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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, throughout his life 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.


Chekhov’s Short Plays: The Vaudevilles


Chekhov’s short plays, mostly written in the late 1880s, while he was establishing his reputation as a short-story writer, are variously subtitled ‘monologue’, ‘farce’, ‘dramatic scene’, etc., but in letters to friends and colleagues they are described as ‘vaudevilles’ regardless of their content, and generally disparaged as being of no great merit. Certainly, they were written at high speed. Swansong, for example, with a running time of some twenty minutes, took him just over an hour to write, and his first attempt at On the Evils of Tobacco, in 1886, occupied him a mere two and a half hours. However, to put that in the context of Chekhov’s near-superhuman work rate, in one year alone, 1885, he produced over a hundred short stories, so that he might indeed justly claim, as he does in a letter to Suvorin of 23rd December 1888, celebrating the phenomenal success of The Bear, that ‘subjects keep spouting out of me like oil from the bowels of the earth in Baku’.


Although Chekhov’s prose works in total vastly exceed his dramatic output, his earliest serious writing, a full-length play of which only the title, Fatherlessness, is known, was completed while he was still in Taganrog, and sent to his brother Alexander in Moscow, along with some comic sketches, also lost. And as soon as the young medical student arrived in the city to rejoin his family in their overcrowded basement flat, he launched a parallel career as a jobbing writer, initially supplying the needs of comic papers like The Dragonfly and The Alarm-Clock. His early fascination with the drama, however, had never left him, and a fresh attempt at a full-length play, now known as Platonov, was offered to the actress Yermolova and rejected, probably in 1881, coming to light in a locked safe only in 1920.


By 1882, Chekhov had achieved the status of featured contributor to the popular St Petersburg weekly Fragments, establishing himself on a path which would lead to the award of the Pushkin Prize for literature in 1888, and publication that same year of a short story, The Steppe, in a prestige ‘thick journal’, The Northern Herald. In the interim, Chekhov had graduated from Moscow University, received his licence to practise medicine, and moved to more comfortable lodgings.


Broadly speaking, Chekhov’s vaudevilles belong to this period of his busy life and were written, it would seem, as a form of relief from more stressful commitments. The great dramatic works of his maturity combine comic and tragic elements with sublime artistry, the balance constantly shifting as they play on our emotions like a subtle and complex piece of music; the vaudevilles, by comparison, are coarser grained and more direct, the comic mechanisms more obvious, and it is interesting in this regard, that Tolstoy, who disliked Chekhov’s plays, was fulsome in his praise of the vaudevilles.


With very few exceptions, Chekhov’s short plays are self-evidently comic. One notable exception, On the High Road, adapted in 1885 from an earlier short story, is perhaps the least ‘Chekhovian’ of all his works, more suggestive of Gorky’s Lower Depths, with its melodramatic plot and chance assortment of misfits thrown together in a roadside tavern. If anything, it shows Chekhov striving to create ‘serious’ drama, even as the flow of comic short stories from his pen was at its peak. Swansong, written the following year, and also adapted from a short story, is essentially a lachrymose reminiscence by an ageing actor, who sustains our interest with occasional flashes of his waning powers, but self-pity so overt as a rule receives short shrift in Chekhov’s work, and is exposed to ridicule, as in On the Evils of Tobacco, a monologue of 1886, in which the henpecked Nyukhin’s ‘scientific’ lecture metamorphoses into a painfully funny account of domestic misery.


Chekhov’s most popular vaudeville, The Bear, was written in 1888 shortly after the completion of his major short story, The Steppe, and in a letter to an acquaintance, Ya. P. Polonsky, he indeed confesses that he is so exhausted by The Steppe that he can’t put his mind to anything serious. The Bear was intended for performance by an actor Chekhov admired, N.N. Solovtsov, chosen for his impressive physique and deep booming voice, though Chekhov later came to the opinion that himself and his sister Masha could have made a better job of it than Solovtsov and the actress Rybchinskaya did. The memoirist A.S. Lazarev incidentally records hearing Chekhov himself read The Bear aloud, speaking all the parts and gesticulating with great animation, despite the fact that he had already by that time experienced two bouts of pulmonary haemorrhage, in 1884 and 1886, clear evidence of the tuberculosis which would claim his life in 1904.


