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Introduction

The execution of Vsevolod Meyerhold on 2 February 1940 immediately
following his sentencing on falsified charges of treason and espionage
remained a secret for the next fifteen years and his name was mentioned
in the Soviet Union only in order to vilify his unique achievements in the
theatre. Even his closest relatives were given conflicting reports of his fate,
and when his death was finally confirmed it was still falsely reported. In
the West his reputation survived largely on the strength of the enthusiastic
accounts of those critics and directors who had made their way to Moscow
in the twenties and thirties, including Edward Gordon Craig who in 1935
described him as ‘this exceptional theatric genius’.* Whereas the Moscow
Art Theatre had visited Europe as early as 1906 and the United States in 1923,
and Tairov’s Kamerny Theatre had spent seven months touring Germany and
France in 1923, the Meyerhold Theatre was denied permission to travel until
1930, by which time it had passed its zenith.

When the original editon of this book was published in 1979 under
the title The Theatre of Meyerhold, twenty-four years had elapsed since
the official rehabilitation of Meyerhold by the Military Collegium of the
Soviet Supreme Court. However, the process of de facto rehabilitation
proved extremely slow, hampered as it was by continuing apprehension,
suspicion, and often by undisguised obstruction from those still anxious to
suppress Meyerhold’s radical legacy.t Even so, from 1960 onwards many
of his former pupils, assistants, actors, designers and composers published
reminiscences, factual accounts, recorded utterances and analyses of his
work. This collective undertaking culminated in the publication of four
major works that together restored Meyerhold to an eminence approached
only by Stanislavsky amongst Russian directors: first the six-hundred page
anthology of memoirs and criticism Encounters with Meyerhold (Vstrechi s

See p. 86 below.
1 For a detailed account of Meyerhold's rehabilitation sce A.A.Sherel (ed.) Meierkholdovskiy
sbornik (Moscow, 1922), vol.l, pp. 19-222.
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Meierkholdom) published in 1967 in an edition of 100,000; second, the
two-volume, thousand-page edition of Meyerhold’s writings, lectures, inter-
views, rehearsal notes, etc., containing much unpublished archive material
(1968, principal editor Fevralsky); third, the first full-length critical study
Rezhisser Meierkhold by Konstantin Rudnitsky (1969); finally, in 1976 a scru-
pulously edited collection of over five hundred letters between Meyerhold
and his contemporaries (V.E. Meterkhold — Perepiska, ed. Korshunova and
Sitkovetskaya).

The first retrospective account of Meyerhold’s work to appear in the
West was Yury Yelagin’s The Dark Genius (published in Russian under
the title Temny geniy, New York, 1955). Unfortunately, it was rendered
worthless by a quality of scholarship that varied between carelessness,
faulty memory and sheer distortion — as has been demonstrated by the
recently published transcript of Meyerhold’s final speech to the All-Union
Conference of Theatre Directors in June 1939, which refutes utterly Yelagin’s
own purported verbatim text.* Angelo Maria Ripellino’s work in Italy was of
an entirely different order; his Il Trucco e ’Anima (Turin, 1965) comprised
a series of long essays devoted to Stanislavsky, Tairov, Vakhtangov and
Meyerhold, vividly recreating the sensation of their productions and the
Russian cultural world of the pertod by drawing widely on eye-witness
accounts.

Prior to Ripellino, the Czech scholar, Dr Karel Martinek, had pub-
lished the first serious full-length study of Meyerhold (Mejerchold, Prague,
1963), and a year earlier the first collection of his writings and utterances
had appeared in Italian under the title La Rivoluzione teatrale (trans. G.
Crino, Rome). My own anthology Meyerhold on Theatre was published by
Eyre Methuen in 1969 (revised edition, 1991). Since then, Meyerhold
has been translated into numerous languages throughout the world and,
to date, over thirty monographs devoted to him have been published
outside Russia. Outstanding and most recent amongst these is Béatrice
Picon-Vallin’s Meyerhold (CNRS, Paris, 1990), which draws extensively
on archive sources to offer what is as yet the fullest analysis of the major
post-revolutionary productions. In addition, Picon-Vailin’s four-volume
Vsevolod Meyerhold — Ecris sur le Thédtre (Lausanne, 1973-92) now offers
the fullest collection in translation of the director’s writings and utterances,
representing a monumental achievement of devoted scholarship.

My own work on Meyerhold originated with my doctoral research in
the late 1960s at the University of Cambridge and in Leningrad at the
State Institute of Theatre, Music and Cinematography, which led in turn to
the publication of my two earlier books. I was convinced of the need for the
reappraisal that follows by the unceasing torrent of work that has flowed from
Russian sources in the intervening period. An indication of its volume is given
by the bibliography published in the anthology Meterkholdovskiy sbornik, pub-
* See Chapter 12 below.
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lished in 1992 and covering the period 1974-1990, which excludes periodical
and newspaper sources vet still runs to over forty pages. The anthology itself,
comprising largely unpublished material, is over 650 pages in length.

The range of this scholarship and the wealth of newly revealed writings
and other material by Meyerhold himself, including speeches, rehearsal
transcripts, production notes and letters, has enabled me to undertake a
complete revision of my earlier work and to repair numerous omissions.
With the help principally of Maya Sitkovetskaya’s scholarship, I have been
able to give a far fuller account of Meyerhold’s early work in the provinces.
The work of Abram Gozenpud and Isaac Glikman has furnished the basis
for a more extended treatment of his crucial operatic productions. The
pre-revolutionary studio experiments have been further illuminated by the
publication of fresh reminiscences by Meyerhold’s former pupils, enabling
me to see a clearer continuity between this period and the development of
the system of biomechanics in the early twenties, which I discuss at greater
length in Chapter Seven. The scholarship of Béatrice Picon-Vallin and
Alma Law has encouraged me to re-examine the radical reinterpretations
of the nineteenth-century classics, The Forest and Woe from Wit. Similarly,
Alexander Matskin's recent study of Gogol on the modern stage has thrown
further light on the 1926 production of The Government Inspector, whilst
Leonid Varpakhovsky’s extended analysis of The Lady of the Camellias from
a first-hand viewpoint has encouraged a much fuller appraisal of that late
masterpiece. Recently published documents on the life and work of Nikolai
Erdman, together with John Freedman’s pioneering critical biography, have
provided the material for an account of the abortive production of Erdman’s
major work The Suicide. Similarly, the unrealised projects for Bely’s Moscow
and Tretyakov’s I Want a Child can now be appreciated fully as the missed
opportunities that they were. Vera Turovskaya’s sensitive biography of Maria
Babanova adds a new dimension to one’s appreciation of a number of key
productions from The Magnanimous Cuckold up to The Government Inspec-
tor, and provides the focus for a consideration of Meyerhold’s frequently
troubled relations with his leading actors and the role in his company of
his wife, Zinaida Raikh. Finally, the release and publication since 1989 of
KGB files and other state documents has made possible a detailed account of
Meyerhold’s final months from his last public appearance in June 1939 up to
his execution on 2 February 1940. This is contained in Chapter Eleven, much
of which was originally published as an article in New Theatre Quarterly in
February 1993.

In addition to these major additions, the text has been completely
revised and I have added a new conclusion. There are also some fifty new
illustrations, including production photographs, costume and set designs,
poster reproductions and caricatures. As with The Theatre of Meyerhold,
my aim has not been to write a biography, although in this book there is
considerably greater reference to Meyerhold’s personal life where it bears
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directly on his professional activities, together with a fuller examination of
the cultural and political circumstances of the period. My aim is to provide
a comprehensive appraisal of a unique career that spanned forty years and
remains seminal in the development of Western theatre up to the present
day. In the process I have attempted to establish the continuity of his ideas
and practice whilst not concealing the occasional failures, inconsistencies
and instances of personal fallibility. There were undoubtedly profound
contradictions that were part of the man and the director, and these have
not been obscured.

With intervals, my work on Meyerhold has now stretched over thirty years,
and in that time I have enjoyed the help and support of more people than I
can possibly acknowledge. My indebtedness to the many practitioners and
scholars whose thoughts and information I have shared is conveyed in my
notes and bibliography. Those individuals who must be singled out for their
personal assistance are Professor Elizabeth Hill, Masha Valentei, Alexander
Fevralsky, Isaac Schneidermann, Irina Meyerhold, Marina Ivanova, Nikolai
Abramov, Slava Nechaev — and Konstantin Rudnitsky, whose work I have
found a constant source of inspiration.

Finally, I am grateful to my wife for her constant enthusiasm and
understanding and to my colleagues in the Drama Department of the
University of Bristol for making possible my visits to Russia, the last
of which in 1992 was funded by an award from the British Academy.
The production of the final typescript was facilitated by an award from
the University of Bristol Arts Faculty Research Fund.

All translations are my own except where otherwise indicated.

Edward Braun
Bristol, May 1994



ONE 1874-1905

Apprentice Years

In the second half of the nineteenth century the small town of Penza,
some 350 miles to the south-east of Moscow, was a rapidly expanding
trading centre and a popular haven for dissident writers and intellectuals
expelled from Moscow and St Petersburg. Prominent amongst its solidly
affluent middle-class was the German family of Meyerhold, of which the
father Emil Fyodorovich Meyerhold was a distiller and the owner of four
substantial properties in the town. His family originated from Lower Silesia,
though his mother was French. His wife, Alvina Danilovna, born van der
Neese, was a Baltic German from Riga.

The eighth and last of his children was born on 28th January 1874* and
christened Karl-Theodor Kasimir. He was considered of little account by
his father, who was concerned more about the proper schooling of the two
eldest sons, the likely successors to the family business. In consequence,
Karl grew up under the influence of his mother and came to share her
passion for music and the theatre. The family subscribed to a box at the
civic theatre and from an early age he became familiar with the Russian and
foreign classics performed by leading actors on tour. At the age of eighteen,
less than a week before his father’s death, he himself played the part of
Repetilov in a local amateur production of Griboedov’'s Woe from Wit
Through his formative years Karl circulated freely in the varied society of
the busy littie town, being on easy terms with the workmen in the distillery
and more than once falling in with ‘socialists’ who offended the Bismarckian
rectitude of Emil Fyodorovich. Untouched by his father’s mercantile values,
Karl enjoyed the typical upbringing of a nineteenth-century middle-class
Russian liberal, though possessing the added benefit of fluent German to
extend his cultural horizon.!

In 1895, after graduating with some difficulty from the Penza Second
Gymnasium, the youngest Meyerhold entered Moscow University to read

* All dates before October 1917 are according to the old-style Julian calendar.
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law. That year he renounced his family’s Lutheran religion in favour of
the Orthodox faith, became a Russian national and took the name and
patronymic of Vsevolod Emilievich. Thus, he affirmed his perception of
himself as essentially Russian, as well as contriving to avoid conscription
into the Prussian army. This step also facilitated his marriage the following
year to a local Russian girl, Olga Munt.

