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Introduction


Anton Chekhov (1860–1904)


Anton Pavlovich Chekhov was born in Taganrog, a seaport in South Russia, in 1860. By his own account, his childhood was far from idyllic. His father Pavel was a domestic tyrant, fanatically religious, and Chekhov and his brothers were forced to rise before dawn to sing in the local church choir, then work long hours after school, in the family grocer’s shop.


Taganrog was in decline, but its Greek shipping community was relatively wealthy, and Chekhov was first sent to a Greek-language school, which his father naively regarded as the highway to a lucrative career. After a wasted year, Chekhov was enrolled in the local high school, where he stayed, an unremarkable scholar, until 1879.


His last years at the Taganrog school were spent apart from his family, however, since his bankrupt father had fled to Moscow, where Chekhov’s elder brothers were already students. Chekhov completed his studies, entered Moscow University’s Faculty of Medicine, and at the age of nineteen became the family’s principal breadwinner, writing short comic pieces to supplement his student allowance.


By the time he qualified in 1884, Chekhov’s literary ambitions were already in conflict with what he regarded as his true vocation. Indeed until his own health collapsed, he continued to practise medicine, mostly as an unpaid service to nearby rural communities. Chekhov was almost certainly infected with tuberculosis from childhood, and the disease was in its terminal stages before he would permit an independent diagnosis. In addition to frequent haemorrhaging from the lungs, which forced him to spend the winters in the warm South, Chekhov also suffered from a variety of of other chronic ailments, yet his work rate was little short of heroic. In 1899, when he agreed to sell the rights in his works to the publisher Marks, they already filled ten volumes, and the critical consensus is that his short stories are an unparalleled achievement, with the three great plays of his mature dramatic method, Uncle Vanya, Three Sisters, and The Cherry Orchard, no less important.


Human relationships are the substance of all Chekhov’s work, and it is perhaps no surprise that this most intimate of writers remained elusive in his own. Although fond of women, and pursued by several, Chekhov characteristically retreated as they advanced, and it is a reasonable assumption that the happiness of his brief married life, with the actress Olga Knipper, depended to an extent on the lengthy periods of separation forced on the couple by the dramatist’s poor health, and Olga’s busy metropolitan career.


Finally, in a despairing effort to postpone the inevitable, Chekhov travelled with Olga to Germany for medical treatment, and in July 1904, following a heart attack, he died in the spa town of Badenweiler, at the age of forty-four.


The Seagull: What Happens in the Play


The action of The Seagull takes place on the lakeside estate of a celebrated actress, Madame Arkadina, and as the play opens, she is making one of her periodic visits there, accompanied by her lover, the writer Trigorin. The company includes her invalid brother Sorin, chafing in retirement from an uneventful life, and the family physician, Dr Dorn. Arkadina’s son Kostya, a radical student, has written a play, which Nina, a local landowner’s daughter with whom he is in love, is to perform on a makeshift stage erected beside the lake.


Kostya’s play is an avant-garde Symbolist monologue, and Arkadina is unimpressed. She also resents his low opinion of the theatrical establishment to which she belongs. His mother is pained by his very existence, Kostya believes, a reminder that her best years are behind her, and when she rudely interrupts the performance he abandons it and storms off in a rage. Dr Dorn, however, finds merit in Kostya’s play, and attempts to console him, but to no avail.


In the second act, Arkadina is angered by her estate manager Shamraev, whose admiration for her talents yields only to his sense of duty, when it comes to the provision of carriages and the like, for what he regards as ‘non-essential’ trips into town. Used to instant gratification of her least whim, Arkadina threatens to leave, throwing the household into a panic. Shamraev’s wife Polina, meanwhile, is involved in a one-sided love affair with Dr Dorn, and their daughter Masha, suffering the pangs of unrequited love for Kostya, has turned to drink for consolation.


Kostya’s misery at the failure of his play is compounded by the presence of a ‘real’ writer, and when Trigorin takes Nina into his confidence, confessing his creative self-doubts to her, she is utterly captivated, and lost forever to the unfortunate Kostya. The seagull, which Kostya shoots on impulse, is a premonition of his own suicide, but also, as Trigorin’s ‘plot for a short story’ suggests, of the impending ruin of Nina’s life.


