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Structure and short summary of the doctoral dissertation 

 

The research examines the changing thetare acting style of the period in relation to the 

career of a 19th century theatre artist, Kornélia Prielle (1823-1902). One of its basic questions was 

what the style of acting, or rather the manner of acting, means and how can its changes be 

described. Closely linked to this was an exploration of the problem of how the theatrical sources 

of the past can be seen, read, and interpreted in relation to stage play. 

Contemporary theatrical historiography, the scholarship on the history of acting is cautious 

about the question of acting style, and most often organises its arguments around a well-defined 

group of sources to shed light on the issue. By combining the methods used so far, assessing the 

results of previous research, and including and interpreting basic research, this attempt puts 19th-

century acting styles and their changing practices into a new context, linking them to a specific 

actress’ career, while making connections with the acting styles of the generations of actors before 

and after. The optics and questioning of the biographical method and the historiography of theatre 

and performance studies are peculiarly interconnected here, with the intersection of stage 

performance and acting style.  

Acting styles, which vary from one theatre culture to another and over time, are seen as a 

normative set rather than a general normative style, and it is argued that they do not exist as such 

but are only objectified in specific performance practice. The structure of the dissertation was 

based on this hypothesis.  

The first half of the thesis examines the characteristics of Kornélia Prielle’s career as an actress 

in a biographical framework, in connection with the question of acting style (1. The biographical 

framework of an actress), while the second half focuses on the period’s stage acting, on the one 

hand by rethinking and elaborating the conceptual world and methodology related to acting styles, 

and on the other hand by examining the traces of specific performances (2. Stage acting). The dual 

focus of biography on a micro-historical scale and performance studies implies that the 

interpretations of Prielle’s biography as an artist are linked to social contexts that are relevant to 

the capture of the period’s theatrical performance style in this study. Prielle’s language of acting, 



aspects of gestures, facial expressions, and vocal techniques are not seen as existing in themselves, 

but as a set of knowledge based on, and not independent of, a code system of the period’s actions 

and behaviours. Revealing the characteristics of Prielle’s career as an actress, the social 

embeddedness of her personality and stylistic traits, it highlights social aspects that are important 

for capturing the style of her acting: her social sensitivity, her charitable acts and gestures of 

support (chapter 1.1 and its subsections), the characteristics of her lifestyle, her family, her network 

of relationships, her reputation, her relations with provincial theatre companies (chapters 1. and 

1.2), her social relations in the context of normative behaviours (chapter 1.3), her homes, her 

income (chapter 1.4), and the world of values expressed through these. 

The second half of the thesis focuses on the period’s stage performance and its distinctive 

Priellean features: the changing content of the meanings of creative naturalness (chapter 2.1 and 

its subsections), the interweaving of role-type and actor’s image, and the performative dimensions 

of Prielle’s acting (chapters 2. 2 and 2.3), and then, in relation to two of her role performances, the 

ways of acting driven by social norms (chapter 2.4) and the tools, possible effects, and spatial 

dimensions of the diffusion of her passion-driven acting style (chapter 2.5). This 2nd major chapter 

deals with questions such as: why was the ideological-aesthetic determination of a given period 

important for the impact/success of a given performance? How did the artist convey the meaning 

of the performance, and with what tools? How was the changing Priellean style of acting and 

performance and what audience needs did it satisfy? 

It can be stated that the study of Kornélia Prielle’s oeuvre and her stage performance proved 

to be an excellent field for the study of 19th century acting, since she performed on the stages of 

Hungarian professional theatre of the period for six and a half decades, from the 1840s to the turn 

of the century. After her period as a prima donna in provincial travelling companies (from 1841), 

she became a member of the National Theatre in Pest in 1859, respectively, in 1861. Here she 

played a very wide range of roles in nearly three hundred roles, on almost three thousand evenings 

at the National Theatre, with a large number of additional provincial performances. During her 

career she saw and played with the great Hungarian pioneering actors (Déryné Róza Széppataky, 

Miklós Udvarhelyi, Pál Jancsó, Mimi De Caux), and at the peak of her career, in the Ede Paulay 

era at National Theatre (1878-1894), she was the partner of Mari Jászai, József Szigeti, Imre Nagy, 

and Emília Márkus, among others; at the turn of the century, countless young aspiring or even 

beginning actors had the opportunity to see her, the living legend. 



