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A8STRAC'l' 

'l'he aubject of/thi. atudy i .. the qUf).tion ol women in 
;; 

Chekhov'. priva te lite and hia work, , 

'l'he fir.t ohapter "Abou,t. Ch.khov" pre.ent. the mater~al 
, ", , 

about the wamen with .whom he, ia k;nown t.o have had olo.a relatio,n-

.hip •• Bxearpt. fram varieu. ~:~ •• ~'CiallY fram hi. vo.t 

corre.pond~nce, document hi. d d .en.itivity a. well 

aa re.pact t9ward "women. 
~" 

'l'he .eco~~ cha~tar dea1a with wamen charlcter. in hi •• to· 

rie.. Acoordinq to the type, anvironment and th,ir charloteri.tec., 

the chaptar is divided into four partse l 1. P ... ant lIoman - Ba'bo " 

2. Middle-Clàs. and Bourqeoi. Ladi •• 
l ' 

, ç J 
3. Adulteroul Womln 

4. Socially Aware._Women; ~ --, 

'l'he third chapte, analy.a.'.eparately the wamen charaeter. 

of Chekhov" play. in the .equencè in whioh he hal written them • 
... 

Chakhov'. innovative .hort and .ob~ ~riting .tyle, pain-

ataking objectivity, and a .tronq cÜ.,lik'a of thi':clich6. and euper
\ 

fioial valu •• çf the tUling olas. in hi. Ru •• ia, earned him a viry 
\ 

.peoial place amon; Ru •• ian writer •• ' 'l'he Conolu.lon apprai.ea hi. ~ 
, , 

value. and cpntribution to litoraturo in h,i. timQ And today~ " 

. ' 

u. , 
" 

, " .. 
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RESUMe 

Comm. le titre d'jÎ l'indique, le .ujet d. cette 'tude 
, 1 

c'e.t 1. femme dana la via privée de Tchek~ov ain.i que dan •• on· 

oeuvre. 
'. 

LI premi.r ch.pitre ~ur Tch.khO~ pr~ •• nte fa matériel .ur 

lOI femme. avec le.quille. il a eu de. cont.ct. etroit •• 
, 

De. p •••• q •• provenant de diftérente. .ouroe. et .peoial-
, 

",ment de .a va.te corre.pondlnce dooument.~on ••• diqnlte et .a 
1 •• n.ibl1it •• 1n.l que .on r •• peat pour la ~.mm •. 

1 

L •• Icond chapitre traite de. Plr.orin.;e. de. t.mme. dan • 

••• nouvelle •• 

Salon le type da oe. femmel, l.ur m~lieu .ocill .t l.ur 

oaraotéri.t!que ll,ohapitra a.t divi •• en ~u.tre p.rti ••• 

1. La, femme pay •• nne 

2. L. petite bourqloi.e ,[ 

3. L. t.mm •• dultère 

4. La femme à oon.cieno •• 001.1. 

L. troi.ieme oh.pitre .naly ••• ép.rément l,. Plr.ennaq •• 
, , 

4.. f.mme. dan. 1.. piaoe. de Tohekhov an le. con.id.rant en 

ordre chronologique. 

Tch.khov·.· •• t dl.tingu* p.r .on .tyll original .ucoinot 
, , 

et .obre, par ~on obj.ctivit. ain.i que p.r .on rejlt d •• clich •• 

It de la .uperficillit* de la 01 •••• dirlqeante en Ru •• ie. Cela 
, 1 J ' 

lui a valu une plaoe tout • fait .peeLale parmi 1 ••• orivain. 

ru ••••• 
, 

ln conclulion de o. travail on Ivalue l, contribution d, 
'" \ l·oluvre d. Tchekhov a la literature de .on temp. ain.i qUI a 

oelle d) aujourd' hui. 
i11 

" . 
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IIOGBAPHI9AL SKETCH • 
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Thl vritlr VI' barn ion O.trlvl, Czechollovà\kia, where .he 

rec'.ivld hlr elementlry Ind I.condary education •. Thare Ih. al.o 

att.nd.d U~iv.rlity majorinq i~ .anguaq ••• Due to,the Soviet 

inva.ion of CIICho.lovakil in Augu.t of 1968 .hl litt tha coun-. 
try Ind .oon atter married an Am_ricin ci~il.n. 

• 
In 1969 Ihe .tarted attendinq Portland State Univer.ity 

1n Portland, Oregon, major!nq again in language. and qraduatld 

in Jun. 1970, with Bachelor of Art •• 
/ ' 

She Int'l'ld the gradulte .Iction of the Oepartmlnt of 
o 

. Ru •• ian , Slavio Stud! •• at MoOi11 University in september of 

1971. 
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.When a man live. in peaee at home, lift •• em. quit. 

normal to htm, but al .con •• he Itep. out and look. 

olol.r and a.k. around, e.pecially women, life i. 

terrible. 

Chekhoy·. Not_book, l, p. 73, Note 1 

.' 



, 

......--- .- ............. 

- ~},,! ,1 

~.~"'~ .. ~....,., ... !..I_ ..... ".~, 1 ~ 1 h 

INTRODUCTION, 
\ 

1 
, 1 

6 ... ,~ .... lM _III ....... "" .Ii ._ ... ~ .. 

Sinc~' the time of TftY lUgh .... cho()l ye.r., when 1 had to 

read Chekhov al a mand'atory part of preparation for the Ru •• ian 

language and literatura cla •• a., 1 have be.n fond of hia writing •• 

Hi, ha'roel .a,am reali.tic, trui to th. Ru •• ian nature and the 

time. 'in whlch they lived, and much more helievahle and clo.er to 

me than the heroe. of lome other RUI.ian writer. of that p.riod. 
, ' ... 

The lack of preten.a and .tuffy car.moniou.n •••. of Chakhov'l 

characters make them natural and likabla to me. 

My intera.t in Chekhov'. writinq. wal naturally followed 

by growing interest in the author himlelf. Alter reading I.v.ral 

biographies abou't him and getting to know him a. a per.on and a 

warm human b.inq, he became my favorite RUllian author. Partic

ularly hia Ihort Ityle of writing, initiatad by the neca •• ity of 

aarning mo'n.y quickly and later bacoming hil trade-mark, wa. to 

me lika • freIn .pice on an inl'ipid m.al, oppe.ad to the Ilow'" 

paced. and pondering .tyla of lay DOltoyev.xy. ( 

An examination ?f bibliographies of publications written " , 
1 

about Chekhov and his warka indicated to,me that thara has not 

baen much written axclu.ivaly about·hil heroine •• This fact en-

""couraged my deciaion to write about women ~n Chekhov'. work.. In 

thil theli. 1 will at~empt to bring haroine. closar to the reader 

by drawing th. attention to their luffering., dr.arin.~. and mo· 

notony of their live. a. well a. the il' innermo.t fe.linga and 

hopel. 

l' 

'. -



Ile.u.e of the 1."98 n\lmber of Ch.khov' •• torie. in com

parilon with hi. few pl.y., t have decided to analy.t th. women 

of th •• e two categorit. in two .eparate ehapter., and to divid. 

h.roin'I of hi. Itori •• by typ •• into four groupa. Th. wamen 

in "èh of hi. major plaY',l analy •••• parately. 
1 J ' 

Th, imm.n •• numb.r and variety of charlcter. and typ •• of 

people Chtkhov produoed mak •• it virtually impo •• ible to inelude . '. 
and analy •• every woman-character in thi' Itudy. l hop., however, 

~ ~ 

that l will luceead in choolinq th, mo.t lignifieant and mo.t 

repr •• entative of •• ch of the groupa to .how th.ir typical quali

tie. and charact.riat1al, •• well .a Chekhov' 8 distinotive .kil~ 

"in cr •• ting them. 

l wiah to expral. my gratitude and .ppreciation to 

Prof ••• or Paul AUltin for the leeminqly limitle •• patience with 

which he bor.", with me throuqh al1 the delayl cau •• d by unex· 

pacttd turn. in my perlonfl life, and for hi. valuable coun.,l 

and .\liie.tiona. 

. , 2 , -, , \ 

\ , . 
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ABOUT CHEICHOV. 

, 
Chek'hov wal born in 1860 int:o • pe.aant f.tnily and h.~ hi, , 

grandfather not bought out hil fr.edom from a.rfdom, Anton would 

have be.n born a lerf. l 

Hil father was owner of a general .tore in Taganroq and 1 

w •• a~trict di.eiplinarian and a religioui fanatic. Anton'I and 

hi. brotherl' and lister'OI upbringing was harlh anéS till,d with 

reqular beatingl. In later life he wrote with bitternel" "I 
• 

could never fOfgive my father for having wh1pped me when l wa. a 

amall child." Chekhov loved his mother dearly and his father '. 

rude behaviour toward her left another painful spot in hi. mem

ory. He naver forg.ve hia father the despotilm and hil f.elinga 

toward htm remained cool for the relt of hi. life~ ~~ 

In 1876 hi. fathar had to leav. Taganrog in order to 

.aeap. hi. creditora. ~. and the ramily mov.d 'to Mo.cow, leavin; 
\ 

Anton behind to finilh the Gymnalium. 'He left "Taganrog in 187g 

to jo1n t:~e reat of the family'in Moacow with,a Icholarah1p of 
1 

300 rubl •• a y.ar awarded him by tho Taga~rog Town couna!l. 
\ 

..... Se.int the pitiful oonditions in which hi. family 1ivod upon ar-

rival in NOlaow, he dlclded that it wa. up to him to improva 
l' 

1;hing.. ' 
, 

Hel.nter~ Moaaow U~ivar.ity to become " docto~ _ad 

.3 , -
1 _ t' ~ 

~ ( ." -'..' ~, 
:t! ,- 1 ~,\ t T; , 

, • <: :'~:,' <,é,' rF ,~.::, ,:} 
, , 
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started to support himself and his family'by oontributing humor

ous short stories to the less reputabl~ newapapera. Under di!

ferent pseudonyme Chekhov wrote many of these stories. Neverthe,.. 

less, he did ndt take his, talent very serlously until he rece!ved 
'If 

a let ter from a well known and prominent writer of that time, 

Grigorovich. In his letter Grigorovich expressed his high opin

ion of Chekhov 1 s talent and ,told hi", it would be a 9reat pi ty to 

waste it as he had been doing up till then. In his reply Chekhov 

admltted his frivolous attitude and promised to take his writings 

more seriously from then on. 

Even though heQwas a rnedical doctor by profession and 

began his practice .in MOscow, he never became a full-time phys!": 

ciano He concentrated more and more on his writing and developed 

his individual style, choosing his subjects exclusively from con-, 

ternporary life which he saw around him on his house visits as a 

~ doctor. He portrayed the triviality of life and human pettine!! 

wi th amaz ing accuracy" and :detachmen t. Hi s character sare lonely 

and sad people, full of frustrations, disappointment and unful-
p 

filled hopes. They are revealed realistically, without $~ntiment 

or romantic distortion. The lack of excitement and real aspi ... 
• 0 

rations or noble aime in their lives, however, ia not alwaya 

caused only by the weakness of the~r character. The corruption 

of higher officiaIs was too much t9 fight Against, the worriea 

'of satisfying the basic neeàs of life had occup1ed their ~inda 

more ~han a..ny.~hing e18è, and often necessity of 8urvival not pu~. 
, 1 

interest' ha~;brou9ht them !nto the positions and ~ccupation. ~h.y 

4 
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had helda i 0 

. • • Sh. had become schoolmiatr.e. from neceeetty, with
out feeling Any vocaticn for it; and .~e had never thought of 
a vocation, of aerving the cause of en11ghtenment, • • • And 
what time had she for thinking of vocation, of serving the 
cause of enlightenment? Teachera, badly paid, doctora, and 
the!r assistants, with the!r terr!bly hard work, have not 
ev~n the comfort of thinking that they are serving an idea or 
the people, as their hoads are always stuffed with thoughts 
of their daily bread, of wood for the f ire, of bad roads t of 
illnesses. It la a hard-working f an unintereaUnq lite, and 
only Bilent, patient cart.-horses l1ke Marya Vassilyeyna could 
put up with it foJ.: long: the lively, nervous, impressionable 
people who t~ked about a vocatio~ and eerv1ng the idea were 
soon weary 0t,' i t and gave up the work .. 2 

with a few exceptions, Chekhov's characters are defeated individ

ual. and failuré., rather typical of the social claas to which 
J' 

they belong, who spend much time in futile talks about Russia,. 

their never-enâing hopes and dreams, land distant but better 

fùture. Yet, in spite of t.heir longing for sorne meaningful exis

tence and occasional beauty in their life, they never leave this 

pointless life or actively change it into something better. Their 

l ' 

frustrations are the resulta of their own helple.8ness. Gorkii l , 

in his reminiscenees about Chekhov said: 
'1 

Sornetimea l had the imp~ssion that his relation ~o 
people was a feeling of some kind of a helplea.neas wHioh was 
approaching quiet, cold deapair. • •• He uaed to say:' 'All 
of Rualia is a country of ,greedy and lAlly people. - they all 
eat too much, drink too much, aleep durinq t!)e day, ,,~d'''anore. 
They marry for order in their houa., but keep mistrelsea for 
the' prestige in lociety. They have a d09"'like pBychology -
beat, them and they only whine quietly And go Away to the!r 
do,-houses, pet them and they lie down ,on their back, hold 
.their pawa up and wr i991e their taU.. • • .' 3 , ,"" • l 1 According to the paDople who kftew Anton Chekhov, '~. a per-

8~~fhe "al Il man of mod •• t and maybe ev.n ahy p.:r.onali~Yf r,-

8erved and without any ai9n of wildly'pa •• ionate def!rea, who 

5 
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/ found his own level som.where between tJ rigidity of his par

ents and the freedom current arnong the more Bohemian of his. con

temporaries. As a writer, he always insisted on the artistes 

objectivity and the importance of not confusing the solution of 
':1 

a' problem with its presentation, and he never offered prescrip-

tion for the moral and social i11s of mankind with which his 

stor ies and plays deal t. 

Needless to say, many crities found his stories too som-

ber and distressing and espeeially the lack of solutions became 

the target of their criticism. To this Chekhov replied: 

Al! l wanted to say to people wu: 'Have a look at yoùr- ,1 

selves and see how bad and dreary your lives aret' The most 
~portant thing la that people should realize that; for when 

ù they do, they will most certainly create aho.ther and better 
life for themselves. l will not live to see it, but l know 
that it will be quite different, quite unlike our present 
life. And so long as this different life does not exist, l 
shall go on saying to people again and aqain: 'Please under
stand 'tha t your life i8 bad and drearyl • 4 

, 
A direct defence of his style and approach we find in his let.ter 

of M.y 30, 1888, to A. S. Suvor in, editor of the newspaper "Novoe 

vrlemia" and Chekhov' s fr iend: "An artist must not be ~he judge of 

his characters or of what they say, but only an impartial wit

ness. nS In another letter yet, aga in to Suvorin, Chekhovarguesi 

• You Bcold me for my 'objectivity, oa111ng it indif-
. ference to qood and ev il / lack of ideals and ideas, =a.nd so 
on. When l describe horse thieves, you would have me •• y: 
'Stealing horses ia evil. 1 But that was known long ago with
out me. 'Let the jury jUdqe them, my business il' aimply to 
show what they are like. • • • . 

. . • When l wri\te 1 recJson entirely upon the reader, , 
trusting him gO add the subjective elamenta which a're lackin,g 
in the stor~. l ' C 

, 
S imilar rernarks and argumenta we Und tbroughout CheJehov'. corr.,-

6 
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pondence. 

'l'he brevit.y of his style, complaint of his critic8, miqht 
" 

be attributed to the fact that at the time of Chéihov's literary 0 

debut, his writing waa a source of a much needed income for him

self and the dependant family mambers, and the low-guality jour-, 

nals for which he wrote 'then oonsldered brevity a prime virtue. 7 

Chekhov's serious thinking seems to have been more in a 

social than politieal dirèction, although the social'structure 

he portrays, and 80 indireetly critieizes, was a direct re,sul t 

of the political system of that time. Avrahm Yarmolinsky writea 

abou t Chekhov! 

. • • lie was the lent dogmatic as he wes the least po
litieal-minded of men. He owed allegiance to no ready-made 
ideology, no elass, no party, no institution, he it of Church 
or State. The only d iatates t.hat he recognized were those of 
his conscience. His conaern was always with the man, the 
woman,p the ahild as a person. To portray them simply, in
wardly, and, above all, honestly, was, he believed, his whole (, 
duty.8 

In a letter to Alexei Pleshaheev of October 4, 1888, Chekhov htm-

self wrote: 

l am neither liberal, nor conservative, nor gradualist, 
nor monk, nor indifferentialisi" l would like to be a free 
artiat and nothinq else. , " • 

Chekhov, who never intended to be a writer, had already 

from his boyhood years very strongly di~likèd the bourgeoisie 

whom, for their pretentiousness and thoughtlessneas toward men, 

he found superfluou8 and whose credo he described: "Be faithful 
, 

to your wife, pray beside her et the altar, maka money, love 

sport - and your affaira are aU Bet, both in thiB and the nex.t 

7 
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worldl"lO AlthoUgh himaelf a member of this class, Chekhov por

trayed in man~f his stories thé vulqarity, superficial values 

and hypocrisy of the majorj.ty of the pourgeoisie, by which he 

demonstrated not only his disU.ke toward these "Buperfluous in

dividuals" but a1&o his concern with the growing number. oé flaws 

in the social system of Russia of his time. A more detailed 

account of Chekhov's views on the subjeet of bourgeoisie will be 

presented in Part 2 of Chapter II: Middle-Class and Bourgeoisie 

Ladies. 
, 

According to his biographers there were not very many 

women in <:hékhov's life, although, as Beverly Hahn pointa out·

in her ~,he showed quièe early a seri~us interest in the sub

ject of women. Ha W8S
c 

bath fascinated and frightenad by their 

psychologica~ impulses and their willingness to be dominated by 
• 

men, a feeling generally foreign to the psyche of a man. ll He 

seems to have enjoyed company of women, espec ially if they were 

'witt y, intelligent and attractive. But his desire to protect 

his indep~ndence and freedom to write, which he considered es

sential task in bis life, made bim extr~ely eautious and pre

~nted Any serious or'deep involvement of his heatt. 'Another 

reaaon, and probably a more important one, for his prolonqed 

bachelor~ood wAS the fact, that his requirements for a'partner 

for life were rather hiqh, and he was not lucky enough to meet 

a f~ee woman which would possess the right eombination of attrao

tivaness, independance and intelligenoe to ,aatisfy him. Never- 1 

theleS8, Ivan Bunin a«id about btm: 

8 

'" 

" 

) 
1 
1 
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~ • • • he knew the hearts of' women well, had deep feel
ing for tbe feminina,-many women loved him véry muchl only 
a few were able to .• peak with women and ha~e such a deep 
effect on them as Chekhov •••• 12 

Chekhov' Il regardful a'nd gentle attitude toward women ia clear1y 

evident'in t~e 1etter to his brother Alexander, written in 1999: 

• • • During my very first visit l was repe11ed by your 
shocking, complete1y unprecendented treatment of Natalia 
Alexandrovna (Alexander' s wifel and the cook. Forgive me . 
please, but treating women like that, no matter who they are, 
is unworthy of a decent, loving human being .• ll 

Although there do not seem to be many women playinq an 
,. 

important role in Chekhov's life, Boris Zaitsev in his book 1 

Chekhov divides his "love life" intb three periods: a) In the 

• first period Chekhov was rather unconcerned toward wornen. He 

liked to have fun with them and joke with thern, but he did not 

long for their constant presence. He needed a woman only as a 
, 

friend. b) In the second period there awakens the Clesire for a 

woman with whom he cou1d find peace and understanding in al1 as~ 

pects of ~is life. He looks for a woman for life. c) In the 

thirq, and the last, period he finds the woman who fulfills his 

notions of an ideal wife, and marries her. .. Soon after, however, 

follows the disappointment of his conception of wife and marri.ge. 

On the tapie of love Chekhov wrote earlier in his lifa a 

small note in his notebook: 
1 -' 

Love is either the shrinking remnant of aomething. lonq 
past which ls dying out but waa once tremendoU8, or it ia • 
part of something which in the future will develop into 8ome
thing'tremendoua, at present, how,ver, doe8 nct aatilfy, and 
offers far le88 t~an one e~pects.14 , 

Chekhov knew very well what it me.nt to love som.body, but it wa. 
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not his habit to make a public para~e of his innermost feelings. 

Even his lattera to women towa~d whom he was romantically in

clined'or to hi. wife whom he loved dearly are lacking Any paB

Bionate declarations of his undying love and devotion. He was 

a modest man who disliked being a center of attention and who 

seldom, if ever, spoke of his feelings with anyone. Perhaps the 

moat atraiqhtforward evidence of this i8 provided by Nemir~vich-

Danchenko, director of Moscow Art Theater, in his memoires. "I 

believe", he remarks, "that Chekhov had great suceass with wamen. 

l say l,believe, hecause neither he nor l liked 90~aippinq on 

this topic." Nemirovich-Danchenko goes on to say that èhekhov 

never had Any firm or long-lasting attachment, and that, shortly 

bafore his marriage, he revealed that "none of his liaisons had 

lasted more than a yearl"lS 

Also aecording to Chekhov's brother Mikhail Pavlovich, his 

romances while still attending the gymnasium were happy ones. 

However, the firet better known or publicized romance of Chekhov, 

one with Lydia Mizino~a, a friand of his sister Maria Pavlovna, 

came long after the gymnasium years. Chdkhov affectionately 

cal~ed her tlbeautiful Lika". This "romance" lasted several yeara, 

but the deep feelings seem to have been rather one-sided, for 

Lika's love was not returned. She was a beautiful, livaly and 
,1 _ 

a~fectionate girl, tan years Chekhov's junior, endowed in addition 

to her beauty a180 wlth intelligence and witt According to Ronald 

Hingley in .pite of all her charm sne éould not have given a .a~ 

isfactory and fulfilling relationahip to Chekhov, as ahe wa. not 
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qifted with any particuler talent. Thil prevented Chek~ov trom 

relpect1nq her ae hil eQual a8 it lat,r came to raalizeUon be

tween Chlkhov and Olga Knipper. 16 

From' Lika 1- letter. to - Anton 

very much and ':lat full of hopea tha ~ 

her would aoon change into a sérioue 

wa know tha t Ihe loved him 
1 

his jokinq manner toward 

inter.st and deep lovè. 

From Chekhov' 8 lattera to Lika we can conclude though, that ha 
1 

liked her very much and enjoyed her company, but whenevar their 

relationahip weI on the verge of ahanging into lomething more 

aerioua than the cl08e friendahip it waa, he turned everything 

into a joke. For Lika ilt wu more and more difficult to ra .. 
, 

concile herself with her feelings for Chekhov and assumed that 

the baat way to forçet him was to go a\tlay. She laft for Paria 

with the wri.ter Pot~enko for ",hom she fel t sorne affection, ,but 

whom she did not love. In Paria she did not Und happineu/ 

potapanko left her and returnad to Rualia to his wUe, and her 

little daughter by him died., Lika and her unhappy fate wera 

acoording ta mOlt of Chekhov' B biographers an inspiration and 

model for Nina Zarechn.ia in The Seagull.' Lika Mi 1 inova 1 whom 

we can pl~ce into the tiret per iod of the division by zait.ev, in 

a11 probability did not fulfill Chekhov's idea of a woman for 

life. She leemed ta him too frivolou8, ahallowand withC?ut .ny 
1 

ideals or aima. . Lif e to h,r wa. only agame. Ivan Bunin laid 

about Chekhov'a relationBhip with Lydia MizinoVAt "Anton Pavlovich 

did. not lovi Lika. She \tlas, in love with him. He 41d not like 

her oharlcter. n17 
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~noth.r of hi. romanUe involvement., which would qualify 1 

for Zait.ev' •• econd period of Chekhov'a love life divi.ion, wa8 

with an inspiring writer, Lydia Avilova. At the time of their 

firet meetinq, Av!lova was already married and mother of a Ion. 

In har book of reminiacenees Chekhov in My Life, her relationship r
with Chekhov is-described in only eiqht meetings, but it ia quite 

, 

claar that they must have met morelbften than that in their ten-
1 

year long unhappy "love-affair". Durinq th!s time Chekhov was to 

Avilova also a leader and 1 valuable adviaor in her literary ca

ree~ In spite of Chekhov's help, however, Avilova's qrowinq 

family and caring for the home had taken too much of her time for 

her to be able to concentrate on writinq and refininq it to per

fection. 

At one time she had come to a difficult decision to leave 

her hu.band and pbssibly her children to be with Chekhov. Leaving 

her •• lf 1 ~Iy of retrait aha told Chekhov of her raadinesB to 

le.ve her hu.band by having anqraved on a pendant for a watch 
) 

ehainl "Short stories by Chakhov, p. 267, linel 6 and 7" which 

repre •• ntad the worda. "If yo~ w,,:nt my lUe, 'come and taka it", 

taken from Chekhov' s Itory' "'l'he Neighbours." Chekhov naver 
1 

really anlwerad d1ract~y t~ th!. invitation, thul refuaing her 
o 

84orifioe and ahowing hie doubts about a happy conclusion to 

th.ir relationahip. In the opinion of Bunin, who waa a c~ole 

friand of Cherkhov durlng hi. year. Ip.nt in th, Crimea, the re

lat10nahlp with Avilova'waa th. on1y major love in Chekhov'.'life. 

Avilova heraelf réc .. ll. CheJehov .aying: 
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••• remember our first meetings? And do you know that 
l WAS deeply in love with you? Seriously in love with you? 
Yss, ,1 loved you. 1t aeemed to me that there wal not another 
woman in the world l could love like that. You were beauti
ful and sweet and there was auch freshness in your youtp, 
such dazzlinq charm. l loved you and l thought only fqf 
you •... l loved you, but 1 know that you were not ~lke 
many other women, and that the love onè can feel for you 
must be pure and 8acred and must last all one's life ...• 18 

In 1898 Chekhov wrot.s a short story entitled "About Love" 

("0 liubvi") which tells of an unhappy love-affair strikingly re

aembling his own relationahip with Avilova. There the hero ex

presses his innermost feelings: 

• . . We feared anything which might betray our secret to 
ourselves. Deèp and tender though my love was, l tried to be 
sensible about it, speculating what the upshot might be if we 
should lack the strength to fight our passions. lt seemed 
incredible that a love so quiet, so sad as mine could suddenly 
and crudely disrupt the happy tanor of her husband's and chil
dren's lives: disrupt an entire household •. ~ • Was that the 
way for a decent man to behave? She would have gone away with 
me - but where to? • . • How long would our happiness last? 
What would happen t.o her if l became ill or died? What if we 
just fell out of love? •.. 10/ 

At the end of the story during the last meeting of the two lovers 

the hero says: 

• • • Xi •• inq her face, her shoulders, her tear-drenched 
handa. • • l declarad my love. W1th a burninq pain in my 
h~art., l s.w how inealential, how trivial, how illusory it 
was • • • everything which had fru trated our love. l saw 
that, if you love, you'must bas. y ur theory of love~on some
thinq loftier and:~ore signifieant than happiness or unhap
pin ••• , than sin or virtue as the are commonly unàeratood. 
Setter, otherwiae. not to theorile At all.~O 1 

In one of his lattera to Avi10va Chekho _ purposely drew her At .. 
1 

tention te this atory, and therefore1it'miqht not be wrong to 

believa that the feeling. and the word8,of the story's hero were 
l 

010 •• to Chekhov'a own. After hlvinq read thia .tory, Avilova 
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realized that Anton Pavlovich was really in love with her, but 

that wa, the ltmit past which there does not and cannot exiat 

anything more for thom. Oddly onough, their affair ended jU8t 

like the one in the story - they said good-bye to each other at 

a railway station and never saw each other again. Their cor res-

pondence, however, continued till Chekhov'a death. 

Virginia Llewellyn Smith in her book Anton Chekhov and 

the Lady with the Oog strongly distrusts Avilova's claim that 

Chekhov was in love with her and that ahe played an important 

part in his love-life. She says: 

. attr~ctive though the theory may be that Chekhov 
was in love with Lydia Avilova, and suffered himself at the 
hands of the blind destiny which ruins many of his fictional 
romances, the fact remains that little concrète evidence has 
been found to support this theory. The only indication tha~ 
Chekhov loved Avilova is contained in her account of ten 
meetings with him. Of these, six indisputahly took place. 
But what exactly occurred between her and Chekhov on any one 
of these occasions could be known only to the two of thorn. 

The evidence of Chekhov's not'having been in love with 
Avilova la on ~~e other hand considerable, although not con
clusive. • • • 

The same doubtful attitude we find in Ronald Hingley's A New 

Life.of Anton Chekhov, where he rather categorically discredits 

Avilova's book, "most of which cannot be checked from independent 

sources and which may consiat in part of delusionary fantasia •• 1122 

Also pther conternporary biographers of Chekhov disputed Avilova'. 

book, amonq others Ernest J~ Simmons, novertheless,' for the laok 

of other written evidence, the real story will remain buried with 

the two people involved. 

At the occasion of the lOOth ann1veraary of Chekhov'a 

\ ~ __________________________ ~ltr~t~~~~~" ______________ ~ ________ ~ __________ ~W 
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birth the Sovi.t Academy of Science. publi8hed a book 

, 
'Literaturno. naaled.tvo. ~om 68, Chekhov, containing much mater-

i 

ia1 until then unrelea8ad publicly. Among others, there ia il 

letter of Avil~va to Chekhov, this being a form of congratula

tions to his rnarriage and his reply to it. Avilova's latter, 

written in the· .name of A. A. Luganovi'ch, heroine of the story 

"About Lovet!, was addressed to P. A. Alyokhin, hero of the same 

atory. In it Luganovich writes that Ihe found out about his 

marriage and wiahes ~im wholeheartedly much happineBs. Sh. men

tions that she herself has calmed down al.,thouqh ~he remini8ce~ 

very o~ten, however, with love and without pain because at pre

sent there ia a good deal of happiness and contentment in her 

life. She ls happy and wants to know if he ia happy, too. Then 

she thanks him for everything he gave her: 

. • • Was our love ~eal? No matter whether re~l or not, 
I am grateful to you for it. Thanks to you, all my youth 
was sprinkled with a glitterinq -andofra9ran~ dew. If l knew 
how to pray, Itd pray for you. r'd pray: Godl Lat him un
deratand how good, great and popular he ia. When he do.a, 
he muat be happy then 1 • • • . 

