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    This volume gathers a representative arc of Anton Chekhov’s dramatic achievement, from incisive one-act comedies to his major full-length plays, framed by a concise Biography by Marian Fell. The purpose is twofold: to present, in one place, the range of Chekhov’s theatre and to illuminate the continuity that links his early experiments with his later landmarks. Readers may approach the collection as a staged journey through rooms of time, temperament, and social transition, noticing how the shorter works set patterns of character and situation that deepen across the later plays. Together, they map a body of work that reshaped modern drama’s possibilities.

The contents comprise dramatic texts—both one-act and full-length plays—preceded by a critical-biographical essay. While Chekhov is equally renowned for short stories, this collection focuses on the theatre, the medium in which his treatment of subtext and ensemble action proved transformative. The plays appear in English translation, with some alternate titles preserved to mark their textual histories, such as The Anniversary or, The Festivities and A Reluctant Hero or, A Tragedian in Spite of Himself. The Wedding is presented in a translation by Julius West. The introductory biography by Marian Fell offers context for the author’s life and career.

Chekhov’s dramaturgy is defined by understatement, shared attention, and the mingling of humor with gravity. Instead of plot driven by spectacular events, he orchestrates everyday speech, minor misunderstandings, and unspoken desires into an intricate social music. Action often unfolds indirectly, while essential meanings live between lines and gestures. Characters rarely exist as heroes or villains; they are ensembles of longing, habit, and circumstance. The result is a drama that invites audiences to observe rather than judge, and to recognize themselves in the small mechanics of hope and disappointment. In these pages, comedy and sorrow coexist without cancellation, yielding a humane theatrical realism.

Across the plays assembled here, certain concerns recur with resonant persistence. Time presses steadily forward, measuring the decay of estates, the persistence of dreams, and the stubbornness of custom. Individuals wrestle with inertia and the longing for change, whether professional, artistic, or emotional. Social shifts—particularly those touching the declining landed class and the rise of commercial energies—frame intimate choices. Work, education, and art promise purpose while exposing illusions. Memory both consoles and confines. Chekhov’s theatre does not resolve these tensions with sudden revelations; rather, it dwells within them, revealing the quiet structures that govern lives and the fragile hopes that keep them moving.

Stylistically, Chekhov favors an ensemble canvas in which secondary figures carry equal weight with protagonists. Conversations overlap; small objects and recurring sounds punctuate scenes; weather, rooms, and landscapes become emotional environments. The humor is pointed but never cruel, built from idiosyncrasy, vanity, and the comic excesses of propriety. Silences and interruptions shape meaning as decisively as declarations. The one-acts distill these principles with swift precision, while the full-length plays allow them to accumulate into powerful atmospheres. Taken together, the collection shows how Chekhov fashioned a theatre of attention—attentive to moments, to contradictions, and to the dignity of ordinary experience.

The early one-acts offer miniatures of character under pressure. On the High Road observes travelers brought together by accident and weather, exposing frictions and fleeting solidarities. Swan Song centers on an aging actor alone in an empty theatre, confronting the shape of a life upon the stage. The Bear begins with a grieving widow visited by an insistent creditor, and The Proposal with neighboring landowners attempting to negotiate marriage and property. The Wedding follows a crowded celebration that tests manners and pretensions. A Reluctant Hero, or A Tragedian in Spite of Himself, turns on comic indignation pushed to absurd intensity.

Ivanoff, an early full-length drama, portrays a landowner whose fatigue, debt, and faltering confidence unsettle all who depend on him. The work explores exhaustion as both a private condition and a social symptom, exposing how good intentions can be paralyzed by indecision and circumstance. In place of tidy solutions, Chekhov provides a layered portrait of relationships under strain—household, professional, and communal. The play marks a step toward the later masterpieces: its attention to compromised ideals, economic pressures, and the difficulty of ethical action anticipates the tonal balance and structural reserve that would become central to Chekhov’s mature theatre.

The Seagull unfolds on a country estate where artists and admirers—actors, writers, and those who watch them—test their ambitions against stubborn realities. At its core is a young playwright’s experiment and the responses it provokes, from indifference to fascination. Chekhov examines the volatility of artistic desire: the need for recognition, the consequences of influence, and the pain of unmet expectations. The surrounding community provides counterpoints of practicality and dream. The Seagull’s innovation lies in its calm refusal of melodrama; events remain ordinary even as inner lives shift decisively, redefining what counts as dramatic on the modern stage.

Uncle Vanya returns to a rural estate reshaped by the arrival of a retired scholar and his wife, whose presence unsettles the routines of those who have maintained the property. The play follows a household recalculating its loyalties, resentments, and hopes as work long taken for granted is reevaluated. Chekhov makes landscape and labor palpable, treating stewardship as both economic and moral. Rather than arranging winners and losers, he shows how people adjust to disappointment while searching for meaning in service, love, and study. The drama’s force lies in its attention to daily tasks and the values they express or betray.

The Three Sisters studies aspiration within constraint. Three siblings in a provincial town speak often of Moscow, a place that symbolizes education, culture, and renewal. Around them, officers and townspeople weave in and out, bringing alternatives and compromises. Time’s passage is marked by changes in occupation, habitation, and allegiance. Chekhov charts not a single grand event but a series of modest turns that reveal character under the pressure of endurance. The sisters’ conversations about language, work, and belonging become a collective meditation on purpose, asking how to live decently when circumstances resist transformation.

The Cherry Orchard focuses on a family facing the sale of their estate, with its famed orchard, as debts come due. Visitors propose solutions that reflect divergent values: memory and sentiment, practicality and enterprise. The premise is simple, yet it holds a broad social horizon; an old order confronts a new. Chekhov balances tenderness with irony, allowing comedy to frame loss without softening it. Characters act from conviction and confusion alike, speaking for traditions and futures that cannot be reconciled easily. The play’s equilibrium—never elegy alone, never satire alone—has made it a touchstone for thinking about change with clarity and compassion.

