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An abstract,' 

) L' , 
"Iri the second half of the ni~teentli ~entu~y ,\ the 

. 
chil~-protagonist attained~an irnportqnt P?sition in Russian 

li terature. Chekhov contributed, to thif achièvement by de-_ 
\ 

veloping a uniquely sensitive appreciation and ~ fresh 

\ • 1 realistic view of the child and his world. Bas~on his per-

sonal childhood experiences and on his later artistic obser

. vation of children, the ~riter was able to present ~ natural 
t 

, 
picture of the child in various~stages of his p~ychologlcal 

development. Chekhov 1 s depiction of the chilù, however, was 
1 

never idea11zéd, fo~ he also included in his stories the' 
~ 

soclo1oglcal and pedagogical problems of growing up. AI-" 

though Chekhov did not poptray chil~~en ~avou~ably during 
, ~" 1 \.. C __ . .-< -. 

1 ~~_~ 

his early Chekhonte stage~ he,later proved ta be a sucçess-

ful author of st or les about children. Wqrka Gtlc:.h / ~G Vanka 

(Van'ka), Sleepy (Spat ' xocetsja) and ~Steppe (SteE') 

are still universal1y enjoyed. 

, 
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Dans la deuxième partie du dix-neuvième siècle, les 

personnages enfantinp furent souvent utilisés dans la lit~ra-
~ . 

ture russe. chèkhov cèntribua,à développer cet'aspe~t en 

~pp~éciant de f~çoo unique l'enfant et son mond~ pap un re

ga~d d'une fràicheur réaliste. D'après ses soupen1rs 

d'enfance et par la suite en observant Les enfants d'un point 
" \ 

de vue ~rtistique, l'auteur fut capable de décrire l'enfant :. 
/ \ 

dans les différentes étapes de son développement psyè~Olo- "c 

~ gique. Néanmoins la peinture chez Chekhov ne fut jamais . , 

idé~li~ée, cai ~~ a "touJo4fs tenu à inclure dans se& réçits 
~ 

r~aspect sociologique et.pédagogiqu~ de l'enfant qui grandit. 

Pourtant, ·Chekhov·dans ses preclieis débuts sous ~e nom d~ \ 

Chekhonte n'a pas pécrit les enfaHts sous,un jour favorable;' 
,~ ." , ~ 

par la suit~ il devint un écrivain qui réussit ~es 'histoires 
, \ 

.sur les enfants. ~es ocuvreG tclIcn que Vnnka (Van'~a), 
\ 

t' • 

L'endormie (Spat' xocetsj a) et La Steppe (Step ') ~ont tou-, . . 
jours universellement appr~ciées. 

Department ,of Russian and Slavic St'udies 
McGill University • ' "\ 
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PREFACE 

! , f 

Material for thifi ;hesis was obtained from 
. f 

~cGill University, Michigan State:University, Ùniversity 

9f Michigan, un~versity of Toro~o, University of Windsor 
1 Q ff 

and The Libpary of Congress. 

The transliteration tHroughout this study was done 
l ' according to the North Ameri~an Slavists' System, which i8 

, f.. 
used in the Slavic Review'and Slavic and Ea~t European Journal. 

; 

1 
However, the name "Chekhov" retains i ta normal Eng1i~h spelling 

throughout the main text. 
111 

The titles of the standard English translations of 

Chekhov' s works have been ke~t in the text .. Where no 'Engl;tsh "', 
. . i - , . 

translation exists, Russian titles and quotations have bee~ 
, ,( 

translated by the author. 

The' author wpuld like to exp ess her deep appreciation 

ta Dr. J. G. Ni~olson, wnose ment and ins ightfuJ.. criti-
" 

cism made the complet ion of t possible. Also worthy 

of mention a~e N. Miloradovitch and V. Nonnenman for their 
,/1 ' ' ~_~\ 

help in editin~ the manuscript ~nd the nuthor's mother ~ .... 
• i 

her pat lonce and ulldcl':':; L<l11dlrl~. 
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INTRODUCTION ./ 

age of realism dominated'Russian literature during 
, 

considerabl trends and changes ~nside trle literary'school, 

~ g_reat p:rt ,f the nineteenth century .. Alth~u,~h there w,ere 

one import nt a~~ g~neral characteristiç was 'maintained by aIl 
\ , ' ./ . 

the realists--their s'ub~ects,were drawn mainly,from the con-

temporary Russia,n Wéj.y of life. This ~xplains the somewhat 
. Pq . , / \ • 

j ournalis tic and his'torical naturSJ of the realistic novels 
, '-..,.. ~- .. 

and brief narratives writt,en in the lI1 id and late nineteenth 
/ : 

century Russia. 
, . 

