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ACTOR AND THE
nBER-MARIONETTE II II

~rHE

INSCRmED IN ALL AFFECTION TO MY GOOD
FRIENDS. DE VOS AND ALEXANDER HEVESI

"To SAVE THE THEATRE. THE THEATRE MUST BE
DESTROYED. THE ACTORS AND ACT:&E8SES HUST ALL
DIE OF THE PLAGUE. • • • THEY HAKE ART IHPOSSIBLE."-ELEONOBA. DoSE:
ARTHUR SYMONS.

Studies in Seven A.rts.

(CONSTABLE,

1900.)

has always been a matter for argument
I T whether
or no Acting is an art. and therefore

whether the actor is an Artist. or something quite
different. There is little to show us that this question disturbed the minds of the leaders of thought
at any period. though there is much evidence to
prove that had they chosen to approach this
subject as one for their serious consideration.
they would have applied to it the same method
of inquiry as used when considering the arts of
Music and Poetry, of Architecture, Sculpture and
Painting.
On the other hand there have been many warm
arguments in certain circles on this topic. Those
taking part in it have seldom been actors, very rarely
men of the Theatre at all, and all have displayed
any amount of illogical heat and very little know"\ ledge of the subject. The arguments against acting
being an art, and against the actor being an artist.
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UNREASONABLE ATTACKS
are generally so unreasonable and so personal in
their detestation of the actor, that I think it is for
this reason the actors have taken no trouble to
go into the matter. So now regularly with each
season comes the quarterly attack on the actor
and on his jolly calling; the attack usually ending
in the retirement of the enemy. As a rule it is
the literary or private gentlemen who fill the
enemy's rank. On the strength of having gone to
see plays all their lives, or on the strength of never
having gone to see a play in their lives, they attack
for some reason best known to themselves. I have
followed these regular attacks season by season,
and they seem mostly to spring from irritability,
personal enmity, or conceit. They are illogical
from beginning to end. There can be no such
attack made on the actor or his calling. My
intention here is not to join in any such attempt;
I would merely place before you what seem to me
to be the logical facts of a curious case, and I
believe that these admit of no dispute whatever.

1

X ~ACTING is not an art. It is therefore incorrect
to speak of the actor as.an artist. For accident is an enemy of the artist. Art is the exact
antithesis of pandemonium, and pandemonium is
.created by the tumbling together of many accidents. Art arrives only by design. Therefore in
order to make any work of art it is clear we
may only work in those materials with which
55
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A.CTING IS NOT AN ART

0-

we can calculate. Man is not one of these
materials.
The whole nature of man tends towards freedom;
he therefore carries the proof in his own person
that as material for the Theatre he is useless. In
the modern theatre, owing to the use of the bodies
of men and women as their matenal, all which is
presented there is of an accidental nature. The
actions of the actor's body, the expression of his
face, the sounds of his voice, all are at the mercy
of the winds of his emotions: these winds, which
must blow for ever round the artist, moving
without unbalancing him. But with the actor,
emotion P088I:88" him; it seizes upon his limbs.
moving them whither it will. He is at its beck
and call, he moves as one in a frantic dream or as
one distraught, swaying here and there; his head.
his arms, his feet, if not ut.terly beyond control..
are so weak to stand against the torrent of his.
passions, that they are ready to play him false at
any moment. It is useless for him to attempt t()
reason with himself. Hamlet's calm directions
(the dreamer's, not the logician's directions, by the
way) are thrown to the winds. His limbs refuse..
and refuse again to obey his mind the instant
emotion warms, while the mind is all the time
creating the heat which shall set these emotions
afire. As with his movement, so is it with the
expression of his face. The mind struggling and
succeeding for a moment. in moving the eyes, or56
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EMOTION CONSPIRES AGAINST A.RT
the muscles of the face whither it will; the mind
bringing the face for a few moments into thorough
subjection, is suddenly swept aside by the emotion
which has grown hot through the action of the mind.
Instantly, like lightning, and before the mind has
time to cry out and protest, the hot passion has
mastered the actor's expression. It shifts and
changes, sways and turns, it is chased by emotion
from the actor's forehead between his eyes and
down to his mouth; now he is entirely at the mercy \
of emotion, and crying out to it : .. Do with me what
you will I" His expression runs a mad riot hither
and thither, and 10 I .. Nothing is coming of
nothing." It is the same with his voice as it is
with his movements. Emotion cracks the voice
of the actor. It sways his voice to join in the
conspiracy against his mind. Emotion works
upon the voice of the actor, and he produces the
impression of discordant emotion. It is of no avail
to say that emotion is the spirit of the gods, ~d
is precisely what the artist aims to produce; first
of all this is not true, and even if it were quite true,
every stray emotion, every casual feeling, cannot
be of value. Therefore the mind of the actor, we
see, is less powerful than his emotion, for emotion
is able to win over the mind to assist in the destruction of that which the mind would produce; and
as the mind becomes the slave of the emotIon it
follows that accident upon accident must be
continually occurring. So then, we have arrived.
51
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EMOTION CONSPIRES AGAINST ART
at this point: that emotion is the cause which
first of al1 creates, and secondly destroys. Art, as
we have said, can admit of no accidents. That,
r then, which the actor gives us, is not a work of art:
it is a series of accidental confessions. In the beginning the human body was not used as material
in the Art of the Theatre. In the beginning the
emotions of men and women were not considered
as a fit exhibition for the multitude. An elephant
and a tiger in an arena suited the taste better,
when the desire was to excite. The passionate
tussle between the elephant and the tiger gives us
al1 the excitement that we can get from the modern
-stage, and can give it us unalloyed. Such an
exhibition is not more brutal, it is more delicate,
it is more humane; for there is nothing more
-outrageous than that men and women should be
let loose on a platform, so that they may expose
that which artists refuse to show except veiled, in
the form which their minds create. How it was
that man was ever persuaded to take the place
which until that time animals had held is not
·difficult to surmise.
The man with the greater learning comes across
the
man with the greater temperament. He
(
addresses him in something like the following
terms: " You have a most superb countenance:
what magnificent movements you make I Your
voice, it is like the singing of birds: and how your
eye ftashes! What a noble impression you give!
58
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COMEDY OF AUTHOR AND ACTOR

