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Acting and Presence: The Spirituality of Live Performance 
 

In 1906, Moscow Art Theatre (MXAT) founder Konstantin Stanislavsky experienced a 

crisis: Moscow was on the brink of a political revolution, audiences would expand to all Russian 

social classes, and Anton Chekhov, the MXAT’S foremost playwright, had died two years 

earlier. The playwright’s passing left a void in the theatre’s spirit. Stanislavsky traveled to 

Finland and conceived his acting system, his quantified attempt to systemize the stage actor’s 

creative process through physical actions. In his autobiography, My Life In Art, he said 

“Everything in our profession must become habit by which the new becomes part of our own 

being, second nature. Only then can we use the new, without thinking about the mechanics...the 

creative state” (Stanislavsky 266). For Stanislavsky, the creative state was a state of higher 

consciousness. Alternative theatre groups in the 20th century interpreted the creative state into 

their own theatrical performance theories. The philosophy of French theorist Denis Diderot and 

the Noh theatre of Zeami Motokiyo predate Stanislavskian theory, but share parallel ideas about 

the dual consciousness and organicity of the actor. Additional material comes from Ribot 

psychology and Hatha and Raja Yoga. Jean Benedetti, author of Stanislavski: An Introduction, 

questioned Stanislavsky’s dilemma directly: “How can this ‘actor’s state’ be replaced by the 

‘creative state’ which actors of genius possess?” (43).  
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“Stanislavsky...grappled with the problem of how the actor achieves a truly creative state 

in performance in which he ‘becomes’ the role without interference of the mind” (Marques 149). 

Kathryn Wylie-Marques compared 14th century Noh theatre of Zeami Motokiyo with the 20th 

century system of Stanislavsky in her article for the Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism. 

Both Zeami and Stanislavsky asked the same questions about achieving a creative state for the 

actor but Marques found that both men discovered different results. Stanislavsky’s system 

attempted to quantify the actor’s creative process but from a duality of Western thinking. Zeami 

used Zen Buddhism and Eastern philosophical precepts in Noh Theatre, which saw a unity of life 

and art. Zeami believed the “intensity of the mind that the actor exhibits” onstage “should be 

carried over to everyday activity as a means of strengthening the actor’s concentration and 

attention” (Marques 135). Stanislavsky shared a similar view in An Actor Prepares and said, 

“outside of the work in the theatre, this training must be carried over into your daily 

lives...conscientious, daily work means that you have a strong will, determination and 

endurance” (83). Despite the six-century gap, Marques found no firm evidence that Stanislavsky 

was familiar with Zeami’s Noh Theatre although Stanislavsky did use similar diction such as 

“seeds” and “flowering” when discussing the actor’s creation of a role. Marques’s research 

samples two attitudes between Eastern and Western theatrical acting theories.  

Stanislavsky’s bookshelves at the Moscow Art Theatre contained literature from Raja and 

Hatha Yoga, as evidenced by Sharon M. Carnicke, author of Stanislavsky in Focus. He was not 

unfamiliar with Eastern spirituality but could not share these ideas on a broader spectrum 

because of pressure from Marxist Soviets who “criticized Hindu philosophy as idealistic” 

(Carnicke 144). However, Carnicke brings direct evidence of Yoga practices in Stanislavsky’s 
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work. Hatha Yoga was used for “relaxation techniques and exercises in breathing and balance,” 

while he took “techniques of observation, concentration, and communication” from Raja Yoga 

(Carnicke 141). In 1911, Stanislavsky and Leopold Sulerzhitsky practiced Yoga exercises in the 

First Studio with an aim to found “a spiritual order of actors” (Stanislavsky 304). Carnicke also 

discovered a 1916 rehearsal note where Stanislavsky encouraged meditation for the actor.  

In 1920, Stanislavsky referred to a Hindu concept, prana, as the vital energy of life. 

