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HENRIK HOVHANNISYAN

THE NATURE OF ACTING

AN AESTHETIC VIEW

Summary

This book is the firsl attempt of a theorelical insight into
the art of acting considered as an independent system of art.
What is the slage taken as a melaphysical space, and how is
the live presence of the actor as a person implemented as a
slate of secondary imporlance, a sort of a game and an aesthetic
purpose? The research covers not merely the external aspect of
the art of acting, but ils internal organization and its basically
persislent though historically changing components.

The introduction of the book is an ethical, psychological and
aesthetic research of the aclor’s pursuit, considering him to be
the carrier of the theatre art specifics. Personally, the actor is
taken as a substantial base, a unique entity of form and sub-
stance, an aesthetic goal. The point is that how well he associ-
ates with the literary background and how self-dependent he ap-
pears to be under symbolic acling conditions. His public beha-
viour makes the means and the purpose, the substance and the
form replete. Lilerature being the basis of this form of art is
eliminated on the part of the arl of acling in terms of ils form,
thus changing into a totally different poetic reality. The six
chapters of the book reveal the determining conceptions of this
very reality.

The first chapter contemplates the metaphysics of the stage,
i.e. the problem of the real and conditional dimensions of space
and lime, the interrelationship of the stage and the audience,
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as well as the position of the actor under the conditions of sup-
posed reality.

The stage is considered to be oul of the actual dimensions
of space and time. Il is a separale condition suggested by lhe
play thus crealing myslical emolions in the audience and behind
the scenes. Here Lhings are introduced and apprehended symboli-
cally. What is placed in lhe space and whal is used to force
the lime lo move on, the lalter considered as lime in time (as
a second dimension of time), is the supposed realily of acting,
a so-called subjective condition of sense. The slage space is nol
confined to ils visible frame. It also embraces the supposed re-
ality away from Lhe aclual stage space. This is conditioned by
the behaviour of the dramalis personac, i.e. where they are co‘-
ming from, what they are intended to do and whal they see in
their imagination. The same is with the stage time. It is condi-
tional, loo, even il il is identified with the actual time of which
the audience is aware. The supposed period of time covered in
the play exaclly corresponds to the actual period of time, and
the public takes it for granted. Whereas in another performance
the sun rises, and then it gels dark, and the audience is ob-
serving all this, and this is also, conditionally though, taken for
granled. Time is motionless on the stage before acting, it moves
on during the play, as well as during lhe intervals, behind the
curtain, and at the end of the play it vanishes, evaporales and
fadés away. This is also called a condition, of which both par-
lies are subconsciously aware.

Space and -time are condilions for both the actor and the au-
dience to gel into silenl consent. They are pure forms in their
unity, never mind whether they are mediated by things or situ-
ations or self-consciously perceived. This works in the course of
acting as a live presence of the person, which is physical and
suggests a meaning, which is non-physical.

The second chapler considers the slate of acting as a cur-
rent instant and personal presence in public.

The conception of slage occurs whenever a human faces the
public and is expected to justify the absurdity of his situation.
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The art of actling is accomplished by the fever of the current
instant and the personal presence. Here is the inherent relation-
ship between the reality and the stage as a slale of being and
an alfinity ol situations. One keeps being introduced o himself
and the people around him and gets an approval of his own
identity, regarding himsell as an object ol conlemplation. He is
conslantly searching or contriving reasons for his situation, a
sort of juslification, the lalter being both an inner form and a
basis of exlernal revelation. Situations thal he faces away from
the slage are often conditioned by societal prejudices, manners or
the mask and the acting behaviour he is doomed to accomplish.

Conditioned situations on lhe stage are based on their coun-
lerparts in real life aesthetically arranged. The art of acling oc-
curs where personal presence in public gels sense, and where a
human is comprchended in terms of his cthic and aesthetical
value. The definition brings forward the inner condition — what
is man escaping from, and what is he intended lo do? (accord-
ing lo Aristotle).

It diclates a definite appearance, i.e. a sign of will, which
is determined to be the smallest unil of the stage behaviour. It
is called an elemenl of acting. A sign ol will can be found away
from communicalive situations inveolving the use of language, al-
though their background quile often appears to be the inner
speech, a word or a phrase that is nol pronounced aloud. The
silent appearance of a person gains a parlicular meaning only
this way. This image is never lost in the crowd on the slage.

Anolher essential of theatrical presence is the so-called
“fourth wall”. This invisible bar is permanently in game as a
major condition for conditionality. Ils being real is closely asso-
cialed wilh the realily of the interrelationship between the slage
and the audience. The role of the “fourth wall” is dual: it can
be present in one case and in another case il can be nol. This
condition is being realized not only during the performance, but
also at the rehearsal as everything here is being done with a
full awareness of the existence of the audience.

