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  The Page to Stage Series




  Written by established theatre professionals, the volumes in the Page to Stage series offer highly accessible guides to the world’s best-known plays – from an essentially theatrical perspective.




  Unlike fiction and poetry, the natural habitat of the play is not the printed page but the living stage. It is therefore often difficult, when reading a play on the page, to grasp how much the staging can release and enhance its true meaning.




  The purpose of this new series, Page to Stage, is to bring this theatrical perspective into the picture – and apply it to some of the best-known, most performed and most studied plays in our literature. Moreover, the authors of these guides are not only well-known theatre practitioners but also established writers, giving them an unrivalled insight and authority.




  TITLES IN THE PAGE TO STAGE SERIES




  Michael Pennington: Chekhov’s Three Sisters




  Stephen Unwin: Ibsen’s A Doll’ s House




  





  From Page to Stage




  This volume on Chekhov’s Three Sisters is part of a series with the overall title Page to Stage. It is a good title, but we should perhaps consider what it implies. When I was a student of English Literature in the 1960s (before the days of widespread university drama courses) there was quite a sharp division between those who thought a play was for reading, like a novel, and those who like myself believed it was primarily for performing. I had a tutor at Cambridge with whom I studied Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman as part of the Tragedy Paper. Every week we discussed the play’s themes and structure and imagery, and to some extent its social background. One day my tutor came to see a production of the play in which I was by chance appearing at the time. I looked forward to our next tutorial. At its start he commented that Mrs Loman, in making a bed, had neglected to tuck in the blanket on the side nearest the audience: this, he felt, proved the laughable inadequacy of theatre practice in the face of a great play. And now, he said, opening the text with evident relief, let us continue with our study of it.




  Times have changed a great deal. The ever-increasing enthusiasm shown by teachers and academics for live performance as the final measure of a play is quite disconcerting to those of us who have never doubted it. Theses are written on theatrical trends; books are dedicated to recording the history of performances and productions. Often actors and directors rather than literary critics are invited to lecture on the subject of drama to students; and I suppose that very few teachers would now recommend reading a play without simultaneously imagining it on the stage.




  Most new plays – and all plays were once new – are performed before they are read by the public, and then published in the light of their first performances, which have usually necessitated some revisions of the original. Shakespeare was never particularly interested in the publication of his work, and what has come down to us is often an assembly drawn from prompt copies or from the memories of the actors he worked with: in other words, a strange amalgam of versions, which vary according to whether the play was being performed in the open-air Globe Theatre, in an indoor theatre, in Court, or on tour. Nevertheless, as we all know, these composite texts are endlessly studied and analysed, more or less as if they were definitive.




  It may be that with the works of Anton Chekhov there is, in this regard, a particular problem. He is one of the least ‘literary’ of great dramatists, and for many years was not studied in the classroom or much subject to textual criticism. Now that he is, it is right and possible to discuss the milieu in which he wrote, the imagery he used, his themes, and so on. Thus you can establish that Three Sisters, written as the nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth, uncannily anticipates the upheavals that would engulf Russia within a generation. Obviously enough, Chekhov is showing how a social class and their way of life is gradually going under, so that the Natashas and even Kulygins of the future may become more powerful than the Prozorovs of the present. He does this in an unusually spare and lucid vocabulary. But the essential things about Chekhov are less tangible. He wrote about life as it is lived, and was specially interested in human behaviour, paradoxical and unpredictable from moment to moment. He is the most questioning and ambiguous of great dramatists: it is as if he was unable to propose one thing without also implying its opposite. He had an extraordinary ability to extend understanding to his least sympathetic characters and to criticise the most obviously attractive, thus creating a fine balance of sympathy in his audience. Though they have great emotional outbursts, these people only rarely say precisely and conclusively what they mean. This is not necessarily because they are deceitful, but because of their human inability to know fully what it is. It depends, as in life, on what is happening at the time.




