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Anton Chekhov

Anton Pavlovich Chekhov was born on January 17, 1860, in Taganrog, a small provincial port in southern Russia located on the Sea of Azov. His grandfather had been a serf who for 3,500 rubles had purchased the family’s freedom. Chekhov’s domineering father was a lower-middle-class bigot, a petty merchant who kept a grocery store, bullied his wife, and beat his six children. Although Anton Pavlovich’s early life was monotonous and oppressive (“In my childhood there was no childhood”), he found his own strange way of compensating for the dismal atmosphere: possessing a natural gift for clowning and mimicry, the boy delighted schoolmates with hilarious imitations of virtually everyone in the village.

Chekhov was sixteen when the family business failed and his father escaped debtors’ prison by fleeing to Moscow. The young man’s mother and siblings soon followed, but Anton Pavlovich remained behind to complete his education at the Taganrog Secondary School. Three years later, in 1879, he joined them in Moscow and entered the medical school of Moscow University. During his university years Chekhov became the family’s chief breadwinner: he supported them by writing stories, sketches, and parodies for humor magazines. All his early works were signed with pseudonyms, most frequently “Antosha Chekhonte.” He completed his medical studies in 1884 and practiced medicine intermittently for several years while continuing to publish stories. “Medicine is my lawful wife,” he wrote to a friend, “and literature is my mistress. When I get fed up with one, I spend the night with the other. Though it is irregular, it is less boring this way, and besides, neither of them loses anything through my infidelity.”

All the while, Chekhov’s fiction continued to grow in depth and range. He published his first volume of stories, Motley Tales, in 1886; a year later he brought out his second collection, In the Twilight, for which he was awarded the Pushkin Prize for distinguished literary achievement by the Russian Academy. Vladimir Nabokov perfectly explained Chekhov’s appeal: “What really attracted the Russian reader was that in Chekhov’s heroes he recognized the Russian idealist, . . . a man who combined the deepest human decency of which man is capable with an almost ridiculous inability to put his ideals and principles into action; a man devoted to moral beauty, the welfare of his people, the welfare of the universe, but unable in his private life to do anything useful; frittering away his provincial existence in a haze of utopian dreams; knowing exactly what is good, what is worthwhile living for, but at the same time sinking lower and lower in the mud of a humdrum existence, unhappy in love, hopelessly inefficient in everything—a good man who cannot make good. This is the character that passes—in the guise of a doctor, a student, a village teacher, many other professional people—all through Chekhov’s stories.”

Despite the success of his literary career Chekhov felt guilty about neglecting medicine. Moreover, he still had to write a dissertation to obtain a full medical degree. Partly to discharge this debt and partly for the sake of adventure, he undertook an exhausting—and at times dangerous—six-thousand-mile journey across Siberia to Sakhalin Island. There he made a thorough study of the social, economic, and medical conditions of the Russian settlers (mostly convicts) and native population. Upon his return (by sea, via the Suez Canal) from this “descent into hell,” he was quickly forced back into medicine and public health by the terrible famine of 1891 and the cholera epidemic that followed. In 1892 he bought a six-hundred-acre country estate near the village of Melihovo, where for the next five years he served as doctor to the local peasants and helped to build schools, while his literary output continued unabated.

The turn of the century witnessed a dramatic new phase in Chekhov’s career: between 1896 and 1903 he wrote the plays that established his reputation as one of the great dramatists of modern times: The Seagull (1896), Uncle Vanya (1897), Three Sisters (1901), and The Cherry Orchard (1904). But in 1897 a massive pulmonary hemorrhage forced him to acknowledge that he was stricken with tuberculosis, an illness he had long concealed. For the remainder of his life he was virtually a semi-invalid and lived mostly in a villa at Yalta, his “warm Siberia,” where he met Tolstoy and Gorky. In 1901 he married Olga Knipper, the Moscow Art Theater actress who had played the role of Arkadina in The Seagull.

Chekhov’s last public appearance took place at the Moscow premiere of The Cherry Orchard on 17 January 1904, his forty-fourth birthday. Shaken with coughing, he was hardly able to stand and acknowledge the thunderous ovation. In June he was rushed to a health resort at Badenweiler in the Black Forest. He died of consumption on 2 July. His body was transported to Moscow in a refrigerating car used for the transportation of oysters—a quirk of fate he would doubtless have been amused to jot down in his notebook.




Introduction

Michael Henry Heim

THE PLAYS

Chekhov was known to balk at the prospect of his works in translation. He believed they were too Russian to travel and would not be understood, much less appreciated, by foreign audiences. Although his innate modesty was clearly at work here, that modesty came not only from within; it had its social roots.