During a performance, “rays of prana pass between actors and their partners and between actors 

and their audiences, thus prana becomes the vehicle for infecting the spectator with the artist’s 

emotion” (Carnicke 141). Prana is one of several techniques that Stanislavsky used in his system 

for achieving a creative state. He also used “pranayama (the control of prana through breath), 

asana (the familiar poses and balances), and dharana (meditation techniques)” throughout his 

practices (Carnicke 143). He also alluded to the superconsciousness of Raja Yoga as a way to 

answer his question of where acting a role ends and where becoming a role begins. It is through 

the superconscious that acting becomes a transcendent state of consciousness. Carnicke 

addressed this directly: “He [Stanislavsky] defines the superconscious as a transcendent force 

that ‘most of all elevates a person’s soul, and thus most of all must be valued and preserved in 

our art.’ Only with its help can the actor convey the ‘life of the human spirit’” (142).  

Marques also refers to the superconscious in her research about both Japanese Noh 

Theatre and Stanislavskian theatre by using Buddhist doctrines to explore unity of the actor 

onstage, expressed as states of being and non-being. She also quotes Zeami to answer 

Stanislavsky’s question about whether an actor can transcend their performance and “become” 

the role they are playing: 
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“Being might be said to represent the external manifestation that can be seen with the 

eyes. Non-being can be said to represent the hidden, fundamental readiness of mind that 

signifies the vessel of all art. It is the fundamental Non-Being that gives rise to the 

outward sense of Being...what gives the actor the seeds for endless flowering in every 

aspect of his art is that interior spiritual power that lies within him” (Marques 144).  

Marques and Carnicke both found research that supports Stanislavsky’s inquiry into 

becoming the role, resulting in a transcendent form of communication between actor and 

audience. Carnicke recalled Stanislavsky’s practice of prana as a way to pass rays of energy 

between actor and audience. Marques, in her research on Noh theatre, recalled flow, where “the 

actor would experience the surfacing of the preconscious or hidden aspects of the body...as if 

carried along by a huge current that moves through the universe” (Marques 147). These two 

sources combined are evidence of Stanislavsky’s Eastern thought influences and his belief in the 

life of the human spirit.  

Despite Stanislavsky’s employment of Yoga in his practices for achieving a creative 

state, he remained rooted in psychological concepts of Western duality such as dual 

consciousness. This lead to a separation of body and mind, or “dual consciousness,” where the 

actor “is able to dispassionately ‘observe’ the self in performance” (Marques 150). Denis 

Diderot, a French philosopher and theorist, wrote about dual consciousness before Stanislavsky’s 

time in his posthumous treatise The Paradox of the Actor (c. 1770s). Diderot posits that great 

actors portray the illusion of feelings but feel nothing at all, or as Lee Strasberg summarizes in 

the preface, “to move the audience, the actor himself must remain unmoved” (Strasberg x). 
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Diderot’s position was challenged in the next century by William Archer, a Scottish critic who 

wrote Masks of Faces? (1888). Archer countered: 

The real paradox of acting, it seems to me, resolves itself into the paradox of dual 

consciousness. If it were true that the actor could not experience an emotion without 

absolutely yielding up his whole soul to it, then Diderot’s doctrine...would be right in the 

main. But the mind is not so constituted. (184)  

There is no firm evidence that Stanislavsky or Archer knew of one another. However, 

Archer’s apology of Diderot’s text supports Stanislavskian theory: that mind and body are one of 

the same whole, not separate, and that there is “an organic connection between body and soul” 

(Carnicke 139). In Carnicke’s research of Stanislavsky, the organicity of body and soul are an 

“ocean of subconscious, engulfing the actor, the inner and the outer are absolutely continuous” 

and that Stanislavsky’s creative state is an enmeshment point where these two modes of 

consciousness meet (Carnicke 140). Therefore, if the actor does feel the emotions they are 

portraying, they have the capacity of dual consciousness and the organicity of body and soul, to 

become both aware that they are performing and to become the role that they are playing. 

Stanislavsky’s sources of Western and Eastern thought amalgamate these theories into one 

practice.  