You almost resemble a god I I think all people
ilhould have pointed out to them this wonder
which is contained in you. I will write a few words
which you shall address to the people. You shall
-stand before them, and you shall speak my lines
just as you will. It is sure to be perfectly right."
And the man of temperament replies: " Is that
really so? Do I strike you as appearing as a god ?
It is the very first time I have ever thought of it.
And do you think that by appearing in front of
the people I could make an impression which might
benefit them, and would fill them with enthusiasm '1
'" No, no, no," says the intelligent man; "by
no means only by appearing; but if you have
1K)mething to say you will indeed create a great
impression. "
The other answers: "I think I shall have some
difficulty in speaking your lines. I could easier
just appear, and say something instinctive, such
as ' Salutation to all men I' I feel perhaps that I
should be able to be more myself if I acted in that
way." "That is an excellent idea," replies the
tempter, "that idea of yours: 'Salutation to all
men I' On that theme I will compose say one
hundred or two hundred lines; you'll be the very
man to speak those lines. You have yourself
suggested it to me. Salutation I Is it agreed,
then. that you will do this ? ., "If you wish it,"
replies the other, with a good-natured lack of
reason, and flattered beyond measure.
59
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TRAGEDY OF AUTHOR AND ACTOR

·1

And so the comedy of author and actor com\ menees. The young man appears before the
multitude and speaks the lines, and the speaking
of them is a superb advertisement for the art of
literature. After the applause the young man is
swiftly forgotten; they even forgive the way he
has spoken the lines; but as it was an original and
new idea at the time, the author found it profitable, and shortly afterwards other authors found
it an excellent thing to use handsome and buoyant
men as inatrummts. It mattered nothing to them
that the instrument was a human creature. Although they knew not the stops of the instrument.
they could play rudely upon him and they found
him useful. And so to-day we have the strange
picture of a man content to give forth the thoughts
of another, which that other has given form to
while at the same time he exhibits his person to
the public view. He does it because he is flattered;
and vanity-will not reason. But all the time,
and however long the world may last, the nature
in man will fight for freedom, and will revolt against
being made a slave or medium for the expression
of another's thoughts. The whole thing is a very
grave matter indeed, and it is no good to push it
aside and protest that the actor is not the medium
for another's thoughts, and that he invests with
life the dead words of an author; because even
if this were true (true it cannot be), and even if the
actor were to present none but the ideas which he

t
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himself should compose, his nature would still be
in servitude; his body would have to become the
slave of his mind; and that, as I have shown, is what
the healthy body utterly refuses to do. Therefore
the body of man, for the reason which I have
given, is by nature utterly useless as a material
for an art. I am fully aware of the sweeping
-character of this statement; and as it concerns
men and women who are alive, and who as a class
are ever to be loved, more must be said lest I give
unintentional offence. I know perfectly well that
what I have said here is not yet going to create
.an exodus of all the actors from all the theatres
in the world, driving them into sad monasteries
where they will laugh out the rest of their lives,
with the Art of the Theatre as the main topic for
amusing conversation. As I have written elsewhere, the Theatre will continue its growth and
actors will continue for some years to hinder its
development. But I see a loop-hole by which in
time the actors can escape from the bondage they
are in. They must create for themselves a new
form of acting, consisting for the main part of
symbolical gesture. To-day they impersonate and
interpret; to-morrow they must represent and interpret; and the third day they must create. By
this means style may return. To-day the actor
impersonates a certain being. He cries to the
audience: "Watch me; I am now pretending to
be so and so, and I am now pretending to do so ,
61
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and so;" and then he proceeds to imitate as exactly as possible, that which he has announced he
will indictJte. For instance, he is Romeo. He tells
the audience that he is in love, and he proceeds
to show it, by kissing Juliet. This, it is claimed, is.
a work of art: it is claimed for this that it is.
an intelligent way of suggesting thought. Whyr why, that is just as if a painter were to draw upon
\, the wall a picture of an animal with long ear&
and then write ~der ~t "This is a donkey." :he
l. long ears made It plam enough, one would think,
without the inscription, and any child of ten does
as much. The difference between the child of
ten and the artist is that the artist is he who
by drawing certain signs and shapes creates the
impression of a donkey: and the greater artist ishe who creates the impression of the whole genus.
of donkey, the spirit of the thing.
The actor looks upon life as a photo-machine
looks upon life; and he attempts to make a picture
to rival a photograph. He never dreams of his
art as being an art such for instance as music. He
tries to reproduce Nature; he seldom thinks to
invent with the aid of Nature, and he never dreams
of creating. As I have said, the best he can do
when he wants to catch and convey the poetry
of a kiss. the heat of a fight, or the calm of death,
is to copy slavishly. photographically-he kisseshe fights-he lies back and mimics death-and,
when you think of it, is not all this dreadfully

[..~.:,.~(J~\,."- J
.;.l \
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ACTOR WOULD RIVAL PHOTOGRAPHER
not a poor art
cleverness,
convey the spirit
essence of an
audience, but can
an artless
is to be
of the thing
an imitator, not an artist. This is to claim kinship with the ventriloquist. 1
There is a stage expression of the actor .. getting
under the skin of the part." A better one would
be getting" out of the skin of the part altogether."
"
cries the
flashing
in this
CDIUll'i\.