Chekhov was the first major Russian writer of “plebian” origin. Pushkin, Turgenev, and Tolstoy belonged to old and prominent aristocratic families, and even Dostoevsky, whose father was a lowly army doctor, claimed noble descent and the right to own land and serfs. Their lineage made a European upbringing and European contacts (tutors and governesses, friends and lovers) de rigueur. Chekhov grew up with none of this veneer: his grandfather had not owned serfs, he was a serf, and Chekhov bitterly recalled having had to “squeeze the slave out of himself drop by drop.”* Yet the works that make his reputation are every bit as universal as they are Russian.

The four major plays in the present collection are a case in point. The combination of Russian and universal elements is seamless and mutually enriching. What I propose to show is how the two levels complement each other.

The Seagull (1896) is not Chekhov’s first full-length play. That distinction belongs to the melodrama Ivanov (1887), which itself was preceded by an unfinished play (untitled in Russian, but commonly called Platonov in English) and followed by The Wood Demon (1889), the predecessor to Uncle Vanya. But it is in The Seagull that he found himself as a playwright. It is also, not incidentally, a play about the theater.

Russian theater at the time, much like European theater as a whole, was dominated by a repertory of overblown melodramas serving as vehicles for the public’s favorite actors. Audiences went to the theater to see stars rather than plays. Arkadina in The Seagull is a provincial Russian Bernhardt (Chekhov saw Bernhardt perform and disliked her style intensely); her son Kostya is an aspiring writer who aims to restore literature to the theater. Then there is Nina, an aspiring actress with whom Kostya is in love, and Trigorin, Arkadina’s lover and a popular author with whom Nina falls in love.

Had Chekhov been a lesser writer, he might have made Kostya surpass Trigorin, but Chekhov was incapable of black-and-white portrayals. Kostya’s play, an attempt to bring the European decadent movement to the Russian stage, is honest but in the end inept. Furthermore, Trigorin is no out-and-out hack; he is sincerely obsessed with his writing. He is merely mediocre—and knows it. As for Arkadina, she is limited, possessive, and self-centered, yet in her own way she adores both her son and her lover. Rarely are Chekhov’s characters unmitigated villains, but neither are they heroes, not in the traditional sense at least. In The Seagull Nina comes closest to heroism: at the play’s end she is by no means the great actress a conventional writer would have made her; she is working hard at life, pulling herself up by her bootstraps. What headway she has made she has made at great cost, but headway it is.

Nina thus provides the link between the local, Russian element I have chosen to highlight—the situation in the Russian theater—and the universal element I now wish to address—namely, what it means to grow into maturity, to move from adolescence to adulthood. Kostya is well into his twenties, yet he has not cut the umbilical cord: his mother is still all to him; Nina, presumably several years younger than Kostya, has broken with her overbearing father and struck off on her own. Moreover, the local and the universal strands are inextricably intertwined: both Kostya and Nina base their bids for maturity on the theater.

The fateful outcome of Kostya’s inability to grow up reflects a strain of melodrama left over from Chekhov’s earlier plays, but in other ways The Seagull itself solved the theatrical problems it posed. Not only did it call the star system into question in the person of Arkadina; it destroyed it by means of its structure: The Seagull has no starring role; it has four equally important characters. In addition, even the less important characters have nothing of the supporting-role attributes of the previous period; they serve to deepen and broaden the play, not to show off the box-office draw. After The Seagull Chekhov’s plays all followed this innovative pattern.

Even the only major play named after a single character does not highlight that character unduly. The very fact that its title is Uncle Vanya and not simply Vanya implies another, equally important character, his niece Sonya; indeed, Uncle Vanya has five equally important roles—the others being Professor Serebryakov, his wife Yelena, and Dr. Astrov—to The Seagull’s four. When reworking The Wood Demon, the basis for Uncle Vanya, Chekhov made consequent use of his new structural principle.

Uncle Vanya deals with issues that recur in the rest of the plays with enough regularity to make of them a trilogy. True, it retains links to The Seagull: Vanya’s questioning the validity of the professor’s work in art recalls Kostya’s questioning the validity of Trigorin’s fiction, and Vanya’s puerile relationship with his mother recalls Kostya’s attachment to Arkadina. (Chekhov’s preference for the pet name Vanya over the neutral Ivan suggests that Vanya is still a child, and to make matters worse he is significantly older than Kostya.) But new issues crowd these out.

A prime local issue at the time was the ecological one posed by Dr. Astrov: why destroy forests unthinkingly? It is of course an issue with more universal ramifications as well. But the overriding and to my mind most universal issue in the play is the meaning of work, the part work plays in our day-to-day existence. Is one type of work worthier than another (the professor’s scholarly activity, the doctor’s not always successful operations, Vanya and Sonya’s agricultural efforts)? What are the consequences of doing no work at all (Yelena’s idle existence)? Like Nina in The Seagull, Sonya in Uncle Vanya takes the difficult, unheroically heroic stand of hard work, of plowing through.

