the self, but an encounter with all possible selves: the self and all that self could be. Subjective discovery of the potential of the self in the form of the model of experience is an essential part of the work. 
What, then, is this model of experience, and how are the Stanislavski actor’s choices situated in it? 
The model of experience
At the heart of the training are the two concepts of experiencing and embodiment, from the original Russian Perezhivanie and Voploshchenie, addressed in the first and second volumes respectively. The model of experience emerges in Part I.
The first two chapters of An Actor’s Work consist of preparation and performance of work of the new students’ own choice followed by feedback exposing their common acting mistakes and highlighting the need for truthful acting by means of experiencing. Following this set-up, information in Chapters III – IX concerns the existence and qualities of the model of experience, while Chapters X – XVI cover the specific use of the model, first with others (communication and adaptation) and then in performance. 
Throughout the course, Stanislavski facilitates parallel lessons: human experience and managing experience for the purpose of acting.[endnoteRef:22] The learning proper begins in Chapter III: Action. In this chapter the first principles are established, as is the pedagogic strategy of using ‘if’ to shift aspects of experience[endnoteRef:23] thus drawing attention to them and their specific characteristics. The fact that ‘if’ is also implicated in the acting process renders this strategy an intricate one. Incremental accumulation of information about the underlying model is then distributed sequentially throughout Chapters III – XI. Because of the complexity of how it is expressed implicitly in the text, the model is now isolated from the fine detail for the sake of clarity.[endnoteRef:24]  [22:  He uses three pedagogical strategies. First, in each lesson, students typically learn about something by discovering it in themselves before exploring other alternatives by using the principle of ‘if’. This engages the imagination to shift aspects of attention and thereby provides the subjective comparative terms that serve to evoke key experiential distinctions. Second, lessons combine a variety of perspectives through the use of experiencing, witnessing experience, and reflection. Third, all the while, failures and successes contribute towards the accumulation of experiential knowledge.]  [23:  The consequences for Maria (subjective future); the madman etude (subjective fictional); imagining judging Chekhov’s farmer (objective fictional); imagining themselves in real life situations (subjective present). ]  [24:  A full explanation of this derivation is to be found in Clare, “A Study,” 213-280.] 

The first lesson is that something is going on inside the human being, and can be seen and interpreted by others, on the outside. We first glimpse it as we see that there is a tangible difference between the students just sitting on stage and Tortsov doing so.[endnoteRef:25] There is an inner world, or life. This is also called “spiritual content.”[endnoteRef:26] The parallel first acting lesson is that a certain attentional quality and focus is essential for the actor: they must be actually doing something for it to be perceived as truthful. The actor must bring together the inner and outer worlds. As with all these lessons, principles are introduced gradually – a hint at first, then more detail filled in experientially through the taking of perspectives, the shifting of contexts, and the making of mistakes.  [25:  Stanislavski, An Actor Prepares, 33-37; An Actor’s Work, 37-40.]  [26:  Stanislavski, An Actor Prepares, 37).] 

Exploring the qualities of this attentional focus by using ‘if’ to imagine a fictional situation directly leads to the discovery that the inner world shares characteristics with the outer world. First, experience is mediated by the senses – data is transformed and re-presented in internal awareness: a kind of virtual reality of the mind. Second, the inner world is spatial: it organizes these re-presentations in three dimensions – a virtual space. This is not an alternative reality, but simultaneous. It is both there, and not there; transparent but available to attentional focus on demand. Kostya imagines himself in his room at home, seeing what he sees, hearing what he hears, and feeling what he feels, and generating more imaginary context from that sensory/spatial foundation. But he is still in the studio: he does not close his eyes.[endnoteRef:27]  [27:  Ibid., 60-63; An Actor’s Work, 69-71.)  ] 

Chapter IV addresses some of the specifics of imagination. The sensory and spatial aspects of the inner world are explored in exercises shifting temporal and spatial contexts of the classroom. Then the third similarity is revealed: we can shift perspective in relation to information in this virtual space. We can assume subjective and objective perspectives: in [image: ]relation to a particular context, whether real or imagined, we can position ourselves as ‘in’ or ‘not in’ it (see Figure 1). For example, Tortsov suggests taking an imaginary “journey around the world”, in which we can “join in” or be a “spectator.”[endnoteRef:28] Again, it is the difference between the two that identifies the choice the actor must make: if we are ‘in’, we are seeing what we see, hearing what we hear, and feeling what we feel; if we are ‘not in’, we are seeing the situation from a distanced or objective perspective.  [28:  Stanislavski, An Actor Prepares, 63.  ] 
Figure 1: ‘in’ and ‘not in’.