  So his plays are particularly elusive when read, while being extraordinarily powerful when performed well. The occasional critical essays one can find on Three Sisters tend to take a judgmental, two-dimensional view of the characters, as if they were essentially one unchanging thing, not several. So Kulygin the schoolteacher is described as a pompous bore, Lieutenant Colonel Vershinin as a romantic, Irina Prozorov as a sentimental young girl; but the fact is that Kulygin is also sociable and courageous, Vershinin is unscrupulous and Irina can be realistic and highly self-critical. I have heard Andrei’s momentary hymn to his children’s future at the end of his great speech in Act Four described as ridiculously naive. No doubt, from an objective point of view, it is: but in the theatre it is moving for that reason. We recognise the determination with which Andrei briefly rises above his suffering and expresses faith against all odds.




  These figures from the distant Russian past are, in other words, much the same as we are, and as difficult to assess as the people close to us. They are sometimes one thing, sometimes another, sometimes both at once; they sometimes behave incomprehensibly even when we think we know them well; and they are always what life has made them into, not what they would ideally wish to be. The best way to experience them, I would say, is with an open mind, allowing them to remind us of our own acquaintances and our own experience of life, rather than by worrying about what they ‘represent’. To see a character on a stage poised uncertainly between one course of action and another – whether to pursue a woman, or whether or not to hang up his coat – tells you far more than I can write or you can get from reading the moment on the page. It is perhaps no accident that in Chekhov’s own day, once this play was established and popular, Muscovites used to speak not so much of going to see a performance of Three Sisters but of going to visit the Prozorov family.




  So my method in writing this book is to recount the narrative from the characters’ own point of view as they speak and react to each other. I have kept to a reasonable minimum the moments when I break off to say what the staging, designing and acting alternatives are, since I hope they are implied by the thoughts and feelings I describe. As far as these practical decisions are concerned, in a sense they come with the territory: though the process whereby a piece of text becomes a living thing is a complex business overall, its essentials are quite simple. If there are twelve people on the stage, the director has to place them in such a way that we can see them all, especially if they are going to speak a good deal. The set designer has to provide a realistic space for this to happen, whether working on a large proscenium stage, a small one, one which thrusts into the auditorium with audience on three sides, or in a still more informal set-up. Much of the time, common sense dictates.




  From the actor’s point of view, it is a byword in our profession that you must play your character from his or her own point of view – it is for the audience, not us, to make moral judgements if they want to, and the best we can do is not to exaggerate or comment. Additionally, the moment that a director casts one actor in a part rather than another, he is buying into his or her underlying personality, which will always be slightly different from another’s: both actors may make very good Vershinins, but in slightly different ways, just as two painters’ treatment of the same landscape will be different.




  And finally, Chekhov was very clear in his instructions within the script, both on interpretative and practical matters. He frequently complained that characters cried too much in productions of his plays: he has indicated when he wants them to and how, sometimes drawing a distinction between crying and speaking ‘through tears’, and twice insisting in this play that Irina weeps ‘quietly’. Masha, he says, wears black; Irina wears white. A designer could of course put them both in red, but it might be better to assume that Chekhov knew what he was doing.




  For the central fact of the theatre is that once actors pick up the page and take it to the stage, start moving about, speak the lines to each other rather than silently to themselves, react to each other’s tone of voice and interpret the look in their eyes, surprising things happen. This is where a play begins its journey; and its outcome will be as unpredictable as any journey in life.




  





  Anton Chekhov




  A BRIEF LIFE




  Anton Pavlovich Chekhov was born in Taganrog, on the Sea of Azov in Southern Russia, on 17 January 1860. This was the date by the Russian (Julian) calendar, which was twelve days behind the Western calendar in the nineteenth century and thirteen behind in the twentieth (the Russian calendar is used throughout this book). His father’s father was a peasant who had, exceptionally, managed to save enough money to buy his family their freedom from serfdom, so that they were able to begin to move up into the merchant class. Chekhov’s father was a grocer; he was also very religious and tyrannical, and Chekhov later said that because of the paternal beatings and constant religious observances, there had been no childhood in his childhood.




