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INTRODUCTION:
UNDERSTANDING
STANISLAVSKI’S
MASTERPIECE

For  over  a  century,
K o n s t a n t i n
Stan is lavsk i ’s  An
Actor  Prepares  has
r e m a i n e d  t h e
cornerstone of modern
acting  theory.  Written
as a fictional diary of a
young  student  named
K o s t y a ,  t h e  b o o k
i n t r o d u c e s  t h e
Stanislavski  System,  a
revolutionary approach
that shifted acting from
melodramatic  clichés
t o  p s y c h o l o g i c a l

realism.  Whether  you
are a drama student, a
seasoned performer, or
s i m p l y  a  l o v e r  o f
theatre,  digesting  the
An  Actor  Prepares
chapter  summaries
can  unlock  a  deeper
appreciation  for  the
craf t .  Th is  ar t ic le
p r o v i d e s  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
ove rv iew  o f  each
chapter,  highlighting
the  core  exercises,
p r i n c i p l e s ,  a n d
philosophical ideas that
Stanislavski embedded
i n  h i s  t e x t .  B y
e x p l o r i n g  t h e s e
summaries,  you  will
gain  a  clear  roadmap
to the system without
h a v i n g  t o  w a d e
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through  the  dense
original  prose.  Let  us
j o u r n e y  t h r o u g h
K o s t y a ’ s
transformation  from  a
self-conscious beginner
to a disciplined artist.

PART ONE: THE
FOUNDATION OF
INNER
PREPARATION

Chapter 1
– The
First Test:
“I Don’t
Believe
You!”
The  book  opens  with
K o s t y a  a n d  h i s
classmates  performing
a series of  scenes for
their  director,  Tortsov.

Their  efforts  are
clumsy and overacted.
Tor tsov  famous ly
shouts, “I don’t believe
you!”  This  sets  the
stage for Stanislavski’s
central  critique:  that
a c t i n g  m u s t  b e
grounded in truth, not
imitation.  The  chapter
introduces the concept
o f  g i v e n
circumstances—the
where, when, why, and
who  of  a  character’s
life. Kostya learns that
u n t i l  a n  a c t o r
u n d e r s t a n d s  t h e
imaginary world of the
play,  no  amount  of
technical skill will make
t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e
b e l i e v a b l e .  T h i s
foundational  chapter
e s t a b l i s h e s  t h a t
truthful  acting  begins
with  a  deep  internal
connection.
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Chapter 2
– When
Acting Is
an Art:
The

“Magic If”
In this chapter, Tortsov
explains  the  difference
between  mechanical
acting and genuine art.
T h e  k e y  t o o l
in t roduced  i s  the
“Magic If”:  the actor
asks, “What would I do
i f  I  w e r e  i n  t h i s
character’s  situation?”
This  simple  shift  from
i m i t a t i o n  t o
imagination  unlocks  a
n a t u r a l ,  o r g a n i c
response .  Kos tya
experiments  with  the
“if” in simple exercises,
discovering that even a

s m a l l  d o s e  o f
i m a g i n a r y
c i rcumstance  can
spark  real  emotion.
T h e  c h a p t e r  a l s o
stresses that  an actor
must  develop  their
imagination  l ike  a
muscle,  continually
f e e d i n g  i t  w i t h
o b s e r v a t i o n  a n d
fantasy.

Chapter 3
– Action:
“The
Basis of
Theatre”
Stanislavski  argues
that acting is not about
fee l ing  but  about
purposeful  action.
Tortsov  teaches  that
every  moment  on
stage  must  be  driven
b y  a  “ p s y c h o -
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p h y s i c a l ”
objective—an  action
that  the  character
attempts  to  achieve.
For example, instead of
“being  angry,”  the
actor might choose to
“convince  the  other
person  to  apologize.”
This chapter introduces
the  through-line  of
action,  the  chain  of
objectives that propels
a  role  from beginning
to  end.  Kostya  learns
that  by  concentrating
on  doing,  emotions
ar ise  natura l ly  as
byproducts  o f  the
action.

