CATHLEEN LESLIE
ACTRESS AND ACTORS STUDIO TEACHER
SPANISH WORKSHOP IN GIJON
"An actor must chose
the method that works
for them, the good
ones make the best
choices.”
"The great actors like
Al Pacino, Jane Fonda,
Gene Wilder & Kevin
Spacey return time and
time again to
Broadway and The
West End”
Cathleen Leslie is an
actress, teacher and
lifetime member of The
Actor's Studio - the
prestigious organization
of actors, directors and
playwrights - founded in
New York in 1947 by Elia
Kazan, Lee Strasberg
Cheryl Crawford and
Robert Lewis.
The Actors Studio is a
place where the best
talent is still in search of
the key elements to the
Method taught by Lee Strasberg; based on the teachings of the Russian director
Konstantin Stanislavsky’s system. Cathy studied with legend Lee Strasberg, the sought
after director of the Actor's Studio since 1952.
Today Cathy has traveled to an exclusive Workshop taking place in Gijon, Spain.
How did this idea of the workshop come about?
The proposal came to me from Anette Insdorf, director of the Film Department at
Columbia University; who was introduced to me by Clint Eastwood in 1997.
What we do is a workshop about “The Method.”

Is it possible to be a good actor without previous work experience?
God gives the talent you were born with, the same as Nuryev or Pavlova were born with
an extraordinary body. Then, the talent must be developed. Lee Strasberg would tell us
that the greatest musician, Horowitz at 90 years of age, still practiced his scales. Once
he was asked the reason why he continued to practice the piano and he answered that
it was because he wanted to continue being the best.
What exactly is the Actor's Studio?
The Method started with Stanislavsky. Lee Strasberg saw the play "Three Sisters" by
Chekov, and realized that the actress that played the maiden was as good as the lead
characters. Part of that company remained in New York after the Russian Revolution
and that is how the New American Theatre was born.
During the time of the Great Depression many people wanted to make money in
Hollywood. Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams emerged. When Eliza Kazan started
with "A Streetcar Named Desire" he realizes that none of the chosen actors would work
for Kowalski's character until he met Marlon Brando.
After eight months of rehearsals the Actor's Studio was created, teachings were free
only if invited and upon passing the auditions. There is an anecdote in regards to this: A
millionaire offered up to 2 million dollars to Strasberg if he were to accept his daughter.
However the idea is that if someone becomes rich and famous they should later donate
part of the money and dedicate their time teaching at the Actor's Studio, as for example
Paul Newman.
There are two units, one in New York and the other in Los Angeles.
During the last ten years the financing of the Studio is thanks to these donations where
we pay a symbolic price for the classes of one dollar a year. Everyone is welcome, if
they desire, to audition for membership and once a year, whomever passes the first
"casting" audition in front of lifetime members of the Actor's Studio, serving as judges.
90% of the most famous actors of all time were or are members at The Actor's Studio
and went through the same auditioning process.
Why is it so important that actors utilize a method like the Stanislavsky System
that the Actor's Studio has incorporated?
True actors are the ones that do theater.
Leslie was coach to actors on "Titanic" where she realized that the director
manipulates with many takes, one after another.
Look, I do not dislike film actors, but the theater is live and straight to the audience. The
great actors like Al Pacino, Jane Fonda, Gene Wilder and Kevin Spacey make a lot of

money making movies, however they always return time and again to Broadway or The
West End, in London to find themselves once again with the technique, to train.
Al Pacino performed in "The Merchant of Venice" and he did so systematically. For
example, the recently deceased Phillip Seymour Hoffman was very clear about which
way to train in his art.
What is achieved through the method is a transformation of the actor into a 3 year old
child. At five years old when you begin school they start to condition us. The idea is that
the actor’s instinct develops and materializes without judgement.
Dustin Hoffman spent 2 years preparing for his performance in “Tootsie". During
shooting of the film, working with a very limited budget, director Sydney Pollack had a
heart attack, because the actor was so demanding in his embodiment of the character.
What are the advantages offered with the method taught at the Actor's Studio in
regards to other studies in other schools?
An actor must choose the method that best serves him.
Cathy Leslie studied with Lee Strasberg and Stella Adler but she kept what
worked for her.
In reality, The Actor's Studio is not a school but a place for accomplished actors who
want to perfect their techniques.
My favorite example of real life sense memory is in the movie "The Miracle Worker.” The
film tells the story of Anne Sullivan, a teacher who helped Hellen Keller who was blind
and deaf from the age of 6 months old. Sullivan discovered that Hellen had learned the
word “water” as a baby and recovered the word years later when placing her hand
under water again.
Because sense memory is one of the most important parts of the Stanislavsky System,
we use relaxation to stimulate the five senses, which are not utilized through intellectual
memory. A good actor is one that makes deep choices.
During one of the Cannes Festivals Cathy had dinner with Sir Anthony Hopkins,
he expressed his desire to come to the United States and study with the very
established Lee Strasberg. However Anthony was very unlucky, because that same
week in February 1982, Strasberg passed away at the age of 80.
How was Lee Strasberg?
When my father died, Lee came over and hugged me and played music for me. It is a
story that I share because it was said that Lee was very cold person that did not display
his emotions.

He would frequently use the word “darling” - however, when he said it the wrong way, he
could make you tremble with fear. Lee had a very critical eye; it took him only seconds
to know if someone had talent or not. He was harsh on Fridays when we had to
comment in front of him, but that is the way I learned.
Lee was an avid reader of English, German and Russian, but his passion was music.
On Sundays, he would invite a select group of members form the Actor's Studio to his
home and play music, which he always referred to as “the universal language.” Lee
relaxed watching baseball on TV, just like in the scene with Al Pacino from "Godfather
II.” That is what went on in Lee's home.
Francis Ford Coppola was not very interested in knowing Strasberg but Robert De Niro
and Al Pacino, adored him and would set up a gathering just so they could talk. It was
similar to what happened with Elia Kazan because of his declarations (in regards to Mac
Arthur) but everyone still wanted to work with Elia.
Who are you favorite actors?
Marlon Brando, Paul Scofield and Al Pacino. Well, I have always wondered what would
have happened to James Dean if he wouldn't have died so young, because he was
good, really good.
Cathleen liked Robert De Niro a lot, but not so much now that he moved to
Tribeca and chose a different path. Amongst the younger actors, Cathy thinks Sean
Penn nailed the gay role in "MILK", and “…as a matter of fact there cannot be a more
heterosexual person than Sean Penn.”
It turns out many great actors cannot resist the temptation to direct, and this is what
happened to Al Pacino and Phillip Seymour Hoffmann… but I also like Ralph Fiennes
and Christophe Waltz, the bad Nazis in “Schindler’s List” & "Inglorious Bastards”.
An actor can only be as good as the text he interprets. For example, nobody can ever
be better than Shakespeare. but every writer works in a very different sociological
context. It is the actor’s responsibility to be able to understand the context exactly as
the writer had lived it.