  The future writer was the third of six children (a seventh died in infancy). His two elder brothers, a talented writer and artist, became respectively alcoholic and consumptive, and their father was bankrupted when Anton was fifteen. The family escaped to Moscow, except for Anton, who stayed at home to complete his schooling and look after their affairs before coming to Moscow to study medicine at the University. Then he supported them by writing humorous articles and short stories for the city’s magazines, learning the comic observation and economy so characteristic of his later work.




  Throughout his life Chekhov practised as a doctor. His work in the communities where he lived – first of all near Moscow and later in Yalta in Southern Russia, where he moved after being diagnosed with tuberculosis in 1897 – was exceptional. He assisted in alleviating famine, cared for local peasants, helped forestall a cholera epidemic, conducted a district census, and opened three schools and a post office. In 1890 he travelled with great difficulty across Siberia to the prison colony on Sakhalin Island, off Russia’s east coast, to make a thorough survey of conditions there, personally interviewing each of its ten thousand convicts. The publication of his subsequent report, The Island of Sakhalin, slightly influenced government policy.




  Though he was attractive to women throughout his life, we know for certain of only one major relationship, with Olga Knipper, the leading actress of the Moscow Art Theatre, whom he met at rehearsals for The Seagull. Their lives were marked by long separations – the sick Chekhov in Yalta, Olga working on his plays in Moscow – and is well known to us because of their moving correspondence, most of which has survived. The couple married in Moscow in 1901: there were no children.




  By the time he married Chekhov was very ill. When The Cherry Orchard opened on his birthday in 1904, the audience and his colleagues were shocked by his frailty; in May of that year he left Russia for Germany with his wife, and died (immediately after drinking a final glass of champagne) on 2 July 1904, in Badenweiler. His body was brought back to Moscow in a refrigerated car marked ‘For Fresh Oysters’; his funeral procession became confused with that of a general, and he was finally buried in the Novodevichy Cemetery in Moscow, where his grave can still be visited.




  





  Writing ‘Three Sisters’




  Despite predicting that it might turn out to be ‘boring Crimean rubbish’, Chekhov settled down to write Three Sisters in the autumn of 1900, after nearly a year of believing that though he might have a theme he had no idea how to dramatise it. As he complained to Olga Knipper, the new play would look sadly up at him from his desk as he looked sadly back at it, and from time to time one of his heroines would suddenly ‘go lame’.




  Behind him at this point were twenty years as a writer of short stories, some of which are still regarded as masterpieces in the genre. However, though he had had success with one-act farces and monologues, several of which are still performed, his first three full-length plays had been far from successful. There was an unperformed early piece which we now know as Platonov; Ivanov, which was only a moderate success; and The Wood Demon, a failure which he nevertheless used as the basis for the later, greater Uncle Vanya. In 1896 The Seagull, generally thought to be his first major play, was premiered in St Petersburg with an unsuitable company and inadequate rehearsal and was more or less booed off the stage. During the following year Uncle Vanya succeeded in Russia’s provinces, and in 1898 Chekhov, after much hesitation, authorised a revival of The Seagull by the newly-formed Moscow Art Theatre: it was a triumph. Soon he was being seen as Russia’s leading dramatist, and his subsequent career until his death in 1904 was inseparable from this company, who then presented a revived Uncle Vanya and his last two plays, Three Sisters and The Cherry Orchard.




  THE MOSCOW ART THEATRE




  The Moscow Art Theatre (MAT) was led by the director Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko and the actor Konstantin Stanislavsky. At the time of its founding, Russian theatre was stuck in outdated styles of acting and melodramatic situations. The star actor or actress was seen as the most important element, there was no such thing as a director in our sense, and the author was not much regarded – the poster for the first production of Ivanov had carried Chekhov’s name in tiny lettering compared to those of the actors and the date. Chekhov disliked this as much as his new colleagues, though he was not entirely innocent of the old faults. Both Ivanov and Platonov have traditional features, such as a huge central part complete with several monologues addressed to the audience, and a fatal gunshot at the end. The MAT gave him the chance to find his true and lasting voice. The company was insistent on certain principles that our modern theatre takes for granted – a director-led ensemble would have adequate rehearsal time, the star performer would be less important than the team, and the mood of a play should be expressed by careful design and the delicate realisation of relationships between the characters. It was perfect for Chekhov’s style: the collaboration on the revived Seagull was a huge turning-point for all concerned. The six remaining years of Chekhov’s short life (he died at forty-four) confirmed both their and his place in theatre history: until very recently the MAT curtain carried the emblem of a seagull.