The monographic treatment of her career was previously done by Edit Mályuszné Császár, 

who also discussed the acting oeuvre of her first and also third husband, Kálmán Szerdahelyi (Life 

of a Theatre Couple, 1956). The volume has made good use of various types of theatrical and 

biographical data, but it has failed to provide a nuanced interpretation of her artistic oeuvre, her 

performances, and her role creations. As an indication of the artist’s importance, her canonization 

began already in her lifetime, when the actor and critic Pál Rakodczay, a writer of theatre theory 

and theatre criticism, published a book commemorating Prielle’s fifty-year career as an actress, 

entitled Kornélia Prielle: Her Life and Art (1891), the first part of which examines her career 

chronologically, and the second part of which provides a mimographic description and criticism 

of some of her most important roles. Rakodczay’s plastic interpretations of roles, his sensitive 

vision of his actor colleague’s performances, make this volume stand out from the 19th century 

descriptions of manners of acting, and it can become a key, an initiated mediator to the 

understanding of Prielle’s performance practice and acting style. 

Even with the two monographic approaches mentioned above, the sources of the biography are 

quite vast, and it was essential to explore and use it from our chosen point of view. She has 

generated a remarkable corpus of texts, and as a person with a written legacy, we can look at her 

oeuvre from a uniquely personal perspective through the texts she wrote. Some of these documents 

are available from published book and press sources, while others are preserved in various 

museums, archives, and libraries. A good number of her personal objects are preserved in her 

hometown, at the Reformed Church of Sighetu-Marmației, her extensive and unpublished 

correspondence, notes, writings, and photographs at the National Széchényi Library in Budapest, 

and many photographs at the National Museum and Institute of Theatre History from Budapest. 

Viewing her personal and stage life in the context of the period’s system of norms, I had to 

reckon with the extreme fragmentation and complexity of her biography, and with the fact that, 

therefore, it could not be encompassed in a single, linear narrative. 

The model-value proposal of the thesis is therefore a combination of the methods already 

indicated: a joint approach to written culture and “embodied” culture. Diana Taylor relates this 

dual approach to the concepts of archive and repertoire. According to her, embodied knowledge 

repertoires, transmitted through gestures, spoken language, movement, dance, song and other 

performative acts, are in fact a complementary alternative to the knowledge storage and 

transmission systems that can be extracted from written archives. In fact, she proposes with this a 



reinterpretation of the graspability of historical processes. Accordingly, within the framework of 

performance studies, the legitimate focus of inquiry can be directed as legitimately at the vehicles 

of embodied knowledge (handed-down gestures, embodied practices) as at the written culture that 

is the preferred and exclusive focus of historiography (Taylor: The Archive and the Repertoire, 

2003). 

The fact that we have neither audio documents nor films from the period under study makes it 

difficult to approach and describe changes in performance modes and styles in a longer, diachronic 

process, so that the main carriers and sources of traces of theatrical performance remain the 

surviving textual descriptions, although the body and sound dimensions of traces of performances 

should be as valid and legitimate focus of investigation as texts. 

Among the ways and methods of understanding and describing the history of acting and 

changing style of acting, the following have proved useful: the analysis of the performed repertoire 

and the impact of the style of the underlying dramas/textbooks on theatrical performance, while 

another descriptive method is to highlight continuity and discontinuity, tradition and novelty; in 

addition to the method of relating to different generations of actors, the relationship with renowned 

actors of outstanding importance in the European canon is also significant; and finally, another 

methodological approach consists in a strong focus on the performative dimension: the 

capturability of body and voice, gesture and phrasing in textual narrative and visual media. It is 

also a common in theatre historiography to analyse the theatre textbooks, rules, and codes of 

conduct used in specific periods. Besides the foreign theories of acting, the relevant theoretical 

discussions compiled by József Bajza, Gábor Egressy, Ede Paulay, and Antal Váradi, as well as 

the guidelines for conduct of the period also form an important group of sources for analysis in the 

study. The thesis works with a combination of all these possible methods, even more so as a single 

approach would be too reductive. 