you call life,
relation with
painter means something rather different to actuality when he speaks of life in his art, and the
other artists generally mean something essentially
spiritual; it is only the actor, the ventriloquist. or
the animal-stuffer who, when they speak of putting
life
work, mean some
and lifelike
when anyone
clever that they can
we
proposal to exhibit
and worship him as a
ful
must also inform
that
State such
118 he are not permitted to exist: the law will not allow them.
And 80, when we have anointed him with myrrh, and set a
garland of wool upon his head, we shan lead him away to
another city. For we mean to employ for our sours healtli the
rougher and severer poet or story-teller, who will imitate the
style of the virtuous only, and will follow those models which we
prescribed
when we began the education of our soldiers."
here, we
whole passage being
refer
The &public, Book
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reproduction, something blatant in its appeal, that
it is for this reason I say that it would be better
if the actor should get out of the skin of the part
. altogether. If there is any actor who is reading
this, is there not some way by which I can make
him realize the preposterous absurdity of this
delusion of his, this belief that he should aim to
make an actual copy, a reproduction'll am going
to suppose that such an actor is here with me
as I talk; and I invite a musician and a painter
to join us. Let them speak. I have had enough
of seeming to decry the work of the actor from
trivial motives. I have spoken this way because
of my love of the Theatre, and because of my
hopes and belief that before long an extraordinary
development is to raise and revive that which is
failing in the Theatre, and my hope and belief that
the actor will bring the force of his courage to assist
_in this revival. My attitude towards the whole
matter is misunderstood by many in the Theatre.
It is considered to be my attitude, mine alone; a
stray quarreller I seem to be in their eyes, a pessimist, grumbling; one who is tired of a thing and
who attempts to break it. Therefore let the other
artists ~peak with the actor, and let the actor
support his own case as best he may, and let him
Jisten to their opinion on matters of art. We
sit here '. conversing, the actor, the musician, the
painter and myself. I who represent an art distinct
from an' these, shall remain silent.

6'
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THEIR DIFFERENT ATTITUDES
As we sit here. the talk first turns upon Nature.
We are surrounded by beautiful curving hills and
trees. vast and towering mountains in the distance
covered with snow; around us innumerable delicate
sounds of Nature stirring-Life. .. How beautiful,,·
says the painter... how beautiful the sense of all
this I" He is dreaming of the almost impossi- :
bility of conveying on to his canvas the full earthly i
and spiritual value of that which is around him. !
yet he faces the thing as man generally faces that
which is most dangerous. The musician gazes
upon the ground. The actor's is an inward and
personal gaze at himself. He is unconsciously
enjoying the sense of himself, as representing the
main and central figure in a really good scene. He
strides across the space between us and the view.
sweeping in a half circle. and he regards the superb
panorama without seeing it. conscious of one thing
only. himself and his attitude. Of course an
actress would stand there meek in the presence of
Nature. She is but a little thing, a little picturesque
atom; for picturesque we know she is in every
movement. in the sigh which, almost unheard by
the rest of us, she conveys to her audience and to
herself, that she is there, .. little me." in the presence
of the God that made her. and all the rest of the
sentimental nonsense. So we are all collected here,
and having taken the attitudes natural to us,
we proceed to question each other. And let us
imagine that for once we are all really interested

l

F
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THEY SHALL SPEAK

THE TRUTH

in finding out all about the other's interests, and
the other's work. (I grant that this is very unusual, and that mind-selfishness, the highest form
of stupidity, encloses many a professed artist
somewhat tightly in a little square box.) But let
us take it for granted that there is a general interest;
that the actor and the musician wish to learn something about the art of painting; and that the
painter and the musician wish to understand from
the actor what his work consists of and whether
and why he considers it an art. For here they shall
not mince matters, but shall speak that which they
believe. As they are looking only for the truth,
they have nothing to fear; they are all good fellows,
all good friends; not thin-skinned, and can give
I .and take blows. .. Tell us," asks the painter, .. is
I it true that before you can act a part properly you
\ must feel the emotions of the character you are
\ representing?" .. Oh well, yes and no; it depends
) what you mean," answers the actor. .. We have
first to be able to feel and sympathize and also
-criticize the emotions of a character; we look at it
from a distance before we close with it : we gather
as much as we can from the text and we call to
mind all the emotions suitable for this character
to exhibit. After having many times rearranged
and selected those emotions which we consider
of importance we then practise to reproduce them
before the audience; and in order to do so we must
feel as little as is necessary; in fact the less we feel,
66
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PERFECT .ACTING IMPOSSIBLE
the firmer will our hold be upon our facial and \.
bodily expression." With a gesture of genial impatience, the artist rises to his feet and paces to
and fro. He had expected his friend to say that
it had nothing whatever to do with emotions, and
that he could control his face, features, voice and
all, just as if his body were an instrument. The
musician sinks down deeper into his chair. "But /
has there never been an actor," asks the artist•
.. who has so trained his body from head to foot
that it would answer to the workings of his mind
without permitting the emotions even so much as
to awaken? Surely there must have been one
actor, say one out of ten millions, who has done
this?" .. No." says the actor emphatically, "never,
never; there never has been an actor who reached
such a state of mechanical perfection that his body
was absolutely the slave of his mind. Edmund Kean
of England. Salvini of Italy, Rachel, Eleonora
Duse, I call them all to mind and I repeat there
never was an actor or actress such as you describe."
The artist here asks: "Then you admit that it
would be a state of perfection?" "Why, of
course I But it is impossible; will always be impossible," cries the actor; and he rises-almost
with a sense of relief. "That is as much as to say.
there never was a perfect actor, there has never
been an actor who has not spoiled his performance
once, twice. ten times, sometimes a hundred times,
during the evening? There never has been a
F 2
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THE WILL OF THE ARTIST
piece of acting which could be called even almost
perfect, and there never will be?" For answer
the actor asks quickly: "But has there been ever
a painting, or a piece of architecture, or piece of
music which may be called perfect?" "Undoubtedly," they reply. " The laws which control
our arts make such a thing possible." "A picture,
for instance," continues the artist, "may consist of four lines, or four hundred lines, placed
in certain positions; it may be as simple as possible,
but it is possible to make it perfect. That is to
say, I can first choose that which is to make the
lines; I can choose that on which I am to place
the lines: I can consider this as long as I like;
I can alter it; then in a state which is both free
from excitement, haste, trouble, nervousness-in
fact, in any state I choose (and of course I prepare,
wait, and select that also}-I can put these lines together-so-now they are in their place. Having
my material, nothing except my own will can move
or alter these; and, as I have said, my own will is
entirely under my control. The line can be straight
or it can wave; it can be round if I choose, and there
is no fear that when I wish to make a straight
line I shall make a curved one, or that when I wish
to make a curved there will be square parts about
it. And when it is ready-finislied-it undergoes
no change but that which Time, who finally destroys it, wills." .. That is rather an extraordinary
thing," replies the actor; .. I wish it were possible
68
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WORKS OF A.RT AND CHA.NCE
"Yest" replies the artist, "it is \
a very etctraordinary thing, and it is that which I

