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Introduction to Grotowski

Stanislavski had developed “The Method”, his system of exercises and training techniques for

actors, to achieve naturalism on stage, in the early 1900.

In 1955 Grotowski was at one of Moscow’s main drama schools where he “worked with Yuri

Zavadsky, who had come out of the Stanislavskian tradition.”?

Grotowski was greatly influenced by Stanislavski’s desire to achieve realism of the actor on
stage, “I consider Stanislavski’s method one of the greatest stimuli for the European theatre,

especially in actor education...”?

However, Grotowski questioned Stanislavski’s concept of simulating naturalism through
intricate sets and the voyeuristic nature of establishing a “fourth wall” wall relationship with the
audience. Grotowski confessed to feeling “distant from...[Stanislavski’s] aesthetics.
Stanislavski’s aesthetics were a product of his times, his country, and his person. We are all a

product of the meeting of our tradition with our needs.” 3

Spurred by an intent to do away with artifice of theatre, Grotowski developed “Poor Theatre”
which focused on the “truth” of the actor’s emotions, to move away from acting into being. The
relationship with audience goes from a more distant watcher (fly on the wall) in naturalism, to
an immersed invisible close witness of the actor. In Grotowski, the audience can smell the

sweat, hear the breath, and feel the emotions as they emerge through the actor.

“The audience at a Grotowski performance became so caught up in the pain and trance-like
state of the actors...that they were taken on a journey to self-revelation with them. However, it
has to be said that this journey for the audience is incidental. Grotowski ... less interested in the
audience than Artaud; for him the actor’s rite of self-sacrifice is the important aspect; the small,
invited audiences he allowed in were invited as witnesses and no direct attempt was made to

change them other than their proximity to the actors.”*

! Allain, Paul — Interview (06.11.2017) http://essentialdrama.com/2017/11/06/grotowskis-reply-to-
stanislavski/ [Accessed: 06.07.2022]

2 Grotowski, J - Allain, Paul — Interview (06.11.2017)
http://essentialdrama.com/2017/11/06/grotowskis-reply-to-stanislavski/ [Accessed: 06.07.2022]

3 Grotowski, J - Allain, Paul — Interview (06.11.2017)
http://essentialdrama.com/2017/11/06/grotowskis-reply-to-stanislavski/ [Accessed: 06.07.2022]

4 Whittaker, J (p.g. 64) “Artaud, Grotowski, Stanislavski”, 2002, Drama Works Styletasters 1
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Why Grotowski Felt Theatre had to Take a Different Turn.
Why it could not compete with Television and Film

The Polish director Jerzy Grotowski defines his theory of "poor theatre":

The Theatre that values the body of the actor and its relationship with the
spectator and does away with costumes, decor and music.

Interview of Grotowski by Jean-Marie Drot (27" November 1969):

Jean-Marie Drot: What is most striking is ... that you have removed, everything which for
us seems to form part of the theatre. You have removed the scenery,
you have removed the makeup, you have removed the tape recorder,
you have removed...everything, except the theatre, you could say.

Jerzy Grotowski:  Because, in television, in cinema, we can make much better

arrangements, change the place, the action, the location of the action,
transform the actor via costumes, special effects,
artificial snow, artificial wind...make up. All that can
be prepared, in cinema or in television...much better
than in the theatre....So we have eliminated step by
step, the different methods ... the theatre. ...We have
eliminated ...the music which was recorded on film
or tape, yes, or which was produced by an orchestra
or something like that, but which in the end was
independent of the show, despite it illustrating the
show. And now, we have discovered that the actors'
voices can create another type of music.

And then, we also eliminated the scenery,
everything, everything, everything, and we
discovered that, in the end the actor who uses only
objects which are close, with which he can operate,
that he can arrange a much stronger transformation
for the spectator with just these simple means, these
technical means....In the actor, in his body, there is
the entire theatre, ... total theatre through the total
actor.

