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Anton Chekhov
THE DUEL

Anton Chekhov was born in 1860 in southern Russia. The grandson of a serf, he became a physician, paying for his education by selling satirical and humorous sketches to the newspapers. He soon turned to serious short stories, winning the Pushkin Prize in 1887, and went on to write plays, including Uncle Vanya, The Seagull, Three Sisters, and The Cherry Orchard, and novellas, including The Steppe and The Duel. He died of tuberculosis in 1904.
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FOREWORD

When he took on the film version of Anton Chekhov’s The Duel, producer Don Rosenfeld already had literary adaptations under his belt, from his years at Merchant Ivory. This worried me. Would a too-refined sensibility miss Chekhov’s broad comedy? Don, however, seemed to understand. “When you squeeze the grape, there has to be juice,” he said. We agreed to the respectful mantra of “Not Merchant Ivory,” and made our first offer, to the most interesting director we could think of.

Werner Herzog turned us down. “Chekhov is not a man to bring to cinema,” he said. But Werner, we have pistols! And naked ladies, and midnight trysts, a very public nervous breakdown, and two men at ideological loggerheads, brewing for a fight!

True, “ideological loggerheads” are not cinematic. Even Chekhov fretted to his editor about lack of action in his novella. So why make a movie of The Duel?

Because, as Samuel Beckett said, “Nothing is funnier than unhappiness.” Laevsky, the story’s anti-hero, is a walking disaster, his neuroses the ticking bomb every movie needs. He can’t bring himself to marry his mistress, he can’t find money to get out of town, and he can’t escape himself. “If it goes on for another day or two, I’ll strangle myself like … like a dog!” he says. Like a dog?

Actors love Chekhov because he gives great direction, right to the spot where internal life rubs up against external reality. We are never who we intend to be. Laevsky, driven mad by his mistress’s harmless swallowing at dinner, thinks, “He himself would not kill, of course, but if he had now been on a jury, he would have acquitted the murderer. ‘Merci, my dove,’ he said after dinner and kissed Nadezhda Fyodorovna on the forehead.”

Adulterous Nadya, avid Nadya … she is Laevsky’s equal in frustration and foolishness. But Chekhov refuses to throw her under the train like Anna Karenina. He enters her dirty mind and discovers innocence. For example: when Laevsky pretends his hysterics were bad digestion; “from time to time, sighing spasmodically, [he] stroked his side as if to show that the pain could still be felt. And nobody except Nadezhda Fyodorovna believed him, and he saw that.”

Her self-deception is as devastating as his self-consciousness.

Each page of The Duel is lush with revelation. Perceiving it is another matter, as difficult as really listening to a child. Reading Chekhov demands openness, and slowness, and a kind of courage, because reality is harrowing. Here is a young boy at the seaside showing off to his mother and sister: “[He] dove and swam further out, but got tired and hastened back, and by his grave, strained face, one could see that he did not believe in his strength.” This minor character never reappears, but his plight—the challenge of being a man among women—resonates through the story.

Chekhov’s work has a unique transparence. How on earth did he see inside all of us so clearly? This unveiling becomes easier to grasp—and The Duel easier to read—after going to the movie. The actors’ full-bodied inhabitation of their roles, their sheer vitality, helps us bear reality. We recognize the characters instantly, since their lies, their delusions, their vivid failures and fantasies are our own.

Ultimately, we root for the anti-hero, because we resemble him more than his opponent, the virtuous zoologist von Koren. As Laevsky says, “Yes, I run up debts, drink, live with another man’s wife, I’m hysterical, I’m banal, I’m not as profound as some are, but whose business is that?” This scene, in which Laevsky inadvertently challenges von Koren to a duel, is riotous, pathetic, and absurd. It is the very vaudeville of our lives.

The Duel isn’t about a gunfight; it’s about the salvation of souls. Nadya struggles to recover her virtue, but the moral pressure, the stakes, are on the men. Will Laevsky find compassion for the woman he’s ruined, or will he abandon her? Will von Koren shoot humanely, or with the violence of the beasts he studies? Will we behave like Man, or Ape? Can religion help?

Chekhov is unabashed in the face of emotion. He touches our largest feelings by the simplest means. When Nadya’s entanglements finally make her sick, feverish, Chekhov writes, “She was thirsty, and there was no one to give her a drink.” What poor sinner among us has not felt this need, this loneliness, this hopelessness?

Chekhov looks into our dark hearts, and still finds radiance. We read books and watch movies to find this light, to look into these mirrors. If the tools of the twenty-first century stunt our capacity to feel, will our neuroses become obsolete, as von Koren wishes? A world without Laevskys is not funny, it’s unimaginable. Perhaps we might leave aside the distractions of speed and screen, to better look at ourselves, and each other. We need Chekhov now more than ever.