in my work."

hold makes the difference between an intelligent
statement and a casual or haphazard statement.
The most intelligent statement, that is a work of
art. The haphazard statement, that is a work of
chance. When the intelligent statement reaches
its highest possible form it becomes a work of fine
art. And therefore I have always held, though I
may be mistaken, that your work has not the
nature of an art. That is to say (and you have i
said it yourself) each statement that you make in \
your work is subject to every conceivable change \
which emotion chooses to bring about. That which
you conceive in your mind, your body is not permitted by Nature to complete. In fact, your
body, gaining the better of your intelligence, has
in many instances on the stage driven out the intelligence altogether. Some actors seem to say:
• What value lies in having beautiful ideas? To
what end shall my mind conceive a fine idea, a fine
thought, for my body, which is so entirely beyond
my control, to spoil? I will throw my mind
overboard, let my body pull me and the play
through;' and there seems to me to be some
wisdom in the standpoint of such an actor. He
does not dilly-dally between the two things which
are contending in him, the one against the other.
He is not a bit afraid of the result. He goes at it
like a man, sometimes a trifle too like a centaur;

I
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LESS EXA.CT THA.N PHOTOGRAPHY

1

of advancing, showing that photography was
pretty well in its way, but there was something
better I U "Do you hold that our work is on a
level with photography? U "No, indeed, it is not
half as exact. It is less of an art even than
photography. In fact, you and I, who have been
talking all this time while the musician has sat
silent, sinking deeper and deeper into his chair,
our arts by the side of his art, are jokes, games,
absurdities. U At which the musician must go and
spoil the whole thing by getting up and giving vent
to some foolish remark. The actor immediately cries
out, " But I don't see that that's such a wonderful remark for a representative of the only art in
the world to make, U at which they all laughthe musician in a sort of crest-fallen, conscious
manner. "My dear fellow, that is just because
he is a musician. He is nothing except in his
music. He is, in fact, somewhat unintelligent,
except when he speaks in notes, in tones, and in
the rest of it. He hardly knows our language,
he hardly knows our world, and the greater the
musician, the more is this noticeable; indeed it is
rather a bad sign when you meet a composer who
is intelligent. And as for the intellectual musician,
why, that means another--; but we mustn't
whisper that name here-he is so popular to-day.
What an actor the man would have been, and what
a personality he had I I understand that all his
life he had yearnings towards being an actor, and
72
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NEW HOPE

I believe he would have been an excellent comedian,
whereas he became a musician-or was it a playwright? Anyhow, it all turned out a great
success-a success of personality." "Was it not
a success of art?" asks the musician. " Well,
which art do you mean?" "Oh, all the arts
combined," he replies, blunderingly but placidly.
"How can that be? How can all arts combine
and make one art? It can only make one jokeone Theatre. Things which slowly, by a natural
law join together, may have some right in the course
of many years or many centuries to ask Nature
to bestow a new name on their product. Only by
this means can a new art be born. I do not believe that the old mother approves of the forcing
process; and if she ever winks at it, she soon has
her revenge; and so it is with the arts. You cannot
commingle them and cry out that you have created
a new art. If you can find in Nature a new material,
mae 'U)hich has never yet been 'USed by man to give
form to his thoughtll, then you can aay that you are
6ft the high road to'U)arda creating a new art.
For
you have found that by 'U)hich you can create it. It
then only remains for you to begin. The Theatre,
as I see it, has yet to find that material." And
thus their conversation ends.
For my part I am with the artist's last statement. My pleasure shall not be to compete with
the strenuous photographer, and I shall ever aim
to get something entirely opposed to life as we see