The third ch'aplcr discusses the notion of action taken nol
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as a succession of evenls bul as an implemented will, the per-
sonal behaviour under conditioned circumslances in response lo
the supposed situation. The two aspecls of action arc considered:
the real and unreal conditions. The real conditions are observed
in the circus where everylhing seems to be physical. Real is the
dramatic slate of a person which lends to gain a metaphysical
meaning (a subconscious slale for the performer ol the action).
The circus is the deformation of human lile, it stands above the
reality of human life and shows an irony towards thal realily.
A physical action al the circus pursues a non-physical goal. Al
the thealre of drama Llhe logic of action is the same, while the
suggesled condilions are different. The action is seemingly real,
the conditions are supposingly suggesled, the substantial reality
is rejecled. Things are nol introduced as things, they are merely
symbols serving as condilions. Thus, an aclion is a relation with
an imaginary evidence occurring in an empty space and molion-
less lime. The aclion is composed ol separate sleps (deeds) and
signs ol will, which gain sensc in a verbal conlext or in a space
of silence. The obviousness ol the action is delermined by par-
licular specific delails with the help ol symbolic mecanings and
il is also psychologically justilied.

This chapler covers Lhe concepl of the “little role”, too. The
famous saying “...there are no litle roles, there are little ac-
lors” means the role can be little in lerms of the period of Lhe
actual lime il can be seen on the stage. The good parl of its
life is over there, in the outer world, and il’s going on, and
only a liny episode is displayed on the stage. The example of
the “little role” comes lo elucidale a very important principle
of acling: much more can be supposed in the background, i.e.
the past life is incomparably richer, and the ultimate is supposed
to be in the prospeclive, rather than in the obvious presence of
the character.

The textual base is viewed in lerms of stage aclion. This
means that the drama is the projection of the stage action. The
dramatic speech (the language of drama) is recognized as a sorl
of clothing for supposed situations, while the silualion is its in-
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ner form. The siluation occurs in the speech in the present
lense and in the firsl person suggesting Lhe following “grammati-
cal pattern: “l am <....> This is lotally different from the gram-
malical pallern of the narrative genre, i.e. "He was<..>.” The
purc form of drama is modified by the famous fable about the
two goats who all ol a sudden meet on a narrow bridge: lhe
two forces face each olher and appear lo be in opposition nol
on Lheir subjective will. Both tempers are reluctant to give way,
and the siluation is objectively irretrievable. The person, the
condition and the behaviour are a single entity and lhe speech
is a siluation ilsell. The characters enter the action in one slale
of being and leave in anolher slate of being. The siluation gains
more importance in dramalic speech, as it is the main reason
for this very speech, il has no wording and is the driving force
of the stage aclion. However, words are words in their inner
ceslasy, independent of the situalion. In this respect the aclion
is subject Lo the dominance of logos, and words are valued ne-
ver depending on the silualion and having impacl on the silua-
tion. This is lhe inevilable paradox of literature and thealre,
which has occurred throughout ages. So, the lext becomes a
source of theatrical inspiration independent of the situalion. Be-
ing a complele poetic realily, the force ol speech leads to poclic
emolions thus eliminating the role of emotions occurring in real
life silualions in a slage action. Therefore, the slage acling can
also be fruitful in lerms of the speech eestasy, which in ils turn
climinates the notion of “pure” aclion.

The concept of thealrical speech (chapter five) relales to the
slage action on the one hand and the specilics of the drama on
the other hand. The speech covers a rather wider space in a
literary form than lhe supposed background siluation is. While
wilh the thealrical form it’s just on the contrary. This is the
universal doctrine. The poelics of thealrical speech can be char-
aclerized as a paradox and a confluence ol literary and Lhealri-
cal forms. The silenl realily ercaled by the insubslantial painl-
brush ol words is beyond the borders of space and lime, bul il
gels confined when the word is taken out of the sea of silence.
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The monotonous reading in a low voice, which is the beginning
of the dramatization of the speech, louches upon the literary
form and serves as an invisible bridge leading to live situations.
The speech itsell is the progenitor of the situation and is sub-
ject to situations on Lhe stage thus being accomplished as a slale
of being, an action, a mise en scéne. In this absolutely extra-
linguistic environment words acquire the mosl unexpected tone
of utterance, unforeseen shades of meaning, even with meta-
semanlic colouring. The power of the speech may have an influ-
ence as well. It’s the qualily developed by the tone, the sounds,
the rhythm and the prosody. Thus the declamation becomes an
acsthetic goal itself. The behaviour of the aclor carried oul on
the stage in lerms of its appearance is not the result or the ac-
complishment of his speech. It’s another layer in the artislic
pattern. The synchronous and diachronic states of speech and
motion are taken into consideration. But there is also the origi-
nality and the independence of plastic movements when the text
becomes irrelevent and is thrown away. This is another example
of a principal opposition of lilerature and theatre, which scems
to be inevitable.

All the components ol the actor’s behaviour (performance)
bring to the ecstasy of play. The sixth chapter of the book is
aboul this. The theories of play arc generally and historically
considered, starting with Schiller’s theory of play up to modern
theories as the famous “Homo Ludens” by Johann Huizinga in
particular. Play is defined as an aesthetic form of human [ree-
dom, a self-sufficient activity, an utmost passion, and the stage
is regarded to be a product of art, which is ultimate and per-
fect. The ultimale goal of play is the play itsell, as art is cre-
ated for art’s sake, and the producl of this relalionship is the
form serving as a procedure developing a meaning in the the-
atre. In this chapter the incarnation, the ecstasy, the trance are
rejecled. And the idea of artistic inspiration is confirmed. The
play is looked upon as a dominated, statc as an inspiration and
exact prediction, pathos and moderation, artistic balance, a re-
alization of aesthetic emotions.
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