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Introduction

"fLiterature,is called artistic,'" Anton Chekhov said, "'when it
|H]

depicts life as it actually is. If he had a?thébrx of‘art, this is
it. It is a statement which most of his critics‘qﬁote 1n'tﬁeir dis-
cussions of»hisfwork,vfor it is.a SUCcfﬁcf summary not only of Chekhoy's
theory but also of his achieyement,‘_And it is a statemth‘typical of :
Chekhoy's art:‘ simple and straighiforward on its surfacé, yet extra;‘
ordinarily cdmprehensive and suggestive in its 1mp1ications: Tolstoy

called Chekhoy -- and rightly so -- "'an artist of-life.'"z

In his art Chekhoy confronted and gaye expression to the major
questions of man's existence. It is the thesis of this paper that
Chekhoy saw thé central fact and problem of 1ife as that of displace-
mént: fhat in.1ffe.mén freQuéht]y finas himée]f "out of‘p]ace".either'
psych&]ogica]]y or physically (sometimes both) and that inevitaﬁ]y he
is completely displaced by death. In essence, fhis was Chekhoy’s
vision of life, and his art consiéts of the form in which he expreésed
this vision. Displacement, as I see it, is the subject of the four

great plays: The Sea Gull, Uncle Vanya, ThefThree‘Sisters,'andxlﬂg

Cherry Orchard. ~Although the situation of the major characters varies

from play to play, in the end these characters all éxperiénce some form

Qf.displacement. Proof of this proposition is bornerout both by the

TRobert Brustein, The Theater of Revolt, (Boston: Little, Brown
and Company, 1964), p. 138,

ZEynest Simmons , Chekhbv: A Biography, (Boston; Little, Brown
and Company, 1962), Frontispiece. ,
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action and structure of the plays. A study of the settings of the
last threa plays revaais that these settings have been created as
structural symbols; each reflects the action and enhances and i1lu-
mines the meaning df its play. It is my:bélief, too, that there is a
clear prdgression yisible from p]ay-to play in Chekhov's treatment'of
the problem of displacement, a‘progressiqn whfch,culminatesjin Tne

Cherry Orchard. And as none of his critics, has, to my know]edge,

adyanced a similar theory (though a numbek partia11y corfobdfate my

views), I feel that this reading of the plays may be yaluable.

But’obvibus]y there are other ways to yigw the plays. Becédse
Chekhov was a great artist, his works have from the beginning ehgenf
dered'criticism of varying opinion, and because of the artistry, his
works continue to evoke fresh respbnse._ "No modern dramatist,"

Mauri ce Valency has rémarked,»"is moye éomp]éx'and few have elicited
more.diyerse intérpretations."3 Critics have found in Chekhoy's works

the qualities and aspects of life itseif. And as no two men are going

to yiew "life as it actually is" in the same way, his works are ﬁatura]—
ly controvérsia]. Thus, to supplement my own explanations and to
illustrate the various ways in which_Chekhov has been read and received,
many of these "diversevinterpretatidns" dre presented and discuésed in

the following pages. And because all art is an'expreséioﬁ of the artist's
perception of life, before the plays themselves are anaiyzed, the first
two chapters exﬁlore his yision, its origin and natufe, and the form in

which he shaped this vision.

3Maurice Valency, The Breaking String: - The Plays of Anton Chekhoy,
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1966), p. 300.



I

Vision

’As'with all men, Chekhov's vision developed.,ndaturally out of the
~time and p]éce and manner in which he lived. He was born in the smail
town of Téganrog, Russia, in 1860. His father, who had’been the son

of a serf, managed for a time to:make a living as a merchaht,ibut while
Chekhov was sti]] a boy, his father's bhsinéss fai]ed, and the elder _'
Chekhoy fled to Moécow to escapé hi§ creditofs; ’The~fami]y'(his mother,
two brothers and a sister) followed-him to Moscow, but Chekhov,remained
in Taganrog for severai years to finish his education -~ not the least
of whi;h_were lessons in $e1f—sufficien¢y, When he joined his family
in Moscow, it was to find them poverty-stricken. A]most immediately

he assumed the support of his family, a jdb which would remain his for
the rest of his life. He choée medicine as his brofession and entered
the university, but in order to make enough money to live, he began,to.
write short, humorous sketches for second-rate Moscow periodicals. It
was in this inauspicious and haphazard way that he begah his Titerary
career. Although the early years in Moscow were at times desperately
lean, he was able to support himself and his family in this way and to
graduate from medical school. And success came_ﬁuickly, By the time
he was established as a doctor, he was also established as a popu]ar
writer of short stories. Indeed, almost like Byron, he gwoke one morning
and found himself famods. Irony, however; which Chekhoy would use as
.one of the major tools of'his craft played a strong payt in his life.
For,,abdut the same time that he began to.achievé some success, he

contracted tuberculosis, which twenty years later would kill him.
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Although the disease was slow in growth, his whole adult life was soent
in the shadow of.sickness., Tnough deathvis, of course, the ultimate
condition of eyery man, Chekhovy as an'ai1ing'phyéician was more acute-
1y conscious of his mortality than moét men. "He, like all mén,”
writes Robert Corrigan, "was born to dié;_but unlike most of us, Chekhov
lived his life with the full awareness of his unique dying self,"! fn
understanding of Chekhoy's physica].condftion is necessary to the student
of his works as it was inextricably boﬁnd up-with his psybho1pgica1 st&fe

and is responsible to a great degree for his particular yiew of ]ife;

His own personal condition, then,‘made him more aware than most
men of the transitoriness of life, but'this awareneés was intensified
by nis realization that his own conditfoh Was also the conditfon of hié
country, For.the Russia of the 1880°'s ahd ]890*5, the decades in which
he was writing, was also ih its terminal.stage. The old world, the |
world of serfs and czars, was dying;'fhe new woer, the worid}of the
future, was still to be born. The world in which he found himself was,
therefore, in every~sense; a world of transition.' But transition to

what? There was no general agreement on this question.

What was certain, at least to Chekhov, was that life, as he saw it

L 4

around him, was not as it should be. He spoke of his times as "flabby,

sour_and'dull."z He could not write about heroes, he said, because he

Tanton Chekhov, Six Plays, New English Versions and Introduction
by Robert Corrigan, (New York: Holt, Rinehard and Winston, 1962), p. xv.

Z2payid Magarshack, Chekhov, The Dramat1st (New York: Hi11 and
Wang, 1950), p. 40.




5
had not seen any: "I've oftan been blamed," hz wrote, "for rot having
any positive heroes,.. But where am I to get them? 1 would be hapoy
to have them. Our life is proyincial, the citieé ave unpaved, the
villages poor, the masses abused, In our youth, we all chirp raptu-
ously Tike sparrows on a dung heap, but when we are forty we are already
old and begin to think abdut death., Fine heroes we are!"3 The dispari-
ty between nature s greatness and man's sma]lness, between the potenti-=
ality and the actuality of man's achievements sickened and angered him:
"The Lord's earth is beautiful," he wrote:
There is one thing, howeyer, that is not
beautiful, and that's us. How little justice
theyre is in us, and how little humility. How
badly we understand the meaning of patriotism,
We, the papers tell us, Toye our country, but
how do we show this Joye of ours? Instead of
knowledge -- arrogance and immeasurable conceit,
instead of honest work -- laziness and filth,.
We haye no sense of justice and our conception
of honour goes no further than the ‘honouy of
uniform,' a uniform which. is too often to be
seen in the docks of our courtroom.4
Given such a world, the obvious question is How does a man go
about living in it? What, if anything, should he do about it? The
answer to this question‘was particularly difficult for the intelligent,
open-minded nineteenth-century Russian. Walter Bruford notes that in
Chekhov's time, "In religion, philosophy, social and political thought,
the most divérse yiews were held by leading minds, and the babel of

doctrine, which we have come to regard as typical of modern times, was

3Bruste1n p. 142,

4pavid- Magarshack Chekhov A Life, (New York Grove Press, 1952),
p. 221.




more confusing than ever because of the violence of the conflict

between science and re]igion.”5 And Chekhoy's own background, Bruford

points out, presented him with special problems:

Chekhov's personal history made it perhaps
more difficult for him than most to achieve

a unified view of 1ife, for he was a spiritual
aristocrat, brought up among shopkeepers and
descended from serfs. The sufferings of the
peasantry and the poor town workers never
ceased to fill him with pity and indignation.
Yet through his university education and his
contacts with the landed ar1stocracy and
intelligentsia, he early became an admirer of
the literary, artistic and scientific culture
introduced by the aristocracy from the West.
He knew the peasant, too well to idealise him
in the manner of the "narodniki" and Tolstoy,
and he belieyed too firmly in the spiritual
achievements of western culture and their
enrichment of life to practise the cultural
asceticism of the narodniki and those who
sympathised with them. Another source of
conflict within him was the difficulty of
reconciling his filial respect for the simple
orthonxy of his parents, with whom he 1ived
in one house foy most of his Tlife, and the
scientific outlook produced in him by his

‘medical studies, not to speak _of the atheism

Throu
ciled hims
through fa

hereafter.

among the educated generally.

gh the ages, probably the chief means by which man has recon-
elf to the injustices and inadequacies of this life has been
ith in God and a belief in some kind of ¢ompehsating life

However, it is generally agreed that Chekhov was never able

swaltor Bruford, Chekhoy and Hls Ru551a (New York;’ Oxford

University

S1vid.,

Press, 19607, p. 197"—'
p. 198



to accept such a view. Siegfried Melchinger states:  "He baliavad
only what could be proyed.“7 "He was not religious," says Melchinger,

w8 Maurice Valency makes a somewhat

“and had no faith in idsologies.
different obseryation. "As a scientist,” Valency writés, "of course,
Chekhoy was more or jass committed to the evoiutionany attitude. In
his day, anything eTée would have been'eccentric.  But as an értist;
he found it not altogether simple to affirm a posftiyistfc con?iction,
Like many other skeptics of his time, he had a deep desire fér God;

and the impossibility of giying credence to any sort of religious
belief depressed and discouraged Him."?}‘Perhéps, but Ilya Ehfeanrg
quotes the following rather confident and cﬁeerfu]-passage in a letter
from -Chekhov to Sergey Diaghiley, "Who," says Ehyenburg, "was‘then
engrossed in the search for God.‘"]0 "Today’s culture,” wrote Chekhoy,
“is the beginning of work in the name of a great future, work which may
perhaps go on for tens of thousands of yéars. . . Today's culture is
the beginning of that work, but the rejigious_moyemenf of which we were
talking is an anachronism, almost the tail-énd of what has or is becom-

ing obsolete,"!!

It seems clear, then, that Chekhoy had 1ittle, if any, orthodox

7Siegfried Melchinger, Anton Chekhoy, (New York: Frederick Unger
Publishing Company, 1972), p. 6.

8Ibid., p. 159.
9Valency, pp. 72-73.

']Ollya Ehrenburg, Chekhov, Stendahl and Other Essays, (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1963), p. 72. '

Mibid., pp. 72-73.
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faith, but a]thqugh nhe distrusted any set idea?ogy, he found it nacesz
sary to believe in something. Two belfefs stahd out sharply in his
letters and his works: a belief in the efficacy- and goodness of work
and a belief in progress, that the future wbuld be better than the
present. »Howeyer, the latter of these beliefs is muchvmore critically
controversial than the former; For an'obviéus reason, It is possible
to act upon, and thereby in some measure ﬁrové a belief in wprk.. And
this Chekhov did with energy and persévefance, But a befief that the
future will be an improvement over the present be]ohgs in the realm 6f
| faith, a realm which is not countenanced by a]] mén. -ChekhovAwas -
inclined to belieye in progress, he said, because of the experiences
of his own life. His childhood had been restricted énd unhappy.  His -
father, very much a tyrant, frequently beat his children, and Chekhov
was never able to forget thesé'beatings. Life on his own, hard as ft
was in the beginning, was a vast improvement over 1ife with father, so
much so that he wrote Aleksey Suyorin, his friend and for many .years
his editor: "I acquired my belief in progress when still a child; I
couldn't help be]ieviné in it, because the difference between the
periods when they f]ogged me and the period when they stopped flogging

me was enormous."12

At times, however, Chekhov expressed doubt about the immediate
future: it was too closely allied to the present which he yiewed as

spiritless and enervated. His era was, he felt, like his person,

1Zpnton Chekhov, "Yours Schiller Shakespéarovich Goethe," Selec-
tiong from Letters of Anton Chekhov, Intellectual Digest, July 1973,
p. 29.
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disease-ridden. This was espacially apparent, he thought, in the works

~

of the writers of his day. 1In a Tong letter to Suvorin, he attempted

to analyze the situation:

We have no politics, we do not belieye in
revolution, we have no God, we are not afraid
of ghosts, and I personally am not afraid of
death and blindness. One who wants nothing,
hopes for nothing, and fears nothing cannot ,
be an artist. Whethey it is a disease or not -=
what it is does not matter. , . I don't know
how it will be with us in ten or twenty years --
-then ciycumstances may be different, but mean-
while it would be rash to expect of us anything
of real yalue, ."; . I am at least so far clever
as not to concea] from myself my disease, and not
to deceiye myself, and not to cover my own empti-
ness with othey people's rags, such as the ideas
of the sixties, and so on,_I am not going to
throw myself 1ike Garshinl3 over the banisters,
but I am not going to flatter myself with hope of
a better future either. I am not to blame for my
disease, and it's not for me to cure myself, for
this disease it must be supposed has some good
purpose hidden from us, and is not sent in vain. , ,]4

Despite this bleak account, it is significant that in the midst of his
gloom, a certain optimism surfaces, a belief that good may come out of
evil -- or, at least, that there is a reason‘forvthe sorry state of
things. More typical of Chekhoy, though, and certainly more typical of
his main characters is the type of statement he madé in the‘preyious1y
quoted lettey to Diaghiley in which he asserted lﬁat contemporary cul-

ture is the "beginning of work for a great futuré." But although it is

13y, M. Garshin, a writer, committed suicide in 1888.

]4Anton Chekhov, Letters on the Short Story, the Drama and Other
Literary Topics, ed1tea’by Louis S. Friedland, (New York: Benjamin
Blom, Inc., ]964) p. 241.
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true that this belief in progress is a theme that runs throughout his
" storizs and plays, Chekhovy invariably tempered or undercut his (and
his cnaracters') optimism by COntrasting the hope for the future withv
the grimness of the present. ’Neverthe]ess, the lasting impression made
by his works is of characters who refuse to relinquish their hopes and
who persist in their belief that there Wili be one day a better Tife

for all. Both Uncle Vanya'and The Three Sistgrs end with central charac-

ters voicing their confidence thatra time will come when they will

"behold a 1ife that is bright, beautiful and fine,"15

The critics view these pfophecies in different ways. Thomas Mann
characterizes Chekhov's perception of the future as "utopian.” He
maintains that'”The out]ines of his vision of human perfection in the‘
future are vague,"]6 attributable, Mann believes, to»Chekhov's physi— 
cal condition. "These visions," he says,”"have a somewhat feverish
quality, suggesting the tender reyeries of a consumptivé,.."]7 Dayid
Magarshack, howeyer, sees Chekhdy‘s belief as a matter of faith, "His
belief in a brighter future," says Magarshack, "was founded on his faith
in the fundamental goodneSs of the human heart and ih fhe finaT victory

of beauty over the beast in man."18 Ilya Ehrenburg seemingly accepts

T5pnton Chekhov, Uncle Vanya, Chekhov: The Major Plays, Trans-
lated by Ann Dunnigan, (New York: New American Library, 1964), p. 230.

16Thomas Mann, Last Essays, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1959),
p. 198.

71biq.

]Bﬂagarshack, Chekhov, A Life, p. 370.
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the vaTidity of Chekhov's pronouncements in the future: 'When Chek hov
assured us that in two or three hundred years' time life on earth
would be beautifu],:he was not indulging if whipsiéa] day dreams --
he was thinking of the growth of humanity wnich was én1y'beginning
to use the power of thought, of the harmon1ous deye]opment of man. "19
An interesting commentayry on Ehrenburg s view, as well as Chanhoy S,
has been made recent]y by one of h1s contemporar1es and countrymen,
Alexander So]zhen1tsyn, So]zhen1tsyn begins his chapter "Interrogatlon"

in The Gu]ag_Ar;hipg]ago with this observation:; "If the intellectuals

in the plays of Chekhoy who spend all their time guessing what would
héppen in tﬁenty, thirty; or forty years had been told that in forty‘
years interrogation by torture would be practiced in Rhssia; that
prisoneys would have fheir skulls squeezéd within fron rings that a
human being wou]d be lowered into an acid bath; that they wou]d be
trussed up naked to be bitten by ants andAbedbugs...," and Solzhenitsyn |
continues in this way, Tisting more and moye incredibly sadistic forms
of torture, concluding, "not one of Chekhov's plays would have gotten
to its end because all the heroes would have gone off to insane asy-
1ums. 20 There is no Way to reconcile criticél cdmmentary like this
and no point in trying, for the diversity is defived from the diyersity
of men, Each critic's yiew is shaped by the experiences of hjs 1ifé:

Mann had made it his business to study the personality of the conéumptive;

19Ehrenburg, p. 78.

zoAlexsandr Solzhenitsyn, The Gu]ag Arch1pe1ago 1918~ 1956 Trans-
lated by Thomas P. Whitney, (New York: Harper and Row P*b]1sners,
1974), p. 93.
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Enrenburg is known for his friendship with Stalin, his belief ia the
Communist cause; and Solzhenitsyn is even batter known for his struggles

against the system.

Although critics differ in their views concerning Chekhov's belief
in progress, there is seldom any disagreement about'his'be]ief in work.
For, Chekhov not only preached the gospeT of work, he a1§o}practiced
it. "What is needed is constant work,.déy and night...,"?2 he wrote
his brother Nicolas, (Letters, p. 272) and work he did., Everywheres‘
he Tived Chekhov_sbught to make 1ife better fokihis fellow man, and,
to a great degree, he succeeded in his endeayors, Hé built schools,
set up libraries, worked to establish a nationa1v¢oncensus, fought
cholera epidemics, and trayeled thousands of miles to the penal colony
on the island of Sakhalin to study Russian prison conditionsﬂ‘ EfnestrA
Simmons in his biography of Chekhoy récords that even while in Yalta
where he was sent by his doctors Chekhdy could not remain idle. "Before
long," Simmons writes, "the irresistible urge to be useful had overtaken
him. He attended the Town Council to listen to the local Cicero; joined
the Red Cross chapter; accepted an invitation to a'meéting of district
physicians, started a campaigh in the newspapers fo raise money for
starying peasant children in Samara, and eyen indulged in a Tittle

medical practice."22

21Chekhov; Letters on the Short Story, the Drama and Other Literary

Topics, p. 21.

225immons , p. 433.
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Not so surprisingly, hoWever, Chekhoy longed at times for a less
hectic 1ife. He could -- for he was very humaﬁ'—- complain about work,
too. He wrote his friend Maria Kiseleva, a wr{ﬁer Of'children's
‘stories, and confided; "it is not much fun to ;e a'g%eaf wfiter. To
begin with, it's a dreary life. wofk from moyning till night and not
much to show for it.“23‘ To Suvorin, who had written to ask him_to
visit him, Chekhov replied: "I don't know when I sha]]icome‘to'yod.
"I have heaps of work pour manger. Tf]TWSpriﬁg I must work -- that |
is, a senseless grind."2% As Chekhoy became more awaré of the com-
plexity of his craft and his commitment to it, wrfting becamé an
increasingly more difficult task. But he continued'td‘work and cdne
tinued to believe in the value of it. "Chekhoy be]ie?ed in work as
few others.eyer have," writes Thomas Mann. "Gorky said of him that
he had 'never known anyone feé] so deeply that work is the_basis of
all culture as Chekhoy did.'"25‘ And this be]ief is frequently .
voiced by characters in his plays. John Gassner notes: “Characters
with whom Chekhov is in obvious sympathy often carry Chekhov's favor-
ite work themé, based upon the belief that salvation for the fndivi-
dual or at 1éast a balm for his suffering lies in creativity."26

The plays are filled with examples, a few instances of which will,

23Chekhov, Letters, p. 39.
241bid., p. 46.
25Mann, p. 192.

26 30hn Gassner, "The Duality of Chekhov," in Chekhov: A Collec-
tion of Critical Essays, Edited by Robert Louis Jackson, (Englewood
Cliffs, N. J. Prentice Hall, Inc., 1967), p. 181.

% RARY
i et OF RICHMOND
Ty — VIRGINIA
Bavse '
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for the present, suffice. In The Three Sisters Irina, onz of the sis-

ters, stresses tnhis theme: '"We must, work, work,“27 she insists.

| Sloth is, indeed, in many of  these chéracters"mihds 2 cérdinal sin.
Astroy, the doctor in ggglg_Vanya who is very much attractad to the
character of E]ena because of her baauty, neyertheless cannot he]p

~observing: "She has no duties, an idle life cannob bn pure ."28

And Lopakhin, the self-made man of The Cherry Orchard, not only exem-
"plifies his belief in work by his WOrdsvand'deeds but i§ cohv1nced3
of its salutary effects on the mind as well as on the body: "When I
work for a long time without stopping,” he says,'fmy mind is easier,
and it seems to me that I, too, know WhyVI exist‘."29 An interesting
summation of the Chekhoyian philosophy of Work, the reasons for it

and the nature of it, is given by Mauriée Valency:

Work was his remedy for both the ills of the
sou] and the i11s of the world; moreover, it
was man's unly defense against the ever-
threatening ennui of existence. This sensible
view he never relinquished. For Chekhoy, as
for Goethe and Carlyle, it is in work, and only
in work, that we find our health, our justifi-
cation, and our salvation. We work because it
is in our nature to work. We work because we
have nothing better to do in this world; we
work eyen though we do not understand too well
what it is we are working for or towards, simply
for the pleasure of working, because’work is
our Tife. ‘

Far from seeking in art a refuge from the

27chekhoy, The Major Plays, p. 253.

281hid., p. 196.
291bid., p. 370.



senseless drive of the Will, as Schopen-

hauer had counseled, Chekhoy tooked upon

art as a prime example of the Will. Life

was painful, and it was senseless; that

much was evident. But it was also evident

that it is our duty as humans to work “toward -
the improvement of life, just as it is the

-duty of the farmer to improve the soil from
which he draws sustenance. A lifetime of
seryice to the cause of humanity, was in _
Chekhoy's eyes, the only rational solution to
the problem of existence., Unhappily, one occa=
sionally grew tired of humanity and even, )
-occasionally, of existence. And work, for a%& .
its glamor, was in the long run, exhausting.°V

But these moments of despair, though very real, were never very lasting.

- Chekhov was always able to overcome these occasions and get on with his

work.

- Chekhov's belief in.progrgss and his belief inrwork, as Va]enqy'
has -intimated, were very closely related convictions: a better future
was dependent upon much work in the-present. Thus far, however, Chek- .
hov's belief in fhe importance of work has been discussed’?ehy gehera]ly.
What now needs to be looked at is how he yiewed his own work. Though
he spent a great deal of time, effort and money in his civic endeavors,
these obyiously were not his chief interest. By profession hé was both
a doctor and a writer., "Medicine is my lawful wedded wife," he wroté
Suvorin,.“and literature is my mistress. When bne.gets on my nerves,

I spend the night with the other."31  Chekhov continued to treat

30Va]ency? pp. 80-81.
31Chekhov,‘1ntellectua1 Digest, p. 26.
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patients (usually withcut pay) almost up until the time of his‘death;
but his fame today is, of course, derived from the work that he did
with his pen. And nct only is writing work, as 511 who attempt it
discoyer, but great writing which is art is among thne Bighest forﬁs of
work. "Art," says Thomas'Manﬁ, "is, so to"speaké the very essence of

work in its highest abstract form, the péradigh of all WOFK...J32"

Chekhov, as he often admitted, began writing for little other
reason than to earn money to sﬁpport himself and his’family, and, until
he began to take his writing seriously, it}wasAa job that he accomp1ished'
with comparative ease. Aé a child in Tagénfog he had dften ehtertained‘
his schoolmates by mimicking the town authorities. The aft'of’the jest
was an early acquired defense against the bleakness of Tife in Taganrog,
a defense which Chekhoy would make use of a1] of his 1ife. "He possessed,"l
writes Mann, "a natyral bent for gaiety and the'boking of fun, for |
clowning and mimicry, a talent which fed on obseryation and was trans-
lated into hilarious caricature. The boy could take off a simple-minded
-deacon, a local official shaking his leg at‘é dance; a dentist, a police
_ sergeant’s béhaviour'invchurch. He could copy them all so Quprehely |
well, in a manner so true to life, that the_Who1e,school marVe]ed."33
When he began to write, it was this talent which he developed and put
into use. His early sketches were amusing and, for a beginner, sold

well, but there was little sense of artistic purpose or profession in

32Mann, p. 192.
331pid. , p. 182.
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them, But "gradually," Mann says,

without his knowiedge or conscious consent,

- there... crept into his sketches something

or1glna11y not meant for them, something

springing from the conscience “of literature

as well as from his own conscience; something

which, while still gay and enterta1n1ng, con-

tained a sad, bitter note, exposing and

accusing 11fe and soc1ety, compassionate, yet

critical -- in a word, Titerature.... - This

critical sadness, th1s rebe]llousness expresses

the longing for a better reality, for a purer,

truer, nobler, more beautiful life, a worth1er

human soc1ety :

As Chekhov gradually.grew in skill, he also grew in awareness .

By nature and by training Chekhov was more than commonly dispassionate
and objective. These are characteristics which a doctor needs to deve-
lop in order to treat his patients with-a clear mind and a steady hand,
but these were characteristics which Chekhoy seems to have come by
quite naturally. The most modest of men, he preferred the position of
observer or witness to that of judge. Eyentually, howeyer, he came to
realise that objectivity -- while it is a necessary tool for the artist --

is not, in the end, sufficient to great art.

But this rea1izatién was slow in coming, and the record of ité
growth has been a major concefn of many critics;. "Un]ike many'great
artists at the beginning of their careers,” writes Ernest Simmons,
"Chekhov did not experience any compelling inner ufge to expreésvhimself.

He had no word to say to a disturbed and expectant world, nor did moral

3%ahn, p. 185.
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and social probléms agitate his‘mind and cry out for solutions in
artistic form,"3 Chekhoy in his twenties took great'paiqs to defend
his objectivity. At twenty-threé, he wrofe his §rqﬁher Alexander,
"Sﬁbjectivity is a terrible thing. It-is bad'i;)that TS exposes the

n36

poor author completely. ”Ho was acutely sens1+1ve " says Simmons ,

"to‘the paltriness, the moral obtuseness, and medwocr1ty of the society
in which he liyed. His natural artistic response was to write-about
these failings with profound pity, bdt.without”any crusading anger of
disgust."37 For, Simmoné éontinues, "to obtrude personai viewé in
Titerature ran counter to his rooted conviction that art must'remafn
purely objeétive.“38 Chekhov did not feel, in these yéars, that art
should necessarily have any stated purpose or that Wr%ters should
attempt to offer solutions in their wofks to life's prob]ems. In 1888

he wrote Suvorin:

The artist should be, not the judge of his
characters and their conyersations, but only

" an unbiased witness. I once overheard a _
desultory conyersation about pessimism between
two Russians; nothing was solved -- and my
business is to report the conversation exactly
as I heard it, and let the jury, -- that is,
the readers, estimate its value. My business
is merely to be talented, i.e., to be able to
distinguish between important and unimportant
statements, to be able to illuminate the charac—
ters and speak their language.

355immons , p. 65.
31bid., p. 55.
371bid. , p. 127.
3Brpig, -

39¢hekhoy ; Letters, pp. 58-59..
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And to his friend Madamé Kiseieva, in_the same- Tetter thét he had pro-
" nounced his now famous dictum ﬁhat ”Artisfic iiterature i§ so called
just becaﬁse-it depicts 1ife as it'reaily is.- Iféﬁaim is fruth -
unconditional and honest,” he also stressed: ”A'writér must be as
objective as a‘chemist; he must abandon‘the éubjéctive }ine..."40
Chekhov's insistence upon the necessity of artistic objectivity was
certainly not unique with him; it is a'poéition which has had stkoﬁg

" adherents and defenders both before aﬁd'sincé his timé, but'to‘some
extent his belief was a defensivé one, He did ndt feel; as a young man,
that he had any really important yiews‘about Tife to offer, }To Dmi try
Grigoriyich, the first Russian writer of note to recognize Chekhov's
talents, Chekhoy confessed: "I haven't acquired a pb]itica],'phi]o-'
sophi; and rg]jgious outlook on Tife. I keep changing it every month,_
and I have therefore to confiﬁé myself to dgscriptions of how my charac-

ters love, get married, beget children and die;u4;

Although Chekhov's approach would always remain, to a strong
degree, objectiye, as he wrote and studied, he began to perceive the
necessity of a subjective view,' In 1892 in a']ettér to Suvorin, he
analyzed this realization:

Let me remind you that the writers who we say
are for all time or are simply good, and who
intoxicate us, have one common and very impor-

tant characteristic; they are going toward
something and are summoning you towards it, too,

40chexhov, Letters, p. 275. .

41Magarshack, Chekhov, A Life, p. 123.
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and vou fzel not with your mind, but with

your wnole body, that they have scme object....
The best of them are realists and paint Tife

as it is, but through every lirz's being soaked-
in the consciousness of an object, you feel,
beside 1ife as it is, the life which qught to
be, and that captivates you. And we? We!

We paint 1ife as it is, but beyond that --
nothing at all... We have neither immediate
nor remote aims, and in our soul there is a
great empty space.4

As a young writer, Chekhov's error was, says Simmons, that he failed
to realize that fIf art has any défin}tive anéwers to.the‘etéfnalvdis—
harmony of 1ife, they must be the purely subjective response of the
artist himse]f."43 The letter to Suvorin, howevyer, Simmons.be1ieves
is a record of the turning point in Chekhov's thoughts, a clear indi-
cation of Chekhoy's "rejection of complete objectfvity fn art and its
corollary of portraying life just as it is..,"44 By the time Chekhov

came to write The Sea Gull in 1895, he had, Simmons asserts, struck

off in a new direction:

He had learned that the objective presentation
of 1ife was not enough. Artistic objectivity
was important, but the writer must also have a
purpose and an aim and be prepared to pass moral
judgment on the endless disharmony between 1ife
as it is and life as it should be. Further he
must be able to apprehend man's personal yision
of life, his idealizing flights into the real

or the irrational. The poetic power of Chekhoy
to eyoke man's yision of life, to reveal him as
as ne truly is and not as he merely appears in

82Chekhoy, Letters, pp. 240-41.
-43Simmons,_p. 43.
441494, , p. 301.
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real lifa, and to convey all of this by
creating an emotional mood with which the
audience identifies jtself -- this was the
new direction th3§ he endeavored to impart
to The Sea Gull.

Simmons "’ bjography of Chekho? from which this observation is
quoted is probably the definitive biography in English. It is a mas-
terly work which not only records.the facts of Chekhdv‘s,]ife as
reflected in his 6wn 1ettef§_ahd letters of others about him’butl
includes abundant and acute analyses of his stories and p]ayst_rlts only .

real rival are two books by Dayid Magarshack: Chekhov, A-Life and

Chekhov, The Dramatist. And, interestingly, Magarshack is in complete

agreement with Simmons, indeed is, if possible, more adamant, that
w46

"one of Chekhov's most strongly held beliefs was the absolute necesé
sity of a serious moral purpose to every work of ‘art; "his most abiding
works, especially his great plays are,” says Magarshack, “meaningiess

if this is over1ooked;"47 The Tast four plays ére "permeated," he

says using'thekhov's wofds, "by a cdnsciousness of aim.?48 The "hall-
mark of the great artist," Magarshack states, is the union of objectivi-

ty with "the consciousness of a high mdral purpose."49

Great‘works'of
art, Chekhov had written Suyorin, not only show "life as it is but life

as it should be," and this, says Magarshack, is exactly what is shown

45Simmons, pp. 351-352.

46Magarshack, Chekhov, A Life, p. 165.
471bid., pp. 165-66.