1
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A MYSTERIOUS

BEAUTY

it. This ftesh-and-blood life, lovely as it is to us
all, is for me not a thing made to search into, or to
give out again to the world, even conventionalized.
I think that my aim shall rather be to catch some
far-off glimpse of that spirit which we call Deathto recall beautiful things from the imaginary world;
they say they are cold, these dead things, I do not
know-they often seem warmer and more living than
that which parades as life. Shades-spirits .seem
to me to be more beautiful, and filled with more
vitality than men and women; cities of men and
women packed with pettiness, creatures inhuman,
secret, coldest cold, hardest humanity. For, looking too long upon life, may one not find all this
to be not the beautiful, nor the mysterious, nor the
( tragic, but the dull, the melodramatic, and the
silly: the conspiracy against vitality-against both
red heat and white heat? And from such things
which lack the sun of life it is not possible to draw
inspiration. But from that mysterious, joyous,
and superbly complete life which is called Deaththat life of shadow and of unknown shapes, where
all cannot be blackness and fog as is supposed,
but vivid colour, vivid light, sharp-cut form; and
which one finds peopled with strange, fierce and
solemn figures, pretty figures and calm figures,
and those figures impelled to some wondrous
harmony of movement-all this is something more
than a mere matter of fact. From this idea of death,
\ which seems a kind of spring, a blossoming-from
74
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IMPERSONATION UNDESIRABLE
this land and from this idea can come so vast an ,
inspiration, that with unhesitating exultation I
leap forward to it; and behold, in an instant, I find
my arms full of flowers. I advance but a pace or
two and again plenty is around me. I pass at ease
on a sea of beauty, I sail whither the winds take
me-there, there is no danger. So much for my
own personal wish; but the entire Theatre of the
world is not represented in me, nor in a hundred
artists or actors, but in something far different.
Therefore what my personal aim may be is of very
little importance. Yet the aim of the Theatre as! ----a whole is to restore its art, and it should commence\
by banishing from the Theatre this idea of im- \
personation, this idea of reproducing Nature; for. I
while impersonation is in the Theatre, the Theatre
never become free. The performers should?
train under the influence of an earlier teaching (if
the very earliest and finest principles are too stem
to commence with), and they will have to avoid
that frantic desire to put life into their work;;
for three thousand times against one time it means
the bringing of excessive gesture, swift mimicry.
speech which bellows and scene which dazzles, on
to the stage, in the wild and vain belief that by such
means vitality can be conjured there. And in a
few instances, to prove the rule, all this partially
succeeds. It succeeds partially with the bubbling
personalities of the Stage. With them it is a case
of sheer triumph in spite of the rules, in the very
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THE BUBBLING PERSONALITY
teeth of the rules, and we who look on throw our
hats into the air, cheer, and cheer again. We
have to; we don't want to consider or to question;
we go with the tide through admiration and
suggestion. That we are hypnotized our taste
cares not a rap: we are delighted to be so moved,
and we literally jump for joy. The great personality has triumphed both over us and the art.
But personalities such as these are extremely rare,
and if we wish to see a personality assert itself in
the Theatre and entirely triumph as an actor we
must at the same time be quite indifferent about the
play and the other actors, about beauty and art.
Those who do not think with me in this whole
matter are the worshippers, or respectful admirers,
of the personalities of the Stage. It is intolerable
to them that I should assert that the Stage must
be cleared of all its actors and actresses before
it will again revive. How could they agree with
me? That would include the removal of their
favourites-the two or three beings who transform
the stage for them from a vulgar joke into an ideal
land. But what should they fear? No danger
threatens their favourites-for were it possible to
put an act into force to prohibit all men and women
from appearing before the public upon the stage of
a theatre, this would not in the least affect these
favourites-these men and women of personality
whom the playgoers crown. Consider anyone of
these personalities born at a period when the Stage
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was unknown; would it in any way have lessened
their power-hindered their expression '/ Not a
whit. Personality invents the means and ways
by which it shall express itself; and acting is but
one-the very least-of the means at the command
of a great personality, and these men and women
would have been famous at any time, and in any
calling. But if there are many to whom it is intolerable that I should propose to clear the Stage
of ALL the actors and actresses in order to revive
the Art of the Theatre, there are others to whom
it seems agreeable.
.. The artist," says Flaubert, .. should be in his
work like God in creation, invisible and all-powerful ; he should be felt everywhere and seen nowhere.
Art should be raised above personal affection and
nervous susceptibility. It is time to give it the
perfection of the physical sciences by means of a
pitiless method." And again, " I have always tried
not to belittle Art for the satisfaction of an isolated
personality." He is thinking mainly of the art of
literature; but if he feels this so strongly of the
writer, one who is never actually seen, but merely
stands half revealed behind his work, how totally
opposed must he have been to the actual appearance of the actor-personality or no personality.
Charles Lamb says: "To see Lear acted, to
see an old man tottering about with a stick, turned
out of doors by his daughters on a rainy night,
has nothing in it but what is painful and dis77
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gusting. We want to take him in to shelter. that
is all the feeling the acting of Lear ever produced
in me. The contemptible machinery by which
they mimic the storm which he goes in is not
inadequate to
the horror of
can be to represent
elements than
propose to personate
or one of Miehelterrible
is essentially
possible to be represented on the stage!'
" Hamlet himself seems hardly capable of being
acted." says William Hazlitt.
Dante in La Vita Nuova tells us that. in a
:'-U'<;GIJLI, Love. in the figure of a youth. appeared to
Discoursing
Dante is told
U to
compose
things in rhyme,
how strong a masterwhich thou shalt
have obtained
through her.
write these things
shall seem
to be spoken by a third person, and not directly
by thee to her, which is scarce fitting." And again:
" There came upon me a great desire to say somewhat in rhyme: but when I began thinking how
I should say it. methought that to speak of her
unseemly, unless
other ladies
<:>c~;uu,u person." We
that the living ",,,,p",,,n
frame and display
upon his own canvas.
hold it as "unseemly"-" scarce fitting.
We have here witnesses against the whole
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business of the modem stage. Collectively they J.lvl) o~· Ii· ~
pass the following sentence: That it is bad art . ~ ..f//,'J. ~I.
to make so personal, so e~oti~nal, an. appeal that .... ;.: ") . ,I, .h
the beholder forgets the thing Itself while swampedt' • .t, •• ~~ i ..
by the personality, the emotion, of its maker. And
';'
.
now for the testimony of an actress.
Eleonora Duse has said: "To save the Theatre,
the Theatre must be destroyed, the actors and
actresses must all die of the plague. They poison
the air, they make art impossible." 1
We may believe her. She means what Flaubert
and Dante mean, even if she words it differently.
And there are many more witnesses to testify for me,
if this is held to be insufficient evidence. There
are the people who never go to the theatres, the
millions of men against the thousands who do go.
Then, we have the support of most of the managers
of the Theatre of to-day. The modem theatremanager thinks the stage should have its plays
gorgeously decorated. He will say that no pains
should be spared to bring every assistance towards
cheating the audience into a sense of reality. He
will never cease telling us how important all these
decorations are. He urges all this for several
reasons, and the following reason is not the least:
He scents a grave danger in simple and good work;
he sees that there is a body of people who are
opposed to these lavish decorations; he knows that
there has been a distinct movement in Europe