A more somber variant of that message emerges from the final speeches in Three Sisters. Delivered in solidarity by all three—Olga, Masha, and Irina—they have a melancholic if not mournful ring, the result of the old army doctor’s contrapuntal commentary—“What difference does it make?”—and Olga’s own refrain—“If only we knew.”

“If only we knew” is emblematic of both the Russian issue and the universal issue at stake here. The Russian issue, which again has universal overtones, is the function of education: Olga is a teacher, as is Masha’s husband; Irina aspires to be one. There is much talk about the use and misuse of learning, especially—and not surprisingly, given the play’s title—among women, who in Russia were for the first time receiving serious education in large numbers. The closely related universal issue is whether the future—which in Three Sisters designates the potentialities of life “two or three hundred years” hence—will represent an improvement on the present, thus dwarfing the present in its significance. “If only we knew.” Vershinin, Masha’s lover, has grandiloquent hopes; Tusenbach, Irina’s fiancé, is less optimistic: the externals may change, but life will be as hard as ever. The issue soon turned out to be chillingly pertinent in Russia, where millions suffered imprisonment, forced labor, and death in the name of a radiant Communist future.

Three Sisters is the only mature play Chekhov chose to label a drama. It earns that distinction not only from the cheerless ending but from the dire events that lead up to it and from its two uncharacteristically unredeemable characters: Natasha, the sisters’ philistine, social-climbing sister-in-law; and the at first merely irritating but later downright pernicious Solyony. Even if The Cherry Orchard, which Chekhov labeled a comedy, ends arguably on an even more somber note—with the death knell of an entire way of life—it has only one pernicious character, the self-important servant Yasha. Besides, Yasha is so vacuous that the consequences of his actions, two broken hearts, are not nearly so dire as the consequences of Solyony’s in Three Sisters.

The Cherry Orchard is a comedy, though it is also—even first and foremost—about death. Chekhov was dying as he wrote it and, having practiced medicine all his life, he was acutely aware of how soon his end would come. Death puts in an almost personal appearance at the play’s end in the dying servant Firs, but it is present symbolically throughout.

Now, Chekhov was anything but a Symbolist; he even made sport of the Symbolists in Kostya’s decadent play and in the dead seagull he lays before Nina. (“I suppose it’s a symbol,” Nina says, “but I’m sorry, I don’t understand it.”) Still, the chopping down of the cherry orchard is so clearly an allegory of the demise of the landowning class in Russia—the play’s main Russian issue—that it fairly begs to be extended symbolically to death in general. In Act Two a group of characters hears a string snapping in the distance, a sound that “seems to come from the sky.” They wonder what it is. Lopakhin, the practical man among them and the one who proposes that the orchard be cleared for what we would now call land development, has a practical explanation: it comes from a distant mine. But the consternation among the characters remains. It has since shifted to critics and scholars. I propose that Chekhov introduces the snapping string as a memento mori, to signal the presence of death in life.

Life in The Cherry Orchard goes on apace: there is singing and dancing; there are magic tricks and pratfalls. That is the comedy. But behind all the brouhaha the sound of the ax in the cherry orchard makes itself heard much like the sound of the snapping string. Is that a tragedy? No, Chekhov maintains implicitly. In fact, Lopakhin may be seen as a coarse self-portrait: he, like Chekhov, comes from peasant stock; he, like Chekhov, is the first generation of his family to “make it.” Life two or three hundred years from now will not (as Vershinin argues in Three Sisters) be better, but it will (as Tusenbach argues) be different, and Lopakhin is one of those involved in making it different. There is no point crying over spilt milk, the spilt milk here being the cherry orchard or, allegorically, the gentry and the way of life it represents or, symbolically, death. Life goes on apace. First with us, then without us. That is why a play with death just under the surface from start to finish can—in Chekhov’s hands, at least—be a comedy.

“But nothing ever happens!” So goes the fabled cry. Occasionally arising even from Chekhov’s most admiring audiences, it reflects a sensibility that expects a “well-made play,” the kind Arkadina was wont to star in, a work with a beginning, a middle, and an end. Chekhov’s plays have a beginning and a middle all right, but they are open-ended. All sorts of things happen in a Chekhov play, and by the end of each the principal characters’ lives have changed irrevocably. But what does happen often takes place beneath the surface and derives as much from what is left unsaid as from what is put into words. Even more disconcerting is Chekhov’s refusal to predict what will happen after the play ends. But that is what induces us to take it home from the theater, ruminate on it, not merely file it away. The open-endedness of Chekhov’s plays—of his work as a whole, for that matter—results from a conviction that the writer’s job is not so much to provide the proper answers as to pose the proper questions.