  Nevertheless Chekhov had many reservations about the company’s style, which he often found gloomy, slow and overreverent. He particularly disliked their elaborately created ‘real’ sound effects – and no doubt, pre-dating recorded sound as they do, they would strike us as pretty crude as well; but they were achieved with great ingenuity. For instance, the sound of a mouse scratching behind the wainscoting of a wall was done by actors standing in the wings and rubbing their hands on toothpicks made of goose quills. And for all his suspiciousness, Chekhov knew that he had found the right circumstances for his work at last.




  WRITING FOR THE ART THEATRE




  His involvement with the MAT means that, with Three Sisters, Chekhov is writing for the first time specifically for colleagues he knows – in fact he was shortly to marry its leading actress, Olga Knipper. His old schoolfriend Andrei Vishnevsky was already in his mind to play Kulygin the schoolteacher. And in a particularly vivid example, Vsevolod Meyerhold, who was to play Tuzenbakh, was, as the character would be, of German parentage, and had taken Russian nationality a few years before (in the event Meyerhold left the cast before the opening). So, like Shakespeare and Molère before him, Chekhov was to some extent able to tailor his characters to the particular talents of his actors. In a playful letter, he promised Vishnevsky that he would be able to wear a frock coat and a ribbon with a medal on it around his neck, while he warned Olga Knipper that she would have to pay him ten roubles for writing her such a good part, or he would give it to another actress.




  During the arduous period of composition, certain influences on his thinking are evident. As a young man he had spent a long summer holiday in a garrison town where one of his brothers had a job as a teacher. He noticed how the army officers liked to break up their dull routine with long sessions of philosophical debate. It was not what was said but the energy of the argument that kept them going. In Three Sisters Chekhov extended this idea by suggesting that such philosophising could also be used as the means of seduction by which Vershinin precipitates the tragedy of Masha Prozorov. In his book Understanding Chekhov, Donald Rayfield has also pointed out that Chekhov had been reading about the Brontë family, with their three sisters and failed brother, children of a powerful father and forgotten mother; and also to the fact that Chekhov had himself been involved with no fewer than five families of three sisters in his life.




  LOCATION OF THE PLAY




  The other significant difference between Three Sisters and his earlier plays is that Chekhov breaks with his own habit as to its location. It is still quite a shock to remember the limited range of people and places about which he generally wrote. The Seagull, Ivanov and Uncle Vanya are set in a part of Russia that, though not spelt out, is fairly easily identified as the central provinces towards the south of the country, between Moscow and the Crimea, on old estates now struggling to remain viable. With Three Sisters, Chekhov had another idea: it is, uniquely, set ‘in a large provincial town’. He does not name it, but immediately on completing the play he wrote to his friend Maxim Gorky that he was imagining a place like Perm, which is on the edge of the Ural mountains that separate European Russian from Asia, seven hundred miles northeast of Moscow. At that time there was no direct railway link to Moscow, only a twice-weekly connection with St Petersburg (two days’ travel), and precious little with anywhere else in the region. The area is far less easy of access than southern Russia, and less temperate: Olga Prozorov complains of the late arrival of spring right at the start of the play.




  The sisters’ town is sizeable enough – Andrei Prozorov speaks of a hundred thousand inhabitants. But in other ways the characters might as well be in Siberia; and from the outset the practical difficulty of getting to Moscow is made clear. This is counterpointed all the time with the undeniable fact that as well-off young people they could achieve it if they really tried. This paradox becomes central to the play: they could change their lives but they don’t. The tubercular Chekhov was living in the south of Russia, about the same distance from Moscow as was Perm; he missed Moscow life (and Olga Knipper) a great deal, and is writing a play about exactly that longing.