r
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Stvdiu in &!len Arl•. Arthur Symons.

(Constable, 1900.)
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against this display, it having been claimed that
the great plays gained when represented in front
of the plainest background. This movement can
be proved to be a powerful one-it has spread
from Krakau to Moscow, from Paris to Rome,
from London to Berlin and Vienna. The managers
I see this danger ahead of them; they see that if
once people came to realize this fact, if once the
; audience tasted of the delight which a sceneless play
I brings, they would then go further and desire the
play which was presented without actors; and finally
they would go on and on and on until they, and
not the managers, had positively reformed the art.
I
Napoleon is reported to have said: "In life
there is much that is unworthy which in art should
be omitted; much of doubt and vacillation; and all
should disappear in the representation of the hero.
We should see him as a statue in which the weakne8.
and the tremors 01 the flesh are no longer perceptible."
I And not only Napoleon, but Ben Jonson, Lessing,
I Edmund Scherer, Hans Christian Andersen, Lamb,
Goethe, George Sand, Coleridge, Anatole France,
I Ruskin, Pater,! and I suppose all the intelligent men

!
I

1 Of Sculpture Pater writes: "Its white light, purged from
the angry, bloodlike stains of action and JI&8IIion, reveals, not
what is accidental in man, but the god in him, as opposed to
man's restle88 movement." Again:" The base of all artistic
genius is the power of conceiving humanitj in a new, striking,
rejoicing way, of putting a happy world of its own construction
in place of the meaner world of common days, of generating
around itself an atmosphere with a novel power of refraction,
selecting, transformin" recombining the 1m~ it transmits,
according to the cho1ce of the imaginative mtellect." And
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and women of Europe-one does not speak of Asia,
for even the unintelligent in Asia fail to comprehend
photographs while understanding art as a simple
and clear manifestation-have protested against
this reproduction of Nature, and with it photographic and weak actuality. They have protested
against all this, and the theatrical managers have
argued against them energetically, and so we look
for the truth to emerge in due time. It is a reasonable conclusion. Do away with the real tree, do
away with the reality of delivery, do away with
the reality of action, and you tend towards the
doing away with the actor. This is what must
come to pass in time, and I like to see the
managers supporting the idea already. Do away
with the actor, and you do away with the means
by which a debased stage-realism is produced
and flourishes. No longer would there be a living
figure to confuse us into connecting actuality and
art; no longer a living figure in which the weakness and tremors of the flesh were perceptible.
The actor must go,and in his place comes the inanimate figure-the "Ober-marionette we may call him,
until he has won for himself a better name. Much
has been written about the puppet, or marionette.
There are some excellent volumes upon him, and
he has also inspired several works of art. To-day

I

again: .. All that is accidental, all that distracts the simple effect
upon us of the supreme types of humani~, all traces in them of
the commonness of the world, it gradually purges away,"
G
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at one moment like a thin warm fountain of water
which rose, then broke and fell with all those sweet
pale fingers like spray into her lap. It would
have been as a revelation of art to us had I not
already seen that the same spirit dwelt in the other
examples of the art of these Egyptians. This
Art of Showing and Veiling,' as they call it, is so
great a spiritual force in the land that it plays
the larger part in their religion. We may learn
from it somewhat of the power and the grace of
courage, for it is impossible to witness a performance without a sense of physical and spiritual
refreshment." This in 800 B.C. And who knows
whether the puppet shall not once again become
the faithful medium for the beautiful thoughts
of the artist. May we not look forward with hope
to that day which shall bring back to us once
more the figure, or symbolic creature, made also
by the cunning of the artist, so that we can gain
once more the " noble artificiality" which the old
writer speaks of? Then shall we no longer be
under the cruel influence of the emotional confessions of weakness which are nightly witnessed
by the people and which in their tum create in the
beholders the very weaknesses which are exhibited.
To that end we must study to remake these images
-no longer content with a puppet, we must create
an iiber-marionette. The iiber-marionette will
not compete with life-rather will it go beyond
it. Its ideal will not be the flesh and blood but

,t
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rather the body in trance-it will aim to clothe \
itself with a death-like befuty while exhaling a I
living spirit. Several times in the course of this \
essay has a word or two about Death found its
way on to the paper-called there by the incessant
clamouring of .. Life I Life I Life I" which the
realists keep up. And this might be easily mistaken for an affectation, especially by those who
have no sympathy or delight in the power and the
mysterious joyousness which is in all passionless
works of art. If the famous Rubens and the
celebrated Raphael made none but passionate .
and exuberant statements, there were many artists
before them and since to whom moderation in
their art was the most precious of all their aims,
and these more than all others exhibit the true
masculine manner. The other flamboyant or
drooping artists whose works and names catch the
eye of to-day do not so much speak like men as
bawl like animals, or lisp like women.
The wise, the moderate masters, strong becauseof the laws to which they swore to remain ever
faithful-their names unknown for the most parta fine family-the creators of the great and tiny
gods of the East and the West, the guardians
of those larger times: these all bent their
thoughts forward towards the unknown, searching
for sights and sounds in that peaceful and joyous
country, that they might raise a figure of stone
or sing a verse, investing it with that same peace