THE TRANSLATION

Chekhov may not have set great store by translations of his work, but true to form he responded to his translators’ queries with alacrity and precision—true to form, because he expended an enormous amount of time and energy on the first drafts of even neophyte writers who sought his comments.* As he did not know English, the assistance he provided to his first English translator amounts to explanations of unusual words and at one point, this time true to his modesty, a confession that the original word was in fact less than felicitous.

The problems Chekhov’s plays have had in English, however, pertain not so much to individual words as to the overall tone. True, I have yet to find an English translation that retains all the famous pauses Chekhov so carefully indicated, and I have included every one of them (as well as all the ellipsis points, which imply briefer pauses). But if retranslations of classics are called for periodically, it is less to correct errors than to address broader issues of interpretation and voice. Early translations of the plays gave the impression that Chekhov’s characters were vaguely Shavian in diction and therefore nature, whereas in reality, as Russians have told me again and again, their speech differs surprisingly little from that of their intelligent, educated counterparts today. It was to reproduce the corresponding level of speech that I undertook to retranslate the plays.

Since I was translating for the stage, I had the advantage of being able to work closely with theater professionals. I would read the first draft aloud to the director, answering questions and incorporating suggestions as I went. Then I would listen to the actors’ early run-throughs, paying special attention to lines they stumbled over or unconsciously altered. I learned a great deal from those sessions.

At the time, twenty-five years ago, there was a dearth of American translations of the plays, and my initial impulse was to Americanize the diction. After observing the results in a production or two, however, I came to temper that impulse: American diction tended naturally enough to elicit American body language and encourage an informality as inappropriate to the time and place in question as the clipped Shavian formality I was reacting against. Not all the characters speak the same, of course, and I have tried to capture their differences through different registers of English and even varieties of English. But what I hope to have achieved after all the years of fine-tuning on both sides of the Atlantic is a “mid-Atlantic” version, one that sounds as natural—even as neutral—as the Russian.*

I would like to take this opportunity to thank Gordon Davidson and Ben Shaktman, who first commissioned the translations, the directors I worked with most closely—first and foremost Ben Shaktman, but also Jack Going, Nancy Keystone, Michael McLain, and Ed Parone—and the numerous actors who wittingly and unwittingly influenced me. I am also greatly indebted to Simon Karlinsky, who went through the translations word by word with me, and to my wife, Priscilla, who was my first editor through it all.

* From a letter to his publisher, Alexei Suvorin, dated 7 January 1889 (Anton Chekhov’s Life and Thought: Selected Letters and Commentary, edited and annotated by Simon Karlinsky, translated by Michael Henry Heim in collaboration with Simon Karlinsky [Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1997], p. 85). Chekhov’s letters provide unusually illuminating insights into his mind and creativity.

* See, for example, the letters to Maria Kiselyova (14 January 1887), Yelena Shavrova (16 September 1891), and even, apparently unsolicited, to his editor Suvorin (30 May 1888) and Maxim Gorky (3 January 1899) in Anton Chekhov’s Life and Thought, pp. 60–64, 205–7, 104–5, 337–39.

* “Chekhov’s language is as precise as ‘Hello!’ and as simple as ‘Give me a glass of tea,’ “ Vladimir Mayakovsky once wrote. (Quoted in “Introduction,” Anton Chekhov’s Life and Thought, p. 31.)




The Seagull

A COMEDY IN FOUR ACTS

CHARACTERS1

IRINA NIKOLAEVNA ARKADINA (TRÉPLEVA by marriage). An actress.

KONSTANTIN GAVRILOVICH TRÉPLEV (KOSTYA). Her son, a young man.

PYOTR NIKOLAEVICH SORIN. Her brother.

NINA MIKHAILOVNA ZARÉCHNAYA. A young girl, the daughter of a rich landowner.

ILYA AFANASYEVICH SHAMRAEV. A retired lieutenant, the manager of Sorin’s estate.

POLINA ANDRÉEVNA. His wife.

MARIA ILYINICHNA (MASHA). His daughter.

BORIS ALEXÉEVICH TRIGORIN. A writer.

YEVGÉNY SERGÉEVICH DORN. A doctor.

SEMYON SERGÉEVICH MEDVEDÉNKO. A schoolmaster.

YAKOV. A workman.

A MALE COOK.

A HOUSEMAID.

         

The action takes place on SORIN's estate. Two years pass between Acts Three and Four.

Act One

The grounds of SORIN’s estate. A broad tree-lined path leading away from the audience to a lake is cut off by a makeshift stage for an amateur performance. The lake is hidden from view. Bushes to the left and right of the stage. Several chairs, a small table.

The sun has just set. On the stage behind a lowered curtain YAKOV and other WORKMEN are heard coughing and hammering. Enter MASHA and MEDVEDENKO, left, on their way back from a walk.

MEDVEDENKO. Why is it you always wear black?

MASHA. I’m in mourning for my life. I’m unhappy.

