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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 his family’s 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 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 four great plays of his mature dramatic method, The Seagull, 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. In July 1904, following a heart attack, he died in the spa town of Badenweiler, at the age of forty-four.


Ivanov: What Happens in the Play


At the beginning of Act One, Nikolai Ivanov, a middle-aged provincial landowner, is sitting in his garden reading, when Borkin, his estate manager, returns drunk from a shooting party and, by way of a jest, points his rifle at him. Ivanov is far from amused, and even less so when Borkin reminds him that the estate workers are due to be paid next day, and there is no money for them. Ivanov’s wife, Anna Petrovna, meanwhile is confined indoors owing to ill health, with Ivanov’s uncle, Count Shabelsky, keeping her company.


Anna Petrovna, formerly Sarra Abramson, comes from a wealthy Jewish family, who disowned her when she gave up her religion to marry Ivanov, so with no dowry to draw on and a failing estate, Ivanov is virtually bankrupt, furthermore heavily in debt to the chairman of the local rural council, Lebedev. Borkin is frustrated at what he sees as Ivanov’s incompetence, but his advice on how to repair the estate’s fortunes amounts to thinly disguised extortion, and Ivanov shows no interest in them, pinning his hopes rather on persuading Lebedev to extend his loan.


Dr Lvov, the physician attending Anna Petrovna, urges Ivanov to take her to the Crimea – she has tuberculosis, he says, and a sojourn in the warm South is essential for her health. Ivanov can’t afford it, he tells the doctor, but later, when they are alone, Lvov accuses him of actively damaging his wife’s chances of recovery by neglect. Ivanov admits his guilt, and recounts the sacrifices his wife made in marrying him, but claims to be powerless to change his ways. After they go out, Anna Petrovna and Shabelsky emerge from the house. The Count, like his nephew, strapped for cash, reveals a dark vein of cynicism under his bantering manner.


Anna Petrovna goes indoors, and Shabelsky is joined by Dr Lvov and Ivanov, still debating the issue of Ivanov’s callous behaviour towards his wife. Ivanov announces his intention to go out that evening over to the Lebedevs’ on business, but Dr Lvov is convinced his motives are much less transparent, and suspects Ivanov’s real interest lies in the Lebedevs’ young daughter, Sasha. When Ivanov comes out of the house, dressed for visiting, Shabelsky begs leave to accompany him, and Ivanov reluctantly agrees. Anna Petrovna implores him to stay with her, but the truth of the matter is that he no longer loves her, and determines to go, despite a deeply troubled conscience. Left alone, Anna Petrovna and Lvov reflect gloomily on her situation. Lvov makes it plain he regards Ivanov as a hypocritical scoundrel, and cannot understand why she continues to endure such cruelty. Anna Petrovna angrily defends her husband – Lvov is young, and unmarried, he has no insight into human nature, and no right to judge people. Despite her illness, Anna Petrovna orders a carriage to take her to the Lebedev house in pursuit of her husband.


The Lebedevs’ drawing-room that same evening is the setting for Act Two; Pavel Lebedev and his wife Zinaida are celebrating their daughter’s birthday, and several guests are present, some playing cards, others drifting in and out from the garden. The action begins with Zinaida greeting Mrs Babakin, a wealthy young widow; other guests include Avdotya, an elderly woman friend, and Kosykh, an excise official. They are eventually joined by Lebedev and Sasha, and the conversation inevitably comes round to marriage and the scarcity of eligible young men. Lebedev expresses some admiration for Ivanov, unfortunately already married, but Zinaida doesn’t share his view, and a heated argument develops between Zinaida and her daughter on the subject of Ivanov’s character and his foolhardy decision to marry a Jewess. Other guests contribute more gossip about Ivanov and his devious estate manager, until Sasha can bear it no longer and harangues them for their mental laziness.


Ivanov and Shabelsky arrive at this juncture, and while Ivanov remains silent, the Count flirts with Mrs Babakin and entertains the company with his outrageous opinions. The conversation then turns to Dr Lvov, and both Shabelsky and Sasha voice their distrust of his ostentatious ‘honest man’ pose. Borkin, Ivanov’s steward is next to arrive, in a decidedly party mood, and his proposal to set off fireworks in the garden is enthusiastically welcomed.