Chapter 4
–
Subconsc
ious and

Concentr
ation:
The Circle
of
Attention
One  of  the  greatest
obstacles  for  an actor
is  self-consciousness.
Tortsov introduces the
circle of attention—a
technique to focus the
m i n d  o n  a  s m a l l ,
manageable  area  of
t h e  s t a g e .  B y
narrowing focus from a
large public space to a
tiny  personal  object
( l i k e  a  l a m p  o r  a
letter), the actor blocks
out  the  audience  and
e n t e r s  a  s t a t e  o f
relaxed  concentration.
This  chapter  explores
the  subconscious
mind  as  a  creative



An Actor Prepares Chapter Summaries 5

5

wellspring;  conscious
technique,  Stanislavski
claims,  is  simply  the
key  that  unlocks  the
subconscious.  Kostya
practices  creating
“public solitude” within
the chaos of the stage.

PART TWO:
BUILDING THE
CHARACTER’S
INNER LIFE

Chapter 5
–
Relaxatio
n: “The
Muscles
Are the

Enemy”
Physical tension is the
enemy of truth. In this
chapter,  Tortsov  leads
exercises  to  release
unnecessary  muscular
c o n t r a c t i o n .
Stanislavski  believed
that  only  a  relaxed
body  can  express  the
soul  of  a  character.
K o s t y a  l e a r n s  t o
distinguish  between
t o n i c  ( g e n e r a l
readiness)  and  clonic
(excessive  tension)
muscle  states.  The
chapter  emphasizes
that  relaxation  must
become a habitual part
of  rehearsal,  allowing
the actor to be pliable
and  responsive  to
moment-to-moment
impulses.

Chapter 6
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– Units
and
Objective
s:
Breaking
the Script

into Beat
No  actor  can  perform
an entire  play  as  one
con t i nuous  b l ob .
Stanislavski  introduces
the method of dividing
the  script  into  units
(small logical sections),
each  with  a  specific
o b j e c t i v e .  T h e
objective is  always an
active verb: “to win her
trust,”  “to  hide  my
fear,”  “to  provoke  a
react ion.”  Kostya
practices  labeling  his

units  and  objectives,
discovering that even a
short  scene  becomes
dramatical ly  al ive
when broken into clear
beats.  This  chapter  is
the technical backbone
of script analysis in the
Stanislavski system.

Chapter 7
– Belief
and the
Sense of
Truth:
“Small
Physical
Actions”
To generate belief in a
fictional action, Tortsov
recommends  starting
with  simple,  physical
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tasks. Kostya is asked
to  count  imaginary
money,  clean  a  stage
chair, or pour tea from
an  imaginary  pot.  By
executing these small
physical actions with
precise,  logical  detail,
Kostya  feels  his  own
sense  of  truth  grow.
The  chapter  argues
that the physical leads
to the psychological: if
you  bel ieve  in  the
smal l  act ion,  your
entire being begins to
believe  in  the  scene.
This is the seed of what
l a te r  became  the
Method  of  Physical
Actions.

Chapter 8
– Emotion
Memory:

Tapping
the Past
Perhaps  the  most
famous  (and  most
m i s u n d e r s t o o d )
chap te r .  To r t sov
instructs  the  students
to  recal l  personal
exper iences  tha t
evoked  specific
emotions—grief,  joy,
jealousy—and  then
transfer  those feelings
to  their  characters.
Stanislavski  calls  this
affective  memory  (or
emotion  memory).
Kostya  discovers  that
forcing  a  memory  too
d i r e c t l y  l e a d s  t o
hyster ia ,  not  a r t .
Instead,  he  learns  to
draw only the essence
of the emotion, letting
t h e  c h a r a c t e r ’ s
circumstances  filter  it.
This  chapter  warns
against  emotional
indulgence;  the  actor
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must remain in control
whi le  al lowing  the
subconscious to supply
color.