48Magarshack, Chekhov, The Dramatist, p. 42.

81bid., p. 41.
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in ghese plays. Further, Magarshack contends that though somsz havs
caliad Chekhov's plays "drama of frustfation,“SO this is not so.‘ Chek-
‘nov's plays, he laments, havzs been, beginning‘wi£h¢3tanisiavsky, mis-
intarpreted by directors, actors, and audience.fg"Nor;” he says, "has
Chexnov been particylarly fortunate in his cm‘tics.”51 Chekhov‘s
drama, he insists, is not one»offfrustratfon; "the opposite is true:

it is a drama of courage and hope.."52

These views of Magarshack are, as might be expected, critically

controversiai. Robert'Brustein, whose'treatment of Chekhoy is fbund in

his book The Theatre of Revolt, believes that rebellion is the unifying
characteristic of the great modeyn dramatists, and that Chekhoy has a
nrominent place among them (e.g. Ibsen, Strindberg, Shaw, Brecht).
"Chekhoy's reyolt," he says, "is directed against the qua1ity of con-
temporary Russian life..., against the indo]encé, yacuity, irresponsi-
bility, and moral inertia of his characters -- and, since these
characters are typica] of proyincial upper-class society, also against
the social stratum that they represent."53v Brustein disagrees with
Magarshack that Chekhoy was reyealing in his,greaf plays "life as it
should be"; indeed, what is depicted, he contends, is "life as it should

not be."®* Brustein takes issue, too, with Magdrshack's statement that

50magarshack, Chekhov, The Dramatist, p. 42.

Slpid., p. 15.
52191§;) p. 42.
538rUstein, p. 148.
541bid., p. 139.
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Chakhov's drama is a "drama of courage and hope," but he agrees that
Chekhov's work is informed by-a "moral purpose " "David Magarshaék 8
ne says, "somewhat overstates the case by say1ng that Cheknov" mature

p]ays are dramas of 'courage and hope;'" however, Bruste1n continues,

he is perfectly right to emphasize the moral
purpose behind Chekhoy's imitation of reality.
Chekhov neyer developed any program for "1ife
as it should be." Like most great artists,
his revolt is mainly negative. And it-is a
mistake to interpret the occasional expressions
of yisionary optimism which conclude his plays
as evidence of "courage and hope" (they are more
1ike desperate defences against nihilism and
despair). Yet, it is also wrong to assume that
Chekhov shares the pessimism which pervades his
plays or the despondency of his defeated charac-
ters. Eyeryone who knew him testifies to his
~gaiety, humaor, and buoyancy, and if he always
expected the worst, he always hoped for the best.
Chekhov the realist was required to transcribe
accurately the appalling conditions of proyincial
life without false affirmations or baseless opti-
mism; but Chekhoy the moralist has a sneaking
belief in change. In short, Chekhoy expresses
his revolt not by depicting the id=al, which
would have yiolated his sense of moral purpose,
but by criticizing the real gt the same time
that he is representing it.

But despite Chekhoy's “sneaking belief in change," Brustein feels that
‘ultimately because he was "confronting the same world as the other
great dramatists of revolt -~ a world without God and, thérefore, a

world without mean1ng -- Chekhoy has no remedy for the d1sease of modern

life. w56 Fyen h1s belief in work, his favor1te ‘"panacea," says Brustein,

55Brustein, p. 150.
561hid. , p. 178.
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"is ineffectual before the insupportable fact of death. "7  His vision
of 1life was, indeed, a bleak one, yet no other modern dramatist, Bru-

stein maintains, possesses "a deeper humanity.”5§~‘He quotes Cheknov's

v

pronouncement that "My holy of holies are the human body, health, intel-

‘Tigence, talent, inspiration, love and the most absolute'freedomA—-

freedom from despotism and lies,"sg and tomments;

Chekhov himself embodies these qualities so
perfectly that no one has ever been able to
write aboyt him without profound love and
affection... Because of his hatred of untruth,
Chekhoy will not arouse false hopes about the
future of mankind -- but because he is humane
to the marrow of his bones, he manages to
increase our expectation of the human race,
Coupling sweetness of temper with toughness of
mind, Chekhoy makes his work an extraordinary
compound of morality and reality, rebellion

and acceptance, irony and sympathy -- evoking

a singu]gr affirmation eyen in the darkest
despair. 0

Brustein's yiews are.essentially affirmed by a nﬁmbér df other
critics; yet there are readily apparent differences among thesé critics,”
too. Maurice Valency, for instance, does not focus on,Chekhovfs moral
purpose at all. While Brustein discusses at length Chekhoy thé‘rea1ist

and Chekhoy the moralist, Valency is concerned with Chekhov the artist.

Early in his book about Chekhov's major plays, The Breaking String,

Valency says that Chekhov "poses distressing questions, and he has no

57Brustein, p. 178.
581p1d.

59 1bid.

601bid., pp. 178-179.
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answers for them. Perhaps in his view, the answer is that there is
no answer."l In Valency's opinion, answers are irrelevant to Chekhov's

art: "It seems altogether unlikely," he writes,

that Chekhov ever wrote with a particular point
in mind. His work is neyer argumentative, sel-
dom demonstrative. It is descriptive, repre- .
sentational. When he found a subject to his
1iking, he proceeded, apparently, to set it down
as a painter might, filling in his canvas with
broad, and often seemingly unrelated, touches
‘which in the end are seen to make a Gestalt.
Chekhoy was certainly concerned with meaning, -
but not often with message...- Apart from his
often-expressed faith in the future of humanity,
it is quite impossible to say what Chekhoy
belieyed. He affirmed 1ife. He gaye to the
transitory a permanent form, an intimation of
eternity; and he fixed the cultural elements of
~his time in patterns that are beautiful in them-
selves, and uniyersally intelligible. It is the
traditional role of the artist... But from the
intellectual standpoint he was never precise:
he displayed his ambiyalence. His plays are
never definite in function or in aim and, as
works of art, they seem as irrelevant to such

concerns as the paintings of Brueghel or Vermeer, 62

Valency's Chekhoy, then, is artist first and 1ast, an artist of great
talent but few beliefs. 1In his final assessmént of Chekhov, he pic-
tures the artist as a detached, tolerant, and'resigned fatalist. "So
far as he cou]d'see," Valency writes,

his world was a tissue of absurdities. It made

no sense, and was probably no longer yiable.

He had only general therapeutic measures to sug-

gaest. Perhaps it could be nursed back to health,
If not, it would die, and a new world would rise

61vatency, p. 69.
621bid. , pp. 299-300.
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from its ashes. The question of how precisely

this was to happen seemed, at the moment, unan- .

swerabie. But in two or three hundred years at

the most, he was certain, the answer would be

clear, and perhaps even the question.  In the

meantime there was nothing for it but-patience.

Life was painful, but it was amusing; on the

whole, an interesting and exasperating experi-

ence that one would not willingly forego. There

was no more -to be said on the subject.63
The abruptness and finality of this last sentence are characteristic
of Yalency, an unfortunate habit that detracts from the general excel-
lence of his style and perception. Short]y after making this last
point (in his next paragraph), Va]ehqy brings his book to an end, and
though perhaps he has no more to say on the subject, it is hard to
believe that this was true of Chekhoy, who continued not only to write
up until the time of his death but was, at the last, writing some of

his greatest works.

However, Valency's general thesis that Chekhov had few, if any,
answers is a major premise of both Robert Corrigan and Thomas Mann.
But they differ from Valency in their insistence that Chekhov never
stopped wrestling with the questions life posed him, Corrigan, like
Va]enty, belieyes that the worid aé Chekhoy saw it was absurd and
meaningless, and this is the yision, he says, wﬁich informs the plays.
In fact, Chekhoy is, Corrigan asserts, "the legitimate father of the'
so-called 'absurdist' movement in the theater."64 Like Valency, too,

Corrigan believes that Chekhov was a fatalist, but where Valency

63valency, pp. 300-301.

64Chekhov, Six Plays, p. xviii.



27
pictures Cheknov as a datached, resigned fatalist, Corrigan presants
nim 2z one with a sirong sensa of obligation and purpose. “"He was
conscious,™ says Corrigan,

of man's helplaessness before the overpowering

forces of circumstance; he was aware of man's

littleness, nis insignificance in a gigantic

and impersonal uniyerse; he knew that no matter .

how closely men huddled together they could

never really communicate. In short, he was

aware of the fact that the yery conditions of

"~ 1ife doom man to failure ggd there was nothing

anyone could do about it.
But although this was the way Chekhov saw life, he "never abdicated,"
Corrigan insists, "his sense of responsibility for human 1ife. Even

though Chekihov knew there were no solutions, all his life he sought to

find an answer and his plays are a record of that quest.”66

It is, in great part, Chekhov's “sense of responsibi]fty for human
Tife" tnat attracted Thomas Mann. Chekhov, writes Mann, “in.his heart.
knew "that life is an insoluble problem,'" and this knowledge made his
conscience uneasy about his writing. "'Am I not fooling the reader."
he quotes Chekhov as asking, "'since I cannotvanswer the most important
questions?'" “These words,” Mann says, "had a profound effect on me;
it was thanks to them that I decided to delve déépér into Chekhoy's |

life..."® It is Mann's contention that Chekhov never found answers

to “the most important questions," but he never stopped searching.

65Chekhoy, Six Plays, p. xxii.
661bid., p. xiv.

674ann, p. 181.
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! his work was... a search for the right redesming word in answer
to tns question: that are wé to do?'" But, Mann continhés, “The.
word was difficult, if not jmpossib]e.fo find., ~The oply thing he XKnaw
Tor cariain was.that idleness is the'worst, that man has tovworkvbecause
idleness meané_]etting dthers'work.for him, means exp]oitation and
eppression.“58 The only resolution Chekhoy.ever reached, says Mann,
was this: "One ‘'entertains a forlorn world by te]Tingistorfés withouth
gver being able to offer it a trace of éaving tfdth;..r Nevertheless,
one goes on wdrking, telling stories, giving fofm to truth, hoping |
darkly, some times almost éonfidently, that truth and serene form will

ayail to set free the human spirit and prepare mankind for a better,
1169

loyelier, viorthier life.

A1l of these critics have valid grounds for their particuTar
axplanations, and it is only to be expected that at times these expla-.
nations may disagree. For as Valency observes: "No modern drématist
is more comp]ek and few haye elicited more diverse iﬁterpretations.”70
In part, the greatness of Chekhov's works, like all great works of art;
is derived from his ability to depict a peréeptipn qf life which is,‘
uniform enough to be generally apprehended, yet»Varied and deep ehough
to be a continuing sourcé of fresh meaning and insight to the indivi-

dual. I am indebted to these critics; their views have deepened mine,

58Mann, p. 202.
691bid., pp. 202-203.

70Va]ency, p. 300.



29
but my cwn interpretation, which is based primarily on readings of
the plays, difiars somewnat from theirs just as theirs do from each

other's.

Chzkhov, as he himsé]f said and all who write about him ndte,
was in his works describing “life as it fsi“- Corrigan has sa{d that his
plays are a record of Chekhov's quest to find'solutions {though he knew
there were not any) to the prob]emsllife poses, problems that‘not only
beset Chekhov as a 19th century Russian but ménkind in general. The
wof]d'Chekhov saw and revealed in his plays is a wor]d}peopied by éhar-
acters suffering from boredom,~frustration,'inaction, lack of communi-
cation, unrequited love and shattered dreams. Life is made bearable
for some by their illusions; for others their sufferings are tempered
only byva belief 1in the'dignity of work , the neéessity of endurance,
and faith in the future. But the present life, the life as it is, is
stultifying and meaningless. This is the condition of life, but it
does not remain static. Although Chekhov haé sometimes been accused
of having little action in his plays, a subject which wil1 be discussed
more fully later, a study of his‘playsAreveals that there is action of
a very special sort. Each of the plays moves towards and ends in some
kind of displacement or dispossessioﬁ for eitﬁe; a_sing]e character. or
a group of characters. And as I have read and reread the plays, I have
become increasingly convinced that displacement is a dominant, perhaps
the dominant, subjett and theme of these plays. This theory finds
partial critical corroboration in Roberthrustein's statement that ”each.

of his mature plays, especially The Cherry Orchard, is constructed on

the same melodramatic pattern: the cdnf]ict between a despoiler and
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nis victims -- while the action of each follows the same me;odramatic
development: the gradual dispossession of the‘victims from their h
rightful inheritance."’1 But far more than a "meiodramatic pafternﬁ
I seeltha movement toﬁard and the'a;hievement of dispassessiqn in the
plays as thzir central point, central both to their dction and to

their meaning.

The theme of displacement was perhaps the most'nafuré1‘6f'a11,
themes to Chekhov as if characterized the process and the'ineVitab1e'
result of both his self and his wa}d. In His plays Chekhov dkamatized
for the most part the idea of disb]acement in life, a disp]acement>'
which may be physical, e.g. Toss of home, or psychological, e.g. Toss
of 11fusion or faith, or both, But inherent in this displacement in
life is the ultimate displacement, the displacement of life, which is
death. . The plays, then, as I read them are very much a record of "life
as it was® for Chekhoy, a 1life that was in far too many ways not the
way it should be, a lifé which both dispossessed man in the 1iying of
it and of which he was himself disposséssed in the end, Chekhov, as
has been stressed by so many critics, had nd finé] answers oy solutions,

but in his plays he was, I believe, confronting and at length coming to

terms with this yision of 11 fe,

Much has been said about the Chekhoyian vision, but it is not, of

course, the vision alone which accounts for his greatness. This lies

7]Brustein, pp. 151-152.
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in nis art which comes of, as‘Mann has said, "giving form to truth,"
or to his vision of the truth. The p]éys are‘the résu]t.- They mu§}.,
be examined, but before the p?ays are looked at,jndividua11y, some

general discussion of form is needed.
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II

Form

A great dzal more has been written about Chiekhov's form by others
than by Chexhov himself. But some of the most explicit and frequently

guoted remarks he made on this subject were made through the character

of Trepley, the young p]aywright in The Sea Gull, TrebTev,-Who is
disgusted by what he.fee]s are the old énd worn pracfices in the thea-
ter of his day, aspires to the creation of something altogether new
and cifferent. Early in Act I of the play, he voices his opinion that
“the theater of today is hfdebound and conventional® and goes on to
proclaim: "We need new forms. New forms‘areAneedgd, and if we can't"
have that, then we had better have nothing at al1.m1 .ija Ehrenburg,
who be]ieveé that it was Chekhov's practice to disperse his 6wn views
among various characters, selects the fo]]owing'speech as an example:
“Is tnere any need," he asks, "to proye that Chekhqv had put a part\df

himself into Treplev's words...? The best proof iS\The<SeaprJ1, a

play that broke with theatrical routine."zA Ehrenburg, anticipating
possible objections to his obseryations, explains: "it is hard to
imagina a work of art into which the artist has not put somé particle
éf nis cﬁn life, his feelings. Art requires bo%h observation of life
and participation in it. One can talk as much as one 1fkes about fhe_
prototypes of Jliterary characters‘--'it is interesting and even instruc-

tive; but one should never forget the perennial prototype whose name

]Chekhov, The Major Plays, p. 109,

ZEhrénburg, p. 53.
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3

15 tne author's own.

Whan Trepiev makes his speech about the need for new.forms, he

-y
[92]

a fairly confidant, brash young man. But byf;he end of the play,

h

?D

is dzeply disillusioned and depressed; he is, in féct; éuicida].,

A1l has chénged, including his ideas on form.  "I've talked so much
about new forms," he says, "and now I fee] that 1itt1e by little 1
myseli am falling into a convention... I'm becoming more ahd‘more_con-
vinced that it's not a question of old and new forms, but that one
writas, without even fhinking ébout fofms, writés becéuse it pdurs
freely from the soul;"4 Ehrenburg does not refer to this speech, but
Robert Brustein does, asserting that the later Treplev reﬁarks are
il]usﬁratiye of the Chekhoyian approach to writing, l"Ne may: safe}yv"
assure,” he says, "that Chekhov approacﬁed tﬁe drama this way: trusting
that by expressihg hié vision honestly, the propef fofm would evo]ve."5
The quastion of whether vision gives rise'to form or‘form to>vision,1$, |
certainly, a wide open one. The safest and perhaps the most acéurate
thing to say is that there is, in the creation of a work of art, an
interaction between form and vision, so c]osé]y interwoven, that it is v
impossible to separate one from the other. In the finished product, if
it is successfu]; theré is'a fusion which is complete and satisfying. |
For the purposes of criticism, however, it is ﬁecessary to‘speak of \

form and vision as separate entities. And that Chekhov believed in the

3Ehrenburg, p. 54.
4Chekhov, The Major Plays, p. 164,

58rustein, p. 141.
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nzcassity of some Kind of conscidus, premeditaﬁed'artistic design is
wade clear in another Tetter he wrote Sﬁvorin in 1888: *If one denies
that ‘creatiye work involves probiems andbpurpoggg:" Chekhov wrote,

“one must admit that an artist cfeates without premeditation or inten-
.tion, in a state of aberration; therefore, if an author boasted_to me
of having written a novel without a preconceived design, under a sudden

inspiration, I should call him mad,”sf

One of the most comprehensive discussions of Chekhov's form,
particularly of the innovations he introduced, is found in Robert Cor-

rigan’s introduction to Six Plays of Chekhov: Chekhov'svplays, Corrigan

observes, are often considered "diffefeht" and_"difficult"z because
they do not satisfy the audience's general expectatiohs of}what a play
shoulid be, the expectation and belief that the dramatic action should
"express some kind of completion to the statement: 'Lifevfsi _____ nin8
This is not to be found in any of Chekhov's plays, says‘Corrigan,
pbecause "he did.not belieyve that 'life is something'; all of his plays
are expressions of tne proposition that 'life fs.!"g, Corrigan then
guotes Cnekhov's "often quoted and usually misinterpreted remark about

what the nature of the theater should be: ‘A play,'" Chekhov wrbte,

"fought to be written in which people should come and go, dine, talk of

6Chekhov, Letters, pp. 59-60.
’Chekhoy, Six Plays, p. xyiii.
SIbid.
91bid.
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weathar, or pliay cards, not because the author wants it put because
that is what happens in real life. Life on the stage should be as it
‘fea]]y is end the people, too; shog?d.be aﬁ-theyfane...‘”TO This %Eéa;
which, says Cocrrigan, "has tremendoué imp]icatiéns fof‘the theater,”
implications wnich "we are just now 5ecoming aware of. . 21T Ted
Cnekhov to abandon "the traditional Tinear p]ot."]2 He "was'nét inter-’
ested in presenting an action in any Aristote]iah Seﬁse,:but_in drama-
tizing a condition.“13 Action per se Qas for Chekhoy, says qurigan?
"an artificial concept."14 Theye is no central action in ény,df Chek¢9
hov's plays because "He was concerned with showing life as it‘is and in
life there is no central action, there are only people and the on1y}
thing that is basic to each indiyidual is the ontoiogica]lsolitude of.
his being."!> 1t follows, then, Corrigan.continugs? that there are no
central characteys in a play by-Chekhoy as there’were in classical plays:

“he nas no Qedipus, no Lear, no Macbeth."16

Because Chekhov was not concerned with action in and of and for
itself but "with the inner lives of his characters . . . his plays,"

Corrigan states, "seem 1lifeless, timeless, static."17 In fact, as

loChekhov, Six Plays, p. xviii.
Mibid,

21pid., p. xix.
Bipid.

141h44.

51pig.
16

ibid.

V1bid,
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Cheknov devaloped as a playwright, ne became, Corrigan says, incraas-

ingly suspect of the "possibility of meaningful action (even

n18 nl9

£ g

negative). . There is "the quality of L.meiessneés in the*ﬁ?é&s,
which is "strange" since "all of the p]ays are structd}ed wiﬁhin a |
yariation of an arrivai-departure pattern énd there is a great speci-
ficity of time in each of t’ne_p]ays.“20 _There are many feferencés to
"dates, ages, the passage of years, the fime of day,_the:seasons."21
ilevertheless, Corrigan emphasizes, "in.spite of this framé of a time
pattern, we haye no real sense of {ime passing. Chekhov;’for_a11 his
apparent attention to temporal concerns, has beeh interested 6n1y in |
revealing more and more fully the continually shifting and changing

w22 The only

state of consciousness within each of the characters.
characters who are aware of time, who seem to think fhat it is important,
are the ones, says Corrigan, "whose inner lives Chekhov was not-intér—
ested in reyealing. . .," characters who "for the most part 1ivé only

in the world of events aﬁd appointmehts to be kept. . . . But most of
the characters in Chekhoy's world have no sense of‘time.923 The tem-
poral world holds no charm or meaning for'these characters; for them the

most important thing in life is, Corkigan claims, their own particular

world wﬁich is a world of illusion. .

18Chekhov, Six Plays, p. xx.
197h44.
201hi4.

211pid.

221pi4.

231hid., p. xxi.
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that it all boils down to," says Corrigan, "is this: for Chekhov
to show "life as it is,' =2cn of his characters must be dafinad by his

solitucz and estrangement from 1ife and not by his participation in

F

]jfe.”z This is in line with Corrigan's be]ief’tﬁat‘“the central
theme of all of his plays is estrangement."25' Each of Chekhov's charac-
ters, he says,

attempts to build and then operate in his own -

little world, with no sense -of social responsi-

bility, totally unaware of the sufferings of

others. Each character has his own thoughts and

problems with which he is usually morbidly con-

sumed. As a result, the people in Chekhov's plays

never seem to hear or notice one another,
But though each character would like to maintain his separateness,
would Tike to retreat to his own special world, to do so, Cokrigan
points out, is no easy feat. All of the plays are set in isolated-
locales, and the characters are constantly being thrown with one
another. It becomes necessary for them,:therefore,'to set .up .escape
routes, and of these there are many: drink, s]eep; religion, gambling
for some; for others work. "But," says Corrigan,'"no matter what the
nature of the escape may be, they are all means whereby Chekhov's charac-
ters can return to their own private worlds when outside demands become

too great."26 This desire -for escape can be attributed in part to the

weakness or selfishness of certain characters, but it goes much deeper

24Chekhoy, Six Plays, p. xxi.
251bid., p. xiii.

261bid., p. xxii.
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than this, Corrigan stresses. For it was Chekhov's "profound insight,"
he saysy-not only to perceive that “each man is alene and.that he seeks.

“to maintain his solitude," but also to know

that for each man solitude is unbearable.
Man is aware that finally he is alone in
the uniyerse and that he is incapable of
being alone. The essential drama of the
human condition as it is expressed in Chek-
hoy's plays lies in the tension between the
uncertainty of each man's relationship to
others and the u%certainty of his relation-
ship to himself.

ihis insight, says Corrigan, could not be expressed by the traditional
linear plot. "Like so many painters, composers, poets,'noye115ts, and

now Tifty years later playwrights, Chekhov was awaré," says Corrigan,

that the crises which are so neatly resolyed
by the linear form of drama are not so neatly
resolved in 1ife. To be alive is to be in a
continual state of crisis; in life as one
crisis is resolyed, another is always begin-
ning. He wanted his plays to express the
paradox, the contradiction, and the incom-
pleteness of experience; he wanted to suggest
the raggedness, the confusion, the complexity
of motivation, the "discontinuous continuity,“28
and the basic ambiguity of all human behavior.

Recognizing that the traditional form of drama, -bound as it was to the
"destructive tyranny of a sequential and chrond1ogica1"structure,"29
was incapable of expressing his view of life, Chekhov.found it necessany

to create a form which would serve his needs. And so, says,Corrlgan,

27Chekhov, Six Plays, p. xxii.
281bid,, p. xxiii - xxiv.

29Ibid., p. xxiv,
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vznted a form which might be called, to us2 thz terminology of
X L L ' oy . .30
rew criticism of poetry a contaxtual or concentric action."”
Thzknov, he explains, “takes a situation and then develops it concen-
tricz2ily, like a series of inscribed tangential circles."31 This kind
of structure, Corrigan claims, is "epiphanic; its purpose is to reveal --

1itarally to 'show forth' -- the inner lives of his characters."32

Exactly how Chekhov goes about structuring his action‘ih a concen-
tric pattern Corrigan does not say, which'is_a’pity because the image
o7 tangential circles is an arrest1ng one. What Cofrigan does - discuss
is various techniques which Chekhov used in order to achieve his purpose,
Tr2 Tirst of these is one Corrigan has‘a1ready referred to in a different
coniext; this is Chekhov's use of specific references to time. Corrigan,

in his discussion of the timelessness of Chekhov's plays, has observed

Fat ihe effect of timelessness is ”strange" because the characters are

ot

_h

crzyesr rmaking note of temporal matters. Corrigan believes that Chekhoy
filled nis plays with these references for two reasons. First, since
evaryone's 1life is, more or less, ordered and bound by time, allusions

o7 this sort enable the audiénce to identify with the action aﬁd charac-
ters o7 the p]ay;.aﬁd secondly, through these references Chekhov avdided |

and eliminated, Corrigan says, "the danger that faces an artist when he

is dealing with man's imner 1ife."33 This is the danger "that in his

Ochekhov, Six Plays, p xxiv.
3115id.
321nid,

3315id., p. xxv.
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prasentation or life he will of necessity become tco private, too per-
sonal, too subjective since such-a 1ife is the ultimate im subjectivity:

: .

but such subjectivity tends to cancel out all cgmmunicétion.”34 How-
ever, says Corrigan, “by enclosing his subjective 'acéions' in an.
objective frame of specific external details"3d (a Tessbn he feels that
Beckett and Ionesco couid profit from), Chekhoy overcame the danger of
excess subjectivity. He was able, thus, Corrigan maintains, "to cap-
ture the private liyes of each of his characters. . . by means of those
every-day events, objects and expressions that as human beings, in all

places and in all times, each of us shares.“36

Chekhov's special employment of references to time is the first
specific technique Corrigan discusses. Another is his "refusal to use
~the big scene, the stereotypéd dramatic situation"37 because he came to

feel "that such scenes were phony."38 ‘Although Chekhoy constructed

early plays such as P]atonoviand‘IvénoV fo]}owing‘the conyentions of

the well-made play, he advanced beyond this type in his latey ones.

While working on Thefwood Demon (from which still later Uncle Vanya
emerged), Chekhov wrote, and Corrigan quotes, his famous statement on

‘the way in which he believed 1ife should be dramatized on the stage:

»34Chekhov, Six Plays, p. Xxv.
351912’ ’

3612&11’
371919;) p. XxXvi.

381hid., p. xxvii.
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In his later plays, Chekhoy set up scenes that haye all the makings of
the big'scene, but then deliberately undercut them by haying them back-
fire or fall to pieces. Or if he did not undercuf them, he “muff]éd"

them by having them occur off stage. Vanya's attempted murder of Sere-
bryaxov is an example of thé undercutting technique; én fnstance of -

the ruffling method is Tusenbach's déath in a duel in The Three Sisters

which takes place off-stage. "By undefpia}ing the'big, exciting drama-

tic events we are better able," Corrigan says, "to see the drama and the
corplaxity of the seemingly trivial, the inconsequential, and the sihp]e
that is the yery tissue of the human situatidn. Chekhoy had learned

well the wisdom of Hamlet: 'by indirection find directions out. 40

Wnen Chekhov set up a pofential]y "big spene" and then knocked it
down, the technique at work is, of éourse, that of irony. And of all
the tools of his frades, irony is the ohe he émployed most freduent]y'-
and effectively. Both Mann.and Corrigén point out that Chekhov ofteﬁ

ndl

observed that "the truth about 1ife is ironical, and his plays abound

39Chekhov, Six Plays, p. xxvii.
801bid., p. xvii.
#luann, p. 191 and Ibid.



4

NS

in instances of his use of irony. This is particularly apparsnt in

nis special handiing o7 dialogue. As his practice was to undevrcut the

big scene, so it was to arrange his characters' speeches so that one
. . e " .

P
7

character's remarks undercut those of another, Generé]iy this seems
to be unintentional on the part of the character but was cektain]y»
deliberate on the author's part. This»ironic'arrangément_of dialogue
is indicative of Chekhov's careful, cOnsciousfcraftsmansHip; In Act I.
~of Uncle VYanya, for instance, Elena obseryes pleasantly that it is a
nice day and Yanya responds with the rather rude and morbid retort that
it is a good day to hang oneself -- whereupon Marina, the old servant,
enters, calling her chickens: "Here chick, chick, here chick."42 - This
in context is, of course, a somewhat bizarre non-sequitur (the use of
whicn Cheskhov is justifiably famous). But, says Corrigan,

In her world, in which she is doing her job,

this is a perfectly Togical line; however ’

coming as it does immediately after Vanya's

ironic self-dramatizing, it is not only

funny, but it acts as a commentary on Vanya's

line. The result is a kind of grotesque

humor which makes us Tlaugh with a Tump in our

throat. It-is funny until we rea11£3 the

total implications of our laughter. :

Another metﬁod by which Chekhov obtained the effect of irony

through his characters' speeches is a more traditional technique. It

" is to let a character speak speeches which convey a meaning or depict

him in a light very different from that which is intended by him.

“2Chekhov, Six Plays, p. XxX.

43Ib1’d., P. XXX - XXXi.
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Tnaknov's zharacters, Corrigan notes "are addicted to making speeches,”
znd tnougt, it is presumed, k ey take themselves sariously, others
{and this includes author and audience as well as other cnaracters)

often <o not. In fact, the more serious a character is, frequently

the more comic he is. This is particularly true of the characters who
nave a penchant for self- dramat1zat1on or specuXatlye ph11osoph1z1ng
And, while it may be obvious, it must be stressed that in. such speeches
the character is reyea]ed as he sees hlmself -- "not " says Corr1gan
“the way we see him or the other characters see h.m or the playwr1ght
saes nim."4“ This is one way in which the aud1ence beeomes aware of

Cheknov's conviction that the truth about life is ironic.

As there is often a disparity between the intended effect and the
actual effect of a character's speeches, so there is often an incon-
gruity beiwsen a character's words and his deeds, 1In all the plays,

Corrigan notes, Chekhoy has created characteys who make

brilliantly incisive remarks about themselves
and other people, and yet they are said in such
a way and are put in such an incongruous and
ludicrous context that we do not stOp to take
them seriously when we heay them. - The force
of these statements is driyven home cumu]at1ve1y,
we are suddenly aware as the play ends that the
characters haye done JUSt the opposite in their
actions to what they have expounded they should
do in their dialoque .4

44 chekh S1x P]ays p. Xx%xi.
451b1’d. , p. Xxxii.

401pid., p. xxviii.

asé



24
Treplev is one of many examples. He is, says Corrigan, a youngc man
who "has lofty ideals but is a bad writer," (analogous to, in Corrigan’s
opinion; today’s‘ado1escent who signs up for creative writing.courses

and writer's workshops).47

What Treplev says about the need Tor new
forms is true, Corrigan claims, but Treplev doss not follow his own

precepts. The little bit that is given in The Sea Gull of Treplev's

playwriting i]]ustratés'that what he writes "is drivel. . . and the
disparity between what Trepley says about the theater and what he writes
for it is part of Chekhov's point.“48 Thus “by contrasting the way the
characters see tﬁemse]ves with what they do and with the way other
characters yiew them, Chekhbv," Corrigan concludes, "again By indirec-

tion is able to reveal the way 1ife really js,v43

That Chekhoy chose the method of indirection to achieve his inten-
tion of reyealing "life as it is" is one of the major propositions of

Dayid Magarshack's book Chekhov, The -Dramatist, but Magarshack approaches

his discussion differently from Corrigan. Corrigan has mzintained that
fdr Chekhov action was "an artificial concept.“50 Magarshack asserts
that for Chekhov action was what "he esteemed above everything else in
a dramatic work,“sl Magarshack recognizes that there are critics who

belieye Chekhoy's plays are "devoid of action, plot and sudbject matter.”bz

47Chekhov; §i§;P1ays; p. XXiX.

481pid.

49Ib1'd., p.oxxxii.

S01hid., p. xix.