The arrangement of information in this inner world is therefore orientational, or adpositional. It is orientated in positional relationships to a source in a notional three-dimensional space: the body. In an embodied adpositional model relationship is key, because position is intrinsically relational. Within this conceptual framework, the given circumstances of a person’s life are located perceptually in space, around the body, because the body is the source of the experience of the given circumstances and experiences itself as subjectively experiencing them. At any given moment, we are experiencing a particular configuration of available given circumstances: for ease of reference I have called this an attention field. Stanislavski’s prescription for the actor whose objective is to act truthfully involves the manipulation of attention within a deliberately designed attention field.[endnoteRef:29]  [29:  The more familiar circles of attention are reframed as training devices for attention management, teaching the student actor to deliberately limit external frames of reference. This controlling of focal length can equally be applied to inner frames of reference and the specific selection of smaller or larger areas of inner attention along with the circumstantial information stored at these different distances from the source or individual.] 

The generative relational attention field
Stanislavski’s text reveals to us that it is possible – according to his practice - to use the imagination deliberately to generate and operate within such a mental facsimile or attention field of given circumstances including seeing, hearing, feeling and moving. There are multiple examples in the text, from Kostya’s imagining of his room and imagining travelling around the world to the gradually developing Madman and Burning Money Etudes (the progress of which throughout the course resembles active analysis). Imagined space can be manipulated and explored by first person subjective movement within it, but does not have to be completely formulated – the simple act of generating a context-in-general will allow the imagination to spontaneously generate further and more context-specific information, potentially to an infinite degree. 
Using a subjective point of view, we use the ability to move ‘in’ and ‘out’ of that imagined context during preparation to create the structure of what we will experience during performance, filling it in with information until it is structurally sound and we can repeat it again and again: we create an attention field specific to the part. The aim of rehearsal and preparation is to prepare the part-specific attention field to the extent that it becomes stable, which is to say that it is consistent every time it is accessed. This stability means that it is easy to re-access should we become distracted from it. 
[image: ]The Stanislavski actor must generate and assemble the given circumstances of the part in the same spatial relationship to their own body as their own given circumstances occur: the specifics must be analogous (see Figure 2). This correlation will lead to truthful moment-to-moment response to the inner life generated for the part. 
Therefore, types of information in the attention field must be identified and their spatial relationship and other attributes recognized, and any analogous fictional circumstances must be similarly situated. Part of the work of the actor in rehearsal is to identify these types of information and their location, quality and characteristics, so as to design and appropriately assign equivalent types of information for the part. Each actor must do this individually as their inner world is likely to be idiosyncratic as to how these attributes have been allocated. This usually occurs unconsciously using memory and imagination but drawing the specifics into conscious awareness can be useful for both actor and director, especially if there is difficulty achieving it. Figure 2: analogous

For example, if the part requires the memory of a difficult childhood, including a specific event that made the actor feel small, then they must identify where and how they represent the type of information ‘memory that made me feel small’ in their own attentional field, and imbue invented events with those same features for the purposes of the part and so that the ‘memory’ can efficiently and effectively be retrieved repeatedly.[endnoteRef:30]  [30:  It is therefore the representational structure of ‘this type of memory experience’ that is replicated, rather than the memory itself. Imbuing other events with the same structural features should in this model result in a similar psychophysical response, which would include emotion. This would be ‘truthful’ for that actor.] 