1 

Chekhov 'a raply came in -the same manner t 1, 

• • • l bow deeply to you and thank you for YOU~lett.r. 
You want to know if l am happy. Above all l am ill and I\OW' ' 
l know seriously ill. So there you ara, decide for your •• lf. 
l repeat l am very qrateful for your latter. Very. You 
write of a glittering and fragrant dew, but l say a qlitter
ing and fragrant dew appears only on beautiful fragrant 
flow.ra. ' 

l have alwaya wished you happine88, and had l b,en able 
to have do ne 80mething for your happines8, l would have done 
.0 with pleaaure. But l could not. 

What ia it Happinea8, anyway?' Who knowa? At least I. 
thinkinq of my 'life now, lee my happi~e.8 in tho •• moment. 
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wh.n, . al it. ••• ad te me at th. Ume, 1 wa. mOlt unhappy. 
In youth l wa. an optimiat - but that il .omlthin; Il •• 
aqain. Anyhow, once Igain l thank you. • • • 

, A~yokhin.23 

" 

'rhe only woman whom we cln without cHaput'" cal1 CheJehoY·I , 

miatr ••• on the balis of wr:itt.en documenta, Le. her lettera to 

Chekhovt was Lydia Yavorald. She was a young actrela of MOlcow'a 

!torah' 8 'rhaater and rnet Chekhoy lomltim •• in 1:893. ShI was a 

very arnbitioui young lady, to whom the progress of an acting' ' 

career wal 1.11 important. It took a oouple of years for their 
... 

relation.hip to become intima te. Hingley notea "that the affair 

WI, eonaummated on, or possibly before, 80me date in January of 
.'" , 

1895, five lettera of ~that month 1 from Lydia to Chekhov eatablish 
...... 4, ... 

fairly conolusively;,,24, and thereafter plunged within a few 

mo~th8 to i ta abrupt end. 'l'ha t i t did not seem, however, to 

ahatter either of the two lovers,leads ua to a belief that it 
, .;- . .., , .. 

waa a rather pua1ng and puaion-laeking aflair. On Chekhov'. 

j 
",. 

reCOn'lmendation to A.S. Suvor:i.n, the latter eventually teck Yavoule! 

on at his St. Peteraburg Theate~. 2S 

Chekhov die! not get marr iee! until he wae ~-,r fort y , and \ 

al it turned out, onl~' thrn yeara befora his death: Hi. i~ea. 
about mar~lag~ Ilnd' ma~~~ed life were rather or!'C)inal and unu.ual 

.. i: th.' tim.. ~h.n Il. -~~ri'; IIrq,od, him t<> marry,_Chek'l"v r.~ , 

pliod 1 /l, \'" " , , 

Very well, then, 1 ~~,ll marry if yeu .0 de.ire. But. 
un4er the t,ollc'Wing cond~tion'l, ,evetything mU8t continue ~ 
a. i t """. betore, in oth~ word., ahe m\1'~ U.v. in MOleow 
and 1 in the country, and \1 '11 go vhit .har.' ~ w111 nl".r 
be a,ble to Ita:nd the ,~rt ~f ,happin ••• that 'lalta ftom bne ' 
d.y ta the nut. . . . l prè),rnile to b, .. iplenc1id hu.bancS, 

16 

", 



o 

" . 

but'give me a wife, who l 1ike the moon, do •• net appear in 
my .ky every day. , • • l6 

Latar, judg,ing from hia letter to hi, wUe, Chekhov realilad hia 

milt.ka in thinking that under theae conditions one oould lead a 

happy married life. ,On November 9, 1901, he wrote to,Olga-Knipper 

from Yalta: 

••• My lettera to you don't quite latialy me. After 
what you and l have 1ived thro~gh togethar, letters are 
not enough. We ought to g~70n living. We are sa wrong in 
not living toqether 1 • • • . 

On an earlier oooasion yet, Chekhov expreased hia feelings on 

the topie o~· marriage to Avilova. He tolà her: 

If l'd married, t~d have.proposed to my wife ••• that 
we should not live toqether. So that thera ahou1d not ~e 
all that laxity of behaviour - all that undignified fam~~-

" ._~' iarity and - and aU that abominable unceremoniousne,!ih 

Chekhov found his future wife in ln Botrel. of MOlcow 

Art Theater, Olga Knipper. They met the fitst time At a re

hearsal of his.play The Seagull, but only the second tim! they 

met, At A reh~arsal of Taar P,fodot\ Olga oaptivated him. " When 
, 

&e saw her in the role'of Tsarevna Irena, he became ecatat!c 

about her and in a letter to Suvorin wrote his tmprelsions of 

thi, performance: 

• • • Irene, in ml' opinion, i. superb.. Her voiee, nobl,. 
bearing, and sincarity are'lo go04, that it brought a' lump 
to my th~'o.t. • • , If l rerdained in M08COW l .hould fall in 
love with that. Irene. • •• 29, 

In 1898 Chekhov'. aister Mar~ pavlovna became frienda 

~" witb 019a Xnipper, &n~ Chekhov wea very' happy that the woman he 

admired wal a fritnd'of hi. aiater. In the .prin; of 1891 he 
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returned to MQ.Scow and from then on their rel,ationship began J' 

to flourish. L~ss than three years after their firét meeting, 

on May 25, 1901, Anton Pavlovich Chekhov and Olga Leonardovna, 

Knipper were married in a simple civil ceramony without the 

presence of either one's relatives. His earlier expressed wish 

of living apart from, his wife had also come trueJ Olga I<nipper 

had to ramain in Moseow most of the time to keep her engagements, 

and Chekhov had to stay in the South because of his increas

inqly deteriorating health. 

At the tirne of their courtship and in the first months 

~ of their married life, Anton pavlovich seemed to have been a 

very happy,man. Finally he found a being who had the sarne inter-
) 

ests as himself, who understoo~ him and spoke above all abou~ the 

theater and plays, which Chekhov'loved so much. Chekhov was also 
.f 

Qaptivated by Olga I<nipper as an actrèss whose talent and art!a-

tic abilities he admired. Their relationship was based from the 

very start on the respect of one talented artist for another. 

During their long and frequent separations the on1y possi

ble contact were the letters, which they exchanged very often. 

Th~se could not, however, ma~e the loneliness that Chekhov félt 

in' Yalta any easier, and compensate for the presence of, the 

~ woman he loved. Earlier Chekhov was able ta cope with lon,lin ••• 

without Any difficulty and was actually 9fad to ,be alone to .rite. 

But love had cha,ngeà him, along- with the illne'ss and age. He 

misaed Olga and qould concentrate on his wo~k,only vith diffl· 
" b 

culty. 
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After the wedding Olga R~ipper considered the possibility 

of leaving the theat,r so that she could stay with Chekhov and, 

taka care of him, especially as his health was gettinq worse each 

day. But at the end she decided that he was a type of loner 

a~&might not like such ,a sudden change in the flow of his life. 

This as~umption was true of the young and vigorous Chekhov, 

Chekhov ~ho wrote of married life lived apart, but not of Chekhov 
t 

at the time. Furthermore she thqught she might not be enough for 

Chekhov only as a wife without being a link with the theater as 

weIl, which, to a certain extent, was surely correct. He awaited 

01ga'8 let1ers anxiously and in one of his lettera to her he pours 

out his loneliness: 

I am dull without you. Tomorrow l shall go to bed at 
9 o'clock in the evening on purpose not to see the New Year 
in. 1 haven't you, so I have nothing and 1 want nothing~30 

From this letter we can see that Chekhov was not, after aIl, such 

a loner for which Olga Knipper took nim. 

In May 1902, Olga fell seriously ill and after her re

covery she earnestly considered leaving the theater. But the 

di~ector did not want to let her go and also Anton Pavlovich's 

letter concerning this matter was rather elusive and left the 

decision totally upon her: 

• • .t You keep writing, my QWJl, that your conscience -'
pricks you that you are not living with me in Yalta, but in 
Moscow. But whatts to'be done, qarling? Think of it sen
sibly: if you were livin~ with me in Yalta the whole wintert 
your ,life wou}d be spollt, and 1 should feel st~ngs of con
science, which would hardly he better. You see, 1 knew that 
1 was marrying an actress; that is, when t married, you 1 was 
fully aware that you woul~ spend the winter. in Moscow. If 
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we are not together now, it la neither four nor my fault, 
'but the fault of a wioked ghoat, who put the germa into me, 
and the love of theater into you. JI 

So the waiting and letter-writinq continued. 

Olga might ha,e been satiafied with Ruoh an arrangement, 

but Anton pavlovieh was missing the real and devoted love for 

whioh he waite9, BO long. .It seemed to him that OlS-' s love for 

him was not as deep as hia for her. Her firat worry waa for her

self and the theate~, and the husband carne only aecond. She was 

afraid of growing old and wanted to stay pretty for h~r audience. 

Chekhov wrote to her in reply to one of her' \ letters: 

• . • Your hair is turning grey and you are growing old? 
That is owing to your bad temper, beoause you39on't appre
ciate your husband and love him enough. • • • 

This ~nd stmilar reproaches were surely' written in a joking man

ner, nevertheless, one has a feeling that sorne bitterness and 

disappointrnent shin\ thro~9ht them. Already after the first year 

sorne problems and misunderatandings arose in their marriage. 

Olga began to oomplain that Chekhov's lettera were cold and 

missing the romantic deelarations of his love for her as well as 

assurances of his fidelity. She did not realize that Antoh 

Pavlovieh was a forty-two yéar old man assuming that his wife was 

a mature woman for whom the constant manifestations of his feelings 

for' her would not be neceasary Any more. "He wrote: 

.•• You write'that 1 am capable of living beside you 
and always being silent, that 1 only want you A8 an agree
able woman and that you yourself as a human being are living 
lonely and a stranger to me. My sweet, g004 darling, but 
you are my wife, you know, do, underatand that at laat. You 
are the person nearest and dearest ~o me. 1 hav~,loved you 
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infinitely and 1 love you still, • • • 

• 1 

r 
) 

, ,.....-J-.::,' 

• • • My darling, be a wife, be a friend, write me good 
letters, don't vive way'to the ~ismal dumps, don't torture 
me. Be a kind, splendid wife, as indeed you are in reality. 
l love you more than ever and as a husband have not been to 
blame towards you in any way. • • ,33 

At the begin~ing of 1903, Chekhov cornplained to Olga that 

he was tired of aIl this letter-writing, he wanted her to be with 

him aIl the time. They spent summer togeth~r at a dacha· near 
1 

Moscow and the follo~ing spring they left for Badenweiler in 

Germanyat the reco~endation of his'doctors. In June he had a 

severe attack of blo$d-spitting and, as a physician, realized his 

end was nearing. He died on July 2, 1904, with his wife at his 

side. 

Those who kne, Chekhov weIl have pointed out that be con

veyed the trnpression pf understanding everything, and that who-
1 

ever met this gentle'lquiet man liked and respected hirn. He cer-

tainly was no saint b t a human being with human f~ults, although 

,remarkably few at th'+ Behind his courteous and reserved man

ner, he was gentle, sensitive and kind, a man whose mixture of 

modesty and self-confi ence helped htrn find the golden-midd1e

way in life. 

Chekhov holda a special place in Russian literature for 

trying to bring his fe low countrymen to face reality and change 

their lives for the In the eyéa of the western world 

Chekhov is ju~tly seen s the last representative of Russia'a 
, q 

great tradition even th ugh he still has not achleved, the atat-

ure of Dostoyevsky or 
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Chekhov's lôve life was not very colorful, cornpletely , 
, ,( 

lackin9 any scandaIs and pass~onate affairs. His sensitivity 

and basic respect and regard toward a fellow human being holds 

true also for ,his relationships with women. His emotions were 

sincere and without deception, his feelings toward his wife 
/ 

full of ~et tenderness, his esteem for his'mother undying. 

Theae qualities prevail also in his work in those relationships 

which are based on a trùe love. Such unions which materialized 

for other rèasons than love are pictures of a gloomy atmosphere 

and unhappiness. Although not expressed directly in words by 

'Chekhov, throughout the stories,and ~lays we feel his compassion 

and sorrow with the unfortunate fate o~ his characters as weIl 

as annoyance with their incapabilrty of doing something constructive. 

to chang~ their degrading predicament . 

. As mentioned earlier it is rather probable that Lika 

Mizinova served as an example for Nina Zarechnaya in The Seagull 

and Lydia Avilova and the flow of their- l"ëTâtionship for the 

story "~out Love". His feelings for his wife were, however, 

probably much too sacred to use Olga Knipper as a model for any 

of his women-characters, although in his plays he created severai 
't' 

characters for her to play. It is likely that for the number of 

peasant and other women-characters Chekhov found inspiration on 

his visits as a doctor and on his travels and in resort spas 

where he spent so much time of his life. 

As Chekhov's brother, Mikhail pavlovich, claimed, Chekhov 

had already found success with women in his student yeArs and 
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sorne of the qirla he knew then miqht have served as images of 

his young women-peraonalities he created later on. Nevertheless, 
1 

it is nothing but a presumption to distinguish which of his 

heroines came from true life and which were pure product of his 
\ 
imagination or a mixture of bath. It is not rny intent, however,\ 

to deal with this matter. ay mentioning Chekhov·a private 

affaira and his personal experiences with women, 1 on1y hoped 

to point out ~is basic attitude toward women in general, and in 

that way to demonstrate the individual background'and possibly 

the reasoninq for creating his hero!nes. 
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Chapter II. 

!OMEN IN CHERHOV'S STORIES 

Part 1: Peasant Woman .. "Baba" 

-" '" 

Peasant eharacters and their dreary predicamcnt in the 

~ul.~a of Chekhov's time began appearing in his stories in the 

secon~ half of the nineties. Although born a peasant himself, 

Chekhov had the opportunity to really discover all the sad 

details of a peasant's life only after he bought the farm at 

Melikhovo. There, wh!le visiting cholera-stricken victims in 

Melikhovo and the surrounding villages, he got ta know the pess

ant and his life very weIl. He built several schools there, 

mostly at his own expense1, treated illness without charge and 

tried to help out whenever and wherever necessary. At the 

urging of his doctors he was persuaded to sell Melikhovo in 
, , 

order to move to a, more favorable climate, but "the suffering of 

the peasantry ,and the poor town workers never ceased to fill him 

with pit Y and indignationl/ 2 and stayed deeply imbedded in his 

mind for the rest of his life. 

The per80nal qualities of the peasants were hardly dasir-
11 

Abia. A primitive and rigorous life had made them ignorant, 

coarae, diahone8tv filthy, quarre~8ome, and almoat naver lober • 
• 

T~ey leldem had any respect for each other, and fear, mi.trust 

and auspicion prevailed in their telations. ~he'men treated 

their vive. as b ... ta and not human bein9s, and more aa & n.~~ 
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sary burden and evil than anythinq else. 3 
t 

Xenia Gasiorowska in her book Women in Soviet Fiction 

1917-1964 has basica11y outlined the conditioAs of life of an 

ordinary peasant woman - "baba", as she was conunonly called in 

the Russian folk language. She writes: 

Prerevolutionary Russian fiction traditionally por
trayed the pessant woman (or baba] as the long enduring 
victim of a dreary and hard village life, with an ignorant 
and destitute personality. A baba's path was, as the prov
erb puts it, 'from the stove to the door' of her squalid, 
overcrowded hut, and outside the house to the boundry of 
the village. In this tiny world, from the age of five she 
helped her mother with her younger siblings and housework, 
and tended geese and sheep. At fifteen she was, irrespec
tive of her wishes, married off and moved to another hut, 
perhaps another village, thus exchanqinq her parents' 
grumbling and occasional cuffs for a husband's beatings, 
mother's-in-law abuse, and only too often, a father's-in
law lustfulness. From then on, babies were born every year, 
a few of whom survivcd; backbreaking work in primitive îon
ditions, then, aIl too early, came old age, then death. 

Only seldom did life offer Any alterations or improve

ments. To support this belief l have se1ected excerpts trom 

Chekhov's story "RothschildJs Fiddle" ("Skripka Rotshil'da", 1984) . 
• 

There the old coffin-maker realizes only when his wife i8 dying 

what kind of a life she had had, what she was to him and how 

badly he had treated her. To the wife, however, death cornes as 

a reseue. Chekhov describes the dying woman and the thoughts 

running through the head of Yakov - the coffin-maker: 

He looked round st his wife. Her fàce was rosy with 
fever, unusually bright and joyful-looking. The cOffin
lI\aker, accustomed to seeing her face always 'pale, timid, 
and unhappy-looking, was bewildered. It:too~ed as i~ sb. 
wcre really dying and were glad that she W4S qoinq for Sever 
trom that hut, from the coffins, and from Yakov. • • • 

• • • And Yakov, returninq from the cemetery remembered 
again that all his life he Had never felt for Maria, had 
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never been affectionate to her. The fifty-two years the y 
had lived in the same hut had dragged on a long, long time, 
but it had somehow happened that in all that t~he had 
never once thought of her, had paid no attentio~o.her, al 

'though she had been a cat or a doge And yet, every day ahe 
had lighted the stove, had cooked and baked, had gone for 
water, had chopped the wood, had slept with him in the same 
bed, and when h~ came home drunk from the weddings always 
reverently hung'his fiddle on the wall and put him to bed, 
and all this in silence, with a timid, anxious expres
sion. . . .6 

Chekhov created many peasant-women characters in his , 

stories, but only a few have that special and unique personality, 

that indi~iduality, which would make them stand out of the long 

row of ordinary fernaie characters. They all, however, have that 

humble resigned attitude, conditioned by upbringing and economic 

circumstances, to expect of life as little as possible. For this 

reason l have chosen only a few and those stories which most 
! 

clearly depict the sad impasse situation of a "baba" or those in 

which the woman figures as the story's main character. 

In addition to the phy.sical hardships of their life, the 

peasant women were also denied any dignity or personal h4Ppiness. 

As the marriages were a~ranged by parents of the respective fam

ilies, there was seldom Any romance or love in them. Inevitably 

the young women Bought compensations for their loveless marriages. 

In "Peasant Wivea" ("Baby", 1891) the young soldier' a wife 

Mashenka staya behind, when her husband ia called up into the 

rnilitary. She had been married within a week with a.rnatchmaker'a 
1 

help lnd lived with her huaband for"only a few months belore he 

left. Before long she and a young neighbour fell in love and 

began living togethet. Upon her husband', return Malhenka d1d 
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not want to return to him, but her lover, for whom a desirable 
,') 

marriage had been arranqed in the meantime, insiated that she 

should. Mashenka's determination to follow her heart was broken 

only then when both her husband and her lover beat her black and 

blue. One feels how deeply rooted were these ideas and marriage 

customs inherited from the anoéstors ~n the peasant, in whoae 

lif~ there was no room for sincere and deep feelings of love or 
, ~I 

how insignificant a role human dignity or personal freedom 

played. 

In this story we have onfol of the very few Qutories of . ' 

protest by a wornan in earlier Chekhov's works. :he story's nar

rator, Mashenka's neighbour and lover, is telling her fate to the 

peasant family, where he stopped to spend the ni9h~ on his jour

ney. Among the listenert is Varvara, a youn~ wife of Alyosha, 

the crippled son of the pessant. Her lot, no different from 

other peasant wives', she makes easier for herself by her esca

pades and nightly affairs with men in the village. Wnen her 

sister-in-law reproaohes her for the.e activities" she rebukea: 

••• What do Icare? If it's a sin, then it i8 a 8in; 
but better be struck dead by thunder than live li~ th!s. 
l'm young and atroftg, and 1 have a filthy crooke~~unohback 
for a husband •••• When l was a girl, l hadn't bread te 
eat, or a shoe to my foot, and te gat away trom that wretch
adness 1 was tempted by Alyosha'a money, and qot caughtllike 
a fish in a net, and l'd rather have a viper for my bed
fellow than that scurvy Alyosha. And what's your life? lt 
makes me aiok to look at it. Your 'yodar aent you paokinq 
from the faotory and he's taken up with another woman., They 
have robbed you of your boy and made a slave of him. You 
work like a horse, and never hear a kind ward. l'd rather 1 

pine all my days an old maid, 1 'd rather qat half a rouble -,u' 

,from the prie.t'a 8on, l'd rather beq my bread, or thrpw my-
self into the well •••• 7 . 
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Needless to say this protest:. rernains, with no hope of alterinç 
, , ~ 

the situation, and Varvara continues ~iving "in sin".' But aven . 
if she did f ind the courage ta and the l'lay in which she wu 

r 

living, ther, were rnuch tao many obstacles, social and economic. 

for her ta succeed or even survive. 

It was a custom in a Russian village for the father to 

give his grown son a horse and the mother to Und hirn a wHe. 

Sh. looked mainly for physical .strength and a capacity for wo't'k, 

, ; 

ràther than beauty or a dowry. 
\ 

The beaüty of the poor girl Lipa in 

"In the Ravine" ("V ovrage", 1900) was not 80 pleasing as her "big 

masculine hands which hung idle 1ike two big claws", and her 
> , 

"singing like a lark" while she was scrubbing floors. This story 
'. ' 

y!.. ... "" 

describes a family of rich peasanta, the T.sybukins, who abandoned 

farrning and instead keep a general-store in w~~ch they secretly 

. sell vodka. The stor'y shows very descriptively above al·1 the 

greed, hypoerisy and cruelty of the peasant world. , \l 

There are two main fernale charaeters -,Lipa, a simple, 
l ' • 

timid wornan, who becomes a par~ of the Tsybukin farnily by mar

riage, but remain. a stranger, and AksinY,a, who"like Lipa ha~ 
1 

married into the farnily, but had t~ken ch~rge of it throuqh her 

\ 

energetip and a9greasi va charac tèr. . The clifference - in the1r per'" 

aonalitieB ia very obv~oua and 'amergea not only from tbeir be

haviour, but also from the àuthor's descriptions. ~ipa ia intro-
~ 

duc.d to UI as foll~W8t 

, . • • • Lipa 'WO~e a new pink drea. made on purpoèe, for th!a 
occasion [matc-h-maker' s And ber future hu.band· a parent. 
viaitl, a.nd a crimaon ribbon l1ke a tlame gle.mad in ber hair. 

0, 

30 

.. 

. , 

, ' , 
'\ 

\ \ l 

1 

'. 
J " 

- '~' 
'. 



, ~.f," '_. :.~'. '~"', ' '~'.~: ~ , 
.. " nit .~ ..... ,..~ 

She was pale-fàced, thin and frail, with soft, "delicate 
features sunburnt from workinq in the open alr1 a shy, mourn
ful smile alwaya hoveted about het faoe, and there waa a 
childlike look in her eyes, trustful and curious •••• She 
waa young, quite a little girl, her cbolom still scarcely per
ceptible, but she could be married because she had reached 
the 1ega1 age. 8 

After the wedding, where everybody got drunk including the 

groom Anisim, Lipa 1 S ordeal began. Anisim, a detective in a dis- , , 

tant city, married tipa only "beoause it was the village custom " 

to marry off the son in order to have a woman to help ;n the 

house", and then 1aft 4fter five days for the oity. The oause of 

Lipa's misery, however, became not her husband or her parents-

in-law, but her sister-in-law Aksinya. 

Aksinya was an evil and greedy woman with business ambi

tions who set her mind on takïng over her father 1 s-in-law shop 
'\ 

and starting her own brickyard. Sh~ pursued this aim uncompro-

misingly, not hesitating to de8tt~y those who stood in her way. 

She ia de,soribed as a beautiful and well-built woman who oan 

hever stand still. She got 'up early and wes always seen runninq 

around with a constant "naive smile on her lips". She is com

parad to a snake at L~pals wedding: 

Aksinya had naive grey eyes which rarely blinlted , and 
an naive smile played continua11y on her face. And in thole 
unblink1", ... , eyes, aflc! in that li~tle haad on the long neck, 
and in her slenderness thêre waa something snake~likel al1 
in 'gréen but for the y~llow on her bosam, she lookad with a 
smUe on her face as a viper looks out of the you~9 rye in 
the IPrinj at the passer~by, atretching'itself and lift~n9 
its heaà. , -

Al~o LipA~a own impression o~D~kBinya,wa. negative, a. ahe t.l1~ 

ln 'old friend Yelillrov, nicknam~ crutch. A. if ahe- 'telt the 
~' 
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premohition of Aksinya's soon being the cause of her deepest 

gr ief, she says:' 

, • . • l am afraid of Aksinya, Ilya Makar itch. I1;' s not 
that she does anything, she is always laughing, but some
times she glances at the window, and her eyes are so fierce 
and there is a gleam of green in them - like the eyes of the 
sheep in the shed .... She sleeps for half an hour, then 
jumps up and keeps walking about to see whether the peasants 
have not set fire to something, r~ve not stolen something. 
l am frightened with her. • . . 

In the whole story the only other direct detail depicting 

Aksinya's cruel and evil character is given at the moment when 

she pours boiling water over the baby and the "naive smile on her . 

lips" appears again. 

Anisim was put in prison for counterfeiting money and, 
, 

after the trial, sent to Siberia where,he eventually diès. Lipa 

bore a son Nikifor who became the only pleasure and happiness in 

her life. ~ksinya, however, jealous of Nikifor and afraid that 

he might be the inheritor of the old man's fortune, spills a 

pitcher of boiling water on him on purpose and he dies. On the 

way from the hos~ital with her dead son wrapped in a blanket in 
/ , 

her arms, Lipa encounters two men in a cart who give her a lift 

to the village. _ still numb trom sorrow and not fully oomprehend-
<, 

ing the evil and unjust in her world, she )i81s ta the older of 

the men: 

-' ( 

••• My baby was in torment. a11 day. He looked at me 
with his littlè eyes and said nothing; he wanted to speak 
and could not. Holy Father, Queen of Hêavenl In my grief 
l kept fall.ing down on~ the floor. r l stooà. up. a~d fell down 
by the béds'ide. And. tell me' grandfather, ,why a little thinq 
should be tormented before his death? Whèn a grown-up person, 

: a man or a wdman, are in torment their sitta are ~orqiven, but 
,whya little ·thing f when he has,no sins? ••• 11 
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The purity, unselfishness and goodness of Lipa' s 'character shine 

through these words. Lipa is thrown out of the house by Aksinya, 

and returns to her mother. Sne f inds work, at the station loading 

bricks. Walking Along with other women from the station and 

singing, she meets the old Tsybukin. He too had been thrown 'out 

of his own house by the "beautiful" Aksinya. Lipa gives the hun

gry Tsybukin a piece of pie, and praying for the old man walks 

quietly on. ln these two contrasting .characters, though a little 

unnecessarily exaggerated, Chekhov superbly personified the two 

opposite peles ef a peasant nature - the goOO opposed to the 

evil. 

Another female character, but of secondary importance to 

Lipa and. Aksinya, appears throughout the story. She is Varvara, 

second wife of the old Tsybukin. She\ is a quiet, simple and un

demanding ,woman with a lot of goodness and a heart filled with 

pit Y and compassion tôr the less "fortunate: 

• • . Varva~a Nikolaevna, no longer quite-,younq, but 
good-looking, comely, and belonging to a decent family. AS 
soo.n as she was installed into the upper story roorn every
thinq in the house seeIaed to brighten up as though new glass 
had been put into a11 the windows. The lamps glearned before 
the icons, the tables were covered with snow-white cloths, 
flowers with red buds madetheir appearance in the windows 
dnd in the front garden, and at dinner 1 instead of eating 
from a

Q 
single bowl, each person had a separate pl&te set for; 

~ him. Varvara Nikolaevna had a pleasant, friendly smile, and 
it seemed .as though the whole house were smiling, too •. 
Be9'gars and pilgt:ims, male and femaIe, began to come into 
the yard, a _thing which ·had never happene~ in the past ~ • 
Varvara helped them wi th money, wi th bread, with old clothes, 
and afterwards, when ShY2fe1t, more at home, began taking 
tbinga out of the sbop. 

\\ 

VArv.ra with her refined upbringinq and her 8ènae for aest.hetics, 
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and tasteful 8urroundings is obviously out of place in the Tsybukin 

house. She brings sorne cultivation into the household which, how-
Q 

ever, i8 not appreciated but, merely tolerated. Living in this 

prosperous house does not change her unselfish and merciful atti-

tude toward other hurnan beings and the ever-present greed and 

cheating in her husband 1 s house and the store. leave her bewildered, 

helpless and with a bad conscience: 

. • • We live comfortably; we llave plenty of everything. 
We celebrated your wedding [Anisim 1 sand Lipa' sI properly, in 
good style; . . . In fact we live like merchants, only it 1 S 

dreary. We treat the people very badly. My heart aches, my 
dear~ how we treat them, my goodnessl Whether we exchange a 
horse or buy something or hire a labourer - it 1 s cheatiilg in 
everything. Cheating and cheating. The Lenten ail in the 
shop i5 bitter, rancid, t~e" p.eo.p1e have pitch that is better. 
But surely, tell me pray, 'couldn ft we sell good oil?13 

Throughout the Story and the unhappy occurrences in the falllily 

Varvara Nikolaevna, nevertheless, retains ber 900d nature and in 

her helplessness she ,settles down into a state of happy ignor-

ance, indifference 'and unobtrusiveness. At the end of the story, 

while her husband has been turned out of his own ~house, she con-

tinues with her charity and worries about trivialities of a 

household. She belongs to those female characters who are.: able, 

mainly through their own ignorance, to adjust to the limitations 

that life has bestowed upon them. 

In another excellent story frogl the peasant world "'rh,

Peasants" ("Muzhiki", 1897) Chekhov shows in an almost natu~aJ.i ... 

tic way the qloom, loneliness and hopelessness of th~ peasant / 

living in the meroiless system favouring the at'rong, and the prOI-jl 

/;/ 
,"- / 1 l' 
'/ 

perous. ; ( 
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Bruford writes tqat toward the end of the nineteenth cen

tury, agriculture had failed to keep pace with the growth of the 

population, and the peasantry as well as the landowners were 
" 

living throuqh ~ long drawnout crisis. In 1892 Ruasia was struck 

by a famine and only those who were not entirely dependent on 

their own produce, did not live in destitution and starvation. 