PART THREE:
EXPRESSION AND
INTEGRATION

Chapter 9
–
Communi
on: “The
Mutual
Exchange
of
Energy”
A c t i n g  i s  n o t  a
monologue;  i t  i s  a
reciprocal  flow
between  characters.

Tortsov  introduces
c o m m u n i o n  ( o r
communication) as the
invisible  thread  that
connects  actors  on
stage.  Kostya  learns
that  real  communion
means listening with all
senses and responding
in  the  moment.  The
chapte r  exp lo res
r a d i a t e — s e n d i n g
i n t e n t i o n  t o  a
p a r t n e r — a n d
receive—absorbing
t h e i r  r e a c t i o n s .
Stanislavski notes that
even when a character
i s  a l o n e ,  t h e y
commune  w i th  an
imaginary  presence
(e.g., a memory or an
object). This concept is
vital  for  ensemble
acting.

Chapter
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10 –
Adaptatio
n: The Art
of

Flexibility
No  two  performances
are the same because
actors  must  adapt  to
the  unpredictable
e n e r g y  o f  t h e i r
partners.  This  chapter
discusses  adaptation
as the ability to adjust
objectives  and actions
in  real  time.  Tortsov
demonstrates how the
same  objective  (“to
persuade”)  can  be
p l a y e d  w i t h
tenderness,  anger,
humor,  or  desperation
depend ing  on  the
partner’s  responses.
Kos tya  p rac t i ces
improvisations  that

force  him  to  change
tactics.  The  chapter
also  introduces  the
concep t  o f  inner
tempo-rhythm—the
speed and intensity of
inner  life  that  fuels
adaptation.

Chapter
11 –
Tempo-
Rhythm
in
Movemen
t and
Speech
Stanislavski  devoted a
chapter entirely to the
relationship  between
tempo,  rhythm,  and
emotion.  He  argues
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that  every feeling has
its  own  inner  rhythm;
by varying the pace of
speech and movement,
the  actor  can  evoke
c o r r e s p o n d i n g
emot ional  s tates .
Tortsov  demonstrates
exercises where Kostya
walks  at  different
tempos while speaking,
d i s c o v e r i n g  h o w
slowness  can  produce
melancholy and speed
can ignite  excitement.
This  chapter  bridges
t h e  p h y s i c a l  a n d
emotional,  offering  a
prac t i ca l  too l  f o r
s h a p i n g  a
performance.

Chapter
12 – The
Inner

Psycholo
gical
Drive:
Super-
Objective
and
Through-
Line
A l l  t h e  s m a l l e r
objectives lead to one
overarching  goal:  the
super-objective  of
the entire role. Tortsov
explains  that  every
character  in  a  play
p u r s u e s  a  d e e p ,
unifying  desire  (e.g.,
Hamlet’s  “to  uncover
t h e  t r u t h ” ) .  T h e
through- l ine  o f
action  connects  the
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units  and  objectives
into a single, unbroken
thread.  Kostya  learns
that  without  a  clear
super-objective,  a
performance  becomes
fragmented. He revisits
his  earlier  scenes  to
ensure  that  every
act ion  serves  the
character’s main drive.

PART FOUR: THE
CREATIVE STATE
AND PUBLIC
PERFORMANCE

Chapter
13 – The
Actor’s
Creative
Mood:

“The I
Am”
State
Before  stepping  on
stage,  an  actor  must
cult ivate  a  proper
inner creative state.
Tortsov  describes  this
as “I am being” (or “I
am present”)—a  state
of  relaxed  alertness
where all the system’s
elements (imagination,
c o n c e n t r a t i o n ,
r e l axa t i on ,  e t c . )
function  harmoniously.
Kostya practices a pre-
performance  routine
that  includes  physical
warm-ups,  breathing,
a n d  m e n t a l
visualization.  This
chapter  emphasizes
that  the actor’s  art  is
not  spontaneous  but
built  on  disciplined
preparation.
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Chapter
14 – The
Subconsc
ious and
the
Super-
Consciou
s: The
Final
Spark
Stanislavski revisits the
subconscious,  now
call ing  the  highest
creative  moments  the
super-conscious.  He
argues  that  technique
can only go so far; the
t r u l y  i n s p i r e d