I
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and joy seen from afar, so as to balance all the
grief and turmoil here.
In America we can picture these brothers of
that family of masters, living in their superb
ancient cities, colossal cities, which I ever think
of as able to be moved in a single day; cities of
spacious tents of silk and canopies of gold under
which dwelt their gods; dwellings which contained
all the requirements of the most fastidious; those
moving cities which, as they travelled from height
to plain, over rivers and down valleys, seemed
like some vast advancing army of peace. And
in each city not one or two men called "artists"
whom the rest of the city looked upon as ne'er-dowell idlers, but many men chosen by the community
because of their higher powers of perceptionartists. For that is what the title of artist means:
one who perceives more than his fellows, and who
/ records more than he has seen. And not the least
. among those artists was the artist of the cere\ monies, the creator of the visions, the minister
\ whose duty it was to celebrate their guiding spirit
-the spirit of Motion.
In Asia, too, the forgotten masters of the temples
and all that those temples contained have permeated every thought, every mark, in their work
with this sense of calm motion resembling death, glorifying and greeting it. In Africa (which some
i of us think we are but now to civilize) this spirit
dwelt, the essence of the perfect civilization. There,

I
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too, dwelt the great masters, not individuals
obsessed with the idea of each asserting his personality as if it were a valuable and mighty thing, but
content because of a kind of holy patience to move
their brains and their fingers only in that directiQJl
permitted by the law-in the service of the simple
truths.
How stern the law was, and how little the artist
of that day permitted himself to make an exhibition of his personal feelings, can be discovered by
looking at any example of Egyptian art. Look
at any limb ever carved by the Egyptians, search
into all those carved eyes, they will deny you
until the crack of doom. Their attitude is so
silent that it is death-like. Yet tenderness is there,
and charm is there; prettiness is even there side
by side with the force; and love bathes each single
work; but gush, emotion, swaggering personality
of the artist ?-not one single breath of it. Fierce
doubts of hope ?-not one hint of such a thing,
Strenuous determination ?-not a sign of it has
escaped the artist; none of these confessionsstupidities. Nor pride, nor fear, nor the comic,
nor any indication that the artist's mind 0t hand
was for the thousandth part of a moment'"' out of
the command. of the laws which ruled him. How
superb I This it is to be a great artist; and the
amount of emotional outpourings of to-day and
of yesterday are no signs of supreme intelligence,
that is to say, are no signs 01 supreme' art. To
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Europe came this spirit, hovered over Greece,
could hardly be driven out of Italy, but finally
fled, leaving a little stream of tears-pearls-before
us. And we, having crushed most of them,
munching them along with the acorns of our food,
have gone farther and fared worse, and have
prostrated ourselves before the so-called "great
masters, n and have worshipped these dangerous
and flamboyant personalities. On an evil day
we thought in our ignorance that it was us they
were sent to draw; that it was our thoughts they
were sent to express; that it was something to do
with us that they were putting into their architecture, their music. And so it was we came to
demand that we should be able to recognize ourselves in all that they put hand to; that is to say,
in their architecture, in their sculpture, in their
music, in their painting, and in their poetry we
were to figure-and we also reminded them to
invite us with the familiar words: "Come as you
are. n
The artists after many centuries have given in,
that which we asked them for they have supplied.
And so it came about that when this ignorance
had driven off the fair spirit which once controlled
the mind and hand of the artist, a dark spirit took
its place; the happy-go-lucky hooligan in the seat
of the law-that is to say, a stupid spirit reigning;
and everybody began to shout about Renaissance !
while all the time the painters, musicians, sculptors,
architects, vied one with the other to supply the