Source: Article on Grotowski: Jerzy Grotowski on the notion of ‘Poor Theatre’ Europe of Cultures:
http://fresques.ina.fr/europe-des-cultures-en/fiche-media/Europe00064/jerzy-grotowski-on-the-
notion-of-poor-theatre.html



http://fresques.ina.fr/europe-des-cultures-en/fiche-media/Europe00064/jerzy-grotowski-on-the-notion-of-poor-theatre.html
http://fresques.ina.fr/europe-des-cultures-en/fiche-media/Europe00064/jerzy-grotowski-on-the-notion-of-poor-theatre.html

Grotowski Quotes: Extracts from “Towards Poor Theatre” (1968) Jerzy
Grotowski

Core Beliefs

“We do not want to teach the actor a predetermined set of skills or give him a “bag of
tricks.” Ours is not a deductive method of collecting skills.”

“Here everything is concentrated on the “ripening” of the actor which is expressed by a
tension towards the extreme, by a complete stripping down, by the laying bare of one’s own
intimacy — all this without the least trace of egotism or self-enjoyment.”

“The actor makes a total gift of himself” (to the work)

How Actors Immerse Themselves in a Role or the Work

“This is a technique of the “trance” and of the integration of all the actor’s psychic and
bodily powers which emerge from the most intimate layers of his being and his instinct.”

Teaching to Respond with Instinct
(Breaking the barrier of self-control)

“The Education of an actor in our theatre is not a matter of teaching him something; we
attempt to eliminate his organism’s resistance to this psychic process.

The result is freedom from the time-lapse between inner impulse and outer reaction in
such a way that the impulse and outer reaction in such a way that the impulse is already
an outer reaction.

Impulse and action are concurrent: the body vanishes, burns, and the spectator sees only a
series of visible impulses.”

Extreme Responses of Humanity

“The forms of common “natural” behaviour obscure the truth; we compose a role as a
system of signs which demonstrate what is behind the mask of common vision: the
dialectics of human behaviour. At a moment of psychic shock, a moment of terror, or
mortal danger or tremendous joy, a man does not behave “naturally.” A man in an
elevated spiritual state uses rhythmically articulated signs, begins to dance, to sing. A sign,
not a common gesture, is the elementary integer if expression.”




GROTOWSKI 1933 - 1998: CAUSES AND EFFECTS

Jeni Whittaker, “Artaud, Grotowski, Stanislavski”, 2002

1. Grotowski is Polish. Why is that important? To understand, you need to know just a very

little about the history of Poland.

For hundreds of years Poland has been in a state of ferment, sometimes independent,
sometimes under the rule of another country: Russia, Austria, Germany have all taken
turns in occupying the land. Its borders have often been changed; in fact, from 1795
onwards Poland ceased to exist as a country at all until 1918 when it was re-established
as a Republic®. There followed a brief respite until 1939 when Germany invaded and
millions of Poles - both Jews and non-Jews - were exterminated. Whole villages and
towns were burned. Under the Germans, the Polish people experienced even more
torture, starvation and oppression of all kinds. The death camps, Auschwitz and
Treblinka, were also set up in Poland. After the war, Poland became one of the Iron

Curtain countries, a Socialist state answerable to the Soviet Union®. These facts explain:

a) Grotowski’s obsession with Poland’s tormented past, as depicted through the
masterpieces of the Nineteenth Century he chose to use as springboards for his

work.

b) it is impossible to be brought up in a country so full of age-old memories of
oppression and suffering, in addition to the suffering Grotowski himself lived
through during the Second World War, without being deeply affected. He was
working too against a background of Marxism and had to be careful not to offend
authority; many of his pieces are hard to read politically: by focusing on Poland’s
past history, Grotowski is able to raise protests against oppression without his

contemporary leaders taking offence.

5 A state in which supreme power is held by the people and their elected represented, and which has an
elected or nominated president rather than a Monarch.

6 This was when Russia was known as the USSR —a communist country that included the Soviet Union, Poland,
East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania and Yugoslavia — they were joined by the Warsaw pact,
formed after WWII, until the fall of communism in the late 1980s.



