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e Buwnorpaposa 0. M., Paguuwesoit 0. A., Wuxrapesoin E. A., MockoBckuii
Xy[IoMHecTBEHHbI TeaTp B pyccKoi TeatpanbHoi kputuke: 1898 — 1905, pen.
Papuwesoin 0. A., M., 2005.

Pyanuukuit K. J1., Pemuccep Meitepxonsa, M., 1969.
CtpoeBa M. H., Pemunccépckne nckanna Cranucnasckoro: 1898—1917, M., 1973.
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PERFORMANCE: A MAGICAL RITUAL
Abstract

The primary goal of the art of theater is to influence the audience,
vividly highlighting both local and global pressing issues vital for so-
ciety to resolve. A performance must reveal potential consequenc-
es of these problems and point toward ways of overcoming them.
Each performance is a fusion of reality and imagination, often rooted
in religious foundations, with the aim of elevating moral conscious-
ness and responsibility in individuals. The process of professional
actor training is focused precisely on this objective and is grounded
in a synthesis of ancient and modern exercises.

An actor must be prepared to swiftly transition from daily real-
ity into the world shaped by the director’s imagination. This trans-
forms the performance into a magical ritual, engaging the audi-
ence in the creative process and making them active participants.
It is no coincidence that the initial stage of the system developed by
Stanislavski places particular emphasis on the spiritual movement of
the Doukhobors.

One of its prominent figures, Leopold Sulerzhitsky, was a close
associate of Stanislavski. Closely tied to spirituality is the practice
of yoga, which was often employed in actor training by influential
thinkers such as Georges Gurdjieff, Vsevolod Meyerhold, Yevgeny
Vakhtangov, Jerzy Grotowski, Michael Chekhov, Peter Brook, Antonin
Artaud, and many others in contemporary theater.

At the Theater and Film University, in the early stages of teach-
ing acting, we continuously update and interpret a system based on
these exercises. This paper presents original insights from various
authors that play an especially important and necessary role in actor
training within the context of contemporary Georgian theater.
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The main purpose of theatrical art is to influence the audience,
clearly highlight the most acute problems both locally and globally,
the resolution of which is vital for society. A performance must re-
veal possible consequences of these problems and indicate ways to
overcome them. Theater is a tandem of things real and imaginary,
often grounded in religion, to elevate moral values and human re-
sponsibility. This very goal underlies the professional education of
actors, whose training is based on a synthesis of ancient and modern
exercises. It is no coincidence that at the initial stage of Stanislav-
ski’s system, a special place was given to philosophy and religion,
including the Doukhobor movement, which sought to protect spiri-
tuality and was related to yogic practices. It is known for a fact that
many prominent theater practitioners, such as K. Stanislavski, G.
Gurdjieff, V. Meyerhold, E. Vakhtangov, J. Grotowski, M. Chekhov, P.
Brook, and A. Artaud, frequently turned to them for methods of actor
training, and naturally, so do we at Shota Rustaveli Theater and Film
State University. At the initial stage of teaching acting, we strive to
combine early and modern achievements to create a continuously
evolving educational process for developing the actors of a new era.

Despite the proliferation of experimental performances and theo-
ries in the 215t century, Stanislavski’s ,system“ remains a solid foun-
dation. Of great interest is the basis that inspired its creation. In 1898,
Konstantin Stanislavski founded the Moscow Art Theater, open to
all. Its first premiere was a great success, followed by the establish-
ment of its famous First Studio, and the creation of the unique “sys-
tem” of actor training, which remains invaluable to this day.

On 14 (26) October 1898, the Moscow Art Theater premiered with
legendary success Tsar Fyodor loannovich, a tragedy by Count Alexei
Tolstoy, a Russian writer, dramatist, satirist, translator, childhood
friend of Emperor Nicholas Il, holder of high imperial ranks, and corre-
sponding member of the Imperial Academy of Sciences. This tragedy
by Alexei Tolstoy—repeatedly banned by the censors and extensively
revised by the author himself - was, in his own words, “published in
a truncated form,” in 1868, in The European Herald (No. 5[8]). After its

184



Art Science Studies Ne2 (101), 2026

publication, censorship authorities prohibited the staging of the play
because it violated the principles of autocracy. Although the author
made numerous further revisions, he was ultimately unable to save
what he considered his most beloved work. The play waited thirty
years for permission to be performed on stage, and its first produc-
tion took place many years after the writer’s death.