It had become cus,tornary.- for some members of the joint families 
, 

consisting of, severai generations to leave for town to make a 

living. From their pay they couid not only maintain themsel"Ves 

" and their dependents, but were also able to send some financial 

help back home to the village. 14 

~he story "The Peasants" describes the fate of auch a 

"bettered" peasant Nikolay Tchikildeyev, who left his village 
l 

and became a waiter in a Moscow hote!. Wh~m he suddenly falls 

ill and lS penniless because aIl his money i8 spent on doctors 

and medicine, he decides to return, with his wife and daughter to~ 

his native village. As soon as he steps into the old house of his 

parents, overcrowc1ed, full of a misery and poverty which he had 

forgotten, Nikolay realizes it was a mistake to return. In less 

than a year he dies there leaving his wife and daughter in the 

midst' of all the misery and horror to take care of th~selves as 

weIl as they cano 

Besides Olga, Nikolay's wife, there were two daughters

in-law living in the hut, Marya, wife of Nikolay's brother 
, i 

Ririak, with six children, and Fyokla, wife of his brèther Denis, 
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with two children. l<iriak lived in the woods where he worked , 

as a watchman for a merchant and carne to the hut only when drunk. 

'l'hen he beat his wife senselessly and left for the woods again. 

Denis was away in the army. Both Marya and Fyokla hated their 

husbands, and Marya was furthermore terrified of hers. She ia 

described as a strong, broad-shouldered and homely woman, while 

Fyokla also as strong and broad-shouldered, but handsome and 

spiteful. Marya was very unhappy and "often said that she longed 

to die". 

• . • Fyokla, on the other hand, found all this life to 
her taste: the poverty, the uncleanliness, and the incessant 
quarreling. She ate whatever was given her without discrim
ination, slept anywhere, on whatever came to hand. She would 
ernpty the slops just at the porch, would splash them out from 
the doorway, and then walk barefoot through the puddle. And 
from the very first day she took a dislike to Olga and Nikolay 
just because they did not like tbis life. 1S 

Of Olga we learn through the story that she came to Moscow 

'as an eighteen-year-old girl from the province of Vladimir, and 

later became a chambermaid in a Moscow hotel, where she met. her 
\ 

husband. Sh$ cornes to the hut as a stranger and remains so 

throughout the story, while quietly observing this-world foreign 

to her. 

Nikolay· s mother, who was called by _everybody Granny, 

ruled the household. 

• • • :[She) always tried to do everything herself ~ she 
heated the stove and set the samovar with her own hands, 
even waited at the midday meal, and then complained tbat .he 
was worn out with warka And a11 the time she was uneasy for 
fear someone ahould eàt a piece toc, iIluch, or that her hU8-
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band and daughters-in-law would ait idle. At one time she, 
'would hear the tavern-keeper' s geese 90in9 at the back of 
the huts to her kitchen garden, and she woul~ run out'of the 
hut with a long stick and spend half an hour screarninq shri1-
ly by her cabbages, which were as gaunt and scraq9Y as her
self; at anothèr time she fancied that a crow had designs on 
her chickens, and she rushed to attack it with loud words of 
abuse. She was cross and grumbling from morning till night. 
And oftèn she raised such outcry that passers-hy stopped in 
the street .16 l' , 

But Granny, "toothless, bony, hunched, het short hair flying in 

the wind" turned out to be a good story teller, when one night 

she recalled her youth spent as a servant. Most' of the time, 

however, Granny spent her en~rgy on preventing herself from 

dying of starvation. 

After Nikolay's death, Olga who 
••. had grown thinner and plainer, and her hair had 

gone a little grey, and instead of the old look of sweetness 
and the pleasant smile on her face, she had the resigned 
mournful expression left by the sorrows she had bèèn through, 
and there was something blank and irresponsive in her eyes, 
as though she did not hear what was said ••.• 17 

decided tO,leave with her daughter and return to Moscow. Since 

she was leaving she looked at the village, the people and 'the 

lives they led with detachment: 

.• to live with them was terrible, but yet, they were 
hurnan beings, they suffered and wept like human beings, and 
,there was nothing in their lives for which one could not 
find excuse. 18 

In this story, apart from the peasant rnisery, Chekhov, ft ...,... 

non-believer himself, a1so shows what a small part, and unimpor

tant at that, religion played in the life of a peasant. Beside 

takin~ H01y Communion, abstaininq fr~ the forbidden food on 

fast days and occasionally attending church services, the peal-
" 
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ant was generally very ignorant of religious doctrine and knew 

little of the Bible. 

The old father did not believe in God, for he hardly 
ever thought about him: he recognized the supernatural~ but 
considered it was entirely the women·s concer~ •.•. , , 

It is true that usually women observed the external forms of a 
# 

religion and found comfort and kin~ of magic in it, but even 

their knowledge about religion was rather obscure: ' 

Granny believed, but her faith was somewhat ha"Zy; every
thing was mixed up in her mernory. . • . She did not remember 
her prayers. • . : 

Marya and Fyokla crossed themselves, fasted, and took 
the sacrament every year, but understood nothing. . . • 

The children were not taught their prayers / nothing was 
told them about God, and no moral principles were instilled 

, into themt they were only forbidden to eat meat or milk at 
Lent. In the other families it was much t~8 same:, there 
were few who believed, few who understood. 

But they aIl love? to hear the Scriptures read and for that rea

son Olga and her daughter Sasha were welcome and treated with 

respect. 

This story, welcomed in sorne circles at the time and caus

ing disturbance in others, countered the prevailing literary image 

of the peasant in contemporary works by other writers. 2l -, It ia, 

in my opinion, Chekhov's best work from the peasant world, mas

terfully conveyinq the ignorance and brutality of a peasant life 

alongside with its remaining human moments. Undoubtedly, 'here 

again Chekhov drew frq,m his own experiences during the yèars when 

he served the peasants,as a doctor and saw first hand what it 
\ 

meant to live a primitive and squalid llife. 

The village, life with strong social undertones ia presenteci 
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a little differently in "An Artist' s st<:>ry" ("Dom' s mezaninom", 

1895), a story which only indirectly belongs in this part deal

ing with peasant life. It i4 more or 1ess a debate between an 

artist, the story's narrator, and Lida Volchaninov, the village 

sehool teacher. Both are members of the wealthier class and each 

has a different view on how to help bring peasants out of their 

poverty. Lida 1 s way would be to do it by building schools, li

braries and by improving the medical fac~lities, while the art

ist reasons that, first of all-, the peasant has to be freed of 

his daily back-breaking slavery in the fields, of his misery and 

living like an animal, before he would be able to enjoy and ap

preciate all the modern inventlonR. 

The study and comparison of the two main female characters 

will be presented in the next part - Middle Class & Bourgeoisie 

Ladies. 

The peasant" hardened by all the miserv and burdens of his 

life, had little time for dissatisfaction or strength to think 

about it8 possible improvement. 50 accustomed to hardship and 

ignorant of anything better, most simply accepted this lite along 

with all, its privations. The old man on the cart in the story 

".In the Ravine", to whom Lipa entrusts her grief, in turn tèlls 

her bis life story filled with disaàters, and his words are full 

of wisdom and comprehension acquired by age and the sufferinqs 

which he has experienced • 

rows. 
• • NeVèr mind •.•• Yours la not the worst of aor
Life,18 long, there will he good and had to come, 
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there will be everything. Great is mother Russia. • . . l 
have been aIl over Russia, and l have seen everything in he~, 
and you may believe my words, my dear. There will he good 
and there will be bad. • • . 

Here 1 do not want to die, my dear, l would be glad to 
live another twenty years; so there has been more of the 
good. • • .22 

According to Thomas Winner, the publication of the stories 

"The Artist's Story", or "The House with the Mezanine" as it is 

often translated, and "My Life" in 1896, might be considered the 

beginning of the group of stories dealing with the Russian peas

ant, although they do not deal with this topic directly. In the 

peasant stories which followed, naturalistic pictures of the 

village life appear more important than social issues. 23 Chekhov 

had created sorne peasant characters in earlier stories, neverthe

-less, the stories of the later group show him as a more mature 

author and present the topic much more seriously . 
• 

In his book Tolstoy and Chekhov Logan Speirs writes of 

Chekhov 's approach to the peasant theme: 

Like a practical physician, Chekhov examines sightswhich 
MOst people instincti~ely avert their eyes from. He a1so 
penetra tes the minds of people who exist habitually on a bor
derline between life and death. He can see the world through 
their eyes and think the!r thoughts. He. understands something 
of the hierarchies among th,rn, and has studied those who 
profit from their helplessness. 24 

A female, born into the peasant environment, had a diffi

cult life ahead of her, a life filled with filth, disrespect and 

indignity. She was to become practically a slave to her hus-

band who W8S chosen for her, never to hope for moments of tender

ness 01: tranquility. Hardened by their predicament, only a few 

women could 'retain the naivete and vulnerability &S Lipa in "In 

the Ravine", for tl}.e simple reason that they were ba~ely aurviv-
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ing. Not many were 1ucky enought to better themselves by leaving 

their home for the city like Olga in "The Peasants". For most 

of them there was no way out, no escape, and the only way to off
• 

set their harsh fate W8S to submit and endure. 

As far as personal freedom ia concerned, men's lot was 

much better. whereas woman was only an obj ect, men were the mas-

ters that ruled over the abject. Even in situations of sexuel or 

romantic inv01vements, men were granted i~nity while the woman 

was to be punished, as in "Peasant wives" or the story not studied 

here "Aga fya Il • The only chance for improvement 1ay in a change of 

the social structure of Russia, which, however, under the tsar-

iat regime was inconceivable. 

Chekhov's portrayal of peasant women, particularly in the 

later staries without the satirical approach of his beginning8, 

seems to be more successful and true-to-life than, for example, . " 
his bourgeois ladies, discuased in ~art 2. The reason for 

this May possib1y 18y in the fact that for the peasant woman 

he felt compassion, while he despised the bourgeoisie and 

its values • 

.. 
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o Part 2: Middle-Class and Bourgeois Ladieé. 
~ 4 

In tsarist Russia a woman as an individual and a person-

ality meant v~ry little in the eyes of society. As already men ... 

tioned, women of the lôwer classes or the-poor women had a dread

ful life, especially from today' s point of view. But even the 

lucky ones born into the socially advantageous classes wer~ ex

pected to live without any indivlduality and w~thin the bounds 
• 

prescribed by the society. Mostly th~y were Itmited to the shal-

low and monotonous-~rldoof a household which, it seems, even the 

intell~tual and intelligent di~ not question. Lacking ~ pro

fession (with sorne exceptions) and individuality* most of the 

women in the middle-class' and bourgeois society were reduced to 
-

silly cr~atures who thought and chattered of nothinq,..,.,but love* 

marriage, children and one' s own nest. Those who fat'e also en

dowed by beauty and physical attractiveness found ,often diversions 
. . 

in flirts or extramarital affairs, 1 but basically all of them 

chanéjed soon after the wedding into thE! Illoyal and lasting acces-
1 

sories of their husbands' belonqings. 

Among Chekhov' s acquaintances and fr~ends, however, stood 

ou~ some women who did not hehave as described abOve a~d who did 

havé their own mind, independence and individuality. 1'0 theS8 
~ 1 

belonged A. Suvorin's wife of whom Chekhoy wrote to his siater 

Maria: 
1 

•• -. l am a.eing many women~ but the best of th_ la 
s. [Suvorin'. 'Nifal. She ia as original as lier hu.llband, 1 and 

-? 
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her mind doee not work like a woman' a. She taIks lIluch non
.enae, but when she cares ta apeak aerloualy she does so 
intelligently and independently. • 

s: 
SUch women, unfortunately, did not find a way into Chekhov's 

works, as his women characters are either underprivileged shad-

ows of human beings in the peasant world, or ~rivolous creatures 

without a serioua thought in their head in high-claaa society. 

In searching for the explanàtion of this lac1c one can 

apeculate: was it becaua. Chekhov baaically disIik.d women in 

general, as Sophie taffite would like ua to believe2 , or by pol'-

traylng Many more of the empty-headed ones who exièted, did 

"'. Chekhovattract the readei~' attention ana so indirectly try ta ~ ... 

aow the aeada for change? 1 myaelf tend to believe the latter 

reasoning becauae, aa demonatrated in the first chapter, Chekhov 

baaically respected WClmen and did not dialike them. He only dis-

U.ked the!.; senaeleas submissivenes. and laolt of independence. 

ln 19th century literature, auasian or other, a woman, 
, 

vith regard to her beauty, waa considered the 'abject and center 

of .. n'a interest and attention, and the contest for her .~fectlon 

vaa frequently the baa:i.c element ot a conflict in a lit.rary work. 

$ven Chekhov considered beauty an tmportant,attribute aa in his 

letter to SUvorin he wrote, " ••• In women 1 lova b~uty abave 

3 
.v.~hing •••• R ,nèv.rthe~ea., what exactly he cènaide:r:ed to t 

be beautiful \fe do not know. He neve~ offe~~ any,detail. of a 0 

heroine la looks, but juat flatly atat •• ,ahe vas beautiful or 
"- , 

pretty. 
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Authors only seldomoconsidered it worthwhile to bestow 

upon a woman charact7r Any intelligence. Most of the ttme 

their submissiveness and womanly pettiness were portrayed as the 

main oharacteristics. Also in Russia, women had no use or under-

standing for the man's world, while only a few felt such bound

less devotiQn and respect for their husbands as Olenka 

Plemannikova in "';l'he Darling". What they mostly felt w~s a kind 

of resignation with their fate, and even though they did not like 

their lives as they were, lacking the 'courage, strength and inde

pendence, they did nothing to change them. Before condemning or 

judging these women, h<Dwever, we must bear in mind that fi in 
\ 

Chekhov's day the condition of society was such that women dia 

not seek to compete with men, and • . • wer~ encouraged in the 

domestic arts ànd in sooial graces rather than in intellectual 

advancement."4. Tolstoy who, as we know, did not share Chekhov's 

modern attitude toward the woman' s role in the society, remarked,:' 

"But s)lrely the work of woman by her very destiny is other than 

the work of man. And therefore the ideal of woman's perfection 

cannpt be the same as tbe ideal of man' s. ,, 5 
• 

In portraying bourgeois society and its mernbers, ChekHov 

enlarged the prevalent picture with the deceit, lies and the lack 

of virtue -in their everyqay life. On the outsiàe they tried ta 

convey a world of :beauty, briHiance, culture' and elegance, but 
.. 

~in reality their life vas nothing but preten8e, vul9ari~y, banal-' 
• 

ity, superficial values and dilettantism, aIl of which ls summar-
\ , 

izea in tb_ Russian word P98hIOst'~6 This ~d, for whieh 
~ / 
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there is no exact 'equivalent in English, means a cornbination of 

Many unflattering characteristics. In addition to those already 

mentioned, anything second-rate, vulgar, ignoble or shabby can ~ 

be considered a component of poshlost'. It suggests a complete 

deterioration of moral, social and aesthetical values as well as ., 

'a primitive and animaiistic attitude toward life,7 particularly 

any form of physical overindulgence, whicp, it seems, Chekhov 

hated Most of aIl. Most of his totally negative characters were> 

described as fat or manif~sting th~ir physical appetites in some 

way. The vivid description of Ari~dne's eating habits, for ex-
~ 

ample, leaves no doubts about the verdict of her creator. In 

his subtle but adroit way, Ch~khov'mastered the depiction of 

poshlost' in all its aspects and in aIl social classes, but eSi 

pecially the environrnent of the bourgeoisie, in whose life 

poshlos~' was a regular and inescapable ingredient. 

1 have divided women belonging in the category of Middle-

/ 

" , 

:1 

. \. class and the Bourgeois~e into several groups: A. those subm1s- . -. 

sive and dependent on people around them, B. self-centered ànd 

conceited females, and C. speculative and egotistic females, uti

'lizing evèry situation for their -own gain. 

A • 

. , 

Probab1,y the rnost typical womah character belonging in this 

group ia Olenka Plemannikova in "The Darling" ("Dushechka", 1898). 

~ This i8 a story,about a rather ~~imitive yoUng warnan, lacking Any 
rI 
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1 
opinions or ideas of her own who, in order 

a person upon whorn she can bestow her love She 

does not have any interests of her own, the interest qenter 

of her life becomes always her husband or a companio • 
\ 

/ 

Fate was not merciful to her, for both ~er hurbands died 
/ 

and a fr iend-companion had left her, so tha t in old iage s.he _.r 

ends up alone and in poverty. While young and rnarr~ed or living 

with her cornpanion, her world was radiant and happy;- she had not 
1 

only someone to take care of, but also someone whos~ opinions and 

phrases she could take for her own. After her companion leaves 
\ her, she almost ceases to live: 

••• She really was âlone this time .••. slie'became 
thin, she lost her looks. People no longer notice~ her, no 
longer smiled at her in the street. • . • 

She gazed blankly at her empty yard, she thought\ of no
thing, she wanted nothing. Whe~ night came she went to bed 
and dreamt about that empty yaid. She did not seem to want 
food and drink. The main ttouble was though, that she no 
longer had views on anything. She saw objects around her, 
yes, she did grasp wh?t was going on. But she could not form 
opinions. • • . ' 

• • • In the Kukin and Pustovalov eras - and then in the 
vetls day - Olga could give reasons for everything, she would 
have offered a view on any/subject you liked. Butsnow her 
mind and heart were empty as her empty yard. . • • 

After some years her compani?n Smirnin retùrns with his son Spsha 

who becomes her boarder ~nd again the center of her life. 

Olenka is a good-hearted woman who, unfortunately empty 

and completely lacking any individuality of her own, concentrates , 

a~~ her energy on dependence on others and on the blind love for 

them. t'hroughou t the story, when she was happy then she vas fond 

of something or someone, she simply could not exiat without lov-
o 

inq. Ernest J. S!mmons writes: 
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One may smile at the swift transfer of her affections as 
fa te removes the abjects of her love,' but one neveir doubts , 
the utter self-abnegation and devottôn of her warm nature 
until at the' end they are bestowed on the little boy - a su
preme act of love for onè who can offer least in return. 
'The carling' 19 a perfect example of'Chekhov's deliberate 
and conscious artistry, which envolves one of his stron~st 
convictions: that the object of a woman's love is of compara
'tively little importance, for it is the law of her being to 
love something or somebody.9 

/ , 
Tolstoy ~as very fond of "The Darling" and in his Afterword 'to 

this story he wrote: 

l think that in the mind, not in the feeling of the 
author, when he wrote 'The Darling', there was floating a 
vague idea of the new waman, of her equal rights with man; 
of the educated woman, working 'independently not wo~se, if 
not better than man, for the good of society; that ve+y 
woman who has raised and upholds the woman question; and 
he, having begun to write 'The Darling', meant ta show what 
woman ought not ta be. . . • 

• . . he wanted to knock the Darling down, and fixed on 
her the strained attention of the poet - and he exalted her. lO 

Whether Tolstoy was right or not about Chekhov's intentions 

or airn in writing this story can be only guessed at. Neverthe-

less, from Chekhov's note~ook we know he intended ta write this /1 

story for sorne time,'as, weIl as we know that he highly disliked 
',' 

-

these obscure creatures void'of individuality: 

The inner life of these women is as ,grey and insignifi
cant as their faces and clothesi they speak of science, liter
ature, trends, etc. only because'they are wives and sisters 
of writers and scientists; were they wives of police officers 
Qr dentists_,~theJrd speak just as ardently about fires or ' 
teeth. - T'o-allow thern ta speak of fyience and listen ta thern 
would mean profanation of science. • 

Anna Pavlovna, the wife'of the tax-collector Shalikov in 

the story "Th~ 'Husband" ("Suprug"~ 1898) is a1so one 'of those 

r 
1 

submissive women who, although despising the situation in which ~ 

/ \ '.' 

they are forced to live, do not see or do not want ta see another 
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alternativé. The everyday life around Anna Pavlovnù consists of 
\ 

cards and vodka and to escape this, she submerges herself into 
/ 

the unrealistic world of her dreams. She is described as a 

small, a~out ~hirty-years old brunette with a long nose and a 
• • 

poi~t~d chin, powdered face and tightly laced-up body. She does 

not love her husband and in fact i8 rather ashamed of him, an 

unpleasant, sickly and ordinary man. 
1 

1 

When a dance with newIy arrived officers is arranged in 

the club, her husband, mean as he is, takes her away fram the 

bright scene because he cannot bear to see her enjoy herself. 

After a few protests in vain, Anna pavlovna lets herself be taken 

away against her will • 

• • • She was still under the influence of the dancing, 
the music, the talk, the lights and the noise; she asked 
herself as she walked along why God had thus aff1icted her. 
She felt miserable, insulted, and choking with hate as she 
listened to her husband's heavy footsteps. She was ailent, 
trying to think of the most offensive, biting, and venomous 
word she could hurl at her husband, ànd at the Bame time 
she was fully awal2 that no wqrd could penetra te her tax
collector's hide. 

Anna Pavlovna adjusts to the situation and returns to the dreary 

and hated everyday life fro~ which the only escape will be her 

daydreams again. Her submission is absolute, preventing her from 

making'~he daydreama a reality. 

Anyuta, the heroine of the story with the sarne title. 

"Anyuta" ("Anyuta", 1886), submits ogain and ogain ta ~he humil-

iating position of being the mistress ~f one student after 

another. She helps to support her lovers by e&~roiderin9 menls 
, 

sbirts; she stands patiently with her blouse Off shivering ln the 
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cold room to help her medical' student prepare himself for the 

anatomy examina tian; she even lets herself be lent ta ~n artist 

as a model. None of her student .companions will marry her no 

matter how much she may love them a~d, when they finish their 

studies and become doctors and lawyers, aIl they will say of her 

will be: "Yes, l had a little blond girl friend once upon a timel 
Il 

l wonder where she is now? Il 

Anyuta is one of those humble and modest souls, who en

dure their unhappiness and humiliation without a ward of protest. 

What is pitlable about her and women like herself is their help-
1 

lessness and innocent liability ta exploitation caused by their 

spiritual weakness and lack of pride and self-confidence. This 

self-ind~ced vulnerabilitYr however, tends ta lessen the impact 

of their predlcament on the reader and thereby the feeling of 

pi~y he might have felt otherwis~. In this respect more sympathy 

might he created by Aqafya ("Aqafya", 1885-6) who, although not 

showing any real sense of protest against the masculine tyranny 

in whiah she ls trapped, she at least takes initiative'to steal 

moments of real happines's for herself. 

Ekaterina Pavlovna, ,ge?erally called by everybady Missis 

after her French governe.ss, in "An Artist' s Story" ("Dom s 

mezoninorn", 1896) lets her life be totally controlled by her 

domineering sister Lida." Missis is in love with an artist, the 

story's narrator, but because her sister considers him on aècount 

of his profession a useless member of society, she leaves the 

village on ~ida's orders, knowing that she will never se~ her 

lover again. She sends him a note: 
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• • • l told my sister everything and she insisted on my 
parting from you. t could not wound her by disobeying. God 
will give you happiness. Forgive me!3 If only you knew how 
bitterly my mother and lare cryingl , 

Misses prefers ta ruin her chances for happiness with the artist,' 

rather than "disobey" her domineering sister and let herself be 

the master of her own life. In the portrait of Missis Chekhov 

a1so successfu11y depicts the time in a girl's life when she 

stops being a child and changes into a woman. virginia Llewellyn 

Smith believes "An Artist's Story" contains biographical elements 

and suggests that Missis is a portrait of a woman Chekhov might 

have loved and lost.l4 

.;~ In contra st to Missis, Lida ia a "fine critical portrait 

of a woman absorbed in the·egoism of good works. She is always 

looking after the poor, serving on committees, full of enthusiasm 

for nursing and education. She lacks only that charity of the 

heart which loves human beings, not because they are poor, but 
! 

because they are human beings. lIlS She is by nature a "boss" and 

in the- family the dictating authority. She dominates her mother 

and younger sister, and when she learns of the love between her 

sister and the artist, she does not heaitate to Interfere and 

ao.~lter the fate of the two young people. 

Another characteristic, considered ~o be mainly a womanly 

trait, was that of self-denial and urge to sacrifice herself in 

order to save somebody else~ This will' be discussed in Chapter 

III - Women in Chekhov"s Plays: A. Ivanov. Nevertheless, thi. 

need or urge for sacrifice we find also among the women-eharac-' 

ters in his staries. The following excerpt from thè story "In 

the Cart" ("Na podvode" ~ iS97), sometimes a1so translated as" 

"The Schoolmistress", ia a perfect example: 
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He looked fit and keen enough beside old Simon, but 
~there was a hint of something in the way he walked which 
showed that he was really a feeble, poisoned creature well 
on the road to ruin. And from the forest, sure enough, 
came a sudden whiff of spirits. Marya was horrified. She 
was sorry for the man, and could see no good reasbn why he 
should be so hopeless. It struck her that if she was his 
wife or sister1ehe would very likely give her whole life 
to saving him. 

l have already rnentioned that Chekhov presented his charac

tera realistically bu~restrained himself from Any kind of criti

cal remarks or judgement on the~. This he left for the reader to 
" 

do, because he believed a writer's dut Y was to present a problem, 

not it's judgement or solution. Passibly, however, sorne of his 

own opinions he expressed by word~ of his characters, and l 

assume that this i8 true of Podgorin in the story liA Visit to 

Friends" ("U znakornykh", 1898). 

This i8 a story about a visit of Podgorin, a MOSC~W lawyer 

to Kuzminki, an estate where he had spent several happy years 

whi~e studying. 
'\ 

Duri~g these happy tirnes he was closely associ-

ated/with three women, Tatyana Alexeevna, the mistress of the 
1 

nouse, her sister Nadezhda whom he tutored, and Varvara Pavlovna, 

a close friend of Tatyana's. After Tatyana marriedher husband, 

Sergei sergeich Lo~ev, the estate's financial affairs went quick

ly down the hill and Podgorin was invited to help them. 

tooking at the ladies, Podgorin reminisces and through his 

eye~ we ban see them ten years ago and now. We meet Tatyana: 

• • • AS for Tanya, at the time already a grown girl 
and a beauty, she had thought of nothing but 'love, and had 
wanted only love and happiness, passionately wanted and 
hoped for a husband, of whom she dreamed day and night. • •• 
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Returning to the present, Podgorin sees a woman who has matured, 

but whose only gratification and fulfillment still remain her 

husband and the family: 

. • • And no~ when she was over thirty and just as beauti
ful as ever, in a loose tea-gown, with her full, white arms, 
she had thoug~ of notfiing but her husband and her two little 
girls. She wdre an expression which seemed to say that al
though there she was talking and srniling so casually, she was 
nevertheless on guard, she stood prepared to defend her love 
and her right to this love, ~ at a mo~ent's notice she was 
ready to pounce on an enemy ~ho 'wanted to take away her hus
band and her children. She loved devotedly and she believed 
that she was loved in the sarne way, but jealousy and fear for 
her children constantlt tormented her and interfered with her 
happiness. 18 c 

Podgorin's disappointment and aversion toward Tatyana and her 

du11 life «xpress the next lines: 

Podgorin smiled at her and the little girls, but he found 
it odd that this young, healthy, rather intelligent woman -
a big complex organisrn ~ should spend all her energy, all her 
vital forces on such simple, petty job as the building of 
this nest, that in Any case was cornplete. l9 

H~ving read through Chekhov'~ corrèspondence and nqtes 

these are, in my opinion, the words and thouqhts of Chekhov hirn

self, as he was very much agitated by the barren and 10ve1ess 

life of women like Tatyana, who wasted their own individuality 

potential and their personality on their closest farnily only. 

Chekhov seemed to he rather critical of this trend arnonq women 

of that time, woment who had the chance, means and intelligence 

to live spiritually fulfilling lives, but who preferred to ex

change this opportunity for the uneventful lifé in seeurity. For 

Chekhov an ~b801utely necessary basis for a happy and 8ucces8~ul 
Il 

marriage was not an instilled dedieation to building one'. ne.t, 

, 
" 
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but a true love: 

.•. fami1y, music, affection and a sweet word do not 
come with the rnarriage of the first girl that cornes by though 
rnost decent she May be, but with love. When there is no love, 
why speak of affection? ••. 20 

Saon after his arrival, Podgorin rea1izes that the main 

reason for his visit was ta arrange a rnarriage between himself 

and Nadezhda. He finds hirnself attracted to the "pale, slim 

blonde girl with kindly eyes that seerned to caress you", but be

cause of the character of the whole situation, he quickly recovers 

from any enchantment and infatuation and leaves sooner than he 

planned. 

Whether she was beautiful or not Podgorin could not tell, 
for he had known her since childhood and he took her for 
granted. She wore a white dress, open at the neck and the 
sight of her long, white, naked throat was strange ta hirn 
and effected hirn disaqreeably.2l 

We learn more about Nadezhda: 

He saw her pallid face and dark eyebrows at close range 
and recalled what an intelligent, keen, capable pupil she 
had been, and how pleasant it had been to tutor her. 22 

But he soon realizes that Nadezhda unfortunately is following the 

footsteps of her older sister Tatyana and a1so dreams "of nothing 

but love, of how to get married as soon as possible, to have a 

husband, children, a nook of her own".23 And as rnuch as it must 

be a blow to his ego he admits to himself tha t: 

• • . it wa~' possible that she merely respected Podgorin 
and was fond of hirn as of a friend, but that ahe was net in 24 
_~ove with h~, but with her drearns of a hu.band and children. 

Women like ~atyana and Nadezhda are dependent on the idea of sub-
o 

mittlng themaelv •• to their husband and children befora they eve~ 
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have them. Even Varvara, who had g~aduated from the me~ical 

school and taken a position of a doctor in a nearby f~ctory, but 

has not married, has rather shallow interests for an intelligent 

woman and an intellectual: >~ 

Higher education and the fact that she was a physician 
did not searn to have affected the woman in her. Like Ta
tyana, she took pleasure in weddings, births, baptisms, 
lengthy CGnversations about children, she liked terrifying 
novels with happy endings; whén she took up a newspaper it 
was to read only about fires, floods and public ceremonies. 
She was dying to have Podgorin propose to NadeShda, and 
were it to happen, she would burst into tears. 25 

This preoccupation of women with pettiness of a household 

and their aim of having one, Chekhov seems to present as the 

womanly weakness quite necessary to their being. Whether this 

trait of selflessness and lack of individuality in women is for

givable or not, Chekhov typically leaves up to the reader to de-

cide. 

B. 

éhekhov did not create many self-centered and conceited 

females, but the best known and the most typical of them are "The 

Princess" and "The Grasshopper". 