The Master can be brutal. Just before Laevsky is about to die, he realizes he wants to live. The end of the novella brings high emotional climax, only to smash-cut to reality. We are back at Beckett’s “We can’t go on, we must go on.” But take heart, Chekhov loves life. The Duel is Beckett with great hats. And naked women, and guns that go off, and an absolution that extends to its audience. May we have the grace to take it.

—Mary Bing, screenwriter of the Flux Films / High Line Pictures film Anton Chekhov’s The Duel, June 2010


INTRODUCTION

Chekhov wrote his first and only novel when he was twenty-four. Its title is Drama at the Hunt, translated into English as A Shooting Party. It is 170 pages long, was serialized in thirty-two issues of the scandal sheet Daily News (which Chekhov renamed Daily Spews) from August 1884 to April 1885, and was never reprinted in his lifetime. It is by far his longest work of fiction. As Donald Rayfield wrote in Chekhov: The Evolution of His Art, “It reflects almost everything he had ever read, from The Sorrows of Young Werther to The Old Age of Lecoq. It also contains embryonically everything he was to write.” It is part detective story, part psychological study, and very cleverly plotted—a broad parody with a fine sense of the absurd, filled with stock Russian characters and situations, set on a decaying estate that would reappear time and again in Chekhov’s subsequent work. One of the characters is a naïve and sympathetic doctor, not unlike Dr. Samoilenko in The Duel and some of the other doctors who inhabit Dr. Chekhov’s fictional world.

Drama at the Hunt gave fullest expression to Chekhov’s early humorous manner, which was otherwise mainly confined to the brief sketches he produced to pay his way through medical school. But through the mid-1890s, before the period of the last great plays, the idea of writing a novel continued to entice him. In February 1894 he took a sizable advance from the Petersburg publisher Adolf Marx (“I’ve become a Marxist,” he would joke later) for a novel to be serialized in the magazine Niva (“The Cornfield”). Meanwhile, he was working on what he described to his brother Mikhail as “a novel about Moscow life.” This was Three Years, a story set in Moscow merchant circles, which he had been mulling over since 1891. It was published early in 1895 in the liberal journal Russian Thought. In the spring of 1896, to fulfill his contract with Marx, he set to work on another “novel,” eventually entitled My Life, his last extended prose work.

Chekhov’s genius defined its formal limits in these works of 90 to 120 pages. It balked at anything longer. Literary genres are notoriously elusive of definition (Chekhov called his last play, The Cherry Orchard, a comedy; its first director, Konstantin Stanislavsky, considered it a tragedy), but it seems justifiable to call these works short novels, and to distinguish them from Chekhov’s other works, which are at most half their length. The question is metrical, not mechanical. A hundred-page narrative, whatever generic title we may give it, moves to a different measure than a narrative of five, or fifteen, or fifty pages. It includes the effective time and space of a full-bodied novel, but treats them with the short story’s economy of means. The Duel is a masterful example of the genre.

Nikolai Gogol once boasted of Dead Souls, “All Russia will appear in it,” but later confessed that he had made it all up. The writer who did know and portray “all Russia” was Nikolai Leskov, a slightly younger contemporary of Dostoevsky, Turgenev, and Tolstoy. Leskov had traveled throughout Russia as an agent for the stewards of a rich Russian landowner, sending back reports that delighted his employers and marked his beginnings as a writer. Chekhov never met Dostoevsky or Turgenev; he was invited to Tolstoy’s estate only in 1895, when he was already an established writer; but he ran into Leskov at a decisive moment, in the summer of 1883, when he was twenty-three and Leskov fifty-two. After some low-life carousing in Moscow, he and Leskov ended up in a cab together, where, as Chekhov recounted in a letter to his brother, the following exchange took place: “[Leskov] turns to me half drunk and asks: ‘Do you know what I am?’ ‘I do.’ ‘No, you don’t. I’m a mystic.’ ‘I know.’ He stares at me with his old man’s popping eyes and prophesies: ‘You will die before your brother.’ ‘Perhaps.’ ‘I shall anoint you with oil as Samuel did David … Write.’”