Russlan Another quality claimed by the realist move'-

ment was human sympathy. The formula of àli,the Rus~ian 

;0 " 
. novelis·ts, from Turgenev to Chekhov, was: "People 'are not 

go.od ,or bad, they \ are only more or less' unhappy ?-nd' de~erving 

of' sympa~hY .,,1 'rhis philanthropie atti'tude was especiall{' 
l " 

~parent in the p~rtrayal of the common man pnd the ways in 

whic~ the m~ndan~ events of his lifè affected him. 

Although. the image of 1>h'e child had beelf introduced 

in Ru~ian. li té'rature' at 'a rnuch, earlier tim, e, the subjéct 
"J , 

1 0 

of the chllcl ln socleiy guJ.rwcl 'ultimüi~ vupulurliy wlth 

Russian writers, in ',the second, h'àlf' of the ninet-eenth ce-nt'ury.2 
, . ~ 

In 'view'of the sympathetic attitude. displayed toward their· '. , 

charéicters, the reaiists, .~rom Dostpevskij on,' had. the 
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tendenci to depict the child as a pitiful~ tortured being. 3 
, 

Hence, the warks such as -DostoèvskiJ's Crime and Puni~hm~t '. 
(Prestuplenie i nàkâzanie), Netocka Nezvànova and Gorki,j's 

Çhildh~Od~(Det~tvO) 'de~ict young victims"oT~ooor a~d m~raIIy 
, , 

deprlved backgrounds. On~y Tolstoj wtote about contented 
1 0J l , ' 4 \" 

children of the higher social fIasses .. 

Anton Pavlovich Chekhov Is, particularly fascin~ting 

in that he developed an unusually sensitive .aporeoiation and 

'. an original realistic perceptibn of the child afld his ~or;d. 
. , 'il 

~ The wri ter '.s experience w·i th ~ different children and his keen-
r • ~ 

ness of o5,s.ervation' enâblëd him to accurately de'scribe their 
, '-~\.. 

characters, their sp~ech, thelr sorrows, th~ir joys. But 
1 4 \ ""\;,. /,' • 

above all, his own background and ~hildhood led him to under-
\ 

stand the problems which the common cpild faced in'Russian 

sqciety and tlile seriou"~ effects which thesew external in-

fluences could have on a young person's psychological 

d~ve lopment'. 

, Chekhov did not view the·child as being exclusively 

, Hgood H in the' Routseau se~s'e of the ward. He did, however, 

--- believe that parents should nourish the lnnate talents of ~ 

young person rather than brutally punish his fault~ The 

\1 '''non-rolit1'Crll/f15 Çhrkhov nttrihlll.ro unu!'.\l:ll 'mrnr~.;lnc() t,n 

the human body and car~d to spare H from iny form of 

violence: 

My holy of h01ies is the human body~ health, 
mind, talent, inspjration, love and complnte 
freedom--freedom from violence and Ii~s, np 
matter what form the latter two take.~ 

1 
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'The purpose of'this thesi~ is to attempt ,to under

b. 

stahding of Chekhov's position as a writer of literature 
1 

a~ui children. 'AlthOUgh Cheknov's attitude ~o this subject 

has not been underestimated, nothing extensive has been 
!:if'.J 

written about it, particularly in the West. Western c~itics, 
, 

~uch as W. H. Bruford and R. Hingley, briefly mention tbis . 
aspect of Chekhov' s .litera'ture. 7 . A.mong the Russian cri tics, 

• on)y ,a handful, such'as V. V. Golubkov and V. If. Brusjanin, 
l 

have dis~ussed this sUbject- in d~tail.8 
~t should be noted tha~ for Jhe p~!~ose of this study, 

the term "chi Id" applies to anyone under thè age olf seventeen, 
'} ',', 1 

wi,th one exception. Tpe story, The Trial, ,concerns a ma~~ure 
\ 
1 

youth, but is used in this study for it npt ~nly reveals the 
\ 

theme of child-flogging, b~t also serves as a reflection of 

Chekhov's own childhood . 
j. 