2. Not only is Poland a country with an extraordinary history, it is also deeply Roman
Catholic. If anything, its faith over the centuries has been strengthened by oppression.
Even amongst the Marxist officials that ran the country until recently, Roman Catholic

religious feelings were strong. These facts help us understand:

a) why Grotowski’s language and subject-matter is so full of religious imagery. The
actor is ‘holy’ and his role is to achieve ‘grace’ through the ‘revelation’ of the

theatrical experience.

b) The use of phrases like ‘secular holiness’. Though a Grotowski actor is seeking a
spiritual salvation, it is not the salvation of the Roman Catholic church, but a
personal salvation by the secular means of the theatre. The plays themselves offer
images that are often critical of religious tradition as they are of other social
traditions. The undercover political nature of his work is explained by the obvious

need for caution in such a country.

3. Grotowski’s famous works were based on the following plays: Forefathers’ Eve by
Mickiewicz The Constant Prince by Slowacki Akropolis by Wyspianski. In addition, he
had enormous admiration for the French philosopher Simone Weil, born a Jew, who
converted to Catholicism and to Socialism. During World War Two she starved herself to
death as a protest against the suffering and deaths of all those in the war. She believed
that the chain of evil she saw surrounding her could only be broken by acts of extreme
self-sacrifice such as her own. Mickiewicz and Slowacki were Polish Romantics who fled
into exile after the 1830 revolution when the Polish people rose up and tried to
overthrow their oppressors. The Revolution failed and many intellectuals and aristocrats
fled to France to establish a kind of ‘Poland-in-Exile’. Their works are full of romanticised
images of suffering Poland. For Mickiewicz, Poland becomes a symbol for Christ; for
Slowacki it is up to the individual to be prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice to die
for his country. Both playwrights use mystical religious language and imagery,
encouraging ideas of martyrdom. romantic death and an ultimate resurrection of the
spirit. Wyspianski was the father -figure of Polish theatre. He saw the theatre as a
‘temple’ - as did Stanislavski too - but, unlike Stanislavski, felt that play texts should be

abandoned and instead theatre should be a place of visions and dreams.



These influences help with:

a) Further understanding of the religious imagery used throughout Grotowski’s work
and the ideas of personal self-sacrifice and public suffering: the offering up of the

actor as a sacrifice to counteract the cruelty of the modern world.

b) Understanding of his approach to text. Grotowski states that text should be

abandoned, though ironically, he always used a text as a starting-point.

Grotowski formed the Polish Laboratory Theatre, dedicated to investigating the art of
acting. He goes further than Stanislavski, whose Studios were areas of experimentation
into the actor and his art; gradually, Grotowski went beyond the techniques of acting
itself to an interest in the actor’s personal journey into himself, stripping away his own
‘masks’ to discover his ‘real’ inner self. In other words, Stanislavski and Grotowski differ
in a very basic way: Stanislavski is interested in what makes an actor into a better and
more convincing actor; Grotowski is interested in what acting can uncover in a person’s
own psyche. The acting, the act of theatre, becomes less important than the personal
journey. Acting really becomes a kind of therapy which an audience may be invited to
witness but as Grotowski’s ideas progressed, more and more one gets the feeling that

the audience is almost an irrelevance. These facts help us realise:

a) that audience is not important except as witnesses to the actor’s personal suffering

and sacrifice

b) that Grotowski’s theatre was never and could never be a commercial theatre.



GROTOWSKI: THE THEORIES

1. FINDING THE RIGHT PHYSICAL ACTION TO UNLEASH THE EMOTION

Grotowski’s starting points are a variety of theatrical sources; it is useful to identify these in

order to see
a) what he takes from the originals and

b) how he changes and diverts from them.

From Stanislavski... his original hero, he took the working method of investigation,
experiment, trial and error. [Grotowski]...takes the idea of a laboratory, a place to study the
mechanics of, and impulses to, action. Much of Stanislavski’s thinking, particularly his
emphasis on truthfulness and on basing acting on the actor’s own experiences and
individual stimuli, Grotowski also admired. Particularly he respected Stanislavski’s
dedication to his art; Stanislavski himself calls the theatre a ‘temple’ at the end of ‘Building a
Character’ and speaks often about the respect the actor should show towards it as an art-
form. Stanislavski’s idealised view that an actor’s life should be dedicated to his craft,
though on a more human and mundane level than the dedication proposed by Grotowski,
encouraged Grotowski to see the actor as a disciple on the way to finding ‘revelations’

through ‘self-revelation.’