In Moscow Meyerhold soon tired of his law studies and found his fellow
students shallow and obsessed with back-stage intrigues at the operetta and
similar trivia. His visits to the theatre were frequent, but seldom measured up
to his expectations. After seeing The Power of Darkness at the Korsh Theatre
he wrote *. . . the actors no more resembled the peasants of Tolstoy’s play
than I do the Emperor of China’.2 However, one production stood out: in
January 1896 he paid his first visit to the Moscow Society of Art and
Literature 1o see Stanislavsky’s production of Othello. The following day
he recorded his impressions: ‘. . . Stanislavsky is highly gifted. I have never
seen such an Othello, and I don’t suppose I ever shall in Russia . . . The
ensemble work is splendid; every member of the crowd truly lives on stage.
The setting is splendid too. With the exception of Desdemona, the other
actors are rather weak.’3

By this time Meyerhold had already taken the decision to leave university
and the possibility of a career in the theatre was stirring in his mind. Back
home in Penza, he joined the open-air Popular Theatre, a company organised
for the specific purpose of establishing links between the intelligentsia and
the working class. Over the summer he gained a considerable reputation for
his performances in comic roles, and he returned to Moscow in the autumn
resolved to become an actor.

His sister-in-law, Katya Munt, was already a student at the drama school
of the Moscow Philharmonic Society, and spoke highly of her teacher on the
acting course, Viadimir Nemirovich-Danchenko, who at thirty-eight was a
successful dramatist. For his audition Meyerhold read Othello’s speech to
the Senate in an interpretation that was evidently based on Stanislavsky.
Deterred neither by this plagiarism nor by the young candidate’s angular
appearance and nervous movements, Nemirovich was sufficiently impressed
to offer him a place on the second-year course. Another of his fellow-students
was Olga Knipper, the future wife of Chekhov. Years later she recalled:

A new ‘pupil’ joined our course who immediately seized my attention. He
was Vsevolod Emilievich Meyerhold. I clearly remember his fascinating
appearance: those nervous, mobile features, those pensive eyes, that unruly
tuft of hair above the clever, expressive forehead. He was reserved to the
point of dryness. On closer acquaintance he astonished me with his level of
culture, the sharpness of his mind, the inteiligence of his whole being.+

In the mid-nineties the Russian stage bore few signs of its imminent
flowering. The main reason for this had been the existence unul 1882
of a state monopoly that forbade the existence of any public theatres
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in Moscow and St Petersburg save those few under the direct control
of the Imperial court. In effect, this meant that only the Maly Theatre
in Moscow and the Alexandrinsky Theatre in St Petersburg were devoted
to the regular performance of drama. These bureaucratically managed
Impenial theatres remained dominated by illustrious actors who made their
own laws and admitted no change. Production, insofar as it existed at all,
was a matter of discussion amongst the leading actors; the ‘director’ was a
mere functionary (usually the prompter) who supervised rehearsals; stage
design was non-existent, settings being taken from stock, and costumes
were selected by the performers themselves. Thus, when The Seagull was
given its disastrous premiére at the Alexandrinsky Theatre in October 1896
there were eight rehearsals and the part of Nina was recast five days before
the opening night.

In 1880 Anna Brenko, a lite-known actress from the Maly Theatre, had
circumvented the Imperial monopoly by opening her Pushkin Theatre in the
cenire of Moscow. For two years it operated successfully as an artistically
serious venture which challenged the standards of the Maly before being
swallowed up by a commercial backer.> After 1882 a number of commercial
theatres were established, but they merely pandered to current fashions, and
such hope as there was for the future lay in the two independent, partly
amateur theatre clubs attached to the Societies of Art and Literature of
Moscow and St Petersburg. With Stanislavsky as principal director and
leading actor, the Moscow theatre opened in 1888, one vear after Antoine’s
Théitre Libre in Paris. The repertoire was unremarkable, relying heavily
on the classics, but the level of production set new standards, especially
after the sccond Russian tour of the Meiningen Theatre in 1890, whose
scrupulous naturalism, stage effects and studied ensemble work left a deep
impression on Stanislavsky. Inspired by their example, he became Russia’s
first stage-director in the true sense of the term.

Russia’s introduction to the modern European repertoire came in 1895
when the millionaire newspaper proprietor, critic and dramatist, Alexei
Suvorin, opened a similar theatre in St Petersburg. During its first year it
staged plays by Ibsen, Hauptmann, Sudermann, Maeterlinck and Rostand,
together with the Russian premiére of Tolstoy’s The Power of Darkness after
a ban of nine years. But the level of production was indifferent and the
theatre’s sense of adventure short-lived; it soon became a predominantly
commercial enterprise and as such survived up to the October Revolution.

At this time of theatrical stagnation Meyerhold and his fellow-students
at the Philharmonic were singularly fortunate to have in Nemirovich-
Danchenko a teacher who was alive to the advance of naturalism in the
Western theatre and its implications for the art of acting. According to
Meyerhold, he ‘gave the actor a literary grounding ( a proper regard for text
and metre), and also taught him the analysis of character. Above all, he was
concerned with the internal justification of the role. He demanded a clearly
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1 Meyerhold in
1898

outlined personality.’s But at the same time Meyerhold was all too aware of
the limitations of a drama school education, and his notebooks from this
period reveal a remarkably wide range of reading embracing political theory,
philosophy, aesthetics, art history and psychiatry. Before he left Penza the
exiled young Social Democrat and future symbolist poet, Remizov, had
introduced him to Marxism, and he now embarked on a more systematic
study of it, together with the theories of the ‘Legal Marxists’, Struve and
Kamensky.”

By the end of two years Meyerhold was firmly established as the Philhar-
monic’s outstanding student, and on graduating in March 1898 he was one of
two to be awarded the Society’s silver medal, the other being Olga Knipper.
His final report from Nemirovich-Danchenko makes impressive reading:

Amongst the students of the Philharmonic Academy Meyerhold must be
considered a unique phenomenon. Suffice it to say that he is the first student
to have gained maximum marks in the history of drama, literature and the
arts. It is seldom that one encounters such conscientiousness and seriousness
amongst male students. Despite a lack of that ‘charme’ which makes it easy
for an actor to gain his audience’s sympathy, Meyerhold has every prospect
of winning a leading position in any company. His principal quality as an
actor is his versatility. During his time here, he has played over fifteen major
roles, ranging from old men to vaudeville simpletons, and it is hard to choose
between them. He works hard, comports himself well, is skilled at make-up,
and shows all the temperament and experience of an accomplished actor.®
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That same winter the firm of Meyerhold and Sons in Penza finally went
bankrupt, leaving Meyerhold déclassé and penniless. He needed to find work
as an actor in order to support his wife and Maria, the first of the three
daughters they were to have. The inducements to accept the lucrative and
secure commercial offers that he received were strong, but the appeal made
by Nemirovich-Danchenko was far stronger. Plans for the inaugural season
of the Moscow Art Theatre were well advanced; Meyerhold, Knipper, Katya
Munt, and eight more of the Philharmonic’s young graduates were invited
to join the company.

11

The founders of the ‘Moscow Popular Art Theatre’, as it was initally
titled, were first and foremost men of the theatre, but they also shared
that sense of responsibility towards the underprivileged which characterised
the Populist movement in post-emancipation Russia.* More explicitly than
their forerunners in the independent theatre movement in Paris, Berlin,
or London, they announced their commitment to social problems. At the
opening rehearsal on 14 June 1898 Stanislavsky said in his address to the
company:

What we are undertaking is not a simple private affair but a social task.
Never forget that we are striving to brighten the dark existence of the poor
classes, to afford them minutes of happiness and aesthetic uplift, to relieve
the murk that envelops them. Our aim is to create the first intelligent, moral,
popular theatre, and to this end we are dedicating our lives.?

As his letters to his wife indicate, Meyerhold, for all his great admiration
of Stanislavsky, was not over-impressed by these lofty sentiments. With two
summers behind him spent bringing the theatre to the people in Penza, he
clearly demanded a more concrete definition of aims, and indeed a readiness
to take sides. The following January when Stanislavsky was rehearsing Hedda
Gabler, Meyerhold wrote:

Arc we as actors required merely to act? Surely we should be thinking as

well. We need to know why we are acting, whar we are acting, and whom

we are instructing or attacking through our performance. And to do that we

need to know the psychological and social significance of the play, to establish

whether a given character is positive or negative, to understand which society

or section of society the author is for or against.10

Not only did Meyerhold object to Stanislavsky’s failure to take account of
the play’s social implications, he was also critical of the production’s lack of
form; some years later he recalled: ‘In Hedda Gabler breakfast was served
during the scene between Tesman and Aunt Julie. I well recall how skilfully

* The Emancipation of the Serfs became law in 1861.
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the actor playing Tesman ate, but I couldn’t help missing the exposition of
the plot.’1!

This indiscriminate naturalism, the obsession with external detail, was
typical of the Moscow Art Theatre in its early days and clearly bespoke
the powerful influence of the Meiningen Theatre on Stanislavsky. It was
a continuing source of contention between the company and Chekhov.
Meyerhold recalls in his diary Chekhov’s reaction to an early rehearsal
of The Seagull in September 1898:

. . one of the actors told him that offstage there would be frogs croaking,
dragon flies humming and dogs barking.

‘Why?’ — asked Anton Pavlovich in a dissatisfied tone.

‘Because it’s realistic,” replied the actor.

‘Realistic!” repeated Chekhov with a laugh. Then after a short pause he
said: ‘The stage is art. There’s a genre painting by Kramskoy in which the
faces are portrayed superbly. What would happen if you cut the nose out of
one of the paintings and substituted a real one? The nose would be “realistic”
but the picture would be ruined.’

One of the actors proudly told Chekhov that the director intended to
bring the entire household, including a woman with a child crying, onto
the stage at the close of the third act of The Seagull. Chekhov said: ‘He
mustn’t. It would be like playing pianissimo on the piano and having the
lid suddenly crash down.’ ‘But in life it often happens that the pianissimo
is interrupted by the forte,’ retorted one of the actors. ‘Yes, but the stage
demands a degree of artifice,’ said A.P. ‘You have no fourth wall. Besides,
the stage is art, the stage reflects the quintessence of life and there is no need
to introduce anything superfluous onto it.’!?

2 The Seagull at
the Moscow Art
Theatre.
Meyerhold as
Treplev with
Olga Knipper as
Arkadina
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This was the first ume that Meyerhold had met Chekhov in person, but
The Seagull was a play that he and his fellow students at the Phitharmonic
had discovered through the enthusiasm of Nemirovich-Danchenko and had
come to regard as their own. They saw the character of the young writer,
Konstantin Treplev, as the very embodiment of the rising generation of
artists and intellectuals of the 1890s, and they identified with his restless
desire for change and with his exasperation at the smug routines of his
elders. The casting of Meyerhold as Konstantn in the Art Theatre’s historic
production was a foregone conclusion, and predictably he played the part to
the life. However, critical opinion of his interpretation was sharply divided.
Years later, the perceptive and sympathetic Nikolai Efros recalled:

The difficult and at times dangerous role of Treplev was played by Meyerhold,
who in thosc days was a passionate advocate of Chekhov and his plays, and had
a great instinct for them. But in Meyerhold’s nature as an actor as I knew him
in his years at the Art Theatre there was an extreme harshness, nothing soft, and
vocally he had difficulty in conveying sincerity. . . . The Treplev exasperated
by his literary failures, the Treplev yearning for recognition overshadowed the
lyrically sorrowful Treplev, the Treplev of Chopin’s waltzes . . . and that is
why he was a distinctive Treplev, but he wasn’t the character that Chekhov
had written.!3

However, whatever their opinion of his portrayal, few critics could have
guessed that the very man playing Konstantin would in a few years be the
one to respond to his demand: ‘What we need is a new kind of theatre. We
need new forms, and if we can’t get them, we’d be better off with nothing
at all.’14

Up to his death in 1904 Chekhov followed Meyerhold’s progress with
friendly concern, and Meyerhold regularly sought his advice on theatrical
matters. From Chekhov, Meyerhold learned what the directors of the Art
Theatre were slower to grasp: the need for economy and artifice. There is
a clear link between Meyerhold’s experiments as a director and the laconic
style of Chekhov’s latter years.