(&)
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51Magarshack, Chekhov, The Dramatist,

3

521bid., p. 159,
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But this is not so, he insists. Action is of "paramount importance"
in Chekhovian drama., "As for plot, it is not its absence but itsv
complexity that distinguishes it," Magarshack says; and he further
contends that "the plays of Chekhov are packed with subject matter, each
of them teéming with the most diverse themes dealing with the great
prob]emé'of 1ffe, man's future, man's duty to society, and so on."53
The'purposé_of Magarshack's book is to discuss and record the develop-
ment of Chekhoy's dramatic art in ordef "to provide a key to the proper
:understandjng of Chekhov's last plays and the way they ought to be
'stéged. . ,"54 For, too often, Magarshack maintains, producers have
}preferred "to foT]ow their'own fancies or 'inspiration,'” rather than

"to discover Chekhoy's intentions."55

In general, critics as well as
producers'have not understood Chekhov's plays. "The different theories
advanced by critics in and outside Russia to expiain the nature of
Chekhov's plays reveal," lMagarshack asserts, "a curious confusion of
_thought. This is mainly due to theyinabi]ity to discover the general
princip]es which, in Chekhoyv's own words, 'lie at the very basis of the

value of a work of art.'"50

Whereas one of Corrigan's chief premises is that Chekhov abandoned
the Aristotelian linear structure of action because it was not suited

to his purpose, was incapable of giving form to his vision, one of

S3iagarshack, Chekhov, The Lramatist, p. 159.

%1bid., p. 156.
551bid.

S61big., p. 159.



Magarshack's primary contentions is that Chekhov turned to Gresk dramz
as a model for his last four plays. Magarshack has divided his bock
into two main sections, the first of which deals with the early plays,
‘ones which he calls plays of direct-action, and the second with the
-last four plays, which he terms plays of indirect-action. There are
major differences, Magarshack maintains, between these two groups cf
plays, ‘and years of work and study were required before Chekhov mes-
tered the techniques responsible for the creation of the great plavs.
"It took him about seven years," Magarshack writes,

to work out his new formu]a of the play of

indirect action, and there can be no doubt

that he arriyed at his new form only after

a careful and painstaking analysis of the

technique of playwriting, including a

thorough study of Greek drama, a fact of

some consequence to the understanding_gf

the structure of his last four plays.’®
Chekhov's purpose in his plays of indirect action was, says &
“To reveal the inner substance of his characters on the stage, that is
_to~$ay, to show them as they really are and not as they appear to be i
real life, . ."58 In order to achieve this purpcse, it was necessary
for Chekhov, says Magarshack,

to go back to, and improve on, a type of

drama that was not so much concerned with

the highly dramatic events in the lives of

its characters as with the effect those
eyents had on them. This drame of indirect

57Maoarshack, Chekhov, The Drematist, p. 49.

581ii6., p. 156.




action is, in fact, much more complex

in construction and more rigid in its
adherence to the laws of the stage than
the more common drama of direct action.
Deprived of their "dramatically effective
situations,” the ability of such plays to
hold the attention of the audience depends

“largely on a number of elements through

which the functions of action are expressed.
Most of these elements are present in Greek
drama which is essentially a drama of indirect
action...””

' Magarshack then summarizes these ”e]ehents“ of Greek drama, all of

which, he says, Chekhov incorporated into his major plays:

"These are the main basif elements tnrough which action is exp:

The main elements through which action is
expressed in an indirect-action play are:
the "messenger" element, the function of
which is to keep the audience informed
about the chief dramatic incidents which
takes /sic/ place off stage (in a direct-
action play this element is, as a rule, a
structural flaw); the arrival and departure
of the characters in the play round which
the chief incidents tnat take place on the
stage are grouped; the presence of a choyus
which, as Aristotle points out, "forms an
integral part of the whole play and shares
in the action"; peripetia, that is, the
reyersal of the situation leading up to the
denouement , which Aristotle defines as "a
change by which the action veers round to
its opposite, subject always to the rule of
probability and necessity", and which is the
most powerful element of emotional interest
in indirect-action plays and their main instru-
ment for sustaining suspense and arousing
surprise; and, ]astl%o background which lends
depth to such plays. '

(1
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tn
m
Q.

59Magaréhack, Chekhov, The Drematist, p. 156.

60

Ibid., p. 164.
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in Chekhov's last plays," Magarshack says. Then, in a short discussion,
he elaborates briefly on each of these elements, explaining how Chekhov
made use of them. For example, he claims that "Chekhov's great art as
a p1aywright_is best revealed in the superb way in which he handles the

messenger element. In the opening scene of The Cherry Orchard he reduces

the narrative part to a minimum, and yet the situation is immediately
clear, nor does the scene drag in the least: it is charged with tensien
and full of action."®! After quoting seyeral pages from The Cherry

- Orchard, Magarshack turns his attention to The Sea Gull. "The remarkable

thing about‘The Sea»Gu]],"Gz he says, is that Chekhoy does not intro-

duce the meséengér element until the fourth act. He uses it here to
acquaint the audience with the events which have occurred between the
end of Act III and the Beginning of Act IV, and "Chekhov," says liagar-
shack,‘"hand1es the scene with consummate skil1."©3 Fach of the Greek
elements is discussed, more or less, in the same‘way. But a]though
Magarshack is inteht:on proving that Chekhoy's plays of indirect action
are construtted with the components of Greek drama; he is equally con-
cerned with streésing that the greatness of Chekhoy's plays is derived
from the original and innovative use that Chekhov made of these elementis.
"Where Chekhov's'genius as a playwright. . . finds its most brilliant
expreésion;“ Magarshack writes, "is in the entirely original form he

gave to the indirect-action type of drama by a completely new and

61Hagarshack, Chekhov, The [ramatist, p. 16z,

C2:bid., p. 166,
®31bid., p. 167.
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infinitely subtle combination of its basic elements, and in this sense
Chekhov can be said to be one of the greatest innovators in modern

drama."64'

The foregoing observations on the structure of Chekhov's plays
are dependent upon and illustratiye of Coyrigan's aﬁd Fagarshack's
profound knowledge of the theater in general and Chekhovian drame in
particdﬁar. Their analyses, based as .they are on years of training and
stﬁdy, are not ones which would occur immediately to the ordinary reader
or theater-goer. There is, however,'a more generally obvious aspect of
the structure of Chekhoy's major plays, but it is one which these critics
refer to only in paésing. And this is, as Corrigan has noted, that "all
of the plays are structured within a variation of an arrival-departure

pattern. . ,"65

Magafshack cites "the arrival and departure of the

characters" as one of his "main e]ements,“66 but when he comes to dis-
cuss this as an element, he comments only that it is important because
"It fntroduces action of a purely external kind,"67 which "is particu-
larly welcome to producers who are’incapab]e of dealing witn iﬁdirect—

68

action plays." Maurice Valency also observes, in discussing The

Cherry Orchard, that the play's "formal pattern is much the same as in

the other plays: an arrival, a sojourn and a departure., After Ivanov,"

64Magarshack, Chekhoy, The Dramatist, p. 173.

65Chekhov, Six Plays, p. XX.

66Hqgarshack, Chekhov, The'Dramatist, p. 164,

671bid., p. 168.

€81hid.; p. 169.
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says Valency, "all Cheknov's plays are designed after tnis princip]e."69
But then he says no more. Perhaps, it has seemed so simple and obvious
an observation to these critics that it was not worth belaboring. To
one critic, howevef, an understanding of this pattern of Chekhov's
- plays is crucial to their'meaning. Arthur Ganz meakes this the focal
boint_of his article, "Arrivals and Departures: The Feaning of the

J0urney_in The Major Plays of Chekhoy."

Ganz begins his article in what has come to be almost the standard
order of prdcedufe in Chekhovian criticism: he notes with surprise |
that so'much of what has been written about Chekhov as a playwright
"tends to be defensive and even slightly be1ligerent.”7o It is not
altogether surprising that this is the tack critics often take, Ganz
says, because "what seem to be" Chekhoy's faults as & playwright "are

u/l

easily observed and often ennumerated. Nevertheless, so much has

been written recently, he continues, that now "Chekhov's competence as

72

a playwright has been more than adequately established.” Wnat is

69Va1enc,y, p. 267.

70prthur Ganz, "Arrivals and Departures: The Meaning of Journey -
in the Major Plays of Chekhov," Drama Survey, V (1966), p. 5.

Evidence of Magarshack's aggressiveness has already been provided.
Corrigan begins his discussion with the stztement that "In our times no
playwright is more respected or less understood than Anton Chekhov."
(Chekhov, Six Plays, p. xxii). Mann opens his essay by discussing the
reasons why Chekhov has been "underestimated for so many years in
western Europe..." (Mann, p. 179).

Tlypbid,

721hid.
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"far from sétt]ed,"‘though, are "questions of the tone of nis work anc.
the nature of the vision of life that we find in them. . 13 However,
when the plays are looked at as a whole, Ganz contends, & patiern
emerges "which in these last plays of Chekhov is always that of a
symbolic journey marked by the arrivals and departures of certain cher-
acters;“74 This pattern, Ganz maintains, "offers a key toc the siructure
and meaning of the Chekhovian drama, "/® Although the plays are cer-
tainly not turned out of a single mon, he nofes, “no play deviates

from the basic pattern. . ."/® /nd he summarizes this pattemn:

. . in each of Chekhov's last plays the
action is initiated by the arrival of a
character or group of characters in wnhat we
come to recognize as a Chekhoyian setting, a
house in the country or in a small town, iso-
lated in space and even in time, & minature
world. The characters who impinge upon zhis
world tend, with certain exceptions, to be
comparatively unmoyed by their encecunter with
it. Since their function is to evoke rezctions
while remaining for the most part unchanged
themselyes, we may as a matter of convenience
refer to them as catalyst characters. At the
heart of each play stand its central figures,
those who feelings are most profoundly aroused
by the encounter with the catalyst group.
Invariably these are feelings of longing. The
meeting with the catalyst group regularly
engenders in the central characters & yearning
for some object or state of being which turns
out to be beyond attainment. Usually the sense
of longing is associated with love, but always

73§anz, p. 5.
i
41bid., p. 7.
drhid, -

®1bid., p. 9.



with a Toye that remains unfulfilled.

Though the late Chekhoy plays are full

of love relationships, few of t99se are

consummated and none are happy.
When in time, Ganz says, the catalyst characters depart, the "central
characters are faced with the failure of their desires."78 They do not,
however, despair; instead, Ganz maintains, "they turn invariably to the
‘idea ofework as an answer to the emptiness of their 1ives."79 What is
impqrtant here, however, is not the concept of work as an antidote for
life's problems, "but the painful acceptance of a quiet and mature
resignation"8o which is the course these characters choose. But
é]though all of Chekhov's plays proceed from "a state of eager yearning

. to one of patient endurance," Ganz points out, "Even in his dark-

est plays, there is at least a suggestion that the dream will ultimately
be possib]e."81 Ganz feels that Chekhoy was probably not conscious of
structuring his plays in this form but believes that the pattern he has
. discussed "determines not only the shape of Chekhoy's last plays but
their meaning as well, for," he says,

the journies /sic/that constitute the central

actions of these works, like the voyages in

The Rime of the Ancient Mariner and Heart of

Darkness, are journies to understanding.

ATthough the 1iteral journies in the plays are
made by the catalyst figures whose arrivals and

77Ganz, pp. 7-8.
781b3d., p. 9.
791b4 4.

80.];_?—-‘—9"‘



(8]
)

‘departures mark the beginnings and endings

of the actions, the true voyages are those

undertaken by the central characters and in

various fragmentary ways echoed by most of

the lesser figures about them.
The journeys that Ganz speaks of here are, as every student knows, -
journeys on two ]eye]s: they are literal joﬁrneys and symdolic ones.
What Ganz has done in his discussion of Chekhov's plays is to approzach

them'by'way of a combination of archetypal and psychological criticism.

His approach is close to my own.

Over and over again it has been stated that Chekhoy was in his
plays revealing "life as it is." If the premise is granted that this
was both his aim and his achievement, it is not surprising, then, io
find ‘that the pattern of the plays is the one most naturally fitted to

this purpose: that the pattern is that of life itself -- an arrival,

a stay, and a departure. This is the form which all the plays follow,

but it is most fully realized, I believe, in The Cherry Orcirard.

I haye gaid that, in my opinion, displacement or dispossession is
a major theme of all the great plays, and this too is indicated by fbrmr
of the'p]ays. Although each play varies in its movement, and the kind
of displacement varies in cdiffering degrees from play to play, it is
toward tﬁis point that all the plays move. And there is, it seems to
me; a progression in Chekhov's treatment of the theme, & procression

which is indicated not only by the action and end resuit of ih

[{?]

pleys

826anz, . 23.
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but their structure too. I first arrived at this conviction through

a study of the settings of The Cherry Orchard. The conviction was

strengthened and at length confirmed in my mind through study of the

three plays which precede The Cherry Orchard.

My examination of>the'p1ays will treat them in the order in which
Chekhoy composed them, but fof the present purpose of brief exposition,
I will retrace my somewhat backward jogrney of discovery. It is‘simp]e
enough to view displacement as a major theme and subject of The Cherry
Orchakd. By the end of the play, the orchard and all the land and
property that go‘with it has been sold and everyone with the‘exception
of an ancient servant has left. The play is in a very Titeral, but
some would say superficial, sense about the dispossession of the aristo-
cratic Raneysky famfly of their.estate by the son of one of their former
serfs. Criticé note that the play has definite national, historical
parallels too: the plight of the orchard owners is reflective of the
situation of Russia in the late nineteenth century in which the old,
established feﬂda]istic‘society was being displaced. The play in this
way is sometimes seen to be revelatory of and concerned with the prob-
lem of class struggle. But there is yet another, still higher, level
on Which the theﬁe of disp]acement can be viewed. And this is that the

situation of the characters of The Cherry Orchard is not just peculiarly

oy

their own or their country's; it is the situation of mankind in general.

s
=T3S

It is for this reason that Mauvice Valency cells the play “cosmic dram:.

83Va?pncy, p. 280,
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At its core The Cherry Orchard encompasses an expression of life iiseif.

One of a number of indicatiohs that this is so is revealed by its set-
tings. when.taken together they comprise a comlete 1ife span, from
Act T in which all the signs that are given are ones of birth, arrival,
beginning fo Act IV where everything pertains to death, departure,

ending.

Although the fullest treatment of displacement is, to my mind,

found in The Cherry Orchard, it is still very much the theme and sudject

of the other three plays. What is seen, though, but here given in

tae

descending ordér; is evidence of Chekhoy's growing mastery. As in

Cherry Orchard, in The Three Sisters the theme of displacement is por-

trayed in both a psychological and physical sense, and here, too, the
settings are significant. In the course of the play, the sister§ are
dépriVed of both their dream and their home. By the end of the play
they have been brought to the realization that their hopes of retu%ning
to Moscow, which is symbolic to them of a happy and worthwhile life, |
are nof only unattainable but have been essentially illusory. Acts I
_ahd IT are éet in the drawing room of their house of which they are
very much the mistresses. By Act III, however, their sister-in-law who
is the human agent and mbtivating force behind iheir dispossessicn has
re]égatéd and confined thein to a single bedroom in the house. By Act

IV the dispossession is complete, and the scene is set outside of the

house. Robert Brustein in his analysis of ine Three Sisters poinis cut
the ways in which the sets are symbolic of tne zction of the play. s

does not, however, observe that this is a paitern of ail the lasi zlevs.



In Uncle Vanya the effect of disp]acement is seen to werk fuliy
only on one level, the psychological one. VYanya is threatzned with
loss of home, but this threat is not actually carried out in-ihe course
of the-play. The major movement of the play cﬁronic?ss Yanya's journey
toward disillusionment. The destination he reached is one of psychioio-
~gical displacement. Vanya travels an inward road, and tha‘settings |
chart_this course. Act I is sét in the garden of his estate; Act Il

takes place in the dining room; Act III in the drawing room
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is in Vanya's own room.

In The Sea Gull, the first of Chekhov's four grezt plays, the
- theme of displacement is there, but is not as skillfully and artiéti-
cally developed as in the later plays, and the setiings are not, sc far
as I can determine, symbolically significant. Treplev, by ihe end of
the play, is certainly disillusioned, so much so thet he shocts mirssif.

He thuys, becomes the agent of his own final displacement. Ivenov, The

play which precedes The Sea Gull closes in the same wey with the sui-

cide of Ivanov. But aftey The Sea Gull, Chekhov would zbzndon violent
and, in a sense;'easy endings of this sort. In the later plays <he

characters choose to suffer and endure. A pistol is cischargad on stage

in Uncle Vanya but misses its mark. Again in The Three Sisters a cun

is fired, but the shooting in this play occurs off stags. By the tire

Chekhov came to write The Cherry Orchard, however, he couid end dic

declare -- triumphantly -- "'that there was not & singiz zisicl shct

-

84Magarshack;»€hekhov, The Dramatist, p. 27Z.
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in the whole play.

Ganz has remarked that "though Chekhoy's plays fall into a clearly
definable pattern, there is no reason to suppose he constructed them

with any such plan in mind, "85

Certainly there is nothing to suggest
that Chekhov had in mind anything Tike a master plan for four plays when

he sat down to write the first. Nevertheless, it seems to me that by

the timé he came to write The Cherry Orchard he was following (and at
the same time continuing to create) a form with which he was not only
thoroughly familiar and over which he had attained fulil mastery but
also of which he was completely cohscious. There‘is no way this feeling
- can be proved. A close examination of the plays will not necessarily
serve to support this belief, but detailed analysis will, I believe,
estab1ish that both the vision and form of Chekhov's great plays are

illustrative of the idea of displacement.

’85Ganz, p. 9.
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The Plays

The Sea Gull

performed for the first time exactly a year later. The play, Bavid
Magarshack says, “was written in a feyerish rush, in a state of high
tension, and considering that its dramatic style was entirely new, it

is not surprising that Chekhov failed to produce a masterpiece et

once "1 Although The Sea Gull ranks among Chekhov's four grezt plays,
it is generally considered the least of the greatast. But it is ziso
agreed that at the time Chekhov wrote it, it fepresented his best

dramatic work.

Prior to The Sea Gull Chekhov had written a number of gne-act

plays énd three full~length four-act plays. The short pTays nad otesn

performed with moderate success, but only one of the full-length works

had been staged. What is believed to be his first long play was never
published in his lifetime; it is known oniy through a manuscfipt wnich:
was found after his death. The play, an extremely long one for Cheknov

--babout three times the length of: The Cherry Orchard® -- hes been

published under various titles because the manuscript lacked a title,

but it is most often called Platonov after its main chezracizsr. -1Iis

~

lMagarshack, Chekhov, The Dremetist, p. 183.

2yalency, p. 148.
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chief value today lies in the examb]e it provides of Chekhov's youthful
attempf_to write a full-length play, but it "is obviously journeyman's
work,"3 says Va]ehcy.f'gxgggl, Chekhov's second four-act play, was,
hbwever, not only produced, it was a box office success. HKevertheless,
it toé is Tooked upon today as the work of a fledg]ing'dramatist,
interesting primarily in the insight it gives of Chekhoy's handling of
theme qﬁd chéracters; "It is a play put together like a pudding,”
Va1ency comments, "with a ludicrous climax and a deéperate end," but
it does, he concedes, have "elements of greatness."4 The third play,

The Wood Demon, was rejected by the Committee of the A]exandrinsky

Theater in Petersburg but was eventually staged by the Moscow Abramov
Theater, Its opening performance, however, was "almost unanimously
condemned in thé re_views.”5 This‘adverse reaction tended to confirm
‘Chekhov's suspicions that he was not cut out to be a dramatist, that
he lacked the talent fof writing plays, at least Tong plays. Even
Ivanov's success did Tittle to dispel these doubts, for he felt that
it had been misunderstood by both producers and audience alike.b
Lengthy.works seemingly were beyond his scope. He had thought for

years}of writing a novel, but though he spoke often of this plan, he

never was able to bring it off. However, despite his own inner quaims

3valency, p. 49.
41bid., p. 90.
5';C;immons,'p. 199,

6Magaréhack, Chekhov, Tre Dramatist, p. 99.
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and the Tack of external assurances, he was obviously drawn to the
theater. It had for him an attraction not to be denied, and fortunately

for the world he refused to be daunted. He persisted in writing plays.

The early plays. are chiefly interesting today iﬁ the record they
give of the deve]opment of Chekhov's aft. Their weaknesses are those
.of a young, inéxperienéed playwright éttembting to abide by the
accepte& dramatic conventions of his day. But, as Corrigan has pointed
out, these conyentions were unsuited to Chekhoy's purpose, The early
plays are, according to David Magarshack, traditional in that they are
plays of direct action in which “everything of dramatic importance |
happens before the eyes of the audience."/ 1t was not until Chekhov
Was able to discard the conventional form and discover a new (or, as

Magarshack believes, make over the o]d) that he could and did begin to

write the great plays. The Sea Gull was the first of these.

But although the form of the early plays is different from.that
of the later ones; thefe is a similarity among and a consistency in
the settings and themes of all the plays. And the world which is .
created within the plays is'always the same. They are aTT} with the

excéption of The Three Sisters, set on isolated country estates. The

sisters, however, also reside, as will be shown, in relative isolation.
The Chekhovian world, I have said, is a world peopled by characters
suffering from boredom, frustration, lack of communication, unrequited

4

love and shattered dreams -- and ultimately some form of displacement.

Magarshack, Chekhov, Tne Dramatist, p. 116.
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Chekhov opens all of his plays by establishing the mood before intro-
ducing the action. Frequently he does this through minor characters
whose chief function is to reinforce the thoughts, fee]ings and situa-
tions of the major characters. A fine illustration of this is the

opening of‘The*Sea Gu}1.

- The setting of the play is the estate of an elderly, former
"Counc{Hor of State," Pyotr Nikolayevich Sorin. Act I opens on the
- Tawn which dver]ooks a lake. There are only two characters on stage,
neither of Whom'figures n the main action of the play. Medvedenko,
a‘schoolmaster.who is obsessed by the idea of money because he has so
1itt1e, speaks to Masha, the daughter of Sorin's steward. "Wny do you
always wear black?" he asks. And Masha answers: "I am inimourning
for my life. I am unhappy."8 Medyedenko cannot undsrstand Masha's
me]anpho]y. To him she is a girl who has everything; wezlth, hea]th;
and leisure. He has ﬁone of these, he tells her, "but I don't wear
mourning." His life is, he says, fraught wfth problems. He expounds
upon his responsibilities to his family; the meagerness of his salary,
the many privations he suffers. But Masha, who is bored by 2all of
. this, only rep]ies: "The performance will begin soon." Medvedenko,
undeterred,fta]ks on. He is in love with Masha and is made miserable,
he te}]s her, by her indifference. But, he adds: "It's gquite undsr—
sténdab]e. I am,é man Qithout means, I haye a large famiiy. . . . who

wants to marry a man without means?" Hasha answers:

8Chekhov, The Major Plays, p. 105.
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'MASHA: Nonsense. (Takes a pinch of snuff.) Your love touches
me but I can't return it, that's all. (Holding out the snuff box to
“him) Have some,

MEDVEDENKO: I don't feel like'it. (pause)

MASHA: 1It's sultry; there'll probably be a thunderstorm tonight.
You are always philosophizing or talking about money. You think
there's no greater misfortune than poverty, but in my opinicn, it's a

thousand times easier to be a beggar and wear rags than. . . however,
that's something you wouldn't understand. . .9

Here she breaks off as Sorin and Treplev come on stage.

In this opening scene, Chekhov, in very broad strokes, projects
thé mood of the play and 1ntroduce$ two major themes. The mood, one
of disafisfaction and frustration, is sustained throughout the play
and climaxes in Trepley's suicide. Through the use of random observa-
tions and nonsequiturs the short dialogue between Masha and Hedvedenko
illustrates the lack of communication which is a major thems of all of
the plays. Partly, in this case, the alienation is due to Masha's
“indifference;'but it is clear that Masha and Medvedenko live in differ—
~ ent worlds, and there is no bridge between these worlds. Hor does there
seem the slightest chance of any bridge being built. The second theme,
-which looms larger in this play than in any other, is that of unrequited
love. Medvedenko is in love with Masha, but his love is in nc way
retufnedt’ Masha treats him at best with a weary tolerance, at worst
with outright scorn. She is in love with Sorin's nephew, Konstantin
Gavrilovich TrepTeQ. Trepley, however,'is in Tove with Rinz HMikhailovna

Zarechnaya, who lives on a neighboring estate. But Nine, ¢7 cecurse, is

9Chekhov, The Major Plays, p. 106.
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not in love with him. She falls in love with Boris Alekseyvich Tri-
gorin, a famous writer who is visiting the estate aé the gusst and
Tover of Treplev's mother, Irina Nekoayevna Arkadina. Although -Tri-
gorin is attracted to Nina for a while, long enough to participate in
an affair and father a child, he jilts her in rather short order.
Unrequited loye (and ihefe are still other instances in The Sea Egl}f)
is a thépe of all the plays, but Chekhov plainly overdid it in this .
play. The.p]ethora of pining lovers pfoduces, perhaps, & comedic etfect
(and Chekhoy called the play a comedy), but such obvious and contrived

exaggeration detracts from the total effect of the play.

The story of The Sea Gull revolves very much around these varicus

unhappy loveré, but there is, of course, more to the piay than this.
Chiefly there are four main characters. There are young Treplev and

‘his mother, He has grbwn up on his uncle's estate becezuse his father

is dead and his mother, a famous actress, found that a child interfered

- with her career. There is Nina, a lovely young neighbor whom Treplev
Toves. And there is Trigorin, the famous short-stcry writer who as
:Arkadina's'lover has come with her to her brother's for a sﬁort visft.
When the play opens, Arkadina and Trigorin have justi arrived: they are
.what'Ganz calls the catalyst characters, what Brusteinlterms the iniru-
ders. Presumably. before iheir arrival, the life of the-other characters,

thouéh notnhappy, has been at least stable. It does not remain so.

The initial action of the play is introduced by Mesha's remark that
the performance is about to start. The perfcrmznce in gquestion is the

premiere of a pTay by Treplev. In this play Nine hag the chief, indezc
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as it turns out, the only part. She arrives, and the other characters
assemble as audience. Treplev, understandably, is very nervous. Evf-
dently this is his first play, and it is, he believes, revo]dt{onary

in its dramatic innovations. It is a total departure from anything
hefetofore seen on the stage, a representation, Trepley tells his audi-
ence, of "dreams of what will be two hundred thousand years from now."}0
‘In thisetime of the extreme future, man will have ceased to exist.
Nina enters as the-fgreat world sout," énd in a long speech addresses
the audience., She is not allowed, however, to finish her.opening
speech because Arkadina interjeéts in a loud voice hervopinion that
"There's something decadent about this." Trepley's reaction is one of
predictable mortification. "Mother!" he "reproacnfully imp]ores.”ll
Nina resumes her speech, but Arkadina soon breaks out laughing, and
Trepley, humiliated and infuriated, brings down the curtain. He vainly
btries to defend himself with a few sarcastic remarks but giveé up in
degpair and staiks off. Most of the audience has Tittle to say about
the p]éy. .Arkadina pronounces it fu11 of "decadent ravings," but one of
the spectators, Dr. Dorn, has been very much impressed, He seéks Trép—»
lev out and tells him: "You took a subject from the realm of abstract
ideas. Thatvis as it‘shou]d be, because a work of art decidedly-should
express a great idea.” Dorn counsels Treplev to continue writing, but

cautions him: -"In a work of art there should be & clear, definite idea.

You must know what you are writing for, otherwise, if you just move

10Chekhov, The Major Piays, p. 114.

Mipid., p. 115.
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along some esthetic road without a definite aim, you'll be jost and
yodr talent wi]1 destroy yod.“12 But Treplev either does not or can-
not take the doctor's adyice, Over two years elapse between-Act I
and Act IV, and in Act IV Dorn's diagnosis of Trepley's artistic con-
dition is still the same: "He's got something!" Dorn tells Arkadina.
"He thihks in images, his stories are vivid, striking, and I am deeply
: moved by theﬁ. It's only a pity that he has no definite purpose, He
. creates impréssions, hothing‘more, and, of course, you don’t get very
far on impressions alone., Irina Nikolayeyna, are you glad you have a
son who's a wrfter?” And Arkadina answers: "Imagine, Ivhayen't read

anything of his yet. There's neyer time.":3

In .staging his play Trepley was trying to achieve a number of
goals. As an unproven but dedicated writer, he naturally hoped for an
“encouraging reaction from the audience, an audience which as if was
composed entirely of family and friends would, in all likelihood, be
disposed in his favor. By making Nina the star of his play, he aspired
. to Strengthen his suit for her hand. But, perhaps}most of all, he
hoped to impress his mother. None of this comes to pass. Instead his °
déeams of glory turn into a nightmare of shame. His play is'not appre-
ciated; Nina fails to return his affection, and his mother continues to
treat him ag a wayward child at best, at worst to insult or ignore him.
Between Acts 11 and III Trepjey attempté suicide. That he is desperate

and depressed is certain, but that he coes not really intenc wo kill

(RS}

 12¢hekhov, The Major Plavs, p. 122,

Bivid., p. 162
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himself is borne out by the nature of his wound: it is 1ittle rore
than a scratch. His mfsery and desperation, however, baf{le his mother
»whom Magarshack describes as a "stingy and stupid egoist® but ng great
actfésé," (adding that "there is no reason.in the world why creat
actresses'shdu]d not bevstingy and stupid").14 Erkadina can see no
solution but to refurnkto Moscow as soon as possib]e; But before she
goes; she ésks her brother Sorin to lock after her son, telling him:
", . . I shall never know why Konstantfn tried to shoot himseif." Sorin
tries to explain:

kIt is not hard to understand; an intelligent

young man liying in this remote place in the

country, without money, without position, with-

out future. No occupation whatsoeyer. Ashamed,

and afraid of his idleness. . . . he feels
supirfluous in this house, a paras1te a hanger

And shortly thereafter the mother and son meet in a scene that begins
wej], with each expressing care and concern for tne otﬁer, but soon
érupts into a violent quarrel, full of accusations anc¢ nare calling.
Arkadina is the winner as she always is. She reduces Tregtev to tears
by te1ling him that he is "incapable of writing so much as & paltry
Tittle vaudeyille sketch." She calls him a “sponger” and & "beggar,”
and a§ he sits cnying, she de]iyers the most ki]Tina blow of 211, pro-

nounc1ng him a ”nonentxty n16 Treplev's sense of insufficiency -- &s

14Magarshack, Chekhov, The Drametist, p. 203.

Behekhoy, The Major Plays, p. 141

B1hid., p. 145,
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an artist, as a loVer, as a son -- is oyerwhelming. The aggregate of
thése is failure as a person. He feels wbrth]ess, unnecessary, dis-
pIacéd. He can find no place in the world and so chooses to leave it.

The play ends with his suicide.

Conceding that Trepley's death is attributable to a number of
cahées, critics often see one cause as chief! Howeyer, different cri-
tics emghasize different causes. Robert Corrigan maintains that the
suicide is primafi]y motivafed by Treplev's realization that he is
unable ﬁo express his ideas on art concretely, that he lacks the talent
to give form to vision; - His p]ay,vsays Corrigan is "drivel (it seems
| to foreshadow the plays of the bad expressionists). . .“17 There is,
he says, a:great "disparity between what Treplev says about the theater
and what he writes for it. . . I think, as much as anything, it is |
Treplev's recognition of this fact that drives him to suicide.”18 sut
Corrigan then parenthetically quaiifies this pronouncement: x!(.But
already I am aware," he says, "that such an analysis as this has falsi-
fied the significance of his death, for ft tends to reduce the many
interlocking meanings of the play to a single action)."19 David Magar-
shack, howeyer, fs‘less hesitant about advancing a single theory. He
believes that Treplev's troubles can be traced to a neurotic_re]ation-

ship with his mother, a relationship which Magarshack sees as one of

the themes of the play, the "Hamlet-Gertrude theme," he calls it.

17Chekhov, Six Plays, "Introduction,"” p. xxix.
18Ibid., pp. XXIX - XXX.