These methodological considerations led to the use of the concept of creative naturalness, 

which, alongside representation, was one of the dominant concepts in the Hungarian theatre of the 

19th century. Chapter 2.1, Spectators’ memories and 19th century stage play: new and even more 

recent naturalness captures the changes in acting style not only in the stiffening of gesture and 

phrasing, which can be described in the succession of generations of actors, and in the desire to 

innovate and create new ones, but also in the ever-changing concept of naturalness. The 

fundamental question is: how is new naturalness achieved, how is the novelty perceived, in what 



way does it become natural again, and then again, once fossilised, how is it replaced by an even 

newer naturalness? The examples go from the early period of Hungarian professional theatre to 

the end of the 19th century: it speaks of naturalness in the sense of sentimentalism and romanticism 

(2.1.1.), of the new kind of naturalism (2.1.2.), and the still more recent naturalism (2.1.3.). 

Chapter 2.2., Actor construction and role type: the subjectivities of the salon actress, analyses 

the use of the concept of role type through theatre lexicons, theatre aesthetics definitions, and 

discourse analysis linked to the period’s institution (laws, rules, theatre company management, 

correspondence, theatre agent columns, theatre practice abroad). It proves that the historically 

changing concept of the role-type (szerepkör – in Hungarian / emploi – in French / typecasting – 

in English / Rollenfach – in German) is inescapable in acting practice and theatre historiography. 

In the context of Kornélia Prielle’s career, it examines what her theatrical role-type reveals about 

her art, her image-building, and her relationship to the contemporary normative image of women. 

It approaches the study of the role type of the salon actor from the perspective of the ever-present 

and active dimension of subjectivity, linked to his role creation, which varies over time, based on 

reconstructions of everyday life experiences. 

Chapter 2.3, Theatrical role-type and public image, demonstrates how the theatrical role-type 

is strongly linked to the actor’s subjectivity and self-image. Through their acting roles, theatre 

performances, and other public actions, the great actresses of the 19th century created an image of 

themselves that became their trademark. The examination of salon actress role-type in Prielle’s 

career seems to be an inescapable question, since the roles of her National Theatre period can be 

largely classified in this type. The chapter then examines the contents of a specific stage salon in 

the context of her spatial experience (in the production of The Fourchambault Family by Augier, 

in which she played Mrs Fourchambault), and reinterprets it by expanding its historical-social-

artistic meanings. By examining the distinctive features of Lilla von Bulyovszky’s career, the 

analysis of the different ways in which role/types are defined and actresses’ images are created 

allowed for the presentation of a different kind of actor’s mentality; the control analysis, revealing 

different norms of behaviour, helped to grasp the phenomenon of typicality/atypicality. 

Chapter 2.4. Social norm-driven acting, the attempt to reconstruct the performative dimension 

of the role of Countess Zikka in the performance of Dora by V. Sardou created a link with the 

questions of the play, and also the burning issues of contemporary society: whether nobility is 



necessarily accompanied by respectability, and what a woman without a title and a marchioness 

can do with her mere social rank in a world dictated by men. 

Chapter 2.5., Passion-driven acting, argues that the performance of the role of Cora (in Belot’s 

L’Article 47) can be seen as a milestone in the career of the actress capable of renewing the tools 

of her stagecraft, of embodying extreme passion and suffering. By bringing into play the deviant 

and the normal, the unusual and the conventional, the liminality of the scenes showing the 

symptoms of madness reflected on the acting itself as something other than normative: on the 

temporary suspension of role codes and norms and a Priellean acting manner that, according to 

one provincial critic, was admired even by the colleagues who performed with the actress. The 

study of Prielle’s numerous provincial guest performances in this role also showed the spatial 

dimension of how a style of acting spreads and becomes dominant in the period’s Hungarian 

theatre system. At the same time, the ways of her performance/acting are related to the broader 

problematics that, through the themes and characters of the performances, organised the conscious 

and less conscious interest of the theatre-going public, its individual and collective creation. 

The Conclusions establish connections between the chapters in the context of previous research 

and new sources on biography and the tangible aspects of the actor’s performance style, reckons 

with the actress as an influential social figure and artistic creator of the 19th century, and opens 

new research directions. 

The thesis is complemented by an Appendix. The documents published here have been made 

public as a result of the basic research, and it contains a good number of the visual sources as 

wellused in the analyses. The unpublished writings and notes of Prielle, which are essential for 

understanding her career, are presented in this section, and two maps based on the reconstruction 

of her performance spaces can also be examined: one showing the locations of her provincial guest 

performances before and after 1868, and the other presenting the performance venues of her role 

as Cora, which was essential for the renewal of her acting. 
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