These bespoke given circumstances form a context that as it evolves becomes more and more structurally sound and independent of conscious deliberation – it becomes unconscious and self-generating. During performance, we assume a subjective relationship with the assembled attention field so as to experience the given circumstances in moment-to-moment perception. We embody them. As in Figure 1 above, we are literally, metaphorically and psychophysically ‘in’ or ‘not in’ them, we can tell, and so can others, as this relationship and its consequences is inevitably indicated in our external behaviour as we reference the inner world and experience our genuine response to it. In particular, because the information is specifically located in the attention field, this fact ‘leaks’ to any witnesses as the relationship of the actor to the information is evidenced in responsive micro-behaviors including eye movements and subtle body language.[endnoteRef:31]  [31:  These indicators may be subtle but they are perceptible. Whether our perspective is subjective or objective is visible in our relational gestures, for example. When we tell a story about something that has happened, it is evident whether we are doing so from ‘inside’ or not-inside’ the story. As well as linguistic indicators, if we are ‘there’, our eyes will reference aspects of the story as though they were around us and we were actually in the imagined environment.  ] 

But the inner world is not an accurate representation of the outer world. In the 1952 film Pat and Mike (MGM, George Cukor), Katherine Hepburn plays a tennis match with (the real life tennis champion) Gorgeous Gussie Moran. Director George Cukor and Warren Newcombe, in charge of special effects, show us her distorted perspective when her schmuck of a fiancé is watching her: her own racket is tiny, while Gussie’s is enormous; the net is huge. Her attention field is disrupted. 
One of the challenges of acting is that being observed distorts perception and the ability to focus attention: the observer effect. Kostya discovers as he sits alone on stage in the first exercise of Chapter III that sitting on stage is not the same as sitting in real life. In order to prevent distortion, it is essential to maintain attention within the prepared attention field/given circumstances. Therefore, exercises in relaxation and attention (Chapters V and VI) develop perceptual abilities, sharpen sensory representations and refine the ability to focus deliberately on aspects of experience, for example by practising circles of attention. The necessity for the actor to calibrate their attentional focus and ensure a close correlation between inner and outer worlds that allows inner process to be openly seen and accurately communicated is also addressed by these parts of the training.[endnoteRef:32] [32:  Today we might call this ‘mindful’ acting (see Clare “Stanislavsky’s Mindful Actor.”).] 

Now that the given circumstances have been conceptually established as a contextualized attention field within which the actor’s refined capacity to focus attention can roam, the next lesson is how to activate them by sequencing and dynamically engaging with them. 
Sequencing information in unbroken lines is a principle Stanislavski returns to again and again. He has already touched on this in the chapter on imagination as he asks students to make a movie of their own lives in the form of an unbroken sequence of images because eventually, as actors onstage: “We will require, first of all, an unbroken series of supposed circumstances in the midst of which our exercise is played. Secondly we must have a solid line of inner visions bound up with those circumstances, so that they will be illustrated for us.”[endnoteRef:33] He establishes the principle fully in Chapter VII with units and objectives, respectively providing sequence and direction.[endnoteRef:34]  [33:  Stanislavski, An Actor Prepares, 63. Benedetti’s translation is much more mundane: “First we need a continuous line of Given Circumstances through which the scene can proceed, and secondly… an unbroken series of inner images linked to these Given Circumstances.” (An Actor’s Work, 74). ]  [34:  He uses various analogies to articulate this: paths, channels, rails, tracks.] 

[image: ][image: ]Time, therefore, is conceptualized here as a line: a time line. Stanislavski’s sequences relate to one another: lines, all going in the same direction, organized as parallel temporal series (see Figure 3). In order for them to work, however, the actor must re-engage with them dynamically in real space and time, because these conceptual representations are detached from the embodied experience from which they originate. They must be re-embodied. Figure 4 shows the actor in relation to a time line – embodied ‘on’ the line, and not embodied, or ‘not on’. This is a shift in perceptual position in relation to the line. Figure 4: ‘on’ and ‘not on’ the line
Figure 3: Stanislavski’s lines

Given circumstances change moment by moment in a continuous flow. If each moment is visualized as a virtual space or attention field around us, moving along the line, or through time, creates a kind of virtual tunnel or arch, anchored to our perspective: a time tunnel, perhaps. When time is explicitly mapped in this way, memory and imagination are organized in relation to the in-the-moment-embodied individual on the life-line. ‘If’ activates the process – it is a trigger that transforms the point of view towards an attention field. ‘If’ puts us ‘in’ the given circumstances – situated at the heart of the attention field, inside the virtual time tunnel. 


[image: ]
Figure 5: the model in use.