II1

Stanislavsky shared Nemirovich-Danchenko’s high opinion of Meyerhold,
and in the first season Meyerhold was entrusted with eight roles, ranging
from Treplev through Prince Ivan Shuisky in Alexei Tolstoy’s Tsar Fyodor
Toannovich, and Tiresias in Sophocles’ Antigone to the Prince of Aragon
in The Merchant of Venice and the Marquis of Forlipopoli in Goldoni’s
La Locandiera. The following season he took over the part of Ivan from
Stanislavsky after the first few performances of Alexei Tolstoy’s The Death
of Ivan the Termble and played the leading role of Johannes Vockerat in
Hauptmann’s Lonely People when the theatre gave it its Russian premiére
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on 16 December 1899. At this ime Hauptmann ranked with Chekhov in
Meyerhold’s estimation, and the following summer he translated Haupt-
mann’s Before Sunrise into Russian. Something of what he admired in
Hauptmann is conveyed by this extract from Meyerhold’s notebock, dating
from 1901:

Haupimann is criticised for rejecting the drama of the individual in favour of
the everyday domestic drama. But how can one possibly dream of perfecting

the spiritual life of separate units of the masses when the masses themselves are

still unable to free themselves from the oppression that makes human existence

impossible?15

It is easy to see how this conviction shaped Meyerhold’s interpretation of the
role of Baron Tusenbach in Three Sisters which he created in the Art Theatre’s
production in January 19o1. There is in the character a contradiction, all too
familiar in Chekhov, between on the one hand an urgent desire to be of use
to the community, and on the other a resigned acceptance that whatever one
does, nothing will change. Long as Meyerhold agonised over the part, the
essential irony of the character seems to have eluded him, and more than one
critic was reminded of his portrayal of Konstantin in The Seagull. However,
Maria Andreeva, who played Irina, recalled later: ‘It’s impossible to imagine
a better Tusenbach. Later I played opposite Kachalov, but I’'m bound to say
that despite his appalling hatchet face and rasping voice, Meyerhold was
better than Kachalov.’16

Andreeva, soon to join the Bolshevik Party and become the mistress
of Gorky, was part of the left-wing faction that was clearly emerging in
the Art Theatre company, and this may well have biased her in favour
of Meyerhold. Certainly as Russian society entered a new volatile phase,
political factors could no longer remain divorced from artistic judgment. It
was around this time that Meyerhold wrote in his diary:

The bourgeois public takes pleasure in impressionism, moods, words so
profound as to be incomprehensible, not words for the sake of their true
meaning. . . It prefers works of art that leave it unscathed, that do not
reprove or mock it. And as soon as there appears something straightforward
that threatens the self-esteem of the bourgeoisie it either voices its outrage or
affects an indifferent silence.!?

Three Sisters received its premiére in St Petersburg on 31 January 1901,
and it was during the company’s visit that Meyerhold took part in a mass
demonstration by students in front of the Kazan Cathedral and witnessed at
close quarters its brutal suppression by the police and the Cossack cavalry. So
angered was he by these events that he dispatched an account of them through
a student intermediary to Lenin’s newspaper Iskra.18 Soon afterwards, in a
letter that attracted the attention of the Okhrana secret police, he wrote to
Chekhov:

I feel frankly outraged at the police tyranny that ] witnessed in St Petersburg
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on 4 March, and I am incapable of devoting myself quietly to creative work
while blood is flowing and everything is calling me to battle. I want to burn
with the spirit of the umes. I want all servants of the stage to recognise their
fofty destiny. I am disturbed at my comrades’ failure to rise above narrow caste
interests which are alien to the interests of society at large. Yes, the theatre can
play an enormous part in the transformation of the whole of existence.!?

In the same letter Meyerhold described the audience’s reaction to the
Art Theatre’s performance of An Enemy of the People on the day of the
demonstration. The cast were nonplussed when line after line was interpreted
as an overt political statement by the many academics and students in the
audience. In My Life in Art Stanislavsky, who played Doctor Stockmann,
recalled:

Up on the stage we had no thoughts of politics. On the contrary, the
demonstration provoked by the play took us completely by surprise. For

us, Stockmann was neither a politician nor a public orator; he was simply an
honourable idealist, a just man, a friend to his country and his people such
as any true and honest citizen should be.2¢

Stanislavsky conveys the essentially non-partisan attitude of his theatre at
that time, an attitude that left Meyerhold and those like him in increasing
isolation. To make matters worse, Tusenbach had been his only new role
of any significance in the 19001901 season.

The following autumn it was decided to stage Gorky’s first play, Philistines,
a work which contrasted the pettiness of the Russian lower-middle classes
with the vigour and optimism of the ‘new man’ of proletarian stock.
Meyerhold was cast in the major part of the ex-student Peter. But mainly
because of objections from the censor the premiére was repeatedly delayed.
Meanwhile, in December 1901, the theatre put on Nemirovich-Danchenko’s
new play In Dreams. Bitterly frustrated, Meyerhold wrote to a friend:

The theatre is in a fog. It is a mistake to put on Nemirovich’s play:

it is uninspired, superficial and falsely heroic. It is all in the style of
Boborykin:* the author’s atttude to the social milicu, the petty dialogue, the
style of writing. It’s shameful that our theatre is stooping to such plays. And
because of this Gorky’s play is held up. That’s what is so infuriating.2!

Meyerhold’s opinion of the play must have been well known, for he
was accused of organising the barracking that occurred on the opening
night. Rightly or wrongly, Stanislavsky seemed convinced of Meyerhold’s
involvement, and refused even to grant him an interview to discuss the
matter.2? It seemed now only a matter of time before Meyerhold parted
company with his once admired mentors. The reasons were confused and
various; the following summer Nemirovich wrote to Olga Knipper: ‘The
Meyerhold movement has subsided, thank God! It was a muddle, a
crazy mixture of Nietzsche, Maeterlinck, and narrow liberalism verging on

* Pyotr Boborykin (1836-1921), minor Russian genre dramatist.
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gloomy radicalism. The devil knows what! An omelette with onions. It
was the muddle of someone who unearths several new truths every day,
each one crowding out the next.’?3

This is probably a fair description of Meyerhold’s confused state of
mind at that time, but the times themselves were confused and Meyerhold
was deeply concerned to define the changing position of himself and of the
theatre in general. That is something that the Art Theatre itself was most
reluctant to do. Meyerhold’s early doubts were confirmed: both Stanislavsky
and Nemirovich-Danchenko shied away from outright commitment, and in
consequence Gorky was soon to be compelled to offer his more contentious
plays such as Summer Folk and Barbarians to other companies.

The 1901-1902 season was an unhappy one both for the Art Theatre
and for Meyerhold: the company enjoyed not a single success and the
repeated postponements of Philistines left Meyerhold with only minor parts
in The Wild Duck and In Dreams. What is more, the whole nature of the
organisation was changing, due mainly to the power and influence of Savva
Morozov, the millionaire industrialist who from the beginning had been its
principal shareholder and benefactor. Before the start of the season the
word ‘Popular’ (literally ‘generally accessible’) had been dropped from the
Theatre’s name, signalling its abandonment of the price concessions designed
to attract a wider audience. In January 1902 the board of directors signed a
twelve-year lease on a theatre in Kamergersky Lane that formerly had been
used for operetta and cabaret. The company was aiready deeply in debt and
the entire cost of 300,000 roubles was borne by Morozov, who leased it back
for a modest 10,000 roubles a year whilst guaranteeing an annual subsidy
of 30,000. He was now in a position to become the effective sole owner of
the Art Theatre and to dictate its future financial structure. He proposed
that by invitation some of its actors and others should become shareholders
and own their own company. This was facilitated by Morozov buying out
the existing shareholders and lending money to any actor who needed it.
Thus, the Theatre was reorganised as a joint-stock company with sixteen
sharcholders, several of them already members of the company.24 Appar-
ently at the insistence of Morozov and Stanislavsky,?’ and despite strong
objections from Chekhov, Meyerhold was not amongst those invited, and
on 12 February he resigned. A few days later he and Alexander Kosheverov,
a fellow-actor, stated in a letter to the press that their ‘resignation from the
company was totally unrelated to considerations of a material nature.’26

The wtrue reason was a combination of the personal and the political,
greatly exacerbated by Meyerhold’s growing frustration as an actor. In
four seasons he had played a total of eighteen roles, but in the public eye
at least, nothing had quite lived up to the early promise of his Konstantin,
and it seems unlikely that he would have retained a leading place in the
re-formed company. Meyerhold’s biographer, Alexander Gladkov, offers an
acute analysis of the problem posed by Meyerhold as a performer:
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His indeterminate emplor, spanning the extremes of tragedy and clowning

. . . did not inspire confidence. He wasn’t a tragedian; he wasn’t a comedian;
he wasn’t a hero; he wasn’t a simpleton. So what was he? A neurasthenic?
That was no more than a convenient newspaper term. [t’s easier for us now
than it was for him: we know now that he was Meyerhold, and for us that’s
quite enough. But for the contemporaries of his early years it was much more
difficult.??

Interestingly, soon after he had himself become a director, Meyerhold
made the following comment in his diary on the concept of the actor’s
emplot:
At no point in his career should an actor specialise. With every day that
passes the division of actors according to their emplot recedes further into
the realm of legend. . . For the time being, we actors are obliged to rely on
a theatrical passport bearing our designated rank (emplor) because all values
have yet to be re-evaluated, but like any passport this defines nothing . . . I
need actors of a new kind, whose nature lies in impressionism, in undefined
outlines.28

3 Meyerhold as
Ivanin The
Death of Ivan the
Terrible at the
Moscow Art
Theatre

On the stage it was invariably Meyerhold’s intelligence rather than his
natural talent that impressed the shrewdest observers. Chekhov remarked:
‘You wouldn’t call him an infectious actor, but you listen to him with
pleasure because he understands everything he says.’2® Similarly, the leading
Petersburg critic, Alexander Kugel, had this to say some years later:
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I recall Meyerhoid at the very beginning of his stage career — purely as an
actor. Even though he caught one’s eye; it wasn’t so much his acting talent,
which is open to question, but rather something unrelated to acting, a most
striking intellectual quality which stood out even in the company of the Art
Theatre. . . He engraved the part, so to speak, on one’s theatrical perception
with the pressure of his intellect. His intellect far outstripped his powers of
expression, and for this reason it was entirely natural that he should progress
quickly from acting to directing.3¢

Soon after the announcement of Meyerhold and Kosheverov’s resignation
from the Art Theatre it was revealed that a month earlier they had arranged
to hire the municipal theatre of Kherson in the Ukraine for the 1902-1903
season. Kosheverov’s wife, Maria Vasilievna, had evidently arranged this
through a contact on the Kherson city council and possessed the additional
advantage of private means to help fund the venture, which she was to
join as an actress, having also been with the Art Theatre.3! Kosheverov
seems to have had no previous professional experience as a director, whilst
Meyerhold’s had been limited to helping Nemirovich-Danchenko revive two
Philharmonic student productions at the Society of Art and Literature in
January 1899. However logical Meyerhold’s progression to directing might
seem in hindsight, it was not his real reason for moving to Kherson. Even
after two highly successful seasons he was still to write to Chekhov: ‘No
matter how interesting directing might be, acting is far more interesting.’32
Not only was his self-esteem severely damaged by his exclusion from the
ranks of the Art Theatre’s shareholders, but he needed to move elsewhere
if he was to extend his range and experience as an actor. So long as the
Art Theatre continued to mount only four or five new productions a year,
there was little scope for junior members of the company, and that is why a
number of them now decided to throw in their lot with Meyerhold and join
him in the exodus to Kherson. It says much for his personal standing that
they chose to go with him rather than accept a secure engagement with an
established company in a major city.