P1bid., p. xxx.
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"What destroyed Konstantin's talent," says Magarshack, "was his ‘mother
fixation'. . . ‘His obsession with his mother is quite abnormal: it
‘alternates between outbursts of extreme love and extreme hatred. What-
ever he does, there is always the thought of his mother at the back of
it. The whole aim of his life seems to be to convince his mother that
he is a genius."zo Maurice Valency's interpretation stresses stili
another facet of Treplev's situation, Valency contends that it is
Trigorin's arrival and presence which solidifies Treplev's sense of
failure and leads to the suicide. For; Trigorin either has or quickly
obtains everything that Treplev wants: he has the recognition and
respect of a wide reading public; he has Arkadina as his mistress; end
~he soon gains possession of Nina. The fact that Trigorin is not happy>
with his own Tife is something Trepley does not know (thefe are very
few exchanges between the two men), but such knowledge weuld probably
haye had ]itt]e effect on Treplev: he is too wrapped up with his own
problems. Valency writes:
Trepley is a young man of deep feeling. He
is passionately attached to his beautiful
mother, and he ardently wants to impress her
as a man, He is deeply in love with HKina.
But he serves no purpose in either of their
Tiyes, and is theyrefore of no particular
interest to them or, in fact, to anyone who
matters to nim. For Trigorin, Treplev hardly
exists. . . . Casually without thinking, and -

without prizing it in the least, Trigorin has
appropriated everything that is most precious

2OMagarshack, Chekhoy, The'pramatist, pp. 194-185,
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to Trepley -- first, his mother, then liina,

finally that artistic success in which

Treplev sees his only reason for living.

For Trepley, Trigorin drains life of its

meaning.
Treb]ev's_troub]e is, says Valency, '"nobody needs or understands him.
He is entirely de trop. . ."22 In this context Trepley is zkin to the

superfluous man who appears so often in 19thrcentury Russizn Iiteréture,
but, Va{ency maintains, it is not Trepley's “fault that he is de irop
in this world, It is the fault of the world."23  fnd although Treplev's
suicide can be seen, he says, as a gesture of protest, "it is so point-
less a gesture, so ill-directed and i]]-conSideréd, that it hardly
affects anything. His death is simply a wasfe, the crowning stupidity

w24 Tie major

of the sequence of absurdities which has been his Tlife.
significance of the suicide, Valency argues, lies in its revelation of
Chekhov's View of 1ife as absurd. "For Chekhov the i&ea hat 1ife is
ah«absurdity was certainly not new," says Valency, "but he had neyer

before stated it quite so clearly. Henceforward it was tc p]ay an

w25

increasingly important role in his thinking.

Admittedly, life for most of Chekhov's characiers is diszppointing
at best, and meaning1ess and hopeless at worst. This vision is fairly

constant throughout the plays. But the manner in which the charactars

ZlyaTency, p. 150.
221bid. , p. 151.
231pi,

281114,

251pid.
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choose (and the verb is selected with intent) to face their lot is one
that sTowly chahges and progfesses from play to pleay. Trepiev is in
many ways similar to the protagonists of Chekhov's early pleys. Like
them, he is, says Valency, "self exp]anatory,"26 1acking the subtisty
ahd complexity of_later characters. When he comes to the realization
| thatvhis'existence counts for nothing in this world, he, like Iyansv'
and Véyqitsky‘in the Wood Demon, grabs a gun and sﬁoots himself.

- Suicide, despite Hamlet's reseryations; is incdntestabiy one way of
dealing with the problems of life. It is also an easy way to end & play.

~Shortly before he began work bn The Sea Gull, Chekhov wrote Suyorin:

“I haye an interésting subject for a comedy, but I haven't thought'up
its ending so faf. He who can invent new endings for a play will start
a new era. I can't gét those endings right. The hero will have io get‘
married or shoot himself. There is no other solution, ._."27 Treplev
agreed with his.maker,.but his solution is one that none ot Chekhov's
characteré chooses again. They choose instead to endure 1ife as it is,

| hoping throﬁgh work to make it bearable. Certainly Chskhov's characters
éan not be seen as masters of fheir fate. This is a nineteentn century
yiew total]y alien to Chekhoy, but they do seem to feel that in this‘
place of wrath and tears, despite the bludgeonings of chance, their
course must t6 strive, to seek, and though their chances of finding are

s1im, to persevere and not to yield.

'26Va1enqyg p._146.

-

27Magarshack, Chekhov, the Drematist, p. 175.
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The first of such characters is Nina. From an objective point of
yiew, the disasters Nina encounters are, because they are more extensive,
more horrendous than Trepley's., Hot dnly is she, like him, thwarted
professionally, romantically and parentally, but she is disinherited
as well. Her plight, however, is not so vividly depicted as his. The
circumstances leading to Trepley's displacement are shown on stage,
Hina's displécement is reyealed only through report;}what'is seen is
her respohse., In the first three actslNina is portrayed as a;beautiful,
sweet, somewhat naive young girl who would like to become.an actress.
The facts of her unhappy background are filled in by other characters.
Her mother is dead, Her father has remarried and plans to leave every-
thing to his second‘wife. Nina is totally dependent on the whims of her
father and stépmother. Her father forbids ﬁer to have anything to do
with the theater; even to acting in Treplev's play. But Nina decfdes
to assert her‘independence, In Act I she commits the minor misdemeanor
of'yisiting Sorin's estate, but at tﬁe end of Act III, she decides on a
‘course of actidn which her father regards as fully felonious: she
resolves to try her Tuck on the stage. For this disobedience, her
father disowns her. Her only home becomes the theater, but as a member
of an itinerant company she must travé] from town to town; tﬁere is no
permanence in her T1ife. Off on her own, she and Trigorin engage in a
brief affaik. She has his child, but the baby soon dies. Her downfall

-

occurs in the two years which elapse between Acts III and IV, and the
; _

~account’of it is related to the audience by Treplev who hes kept track
-of her.  (This is one of Magarshack's instances of Chekhov's use of the
"messenger element"). He tells Hina's sad story to Dr. Dorn who has

been away and therefore does noi know what has happered. "As far as'I



can make out from what I have heard," Treplev says concluding his téie,

"Nina's personal life is a complete failure.* "And on ths stzgz?”

' crudely, tastelessly, with stiff gestures and strident intonaticns.”
At the end of Act IV Nina_appears impulsively and distraciedly at tﬁe
door of Treplev‘s study. She is pale,lthin, older. They spezk to sgch
other of the disappointments they have suffered.l Treplev irplores hsr
to stay with him, to give up her nomadic 1ife'which to him is pointisss.
Nina, howeyer, though admitting that she is still in Tove with Trigorin,
‘refuses not because of Toyalty to her lover but because ske feels trhat
she has learned from her sufferings. "I know now, I understand,” she

tells Trepley, "that in our work, Kostya, whether it‘s zcting or

()

writing -- what's important is not fame, not glory, not the things

s

M

used to dream of, but the ability to endure. To be able io bzar on
cross and have faith."zg But Trepley has come to no such reaiization.

Perhaps it is the contrast between Nina's faith and his lack of 1t that

finé]]y destroys him, for when she leaves he shoots himself.

el

e

The portion of Nina's last speech which has been gucisd is oniy
the last part of it. She ends by yoicing her determiraticn €6 endurs,

but she begins the speech, a very long one, in despair. "I'm so firzal®

291bid., pp. 167-168.
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she says. "If I could rest. . . rest! I ama sea gull. . . . iiso

that's not it. . . . I am an actress."” Over and oyer again she refers
to herself as a sea gull. "I am a sea qull," she repeats. “lio fhet!

not it. . . ., Do you remember, you shot a sea qull? A mezn ceme along
by chance, saw it, and having nothing better to do destroysc it. . . .
A subject for a short story, . . . no that's not it. . . 30 Altnough

the play is entitled The Sea Gull, there are few explicit references to.

the bird. The first is in Act I when Nina likens herself to a sea gull,
saying, "I am drawn to this Take like a sea gull. . .“31v In Act II
Trepley sudden]y appears with a sea gull he has shot for no epparent
reéson and equally irrationaf]y presents it to Nina, sayirg oaly, "I
was so low as to kill this sea qull today. I lay it &t your fe=st.®
Nina is, naturally, stunned, “What's the matter with you?® she &sks
Trepley, and he, after a pause, says, "Soon, in the same way, I shzalil
kin myse]f."32 No further reference is made to the gull until the end
of the Act when Trigorin, seeing the dead bird, asks Kina what it is.
And she says simply, "Aisea gull. Konstantin Gavrilovich shot iti,”
whereupon'Trigorin‘immediate]y begins wfiting in his notebook. HKinz
aské him what he is writing and he tells her:

Just making a note. . . . An idea occured

to me. Subject for a short story: a young

girl like you lives all her 1life beside a

lake; she loves the lake like a sea guli,

and, like a sea qull, is happy and free. A
man comes along by chance, sees her, and

U1
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30Chekhov, The Major 
31bid., p. 111, ‘
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21bid,, p. 131,
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ha?ing nothing better to do destroys her,

just like this sea gull here.33
This is, of course, in a nutshell Nina's story, but the gull itself is
not mentioned again until Nina's confused comparison of herself to it
in Act IV. And then, SOOn‘afterwards just before the sound of the shot
is heard off stage, a minor character produces the gull, now stuffed, to
shOW.Trigoriﬁ. vTrigorin, though, has forgotten the sea gull. "I don't

-~ remember,” he says, "I don't remember, "3%

Much has been written about the sea gull as a symbol. The gull
."bélongs," says Valency, "to that prolific genus of symbolic waterfowl

of which the prototype is in The Wild Duck." And like Ibsen's bird,

Chekhoy's is a comprehensive symbol. Itv"symbdlizes,“ Valency contends,
"a good deal more than the wounded Nina or the wounded Trepley." It
is a "metaphor intended to suggest the entire poetic content of the
p]ay."35 David Magarshack makes a similar point. A11 of Chekhoy's
p]ays, he says, can be yiewed on two distinct planes of perceptfon, on
a realistic plane and on a symbolic one. "On the reaiistic p]aﬁe. .o
he says, "the 'seagull’ théme personifies Nina's tremendous spiritual
struggle against adversity and her final triumph over it. But on the
symbolic plane it is a poetic way of expressing the very common fact of

l1ife, namely the destruction of beauty by pecple who do not see it and

are not aware of the terrible crime they commit. . ."36 Although the

3chekhov, The Major Plays, p. 127.
$1bic., p. 169.

35Vaiency, p. 140,

"~

3blagarshack, Chekhov, The Dramatist, p. 152.
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gu]l is most frequently and literally related to Nina, critics in
general agree with Valency and Magarshack that the bird is an encompas-
sing symbol. -Arthur Ganz remarks that "the gull is associzted ﬁot only
with Nina»and the destruction of her dreams but with Trepley and his
love as well. . . . It has, in fact, connections with the dreams of
beaufy and happiness and their ultimate disappointment felt by é]l the
major characters. "3/ Like Nina, though, the gull both literally and
figurativefy changes. When last seen, it is stuffed. “The life has
been drained out of it, but in its new form," Ganz maintains, "it sur-
viyes and eyen keeps a kind of permanence. Nina, too, though injured,
has eyaded destruction, and in her art, even as an actress, we may
believe that shé achieyves something of the timelessness that pertains

to all beauty.“38

Critics view Chekhoy's use of symbolism in The Sea Cull as par-

tia]]y responsib]e for the play's total effectiveness. But this is an
efféctivenéss which the Russian critics who first saw the pTéy were
oblivious to, The play was first performed in Petersburg by the presti-
gious Alexandrinsky Theater in October of 1896. Opening night was, says
Valency, "a disaster."39 Chekhov, from the beginning, had expressed -
his usual doubts about his ability as a playwright. In Hovember of
]895.he Had written a friend: "I have finished my play; the title is

‘The Sea Gull.' It did not turn out at all as I hoped. ‘Zltogsther I

37Gan_z> p. 11.
38;;511.
39Va1ency5 p. 142.
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am a poor dramatist. w40 Byt the failure of the play humiliatsd end
depressed him deeply. “If I Tive to be seven hundred,” Yalency gqusiss

him as telling Suvorin, “I'11 not give another play to the theater.

In this field I am a fai1ure."41 ‘The ‘Sea Gull played for jiye nigizs
and then closed. In the succeeding performances, says Velency, “the
p]ay was more thoughtfully received. But the press was alpost ur:né-
'mous1y gicious."™ Tolstoy when he read the play “added his venﬂvCale
yoice to the chorus of critical opinion: ‘It is absolutely worthiess.
It reads like a play by Ibsen, 43 Tolstoy, though, it must be nét&é,
had rather exceptional yiews on dramaf Ernest Simmons quotes tke
renowned noyelist as ohce telling Chekhov, "You know; I cannot ebice

Shakespeare, but your plays are eyen worse. wd4

Although The Sea Gull failed initially, such failure was for-
tunately not its final fate. Two years later it triumphad, CataguTting
Chekhoy and the company that performed it into fame. “In somes measure,

Valency .observes, Chekhoy's

extraordinary rise as a dramatist may be
attributed to a happy accident. It depended
on the fact that the conscious artlessness of
his method coincided with the ayant-garde
reaction against the conventions of the
Scribean system, the intricacies of which,
fortunately, he had neyer been zble to master.

 40¢hekhoy, Letters, p. 146.
41Vaiency, p. 142.
121pid,
£31bid., p. 143.

44Simmons,;p. 485 .



The effect he arrived at, more or less
fortuitously, in The Sea Gu]] was pre-
cisely the effect which the most prOGress1ve
contemporary dramatists were aiming.
Shortly after Chekhov had resolved never again to write another play,

he was approached by Viadimir Nemiroyich-Danchenko for permissicn to

produce The Sea Gull. Chekhov refused, understandably unwilling o

risk a second’failure But Nemirovich- Danchenko, a dramatist ef some
note h1mse1f persisted and eventua]ly elicited Chekhov's reiuctent

consent. Nemiroyich-Danchenko was at the time interested in esteblish-

company, one which would combine a drama school with enserble produc-
tions. Or1g1nal]y called The People's Theater, "it soon became known
as The Moscow Art Theater."4® The story of Chekhoy's association and
re]at1onsh1p, though at times marred by mxsunderchnaincs particularly
between Chekhov and Stanislaysky, was essentially & symbictic cne: the

playwright and the theater company made each other great, beginning cn

n

the opening night of The Sea Gull, Thereafter all of Chekhov's play

=

o

120

were performed only by The Moscow Art Theater. And thereafiss ke

no more disasters.

n

45yatency, p. 1€8.

Ac_ o ..
TIbid., p. 162.
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IV
Uncle Vanya

Uncle Vanya was first performed by Tne Moscow Art Tneater in
October of 1899, but the exact time of its composition is not csrtain.l_
Chekho? always insisted that it was a new play, end in its toial effect
it'wasgvhoweyer,,it is obyious that ygglg_gggzg;owes much of its or%gin.

and design to the il1-fated The {ood Demon, especially to the second

and third acts of this play. "Chekhov," says Yalency, “incerporated
these.acts almost WOrd for word in the new versien. . .“2 But "ine
Wood 99995_15 by any standards a piece of theairical rubbish," Valency
asserts,‘and "Uncle Vanya is one of the great plays of our times. It
js an interesting demonstration of how it is pessible, with God's help,
to méke sdmething out of nothing.”3 |

One of the differences between the two plays is madz epparent in

the1r t1t1es The demon of The Uood Demon is a docLor rared Khrush-

choy, a fanatic on the SUbJECt of nature who is obsessed by the sgectre
of waste he sees spreading over Russia and the world. Particuleriy he

T

is dismayed,by the rapid rate at which deforestation is occurring. It

[{&]

is both his purpose and passion to ameliorate this situation by plantin
as many trees as possible. In Uncle Vanya Dr, Khrushchov becomes Dr.

Astrov with the same yocation and avocation but csprivad ¢f his damonic

Ivatency, p. 79.
21bid., p. 180.

5
Ipid.



quality. Astrov, like all of the doctors invChekhov‘s pleys, stancs
apart from the other characters. He is neither one of the inirudérs
nor the intruded upon., Often the doctors seem to reflect whét are
believed to have been Chekhoy's views. The physicians are w
calls "raisonneurs_.“4 But though Astrov is a very important characier
in<ygglg_ygﬁlé} the play bears Vanya's name, and despiie Cnekaov's
pracfice of decentralizing characters§agggyzj§§gg;is, in my opinion,

chiefly Vanya's play.

The play in a number of ways recalls The Sea Gull. Aci I is set

in the garden of a country estate, an estate owned by an 2liderly,
recently retired Moscow professor, Aleksandr Viadimirovich Serebryakov.
The brofessor'and his beautiful, young wife Elena have just &rrived for
a yisit of unspecified Tength. Heretofore, they have mads tneir home

in Moscow, but Serebryakov's retifement has reduced his fncone; and he
can no longer afford to live in town. Originally the estate belongzd

to Serebnyakov's first wife, who has been dead for a number of years.
Her brother Iyan Petroyich Voinitsky, Uncle Vanya, has undertzken to
manage the estate thrqugh the years and lately has been helped consider-
ably by hisbniece Sonya, Serebryekov's daughter, who has grownvup ¢n the
‘estate. Tﬁe catalytic effect of the Serebryakbys' visit on Yanyz and

Sonya forms the plot of the play.

Uncle Vanya is, like all of Chekhov's plays, a play zbout chénge,

more accurately about the ironical nature of change, verv much on the

4\!a7er':c;u"; p. 146,



order of "plus ca ehange, plus c'est la méme chocse.” fnd as fe ¢id

in all his p]ays,‘Chekhov began by setting the mood first. ine siay
dpené with Astroy chatting with Marina, the old nurse who nzd teken care
of Sonya's mother and has heTpéd to raise Sonya. Astrov is 111 &t ease,
outvof sorts, feeling that in the last ten years he has agsd badiy end
quick]y.l "Have I changed much. ., .?" he asks Marina. "A& let," Marina
‘says. LR you've aged. And you're nof quite so gsoé-}oakiné as

you used to be.  What's more -- you take a drop of vocdka now.">  Astrov
then Taunches inte two very long speeches, ]asn1nc out zgainst the
inanity of his existence in particular and of Russian 1ife in generzl.

TheSe speeches serye not only to establish the mced of the play but

(\.
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a]so to Introduce what are by now very familiar :nemes. find

the doctor in his diatribe reveals much about himse Tf tco:

. . . I've become a different man. And
what is the reason? I'ye worked too hard,
nurse, I'm on my feet from morning to
night. I don't know what rest is. . . why
wouldn'*t I have aged? And life itself is
boring, stupid, squalid. . . . It dreacs
-you down this life. You're surroundad by
crackpots, nothing but crackpots; you live
with them two or three years, and 1ittle by
little, without even noticing it, you become
odd yourself. It’'s inevitable, . . . I
haven't grown stupid yet -- my brains, thank
God, are still there -- but my feelings ars
somehow dulled. There is nothing I want,
nothing I need, no one I love. .

In the th1rd week of Lent, I went to
Malitskoye, there was an epidemic. . .

typhus. . . . In the huts people lay on
the floor in rows. . . Filth, stench, smoke,
calves among the sick. . . and young pigs,

: 5Chekhoy, The Major Plays, p. 174.
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right there. . . . I was on the move all

day, didn't sit down or have a morsel of

“food, , . Will those who come after us in

a hundred or two hundred years, those for

whom we are blazing a trail, will they

remember and have _a kind word for us? HNo,

they won't nurse ‘6 :
Indisputably, Astroy has by far the hardest, the most demsnding 1ife ¢F
any chafacter in<Unc1ejVénya, perhaps of any character Chzkhov ever
created. His view of 1ife cannot, thérefore, be said to be exactly
representative of the other characters', but because his outlook is
- based on wide experience with all sorts and conditions of pecsle, thers
is a comprehensiveness, a fuller truth, about it. 1t is for this reason,

I be]ieve, that Chekhov gave him the opening spéech of the play.

As soon as Astroy has had his say, Vanya enters and the particu-
Tars of this play are intrqduced.A The_vety first sentence Vanya speaks
informs the audience of the basic situation of the play: “Ever since

-

the professor and his wife came here to live," he says, "life has been

out of joint. . . We never used to have a free minute, Sonva and I
worked -- I can tell you -- but now, only Sonya works, while I just
sleep, and eat, and drink. . . . It's not good." And Marina; “chaking

o

her head," agrees:  "Everything's topsy-turvy.® Astrov asks if the
Serebryakovs plan to stay 1ong; and Vanya replies: "A hundred years.

-
H,

The professor has decided to settle down here,

This decision of the professor has already in Act.I begun to have

6C‘nekhov, The Major Pliazys, p. 174.

7

-

bid., p. 175.
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a very deleterious effect upon Vanya, but the significence and megni-
tudé of fhié effect is nof immediately perceptib?e. Vanya, as he is
initially ﬁortrayed, is frustrated, resentful, cynical and ééfénsive.
But though he, no doubt, has always harbored feslings of this éort to.
some degree, they have suddenly surfaced because of his realization
thét his Tife's work has been done in vain, thzt he has been duped.
He is forty-seven years old, and from his point of view the best of
his 1ife is oyer. He has spent his ménhood in seryice to Serebryakov,
handling all the affalrs of the estate and sending most of its profit
to the professor, Th1s he did gladly, belieying that his brother-in-
law wés a great man and‘that his own work had velue because it coniri-
buted to Serebryakov's welfare. But his feelings have undergone &n
abrupt change. When the play opens Vanya has aiready coms to look on
the professor as "a dry stick, a learned fish. . .’with gout, rheuma-

48 Tne

tlsm migraine and a 11ver swo]]en w1th Jaalousy and envy.
upshot of this new vision is to convince Venya that his 1ife lacks,

and always has Tacked, any meaning. But now it is too late. He wiiikl
-die, neyer having lived. He tells his mother: "I lie awake nighis fn
rage and resentment that 1 so stupidly missed the time when I could

haVe had everythfng tﬁét my old age:denies."g Vanya is a man of'littia
self-knowledge, given to extremes. His present intense hatréd ot Sere-

'bryakov equals or surpasses his former immense edwiration. Although

Vanya places all the blame on the professor, odviously ne himself g,

SChekhoy, The Fajor Plays, p. 177.

91bid., pp. 180-181.
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to a great degree, responsible for his disillusionment if for no other
reason than his lack of perception. But in Act I he has not gained

this insight.

Vanya is frustrated and embittered by what seems to him -to be the
injustice of life.” Wot only has Serebryakoy lived in luxury -- inerks
| in great part to Vanya's labors, but he has‘also won fame as a’writs*,
and in this too Vanya has performed the valuable service of copyist.
Vanya envies Serebryakov for these and many things but for nothing sso
mu;h as his beaUtifu] young wife Elena. And because of'her bawitching
and breathtaking beauty, it is Elena's presence even more thaax ner
husband'é which engenders the emotions that moye this play. " Great
beaqty," says Valency, "is vefy hard.to bear. Even a glimpse of it is
enough to dispé1 the illusions which make ]ifé tolerable.513 “Elena,”

Valency maintains, "occupies a central position in the action. She

does very little, almost nothing; but her beauty is dynamic, and by her

very presence she shocks the people around her into a desperzte reziize-

)....n
fred

tion of their shortcomings, and the hopelessness of their situation.

Elena 1is extraordinarily beautiful, Chekhov did not choose her -

name randomw.12 ' The English equivalent of the name Elena is Helen, and

Tike the famous Helen of old, she possesses a beauty which, thaguch it

stirs the hearts of men, brings in its wake trouble, sorrow, and ruin.

lQVa]ency, p. 183.
Uipig,, p. 182
121bid., p. 183.
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Before she ]eayes, she has, through her presence zlone, nelped to
destrdy the dreams of both Vanya and Sonya. Her beauty is abcqnstant
feminder to Vanya of a lost, never-lived youth. He‘becomes Qi]dly
_enamoured of her and pursues heyr recklessly, foolishly, seemingly
oblivious to her unmistakab]e, repeated rejections. Elena’s beauty

so completely overshadows her very good, but very plain, siep-caughter
| that Sonya's secret desire of marrying Astrov is desnied a}]-possibility
of achievement., It is worth noting here, I think, that the theme of

unrequited love which Chekhoyv overdid in The Sea Gull has a place in

Uncle Vahya_too, but a different sort of place. In The Sea Gull this.

kind of fruiﬁ]ess,'one—sided relationship shows its kinship to the
stock sitﬁatfon of romantic comedies (admittedly a sort of black sheep
kinship since none of Chekhoy's lovers finds happiness) in that it is
as much a plot deyice as theme. But in Uncle Vanya, the constant
rejection of Vanya by Elena and the eventual rejection'of Sonya by
Astrov are significantly more than plot deyices, and the phrase "unre-
vquited loye" because of its conventional connotations doss not Seem an
apt description. . For, to both Vanya and Sonya love is the,missing fac-
tor in fheir»11yes, and the gratﬁficétion of theif_desire for love -
WOu1d; they feel, supply their lives with a spir{t of jdy and a dimen-
sion of meaﬁing which thEy,hayé never known and will apparently nevar

“know. -

As the play progresses, the presence of the professor and his wife
is seen to have an increasingly pernicious effect on the Rousehold in
general, but on Venya in particdlar. Neyertheless, if mus® De coserved

‘that the visitors are as unhappy as their hosts. Act 1T cpens with



85

Serebryakov settled in an armchair in the dining room. It is the

middle of the night, but no one is asleep because the professor, suf-
fering from one of his frequent attacks of gout, has kept everybody up
with his constant complaints and demands. A storm rages without,
reflective of the tempestuous emotions of those within. Beginning with
ggglg_Ygggg_Chekhdv‘s.externa1 settings are symbolic of the internal
-action ;f the play, the effect of which is to add a remarkable depth

and unity. And this is a unity which is characteristic of alil of Chek-
hoy's last plays. In Act I1 the pervasive unhappiness and restlessness
projected in Act I are gradually intensified. Although the Serebryakovs
‘ére portrayed éélthe agents of disruptionAand discord, they procure no
pleasure from their roles. Serebryakov, who is the cause of Vanya's
feelings of displacement, feels disb]aced himself. He refers to the
.estate as "this sepulcher.” "I want to Tive,"” he says. “I love success;
recognition, excitement, and here it's like being in exile.“13 And
'E1ena, despite the attehtion she requires and receives, is very much
aware that the atmosphere of the house is highly charged with anger and
‘-éntipathy. "There is something very wrong in this house ," she tells
Vanya, ". . . the professor_{s irritable, he doesn'tvtrust me‘and 55
afraid of you§ Sdhya is angry at her father, angry at me. . . I am oﬁ
édgé-and have been on‘tﬁe verge of tears twenty timesktoday, .
w14

But although Vanya is

. There is something yery wrong in this house.

more affected by the atmosphere Elena describes than she is, he answers

13Chekhoy, The lajor Plays, p. 188.

141bid., pp. 190-191.




only, sarcastically, "Let's drop the phi]osophy:nls

Vanya is unable at this point to comprehend or care about any
problems bui his own, His only concern is himself. The convefsation
cqntinues fevea]ing much about the personalities of the spegkers and
much, too, about_the nature of Chekhoy's art, Instead of dropping the |
phi]oSophy; Elenafproceeds not only to philosophize but to lecture as

well: 1Tvan Petroyich," she says, "you are an educated mzn, and I
should think you would underétand that the worid is being desiroyed not
by crime and fire, but by.hatred, enemity, all these petty squabbles. . .
Your business should be not to grumble, but to reconcile us to one
another." This time Vanya responds to the subject at hand, but his
response is tjpica]]yvsubjective: "First reconcile me to mysslf! My
darling. .. .," he implores and attempts to take Elena's hand, But she,
as é]wa&s; is repe]1ed'by his advanceé. -“Stop it she cries; ‘*Go‘

awayi"16 '

- Elena's little sermon is full of fine-sounding sentiments, but as

- she is herself a main cause of the "hatred, enemity, all these petty
}squabbles," her speech is extremely jronic. And, too, her actions con-
tradict her words: she delivers a fofty lecture on reconciliation,

but when.asked by Vanya for help, she rejects him quickly and tactiessly.

Of course, the task of reconciling Vanya to himself is one which must

be ultimately his alone, & realization he has not arrived at, but cer-

15Chekhov, The Major Fiays. p. 191.

167hid.
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tainly Elena might have made his jpb a little easier. And although on .
the éurface Vanya seems undaunted and undeterred by Elena’'s indiffer-
ence, her rejection is affecfing him. His frustration is stéa&i]y
mounting. As soon as Elena is able to escape from Vénya's bumbling
clutches, she does so, and he, left alone on the stage, begins to
soliloquize. (It is his only soliloquy in the play). He begins by
imagintng himself married to Elena and in bed with her with his'arﬁs
dround her, comforting her fears of the storm. But then his thoughts
shift suddenly. Fantasy cannot block oﬁt thé grimess of reality:
indeed, such_happy yisions have the effect of making his present situa;
.tion more unbearable, fhe cause of which he persists in attributing to

Serebryakoy. "Oh, how I have been cheated,"” he cries out,

I worshipped that professor, that pitiful,
~gouty creature, I worked like an ox for
-him! Sonya and I squeezed the last drop

out of this estate; like kulaks, we sold

yegetable o0il, dried peas, cottage cheese,
grudging ourselyes eyery morsel of food,
trying to saye every little kopeck so we
could send him thousands of rubles. I was
proud of him, proud of his learning, it

was the breath of life to me. Everything

he wrote or uttered seemed to come from a

genius. God! And now? Now he has retired,

and the sum total of his 1ife can be seen:

‘not one page of his work will survive hinm,

he is absolutely unknown, he is nothing!

A soap bubble. And T have been cheated. . . .

I see it -- senselessly cheated. .

Vanya's rage is in'reagtiOn to his realization thet he has been dis-

possessed of the illusion which has made his 1ife heretofore tolerabis

Ythekhov, The Major Plays, pp. 192-123.
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if not happy; "When one has no real life, one lives on i]lusions,"lg
he tells Sonya. But now he feefs he has neither illusion nor real
Tife. And hié fury énd frustration are almost beyond the point of

rational containment. In Act III he loses all control.

Act III is very much the climatic act of Uncle Vanya. In this
act emq;fons~whjch haye so far been held in check erupt. Quésticns"
which characters have not dared to ask for fear of disappointment are
answered. ~Relationships which have been nebulous are c]arified[ fnd
the tﬁreads of the plot which have been stitched in an 1nter1acing
pattern Tn-the previous two acts are bound up and rounded off in this
act. The time is September; autumn has come, a foreshadowing (used in
all the last plays) that the end is nigh -- that.the displacement wiil
'soon‘be completeﬁ_ E]ena~begfnsAthe work nepessary~for such compietion,
éhd Serebryakoy takes up where she Teaves off. But there is, it must
be strésséd, nothing conscious about their partnership. First, aciing
as intermediary between Sonya and Astroy, Elena ascertains that Sonya;s
loye is a hopeless one. It is true that Astfdv does not love Sonya end
never has 1oyed.her "as a woman"1 (this is the way Elena puts the
question to him), but he does, he says, "like" and "respéct" her. And
he makes it p]afh that it is Elena's presence which has precluded the
possibf]ity of marriage to‘Sonya; “If you had told me this a month or

two ago,” he says, speaking of Elena's revelation of Sonya's love, "I

18Chekhov',.Thé Major Plays, p. 195.

P1bid., p. 209.
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might perhaps have considered it, but now. . . ; (Shrugs his should-
ers)."20 Moreover, Astrov doubts the sincerity of Elena's mission,
accusing her of having not Sonya's interests at heart but her own.
And indeed she expﬁesses no sorrow over the information she elicits,
only requests that Astroy cease his visits to the estate. He accuses
her of using "this interfogation" as a meaﬁs to further her own aims,
Ca1lfh§.her “vou charming bird of prey," "a beautiful, fluffy little
weasel" who "must have victims "2} Although Elena denies his charges
Vehementiy, she'soon‘succumbs,to his adyance$; ending up quite quickly
in his arms. At this point Vanya enters, with an armful of autumn roses
he has gathered for Elena. Heretofore he has refused to accept Elena’s
rejection of him, but now his mind cannot deny what his eyes espy. He
recognizes fhat his dreamé of love and happiness have been only that --
. dreams, And thﬁs Elena’s bart iﬁ fhé dispossession-of Vanya and Sonya |

is accomplished.