At the beginning of the third act, Kostya has failed in his first suicide attempt, and Masha is resolved to embark on a loveless marriage with the schoolmaster Medvedenko. Kostya and his mother argue furiously and hurtfully over Trigorin, before a tearful reconciliation in which she assures Kostya that Nina will return to him, once she and Trigorin have departed. Alas, Nina has already offered her life to Trigorin, in a cryptic message, and the writer begs Arkadina to release him, to take up Nina’s offer. Arkadina musters all her powers of persuasion, and appears to have won him back. However, the act concludes with the weak-willed Trigorin arranging to meet Nina in Moscow, where she is determined to launch her career as an actress.


Two years pass. Arkadina is visiting her estate again, accompanied by Trigorin, and the final act opens with a bleak illustration of Masha’s failed marriage to Medvedenko. Kostya is now a published writer, but no more at peace with himself, professionally or spiritually. He tells Dr Dorn something of Nina’s life during the intervening years, and we learn that she did indeed become an actress, though not a very good one. Her affair with Trigorin, moreover, ended badly, when he tired of her and went back to Arkadina, leaving Nina pregnant with a child she later lost. Nina is staying in a local hotel, en route to a provincial theatre engagement, and has been seen in the vicinity of Kostya’s old makeshift stage, which still stands beside the lake.


Later, Arkadina, Trigorin and the assembled company pass the time with a game of lotto. They go into supper, leaving Kostya at his desk, brooding over his shortcomings as a writer. Unexpectedly, Nina enters through the French window. She seems disturbed, referring to herself as a ‘seagull’, and it is clear to Kostya that she still loves Trigorin. She recalls Kostya’s play, then vanishes into the night as suddenly as she had appeared. Kostya spends the next two minutes tearing up his manuscripts, before going out of the room. Supper over, Arkadina and the others enter to resume their game, and after a few moments a shot is heard. Dr Dorn goes to investigate, and returns to reassure the company that it was simply a bottle of ether which had exploded in his medical bag. Discreetly, however, he draws Trigorin aside and informs him that Kostya has shot himself.


Chekhov the Dramatist


Chekhov might be described as the writer’s writer, not only on account of his work, or the fund of critical wisdom in his correspondence, but also the example he presents of the tireless self-improver, grinding his way over a mere two decades from penny-a-line squibs in the comic papers, to the status of modern classic, in both his preferred genres.


In that respect, the year 1887-88 represents a turning-point in his career, with the production of his first four-act play, Ivanov, and the publication of his short story The Steppe in one of the prestige ‘thick journals’, ‘The Northern Herald’. The same year also saw his official recognition as a major Russian writer with the award of the Pushkin Prize, by the Academy of Sciences. Chekhov had arrived, it seems, though the reception given to Ivanov, premièred in Moscow to mixed cheering and booing, suggests he had arrived as a dramatist some distance ahead of his audience.


That is broadly the story of Chekhov’s dramatic career, and it is significant that the main bone of contention in Ivanov, dividing first-nighters into partisans and scoffers, was the author’s seeming abdication of any clear moral stance. After some changes, however, the play was successfully revived in St. Petersburg, and Chekhov was sufficiently encouraged to offer The Wood Demon for production in Moscow the following year. Alas, The Wood Demon was a flop, and in the light of Chekhov’s developing method, it is interesting to note that criticism generally centred on its lack of action, and dreary slice-of-life dialogue. Chekhov withdrew the play in disgust, and buried it deep within his mysterious creative processes, whence it resurfaced in 1898, in the radically altered form of Uncle Vanya, one of the greatest works of the modern theatre.


Between times, in 1896, Chekhov also endured the catastrophic failure of The Seagull, an experience which encapsulated everything that was wrong with the Russian theatre of his day, and which his work did so much to change. The Seagull was premièred in October 1896 at the Aleksandrinsky Theatre in St. Petersburg, having spent almost a year in the hands of the censors, and the actors received their scripts a bare week before opening night. The play had been commissioned from Chekhov as a vehicle for the benefit performance of one of the Aleksandrinsky’s stars, Levkeeva, a mature comedienne with a large and vociferous following. She had originally been billed to play Arkadina, and disappointment at her failure to appear soon gave way to whistling and jeering.