These visualisations of process provide frameworks within which Stanislavski’s instructions to the actor can be explicitly articulated. Figure 5 shows the model in use, exploiting these terms of reference: a graphic how to guide for living through a part. This is the actor’s work: to prepare to be embodied in the moment, experiencing. 
[image: ]It is now possible to see exactly how from the perspective of the actor, there is literally no character - because there is no location for it. There is only the actor, living through the given circumstances, living the life of the part, bespoke for that actor. Thus every actor’s interpretation of a given part will be by nature different. The actor’s perspective is shown in Figure 6. This awareness of process is particularly useful when working with objectives. If we focus on the relationship between the actor and the objective, we can see that the efficacy of a particular objective for a particular actor is dependent on an adpositional relationship, detail of which is idiosyncratic to them and evidenced in micro behaviours. Figure 6: the actor’s perspective

These diagrams illustrate Stanislavski’s ‘cardinal principle’: “Through conscious means we reach the subconscious.”[endnoteRef:35] They make explicit a ‘subconscious’ framework that can be consciously manipulated. The diagrams also show graphically the actor’s process, as in the moment, on the line, ‘in’ the given circumstances, we can see that the actor is experiencing embodiment and embodying experience.[endnoteRef:36]  [35:  Stanislavski, An Actor Prepares, 176.]  [36:  In Part I, Kostya undergoes a systematic, incremental encounter with his own unconscious experience, articulated within an embodied frame of reference in space (and time). In Part II Kostya experiences his own embodiment within the same (embodied) terms of reference learned in Part I.] 

Embodiment, experiencing, and materialism
Neuroscientist David Eagleman contextualizes experience of the world as embodied in that it is biologically limited by the sensory apparatus of the physical body.[endnoteRef:37] Our perception of the world, experienced by and through the capacity of our bodies, is what the biologist Jacob von Uexkull (1864-1944) first labeled the umwelt (literally, ‘surround-world’) in 1909. He was seeking a term to explain how different animals perceived the same external environment in different ways because of their different sensory and perceptual organs. His focus on this subjectivist perspective went directly against previous approaches in the study of science that sought to ‘discover’ objective reality. Unsurprisingly, perhaps, this individuation of subjective realities correlates with the emerging subjective model of human experience – Perezhivanie - in Stanislavski’s work. The results of this study suggest that Stanislavski’s training teaches us to contextualize individual perception or umwelt within the wider possibilities of the human umwelt, revealing to us the potential of our sensory and perceptual processes through training. [37:  Eagleman, “Can We Create New Senses?”] 

Lakoff and Johnson, examining human nature via cognitive linguistics, agree with Eagleman, proposing that: ‘Thought is embodied….  the structures used to put together our conceptual systems grow out of bodily experience and make sense in terms of it.’[endnoteRef:38]  [38:  Lakoff & Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, xiv).] 

It is therefore interesting that today, as cognitive neuroscience provides evidence that thought is embodied, we seem to be moving increasingly towards a materialist view of human process. Furthermore, while it was derived from a completely different source, the model of experience discovered in this research matches precisely these new ways of thinking about human experience. In terms of this research, had the spatial adpositional model been derived from a neuroscientific perspective, and applied to the source material, the resulting model would arguably have been exactly the same. 
In the field of research on acting, the work of Pitches,[endnoteRef:39] Whyman,[endnoteRef:40] Blair,[endnoteRef:41] and Kemp[endnoteRef:42] situates the work of Stanislavski’s actor as congruent with these new developments. His instincts are increasingly scientifically verifiable, as well as illuminated by new discoveries. As Rhonda Blair puts it: ‘Cognitive scientists, neurophysiologists, and psychologists are proving that Stanislavski, seventy-five years ago, began intuiting something fundamental about how we, as human beings and as actors, work.’[endnoteRef:43] If it is now beginning to be accepted that thought is embodied and that experience is necessarily potentiated by neurobiology, then the unconscious aspects of experience are undergoing a process of demystification and there is a distinct movement towards what is actually a materialist view of these fundamental aspects of human process, in which the apparently incomprehensible is increasingly scientifically explicable. [39:  Pitches, Science and the Stanislavsky Tradition of Acting.]  [40:  Whyman, The Stanislavsky System of Acting. ]  [41:  Blair, The Actor, Image, and Action. ]  [42:  Kemp, Embodied Acting.]  [43:  Blair, The Actor, Image, and Action, 204).] 