Theodule Armand-Ribot, a professor at the College of France in 1888 (interestingly, the 

same year Archer published Masks or Faces?), was a psychologist at the turn of the century who 

studied experimental psychology and behaviorism. When his books were published into Russian, 

Stanislavsky owned six of them. Ribot was the primary source for the system’s psychology and 

the source of Stanislavsky’s emphasis on affective memory. This provides a source of Western 
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thinking into an actor not only playing the role but becoming the role, especially through the 

recalling of real-life emotions. Ribot stressed that a physiological arousal of real emotions 

needed to happen for the actor to relive the memory. In Stanislavskian theory, this arousal of 

emotions is completed through a pattern of physical actions. Furthermore, “Ribot distinguishes 

between concrete recollections of emotion, which involve the total psychophysical being, and 

abstract memories, which do not. A concrete memory is felt in the body as surely as the original 

emotion” (Carnicke 132).  

Concrete memories come into play with acting in the American Method under Lee 

Strasberg, where actors summon past and personal experiences and relive them through the role. 

In Stanislavsky in Focus, Carnicke draws parallels between Strasberg’s and Stanislavsky’s 

approach to creating and becoming a role and that the two men had opposing ideas about the 

actor’s subconscious. For Stanislavsky, “the goal of acting is to tap the subconscious through 

conscious means,” it “induces experiencing” and it “provides an infinite source for our 

imaginations” (Carnicke 137). Strasberg saw the subconscious as a “habit of expression” that 

hinders the actor’s ability to create and the actor “must confront and overcome blocks and 

repressions in the psyche in order to free the means of expression” (Carnicke 137). Strasberg 

challenged that confronting the personal with a performance onstage is inevitable and that the 

line between acting a role and becoming a role is determined by the actor’s personal behavior 

offstage “with real thought, with real sensation, and therefore with real experience on stage” 

(Carnicke 138). Interestingly, Stanislavsky’s system does have the potential to unearth 

subconscious material and real experiences like Strasberg’s Method. This was witnessed by 

Vasili Toporkov, a Russian actor who re-trained under Stanislavsky. Toporkov concluded that 
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Stanislavsky’s greatest achievement in working with actors, through his system, was to eradicate 

the psychological blocks that hindered an artist’s creative capacities and to grow through a 

simple pattern of physical actions (156). The pattern of physical actions was Stanislavsky’s way 

of accessing the subconscious through conscious means.  

Richard Schechner of the Performance Group (1967) and a professor at New York 

University provides additional research into Stanislavsky’s question of acting a role/becoming a 

role and expands the question beyond the stage. On Stanislavsky, Schechner found that 

Stanislavsky’s system engaged artists into living the lives of their characters, and, ultimately 

imitating nature onstage, so as it appears real. Unfortunately, the lives they are living are always 

that of the playwright’s (having-been-lived), while their performances take on the quality of 

living-now (Schechner 46). He researched sociologist Erving Goffman and interviewed Polish 

theatre artist Jerzy Grotowski to broaden the question. Goffman researched the roles in human 

behavior in various cultural frameworks and published his work as The Presentation of Self in 

Everyday Life (1959). Goffman uses acting onstage as a metaphor for the way human beings 

wear psychological masks that “represents the conception we have formed of ourselves--this 

mask is our truer self, the self we would like to be” (Goffman 19). Schechner clarifies that 

Goffman meant that “people were always involved in role-playing, in constructing and staging 

their multiple identities” (Schechner 10) and that Grotowski “observed in the United States a 

certain ‘external friendliness’ which was part of the ‘daily mask.’ There are qualities of 

behaviour in every country that one must break through in order to create” (Shank 94). 

Schechner explored Erving Goffman’s thesis further on psychological masks with Ray 

Birdwhistell’s research on kinemes. Birdwhistell identified kinemes as the culture-specific 
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movements of body language and social gestures (for example, a smile or a raise of the 

eyebrows). Birdwhistell found that “there is a difference between understanding kinemes as 

expressing meaning and situating those kinemes in the various cultural settings that give them 

distinct social meanings” (Schechner 303). Without the cultural contexts Birdwhistell refers to, a 

kineme exists as a movement wholly by itself. With the context, it develops meaning. 

Theoretically, this mirrors Stanislavsky’s Method of Physical Actions. “Recalling anger, the 

actor might strike a fist on the table; but striking the table may just as readily provoke the actor’s 

anger” (Carnicke 149). The repetition of physical tasks, like the body language of kinemes, 

evokes emotions and assists the actor in creating a role.  