The consecration was more meaningful than the circumstances suggest. Chekhov was indeed Leskov’s successor in important ways, not least in his knowledge of Russia. The critic Boris Eichenbaum wrote: “One of the basic principles of Chekhov’s artistic work is the endeavor to embrace all of Russian life in its various manifestations, and not to describe selected spheres, as was customary before him.” Dostoevsky was an urban intellectual in excelsis, Turgenev and Tolstoy belonged to the landed gentry, but Chekhov was the son of a former serf, and not only saw things differently but also saw different things than his aristocratic elders. In its linguistic resources—particularly the use of Church Slavonicisms and the rendering of peasant speech—Chekhov’s work continues Leskov’s. Chekhov also has a paradoxical, Leskovian vision of the harshness and beauty of the world that goes beyond correct moral or ideological attitudes, and he has something of Leskov’s deep comic sense. Leskov was an Orthodox Christian, though of a somewhat unorthodox kind, for whom the evil and sin of the world could suddenly be pierced by holiness. Chekhov was an agnostic and a man of science; reason imposed greater restraints on him than on Leskov; but there are moments of transcendence, or near transcendence, in his stories, understated, hedged round with irony, but nevertheless there, when contradiction becomes so intense and unresolvable that the “veil” is almost torn. Donald Rayfield speaks of this “mystic side of Chekhov—his irrational intuition that there is meaning and beauty in the cosmos,” and rightly says that it “aligns him more to Leskov than to Tolstoy in the Russian literary tradition.” It is also what distinguishes him from Maupassant and Zola, whom he greatly admired.

In 1884, a year after his anointing by Leskov, Chekhov suffered a first hemorrhage of the lungs, revealing the illness that would bear out Leskov’s prophecy. He never acknowledged that he was consumptive, though as a doctor he could hardly have mistaken the symptoms. They recurred intermittently but more and more alarmingly in the remaining twenty years of his life. His younger brother, Nikolai, a gifted artist, was also consumptive. His death in June 1889 deeply shocked Chekhov. Two months later, he began writing “A Boring Story,” the first-person account of a famous professor of medicine faced with the knowledge of his imminent death and an absolute solitude, detached from everything and everyone around him. The philosopher Lev Shestov considered it “the most autobiographical of all his works.” But Shestov is right to insist that the change in Chekhov reflected something more profound than the shock of his brother’s death and the awareness that the same fate awaited him. We can only learn what it was from the works that followed, among them The Duel, written in 1891. In them impressionism goes from the meteorological to the metaphysical.

In December 1889, Chekhov decided to make a journey across the entire breadth of Russia to Sakhalin Island, off the far eastern coast of Siberia. Given the state of his health, the trip was extremely foolhardy, but he refused to be put off. He was disappointed by the failure of his play The Wood Demon, the first version of Uncle Vanya, which had opened to boos and catcalls on November 27 and closed immediately; he was generally disgusted with literary life and the role of the fashionable writer; he longed to escape his entanglements with women, editors, theater people, and also to answer his critics, who reproached him with social indifference. He wanted, finally, to do something real. Sakhalin Island was the location of the most notorious prison colony in Russia. He planned to make a detailed survey of conditions on the island and write a report that might help to bring about reforms in the penal system.

After a few months of preparation, reading all he could find about Sakhalin and Siberia, obtaining the necessary permissions, as well as tickets for a return by sea to Odessa, he left on April 21, 1890, traveling by train, riverboat, and covered wagon. Eighty-one days later, on July 11, he set foot on the island, where he spent the next three months gathering information about the prisoners, the guards, their families, the native peoples, the climate, the flora and fauna. He interviewed hundreds of men, women, and children, inspected the mines, the farms, the schools and hospitals (he was especially indignant at the treatment of children and the conditions in the hospitals, and later sent shipments of books and medical supplies to the island). On December 2, 1890, having crossed the China Sea, circumnavigated India, and passed through the Suez Canal and the Bosphorus, he landed in Odessa, bringing with him a pet mongoose and thousands of indexed notecards.

In January he began what would be his longest published work, Sakhalin Island, an intentionally dry sociological dissertation, which was completed and appeared serially in Russian Thought only, from 1893 to 1894. After his look into the inner abyss in “A Boring Story,” he had turned and gone to the worst place on earth, as if to stifle his own metaphysical anguish by plunging into the physical sufferings of others. “Sakhalin,” writes Donald Rayfield, “gave Chekhov the first of his experiences of real, irremediable evil … in Sakhalin he sensed that social evils and individual unhappiness were inextricably involved; his ethics lost their sharp edge of blame and discrimination.”