But the act is only half over, and the second half of it belongs

- to Serebryakoy. It is his plan to make the dispossession -- the dfsa
placement‘;— cﬁmp]ete, but, as in the case with his wife, there is no
constious yillainy in his design. He cannot bear living in the country,
and therefore; thinking only of himself as is his wont, he deyises and
proboses the plan of se]fing the estate and investing the money in

securities and perhaps buying a yilla in Finland. The only reason that

Serebryakov's plan is not adopted, that physical displacement is not

- 20¢chekhov, The Major Plays, p. 209,
211bid., p. 210.
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achieved as well as psychological, is that Vanya; now feeling goadad
beyond endurance, lets loose all of his pent-up anéar, bozberding
Serebryakov with a volley of insults and accusations from Ris éarefu1]y
- stocked arsenal. The professor who remains calm throughout the atteck
.finally becomes annoyed and indignantly and disdainfully asks Yanya:
"What right haye you to speak to me in that tone? You nsnentity."zz
He calls Vanya only one name, fhe same which Arkadina huried.at Trep-
ley -- but in both cases it seryes to confirm each man's worst fears,
that he has no identity in thg eyes of others, But Vanya dees not kill
himself as Tfep]éy had done; instead he grabs a gun and fires -- fwice --
at Serebryakoy, missiﬁg him bbth times. This final scens of Act III is,
says Valency, "a marvel of dramatic ingenuity. When évefything is pre-
pared for him to play his great scene, Vanya misses his targst -- not
.oncé, bdt twice; bIn,this climactic moment of his life, the habit of
missing is evidently too strong for him to resist; his revengs provés
as futile as everything else he does."?3 But it must be roted that
‘Vanya‘s violence is the immediate cause of the Serebryakovs' depérture
in the next éct._ Something undeniably constructive arises from}his
abortive'attempt at destruction. And so in gﬁglg‘ygggg_physica1 dis-
p]écement is 6h1§ a témporary, terrifying possibility. 2ut in Chekhov's

last two plays it becomes reality.

3

Act 1V is set in Vanya's own room, on &n autumn evening, an oOut-

!

ward and visible sign of the inner and spiritual moyemsni ©F the piay.

22¢hekhoy, The Major Plays, p. 22.

23yatency, p. 190.
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‘The only actual happening in this act is the departure of the Sere-
bryakovs. Beginning with ggglg_YEQXE‘a]1vof Chekhov's last plays end
with a formal departure. That the Serebryakov's visit hes hdd a devas-
tating effect on Sonya and Yanya is certainly apparent, but even Astfov
has not escaped unscathed. He, who has said he wants nothing, needs
nothing, Toves no one, has been affected too by Elena’s presence. From
the beginning Astroy realizes what Sonya and Vanya only come to realize-
in timé, that Elena's beauty bodes no.good.' "She is beautiful,” he
remarks early in the play, "there's no denying it, but. . . . you know,
she does nothing but eat, s]eép, walk about and bewitch Qs with her
beauty -- and that's all. She has no duties, other people work for

w2k

her. . . . 1Isn't that so? An idle life cannot he pure. But she

arouses his emotions and affects his life all the same. He will never
“be ab]é to visit Vanya and Sonya with the freedom and good wiil of
former times. His life will henceforth be a ]itt]e.sadder,,a Tittle
emptier. At the end of the play Astrov, in a farewell spsech, tells

her:

You came here with your husband, and every
one of us who had been working, bustling
about trying to create something, had to

drop his work and occupy himself with nothing
but you and your husband's gout the entire
summer. Both you --.he and you -- have infec-
ted us with your idleness. [ was infatuated
with you and have done nothing for a whole
“month; meanwhile people haye been sick, pea-
sants have been pasturing their cattle among
my young trees. , . . So, wherever you set
foot, you and your husbend, you bring

24¢hekhov, The Major Plays, p. 196.
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ruin. . . . I am convinced that if you
stayed thg devastation would have been
enormous .2
But devastation has been done, and, temporarily anywzy, it is

enonmous. - Vanya, at the beginning of Act IV, is suicidal.  He has
Sto]en a bottle of morphine from Astrov but denies the theft. Never-
- theless, his present intense depression differs markedly from his
despair in the past. A change has set in, a radical one. Ko longer
- -does he vilify Serebryakov. He is still absolutely miserable, but now
he is not b]dming others. He longs to be able to start 1i7e over or
at least to find someway "to begin a new life." Astrov, to whom he
unburdens himself, is impatient with this kind of talk: “Gh come
now!" he says, "What sort of new 1ife can there bz! Our situation --
yours and mine -- isAhopeless."26 And when Vanya asks Astrov, "wWhat -
am I to do? Nhaf am I to do?" the doctor answers only, "Nothing."
But Vanya cannot accept this. "Give me something. . .." he says,
"pointing to his heart." And Astrov "softening," answers:

Those who will come after us, in two or

three hundred years, and who will despise

us for having lived our lives so stupidiy

and insipidly -- perhaps they will find a.

means of happiness, but we. . . There is

only one hope for you and me: the hope that

when we are sleeping in our graves we FE% be
attended by visions, even pleasant ones. 7

Astrov's answers, albeit honest ones, are not much help to Vanya.

25Chekhov, The Major Plays, p. 225.

261bid., p. 222.

271big.
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But Sonya's éfe. Sonya truly loves her uncle and even in the micst of
her own unhappiness is able to sense and sympathize with his_share end
sadness. It is she wno persuades Vanva to return Astrov's morphine.
She telTs him “tenderly”: "I am, perhaps, just a% unhappy as vou ére,
but I will not fall into despair. I'11 bear it, and go on bezaring it
till my life comes to an end. . . . And you'will bear it. ., . . You
must baar it, Uncle, you nust!"28  And bear it Vanya doss. Unlike

Treplev, unlike his counterpart in The Wood Demon, he does not choose

suicide as a wéy.out. -He makes no speeches affirming his faith in the
future or his belief in the value of work. He has not reached this
point. Such spéeches are reseryed for Sonya who, like Nina, seexs rade
of sterner stuff than her fellow sufferer. ‘Indeed, Vanye mekes no real
speeches at the ehd at all -- the longest of nis lines being two sen-
tences but most of them not eyen that. He has withdrawn into himss1f.
But his actions speak for him. His farewell to Serebryskov is free
from any ma]icé or bitterness. "You sha]] receive exactly the seame

amount as you formerly received,” he tells the protessor. "Everything

deék, working, with Sonya.at his side as in the days of cid. Pezce
and qﬁfet\hévé been'reﬁtored.v Vanya admits that his heart is héavy,
“but in the last lines of the piay Sonya assures him that "wz shall co
on 1iving. . ., we shall patiently bear the trials fate sendé us: wz'1l

work for others now and in our old age, without ever knowinc rest.,” But

28Chekhov, The Major Plays, p. 223.

291bid., p. 226.
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one day "youAénd I', Uncle, dear Uncle, shall behold a 1ife that is
bright, heautiful, and fine. ;'. I haye faith, I have faith." Teafs
stream down Vénya’s face and Sonya‘s too. "You have had nofjéy in
your life," Sonya tells him, “but-wait, Uncle Vanya, wait. . . . we
shall rest." And as the curtain falls, Sonya repeats her assurance,

"We shall rest."30

The endings of all of Chekhoy's plays are critically controversial,
but none more so than the end of Uncle Vanya. The controversy centers
on the question of change. Has change occurred? Will 1ife be differ-
ent for Sonya and Vanya, or will, as Vanya has said to Serebryakov,
:"everything be just as it was"? Critics haye answered this question in
various, frequently opposing, ways. Maurice Valency maintains that
Chekhoy believed "that in general people do not change, do not learn
and do not profit from theiy mi_stakes."31 Valency, therefore, believes
that in Uncle Vanya the eyents that occur will have no lasting effect
on the characters. "In Uncle Vanya the ending is not happy," he says,

The mood at the end of the play is
elegiacal. The action is suspended
rather than resolved. . . In the end
_the scene is recomposed precisely as it
was in the beginning. The storm has
- passed. Eyerything has been shaken:

nothing has changed. ghe episode has no
particular importance.?

~30chekhoy, The Major Plays, pp. 231-232.

31Vé]ency, p. 194,
321bi4., pp. 181-182.
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David Magarshack maintains a complete]y opposite opinion:

The incursion has changed everything zrd
never again will the relationship betwzen
Astroy, Sonya, and Uncle Vanya be thes same.
None of them are /Sic/the same, in fact.

It is as if a hurricane had swept through
their liyes and uprooted everything. End
it is the young girl's faith and cggrage
alone that will rebuild the ruins.

V. Yermiloy, a Russian critic, asserts, howeyer, that there is both
sameness and change, that outwardly life reverts to its former form
but that inwardly it has been inalterably modified. The end is, he

obseryes, a reconstruction of the beginning, but

This external sameness accentuates witn
particular force the changes that actually
have occured as a result of the Serebryaxov's
Mintrusion® into the life of the estate.
Everything has returned to the old ccurse

and yet things are completely different.
Everyone is different; even the cricket, it
seems to chirp in a new way.

This is Chekhovian action: on the one
hand, the absence of change, even the apparent
negation of change, an emphatic impression of
the unchanging expression of life; on the other
hand, the reality of internal, qualifative
-changes, altering the entire structure of life
as it was. The most important thing has passed
from life: hope. And it seems that Uncie
Yanya and Sonya have been buried a]1ve on this
estate, where snowstorms will ggon_hn1rl and
snow will blot out eyerything. '

Siegried Je1ch1nger says s1mp1y ”rveryuh1ng will ecain be aS it was

before. . . And everything will not be as it was befors. 4nd-nothing

33ﬁagarshack Chekhoy, The Dramatist, p. 2¢3.

34 y Yermiloyv, "Uncle Vany :
C0]1e tion of Critical Essays, pp.
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will ever be as it should be.

Gehera]]y my reading of fhe end of the play coincides with the
critics who see both change and sameness as descriptive of Yanyz znd
Sonya's situation. Outwardly life resumes its former pattern. Chekhov
mékeskthis very clear in his careful construction of the last scere.
But chﬁnge»has bccur}ed. Astroy and Sonya are, I believe, in the end

sadder and perhaps wiser, but it is in Vanya that chance is most mani-

the three breceding acts. No-longer is he angry or cynicai or dz7Tzn-
sive, No longer does he blame the failure of his own life on the

misdeeds of others. There is no indication that he affirmms "1i%e as

£

[}

it is" in any way, but he has at least come to accept it. 0f cour s
there ére not too many alternatives. He could rail against it, but
he has tried that and found it‘wanting. He could ki1l himself but
agrees with Sonya that he should, instead, "bear it." Perheps he wili
adopt Astroy's stoical attitude; perhaps he will accept Sonya's feith.

There are many possible “perhapses.” The only certain thing is that

Tife goes on -~ for awhile.

The world of Chekhoy'é plays seems to some excessively drsery
_andlb]eak; byt it is_a wor]d‘Which was modeled on 1ife as the author
saw it in his time and b]ace. "It is a discordant little worid which
~ Chekhov depicts" in yggjg_yggzgivsays Valency, "a group of pisasart
people in idyllic surrdundings, hopeiess]y at cdas wiih themselves anc

and with one another -- and this worid mirrors, it is sugeestad, ins

3%Melchinger, p. 119.
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- 11lness of thé great -world of which it forms a part,""1n~]arge part
Chekhov's vision, Valency observes, was akin to, shared by, many.of

his contemporaries:

The pessimistic mood in which Chekhoy
often displayed the world around him repre-
sents, of course, a phase of nineteenth-
century pessimism in Russia, in France, and
elsewhere. The France dep?cted by the French
naturalists was a jungle. The Russia revealed
to us by the literature of the 1890's is a
morass, and the writers of the succeeding
period bring out with merciless realism the
squalor of the cities, the poverty of the
peasant villages, the corruption and the
stupidity of the bureaucracy, and the filth,
brutality, drunkeness, and disease of the
country in general, all the misery wh%gh the
censorship sought in vain to conceal.

But although Chekhoy saw the world in which he lived in much the same
, way'as other writers of'his day and patterned the world fn vhich his
characters liye upon it, his perception was different from his con-
'temporaries too, And this difference is primarily accounted for in
that he looked upon life with the knowledge that he would socon be
]eaying it, and this knowledge quite naturally colored his vision.
"That Chekhoy saw his Russia through the eyes of a dying-man is a
fact too obvious to require emphasis," says Valency.

It was inevitable after 1890 that he should

see the world around him in terms of his own

i1lness, and it was normal for him to project

upon it h1s own symptoms. This world, his’

Russia, was & continent in decay. It was wasted

by a d1sease that was perhaps curable, but there
was no 1mmed1ate prospect of a cure. The

36Va1énqy, p. 197.
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treatment would in any case be long, and

the method was uncertain. In the meantime,
the symptoms were unmistakable, The languor,
the weariness, the hopelessness, the resigna-
tion of this Russia so clearly reflected his
own exhaustion that the closeness of the
correspondence was perhaps not entirely clear
even to himself, for he was a man of buoyant
spirits and naturally optimistic temper. But
the world which he saw, and so vyividly repre-
sented, was not quite the world that other
people saw. It was the world of a man whose
illness necessarily colored everything that
was before his eyes, brightening some things
and shadowing otheys in accordance with an
inner principle of _illumination that was spe-
cifically his own.

. Time was running odt for Chekhov, and he knew it. Although he
seldom talked about his disease and was embarrassed and made impatient
- by solicitous questions or references of others to his condition, he
,cou]d,‘when he felt obliged, speak openly about it. He had suffered
his first hemorrhage in 1884 at the age of twenty-four,38vand though
he knew from that time on that longevity was something that he would
not be granfed, he was able for about fifteen years to live a more or
less normal 1ffe. By 1899, however, his health was rapidly and
obyiouéiy deteriorating, a situation which required that some decisions
be made and_measures be taken which heretofore had not been necessary.
Of primary ihpoftance was the question of his place of residence.

. A]though resf]essness was a major characteristic of his personé]ity
and he_was'much attracted by and given to travel, Moscow had been his

home from the time he left Taganrog, and it was in Moscow that he was

37Va]ency, p. 198.

3851mmons, p. 63.
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happiest. But its climate was considered unsuited and injurious to
a consumptfve._ For a number of years Chekhoy, unQiT]ing to give up
life in Moscow, had compromised by spending portions of his-winters
‘in places where the climate was warm, in Nice, in Biarritz, but
chiefly in Yalta. Toward the end of 1898, he seems to have.resigned
himself to the necessity of permanent résidenée in Yalta. He bought
some Taﬁd and commissioned the building of a house. 32 waever, he
always "yeérned for.Moscow," dec]aring; Ernest Simmons notes, "that
he Wou]dbmuch rather be destroyed by the rigorous climate of the North
than by the provincialAboredbm of this town where the doctors had con-
demned him to 11ve.”40 Nevefthe]ess, it was in Yalta that, for the

most part, his few remaining years were spent.

As important as the question'of where he wbu]d live was the
matter of what he Was to live on. A1l of his 1ife Chekhoy was beset
by fThancia]IWeries_ His wofk_increasing]y brought in more money,
bﬁt as the primary breadwinner for his rather large fam{ly? there
never seemed to be quite enough. About the time that he made the

“decision to move to Yalta, however, he was approached by the well-
known publisher-A. F. Marx who offered to buy out all of his works and
publish a complete edition of them. In January of 1899 Chekhov signed
a contract with Marx.41 Because he would receive lump sum payments

far larger than any he had ever previously been offered, (all told

'3951mmons, p. 442,
801bid., p. 461.
41lrbid., p, 454.
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seventy-five thousand rubles) Chekhov found the terms of the agree-
ment attractive, but, "in reality,” says Simmons, "the astute_pub1isher

w42 yembers of his fami1y and many

found Chekhov a rather easy mark.
of his friends were opposed to the transaction. Howeyer, Chekhoy,
Simmons contends, was "not unaware of some of the drawbacks of the
contract. , . From a long range point of viewihe realized that he
riﬁked’]osing much,h but "Chekhov's agreement was clearly influenced
by his'own éoo] assumption that his years were numbered, He .told
.Suyorin that the contract would be profitable if he lived less than
five or ten years, and unprofitable if he Tived 1onger.”43 &nd when
his friend Ag.Sg Yakoley protested this yiew, contending that he was
being overly peésimistic, Chekhov remonstrated, telling him: "My
friend, you forget I am‘a doctor, however bad a one I may be. The
medical experfs do not ét all deceive me; my case is a poor one, and

the end is not far off."44

In moving to Yalta and in signing the contract with Marx, Chekhoy
had confronted and resolyed the problems of where to live and what to
liye on.  These were not easy decisions, but since they dealt with
matters méin]y concrete and physical, they were a great deal easier
to arrive at than the much more complex and abstract question of how
to Tive. Exiled, displaced, soon to die, he was in a position which
would have b]unged many a man into despair. He was, neverthe]eés, as

his correspondence shows, endeavoring to come to terms with his

425immons , p. 454.
431bid., p. 455.

41h14.
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condition. His attitude frequently and naturally fluctuated between
resentment and resignation. In February of 1899 he wrote Lyd?a Avi-
Tova, a friend who for years had been an ardent (sometimes %oo ardent

for comfort).admirer:

You write that I haye an uncommon
understanding of how to live. Perhaps, --
but the butting of the cow of God does not
produce horns. Of what use is it that I know
how to 1ive when 1 am always departing, always
in banishment? I am the one who went to Peas-
burg and did not find any peas; I was free and
knew not freedom; I was a litterateur, and
against my will I spent my life far from 1littera-
teurs. I sold my works for seventy-five thousand,
and have already received part of the money, but
of what use is it to me when I have been confined
to the house for two weeks, and do not dare show
my nose in the street? . . . There you have my
commercial secrets. Make a convenient applica-
tion of them, but you won't perceige much of my
unusual knowledge of how to live.4

This letter not only illustrates Chekhoy's disatisfaction with his
situation but also typifies two of his most salient characteristics:
his modesty and his refusal to distort the truth as he saw it, a
truih which in this instance was, as it was so often, of an ironical
nature. However, he could at times. be very didactic. Worried about
his mother, who had been recently widowed and whose health was poor,
he wrote his sister in November of 1898:

Tell Mother. . . that after summer winter must

come, after youth old age, after happiness

unhapﬁiness, or the contrary; man cannot be

healtny and cheerful all his life, bereavemzsnts

always await him, he cannot ayoid death even
though he were Alexender of tMacedon -- therefore,

45Chekhov;-Letters, pp. 49-50.
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one must be prepared for anything and accept
it as unavoidable and necessary, however sad
it may be: According to one's s?rength, 3ge
must fulfill one's duty and nothing more.

This is the philosophy to which Chekhov basically adhered. On
the surface perhaps it seems simplistic. But there is nothing simple
in the practice of it. It requires not only én acceptance of ther
condifions of 1ife which run counter to man‘s’desires and dreams but,
more importantly, a willingness on his part to work on in the face of
this kn0w1édge. This was Chekhov's endeavor, and it is the endeavor
of his charactérs, but achievement did not come easily for him or for
them. Itbinvolyed a process which was for both author and characters
a gradual one,'and the plays are abrecord of the struggle. But as his
own situation became more seyere, as the end which was "not far off"
drew ever nearer, the nécessity to come to terms with life as it was
became increasingly morevurgent for him. The task was formidable.
Each play was written with more difficulty than the previous one. But
with each 5ucceeding play he came closer to articulating a fuller and
mbré complete expression of life, and in this sense, each sueceeding

play is greater than the one which precedes it.

46Sﬁmmons. p. 440.



The Three Sisters

Many critics consider The Three Sisters, the third and'next 5

last of Chekhov's great plays, his greatest, those who demur, conceding

that it is only rivaled by The Cherny Orchard. Robert Brustein odserve
that dlthough all four of the last plays are masterpieces, Egg_fhree

Sisters and The Cherry Orchard represent Chekhov's "highest achievs-

ment, from a thematic and technical point of yiew."] Maurice Valency

maintains: “The Three Sisters is Chekhov's masterpiece. . . N3 play

‘has ever conveyed more subtly the sense of the transitory nature of
human 11fe the sadness and beauty of the passing moment. w2 David -
Magarshack attributes its greatness in part to the profundity of its
themes, "It is a play," he says, “which deals with the utmost myster-
ies of mén‘s soul, the purpose of man's existence, and the u]timaté
values of Tifé.”3 Erit Bentley says quite simply: "To my mind, Chek-

4

hoy's supreme ach1evement is The Three Sisters.”” And Laurence Ofivier

who directed and starred in The American Fl]ﬂ Theater's recent presen-

tation of The Three Sisters says that, without question, all four of

the last plays are works of art, but to him The Three Sisters is “ike

most beautiful of all -- and to the Chekhov worshipper,” Clivier

1Br‘ustein, p. 155
Zyslency, p. 219.

v,a-a,:habk Chcfno«,

‘ 4Eric Eentley, bxcku“ s Cherry Orchard, ec
“stone, (Boston: Allyn anc Eacon: Inc., 1963}, b.
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contends, "that means the most beautiful play in the world."2

By ‘anybody's racxeoning The Three Sisters is a wonderful piay,

but its composition did not come eas11v to Ch khov. A]thouqh se t11ng
down to write a play was a1ways duff]Cd]t for h1m 4a; early pquress
was often pravented by a number of fa]se starts‘and‘overa11 compos1-
tion generally interfered with and interrupted by famijy;»frieﬁdé

and sickness, The Three Sisters presented more than the usual prbb—

lems. Valency quotes Chekhov as writing to his friend A. L. Vish-
nevsky, an actor, in the fall of ]899:f "The blay we Wére talking
about does not exist, and I doubt very much that it will be written
soon. Twice I began it, and twice gave it up -- each time I gdt sbme—
thing other than I wanted."® The Moscow Art Theater was very anxious
for a new play by him for their'coming season, but Chekhov write Nemiro-
vicn-Danchenko that as he was unable to write the play he had in mind?.
they would just have to do without itf7 bToward the end of the summer
of 1900 he began work seriously on the play in Yalta. Ear1y in AugUst
ne wrote Vishnévsky, “I have already written a good deal, but until i
come to !oscow I shall not be able to evaluate it. Quite possibly -
what I'm getting is not a play at all, but some Crimean nonsense. "8
But a month later, in September, he was still Writing ébout,the

trouble the play was giving him: "'The Three Sisters' is very difficult

5 aurence O11v1er, "A. Chekhov and W. Shakespeare" in "The Ameri-
can Film Theater Cinebill," Vol. 1, No, 6. (New York: 1350 Publishing
Co., Inc., Jan. 1974). :

bvalency, p. 206,
7ibid.
81bid., p. 207.
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to write, more difficult than my other plays,"” he wroie his sister.

“Oh well, it doesn't matter; perhaps something will come of it, next
season if not this. It's very hérd to write in Yalts éy thé way: 1
am interrupted, and feel as though I had no object in writing; whet I

wrote yesterday I don't like to-day. . 9

But affer'many reyisions (all of Chekhov's plays were repeatedly
revised);'the play did get done, and after many typical altercaticns
with Stanislavsky, the play was produced. But although Chekhov wes

now so firmly established as a popular dramatist that his plays recu-

-

vich-Danchenko and Gorky considered the play the “profoundest yet,™
says Ernest Simmons, but it took the public and tfhe criti;s sevarel
years to come afoundvto this view.11 Valency attributes the initiai
Tukewarm reception to the structural innovations Cnekniov introduced
in this play. }As Magarshack and Corrigan héve so carefuily pointed
out, a]} of Chekhov's great plays illustrate a departure from the

conventional dramatic form of his day, but the diversion was more rzdi-

cal, Valency believes, in The Three Sisters than in eny of the previou

plays. "The traditional design of western comedy from the sixtesnih
century on involved," he says, "the simultaneous manzgement of twe or
more plots of climactic nature, subordinated accorcdinc o the rarnk,

.age. or social condition of the participants, connected v common

G, ) . T
“Chekhoy, Letters, p. 155,

10Vaiency, p. 211.

H
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igimmons, p. 522.



peripeties.“12 But The Three Sisters is not structured in this way

at all. Instead, the structure of the play resemdles, Valency says,

Y . . . . 33
in The Three Sisters "is the arrangement of. . . interlaced stories."13

‘thekhow employed in this play, Valency maintains, "a novéiistic tech-
nique in which several lines are unfolded simultanecusly without any
evident thematic dependence, no subordination, no surprises, ané véty
little convergence of plot. The result is a story that seers reie-
tiVe1y p]ot]ess.“l4 This p1ot1es$ness, Valency claims, is partiaily
a result of Chekhoy's emphasis on characterization rather than plot;

and while the structure of The Three Sisters represents & deviaticn

- from standard dramatic procedure, its focus on character is, hebasserts,
typital.of nineteenth century Russian drama. ‘“With thnis piay, ihe
~tendency to subordinate plot to portraiture which characterizes Russian
drama from the time of Griboyedov [ﬁh early ninetsenth century dramz-

- tist/comes to a kind of culmination. The Three Sisters, Yalzsncy

contends, "marks the high point of the type of drama tnat has charac-
terization for its object. . . From the standpoint of realistic
portraiture, this play may well be considered the crowning masterpiece,

and also the end of a tradition."1®

12Va1ency, p. 211.
131b1 .

Wrbid,

B1bid., p. 222.



107

Ceftain]y the characters in The Three Sisters are edsirably and

carefu]ly'created,.and certainly, too, the plot may be szid to b
sparse in the sense that the play is not loaded with events: Sut ©o
say that Chekhbv's "technique" is one *in which several lines are
unfolded wi thout any evfdent thematic dependence. . . and very little
convergence of plot" is tovdisregard, I believe, a major peint of this

play ™n particular and of the four plays in general. For, what is

[o1]

seen. in The Three Sisters, as in The Sea Gull and Uncle Vanya, but to

a much strongér degree in this p]ay, is that although each character
has his br her own particular story, thé stories differ from each
other only in'defail; in fheir overall meaning and outcb:e, they ere
all, with the exception of one, the same. And invariably this single
story is one of dispossession and displacement. In this way tne plays
all can be seen to depict what Richard Todd has called the *inevitzble
mutuality of experience."16 Thus, through the portrayal of differant
characters with different personalitiss and different probiems but
for whom the basic issue and outcome are the same, Chekhov not ontiy

i]]ustrates this theme, but, of course, strengthens it greatly.

Disptlacement, in my opinion, forms both the theme and the plot
~of the plays. It is ”tﬁe central or dominating idea, L
-c]arified and dramatizéd by the action of the play. As such
to he, thatuchekhov‘s plays are far 7rom the plotless: jnéseé, & care-

fully constructed plot is one of their outstanding featurzs. Zut -

A6r:chard Todd, "Praise Goa From ¥hom ATl Bail Bezarings Ficw,
Atlantic, Vel. 234, No. 3, Septemner 1974, p. 9%.

Twitiiem Fiint Thrall et. al. eds., A Handbook o Liizrztyre,
(New York: The Odyssey Press, 1S60), p. 528.
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before a discussion of the plot of this play is undertaken, a few

general obseryations on plot need to be made.

As it is both difficult and dangerous to divorce form from vision,
~so it is to separate characters from plot. Obviously they belong

together. In their book Lfterary Criticism: A Short History, William

K. Wamsatt, Jr. and Cleanth Brooks observe: "One might be content to
say that -- whatever the possibly sucﬁessfu] imbalances of character

or of action in drama, and they are doubtless many -- there can be no
consideration of character and action separaté]y.“18 And in cofrobo—
ration of this assertation, they quote Henry James's questiqnf "What

is character but the determinationvof incident? What is incident but
the illustration of character?"i? However, the point which has been
previously made about form and vision, that -- despite the indivisi-
,bi]ity of the two -- for the purposes of critical discussion some

_ diétinctfcnvmust be made, holds equally true for the consideration of |
Ap]ot and characters. Long ago in analyzing the differences between
comedy and tragedy Aristotle made such a distinction. In the Fifth
book of his Poetics he said: "Comedy is. . . an'imitaticn of characters
of a 1ower>type.-— not, howeyer, in the fQ11 sense of the word bad, the
]udicro&s being merely a subdivision of the ug]y.“20 Aristotle does
not treat the subject of comedy in any detail‘here, howevar, reserving

his full analysis for another book which has, untortunately, been lost.

18yi11iem Wamsatt, Jr. and Cleanth Brooks, Literary Criticism
A Short History, (New York: VYintage Books, 1937}, p. 37

Brnid.
- “YAristotle, On Men in ihe Universe, edited by Lovise R, Loomis,
(Roslyn, New York b 1ter J. Black, Inc. 1¢,v; n. £23.
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What}he dbes discuss in detail is tragedy, the most important element
of which ié, he says, plot. Tragedy, unlike comedy, "is an imitation,
not pf'men," he says; “but of action and life, of happiness'and misery."21
“A11 human happiness or misery takes the form of action. . %22 This h
paper purposely sidesteps for the most part the question of the generic
form of Chekhoy's plays; however,vin the discussion of Iﬁg_ghgljgg
Orchattd the issue will be raised and reviewed. HNevertheless, it should

be noted.here that both of Aristotle's definitions can be applied to
the plays. To a degree, Chekhov's characters are comic personages:
they are nqt, in any classical sense, heroic in stature; they are all
of them, at times, lTudicrous. But while the plays can be seen to be
“an imitation of character," they are more than this. For, though the
characters are important in and of themselyes, they are 21so a means
to an end, a means by which Chekhoy is able to portray “life as it is."
In this way the plays are very much "an imitation of action and life,"

or perhaps more accurately, the action of life.

A more recent critic, E. M. Forstér, has defined plot as “a narra-
tive 6f events, the emphasis falling on causality. . . . in a plot,"
he says, "we ask,'why?‘"23 By this‘definition, it seems to me, it is
apparent that there is nothing plotless about Chekhov's plays. Tne

feé]ing of cadsa]ity hangs heavy over all the plays, the action leading

[S4]

2lpristotle, On Men in the Universe, p. 425,

1t

' 22Aristotle, De Poetica, The Works, Vel. X
don Press, 1952), p. 1450 a.

, (Oxford: The Claren-

23g . M. Forster, Aspects of the Novei, {New York: Harcourt, Brace
Worid, Inc., 1955), p. 65. '




inexorably and iﬁevitab]y to disillusionment, dispossession, diso

ment. Further, thougn Chekhoy's plays are, in part, declarative in

form in that what is seen on the stage is a Statement of * “ife as it
5! they .are also very much of an 1nterrogat1ve naturse --_dlr"c-;y

posing spec1f1c questions. Where does life go? Why is it that life

is as it is? The Three Sisters resounds with such questions. Irina,

the yeungest sister, heartbroken at the demise of her creems, at ihe
prospect of her Tife slipping by, neQer hzying been really iivad, asks:
"Where? Where has it all gone? Where is itanh And leter ske is
echoed by her brother Andrei: "Oh where is it, where has it &ll gone,
my pést. . . . Why is that when we have barely begun o live, we crow
dull, gray,‘unihteresting, lazy, indifferent, useless, unhagpy. . .77
These aré questions which not only the characters ask, which Chekhov
asks, but which the audience must ask too. But they are gquesticns
which 1f they are'answered at all are answered by each man zccording
"to the disposition of his mind and heart. Ultimately, howsver, they

.
N4

T

are unanswerable, enshrouded in the mystery of life itself.

"mystery," says Forster, "is essential to a p]ot.“26 In The Three

Sisters a sense of mystery of this existential kind dominates znd pre-
vails. The mode of the p]ay is indicative but it is also sudbjunciive.
Olga, the oldést sister, in the last 11nes of the play szys: ™. . . it

seems as 1f just a Tittle more and we shall know why we live, why we

~
o
o

2henekhov, The Hajor Plays, p.

251bid., p. 305.
26F0rs ter, p. 87.
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suffer. . . If we knew, if only we knew."27 Cnekhov's pleys may
lack action of a mechanical, conyentional nature, but they do not

lack plot.