ThIs study will concentrate ~n Chekhov's writi~g career 
.... 

during the last quarter of the nineteenth century, for ~his is 

when he wrote most of his works about children. Throughout this 
- 1 

'thesls, the author has tried t9.observe the parallel between 
• \ v l 

Chekhov's life and literature in order to throw light on his 

moti~ation~ in'wriiing about children the ,~y he did ai a.given 
;:;: 

time 'in Ms li fe. 

Chekhov's ,early life was critically influenced by 
... " 1 

hereditary and environmental faclors. L~ter on in lire, many 

Qf his p,ersonal exp::ences d.uring Chi~OOd _wer~e recounted 

in his literary wor~s. Moreover, his ~ersonal encdunters with 

, .. 

• '>.-/") 

\ 1 

... ( 
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j" : ~ 
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';,.&'" ~ i,'" , 
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.- . 
children in his later years a~so served as a foundation for ,. , 

" 
his future artistic expression. The first chapter,' which deals 

~ 
<$1 

with the writer's background, childhood and later àssociation 
r 

1 with young people, s~ould provide the reader w~th a clearer , 

understanding o~ the motlve~ which' !ed Chekhov to write 

realistlc stories about chïldren. 

, The debut of Chekhov's ~riting c~reer, which a;most 

cof-nçided wlth the beginning of his medical studies in 1899, 
• 

\ 

is discussed in the second chapter. Alr~ady during this early 
-, 

Chekhonte stage sorne of his works 'inc1ucted chi Idren as characters. 

This chapter rev.eals how Chekhov' s indir'ferent attitude toward 
çY ~ 

literature du~g;bfS student years left its mark on his few . ' 
.' 

'qasual po~t~àyals of,~hildren. 
'-, 

,) . -
It was in the last two decades of the ~ineteenth , 

century that the writer composed ~he bulk of his wo~ks in which 

the... child appeared as the centralI figu~e. It was w.ith this,' 
1iIP 

Chekhov's fuost prolific period, t~at the final chapter ls con-
6 

cerned. The psychologieal, sociologic~l and ped~gogical\ 

studies of~young, people written in that period revealed not only 
. 

Chekhov's talent as a writer of children's stories, but' also the 
iIt ' , .ç 

concern that he qad for the child's position in the social system . 
• 

The or 1 r:tnrtl i ty of Ch0khov'" f', I,br i ('f', rtholJ1. r.h j lclrrn nnd 
-

his motivations for writing them will be demon~trated in this 

study, In revealing t~e literary and social si~nlficance of 
1 

thege stories, ·it, is hoped that this feature ot' Chekhov' s 
\ 

creativity will receive more attention than it has nltherto been 
, 

given. • 
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1 ' D ,- S. MirskY, ~A History of Russian,' Li tera)ure from 

its Beginnings to 1900, ed. ~y Francis J. Whitfield, Vintage 
Books '(Néw York: .Alfred A. 'Knopf, Inc., ~958), p., 179. 

'I 
~ 1 

2 " . y 

" V. V. Go1ubkov, "Rasskazy 1. P. Cexova - b detj'ax, " 
in Tvor~estvo A. P. ~exoya. Sbornik stâte'j. Posobie d1jva 
u~ite1ej (Moskva: ,Uêpedgiz, 1956), p. 438. 

• 1 

JP'rincess ,Nina A. Toumanova, Antofl. Ch.ekhov - ,The vol~e 
of Twilight Russia (London: Jonathan ,Cape Ltd., 1J37} , p. 141. 

'. or • L ' ,-
~ 4Ibid • • 

, 5 Chekh defines his views as: "non-poli tical II .1n his 
1etter to A. . PleK~eev in October, 1889~ Refer to 
A. P. ~exov; 'Sobranie ~o~inenij, XI (Moskva: Gosizxud1it, 
1954-6), p. 263. s , 1 

" 

7W. H. Bruford devotes one page t~ this topie in 
Chekhov'a'nd his Russia A Socio10gica1 Study (London: 
Interna tiona1 Li'brary of Soeiology and Social Recon$tru'ction, 
1948), pp. 195-6. 0 

abbut 
Study 

" ' 
• Il 

Rdna1d Hingley has less than h~lf a page written 
this su~ject ~n Chekhov - A Biographipa1 and Or!tical 
(London: George Allen &'Unwin Ltd., 1950), p. 72. , , , ( 1 

, ." 