Left alone with Sasha, Ivanov pours out his heart to her, admitting to a permanent state of depression and hopelessness. Sasha is deeply touched and, half-joking, suggests they should run away together. They are then briefly interrupted by Zinaida, and Ivanov takes the opportunity to ask her for an extension to his loan, which the notoriously frugal and grasping Zinaida predictably refuses. Finally, Anna Petrovna arrives, escorted by Dr Lvov, continuing their disagreement from earlier in the evening, with Anna Petrovna still doggedly defending her husband’s character. As they go out of the drawing-room, Mrs Babakin enters, pursued by Borkin and Shabelsky. Borkin first asks Mrs Babakin to lend him some money, and then brazenly offers the Count to her as a marriage partner – her wealth in exchange for the title of Countess.


When Ivanov and Sasha re-enter from the garden, it is plain that Sasha has declared her love for him. Ivanov is overwhelmed, scarcely daring to believe that he might embark on a new life with her. They seal their mutual joy with a kiss, just as Anna Petrovna walks into the room.


Act Three takes place some weeks later in Ivanov’s study, where Shabelsky, Borkin, and Lebedev are engaged in desultory conversation, fuelled by snacks and vodka, while they wait for Ivanov. Borkin returns to his theme of marriage, urging Shabelsky to make up his mind about the widow Babakin. Dr Lvov, who has been attending to the now seriously ill Anna Petrovna, looks in to ask if Ivanov has come home yet, but storms out in disgust at Shabelsky’s jocular manner. Kosykh is next to appear, but so obsessed is he with the card game he has just lost that Shabelsky threatens to shoot him. As Kosykh runs out, he collides with Avdotya on her way in, but the arrival of Ivanov, quickly followed by Dr Lvov, puts an end to the merriment. Lebedev wants a word with Ivanov in private; it is about money, of course – Zinaida is demanding that Ivanov pay the interest on his loan, without further delay. Lebedev is genuinely embarrassed by the situation, and when Ivanov confesses his inability to pay, Lebedev offers to give him the money himself, from a secret hoard, unknown to Zinaida. Ivanov, however, seems beyond help. Lebedev’s well-intentioned efforts to bolster Ivanov’s spirits, naively including an invitation to visit Sasha, come to nothing.


After Lebedev leaves, Ivanov embarks on a lengthy soliloquy, reviewing the events of has wasted life – his ruined estate, his ill-starred marriage, his moral paralysis – compounded by shame and guilt, at his callous treatment of his dying wife. Ivanov, mentally and physically exhausted, even contemplates suicide.


At this point, Dr Lvov returns and immediately launches into a sustained verbal assault on Ivanov, accusing him of having married Anna Petrovna solely for her dowry, and when that was not forthcoming, of having turned his attentions to the Lebedevs’ daughter for the sake of her dowry. Ivanov’s response is not to deny his guilt, but to challenge Dr Lvov’s false reading of his character. Fully conscious of his own shortcomings, Ivanov nonetheless rejects the portrait Dr Lvov paints of him, as a cynical, calculating sociopath. The encounter ends in bitter recrimination and mutual misunderstanding, but not before Sasha makes an unexpected entrance – confirming the doctor’s worst suspicions about her relationship with Ivanov.


In fact, Ivanov has not seen Sasha for some weeks, and she has come to reproach him. Ivanov’s black mood is not easily dispelled, and he fears for the effect Sasha’s visit might have on his wife. Sasha tries to convince him that he can’t be held responsible for his emotions and, to every protestation of worthlessness he makes, she responds with unconditional love – what she describes as ‘active’ love, the more intensely felt, because it is undertaken as a rescue attempt. Sasha is determined to redeem Ivanov by the power of love, but for the present she urges him to stay with Anna Petrovna, and cherish her. At this moment, Borkin’s breezy entrance shatters the mood, and Ivanov flies into a rage and chases him out.