I
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demand-that all these things should be so made \
that all people could recognize them as having
something to do with themselves.
Up sprang portraits with flushed faces, eyes
which bulged, mouths which leered, fingers itching
to come out of their frames, wrists which exposed
the pulse; all the colours higgledy-piggledy; all
the lines in hubbub, like the ravings of lunacy.
Form breaks into panic; the calm and cool whisper
of life in trance which once had breathed out such .
an ineffable hope is heated, flred into a blaze and
destroyed, and in its place---realism, the blunt
statement of life, something everybody misunderstands while recognizing. And all far from the
purpose of art: for its purpose is not to reflect
the actual facts of this life, because it is not the
custom of the artist to walk behind things, having
won it as his privilege to walk in front of themto lead. Rather should life reflect the likeness
of the spirit, for it was the spirit which first chose
the artist to chronicle its beauty.l And in that
picture, if the form be that of the living, on account
of its beauty and tenderness, the colour for it must
be sought from that unknown land of the imagination, and what is that but the land where dwells
that which we call Death? So it is not lightly and
flippantly that I speak of puppets and their power J
to retain the beautiful and remote expressions in :
1 .. All fonns are perfect in the poet's mind: but these are
not abstracted or compounded from Nature; they are from
Imagination."- W U..LIAII BLAKE.
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form and face even when subjected to a patter of
praise, a torrent of applause. There are persons
who have made a jest of these puppets. " Puppet
is a term of contempt, though there still remain some who find beauty in these little figures,
degenerate though they have become.
To speak of a puppet with most men and women
is to cause them to giggle. They think at once
of the wires; they think of the stiff hands and the
jerky movements; they tell me it is " a funny little
doll." But let me tell them a few things about
these puppets. Let me again repeat that they are
the descendants of a great and noble family of
Images, images which were indeed made "in the
likeness of God;" and that many centuries ago
these figures had a rhythmical movement and not
a jerky one; had no need for wires to support them,
nor did they speak through the nose of the hidden
manipulator. [Poor Punch, I mean no slight to
you! You stand alone, dignified in your despair,
as you look back across the centuries with painted
tears still wet upon your ancient cheeks, and you
seem to cry out appealingly to your dog: "Sister
Anne, Sister Anne, is 'lWbody coming? " And then
with that superb bravado of yours, you tum the
force of our laughter (and my tears) upon yourself
with the heartrending shriek of "Oh my nose!
Oh my nose I Oh my nose I"] Did you think,
\ ladies and gentlemen, that these puppets were
always little things of but a foot high ?
90
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Indeed, no I The puppet had once a more generous form than yourselves.
Do you think that he kicked his feet about on
a little platform six feet square, made to resemble
a little old-fashioned theatre, so that his head
almost touched the top of the proscenium? and
do you think that he always lived in a little house
where the door and windows were as small as a
doll's house, with painted window-blinds parted
in the centre, and where the flowers of his little
garden had courageous petals as big as his head?
Try and dispel this idea altogether from your minds,
and let me tell you something of his habitation.
In Asia lay his first kingdom. On the banks of
the Ganges they built him his home, a vast palace
springing from column to column into the air and
pouring from column to column down again into
the water. Surrounded by gardens spread warm
and rich with flowers and cooled by fountains;
gardens into which no sounds entered, in which
hardly anything stirred. Only in the cool and
private chambers of this palace the swift minds
of his attendants stirred incessantly. Something
they were making which should become him,
something to honour the spirit which had given
him birth. And then, one day, the ceremony.
In this ceremony he took part; a celebration
once more in praise of the Creation; the old thanksgiving, the hurrah for existence, and with it the
sterner hurrah for the privilege of the existence
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to come, which is veiled by the word Death. And
during this ceremony there appeared before the
eyes of the brown worshippers the symbols of all
things on earth and in Nirvana. The symbol of
the beautiful tree. the symbol of the hills, the symbols of those rich ores which the hills contained;
the symbol of the cloud, of the wind. and of all
swift moving things; the symbol of the quickest
of moving things. of thought, of remembrance;
the symbol of the animal, the symbol of Buddha
and of Man-and here he comes, the figure, the
puppet at whom you all laugh so much. You laugh
at him to-day because none but his weaknesses are
left to him. He reflects these from you; but you
would not have laughed had you seen him in his
prime. in that age when he was called upon to
be the symbol of man in the great ceremonyt
and, stepping forward, was the beautiful figure of
our heart's delight. If we should laugh at and
insult the memory of the puppet, we should be
laughing at the fall that we have brought about
in ourselves-laughing at the beliefs and images we
have broken. A few centuries later, and we find
his home a little the worse for wear. From a
temple, it has become, I will not say a theatre, but
something between a temple and a theatre, and he
is losing his health in it. Something is in the air;
his doctors tell him he must be careful. " And
what am I to fear most?" he asks them. They
answer him: "Fear most the vanity of men." He
thinks: "But that is what I myself have always
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taught, that we who celebrated in joy this our
existence, should have this one great fear. Is it
possible that I, one who has ever revealed this
truth, should be one to lose sight of it and should
myself be one of the first to fall? Clearly some
subtle attack is to be made on me. I will keep
my eyes upon the heavens." And he dismisses
his doctors and ponders upon it.
And now let me tell you who it was that came
to disturb the calm air which surrounded this
curiously perfect thing. It is on record that
somewhat later he took up his abode on the Far
Eastern coast, and there came two women to look
upon him. And at the ceremony to which they
eame he glowed with such earthly splendour and
yet such unearthly simplicity, that though he prove
an inspiration to the thousand nine hundred and
ninety-eight souls who participated in the festival,
an inspiration which cleared the mind even as it
intoxicated, yet to these two women it proved
an intoxication only. He did not see them, his
eyes 'Were fixed on the heavens; but he charged
them full of a desire too great to be quenched;
the desire to stand as the direct symbol of the
divinity in man. No sooner thought than done;
and arraying themselves as best they could in
garments (" like his" they thought), moving with
gestures (" like his " they said) and being able to
eause wonderment in the minds of the beholders
(" even as he does" they cried), they built themselves a temple (" like his," "like his "), and
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supplied the demand of the vulgar, the whole thing
a poor parody.
This is on record. It is the first record in the
East of the actor. The actor springs from the
foolish vanity of two women who were not strong
enough to look upon the symbol of godhead without desiring to tamper with it; and the parody
proved profitable. In fifty or a hundred years
places for such parodies were to be found in all
parts of the land.
Weeds, they say, grow quickly, and that wilderness of weeds, the modem theatre, soon sprang up.
The figure of the divine puppet attracted fewer
and fewer lovers, and the women were quite the
latest thing. With the fading of the puppet
and the advance of these women who exhibited
themselves on the stage in his place, came that
darker spirit which is called Chaos, and in its wake
the triumph of the riotous personality. Do you see,
then, what has made me love and learn to value that
which to-day we call the " puppet" and to detest
that which we call " life" in art? I pray earnestly
for the return of the image-the tiber-marionette
to the Theatre; and when he comes again and is
but seen, he will be loved so well that once more
will it be possible for the people to return to their
ancient joy in ceremonies--once more will Creation
be celebrated-homage rendered to existence-and
divine and happy intercession made to Death.
FLORENCE: .'101'('/&
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