The story "The Princess" ("Knya~inya", 1889), which liter-
-
" \ 

Ally translated should read "The Duchess", as the heroine vas not 

A ~aughte~ of a king or Any ruler as the English word 'Prince.s' . 
indicaté'a, but just a reqular member' of the Russian nobility, pre-

.. 
sents a vain,'empty~headed warnan, Vera Gavrilovna, who tmagin •• 
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herself to be a great benefactress to a rnonastery which she uses 

from tirne to time as a quiet hotel. The plot of the story is 

very simple and occasionally enables us to get to"know the prin

cess also through the eyes of others. 

The princess arrives at the monastery, acts and sees her-

self as a goddess of kindness, lS exiosed as a hypocrite by a doc

tor formerly in her service, bu~ leaves the monastery unshaken in 

her self-admiration and conceit. Mer affected speech i8 filled 
) 

with clich~s, her man~er and the tone of her voice is mildly gen-

tle while speaking with inferiors but rather excited and full of 

uncontrolled exclamations when speakin~ to thé'- Fathe:;- SUpe-rior. < 

It seemed to the prince8s that she brought from the out
side world just such comfort as the ray of light or the 
little bird! Her friendly, gay smile, her timid look, her 
voiee, her jests, in fact her total appearanee, her small, 
graeeful figure dressed in simple black, must arouse a 
feeling of joy and tenderness in simple austere people. 

•• 

Everyone looking at her must think: 'God has sent us an an- " .' 
gel' ••• and feeling that no one could help thinking this, 
she srniled even more cordially 4nd tried to resernble a 
bird. 26 ' 

This self ... image is shattered for a s~ort while by the doctor whom 

she_iRvites to be perfectly frank with her. But when he tells 

her that she lacks human syrnpa~hy, treats all human beings on her 

estates as rnate~ial for her personal use and, furthermoré, is 

stingy for·with all her rnoney she hasn't dane anything for the 

common good, she feels hurt and misunderstood. Following a lux

urious dinner, for Chekhov an' inevitable sign of P2shlost', she 

falls aSleep having forgotten all that the doctor said. ln the 
1 

morning she wakes up happy and fully submerged 'in her self-
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admi~ation again and thinks to herself that if only aIl men knew 

her soul they would be at her feet. 

Much more t.han ju-st words would have to he used to shatter 

the tenacity of princess' views of herself and her conceit, and 

even then it ls rather doubtful that she would ~e able to change. 
" 

Her emergence in 'the social game of the benefactress is sa d~ep 

and absolute that, no matter how the truth be laid before her, it 

will always prove to be inef'fective and always fail ta bring about 

a reform within her. She is a complex of two personalities, the 

public one and the private one, and the se two are playing agame 

of deceiving herself as well as the others around her. Both these 

~ersonalities, needless to say, are undesirable and $aturated with 

aIl vices of p?shlost' and hypocrisy. 

This story, which so rnasterfully depicts the contrast of 

princess' character ~She really i5 and as she sees herself, be

longs t: Chekhov's fin.s~nalitY studies. 

"The Grasshopper" ("Popryqurlya", 1892) is a story about a 
'. 

'husband and wife: Doetor Dymov, who is lin excellent physician and 
'" 

a modest and Jdnd-hearted man, and Olga Ivan~vna, a shallow and 

pretentious woman, who thinka she has a great artistic talent. 

She adores famous people and mixes only in.ide her circle of bo

hemian f~iends. She ~hinks her interest in landscape-painting 
" makes her a much more interesting, important and worthier person-

aiity th.n hu husi:MÎ.nè1, who works in two hospit_la but earna oonly 
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five hundred roubles a year. Olga Iva'novna is obsessed with the 

hunt for great people and therefore has no time f6r her husband 
tI' 

and his problems. She starts an affair with a mediocre painter 

Ryabovsky, who belongs to the circle of her "Famous" friends. 

Her husband does not interfere wit'h her life, lets her live as 

she wants, and even her affair he accepts as a matter of course. 

She, in~tead of respecting his kindness and shaming herselt into 

reproach, can feel only "depressed by his magnanimity". 

Olga Ivanovna's speech, like that of the princess, is 

filled with clichès and affected exclamations and expressions, 

and she lives in a world cluttered with superficialities. Her 

apartment is filled with all kinds of unmatching but impressive 

objects and even her clothes are meant to underline the illusions 

existing everywhere around her: 

She and her dressmaker resbrted to many ingenious tricks, 
so that she could appear in new-looking dresses and make 
an impression with her outfits. Frequently old, dyed-over 
piaces of cloth, worthless p~tches of tulle, lace, plush, and 
silk were transformed into something bewitching, not dresses, 
but dreams. 27 

Only 'after her husband catches diphtheria and is dying) can 

we notice a slight change taking place in her. Her first reaction 

is that of fear of infection, but soon after, for the first time 

in all the years that she ha4 known her husband, she realizes: 

••• he had been, indeed, an exceptional man, a rar~ 
man, and - compared with all her acquaintances - a great 
man. • • • The walls, ~the ceilings, the lamp, and the car
pet winked derisively at her, a~ thou~h they wanted to say, 
'You have let it slip by you, slip bYl'28 

She rushes into the room of her dying husband, but even at tn1a 

last moment fails to express her regret and he dies as i801~ted 
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from her as he had been in their life together. Olga Ivanovna 

spent aIl tho8e years lObking !or,a really 9feat man only to find 

out, too late, that she had been married to one. 

The story ends wi th Olga Ivanovna'. c hanged image, to the 

co!ttrary of the princess. It is rather doubtful, however, that 

such a drastic change in a superficial personality as Olga 

Ivanovna could be a lasting one. Tolstoy, who was very fon~ of 

"The GrasshopperIl , used to say: "How deeply one feels that after 

his death she wi~l be just the same! ,,29 In my opinion the sto;ry 

itself is weakened by an exaggerated negative/positive effect of 

the two main c~aracterst which i8 unrealistic. Oymov is ideal-

. ized into a heroie figure, almost a God, whereas 01g~ Ivanovna 
o 

is praetieally absurdo Nevertheless, the moral of the story i8 

conveyed very clearly. 

Further se1f-centered and egotistic female types in 

Chekhov's stories are: Nadezhda Fyodorovna, Layevski's mi stress 

in "The Duel" ("Duel", 1891)., Kitten in "Ionych" ("Ionych", 

1898), Olga Dmitrievna from IIThe Wife" (flSupruga", 1895), and 

the heroine of "Ariadne" ("Ariadna", 1895). The two last---ones 

will be discussed, among ot~ers~in datail in the fo11owing 

Part C .. 

c. 

Chekh:ov' s women.~haraoters are mostly quiet and 8~d in- • 

dividuals with feminine feelip9s of ang~ish, love and devotion. 
, 1 

There are a1so a few, for whom flutation and infidelity, con-
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ceit and egotism, prctcnse and affectation are' an indispensable 

part of their lives and character, but only a handful in the 

large gallery of his f~ales are endowed with 8uch a dose of 

poshlost' and predaciousness as those' belonging to this group of 

"women-utilitarians". These wornen a1so live in the world filled 

with triviality, superiicial values and deceit, but they realize 

their exact situation and their capability of takinq control over 

that situation, and therefore do not let themselves be humiliated 

'and exploited, but on the contrary take adv~ntage of others for 

their own gain. 

The eighteen-year-old Anna Petrovna in
G 

"The Ordèr of 

St. Anne", usuall~ translated as "Anna on the Neck ll (nAnna na 
, 

shee", 1895) marries a well-to-do fifty-year-old civil servant, 

Modest Alexeich, whom she does not love. Her mother had died 

10nqo ago leavinq five younger brothers for her to take care of 

and her father, an impoverished teacher, is an a1coholic. She 

marr ies Modest Alexeiqh in the hopes of irnprov ing the mater ia1 
\ 

and f inanc j.al pas i tion of her family. She is mistaken, however, 

-for her husband: 

.•. gave Ann~ presents instead [of money] - rings, 
bracelets and broochés, 'just the thing to put by for a 
rainy day' - and often opened her chest of drawers to m~ke 
sure that none of the stuff was missing. 30 

" 

Anna. fears her husband and her life with him i8 monotonous, un-

interesting and rather traqic as 'Anna realizes her sacrifice was 

in va~n. Uer life i9 best described in the following' passage: 

.' 

, 
[they] lived in the flat wnich went' wit.h Modest:e's job. 

Anne used to play the piano when he wa~s at the office, or 
f-élt bored ,to tears, or layon .the sof~ readtn9 novels and 
looking at fashion magazines. At dinner her husband ate a. 
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lot and talked about politics, appointments, staff trans
fers and honorous l,ists. . . . 

. • . Listening to him scared Anne sa much tha t she could 
not eat and usually left the table hungry. After dinrier her 
husband would take a nap, snoring noisily, while .she went off 
to see the family. 31 , 

1 

The world of Modest Alexeich is completely alien to Anna 

and she fecls an outsider in it. She feels crushed and humili-

ated and i5 ashamed of his corpulence and debasement before any 

higher officiaIs or thej,r, wives. At the end of December a yearly 

winter baIl is planned and Anna attends it with her husbaJld,. And 
i 

there a sudden transformaHoJ) takes place in her: 

Anne went upstairs on her husband 1 s ar,n. She heard music 
and saw a full-length reflection of herself in an enormous 
mirror brightly lit by il1numerable lights. Her heart seerned 
to leap for joy and she felt that she was going to be hap
py. • • . She walked proudly, sure of herself. Feeling for 
the first time that she was nq. longer a girl. . . • For the 
first time in her life ahe felt rich and free. Even her hus
band 1 s presence did not hartlper ,her . . . her instinct told 
her that she lost nothing by ba;ving an elderly husband at her 
side - far from it, for it lent her the very air of piquancy 
and mystery that men sa relish. 3 2 

suddenly the Anna we ~ow vanishes alld in her place ernerges a wom-
0' 

an, who is well aware of her beaut1 and charm. The music, the 

briqht lights, the ecstat~c faces of the crowd and the admiring 

lo.o.ks of men transf9rm the crushed and humble girl into an extrav

agant and voluptuous creature. ~heo realize~ the power of her 

femi'1line charm and instantly likes the gay life of music, d,ances, 

admirers and flattery. 

~'. . She danced like one possessed • • • passing from 
one partner to another, dizzy with music and n01se, mixinq up 
French and Ru8sian _. • • laughinq, not thinkinq of her hus
band or of anything or anyQne else. She had made a hit vith 
the men, that was obvious. 33 

The most rewarding triumph for Anna, )tiI'JWever, i8 the switch of 
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the positions in her loveless relationship with her husband. The 

before domina ting Modest Alexeich now: 

... stood before 'her with the look that she knew so 
welle It was the crawling, sugary, slavish, deferential look 
that he kept for the powerful and distinguished people. Tri
umphant, indignant, scornful - quite certain that she could 
get away with anything and articulating each word clearly -
she spoke. 
'Get outl Idiotl'34 

-

But" for this change Anna must par with her" dignity and 
1 

hùrnanity. She begins sa fast to feel at home in the bourgeois 

society and adopts its way of thinking sa well, that she i9 soon 
\ 

ashamed of her humble ot:igin. She not only stops visiting her . 

father and brothers, but cornpletely stops acknowledging them on 

the street when she rides about town in troikas with her new 

lover. She becomes a typical superficia~ bourgeois lady whose 
1 .' 

finding of a place in a society, àlien to her before, deadens her 

capability ta see and understand the poot and sympathize with , , . 

them. 

Olga Dmitrievna of "His Wife" ("Supruga", 1895) a1so mar

ries her husband, a psychiatrist, witheut love and for meney and 

position in society. She loves, or at least thinks she does, 
1 

another. Her i11 husband knows of this affair 1 but because he 

loves her, he wants to keep her even under these, for h~, humil-

ia ting conditions. He gives her everything, runs into debt for 

her, but a11 he gets in return are hysterics, complaints, lies 

and ingratitude. 

The best years of his life vere over and they had been 
hell, his hopes of happiness had been dashed and mocked, his 
heal th was gone, and his house RS full of the paraphernalia 
of a vulgar èoquette. 35 . . 
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Seeing her discontent and having the feeling of being a' burden 

() , to her, he final~y offers her a divorce without any strings at

tached. Olga Dmi tr ievna, however, does not accept her husband 1 s 

generous offer, because she cou1d not do without the prestige a 

marriage to a doctor b~. AU she wants is to be able to 

flirt now and then, but should it mean the 106S of her position 

in society, she would be even willing to give her affairs up. 

Not. only Olga Dmitrievna's behaviour, but a1'80 the author's 

description presents her in a highly unsym~thetic 1ight: 

Helping her off ~ith her ~t and galoshes, he caught a 
whiff of the white wi'ne that she liked with oysters - she 
cou Id certainly put away the food and drink, for aIl her 
dainty looks •••. 36 

Or: 

She moved to a chair onearer him sa that she could look 
at his face. She distrusted him and wanted to read his inner
MOst thoughts. She never trusted people and a1ways suspected 
them, however well-meaning, of being up to sorne dirty little 
trick .•.• 37 " 

Her~ agai,n we have enjoyment of food, suspicion and mistrust,. un-

Imistakable characteristics of poshlost' and a dishonest nature. 

The empty-headed wornan, greedy for mOl1ey and loving the 

splendor and ways of a bourgeois 1ife above a1l, will go on tor-

turing her husband with her infidelities and u8ing him as a bot

tomless money-box to pay for her entertainment. 

Another woman taking advantage of her partners who are in 

love with her is'Ariadne ("Ariadna", 1895). The story ia told 

hl' two narrators: one, her lover Sham6khin, tells us of his en

chantment""and disenchantment with his beautiful mis,tress, and the 

o~er, an external narrator, is probably ~e author himself. 
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Ariadne is a beautiful, sensyous and flirtatious woman 

opsessed with the des ire to conquer, to please and to be loved. 

But Chekhov bestows on this female character along with her charm 

also m~ny negative traits as well. She cornes from an impoverished 

prov~ncial family, but has a1ways dreamed of life among the rich. 

Her béauty infatua tes a rich man who becomes her lover and takes 

her with him to Italy. After her lover leaves her there, she in-

vites her neighbour Shamokhin to join her, and another "romance" 

in her life beqins. She needs her lovers not 50 much for the ro

mance itself as for the financial necessity of supporting the 
) 

life-style which she is unwill1ng to give up. She is incapable 

of a pure and true love without the ful~il1ment of her greedy . 

desires. 

she couldn't love truly, for she was cold and a1-
ready rather corrupted. ·:Day and nïqht a devil inside her 
whispered that she was 50 charming, 50 divine. What 'was she 
doing in this world? What had she been born for? She had 
no clear idea 'and saw her own future purely in terme of fame 
and fortune. She dreamt of dances, race-meetings, liveries, 
a s~ptuous drawing-room, her own salon with a swarm of 
counts. princes, ambassadors, famous painters and entertain
ers - the whole lot at her feet, raving about her beauty,an~ 
fine clothes. Ja ' 

There were a1so features of cruelty in he~: 

. Even wh en she was in a good mood she thought nothinq of 
i~sulting a servant or killing an insect. She liked bull
fights and reading about murders, and Was angry when accused 
people were acquitt.èd 'm court~9 

She does not have any spiritual inte~ests, her who le mind fS con

centrated on two things ~nly: her desire to charm every man, and 

her gluttony, a sign of her savagery. 

'Every morning she woke with but a single thought ~ to 
attract! That was the am and object of ber life'. If 1 had 
told her that in auch-and-such a house in such-and-such a 
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street there lived someonc who did not find her attractive, 
it would really have spoilt her day. 'Every day she must be
witch, captivat~, dri~e people out of their minds. 40 

AS mentioned earlier, a prèo~éupation with food was Chekhov's 

most disliked symbol of poshlost' and Ariadne's ~ating habits and 
'. 

overindulgence make the negative picture of her complete. 

Shamokhin describes her passion for food: 
, 

She slept every day till two or threei she had breakfast 
and lunch in bed. For supper she consumed soup, lobater, 
~ish, meat, asparagus, gamei and when ahe had gone to bed, Il 
would bring her up something, for instance roast beef, and 
she would eat it with a sad worried expression; and when she 
woke up at night, she would eat apples and oranges. 4l 

Ariadna is one of the few totally negative women portraits 

thatuChekhov created, even though not as barbarie and ferocious 

as Aksinya in "In the Ravine". There seem5 to be not one bit of 

honest or worthy feeling in her, not one moment which would make 

her likable. She i5 the personificatipn of pashlost' itself. 

However, as greedy, osbentatious, superficial, trecherous, super-

stitiou&, vain, .frivoJ,.ous, egotistic, vulgar in her gluttony and 

affected in her manners as she was presented, Ariadne must have 

been to Chekhov more a.parody on boUrgeois values than a real and 

'believable persan. 

But no matter how ordina~y or negative a woman Ariadne might 

be, she without doubt holds ,an important place among Chekhov's 
\ 

females. It is in. her that we observe a full exposition of a wom-

an' s devastating influence on ,a man through her sexual powers as 

well as beau'ty • 

. , l became ber lo~er. For at least a month 1 was crazy with 
sheer undiluted happiness. To hold ber beautiful young body 
in my arms, to enjoy it, and feel her warmth every time one 
woke up and remember tha·t she, 8h~, my Ariadne, was 
here. • • .42 
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This animalistic feature, seldom presented by Chekhov as directly 

as in this story, WqS in his eyes the most base of any '~easons 

for a man-woman relationship, be this power exercised by the man 

or the waman, and could bring in the end only fru.,stration and 

misery instead of happiness. 

According to Chekhov's biographers he intensely disliked 

the petty-bourgeois way of life and lack of huma~ity and feel

ing. According to Marc Slonim though, Chekhov was ev en more 

critical and sometimes almost indignant of the middle-classes, and 

educated society in particular: 

To be forc~d ta see and hear how they all lie, to endure 
insults and humiliation, without daring to dec1are that you 
are on the side of honest, free people, and ta lie to your
self, to wear a smi1e, and al1, for the sake of a crust of 
bread, of a snug corner, of sorne sort of official rank not 
worth a copper - no, we can't go on living ~ike that!43 

. , 

In spite of Chekhov's insistence on objectivity and an unbiased 

attitude on the part of the author, from his stories as well as 

p1ays we can feel the,resentment toward these'ernpty caricatures 

'of human beings which Marc S~onim mentions. 
/ 

Shamokhin' s words in "Ariadra" offer a misogynistic opin- :.. 

ion of higher-class wamen: 

Nowadays it's only in the villages that wornen keep up with 
men. . • • There women think and feel like men. They'grapple 
with nature, they fight for civilization just as hard as men. 
But the urban, bourgeois, educated womanolong ago dropped out. 
She's reverting to her primeval condition, ahets already half 
animal and, thanks to her, mâny triumphs of the human spir~t 
have just been thrown ~way. Woman ~s gradually disappearing 
and her place i8 being taken by an arc he typa l female •. This 
backwardness of the educated woman ls a real menace to civili
zation. Retreatinq, she tries to drag man' back.with her and 
arrest his progress •••• 44 

l , 1 
~ere these thoughts an~-,feelings of Chekhov himself? If SO, then 

Sophie Laffitte was right abo~t his hatinq women. 1 believe, how-
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ever, that in .pite of the genèralizations in Shamokhin'. re-
~ 

flect1.on, Chekho~ did not hate women in general, b\1it only the 

ch,racteristic. personi~ied in Ariadne, and these equally in 

women and men." He basically disliked the aimleséness and super

fluity in the lives of members of his own class. 
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Part 3: Chekhov's Conception. of Love and the Adulterous Woman. 

\, 
Russian literature is generally rather ~uritan and almost 

prudish in its expression of love and the feelings that go wlth 

it. In nineteenth century RUBBia it was mainly DoBtoyevski who 
\ 

ventured 'into the whirl of sEmsuality and uncovered its secrets. 

But his illustration of sensuality 15 mainl,y a portrait of evil 

and immoral sensation, something repulsive and lecherous which 

deprives one of c:àlutahumanity. The reason for this might lie in 

the fact that at that time more or less only "fallen women" Were 

allowed to experience or show ~ensua.:pty, but then also gaining 

from it financially. 

Like many other writers of the period, Chekhov must a1so 

have been intrigued by love as a topie for his writings, as in 

most of his work sorne kind of a love relationship oecurs and l~ve 

plays an important role. In fact it seems to have been an indis

pensible ingredient for him, as in one letter to Lydia Avilov he 

wrote the followinq: 

• . . l am finishing a story {"Ward No. 6"1, a very dull 
one, owing to a complete absence of a woman and the element 
of love. l can1t endure such stories. 11 write it, as it 
were, by accident, thoughtlessly. • • • 

Chekl;lov's charac'te~ization of love is well in keepinq" with 

the times and in accordance' with manyother Ruasian writers, sub-' 

dued and i~s developmen t bashful a~d full of chastity. ln his 

love relationships there ia not one ,erbt.ic"scene, no sensuality, . 
no intoxicating force of physical love and the most typiçal fea-
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ture of love portrayal by Chekhov is the theme of unfulfillment 

or unhappiness. People meet and fall in love, but their happi

ness does not last long - they either have to part for unexpect-
" 

ed circumstances ("An Artist's Story"), or they belong to some-
o 

one e1se already ("About Love", "The Lady with the Pet Doq") , 

and when they do stay together, whether married or not, the nov

elty and enchantment wears out and the ~eiationship ~comes dull 

( Il Ar iadna ") . The theme of unrequited love also occurs in .. 
\ 

Chekhov's works rather frequentIy (The Seagull). He portrays 

more a co11apse of ii1usions rather than 'fuifillment of hopes 

and an idy1lic domestic scene saturated with family happiness, 

such as in War and Peace, is not to be found in Chekhov. 

Tolstoy was the one author who clearly stated his puri

tanical views on love and sex, but whether Chekhov agreed or dis-

agreed with them in private is ve~y ambiguous. In his work we 

come across sex as 5uch only once, and that i5, however, the 

vulgarized side of it - prostitution. 2 

The story "A Nervous Breakdo.wn" ("Pripadok", 1,888) des

cribe~ the first visit of a young sludent Vasilyev to a number 

of Moscow,brothels with his friends. He is horrified by the in

diqnity of the fallen wOmen there and has a nervou~ breakdoWn. 

He runs home and dreams of savinq the prostitutes, but then des~ 

pairs in his owri helplessn~ss'and the urireal~~y of such an idea. 

Judqinq by the way in which Chekhov presents the problem 
c '. , . " . 

df prostitution, one feels that he was more disturbecl by the vul- " 

qar.t'Iation of sexuai relationahip8. ra~er than the moral iSlue 
\.-
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of it. To h~ prostitution was more the lack of human dignity 

• than the question' of morality and ethics .. rn a let ter to Alexei 

Suvorin on November Il, 1888 he wrote about his story and the 

. prob/lem of prostitution: 

In thIs story l' ve to1d my own opln10n. • • . l speak a t 
1ength about prostitution but settle nothing. Why do they 
write nothing about prostitution in your newspaper? It is 
th~ most fearfu1 evil4 you know. Our Sobolev Street is a 
regu1ar ~lave market. 

The heroine of "The Chorus Gir1":~"Khoristka", 1886) we 
, 

find in Pasha, a 100se woman with a "hurnan face", portrayed with , ' 
1 

the futhqr's syrnpathy. Here we witness.a visit of a hysterical 

wife of one of pasha' s frequent visitors.. Accusing her of taking 

expensive gifts from her husband while her children have nothing 

to eat at home, the wife asks her to return the valuab1es and ab-

) solute1y refuses to'" believe that Pasha in fact has received no 
'7, 

valuables from the lady's husband. 

' •.. You say that l _,am a low woman and that l have ruined 
Nikolay Petrovitch, and l -assure you • • • before God Al
mighty, --1 have nothing frQll' him whatever. . • • There i8 oo1y 
one girl in our choxus who\has a rich admirer; a~l the rest 
of us live from hand to mouth on bread and kvass: ••• 5 

After a few more hysterical outbursts by her visitor, Pasha, 

feeling pit y and,deqradation gives ~he lady aIl' her valuables, 
, C1 ' c 

even tPOU9~)she did not r~ceive thern ~rom the straying husband o~ 
. 

the lady. Tpe man in question, 'hiding in another room during 

this wh6le chÇlrade, after the lady lea-lTes, instead ,of feeling ..,.. 

.f~ shame, pours' his abuse over poor l?asha. / 

o , 
This story, by no means belonging to Chekhov' s best, ls 

important in that it presents a fallen woman AS a sympat~y-
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deserving victim of\the social evil and inequality of the system. 
\ 

Chekhov's chaste apptoach to love is expressed also in 

those stories where he deals with adultery. Again there are no 
, . 

scenes of ecstasy, no voluptuous passion, but only a, sentlmental 

and ~omantic feeli~g between the two people involved'is presented, 

The fact that they become lovers is flatly stated and not devel

oped any further. 

In the story "About Love", mentioned in'detail in Chap-

ter l, the relationship does not even develop beyond the platonic 

state. The two people are in love without tellinq each other 

about it, and when th~ confession finally comjS, fate parts them. 

A little diffe~nt is the plot in "A M'sfortune" 

("Neschast' en, 1886). It is a story of a you 9' married woman who 

does not find fulfillment in the love of her husband. Sofya 

Petrovna ls pursued by the lawyer Ilyin who ls in 'love with hes 
. , 

and wants to have an affair with her. She succeeds in resisting 

his advances for a whi1e, but the romanticism of Ilyin's love com-

pa~ed to the r.outine and familiarity of a marriage is ~ery en

ti~ing to her, apd she fina1ly gives in. Her resistance, though 

und~r pretense of morality, is full of hypocrisy. 
_/ ........ 

~thouqh she 

pretends to be a 900d ~fe who loves onl~ her husband, her attempt 

to remain faithful ia motivateâ by sentimentaliëy and inexper~~ 

ence. 

Strenqth and, fortitude wére needed to combat him, and her 
birth, her educatioq, and her life had q~ven her nothing to 
fall back'upon. 6 ) 

( , 

Ber virtuousness' is only a cover, becàuse in reàlity she tremen-
1 

.• 75 

i 
1 

/ 
1 

( , ; - );, 

1 ... J,~" :t_l_",-! ~ I!_k"_ ~. fI ....... • ,_ 

. 
, ... ' 

, .. 



, -
.~ 

fi, - " 

Cy 

f 
t 
t 
i 
1 
f 
i 
1 

1 

" 

.' 

dously enjoys her power over the young man so passionately in 

love with Iher. 

To spite herseIf, she recall~ in precise detail, keeping 
nothing back - she recalled that thoug,h aIl this time she had 
been opposed to Ilyin's love-making, something impelled her 
to seek interview with him; and what was more, when he was at 
her feet she enjoyed it enormously.7 

After a few more ~ays filled with her inner struggles and inhi

bitions ~he arrives at a surprising èonclusion: 

• • • So, for instance, she told herself that she never 
had been moral, that she had hot COme to grief before simply 
because She had had no opportunity, that her inward conflict 
during that day had aIl been a farce .••• 8 

When she finally adapts to her "defeat U
, she begins to view the 

whole situation rather coldly: 
.. 

She convicted herself of being tempted, not by feeling, 
not by Ilyin personally, but by sensations th~t awaited 
her • • • an idle ~ady, having her fling in the surnm~r holi
day, like so many! 

.... 

Yet, on the way to her future lover she is still full of reproach. 

She was breathless, hot with shame, did not feel her legs 
under her, but what drove her on was stronger than shame, 
reason, or fear. IO . 

The fine portrayal of Sofya Petrovna belongs, in my opinion, to 
. 

the best of Chekhov's staries. Her thoughts and feelings, and 

her half-conscious motives for what· she is about to do are dis-
-' 

tinctly feminine and although presented with objectivity, the 
, 

sensitivity of the matter i8 faultlessly paptured and creates un-

failingly a feeling ?f sympathy with her. 

Olga Dmitrievna of "The Wife" and Olga Ivanovl1a of "The 
" ' 

Grasshopper" , to name twD other _ of Chekhov's adulterous feule 

characters, were discussed in detail in Part 2 of this chapter. 
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In most of Chekhov's stories abaut love written in his 

later period as a mature writer, the emotion is destroyed by 

poshlost', absence af human communication, or a milieu of banali-

ty and vulgarity. ~ only story in Which this process is re

versed is "The Lady' ~ith the Dog" ("Dama s sobachkoi", 1899) .11 

It is aiso the only story which deais exclusively with a lave 

affair and adultery. 

The stqry begins in Yalta, a Blaok Sea resort, where 

people tired of the monotanaus city life corne to find sorne diver-

sion. This is also true for Drnitri Gurov, a cynical ladies' man, 

who meets Anna Sergeevna, lia new arrival in Yalta', and prepares 

himself for a passing affaire 

Although on, the ou!side Gurov appears an adjusted and 

mature man, he is in reality an unhappy and tarn person revenging 

the fate that his family bestowed upon him. They had married him 

to a woman whorn he did not love or respect and whom he considers 

ugly, silly and unintelligent. He is unfaithful to her whenever 

~nd wherever the opportunity arises and does not even attempt to 

understand .her. _.From, this unsatisfactory relationship originates 
p 

his frivolous attitude toward women and view of them as an "in-
l 

ferior race". 

Anna Sergeevna, known in Yalta simply as "the lady with 

the pet dog", is also married unhappily ta a much older man, who 

cannat fulfill or understand her. Her innocence, sincerity and 

warmth at first irritate Gurov but th en begin t6 affect his con

sciousness and cause th psychological and moral change'within 

- -
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As he went to bèd he remembered tha t she had not long 
le ft boarding-school, that she had been a schoolgirl like 
his own daughter - remembered, too, how much shyness and 
stiffness she still 'showed when laughing and talking t,O a 
stranger. This must be her first time ever alone in such a 
'place, with men following her around, watching her, tal'king 
to .her; aIl with a certain privy aim which she could not 
fail tG divine. ~2 remembered her slender, frail neck, her 

1 lovely grey eyes. 

Anna Sergeevna liked Gurov, who impressed her with man-

ners, and, also, it was pleasant to1carry on a conversation with 
) 

him and for a while to forget her old husband. As their relation-

ship progresses, Anna's soul is tortured by doubts and inhibi

tions, and the tone of indifference in Gurov's voice makes her 

v~y unhappy. She i& afraid he will stop respecting her and that 

she May lose him. O~ly with Gurov does she realize what real love 
\ 

means and what happiness it can bring. She realizes what sbe has 

missed by marrying from curiosity and a desire for a better life 

and security, and not for true love. 