The Biography by Marian Fell introduces readers to Chekhov’s life and career, providing a compass for the plays that follow. While this volume concentrates on drama, its pages also suggest the author’s larger artistic world, which includes a vast body of short fiction not reproduced here. The collection’s design thus emphasizes both focus and context: it offers a coherent path through Chekhov’s theatre while acknowledging the breadth of his writing. In bringing together these works, the volume invites renewed engagement with a dramatist whose clarity, restraint, and understanding of human complexity continue to shape audiences and artists across generations.
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    Introduction
Anton Chekhov (1860–1904) was a Russian playwright and physician whose spare, humane art reshaped modern drama. He forged a stage language of implication and subtext, inviting audiences to hear what characters cannot say outright. The collection gathered here spans his development from early theatrical essays to the consummate quartet—THE SEAGULL, UNCLE VANYA, THE THREE SISTERS, and THE CHERRY ORCHARD—that redefined ensemble acting and the representation of ordinary life. His one-act comedies and tragicomedies, alongside the full-length plays, distill his attentive observation of provincial society, idleness and labor, desire and duty. Chekhov’s dramaturgy remains a touchstone for twentieth-century and contemporary theatre.
This volume also acknowledges the role of mediation in Chekhov’s global reputation. The Biography by Marian Fell offers an early Anglophone portrait that situates the writer’s career, while translations—including Julius West’s version of THE WEDDING—helped disseminate his tonal subtleties. The plays selected, from ON THE HIGH ROAD and SWAN SONG to IVANOFF, THE ANNIVERSARY or, THE FESTIVITIES, THE PROPOSAL, THE BEAR, A RELUCTANT HERO or, A Tragedian in Spite of Himself, and the later masterpieces, reveal a dramatist equally at home with brisk farce and gently devastating realism. Together they chart a path from comic experiment to structurally daring, psychologically rich theatre.
Education and Literary Influences
Chekhov grew up in Taganrog and received a gymnasium education emphasizing classical languages and literature. Moving to Moscow as a young man, he studied medicine at the university there, completing his training while supporting his family through prolific writing. The discipline of clinical observation shaped his habits: he listened carefully, avoided grand pronouncements, and prized accuracy of detail. Medicine remained a vocation even after literary success; he treated patients regardless of means and participated in public health work. The dual identity of doctor-writer proved crucial to his stage craft, tempering sentiment with a steady gaze and giving dramatic situations the resonance of lived experience.
His literary sensibility formed at the crossroads of Russian realism and European naturalism. He admired the lucid prose and humane attention of writers such as Turgenev and Tolstoy, while learning from the economy and irony found in French and Russian short fiction traditions. For the stage, he absorbed the comic precision of vaudeville and the legacy of satirical characterization associated with Gogol, yet resisted formulaic plots. Scientific training encouraged skepticism toward rhetoric, inspiring a dramaturgy that proceeds by small, verifiable acts—gestures, silences, visible circumstance—rather than declamation. These influences converge in the collection’s range, where farce, tragicomedy, and understated realism coexist without contradiction.
Literary Career
Chekhov’s early theatre pieces test forms and tones. ON THE HIGH ROAD sketches a world of travelers briefly sharing shelter and uncertainty, a miniature society caught in transit. SWAN SONG, A Play in One Act, focuses on an aging performer grappling with art and memory, compressing pathos into a tight theatrical moment. With IVANOFF, his first major full-length play, he turns to a broader social canvas: a man adrift among creditors, expectations, and his own waning energy. Critics debated its structure on first appearances, but the play announced a new voice willing to portray irresolution and moral fatigue without melodramatic escape.
Chekhov’s one-act comedies refine timing, conflict, and the musicality of dialogue. THE BEAR pits pride against mourning in a duel that exposes the ridiculous beneath solemnity. THE PROPOSAL reduces courtship to a comic contest of grievances. THE WEDDING, in Julius West’s translation, packs a reception with social performance and escalating misunderstandings. THE ANNIVERSARY or, THE FESTIVITIES satirizes bureaucracy through ceremonial chaos. A RELUCTANT HERO or, A Tragedian in Spite of Himself displays how temper flares can masquerade as courage. These sharply etched farces, calibrated to the minute, trained Chekhov’s ear for subtext and helped him develop the ensemble rhythms of his mature plays.
THE SEAGULL marks the pivot from experiments to a sustained dramatic method. Set on a country estate with artists and relatives in uneasy proximity, it explores thwarted aspiration, shifting affections, and the quiet attrition of hope. Initial productions met resistance, but a later staging brought acclaim and established a new acting style that favored understatement and psychological continuity. Chekhov distributed emotional weight across the ensemble, allowing a scene’s center to migrate without announcement. Nature, weather, and the unremarkable events between climaxes do as much work as speeches. The play’s reverberations can be felt in all subsequent modern drama of inner conflict.
UNCLE VANYA continues this method with an even closer focus on everyday labor, waste, and unrequited devotion. Reworking earlier material into a leaner structure, Chekhov places a handful of characters on a rural estate and lets their incompatible desires slowly surface. Instead of grand turning points, the play accrues meaning through postponed decisions, missed opportunities, and the solace of work. The tone balances humor and lament without settling into either. Domestic detail—account books, a samovar, the garden’s upkeep—anchors the action, while the characters’ restlessness hints at a wider cultural fatigue. It is drama as weather: changeable, cumulative, and irresistibly human.
THE THREE SISTERS renders time as the true antagonist. A provincial garrison town circumscribes educated siblings who dream of a different life, yet obligations, inertia, and historical drift bind them in place. Chekhov organizes the play as a sequence of seasons and social gatherings, letting the passage of years carry the characters from bright expectation to tempered acceptance. The ensemble design deepens: no single figure owns the narrative. Music, offstage rumors, and peripheral conversations thicken the atmosphere. The play’s restraint invites audiences to supply the unsaid, making it a model of modern tragicomedy that eschews heroic gestures in favor of honest endurance.
THE CHERRY ORCHARD, Chekhov’s final play, distills his ambiguous vision of comedy and loss. A noble family returns to a beloved estate burdened by debt; solutions collide with sentiment, and the orchard’s beauty becomes both memory and commodity. Chekhov designated the piece a comedy, yet its elegiac undertow tempts tragic interpretation. The structure refrains from apportioning blame: change arrives through historical momentum as much as personal failure. Stage business—keys, luggage, distant sounds—composes a counter-melody to dialogue. The play’s release in the early twentieth century coincided with a world tilting toward upheaval, ensuring its themes of transition and attachment would remain perennial.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Chekhov publicly distrusted dogma and preferred modest, practical ethics to polemic. As a physician, he engaged in famine relief and cholera prevention, offered free treatment, and worked to improve rural education by helping to establish schools and libraries. His investigative journey to the penal colony on Sakhalin Island, undertaken at personal risk and expense, produced a detailed census and a call for reform that bolstered his reputation for civic seriousness. Yet he kept ideology off the stage, portraying people rather than theses. The plays in this collection dramatize responsibility, compassion, and the dignity of work without prescribing political programs.
Final Years & Legacy
Chronic tuberculosis, contracted in the late nineteenth century, shaped Chekhov’s final decade. Seeking a milder climate, he spent extended periods in the Crimea, where he completed THE THREE SISTERS and THE CHERRY ORCHARD while remaining in close contact with collaborators in Moscow. He married the actor Olga Knipper, whose work with a leading theatre company helped define the roles in these plays. Chekhov died in 1904 in the German spa town of Badenweiler. His legacy rests on a uniquely quiet revolution: a theatre of pauses, ensemble balance, and ordinary detail that continues to challenge actors, directors, and audiences across languages and generations.
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    Anton Chekhov’s dramatic career unfolded in late imperial Russia, roughly from the mid‑1880s until his death in 1904, a period marked by rapid social change, uneven reform, and intensifying cultural debate. The plays gathered here span his early one‑act “vaudevilles” and his mature dramas for the Moscow Art Theatre. They chart a society moving from post‑Emancipation adjustments to the pre‑revolutionary tensions of the new century. From On the High Road and Swan Song to Ivanov, The Seagull, Uncle Vanya, Three Sisters, and The Cherry Orchard, the collection registers shifting hierarchies, bureaucratic rituals, artistic quarrels, and provincial inertia that characterized the final decades of the Romanov empire.

Chekhov was born in 1860 in Taganrog, educated in Moscow, and trained as a physician, graduating in the 1880s. To support his family he wrote comic sketches for popular journals under the pen name Antosha Chekhonte, honing a concise, observational style. Medicine remained central to his life; he practiced as a zemstvo (local government) doctor and believed, as he wrote, that “medicine is my lawful wife” while literature was his “mistress.” The collection’s introduction and early English‑language biography by Marian Fell reflect the first sustained Anglophone efforts in the 1910s to situate Chekhov’s art and career for readers encountering Russian realism and modern theater.