  A SETBACK




  On 23 October 1900, Chekhov undertook the long journey to Moscow with his new script to read it with the assembled company. They seem to have found the play difficult, even saying it was impossible to act, or that it was not so much a play as ‘a prospectus’; one actor said he disagreed with the author ‘in principle’. Stanislavsky reports that Chekhov was particularly perturbed because he thought that he had written a comedy, whereas everyone took the play as a ‘drama’ and wept at it, so that he thought he had quite failed in his intentions. This matter of definition was a chronic problem between him and the company. He had a general habit of sub-titling his plays, however serious, as comedies, as he did The Seagull and The Cherry Orchard, or at most as ‘Scenes from Country Life’ (Uncle Vanya): Three Sisters is the only one (somewhat belying his complaint) described as ‘a drama’. It is also true that while he insisted to the MAT that it was ‘light-hearted, a comedy’, he was describing it to other people as ‘gloomier than gloom’.




  REHEARSALS




  In any case, by 11 December Chekhov had had enough of these misunderstandings and was on his way to Nice, where he rewrote sections of Act Three and, particularly, Act Four. From here he corresponded anxiously with the actors and director about the progress of rehearsals, which had now begun. He is pleased to hear from Olga Knipper that she has found the right walk for Masha. On the other hand, he is annoyed to hear that the play’s Olga keeps taking Irina by the arm and walking her about: ‘Can’t she get around on her own?’ Perhaps more importantly, he had left behind a personal friend, an army Colonel, to ensure there was no ‘slackness’ among the actors in matters of military uniform, bearing or officer behaviour – there had already been a rumour that the play was critical of the army, and Chekhov was eager to dispel suspicion. Unfortunately the plan misfired a little: the Colonel objected to the fact that Vershinin had an affair with a married woman in the play, which he said could not happen. Chekhov’s view of the army was generally favourable: he believed it was on a cultural mission, going into outlandish parts of Russia with ‘knowledge, art, happiness and joy’, and he was afraid that the officers might be played in a clichéd way – ‘the usual heel-clickers with jingling spurs’. He wanted them presented as simple, decent people, dressed in worn, untheatrical uniforms, without military mannerisms.




  IN PERFORMANCE




  Chekhov was still abroad, in Rome, when the play opened on 31 January 1901. The press reviews were mixed, but the public rapidly took it to their hearts, and in fact it was to be the first of Chekhov’s plays to make him substantial sums of money. He didn’t see the production during this first season; but when it was revived in September 1901 he took a far more active part than he had ever done before in rehearsals. By this time he was married to Olga Knipper, whose colleagues teased her that the play should be re-titled Two Sisters, Chekhov having stolen the third. Some of his interventions are documented. He worked continuously with the actor Vasily Luzhsky to improve his performance as Andrei, going over every line in detail with him: he insisted for instance that in Andrei’s major speech in Act Four he should become so excited that he is almost ready to punch the audience. He demanded that the portrait of the Prozorovs’ father which hung on the wall of the set should be changed as it looked too Japanese. He also insisted that the Act Three firebell should have a particular small-town sound, not that of a Moscow firebell – it should be a ‘soul-searing provincial fire alarm’. It’s a very good point, difficult but not impossible to realise in a modern production. The bell is heard moments after Irina has poignantly cried ‘Moscow . . . Moscow’ at the end of Act Two, so this is a typically Chekhovian counterpoint, underlined a moment later when Ferapont harks back to the 1812 fire in Moscow. Dissatisfied in general with this third act, Chekhov re-staged it. Some of the actors complained that he was not much help, being inclined to answer their more intellectual queries by saying simply that Andrei should wear slippers, or that someone else should whistle. But to me he sounds like a very perceptive modern director, and he was rewarded by much better reviews in the press.