The Bear, premiered at Korsh’s private theatre in Moscow on 28th October 1888, was an instant hit. Unfortunately, a mishap with a coffee pot cost Chekhov the services of Rybchinskaya, and the play closed soon after. By March of the following year, however, it had been staged in Kharkov, Kaluga, Poltava, Novocherkassk, Taganrog, Revel, Kronstadt, Tomsk, Kiev, Tula, Tiflis, Kazan, Yaroslavl, Ivanovo-Vozkresensk, Kostroma and Simbirsk, thoroughly justifying Chekhov’s observation in a letter to his sister, that he ought to have titled it The Milch Cow.


Buoyed up by the success of The Bear, Chekhov almost immediately set to work on The Proposal, which he described in a letter to I.L. Leontiev in November 1888 as a ‘wretched, mangy little thing’, good enough for the provinces, but not worth putting on in Moscow or St Petersburg. It was, in fact, premiered at the St Petersburg Artistic Circle on 12th April 1889, and staged at the Alexandrinsky in September of that same year. The Proposal is incidentally the only one of Chekhov’s plays to be translated into English during the playwright’s lifetime, as A Marriage Proposal, published by the Athena Society in 1903.


A Tragic Figure, subtitled ‘A Scene from Dacha Life’, is adapted from a short story of 1887, One of the Many. In his characteristic self-deprecating manner, Chekhov describes it in a letter to his fellow playwright Leontiev as having a ‘hackneyed’ theme, and indeed its much put-upon hero, a civil servant left behind in his Moscow office while his relentlessly demanding family enjoy life in their summer cottage, is a stock period type. Leontiev, who had himself written a comedy titled A Dacha Husband, believed Chekhov was encroaching on his territory and was sufficiently annoyed to note in his diary: ‘Not very comradely of you, Antoine!’ A Tragic Figure was premiered in the German Club in St Petersburg on 1st October 1889, and at the Abramova Theatre in Moscow a few weeks later.


The Wedding derives from a number of sources, chiefly two short stories of 1884, Marriage for Money and A Wedding with a General, with additional material Chekhov wrote for his brother Nikolai’s series of illustrations in 1881, titled The Wedding Season. Chekhov’s contemporaries also claimed to recognise some of the character originals, including the Greek pastry cook Dymba, modelled on a regular caller at his father’s Taganrog grocery shop, while the bride’s somewhat affected mother, Zmeyukina, is said to have been based on a guest at a wedding Chekhov attended in Novocherkassk. It’s also worth noting that the Chekhov family lived for a time in Moscow directly underneath an apartment which was regularly hired out for wedding parties, with music and dancing into the small hours.


The Wedding was accepted by the Maly Theatre and scheduled to open on 15th June 1890. However, that was also the date chosen for the premiere of Shakespeare’s Macbeth, and Chekhov decided to withdraw his vaudeville on the grounds that: ‘With audiences in the mood for Shakespeare’s harmony, this play is in danger of appearing rather crude…’ The Wedding was eventually premiered at the Hunters’ Club in Moscow on 28th November 1900, along with Swansong, The Bear, The Proposal and The Anniversary, as part of a Chekhov soirée, notably honoured by the presence of Tolstoy, who is said to have laughed uproariously throughout.


Chekhov constantly disparages the vaudevilles in his correspondence, affecting to see them as mere sources of easy money, and a letter of October 1888, offering advice to a budding playwright, A.N. Maslov, fairly summarises his declared stance: ‘If you don’t have the time to devote to a large-scale work, write some sort of one-acter. I’ll have two one-act plays on this season, one with Korsh, the other in a public theatre. I wrote both of them in my spare time. I don’t much care for theatre, I soon tire of it, but I do enjoy vaudevilles. I also believe in vaudevilles as an author: the man who can lay claim to a hundred acres, or ten half-decent vaudevilles, is well provided for – his widow will never starve…’ Similarly, in a letter of 14th January 1887, addressed to M.V. Kiselyova, Chekhov observes that: ‘In general, short plays are much easier to write than long ones; they have very few pretensions and are successful – what more can one ask?’