8GOIUbkOV" op. -ci t" pp ~ \ 1@5 - 214. 

\ 

, . 

'. 

V. V. Frun,janln, "DeL'1 v rn·oly.v('d(Snl,jax IL 
Oetl i ploatell (Mookva: np, 1,91J), PP. 62 -,103. 

'v 
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CH~PTER l 

REFLECTIONS ON CHEKHOV, CHILDHOOD AND-CHILDREN 

The question of wh~ther the child can be considered 
\ 

as a complete human being and whether,he plays a role in 
. 

society was raised in Russian literature .as,early as the 

eighteenth century by D. I. Fonvizin in- his lighthearted but ~, 

significant play, The Adolescent (Nedorosi~). The pl~y~right 

pointed ,out the rlight of his young pFotagonist, who was being . 
raised in the stagnaht atmosphere of the typical Russian house-

~ ~ 

,1 
, \ 

hold of that time. In spite of his apparent compassion for ' 
, " , 

," 

the child, Fonvizin made it obvious that the boy was w~ll o~ 
~ 

the way to becoming ~ike his paren\s--selfish and crude. The 

youth's continuaI exposure to vulgarity ·and corrup~ion had 
\ 

ppedetermined his adult character. 

Foçvizin's inte~est in the well-belng Of the chiid 

was suoported by !!lany opher. Russian writers tram the end of 

the eighteenth ta the beginning 'of -the nineteenth century, , 

wh~ discussed in thelr works contemporary family lif~ and its 

effect on the fut.ure of the chi.lrl. 'T'hc-r.ri'tlr., V. V. DrUF1.fnnlh, 
, , 

points out V. G. Belinskij~ A. I. Gercen, M._ Bakunln and 

i N. P. Ogarev as having significantly contributed to the ~ocio

logical study of the Child. 1 N. G. DObr01j~bOV aj D. I. Pisarev, 

later followed by N. Gogol ~ T~rgenev., TolstoJ, Do4toevskij }tnd 
" 

- 6 - 1 

1 

1 
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\ 
Pisemskij are also included by Brusjanin as importan~ writers , , 

who paved'\ the wa:y f~1 Chekhov' s staries ,bout childrerL ' 

The ehild's position in society became a· particularly 

controversial subject with writers in the second half of the 

nineteenth c~ntury. Not aIl the literary works, .which·con-
• l . 

centrated on the child-protag9nist, however, Mere primarily 
. -, 

sociologic'al and po'li tical studies.· .ê.. P. Babuskina, in her 
o ~ 

critical 9tudy of Chekhov states th~t Chek~~v, like Tolstoj, 

la~d emphasis on the psychologieal make-up of his young pro-, . 
2 tagonists. He was, therefore, very much responsible 'for re-

t ,( 

lemphasizing the child-character i~Russian literature. 3 ~ 

"Babu~kina mfntions writers su ch as P. V. Zasodimskij, 

G. 1. Uspenskij, V. G 1 Koro&nko ,: D. N. Mamin-Sibirj ak, 
" \ 

K. M. Stanjukovlc ~nd L. N. Andrejev who later were to also view 

the ehild ~from a psychological point of view in their wri tings. 4 

It is of interest to note that not aIl the aforemen-
fi' 

tioned writers, who attempted.to\draw.the sociolo~ical or 

psychologieal portrait of the ch~l~ were parents themselves. 
~ 

Cheknov, for one, was ehildless. What~ver he wrote about young 
• 1 

people was drawn exclusively from his personal ehildhood exper-
\ 

, 1 

, ' 
.i 
" 

. . ' ," 

ience and his earnest study.of the ehildren ne enc9unter~d in. ~ ~ 

his li fetj me. 