It is perhaps unsurprising, given what Carnicke calls the “politically correct psychology” to which Stanislavski’s work was subject at the time of writing,[endnoteRef:44] that implicit content derived from An Actor’s Work turns out to be essentially materialistic, in so far as it is predicated on a physical, tangible relation of the body with the experiential phenomena that derive from it, such as space and time. Ironically, even the ‘mystical’ aspects of the system, including yoga, prana and the ‘soul’, become material when they are addressed in spatial adpositional terms.  [44:  Carnicke, Stanislavsky in Focus, 162).] 

It might be tempting to infer that this rather pragmatic model of experience is inherently limited in that it is an interpretation that emerges directly from these constrained framings of such concepts as ‘soul’ and the ‘unconscious’. (The ‘soul’, for example, can be interpreted within this model, rather prosaically, as the idiosyncratic patterns of an individual’s cognitive process: the characteristics of their umwelt). However, if recent findings in the field of neuroscience resituate human experience in what turn out to be materialist terms, then they also resituate Stanislavski’s exploration of that experience in relation to those terms, and according to this research, may find strong correlations. 
Stanislavski said that “There is no System. There is only nature. My life-long concern has been how to get ever closer to what is called ‘the System,’ that is, to get ever closer to the nature of creativity.”[endnoteRef:45] His System does exactly this: it shows the actor how to get closer to, and use, their own potential as a natural human being and the inherent ability to pretend. In this reading, the system of nature, in the form of a human system of experiencing, underlies and forms a significant part of An Actor’s Work. The question is, is it Stanislavski?  [45:  Stanislavsky, SS III, 371, cited by Carnicke, Stanislavsky in Focus, 66-67).] 

Potential problems
There are three types of potential problem with this research: the source, the research process, and the subjective nature of the material.
As far as the text as an authoritative source is concerned, the details of Stanislavski’s difficulties with writing have been well documented, primarily by Sharon Marie Carnicke. She cites correspondence in which he expresses intense frustration at his inability to organize his material and states that it feels as though he is “…drowning in it.”[endnoteRef:46] He turned to others for help, and their hands might therefore be responsible for certain aspects of his work. In particular, his friend and mentor Lyubov Gureivich, who helped with ordering the work, may well have been responsible for at least some of the narrative patterns that have been discovered in this study. However, although the underlying model of experience was found as a result of the distribution of mistakes within a structure that may have been the work of Gureivich, it was not actually derived from that distribution, and the model itself is not predicated on the order in which it is revealed, ingenious though that may be.[endnoteRef:47]  [46:  Stanislavsky, SS IX, 437-441, cited by Carnicke, Stanislavsky in Focus, 78.]  [47:  Clare, “Stanislavsky’s Quest,” 155-157.] 

It might also be the case that the obstacles Stanislavski encountered during the writing process have paradoxically increased – rather than decreased - the value of the solution as a source of hidden data. If Carnicke has established that it was a struggle to organize the work, it seems likely that the choices eventually made must have been attempts to overcome the various aspects of the problematic nature of the writing process. The strategies employed to this end are therefore laden with information as strategies in themselves. This research addressed these solutions as solutions. 
Second, translators, in English Elizabeth Reynolds Hapgood and Jean Benedetti, have made editorial choices with little indication as to what, where or why. This study is based unequivocally on problematic English translations. It is, however, at least encouraging to find after close comparison that the two translations are surprisingly similar in their accounts of the exercises on which the research was based, because it implies that this aspect of the text was less problematic than the explanations and justifications that were here omitted.[endnoteRef:48] [48:  This is probably because the narrative of exercises is essentially descriptive and therefore not so prone to variable translations of ‘ideas’. Comparing An Actor Prepares with An Actor’s Work Parts I and III: in Part I there were four additional exercises (Tortsov hands around a frog and a mouse; imagining the class in the Crimea; remembering previous exercises to illustrate mental images; Darya and Nikolai play a scene from Brand), and five omitted (writing letters, looking for things; if applied to a role; repetition of physical actions; Dasha and the baby; being quiet – Vassilli thinks about pineapples). In Part II there were two extra exercises and three omitted. ] 

As far as the research process is concerned, the narrowness of the source material was not just questionable in itself but the study chose to focus further within the texts. On the other hand, Hapgood states unequivocally that although Stanislavski makes ‘…statements of general principles of art… [the] great task…’ was really in the ‘…embodiment of those principles in the simplest working examples,’[endnoteRef:49] and this research attempted to investigate that embodiment of those working examples and to consider all data in relation to that embodied practice. Certainly, focusing exclusively on the exercises within the texts, thus omitting a great deal of explanation and justification, was liberating despite being potentially limiting. [49:  Stanislavski, An Actor Prepares, translator's note.] 