The social world in Chekhov’s plays was reshaped by reforms begun under Alexander II, especially the emancipation of the serfs in 1861 and the creation of zemstvos, new courts, and professionalized local administration. These measures expanded a service‑minded intelligentsia while leaving landowners with altered finances and authority. Chekhov’s provincial settings—post stations, district boards, and decaying estates—trace how gentry identity wavered amid legal and fiscal modernization. The Anniversary (also known as The Festivities) lampoons the ceremonious self‑importance of offices and boards, while Ivanov and Uncle Vanya observe landlords and professionals negotiating obligations and debts within the evolving administrative frameworks of the late nineteenth century.

Industrialization accelerated in the 1890s under Finance Minister Sergei Witte, with railway expansion, foreign investment, and the spread of joint‑stock companies. Credit networks and land banks proliferated, and a self‑confident merchant and entrepreneurial class gained social influence. These developments echo across Chekhov’s later work. The Cherry Orchard—first staged in 1904—dramatizes the pressure of mortgages, auctions, and development schemes on hereditary estates and the emergence of capable businessmen shaped by the new economy. Smaller comedies such as The Proposal and The Wedding capture the practical bargaining, property calculations, and social climbing that accompanied the mixing of commercial and gentry worlds.

Chekhov’s theaters of provincial life register a mood often described by contemporaries as тоска (melancholy) or “stagnation,” not in economic terms alone but as a felt distance from centers of culture and reform. Garrison towns, district capitals, and post roads became emblematic sites of thwarted aspiration. Three Sisters places educated women and officers in a setting where schooling, languages, and cultural ambitions collide with routine. Uncle Vanya shows professionals and caretakers tethered to unglamorous labor. Even in bright farces like The Bear, the jokes rely on recognizable provincial codes of honor, debt, and reputation that structure social interaction outside Russia’s capitals.

Chekhov’s medical practice illuminates the plays’ recurring attention to public health, work discipline, and environmental care. During the famine of 1891–1892 he organized relief and then, at his estate in Melikhovo, treated cholera patients and built schools and a clinic with local zemstvo support. This background informs characters such as Dr. Astrov in Uncle Vanya, whose maps and warnings about deforestation recall contemporary debates on rural resource management and the costs of modernization. Chekhov’s clinical habit of observation—listening for subtexts, noting symptoms rather than proclaiming diagnoses—fed a dramaturgy that lets social forces be inferred from everyday speech, tasks, and silences.

Chekhov’s 1890 journey to the penal colony on Sakhalin Island, where he conducted a census and studied the convict system, deepened his concern with institutions, vulnerability, and moral responsibility. Although the plays here are set far from Siberia, their compassion for outcasts, itinerants, and aging artists resonates with what he documented: the bureaucratic routines that shape fate. On the High Road, involving stranded travelers at a roadside station, sketches a cross‑section of Russian society forced into proximity by infrastructure and weather. Swan Song, a brief piece about an elderly actor, touches the margin between social visibility and neglect that Chekhov saw in many corners of the empire.

Theatrical culture in Chekhov’s lifetime was shifting from declamatory melodrama toward realism and new psychological styles. Censorship remained active, and plays were vetted for political or religious offense; On the High Road encountered prohibitions in the mid‑1880s. Meanwhile, urban clubs and amateur companies flourished, eager for one‑act comedies that could be staged with limited means. Chekhov’s short plays—The Bear, The Proposal, The Wedding, A Reluctant Hero (A Tragedian in Spite of Himself), The Anniversary—met this demand. Their compact forms, social satire, and minimal settings placed contemporary manners and anxieties on stage without directly addressing taboo political questions.

Chekhov’s mature collaboration with the Moscow Art Theatre, founded in 1898 by Konstantin Stanislavski and Vladimir Nemirovich‑Danchenko, changed Russian and world theater. The Seagull premiered disastrously in 1896 at the Alexandrinsky Theatre but was triumphantly revived by the MAT in 1898 with ensemble acting and a subtler, psychologically detailed style. That staging shaped later productions of Uncle Vanya (1899), Three Sisters (1901), and The Cherry Orchard (1904). Innovations in rehearsal, attention to subtext, and scenic realism by designers such as Viktor Simov helped audiences perceive historical change not as spectacle but as pressure borne by ordinary gestures, labor, and talk.

Ivanov, first produced in the late 1880s, reflects debates about the “superfluous man,” burnout, and social duty among educated Russians. It also acknowledges prejudices that structured imperial society. Chekhov gives voice to casual anti‑Jewish discourse used by certain characters, mirroring the era’s restrictions on residence, property, and higher education for Jews under the Pale of Settlement and related policies. By placing such talk within domestic and financial strains, the play situates bigotry among anxieties about debt, honor, and assimilation that intensified as legal reforms and markets unsettled older hierarchies.

The cycle of short comedies—The Bear, The Proposal, and The Wedding—probes the economy of marriage, where property, dowries, and respectability intersect with romantic conventionality. In late imperial Russia, marriage remained a primary means of consolidating status between gentry, merchants, and professionals. Chekhov’s farces strip the ritual to its bargaining core, while exposing gender expectations and the legalistic language that surrounded contracts and inheritance. Their popularity with amateur theatricals and club stages speaks to a burgeoning urban public conversant with notaries, invoices, and etiquette—tools of the new social order—yet still attached to honor codes and neighborly surveillance in the provinces.

The Anniversary (or The Festivities) targets the ceremonies of commercial institutions, a nod to the expansion of banking and credit in the 1890s. As joint‑stock companies multiplied and official inspections grew more formalized, offices cultivated anniversaries and jubilees to perform solidity and respectability. Chekhov’s comedy pokes at that veneer—puncturing managerial vanity and procedural jargon without indicting any particular law or policy. The play’s careful attention to paperwork, seals, and signatures embodies a moment when written instruments governed reputation, and when the rituals of reliability could feel as elaborate as religious rites, even in modest provincial establishments.

A Reluctant Hero (A Tragedian in Spite of Himself) and Swan Song speak to the period’s professional insecurities. The rise of associations, medical congresses, and actor networks created new measures of competence and prestige. Chekhov understood these milieus from within. His one‑acts frequently turn on a character’s self‑presentation under stress—letters, pleas, and speeches crafted to meet bureaucratic or social expectations. Such emphasis on performance within everyday life parallels wider conversations in the 1880s and 1890s about merit, certification, and the pressures of reputational economy in urbanizing Russia, where livelihoods increasingly depended on paperwork and peer judgment.

Uncle Vanya offers a lens on the agricultural economy after Emancipation. Estates often carried heavy obligations; timber sales, leases, and mortgages became routine. Deforestation in various provinces prompted debate among agronomists and zemstvo officials about soil exhaustion and climate. Dr. Astrov’s maps and laments echo contemporary forestry statistics and conservation projects that sought to rationalize land use. The play’s attention to medical work—calls, dispensaries, and epidemics—likewise mirrors zemstvo public‑health initiatives of the 1890s, when cholera and other outbreaks spurred campaigns for clean water, vaccination, and rural hygiene, often administered by overburdened district physicians.