Not for the first or last time, Chekhov’s irony escaped the critics, many of whom believed that Kostya’s fevered imaginings represented his creator’s own views on theatre. Chekhov was nonetheless intrigued by the new European drama, and expressed admiration for the Symbolist plays of Maeterlinck, for example, in his correspondence. The Seagull is a transitional work, however, and it is worth noting that the Aleksandrinsky Theatre Committee, who accepted the play for production, complained about its ‘Ibsenism’ – a comparison Chekhov would not have relished.


After the fiasco of The Seagull, Chekhov fled from St. Petersburg, and although the play’s fortunes improved with ‘normal’ audiences, the generally hostile reviews made him resolve to quit the theatre for ever. Fortunately, the first great play of his maturity as a dramatist, Uncle Vanya, appears to have been already on the stocks, and while the course of its development out of The Wood Demon remains a mystery, it most likely followed The Seagull. At any rate, Uncle Vanya first surfaced in 1897, when Chekhov had it published.


The following year, 1898, saw the coming together of Chekhov and the newly-founded Moscow Art Theatre – a meeting commonly presented as a marriage made in theatre heaven. Both parties shared an intense dissatisfaction with the Russian theatre of the day, its bombastic acting, poor technical standards, and outmoded star system. What Chekhov’s plays needed – natural, unforced speaking, even-handed ensemble playing and meticulous rehearsal – appeared to be exactly what the Moscow Art Theatre, led by Stanislavsky and Nemirovich-Danchenko, could bring to them. And if the marriage turned out to be less than wholly blissful, it is to their credit nonetheless, that Chekhov continued to write for the stage, including the two masterpieces specially commissioned by the Moscow Art Theatre, Three Sisters, and The Cherry Orchard.


Chekhov had in fact written to Nemirovich-Danchenko in November 1896, soon after the Aleksandrinsky première of The Seagull, and his own words describe the trauma he had experienced:




The theatre breathed malice, the very air was compressed with hatred, and in accordance with the laws of physics, I shot out of St. Petersburg like a bomb!


Not surprisingly, Chekhov’s health took a severe downturn at this point, and by the time Nemirovich-Danchenko had managed to convince both Chekhov, and his co-director Stanislavsky, that the new company should stage The Seagull, the pattern of Chekhov’s relationships with the Moscow Art Theatre was set – fleeting visits for readthroughs and rehearsals, fine tuning by correspondence, and the tense wait by the phone for news of the opening. Indeed, not until 1900, when the Moscow Art Theatre visited Yalta, did Chekhov see the company perform his work.


The rapturous reception accorded to The Seagull at its Moscow première on December 17th, 1898, has passed into theatre legend. Its success not only restored Chekhov’s confidence, it also rescued the Moscow Art Theatre, now eager to attempt Uncle Vanya, which had already been staged in the provinces. Unfortunately, Chekhov had promised the play to the Maly Theatre, but the script changes being demanded by its literary committee gave him a legitimate excuse for withdrawing the offer. Uncle Vanya was thus produced by the Moscow Art Theatre in October 1899 – in terms of its reception, more consolidation than triumph, but sufficiently encouraging to focus Chekhov’s mind on a new subject – the lives of three sisters in a remote provincial town.


Three Sisters opened in January 1901, and while it was certainly no failure, neither it, nor The Cherry Orchard three years later, managed to repeat the smash hit of The Seagull. By the spring of 1903, when he at last committed The Cherry Orchard to paper, Chekhov had only a year left to live, but the brief span of his career as a dramatist has given the classic repertoire not only a unique vision, constant through a myriad interpretations, but also, in his oblique, low-key rhetoric, one of its most compelling modern voices.




The Seagull in Performance


The Seagull is a main source for Chekhov’s views as a critic, and it is apt that the play begins with an extended debate, in effect, on the condition of Russian theatre as Chekhov found it. Kostya’s Symbolist playlet shows Chekhov’s awareness of developments taking place elsewhere in Europe, but the form of The Seagull itself was sufficiently innovative to ensure that Russian theatre would need a radical overhaul to accommodate it. At the height of his fame, the great Ostrovsky, for example, might hope for 100 roubles per act, for a new play, while the actor who topped the bill in it received a salary of 10,000 roubles per annum. By Chekhov’s day, two decades later, the repertoire itself had assumed the status of vehicles for those same stars, supported by spear-carriers, so that perhaps the most striking innovation in The Seagull is its even-handed ensemble.