The one area which Grotowski disagrees with in the System [and this is a disagreement
shared by many other practitioners] is the idea of Emotion Memory’. Stanislavski’s theory of
Emotion Memory suggests that the actor finds emotions within himself through an
intellectual process and then tries to awaken that same emotion again by living it through in
his head. The whole process in Grotowski’s” view is both too cerebral and too calculated.
Grotowski believes that the key to action is that it is a physical reaction to an emotional

npulse. In other words, the emotion is released by finding the right physical action to
unleash it, not the other way about. To be fair to Stanislavski, he was working along these
lines himself towards the end of his life in his work on tempo-rhythm. Nonetheless,

Stanislavski’s tendency would be to detect an area of tension - say a stiffness in the neck -

7 Emotional memory is when the actor finds a real past experience where they felt a similar emotion to that
demanded by the role they are playing. They then 'borrow' those feelings to bring the role to life. (Emotional
memory - Naturalism and Stanislavski - GCSE Drama Revision - BBC Bitesize)


https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zxn4mp3/revision/6#:~:text=Emotional%20memory%20is%20when%20the,bring%20the%20role%20to%20life.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zxn4mp3/revision/6#:~:text=Emotional%20memory%20is%20when%20the,bring%20the%20role%20to%20life.

and then to seek to eliminate it, while Grotowski would seek to find the emotional reason
for the stiffness. Perhaps, for example, Grotowski might notice that for a certain actor the
action of raising his right arm to shoulder level releases a strong feeling of grief and loss -
he associates the action on a deep level with putting his hand on the shoulder of his father
the last time he saw him alive - but it is the action that releases the emotion. From this
example, you can see how important Grotowski felt it to be to work with each individual
actor separately. Every actor has to find his own physical associations; it is an intensely
personal journey. So Grotowski believes that emotion can be tapped and released from
physical action and that that action is linked to a strong inner impulse that needs to be
discovered, which in turn is linked to a shared collective unconscious. Though the actor’s
journey is a personal one, enough of his self-discovery translated into physical form, will
resonate for others so that the actor’s revelation, shown on stage, becomes a shared

journey for the audience too.

10



Grotowski’s Concept of Poor Theatre

Stripping Artifice from Production: Poor Theatre

Just as the actor strips himself of his masks, the theatre too is stripped bare; this is the theory of
‘the poor theatre’. As all pretence is removed from the actor, so all that is artificial and ‘stagey’
should be removed from the production. The whole weight of the production rests therefore on
the actors and what they can create with their bodies or with what ‘happens’ to be lying about
the space. A few pieces of cloth, bare piece of wood or metal: out of these simple things the
actors should be able to build or suggest such set, props and costumes as they need. Lighting
should be minimal and as far as possible, once again, created by the actors’ bodies. An example
might be that a moody, frightening atmosphere is required: out of two basic standing lanterns,
the actors, their bodies blocking and unblocking the light as necessary can create shadows

needed for the piece.

The focus is always on the actor and the “truth” being offered in performance — the audience
should never have to question the sincerity of the actor. The audience should not be carried

along by the use of fancy effects — just the entrancing truth of the actor.

Jeni Whittaker, “Artaud, Grotowski, Stanislavski”, 2002

Stripping Away the Actor’s Masks

In order to act with the necessary truth and purity that Grotowski requires, the actor must be
prepared to strip away all those masks — call them excuses, subterfuges, embarrassments or
whatever, that stop him revealing ‘the Man’ which is his true inner self. ‘The Man’ is the

essence of himself — the self, free of all encumberments.