Based on historical events from three centuries earlier, the play
in fact addressed contemporary issues. Set in Moscow at the end of
the 16™ century, it depicts a power struggle between two factions:
traditionalists and so-called ,globalists“. The conflict between the
Slavophiles and the Westernizers culminates in the victory of Boris
Godunov. Tolstoy, like the later philosopher N. Berdyaev, exposed
the failures of autocracy and the aristocracy’s disgraceful defeat in
their struggle against it. Critics interpreted the play as the tragedy of
goodness in an “evil world,” While some saw it as a masterpiece of
Russian dramaturgy.' (N. E. Efros), Others (. Yampolsky) praised it for
its powerful moral critique.

In 1898, after further revisions and with the support of Grand Duke
Sergei (son of Emperor Alexander Il), censorship finally relented, al-
lowing the Moscow Art Theater to stage the play. Stanislavski pro-
duced it as a people’s tragedy, where “the suffering people and the
kind tsar.2We were at the center. The premiere made the young and
previously unknown actor Ivan Moskvin (Fyodor) an overnight star.
Critic Marina Stroeva noted that his portrayal of a king was torn be-
tween a desire for justice and the tragic impotence of goodness.

From the outset, the Moscow Art Theater operated as a po-
litical one, and Stanislavski’s productions were scrutinized by the
authorities. His staging was an open response to the increasingly
acute crises of 1890s Russia, associated with “Tolstoyism.” Theater
scholar Konstantin Rudnitsky later wrote: “In the early 20" century,
all of Russian culture was profoundly influenced by Tolstoy’s genius:
ideologically, morally, stylistically. In the theater, the closest to Tol-
stoy was undoubtedly the Moscow Art Theater. ‘Tolstoyanism,” as
Nemirovich-Danchenko later wrote, always ‘lived within the body of

1 Bunorpaposa, PagnweBsoit, Wuxrapesoit, Mockoscknit, 06uw. pea. Paguuiesoir, 2005, c.
639.
2 CtpoeBa, Pemuccépckne, 1973, c. 25.
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the Art Theater,” a fact clearly manifested in the Moscow Art The-
ater’s production, The Living Corpse, in 1911". This connection was
further strengthened by Leopold Sulerzhitsky, co-director of the First
Studio, a classmate of Tolstoy’s daughter, and disseminator of the
writer’s forbidden manuscripts. He was deeply involved in Tolstoyan
circles, often labeled a Tolstoyan-Nietzschean rebel.

Tolstoy’s religious and philosophical doctrine, developed in 1881
in works like Confession, What | Believe, On Life, and The Christian
Teaching, became the foundation of a religious and social move-
ment in Russia at the turn of the 20™ century. Under the patronage
of a great Russian writer, a Protestant movement emerged, tracing
its origins back to the Great Schism of 1666 over the issue of which
Bible should be printed, the old version or the one revised by Patri-
arch Nikon. Some of the faithful condemned the Patriarch’s edited
Bible and, in 1750, seceded from the Russian Orthodox Church. The
movement called for the protection of human rights and consistently
protested against violence, injustice, and war.