That experience is reflected, though only indirectly, in The Duel, which Chekhov worked on alternately with Sakhalin Island during the summer of 1891. The duel it dramatizes, before it becomes literal, is a conflict of ideas between the two main phases of the Russian intelligentsia in the nineteenth century, the liberal idealism of the 1840s and the rational egoism of the 1860s, in the persons of Laevsky, a self-styled “superfluous man” (a type christened by Turgenev in 1850), and von Koren, a zoologist and Social Darwinian with an appropriately German name. The one talks like a book (or a small library); the other is so dedicated to science that he decides to participate actively in the process of natural selection. Laevsky and von Koren demolish each other in words behind each other’s backs, before they face each other with loaded pistols. But it is rather late in the day for dueling, the clash of ideas has grown weary, the situation has degenerated, and the whole thing is displaced from the capitals to a seedy resort town on the Caucasian coast, where the Russians appear as precarious interlopers among the native peoples.

The Duel verges on satire, even farce, but pulls back; it verges on tragedy, but turns comical; it ends by deceiving all our expectations. The closing refrain—“No one knows the real truth”—is first spoken by von Koren, then repeated by Laevsky. Chekhov enters into all his characters’ minds in turn. No single point of view prevails.

In The Duel, Chekhov’s art becomes “polyphonic,” but not in the Dostoevskian sense. Dostoevsky’s polyphony is built on the genuine dialogue and interpenetration of ideas embodied by his characters—that is, on living contact, on the impossibility of isolated consciousness. In Chekhov, it is exactly the opposite: the idea enters into no relationship with the ideas of others; each consciousness is isolated and impenetrable; there is a polyphony of voices, but no dialogue; there is compassion, but no communion. Chekhov became the master of this protean, quizzical form of narrative, with its radical undercutting of all fixed positions. The Duel begins and ends at sea.

In his refusal to force the contradictions of his story to any resolution, Chekhov seems to reach an impasse. But the impasse is not a dead end; it is an opening. The role played in The Duel by the beardless young deacon Pobedov (his name comes from the word for victory) is a key to the subtle indirectness of Chekhov’s art. And we may remember the moment early in the story when, in a comical reverie, the deacon imagines himself a bishop, intoning the bishop’s liturgical prayer: “Look down from heaven, O God, and behold and visit this vineyard which Thy right hand hath planted.” The quality of Chekhov’s attention is akin to prayer. Though he was often accused of being indifferent, and sometimes claimed it himself, that is the last thing he was.

—Richard Pevear


I

IT WAS EIGHT o’clock in the morning—the time when officers, officials, and visitors, after a hot, sultry night, usually took a swim in the sea and then went to the pavilion for coffee or tea. Ivan Andreich Laevsky, a young man about twenty-eight years old, a lean blond, in the peaked cap of the finance ministry1 and slippers, having come to swim, found many acquaintances on the shore, and among them his friend the army doctor Samoilenko.

With a large, cropped head, neckless, red, big-nosed, with bushy black eyebrows and gray side-whiskers, fat, flabby, and with a hoarse military bass to boot, this Samoilenko made the unpleasant impression of a bully and a blusterer on every newcomer, but two or three days would go by after this first acquaintance, and his face would begin to seem remarkably kind, nice, and even handsome. Despite his clumsiness and slightly rude tone, he was a peaceable man, infinitely kind, good-natured, and responsible. He was on familiar terms with everybody in town, lent money to everybody, treated everybody, made matches, made peace, organized picnics, at which he cooked shashlik and prepared a very tasty mullet soup; he was always soliciting and interceding for someone and always rejoicing over something. According to general opinion, he was sinless and was known to have only two weaknesses: first, he was ashamed of his kindness and tried to mask it with a stern gaze and an assumed rudeness; and second, he liked it when medical assistants and soldiers called him “Your Excellency,” though he was only a state councillor.2

“Answer me one question, Alexander Davidych,” Laevsky began, when the two of them, he and Samoilenko, had gone into the water up to their shoulders. “Let’s say you fell in love with a woman and became intimate with her; you lived with her, let’s say, for more than two years, and then, as it happens, you fell out of love and began to feel she was a stranger to you. How would you behave in such a case?”

“Very simple. Go, dearie, wherever the wind takes you—and no more talk.”

“That’s easy to say! But what if she has nowhere to go? She’s alone, no family, not a cent, unable to work …”

“What, then? Fork her out five hundred, or twenty-five a month—and that’s it. Very simple.”

“Suppose you’ve got both the five hundred and the twenty-five a month, but the woman I’m talking about is intelligent and proud. Can you possibly bring yourself to offer her money? And in what form?”

Samoilenko was about to say something, but just then a big wave covered them both, then broke on the shore and noisily rolled back over the small pebbles. The friends went ashore and began to dress.

“Of course, it’s tricky living with a woman if you don’t love her,” Samoilenko said, shaking sand from his boot. “But Vanya, you’ve got to reason like
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