  





  Themes




  Chekhov once observed that the real drama of a person’s life goes on inside them and has little to do with external events, which are generally random. And in reality the sufferings of the three Prozorov sisters and their brother, which they blame on their distance from their beloved Moscow, are to do with their own characters and half-understood feelings. Their real tragedy is in the relationships they form. Masha falls in love with Vershinin, but he moves on, as he was surely always going to, and leaves her stuck with her unloved husband. Irina accepts the kindly Tuzenbakh, and she becomes a widow before she is a bride. Andrei fails to see the consequences of marrying Natasha, whose only real attraction is that she offers him an escape from everything his family expects of him. All of them gain some self-knowledge in the end (which gives the play its tragic depth). Andrei eventually manages to voice his desperation, and therefore begin to cope with it, while Olga, repressed for much of the play, becomes strong enough in the moving final moments to sustain and comfort her sisters.




  So the central characters’ unease is not purely geographical, though they certainly feel displaced. The military are genuinely en route, waiting for their next posting, while even after eleven years of living here the Prozorovs are convincing themselves it is only temporary. Apart from the elderly servants, only two characters, Natasha and Kulygin, are truly local, fully adapted, and consequently have the strength to pursue their destinies single-mindedly – she to look ruthlessly after her own interests and, as she sees it, those of her children, and he obstinately determined to put up with his wife’s love affair for the sake of a face-saving future. To an extent, Chekhov’s plays are all built on such lines – what happens to the residents (usually the smaller characters) when the visitors arrive for a time and then leave.




  Much as they hanker after the past, the Prozorovs are also, to some extent, victims of a somewhat un-Russian emotional reticence. Some things simply aren’t spoken about enough in this family. At the very start Olga mentions their father’s death, but Irina cuts her off:




  

    

      Why bring it all back?


    


  




  Later, Masha opens up about her passion for Vershinin, but Olga can only keep blocking her:




  

    

      That’s enough. I’m not listening to you anyway . . . I don’t care. I can’t hear you. You can say whatever stupid things you like, I’m not listening.


    


  




  The ensuing scandal in Masha’s life – her affair with him – is never spoken of onstage by the other sisters; even at the terrible moment of Vershinin’s and Masha’s parting, Olga can only keep urging:




  

    

      Stop it, stop . . . Masha, that’s enough, please don’t, darling.


    


  




  Not dwelling on their miseries seems to be a point of honour – if only they did, rather than complaining they are not in Moscow all the time. Perhaps the father has not been mourned in quite the right way. General Prozorov is hardly mentioned after the reference to the anniversary of his death at the start: he is alluded to once by Vershinin, and then somewhat negatively by Andrei. So he is buried in more senses than one. As for the mother, she is barely referred to either – she is little more than the owner of the ornament Chebutykin smashes (and possibly his long-dead lover), and even Masha says she is already forgetting what she looked like. Losing a parent can liberate even the most loving children, but this has not happened here – they have done little since he died, least of all the son Andrei. One of the daughters continues her unwelcome career teaching children, another (potentially the most gifted) works in the telegraph office and then for the council; the third, a talented musician, struggles on in a wretched marriage, escaping only for a heartbreakingly brief affair. There is nothing much for them to be proud of: it is as if they had been stopped in their tracks, cut adrift from the healthy cycles of life and death.




  For those outside the family there is still less hope. Doctor Chebutykin has cut himself off from life: at one point alcohol mercilessly forces him to see the consequences of this, but he returns in the end to a cruel indifference towards everyone except Irina. Kulygin, Masha’s husband, manages to hold on to her, but has little to look forward to, and there is no particular sign that he understands that it is partly his doing that Masha has fallen for Vershinin. Vershinin may well act in the same way at his next posting; Tuzenbakh dies. These last two, in their evident interest in the future of Russia, construct a broader philosophical frame for the play as they dream of a time when everyone will understand the purpose of their lives. But this is mocked by their own destinies: Tuzenbakh’s love for Irina leads to his destruction in a pointless duel, while Vershinin and his family go on apparently unaffected to Poland.