To be able to reach this purified state it is necessary for the actor to push himself to physical
extremes. He must go beyond his perceived capabilities; this is the first mask to fall, and having
done this many other masks will follow. The body will be able to achieve amazing things if the
mind is bulldozed into submission; it is the mind that so often prevents us achieving our
potential; it throws up excuses of all kinds; so one of the purposes of this stringent exercising is
to reach a state of mental exhaustion in which the body starts to act on a kind of automatic pilot
— a sort of trance-like state. In this state it is capable of far more that the actor could have
imagined.

Pg. 66 Jeni Whittaker, “Artaud, Grotowski, Stanislavski”, 2002
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Training Methods and Exercises

Grotowski’s exercises...are intended both to extend the body’s capacities and expressiveness
well beyond the norm and to be linked in with inner emotional impulses... these exercises
Grotowski found useful for breaking down actor’s personal barriers and ‘masks’. The idea is to
do the exercises for an extremely long time, breaking through first of all the exhaustion barrier
where the brain says ‘I can’t’ and then finds that it can after all to expose and ultimately

eliminate all the other blocks that each individual has.”

Pg. 59 Jeni Whittaker, “Artaud, Grotowski, Stanislavski”, 2002
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Extract from “Towards Poor Theatre” (1968) Jerzy Grotowski

More on Stripping Away the Artifice of Theatre and Ourselves:

“Why do we sacrifice so much energy to our art? Not ... to teach others, but to learn with
them what our existence, our organism, our personal and unrepeatable experience have to
give us; to learn to break down the barriers which surround us and to free ourselves from the
breaks which hold us back, from the lies about ourselves which we manufacture daily for
ourselves and for others; to destroy the limitations caused by our ignorance and lack of
courage; in short, to fill the emptiness in us: to fulfil ourselves. Art is neither a state of the soul
(in the sense of some extraordinary, unpredictable moment of inspiration) nor a state of man
(in the sense of a profession or social function). Art is a ripening, an evolution, an uplifting

which enables us to emerge from darkness into a blaze of light.

We fight then to discover, to experience the truth about ourselves; to tear away the masks
behind which we hide daily. We see theatre - especially in its palpable, carnal aspect - as a
place of provocation, a challenge the actor sets himself and also, indirectly, other people.
Theatre only has a meaning if it allows us to transcend our stereotyped vision, our
conventional feelings and customs, our standards of judgment - not just for the sake of doing
so, but so that we may experience what is real and, having already given up all daily escapes
and pretences, in a state of complete defencelessness unveil, give, discover ourselves. In this
way - through shock, through the shudder which causes us to drop our daily masks and
mannerisms - we are able, without hiding anything, to entrust ourselves to something we

cannot name.”

13



Stringent Exercises to Strip Away the Actor’s Masks:
Corporeals & Plastiques

Grotowski’s exercises — ‘corporeals’ and ‘plastiques’ are adaptations from Meyerhold, especially
the famous ‘cat’ exercise... All the exercises are intended both to extend the body’s capacities
and expressiveness well beyond the norm and to be linked in with inner emotional impulses. In
other words, these exercises Grotowski found useful for breaking down the actor’s personal
barriers and ‘masks. The idea is to do the exercises for an extremely long time, breaking
through first of all the exhaustion barrier where the brain says ‘I can’t’ and then finds that it can

after all, to expose and ultimately eliminate all the other blocks that each individual has.

‘Corporeals’ are exercises that particularly centre on the vertebrae, as does the ‘cat’. The work
is done with great energy, concentrating on increasing the suppleness of the body, especially
the spine, as well as, through the speed and energy of the actions, breaking down the previously

mentioned barriers.

‘Plastiques’ involve many exercises that rotate the individual joints very fast. The idea seems to
be to identify and be able to move separately different parts of the body. As the actor becomes
more experienced at isolating different parts of the body, more advanced plastiques use parts of
the body moving in opposition to each other. As well as further breaking down the physical and
emotional barriers in individual actors, this opposition of different parts of the body — making
one side of the body ugly whilst the other is beautiful, for instance, chimes in with Grotowski’s

theories about dialectics....