Meyerhold remained with the Art Theatre until the expiry of his contract.
His last engagement with the company was on tour in St Petersburg in March
1902, when he finally played Peter in the long delayed premiére of Philistines.
The fear of demonstrations was so great that the occasion was attended by
elaborate precautions, including burly policemen thinly disguised as theatre
ushers. But such was the mutilation wrought on the text by the censor and
5o tentative was the production, that the play’s significance was obscured
and the event proved a mild anticlimax.
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Kherson is a port on the River Dmeper close to the Black Sea, which at
the turn of the century numbered some 73,000 inhabitants. The ‘troupe of
Russian dramatic artists under the direction of A.S. Kosheverov and V.E.
Meyerhold’, as it was modestly titled, began rehearsals there in mid-August
1902. Yet there was nothing modest about the company’s aspirations; from
the start it was made known that they were a far cry from the provincial
barnstormers who had inhabited the municipal theatre in previous years,
seldom performing the same play twice in a season. Five weeks were set
aside for uninterrupted rehearsals by the twenty-seven strong company, the
repertoire was cut by half,?3 and the customary seasonal budget was more
than doubled. It seemed a foolhardy undertaking in a remote town with no
worthwhile theatrical tradition. IHarion Pevtsov, an actor with the company,
has put the maximum number of local theatregoers at two thousand, of
whom no more than three hundred could be regarded as regulars.3* What
is more, although the company was given the use of the theatre rent-free, it
required extensive redecoration to meet Meyerhold’s aspirations and Maria
Kosheverova’s capital fell far short of their initial needs. Facing a budget
for the opening season of 27,000 roubles, they had at their disposal no more
than 5000, of which 2000 had been borrowed by Meyerhold. Chekhov feared
the worst, writing anxiously to Olga Knipper: ‘I'd like to see Meyerhold
and cheer him up. It isn’t going to be easy for him in Kherson. There’s
no public for plays there; all they want is more travelling shows. After all
Kherson isn’t Russian or even Europe.’35 His concern was understandable:
although nominally Kherson was the seat of the provincial government, it
remained a backwater, having been bypassed by the recently constructed
railway linking Odessa with Moscow. It had no institute of higher education
and no significant intellectual life. Importantly, though, it possessed a local
newspaper, The South (Yug), that was to provide unvaryingly constructive
criticism and support for the brave new company.

On 22 September, Meyerhold and Kosheverov sent a telegram to Chekhov:
‘Season opened today with your Three Sisters. Huge success. Beloved author
of melancholy moods! You alone give true delight!’3¢ Such was the interest
aroused by the new venture that Three Sisters opened to a packed house,
despite the fact that the previous season Meyerhold and Kosheverov’s
predecessor in the town, the experienced actress and entrepreneur, Zinaida
Malinovskaya, had failed with it.37 Within six weeks, Ivanov, The Seagull,
and Uncle Vanya were added to the repertoire, with Meyerhold not only
codirecting but playing Tusenbach, Ivanov, Treplev and Astrov. The style
of the production was scrupulously naturalistic and openly indebted to the
Moscow Art Theatre. In later years Meyerhold recalled: ‘I began as a director
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by slavishly imitating Stanislavsky. In theory, I no longer accepted many
points of his early production methods, but when I set about directing
myself, I followed meekly in his footsteps. I don’t regret it, because it was
a short-lived phase; besides, it served as excellent practical schooling.’38

By now, the practice of copying the Moscow Art Theatre’s productions
of Chekhov and other dramatists was spreading rapidly to provincial theatres
throughout Russia. At best, these were based on the firsthand observations
of directors who had visited the capital. At worst, they were derived second
hand from eyewitness reports, critical accounts, and even from postcard
photographs of the originals. The practice was noted in such major centres as
Nizhny Novgorod, Kiev, Kharkov, Voronezh, Kazan and Riga, even though
in none of these theatres was it possible to aliocate more than five or six
rehearsals to a new production.3® Meyerhold, of course, had the enormous
advantage of having observed Stanislavsky and Nemirovich-Danchenko’s
work at length and as a performer. But as one shrewd local critic observed
in some detail, Meyerhold’s production of Three Sisters was by no means a
slavish copy of the Moscow original, and in Act Three in particular was
far more sparing in its use of naturalistic gesture and movement. Thus,
from the start he seems to have heeded Chekhov’s injunction concerning
‘the quintessence of life’. Even so, his mises-en-scénes clearly owed much to
Stanislavsky’s fascination with minute detail, as a skit in The South from
September 1902 confirms:

Leatving the Theatre after the performance of Uncle Vanya.
Two ladies:
- Did you notice, darling, how the vase of flowers fell over?
- And how the clock ucked?
- And the curtains?
- And the crickets?
— And the thunder!
— And the rain!
- And how the pony and trap crossed the bridge?
— And how the harness bells tinkled?
— And the dress of the professor’s wife?
— And the sleeves of her gown?
— With that lace!
— And the little ruches!40

Similarly, the stage settings in Kherson were clearly indebted to the
example of Victor Simov, the Art Theatre’s head of design, in particular
his device of locating the setting on the diagonal, often suggesting a suite
of rooms rather than a single confined interior.4!

On 17 February 1903 the season ended as it had begun with Three
Ststers, receiving its fourth performance compared with five of The Seagull.
Uncle Vanya sustained just two performances and /vanov only one. Mindful
of their financial position and of the need to husband precious rehearsal time
for the more demanding works, the company was in no position to scorn
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the staple provincial repertoire of farce, melodrama and the ever-popular
domestic comedies of Ostrovsky. But equally they had put on: the four
Chekhov plays; Alexei Tolstoy’s immensely demanding historical dramas,
Tsar Fyodor Ioannovich and The Death of Ivan the Terrible; Drayman Henschel,
Lonely People, The Sunken Bell, and Michael Kramer by Hauptmann; The
Wild Duck, Hedda Gabler, and An Enemy of the People by Ibsen; The Power
of Darkness by Tolstoy; Thérése Raquin by Zola and Gorky’s Philistines.
Altogether, in five months the Kherson public had had the chance 1o see
seventy-nine plays (a quarter of them one-act). Moreover, in contrast to the
Art Theatre, they had successfully sustained a true policy of open access
whereby reduced-price matinées were offered regularly for impoverished
townspeople and free morning performances for schoolchildren. It is hard
to believe how even a young and enthusiastic company of twenty-seven
actors could sustain such a programme and still raise artistic standards to
a level almost certainly without precedent on the Russian provincial stage.
Understandably, Meyerhold surrendered some major roles to his fellow
actors, notably Tsar Fyodor and Uncle Vanya, but he still played Astrov,
Treplev, Tusenbach, Ivanov, Loevborg in Hedda Gabler and many others
no less demanding. Altogether, he played in 83 of the 115 performances
given in the course of the season.

One notable success was a litde-known melodrama of circus life, The
Acrobats, by the contemporary Austrian dramatist Franz von Schénthan,
jointly translated by Meyerhold and Natalya Budkevich, an actress in the
company. What most impressed the local critics was the authentic depiction
of circus life backstage, on which Meyerhold lavished particular attention.
But of equal importance for him was his own portrayal of the ageing and
failing clown Landowski. His biographer, Konstantin Rudnitsky, gives a
vivid evocation of his performance:

For the first two acts the role remained within the predictable limits of

the ‘good father’ stereotype. The clown loved his daughter Lily tenderly;
pitiable and touching, he inspired the audience’s sympathy. But in the third
act everything changed: Landowski appeared with his white made-up face,
ready to go into the ring. Now he was an old Pierrot, familiar with the
bitterness of failure but still hoping to cheat fate, putting on airs and desperate
to impress. Apprehensive at the prospect of failure, he struggled with his tight
collar which ‘stopped him from breathing’, but he still struggled to believe in
himself:

“The moment I enter the ring the laughter will start, and when I make
my comic exit, just listen to them then!

It is easy to picture Meyerhold as Landowski: pitiful yet funny, the white
face, the long, thin nose, the anxious eyes, the forced grimace of a smile.
After his humiliating return from the ring, where he was greeted not with
laughter but with cold silence, he stood for a long time on the forestage, not
uttering a word, staring straight out into the auditorium, his ear still straining
hopefully for some sound from the bleak silence of the circus. He so yearned
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4 Mcyerhold as
Landowski

for just one encouraging clap! But when the clapping finally broke out it was
clear that they weren’t applauding Landowski but the acrobats who had come
on next.42

The modern transformation of the once rollicking clown Pierrot had begun
with Duburau peére at the Théitre des Funambules in the 1830s. Over the
years he became the new Everyman, the hapless butt of every cruel jest that
an inscrutable fate chose to play on him. Successively he has been taken up
by Leoncavallo, Picasso, Stravinsky, Chaplin, Carné, Fellini, Bergman. But,
as we shall see, the genealogy would be far from complete without the name
of Meyerhold, so this early acquaintance with von Schénthan’s Landowski
has a particular significance.43

By Moscow standards both production methods and repertoire were
well-tried, but in Kherson they were a revelation and the season showed
a handsome profit of 6000 roubles which financed a tour of neighbouring
towns in the spring. In Sevastopol in May they presented The Lower Depths,
The Lady from the Sea, and ‘an evening of new art’ comprising Last Masks
by Schnitzler and The Intruder by Maeterlinck. It was Meyerhold’s first
production of the Belgian symbolist.
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A

In the summer of 1903 Meyerhold became the sole director of the Kherson
company and renamed it “The Fellowship of the New Drama’. It was a
calculated indication of the new artistic policy that he intended to pursue,
the term ‘new drama’ being synonymous with symbolist drama. By 1903
the impact of Western symbolism had been fully absorbed by Russian
literature, and Alexander Blok was already engaged in the composition of
bis early masterpiece, the poetic cycle Verses on the Beautiful Lady. In the
theatre, whilst no Russian symbolist drama of any consequence had appeared,
isolated attempts at staging Maeterlinck had been made and both his plays
and his theoretical writings had appeared in translation, notably Le Trésor
des humbles in 1901, which contained the essay ‘Everyday Tragedy’. The
following year in Diaghilev’s journal, The World of Art, Valery Bryusov had
submitted the methods of the Moscow Art Theatre to symbolist scrutiny in a
fong essay entitled ‘The Unnecessary Truth’.* But meanwhile, the practical
problems posed by symbolist drama remained unsolved.