AS in all of the plays, the locale of The Three Sisters is an

- isolated oné. Howeyer, it is not set, as the other plays are, on a
country estate, Its setting is the house of the three sisters and
their brdther, somewhere in an unnamed provincial town. Although the
sisters have lived in this place for eleven years -- their father,
General‘ﬁrozbrov, haying been stationed there with his unit -- the

have never regarded the town as home. Originally from Moscow, they
have continued to look upon the capital'as home, and they have every
intention of returning there. To them the town in which they now live
~1is everything‘which has given the word "provincial" a dsrogetery conno-
tation: it is stultifying in its insularity, backward, biased, boring.
They invariably view themselves as set apart and different'ffom the
reSt of the town. Life in the proVinces is for them, says Robert Bru-
stein, one 6f "involuntary banishment.” 1In these feelings they resemb]e
their creator who described Taganrog, his birthplace, Brusiein says, ag
| "dirty, drab, ]azy and illiterate,"ZB and who in his forced exiie in |

Yalta longed, like the sisters, to be back in Moscow.

The several actions of the play are, lMaurice Valency believes,

~t

unified by and made significant ihrough "the encicsing symScl™ o

Moscow, "Moscow, the unattainabie ciiy toward which 271 tne action

~

2l cherhov, The Major Piavs, p. 312.
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tends, the dream which all the events of the play combine to

thwart. " 29, For the sisters, Valency comments, "“Moscow is the solu-
tidn to every problem, the answer to every prayer, the on}y.p5ssib]e
hope of felicity on earth,"30 To them Hos cow is, says Brustein, "a
city of sun"flowers refinement and sensibility -- in short, of
culture -~ as opposed to the co]d stupidity, and dreariness of their
town w31 The1r vision of HMoscow reduces their present life to an
"absurd1ty,"32 Valency remarks. But while no one disputes the validity
of the sisters yiew that Moscow has much that Tife in the province
1é¢ks, it is generally agreed that because the intensity of the sis-
ters' vision is coupled with their propensity to discuss it but to de
nothing to achieye it, their dream is essentially "delusionany."33
Indeed, to some critics the sisters’ obsession has appeared almost
silly. Corrigan quotes a critic as Saying it seemed Somewhat sernse-
- Tess that three adults could spend "four acts in not going to fioscow
'when all the time they had the price of a railroad 'c1'c:ke‘t.“'34 David
Magarshack'be]ieves that, in general, too much importance has been
attributed to this theme. "The idea that the yearning of the sisters
for Moscbw isbthe main theme of the play and expresses as a Russian

critic put it, ‘a kind of poetic symbol which introduces a certain

29yalency, p. 212.
O1bid., p. 214.
31grustein, p. 161.
32yatency, p. 214.
33”ru5t@1n p. 167.

34Corrigan,_p. xii.
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unreality in the delineation of everyday facts,' is far from true,”

says Magarshack:

The producers of The Three Sisters make too
much of this all too obvious theme in con-
formity with the popular notion that the
chief characters of the play are "Chekhovian"
ineffectual characters, whereas the truth is
that they are far from ineffectual. The
important fact that the play does not end on
a note of resignation but on a note of
triumph is somenow completely ignored by
them. It must be remembered that the Moscow
theme is to a large extent autobiographical,
expressing, as it does, Cnekhov's own
yearning to return to Moscow from thne Crimea
where his illness kept him confined for the
last five years of his life. In his play
Chekhov uses it to point a moral rather thean
to wallow in one of. those moods which critics
are so fond of ascribing to him, but which

he in fact detested. It is significant that
every time Moscow is mentioned in the play,
Chekhov underlines the absurdity of such a -
purely romantic craying for the unattainable. "33

What Magarshack sayé is true enoughbbut only to a point.r Cbekhov
does indeed poinf-out the absurdity of the “craving," and it is, in
part, the absurdity of such visions which gives the pleys their comic
cast which it is Magarshack's purpose to stress (though he does not

believe The Three Sisters is basically a comedy). But Chekhov is

equally intent on showing the necessity and significance of such illu-
sions to his characters. His attitude is much more ambivalent than
Magarshack makes it out tc be. He himseif as & coctor had very few

‘111lusions, and he was, Simmons quotes him &s seving, "sorry for tnis.

3%Nagarshack, Chekhov, Tne Dramatist, pp. 252-253.




it somehow desiccates ]1fE;"36 But this desiccation is, as the plays
attest, the eventual lot of every man. Life robs him of his illu-
sions. They cannot be preserved, and he must at lengih come to terrs

, it

A

with "life as it is.” If there is a moral to The Thres Sists

is that you can't go home again. Indeed, the irony of the play is
that not only can the sisters not return to their old home, thzy are

not eién able to retain their present one.
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‘Although displacement is the ultimate and inevitat

Chekhoy's characters in all the plays, in The Three Sistzrs, the mem-

bers of the Prozorov family are, says Brustein, "more clzarly victiss
than most such figureé."37 And the instrument responsib?e for their
dispossession is more dbvious,in this play than in the others. Hreresas
in the other plays, displacement results more from a combination of

external and internal forces, in The Three Sisters it is primeriiy -

attributable to a single character, to Hatasha, “the most melevolent
character,” Brustein maintains, "Chekhov ever cre«:—x‘ced.“"8 £s a nztivs
of the town she represents all that is hostile and harmful in the

environment which surrounds the family. In Tne Three Sisters, Erustein

says, "environment plays a crucial role in the graduzl dsfezt of ths

central characters, while their own psychological failings ere keot

36simmons , p. 480. "
37Brﬁstein, p. 157.
-38321'9_' -
F1bid., p. 156,



f1cat1on of this environment. w40 Valency cails ner "orutal, cozrsz,
and stupid. nd1 Brustein describes her as "a pretentious bourgzsis
arriviste without a single redeeming tralt,"‘z Her Tinal triu:ph is,
he says, "the triumph of pure eviI."43 From the time she enters the
Prozoroy hoﬁse, “the proCess of dispossession continues with rejent-

less motion."44

All of this is made clear byAthé action of the play Eut is intensi-
fied and enhanced by the settings. Act I opens in the drewing room of

the Prozoroy's house. In The Sea Gull and Uncle Vanyé the establish-

ment of the mood of the play precedes any exposition. But irn he

Three Sisters Chekhov has combined the two. The emotional ione of the

play .is presented simultaneously with the necessary facts. And the
mood that is established is a mixed mood, & mixture of seemingly con-
‘tradictory or paradoxical feelincs.' This procedure is clso charactar-

istic of The Cherry Orchard. The last twe plays are adyances over tha

- first two‘in many ways, giving evidence of Chekhov's ihcreasing
mastery of his craft. In the last plays tﬁere is a complexity and

depth of construction reflective of life itself. When the curtzin

goes up on The Three Sisters, the sisters are 21l on stage, dressed

in costumes which mirror their moods. Olca, the oldest, is dressed in

4OB"ustem P. 160.
‘41Va1enby p. 220.
428ru51e1n p. 157.
431hid.  p. 158,
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blue; Masha, thekmiddle sister, in black; and Irina, the youngsst, in
white. Olga's opening line, on its surface a straightfor«ard State-
ment, is one which is saturated with suggestions which the élay will

elaborate, "Father died just a year ago today,” she seys, "on tne
w&5

fifth of May -~ your name day, Irina. It is spring and Irinza’s
birthday, but these potent symbols of 1ife are counteracted by, blendsd
With,'equally strong signs of death. Happiness and sadness are

inextricably mixed.

Irony, as in all of Chekhov's plays, pervades this play. The
thfeé sisters represent and act out the limited roles availeble to
the nineteenth century woman: marriagse to a ran she rmey not jove or
a position outside the home which she may not 1ike, roies which for
the sisters are incompatible to their vision of life as it shoﬁid be,

It is chiefly through the character of Irina that Chekhoy dramatiz

[t

)

D

the irony, In Act I the characters of this play congregate to cei
brate Irina's twentieth birthday, She is young, pretty, desirable,

and optimistic.v Her opening speeches are filled with yearnings for

the future. bShe looks forward to shuffling off her present, uncom-

mittéd, pfoteqted 1ife; she eagerly anticipates a time when she will
work and Tove. "Althbugh Chekhov in no way belittles her iliusions,

ﬁe doesfi]?ustrate their folly -- or their unreality -- not oniy by
the action of the play as a who]evbut'in Act T itselt znrough the

is scncol teacher.

=5
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‘examples of her two sisters. Olga has & job. S

But she is by no means fulfilied uty her work: it frusireies end

Chekhoy, The Major Flays, p. Z3%.
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depletes her. Only one thing, she says, keeps her going: her dream
of Hoscow. But though in Act I she is hopeful, as both of her sis-
ters are, of realizing this dream, she is already looking m&reftoward
the_paSt than the future, and her bpening speeches all pertain to the
past. Worn and weary, sne is twenty-eight and feels that youth --
that 1ife -- ié fading fast. HMasha, fhe middle sister does not work
profe§siona]1y; but she is just as dissatisfied with her life as 0lga.
Married at an ear]y age.to a man she thought she loved and respected,
Masha has found that love does not last and that she is now trapped
for life with~a man who diégusts her, In.the course of the play
Irina discoversvfor herself the fallacy of her own expettations and

the reality of her sisters' experiences,

Although this is a play which deals, on the surface anyway} with
the plight of the three sisters, the play as a whole is not devoted
to a depiction of tﬁe_feminine predicament. What is seen, instead,
is that the ultimate futility of illusion and the ultimate inevita-
bility of disahpointment are characteristics of the human condition,
for the major characters of the play, with the exception of Natesha,
haveba1] gither -made or in time will make this discovery. With the
exception of Natasha they aré all introduced early in Act I: the
sisters; their brother Andrei, a young man of much potential of whom
all have'high hopes; the degenerzte doctor Chebutykin, an oid friend

o

'of the” family who in his youth wes much in Tove with Frs. Prozorov;
Kulygin, Masha's pedantic, ridiculous, insecure but kind husband; and
the three army officers, Tusenbech, Solvony and Versiinin, avround whom

“the romantic interests of the pley are formed. RNet until the end of
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the act does_Natasha make her entrance, an entrance which is not in
the least Spectacu1ar or prepossessing.. Natasha comss et Andrei‘s
invftation to attend Irina's birthday dinner, but she,fee?s’-é as she
fs -~ out of place., Dressed improperly, baffled by tne tadle talk,
unable to hold her own, she rdshes from the table in tears, foilowad
quick]y by Andrei who takes her in his arms, professes his love and

proposgs to her. And with this scene, Act I ends.

Act II has the same setting as Act I, but the time is a year'and'
a half later. Chekhov's handling of time in this play is parficuiar]y
interesting. Between the beginning of Act I and the end of Act IV,

4o but, as Brustein notes, the irpression civen

over four years elapse,
is “that time is standing sti]l.”47 On the surfate Tittle seems to
have changed in the housé of the three sisters, but careful scrutiny
reveals that changes haye occurred which thouch seemingly initialiy
_ihsignificant ére, when Qiewed from the context of thes piay &s a whole,
dnes wnich radiéa]]y alter the lives of the family. In fct I the
re]afioﬁéhips between the sisters and the visiting army officers are
primarily social, initiated and maintained for tne mutual amusement of

both sexes. But by Act II these relationships have dzepened and become

3]

more complex. In Act I, Masha and Vershinin are obviousiy attracted
to each other, but at this point there is neither time ncr reason Tor

any development of this interest. By Act II, however, Mzsha and

at three and one half y
ut by my count it is cv

b

46Brustein maintains tn
the time span in the play, b
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Vershinin have become romantically involved. In this act Vershinin
‘confesses'his love for her, and Masha's acceptance of the confession
reVeals hér own love for him.-vBut it is a love which from %ts very
beginning js doomed. Both are already married, and both are fully
‘aware of their responsibilities and obligations to their families.
They accept their situation with a kind of resigned fatalism. Experi-
ence has led Vershinin to believe that the possibility of happiness
lies only in the far distant future, a belief that he expounds upon
whenever the opportunity arises. The two other army officers intro-
dﬁced in Act I, Captain So]ybny and Lieutenant Tusenbach, are both
beguf]ed by.Irina's youth and beauty, and Act II shows a deepening of
their interests. Solyony, a sinister; solitary soul, modeled after‘
-‘the fashion of Pushkin's Onegin and Lermontov's Pechorin, frightens
Irina by.thé intensity and irrationality of his bshavior. When she
firmly réjects his confession of love, he answers that he will kill
anyone she might accept. His only rival is’Tusenbach, a serious and
almost painfully plain young man who shares Irina's views of the neces-
sity and value of work. He and Vershinin engage in frequent philosophic
discussions on the meaning of life as it presently is and in specu]é—
tions on the nafure of life in the futd}e; Irina admires Tusenbachv
for the nobility of his principles and the kindness of his personality,
but she does not love him. By Act II some of ﬁhe_optimism and confi-
@ence which she has professed in Act I has becun to fade. Her hoges
of‘fiﬁéfngAéomeone'td iove have not been reziized, and the job shebhas
now téken in the telegraph office has proved unrewarding: her excecta-

tion and belief tnat work would provide neaning and contentment in



her life have proved false.

Irina™s growing disillusionment and the intensificatien of the

[»]
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romantic inyolvements which to a great degree affect the acti
II are, indeed, significant and influential circumstances in the iives
of the characters, but the most important change, ihe onz which has
the m&ét fér—reaching effects, is the intrusion of ilatashz, an intru-
sion which is only suggested in Act I but which in Act Il hes become

a fait accompli. In Act I she does not come on until very neer the
end. In Act II she is on stage from the beginning, and it is soon
apparent that she is no Tonger "out of place.” She has married Andrei,
borne him a son, and is fast becoming mistress of the nhousehold.

Before the act is over she has usurped Irina‘s bedroom, moving her
intov01ga's room on the pretext that since Irina's room is the sunni-
est, it is better suited to her baby's needs. But the process of
dispossession is.working on more than just a literal leval. Throuch
the.efforts of Natasha, the Prozoroys are being deprived o7 much more
than their house: she is gradually draining all the joy and pieasure :
from their lives. As an agent of the forces of darkness, shs works

-to dim andvfina]]y to extinguish all that is bright and iight in thzir

lives. In Act II Natasha is seen roaming from room to rocm, locking

[
o
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or candles to put out, because, she says, she is afraid of fire.
p 2 > s .
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~
A%

is, says Brustein, "a symbolic fire extinguisher.” “Shz funcitions.

extinguish jov, and to spreed gloom and despair.”"® ict II ends with

48 . .
'Ssrustexn, p. 160.
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proof of her mounting success. It is Carnival week. Tnere is {o 52

a party at the Prozbrovs', but Natasha, insisting that the noise would
‘disturb the baby's rest, quashes all the plans. She ousis ine cussts.
Neverthe]ess, Qhe does not deny and destroy all pleasure. Only in ths
lives of others is it forbidden; for herself it is permittsd.' The act

closes as she departs for a rendezvous with her lover.

Brustein has called Natasha "a symbolic fire extiinguisher,” but-
he also notes that she acts in the opposite capacity, as thet of 2
"symbolic arsonisf.”49 The fires she ignites within the merbers of
the Prozorov family at first smolder with an insidiously smothering
effect, but in Act TII the flames burst forth openly. Cheknov hes

clarified and intensified the meaning of his metaphor by steging &c ct

..

ITI against a background of a literal fire, one which threatens tc

o~

consume the town, 'Ironica11y, the Prozorovs' house is one of the faw
to be sbared, But equally fierce fires burn within the breasts c¥ ths
characters, and in the light of these flames, what has hitherto been
hidden now becomes revealed, Natasha,vfor once, shows her trus ccliers,
forgetting momentarily to clothe her greed and self-inierest in ths
garb of socially acceptab]e excuses. She has achieved her ghiective
of appropr1at1ng Irina‘s room, confining the two 515 ers to a sincle

room. And 1t is in this room that Act III is set, by rezn
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choice Chekhov illustrates and underlines Natasha's growing success

[£)]
i
el
—t
3
i)
[

taSha s ke

o))
[
b

e
¥

and the sisters‘ increasing helplessness. N

be content until she has gained total control, and her irient s row

ein, pp. 15¢-160.
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to rid the house of its old and, therefore in her opinion, useless
servants. Her cold and brutal treatment of the aged Anfisa who has
been with the fami]yvfor thirty years horrifies the sisters'iﬁ its
heartlessness, Buf Natasha is not only determined to get her owanay,
she evidenfly feels powerful enough to demand it. And the sisters,
because of their rearing, are helpless in her hands. Valency observes

thét Matasha is

a despot. But with all the ridiculous show
of importance which she assumes as her position
improyes, and all the social blatancy of the
arriviste, she also demonstrates such strength
of. character as the well-bred sisters are
incapable of developing. Her strength is grace-
less. She is brutal, coarse and stupid; but
she reaches out powerfully for what she wants,
and it does not elude her. Thus the contrast
is drawn vividly between the crude social
climber who gains her point through native
shrewdness and the sharpness of her claws and
the fragile, high-bred women who shrink from
every indelicacy, and are therefore shouldered

rudely aside by those who are not as de]icate.50

The sisters' senée of powerlessness, of inadequacy, of despera-
tion is stronger in this act than in any other. Irina wonders where
' her hopes}have'gone, She has taken another job and loathes it as
much as her pfeVious one. Her life is "drying up,” she says, "and
thefe is nothing, nothing, no satisfaction of any kind, and time is
passing and I feel that I am moving away from the real, beautiful life,
| . air,

moving further and further into some sort of abyss.. I a7 in de

m »n
- 0

and-why I have not kilied myself before now, I don't knew. . .*
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Olga suggests that Irina marry Tusenbach even though she does not love
him and "he's not good-Tooking." "You see,” she tells Irina, "ons
doesn't marry for love, but to do one's duty. At least, that's what
I think, and I would marry without love. 1I'd marry anyone who asked
me so long as he was a decent man , "02 Olga hes no men even remotely
interested in her; and no doubt would welcome any attention, but the
weakness and folly of her advice is exemplified by the plight of her
sister Masha. And Chekhov underscores this by having Mashz's confes-
sion follow Olga's counsel. Masha is married to & man she doss not
Tove, but he does fulfill Olga's requirement cof decency. Hevertheless,
decency, Masha has discovered, is not enough. Further, uniike her
twolsisters, she has found love, and she tells them of her feelings
for Vershinin. But they all know that it is z loye which will bring
more sadness than joy. Masha seemingly accepts this, saying:

. . . I love him -- such is my fate -- such

~is my destiny. . . And he loves me. . . ‘

A1l this is frightening. Isn't it? Is it

wrong? (Takes Irina by the hand) Ch, ny

darling. . . how are we going to live our

life, what will become of us? . . . khen

you read it in a novel it just seems stale,

and all so ciear, but when you {all in love

~yourself, you begin to see that no one knows

anything, that each of us has to rescive

everything for himself. 3
But for the sisters resolutions are hard to come by. Fowszver, by the

end of Act III, Irina announces that she hes dscidzc to rarry Tusen-

bach, but she is still clinging fast to the drear of Mescow: "I'11

52Chekhov, The Mejor Plays, p. 290.

531bid., p. 291.
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marry him, I am willing," she says, "only let us go to Moscow. I

implore you, let us go! There's nothing in the world bettier than
11154

Moscow! Let us go

The last act of The Three Sisters is set in the gerden of the

Pfozorov house. Not only are the sisters leaving, each to go her
separgté way, but the brigade has been ordered to another post. The
scene as in a]1'the last great plays is one of departurs. The dispos-
session has been completed although there are a few final touches t{o
be added. Brustein notes, as I have, that Chekhoy has constructed his

sets to mirror the theme of dispossession. "Chekhoy," he says,

illustrates this process through careful
manipulation of the setting. The first
three acts take place in interigrs which
grow progressively more confined; the third
act being laid in the room of 0lga &nd
Irina, cramped with people, screens, and
furniture, But the last act is laid out-
doors. The exterior setting tells the
story visually: the family is now out of
their home.

Natasha, as the agent of dispossession, has triumphed, but fate or
circumstance has consistently lent her its aid. Sne is now in coaﬁ?ete
control df the.house and wi1l be able to work her will unhinééred by
any interferencé from any of the Prozorovs. Andrei srez hes reducad

to a necessary nuisance; their relationship is no more the

%

From-the beginning she has been unfaithful to &im, ané in
g .
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probability their second child is not his, but ner Tover's.%? Giga

her sisters' and Vershinin's departure, Masha will no longer be ths
frequent yisitor to the house that she has been. And Irina, having
decided to marry Tusenbach, is preparing to leave with him: he is fo
work in a brickyard, she to teach school. Though her present situe-
tion is not what she had hoped for, she is resigned to accept it and
to extract from it what happiness she can. Both she and her sisters
have relinquished their dreams of Moscow., ™I haye made up my minc,”
Irina says,

if I am not destined to be in Moscow,

then so be it. It is fate. Tnere is

nothing to be done. . . . It is all

God's will, that is the truth. Nikolai

Lrovich proposed to me. . . HWell? I

thought it over and made up my mind.

He is a good man, it is really amazing

how good he is. . . . And suddenly it

was if my soul had grown wings, I

rejoiced and grew lighthearted, and

again I had_a longing for work, for

work. . . .°7

But}even this chance for happiness is denied Irinz, for shortly

after she makes this speech, Tusenbach is killed in & duel by Sclyeny,
who had sworn to dispose of any rival. The ending of this play as

with all of Chekhov's plays is in no way happy, and the characters

make no attempt to mask their unhappiness. “All our hopes are

56Brustein, p. 155.

57Chekhoy, The Mejor Plays, p. 299.



shattered," Masha says. 58 “And 1ater in the act, Olge ocsarves:

)

"Nothing ever happens the way we want it to, I didn't wszn
headmistress, and yet I became one.. It means we are nct to‘be in
ioscow. . .“59 And yet at the end; each sister is able to facs ths
fhought of an uncertain future, if not with equanimity, 2t izest with
determinatioh to persist, with hope_that in time, 1ife will be battzr —-
-more satisfying -~ happier. The p]ay ends with the sisisrs "huddi

}together,“so

Olga in the middle, "her arms round both her sisters.,”
each voicing her own particular form of resolution. "ind now wz're
left alone. . . .to start our lives all over again. ¥s rust go cn
“living. . . we must go on 1iv1ng.'. .," says asha.®¥  irinz ggraes,
addingz "Some day people will know why such things ha;;an,_and what
the purpose of all this suffering is. . . Then there won't be znw
more mysteries. . . Meanwhile we must go on liying. . . We must work.
To work!"62 Ahd 01Qa, the oldest, speaks last and loncest, reinfcrcing
the thoughts and hopes of her sisters: "How happy the rusic is,” she
says referring to the band which plays as the regiment dzpzris.

I almost feel as if I wanted to live! OCh,

God. The years will pass, and we shall be

all gone. HWe shall be forgotten. . . OQur
faces, our voices will be forgotten and

58Chekhov Six Plays, p. 277 Most of the quotztizrs 7
plays are taken from Ann Dunningfon's translation of Tne ¥z°
but various trenslations have been read and compared, z-
or a speech hes seemed preferable in another translatic-,
in-this instance, begen employed.

5*”benwnv ine Major Plays., p. 307

60¢r, cinov Six Plays, p. 237.
61*D:d. v

62151



127

people will even forget that there were

once three of us here. . . But our suffer-
ings will mean happiness for those who come
after us. . . Then peace and happiness will
reign on earth, and we shall be remembered
kindly and blessed. No, my dear sisters, our
lives are not finished yet. We shall live!
The band is playing and soon we shall know
why we liye, why we suffer. . Oh, if we
only knew, if only we knewf63

Each of the plays has thus far ended with a declaration of this
sort, a declaration in which a character, though utterly desolate,
~vows her intent and determination to persevere. In the two preceding

plays, however, the effect of these speeches has been undercut by the

“situation of the chief protagonist, to aYTarge degree in The Sea Gull

by Treplev’s sﬁicide énd to a Tesser degree in Uncle Vanya by Vanya's

silence. But in The Three Sisters the asseveration of resolution, as

it is voiced in concert by all three sisters, receiyes not only tne

fullest expression but the final expression. The Cherry Orchard does

not end with this kind of declaration.

As vigoroué and as full of determination as the sisters! fiha]
speeches are, there is in them also a strong note of bewilderment, of
uncertainfy, of'wbunded wonder as to why life is as it is. David
Magarshack, however, denies this, contending that at the end of the |
play, all df its great.themes converge: "the theme of the i1lusion
of happiness, the theme of mankind's future, and, above 211, the them2
ﬁof_ihé;régenefatiye pOwers of work," he says, "are &l carevully inter-

woven with the action and find a gay affirmation of iifz in the final

63¢heknov, Six Plays, p. 267,
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chorus of the three sisters to the accompaniment of an invigorating
march by the band of the departing regiment."64 Robert Brustein; not
unnatura11y, ﬁakes issue with Magarshack's interpretation. - “Pespite
‘Magarshack's desire to read the play as "a gay affirmaticn of live,”
Brustein observes, "there is Tittle that is gay or affirmative about
it.“65 In féct, in Brustein's opinion, the play "is the gloomiest

266

Chekhoy ever wrote. Nothing, he notes, turns out right for the

Prozorovs. "Everything, in fact, fails the family in The Three Sis-

ters. And as their culture fades and their lives grow grayer, the

forces of darkness and illiteracy move in like carrion‘crows, ready-
to pick the last bone."®7  The only source ot light and hope is that
their suffering may have some significance and their situation may not
Tast -- life may improve. "And the question the play finally asks.,”
Brustein says, "is wnether the defeat of the Prozorovs has any ulti-
‘mate meaning: wi]] their suffering eventually influence their

surroundings in any positive way?”68

This question, Brustein maintains, is one which is “"endlessly

debated" in The Three Sisters, most obviously in the philosophic dia- -

]ogues which occur between Vershinin and Tusenbach. Alike in that

they are both serious, concerned, thoughtful men, they are terpererentzl

.

64Magarshack, Chekhov, The Dramatist, pp. 282-263.

65Bruste1n, p. 157.

667pid.
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and ideological opposites. "Vershinin -- an extremely unhappy soul --
holds to optimistic theories," says Brustein, "while Tusenbach --
inexplicably merfy -- is more profoundly pessimistic.“59 Vershinin's
'favorite_topic of discussion is what 1ife will be 1fke in the future,
in utwo or three hundred years," a topic which aithough Tusenbach is
happy enéugh to discuss, is one which he feels is fundamentally
fruitTess becauée, he contends, “life will remain just the same --
diffigu]t, full of mysteries, and happy. A thousand years from now
man will still be sighing: 'Ah, how hard Tife is!' -- Yet he will
féar death, exactly as he does ﬁow, and be unwilling to die /0
Vershinin disagrees. "It seems to me," he says,

that.evenything on earth must change little

by 1ittle, and is already changing before our

eyes. In two or three hundred years, let's

say.a thousand years -- the time doesn't

matter -- a new, happy life will dawn. HWe'll

have no part in that life, of course, but we
are 1iying for it now, working, yes, suffering,

‘and creating it ~- in that alone lies the pur-
pose of our_existence, and, if you like, our
happiness.

Although these specu]atibns deal, by and large, with the fate of
mankind in general, they are really, Brustein says, "secretly connec-
‘ted with the fate of the Prozorovs.-”72 Every act of the play contains

pronouncements of this sort, but the questions which the play poses

59Brustein, p. 164.

70chekhov, The Feior Plays, p. 265,
711bid,

728rustein, p. 165.
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are, Brustein observes, "never resolved."’3  “Vershinin's view," he
says, "awakens hope that there is some ultimate meaning o life;
Tusenbach's leads to stoicism and tragic resignation. It is the
recurrent conflict between the progressive and static interpretation

of history, and its outcome is as insoluble as Jife itse}f."74

Maurice Valency, too, notes that the dominant question of the
play is* "Why?" But he maintains that, although "Chekhov avoids
conc]usions,"75 the play does give an answer of sorts. “The situa-

tion in The Three Sisters,” he says, "is treated with austere realism.

| Life has its Tittle satisfactions, but on the whole it is not a pieas-
ant.experfenCe. The recurrent question is: why?" Vershinin and
Tusenbach haye their differing, opposing énswers, Valency obéerves,

and still another view is depicted by the character of Dr. Chebuty-

kin, "the old skeptic," who "believes in nothing and expects nothing.*77
What these varying, irreconcilable approaches suggest, Velency con-
tends, is that'"Individuals think of themselves as discrete entities,
each with hi$ own destiny. It is implied that they -might better

think of themselves in the aggregate as a wave, sharing‘a Common
*fmpetus and that their insistence on maintaining their indiyiduality

at any cost is a chief source of their d1sconbent.”78 And although

7§Brustein, p. 164,

7C1pid., p. 241.

781%16 p. 242.



131
what has happened to the characters in the past and what will happen
to them in the future is important to them, it is not in the overall

scheme of things of much significance. "The 1ife which we glimpse

in The Three Sisters" Valency claims,

~is a continuum in which a few events are
seen to make a vortex, a shape which is
swallowed up in the flux as quickly as it
was formed. In the story of The Three
Sisters nothing is presented as other than
ephemeral, and no event bears any special
emphasis, The play simply marks a moment
in eternity. 1In the impressionist yiew
of things, of course, eternity is essentially
a matter of moments. But Chekhoy is by no
means simply an impressionist. To under-
stand him, it is important to add to the
sense of episode, the sense of process, and
after that, the all-enveloping doubt.

‘ The Three Sisters concentrates atten-
tion momentarily on what may be considered a
trivial aspect of the evolutionary pattern,
namely, the plight of the individual in the
cosmic scheme. Evolution makes nothing of
individuals. But within its outlines, insofar
as they are intelligible, the drama of the
individual may be magnified, if one has a
mind to it, to something 1ike universal pro-
~portions. In respect to the universal, the
human drama is necessarily a microscopic art,
and it is important for the dramatist to
preserve his sense of scale. But once it is
conceded that a particular destiny can have
in itself no more than minimal importance,
one is free to generalize its significance
in terms as vast as the heavens; there is no
1imit to the artist's §ancy. A drop of water

~can reflect the worid. 9 .

In the foregoing passage it seems to me that Valency assumes some of
the-ambivalence which he attributes to Chekhov. Two.disparate pre-

mises seem to be advanced: ‘'the plight of the individual™ is in and

70, .
/=Valency, p. 241,
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of itself of no general importance; "the plight of the individual™ is
refiective of the condition of mankind and is thereby significant.
The play itself, Valency maintains, projects attitudes of béth Teith
andAskepticism, attitudes which, he says, indicate "tnhe exient of
Chekhov's spiritual discomfort."80 Like many other critics wh
observe that it was Chekhoy's practice to disseminate nis own idaas
through various, often very different characters -- that hs never
designated a particular character as his spokesmzn --»¥a7éncy szes-
both Vérshinin and Chebutykin as voicing Chekhovian views. Vershinin

speaks for Chekhov's faith, and Chebutykin for his doubt. “Chekhov's

soul,” Valency remarks, "was capacious. There was room in it for the

+
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one and for the other, and he saw no way to reconcile the
this inner quarrel, Valency maintains, had great significance "in

his 1ife as a dramatist. Possibly it represented in conscicus terws
the dynamic principle of his art, the polarity which gave it movement.

His mind was calm, but his soul was not placid and, more clearly then

any other of his b]ays, The Three Sisters reflects his spiritual
u81

tension.