Three Sisters, set around 1900, captures the culture of officers and administrators stationed in provincial towns after reforms had lost momentum under Alexander III and into Nicholas II’s reign. The officers’ presence highlights how the empire’s military and bureaucratic apparatus structured daily life far from the capitals. Educated women, with access to gymnasia and teacher‑training courses, found limited outlets for ambition beyond family and teaching. The play registers the ideals of service and the lure of metropolitan culture, as well as the awareness that modernization—railways, telegraphs, curricula—does not automatically transform the psychology of work, status, or hope in the provinces.

The Seagull engages late‑nineteenth‑century artistic debates—realism versus symbolist experiment, the status of the writer, and the economics of the stage. Its world includes country estates shaped by older wealth yet touched by new leisure patterns made possible by rail connections. The play’s discourse about “new forms” corresponds to broader European currents, from Ibsen’s dramaturgy to Russian symbolist manifestos. Chekhov situates these arguments within a social landscape of managers, tenants, and touring actors who must navigate censorship, star systems, and commercial pressures, reflecting the institutional realities that governed theatrical careers in the 1890s.

The Cherry Orchard, completed in 1903 and premiered in January 1904, condenses the pressures of debt, inheritance, and redevelopment at the turn of the century. While Chekhov called it a comedy, audiences sensed impending crisis in Russia: peasant land hunger persisted, strikes increased in cities, and the 1905 Revolution was on the horizon. Estate auctions and the rise of capable businessmen were commonplace outcomes of post‑Emancipation finance, facilitated by land banks and credit reforms. The Moscow Art Theatre’s production made these forces visible in gestures and pauses rather than proclamations, turning a specific property drama into a portrait of national transition without naming politics directly.
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    Introduction: Biography
An overview of Chekhov’s life and artistic formation frames the plays in terms of their preoccupation with ordinary people, ethical ambivalence, and the comedy embedded in disappointment. It highlights how a writer grounded in observation and understatement developed from brisk comic sketches to ensemble dramas built on subtext and silence.
One-Act Mood Pieces: On the High Road; Swan Song
Set in liminal spaces—the roadside inn and a theater after hours—these brief plays observe travelers and an aging performer confronting loneliness, memory, and the pull of the past. The action is minimal, but the atmosphere is dense: conversations drift toward confession, and small gestures carry emotional weight. Chekhov balances tenderness with rueful humor, sketching mortality and fatigue without sentimentality.
One-Act Farces: The Proposal; The Bear; The Wedding; The Anniversary (or, The Festivities); A Reluctant Hero (or, A Tragedian in Spite of Himself)
In a run of quick, high-energy comedies, courtship, vanity, and petty grievances spiral into absurdity through quarrels, paperwork, and theatrical bravado. The plots pivot on reversals and frantic misunderstandings, exposing social pretenses and fragile egos while keeping consequences light. Their brisk rhythms and verbal sparring showcase Chekhov’s vaudeville side, foreshadowing deeper themes of wounded pride and mismatched desires.
Ivanoff
A portrait of a disillusioned landowner trapped among debts, expectations, and a marriage strained by illness and fatigue. Conversations at country gatherings reveal competing moral claims and the difficulty of decisive action. The tone is somber yet ironic, marking an early exploration of tragicomedy and the paralysis that haunts later plays.
The Seagull
At a lakeside estate, writers and actors circle one another in shifting triangles of admiration, jealousy, and artistic ambition. Everyday encounters expose the gap between aesthetic ideals and lived realities, as unspoken tensions accumulate. The play’s hallmark is indirect action: comedy and melancholy interweave while crucial turns occur between lines rather than in overt plot shocks.
Uncle Vanya
Life on a rural estate is unsettled by the arrival of a professor and his younger wife, drawing out long-suppressed grievances and brief, complicating attractions. Work, purpose, and the accounting of wasted years become central questions, voiced in sharp, intimate scenes. The atmosphere is quiet yet volatile, with humor shading into pathos as characters grasp for meaning in routine.
The Three Sisters
Three siblings dream of a return to city life as seasons pass and duties multiply in a provincial town. Encounters with soldiers, workmates, and suitors test their aspirations, turning hope into endurance. The choral structure and recurring motifs of time and labor create a contemplative tone that measures private longing against impersonal change.
The Cherry Orchard
A family confronts the impending sale of their estate and its famed orchard, wavering between nostalgia and practical necessity. Plans, auctions, and tepid schemes are met with hesitation, letting social shifts proceed around the household. The mood is elegiac but wry, distilling mature concerns with loss, class mobility, and the comedy of delayed decisions.
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The last years of the nineteenth century were for Russia tinged with doubt and gloom. The high-tide of vitality that had risen during the Turkish war ebbed in the early eighties, leaving behind it a dead level of apathy which lasted until life was again quickened by the high interests of the Revolution. During these grey years the lonely country and stagnant provincial towns of Russia buried a peasantry which was enslaved by want and toil, and an educated upper class which was enslaved by idleness and tedium. Most of the "Intellectuals," with no outlet for their energies, were content to forget their ennui in vodka and card-playing; only the more idealistic gasped for air in the stifling atmosphere, crying out in despair against life as they saw it, and looking forward with a pathetic hope to happiness for humanity in "two or three hundred years." It is the inevitable tragedy of their existence, and the pitiful humour of their surroundings, that are portrayed with such insight and sympathy by Anton Tchekoff who is, perhaps, of modern writers, the dearest to the Russian people.

Anton Tchekoff was born in the old Black Sea port of Taganrog on January 17, 1860. His grandfather had been a serf; his father married a merchant's daughter and settled in Taganrog, where, during Anton's boyhood, he carried on a small and unsuccessful trade in provisions. The young Tchekoff was soon impressed into the services of the large, poverty-stricken family, and he spoke regretfully in after years of his hard-worked childhood. But he was obedient and good-natured, and worked cheerfully in his father's shop, closely observing the idlers that assembled there, and gathering the drollest stories, which he would afterward whisper in class to his laughing schoolfellows. Many were the punishments which he incurred by this habit, which was incorrigible.

His grandfather had now become manager of an estate near Taganrog, in the wild steppe country of the Don Cossacks, and here the boy spent his summers, fishing in the river, and roving about the countryside as brown as a gipsy, sowing the seeds of that love for nature which he retained all his life. His evenings he liked best to spend in the kitchen of the master's house among the work people and peasants who gathered there, taking part in their games, and setting them all laughing by his witty and telling observations.

When Tchekoff was about fourteen, his father moved the family to Moscow, leaving Anton in Taganrog, and now, relieved of work in the shop, his progress at school became remarkable. At seventeen he wrote a long tragedy, which was afterward destroyed, and he already showed flashes of the wit that was soon to blaze into genius.

He graduated from the high school at Taganrog with every honour, entered the University of Moscow as a student of medicine, and threw himself headlong into a double life of student and author, in the attempt to help his struggling family.

His first story appeared in a Moscow paper in 1880, and after some difficulty he secured a position connected with several of the smaller periodicals, for which, during his student years, he poured forth a succession of short stories and sketches of Russian life with incredible rapidity. He wrote, he tells us, during every spare minute, in crowded rooms where there was "no light and less air," and never spent more than a day on any one story. He also wrote at this time a very stirring blood-and-thunder play which was suppressed by the censor, and the fate of which is not known.