" The childhood of Anton Pavlovich Chekhov has been des-

cribed. 1 as the most ,dismal and sorrowful pl&riod 0 r hi s li fe . 5 It 
" 

ha~ b~en emphasized by the Soviet Chekhov scholar, A. B. Derman, 
) "U." ~ 

that 'even Gorkij's youth, ~hich was filled with injustice and 
~ 6 

violence,' wa.,s far less pathetic than Chekhov' s childhood. 
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Chekhov, son of a small shopkeeper and grands on of a 

serf, was born in Taganrog, an abandonea port on the sea of 

Azov, on January 17, 1860, one year before the abolition of . 
serfd6n. His self-educated grand[Pather had bought himself and 

" 
fi 

his farniIy freedom in ISln after having had acquired consideI"-

_ abfe wealth through trade. Although progressive~-minded in 

certain ways, Chekhov's grandfather, never.theless, believed 

in upholding the tradition of patriarchal despotism. An 

a~mosphere of violence and ty\!:'anny in the Chekhov home, ,a 

reflection of the prevailing social oppression, brought on the 

understandab~y rebeIIious character of the writer's father. 

The terrorized boy was determined to rise above the bandage 

ta which he had been born and become his own master. 

Pavel Chekhov developed into a literate and musically 
• c 

talented pers on and, as his pare~ts had ~ished for hirn, he, too 

hoped to give his children as liberal an education as possible. 
, , 1 

It should be mentipned that Pav~l Chekh;v' s posi ti ve out!look 

on the need for formaI schooling was uncommon, considering 

that at this time the members of the merchant class believed 

that any formaI -type of inst~uction was ~enseless.7 

Anton Chekhov received a rigourous religioup up

bringing. 1 Appropriately described as Cl. suffocating spiritual 

S despotisrn, it ~onsisted not ao much of the enforcement of 
\ , 

the spiritual nature of ~eligion, as of the strict observance 

of its many rites. One can understand why Chekhov, in his 

adult life, rejected formaI religion totally. In a letter, 

( 

" " r • 

- -' " ~ 
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9 

written by ,the writer on March 17, 1892, he states: "It is , 
o 1 

not for nothing that so~any atheists have come out of the 
, 

serninaries and the ~eligious insti tlitions. ,,9, He again 

express'es ~his vi€tws regarding: a pious upbringing: 

l would never send rny children to his school . 
I,'rnyself in my younger years received a religious 
e~ucation . . . . And what of it? When l think 
back ~f my ~hildhood, it appears ta be ~uite dismal. 
l no longer have any religious belief. l 

10 

These le~ters show that the mature Chekhov was no longer 

attracted to the practice of Christianity in the form that 
\ 

his parent forced upon him., Neverth~less, th~riter's 

1 

negative outlook on religion did not prevent him from adhering 
1 

to the traditional Christia'n ethic or having admiration for 

the solemn Or~hodox rites to which he often referred in his 

wriûings. Perhaps H. W. William's following description of 

the spiritual state, which seerned to be cornrnon ta most 

Russian intellectuals, may weIl be applied to Chekhov: 

The Church i5 an element in the national conscious
ness. It enters into the details of life, moulds 
customs, maintains a traditional atmosphere to the 
influence of Whiéh a Rhssian, from the very fact' 
that he is a Russian, involuntarily submits. A 
Russian rnay and rnost Russian intelligents [sic] 
do, deny the Church in theory, but in takinr, his 
share i~ the collective iife of the nation he, 12 
at many points, recognizes the Chur ch as a facto 

In addition to bcin~ rainrd ln n ~t1fl tnr re]J~joun , 

atmosphere, the y'oung Chekhovswere .often subj ected t 0 

physical hardship. It was not unusual for them to spend 

long nours tending their father's grocery store. 

The memory of these endless hours of servitude was to 

remain with 'the writer for many years to come, for it was then 

i 
1 

l , 
1 
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that he and the othey Chekaov children Were first exposed to 
1 1 ~ 

·the widespread vices of cheatingp lying and stealing. One of 
"'" 

the Chekhov brothers describes the demoralizing atmospher~ at • 

work: tilt is hard to find any establishment which pushes ~outh 
. 

to the point'of lying, stealing and corruption as much as the 
, 13 

small grocery store." 