In The Three Sisters, the sisters come to understand that they
cannot supply any satisfactory answer fo the question of why 1ife is
as it is, but they do arrive at an answer to the question of how the

as individuals should respond to this life. The ending of thz oizy

1

clearly illustrates the conyiction of both the characters and their
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creator.that man -- despite disii]usionment and dispossession --
must continue to work and continue to hope. The final note of the
play is strongly stoic, but given the situation, doubt and &issatis—

faction have not been, cannot be, dispelied. However, in The Cherry

Orchard, Chekhov's next and last play, although displacement is the
lot of all, and for some a difficult fate to bear, it is dispassfqnateiy
depicted as the way of the world and, as such, accepted. And though
characters naturally continue to wonder about the nature of life and
to ponder its meaning or meaninglessness, ultimately the question of

"Why" is seen to be ifre]evant and is heard no longer.
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VI

The Cherry Orchard

The Cherry Orchard was Chekhov's last play, written as he was

dying. Its composition, a painstaking and painful process, stretched
over most of 1903. Though all the plays gave him trouble in the

making, The Cherry Orchard was the hardest for him to write. He

was beset by his .usual problems: the characters refused for awhile
to come clear:! interruptions impeded his wofk.2 But far more

serious than these familiar difficulties was the steady and obvious
deterioration of his health. He was weak and suffering, physicaily
unable to exert himself. "I am writing only four lines a day," he

n3 Heverthe--

wrote a friend, "and even that gives me unbearable pain.
less, somehow he managed to finish the play. In October of 1903,
shortly after the play's completion, he wrote Olga Knipper, the
Moscow Art Theater actress he had married two years before: “The
play is finished -- finished at last. . . The worst thing about the

'p1ay is that I Wrote it not at one sitting, but over a long, a very

~ long period so that it is bound to seem, in a sense, spun out. . .
‘ 4
n

Dar]ing, how hard it was for me to write this play.

Stanié]avsky arranged for the play to be premiered on January 17,

iMagarshack, Chekhov, The Dramatist, p. 266,

2Va1ency,'p. 261.

3Magarshack, Chekhov, A Life, p. 377.

fvatency, p. 263.
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1904, Chekhov's forty-fourth birthday. It was a gala affair; praises
poured forth from many quarters. Between the third and fourth acts,
he was ushered unwillingly onto the-stage, and Nemirovich-Danchenko
delivered a lengthy, formal tribute to him from the whole Moscow Art
‘Theater. Throughout his 1ife, any display of respect or overt adula-
tion made Chekhoy highly uncomfortable: stage center was his least
favor{te-position. Bﬁt weak, i11 and overcome with embarrassment as
he was, he bore the ceremony with his customary grace and humor. Less

than six months later he was dead.

Given the circumstances of the play's creation, it is amazing that

The Cherry Orchard was written at all. But that it is a masterpiece --
in the opinion of many, Chekhov's greatest play -- is something of a
miracle.v It is true, nevertheless, that although the steady advances

of his disease drained him physically and thus quantitatively diminished
his efforts, qualitatively his work was never better. Maurite Valency
notés that in the last few years of his life, Chékhov was "an old man,
thin, gray and incapable of exertion. . . Yet these years were, from

an artistic view point, the best of his life, the most precious, the
very flower of his career."5 The reasons for this, to the extenf |

that reasons cah be supplied for artistic excellence, are plain. He

was Dy noQ an accomp11§hed, recognized writer, with both the wisdom

and skill of his craft; and the knowledge that theFWork that he was
‘doingfﬁight well be his‘1ast certainly reinforced thg intent fhat it

also be his best. In The Cherry Orchard Chekhov turned once zcain,

’5Va1ency;'p( 257.
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but now for the last time, to the situations ‘and themes which had
always been hisAconcern. Thus the play depicts “"1ife as it is" with
all that has been shown to be characteristically Chekhovian7ih-that
phrase, a life that'is unsatisfying and inexplicable, a life in which
the only ceriainty is that of disp]acement.' And because tnis was his
last chance to portréy his vision of 1ife, there is in this:play'para-
doxically both an immediacy and an objectivity, a comprehensiveness of

treatment, surpassing, I believe, the other plays. The Cherry Orchard

is not only Chekhoy's final expression of life as he saw it, it is

also his'fullest.-

Robert Brﬂstein has observed that Chekhov, unlike Ibsen and
Strindberg, who were "occupied with finding new postures by which to
dramatize'their changing relationship to the outside world,” was
seemingly “mbré concerned with refining an unchanging vision of objec-

tive rea]ity.“G» The Cherry Orchard is the epitome of this refinement,

but all of the plays are variations of this "unchanging vision.”
-Each.presents arview of 1ife as it is and raises both directly and
indirectly the questions of why and how, Why is Jife as it is? And
how can man face -- ok simply live -- such a 1ife? The first of these
questfons rema%ns -- as it must -- unanswerable, but the second, the
pTays show, can be ansﬁered fn a number of ways. Bewilderment and
unhappiness, as has been seen, are the common lot of all of Chekhoy's
‘major chéracters. ,In varying dégrees they find themseTVes dispossessed

of everything which has meant the most to them, and they are all, in

Opprustein, p.'140.
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the end, displaced persons. But though their situations are similar,
they do not all respond to fhem in the éame way. Treplev shoots him-
self; Vanya decides to "bear it" but is 1ast.seen sitting mﬁte and
heartbroken. The heroines of the plays not only resolve to persevere
but voice their belief that perseverance is in itself worthwhile,
that u]timateiy something good, something satisfying will be -- or at
least; may be -- attained. (It is interesting to observe this differ-
~ence between the male and female responses in Chekhov's plays, an
éspect of his vision which as far as I haye been able to ascertain
has not been dealt with by thercritics.) In each succeeding play the
éonviction of the necessity of courage and hope in facing the hard-
ships of life becomes stronger, cu]minatfng'in the final chorus of
the three sisters. There is a definite stoicism and a certain nobil-
ity in the fiﬁa] Speechés of all of these heroines, but the 1ife which
they go forward to meet holds little promise of happiness, and the

ending of these plays is undeniably bleak. The Cherry Orchard, how-

ever, doeslnot end this way at all.

But the oyéra]] sftuation is the same. Displacement, in fact,
because.itvéan be seen to.be working on several levels is more ful]y
chronicled in this play than in any of the others, When summarized,
the action of thisnplay appears to be the simplest, the most straight-

forward of all. In essence The Cherry Orchard dramatizes an

‘arisﬁotratic family's loss of its ancestral estate to the son of one
of its former serfs. In the end the orchard which is symbolic of the
old way of iife is destroyed. Dispossession is thus depicted on a

personal, individual plane. But the loss can be interpreted -- and
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is -~ as iilustrative of the situation of Russia at the begfnning of
the twentieth century. The political and social structure of the
country waé plainly crumbling. In a very few years the whoie feudal-
istic system would be totally shattered, and a new 1ife would, indeed, -
‘replace the o]d; The play, therefdre, can be regarded as reflective
of the trends of the time, as a portrayal of the class struggle which
then dominated the Russian scene. And further, on a still higher;

more abstract level, The Cherry Orchard can be seen as symbolic of

the situation of mankind in general.

" Perhaps it is the surface simplicity of the play's design or
perhaps it is its underlying complexity which accounts for the con-

tihuing appeal of The Cherry Orchard. It is considered by most critics

‘to be Chekhov's most popular and “"best loved" p]ay.7 Writing in 1965,
Leonid Kipnis notes in an introduction to the play that it has been |
performed more than fourteen hundred times in countries throughout

the world -~ in Germany, Austria, Ehgland, France, Czechoslovakia,
Turkey; China, Japan, Iceland, and'the Unitea States. "Chekhov,"
Kipnis claims, "is now the only playwright of the turn of the céntuny
whose works are7constant1y performed él]'over thevworld. And no other
play-of his has met with the critical and popular acclaim of The

Cherry Orchérd." The play, he maintains, "shows Chekhov at his most

mature, with a wonderful mixture of realism and irony. Russian as

‘the»p}ay is, it is ihternationa? and therefore understood and

TRuth Davies, The Great Books of Russia, (Norman, Oklashoma:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1%6E), p. 342. ' : '
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-accepted everywhere."8

It may well be that The Cherry Orchard is accepted everywhere

but that it is ubiquitously understood is true only in the sense that
the play has been meaningful to many different people. It has not
meant the same thing to all men. A1l of Chekhoy's plays are critically

controversial but none more so than The Cherry Orchard, Critics -

-

differ in their ana]yses of the characters, in their interpretations
of the symbols, and therefore, understandably in their opinions of
ihe overall meaning of fhe play. But probably the most frequently
‘raised question is that of the play's genre. This is an issue which
“some critics, chiefly David Magarshack, see as central to all of the

plays, but it is one which in discussing The Cherry Orchard aimost

every critic has something to say. To'a large extent Chekhov himself

is responsible for the controversy. The Cherry Orchard, he categori-

cally declared on several occasions, is a comedy. To substantiate
his position, MagarshackAquotes from various letters of Chekhoy.
Early in September as he was finishing the play, Chekhoy wrote.
Nemirovich-Danchenko: "I shall call this play a comedy."9 And later
that month he wrote his wife: "The last act will be merry and frivo-
1ous."10 Valency cites a similar (and perhaps the most frequently
quoted) assertion from another letter written to Olga Knipper in the

same month:- "What -has emerged from me is not a drama but a comedy;

8 eonard Kipnis, Introduction to The Cherry Orchard, (Minnea-
polis: The University of Minnesota Press, 1%4t), p. 12,

SMegershack, Chekhov, The Dramatist, p. 267.

101pid,
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in certain‘places; even a farce."11 _Stanis]avéky; however, thought
otherwise. "This is not a comedy or farce as you wrote," Valency

© quotes him as telling Chekhoy, "it is a tragedy."12 And the argu-

~ ment over the genre of The Cherry Orchard has been on ever since.

My .own interpretation of the play is not dependent on generic
consjdefations, but the question is important. It is more than H
academic; for, as has been pointed out, form shapes vision. A review
of various ceritical ihterpretations of the genre of this p]éy helps - to
illustrate and illuminate the diffefences in critical response. Dav{d
Magarshack is probably the best example of a critic who cdmplete]y
. sides with Chekhov. He believes that the play is incontestably a

~comedy; to éee it in'any other Tight is to misunderstand it. "The

Cherry Orchard," he maihtains, "has been so consistently misunderstood
and misrepresented by producer and critic alike that it is only by a
cbmp]ete dissociation from the current misconceptions about the play
that it is possible to appreciate Chekhov's repeated assertions that
he had written not a tragedy but 'a comedy, and in places even a

farce,'"13 Chekhoy, Magarshack goes on to say,

seems- to have been as anxious that nothing
should obscure the essentially comic charac-
ter of his play that he eliminated everything
from it that might introduce any deeper emo-
tional undercurrents. The play, it is true,
has plenty of emotional undercurrents, but they
are all of a 'comic nature, that is to say, the
ludicrous element is never missing from them.
“The Cherry Orchard, in fact, conforms entirely

‘ 11Va1ency, p. 262.
21pid., p. 265.

 13jiagarshack, Chekhov, The Dramatist. p. 264.
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to Aristotle's definition of comedy as "an
imitation of characters of a lower type who
are not bad in themselves but whose fag]ts
possess something ludicrous in them. »1

Many critics accept Chekhov's dictum that the play is a comedy,
but their acceptance is usually a partial one; most find it neces-

sary to qualify the traditional understanding of comedy, redefining

comedy in what they see as Chekhovian terms. J. L. Styan, for
insténce, believes that Chekhovy's major aim Qas to portray the rela-
tivity of truih and that comedy is the most effective means by which
this purpose can be dramatically achieved. "Ambivalence," Styan says,
"is the source of all that is truly participatory in co,'_nedy."15 He
cites Chekhov's technique of undercutting as the playwright's chief
tool for conveyihg his vision of the truth. "Chekhov knows,# Styan

asserts,

that by reyersing a current of feeling,
muting a climax, toppling a character's
dignity, contradicting one statement by
another, juxtaposing one impression with
its opposite, he is training his audience
to see the truth of the total situation.
To be compassionate yet cool at the same
time is to take a big step nearer this
truth and Chekhoy's final, hard discipline
‘is to prove that the truth is relatiye by
trying it dialectically on his audience's
feelings.16 -

The result of this dialectical process, says Styan, is "perfect

14Magarshack, Chekhov, The Dramatist, p. 264.

155, L. styan, Chekhov in Performance, (Cambridge: Camdbridge
Universiiy Press, 1974), c. Z47. :
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comedy -- Chekhovi an comedy."17

Walter Kerr, too, maintains that Chekhov's plays are comedies

but of a special sort, "comedies of the mind," Kerr calls them, a
kind of comedy-which borders frequently on the tragic. Chekhov wrote,
Kerr claims,

comedies of the mind, comedies in which the

most serious issues were reduced to absurdity

by the malfunctioning of the instrument that

ought to have been able to resolve the issues

effectively. The failure of intelligence is

his perpetual theme, the strait jacketing of

the intelligence by preconceived attitudes

his principal comic image.i¢
In the plays of Chekhov, Kerr asserts, "we enter the realm of serious-
ness, of intellectuality, of something very like tragedy in order to
‘display the terrible, and inevitably funny limitations which exist
within seriousness, within intellect, within the tragic 1andscape."19
Though other interpretations of Chekhov are possible, they are, Kerr
implies, misinterpretations. "Anyone who prefers not to see what is
comic -~ which is to say, limited -- in the behavior of Chekhov's
characters can easily give all of his attention to the unhappy eventu-

alities of the play and none of it to the self delusion that has

‘brought these things about. "20

Robert Brustein is another critic who believes that The Cherry

Vstyan, p. 247.

184a1ter Kerr, Tragedy and Comedy, (New York: Simon and Schuster,
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Orchard is primari]y'comic in form although an anaiysis of genre is
not one of his major considerations. In comparing the play with

- The Three Sistérs, he observes that "In The Three Sisters Chekhov

depicts the prostration of the cultured elite before the farces of

darkness; in-The Cheyry Orchard he examines the same problem from a

comic-ironic point of view.“zl‘ The Cherry Orchard, Brustein asserts,

“is the most farcical of Chekhov's full length works, and so it was
intended. "22 Whereas in the earlier plays Chekhov evokes a sympathy

for the victims of the changing social order, in The Cherry Orchard,

he satirizes them. And thus, says Brustein, Chekhov in this last
p]ay; "is more impatient with his cultured idlers; and their eventual

fate seems more fitting and more just."23

Despite Chekhov's insistence that his play was a comedy and the
concurrences of some critics, other critics are not convinced.

Tyrone Guthrie, in a preface to an edition of The Cherry Orchard which

he edited, reviews the controversy and defends Stanislavsky's right to
differ with Chekhoy. It is "too easy,” he contends, to say that the
p]aywright is the best judge of his work. "What an author hopes that
He means ," Guthrie says, "and what he expresses are noi always quite

nld

the same thing. Maurice Valency agrees, observing that despite

the play's many comic -elements, it cannot be called a comedy. And

218rustein, p. 167.
221bid.
23bid,

i . L1023
werd, HMinnea-

24Tyrone Guthrie, introduciion to The G
polis: The University of Minnesots Press, |
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further, Valency believes that Chekhov was bound to have realized
this: M. . . it is inconceivable that Chekhov was insensible to the
tragié implications of the situation he had created. He hiﬁse]f was
a gardener. He was accustomed to watch ovef his plants and trees with
thé so]icitﬁde of a father. Everything indicates that the orchard as
a symbol had exceptional significance for him; and that its destruc-

tion touched h1m deeply. . 125 e Cherry Orchard," Valency

cont1nues

has many comic passages, some of them so

broad as to approximate farce but, generally
speaking, directors have been unable to fathom
the author's comedic intention. The reason is
not far to seek. The play, on the whole, is
not funny. The characters have their comic
side, but the situation is sad. No rationali-
gat1on has ever succeeded in givying it a comic

asis

Valency's position,ié supported by John Gassner's views.
Gassner, in an article entitled “The Duality of Chekhov," discusses
Chekhov's plays in general and maintains that they are neither
strict]y comedy nor tragedy but a b1end‘of the two genres. "Chekhov,”

he writes,

is especially modern in this one respect:
that his mature work belongs in the main, to
a mixed genre. Whereas in the past comedy
and tragedy tended to exist separately, they
tend to blend in modern writings. In his
work, comedy may infiltrate tragedy and
tragedy may influence comedy, producing con-
troversy on the part of those who Tike to

25Valency, pp. 265-266,
261pig., p. 267.



145
busy themse]ves with the fine points of
literary classification. Chekhoy is the
master of the double mode, of what for
want of a better term, we may call tragi-
comedy or simply "drama." He was so
effective in this genre because his various
attitudes and moods blended so naturally.
He was so effective also because he has
such high spirits that disenchantment %r
depression could not overcome him. . . /

But it should be said, I believe, in the defense of these critics
who have made the matter of generic consideration a major concern that
they have been doing more than "busy/ing/ themselves with the fine
points of literary c]assification;" for, the way in which they view
the genre of the play influences or determines the way in which they
interpret the personalities of the characters, the significance of
the symbols and the meaning of the play as a whole. Or perhaps it is
the other way around: their'response to different components of the
- play such as the plot, characters, structure, symbols is responsible
for their understanding of the play's genre. It seems to be a matter
of whether the critic employs deductive or inductive reasoning. But,

howeyer the process works, in either case, it is both certain and

understandable that those who see The Cherry Orchard as pure or mainly

comedy respond to various elements in the play quite differently from

those who feel and consequently stress its “tragic implications."

Because The Cherry Orchard is a play of ample proportions and

many dimensions, it can support various readings. Of the critics

reviewed, my own interpretation most closely coincices with that of

, 27_John Gaésner, "The Duality of Chekhov," in Chekhov: A Coliec-
tion of Critical Essays, (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-nail,
Inc., 1967}, p. 179. ' :
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Valency, chiefly because he, it seems to me, more than the others,
recognizes and expresses the comprehensiyeness of Chekhov's vision.

The Cherry Orchard, as I have said, is Chekhov's final and fulTest

portrayal of life as it saw it,'but this is hot to say that he has
’blucked the heart of the mystery or bound it in & nutshell. On the
cdntrary, the mystery remains.very much intact, and the perimeters of
'this play expand much 1ike those of a circle when a pebble is tossed

in a pond.

Probably most great art is born of conflict within the artist.
Yeaté has said that rhetoric is derived from man's quarrel with others
but the poetry originates in his quarrel with himse1£.28 This is
certainly true of Chekhov‘s plays; (Despite theif differences, the
critics all concur in viewing the plays as poetry: Robert Corrigan
states that the plays are structured as poems;29 Maurice VYalency
speaks of the plays' "poetic content";30'and Ernest Simmons praises
the "poetic power of Chekhov to evoke man's vision of Iife.")31 A
great deal has been written about Chekhov's vision and its bearing on

the genre of The Cherry Orchard. My own feeling is that Chekhov's

vision'defies generalizations, for it was both tragic and comic, that
emotionally his response to 1ife was tragic but intellectually it was

‘comic, and that his plays grew out of the conflict between the two.

28grustein, p. 227
2%Robert Corrigan, introduction to Six Plays, p. xxiv.
30Va]ency, p. 140.

31simmons, p. 351.
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In thémse]ves, though; these terms "tragic vision" and "comic vision"
are imprecise and stand in need of some sort of definition. What is
meant by Comié vision has been illustrated adequately enough by such
critics as Magarshack and Kerr. Something, though, needs to be said
_ about the meaning bf tragic yision. But as numerous essays and books
attest, the subject is broad and deep and difficult to approach objec-
tiVe]J. A few pertinent definitions will be proffered not in any
expectation of resolving the controversy but oh1y in the hope of

clarifying my own views.

Essentially Chekhov's conflict was the fairly universal one that
what he wanted to believe about Tife and what experience showed him
was true about it were two very different things. Like most men, he
Tonged and soughtlfor meaning, and this search, says Edith Hamilton

~in her book The Greek Way to Western Civilization, is a primary

requisite of the tragedian; he "must seek for the significance of N
life."32 But not only must he seek, says Miss Hamilton, he must also
be]ieve33:in its significance and its dignity. These are generally
aécepted views. In his essay "The Tragic Fallacy," Joseph Wood

Krutch emﬁhasizéé the idea of nobility which is, he says, "inseparable
* from the idea of tragedy.“34- By these definitions, neither Chekhov's

- vision nor his plays which reflect it can be called tragic. And

32Edith‘Ham11ton, The Greek Way to Western Civilization, (New
York: The New American Library, 1960), p. 168.

33My underscoring.

34Joseph Wood Krytch, "The Tragic Fallacy," in Tragedy: Vision
and Form, Robert W. Corrigan, ed., (San Francisco: Chandier Publishing
Compeny, 1965), p. 174,
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further, Edith Hamilton observes: “When humanity is seen as devoid
of dignity and significance, trivial, mean, and sunk in dreary help-
lessness, the Spirit of tragedy departs.“35 Certainly the éharacters
ih the plays can be viewed as often seeming"trivial, mean, and sunk
in dreary he]p]essness." Théy are all at times, as has frequently
~ been said, tomic; even ludicrous, "The Lord'é earth is beautiful,"
Chekh@y wrote. “There is one thing, howeyer, that is not beautiful

~and that_is us,"30

And ultimately the most incontestable fact about life is that it
ends in displacement. Chekhoy, says Brustein, because he confronts
‘“a world without God and therefore without meaning. . . has no remedy
for the disease bf modern Tife."37 And so because of ﬁis be]ief-that
art must be honestIyArea]istic, that it must show life as it is, he

created what he saw and not what he wanted.

It would seem, then, difficult indeed to view Chekhov's plays as
tfagedies in ahy‘classica] sense of the term, and yet behind ﬁis
reaiism,.his objecﬁivfty, there persists}a tragic vision of a modified,
perhaps a modern sort. Robert Corrigan notes Scott Fitzgerald's defi-

| ﬁ{tion of this'§iew as the "sense that Tife is essentially a cheat and

its conditions those of defeat."38 This, it seems to me, describes

35Hami1ton, pﬂ'168.

3Hagarshack, Chekhoy, A Life, p. 221.

37Brustein, p. 178.

38Robert Corrigan, "Wilder and tha Tragic Sense o
“in the Modern Drama, Morris Freedman, ed., {Boston: D.
Company, 1964), p. 313. '
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the Chekhovian vision in its bleakest form (however, even this must
be qua]ffied, for because ovahekhov's ever-present sense of humor
the visfon is never wholly bleak). And in order to view thé above
" definition as descriptive of a tragic-vision and not just a pessi-
mistic one, it must be extended. Obviously, Tife viewed -- felt --
this way, as a theat, implies suffering on mah's part, and, says
Edfth Hami]ton, "Tragedy's preoccupation is with suffering."39 It
cannot be denied that Chekhoy saw suffering as a condition of life or
that his characters suffer. But whether their sufferings have meaniﬁq
remains unanswered and unanswérab]e. Questions such as these are the
stuff of which criticism is made, but, in the end, no single position,
MagarshaCk'to the cbntrany, is satisfactory or sufficient. Generic
considerations are important because they offer ways in which to view
. a play, but there is a danger in attempting to apply them too rigidly
to Chekhov's plays, for as with all great drama, the play will always

| go beyond the definition.

~‘Neverthe1ess, a valid generalization about Chekhov's art can, I‘
believe, be made. And that is his plays grew out of his need to expreés
his cbnf]ict -~ were created as Robert Penn Warren has observed in
another context, "in order to objectify and grasp the nature of‘[ﬁﬁéj'

40

own inner drama,””” and in the expression of this conflict to achieve

some sort of reconciliation. This is, indeed, says Joseph Wood Krutch,

39Hami1ton, p. 169.

40Robert Penn Warren, Faulkner: A Collection of Critical Essays,
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 19c¢6), p. 4.
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the purpose of all great art:

Milton set out, he said, to justify the
ways of God to man, and his phrase, if

it be interpreted broadly enough, may be
taken as describing the function of all
art, which must, in some way or another,
make the 1ife which it seems to represent
satisfactory to those who see its reflec-
tion in the magic mirror, and it must
gratify or at least reconcile the desires
of the beholder. . . by at least satisfying
the universally human desire to find in the
world some justice, some meaning, or, at
the very least, some recognizable order. 4}

In The Sea Gull, Upc]e Yanya and The‘Three'Sisters, there seems little

justice or meaning, and the only order is that of the inexorable pro-
cess toward displacement. The order remains the same in The Cherry
Orchard, but there can be seen in this play, I belieye, some meaning

and justice to the order.

The structure of The Cherry Orchard is that of the cycle of 1ife

itself. = The settings of the four acts symbolize various stages or
aspects of 1ife and make this pattern very clear. Act I is set in
the Nursény of the Gaev estate. It is dawn of a May morning. The
cherry trees which can be seen through a window of the Nursery are in
.blodm;-sAli,fhe signs of beginning ---place, day, and season -- are
‘giyen. And the p]ay'bégins with an arrival. Lyubov is returning
home from Europe where she had f]éd, following her.son's death. The
‘cyqjicaT order of life is thus indicated. Lyuboy is arriving to

begin what she hopes will be a new life, but her arrival is a return,

Algrutch, p. 275.
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and she will be confronted by old problems as well as new. This
beginning, therefore, has sdmething in it of the naturé of an end,
and it foreshadows the conclusion of the play which has much fn it of
a beginhihg. Chekhoy, as his practice was, gradually unfolds his |
exposition, establishing mood first; but by the end of Act I all the
major thémes, relationships and conflicts havé been introduced. The
succeedihg acts'only reinforce and resolve what has been presented in

wefﬂstaa..

When the -curtain rises, there are only two characters on stage,

Lopakhin and a maid, Dunyasha. (The Sea Gull and Uncle Vanya, as has

been seen, begin in this way too).. Lopakhin is just waking up,
having fallen asleep waiting for Lyubov's train. His relationship to
her is clarified almost immediately: he admires her and feels infer-
ior to her. Though now rich, he is very conscious of his peasant
origins. ". ... I've made a lot of money," he tells Dunyasha, "but
if you-think ébout it, I'm a peasant “through and through.“42 Lopaknin,
on one level of this p]ay,-rep%esehts the rising bourgeois class, and
ouf first yiew of him, I believe, is suggestive of this. He, like |
thém; is just waking wup. Through the characters of Lopakhin and
Dunyasha, in their'anticipatipn of Lyubov's arrival, Chekhov Set the
mood of Act i,:a mood of expectation and agitation, feelings which .
are indicative of beginning. Lopakhin‘wonders if after five years
lypry:wi31 recoghize.him. Dunyasha keeps saying she is going to

faint. Even the dogs, we are told, have been restleéé. When Lyubov

4ZChekhov, The Major Plays, p. 316.
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short1y arrives with the members of her family who have gone to meet
her, these feelings are intensified, and more are added: joy, con-
fusion, question. A]fhough on the surface, both action and mood seem
representative of a typical homecoming (assuming there is such a
thing), there'is, neyertﬁe]ess, an ominous undercurrent. That this
is a play about loss and ending‘is suggested in the beginning by the
repeated use of the word “"cold." The Nursery is cold; many of the
characters are cold; ahd there is a frost -- even now in May -- on

the cherry blossoms,

In many ways The Cherry Orchard resembles the other plays. With

study, the hand of the creator becomes easily recognizable. The set-
ting is the now familiar isolated estate, and the characters of all
of Chekhov's .plays seem to belong to the same family, not to four dif-

ferent ones. And yet the world of The Cherry Orchard is not quite the

same as that of the preyious plays, for it is muted in a way the others
are not. There are the old themes: dissatisfaction with life, ﬁnre-
quited love, lack of communication, the necessity and inadequacy of
illusion, and certainly, definitely displacement; but the treatment

of these themes lacks the intensity, perhaps melodrama is the best
word, of the earlier plays.. Treplev's-reaction to his estrangement
ahd displacement is both morbid and melodramatic, Vanya's shrill and

melodramatic. Thfs is less true of The Three Sisters: the sisters

‘themse]ves though heartbroken are contained; but there is, neverthe-
less, something exaggerated and melodramatic in Natasha's successtul

villainy. In The Cherry Orchard, however, there is nothing morbid or

shriil or even heartbreaking. The dispossession of Lyubov and Geev

is sad, of course, for them and, therefore, for us -- but it seems
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not only inevitable but right, and it is as if the dispossessed

recognize this as well as the other, less directly affected_characterﬁ.

There are only two possibie events in The Cherry Orchard: the

sale of thé orchard and the engagement of Lopakhin and Varya, Lyubov's
adopted daughter. Looked at from the point of view of happy endings,
neither eQent succeeds. And these failures are pretty well established
as early as Act I so that the succeeding acts serve only to confirm
what has seemed preordained. After all the usual gestures and excla-
'mations of welcome have been proffered and reciprocated, Anya,

Lyubov's daughter, asks suddenly: "Well, how are things? Have you
paid the interest?"*3  And Yarya answers, "How could we?" and then
abruptly announces, "In August the estate will be put up for sale."44
Aghast, Anya can momentarily only utter several "My God's!" but then
she quickly changes thé subject and inquires whether Varya has
received the long expécted proposal of marriage from Lopakhin. She
has not, and Varya is convinced that she never will. "I don't think
aﬁything will ever comekbf.it," she says. - "He's too busy, he has no .
time for me. . ."*® And then both matters are, for the time being,
dropped. Thus from the first, there is little indication that what

is desired will be achieved. - Lopakhin later in-the act offers his
solution to the fami1y;s financial problems: ". . . there is a way

out," he tells Lyubov and Gaev, ". . . if the cherry orchard and the

43Chekhov, The Major Plays, p. 320.

481bid., p. 321.
1hig.
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land along the river were cut up intb ]ots and leased for summer
cottages, you'd have at the very ]eést, an income of twenty-five
thousand a yea‘r._"46 To Gaev, however, this is "nonsense"; iovLyubov
it is incomprehensib]e, not because they are in the slightest degreev_
dim-witted buf because such an action is totally contrary to their '

view of 1ife and themselves.

The dialogue following Lopahkin's proposal -- to them preposter-

'ous, to him eminently sensible ~- clearly indicates the identification
of the owners with thé orchard? It is beautiful, remarkable, inter-
.esting, evén famoué, but it is useless. And so are they. Lyubov's
prdf]igacy is emphasized again and again. Whatever money she has she
eithér lends or spends, neither wisely nor well. And she loves jh the
samé way, generously and foolishly. Gaev's detachment from reality
is both humorously and pathetically underscored by the imaginary game
of billiards he is forever playing and by his penchént for declama-
>tions, delivered usually at the wrong time, full of sound but
signifying 1ittle to others. Lyuboy and Gaev can take care of neither
theirAhome nor themée]ves. Dependent upon servants and the services |
of others all 6f their 1ives, they are both‘by personality and~réaring‘
,inéépab]e of coping wifh the changes, Tittle and large, encroaching

on their wof]d, changes which they begin to recognize dimly in Act I
but which become clearer to them as the play progresses. The estate
is notrquite the s ame piace Lyubov left. Their old nurse has ‘died

while she was away, Gaev tells her, and so has another servant, and

A8chekhov, The Major Plays, p. 325.
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sti1l_another has Teft for a more promising job in the city. Hor is
the countryside the same. "There used to be only gentry and the pea-
sants living in the country,” Lopakhin informs Lyuboy, "but.now these
~ summer people have appeared."47 She does not, however, understand
»the impiications of thesevchanges yet. Toward the end of the act,
Lyuboy Tooks out of the Nursery window at the.cherny orchard, wonders
Aat its” beauty, and ﬁ]aughing with joy"‘exc]aims: ". . . nothing has
changed." But her mood shifts suddenly, for, in tﬁe next instant, she
adds: "If oniy I could cast off the heavy stone weighing on my breast
~and shoulders, . . . if I could forget my past."8 And Gaev replies -
as much to his own thoughts as to hers: "Yes, and the orchard will

- be sold to pay for our debts, . 42

0f the four acts of The Cherry Orchard, the second act gave
Chekhoy the most trouble.>0 It 15; to my mind, his greatest creation,
for in this act he has managed to capture and dramatize the essence
of life itSe]f._ It is the only act that does not have an interior
‘setting. The action, such as it i5, takes place in a field, near
"an old abandoned chapel," around which are clustered tombstones.
Te]egraph‘poles tower in the distance, and the skyline of a large
_town looms on the horizon. This is, indeed, the metaphysica] setting
fn which mah emerging into the twentieth century found himself:
lost -- or at best stranded -- somewhere between the old, predomi-

%angly“rura] world of faith and tradition, a world which is lovely

47chekhov, The Major Plays, p. 327.
481_111'_@_,_, p. 330.
491bid,

5OMagarshack, Chekhov, The Dramatist, p. 267.‘
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but useless, and a new one of urban automation where beauty seems tob
haﬁe been banished by use and practicality. Time, as man reckons it,
has no place fn this act. The only indication that is given is that
at ‘the end of the act the sun has set and darkness is sett1fng. In
Acts I, III and IV something definite happens: 1in Act I there is the
arrival; {n Act 111 Lopakhin acquires the orchard; in Act IV there is
the départure. But in Act II nothirg happens except toward the end

of the act a string seems to break in the sky.