Another issue with the research is that the model is implicit in the text, not explicit. Although the discovery of implicit information was the goal of the study, the coding of the model within the text has been found via a complex methodology. This leads to difficulties of proof (and in this essay has necessitated the inclusion of the narrative of discovery). Where is the model? How is it evidenced? Beyond the scope of this study, how could it be tested? Although it is easy for a particular researcher to track back through their own reverse engineering process to evidence claims, this can be cumbersome on paper and the tables and graphs themselves can appear complex and inaccessible to others, especially when it comes to cross referencing tables in order to show a particular derivation. The methodology was a means to an end, and the tables are not designed to show results. 
Despite all these problems with the source, the data found in this limited and problematic source was rich, and complex, and surprisingly coherent. However, there is one final potential problem that is perhaps more challenging to unravel. 
Although care was taken to retrieve and analyze data objectively, and the methodology was allowed to emerge from the material so that assumptions were not imposed, there remains the issue of subjective bias. This is particularly pertinent because it is being suggested that the subject matter of the text is the discovery of a model of human process via individual experience, and the situating of that individual subjective experience within the human model. It is perhaps fortuitous that the two translations are so similar in their accounts of the exercises, because otherwise it would also be necessary to address complicating questions about the possible interpretive subjectivity of the translations themselves. Nonetheless, the question of the subjective experience of the researcher as reader of this text is unavoidable, because it is only via their own subjective experience that the experience in the text is experienceable. The problem is that it makes sense to me but who am I to say it makes sense? 
The question must therefore be asked whether this is ultimately a personal version of human experience, emerging from a singular encounter with the text, the distancing methodology of tables and analysis notwithstanding? If the experiential model ‘discovered’ in this research is a spatial adpositional model, has that been found because that is my own experiential processing type and that is how I process information? While it provides a clear and integrated way of thinking about his work to me, this does not mean it is a universal model. To our mutual amusement, my closest friend does not experience the world in this way, although he does find the model clear and easy to use and the terms of reference useful in his own work.
It is worth considering whether perhaps the spatial adpositional model is simply a way of thinking, one of several, useful in bringing aspects of unconscious process into conscious awareness, helpful as a perspective on Stanislavski’s work, but only indicative of a particular personality type or type of intelligence, visual-spatial from Gardner’s intelligences for example.[endnoteRef:50] This would situate the actor’s discovery of the self within the framework not of all-possible-selves but of all-possible-selves-for-each-individual (as defined by their intelligence typology). If this is the case, how might other intelligences filter or interpret Stanislavski’s System? How would any individual perceive the other potentials in this wider human respect? Has Stanislavski, unknown to me because I do not share those perspectives, in fact covered them as well in An Actor’s Work? I might have found the text to be ingenious, but is it ingenious beyond my understanding?  [50:  Gardner’s intelligences were originally six and are now nine: verbal-linguistic; logical-mathematical; visual-spatial; bodily-kinesthetic; musical rhythmic; interpersonal; intrapersonal; naturalistic; existential. (see Gardner, Frames of Mind; Intelligence Reframed.)] 

If this was the case, maybe what has been achieved is what Stanislavski was referring to when he told Joshua Logan in 1931 to: “Create your own method. Don’t depend slavishly on mine… Make up something that will work for you.”[endnoteRef:51] Is this what has happened here? Is it, in fact, just the author of this paper, discovered and articulated via Stanislavski’s work, and perhaps useful to others, but not, ultimately, Stanislavski?  [51:  Logan in Foreword to Moore, The Stanislavski System. (no page number given).] 