Meyerhold’s plans for the new season included three works by Maeter-
linck, four by Schnitzler, and four by the Polish Decadent dramatist,
Stanislaw Przybyszewski. As the Fellowship’s literary consultant he engaged
Alexei Remizov, his Marxist friend from their days together in Penza who was
now immersed in Symbolism and strongly influenced Meyerhold’s thinking
in this direction. Describing their aims, Remizov wrote:

The theatre is not amusement and relaxation; the theatre is not an imitation

of man’s impoverishment. The theatre is an act of worship, a mass whose

mysteries conceal perhaps redemption. . . It is of such a theatre that the

‘New Drama’ dreams. Its repertoire is composed of works whose words have

cast a new light into the interminable nights of life, have smashed the gloomy,

mouldering nests of mankind, have discovered new lands, sent forth strange
calls, kindled new desires. 44

The sentiments behind Remizov’s portentous phrases were soon to become
a familiar part of symbolist aspirations in Russia. Leading theorists and poets
of the movement such as Vyacheslav Ivanov, Georgy Chulkov, and for a time
Blok as well, sought a reunion of ‘the poet’ and ‘the crowd’ through a theatre
delivered from the hands of its elitist audience and restored to its ancient
origins in Dionysiac ritual.45 For those like Meyerhold and Remizov with
left-wing convictions the programme had the populist aims of repairing the
separation of the intelligentsia from the people and of turning the theatre
into a means of transforming society. This was to be achieved not by making
the stage a platform for political oratory, but by creating a shared experience

* See pp. 30-31 below.



22 Meyerhold A Revolution in Theatre

so compelling that it revealed the ineffable truths beneath the tawdry and
illusory surface of everyday life.

Such was the theory, but for the present Meyerhold and Remizov had to
come to terms with a public scarcely disposed towards transformation and
unlikely to treat the theatre as ‘an act of worship’. Still under the sign of
Stanislavsky, the Fellowship opened its season on 15 September 1903 with
Gorky’s Lower Depths. This was followed by a sequence of works with simi-
larly serious social content: Hauptmann's Before Sunrise, The Reconciliation,
and Colleague Krampton, Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, Ghosts, and Little Eyolf, and
Sudermann’s Homeland, St Fohn’s Fire, and Sodom’s End.

It was with Przybyszewski’s Srow, performed on 19 December 1903 in
the presence of the Polish author and his wife, that Meyerhold took his first
tentative steps away from the verisimilitude of the Moscow Art Theatre. In
the words of Remizov, the production ‘reflected the considerable artistic flair
of the director Meyerhold, who used tone, colours, and plasticity to blend
the symbolism of the drama with its realistic plot’; it was ‘. . . a symphony
of snow and winter, of consolation and irrepressible longing’.4 Natalya
Zvenigorodskaya has consulted Meyerhold’s notes to establish what this
amounted to in practical terms:

Meyerhold employed here a technique that was completely new for the
theatre of the time, based on a painstakingly worked-out lighting design
that involved the most subtle shifts in nuance. The story of the love-triangle
was accompanied by the play of light and shade. As the relationships between
the principal characters developed and as their moods fluctuated, the fire in
the hearth flared up or died down, dawn could be seen breaking through the
window, or the room would be flooded with the crimson light of the setting
sun.47

But either these carefully studied effects were lost on the Kherson public,
or else it saw through them to the fundamental banality of Przybyszewski’s
text; either way, its baffled and scornful response to the single performance
of Snow encouraged no further experiments that season.

The final production on 4 February 1904 was of Chekhov’s last play, The
Cherry Orchard, less than three weeks after its premiére at the Moscow Art
Theatre. As well as directing, Meyerhold played the part of Trofimov. It
is a measure of Chekhov’s regard for Meyerhold that he released the play
simultaneously to him and to the Art Theatre. In fact, the text performed
in Kherson differed in places from the version that Chekhov finally agreed
with Stanislavsky and Nemirovich-Danchenko. Soon after the close of the
Kherson season Meyerhold saw the Moscow production and disliked it
thoroughly. In his opinion, the play revealed an advance in Chekhov’s
style that the Art Theatre had failed 1o recognise. On 8 May he wrote
to Chekhov:

Your play is abstract, like a Tchaikovsky symphony. Above all else, the
director must get the sound of it. In Act Three, against the background
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of the mindless stamping of feet — it is this ‘stamping’ that must be heard

- enters Horror, completely unnoticed by the guests: “The cherry orchard

is sold.’ They dance on. ‘Sold’ - still they dance. And so on, to the end.
When one reads the play, the effect of the third act is the same as the ringing
in the ears of the sick man in your story Typhus. A sort of itching. Jollity with
overtones of death. In this act there is something Maeterlinckian, something
terrifying. I use the comparison only because I can’t find words to express it
more precisely. 48

There is a close resemblance between Meyerhold’s analysis and the one
published shortly before in the Moscow symbolist journal The Scales by
Andrei Bely, who saw the guests in Act Three as ‘incarnations of worldly
chaos’ who ‘dance and posture whilst the family drama is being enacted’. 49

§ Meyerhold’s ground-plan for Act One of The Cherry Orchard (1904). Amongst other
annotations he specifies ‘real kvass in a real Russian carafe’ and ‘the yellow chairs from
Woe from Wit

However, there seems to have been little trace of the symbolist influence
on Meyerhold’s actual production of The Cherry Orchard in Kherson. His
prompt copy of the play survives, and the annotations appear to indicate
that the treatment was similar to his earlier productions of Chekhov.50
Furthermore, the local correspondent of the Petersburg journal Theatre and
Art saw nothing remarkable in the production and dismissed it as ‘somewhat
commonplace’.5! This is hardly surprising; in mid-season Meyerhold had
little time to rehearse what 1s an extremely complex play, and besides, he
would not have wanted to risk a further fiasco after Snow, least of all with
his beloved Chekhov.
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Nevertheless, this does not alter the fact that in his letter to Chekhov,
Meyerhold envisaged a production in which music and movement would
be used not simply as components of a lifelike scene, but as the means of
pointing theatrically what is truly significant in the action, the subtext, the
unspoken dialogue of emotions, what Chekhov had called ‘the quintessence
of life’.* As we shall see, this concept of the expressive power of music and
movement provided the foundation for the dramatic aesthetic that Meyerhold
was to develop over the next few years.

Meyerhold’s second season at Kherson ended on 8 February 1904 with
the third performance of The Cherry Orchard. By now he was mentally and
physically exhausted by the continual struggle to advance artistic standards
whilst maintaining financial solvency. In the space of two five-month seasons
the Fellowship had presented no fewer than 140 different productions, most
of them staged by Meyerhold, and he himself had played forty-four major
roles. So small was the potential audience and so resistant to change, that
few plays could be staged more than twice in a season. The exception was A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, which with Mendelssohn’s incidental music was
presented seven times.

For a ume Meyerhold was thought by his doctor to be suffering from
tuberculosis and was ordered to rest in the country throughout the spring
and summer. But in the autumn his fortunes took a new turn. For the
past year he had been pressing Chekhov to use his influence to secure the
Fellowship of New Drama an engagement for a season in a more theatrically
conscious town, like Rostov or Chekhov’s own birthplace Taganrog. Even
before the start of the second season he had written to him: ‘I need to get
out of this hole Kherson. We’ve drawn a blank! We work hard, but what
do we achieve . . .’52 When Chekhov died on 2 July 1904 in Badenweiler,
Meyerhold lost a precious friend and protector, but by now his reputation
as a practitioner of the new drama was beginning to speak for itself.

In May 1904 he was invited to join the new permanent company which had
been formed in Petersburg by the actress Vera Komissarzhevskaya.t Inter-
estingly enough, Meyerhold declined the offer because it made no mention
of acting, for — as he explained to Chekhov — ‘No matter how interesting
directing might be, acting is far more interesting. For me, working as a
director is interesting to the extent that it raises the artistic level of the
whole ensemble, but no less because it contributes to the improvement of
my own artistic personality.’s3 In fact, Meyerhold did not give up working
as an actor untl after 1917.

Rather than accept Komissarzhevskaya’s invitation, Meyerhold sought
backing for a theatre of his own in Moscow, a ‘theatre of fantasy, a theatre
conceived as a reaction against naturalism’.> However, money could not be
secured so he took his company to the Georgian capital, Tiflis, where they

* See p. 10 above. t See pp. 50-51 below.
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were offered a secure long-term engagement at the new and well-equipped
theatre of the Artistic Society. Tiflis was well over twice the size of Kherson
and, as The Encyclopaedia Britannica of 1911 reassured its readers: ‘A large
square, cathedrals, handsome streets, gardens, bridges, many fine buildings
— among them the grand-ducal palace, the opera house and the museum -
European shops, the club or “circle”, hotels and public offices, are evidence
of western civilisation.’

With a large number of tested productions, a strengthened company, and
hopes of a much wider and more discerning public, Meyerhold could now
afford to be more selective in his repertoire. But when the season opened
on 26 September with a revival of Three Sisters, a local critic wrote:

. . . the public was intrigued by various rumours that the Fellowship of the
New Drama was going to give them something ‘new’, something Tiflis had
never scen before. . . When the eagerly awaited something new was presented,
it was found 10 consist mainly of a remarkably painstaking production of the
play, with a host of minor details inspired by the desire to create an impression
of the greatest possible illusion.35

The ‘something new’ was revealed a few days later when Meyerhold
staged his previous year’s production of Snow. Fragmentary reports give the
impression that the entire action was played in semi-darkness, baffling public
and critics alike. So confusing was the effect that some of the audience refused
to leave at the end, arguing that the play couldn’t possibly be over since it
was still entirely incomprehensible. The local correspondent of Theatre and
Art commented laconically ‘. . . if one is going to acquaint our public with
the new trends in contemporary drama (an unquestionably laudable aspira-
tion in itself) one must proceed with caution and certainly not begin with
ultra-violet snow.’s¢ The critic of the local newspaper Kavkaz was rather
less restrained:

If [Meyerhold] intends at all costs to infect us with the bacilli of the

latest literary charlatanism and to transport us with the latest delights from

the capital, he should know that it won’t work here. . . The taste of Tiflis

for drama is not yet that jaded; what we desire are clean, literary plays, free

from unnatural contrivances.5’

For a time this débicle had an alarming effect on attendances at the
Arustic Club and once again Meyerhold reluctantly abandoned his
experiments. The Acrobats was revived and given an unprecedented
ten performances during the season. Again, the critics were overwhelmed by
its detailed realism:

. . . the last act is staged with a skill that one could hardly expect even

of a real circus. The artists of Mr Meyerhold’s Fellowship are transformed
into costumed clowns, jugglers, equestrians, equestriennes, acrobats, animal-
trainers, and the like, and near the end there appears a strong man who must
be the envy of Akim Nikitin himself, so skilfully does he exploit our public’s
passion for wrestling.58
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But whilst remaining within the limits of orthodox theatre, Meyerhold
contrived to introduce the works of a number of dramatists who at that
time were little known in Russia, still less in Georgia; they included
The Father by Strindberg and The Concert-Singer by Wedekind, which
Meyerhold himself translated. On 15 February 1905 he staged Gorky’s
Summer Folk, barely five weeks after the Bloody Sunday massacre in St
Petersburg and immediately following Gorky’s release from prison for his
involvement in that event. After this single performance the play, together
with An Enemy of the People and Alexander Kosorotov’s Spring Torrent, was
summarily banned by the authorities.