Schechner finds evidence of whether kinemes are imitable by drawing research from 

American sociologist Arlie Hochschild. Hochschild refers to imitable traits as “deep acting,” and 

believes that people can develop feelings for the parts they play in the same way that actors 

experience emotions using Stanislavsky’s emotion memory. The experience extends beyond 

theater and into corporate mediums. “In such a setting, airline stewardesses and stewards are 

taught to enjoy being helpful, ambulance paramedics to remain cool and efficient in the face of 

life-and-death crisis” (Schechner 330). Hochschild researches from a sociological framework 

and not a theatrical one. It is important to notice the differences between Hochschild’s 

examination of people/human beings and the roles they play versus Stanislavsky’s inquiry into 

actors and the roles they play. This division of actor/human being echoes Schechner’s question: 

“Can we call the facial gestures [kinemes] that Birdwhistell says happen in milliseconds 

‘performances?’” (Schechner 301).  
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Kathakali dancers use rasas and sthayi bhavas as different facial vocabularies for 

portraying emotions. In line with Schechner’s question on whether Birdwhistell’s kinemes are 

considered performance, rasas and sthayi bhavas are their own body language and framed 

exactly for a theatrical performance. The Natyasastra describes “various facial and bodily poses 

and expressions needed to perform the ‘eight basic emotions’ of classical Indian dance-theatre: 

love, happiness, sadness, anger, energy, fear, disgust and surprise” (Schechner 310). Schechner 

interviewed these dancers and found that some actors felt the emotions they were playing while 

others did not (341). Schechner discovered beyond Diderot’s question that dual consciousness 

still arises even in the arousal of emotions in Kathakali dance: 1) emotions arise involuntarily 

and 2) the performer’s respond with feelings--or without feelings-- which are voluntary 

(Schechner 341). If dual consciousness, as defined by Diderot and Marques is the “actor 

dispassionately observing the self in performance,” then Schechner’s research demonstrates that 

Kathakali dancers are aware of a split between acting a role and becoming a role (Marques 150).  

Stanislavsky’s greatest contribution to Western theatre, according to Schechner, was his 

deconstruction of theatrical texts and emphasis on performance. The irony here is Stanislavsky 

sought an art form so mimetic of real life that the end goal was for an actor to perform as if he 

were not performing at all but simply “being,” or achieving a rich creative state that emulated 

presence (Schechner 72). And yet, Schechner argues, Stanislavskian theater has all the elements 

of a semiotic system. “Western heater became increasingly ritualized, moving into areas of 

human interaction once reserved for religion” (Schechner 239). Peter Schumann of the Bread and 

Puppet Theatre holds a shared view and said, “Art is by now what religion used to be. It is...the 
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form for the communal event, the shape of celebrations that we might have with each other” 

(Shank 113).  

James P. Carse, a professor of history and literature of religion at New York University, 

published his own theories about the relationships between acting and being in his book Finite 

and Infinite Games: A Vision of Life as Play and Possibility. Carse’s vision is just that--a vision, 

but he draws parallels to behavior onstage and behavior in real life through a performer’s 

rendition of Ophelia from Hamlet. Carse elucidates that audiences may experience catharsis 

through watching an emotional performance but only after “allowing” the performance to do so. 

Carse theorizes that the issue is not delineating between acting and being, but a performer’s 

volition to freely acknowledge that he/she/they are wearing a mask. “Is it not possible that when 

she leaves the stage she does not give up acting, but simply leaves off one role for another, say 

the role of “actress,” an abstracted personage whose public behavior is carefully scripted and 

produced? At which point do we confront the fact that we live one life and perform another?” 

(Carse 14).  

Stanislavsky asserts, in his autobiography, that “everything that has been written about 

theatre is theory, which is sometimes very interesting and speaks wonderfully about desired 

results, or criticizes the usefulness or not of what has been achieved” (347). To support his 

theories, Stanislavsky learned from personal experience. He observed “a vast difference between 

experiencing and seeming to experience” (Stanislavsky 99). So too with acting a role versus 

becoming a role. He recognized “the creative state can only save an actor when it has become 

normal, natural, the only way for him. Otherwise, without knowing it, he will merely copy the 

externals” (Stanislavsky 266).  
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