On their walks and trips around Yalta she experiences 
1 

love in aIl its intensity. She sees its beauty, jealousy,and 

1 doubts. When she must leave ~nexpectedly, she cannot forget the 

man who has shown her that life does not have to' be dull, grey 

'~and uninteresting as she had known it before. 

But even Gurov cannot forget this beautiful young woman; 
\, ' 

his life in Moscow seems monotonous and dreary, and he realizes 

thatOhe is in love and has to see Anna again. Th~y meet in 
• 

Anna's town and there she confesses: 
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o l'm sa miserable ••.• l've thought only of you aIl 
this time, my thoughts of you have kept me alive. Oh, l did 
so want to forget you •••. 13 

and she promises to come ta see him in Moscow. Their meetings 

occur in a Moscow hotel, where their desire for happiness togeth

er cames true at least for a little"while, and their love for 

each other grows as much as their unhappiness about having ta 

hide their t~ue feelings. 

,Anne and he loved each other very, very dearly, like man 
and wife or bosom friends. They felt themselves predestined 
for each other. That he should have a wife, and she a hus
band • • • it seemed to make no sens~. They were like two 
migratory birds, a male and ~ female~ caught and put in sep-
arate cagès. l4 

l ' 

This story, as so many of Chekhov's o~hers, has an open 

end. The lovers know of thtHr growing attachment and want to '" 

show their love openl~ without concealment ~d pretense, but 50 

far have failed to come up 'with a solution of how to do it. 

Saon, it seemed, the solution would be fo'und and a won
der fuI new life would begin. ,But bath 'could see that they 
still had a long, long way to travel - and that the most 
complicated and difficult part was only just beginning. lS 

This pathetic ending suggest~ the sadness of unfulfill-

ment that these two, people have ahead of them, and that their 

happiness will have to end sooner or rater and change into des-

pair. For the present, however, their love brings them content
~., 

ment and happiness. "wheÏl one 'loves, th en one opens up such 

inner riches in oneself, 80 much tenderness and affection, that 

it seems almost incrcdible that one can love sa much.,,16 

Chekhov wrote this reflection in his notebook, and the state of 
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this note is exactly that in which he leaves his lovers in "The 

Lady with the Dog". 

Chekhov treats the age-old theme of adultery differently 

than was expected in his time. There are no dramatic turns of 

action, no tragic ending, as for instance in Anna Karenina,17 no 

morals, no rejection, no regrets or self-reproach. Chekhov's 

attitude toward adultery, based upon a true love and such as pre

sented in "The Lady with the Oog', is that of a modern-thinking 

contemporary of today who realizes that love cornes unexpectedly 

and people, no matter what their situation is, are quite help

less against it. It would be, therefore, rather cowardly and im-

passionate to condemn any individuals who are caught in it. 

In Chapter l it was stated that the'private Chekhov was a 

very reserved an~ rather prudish man in the matters of love and 

sexual relatibnships. Hence, it would be unreasonable to expect 

him to crea te any vividly sensuous'or dramatic love scenes in his 

works, and had he attempted -to do so, most pr~bably he would have 

failed to produce a, situation believable to himself as weIl as to 

his readers. Furthermore, Il ••• to Chekhov, to have been edu-

cated and brought up in a civilized way was to have nad the·very 

nature of one' s impulses modified and civilized.,,18 And so, true 

1 to this, particul~~is women characters from, the "civiliaed Il 
1 

background convey this modification especially in the matters of 

love, affection and sex, wh~le the peasant women, i.e. Mashenka 

and Varvara of "Peasa~t Wives" or Agafya, let their impulses and 
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instincts flow freely and without restraint. 

Chekhov consider~d love beautiful and important for any 

human being, for in hi~ notebook he rernarked: 

Love is a blessing. It is-not for nothing, indeed, that 
at aIl times amongst practically aIl civilized nations love . 
in the broad sense and the love of a husband for his wife are 
both alike called love. If love is frequentlyl cruel and de
structive, the cause for this li~s not in love itself but in 
the inequality of human beings. 

True love was for Chekhov a necessary prerequisite for a success

ful and a happy marriag~, an opinion which was, however, not 

widely acc~pted in Russia at,that time. It was looked upon as an 

institution for the benefit of society and feelings were consid-

ered more or less irrelevant. 

Arnong peasants, for whom marriaqes were usually a~ranged 

anyway, love was of no concern whatsoever and even ~exual attrac-

tion seerned to be considered sinful: 

, " 

Mishenka could not plcture'his future spou se in his imag
ination excêpt'as a tall, plump, substantial, pioua warnan, 
stepping like a peacock, • .' . whilë Masha was thin, slender 1 

tightly laced, and walked with little steps, and, worst of 
all, she was too fascinating and at times extremely attrac
tive to Mishenka, and that, in his opinion, was inconqruous 
with matrimony and only in keeping with loose behaviour. 20 

Arnong the boûrgeoisie a marriage was ~ social necessity 
.. 

for the sake of status, and often, dependinq ~~ the fortune and 

title of those involved, more of a business deal than a blessed 

unio~'. Fo~women, terrif'ied of spinstèrhood, it
i 

wa:s f~rth~rmore>, 
a way to security and the only ,acceptable possibility to fulfil! 

their f~iriine needs, n~mely having a farnily. 

She asked herself if she had been right to refuse a man 
solely because his outward appearance was' not to her likinq. 
1 1 
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It was true, she did not love him, and to marry him would 
mean to·relinquish forever her dreams ••• but would she 
~ver ~~et the man she dreamed of? • • • She was al~eady 
twenty-one. There were no marriageable men in town. • • • 

o ••• After all, one often heàrs that love sOQn vanishes , 
and only habit remains, that the whole purpose of marriage 
is not love or bappiness, but in dutie~l such as the rearing 
of children and d~estic cares. . • • 

Chekhov was not the only author to portray loveless marriages; 

Anna Karenina, Prince Andr,ey in War and Peace and others did not 

~ ~eir spous,es. But ~hekhov was one of the few.. who did not 

acce'pt this mat.ter-of-factly ~nd also in .private life followed _ 

the voice~ of his heart rather than to yield to society'.s adopted 
o 

routine. His love relationships are not happy ones, but in por-

traying them he remained true to himself, which, ul tima tely , i8 

an acc~plishment in it~l.f. 

a2 

, (-

, ' , , 

l' , 

r 
1 

'. 

o ' 

-_.- ......... -~ 

'-
" 

" 
-:.' L 



. , 

~ 'i .:~ 1 .. 

~ .11# t 'l'~J"j .... id. i .: ~ ~ "w " . .. .. ~l"i"'<"t;~'~~ •• '! . ., 
____ ""-i:..;..-', ___ ~ ___ ~.;. __ ~ u 

FOOTNOTES. 

1. Anton Chekhov: Letters on the Short Story, the Drama and 
Other Literary Topies. Edited by Louis S. Friedland. 
New York: Benjamin Bloom, Ine., 1964. p. 22 

2. Thomas Winner: Chekhov and His Prose. 
New York: Hblt, Rinehart & Winston, 1966. p. 59 

3. Chekhov and His Prose, p. 59 

4. Letters on the Short Story, the Drama and Other Literary 
Topiss, pp. 27-28 

S. Anton Chekhov: The Chorus Girl and Other Stories. TransI. by 
Constance Garnett. 
New York: Willey Book Company, 1920. pp. 8-9 

6. Select Tales of Tchehov. Translated by Constance Garnett. 
London: Chatto & Windus, 1961. p. 570 

7. Select Tales of Tchehov, p. 564 
1 

8. Select Tales' of Tchehov, ,p. 570 

9. SÊllect Tales of Tchehov, p. 570 

10. Select' 'l'ales of Tchehov; p. 571 

Il. Chekhov and Hi,s Prose, p. 217 

i2. The , Oxford Chekhov! Volume IX. Stories 1898-1904. Tr..ans1ated 

13. 

14. 

l5~ 

16. 

& edited by Ronald Hinqley 
'London: Oxford University Press, 1975. p. 129 

The Oxford Chekhov! Volume IX. Stories 1898-1904, p. 138 

The Oxford Chekhov! Volume IX. Stories 1898-1904, p. 140 

The Oxford Chekhov, Volume IX. Stories 1898-1904, p. 141 

Zaeisnye knizhki A. P. Chekhova. Reprint of the original 
ëdltion. ' , 

\ ~ Ann Arbor, Michiqan: University Microfilms, Inc., 
1964. p. 56 (Chekhov's nQ~ebook: p. 8~, note 3) 

17. Chekhov and Hia Prose, p. 216 

18. Beverly 

83 
c. 

. . 

," 



___________________ ~~~r.----------------------------------------

o 

',' 
.' 1- ~~~.~~~ 

• 1 • 

1 \ 

19. Z~pisnye knizhki A. P. Chekhova, p. 33 

20. S lect Tales of Tchehov, p. 417 

21. An on Chekhov: Selected Stories. Translated by Ann'ounniqan. 
New York: New Alnerlcan Library, 196,0. CttThree Years"). 
p. 150 

• 

'. 

t 
f" 

" 



--~- -~- -----.,-~~------.... ........ _~-----_ . ....----------~---------.......... 
__ ~_--.. ..... _.,. __ . _____ ~:--________ -~--_I_''''.k_4 ___ ... " ..... _______ .. q_~.",,_~_ 

Part 4: Socially Aware Women. Industrial Bourgeoisie. Proletariat. 

As already mentioned, Chekhov was an advocate of no polit

ical party, but concentrated his writings rat~er on social evil 
": 

and injustice in the society of his tirne. As the lndustrial Rev-
1 

olution reach~d Russia and the mi~ry of feudalism of the poor 

~anged into the misery of capitalism, Chekhov beg~n to abandon 

the approach of a comparatively dispassionate observer and show 

his s}~pathies a little more openly, but never to the full sati~

fact~on of his critics. Beverly Hahn suggests ~hat Chekhov felt 

women were the best characters through whom to focus on the moral , 
, 

and psychological consequences of the s~cial change, becau~e men's 

identities are in some sense~bound~up with their continuing occu-

pations and therefore the impact of a social change is not so 

strongly felt through them. l lt seems, indeed, that when Chekhov's 

characters do feel the restiessness and anxiety of an upcoming 

change, they are mastly women. Bowever, whether" the reàaons 

for this, in fact, are those suggested by Beverly Hahn, or wheth

er it was simply because women are by nature more sensitive to 

any change, is ,for our purposes irrel~vant. 

With~he arrivaI of capitali~ a new class of the rich 

emerged, the industrial bourgeoisie.' Three' of Chekhov' s stories 

deal with this new element,in society: "A Woman's Kinqdom", 

"Three Years", and WDoctor's Visita, and'the aathor's ap~ch 

to the ~ain characters and their presentation to ,the ~eàder ia 

different and rather unusual. Each of these staries' central 
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f~gure is a wealthy person, who becomes a capi ist by inheri-

tance and does not enjoy this position. Thes characters, need- / 

less to say positive, are very sensitive and likable people, ( 

aware of the injustice of their situation, and obtain from their 

wealth only unhappiness. 

Anna Akimovna in "A Wornan' S Kingdorn" ("Bab' e tsarstvo", 

1894) was born a dauqhter of a worker before she inherited a steel 

factory. She was happy to be a plebeian and often longs for the 

childhood ttmes fiiied with content and warmth~ 

-Anna Aktmovna looked at the women and ,oung people, and 
she suddenly feit a longing for a' plain, rough life among a 
crowd.. She recalled vividly that far-away time' when she 
used to be called Anyut,ka, when she "as a l'ittle girl and 
used to lie under the sarne quilt w~th her rnQther~ while a 
washer woman who lod~ed with thern used ta wash clothes in 
the next room. • . • ' 

Her sudden weaith embarrasses her, and her elegance, education, 

and refinement instilled in her by governesses and teaqhers keep 

her isolated from the environment« though ordinary, where she 

felt at horne. 

Fate itself had flung-)her out of the simple working
class surroundings in which, if she could trust her memory, 
she had feit so snuq and at home, into these immense rooms, 
~here she could never think what ta do with herself,' and 
could not understand wby so Many people kept passinq before 
her eyes. 3 t. ' 

S~ is twenty-six years oid, attractive and I9vin9, instinctively 
1 

longinq for the warmth and ~omfort of a family li·fe with husband 

and ~hildren, but her social position spoils aIl chance~ ',for this 

happiness. 
/ 

She thought w~th vexatio~ that ather girls of her 
age ••• vere now busy looking aftèt t-hei~ households, were 
weary and would sleep sound. • • • Only ahe, for some reaaon~ 
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was compelled to sit like an old woman . . . do nothing 
the whole evening till midnight, but wait till she was 
sleepy. . . .4 

She strongly dislikes her elaborate house and the inevitàble and, 

to her burdensome, social responsibilities which she has to ful
) 

fille Perplexed and frustrated, she maltes a {ast atternpt to 

bring closer the world she has lost by considering'~arryin9 

Pimenov, a foreman in her factory. She does not love him, but she 

comes to this decis~n only beqause he happened to appear at the 
• 

moment of her most intense feeling of loneliness, longlng for a 

marr~d life per se and disgust with the unpleasant business du-
r 

ties she must attend t~ . 
• 

I am lonely, lonely as the mcon l.n the sky t and a 
waning moon, too: and whatever you may say, 1 am cOnvinced, 
1 feel that this waning can only be restored by love in its 
ordinary sense. It seems to me that such love would define 
my duties, my work, .make clear my conèeption of lite. • . .5 

• . . AlI this conversation m~de Anna Akimovna sU9denly' 
long to be married - long intense y, painfully; she,félt as 
thougb she would give half her life and all "er fortune only 
ta know that upstairs'there was a man who was closer ta her 
than anyone in the world, tha~ he loved her warmly ••.• 6 

Her footman Mishenka, however, laugh,s a t her idea of marry ing 
,..... ,} 

Pimenov and reminds her how awkward it wOuld be for her to have 
. 

at her side in a distinguished company a man whose manners are 

far from refined. 

And only now, for the first ,time in the whole clay, she 
realized clearly that, all sne had saia and thought about 
Pirnenov and marrying a Workman was nonsense, fOllyand,wil-
fulness. • .. • , ' 
, " .... She lay down without undressing, and sobbj:~d with 

shame and depression: what seemed to her most vexatious and 
stupid of all wes that ber d~earns that day about Pimenov had 
been right, lofty and honourable, but at the,s~ time she 
felt that Lysevitch and,even Krylin (her lawyer and a civil 1 

/ 

.~ 
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oo~ncillor in who.e oompa~y ahe telt un~omfortable) ware 
na~rar to,her than Pimendv and all the workplople toge th-
er. • •• ' . 

Her illulion i. Ihatterea and she il foroed to aboliah her in

tention and continue to live in iaolation and unhappinl.a. 

In Anna Akimovn_ Chekhov protrayed the mixture of the 

two worlda between whioh ahe 18 drawn, the old one in which the 

woman'. wor~d wal her hUlband and family, anq the new one in 

whio'h a waman enoounterl ~' locial change and the ralponlibili

tièl that come with it. Anna Akimovna ia clearly quite ~npre-

pared and oontuaed by the confrontation with t~ia new world and 

her intena. wilh for a marr1ag8 1a more of a cry for the happy 

and uncomplicated paat to return, while, at the aame time, a

ware of the harah reality which do. a not .Ùlow lt. She ia torn 
" 

between her nostalgia and the present in which ahe ls incapable 

to make a new life for hersel! and therefore foela useleas and 

lOlt. 

Aa blfore, Anna Akimovna faIt that she was beautifui, 
good-natured, and wonderful, but now it aearned to her that 
that wal of no uae to anyon" it seemed to her that Ihe did 
not know ~or w,hom.and for what Ihe had put on thi. expen
aive drell, too • • • ahe began to be fretted by lonelinels 

, and the peraistent thought that her beauty, her health, and 
her wealth, were a mere oheat •••• 8 

'Anna Akimovna'a unhappine8a ia so intense and the nostalgia 10 

, Itrong that aven her Ihort bruah with the unpleaaant aide of a 

working-man'I life - filth, loathaome amell and drunke~ne •• of . , T 

Tchalikov's home where she takes m~ey at Chriltmal, cannot ~ 

w •• ken the plealant marnories of her chi14hood. Neverthel.I., 

by making Anna Akimovna rationally aware.ot the impollibility of 
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her marriag. to Pim~nov, Chekho~ lucce •• fully d.monltrate. the 

wideninq gap between the two world" , 

A .imilar probl.m il that of Lila Lyalikova, thé dauqhter 

'of a factory owner, in liA Doctor,'. Visit" ("Sluchai 1z praktiki", 

" 1898). Lila al.o luffera trom the emptin.l' and the ablurdity 
'. 

of her life'> full of all pOllible luxurie., whUe the workar.' 

live. are grim,and lackinq in bare nece'litie.<. aer conaciènoe 
< 

doe. not leave her in peace and she fall. ill. 

A doctor ia called and af~er tha d1aqnoli. that Liza'. 

111n ••• ia the re.ult: of depre •• ion oau.ad ,by the pro.pect of 

becoming the ownar of the faetory one day, she realize. that' 

her il1ne.s ia incurable unless she leaves the factory. Liza, 

jUlt as her mothar, ia very unhappy and regards the factory as 
~ / 

a prison and the wealth cominq with it a .ole lource of her mi.-

ery. 

Anna Akirnovna and Liza Lyalikova are bcth unhappy wornen 

who are,awa(a of the injustice and wickednel.1of their position 

in whioh they ~re invol~ntari1y trapped. ua~ally very critical 
~ 

of bourgeoi.ie, Chekhov .how. i~ the.e Itorie. hi, opt~ilrn and 

belief that the ohange ia imminent and not only the prol.tar~.t 

but alao rnemblr. of th. rich are capable of realiain; "'the nec •• -

ait y of thi. ohange. 

Th •• tory "'l'br.e Yearl" (I~Tri goda", 18") allo 4 .. 11 "ith 
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m.mbera of the bourgeoiaie who are ill at aa •• in their world and 

priloners of their own w.alth, but here allo love, a favorite top

ie of Chekhov, plays an important role. 

1 This ia a .tory depieting three years in the life of 

Alexei Laptev and his wife Yulia, and the cha~ge and frustrations 

in their ahaky love relationship against the baekgroùnd of an up

per-clasl merehan~ locdety. Alexei Laptev has lived the life of 
o 

an i~tellectQal Bohemian, criticizing eatabliahed, values and pic-

turing love, like Turgenev's Bazarov, as a biologieal phenomenon. 9 

IBut when he meets Yulia, daughter of a phys!cian, he falla :head 
, 

over heela in love with her and his earlier ideas and theories are 

no longer true,for him. ~e proposes to her, but ia rejeeted. 
'fil 

However, when Yulia has time to think about the proposal and con-

cludes that love is not necessary for marriage, she changes her , 

mind and aceepts the proposal. 

Laptev, puzzled by th!s change of mind and èonvinced that 

she does not love ,hirn, befieves that 0 marr~im for 

his money. Lacking the neceasary commun cation between ~rtn.rs, 
their marriaqe is an unhappy union in which their ilolation frpm 

, 

aach o~ steadily qrows. D~senchanted, Laptev 1radually Itops 

loving Yulia, wh!l. she, on the contrary, has qui.tly qrown to 

love him. And BO again money, in addition to the lack of communi-

, cation and understandinq,. destroy the relationlhip)betw.en Yul:La 

and L~tév, and ru1t the chance. of their happin ••• togeth.r. 

The sim:Lla~ity b.tw •• n th ••• wom.n and tho •• mentione4 :Ln 

praviou. part. 11 •• ib.the fact that although they de.pi •• th. 
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aurroundinga and the situation in which they find themselves, they 

do not/have enough courage to either changé it or leave it. This 

courage, growing throughout the story to its successful climax, 

ia evident only in one, and the last one at that, of Chekhov'a 

stories, namely "The Betrothed" ("Nevesta", 1903), aom9!times aiso' 

tranllated as "The Bride". The story' B heroline Nadya manages to 

extricate her~elf fro~>the banality and limitations of the petty· 
l ' 

bourgeois provincial life into which Ihe waa born and in which she 

grew u,p. 

Nadya'. courage doea not come ~}l of a sudden and wi~hout 

any help, but l'las been slowly g~~9-'~ithin her and ia strongly 

encouraged by Sasha, an artist who is living as a prot6g6 of her 

grandmother's in their household. 

1 

Nadya is engaged and abon t . to mar ry And'rei, a 10c41 pr ie~t ' s 

son. He is a rather typical member of the bourgeoisie, dull, con-
! 

<:i' 

ventional and bragging about his idteness. Nadya liked her fiancé 

at first, but now, the closer the wedding date gets the more ahe 

realizes she doea not love him and cannot go through with the wed

ding plans. She realizes that life with him would be only a con- 1 

tinuation of the tedious and boring life of her home. She sud

denly sees how mediocre her life has been in a household where aIl 

the activities are concentrated on preparation and consummation 

of food, and run by a domineering and ignorant o~d woman, her 

grandmother. Subconaoioualy Ihe even beginl to ~e-evaluate the 

picture of her own moth.r, whom she alwaya oonsidered • beaut1ful 

and int.lllgen~ woman and realilel that .he il jUlt al ordinary 
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and unhappy al everyon. around haro 

Nadya'i dlsillusionment 18 further Itimulated by Sa.ha, an 
\ . ~ 

eternal Itudent, w~~ urges her to leave her hom,.'; and go to 0.:-

St. Peterlburg to Itudy instead. The peak of Nadya's ~i8content 

and the turning point in her life oceurs during thj.Vi8i~ with 

Andre! to the house where they are to li,ve -after the 'Wedding. As 

he leads -her through the 'i"ooma, exp:1:rlning the pl~mbii\g datait • 

• nd ahow ing, the niture and mpgnif!cent picturel, Ihe real-

il8S Ihw cannot in t\ pretense and banality whieh 'Ihe offera 

her. -, 
~ l , • " 

• • '. It' s too m~l • • • How 1 eould ever stand, this 
life ••• l don't, I_s~ply don't"undarstanrt. l delpiae the 
man l'm ~ngaged to. l de~Ose mY8~lf, l de8pise this idl., 
pointlass existence. • • • 

'-- . 
She taxes Sasha's advise and leayes for St. Petersburg to study 

there. 

Nadya suceeeda in makinq the break and alter the exams re
f! 

turns to,her home for a viait. She feels completely detached by 

now, however, from everythinq that used_ to be' part of her lite. 

She finds the house and th~ whole town small and dirty, and ia 

repelled by the narrow quartera of the servants in Whieh) they are 

forced to sleep on the floor. 'l'he illusions of her ehildhood' are , "" 
~ 

now the thing of her past and she xnows now it wai the right thing 

for her to do tO leave. The story's final lin8s express her and 

Chekhov's optimism for the futurè: 

She pictured her new lifa openinq befote her, with ita 
broad horizon.. S~ll ~~.eure, .till mYlteriou., that life 
lured and beckoned her. 

Th. very la.t •• ntenee rnaka. the lucee.. of her break with th. 
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pa.t complete, 

Next morning ah. ~aid good-bye to the tamily; yigorou., 
high-apirited, ahe lett town, forever, pre8umably. 2 

1 

Con8idering hew few staries mirroring the induatrialilation 

perioc:l of Russie Chekhov wrote, it would be ha rd to surmiae the 

dirac~ion and intensity of hie furthor writings as i~ultrializa

tien progressed and the upcoming revolution became unavoidable. 

N.verth~le8a, it lurely II just and'correct to a •• ume that 

Chakhov's portrayals would continue te be as reali.tio and uncem

prom~oln~. ay"fOra, . : 
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Cha-pter Ill. 

'1. • 

WOMP;N IN CHEKHOV' S PLAYS,~ 

.' 
Already in Taganrog al a boy Chekhov olten vi.itecl th. 10-

'oal theater ancl his inter ut in theater which he then daveloped 

ramainecl with him tor the re.t ot his lite. lie beoame sariôu. 

about writinq playa only in the late 1880'. when ba'was already 

81tablilhad al a .hort .tory writer. He had att.m~ted to writ. a 

play wh!le etill At sohool (The Fatherle.s,~1877) ancl wa. lueca •• -

tul in writing laveral one-Act sketch •• which ha oal1ed "vaud.

villel" (The Boar, The Propo.al, A Jubilee, etc.), however, not 

untl~ Ivanov (1887-9) ancl its success on the $t. Petersburg stag~ 

clid he realize his true potential as a dramatic writer. 

His aeoond play The Wood Demon (Leahy, 1889-90) wa., how· 

ever, a total failure and reappeared after .~.lC change. 

later on a. Uncle vania (Oyadya Vanya, 1898). Oi8oourAged by the 

baet reeepUon of hi. Wood Demon it was not -until: 1195 that he 

triad hi. hand in dramatio writing again. Tha seagùll (Chaika, 

1896) wa. allO not an Immediate .ucce •• , but only after .averal 
-performanoe. it waa favorably received by the public a. wall a. 

( 

the oritici. Three Bllter. (Tri leatry, 1900-1), The Cherry Or-

chard (Vi.hnevyl sad, 1903-4), and Unel. Vanta all achievld lue-, 

ce •• ,and popularity only aftar aevaral performance., after the 

audience aoquainta4 it.elf with the new dramatie pralentation of 

Chekhov and ,came to under.tand hi. charaoter •• 

, 
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in CliI~ptGr 1. Chekhov' 8 or 19 inal. ap~~oac h to , 

dramat1c IX't .cX'eatod much IUr" 4nd controver.y belore being accap

tld and unaerttPod, ma1nly becaÙ •• it contradicted 10 many'of the 

'Îrule.1I of dramatic writinq honored undl then. Name,ly Chekhov's .. 
br.vity' and compaétna •• , 80 ~ypioal for h'is proIe, hold for hi • 

play. as wS'll. r- - --

Tolatoy, who .thought highly of Chekhovfa Itories, did not 
'ace t hi. play. and conaiderad him a failure aB a playwright: 

ia opinion waa aharad ~y many. • • . 
Nothin; in Chekhov'. play. fell 'in with the age-old con

ception of the theater1 neither external not internaI action, 
almolt a tari •• of tabla4ux viyanta, 'and oraly' sometimes, at 
he fall of the ourtain, a piatol .hot when a bullet mean. no 

m e than a full, stop.l 
, . 

The characters in Chokhov'a pl~ya are as plain and weak, 
t"" ~ 1 

unhappy and m08ùly' idle, 'often PQthotic and defeated individuala 
, 

~~ in hi. stories. T~ey are cau~ht in situations which th~y are 

·totally unprGp~red or incapable to handle to the!r own full e.ti,

faction. Aware of their foilinqa they either fall into despair, 

oooalionally ending the pointleB. life with their own hand (Ivanov, 

Treplav), or .werve into futile dreamB and speeche. of a qlorioul 

but d1.tant future (Ooctor Chebutykin) compenlatinq for thèir wa.

ted live. and .ulfering. Mo.tly they are men and women typical of 

the 01 ••• to which they belonq, mdlt olten the intelligent.i. and 

th. rural gentry. Balioally they are the lame Blave. of love, 

.tupidity, laline •• and fear ~f life, •• in Chekhov'l .torie., 

turnfn; their hop •• toward the future becauae they feel, in the pre
\ 

.~nt th.te ia no place for tham. 
\ 
\ 

Their ilolation and abaorption in their own fe.l1n91, not 

helping them in under.tandin; them •• lve., additionally ~eep. them 

", 
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trom undarltend!n; otharl. Inoomprahenlion and a braak-down in 

oommunioation il a oharaotariat10 ooour~.no. b.t~.n Chekhov'l ha

ro •• / th.y oarry on oonv.r.ation. witheut liltenin; te aeoh ether, 

nevarthelall appraoietinç the faot ot havinq a hearer on whom they 

oan pour out their soul. The traqedy of Chekhov'l charaoter. ~I 

not in terrible thinçs happeninq to them, but rathar in thingl not 

happening to them. \ 

Many of the characterl a~e practioally Itudiel in th. pre

oe •• o~ human degene~etion (Uncl. Vanja, Andrey Prozorov) while 

others are at the ~nd of it by ~he time we meet them (S.rebriakov, 

Ranavakaia, Gaav or Ivanov). womèn characters, with the excap· 

tion of Sasha in Ivanov, Nina, in The Saagull, and Ania in !b! 
1 Cherry Orohard are, true to the accepted 80cial convention of the 

time, qenerally presented as passive beings, awaiting and dreaminq 

ot what may or may not come in their life. 

Chekhov never spends much time and many words introduoinq 

hi. charactera or describing them in detail. Only a hint ot lome 

Ipecial trait or a typical ge.ture il noted, and it ia up to the 

reader himlelf to make up the perlonality of a character from his 

moods, actiona and converlations. The lame il true of the aoene. 

in Chekhov's playl' an average and unexoitinq Icene auddenly be~ 

comel alive by a 

portant det~il. 

ot thé Play'and 

auqqe,ltion of lome trivial and laemin9ly unim

Yet the.e detaila Itay outaide the balio ground , 
do not dilturb the general atmo.phere ot everyday 

oonditions. The nature ot the relation.h1p. batw •• n hi. characterl 

il ravealad riqht at tha beginninq, and Any drama~o develo~ant 
or tha pOI.ibility of a .urpril. il aliminatad., 7,~. frultratioft, 
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thl emot1onalilft\ Ind th ••• l.t-Ilarohin; brin; ·into thl play. typ-

10al Chekhov atmo.pher. and 91vI it • 'quality outbalanoing thl 

laok of action •. Nlverthe,l ••• , today it 1. cUffio\alt "vln for 1 
. l 

Ru,I1an, to 1dlnt1fy hLml.ll wlth the weary and pond.~in9 hero, 

thui often d1min11hing the implot and appréciation ot Chekhov',. 

drlmatia lleill •• 
1 

Ch.khov'l fir't publilhed play Xvanov il Itill too m.lodra-, 

matic to be conl1d.rad true to hil teohniquI, ,but 1n ~1. playl to 

follow~1 wal muoh morl Iucee •• ful in aeh11vinv a full oommand of 

it. 

o 

" , 

\ 

\ 
\ 
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Thil i. a play in whioh • wit.ne •• the t in'I Ita;, of th, 

main character'i downfa11. 1e.rn, u.,d to b, a 

happy human bainq, full and drive, but in the put .ev· 

aral yeAr. ha. bIcorne a weakling. 'Not finding th, 
• 

• tr,ngth to pull himeelf out of lt, he end. hil lU. by, suicide. 