The mood of the act is evoked, as is so often thé case in Chek-
hov's plays, by minor characters. Acting much 1ike a chorus, they
antiphohal]y present all the themes of this play and the past ones.
The act opens with Charlotta's musings on her loneliness, her feelings
of alienation and>disp1acement.} She has no passport; she knows little
of her beginnings; she is not even sure of her age. "Alone, always
alone," she say§ to no one in particu]af, "I haye no one. . . And
who I am, and why I am, nobody knows. . ;"51 This theme isvthen
echoed by the other characters. Epihodov complains hesitantly that»
he "can't figure out where he is goiﬁé,"'that Fate has treated him
"abSo]ute]y without mercy," that he 1is J]ike a small ship. . . buf-
feted by the‘sform.952 Dunyasha says that she "no Tonger knows how

nb3

to léad a simple 1ife,“ that she is “"afraid of everything. Gradu-

ally, little by Tittle a mosaic of 1ife is formed.

1Chekhov; The Méjor Plays, p. 338.

o

52¢hekhov, Six Plays, p. 307.

531hid., p. 308.



157
These minor characters, having set the mood, are then joined by
the major ones. Lyubov, Gaey and Lopakhin enter,; and Lopakhin imme-
diately -- predictably -- introduces the subject of the impending
sale of the estate. It is imperative, he says, that action be taken
quickly, but Lyuboy and Gaev seemingly do not even hear him:
Lopakhin: You must make up your mind once
and for all -- time won't stand still. The
question after all is quite simple. Do you
agree to lease the land for summer cottages
or not? Answer in one word: yes or no?

Only one word!

‘Lyubové Who is it that smokes those dis-
gusting cigars out here? (Sits down).

Gaev: Now that the railway line is 30 near,

it's made things convenient. (Sits down).

We went to town and had Tunch, . . cue ball

to the center! 1 feel like going to the

house first and playing a game.5
Such disjointed dialogue is typical of Chekhov's characters, i1lus-
trating often their inclination, at times their determination, to
isolate themselves from others. It is not that Lyubov and Gaev do
not hear Lopakhin's advice; they do, but it is utterly unacceptable

to them, and yet they have no solutions of their own so they continue

to avoid the issue. It remains, however, very much on their minds.

The diaTogue continues in its apparently desultory fashion. But
while the speeches may seem unconnected and irrelevant, actually every
1ine Sboken'has direct bearing on the action of the play. Lyubov,

ostensibly 1gnoring Lopakhin's implorings, looks down at the dwindiing

54Chekhoy, The Major Plays, p. 339.
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supply of coins in her.purse and, speaking more to herself than to
anyone else, comments on the way she has squandered money. I; is
partly becauseAéhe cannot -- has never been able to -- handiE~money
that the'cherhy orchard will be lost. To reinforce this idea Chekhov
has her drop her purse. The few remaining gold pieces scatter.

Yasha, the young footman who is the play's most odious example of

“the "HEW'man,“ is quick to gather them up. "A11ow'me;9 he says, "I'11
pick thém'up in an instant."®® And this response is indicative, of
course, not only of this immediate action but of the overall action of
“the play. It is the Yashas of the world who are displacing Lyubov and
her kind, He is a self-centered upstart, cold and brash, whose flip-
pant sarcasm finally goads the usually mi]d—mahnered Gaev into expos-
tulating: "Either he goes or I do. . .90 Dayid Magarshack uses this
scene as an example of fhe Tudicrous in Chekhov's characters. Nothing
could be more absyrd, he contends, than Gaey's demand that Lyubov |
“should choose between him and some absurd fool of a footman like
Yasha."57 AWh11e_1t is possible to interpret Gaev's remérk as merely
a dfsb]ay of petuTance, absurd in its immaturity, this -interpretation,
it seems to me, does not go to the heart of the matter. Gaev's condi-
tional statement -- that either he or Yasha must go -- epitomfzes thé '

situation of the characters of The Cherry Orchard. It 1s-not in

Lyubov's'power to make the choice. No one responds to Gaev's outburst,

but the ﬁ]ay as a whole provides an answer,

f55ChekhoV, The Major Plays, p. 340.

56Chekhov, Six Plays, p. 309.

57Magarshack, Chekhov, The Dramatist, p. 272.
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On the surface Lopakhin's proposal seems a reasonable one. The‘
problem to him is both clear and solub]e. But this is because to
Lopakhin the estate and its orcﬁard are simply a piece of valuable
real estate. To Lyubov and Gaev, their property is a concrete repre-
sentation of their Tife. It is no more possible for them to deal
with the dissolution of the orchard as a business transaction than it
would be for them to view and discuss their own lives in such a way.
Life does,_indeed; come to an end. Displacement is inevitable, but -
.at the Teast - this idea requires some adjusting to.  The Cherry
'Ofchafd can be read as a play about such an adjustment. At the core
of Judaic-Christian theology is the Biblical dictum that the wages of
sin is death, the idea that the Genesis myth depicts. Chekhoy was not
orthodox in his be1iefs; yet this principle can be seen as operating

at the center of The Cherry Orchard. The pattern of life that the

play sets forth is the natural, evo]dtionary one which Valency dis-
cusses -- that change and destruction are the nature of life -- but
beneath this {s certainly the suggestion, if not the doctrine, that
retfibution is part of the scheme of things. Lyubov apparently
accepts this view, a view which for her is tragic in its implications
but is simu]taneousiy comic in its over-simplification. ~It is because
of Lyubby's awareness of her éins, her feeling that she cannot escape
their éonsequences, ihdeed must pay the price of them, that she does
not .give Lépakhih a straightforward answer, Her recognition of her
siiﬁgéjon precludes any answers of this sort. But she does respond
to.him: "I keép expecting something to happen," she tells him, "Tike.

the house caving in on us." "We haye sinned so much. . ,”38 Lopakhin

58Chekhov,,The Major Plays, p. 342.
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is baffled by this kind of talk so, in what amounts almost to a
.confession; she recounts her sins, concluding with the desberate sup-
p]icationf "Lord, Lord, be meréifu], forgive my sins: Don}t punish
me any more!"? At the end of the play, Lyubov's restrained and
resigned acceptance of the Toss of the orchard derives, to a 1arge'
degree from these feelings of guilt -- that she deserves to be punished,

None of which fs meant to suggest that The Cherry Orchard is a modern

morality play or that Chekhoy subscribed to a belief in poetic jus-
tice, but there is, all the same, this idea in Ly&boy?s mind, an idea
which alleviates the pain of displacement and perhaps even goes part

of the way to explain it.

CAct 11, 1 héve said, depicts the very essence of life as Chekhov
perceived it. That it is extraordinarily dense and suggestive is
thus understandable. In this act Chekhov has his characters wrestling
with all the big questions: the nature of man, the future of man, the
meaning of death, the meéning of 1ife. The characters speag to them-
selves and to others, agree and disagree, offer adyice and ask questions,
Obviously‘the best‘examp]e of this is the act itself in its entirity,
but let a few samples suffice. Lyuboy tells Lopakhin: "How drab
your lives are, how full of futile ta]k," and advises him: "You .
ought to get mérried.”ﬁo Firs reminisces about the old days before

'the-Emancipation when "everyone was happy."61 Trofimov and Lopakhin

[@u]

9

Chekhiov, The Major Plays, p. 342.°
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611bid., p. 340.



161
both discuss and stress the necessity and value of work, Trofimov
voicing his belief that in work lies the hope’éf théAfuture: "Man-
kind goes forward, perfecting its powers. Everything that 5s-now
'unattainab]e will someday be comprehensib]e and within our grasp,
only we must work. . ;" Gaey remarks: "You die anyway.“62 Lopakhin,
though he works hard himself, feels that peopie on the whole are lazy
ahd dishonest. God, he says, has given man so much -- "vast forests,
boundless fie]ds, broad horizons" that "we ourselves ought truly to
be giants.563 Giants, says Lyuboy, are only good in fairy tales;
otherwise they are ‘frightening. At this point Epikhodov, the
incompetent, befuddled, ever-unfortunate -- the éomp]ete antithesis
of a gfant -~ walks across the stage. Gaev remarks that the sun has
set and softly addresses Nature, and a string breaks in the sky. In
Aét II,‘great questions’are asked, but no set answers are given; they
cannot be. But whatever seems equivocal, ambiguous, nebulous in the
whole pitture which develops as these characters discuss 1ife's mys-

teries is given shape and form, the ominousness of which cannot be

denied, by the descent of darkness and the sound of the breaking string.

This sound is heard only twice in the play, first in the second
act and then again at the very end, but its effect is so masteffuT]y
created‘and crucial to the understanding of the play that it must be
ana]yseq carefu]]y. Indeed, so important and meanihgfu] & symbol is

‘this sound, 50 expressive is it of the Chekhayian visicn that -Valency

62chekhoy, The Mejor Plays, p. 346.

631pid., p. 347.
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has chosen The Breaking Stking as the title for his book which dis-

cusses all of.Chekhov's major plays. Because Chekhov's drama "repre-
sents a world in transition,"64 this symbol, Va]enty feels, is a

fitting‘one;for the great plays, but especia]]y for The Cherry Orchard.

Fon despite "all its jokes, its slapstick, and comic flourishes," and
notwithstanding "all its expressions of hope for the future, The Cherry

Orchard centers upon the sound of the breaking stm’ng."65

The sound is first heard near the end of Act II. It follows
Gaev's flowery, declamatory address to nature. The characters are

assembled in this act near "an abandoned chapel in the fields."56

It is evening, and, as Gaey observes, "The sun has gone down . "67
"For Gaey," Valency says, "the sun has gone down in more ways tnan
one, and the association of images, perhaps unrea]ised,"-compels him
to deciaim "1ike a chorus in a Sophocliean tragedy":

"Oh nature, glorious nature, shining with

eternal light, so beautiful and so indif-

ferent. . . You whom we call Mother, you

unite within yourself both 1ife and death,

you create and you destroy, . ."68
The younger characters, Varya, Anya, Trofinov, are appalled. To

them, here is just another example of Gaev's irrelevant verbosity.

They implore him to hold his tongue, He acquiesces. A1l are silent,

64vatency, p. 289,
651pid., p. 284.

- B81pid.

€71bid., p. 285.
681p1d,
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and suddenly a sound like a string breaking somewhere far-off in the

sky is heard.

“This scene," Valency maintains, "marks the very zenith of
Chekhov's art."®% Gaey has been presented as "an aging dandy who has
taken refuge from life in an imaginary game of billiards."’9 To both
the characters and the audience alike he seems an "old windbag," .
inordfnate]y fond of his own voice, with a penchant for high-flown
rhetoric which is embafrassing both in its style and content. But
this speech, Valency asserts, "is inspired."71 “In his apostrophe to
néture is said all that can be said of the mystery of life, and in

this moment Gaev giyes voice to what all those present must feel in

their hearts. It is the essential theme of the p'lay."72

It is indicative of the nature of humanity
that the young and old are seldom on speak-
ing terms. Each generation is self-enclosed:
as distinct from its forebears as the egg
from the hen that laid it. It is impossible
for Gaev to communicate his feelings. The
young cannot apostrophize nature in this
manner. They must wait until they are old:
and then, in their turn, they will find no
listeners. And so, eyen though at this
moment Gaey speaks with the tongues of men
and angels, though the whole of the heavenly
choir 1s ranged behind him, and all of the
uniyerse crowds forward to hear him, these
people who are nearest to him will not listen,
To them he seems an utter fool, the relic of
a bygone age. His frustration brings about a

69VaTency, p. 285.
701bid.
/11bid., p. 286,

721h44.
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moment of inexpressible sadness, A string

breaks in the sky.73

The sound is repeated again at the very end of the play, making it
clear, Valency says, that "the author's intention is unmistakable."74
Both the sound and its meaning are "mysterious,” but there is about
both a “fina]ity,"75 "The symbol is broad; it would be'folly'to try
to assign to it a more precise meaning than the author chose to give
it. But its quality is not equivocal. Whatever of sadness remains

unexpressed in The Cherry Orchard, this sound expresses."76

‘Although words like "judgment" and "resolution" are too strong
and too gxéct to be applied to Chekhov, something of the nature of
these words seems to be the controlling force behind Act III.  The
setting'of this act, as-in the others, is crucial. It is "evening":
the sun, as Gaev said, has set. In Act II the setting of the sun is
abétract]y symbolic, whereas in Act III it is more directly symbolic
of the.situatidns'of the particular characters of this play. Nature's
’lighf has gone out, but man being man has provided himself with other
sources of illumination. These, though, as they are artificial are,
therefore,vapparént]y ultimately ineffectual. In Act III the charac-
ters are placed in "the drawing room, separated by an arch from the

bal]room,"77 1it by the chandelier. As the curtain rises, the characters

?3Va]ency, p. 286,
74&1_(1.

T1bid., p. 287.
761bid. |

7Tthekhov, The Major Plays, p. 352.
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are séen leaying the ballroom, their dancing done for the time being.
As soon aé they begin to talk, it becomes_evident that this i; the
day’of the au¢tion, which marks the time of the year as Augﬁst 22nd,
a date which has been frequently mentioned. And'upon the heels of
this information, Char]otfa begins performing her "tricks"; she is
adept at éards, feats of ventriloquism, and a11 manner of sleight of
hand;‘ This scene sefves to i1lustrate the meaning of the whole act:
that although man's means of illusion and delusion are many and his
recourse to them perhaps necessary, they are useful only in shielding
him temporarily from the consciousnéss of his approaching fate: they. _
are toté]]y ineffective in helping him to avert it. The action of the
play has from the start led in only one direction -; toward displace-
ment, But because the pace of this play (like all of Chekhov's p1ay§) |
is at the first so deceptive]y slow and winding, the strength of the
force which drives things forward is not immediately felt. In Act
III, however, the pace picks up perceptively, and the arrival of the
climax, though expected and inevitable, is almost sudden. But because
;of_fhe gradual build-up, both the audience and the characters are
prepared. Just before Lopakhin's arrival, Lyuboy announces: _"Todayv
my fate will be‘decided, my fate. . ."78 The whole atmOSphere of

The Cherry Orchard‘is,,indeed, heavily charged with fatalism, an

atmosphere characteristic of the earlier plays too. A cold and driy-

ing wind blows through them all, but by the end of The Cherry Orchard

~the wind has changed, both in its temperature and direction.

/8chekhov, The Major Plavs, p. 352.
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From the beginning, there are only two probab}e'"happenings"

proposed in The Cherry Orchard. One is the sale of the orchard;

the othef is fhe marriage of Varya and Lopakhin. The first of these
reaches fruition in Act IIl: the orchard is sold; Lopakhin becomes |
the new master. Fbr the owvners disp]acément becomes a réaiity. Thé
second, the marriage, however, never comes off. That it will definitely
not héppen is not ascertained until Act IV, but in Act IIl, Lyubov,

who is the main proponent of this marriage, speaks her mind on the
subject of love. With the exception of Lyubov, who both receives

from and gives.to.others feelings more genuinely warm than any other
character, whose name in Russian means "love," none of the other |
characters seems abie to come to grips realistically with jove at all.
~And this may be the reason why all communication -- ever tenuous at
best -- which is built up from time to time between the characters
invariably breaks down. There is much talk of love, but it is only
talk. Dunyasha, Yasha and Epihodov relegate it either to the physical
.orbto thevséntimental. Lopakhin and Varya are afraid of it-though it
sounds like a nice idea to them. Anya believes whatever Trofim6v~says;

n79 It is this remark

and Tfofimov says.that they are "above love.
by Trofimov which really undoes Lyubov, and she lets fly her temper,
the.only time truly angry feeiings surface in the play. "You should
be a man at your age, you ought to understand what it means to be
in Tlove," she says, rebuking Trofimoy, "And you should be in.love!

(Aﬁé;i]y) Yes, yes! Oh, you're not so ‘'pure,’ your purity is a

perversion, vou're nothing but a ridiculous prude, a frezk.

/9Chekhov, Six Plays, p. 322.
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'I'm above love!' You're not above love, you're useless, .f.“80
More than Trofimov's platonism or even his virility is being-ﬁudged
here. Chekhoy by portraying the absence of love between his charac--
ters confirms its loss -- and affirms its need.

Ihteresting]y, Lyubov reacts far more emotionally to Trofimov's.
: perve;ted idea]iém than she does to Lopakhin's announcement that he
has bought the orchard. Perhaps it could be argued that this is an
example of trénsference, but I really do not think so. There is no
denying that she is stricken by her loss. She responds to Lopakhin's
speech of triumph quite naturally: she "sinks into a chair and
weeps."81 The brutality of his remarks is overwhelming. He has, he’
sayé, "bought thé most beautiful estate fn the whole world" and,
summoning the musicians to "strike up," he calls upon eVeryone to
Witness how he, "Yermolai Lppakhin will take the axe to the cherry
orchard. .k.“82, Because of the presence of the former owners, the
speech is ugly ih its setting, but it is understandable in its origin.
Lopakhin ddes, indeed, have something to boast about. He is, hoﬁever,ﬂ
‘not altogether inéensitive to Lyubov's anguish. "Why didn't you lis-
ten fo me, why?" he solicitously asks her. "My poor friend, there's
no turning back now. {(With téars) Oh, if only this could be Ehanged."83
Lyubov has nothing to say. Like Vanya she sits mute. And much like

Sonya,. Anya seeks to comfort her: "Mama, life is still before you. . .

8cheknov, Six Plays, p. 324.
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81chekhov, The Major Plavs, p.
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We'll plant a new orchard, more luxuriant than thfs one. You will
see and understand; and joy, quiet, deep joy will sink into_your,sou1,'
like the even{ng sun, and you will smile, Hama!"s4 This speech.which
concludes Act III is very simi]ar to Sonya's final one and tb those
of fhe three sisters;Abut its placement is significantly different.

The earlier plays end with these speeches. A whole act follows Anya's.

As Act I with its obyious expressions of beginning has at the
same time suggestions and omens of ending so dées Act IV project
signs of beginning amidst its numerous manifestations>of ending. In
Act IV the characters remain only to depart. The time is late fall --
October; winter is coming. The setting is, as it should be, the same
as Act I. In the begfnning is the end, but in the end is the begin-
ning too. Significantly, however, in the description of the setting,'
the word "nursery" is not mentioned; what is described is a bare room,
stripped of all everyday signs of life -- of curtains, pictures, fur-
niture -- those many’things by which the 1living make their presence
both evident'and‘comfortable. Further, "there is a sense of desola-
'tion.“85 The atmospheye is unmistakably tomblike. That Lopakhin
would like to lighten this atmosphere -- at least, to give it the
grim gaeity of a wake -- seems apparent in his attempt to servé cham-
pagne, but the other éharacters refuse to partake and participate.

But as in the'previous three acts there is a mingling of many moods

and feelings: there is the sense of desolation, but there is also

84cheknov, The Major Plays, p. 357.

85{;

hekhov, Six Plays, p. 330;
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the optimism and good wi]1'expressed by Trofimov and Lopakhin, the
~ joy and eXpectation of Anya, the resignation and hope of Lyubov and
Gaev. And in the end, fhe effect of paradox and irony is aszsﬁrong
as ever. Firs, the truest repreSentatiQe, the real remmant of the
"old_way, is left behind. He has not been forgotten (repeated refer-
eﬁces_to his welfare have been made by both Lyubov and Anya throughout
the act); he’simply hés fallen victim to the new order, It was Yasha's
responsibility to see to Firs, and Yasha, who has neither Tove nor
respect for the old in any sense, predictably did not’discharge his
duty. But Firs's very presence in the house after the others héve
goﬁe contradicts one of Lyubov's parting remarks. She says: "After
we leave there won't be a soul here. . ." And Lopakhin replies, "Not
until Spring. . L Thé word "soul" has in Russian not only the dual
meaning it has in English of "person" and “"spirit” but a third one of
ﬁservént" or "serf" (as in Gogel's Dead Souls). This sort of know-
ledge, howevek, is not necessary for an understanding of the implica-
tions of the situation. The fact that life remains is made most
apparent -- not by the words but by the actuality -- the reality --
of Firs himself. And the promise of continuation and rebirth is4re-
1nforced by Lopakhin's final words: "And so_unti] spring.”87 But
“there are endings too - and the last sounds of the play are sounds

of ending. "A distant sound is heard. It seems to come from the sky,
{heWSQUnd of a breakingvstring mournfully dying eway. Then all is

.silent once again, and nothing is heard but the sound of the axe on

86Chekhoy, Six Plays, p. 339.

871bid,
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a tree far away in the orchard, "88

In his plays Chekhov strove to depict Tife as he saw it and to
confront those central questions of man's existence which have ever
been theiconcéfn of all great writers -- of every thinking man. Life
is inexplicable and displacement the lot of eVehy man, and yet man
must somehow come to terms and make his peace with this life, a peace
.which~uit1mafe]y pasées understanding. And this Chekhov_was able to
do, I believe, through his art. His task was made especially diffi-
‘cult by his perception that in his time the world had lost its
glory -- its connection with heaven had been severed. For this rea-
son, the sound bf the breaking string is, as Valency has observed,
the symbol mosf befitting and descriptive of the Chekhovian vision.
Wisely perhaps,’Valency'refuses to assign any definite meaning to the
symbol. Certéin]y its ominous implications are sufficiently effec-
tive, and yet thefe is, I believe, a more precise interpretation

possible., At the end of Book II of Paradise Lost, Satan completes

his'peril—fraught journey through the Vast and sees for the first
t1me . ; hanging in a golden chain/This pendant world." In the
beg1nn1ng the world was Tinked to heaven, but this chain has now been

broken,

Chekhov was very much a man of his own time in viewing the world

“in this way: cast off from its mooringé; stranded at best ---a&t

. 88Vaienqy, p. 287. Because difterent translators express the
sense of characters' speeches or stage directions slightiy differently
gnd sometimes I preferred one to encther, three transiations have been
used in my analysis of The Cherry Orchard: Ann Dunnigan's in Tne Major
Plays, Robert Corrigan’s in Six Plays, and Maurice Vaiency's in Tne
Break1nq String. : ' : T
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worst doomednfor destruction, The breakdown in faith, man's divorce
from Gdd, his isolation are famf]iar nineteenth (and twentieﬁh) cen-
tury themes. Man ]ooks Tongingly back to the past when life was
whole and good, and death was denied its due. Eaf]y in the century
Wordsworth wonderedf |

Whither is fled the visionary gleam
Where is it_now the glory and the dream?

And Tater, just about the time that Chekhov began to be recognized
as an artist, Emily Dickinson observed:

Those -- dying then,

Knew where they went --

They went to God's Right Hand --

That Hand is amputated now

And God cannot be found --

The Abdication of Belief

Makes the Behavior small

Better an ignis fatuus

Than no iltume at all --
The validity of Emily Dickinson's statement that the abdication of
belief makes the behavior small is borne out by the actions of Chek-
hov's characters in particular and, in general, by much'of modern
literature. Since the time of Shakespeare (some say Milton), man's
image of himself has undergoné a steady erosion. "God and man and
Nature," writes Joséph Wood Krutch, have "all somehow dwindled in the
cour<e of the intervening centuries."® " yve ourselves ought to

be giants,” Lopakhin says, "but it is clear that we are not." A

false light, “"an ignis fatuus," Emily Dickinson believed, is better

8%rutch, p. 272,
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than no 1ight at all, and Chekhov agreed. Man, he knew and showed,
kneedé his illusions; he cannot bear too much‘réa]ity. "when one has
no rea]']ifé," Vanya tells Sonya, "one lives on illusions. It's
better tha‘n-nothi‘ng."90 But ultimately, illusions are not enough.

Time and circumstance proye them false, and man must face reality.

A]thoUQh it is true enough that man has viewed his world in
different ways in different times, there are certain constants. He
‘has always had dbﬁbts; he has always questioned the spheme of things.
Long ago the chorus in Aeschylus's Agamemnon asked:

Where, where lies Right? Reason despairs her powers,

' Mind numbly gropes, her quick resources spent.
The ansWers which great literature provides to the riddle of life
are not really answers but approaches, facile on the surface but in
reality hard and harsh, truly apprehendable only through struggle and
' sufferin97 And these are approaches which apparently must be worked
out and arrfved_at‘by each man in each age for himself. Man is not
‘born wisé. He "must," says the chorus in Agamemnon, "suffer to be
wisé." In Chahcer's "Knight's Tale," the justice of things in this
world is questioned. “"This world nys but a thurghfare ful of wo,""
we are told. 1In §uch’a'wor]d, how can man live? Theseus, the king,
‘advisesjhis people that it is

. wysdom, as it thynketh me,
To maken vertu of necessitee.

90Chekhov, The Majoyr Plays, p. -195.
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Shakespeare's plays are great because they show greatly the struggle
of man after he has been stripped of i]]usionsf The world of Shakes-
peare's tragedies is a stark, injustice-ridden place. It is only a
"goodly frame," man is only the "paragon of animals" before Hamlet
has come face to face with eyil. Kent would not call Lear back from
death;if he{cou]d, would not have him stretched out again “"upon the
rack of this tough wbr]d." "Men must endure/Their going hence even
as their coming hither," Edgar tells Gloucester. "Ripeness is all."

And readiness too, as Hamlet observes.

In The Cherry Orchard both the ripeness and the readiness are

there. This world is not as we would haye it. The only constant is
change: the old order_changes, yielding place to new. Chekhov had
hope for the new. He did not, he said, write his plays so that peo-
ple would weep. "I wanted something else," he said:

I wanted to tell people honestly: "Look

~at yourselves. See how badly you live and

how tiresome you atre." The main thing is

that people understand this. When they do,

they will surely create a new and better

life for themselves. I will not live to see

it, but I know it will be ent1re1y different,

not what we now haye 91
But exactly what 1ifevis, he knew could not be put into a simple,
expository statement. Near the end of his 1ife when asked by his

wife~what he though 1ife was, he tcld her: "You ask me what t life is?

It is like asking what a carrot is. A carrot is a carrot, and nothing

9lvaiency, p. 299.
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more is known.“92< However, 1ife can be. expressed through art. . And
this Chekhov did, and he did it greatly. In this harsh world, he

drew his breath in pain and told his story.

92Magarshack, Chekhov, A Life, p. 283.




BIBLIOGRAPHY

Aristotlé. The Works, Vol. XI. Translated under the editorship of
“W. D. Ross.” Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1952.

. 'On Man“in the Universe. Edited by Louise R. Loomis.
Roslyn, New York: Walter J. Black, Inc., 1943.

Bruford, Walter H, ‘Anton Chekhov. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1957,

. Chekhov and His Russia. New York: Oxford University
Press, 1960,

Brustein, Robert. The Theater of Revolt. Boston: Little, Brown
and Company, 1964. '

Chekhov, Anton. Letters. Edited by Ayrahm Yarmolinsky. New York:
The Viking Press, 1973

. Letters on the Short Story, the Drame and Other Literary
Topics, Ed1te*—by Louis S. Friedland, HNew York: Benjamin Blom,
Inc., 1964,

. ~ Short Plays. Translated by and edited by Ronald Hingley.
London: Oxford University Press, 1969.

. Six P]ays.' New English Versions and introduction by Robert
W. Corrigan. New York: Holt, Rinehard and Winston, 1962.

"The Cherry Orchard. Translated by Tyrone Guthrie and
Leonid Kipnis. Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota Press,
1965.

. The Major Plays. Translated by Ann Dunnigan. New York:
New American Library, 1964.

.. The Portable Chekhov. Edited by Avrahw Yarmo]1ns?y New
York: Tne Viking Press, 1968. ’

. "Yours Schiller Shakespeavovich Goethe.” Selections from
: Letters of Anton Chekhov. Intellectual Digest. dJuly 1973, pp.
' 23-300

‘Cotrigan, Robert W., ed. The Modern Theater. New York: tMzcmillan
Company, 1964, -

. Tragedy: Vision and Form. San Francisco: Chandler Pub-
Tishing Company, 1965.

Davie, Donald, ed. Russian Literature and Modern English-Fiction: A
~Coijection of Critical Essavs. Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1965, :




176

Davies, Ruth,' The Great Books of Russia. Norman, Oklahoma: Univer-
sity of OkTahoma Press, 1968. '

Ehrenburg, Ilya. Chekhoy, Stendahl and Other Essays. New York: -
Alfred A. KnopfT, 1963. -

Forster, E. M. Aspects of the Novel. HNew York: Harcourt, Brace' .
and World, Inc., 1965.

Freedman, Morris, ed. Essays in the Modern Drama, Boston: D. C.
Heath and Company, 1964.

Ganz,*Arthur. "Arrivals and Departures: The Meaning of Journey in
~ the Major Plays of Chekhov." Drama Survey, v, (1966), pp. 5-23.

Goldstone, Herbert,'ed.v Chekhoy's Cherry Orchard. Boston: Allyn
- and Bacon, Inc., 1965, o

“Hamilton, Edith. The Greek Way to Western Civilization. New York:
The New American Library, 1960.

Jackson, Robert L., ed. Chekhov: A Collection of Critical Essays.
Englewood Ciiffs, New Jersey: Prentice HalT, Inc., 1967.

Kerr, Walter. Tragedy and Comedy. HNew York: Simon'and Schuster,
1968. :

Magarshack, Dayid. 'Chekhoy, A Life. New York: Grove Press, 1952.

Chekhoy, The Dramatist. New York: - Hill and Wang, 1960.

Mann, Thomas. Last Essays. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1959.

Melchinger, Siegfried. Anton Chekhoy. New York: Frederick Unger
. Publishing Company, 1972.

~Mirsky, D. S. Contemporary Russian Literature. HNew York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1926.

Muchnfc,-He]en. ﬁg_lhtroduction to Russian Literature. New York:
E. P. Dutton and Company, Inc., 1964. o

. Russian Writers: HNotes and Essays. New York: Random
House, 1971.

Nemiroysky, Irene. A Life of Chekhoy. London: The Grey Walls Press,
Lte., 1950. S ~

Olivier, Laurence. "A. Chekhov and W. Shakespeare” in "The Ameri can
Film Theater Cinebill." Vol. 1, No. 6. New York: 7350 Pub-
lishing Company, Inc., Jdan. 1974.



177

~Simmons, Ernest, Chekhov: -A Biography. Boston: Little, Brown and
Company, 1962.

Slonim, Marc.. Modern Russian Literature. New'York: Oxford Univer-

sity Press, 1953.

Slote, Bernice, ed. Myth and Symbol: Critical Approaches and Appli-
cations. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 19c3.

Solzhenitsyn, Aleksandr. The Gulag Archipelago, 1918 - 1856. Trans-
lated by Thomas P. Whitney. New York: Harper and Row Publishers,
1974. . '

Styan, J. L. Chekhov in Performance. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1974.

Thrall, William Flint, et. al. eds. A Handbook to Literature. New
* York: The Odyssey Press, 1%60.

Todd, Richard. "Praise God From Whom A1l Ball Bearings Flow."
Atlantic, vol. 234, No. 3, Sept. 1974.

Valency, Maurice. The Breaking String: The Plays of Anton Chekhov.
New York: Oxford University Press, 1966,

Warren, Robert Penn, ed. - Faulkner: A Collection of Critical Essays.
Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1566.

Wilson, Edmund. A Window on Russia. WNew York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 1972.

Wimsatt, William, Jr. and Brooks, Cleanth. Literary Criticism: - A
Short History. New York: Vintage Books, 1957.




	University of Richmond
	UR Scholarship Repository
	5-1975

	An analysis of form and vision in Chekhov's major plays
	Mary Moylan Oppenheimer
	Recommended Citation


	tmp.1435587152.pdf.GHkCr