There is no consistently occupied foreground to the play, and one can imagine the relationships among the principals as an arrow-strewn diagram, virtually representing its plot. Thus, Arkadina loves Trigorin; Trigorin, however, falls in love with Nina, but Kostya also loves Nina, who falls in love with Trigorin. Masha, meanwhile, loves Kostya, but marries Medvedenko; Polina is married to Shamraev, but loves Dr Dorn. The complications are such as to make the head spin, and it is small wonder that the play’s first audience was bewildered.


Chekhov had his own doubts about The Seagull, which he describes in a letter to his friend Suvorin as having ‘very little action, lots of talk, and two hundredweight of love’, and the circumstances of its first performance did little to remove them. For a start, not all the actors even bothered to turn up for rehearsals during the bare week allotted to them, and the effect on the ensemble can be easily imagined. Levkeeva’s fans, waiting impatiently for her to appear in the broad comedy which was scheduled to follow The Seagull, treated Chekhov’s play as a warm-up and roared with laughter on the slightest pretext. Chekhov left the before the end, hurt and embarrassed, vowing never to write another line for the theatre, and the next day’s reviews only confirmed him in his resolve. Thus an anonymous notice in the ‘Stock Exchange Gazette’:


Never has there been such a breathtaking flop, such a stunning fiasco. By the time the curtain came down on the first act, the audience was already bemused: scarcely a single spectator had the least understanding of what had just taken place on stage before them. An ominous, threatening silence reigned, and not the slightest attempt at applause could be heard. After Act II, there was loud hissing and booing, which at the end of Act III became general and quite deafening, expressing the unanimous verdict of thousands of spectators on this ‘new form’, and this new idiocy with which our talented prose-writer had elected to appear on the stage …


And in the same paper, the following day, the critic Selivanov opined that:


The Seagull produces an impression of some sort of creative debility – the literary impotence of a frog, blown up to bullock dimensions …


Two months later, Chekhov was still smarting, and in a letter to Suvorin he observes: ‘It wasn’t just my play that failed, it was myself as a person.’ He did, however, permit the text of The Seagull to be published in the journal ‘Russian Thought’, though he had every reason to believe that his career as a dramatist was finished. In that, Chekhov was reckoning without the intervention of Stanislavsky and Nemirovich-Danchenko, whose first meeting of May 1897, at the Slavyansky Bazaar – the same hotel, incidentally, in which Trigorin aranges to meet Nina – resulted in the founding of the Moscow Art Theatre.


The new partners had Chekhov in their sights from the outset. Nemirovich-Danchenko, indeed, had been awarded the Griboedov prize for his play The Price of Life in 1896, and had publicly protested, declaring that The Seagull was the real triumph of that year’s Russian theatre. Not surprisingly, Chekhov took a good deal of persuading to allow it to be staged again, but rehearsals began in September 1898, although the play was not to open until December. That in itself was significant, and Stanislavsky’s rehearsal method, based on detailed psychological study, and first developed on The Seagull, was to become a key influence on later theatre. Chekhov’s future wife Olga Knipper played Arkadina, and the great Soviet director-in-waiting Meyerhold played Kostya. Stanislavsky himself played Trigorin, and Chekhov’s well-documented objections to Stanislavsky’s sound effects extended to the latter’s performance, which stereotyped Chekhov’s world-weary writer as an elegant boulevardier.


Even so, the Moscow Art Theatre production was as resounding a success as the Aleksandrinsky had been a failure. Chekhov’s health would not permit him to attend the opening, but a writer friend Tatyana Shchepkina-Kupernik described the remarkable scenes for him in a letter next day:


By the end of the third act, when the entire audience began calling for the author, Nemirovich, grinning like the cat that got the cream, announced that the author wasn’t in the theatre. Shouts went up: ‘Send him a telegram!’ The noise was terrific, and he asked to make sure: ‘You want me to send a telegram?’ Back came the answer from a hundred voices: ‘Yes! Yes!’ It was an astonishing, deeply touching moment …


Shchepkina-Kupernik goes on to recount her own impressions, and while she disliked Roksanova in the role of Nina, her analysis is perceptive:
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