'1'0 hi. brother Alexander Ch.kh v wrote Abou t the play t 

The .ubject la complie t,d and not frivoloui. Every Act 
1 fini.h a. l do my .torie.. l maka all the action 90 peace
fully and quietly, and at tl1a end l qiv .. the Ipectator a .lap 
in th. face. 2 l ' 

Aa 8ai4 above, lvano,! cannot.jbê regarded a parfect examplt of 

Chekhov·. dramatieal .tyll, f.v.rthel .... Chokhov hi~ •• lf conlid

erad the main character "~ype which ha. a lit.rary lignifi- 1 

cane." 3, and eri'tics con.id r the play important only a. a staqe 
~ \ 

in Chekhov'. devllopment a. n dramatilt. Chakhov him •• lf •• eml 

to have realiled that. ihe play did not come out aa he would have 
1 . 

1ike4. In hi. letter to Suvorin he wrote: 

1 .eem not 0 have btouqht off the play. It i. a 
pity •• , • 1 t 11 you on my conecianee, in all lincerity, 
thol' men were born in ml' heed not out of •• a-foam, . not out 
ot preconceiv idaa., not out of "intellaetualHy", not aeci-
dentally. Th ara the re.ult of my ohlervation and Itudy ot 
lite. They. and in my brain, and l fe.l that l havw not fal
lifiad ev en y one eentimetar nor .oph1.ticated by a lin91e 
jot. If on aper they have not coma out clear and living, 
th en th. fa lt i. not in them but in my inability to, expr ••• 

"- my thouqht '4 Ii IhoWI ~hat it i,1 too .arly yat 'for ma to 
wr1ta play • 

Ther. ra four femala charleter. in the plaYI Anna Petrovna, 

of Jewilh daleant, Zen.ida Sav'lhna, the rich wif, 

of the Cha rman of the County Counci1 Lebed.v, t~air 20-y.ar old 

• daughtar aeha, and Marta ~'90rovna Babakina; a rioh youn; wi40w 

i 
l' 
lr, , 
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Anna p.trovna, betora marria;a Sarah Abram.on, il a quiat 

incon.lpicuou. lac1y, who, lov.. hGr hu.band with aU h.r h.u't, but 

who •• love il not raturnCld. Ivanov'. lova tor h.r ha. ilo\>fly dia

app.arad and all ha foel. for her il pity. He .aya of herl 

Aniuta i, a remarkablo, an axtfaordinary woman. Sha 
changed her roliQion for my Ilke, l,ft har father and 'mother, 
,gavi up her money, and if l'd alk har for a hund.reè1 more lac
rific.I, Iha would have mada tham without blinkinq' àn .ye
lido • • • l wa. pal.ion~.ly in love with her wtten 1 qot 
married and 1 .wor. lld love her forever, ~ut. ,'l'." Well, 
five y.ar. have pa ••• d, and Ihe .till iova. me, but I •••. 5 

Anna Petrovna, luftering trom tuberculOlil, il alowly dying but 

11ft .alone. lIar hUlband, although knowin9., hlr .tata of health, 

lIlV •• her Qvory eveninq Ilona and gO.1 "to the houaI of Lebadev 

to amuI. himselt. The only per.on to whom Ihe can pour her ach-

ing heart out il her doctor Lvov. Although Ihe i8 no~ the com-

plainlng typo of a woman, 'aha luddenly find. her •• lf .ayingc 

You know, Dootor, llm beginning to think that Fata l,
cheated me. Loti of people who are probably no batter than 
me are happy, and yat they don't pay anythinq for their hap· 
pine ••• c' But l'vI paid for everything, ablolutely for every- , 
thingl • • . And how dsarlyl Why .ho~ld l haVI to ply .uch 
a t.rrib~y high inter.lt? • , 'Li'" 

, ft (p. 52) 

Shi li a gentl. and hona.t woman, wi~h a pelolful di~0.it1on and 
, .. ~ 

longing tor a littl.~.ppin.... A. & aineerl human bèing, it il 

hard tor her to comprahend all the cSece'ption and wiokedn ••• of the 

world around,hara 

• '.' Anf' now, you kl)ow" l 'm blginning to rail' lurpri •• d 
at th, untairn ••• ot plop1a. why don't they rl.pond to 10vI 

,,,- wlth love, why Inu.t t'hly pay back truth with hl.ahood? •• " 1. of '(p. 52) 

(~H',~ innocence. neivet., and voodhe •• preyent her even f~cm re-
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proac:hiftq her hu.band for aU her luf~erin9. and unhappi~"àa, in 

apite of his naglect "ancl di.regard of her èondit.icpn: After re~l-. . 
1zing her hu.band'. infidelity, however, ahe 10a8s helt>wil·l te 

liva ",and dies. 

SalM Labedev il a young and intelligent qirl who falla 

;n 'love \tIith Ivanov. She ia a rathar forceful and stronqmindad . ' 
young woman with mod~rn independent ideas of her own, and has an 

outspoken character. She does not hesitate to contradict her 
<t'l 

parental g08sipy quasta and stand up for LDanov, who is often the 

center of their futile chatter. She confesses to Ivanov of her 
, " 

feelings for hirn: 
) 

l love you rn~dly •.•• You are all rny joy, w!thout you 
my life has no meaninC] - no happinessl To me you are every
thing. • • • When + was a child you were the only joy in my 
life. • • • l' 11 go anywh~re with you, to the other end of 
the worla, even beyond the 9rave~ ..• Only for Heaven's 
sake, do let',s go soon, 0tJ:lerwise 1'11 suffocate •.•. 

; (p. 76) 

S8aha's con~eption of love re1ttionshiPs and marriaqe ia rather 
tJ 11 ( 

f ' 
simple a.nd ruthles.. She doea not realila 1;ha complexi ty of a 

love, r.la~ionship and the obl~9ations coming with it. She tella 

Ivanov:' ," J ' ~e yeu to blame becauae l'ou've stopped loving your wife? 
'wel"l, mayb.e, but & man i.nlt master of hi. feelings; l'ou ~ 
dicln 't want to atop lovinq her. Ara l'ou to blame becauaa ahe 

. saw, me ,telling you I; love you? No, you didn 1 t \tIant her to 
sa. it.. • • • • 

(pt 93) 

'l'hia trend of inconsidera. teness in her can be, however, j ustif ied 
1 

by her youth and 'inexpert.nca. Full of life and ideall, in her 

naiv~t' and innocence .he i. willing to sacrifie' hersalf in order 

to .ave ahother human being fram d?wnfall. Living a boring and 

,101 
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unfruitful life at her:parents' homo, .he appointa herself to be 

the deliverance i'n 'Ivanov'. life. To his question why she Ihould 

love him, a feilure, Iha anawerB: 

, There are a lot of things men' don' t understand. Every 
girl ia more attracted by a man who' 1 a failure than by one 
who'. luccee., because what she wantB is active' love. • .• 
Do you underatand that? Active love. Men are taken up with 
their work and 80 love has to take a back seat with themt 
~o, have a talk with his wHe, to take a stroll with her in 
the garden, to' pass Ume pleas·antly with her, to weep a lit
th on her qrave - that 1 s all. But for us love il life. 1 
lOVe! you, and that means \tha t 1 dream about how l 'd' cure you 
of your depre.sions, how l 'd follow you to the end of the 
world. • • • 

(pp. 94-5) 

But as the Ume of her wedding to Ivanov cornes ol,pser,'she begins 

to doubt the rightness of her motives for this marriage and real

izes the qreatnes8 of' the responsibilities thât she has taken 

upon herself. She confides to her father: 

l feel as though ,I don' t understand him and never shaH 
understand him. During, the whole time l Ive been engaged to 
him he' s never once smiled, never once looked me straight in 

.the eyes. All the time comRlaining, repenting about some
thinq, hintinq a t sorne guil t or other, trembling. . . . 1 lm 
tired of it. There' are even moments when it 8eems to me that 
1 . • . tha t 1 don' t love him aS" much as' l ahould. 

(Pt 104) 

To Ivanov ahe saya 1 

l " ' 
Oh, N1kolai, 'if you knew hd.>w tired you make mel You Ive 

worn my spirit downl You are a Rind, i~telligant ~an - ask 
yourself: la it fair to aet me, th.se problema? Every day 
thare 1s sorne problem each. one harder than the last. • • .' 
l wanted active love, but thia ia martyred love! 

1 • (p. 110) 

ln fpite of her father' s advice and' Ivanov' s plea to let him 90, 

she insists on go1ng through with the ~eddi,ng. Ivanov'. worda 
, ) 

reveal her true motivest 

.. 
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• . . You set yourself a goal l to reaurrect the man in 
me, to save me at whatever cost - ~nd the 'idee. of doing a 
great deed gratified you. Now you are ready to withdraw, but 
there' a a falae emotion preventing you. • . 

(p. 110) 

However, 5asha does not let go; ei ther her stubbornness or her 

need for self-sacrifice, Oir both, do not allow her to give up the 

idea of saving Ivanov in spite of' himself, thus forcing h:lm into 

taking his own life. She is much too insensi tive or determined in 

her samaritanism to realize that her love and the marriage is yet 

another complication and encumberance to Ivanov' s already i11 

conscience. Of Anna and Sasha Chekhov wrote: 

Why do they love him? Sarah loves Ivanov because he is 
a good man, because he i8 ardent and brilliant ••.. While 
he is excited and interesting she loves himl but when he be
gina to grow misty in her eyes and to lose definite outline, 
she no :tonger understands him, and at the end of the third 
Act she speaks her mind straightly and sharply. 

Sasha ls a girl of the new school. She is educated, in
telligent, honest, and so on. When there is no fish a crab 
will serve; and therefore she marks down the thirty-five
year-old Ivanov. He is better than the reste She knew him 
when she was a child, watched closely his work in the days 
before he reached exhaustion. . .• 

She is one of those females who are not ta be! conquered 
by the bright plumage of th,e male, nor by his courage or fine 
carriage, but by his complainings, lamentations and feilures. 
She is of the ldnd who love men at the time of their de
cline. • .• She will raise the fallen, put him on his feet, 
make hm haiPY. It ia not Ivanov sh~ loves, but the 
task. • ',' 

The other two females in the play are only of minor Si9-

nificance and complete the picture of a country estate and its 
1 

inhabitants. Zenaida petx:ovna, Sesha' s mother, is a woman of_ un-

de&irable traits. Very petty, gossipy and insincere, ber life 

evolvel around money. This love of monel' ruina not only her hua

band' a_ life and his respect for her, but makea her a v.ery atinqy 
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--and unpleasant person. To her guests she offera nothing more 

than tea and home-made gooleberry.preserves ao that even her hus
i 

band moekingly oalls her Madam Gooseberry Preserve. With the, im .. 

pending marriage of her daughter, her worries do not conoentrate 

on the poasibility of Sasha' 8 unhappinell, but on the necesaity 

of a dowry and the question of how Ivanov will pay his debt to her 

after becoming her son-tn-law. Marfa Yeqorovna Babaklna ia rather 

typical of wall-ta-do gentry of the time. Simple. and empty-headecS, 

filling her borinq lUe '\Jith gossip and pettineas, and fancying 

" herself ):)eeoming a countels. ~ -. 

Chekhov indeed was unsuccessful in conveyinq the picture of 

the living charaeters in his mind onto the paper. Although we 
, 

know that Ivanov was not always the hop~less character we 'see but 

became so under the stress of exhaustion, boredom, lonelinessi 

financial worry, and &motional conflicts, he fails to raise the 

compassion of the audience. Somehow one does not eare about what 

happens to Ivanov or the others. 'Sesha, with her maternaI feelings, 
, 

naive speeches and obstinate intent'ions of Ivanov 1 s ragener. tion, 

becomea tiresome not only to Ivanov himself but the on-looker as 

welle Her seemingly honor-able task in reality conceals her need 

to dominate and makes thia nies and charmin9 girl an\ exasperating 

nuisance. 
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B. THE SEAGULL. (1896) 

This play, 'writ.ten nine years aflt.er Ivanov, ia definitely 

much less melodramatic· and, according to Many of Chekhov' 8 bio

graphers, cont.ains t.he most. elements from his personal 1ife. 

Having oompleted thé play, Chekhov was not happy with it. He 

wrote to his friend Suvorin: 
" 

Wall, l have now finished the play. l began i t forte and 
finished pianissimo, against a11 the rules of dramatic art. 
lt came out like a story. l am more dissatisfied than satie
fied with it, and, reading over my newborn piece, l become 
once more convinced that l am not a playwright at aU. . , .7 

\ 

In another letter to Suvorin written earlier Chekhov speaks of 

this play as lia comedy with three female parts, six male parts, 

four acts, a landscape (a view of a lake), much talk about liter-
t 

ature, little action and five tons of love,"S This simple sen-

tence ia basically a sufficient description of the play, and there 

art "tons of love", incidentally all unhappy and in several love

triangles. But the play's leitmotif and purpose are much more 

complex. Its characters, typically for Chekhov, a~e lonely and un-
\ . 

happy people, mostly unfulfilled and weak. They all live in their 

individua1 inner world, too absorbed ~y their own troubles and 

yearnings to care about one another, and therefore feeling iso

Jated and alone. F. L. Lucas writes: 
~ . 

The sea1ull migh~ have for suh-title The EgoistsJ or Of 
Human Lonel ness; or,) Artistic Vanity and the Vanlty of Art. 
For such are Its t.hemes. lt ls abôut lonely people, unhappy 
in love, and making others unhappYI obsessed with art, yat 
unconsoled bl' it. 9 

The play unfolds the drama of a young actrass Nina 
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Zarechnaya, whose life will be ruined by her love for the writer 

Trigorin, and the failure of a young playwright, Treplev. There 

is little action in the play which ia, more or les~,_ a detailed 

psychological- study of the characters and their relatio,nships. 

Chekhov's plays, the mosü important events and changes 

stage and the audience learns of them fro~ a passing 

of the characters.,There are "five tons of love", 

all unhappy and unreturned love, perhaps suggestift! that 

be onels only purposa in lifeoand, when it 

doee become the only aim, it masns a cQmplete waste of such a life • . 
We mset Nina Zarechnaya as a young and pure girl who dreams 

'of nothing but becoming a successful actress, because to her, fame 
'~ 

and glory of repognition seem to~be all she would need to be happy. 

The falseness and unreality of th~ world of dreams in which she 

continuously dwells, are expressed in her words: 

How strange it,ia to see a famous actress crying .•.• 
and for such a triflinq reasonl And isn't it strange, too? 
Here we have a famous author, a favourite with the public -
they write about him in all the papers - they sell pictures 
of him everywhere, his works are tranelated into foreign lan
guages - and he spends the whole day fishing and ls quite de
lighted if he catches a couple of gudgeon. l used ta think 
that famous people were proud and inaccessible and that they 
despised the crowd; l thought that the glory and lustre of 
their names enabled them, as it were, to revenge themselves 
on people who put high birth and wealth above everyth!ng else. 
But hflre they are, crying, f ishing, pl/ying cards, lauqhing and 
getting angry like anyone else. -

(pp. 144-5) 

, Because of her lack of achievement and inexperience with life, 

Nina cannot see the possible disadva~tageB and ~ersonal priee that 

one might have to'pay for thi~ fame and lustre about which ahe 

dreams. Blinded by her dreams, she proclaims: 

lO~ 
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For the sake of being happy like that - of being a writer 
or an actress - l would put up with unfriendliness from my 
family, with poverty and disappointment, with living in a 9ar
ret and having nothi~g to eat but rye bread. l would {gladly 1 

suffer dissatisf4Gti6n with myself in the knowledge of my own . 
imperfections, but in return l would demand fame, ,' •• real, 
resounding fame. . • • 

(p. 150) 

Out of despair about Nina's unreturned love for him, Treplev ki11s ' 
1 

a seagu11 and brings it to her. Trlgorin, seeing the dead sea

qu11 at her feet, recites a few words, an outline' for a new story, 
, 

thu8, without Nina's or his own realization, foretellinq her fate~! 

Nina, bored by her girlish afEair with Treplev, falls helplessly 

in love with Trigorin and follo" .. s him to Moscow. As we learn from 

Treplev in the l~st Act, Nina has had an affair with Trigorin, 

had ft child from him which died, but Trigorin haa left her to re

\ turn to his mistress Arkad ina, Treplev' ~ mother. As her affair 

with Trigorin drew to an end, Nina remembered the dead seagull 
1 

and Trigorin's words, and beqan to speak of herself as of the 

"seagull" , Not knowing anything..---a:bOtl;t:--w 

and Triqorin, Treplev 

of a deranged mind. 

happened bétween her 

to a seaqull as signa 

We also learn that Along with the disasters in her pr1vate 

life, Nina' s wish of becorninq a famous actress has not come true. 

When she returns home, we see a very different Nina than in the 

first ac;t. We have not witnessed the process of this qhanqe with

in her, we are confronted on1y with the result. Now she stands 

belore us no longer a simple, and inexperienced young girl, but a 

mature wom~ marked by the harsh rea1ities of life, yet atron; 

and detérmined to stick to her chosen career as an actreas in 
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spite of al1 her misfortunes. She has matured enough ta realize 

that personal happiness cannat give one fulfillment and that one 

needs awareness of a certain aim in life in orcier to find grati

fication and a sense of belng a complete human being. She tells 

Treplev: 

• • • l think l know now, Kostia, that what' matters in our 
wark - whether you act on the stage or write stories - what 
rea11y matters la not fame, or glamour, not the thing8 l used 
ta dream about -' but knowing how to endure things. How to 
bear one's cross and have faith. l have faith now and l'm not 
suffering quite so much, and when l think of my vocation l'm 

i' not afraid of life. 
(p. 181) 

" 
In this fchange ta a matura individual and her dctermination 

to continue on her chosen path ahe reminds us of Nadia in the 

story ItBetrothe<l ", and becomes the only character in Chekhov 1 S 

plays not to give up her hopes and succumb ta a momentary feeble

nass of mind and melancholy, and avoid becoming a complete failure 

like all the others. Nina's role, much too dependant upon the 

symbolic si9nific~nce'others are supposed to see in her, ia very 
• f 

difficult to play, and a wrong casting 9f this character, could 

al ter the outcome and success of any performance ,10 

Masha Sharnraevats world, unlike Nina's, 18 hopeless and 

precarious, as she desires in life nothing but love. She ia the 

daughter of the bailiff of Sorin, Treplev's unole and the owner of 

the estate where the play takes place. lIer unhappy disposition 

and constant emphasis on love make her a rather wear y character. 

She wears always black because she is Il in mournin9tor her lUe't. 
\ 

Her only aim in life ia obtaining the love of Treplev, the man 

ahe car es for, while he hardly acknowledgea her existence. Secau.e 

sh. has nothing elee to live for, her life is a complete waate. 
! 
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Tho emptinoas and despair in hor lUe dr ive her t.o drink and 

snuff-t.aking. She marri •• the sehoolmaeter Me.dvedenko with .. ·.~ 

out love and aven her ohild cannot rid her of the infatuation for 

Treple~. Her sense of human dignity and pride has vanished 80 

that sho aven lets her mother plead with Treplev for her~ 

She fully realizos the heIpIessness of her situation (ln • 

the conversation with Trigorin she speaks of herself as of: "Maria, 

who doesn' t know where she belonqs and has no object, in lifel"), 

but she is too weak to do something about it. She \keeps on hoping 

that some out.ide force will talce her out of it. She turne to 

""" Ooctor Dorn for help and advico, but when that fails, her only 
1 

hope il the p08sibility of her husband 1 s transfer to al10ther dis-
---- fil 

tr iet, where she will .. forget i all . • • toar it out of her 

heart, roots and·alll" \ 

Ma.ha 18 one of the many in the gallory of Chekhov's cbarac· 

t.era who have ,pothing to live for, or believe so, and are tbere

fore doomed to a life of conetànt unhappineas and disappointment. 
\ 

They are a nuisance to themselves as wall as to all the others 

around thern. In oreating Masha", Chekhov as if wanted to say / 

oomplete happiness can never lie in love alona; and should one 

,1 

1 

des ire nothi~g but love fate will deal blow after blow, disappoint-

ment after disappointment, but never the c~aved-for happinesa. 

unre~utted love changes Masha into an eocentric, deprives her of 
\ 

, \ 

her individuality and human face. Uer deplorable treatm~nt of 
t 

Medvedenko, whom she rnarried out of deapair, or ber indifference 

toward her own child fill us with intense di.liké for tM .• 

.. 
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empty, pitiful'and utterly uselea. creature. Love for Masha 10les 
1 

011 its beauty and becomes a disoasc and a devicc to her des truc-

1 tian as a human being. 

ln contrast to Masha, Nina matures through the very exper

ience of an unhappy love affnir into a young woman with her life'a 

aima clearly defined. She found the way out of her dreams and 

into the reality of life, she found her soul and faith in herself. 

As indicated in Chapter l. Nina waB supposed to be a portrait of 

the living example of Lika Mizinova, a long-time friend of Chekhov. 

Irena Nikolaevna Arkadina, mother of Treplev and a famous 

actreas, ia a wom~n utteriy spoiled by her fame. She_i~ à ripe 

woman of beautiful looks but despicable character. She ia domi

noering, capricioua, self-centered, and vanity itself. She,1a not 

capable of loving anybody but herself. She ie totally absorbed in 

.elf-appreciatiOn and con.tantly boasting of nothing but her 

beauty, youthful appearnnce, and popularity with her audiences. 
~ 

Her pretended love of the theater and the iU:t.CI 1s only a way of 

di.playing herlelf, and enables her to immerse heraelf in her self-
t 

love avon more. She has no respect for the art of others, not 

even her own aon, and by cruel remarks and disintereat destroys 

~he .park of talent that he might h~ve. 

,When Treplev tries to shoot himself', Ihe doea not aven 

attampt to find out tho rc~son, Whon Sor in, her brothert recom

manda that she ahould help Trepl~v financially~nà maybe land him 
1 

abroad for a while because "i t wouldn' t do thè boy Any harm t.o 

have a little fun. • ", her .tin~ineaa outwei9ha the littl • 
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bit of affection she miqht feel for her on, and she concludes that 

she can do nothinq for him because she 

"I have no monoy. l'm an actreas, not a 

Arkadina is satisfied with her life as it is bec~e, tak-

ing advantage'of her fame and charm, she always gets her own way. 

Should Any problems upset the flow of her life, by theatrioal out

bursts and scenas she succeeds in the end in winninq and ,r(~urn-wv.ry-

thinq back to where she wants it. ~ 

The best characterization of Arkadina la qiven by Treplev 

hirnself. He tells his uncle: 

It makes her angry to think that it won't be she, but 
Zarechnaia, who i8 going to make a success of it on this tiny 
étage! A psychological oddity - that's my mother. Oh, there 
ia no doubt about her being very gifted and intelligent; she 
ia capable of weeping bittcrly over a book, of reciting the 
whole of Nekrasov by heart, of nursing the sick with the pa
tience of an angel. But ... you musntt praise anybody but 
her, you mustn't write about anybody but her, you must acclaim 
her and go into raptures over her wonder ful acting. . . . 

And then shels superstitious - she's afraid of having 
three cr\ndles al ight, she 1 s afraid of the number thirteen. • . • 

•.• You see, my mother doesntt love me. l'm always re
minding her that she isn't young Any longer. When l'm not 
about ahe's thirty-two, but when l'm with her, ahe's fort y
three, and ahe hates me for it. . . . 

• . • She loves the theater, she imaginas that sha's serv
ing humanity, whereas in my opinion the theater of tpday is in 
a rut, and full of prejudices and conventions. • • 

(pp. 122-3) 

Seeing a ..rival in Nina on stage as well ,as in h~r priyate lUe, 

Arkadina a~ once proceeds ruthlessly te ruin the performance aB 

well as luro her lover away from Nina. She sueeeeds immediately 
~ 

in the lirst, thereby ruining the hopes for that eveni~q of the 

aapirinq younS aetress and the young playwright, her aon. Not . 
POl1888inq Nina' 8 attributes, "youth, beauty and innocence, Il arly 

more, the lecond talk 1a a lif'tl. harder. Eventually, however, 
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ahe lueeeada in that al well, a. Nina'e and Trigorin'I 'love aflair 

(1 breakl up and he returnl to Arkadina. Hal' eeheming paid oU, her 

life ia back whera ah. wanta it and aa ahe likea it • 
• 

Arkadina atrongly reminda ua of the coneeited female char-

acter. of Chakhov's stories dilcusaed in Part 2 of Chapter II. 

--

Juat aa the Princes. and the Gras.hopper, Arkadina lives in a world 

of cliché. and pratense, eompletely drowned Ln her aelfiahne •• and 

incapable of aympathy for anyone a1.e, and aa .uperatitioua, vain 

and .et on charming evarybo~y aa Ariadne. But by her in.enaitiv. 

treatment of her own son ahe atrikea us aa even more wr.teh.d than 

th. othera of her aorte 

AQcordi~9 to Chekhov'. critiea with each new play he maa-

tered hia characteri.tic technlque of dramatie writing bett.r, 

thi., inevitably, meanl that hie Seagull il con.iderad a bett.r 

piaca than hi. Ivanov wa8. v.t it Itill ha. too much melodramatic 
/ 

eontant, e.p.eially the fatal piatol .hot. In thi. play though, / 

h. alr.aày luee •• d. in making the audi.nee aware of what he 

feela and •••• , and what h. wa'lta it to f.,l and •••• 

. , 
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C. UNCLE VMUA. (1898) 

This play, a8 indioated before, was rewritten hy Chakhov 

-trom his {irlt' play The Wood' Demon. It is not known exactly when 

the transformation took place,'but the play WB. ready to be per

formed .bl' 189S. It was first made public in a collection of 

Chekhovts plays and taken up bl' sorne provincial theaters where it 

enjoyed a maderate Buceess. The- premiere of the playon a re

nowned stage, namely Nemirovich-Oanchenko's Moseow Art Theater, 

followed only in October of 1899 and its raviewB in the papers 

were mostly unfavourable. !t was not a feHure like The/Wood De

~ had been, ~ut it naver reaehed the height of suceess of !h! 
Seaqull. . 

Like The Seagull, Uncle Vania is a study of frustration 

and futility but its characters, unlike in The Soagull, are Itag-

" nanti do not grow or d.evelop in Any way within the duration of 

the play. As w1th his other plal's, ChekhoV was not satisfied with 

the outcome of Uncle Vania. On 9,ecember 3, 1898 hè wrote ta 

Maxim Gorki from Yalta: 

• • . Uncl! Vania was written long logo: l never la", it on 
the atage. In ree.nt y.ar" it has been often pz:,oduced on the 
provincial stage - p.rh~p. hac.u.~ l pUblished a volume of my 
'plays. My attitud~ towarda\ my pla-'ys ia, in general, cold. 
ror a long time l have been removed 'iram the theatar, and l ' 
no longer fe.l 'U.ka writing fQr--it. 1 ' 

o 
This cUacouraginq mood came ovet Chekhov perio~ic411y, e'specially 

in oonnecti~n with· hi. dramatie writing, nevertnel .... , ,a lM 
. 

!cnow, 1t pas.ad and he .at down'with a renewed enthulialrn to, writ- ~ 

1n9 another plat-
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AI al1 other of hil dramatic worka, Uncle Vania opena in 

th. middle of a very irritated atmosphère, full of diaharmony, 

when the characters qat on each other's nerves and the "storm" ia 

near. In Chekhov, of coursll, the storm happons of f ,the", s t:oge and 

the audience is presented with only the relu1tl. 

Sorne timo bafora a retired professor, Sorebriakov, arrived 

with kis ,acond wHo Elena at' tho .state of his brotr'-in-law by 

firet rnarriage, known as Uncle Vania, thus upsetting' the routine 

of the house. ThJ atm9sphere and overa11 agitation is wall re-
, 1 

vealed by Elona in hor tall< with Unc1e Vania 1 
, 

, • • . Thing8 ha~ go ne to piaces in this houscho1d. Your 
mother hates evarything except her pamphlets ~d, the profos
sor, the professor ia irri~e - he doesn' t ~ust me, and il 
afrai~ of you. Sonia blOad tbmpered with her father, and 
angry with me. She hasn' t spoken to me for a fktnight. You 
detest my husband and openly despise your mother: l am on 

;' edge - l haye been on the point o( cry ing twenty times today. 
'l'hings ha'V~ gone wrong in this ho~e. _ (p. 205) 

Ivan petrovich Vo'~itBkYt to everyone Uncle ~aniat who has sup" 

ported the professor a11 his lite in the belief tha, he was a 

valuable P~~ity in hie field, suddenly realizes that the pro-
'.? 'r-

felsor- 1. aJ~~ cre person, who has qiven nothing to civi1ization 

but: 

•• -", twenty-five years of lect\.lring and writinq about 
thinq8 'that intelligent' people have known al1 the time, and 
atupid people arén' t interelted in. • • ". (p. 191)' \j 

Realizing this, Vania thus becomes aware of the fact thot olao 

his whole life qiven to this man has boen only a waste of time and 

~. 
( 

• • • l thought l waa do1nq the riqht thinq. But 
now. • • • l lie awake, niqht after niqht, in Iheer vexation 
and anqer - tnat l le,t t;me slip by 10 ~tupidly during th. 

" 
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years when 1 could have had all the things from w,hich my age 
now cuts me off. (pp.l94-S) 

'.....-..' 

. • . Day and night 1 feel suffocated by 
my life ~s been irretrievably lost. 1 have 
all been stupidly wasted on trifl.. - while 
awful because it's so meaningless. 

the thought tha,t 
no past - it has 
the present is 

([J. 205) • 

One tends to feel compassion for Unele Vania and his strong re

sentment toward the professor, yet one also feels it unfair of 
" hirn ~o put. the entire blame' for the wasted years on the professor. 