The season ended on 27 February 190§ — once again with Three Sisters. The
Tiflis public was finally well satisfied with its new company, but Meyerhold
had good cause to regret his refusal of Vera Komissarzhevskaya’s invitation.
Even though the Fellowship could draw on the repertoire that they had built
up in Kherson, they were still obliged to stage some eight new productions
a month in order to sustain the box-office. Apart from The Acrobats and
An Enemy of the People, which was given six times, no production received
more than three performances. It was clear to Meyerhold that whether in the
Ukraine or in Georgia, there was no future for experimental theatre outside
Moscow and St Petersburg.
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The Theatre-Studio

In February 1905 Stanislavsky determined finally to realise his long-cherished
idea of a second company attached to the Moscow Art Theatre. It was to
be the first of several such companies which would consist mainly of young
actors graduated from the drama courses run by the Art Theatre. Each
company would prepare a different repertoire of some ten plays in Moscow
and then perform alternately in a number of major cities throughout the prov-
inces. In this way many young actors would be guaranteed employment and
the high artistic ideals of the Art Theatre would gradually be disseminated
throughout Russia. But much more important initially than this missionary
task was the opportunity that a second company would afford for experiments
in new theatrical forms.

In fact, the practice of a company dividing its work between a main
house and an experimental stage had been pioneered by Max Reinhardt and
Richard Vallentin in February 1903, when they extended their activities in
Berlin from the Kleines Theater to the larger Neues Theater. In the first
season twenty-four productions were mounted in the two theatres. Although
an account of Reinhardt’s work appeared in Russian early in 1904 (Vesy,
No.1), it wasn’t until April 1907 that Meyerhold visited Berlin and saw his
productions.* Equally, he seems to have had no knowledge of Paul Fort
or Lugné-Poe’s early attempts at symbolist staging in Paris in the 1890s.
On the other hand, Stanislavsky saw the premiére of Maeterlinck’s Pelléas
and Mélisande in Lugné-Poe’s production in 1893, though it seems to have
made little impression on him.!

Notwithstanding the new problems posed by Chekhov’s plays, the domi-
nant influence on Stanislavsky’s work as a director continued to be the
Meiningen Theatre which he had studied at close quarters as long ago as
1890.

By the end of 1904 both Stanislavsky and Nemirovich-Danchenko were

* See p. 73 below.



28 Meyerhold A Revolution in Theatre

forced to acknowledge that the Art Theatre had exhausted its potential.
Following the premiére in 1901 of Three Sisters their work had relied con-
sistently for its success on external realism, reaching its nadir in 1903 with
a leaden, historicist version of Julius Caesar, in which Stanislavsky suffered
acute personal embarrassment in the role of Brutus. Finally, in January
1904 there was no escaping the mournful truth that even the long-awaited
Cherry Orchard had somehow eluded the company’s grasp. Many years later
Nemirovich-Danchenko wrote:

There is no denying that our theatre was at fault in failing to grasp the
full meaning of Chekhov, his sensitive style and his amazingly delicate
outlines. . . Chekhov refined his realism to the point where it became symbolic,
[N.D.’s italics] and it was a long time before we succeeded in conveying
the subtle texture of his work; maybe the theatre simply handled him too
roughly.2*

It was Chekhov who shortly before his death suggested that the
theatre might extend its range by staging Maeterlinck’s trilogy of one-act
plays The Blind, The Intruder, and Inside. In My Life in Art Stanislavsky
describes how he sought to embody the spirit of the latest music, poetry,
painting, and sculpture in a style of acting that would somehow overcome
the grossness of the human form and convey the ineffable mystical truths of
symbolism.3 But he could not free himself from his naturalistic perception
of the external world, and the production that opened the new season in
October 1904 turned out to be an uneasy hybrid, a mixture of over-literal
symbols and obscure gestures with the performers either sticking resolutely
to the familiar naturalistic style of the Art Theatre or seeking to develop
an exalted tone of ‘mysticism’. The critic Sergei Glagol wrote: ‘I cannot
recall another occasion when there was such total incomprehension in the
theatre, such absolute disharmony between the audience and the stage.’4
The critics were unanimous in their condemnation, some concluding that
the Art Theatre was simply too heavy-handed to realise Maeterlinck’s fragile
creations, others taking the view that they were inherently unstageable.
Echoing the view that Maeterlinck himself had expressed some fifteen years
earlier, Nikolai Efros wrote: ‘. . . the symbolism of these little dramas . . .
is conceived for the puppet theatre, or rather, not for the theatre at all. . .
(The theatre) which by it very nature is material and real, with its ponderous
mechanism of living people and stage settings, does not enhance but actually
harms drama of this kind.”> Nemirovich-Danchenko was in no doubt that the
fault lay entirely with Maeterlinck, whose work he regarded as ‘drawn-out
and ponderous’.¢

But the challenge of symbolism had still to be met; as Meyerhold
had shown in the Ukraine and Georgia, there was a rich repertoire of new
drama, ‘The New Drama’ as it now came to be called, waiting to be brought

* Compare the comments of Meyerhold and Bely on pp. 22-23 above.
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to the Russian public. In March 1905 Stanislavsky and Meyerhold met in
Moscow to discuss the projected ‘Theatre-Studio’ (the name was coined by
Meyerhold), and it was agreed that Meyerhold should become its artistic
director, with Stanislavsky and Savva Mamontov* as co-directors. This
risky venture was financed exclusively by Stanislavsky at a time when the
main company was by no means financially viable. In these circumstances,
his confidence in Meyerhold was remarkable, even foolhardy, given that he
had seen none of his work as a director. In My Life in Art he writes:

At this time of self-doubt and exploration I met Vsevolod Emilievich Meyer-
hold, a former pupil and artist of the Moscow Art Theatre. During the fourth
year of our enterprise’s existence he had left us for the provinces where he
assembled a company and set out in search of a new, more modern form of art.
Between us there was the difference that whereas I was merely striving towards
something new and as yet did not know the ways and means of attaining it,
Meyerhold seemed already to have discovered new methods and devices but
was prevented from realising them fully, partly by material circumstances and
partly by the weak composition of his company. Thus I found the man I needed
at this time of exploration. I decided to help Meyerhold in his new work which,
it seemed to me, accorded largely with my own dreams.”

Whereas Stanislavsky and Meyerhold had completely resolved their dif-
ferences and henceforth were to remain on terms of mutual respect,
Nemirovich-Danchenko bitterly resented Meyerhold’s return to the Art
Theawre. In the course of a long and bitter letter to Stanislavsky he
likened Meyerhold to ‘those poets of the new art who are in favour of the
new simply because they have realised that they are entirely incapable of
achieving anything worthwhile with the old.’ He claimed that Meyerhold
had usurped his own ideas on symbolist staging which Stanislavsky had
persistently ignored, and complained that Meyerhold had deliberately set
Stanislavsky against him.8 Stanislavsky’s dismissal of these accusations
was curt and to the point: Meyerhold’s personal motives were of no
concern to him; he needed him as an artist to create the new com-
pany.® Understandably, Nemirovich remained antagonistic towards the
whole enterprise, and the hostility between him and Meyerhold continued
to smoulder for many years, fuelled at intervals from both sides. Nemirovich
frequently condemned Meyerhold’s innovations as mere modishness, whilst
Meyerhold blamed Nemirovich for stifling Stanislavsky’s innate theatricality
by confining him within the bounds of psychological realism. 10

* See p. 32 below.
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II

The Theatre-Studio company and directors met for the first time on §
May 1905. Stanislavsky, Meyerhold, and Mamontov all spoke, but it was
left to Stanislavsky to articulate the new theatre’s policy, and he took the
opportunity to emphasise its social function:

At the present time when social forces are stirring in our country the theatre
cannot and must not devote itself to art and art alone. It must respond to the
moods of society, elucidate them to the public, and act as its teacher. And not
forgetting its lofty social calling, the ‘young' theatre must strive at the same
time to achieve its principal aim — the rejuvenation of dramatic art with new
forms and techniques of staging.!!

The reminder was timely, coming as it did less than four months after
the events of Bloody Sunday in St Petersburg; but it must be said that
as the summer progressed artistic experiment was more evident than social
conscience as the driving force for Meyerhold and his company. What is
more, hard as he tried to discern a relevance to contemporary events in
Maeterlinck’s dramas, there was in the symbolists’ rejection of the material
world and their striving for the ideal a disengagement from everyday reality
that amounted to escapism and elitism. Genuine as Meyerhold’s populist
sentiments remained, the more he embraced symbolism, the less his work
remained in touch with the momentous events being enacted beyond the
doors of the theatre.*

Initially it was agreed to aim at a repertoire of ten productions, of
which the first four (all directed by Meyerhold) would be The Death of
Tiuagiles by Maeterlinck, Hauptmann’s Schiuck and Fau, Ibsen’s Love’s
Comedy, and Przybyszewski’s Snow. Other dramatists in view included
Verhaeren, Hamsun, von Hofmannsthal, Strindberg, Vyacheslav Ivanov,
and Valery Bryusov. Repertoire planning was placed in the hands of
a ‘literary bureau’ headed by Bryusov. His appointment was in itself
significant: not only was he the author of one of the first symbolist plays
in Russian (Earth, 1904), but as we have seen, in 1902 he had published a
crucial article “The Unnecessary Truth’ which was generally recognised as
the first formulation of the ‘New Theatre’s’ case against stage naturalism. 2
It is worth summarising at some length, since Meyerhold acknowledges it
as the theoretical basis for his experiments at the Theatre-Studio and later
with Vera Komissarzhevskaya in St Petersburg.!? Bryusov writes:

The subject of art is the soul of the artist, his feelings and his ideas; it is
this which is the content of a work of art; the plot, the theme are the form; the
images, colours, sounds are the materials. . . [Bryusov’s italics} An actor on the

* See pp. 150-151 below.
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stage is the same as a sculptor before his clay: he must embody in tangible form
the same content as the sculptor — the impulse of his soul, his feelings . . . The
theatre’s sole task is to help the actor reveal his soul to the audience.

Citing the Russian poet Tyutchev’s dictum ‘A thought expressed becomes
a lie’, Bryusov defines the eternal paradox of the theatre:

The subject of art lies always in the conceptual world, but all the means
of art lie in the material world. It is not possible to overcome this fatal
contradiction; one can only make it as painless as possible by sharpening,
refining, spiritualising art.

And this, he maintains, is what naturalistic theatre (and in particular
the Moscow Art Theatre) fails to recognise; on the contrary, it strives to
reproduce the material world in as concrete terms as possible. But in this too
it fails because of its refusal to recognise the insurmountable conventionality
of the theatre. It is not possible to reproduce life faithfully on the stage. The
stage is essentially based on conventions. All one can hope to do is to replace
one convention with another. It is as much a convention for the actors in
Chekhov to remove their fur coats and boots on entering as it was for the
characters from afar in Greek tragedy to enter stage-left. In both cases the
spectator is aware that the actors have come on from the wings.

On being confronted with an exact representation of reality, our first
reaction is to discover how it is achieved, our second is to discover the
discrepancies with reality. Only then do we begin to respond to it as a work
of art, and when we do it is because we have accepted the convention. The
more exact the representation, the less scrutable will be the convention and
the more delayed our response to it as a work of art.

Such conventions, says Bryusov, are dictated by necessity, and we must
reject them in favour of the ‘deliberate convention” which ¢. . . furnishes the
spectator with as much as he requires to picture most easily in his imagination
the setting demanded by the play’s story’. As a model he cites the theatre of
Ancient Greece where ‘Everything was totally conventionalised and totally
life-like; the spectators watched the action, not the setting, for tragedy —
in the words of Aristotle — is the imitation not of people but of action. . .’
And in conclusion he says: ‘I call for the rejection of the unnecessary truth
of the contemporary stage and a return to the deliberate convention of the
antique theatre.’