performance  arises
from  a  myster ious
r e a l m  b e y o n d
conscious  control.
Tortsov encourages the
students to trust  their
preparation,  then  let
go. The chapter serves
as a reminder that the
system is not a set of
rules but a set of tools
to  invite  inspiration.
Kostya  experiences  a
rare  moment  of  pure,
effortless  truth  in  a
scene,  which  Tortsov
calls  “the  greatest
reward.”

Chapter
15 –
Habit and
the
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External
Techniqu
e: The
Body and

Voice
While the book focuses
o n  i n n e r  w o r k ,
S t a n i s l a v s k i
acknowledges that the
a c t o r  m u s t  a l s o
deve lop  ex te rna l
means  of  expression.
This chapter discusses
the  importance  of  a
trained  voice,  clear
diction,  and  a  flexible
body.  Kostya  begins
s t u d i e s  i n  v o i c e
production,  diction,
a n d  p h y s i c a l
movement.  Tortsov
stresses  that  inner
truth  without  external
clarity  is  useless;  the
actor  must  become  a

master  of  both.  This
chapter sets the stage
for  Stanislavski’s  later
b o o k ,  B u i l d i n g  a
Character .

Chapter
16 –
Conclusio
n: The
Path
Forward
In  the  final  chapter,
Kostya  reflects  on  his
journey. He has moved
from  a  self-conscious
amateur  to  an  actor
who  understands  the
psycho-technique  of
his  art.  Tortsov’s  final
lesson  i s  that  the
system is not a recipe;
it  is  a  framework  for
lifelong growth. Kostya
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c o m m i t s  t o  d a i l y
practice,  observation,
and  study.  The  book
ends with the idea that
t rue  a r t  demands
constant  effort  and
humility. The An Actor
Prepares  chapter
summaries  conclude
with the notion that the
greatest  performance
is  not  a  moment  of
p e r f e c t i o n  b u t  a
continuous  pursuit  of
truth.

WHY THESE
CHAPTER
SUMMARIES
MATTER FOR
ACTORS TODAY

Reading  Stanislavski’s
original  text  can  be
daunting  due  to  its
conversational  format
a n d  f r e q u e n t
d i g r e s s i o n s .
Condensed  An  Actor
Prepares  chapter
summaries  offer  a
quick reference for the
key  concepts:  given

circumstances,  magic
if, units and objectives,
emot ion  memory ,
super-objective,  and
the  creative  state.
These summaries help
d r a m a  s t u d e n t s
prepare  for  classes,
d i r e c t o r s  d e s i g n
rehearsals,  and  actors
refresh their technique.
M o r e o v e r ,  t h e
principles  discussed
here—concentration,
relaxation,  adaptation,
and  truth—transcend
theatre  and  apply  to
p u b l i c  s p e a k i n g ,
storytelling,  film
a c t i n g ,  a n d  e v e n
e v e r y d a y
communication.
Modern acting teachers
(such  as  Stella  Adler,
Sanford  Meisner,  and
Lee  Strasberg)  a l l
d e v e l o p e d  t h e i r
m e t h o d s  f r o m
Stanislavski’s work. By
studying these chapter
summaries,  you  can
see the  roots  of  their
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a p p r o a c h e s .  F o r
example,  Meisner’s
repetition  exercises
stem from the concept
o f  c o m m u n i o n ;
Strasberg’s  emotional
recall  comes  directly
f rom  the  emot ion
memory  chapte r ;
Adler’s  emphasis  on
imagination  traces

back  to  the  magic  if.
Understanding  the
o r i g i n a l  s y s t e m
provides  a  foundation
for  exploring  these
offshoots  with  clarity.

PRACTICAL TIPS
FOR APPLYING THE
STANISLAVSKI
SYSTEM