His audience demanded laughter above all things, and, with his deep sense of the ridiculous, Tchekoff asked nothing better. His stories, though often based on themes profoundly tragic, are penetrated by the light and subtle satire that has won him his reputation as a great humourist. But though there was always a smile on his lips, it was a tender one, and his sympathy with suffering often brought his laughter near to tears.

This delicate and original genius was at first subjected to harsh criticism, which Tchekoff felt keenly, and Trigorin's description in "The Sea-Gull" of the trials of a young author is a cry from Tchekoff's own soul. A passionate enemy of all lies and oppression, he already foreshadows in these early writings the protest against conventions and rules, which he afterward put into Treplieff's reply to Sorin in "The Sea-Gull": "Let us have new forms, or else nothing at all."

In 1884 he took his degree as doctor of medicine, and decided to practise, although his writing had by now taken on a professional character. He always gave his calling a high place, and the doctors in his works are drawn with affection and understanding. If any one spoke slightingly of doctors in his presence, he would exclaim: "Stop! You don't know what country doctors do for the people!"

Tchekoff fully realised later the influence which his profession had exercised on his literary work, and sometimes regretted the too vivid insight it gave him, but, on the other hand, he was able to write: "Only a doctor can know what value my knowledge of science has been to me," and "It seems to me that as a doctor I have described the sicknesses of the soul correctly." For instance, Trigorin's analysis in "The Sea-Gull" of the state of mind of an author has well been called "artistic diagnosis."

The young doctor-writer is described at this time as modest and grave, with flashes of brilliant gaiety. A son of the people, there was in his face an expression that recalled the simple-hearted village lad; his eyes were blue, his glance full of intelligence and kindness, and his manners unaffected and simple. He was an untiring worker, and between his patients and his desk he led a life of ceaseless activity. His restless mind was dominated by a passion of energy and he thought continually and vividly. Often, while jesting and talking, he would seem suddenly to plunge into himself, and his look would grow fixed and deep, as if he were contemplating something important and strange. Then he would ask some unexpected question, which showed how far his mind had roamed.

Success was now rapidly overtaking the young author; his first collection of stories appeared in 1887, another one in the same year had immediate success, and both went through many editions; but, at the same time, the shadows that darkened his later works began to creep over his light-hearted humour.

His impressionable mind began to take on the grey tinge of his time, but much of his sadness may also be attributed to his ever-increasing ill health.

Weary and with an obstinate cough, he went south in 1888, took a little cottage on the banks of a little river "abounding in fish and crabs," and surrendered himself to his touching love for nature, happy in his passion for fishing, in the quiet of the country, and in the music and gaiety of the peasants. "One would gladly sell one's soul," he writes, "for the pleasure of seeing the warm evening sky, and the streams and pools reflecting the darkly mournful sunset." He described visits to his country neighbours and long drives in gay company, during which, he says, "we ate every half hour, and laughed to the verge of colic."

His health, however, did not improve. In 1889 he began to have attacks of heart trouble, and the sensitive artist's nature appears in a remark which he made after one of them. "I walked quickly across the terrace on which the guests were assembled," he said, "with one idea in my mind, how awkward it would be to fall down and die in the presence of strangers."

It was during this transition period of his life, when his youthful spirits were failing him, that the stage, for which he had always felt a fascination, tempted him to write "Ivanoff," and also a dramatic sketch in one act entitled "The Swan Song," though he often declared that he had no ambition to become a dramatist. "The Novel," he wrote, "is a lawful wife, but the Stage is a noisy, flashy, and insolent mistress." He has put his opinion of the stage of his day in the mouth of Treplieff, in "The Sea-Gull," and he often refers to it in his letters as "an evil disease of the towns" and "the gallows on which dramatists are hanged."

He wrote "Ivanoff" at white-heat in two and a half weeks, as a protest against a play he had seen at one of the Moscow theatres. Ivanoff (from Ivan, the commonest of Russian names) was by no means meant to be a hero, but a most ordinary, weak man oppressed by the "immortal commonplaces of life," with his heart and soul aching in the grip of circumstance, one of the many "useless people" of Russia for whose sorrow Tchekoff felt such overwhelming pity. He saw nothing in their lives that could not be explained and pardoned, and he returns to his ill-fated, "useless people" again and again, not to preach any doctrine of pessimism, but simply because he thought that the world was the better for a certain fragile beauty of their natures and their touching faith in the ultimate salvation of humanity.

Both the writing and staging of "Ivanoff" gave Tchekoff great difficulty. The characters all being of almost equal importance, he found it hard to get enough good actors to take the parts, but it finally appeared in Moscow in 1889, a decided failure! The author had touched sharply several sensitive spots of Russian life—for instance, in his warning not to marry a Jewess or a blue-stocking—and the play was also marred by faults of inexperience, which, however, he later corrected. The critics were divided in condemning a certain novelty in it and in praising its freshness and originality. The character of Ivanoff was not understood, and the weakness of the man blinded many to the lifelike portrait. Tchekoff himself was far from pleased with what he called his "literary abortion," and rewrote it before it was produced again in St. Petersburg. Here it was received with the wildest applause, and the morning after its performance the papers burst into unanimous praise. The author was enthusiastically feted, but the burden of his growing fame was beginning to be very irksome to him, and he wrote wearily at this time that he longed to be in the country, fishing in the lake, or lying in the hay.

His next play to appear was a farce entitled "The Boor," which he wrote in a single evening and which had a great success. This was followed by "The Demon," a failure, rewritten ten years later as "Uncle Vanya."

All Russia now combined in urging Tchekoff to write some important work, and this, too, was the writer's dream; but his only long story is "The Steppe," which is, after all, but a series of sketches, exquisitely drawn, and strung together on the slenderest connecting thread. Tchekoff's delicate and elusive descriptive power did not lend itself to painting on a large canvas, and his strange little tragicomedies of Russian life, his "Tedious Tales," as he called them, were always to remain his masterpieces.

In 1890 Tchekoff made a journey to the Island of Saghalien, after which his health definitely failed, and the consumption, with which he had long been threatened, finally declared itself. His illness exiled him to the Crimea, and he spent his last ten years there, making frequent trips to Moscow to superintend the production of his four important plays, written during this period of his life.

"The Sea-Gull" appeared in 1896, and, after a failure in St. Petersburg, won instant success as soon as it was given on the stage of the Artists' Theatre in Moscow. Of all Tchekoff's plays, this one conforms most nearly to our Western conventions, and is therefore most easily appreciated here. In Trigorin the author gives us one of the rare glimpses of his own mind, for Tchekoff seldom put his own personality into the pictures of the life in which he took such immense interest.

In "The Sea-Gull" we see clearly the increase of Tchekoff's power of analysis, which is remarkable in his next play, "The Three Sisters," gloomiest of all his dramas.

"The Three Sisters," produced in 1901, depends, even more than most of Tchekoff's plays, on its interpretation, and it is almost essential to its appreciation that it should be seen rather than read. The atmosphere of gloom with which it is pervaded is a thousand times more intense when it comes to us across the foot-lights. In it Tchekoff probes the depths of human life with so sure a touch, and lights them with an insight so piercing, that the play made a deep impression when it appeared. This was also partly owing to the masterly way in which it was acted at the Artists' Theatre in Moscow. The theme is, as usual, the greyness of provincial life, and the night is lit for his little group of characters by a flash of passion so intense that the darkness which succeeds it seems well-nigh intolerable.