MEDVEDENKO. But why? (Thinking hard.) I can’t understand it . . . You’re healthy. Your father may not be rich, but he has a comfortable life. My life’s much harder than yours—I make only twenty-three rubles a month minus pension-fund deductions—and I don’t wear mourning. (They sit down.)

MASHA. Money doesn’t matter. Even a pauper can be happy.

MEDVEDENKO. In theory perhaps, but not in practice. I’ve got myself, my mother, my two sisters, and my little brother to support—and all on twenty-three rubles. We need to eat and drink, don’t we? We need tea and sugar. We need tobacco. Just try and make ends meet.

MASHA (looking at the stage). The play’s starting soon.

MEDVEDENKO. Yes. Nina Zarechnaya in a play by Konstantin Gavrilovich. They’re in love, and today their souls will merge in the desire to create a unified artistic image. But my soul and yours have no points of contact. I love you. I miss you so much I can’t keep away. Every day I walk four miles here and four miles home, and what do I get? Utter indifference. And no wonder. I have no private means and a large family to support . . . Who wants to marry a man with nothing to eat?

MASHA. Ridiculous. (She takes snuff.) I’m touched by your love. I can’t return it, that’s all. (She holds out the snuffbox to him.) Snuff?

MEDVEDENKO. No, none for me.

(Pause.)

MASHA. What a muggy day. We’re in for a storm tonight. All you do is philosophize or talk about money. You think there’s nothing worse than poverty. Well, I think it’s a thousand times easier to go begging in rags than to . . . But you wouldn’t understand . . .

(Enter SORIN and TREPLEV, right.)

SORIN (leaning on his cane). I’m just not myself in the country, my boy. Never will be either, you can be sure of that. I went to bed at ten last night, and this morning at nine I woke up feeling my brain was stuck to my skull. From all that sleep and such. (He laughs.) I dropped off again this afternoon, and now I’m a complete wreck. It’s a living nightmare, if you know what I mean.

TREPLEV. You’re right. You ought to be living in town. (Seeing MASHA and MEDVEDENKO.) Sorry, but you’ll be called when it starts. You can’t stay here now. Please go.

SORIN (to MASHA). Maria Ilyinichna, do you think you could ask your father to let the dog off the chain? It’s always howling. My sister was up again all night.

MASHA. Ask him yourself. I refuse. I don’t want any part of it, thank you. (To MEDVEDENKO.) Come on.

MEDVEDENKO (to TREPLEV). You’ll let us know in time, won’t you? (They exit.)

SORIN. So that dog will howl all night again. You see? I never get my way in the country. I used to take a month off and come here to relax and such, but there was always so much fuss and bother I was ready to leave the day I came. (He laughs.) I was always glad to get away from here . . . Now that I’m retired, I have nowhere else to go, if you know what I mean. Like it or not, this is home . . .

YAKOV (to TREPLEV). We’re going down for a swim, Konstantin Gavrilovich.

TREPLEV. All right. Just make sure you’re back in ten minutes. (He glances at his watch.) We’ll be starting soon.

YAKOV. Yes, sir. (He exits.)

TREPLEV (looking over the stage). How’s that for a stage: curtain, one wing, another, then empty space. No set. You look straight out on the lake and the horizon. Curtain’s going up at eight-thirty on the dot, just as the moon starts to rise.

SORIN. Splendid.

TREPLEV. Of course the effect will be lost if Nina’s late. She should be here by now. Her father and stepmother never let her out of their sight. Getting away from that house is like breaking out of prison. (He adjusts SORIN’s tie.) Your hair and beard are a mess. Why don’t you keep them trimmed? . . .

SORIN (combing his beard). The tragedy of my life. I look drunk all the time. Even when I was young, I looked like a drunkard and all. Never had luck with the ladies. (Sitting down.) I wonder why my sister’s in such a bad mood.

TREPLEV. Why do you think? She’s bored. (Sitting next to him.) And jealous. She’s dead set against me, my play, and the performance, because her novelist might find Nina attractive. She doesn’t know the first thing about the play, but she hates it.

SORIN (laughing). You’re imagining things. Really . . .

TREPLEV. It galls her to think that Nina will get all the applause. Even on that tiny stage. (Glancing at his watch.) She’s a psychological oddity, my mother: unquestionably talented and intelligent, capable of weeping over a novel, reeling off all Nekrasov by heart, nursing the sick like an angel—but try praising Duse in her presence.2 No! She’s the only one you can praise; she’s the only one you can write about, shout about, rave about in Camille or The Fumes of Life.3 But here in the country there aren’t any opiates, so she’s bored and edgy and thinks we’re all her enemies, we’re the ones to blame. She’s superstitious too: afraid of three candles, of the number thirteen. She’s a miser: she’s got seventy thousand in a bank in Odessa—I know it for a fact—but try and get a loan out of her. She’ll burst into tears.