There are four women eharacters in the play but only two 

main ones: Sonia, the professor's daughter from his first marriage, 

and Elena, the professor's second wife. The other two women, 

Maria Voinitskaia, Vania's mother, 'and Marina, an old ehildren's 

nurse, are secondary and more or less unimportant. They are. sim

ple women unable to f~ their.own opinion about anything or any

body. Marina ls dismayed most of all by the upset routine of che 

da~'s after the pro,fessor 1 s' arrival, while Voinitskaia, to u'se 
" 

Unele Varda 1 s words: ". • " still adores him [the professor); he 

still- inspires her with feeling of revarent awe." (p. 192) 

Elena Andreevna is, a young and a beaûtiful woman who ,mar-
-

ried the professor no t, for love but from admiration, and not for 

pr •• ~i9a in sociaty as Sonia at f~rst assumes. She gives 
1 

" 

him, an old man, her youth, beauty and freedom to re~lize only too 

lata tbe disappointing truth that her husband 1a just an ordina.ry 
, -

m~n and a far cry fromt·hefamous and a great mat:l she thought him to· 

bel Sbe tells Sonia; "1 
1 . 

l was attracted by hirn as ~ learned man, a celebrity. 
It wasn't raal love, it was all artifioial, Dut you sae at 
that time lt seemed reâ~ to ma. • • • (p. 214) 

us 
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True, El~na had not married her husband for selfish reasons, but 

as soon as she realizes her mistake, she settles , like so many 

other Chekhov's heroines, into a passive limbe from which she is 

not to emarge. She 1s even too indolent to be unfaithful to her 

old husband, a fact which shp tries to conceal by talk of loyal

ty, purity and the capability of self-sacrifice. As long as she 

saw the professor as a great and famous man, she lived, lacking 

a strong personality herself, like Olenka Plemiannikova in "The 

Darling", through her husband; having learned the sad truth, she J 

suddenly loses Any purpose in life. Her perfect characterization 

cornes from Doctor Astrov, a long-time friend of the family, who 

falls in love with her in spite of himself: 

••• She's beautiful, there's no denying that, but .•• 
she do~s nothing but eat, sleep, go for walks, charm us all 
by her beauty • • • nothing else. She has no responsibili-
ties, other people work for her. . . . (p. 210) 

Elena is bored and unhappy. But when Sonia suggests sorne activi

ties and errands in, their village, which would sUl;'ely b,r ing her 

fuHillment, Elena's idl~ness and laziness overrule her feelings 

of boredom and she finds excuses for not taking Sonia's advice. 

Everybody realizes her laziness, but nobody condemns,her for it. 

Uncle Vanta says: "Just look at herl She walks about staggering 

with sheer laziness." (p. 217), ~nd yet he can't help fal11ng in 

love with her. She charma them all, just aa Ariadne did, with 

her physical beauty and instead of disgust at her indolence; she 

evokea, in them feeling of compassion and,sympathy for being mar- 1 

~ied to an old and sickly man. 
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Maybe it is this feeling of boredom or idleness that makes 

her, play 'an~ unfair game with Doctor Astrov' s passion for her and 
. 

Sonia's love for him. Astrov used to come to Uncle Vanials house 

only seldom, but since his infatuation with Elena's beauty, he 

visits them every day. Elena is aware of Sonia's love for Astrov 

and she knows the reason why he suddenly cornes every day as well. 
,.. 

But when Sonia confldes in her and asks her for advice, she can-

nat resist the temptation of bringing sorne excitement into her 
~ 

life even at somebody elaeIs expense. She volunteers to have a 

talk with Astrov under the pretense of finding out what chances 

Sonia really hase The slyness of her motives to have this "talk" 
/ 

is uncovered by Astrov himself: 
J. 

... Suppose Sonia is suffering - l'm prepared to think 
it probable - but what was the purpose o~ this cross-examina
tion? Plea,se don' t try to look .astonished. You know per
fectly well why l corne here every day. . . . You must have a 
victim! Here l've been doing nothing for a whole month. lIve 
dropped everything, l seek you out hungrily - and you are 
awfully pleased about ·it, awfully. • . • Well, what am l to 
say? l'm conquered, but you knew that without that interro
gation! (p. 224) 

Through her foolish insensitivity and frivolity Elena ruins the 

chances for love and even the ftiendship between Astrov and Sonia. 

She spolls the happiness of ,ot~ers -wIthout being able to create 

happiness for herself. She ruins others as aimlessly and sense

le,sly as she drags herself through her ernpty life. In the first 

Act, whi1e speaking with Unclo Vania, shc accuses everybody of 

having .fla devil of destruction" within themselves, bût as we see, 
/ 

it ia she and her hu.band who destroy everything around them. 

Elena is the ftfemme fata1efl for the people around her as 
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ia Arkadina in The Seaqull, though, unlike Arkadina, she destroys 

without the explicit intent to do s6. She herself is not happy 

and does not bring happiness to others, and so, for aIl ~ractical 

purposes, she is a superfluous person. 

Sonia, the professor's daughter, has lived with Uncle'Vania 

since childhood wh en her mother died. She is young but not beau-

tiful, good-natured and sincere and, unlike Elena, has a clear . , . \ 

purpose in life. She stands with both feet on the ground and does 

not let her mind be dimmed by illusions. She is kind, generous 

and appreciative of other people's values and considerate of their 

dreams and hopes. She ls unselfi~h and her feelings for Astrov 

are as pure as only first loye can be. She is too honest and too 

shy to try to win his affection by sorne trick and loves him in her 

quiet and inc~nspicuous way. In her confession to Elena she ad

mits: 

l've loved hirn now for six years, l love him more 
than l did my motheri every moment l seem to hear him, to feel 
his hand in mine, and l look at the door waiting, expecting 
hirn to come in at any moment. And you can see how l keep com
ing to you just to talk about him. Now he cornes here every 
day, but he doesn't look at me"- doesn't see me ..•• (p. 219) 

In her youlf and sincerity she is completely carried away by her 
\ 

feelings and cannot help speaking only of the abject of her affec-

tions. Perhaps Elena is Sli9(tlY jealous and resentful of this 

enthusiasm and fire in Sonia, as she has naver experienced this 

kind of a sensation. soni~ love for Astrov is true and strong, 

but nevertheless, hopeless. ,y~t she does not fall into despair 

because of' it. She accepts her unhappiness graciously and with 
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her characteristic patience. When Elena destroys even the friend

ship between her and Astrov, she is not bitter and does not hate 
\ 

her for it. She accepts this blow of fate as aIl the others. Her 

maturity, superior to that of her uncle, cornes to our attention 
'" 

when she tries to convince him to give the stolen bottle of mor-, 

phia back to Doctor Astrov, with which he intended to commit sui-

cide. She tells him: 

. . . ! dare say l'm just as unhappy as you are, but l 
donlt despair aIl the sarne. l bear it, and l ahall continue 
ta bear it till my life cornes to its natural end. 

(p. 238) 

thus helping "him to get back on his feet and face,his responsi

bilities. After Professor Serebriakov and Elena leave the estate 

and life there returns to its old routine, Sonia consoles her 

beloved Uncle Vania: 

WeIl, what can we do? We must go on living! We shall go 
on living, Uncle Vania. We shall live through a long, long 
succession of days and tedious evenings. w~ sball patiently 
suffer the trials which Fate imposes on us; we shail work for 
others, now and in our old age, and we shail have no reste 
When our time cornes we shall die subrnissively, and over there, 
beyond the grave, we shall say that we've suffered, that we've 
wept, that we've had a bitter life, and Gad will take pit Y on 
us. And then, Uncle dear, we shall both begin ta know a life 
that is bright and beautiful, and lovely. • • • (p. 245) 

Here we have another case of hope for a better and more 
\ 

beautiful life not in the present but in the future. The differ-

ence, however, is that Sonia and Vania do not waste their life 
\ 

while waiting idly for this better future, buE-throu~h hard 'work 

on their estate. Sonia belongs ta th~~~ quiet souls who} w'ithout _:.! 

protest or resentment, dedicate their lives to others and féel 
\ 

happy by bringing happiness ta others. Seeing t:ttat. hei: dra ... of a 

happy married life with the man she had cared for had been ~hat

tered, she quickly reconciled herself to'. the prospect of spènd-
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ing her life in devotion and service tç others. Being deeply 
• 

religious, it WAS natural that she should find consolation in the 
, 

hope for a better life beyond the grave. Dy letting the curtain 

fall slowly Chekhov possibly tried to evoke in the audience the 

feeling of how difficult and tedious a time lay ahead of them ~e

fore this bright and happy life cornes. 

o 

• 
\ 
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D. TaREE SISTERS. (1900) 

Forgetting the discouraged words he wrote to Gorky in 

Decernber of 1898, as earlY as one year thereafter Chekhov mentions 

the idea for another play, The Three Sisters, in his letter to 

Nemirovich-Danchenko (Nov. 24, 1899). In August, 1900 a good part 

of it was already written and in October, 1900 it was ready for 

the stage •. aaving finished it, Chekhov wrote to Maxim Gorky: 

••• It was very difficult to write The Three Sisters. 
Three heroines, you Bee, each a separate type and aIl the 
daughtera of a genera1. The actio~ is laid in a provincial 
town, - f~ might.be Perm, - in the background military, ar
tillery. 

Not only the characters, as he says, but mainly his increasingly 

failing health must have been'the ~iggest obstacle 1nd made the 

task more arduous than anything he had done before. The play was 

written specifically for the Moscow Art Theat.er and was "not in

tended for the provinces"13, as Chekhov wrote to his cousin, and 

thé role of Masha was created to fit Olga Knipper, later his wife. 

The atmosphere of The Three Siaters ia more dismal than in 

Any of the other play~, and it is vlrtua1ly withput Any plot or 

an ,open conflict. Chekhov himaelf, dissatisfied of course, des

cribed it in his letter to the actreBS Kommissarzevsky: 

< • • • The Three Siaters is ready, but its future, at any 
rate its immedlate future, iB wrapped in the darkneSB of un
certainty. The play turned out dreJJY, long, and inconvenient; 
1 say inconvenient because lt has, ror instance, four hero
ines and a spirit, as they say, more gloomy than gloom. l4 

The play shows the frustrations of three slsters and :their brother, 

whose lives revolve around the dream of returning to Moscow where~ 
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they had spent their happy childhood. At the beginrling of the 

play nothing 8eems to stand in tQé>waLof fulfilling their dream :> >, 

except for Masha who 18 alrea~~marri d; but as the play slowly 

progresses we corne to reaiize that their dream will remain just 

a dream. Moscow to them is a symbol of a better life, full of , 
satisfying activity, while life in a provincial town is full of 

dreary routine and inactivity. Nevertheless, like aIl typical 

"Chekhov ian eharacters, they dô not possess the strength to take 

the necessary steps to make their dream come true, and their con

tinuous dwelling upon it only keeps the atmosphere of frustration 

and pain afresh. 

019~, the eldest of ~~e sisters, iB a teacher at a girl's 

school and the mistress of the house at home. At twenty-eight she 

accepts her fate and loneliness without remorss, but from time to 

time she contemplates: 

o 

• • • l suppose everything that God wills must be right 
and good, but l can't help thinking sometimes that if l'd got 
married and stayed at home, it would have been a better thing 
for me .•.. l would have been fond of my husband. (p. 251) 

dren. 

enjoy her work at sehool and dreams like the others 

ng to Moscow, where they knew 50 much happiness as chil

is a lonely woman with a good heart and a mild nature. 

Like her two sisters ahe adores her brother Andrei who intends to 

become a professor at Moscow University. Instead, he becomes a 

gambler and an unimportant mcmber of the County Council, and the 

pride and t~e hopes of his sisters crumble. 

We learn that olga has aged and lost weight àuring the past 
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four' years since she has been teaching and heading the whole hou se

hold. She takes it upon herself to worry about everything and 

everybody, and when a big fire strikes a neighbouring street, she 

dpes her best to help those affected. Her goodness ls drawn best 

in her dialogue with Natasha concerning the question of an old ser

vant. Natasha, Andrei's fiancé and la ter 'wife, wants to throw the 

old woman out, ,because she cannot do much work 'anymore, while Olga 

would nevel\eve~ consider 

Natasha' s r~~ss to the 
1 

this alternative. She is shocked by 

old Nanny, but'her proteste and response 

are as mild and ~orceless as her behaviour always: 

• You spoke so harshly to Nanny just now. 0 0 • You 
must forgive me for saying so, but l just can't stand that 
sort of thing 0 • 0 it made me feel faint . . • • Please try 
to understand me, dearo 0 0 0 It May be that we've been 
brought up in a peculiar way, but anyway l just can't bear it. 
When people arc treated like that, it gcts me down, l feel 
quite il1. • . . (pp. 296-70 

This dialogue between Olga and Natasha on the matter of the old 

Nanny ia a well rendered character-drawing and also shows Chekhov's 

own sensitivity and feeling toward the disadvant$gedo 

Olga's strange ideas about marriage and her disbelief in 

true love somehow do not surprise us. Worrying about 

her future, she advises her to marry Baron Tuzenbach, who is aeep-

" ly in love with hero As a consolation forthe lack of Irena s love 

for him, Olga saya: 

.•. After aIl, one doesn't marry for love, but to ful
fill a duty. At least, l think so, and l'd marry even if l 
weren't in love. l'd marry anyone that proposed to me, as 
long as he was a decent man. l'd even,marry an old man. 

. (p. 306) 

As so often in Chekhov',s stories, here again we come acroas the 

123 

·1 
j 



o 

, 

r 

\ 

• -opinion that rnarriage was more Il certain kind of a dut Y lthan a 

union based on mutual love ànd affection. Anyway, for 01g4, it 
\ 

aeems,. a11 her ,life' was a dut Y without much pleasure in it. As 

the eldelt daughter she assumed, after her rnother,'s death, the 

role of the mistress of the household, not because she would en

j~ it a8 Natasha does, but because it se~med to be her duty. 
~ 

Sh~ does not 1ike h~r work but goes on with it, takes part in con-

ferences and eventually becornes the headmistress, because she 

thinks it i. ev~rybody's dut Y to work. And so out of dut Y and 

becauae it would be expected of her she would rnarry and bear chil

dren. 
'L ~ ( Il 

'In ""the fourth Act she is living with the old Na'nny in the 

schoolhouse as a headrnist~ess, and has finally reconciled herself 

with the idea of never moving back toMoscow. She also looks . 
1--

hopefully toward the better· future and her only, solace la that 

their "sufferings may mean happiness for the people who come af

ter us •••• n (p."329). 

Olga is a simple and undistinguished WOman who most proba

bly could never find) true happiness and fulfillment in anything 

because of her outlaOk on lité as duty. Prematurely aged, ,he is 

a nice person 

special spark 

but Doring in 

b~ ,colorlees; no doubt well-bred but without that 

to make her a personality. She is not only bored 
1 

her conservatism, constant reserve and passivity, 

her inability to raise her voice, her conventional and always 

~per rnanners. She cannat let her feelings go because, basically, 

she does not experience Any feelings that would have to he let 90. 
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She waits for the happier future ta happen ta her rather than 

taking the initiative on her own and make it happen. As the wor

rying type she distantly reminds one of Sonia in Unele Vania or 

Varia An ,The ,Cherry Orehard, although much more subdued than the 

other ~, and practieally lifeless. 

Masha, the second dauqhter of the general, the mostdeveloped 

personality and the Most elaborated of aIl the siaters, has per

hapa the most tragic.fate of aIl. She is endowed with ~ musical 

talent and could have possibly beeome an accomplished pianiat, but 

because there ia no one except Tuzenbach who recognizes and appre-
r 

eiates her rare gift, shë lets it go ta waste and becomes a nag

g1ng and irritable woman. She ia, basically, a quiet and sensi

tive creature, easi1y susceptible to hu~t and depreasion, hungry 

for true love and intellectua1 fulfillment. She had been married 

off at eighteen ta a sehoolmaster Rulygin, who shè thought had a 

clever and pron~inent personality, but found out her mistake toc 

late. Rulyg in loves Mash~ very much, but in his simple mimi' it 

would never occur ta him that Masha's soul and dignity might suf-
1 

fer i~ the vulgarity and dullness of the life he offers her: 
, \ 

l don't say anything against my hu~band - l'm used ta hirn 
now - but there are such a lot of vulga~ and unplea'sant and 
offensive people among the other civilian~. Vulgar!ty upsets 
me, it rnakes me feel insulted, 1 actuallylsuffer when l meet 
someone who lacks refinement and gentle ~anner,s, and courtesy. 
When l'rn with the other teachers, my husb~nd's friends, l ' 
just sUfter. (p. 276) 

Kulygin, insensitive of her su~fering soul and unappreciative of 

her art, instead of encouraging her, petty as he ia" worries l 

hie 8uperior might disapprove of Masha's participation in a pub-
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l i~ court. It oould never oocur to him, ignorant as he is, that 

he ia the cause not only of Maaha'a withering talent but also 

of the slow death of her soul. 

Masha, for some unexplained reasdn, consid,ra only oivil- t 

ians to be unrefined and uncultivated, while she is juat enchanted 
~ 

by the military men. Rer fascination for the uniform probably 
1 ~ 

lies in the fact that her father, a military man, 8tres8ed the in-

tellectual part of their upbringing so much and nused to wear us 

out wi th learnil)9;;'. At the moment, however, she haB reached th~ 
J 

1 

stage in her life when she doubta the uaefulneas of all their 

knowledge: 

Rnowin 
esaary lu 

) 
, ./' JI, " 

three l~guiges in a town like this i8 an unnec-

of useless e c 
finger 0t'l yo r 
useless. J 

In ~act, not even a luxury, but just a sort 
Ance ••• itts rather like having a aixth 

hand. We know a lot of stuff that's juat 
(p. 263) 

Masha, too, would like to return to M08COW but she realizes her 

(\opportunitiés,are lost because of ~r marriage. She falls in 

J 

love with Colonel Verahinin, who.e con. tan} philoaophizin9 on the 
C 

glorious future of the human race aeèma more appeàling to her than 

her husband's ignorance and atupiditY. ~r love, howeyer, do •• 

not have the quality of innocenèe and depth of a true love, but 
~ 

~s baaed more on a feeling of mutual compasaloh and aympathyr 

l thought he wa. que.r at lirat, th.n 1 atarted to pit Y 
him. • • then 1 began to love hi.. • •. love ,verything 
about him - his voiee, hi. talk, hi. wdalortun •• , hi. two 
littl. girls. • • • (p. 307) 

" 

Sh. i. excited about her newfound feelings, y.t, .he ia a littl. 

à'Oubtful of thelr future. ~ 

••• How/are we golng to live through the r •• t ~ our ~ 
live8? What·. goitlg tp 'becœ. of ua?'- Wh.n yeu r .. d a novel# 
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everything seamB so old and obvious, but when you fall in love 
yourself, you suddenly discover that you don't really know 
anythihq', and you Ive qQt t~ make your own dec1sions. • • • 

(pp. 307-8) 

and when Vershinin ia tran.ferred away from the t6wn, she lets 

only fleetinqly bitterness take hold of her while .talking to the 

old Ooctor Chebutykin: 

When you have to take your happiness in snatches, in lit
tle bits, as 1 do, and then lose it, as l've lost i-t, you 
gradually qet hardened and bad-tempered. (p. 316) 

Masha resigns herself to her fate,and i8 aoon ready to 

pick up the pieces and "start her life all over again". Although 

cultivated, ahe is no intellectual in the true sense of the word, 

but she is a lively and) thinking wornan w~o is not only bored and 
..-

depressed by the dullness of her life, but whoae soul is, being de-
./ , 

stroyed by it as well. She is eager te ;-earn and have purpose in 
/' 

life: 
l ' 

l think a human'beinq has qot to have sorne faith, or at 
least he's qot to seek faith. Otherwise his life will be 
empty, empty. • • How C4ln you liVe anà not know why the cranes 
fly, why children are Rorn, why the stars shine in the 
skyl ••. You must ei"ther know why you li.ve, er else ••• 
nothing matters .•• everything's jU8t wild'grass ..•• 

1J ' (p. 282.> 

Masha is cleverer and perhaps worthier than her si'stera, 
, 

neverthelea8, the 80nds that tie her te the worthless life she' ia 

leading are irnp~saible for her to break. Nasha là mature ana

rather unconventional in her behaviour, and especially ~y her 

ideas ~n morality and open ,admission of her love affair ahe .hocks 

the ever prope~ Olga. Contra~y to her sistera, ahe ia a atrong 

peraonality but the preaence of, her hu.band tiaa her hand', and

f_t and ahe cannot move to take cha.rge of her life to her' olln 
1 
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" Iliking. 
1 

One feel., h~r individuality will eventually suffocate 

completely and ahe will becom~ just a lifeless puppet. 

Irena, the youngest of the, siaters and apparently the most 

beautiful"is twenty and full of ideals and"eagerness to work: 

Man must work by the sweat of his brow whatever his claes, 
and that should maka ~p the whole meaning and purpose of his 
life and happiness and contentment. Oh, how good it must be 
to be a workman, gettir'lg up with the sun and breaking stones 
by the roadside, and work • . . than the sort of a young wom
an who wakes up at twelvc, and drinks her coffee in bed, and 
then takes two hours dressing. . ,. (pp. 252-3) 

~he ia the one most excited by the prospects of returning to Mos

cow and at the opening of the play perhaps the only one truly 
'" 

believing that their move will be realized. In spite of her 
l' 

youth, she realizes the true reasons of the aimlessness of the life 

of their class. She tel~ Tuzenbach: 

You say that life is beautiful. Maybe it ia - but what 
if it only 8eems to be beautiful? Our lives, l mean the lives 
of U8 three sieters, haven't been beautiful up ta now. The 
truth i8 that life has been stifling us, like weeds in a gar
den .•• " We must work, workl ... The rel son we feel de .. 
pressed and take such a gloQmY view of life ia that we've nev
er known what_,it is to make a real effort.. We are the chil-
dren of parents who despised work. • • • (p. 26-8) 

Irana i8 the only one of the sisters who changes significantly 

during the course of thè pl~y. From a cheerful and naive girl, 

full of hopes for happiness and beliefs in life's arm~4 she 

changes into an ernbitter'ed and disappointed W9man who feels cheat-

ad by fate. She gets a job, at firet as a telegraph operator at '. ' 

Il local post office,. thon on the town council, but the work does 

not bring her the expected joy. Instead, the monotony of it and 
l 

the fatigue wear her down. ,\-, 

Oh, l'm 80 miserablet ••• l can't work, l won't workl 
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l'v,e haÇl enough of, it t enoughJ • • • l 'm twenty-three yeats 
old, live been working all·this time, and 1 feel as if my 
brain's dried up. l know l've got thinner and uglier and 
older, and ,1 find no satisfaction in anything, none at al1. 
And the time's passing ••• and l 'feel as if l'm moving 
away from.any n~pe of a genuine, fine life, l'm moving fur
ther and further away sinking into a kind of abyss. 

(pp. 305-6) 

On 01ga's advice, Irena decides to marry Baron Tuzepbach even 

though she do es not love him. She has been waiting a11 this time 

for their move to Moscow, hoping that there the true lpve she has 

been dreaming of will come along. B~t now, with return to Moscow 

becoming more and more unrealistic and boredom an everyday part of 

her life, she thinks that, rnarriage rnight change ber life to better 

and she becomes suddenly as eager for work as at the beginning of 

the play. . She, as weIl as Olga, somehow fail to qet discouraged 

by the,examp1e of Masha's ùnhappiness in her rnarriage. Her dia

logue with Tuzenbach pefore his duel expresses her bitterness and 

desperate atternpt to change her life, but a1so a pitiful lack of 

feeling and understanding fo,r the man she is about to marry • 

• • • l'Il be your w~fe, l'Il be loyal and obedient to 
you, but l can't love you .••• l've never loved anyone in 
my life. Oh,' l Ive had such drearns about being in love 1 l Ive 
been dreaming about it for ever so long, day a,nd night • • • 
but somehow my soul seems like an expensive piano which some-
one has locked \1p and the keys qot lost. " (pp. 320-1) 

She does not find one kind ward to tell him before he leaves to 

a duel over her, ,and hearing of Ibis death, she does not feel 

mueh sadness. 'Instead, she 9~es on with her plans to leave town 

and become a schoolteacherwith .• renewed dose of enthusiasm about 

work. 

\ Irena, dressed in white and with the childlike enthusiaam 
! • 

abQ)lt life. an4i work, ~'s ,"introdficed to us as a typieal romantic 
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heroine. bur ing the play, though we get a chance to, see abo the 

unromantic and cold aide of her, by the end she, just like Olga, 

seems to have becom~ an old woman - young lin age, cbut old at 
, 

heart. Like' hér sisters, she suffèrs in th~ environrnent ln "which 

they f ind themsei ves and she hopes for the renewa'l of a joyous 

life when she starts to work. When the days, in spite of work 

which she finds monotonous, become as tedious and weary as before, 

she lets bitterne'ss take charge and the useless passing of her 

life begins. At the beginning she was full of expectati9ns of 

something better, at the end she has adjusted herselt to the in-

completeness of her life. 

Tired of life and al! set to' face the long and lonely pas

sage of uneventful years ahead of thern,' the three sisters seem , 

like old women in spite of their young age. Olga and Irena speak 

of work, however, as Irena herself says, they 1ack the effort and 

the strive for achievement. Their words and enthusiasrn about work 

become in the course of' the play quite meaningless, 'as Irena finds 

working dull and tiresome and Olga would ra ther play a housewife 

to any man than continue being a schoolmistress. Their yearning , 
to return to Moscow is not longing for the city itself or what it 

has to offet, but longing for ,the happy and carefree pasto Their 
o 

parents gave t11ern' ed\1jcation and .econom~c security, yet omitted to 

give them knowledge of how to cope with Ilife and face its di1em

mas. They lack real will, a deficiency which somehow seems to 

have been the trait of thèir clase. 
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Natasha, who becomes l\ndrei's wife, ia a primitive creature 

without education, imagînâtion and refinement, and lacks hasically 

any conscience. She i8 satisfied with her life as it i8, and it 

does not even oecur to her that it could or should be any differ

ent. In the first Act, before she beeomes the mi'stress of the 

house, Masha ridicules her wayof dressing: 

The way she dresses herself is awfu1! It's not that her 
clothes are just ugly and oldfashioned, they are simply pa
thetie. IShe'll put on some weird-looking, bright yeÎlow skirt 
with a erude sort of fr inge affair, and then a red blouse to 
go with it. . . . (p. 261) 

This laek Of class in Natasha might be the reason for the feeling 

of dislike toward her by a11 the sisters. At the beginning of the 

play she appears to be rather shy and insecure, but this quick1y 

changes as saon as she becomes Andrei's wife. She takes over the 

househo1d and enjoys immensely her power of ordering people around 

and rnaking changes. She is the domineering type, resarting ta 

tyranny <-to qet her W4y and, as a matter; of fact, by the end of the 

play she could be classified as the domestic tyrant. The success 

of her and Andrei' s marr iage was daomed from the very beg inning , 

. and Andrei saon realizes his mistake. Her stupidity and' idiotie 

comments about her habies, although by using French phrases from 

time ta time· she tries ta appear saphislticated, make a somewhat 

grotesque char acter out of her. 

In contrast to the three sisters, in Natasha therè is a 

streak of cruelty and scarcity of sympathy &nd compassion toward 
o 

a fellow human being. Andrei characterizes her somewhat per-

plexed: 

My w1fe ia my wife. She' s a good, "decent sort of wom
man • • • she 1 s real1y very kind, too, bu t there' S sOl'nethinq . ./' , 
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about her which pulls her down to the 1evel of an ani-
mal ... a sort of mean, b1ind, thick-skinned animal - any
way not a human being . . . at times she appears to me utterly 
vu1gar, that l feel quite bewildered by it, and then l can 't 
understand why t for wha t reasons l love her - or, anyway, did 
love her. . . • (p. 318) 

In a way Natasha reminds one of Aksinya from "In the Ravine" as 

in her, too, was much cruel ty and animal-lilce instincts. Although 

Natasha' s crue1ty does not reach the monstrous proportions and 

capability to commit murder, her egotism, absolute insensitivity 

and lack of understanding are apparent throughout the play. She 

forcefully acquires power in the household and abuses it with a 

complete disregard toward others and totally disrupts the already 

dismal existence of the sisters. At the end, having succeeded in 

ousting the sisters from the house which rightfully belongs to 

'" them and Andrei together t Natasha, just as Aksinya, i5 cornpletely 

.in charge of the house. Her vitality and the abuntlance of energy 

were too much for the apathetic sisters to over.come. Subsequent-

ly, unmoved by the tragic death of Tuzenbach, Natasha cha tters 

joyfully about her plans of further changes around thé hou'Se. 

LUte the Serebr iakovs in' Uncle Vania she brings destruction into 

the house, a fact which, in her ignorance, she will never realize. 

The Three Sisters is the saddest and most nostalgie of 

Chekhov' s plays, and "at moments ••• one feels that Chekhov 

loads the dice too unfairly against his characters and becomes 
1 

more piti1ess than 1ife itself ... 15 By suggestin9 in his letter to 

Gorky that the town the sisters live in be Perm, 800 miles away l 

from Moscow, Chekhov made it immediately clear that the longin{ 

was never ta be gratified. Ta the géographfca1 distance the 1r-
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, 
resoluteness and feebleness of the sisters had been added, and 

the dream was destined to remain unreachable. 

The sisters find themselves in the sarne situation and 

share basically the sarne fate; yet each, characteristic to her 

natu~e, reacts differently to the exchange of a joyous dream with 

the grey reality. T,heir deep inability to adapt and rnake some

thinç positive out of life has been- portrayed in countless other 

Chekhov characters, yet given the intelligence and cultivated 

,minds, their wasted lives seem that much more of a shame. TI!! 

Three Sisters is the saddest of all Chekhov' s plays but it also 

i8, in my opinion, the Most skilled of his plays. It' s not the 

characters that should be admired, but the mastery and versatil

ity with which' they were created. 