"Uncle Vanya" followed "The Three Sisters," and the poignant truth of the picture, together with the tender beauty of the last scene, touched his audience profoundly, both on the stage and when the play was afterward published.

"The Cherry Orchard" appeared in 1904 and was Tchekoff's last play. At its production, just before his death, the author was feted as one of Russia's greatest dramatists. Here it is not only country life that Tchekoff shows us, but Russian life and character in general, in which the old order is giving place to the new, and we see the practical, modern spirit invading the vague, aimless existence so dear to the owners of the cherry orchard. A new epoch was beginning, and at its dawn the singer of old, dim Russia was silenced.

In the year that saw the production of "The Cherry Orchard," Tchekoff, the favourite of the Russian people, whom Tolstoi declared to be comparable as a writer of stories only to Maupassant, died suddenly in a little village of the Black Forest, whither he had gone a few weeks before in the hope of recovering his lost health.

Tchekoff, with an art peculiar to himself, in scattered scenes, in haphazard glimpses into the lives of his characters, in seemingly trivial conversations, has succeeded in so concentrating the atmosphere of the Russia of his day that we feel it in every line we read, oppressive as the mists that hang over a lake at dawn, and, like those mists, made visible to us by the light of an approaching day.
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Table of Contents


A DRAMATIC STUDY

CHARACTERS

TIHON EVSTIGNEYEV, the proprietor of a inn on the main road

SEMYON SERGEYEVITCH BORTSOV, a ruined landowner

MARIA EGOROVNA, his wife

SAVVA, an aged pilgrim

NAZAROVNA and EFIMOVNA, women pilgrims

FEDYA, a labourer

EGOR MERIK, a tramp

KUSMA, a driver

POSTMAN

BORTSOV’S WIFE’S COACHMAN

PILGRIMS, CATTLE-DEALERS, ETC.

The action takes place in one of the provinces of Southern Russia

[The scene is laid in TIHON’S bar. On the right is the bar-counter and shelves with bottles. At the back is a door leading out of the house. Over it, on the outside, hangs a dirty red lantern. The floor and the forms, which stand against the wall, are closely occupied by pilgrims and passersby. Many of them, for lack of space, are sleeping as they sit. It is late at night. As the curtain rises thunder is heard, and lightning is seen through the door.]

[TIHON is behind the counter. FEDYA is half-lying in a heap on one of the forms, and is quietly playing on a concertina. Next to him is BORTSOV, wearing a shabby summer overcoat. SAVVA, NAZAROVNA, and EFIMOVNA are stretched out on the floor by the benches.]

EFIMOVNA. [To NAZAROVNA] Give the old man a nudge dear! Can’t get any answer out of him.

NAZAROVNA. [Lifting the corner of a cloth covering of SAVVA’S face] Are you alive or are you dead, you holy man?

SAVVA. Why should I be dead? I’m alive, mother! [Raises himself on his elbow] Cover up my feet, there’s a saint! That’s it. A bit more on the right one. That’s it, mother. God be good to us.

NAZAROVNA. [Wrapping up SAVVA’S feet] Sleep, little father.

SAVVA. What sleep can I have? If only I had the patience to endure this pain, mother; sleep’s quite another matter. A sinner doesn’t deserve to be given rest. What’s that noise, pilgrim-woman?

NAZAROVNA. God is sending a storm. The wind is wailing, and the rain is pouring down, pouring down. All down the roof and into the windows like dried peas. Do you hear? The windows of heaven are opened… [Thunder] Holy, holy, holy…

FEDYA. And it roars and thunders, and rages, sad there’s no end to it! Hoooo… it’s like the noise of a forest…. Hoooo…. The wind is wailing like a dog…. [Shrinking back] It’s cold! My clothes are wet, it’s all coming in through the open door… you might put me through a wringer…. [Plays softly] My concertina’s damp, and so there’s no music for you, my Orthodox brethren, or else I’d give you such a concert, my word! — Something marvellous! You can have a quadrille, or a polka, if you like, or some Russian dance for two…. I can do them all. In the town, where I was an attendant at the Grand Hotel, I couldn’t make any money, but I did wonders on my concertina. And, I can play the guitar.

A VOICE FROM THE CORNER. A silly speech from a silly fool.

FEDYA. I can hear another of them. [Pause.]

NAZAROVNA. [To SAVVA] If you’d only lie where it was warm now, old man, and warm your feet. [Pause.] Old man! Man of God! [Shakes SAVVA] Are you going to die?

FEDYA. You ought to drink a little vodka, grandfather. Drink, and it’ll burn, burn in your stomach, and warm up your heart. Drink, do!

NAZAROVNA. Don’t swank, young man! Perhaps the old man is giving back his soul to God, or repenting for his sins, and you talk like that, and play your concertina…. Put it down! You’ve no shame!

FEDYA. And what are you sticking to him for? He can’t do anything and you… with your old women’s talk… He can’t say a word in reply, and you’re glad, and happy because he’s listening to your nonsense…. You go on sleeping, grandfather; never mind her! Let her talk, don’t you take any notice of her. A woman’s tongue is the devil’s broom — it will sweep the good man and the clever man both out of the house. Don’t you mind…. [Waves his hands] But it’s thin you are, brother of mine! Terrible! Like a dead skeleton! No life in you! Are you really dying?

SAVVA. Why should I die? Save me, O Lord, from dying in vain…. I’ll suffer a little, and then get up with God’s help…. The Mother of God won’t let me die in a strange land…. I’ll die at home[1q].

FEDYA. Are you from far off?

SAVVA. From Vologda. The town itself…. I live there.

FEDYA. And where is this Vologda?

TIHON. The other side of Moscow….

FEDYA. Well, well, well…. You have come a long way, old man! On foot?

SAVVA. On foot, young man. I’ve been to Tihon of the Don, and I’m going to the Holy Hills. [Note: On the Donetz, south-east of Kharkov; a monastery containing a miraculous ikon.]… From there, if God wills it, to Odessa…. They say you can get to Jerusalem cheap from there, for twenty-ones roubles, they say….

FEDYA. And have you been to Moscow?

SAVVA. Rather! Five times….

FEDYA. Is it a good town? [Smokes] Well-standing?

Sews. There are many holy places there, young man…. Where there are many holy places it’s always a good town….

BORTSOV. [Goes up to the counter, to TIHON] Once more, please! For the sake of Christ, give it to me!

FEDYA. The chief thing about a town is that it should be clean. If it’s dusty, it must be watered; if it’s dirty, it must be cleaned. There ought to be big houses… a theatre… police… cabs, which… I’ve lived in a town myself, I understand.

BORTSOV. Just a little glass. I’ll pay you for it later.

TIHON. That’s enough now.

BORTSOV. I ask you! Do be kind to me!

TIHON. Get away!

BORTSOV. You don’t understand me…. Understand me, you fool, if there’s a drop of brain in your peasant’s wooden head, that it isn’t I who am asking you, but my inside, using the words you understand, that’s what’s asking! My illness is what’s asking! Understand!

TIHON. We don’t understand anything…. Get back!

BORTSOV. Because if I don’t have a drink at once, just you understand this, if I don’t satisfy my needs, I may commit some crime. God only knows what I might do! In the time you’ve kept this place, you rascal, haven’t you seen a lot of drunkards, and haven’t you yet got to understand what they’re like? They’re diseased! You can do anything you like to them, but you must give them vodka! Well, now, I implore you! Please! I humbly ask you! God only knows how humbly!