SORIN. You’re so convinced she’s against the play you can’t think straight and all. Calm down. Your mother worships you.

TREPLEV (pulling the petals off a flower). She loves me, she loves me not; she loves me, she loves me not; she loves me, she loves me not. (He laughs.) See? My mother doesn’t love me. Why should she? What she wants is to live, love, wear bright blouses. And here I am, twenty-five—a constant reminder she’s not so young as she used to be. When I’m not around, she’s thirty-two; when I am, she’s forty-three. That’s why she hates me. Besides, she knows I don’t accept her theater, the theater she loves. She thinks she’s serving mankind, a sacred art, but as far as I’m concerned the theater today is all rote and delusion. When the curtain goes up on an artificially lit room with three walls, and those great talents, those priests of sacred art, show how people eat, drink, love, walk, and wear their jackets; when they take stock lines and stock situations and try to squeeze a moral out of them, a smug, homespun, oversimplified sort of moral; when they serve up the same thing in a thousand variations, over and over and over again—then all I can do is run, flee, the way Maupassant fled the Eiffel Tower, afraid its vulgarity would wear down his brain.

SORIN. But we need the theater.

TREPLEV. What we need are new forms. New forms. And if we can’t have them, we’re better off with nothing. (Glancing at his watch.) I love my mother, love her dearly, but the self-indulgent life she leads—running around with that writer, getting her name in the papers—it’s all so tiresome. Sometimes the ordinary selfish mortal in me wishes she weren’t a well-known actress. I might be happier if she were an ordinary woman. Can you picture a more hopeless, more ridiculous situation? She has some people over—celebrities all: actors, writers; I’m the sole nonentity present. The only reason they tolerate me is that I’m her son. Who am I? What am I? I left the university in my third year “due to circumstances beyond my control.” No money, no talent, and papers that say “Kiev tradesman.” Well, my father was from a family of tradesmen, even though he himself was a well-known actor. Anyway, whenever the actors and writers in my mother’s drawing room deigned to pay me a little attention, I had the feeling they were sizing up my worthlessness. The humiliation I suffered reading their thoughts . . .

SORIN. By the way, what sort of man is her . . . her writer? I can’t make him out. He never says a word.

TREPLEV. He’s intelligent, unassuming, melancholy even. Perfectly decent. Not even forty and he’s got everything his heart desires. He drinks nothing but beer; his loves are all past their prime. As for his work . . . How shall I put it? It’s all very charming and polished . . . but . . . after Tolstoy or Zola you don’t want Trigorin.

SORIN. Well, I like writers. I once had two great ambitions: finding a wife and being a writer. Never managed either. Yes, it must be nice to be even a minor writer, if you know what I mean.

TREPLEV (listening attentively). I hear footsteps . . . (He hugs SORIN.) I can’t live without her . . . Even the sound of her footsteps is glorious . . . I’m insanely happy! (He runs up to meet NINA as she enters.) Enchantress! Light of my dreams! . . .

NINA (excited). I’m not late, am I? . . . I hope not . . .

TREPLEV (kissing her hands). No, no, no . . .

NINA. I’ve been nervous all day. And frightened. Afraid Father wouldn’t let me come . . . But then he went off somewhere with my stepmother. The sky was red, the moon about to rise. I raced my horse as fast as it would go. (She laughs.) I’m so happy to be here. (She gives SORIN a warm handshake.)

SORIN (laughing). Those pretty little eyes have been crying, haven’t they? Naughty, naughty.

NINA. It’s nothing . . . Look how out of breath I am. I’ve got to leave in half an hour. We’d better hurry. No, no, don’t ask me to stay. Father doesn’t know I’m here.

TREPLEV. It’s time we got started anyway, time to go and call everybody.

SORIN. I’ll go. I’m off and all. (He starts off to the right, singing.) “To France were returning two grenadiers.”4 (Then he stops and turns back.) Once I burst into song like that at the office, and one of the assistant prosecutors said to me, “That’s a powerful voice you’ve got there, Your Excellency.” Then he paused a second and added, “Powerful, but repellent.” (He exits laughing.)

NINA. My father and stepmother keep telling me not to come here. They say it’s too bohemian . . . They’re afraid I’ll want to be an actress . . . But I’m drawn to the lake, like a seagull . . . My heart is so full of you. (She looks about.)

TREPLEV. We’re alone.

NINA. Isn’t that somebody over there? . . .

TREPLEV. No. (They kiss.)

NINA. What kind of tree is that?

TREPLEV. An elm.

NINA. Why is it so dark?

TREPLEV. It’s late. Everything is dark. Don’t go so soon. Please don’t.

NINA. I can’t stay.

TREPLEV. What if I followed you home and stood the whole night in the garden looking up at your window?

NINA. You can’t do that. The watchman would see you. And Trésor would bark. He’s not used to you yet.

TREPLEV. I love you.