Conclusions
From a personal point of view, by the end of this project I was certainly able to conclude that I had discovered why I had been so profoundly affected by the book in the first place. It was a vehicle for my own self-discovery as well as one from which I learned a way to conceptualize the acting process. As a result, I have a very vivid, graphic idea of a functional, adaptable model of the subjective human experiencing process and can - and indeed do during my work with students and actors - easily demonstrate and explain it to others who might find that useful. Furthermore, I believe that the attention field aspect of the work clearly and graphically articulates something profound about Stanislavski’s way of acting, at the conceptual level, that is verifiable in body language and facial expression and simple to communicate to others. It is certainly useful when attempting to interpret otherwise opaque statements such as that made by Stella Adler: “He said that where you are is what you are and how you are and what you can be.”[endnoteRef:52] However, what less personal conclusions can be drawn?  [52:  Adler, The Art of Acting,139).] 

When a version of this paper was presented at The S-Word symposium in March 2016, it concluded with a question: if a system behind the System can be derived from a problematic sample of Stanislavski’s work is it really Stanislavski? A questionnaire was distributed posing four questions, the first three addressing the authority of the text, the narrowness of the source and personal recognition of the underlying system. The questionnaire was intended to determine other people’s responses to the material and the results and thereby assist in moving the research forwards. Eight questionnaires were returned, a very small sample, with most answers to the first three questions non-committal. Some comments were made, however.
Stanislavski’s texts were observed to be authoritative for interpretive but not for literal value. It was pointed out that ‘his complete life line should be considered’ and on the other hand that the source was not too narrow because ‘even first-hand accounts could be suspect’ (this view implies an entire field of equally suspect sources). The underlying system was apparently understood by a majority of seven - with one commenting that ‘it is intuitive as well as analytical’ – to one.
The final question, and the one towards which the paper was directed, was whether the system behind the System was Stanislavski, universal, or biased. Four responded that it was Stanislavski’s own meta-system; three that it was universal, and one commented ‘all of the above, but not systematically.’ One of the votes for Stanislavski’s meta system said ‘it’s a better interpretation than any other I’ve heard’. On the other hand, one of the respondents who ticked the ‘universal’ box commented that it was ‘nowhere near’ Stanislavski. Nobody had interpreted the work as biased.
Opinions were thus mixed. Consideration of the comments in addition to Q&A feedback from the session has subsequently led to the conclusion that it is certainly vital to continue to contextualize the research, acknowledging its limitations, and not be tempted to draw far-reaching conclusions from it. It is just a beginning. This is difficult because the model is coherent, apparently complete, and easy to use in and of itself, which might easily lead to assumptions about validity. However, in terms of the focus on Stanislavski, in the future it would be desirable to broaden and extend the scope of the research, covering a wider range of his work and interrogating more texts and accounts of practice in relation to the two new frameworks (the model and the attention field). 
Since the Symposium it has become clear that the main question was to some extent the wrong one: perhaps the lack of respondents was due to it being impossible to answer, because of a category error. The question is actually one of degree and specifics and should be clarified to ask more precisely what aspects of these two developments – the experiential model and the attention field theory - are attributable to Stanislavski. Some distinctions must be made in their descriptions in order to reach a conclusion. 
The translator’s note to An Actor Prepares states unequivocally that ‘There is no claim made here to actual invention.’[endnoteRef:53] In the light of this research, this could be taken to refer to the underlying system of human nature that he reveals through the training: the model of experience. However, while he did not claim to invent it he did base his work on his knowledge of and insight into it and worked within that framework. What he has invented is two-fold: the medium through which the system of human nature is discovered, exemplified on the page; and the means whereby it can be exploited for the purposes of acting.  [53:  Stanislavski, An Actor Prepares, no page number given).] 

First, the study shows how the texts work as a vehicle for self-discovery: it suggests that the goal of training, and the goal of reading the texts, is for each participant to discover their own subjective model of experience via the medium of the work. Stanislavski’s invention is the structure, the form and the content that constitute that medium. While in this form it is a text, and it is acknowledged that real life practice would necessarily be different, it certainly seems reasonable, having discovered the underlying system behind the System and its importance in the training on the page, to assume that the same system would be equally essential to the design of Stanislavski’s training in real life. Further, knowledge of the model of experience would permit effective real life witnessing, adapting and responding on the part of the teacher or director as the students discover their own process.[endnoteRef:54] [54:  Formal study of records of his practice has not yet taken place.] 