TIHON. You can have the vodka if you pay for it.

BORTSOV. Where am I to get the money? I’ve drunk it all! Down to the ground! What can I give you? I’ve only got this coat, but I can’t give you that. I’ve nothing on underneath…. Would you like my cap? [Takes it off and gives it to TIHON]

TIHON. [Looks it over] Hm…. There are all sorts of caps…. It might be a sieve from the holes in it….

FEDYA. [Laughs] A gentleman’s cap! You’ve got to take it off in front of the mam’selles. How do you do, goodbye! How are you?

TIHON. [Returns the cap to BORTSOV] I wouldn’t give anything for it. It’s muck.

BORTSOV. If you don’t like it, then let me owe you for the drink! I’ll bring in your five copecks on my way back from town. You can take it and choke yourself with it then! Choke yourself! I hope it sticks in your throat! [Coughs] I hate you!

TIHON. [Banging the bar-counter with his fist] Why do you keep on like that? What a man! What are you here for, you swindler?

BORTSOV. I want a drink! It’s not I, it’s my disease! Understand that!

TIHON. Don’t you make me lose my temper, or you’ll soon find yourself outside!

BORTSOV. What am I to do? [Retires from the bar-counter] What am I to do? [Is thoughtful.]

EFIMOVNA. It’s the devil tormenting you. Don’t you mind him, sir. The damned one keeps whispering, “Drink! Drink!” And you answer him, “I shan’t drink! I shan’t drink!” He’ll go then.

FEDYA. It’s drumming in his head…. His stomach’s leading him on! [Laughs] Your houour’s a happy man. Lie down and go to sleep! What’s the use of standing like a scarecrow in the middle of the inn! This isn’t an orchard!

BORTSOV. [Angrily] Shut up! Nobody spoke to you, you donkey.

FEDYA. Go on, go on! We’ve seen the like of you before! There’s a lot like you tramping the high road! As to being a donkey, you wait till I’ve given you a clout on the ear and you’ll howl worse than the wind. Donkey yourself! Fool! [Pause] Scum!

NAZAROVNA. The old man may be saying a prayer, or giving up his soul to God, and here are these unclean ones wrangling with one another and saying all sorts of… Have shame on yourselves!

FEDYA. Here, you cabbage-stalk, you keep quiet, even if you are in a public-house. Just you behave like everybody else.

BORTSOV. What am I to do? What will become of me? How can I make him understand? What else can I say to him? [To TIHON] The blood’s boiling in my chest! Uncle Tihon! [Weeps] Uncle Tihon!

SAWA. [Groans] I’ve got shooting-pains in my leg, like bullets of fire…. Little mother, pilgrim.

EFIMOVNA. What is it, little father?

SAVVA. Who’s that crying?

EFIMOVNA. The gentleman.

SAVVA. Ask him to shed a tear for me, that I might die in Vologda. Tearful prayers are heard.

BORTSOV. I’m not praying, grandfather! These aren’t tears! Just juice! My soul is crushed; and the juice is running. [Sits by SAVVA] Juice! But you wouldn’t understand! You, with your darkened brain, wouldn’t understand. You people are all in the dark!

SAVVA. Where will you find those who live in the light?

BORTSOV. They do exist, grandfather…. They would understand!

SAVVA. Yes, yes, dear friend…. The saints lived in the light…. They understood all our griefs…. You needn’t even tell them…. and they’ll understand…. Just by looking at your eyes…. And then you’ll have such peace, as if you were never in grief at all — it will all go!

FEDYA. And have you ever seen any saints?

SAVVA. It has happened, young man…. There are many of all sorts on this earth. Sinners, and servants of God.

BORTSOV. I don’t understand all this…. [Gets up quickly] What’s the use of talking when you don’t understand, and what sort of a brain have I now? I’ve only an instinct, a thirst! [Goes quickly to the counter] Tihon, take my coat! Understand? [Tries to take it off] My coat…

TIHON. And what is there under your coat? [Looks under it] Your naked body? Don’t take it off, I shan’t have it…. I’m not going to burden my soul with a sin.

[Enter MERIK.]

BORTSOV. Very well, I’ll take the sin on myself! Do you agree?

MERIK. [In silence takes of his outer cloak and remains in a sleeveless jacket. He carries an axe in his belt] A vagrant may sweat where a bear will freeze. I am hot. [Puts his axe on the floor and takes off his jacket] You get rid of a pailful of sweat while you drag one leg out of the mud. And while you are dragging it out, the other one goes farther in.

EFIMOVNA. Yes, that’s true… is the rain stopping, dear?

MERIK. [Glancing at EFIMOVNA] I don’t talk to old women. [A pause.]

BORTSOV. [To TIHON] I’ll take the sin on myself. Do you hear me or don’t you?

TIHON. I don’t want to hear you, get away!

MERIK. It’s as dark as if the sky was painted with pitch. You can’t see your own nose. And the rain beats into your face like a snowstorm! [Picks up his clothes and axe.]

FEDYA. It’s a good thing for the likes of us thieves. When the cat’s away the mice will play.

MERIK. Who says that?

FEDYA. Look and see… before you forget.

MERIN. We’ll make a note of it…. [Goes up to TIHON] How do you do, you with the large face! Don’t you remember me.

TIHON. If I’m to remember every one of you drunkards that walks the high road, I reckon I’d need ten holes in my forehead.

MERIK. Just look at me…. [A pause.]

TIHON. Oh, yes; I remember. I knew you by your eyes! [Gives him his hand] Andrey Polikarpov?

MERIK. I used to be Andrey Polikarpov, but now I am Egor Merik.

TIHON. Why’s that?

MERIK. I call myself after whatever passport God gives me. I’ve been Merik for two months. [Thunder] Rrrr…. Go on thundering, I’m not afraid! [Looks round] Any police here?

TIHON. What are you talking about, making mountains out of molehills?… The people here are all right… The police are fast asleep in their feather beds now…. [Loudly] Orthodox brothers, mind your pockets and your clothes, or you’ll have to regret it. The man’s a rascal! He’ll rob you!

MERIK. They can look out for their money, but as to their clothes — I shan’t touch them. I’ve nowhere to take them.

TIHON. Where’s the devil taking you to?

MERIK. To Kuban.

TIHON. My word!

FEDYA. To Kuban? Really? [Sitting up] It’s a fine place. You wouldn’t see such a country, brother, if you were to fall asleep and dream for three years. They say the birds there, and the beasts are — my God! The grass grows all the year round, the people are good, and they’ve so much land they don’t know what to do with it! The authorities, they say… a soldier was telling me the other day… give a hundred dessiatins ahead. There’s happiness, God strike me!

MERIK. Happiness…. Happiness goes behind you…. You don’t see it. It’s as near as your elbow is, but you can’t bite it. It’s all silly…. [Looking round at the benches and the people] Like a lot of prisoners…. A poor lot.

EFIMOVNA. [To MERIK] What great, angry, eyes! There’s an enemy in you, young man…. Don’t you look at us!

MERIK. Yes, you’re a poor lot here.

EFIMOVNA. Turn away! [Nudges SAVVA] Savva, darling, a wicked man is looking at us. He’ll do us harm, dear. [To MERIK] Turn away, I tell you, you snake!

SAVVA. He won’t touch us, mother, he won’t touch us…. God won’t let him.