NINA. Sh!

TREPLEV (hearing footsteps). Who’s there? Is that you, Yakov?

YAKOV (from behind the stage). Yes, sir.

TREPLEV. Is the wood alcohol ready? and the sulfur? We need that sulfur smell when the red eyes come on. (To NINA.) Let’s go. Everything’s ready. Are you nervous?

NINA. Yes, very. I don’t mind your mother. I’m not afraid of her. But Trigorin . . . It’s so scary, so mortifying to act with him here . . . A famous writer . . . Is he young?

TREPLEV. Yes.

NINA. What marvelous stories he writes!

TREPLEV. I wouldn’t know. I never read them.

NINA. Your play is so hard to act. There are no live people in it.

TREPLEV. Live people! Life must be shown not as it is, not as it should be, but as it appears in dreams.

NINA. Your play has so little action. It’s all words. And I always thought a play needs a love interest . . . (Both exit behind the stage.)

(Enter POLINA and DORN.)

POLINA. It’s getting damp. Go back and put your galoshes on.

DORN. I’m hot.

POLINA. You don’t take care of yourself. It’s that stubborn streak of yours. You know very well how bad this damp air is for you—you’re a doctor. But no, you want me to suffer. That’s why you spent the whole evening on the terrace yesterday . . .

DORN (singing to himself). “Oh, tell me not that your young years were blighted . . .”5

POLINA. You got so carried away talking to Irina Nikolaevna you didn’t notice the cold. Admit it. You’re attracted to her.

DORN. I’m fifty-five.

POLINA. That’s nothing. Fifty-five isn’t old for a man. You’re as handsome as ever, and women are still attracted to you.

DORN. What is it you want, anyway?

POLINA. You’re all just waiting to fall at the feet of an actress. All of you.

DORN (singing to himself). “Again I stand before you, enthralled as once before . . .”6 It’s only natural for people to admire actors and treat them differently from, say, merchants. It’s a kind of idealism.

POLINA. Women are always falling in love with you and hanging on your neck. Is that idealism?

DORN (shrugging his shoulders). What can I say? There’s been a lot of good in the feelings women have for me. More than anything they’ve loved my skill as a doctor. Ten or fifteen years ago, if you remember, I was the only decent doctor in the district who would deliver babies. And I’ve always been honest.

POLINA (clutching his arm). Darling!

DORN. Quiet! They’re coming!

(Enter ARKADINA on SORIN’s arm, followed by TRIGORIN, SHAMRAEV, MEDVEDENKO, and MASHA.)

SHAMRAEV. She was magnificent at the Poltava Fair in ‘73, magnificent. A sheer delight. Perhaps you know what’s happened to Chadin, the comic. Pavel Chadin. His Rasplyuev was incomparable—better than Sadovsky's.7 Believe me, dear lady. Where is he now?

ARKADINA. How should I know? Why bring up ancient history! (She sits down.)

SHAMRAEV (sighing). Good old Chadin! A dying breed. The theater’s not what it used to be. We once had mighty oaks, Irina Nikolaevna; now we’re down to stumps.

DORN. True, we’ve got fewer celebrities, but the average actor has come a long way.

SHAMRAEV. Can’t say as I agree, but I suppose it’s a matter of taste. De gustibus aut bene, aut nihil.8

(TREPLEV comes out from behind the stage.)

ARKADINA (to TREPLEV). When is it starting, dear?

TREPLEV. In a minute. Please be patient.

ARKADINA (reciting from Hamlet).9

                                              O Hamlet, speak no more:

Thou turn'st mine eyes into my very soul:

And there I see such black and grainèd spots

As will not leave their tinct.

TREPLEV (from Hamlet).

                                              Nay, but to live

In the rank sweat of an enseamèd bed,

Stewed in corruption, honeying and making love

Over the nasty sty.

(A horn plays a fanfare behind the stage.) Ladies and gentlemen! Attention, please! The play is about to begin.

(Pause.)

I’m starting now. (He taps his stick10 and intones in a stentorian voice.) O ye hallowed shades of yore floating o'er the lake by night, lull us to sleep and waft us dreams of what shall be two hundred thousand years from now.

SORIN. Two hundred thousand years from now there’ll be nothing left.

TREPLEV. Then let them show us that nothing.

ARKADINA. Yes, let them. We’re asleep.

(The curtain rises on a view of the lake. The moon, just above the horizon, is reflected in the water. NINA, all in white, is sitting on a large rock.)

NINA. Men, lions, partridges and eagles, antlered deer, geese, spiders, silent denizens of the deep, starfish and creatures invisible to the human eye—in short, all living things, all living things, all living things have come to the end of their mournful rounds . . . For aeons and aeons the earth has borne no living thing, and this poor moon has lit its lamp in vain. No more do cranes wake calling in the meadow. Beetles have ceased buzzing in the lime groves. All is cold, cold, cold. Barren, barren, barren. Fearsome, fearsome, fearsome.