Although Chekhov's father,believed in formaI schooling 
11' 

and had a positive outlook in that respect, he considered cor-
, 

poral punishment as an efficient way of teaching his children 

morality and obedience. In e~ them with fools, he just~ 
r\AQ.V.LIlr-, 1 . 

ified the routin; thrashings he gave his children: 
,1 

1 myself was taught like that, and you see 1 have 
turned out a man. One beaten man is w'orth two un
beaten ones. As you are teaching a fodl, nothing 
but good can come of it. He himsel14wl11 be grate
ful to me for it afterwards .... 

A number of Chekhov's stories contain scenes referring 

to t'ne beatings he experienced in the early years of his life. 

His partly autobiographical work, entitled Three Years (Tri goda), -

for example, contains a passa~e' which describes the impact this 

form of physical degradation had on him as a child: 

that 

1 remember that my father began my aducation, or, 
more simplYl my beatings. when 1 was not yet five. 
Every morning I awoke,'my first thought was: 
"Am 1 going tO'be beaten toda:v? tl1 5 

Whllc rctHi~eLJtlf.j ot! l d fi p:lf; L, ClIC' Id Il) v rlfjhLly 

"In my chi Idho'od , l had no childhood. ,,16 He also 

:; La Led 

real-

ized that his situation was not unjque for his ancestors had 

undergone slmilar experience to hif; : 

-
Our grandfather was beaten by the landowners, and 
the lowest functionary could smash his jaw. Our 

j 

l .. jJ 

l' 
,', . , 
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father was beaten by his father, and we~y our 
father. What nerves, what blood we,ha~ inherited!17 

\ 

Il 

It should be mentioned at this point, that paternal 

.. 

violence was common in Russian households, reg~rdless of social 

18 class '. Patriarchal brutal~ ty charac,teri zed many of the lead-

ing families th;Oughéut RusSia,J history and p~~meat~d Russian 

pre-revolutionary literature, ~ man's suffering expla{ned and 
1 

excused his "imparting further s~ffering on those weaker thah 
1 

, l , 
himself, such as his Children'lE. H. Erikson, an important -

figure in the field of psycho~n lysis and human development, 

writes that in accepti~g the p ent's sado-masochistic behaviour, 

the child "acquired that pattern of masochistic identification 

with authority which apparently has been a strong collective 

force in the hi"story of Russia".19 

Chekhov's abnormal personal history made his attain-
. l ' 

ment of a uniDied ethical' view of 'life difficult, However, 

the spiritual integrity that gradually surfaced with maturity 
; 

an~experience accounte9 for his eventual Fensitivity to every 
/ 20 

kind of meanness and vice (poslost'), which predominated 

Russian ~ociety at that time. He resented any form of 

tyranny and, unlike his forefathers, did not believe that 
< ~ 

11' 211 Tfle "victirn-executioner" - 1 violence justified further violence. 
\ 

relat~onshlp wh lell he 11aù expcrleneeu n:; Q cllllcl lIaunLcu hlrn 

in Yater life, Even at the age of' twenty-nine, Chekhov, re-
l \ . 

flectl~g the horror of his childhood days, exhorted his 
!t-' \ 

eldest brother not to follow in ~is father's foots~eps: 
• 

'. 
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\ 

\ li 

l 'ask you to remember that it was tyranny ,and 
~ies [his father'sJ that destroyed your ~otfer's 
youth. Tyranny and lies also darkened our child
hood to sueh a degree that it isc lmpossib,le ,to ' 
think about it wlthout shock and revulsion. 
Remember the horror and disgust we felt in those 
days when our father made a scene at d'inner beeause 
the soup was too salt y, or when he treated our 

'mother like an imbecile? Tyranny is a threefold 
criminal . Remember that it ls b~~ter\to be 

. the vlctim than the executioner . 

12 

The writer understood the position of rhe abused child whose 
- 1 

ver~ being was shattered by hypocritical adult&. The inno-

cence of a child merlted parental respeét: 

Children are holy and pure. Even the offspring 
of robbers ~nd crocodiles belong to the order~ ,-
of angels. We, ourselves, are free to wallow 
in the mire of our own<~aking, but we are obli-
gated!to create for them an~nvlronment, worthy 
of their status. We must not go unpunished for 
being inde cent in their presence. . We,have 
no right to make them instruments of our emotions: ! 
to smother them tenderlY with kisses at one point, 
then angrily trample upon them at another time. 
It is better not to· love them aE3al1, than to ~ove 
them,with a despotic adoration. 