MERIK. All right, Orthodox brothers! [Shrugs his shoulders] Be quiet! You aren’t asleep, you bandy-legged fools! Why don’t you say something?

EFIMOVNA. Take your great eyes away! Take away that devil’s own pride!

MERIK. Be quiet, you crooked old woman! I didn’t come with the devil’s pride, but with kind words, wishing to honour your bitter lot! You’re huddled together like flies because of the cold — I’d be sorry for you, speak kindly to you, pity your poverty, and here you go grumbling away! [Goes up to FEDYA] Where are you from?

FEDYA. I live in these parts. I work at the Khamonyevsky brickworks.

MERIK. Get up.

FEDYA. [Raising himself] Well?

MERIK. Get up, right up. I’m going to lie down here.

FEDYA. What’s that…. It isn’t your place, is it?

MERIK. Yes, mine. Go and lie on the ground!

FEDYA. You get out of this, you tramp. I’m not afraid of you.

MERIK. You’re very quick with your tongue…. Get up, and don’t talk about it! You’ll be sorry for it, you silly.

TIHON. [To FEDYA] Don’t contradict him, young man. Never mind.

FEDYA. What right have you? You stick out your fishy eyes and think I’m afraid! [Picks up his belongings and stretches himself out on the ground] You devil! [Lies down and covers himself all over.]

MERIK. [Stretching himself out on the bench] I don’t expect you’ve ever seen a devil or you wouldn’t call me one. Devils aren’t like that. [Lies down, putting his axe next to him.] Lie down, little brother axe… let me cover you.

TIHON. Where did you get the axe from?

MERIK. Stole it…. Stole it, and now I’ve got to fuss over it like a child with a new toy; I don’t like to throw it away, and I’ve nowhere to put it. Like a beastly wife…. Yes…. [Covering himself over] Devils aren’t like that, brother.

FEDYA. [Uncovering his head] What are they like?

MERIK. Like steam, like air…. Just blow into the air. [Blows] They’re like that, you can’t see them.

A VOICE FROM THE CORNER. You can see them if you sit under a harrow.

MERIK. I’ve tried, but I didn’t see any…. Old women’s tales, and silly old men’s, too…. You won’t see a devil or a ghost or a corpse…. Our eyes weren’t made so that we could see everything…. When I was a boy, I used to walk in the woods at night on purpose to see the demon of the woods…. I’d shout and shout, and there might be some spirit, I’d call for the demon of the woods and not blink my eyes: I’d see all sorts of little things moving about, but no demon. I used to go and walk about the churchyards at night, I wanted to see the ghosts — but the women lie. I saw all sorts of animals, but anything awful — not a sign. Our eyes weren’t…

THE VOICE FROM THE CORNER. Never mind, it does happen that you do see…. In our village a man was gutting a wild boar… he was separating the tripe when… something jumped out at him!

SAVVA. [Raising himself] Little children, don’t talk about these unclean things! It’s a sin, dears!

MERIK. Aaa… greybeard! You skeleton! [Laughs] You needn’t go to the churchyard to see ghosts, when they get up from under the floor to give advice to their relations…. A sin!… Don’t you teach people your silly notions! You’re an ignorant lot of people living in darkness…. [Lights his pipe] My father was peasant and used to be fond of teaching people. One night he stole a sack of apples from the village priest, and he brings them along and tells us, “Look, children, mind you don’t eat any apples before Easter, it’s a sin.” You’re like that…. You don’t know what a devil is, but you go calling people devils…. Take this crooked old woman, for instance. [Points to EFIMOVNA] She sees an enemy in me, but is her time, for some woman’s nonsense or other, she’s given her soul to the devil five times.

EFIMOVNA. Hoo, hoo, hoo…. Gracious heavens! [Covers her face] Little Savva!

TIHON. What are you frightening them for? A great pleasure! [The door slams in the wind] Lord Jesus…. The wind, the wind!

MERIK. [Stretching himself] Eh, to show my strength! [The door slams again] If I could only measure myself against the wind! Shall I tear the door down, or suppose I tear up the inn by the roots! [Gets up and lies down again] How dull!

NAZAROVNA. You’d better pray, you heathen! Why are you so restless?

EFIMOVNA. Don’t speak to him, leave him alone! He’s looking at us again. [To MERIK] Don’t look at us, evil man! Your eyes are like the eyes of a devil before cockcrow!

SAVVA. Let him look, pilgrims! You pray, and his eyes won’t do you any harm.

BORTSOV. No, I can’t. It’s too much for my strength! [Goes up to the counter] Listen, Tihon, I ask you for the last time…. Just half a glass!

TIHON. [Shakes his head] The money!

BORTSOV. My God, haven’t I told you! I’ve drunk it all! Where am I to get it? And you won’t go broke even if you do let me have a drop of vodka on tick. A glass of it only costs you two copecks, and it will save me from suffering! I am suffering! Understand! I’m in misery, I’m suffering!

TIHON. Go and tell that to someone else, not to me…. Go and ask the Orthodox, perhaps they’ll give you some for Christ’s sake, if they feel like it, but I’ll only give bread for Christ’s sake.

BORTSOV. You can rob those wretches yourself, I shan’t…. I won’t do it! I won’t! Understand? [Hits the bar-counter with his fist] I won’t. [A pause.] Hm… just wait…. [Turns to the pilgrim women] It’s an idea, all the same, Orthodox ones! Spare five copecks! My inside asks for it. I’m ill!

FEDYA. Oh, you swindler, with your “spare five copecks.” Won’t you have some water?

BORTSOV. How I am degrading myself! I don’t want it! I don’t want anything! I was joking!

MERIK. You won’t get it out of him, sir…. He’s a famous skinflint…. Wait, I’ve got a five-copeck piece somewhere…. We’ll have a glass between us — half each [Searches in his pockets] The devil… it’s lost somewhere…. Thought I heard it tinkling just now in my pocket…. No; no, it isn’t there, brother, it’s your luck! [A pause.]

BORTSOV. But if I can’t drink, I’ll commit a crime or I’ll kill myself…. What shall I do, my God! [Looks through the door] Shall I go out, then? Out into this darkness, wherever my feet take me….

MERIK. Why don’t you give him a sermon, you pilgrims? And you, Tihon, why don’t you drive him out? He hasn’t paid you for his night’s accommodation. Chuck him out! Eh, the people are cruel nowadays. There’s no gentleness or kindness in them…. A savage people! A man is drowning and they shout to him: “Hurry up and drown, we’ve got no time to look at you; we’ve got to go to work.” As to throwing him a rope — there’s no worry about that…. A rope would cost money.

SAVVA. Don’t talk, kind man!

MERIK. Quiet, old wolf! You’re a savage race! Herods! Sellers of your souls! [To TIHON] Come here, take off my boots! Look sharp now!

TIHON. Eh, he’s let himself go I [Laughs] Awful, isn’t it.

MERIK. Go on, do as you’re told! Quick now! [Pause] Do you hear me, or don’t you? Am I talking to you or the wall? [Stands up]

TIHON. Well… give over.

MERIK. I want you, you fleecer, to take the boots off me, a poor tramp.

TIHON. Well, well… don’t get excited. Here have a glass…. Have a drink, now!

MERIK. People, what do I want? Do I want









































































































































OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
ANTON CHEKHOV |






OEBPS/Images/DigiCat-logo.png