Finally, Anna Petrovna appears. She has discovered that Sasha has been with her husband, and bluntly accuses him of betraying her. She further insists that he married her only for her money. Ivanov furiously denies the charge, but eventually his patience snaps, and he does the unforgivable – tells her to her face of Dr Lvov’s diagnosis, and the certainty of her impending death.


Between Acts Three and Four a year has elapsed, during which Anna Petrovna has indeed died. Preparations are under way, in the Lebedevs’ house, for the wedding of their daughter Sasha and Ivanov. Dr Lvov enters, newly arrived and vowing to put an end to the charade by publicly denouncing Ivanov as a calculating scoundrel. Guests drift in and out of the sitting-room, the inveterate card players are still complaining, the widow Babakin still has her eye on Shabelsky’s title, Shabelsky still hasn’t made up his mind. Lebedev, again doing Zinaida’s bidding, draws Sasha aside for a private conversation. More than a little embarrassed, he tells his daughter that Zinaida has agreed to settle a dowry on her, but is insisting that Ivanov’s debt will be deducted from it. Sasha indignantly dismisses all thought of a dowry, and a bewildered Lebedev is forced reluctantly to admit his own reservations about the marriage, in particular the difference in their ages.


Sasha then confesses that she is deeply unhappy – Ivanov seems constantly depressed, and evasive, but when Lebedev urges her to give him up, she reaffirms her commitment to save Ivanov from himself, by the power of love. At this point, they are interrupted by Shabelsky, seeking to borrow money from Lebedev, and Mrs Babakin, in pursuit of Shabelsky, who finally dashes her hopes of becoming a countess, reducing her to tears. Zinaida then adds her piece to the collective misery, before Ivanov, defying wedding etiquette, arrives unexpectedly to speak in private with Sasha.


Alone finally, Ivanov implores Sasha to call the wedding off – he is an old man, no fit husband for her, and burdened with terrible guilt besides. Sasha tries to stem the flow of Ivanov’s tirade of self-loathing and despair, even enlisting her father’s help, but Ivanov is not to be persuaded. No matter what Lebedev says – he even offers to ignore Zinaida’s wishes, and gift the couple a large sum of money – Ivanov remains adamant: there will be no wedding.


Meanwhile, the guests are already assembling at the church, and the best man has come to escort the groom to the ceremony. Dr Lvov then appears and formally denounces Ivanov in front of the whole company. Sasha answers him in kind, pouring scorn on his self-righteous posturing. At the last moment, her defiant stance seems to have renewed Ivanov’s courage, but instead of leaving along with her, Ivanov suddenly produces a revolver and shoots himself.


Chekhov the Dramatist


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


In that respect, the year 1887–88 represents a turning-point in his career, with the staging of his first four-act play, Ivanov (leaving aside the unplayable epic now known as Platonov), 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, suggested he had done so some way ahead of his audience.


That is broadly the story of Chekhov’s whole 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 emboldened to offer his next play, 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 emerged in 1897, in the radically altered form of Uncle Vanya, one of the greatest works of the modern theatre.


Between times, Chekhov endured the catastrophic failure of The Seagull, an experience which encapsulated everything that was wrong with the Russian theatre of his day, and that his work did so much to change. The Seagull was premièred in October 1896 at the Alexandrinsky Theatre in St Petersburg, which in Chekhov’s day was both the administrative and cultural capital of the country, and it was especially important that his new venture should succeed there. Unfortunately, the play spent almost a year in the hands of the censors, which meant that the actors received their scripts a bare week before opening night. Worse still, The Seagull had been commissioned from Chekhov as a vehicle for the benefit performance of one of the Alexandrinsky’s stars, Levkeeva, a mature comedienne with a large and vociferous following. She had originally been billed to play Arkadina, but had decided instead to appear in a three-act comedy, ironically titled This Happy Day, to be staged immediately after The Seagull. The disappointment of her fans, made to endure four acts of Chekhov, is not difficult to imagine, and the play was greeted with whistling and jeering almost from its opening lines.
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