The Doukhobors (Russian: nyxobopel - “fighters for the spirit”),
named so in 1775, rejected religious rituals and strictly adhered to
biblical commandments preserved through oral tradition. These paci-
fists and followers of peaceful communal life were heavily perse-
cuted by both the state and the Orthodox Church. By the end of the
19 century, their protests against war led to brutal repression, exile
to Siberia, and the destruction of their villages. Tolstoy, who called
them the “people of the 25™ century,” campaigned on their behalf,
donating his honoraria to help them emigrate to the Caucasus and
Canada, where they were allowed to settle only on the condition of
selling their property and never returning to Russia. L. Tolstoy wrote:
“The Doukhobors were wealthy, yet during the years of persecution,
their assets were seized by unjust courts as fines. They were for-
bidden to leave their places of residence, and others were not al-
lowed to visit them; those who tried to help the exiles were severely
punished. Banished from their homeland, the Doukhobors - versed
in mysticism and clairvoyance - foretold to Nicholas Il that the Tsar
who had forced them to flee their native land and driven them into

1 Pygnuukui, Pewuccep, 1969, c. 211.
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destitute exile would soon lose his throne, and that together with
the Doukhobors, God Himself would depart from Russia.” And so it
came to pass.

At Leo Tolstoy’s request, between 1898 and 1899, the resettlement
of the Doukhobors to the Caucasus and Canada was accompanied
and supervised by Leopold Sulerzhitsky. This distinguished intel-
lectual had served for many years as a sailor aboard the ship Saint
Nicholas. He frequently traveled to Japan, China, India, Singapore,
and Istanbul, acquiring a profound knowledge of foreign languages,
Eastern philosophy, and religion. After reading Sulerzhitsky’s notes
on the Doukhobor epic, which described the customs and spiritual
practices of this religious sect, Konstantin Stanislavski invited him
to become his assistant. In 1906, Sulerzhitsky became a director, and,
as “many scholars have noted,” his deep understanding of Eastern
philosophy (including yoga, meditation, and the concept of prana)
had a fundamental influence on the development of Stanislavski’s
methodology, and later, on the members of the First Studio of the
Moscow Art Theater.! English theater scholar Owen Daly expressed
a similar view, writing: “Sulerzhitsky, well-versed in Eastern spiri-
tuality - including the Doukhobor (‘spirit warrior’) practices - played
a major role in Stanislavski’s initiation and his exploration of Hindu
philosophy. It was Sulerzhitsky who introduced Stanislavski to the
Doukhobors’ ‘Morning Meditation on the Future’ and their ‘Evening
Dialogue with the Supreme Being,’ daily exercises aimed at self-per-
fection. During these practices, they would sit in a relaxed posture
and, step by step, mentally and visually reconstruct how they would
carry out the next day’s tasks.” Such meditation was closely associ-
ated with yogic practice. Stanislavski later applied a similar “mod-
el” during an actor’s mental exploration of a role - imagining the
role’s circumstances and objectives, “thinking through the part” at
home. The well-known Russian critic T. |. Bachelis also affirmed
the profound connection between Stanislavski’s “system” and the
worldview of the Tolstoyans, Doukhoborism, and the original Gos-
pel and Hindu teachings. Likewise, in K. Rudnitsky’s book, we read:

1 TeatpanbHble Mysen n Apxusbl Poccun n Pycckoro 3apy6emba, Cynepuukuit fleononba
AHTOHOBMY.
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“Stanislavski’s art, entirely focused on exploring the processes of the
human spiritual world, turned toward Tolstoy’s ethics and the idea
of human self-perfection. In the First Studio created by Stanislavski
and Sulerzhitsky, the theater withdrew into a room, united with life,
and distanced itself from the masses. The great problems of human-
ity and the questions of spirituality were replaced by the suffering of
the soul; the fate of an epoch, a nation, or humanity gave way to the
destiny of the ‘little man.” The humanism of tragic conflict was sup-
planted by the preaching of compassion. The object of art became
the truth of the actor’s inner experience - his self-expression®.

For more than a century, theater practitioners have turned to yoga
and Indian philosophy. Stanislavski incorporated many exercises and
concepts into his “system,” Gurdjieff into his “Institute for the Harmo-
nious Development of Man”, and Grotowski into his “poor theater.”
These traditions are now part of the foundational acting curriculum
at the Theater and Film State University. However, the Doukhobor
meditations - so deeply tied to religion - still await rediscovery. They
may well reveal valuable methods for refining the craft of acting in
the future.

1 Pyguuuknit, Pemuccep, 1969, c. 254.
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