  Clearly enough, the four Prozorovs are the ones we are likely to care about most in reading or watching the play. But Chekhov ensures that our sympathy sometimes flows away from them. There is no doubt that their chronic nostalgia involves some snobbishness. Most notably, when the outsider Natasha arrives as Andrei’s guest at the lunch party in Act One, her choice of dress is criticised to her face by Olga. This unkind remark from a well-bred and educated hostess provokes her victim’s long-term revenge, as we are made to remember towards the end when Natasha in turn criticises Irina’s clothes sense. Olga helps with the fire in Act Three, but at the same time her inability to deal with intimate matters is shown: as Natasha attacks the old servant Anfisa, the feebleness of Olga’s protests is disappointing. Always their longing for Moscow is lyrically expressed – the repeated cry of ‘Moscow . . . Moscow!’ is what everyone remembers about this play – but it is well and truly discredited by Vershinin, who, with a well-chosen anecdote about an imprisoned government minister, proves that once they are actually in Moscow they won’t find it so special. However, though he may well be right, it is difficult to like him for this: Chekhov is making the critical point while ensuring that we keep our affection for the sisters and our respect for what they think they want.




  The play was written at the turn of the century, just ahead of great upheavals in Russia, and it is laced with a subtle form of political comment. If the Prozorovs represent a privileged past, Natasha (though intensely bourgeoise and far too maternal to be a socialist) looks forward to a new world – a more soviet one in that her thinking is more efficient and less sentimental, but one much reduced in spirit. These opposed attitudes to life rehearse big Russian issues in a domestic setting. More explicitly, Tuzenbakh speaks prophetically about the great storm that will shortly blow Russian life clean of boredom and laziness, and Vershinin responds (when he wants the attention) with talk about a glorious future when goodhearted people will form the majority. He sees less clearly than Tuzenbakh: the more we get to know the Prozorovs, the greater our intuition that they will soon be as out of place here in the Urals as they would be in Moscow or as émigrés in Western Europe.




  Himself about to marry, Chekhov is also interested in the problems of unhappy marriage: Andrei and Natasha, Kulygin and Masha, are clearly ill-matched. By contrast, Chekhov hints, Irina’s and Tuzenbakh’s fateful but kindly union – or indeed Olga’s modest certainty that she would even marry an old man as long as he was good – might make a better basis for marriage than the deluded romanticism that is ruining the others’ lives. Chekhov is also concerned with what happens to a family when the male figurehead loses authority. Within a year of his father’s death, Andrei is beginning to falter, despite his sisters’ hero-worship. But as he gradually falls under Natasha’s control, the sisters’ failures become all too obvious as well. Colonised by their ruthless sister-in-law, they gradually abandon their own interests, and in the end, their dreams. At the start they speak of Moscow as ‘our home, you see’, even saying they will be returning in the autumn, but by the end of Act Two Olga and Masha have stopped talking about it, and even Irina is no longer naming a date.




  





  Chekhov’s Technique




  Chekhov conveys all his insights in this play with, even by his standards, a new technical mastery. From the very opening, he uses a subtle counterpoint: as Olga longs to return to Moscow, a fragment of conversation is heard behind her like a coincidental comment:




  

    

      CHEBUTYKIN: Oh, forget it!




      TUZENBAKH: It’s nonsense, of course.


    


  




  As Irina and Olga then repeat the same dream, the men happen to laugh; and when Olga says how much she would have loved her husband if she had found one, Tuzenbakh is heard saying to Soliony:




  

    

      Honestly, you talk such nonsense, I’m fed up listening to you.


    


  




  And in fact this technique works both ways. Just as strong emotion can be undercut by overheard fragments of talk, the tone can suddenly change from fun to naked emotion: the little scuffle about Chebutykin’s inappropriate present of a samovar to Irina is suddenly silenced by a pathetic outburst from him. This method ensures that nobody’s feelings, however sincere, can definitely be taken at face value: there is always another point of view, and we are kept at a slight distance. Irina, lying in bed in the morning, dreams of a life of useful work; Olga does such work but it doesn’t make her happy. Tuzenbakh laughs at Vershinin for philosophising but soon does it himself. Before we see him, Andrei is built up as the star of the family, but when he arrives all he really does is complain. Everything is relative. In the next act, Andrei exclaims to Ferapont that he longs to be in Testov’s or the Great Moscow Restaurant, even though he knows the old man is as deaf as the Siberian wind.