.\ 

, . 
133 



C> 

1 

" E. THE CHERRY ORCHARO. ( 19 03) 

1 

This play took @~ekhov the longest to write for, actual1y, 

it was written by a dying man. Already in 1901 he mentions in 

his correspondence the intention of writing lia very funny play", 

but only at the end of 1902 he mentions its title to be The Cher

ry Orchard. The play was finished in 1903 bu! was not performed 

until January of 1904. Its production caused sorne misunderstand

ings between Chekhov and Nemirovich-Danchenko and Stanislavsky, 

heads of the Moscow Art Theater, as they treated the play as 

IIdrarnil of Russian life", while Chekhov insisted that it was just 

a gay comedy.16 "The production of The Cherry Orchard was diff i-

. cul t, agonizing, l might say. The! producers and the author could \ 

not understa~d each other, could not agreE). 1117 

Its characters are lonesome, but perhaps more isolated 

from each other and from reality than in the other plays. The 

plot, typically simple, revolves around the fate of an e~tate 

with a cherry orchard. "I fancy that there is something new in 

my play, however dull it may be. There is not a single pistol 

shot in the who1e play, by the way. • • ."IB and neither is there 

a single,love triangle. The whole play relies entirely on the at

mosphere in which the action takes place. It ~s an interplay be

tween generations and changing times, between rnasters and those 
, 

serving thern, between those truly loving and those less sensitive, 1 

between sentirnentali ty and cool practical.i ty. , .] 
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'fhe central character in the play i8 Liubov Ranevskaia, 

the owner of the esttlte. She rcturns frOnt Par ls penniless only to 

learn that she ",ill not find pesce from f inanc laI troubles even 

at home. Ber heavily mortgûged cstatc ls ta be put up for auction 

unless she cornes up with the rnoney. 11er character was described 

by Chekhov himself: "She i5 dressed with great taste, but not 

gorgeously. Clever, very good-natured, absent-minded; friendly 

and 9racious to everyone, always a smile on her face. ,,19 She is 

a very weak woman, total1y at a 10ss about her situation and 1n-

capable of handling it. Her good-heartedness is actually'her 

shortcoming because, combined with her weakness, it rnakes her vul-

nerable to exploitation. She can never find enough strength and 

firmness to refuse the leeches and parasites around her and try to 

oust them out of her life. 

She is rather melancho~ic and constantly dwelling on the 

past, the happy times a10ng with the misfortunes. 

. . • Oh, my childhood, my innocent childhoocl! l used to 
sleep in this nursery; l used ta look on the orchard from 
here, ~nd l woke up happy every rnorning. In those days the 
orcharèi was just as i t i8 now, nothing has changed. . . • All, 
all white! Oh, my orchard! After the dark, stormy auturnn 
and cold winter, you are young and joyous 89ain; the angels 
have not forsaken you! If only this burden could be taken 
from me, if on1y l could forget my p8stl . (pp. 347-8) 

Her sentimental nature and her incapability of facing the unpleaa

ant reality prevent her from taking sorne resolute steps to save 

the estate from being auctioncd off. She absolutely refuses to 

take businessman Lopakhin 1 s advice to parcel u,;P the estate, build 

sununer cottages and rent them to vacationers. Instead 1 she con-
1 

tinues in her Bcatter-brained faahion ta run helple •• ly around the 
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house, compla~n about her bad luck, cry over the orchard and 

further dwind,le money away. For her soft-heartedness and irres

oluteness she tries to blame her age and experience of life. 
~ ~ 

When petia Trof imov, her student prot~gè, urges her to stop 'de-

ceiving herself and for once in her life look, the truth straight 

in the eyes, in her answer she i5' evading self-responsibility ~or 

the present state of affairs: 

'What truth? 'you can see where the truth 1s and where it 
isn't, but l seem to have lost my power of vision, l don't 
see anythi~g. You are able to solve all your problems in a 
resolute way - but, tell me, my dear boy, isn't that beèause 
you 're young, beca\lse you' re not old enough yet ta have suf
fered on account of your problems. You look ahead so bold
ly - but isn 1 t that because life is still hidden from your 
young eyes, sa that you are not able ta f~esee anything 
,readful, or expect it? • . . (p. 375) 

~rne extent she is right as young people tend to oversimplify 

lifels problems because of lack of experience, nevertheless, 

Liubov Andreevna 1 s indecisiveness and irresolute behaviour dem-

onstrate her fear of responsibility and incapability of handli~9 an 

unexpected situation. 

Ranevskaia claims that she "oan' t conceive life without 

th~ cherry orchard", however, her laok of determir~ion to solve 

her problem and save the orchard fram being sold ra ther contra

dict this statement. COnsequently, when the estate is sold to 

Lopakhin at the auction, after the initial moment of shock and 

hysterical tears, she s~rprisingly becomes alive again. QUickly 

li she ia full of enerqy and ready to start packing. The fate of 

the cherry orchard has been decided for her, she ia free of her 

burden and free to leave for Paris where her lover is waitlng for 

her, whioh ~he would have àone anyway no matter what the fa te of 

\ 
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the che:ry orchard. To her the immediate future looks simple and 

devoid of any major problems, therefore she lS anxious ,to le~ve 

the estate and the memories behind. Suddenly the loss of the 

cherry orchard does not seam, after a11, such a traumatic exper-

ience as she had expected. Sfte leaves worn down and beaten, yet 

with a new arnount of vitality and hope within her . 

Liubov Andreevna is a puzzling character, evoking often 

contradictory feelings. One feels pit Y and compassion ',seeing ner 

incapability to cope with the problems,flooding her life but at 

the sarne time aggravated by the sarne weakness and the endless con

fusion around her. Even in her love affair she 1s feeble and pow

erless and lets the man take advantage of her. In spite of all 

the hurt and cruelty she had taken from him, she still cannot help 

loving him. 

Il 

. That telegram's from Paris. l get one every 
day. . • • He wants me to forgive him, implores me to' return, 
and, really, l do feel l ought to go te Paris and stay near 
him for a bit .•.• He's ill, andlonely, and unhappy, and 
who 1 s there to take care of him, to prevent him from making a 
fool of himself, and give hirn his medicine at the proper 
time? And anyway, why should l hide it, or keep quiet about' 
it? l love him, of course l love him .... It's a millstone 
round my neck, and l'rn going to the bottom with it - but l 
love him and can't live without him. . • • (p. 376) 

. . • if anyone' s sins are to be forgiven on \account of having 

loved much, hers' will be" 20 wrote Virginia L. Smith. Ranevskaia . 
fully realizes how unwise the continuation of the love affair is, 

how demeaning her position, yet, she is too weak to save herself 

and her dignity and put an end to it. And 80 she leaves the es

tate and its problems behind, only to plunge into another clilemma 

in the near future again. She is the kind of a person for whom 

/ 
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helple~sness and uncertainty are a way of living and who, with-

out it, would be lost completely. In spite of aIl the disasters 

she does not lose her "zest for life" "The only thing that would 

make a woman like that lose it would be death. ,,21 She is the 

type living through or in the past, never thinking much of the 

future and only struggling with the present. 

Ania;: Ranevskaia's daughter, is a sensitive and intelligent 

girl, strongly reminding one of Nadia in the story "Betrothed". 

Also here an eternal student, Petia, puts ideas of a bright future 

into Ania's head and makes her realize how futile and selfish her 

life has been. 

What have you done to me, Petia? Why is it that l don't 
love' the cherry orchard as l used to? l used to love it so 
de~l~, it seemed to me that there wasn't a ~etter place in 
all the world than our orchard. (p. 367) 

Ania i8 a l~ely girl' who loves her mother very much and suffers 

by her unhappiness. She longs for a closer relationship with ber 
(j 

but, because her mother chooses to live in Paris, her hopes are 

net be be fulfilled. When the ch~rry orchard is sold, Ania does 
.~ 

net despair but tries to give strength to her mother, overcome 

by tears. During the soene of Ania' s 'comferting Liubov Andreevna, 

one feels the emotional superiority of the daughter over her 

mother. Ania has surpas8ed her mother, she is a mature individ-

ual who, by the end of the play, knows where she is h~ding in 

life, whi6h-eannot be said of Liubov Andreevna. Ania leaves 

gaily the house where she has lived aIl her life and'her opttmis

tic words: "Good-bye, old house! Good-bye, old life!" symbolize 
, , 

the oharacteriatically Chekhovian hopes for the new and better 
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atmosphere of the future tim~s. Chekhov himself wrote of Ania: 

[shel ls seventeen - eighteen, a sllm girl, must be 
played by a very young actress. Above all, she ls a chlld, 
gay to the very end, who does not know life and who does not 
cry even once except in the second act where it is only tears 
in her eyes. 22 

,Surely youth made it much' easier on Ania to leave, the cherry or

chard, but also her emotional maturity and lack of sentimentalism 

make it possible for her to look into the future with 50 much 

optimism and verve. Her feelings for Trofimov, more a childish 

infatua~ion than anything deeper, create no emotional anguish for 

her as it happens with Nina in The Seagulli her vigor and still 

strong enthusiilsm make her future br ighter and more real than 

were Irena's futile dreams of Moscow in ~he Three Sisters; her 

Inexperience and virtually no responsibilities make her, in ,con-

trast to Sonia in Uncle Vania, unaware of the trials and compli

cations that life bestows upon one. Chekhov left'Ania at the 
..r~ft 

very beginning of 'this new life, therefore one can onlyl wonder; 

will Ania, after a few of life's disappointments, hold out like 

Nadia in "The Betrothed" did, or will she succumb and weaken as 

Irena in The Three Sisters did? This question will never be 

answered! 

Il • • [A] more s~rious part [than Anla] . . . .. 23 ls 

Var ia, the adopted daughter- o,f, ,Liubov Ranevs~aia. She doe8 
..---.----------f..------

sljghtly remind us of Sonia in Uncle Vania, even though Chekhov 
1 

disputed this in his letter to Nemirovich-Danchenko: "V4ria 18 

--" 

not like Sonia and Na tashà; she i8 a figure in a black dress, nun-

l1ke, a cry-baby. TO Olga Knipper he wrote: 
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"Varia is rather erude and rather stu~, but very gcod-'nà

tured.,,25 She' s the worrying type, absolutely unselfish and a1-

ways thinking of good of others rather than herself. However, 

she is much more than Sonia, and most 01 tim. 

behaving more as usekeeper than one of the family. Everybody 

seems ta have accepted her self-appointed pas i tion 0 a hou se-

keeper, and her worrying and hardworking personality become an" 

indispensable' part of the household. 

Liubov Andreevna ia obviously véry fond of Varia, yet her 

relationship with her ia that of a peouliar partnership rather 

than a mother - daughter bond, as it is wiW Ania. She speaks of 
/// 

Varia more as of a domestic he1p tha,n /6 daughter, when trying to 

arrange a marriage between Varia' and Lopakhin: 
./ 

./ 

She cames from th~éommon folk, and she's a hard-working 
girl: she can work "the whole day without stopping. 

(p. 361) 

The question ,of/~~; possible marriage to Lopakhin is a cause of 
,// 

anguish t~aria. Their mutual attraction for each other is ob-
,/ 

./ , ' 

vio~to all around them, but for sorne reason Lopakhin never gets 
// ", 

//-t'he courage to propose and their marriage' never takes place. To 

the urging of Liubpv Andreevna on this matter Varia answers: 

'. • . l can 1 t propose to him myself, can I? It 1 s two 
years now sinee everyone started talkinq to me about him, 
and everyone is still doing it, but he either says nothing, 
or el se he just talks in a sort of bantering way. l under
stand what's the matter. He's getting rich, he's oecupied 
with his business, and he' s no time for me. • .. (p. ' 374) 

1 
Varia does not feel any bi~terness about this, only a little ir-

ritatea. about having no way out for herself. She ia not fi~n" 

cially independent, and when the estate la sold and everyone/ 
\ 
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leaves, she is forced to accept the position of a housekeeper 

with a family in a nearby village. She takf:!s the fate of the 

cherry orchard perhaps the hardest of all, as'it was Varia who 

was left with the hopeless Gaev in énarge of the estate and kept 

,it going, but she tries to cover her emotions by outward interest 
~ 1 

,in tr ivialities of packing. When alone, she bursts into tears, 

but manages to compose herself and after everybody else has left, 

she slowly walJçs out of the house and out on most of her life • 
. 

Var ia is simple and unsophistica ted 1 domestically minded 

and too matronly for her age, but her sipêerity and need for work 
, . 

make her a worthier person than most of the others around her. 

Charlotta Ivanovna, Ania's ~erman governess, is a woman 

feeliny cqfnpletely' mispl~ced and useless in the wer Id, and who 

cannot find her identity: 

1 don' t knew how old l am. l hav~ gotp. prope,r id.en
tity card, you see •.• and 1 keep on imagin~ l'm still 
quite young. When l was little, father and mother used ta 
tour the fairs and give performances • .". and l, used to 
jump the,csal to-mortale and do a11 sorts of tricks. When
Pappa an~ Mamma d ied, a German lady took me into her house 
and began ta give me lessons. SA then l grew up and became' 
a governess. Dut wh.re 1 "come from and who 1 am, l don 't 
know. • • • '- (p. 354) 

• • • 1 am so lonely, always so lonely, no one belongs 
to me, and • • • and who 1 am, what 1 exist for, nobody 
knows. • • • (p. 355) 

It is a sad confession saturated with lo~e1tness / and 10nging to 

belong somewhere. The unanswered questions about her identity 
, 

make·1ife seem foggy, absurd and futile to her. Char10tta's 

practice of performinq tricks and trying to charm 'every!?Ody by 

them helps her to escape t'he gloomy reality of her life and give " 
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her momentary illusion of happi ess that she knew in her child-
: 

hood. Her complete lack of ide~tity and the unchosen solitude 

m~ke ber one of the saddest and touching -"haraoter! in aU o,f 

Chckhov. ~ 
,~ 

The last female charact r in the play, yet not.!llery sig-

nificant, ls Ranevskaia's parl urmaid Dooniasha. She is a super-
9 

fiçial.and a silly girl, inte ested only·in trifles and chatter-

ing of nothing but love. 

l came to live here 
still a little girl you 
living a simple life, an 
white as a young lady' s. 
just as if l was one of 

with Master and Mistres$ when l was 
ee. Now live got out of the wayof 

my hands are as white • • • as 
rive grown sensttive and delicate, 

he nobility. • • . (p. 356) 

.She cQntinues her game of pl ying a lady throughout the play, but 

cannat 'seem to convince Any dy to take her "refinement and gen-

tility" seriously. She is 

wi th frag ile nerv~s who dre 

parody on the white, slim ladies 

~othing but a rendezvous apd 

tender romance in the moonl ght. 

The Cherry Orcharp's success was not an immediate~bne: the 

play 1 s popular i ty wi th audi n~es grew gradually and today it ia 
G 

conBiderecl by critics to b his zr.ost popular play in RUBBia (judg-
/-

in9. by the number of perfo mance~ in the firet few decades26 ). ' 

1" spite of his ".t •• dilY ~raeni~9 health, Chakhov peraonall:i at

tended ita premiere, the in1Y one after the failure of The Sea- ) 

gull. It was ma,de into i elaborate ,and fe~tive event PU<t.tin9 

Chekhov in the center of the limelight, ft thing Chekhov etrongly 
1 

dl. sliked .. ! \ \ .. 
The play' a 8ucce1~ with the audience waa

ll 
bayond Any dQub~, 

<1 Il 
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whether Chekhov, as its creator, feit successful is rather dubi-
1 • 

ous. Whereas Chekhov insisted it was a 1 ight comedy, hardly any-

body nowadays or ~ven amonq his contemp~rar~es underst~ i~ as 

such. This misunderstanding of the play's mood was a cause of 

-many frustrations to Chekhov. He simply c~uld not understand: 

Il • • Why do you say in your telegrarn that there are many tear

ful people in the play? Where are they? Varia la the only one, 

and that is because she ia a cry-baby by nature, and her tears 

should not provoke dépression in the spectator. . . • Il 27 wrote the 

puz zled Chekhov to Nemirovich-Oanchenko. And to his wife he 

wrote: Il • • • Why is it that on the .,.esters and in the newspapers 

advertisements my play is so p~rsistently called a drarna? Nemiro

vich and Stanislavsky see in my play something ab,solutely differ

ent from what l have written, and l am ready to bet ,anything that 

neither of them has once read my play through attentively. n28 

Whether drama or cornedy, according to Chekhov's critics, 

The Cherry Orchard, is his fihest play proving him to be a very 

skillful wr i ter. It isDrnuch mo~e subtle and 1ess theatrical than 

~the other plays, yet revea1ing the characters masterfully without 

the help of a sensàtional criais. The amount of surprise in the 

plot lS a1so absent a~ the audience fee1s the fate of the orchard 

to be seaied. Onlya slight tension is crèated in the viewer byl 

his oWn curiosity as to'what cffect the sale of the estate will 
"-' 

have on those living there'. As Chekhov by pl;'inciple does not mor

'alize, the, audience," or the director," CM choO~é which fate to 

give the characters: if they see Ranevskaia and ~aev~as shallow 
",0 
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people and para$ites not werking to earn their living, then they 

deserved to 10se their esta te; if they feel compassion for thern, 

then the loss of the estajte ma.kes them into victims of social ànd 

econornic changes heyond their control. The same double possibility 

applies to Ania: either, with the help of Trofimov, she ia so 
1 

provident that she sees the inevitable downfall of her class and 

their eS,tates with it, or she is, in her youth, simply ignorant 

of what she ia actually losing. FO,r Varia there is only one pos

sibility: one cannot help feeling compassion for her as with the 

, cherry orc~ard she is givlng up all she ever had, and cared for. 

Lopakhin, a businessman to the core and with no time for senti-

mentality, can also be seen only as a,practical man with much com

mon sense who f quite unintentionally, becomes the new owner of the 

estate. Charlotta, lacking the feeling of identity and being at 

home anywhere, ~s basically undisturbed by the happenings and' 

changes with the estate. 

The Cherry Orchard is,by all means a masterpiece of Chek

havIs naturalism with the explicit distinction of portraying the 

human personalities as many-faced as they are in reality, thereby 

evoking in the audience sympathy at one moment and dispelling it 

at the next. '-

• 
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Chekhov as a playwright was not a blinding success in his 

time, a fact which must have been a cause of angui~h for hirn "for 

by nature Tchekhov was a man of the theater, .. 29 and neither is he 

a blinding sueeess today. "He loved, understood, and felt the 

theater • . . ,,30 yet his innovating approach to the dramatic writ

ing was severly criticized not only by the ever'-complaining crit

ies, but by his colleagues and friepds as weIl. Tolstoy's dislike 

of C,hekhov's plays is a weIl known faet, but aiso Ivan Bunin, a 

very close friend of Chekhov, sharply critieized especially his 

portrayai of the nplJility. 1 
l thought ~t the tirne, and l ~ill think, that he ought 

never to have written about the nObility, their country es
tates and so Iorthi he did not know them weIl enough. This 
w~s particularly noticeable in his plays - in Uncle Vania or 
The Cherry Orchard. The noble landowners in them are very 
false. 3! ' 

Chekhov's portrayal of disillusionrnent with life does not 

apply to today's Russia or the rest of the civilized world, and 
A 

his melancholic and obscure characters and their provincial life 
, 

are basically out-dated. Yet hi~ plays are constantly revived and 

performed on stages in hll parts of the world. As in the nine-

teenth century Russia, also today, for every few successes there 

are many more failures and downfalls. 
rr 

This is why Chekhov chose 
\ . 

to write about them, hoping to somehow impel a change, and this 

may also be the reason why his plays are still played today. The 

times in his works may be out-dated, but the baste .nature of the 

human beings rem~ins the sarne. Their bitterness and frustrations, ,. 
the vanity.and envy, love and hatred, disappointed hopes and un-

• 
;ulfilledolonging~, their loneliness and isolation, aIl these are , 

" "...........' ' 1 
feel1ngs abundant even today. 
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Typical for Chekhov only, though, is the fact that he présents 

these feelings in overflowing quantities, and not \when they are 
:.; 

new and fresh, but when they have already established themselves 
, 

as a "permanent state of mind,,32 and a part of the character's 

life. The fact that in each of his plays there is someone speak-

ing of a bright and better future reflects the ever-p~esent op-
'\ , 

timism of Chekhov and the majority of the human race. 

, 
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CONCLUSION. 

When Chekhov began to send his hurnorous sketches to vari-

ous newspapers.while still a student or even later on as an es

tablished short-story writer, the last thing on his mind was to 
1 

think of himself as an innovator, nor did he hope to be called 
1 

the creator of a new style. The brevity which, incidentally, was 

also a requirement by the papers to which he contributed, was 

quite natural for him and so to speak in hil blood. Sober and 

unernotional, an enemy of clichés, grandeur and grand but empty 

words, he could not have written otherwise and remain true to bim-

self. 

Even in everyday life he used words with precision and 
economy. He valued words very highly. He could not bear 
pornpous, faIse, bookish words. His own speech was beauti
fuI - fresh, clear, and to the point. In his way of talk
Ing one never heard the writer; he seldom used sirniles or 1 

epithets, and when he did they were usually commonplacer he 
never flaunted or relished a well-chosen word. "Big ll words 
he 10athed.l 1 

1 

His stories are short yet with important social undertones, his 

Ip1ays untheatrical yet with deep ernotional content, and bath ex

ecuted a1ways in an unbiased attitude and presented with a dili

gent objectivity very rare among authors of his time or today. 

His belief that a writer is not a moralist nor has he the compe

tence(to offer solutions or cures to all the il1s of mankind is 

eviden~ throughout his, whole work. He portrayed the characters, 

but left the ju6ging to others, at the sarne tirne warning of how 

easy it is to interchange judgement with rnisjudgernent and so un

fairly condemn a human being. 
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No, Doctor, we all have too many wheels, and screws, and 
valves inside of us to be judged by first impressions or by 
a few external traits. (Ivanov, p. 91) 

The cause for human weaknesses and faults is not simple or only 

skin-deep, and judging thern is a responsible and difficult task. ,-, 

In conversations with the writing fraternity l always in
sist that it is not the business of the artist to solve 
questions which require a specialistes knowledge .... An 
artist must judge only of what he understands; his sphere is 
as limited as that of any other specialist - this l repeat 
and on this l always insist. 2 

This is the main reason why Chekhov cannet be "labelled" a "di-

dactic writer" in the true sense of the word. Nevertheless, the 

open or unfinished endings in his stories and the unchanged per-

sonalities of his characters are often more suggestive of the 
, 

answers and surely artistically more valuable than lengthy moral-
1 

izing conclusions, for they evoke an atmosphere of spontaeous con-

geniality in the sphere of imagination and ethical feelings be-

tween the reader/viewer and the author. "He portrays his charac-

ters instead of labelling them; but the portrait itself is the 

judgement. His pumor makes him tolerant, but, though he describes 

moral and material ugliness with tolerance, he never leaves us in 

any doubt as to their being ugly. His attitude to a large part of 

life might be deseribed as one of good-natured disgust."3 From 

his correspondence and the notebooks we can conclude that Chekhov 

was not such a dedicated wrlter from the very beginning, but with 
l' 

each yoar and with eaeh new story, and later on with plays, he 

chose and worked out his topies and characters with painstaking 

care and sense of responsibility as if he had realized that "how

ever impartially a writer may present his facts, still by the 
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very facts he chooses, by the very events he selects, he cannot 

, --
help implying his own scale of values.,,4 

Should there be any "label" to fit Chekhov, it would have 

to be that of a realist. Of Ibsen he complained that he " . . . 
does not know life"S, whi1e he himself portrayed life to the ex

tent of naturalisme Russian life in his stories as weIl as plays 

is very depreSSitp, for each class in its own way, and his charac

ters are more or less anti-heroes, as there is ndthing in them ta 

imitate or admire. He.strips th~ of their shells and lies and 

exposes their true moods and mental anguish, their void of human -, 

dignity and strive for acéomplishrnent. His characters, men and 

women alike, are portraits of living caricatures exist~ng in a 

tight grip of their own illusions and mediocrity. With the excep

tion of the peasant who does not, and mostly will not, know any 

bet'ter, most of Chekhov' s men and women are aware of their empti-

ness and lack of accomplishrnent and are sick of it, but maintain 

living in it with infuriating persistence. The only difference 

between the men and women is that women accept it and bear with 

it in silence, only occasionally assuming the possibility of a 

change (Irina in Three Sisters), while it is mostly men, particu

làrly in the plays, that openly admii and talk of the idleness of 

their class. 

Ivanov: .- •• l can bear anything: anxiety, mental depression, 
financial ruin, the 10ss of my wife, premature old age and 
loneliness, but 1 just can't bear the contempt I feel for 
myself. l'm dying, of shame at the thought that l, a 
healthy, strong man, have somehow got transforrned into a 
sort of Hamlet, or Manfred, or one of those ·superfluous· 
people, the devil knows whichl . There are sorne pitiab1e 
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people who are flattered when you calI thern Harnlets or 
'superfluous', but to me it's a disgracet .•. 

(Ivanov, p. 71) 

He feels shame about the waste in his life, yet the weak will 

still conquers: 

• l'm tired, l've no faith, l idle away rny days 
and nights. l can't make my brain, or my hands, or my 
feet do what l want them to. The estate qoes to ruin, 
the forests are groaning under the axe. My land looks 
at me as an orphan looks at a stranger, l expect nothing, 
l regret nothing, but my soul trembles with fear at the 
thought of tomorrow. • .. (Ivanov, p. 88) 

Ivanov has fallen muc~ too deep already to have hope a~ least for 

the future as the others have: , 

Andrey: l hate the 1ife l live at present, but oh! the 
sense of elation when l think of the futurel Then l feel 
sa 1ighthearted, such a sense of reieasel l seern to see 
light ahead, light and freedom. l see myself free . 
~fre~ from idlene~~ free from kvas9, free from eternal 
meals of g00ge and cabbage, free from after-dinner naps, 
free from aIl this degrading parasitisml . . . 

(Three Sisters, p. 323) 

He feels disgust withothe present and the thought of the future 
1 

elevates himo. He does not ask himself the question how should 

the better future happen when he and others' alike continue only 

idly dreaming about it? Where or what is the reason for this 

disgusting .idle~ess? Doctor Astrov b1ames the general' lack of 

aim or purpose in 1ife of the Russian society at the time: 

You know, when you wa1k through a\forest on a dark 
night and you see a small'light gleaming in the distance, 
you don't notice your tiredness nor the darkness, nor the 
prickly branches 1ashing you in the face. . . • l work 
harder than anyone in the district - ..• but there's no 
small light in the distance. 1 

(Uncle Vania, pp. 210-11) 
o 

while Vershinin blames the overall nagging and tattling but basi
(ç 

call~ passive nature of a Russian: 
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If you talk to Any educated person hère, civilian 
or military, he'll generally tell you that hels just worn 
out. It's either his.wife, Qr his house, o~ his estate, 'or 
his horse, or something ..•• 

• • . We Russians are capable of such elevated thoughts -
then why do we have such low ideals ~,in practical 
life? ' (Three ,Sisters, p. 276) 

No matter where the reason for this idleness lies, the fact is 

that all Chekhov's characters, whether male or female, whether 

peasant, rniddle or higher classed, exist within the set routines 

of their life without growing or raising thernselves above the de

grading emptiness and triviality. 

Unlike Tolstoy's characters, whose illusions are eventu-
1 

ally dissipated by experience, Chekhov's men and wornen re-
tain their illusions, for in the end they still seern to be 
lost in the jurnble of life in which the profound exists 
along with the tr 1\,ial, the great wi th the i1'lsignificant, the 
tragic with the ridiculous. He does not try to explain this 
away. If asked, he would simply say: that's how life i5. 6 

" 

Chekhov portrays his caaracters with an objectivity rare 

among writers. His female characters, contrary to Sophie Laffitte's 

claim of Chekhov's hateful approach toward wornen, are, l believe, 

presented as fairly and with as much feeiing for the ferninine as 
1 • 

a man crèating a female personality can possibly be able to feel~ 

His heroines in the plays have a natural advantage over the hero-

) Ines in the stories, for they are physically present, whereas in 

fiction they may sometimes appear 5hadowy, unclear and dull. It 

is guite apparent, anyhow, that his female characters deyelop 

with his own increasing writing experience and skills, and become 

~ore and mote indivfduals in their own right. ln his later 

warks, such as Three Sisters, "The Lady with the cog" or "Be'" b 

trothed", the women are developed and complete individual person-
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alities, compared to the insignif~ant and more or less lifeless 
\~ . 

women-characters of his earlier stories, such as "Agafya", C"' 

"Anyuta", "The Chorus Girl", etc. The fa,ct that the prediearnent 
1 

of women in Chekhov's Russia, no matter what her social statua, 
1 

was much harder than that of th~ m'n, cornes aeross to the reader 
, , 

or viewer from aIl of his works. Women were ~ot cons~der~d equals 

to men, a fact which clearly dis~urbed Chekhov and his sense of 

justice. He may have written some unflattering remarks about 

women in his correspondence or n9tebooks, as Laffitte points out 

in ~er book, but he flattered or defended them in the sarne corres-
" 

pondence and notebooks. That his characters were gloomy Chekhov 

did not readily admit: 

You complain that my characters are depressing,~ Alasl 
it is not my fauIt: it turns out Iike that, apart fro~' 
author'" s will; and when l ~r i te, i,t does not seem to me l 
am writing gloomily; . . . - , 

The circumstance that' Chekhov, in addition to 'his literary 

aetivity, also practiced medicine, was considered by sorne a hin-

drance. Tolstoy wrote: "His medicine gets in his way; if he were 

not ~ doctor, he wou Id be a still better writer. n8 ethers be-
'J 

lieved the opposite9 and claimed th~t medicine enabled him te 

understand people better anQ remain as impartial and remarkably 

objective about the sufferinqs he portrayed. Chekhov himself be

lieved the latter. TO Suvorin he wrote on Septemher Il, 1888: 

You advise me not to chase after two hares at once and 
to forqet about practicing medicine. l don't see what's so 
impossible about chasing.two hares at once even in the lit
eraI sense. • • • 1 feel more alert and more satisfied with 
myself when l think of myself as having two occupations in
stead of one. Medicine is my lawful wedded wife, and liter
ature my mistress. When one qets on my nerves, 1 spend the 
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night with the othét. This may he somewhat disorga'nized, 
but then aqain it'a not as boring, and anyway, neither one 

r losés anything by my duplicity. If 1 didn't have medicine 
l'd never devote My spare time and thoughts to literature.!O 

Chekhov, in his sobrlety and l~dk of fanatism, Along with 

Turgenev, ls clos~r and probably more understandable to Il Western 

reader ,than Dostoyevski or Tolstoy, al though much less known than 

th~ latter. Throughout his life "he remained a good European 

liberal, with a dislike of nationalisM, a loathing of despoti~, 

and no blind beliefs in Slavs, 'noble peasant.' ~ or 'the Rusaian 
1 \ 

soul'"ll, while throughout his work he remained faithful to his 

aim of showinq people "how bad and dreary" their lives were. Tc 

the modern reader or audience, Russia~ or Wes.,tern, the world of " 

Chekhov' s heroeJ is alien and distant, but their traits of human" 
" . 

inadequacies, weakness and faul ta still hold true for many of us 
o 

today. ,And that is where his true merit lies. 
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