...In general... the exercises are a means to the actor breaking down his physical and emotional
‘masks’. Out of daily stringent work at them the actor not only makes himself a more supple
being, capable of extraordinary control, but by going through such torture in the company with
others he has both discovered deep emotional things about himself and has shared difficulties
and the shifting of masks with the others in the group. Working together in the way, leads to an
extraordinary intimacy and trust. Actors become very sensitive to each other and in tune to an
extraordinary degree. For this reason, many of the later exercises involve working together as a
group in very precise and terrifying fast exercises in which every member of the group is reliant
on the others and as important as the rest. One person not concentrating intensely at all times
could cause actual harm to the others in the group; they need to achieve the group bonding and

trust that a troupe of acrobats or high-wire artistes, for example, need.

JH Whittaker, “Artaud, Grotowski, Stanislavski”, 2002
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Vocal Work

As with the physical exercises, Grotowski’s aim was to eradicate the actor’s blocks and to find
‘the Man’ whole and new inside. For the voice it is much the same process as for the body. The
‘true’ voice is discovered through a process of experimentation, using the body in different
positions to see what this does to the voice. Sometimes a particular body position will eradicate
a block that the actor did not know he had, through emotional association. For instance, the
voice might suddenly come out full and strong with the arms clearing the air as if doing front
crawl — because the actor remembers the feelings of power and rightness he had when winning

a swimming race at school.

This is the sort of association the actor is seeking and it is ... going to be different for everyone...
again, the stress is on the personal journey which the actor undertakes.

Through sounds, groans and cries the actor exposes the inner emotions which are propelling the
actor into action. They should arise naturally out of the impulse. Nothing should be imposed
from the outside; all comes from deep within the actor. Stanislavski believed people in a social
context keep social masks in place; Grotowski works to expose, understand and break through
those masks to expose the naked soul within.

JH Whittaker, “Artaud, Grotowski, Stanislavski”, 2002

Grotowski was heavily influenced by Stanislavski’s ideas on how to train an actor...
...Particularly he respected Stanislavki’s dedication to his art; Stanislavski...calls the theatre a

‘temple’...and speaks about the respect the actor should show towards it as an art-form.

Stanislavski... view[ed] an actor’s life should be dedicated to his craft... (And so did Grotowski)

Grotowski believes that the key to action is that itis is a physical REACTION to an emotional
impulse. In other words, the emotion is released by finding the right physical action to unleash
it, not the other way about...for example... for a certain actor the action of raising his right arm
to shoulder level releases a strong feeling of grief and loss — he associates the action on a deep
level with putting his hand on the shoulder of his father the last time he saw him alive — but it is
the action that releases the emotion.... Every actor has to find his own physical associations; it is

an intensely personal journey.
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Dialectics

The Actor’s Physical Body Must Be Able to EXPOSE the CONTRADICTIONS
FOUND WITHING SOCIETY

Some of the exercises used by the Kathakali theatre form the basis for many of the ‘plastique’

exercises and also for the type of acting that Grotowski so often favours... [through dialectics]

For example, a Kathakali actor may tell a story with very precise movements of the hands alone,
whilst commenting on the story through his facial expression, especially his eyes.

Dialectics is basically a form of argument. [A way of showing contradictions in society.
Grotowski grew up in a country where the Catholic faith of the people, contradicted or clashed
with the Communist political regime that ran the country. Another view is a clash of
viewpoint. For example — a person could be viewed as beautiful from one perspective but ugly

from another.]

Grotowski’s method is to seek to expose the contradictions in society, creating... a form of

theatre that is powerful, moving, frightening and totally engrossing.

To show the contradictions that are all around us and in our own beings, the actor’s body must
be capable of expressing the contractions within him. For instance, he may have to show that
within him is both the desire to live a ‘good’ life and at the same time the desire to sin; this
might be expressed by the actor’s expression fixed in a beatific ‘mask’ such as a saint might

have, whilst his body commits outrages.

In a sense the plastiques exercises are already exploring the realm of dialectics: The parts of the
body are put in contradiction to each other. Grotowski was particularly fond of exercises that
used opposites in the plastiques exercises, such as beautify versus ugly or fast versus slow.

JH Whittaker, “Artaud, Grotowski, Stanislavski”, 2002
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