Even though it was Stamislavsky who invited Bryusov to work at the
Studio, it is doubtful whether he anticipated the complete rejection of
accepted methods that was soon to take place there. Meyerhold recalis
Stanislavsky saying at the inaugural meeting: ‘Obviously the Art Theatre
with its naturalistic style does not represent the last word and has no
intention of remaining frozen to the spot; the young theatre, together
with its parent, the Art Theatre, must continue the process and move
forward.’i4
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But Meyerhold quickly showed that he was not content to ‘continue
the process and move forward’; in his account of the Studio he writes:
‘the Theatre-Studio had no desire to uphold and further the interests of
the Art Theatre, but straightaway devoted itself to the construction of a
new edifice, building from the foundations upwards’.1$

To do Stanislavsky justice it must be added that, far from opposing
Meyerhold’s experiments, he actively encouraged them and staunchly
defended him against his detractors within the Art Theatre. Anxious to
allow the young company artistic freedom, he soon left for the south to
prepare his own production of Hamsun’s Drama of Life which was due for
rehearsal in the main theatre later in the summer.

III

The month following the inaugural meeting of the Studio was devoted
exclusively to the preparation of designs for the new productions in the
repertoire. For the first time Meyerhold had the chance to work with true
artists rather than artisan scene-painters. Just as Lugné-Poe had recruited
members of the Nabis group to work with him at the Théatre de ’'Oeuvre
in the 1890s, so for the next eighteen years Meyerhold was to work almost
exclusively with painters.

Since the 1880s theatre design had begun to emerge as a creative art in
Russia. The man chiefly responsible was Savva Mamontov, raiiway tycoon,
singer, sculptor, stage director, dramatist, and munificent patron of the arts.
On his estate at Abramtsevo near Moscow he created his ‘Private Opera’ in
which the performers were amateurs, but the designers the leading painters
of the day. There, and later at the professional ‘Moscow Private Russian
Opera’ (1885-1904), such artists as Apollinarius and Victor Vasnetsov,
Konstanun Korovin, and Mikhail Vrubel created a dazzling series of
settings and costumes which embodied the traditional motfs and colours
of Russian folk art in a highly stylised and uncompromisingly theatrical
manner. The result was a fully integrated spectacle whose every element
- setung, costume, gesture, movement, music, and dialogue - played an
equal part.

In time, Mamontov’s example helped to effect a similar transformation
in the Imperial operas and ballets of Moscow and St Petersburg, especially
after 1900 when they began to employ artists of the ‘World of Art’ group,
among them Alexander Benois, Leon Bakst, and Alexander Golovin. A few
years later, their work was to astonish Western audiences at the first of
Diaghilev’s Russian Seasons in Paris. !¢

Meanwhile, the status and function of the designer in the Russian
dramatic theatre remained unaltered. The Moscow Art Theatre was virtually
alone in recognising and exploiting the visual aspects of the drama. But,
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although Stanislavsky was a great admirer of Mamontov’s productions and
himself performed at Abramtsevo, it was the painstaking verisimilitude of the
Meiningen Theatre that he and Nemirovich-Danchenko took as their model.
From 1898 to 1906 every major production at the Art Theatre (including all
Chekhov’s plays) was designed by Victor Simov, and in subsequent years
too he was responsible for many more. His work was distinguished by its
impeccable authenticity and its revolutionary use of the stage area. He aimed
to present a complete view of life in progress, frequently in a whole series
of rooms at varying levels seen, as if by chance, from an oblique angle. In
terms of stage realism, the theatre today has made no significant advance
on what Simov first accomplished eighty years ago — which is perhaps a
measure both of the achievement and of the limitations of his method.

Amongst the young artists who joined Meyerhold and his fellow stage-
directors* at the Art Theatre’s model workshop in May 1905 were Nikolai
Sapunov and Sergei Sudeikin, both in their early twenties. Previously,
they had worked under Korovin: Sapunov as his assistant at the Bolshoi
Theatre and Sudeikin as his pupil at the College of Painting, Sculpture and
Architecture in Moscow. Jointly they were entrusted with the designs for
Meyerhold’s production of The Death of Tintagiles. In a short time they had
refused flatly 1o conform to the accepted practice in the naturalistic theatre
of constructing true-to-life models of the exteriors and interiors specified
in the play. Following the already accepted practice in opera and ballet,
and in any case inexperienced in three-dimensional work, they produced a
series of impressionistically figurative pictures imbued with the foreboding
atmosphere of The Death of Tintagiles and designed for translation into scenic
terms in collaboration with the director and scene-painters.

Their fellow designers quickly followed suit, rejecting the mode! in
favour of the impressionistic sketch:

In Act One of [Hauptmann’s] Krampion (the artist’s studio), instead of a
full-sized room with all its furnishings, Denisov simply depicted a few bright
areas, characteristic of a studio. When the curtain rose, the studio atmosphere
was conveyed by a single huge canvas occupying half the stage and drawing the
spectator’s attention away from all other details; but in order that such a large
picture should not distract the spectator with its subject, only one corner was
completed, the rest being Lightly sketched in with charcoal. In addition, there
was the edge of a big skylight with a patch of sky, a stepladder for painting
the canvas, a large table, an ottoman (necessary to the play’s action), and a
number of sketches strewn over the table. This marked the introduction of
the principle of stylisation.!?

Meyerhold defines his conception of the term ‘stylisation’ (uslovmost) at
that time:

With the word ‘stylisation’ I do not imply the exact reproduction of the style
of a certain period or of a certain phenomenon, such as a photographer might

* Alexander Kosheverov, Sergei Popov and Viadimir Repman.
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7 Set design by Ulyanov for Schluck and Fau

achieve. In my opinion the concept of ‘stylisation’ is indivisibly tied up with
the idea of convention, generalisation and symbol. To ‘stylise’ a given period
or phenomenon means to employ every possible means of expression in order
to reveal the inner synthesis of that period or phenomenon, to bring out those
hidden features that are deeply rooted in the style of any work of art.18

The principle was pursued to its extreme in Schluck and Fau, direc-
ted jointly by Meyerhold and Vladimir Repman with designs by Nikolai
Ulyanov. Hauptmann’s ‘ironical masque’ about two vagrants ennobled for a
day to amuse the gentry was transferred from its original setting in medieval
Silesia to a stylised abstraction of the ‘periwig age’ of Louis XIV.* Here
Meyerhold describes the treatment of the third scene:

The mood of idleness and whimsy is conveyed by a row of arbours resembling
wicker baskets and stretching across the forestage. The back curtain depicts

* Apparently this was at Stanislavsky's suggestion after he had visited Diaghilev’s brilliant
exhibition of eighteenth-century portraits at the Tauride Palace in Petersburg. The exhibition’s
setting by Bakst was conceived as a dramatic unity of a garden with arbours, trellises and
pavilions to set off the paintings.2?
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a blue sky with fluffy clouds. The horizon is bounded by crimson roses
stretching the entire width of the stage. Crinolines, white periwigs, and

the characters’ costumes are blended with the colours of the setting into a
single artistic design, a symphony in mother-of-pearl with all the charm of a
painting by Konstantin Somov. The rise of the curtain is preceded by a duet
in the style of the eighteenth century. It rises to disclose a figure seated in
each arbour: in the centre is Sidselill, on cither side - the ladies-in-waiting.
They are embroidering a single broad ribbon with ivory needles - all in
perfect time, whilst in the distance is heard a duet to the accompaniment of
harp and harpsichord. Everything conveys the musical thythm: movements,
lines, gestures, dialogue, the colours of the setting and costumes. Everything
that needs to be hidden from the audience is concealed behind stylised flats,
with no attempt to make the spectator forget that he is in a theatre.!®

Meyerhold’s comparison with Konstantin Somov is apt, for he was a
prominent member of the ‘World of Art’, and it is that movement’s
conception of a unity of the arts that is reflected in the interpretation
of Schluck and Fau - to the exclusion of all traces of ‘unnecessary truth’.
In contrast to the chilling menace of The Death of Tintagiles Hauptmann’s
masque was conceived as a lighthearted divertissement, an unashamed
exercise in theatrical style.

IV

Just as the original Moscow Art Theatre company had done seven years
earlier, the Theatre-Studio started rehearsals on 3 June 1905 in a barn near
Pushkino some miles outside Moscow. The company was composed largely
of graduates of the Art Theatre School and ex-members of the Fellowship
of the New Drama, plus three graduates from the Alexandrinsky Theatre
School in St Petersburg.20

By this time Meyerhold was firmly committed to the principle of styli-
sation, and he was faced with the problem of creating a style of acting
consistent with it. Before approaching The Death of Tintagiles, he acquainted
himself with all the available literature on the play.?! He found the key to
its interpretation in Maeterlinck’s Everyday Tragedy. Originally conceived in
1894 as a preview of lbsen’s The Master Builder, Maeterlinck’s essay dealt
far less with Ibsen than with his own conception of the theatre and exerted
a considerable influence on Lugné-Poe’s work at the Théitre de I'Oeuvre.
Even though he had worked with painters as talented as Vuillard, Denis and
Sérusier, Lugné-Poe’s productions were tentative and hampered by minimal
resources. Obliged to hire actors from the regular theatre to strengthen
his part-professional company, he was never in a situation to develop a
uniform style equal to the demands of symbolist theatre.22 In 1905 at the
Theatre-Studio Meyerhold was much better placed to explore the practical
implications of Maeterlinck’s thinking.
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In Everyday Tragedy Maeterlinck®® begins by rejecting as superficial the
truth revealed in ‘le tragique des grandes aventures’ and suggests that the truly
tragic is to be found in the simple fact of man’s existence:

Is it absolutely necessary to cry out like the Atridae before an eternal God
reveals himself in our life? Does he never come and join us in the stillness
of our lamplight? Is it not tranquillity, when we reflect on it with the stars
looking down, that is most terrible? When does the meaning of life manifest
itself — in tumult or in silence? . . .

I admire Othello, but to me he does not seem to lead the august daily
life of a Hamlet, who has time to live because he does not act. . .

I have come to believe that the old man seated in an armchair, simply
waiting in the lamplight and listening unconsciously to all the eternal laws
that preside about his house, interpreting without realising it all that
is contained in the silence of the doors and windows, and in the small voice
of the lamplight, enduring the presence of his soul and its destiny, bowing
his head a litte, never suspecting that all the powers of this world watch
and wait in the room like attentive servants, unaware that the little table on
which he leans is held in suspense over the abyss by the sun itself, unaware
that there is not a star in the sky, not a part of the soul, that remains
indifferent to the lowering of an eyelid or the waking of a thought — I have
come to believe that in reality this motionless old man leads a life that is
more profound, more human and more significant than the lover who strangles
his mistress, the captain who is victorious in battle, or the husband
who avenges his honour.

Such a static theatre, argues Maeterlinck, is wholly practicable: consider
the absence of direct action from Greek tragedy. The beauty and grandeur
of Aeschylus and Sophocles resides in their dialogue; that is, not in the
‘external, necessary dialogue’ that advances the plot, but in the implicit,
unvoiced, ‘internal dialogue’. This internal dialogue determines the tragic
moments of human existence when the spoken word conceals the truth:

What I say often counts for little; but my presence, the attitude of my soul,
my future and my past, what is yet 1o be born of me, what lies dead within
me, my secret thoughts, the planets that vouchsafe their approval of me, my
destiny, the thousand upon thousand of mysteries that bound my existence
and yours: at the moment of tragedy it is all this that speaks to you and is
contained in your reply to me.