  The whole play is dotted with moments of terseness that seem bald on the page, but are truly powerful when acted. Chekhov, supported by his new company, is more than ever sensing the theatrical force of a single word or phrase in the right place. So Masha’s dawning interest in Vershinin is expressed simply by the removal of her hat and one lifelike remark, funny and revealing:




  

    

      I’ll stay for lunch.


    


  




  Then Tuzenbakh, in full idealistic flight, has his high-flown ideas punctured by Chebutykin:




  

    

      Baron, you’ve just said that people will look up to us, but we’re pretty small all the same. (Stands up.) Look how small I am, for instance.


    


  




  But in the next act, Tuzenbakh himself does something similar to Vershinin, ending their grand discussion about life with the laconic:




  

    

      Meaning? . . . Look, it’s snowing – what does that mean?


    


  




  Sometimes a simple remark made at the beginning of the play remains in our memories long enough to be echoed at its end. At the start Olga says:




  

    

      Yes, I’d have loved my husband.


    


  




  – and in Act Four Andrei, who has exchanged the loneliness of bachelorhood for the painful solitude of his marriage, comments on the same subject with the same simplicity:




  

    

      My wife’s my wife.


    


  




  This, by the way, is not to do with translation: the Russian can be even more monosyllabic. Chebutykin’s dismally repetitive catchphrase ‘It’s all the same’ is just as terse in Russian (vsye ravno). And he responds to Masha’s anxious questions about whether the Baron might survive the duel with Soliony by evading the question:




  

    

      CHEBUTYKIN: Joking aside, this’ll be his third duel.




      MASHA: Whose?




      CHEBUTYKIN: Soliony’s.




      MASHA: And what about the Baron? (Chto u barona.)


    


  




  Chekhov is also becoming a master of what, in musical terms, is known as ‘diminuendo’. After the fire in Act Three, life gradually returns to its normal rhythms, but keeps being interrupted by bursts of individual need. When Masha confesses that she loves Vershinin, part of its unwelcome quality is that a new pulse of feeling is starting just as everyone is at last ready to go to bed: then, when that is settled, the self-justifying Andrei inappropriately arrives, blustering and breaking down. The drunken Chebutykin bangs on the floor. As that crisis relapses, time can once more be heard ticking on, undisturbed. Finally Irina confirms that the army will soon be leaving and calmly decides to marry Tuzenbakh. It is as if she alone is thinking at the right speed, on a steady rhythm: it is only in such quietness that such a big decision can be made. The result is a new maturity, economy and emotional depth which makes Three Sisters perhaps the most popular of this great quartet of plays.




  SUBTEXT




  Subtext is a word heard almost daily in modern rehearsals. Essentially it means the unwritten thoughts or emotional truth beneath what a character says. These may be quite different from what is being verbalised; and since in life we often don’t say exactly what we mean, audiences are quick to understand the phenomenon on the stage – as long as the actor implies the subtext strongly by tone of voice or physical attitude.




  In Chekhov’s drama, perhaps for the first time, subtext is crucial to our understanding of what is going on. In Shakespeare, for example, there is little subtext. When Hamlet says:




  

    

      To be or not to be; that is the question


    


  




  – he is perfectly expressing the thought that is in his mind. As a general rule in fact, Shakespearian characters do say what they mean – indeed he lends them his own articulacy to make it unequivocal. The exceptions come when a character is simply lying, and we know he is. And of course in Shakespeare there is always the device of the soliloquy to the audience when even a dishonest character is absolutely truthful about what they feel.




  But when, in Act One of Chekhov’s Seagull, Trigorin is made to feel awkward by excessive praise, he says:




  

    

      There must be a lot of fish in that lake.
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