Chekhov's stories abqut children were not,only\based 

on autobiographical data, but also on his personal encounters 

with them. lt 'seems that the first recorded significant 
• 1 ." 
!,' . 
~cquaintance he had with young people dates back to 1884, 

o 
\ 1 

when ,he spent the first of his three mos~ socially enriching 

summers in Babki~o.24 It was durinp, thls time that he be-
/ ;' 

friended the children of' an educated 11anùownc:I' lJy Lhe name 

of A. S. Ki\selev. 

Chekhov' s encounter witry/the Kiselev children marked 

the beginning of a long and meaningful friendship, which is 
\ r 

evidenced by both his formaI and informaI wr~tings. 
'\ 
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the girl, Sasa, whom he pla.Yful1y bestowed with the "grown-up" 

name of',vasi1isa Pante1eevna, and her brother, SereTza, fated 

to carry such nicknames as "id,iotik" (the lit~le dunce) or ~ 

"Koklj us" o( whooping cough), 25 Chekhov would often wri te humourous , 

short verses and sketch comical \drawings in their scrapbooks. 

The following preface from the story, Soft-Boiled Boots' 
, 

" (Sapogi v srnj atku) s..erves as an example of the type of prose 

the writer would compose for their e~joyment: 
\ 

Hoping for the leniency of the critics, the 
author asks that he be promptly paid for his 

~ story, or else his wife~and children will 
perish from hunger. The addres!ffi the author 
is: on the second floor, near the kitchen, to 
the right of the bathroom, between the cupboard 
and the red trunk, in that same pl ce where the 26 
dog and cat broke a pot while fighting last year. 

Chekhov claimed that the on1y poem that he had ever written in 
. 27 

his :Ufe was dedicated ta the Kise1ev chil~ren. 1 Inter-

estingly enough, the work Hares and Chinamen, a Fable for 

Chil~ren (Za.tcy i kit-ajcy, basnja dlj&\detej) was also meant ", 

by him to serve as a parody on the existing literature fot the. 

28 younger members of society: 

Once walked over a bridge 
Fat Chinamen, 

In front of th~m, with their tails up, 
Hares ran quickly. 

Suddenly the Chinamen shouted: 
"Stop! Whoaf Ho! Ho!" 

, , 

The hares ralscd the1r ta1l~; st111 111~~hcr 
And hid in the bushes. 0 

The moral of this fable ls clear: 
lIb who want 13 to cathare:.; 

Every day getting out of bed 9 
Must obey hi~ father. 2 

, Pe~haps the most imp~ant'reason for Chekhov's popu-

. 1arity with children was the facility with which he cou1d enter 
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their world and communicate with them on their level. This 

1s particu1arly evident in his correspondence wi,th them: 

nMy dear Lady Vasilisa Pantel~evna: 
nI am s endlng You, from the depth of my heart, the 
followi~ gifts : ','t'\fi 

1) Scissors for snipping off the tails 
of mice and sparrows. ,'t, 

2) Two pens to write poetry with: 
one for bad poems, the other for good ones. 

3) A frarne.~or the portrait 'of sorne muge 

~) a copy of a Slavie newspaper ~o read on an 
ernpty s tomach. ' " 
8) An illustra~ed aneient history book; from this 

hi story, one can realize' that Idiots, As ses 
and Raseals lived in the ancient times. 
9) There are no more presents. 

"Havlng spent aIl l' had for gifts and rind~,ng 
myself now without anyGmeans for sur~ival, l beseech 
You to send me some money. And should You not have 
any" then steall sorne -from daddy and mail it to me. 
"Wi th sincere respect and honour 'of being Your 
humble servant. 

"Vas 11ij f'1akaryc 

~ \ 

"Please excuse the negligent appearance of this letter. 
Thif? was because of'rny worrying.t,jO ,~ 

. 
Chekhov's ability to identify with children is also 

\ ~ 

apparent in sorne of.. his business letters. His correspondence 

with M. V. Kiseleva, also a wrlter of children's stories, . . 
almost without,ftexceptlion contained such thoughtful comments 

about her son and daughter as: 
1 

l bow ta '~ . . Vasi1isa wi th her fi ve 3ranc 
coin\ and' Serr;ej with hin doll::i . 

vGive my regards to . 
,-

Vasilisa and Kokljus 

. . . to the beautiful Vascilisa and amiable 
Kotafej Kotafei C\. ~ Sereza], l send rny deep~~t 
regards and wish ~hem a healthy appetite. 