In truth, Chekhov took great care over his vaudevilles, revising them at every opportunity, and the monologue On the Evils of Tobacco is a case in point. A.S. Lazarev recalls criticising Chekhov’s decision to include it in his 1885 collection, Motley Stories. Chekhov at first seemed to accept the criticism, but then sprang to its defence, as Lazarev observes, ‘like a mother especially protective of a sickly child’. Chekhov would go on tinkering with that same monologue, progressively darkening its tone through several recensions, until the last in 1902, when, for long periods, as his condition worsened, he had barely enough energy to put pen to paper. Perhaps Chekhov’s true feelings emerged when Stanislavsky, learning that Chekhov had agreed to allow its publication in the periodical Niva, wrote to express his dismay at the fact that it would now be possible for Chekhov’s publisher Marks to stage it even before the Moscow Art Theatre. Chekhov’s response to Stanislavsky was swift: ‘Are you out of your mind? The Art Theatre staging a monologue with one character who talks all the time and does nothing?’


The Vaudevilles Post-Revolution


In the years after the October Revolution of 1917, Chekhov’s status in his homeland markedly declined. The travails of the propertied class and the bourgeoisie in general, as he represents them, were of little interest to the Soviet power, and the poet Mayakovsky expressed a widely held view that the new man of the Revolution wanted something more from theatre than ‘Uncle Vanya and Auntie Manya making small talk on the settee.’ Productions of Chekhov’s work were accordingly rare, but two stagings of the vaudevilles are worth a mention. In the spring of 1921, the avant-garde director Yevgeny Vakhtangov staged The Wedding as a grotesque parable in which the guests were portrayed as automata, less than human, and strongly suggesting the doomed revellers at the ‘feast in time of plague’ of Boccaccio’s Decameron. Vakhtangov, formerly with the Moscow Art Theatre, had initially rejected Stanislavsky’s method in pursuit of what he termed ‘fantastic realism’, but by the 1920s, satire ruled the roost, with the empty lives of the bourgeoisie and their vulgar ostentation the predictable targets.


Vakhtangov enjoyed a great deal of artistic freedom but died tragically young, of natural causes, in 1922. However, by the time the celebrated Soviet director Vsevolod Meyerhold staged a production of three vaudevilles in 1935, marking the seventy-fifth anniversary of Chekhov’s birth, the cultural landscape had changed radically, with the promotion of Socialist Realism as the ruling orthodoxy in all the arts, not least theatre. Meyerhold’s homage to Chekhov grouped The Bear, The Proposal and The Anniversary under one title, 33 Swoons, or Fainting Fits – a reference to the total number of these episodes in the three plays. Meyerhold had last directed a Chekhov play in 1904, when he staged The Cherry Orchard with his own company a few weeks after its premiere at the Moscow Art Theatre. In artistic terms he shared Vakhtangov’s dissatisfaction with the meticulously detailed naturalism which had been the hallmark of the Art Theatre’s house style, and also treated Chekhov’s farces as vehicles for satire. Meyerhold’s theory of ‘biomechanics’ – emphasising physical activity, the external aspects of performance, often acrobatic, at the expense of psychological relationships – inevitably tended to dehumanise the characters, despite the addition of ‘mood’ music, by Tchaikovsky, Greig, Strauss, Offenbach and others, to accompany each fainting fit. Meyerhold’s production was not well received, however, and it was generally felt that Chekhov’s lightweight vaudevilles were unequal to their heavy burden of social comment. More damning, the new orthodoxy of Socialist Realism demanded positive role models, and Meyerhold’s ‘formalist’ approach to theatre soon cost him not only his position, but eventually also his life in February 1940, when he was executed on Stalin’s orders.
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