(Pause.)

All living things have disappeared in dust. Eternal matter has turned them into stone, water, and cloud. Their souls have merged into one. And I am that universal soul. I unite in me the souls of Alexander the Great, of Caesar, Shakespeare, and Napoleon, and of the basest leech. I fuse in me the consciousness of man and animal instinct. And I remember all, all, all, and live each life anew within myself. (Will-o'-the-wisps appear.)

ARKADINA (softly). Sounds awfully decadent.11

TREPLEV (beseeching and reproaching her at the same time). Mother!

NINA. I am lonely. Once every hundred years I open my lips to speak, and my voice rings out through the void, plaintive and unheard . . . Even you, pale fires, do not hear me . . . Bred by the marsh at dawn, you wander until dusk, lacking thought, lacking will, lacking even a quiver of life. Satan, the father of eternal matter, fearing lest life should enter you once more, promotes in you an endless interchange of atoms—in you and stone and water. You are in constant flux. In all the universe the only element unchanging and unchanged remains the spirit.

(Pause.)

Like a prisoner cast into a deep and empty well, I know not where I am or what awaits me. One thing alone has been revealed to me: in my fierce, unyielding battle with Satan, the epitome of material power, I am destined to emerge victorious. Then shall matter and spirit merge in wondrous harmony, and a universal will shall reign. But this shall come to pass over aeons and aeons, after the moon and bright Sirius and the earth have turned to dust . . . Until that time—horror, horror . . .

(Pause. Two red dots appear over the lake.)

Behold! My mighty enemy draws near: Satan. I spy his fearsome crimson eyes . . .

ARKADINA. I smell sulfur. Is that part of it?

TREPLEV. Yes.

ARKADINA (laughing). I see. Quite an effect.

TREPLEV. Mother!

NINA. He longs for human company . . .

POLINA (to DORN). You’ve taken off your hat. Put it back on or you’ll catch cold.

ARKADINA. The doctor’s taken off his hat to Satan, father of eternal matter.

TREPLEV (flaring up, loudly). That’s it! The play is over! Curtain!

ARKADINA. What are you so upset about?

TREPLEV. That’s it. Curtain. Bring down the curtain! (Stamping his foot.) Curtain! (The curtain comes down.) I’m sorry. I overlooked the fact that only a select few are allowed to write for the stage and act. I’ve encroached on a monopoly. I . . . I’ve . . . (He tries to say something, but gives up and exits left.)

ARKADINA. What’s the matter with him?

SORIN. You shouldn’t wound the boy’s pride like that, Irina dear.

ARKADINA. What in the world did I say?

SORIN
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An Actor’s Guide to Russian Names and Their Pronunciation


All Russians have three names: a given name, a patronymic, and a surname. The first and last serve more or less the same function as names in our culture, the main difference being that surnames in -ov, -in, and -sky have feminine forms in -ova, -ina, and -skaya: Chekhov/Chekhova, Pushkin/Pushkina, Dostoevsky/Dostoevskaya. The patronymic consists of the father’s given name plus the suffix -ovich for a man and -ovna for a woman: Pavlovich “son of Pavel” and Pavlovna “daughter of Pavel.” Thus Chekhov’s full name is Anton Pavlovich Chekhov, his sister Maria's—Maria Pavlovna Chekhova. Russians use a combination of the given name and patronymic—Anton Pavlovich, Maria Pavlovna—to denote a level of formality midway between the surname on its own (Mr. Chekhov, Miss Chekhova) and the given name on its own (Anton, Maria). Russian given names also have a variety of familiar or diminutive forms. I have placed the forms occurring in the plays (Vanya for Ivan, Masha for Maria, etc.) in parentheses after the characters’ names in the cast list.


Because stress in Russian is unpredictable—it may fall on any syllable—I have also indicated the accented syllable for every name. For names of characters see the cast list; for other names see the first note to each play.


Placing stress on the proper syllable is the most important factor for correct pronunciation, but a few more points need to be taken into account:


1.         Consonants are pronounced as in English with the following exceptions: kh is pronounced like the h in help (Chekhov), zh like the s in measure (Zhuchka).


2.         Vowels have the following values: a as in father, e as in fed, i as in feet, o as in fought, u as in food, y as in fit.


3.         A word has as many syllables as vowels. (Mikhail therefore has three syllables (Mi-kha-íl), Malitskoe four (Ma-lít-sko-e), and Nikolaevna five (Ni-ko-lá-ev-na).


The best way to prepare for saying Russian names on stage is to repeat them as often as it takes—fifty or a hundred times, if need be—to make them roll off the tongue as naturally as one’s own name. Otherwise there is a tendency to hesitate slightly before the name, which breaks the rhythm and momentum of the line.
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