It is this mystical dialogue, says Maeterlinck, whose echo is sometimes
captured by Aeschylus and Sophocles, and which, he implies, underlies
the sull surface of his own ‘tragédies immobiles’.

Prompted by Maeterlinck’s essay, Meyerhold saw The Death of Tintagiles
as ‘above all a manifestation and purification of souls, . . . a chorus of souls
singing softly of suffering, love, beauty, and death’. Often in the years to
come he was 1o take inspiration, even specific images, from painting. Now
he discerned the key to the play’s realisation in the art of Il Perugino where
‘the contemplative lyrical character of his subjects, the quiet grandeur and
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archaic splendour of his pictures could be achieved only with compositions
whose harmony is unmarred by the slightest abrupt movement or the merest
harsh contrast.’24

To this end a style of diction was developed incorporating ‘a cold coining of
the words, free from all tremolo and the customary sobbing. A total absence
of tension and lugubrious intonation.’ Conventional histrionic gestures were
replaced by “The inner trembling of mystical vibration [which] is conveyed
through the eyes, the lips, the sound and the manner of delivery: the exterior
calm conceals volcanic emotions, with everything light and unforced.’?s

But, above all, Meyerhold exploited the expressive power of the actor’s
body. In his music-drama Wagner conveys the protagonists’ true emotions,
the inner dialogue, through the medium of the orchestral score which is
frequently in counterpoint — emotional as well as musical — to the sung
libretto. In The Death of Tintagiles Meyerhold tried to employ movement,
gestures, and poses in precisely the same manner in order to suggest the
inexorable tragedy of the little Prince trapped and destroyed by the unseen
Queen.*

The truth of human relationships is established by gestures, poses, glances and
silences. Words alone cannot say everything. Hence there must be a pattem of
movement to transform the spectator into a vigilant observer. . . The difference
between the old theatre and the new is that in the new theatre speech and
plasticity are each subordinated to their own particular rhythms and the two
do not necessarily coincide.26

In order to achieve these effects, Meyerhold left as litle as possible to
chance, prescribing every possible detail, visual and oral, in his prompt-copy.
He sketched in desired gestures and poses, placing particular emphasis on

8 Costume design
for Aglovale in
The Death of
Tintagiles

* Compare Meyerhold’s interpretation of Tristan and Isolde (pp. 86 ff. below).
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the performers in profile so what the spectator saw would resemble a
two-dimensional bas-relief, motionless and punctuating the action. This
prescriptive method was strikingly similar to Stanislavsky’s in his early
productions of Chekhov, and reflects the same wish for absolute control
over the actors.

Valentina Verigina, herself a member of the Theatre-Studio company,
has recorded some vivid impressions of The Death of Tintagiles:

In this production statuesque plasticity was employed for the first time: the
hands with fingers together, certain turns and inclinations of the head, were
typical of primitive painting. But Meyerhold never copied poses or groupings
from actual pictures; he imbued them with his own powerful imagination,
making a splendid composition in the original style and appropriate to the
actor in question. When [ first saw the picture ‘Madonna at the Strawberry
Bed’ (by an unknown Middle-Rhenish master in the museum at Solothurn),
I immediately recalled Tintagiles and his sister Ygraine, even though there
were po such poses and no such nise-en-scéne in The Death of Tintagsles. 1 was
reminded of the Theatre-Studio production of Maeterlinck’s play because at
certain moments the head of the little Tintagiles bent towards his shoulder just
like Christ’s in the picture, and his hand was raised with the fingers together in
the same way. Ygraine and Bellangére pensively bent their heads like the Virgin
in the picture. When I recall the production I see everything in one place, even
though the characters sometimes moved around and made exits and entrances.
They did it inconspicuously, simply appearing then disappearing.. Right from
the first act, but especially later, one sensed the sisters’ anxiety for their little
brother in every phrase they uttered, every gesture of their submissive hands.
But most of all one felt it in the moments of silence; one felt energy concentrated
in their frozen poses. In this way an almost unbearable dynamism was created
beneath an outward calm. The Queen’s three maidservants entered one after
the other, their index fingers hooked like claws, their faces hidden by grey
hoods. One recalls them motionless: unlike the other characters, they never
once altered their pose. The voices of these dreadful executors of the will of
fate echoed sinister yet melodious. First they all spoke in unison on one note:
‘They are sle-eeping. . . No need to wa-it now. . ." Then separately: ‘She wants
everything done in secret. . ." and so on,?”

In 1902, the company of Otodziro Kawakami, the first Japanese actors
ever to be seen in the West, performed in Russia. Their repertoire was
based mainly on traditional works of the Kabuki theatre and their style
was a modernised version of Kabuki called ‘Soshi Shibai’: stylised, yet
revelatory in its naked emotive power. Above all, the critics praised the
grace and virtuosity of Kawakami’s actress-dancer wife, Sada Yacco. The
English Japoniste, Charles Ricketts wrote in his diary:

The convention of our European stage demands likely gesture and intonation
throughout, and a sustained pitch in delivery. This the Japanese observe in the
minor characters; with the principals it is not the case; elaborate expression,
intonation, and posturing in a deliberate and ‘transcendent’ temper are the
rule. During elaborate scenes of facial expression the body will remain almost
immobile or be kept in cramped or curtseying positions.28
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In 1909 Meyerhold wrote: ¢ . .. Sada Yacco demonstrated the meaning
of true stylisation on the stage, the ability to economise with gestures, to
reveal all the beauty of the composition.’?® He makes no reference to the
Japanese theatre in his published account of the Theatre-Studio and he never
actually saw Sada Yacco perform, yet it seems likely that his first experiments
in stylised movement and gesture were influenced by what others wrote about
her.3¢ Twenty years later when rehearsing Faiko’s Bubus the Teacher he was
still citing her as an example to his actors.3!

\Y

When Meyerhold described to Chekhov his interpretation of The Cherry
Orchard in 1904, he compared the third act to a symphony, in which the actual
music of the Jewish band was merely one part.* Significantdy, he wrote: ‘In
this act there is something Maeterlinckian, something terrifying.’ Although
more overtly stylised, his production of The Death of Tintagiles a year later
was remarkably similar in conception and the score composed by the young,
little-known composer, Ilya Sats, was a vital element. As Meyerhold recalled,
‘Both the external effects of the scenario of Maeterlinck’s play (such as the
howling of the wind, the beating of the waves, and the buzzing of voices)
and all the points of the ‘inner dialogue’ picked out by the director were
conveyed with the help of actual music (orchestra and choir a capella).’32

Just as in Schluck and Fau, and indeed in virtually all Meyerhold’s
work in the future, the aim was a production whose every element was
strictly bound by a musical scheme. But whilst it was easy enough to syn-
chronise gestures and movements with the musical score, the actors found
it impossible to rid their diction entirely of lifelike intonation and to think
in purely rhythmical terms. As Meyerhold says, their task might have been
easier had there existed some form of notation to record the required
variations in tempo, pitch, volume, and expression, thereby ensuring their
consistency from one performance to the next.33 But the root of the trouble
lay in the actors’ previous training in the realist tradition: as the tension
of the drama mounted they would begin once more to ‘live’ their roles and
all thoughts of musical discipline would vanish.

The extent of the actors’ failure to master the new style of declamation
did not become apparent while they were at Pushkino, and rehearsals there
proceeded in an atmosphere of general optimism. On 12 August Meyerhold
revealed the company’s progress to Stanislavsky, who by now had returned
to Moscow. Immediately afterwards, Stanislavsky wrote to Sergei Popov, the
Studio’s administrative director:

Yesterday brought me great joy. It went off splendidly. Unexpectedly, the
entire Art Theatre company attended. Gorky and Mamontov turned up, so

* See pp. 22-23 above.
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the parade was graced by the generals. Schiuck made 2 splendid impression
and I was delighted for Vladimir Emilievich [Repman]. Tintagiles caused a
furore and I was happy for Vsevolod Emilievich. Love’s Comedy was weak
but I think I know the solution and can offer some good advice. But the main
thing which became clear yesterday is that there is a company, or rather good
material for one. This question has tortured me all summer and yesterday I
was reassured. Yesterday the pessimists began 1o believe in the possibility of
success and conceded the first victory of the Studio over prejudice. 34

A week later the Studio moved to its permanent theatre in Moscow.
Stanislavsky had taken a two-year lease on the former Nemchinov Theatre
in Povarskaya Street, an improbably large auditorium seating seven hundred
which had been renovated at considerable expense in a style befitting the
lofty ambitions of the enterprise. As Konstantin Rudnitsky describes it,
‘The Studio was furnished with taste and elegance, as though the very blue
and white front-of-house décor was a polemic directed at the deliberate
unpretentiousness of the dull green and grey of the Art Theatre’s interior.’35

For the first time the new productions were rehearsed on a full-size stage
with music and scenery, and this revealed a number of serious problems,
beginning with the difficulty in The Death of Tintagiles of synchronising the
actors’ voices with Sats’ score. Worse still, it now became clear that Sapunov
and Sudeikin had been incapable of translating their brilliant atmospheric
sketches into three-dimensional scenic terms. Not only did they introduce
crude naturalistic details which marred the overall impression of stylisation,
but they had failed to allow for the effects of stage lighting, and it altered
their original designs beyond recognition, despite the use of a front gauze to
soften the outlines and lend an air of mystery to the poses and movements
of the performers.

Despite these problems Stanislavsky remained enthusiastic, though most
of his attention was directed towards rehearsing productions for the new
season in the main house, including a revival of The Seagull in which
Meyerhold was again to play Treplev. However, it was decided to put back
the opening of the Theatre-Studio from 1 October, first to the 10th and then
to the 21st. Posters were printed and the season was announced. But by now
Russia was in the grip of a general strike and on 14 October Moscow was hit
by a violent upsurge of revolutionary disturbances. Practically all theatres
closed and the Art Theatre was turned into a casualty station with actresses
from both companies serving as auxiliary nurses. On 19 October an imperial
manifesto proclaimed the end of the autocratic rule of the Romanovs and the
institution of a constitutional monarchy. Normal theatrical activities now
resumed, but many of the public stayed away, fearing right-wing extremist
reprisals in public places, and the newspapers paid little or no attention to
artistic matters.

Clearly, at such a time the future of a risky venture like the Theatre-Studio
was in extreme jeopardy, and on 16 October the decision was taken to
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postpone the opening indefinitely. Even so, sometime within the next week,
probably after the 19th, the first dress-rehearsal took place.3¢
Nikolai Ulyanov describes what happened:

On stage semi-darkness, only the silhouettes of the actors visible, two-
dimensional scenery, no wings, the back-drop hung almost level with the
setting line. It’s novel, and so is the rhythmical delivery of the actors on
stage. Slowly the action unfolds, it seems as if time has come to a standstill.
Suddenly Stanislavsky demands ‘light!” The audience starts; there is noise
and commotion. Sudeikin and Sapunov jump up protesting. Stanislavsky:
‘The audience won't stand for darkness very long on stage, it’s wrong
psychologically, you need to see the actors’ faces!” Sudeikin and Sapunov:
‘But the settings are designed to be seen in half-darkness; they lose all artistic
point if you light them!” Again silence, broken by the measured delivery of
the actors, but this ime with the lights full up. But once the stage was lit,
it became lifeless, and the harmony between the figures