Second, he has invented the particular means by which this personal subjective model should be exploited by the actor, and in these texts it is very specifically expressed within the framework of the model. Stanislavski provides a prescription for actors: his way of achieving truthful acting – living through or experiencing. He does so alongside the self-discovery, using the same vehicle: the structure, form and content of the text (in real life, witnessing and responding as above). The detailed particulars of this means of achieving truthful acting are based on the manipulation of attention within managed attention fields and framed in the wider context of the model of experience. This is ‘The’ Stanislavski System: the System of acting.
However, the current articulation of both the system of human nature and the attention field theory is the direct result of this study, and is not attributable to Stanislavski. The research went through the same process as any reader of the texts, via the same medium, but rather than doing so unconsciously, it has brought the specifics into conscious awareness and now attempts to set them forth in coherent, comprehensible terms. While the research methodology has attempted to distance the researcher from the material, using analytical techniques such as tables and graphs, the material is, nonetheless, subjective experience, and the researcher has during the research made decisions about methodology that must inevitably have been subjectively led by intuitions, personal inclinations, or insights (for example to use tables; to turn to Bateson). The model of experience, therefore, may be predicated both in Stanislavski’s work and in human nature per se, but this formulation of the model is an interpretation. It has been decided to call it the Spatial Adpositional Model of Experience or SAME.[endnoteRef:55]  [55:  The question of whether the SAME is universal or not remains open. Given contemporary developments in neuroscience it is likely that this emerging field might be the source of any such conclusion and the question certainly cannot be answered in this paper. However, the articulation of the model in these particular terms appears both to be original and to have additional far reaching implications in the field of cognition that provide potential for other avenues of research. It is possible that aspects of the model could be tested using neuroscientific methodologies, for example, and could eventually lead to developments in understanding of unconscious process in general, not just for the actor.] 

Similarly, while it is the juxtaposition of the discovery of the SAME and the identification of the choices to be made within it that precipitate the identification of Stanislavski’s prescription – the specific management of the attention field for the purpose of acting truthfully - the framing of this attention field management strategy and the theory that it is generative and relational have also been part of the process and results of this study. 
Since the delivery of the original version of this paper, the SAME and the Generative Relational Attention Field Theory (GRAFT) that have, it must be remembered, emerged out of - and only because of - engagement with Stanislavski’s writings have undergone further development and clarification. The original insight that there was a hidden reason why Stanislavski’s work is still used as a baseline for comparisons is substantiated, because by evoking a model of human process and the conceptual framework of the attention field it gives access to a means through which other trainings can also be explored. At the time of writing, an attempt is being made to use the new models to articulate the practice of other acting practitioners, in the hopes of facilitating a direct comparison of hitherto hidden unconscious aspects of acting practice.[endnoteRef:56] [56:  Clare, “Stanislavsky’s quest for the Ideal Actor.”] 

It now appears that the direct answer to the original question - a system behind the System, but is it Stanislavski? - is a definitive ‘no’. The system behind the System is a usually unconscious model of natural human subjective process, possibly but not definitively universal, based on and evoked in embodied experience. It is not Stanislavski. 
However, Stanislavski’s System can now be seen in relation to this other system newly apparent behind it, thus re-contextualizing and elucidating it. The System can now be identified as an attentional practice within that wider context: the deliberate exploitation of that unconscious context to literally construct a virtual attention field that can be used for the purpose of acting. The specifics are now available to conscious manipulation. This is Stanislavski. 
Finally, it is not only this System of acting – The Actor’s Work itself, this very specific way to exploit human nature – but also the ingenious means of learning it, in the form of the system of training here articulated on the page, that evokes and facilitates its discovery and development alongside that of the Spatial Adpositional Model of Experience, that is unequivocally, and essentially, Stanislavski. 
Does this matter: what difference do these distinctions make? It matters because they reveal a fundamental reason why Stanislavski is just as relevant today as he has always been, as he provides us with the means to discover ourselves as individuals, as humans, and as actors, and thus to ‘make up something that will work’ uniquely and idiosyncratically for us, whoever, wherever or whenever we are. 
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