32 . . . . 

In hfs lètters to·'"A'. S. 'S1.!:vorin, for whose paper he 

f 1885 h Id f t t k 1 d his \ 
wrote a ter l ,e se om orgo 0 ae now e ge 
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emp,loyer' s daughter. An 'exarriple of thls is-ehe'kho~' s' let ter 

to Suvorin on Nov~mber 26, 1889, in whibh he attempts to con-, '. 
, ' 1 

child to exercise mo~e: "It is not very , ~...' vince the editor's 

hea~for one. to be tall ana have suco narraw shoulders . 
.... ~, 1 

" ' , 34 
. You must engage' in gymnastics or else l will not marry you." 

/ 

In sp1te of Chekhov~s 'apparent 11ght-heartedness, 
\ 

1 ' 
1 

however, there existed much eoncern for the child's well-

being. In a letter to M. V_. Kiseleva concerning her son who-
\ -., \ 

was then staying with him, Chekhov carnically describes how 

head the boy "walks on his head . . . r~ down the stairs 

, -over heels,,35 and then, with ID;,ch conc'~n adds: ".. 

honestly assure you that Sereza is'in absolutely good health, 

. l 

in a ~appy disposition, does not cough, that he is as always 

a well-behaved little boy . , ,,3fi 

Nor was the writer's devotion ta ch11dren directed to 

only those of his f~iends, as the ~ollawing iQcident l~dic~te~, 
-

" 

Recalling the writer's boat trip from Odessa to Yalta, A. Fedorov' 
1 

recoupts a conversation Chekhov had with a woman whose son was 

peering overboard: 

"Are you scared tha t he might fa'll into the sea?" 
asked Chekhov. 

"Yes·. " 
"And what if he dia?" 
"T wou l cl .1 ump (l rt (' n hl rn . " 
"J\nd:;o would l," r'('plll'd LIll' wrll,(·t" 3'( 
placing his hand on th~ boy's shoulder. 1 

'/ 

The followin~ pa~t of a thrpe-pa~e lettep w~1ttcn t~ the poet 

/ L. N. Trefolev, whom Chekhpv himself hardly ~new~ reveals the 

~riter's cancern for an orphan who ~ppears to be unappreciative 

of what 15 'being done for him: 

1 

1 

J 
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.~Any day ,now y~U ,will bel confronted by a s~
p~ous personality , . .. This will be-Dmitrij 
Ivanov, a peasant boy, twel ve years of age, li terate , 
orphaned, without a passport and so forth r • ~ • 
According to him, he came.to Moscow from Yaroslavl' 
with his mother; she passed away, leaving him with 
problems,for nothing .' . .. Mi sister managed to 
scrape up 50me money and clothes for him" and 
tomorrow our cook wil+ take him to the railroad 

,station, The boy says that he has an aunt in , 
Yaroslavl'. He dOès,not know the address ... 
If ,he is not lying, would it perhaps be possible 
to find him sorne work7 In typography, for example? 

An inspector of one of the boarding sChools, a 
good friend of mine; donated ... the following 
articles: boots, a grey suit, a housecoat, . . . . 
When the bo~'arrives, tell hifu that you ar~ an impo~
t-ant person, that l you know of his pt)sses~tons, that 
you have tremendous power a~d that if he sells or 
loses any piec~ of clothing,) he will be,dealt with 
in aIl strictness ~ 

And should he not show up: thep i~ will have tb 
be regretfully concluded that he returned to Moscow, 
sold hi~8clothes and tic~et; inotl:le'rwords, he blew i t . . . . 

l , ' 
The writer, A. Kuprin, recollect p ln qis article entitled, 

To Chekhov's Memory, a peculiar, trusting friendship that 
• 

16 

. developed betwe~n C.hekhov and a slck girl, who ," acc~mpanied 

by the thr~e-year-old orphan she-was ~alsihg, regularly 

visited the famous author. 39 1 
Anton Chekhov 1 s backgrou.nd and childho'od not o~ly 

molded him into the person he became, but alsb coloure~ mu~h 
\ , 

of what he cvcr wrotc. Jl(' ] o~ th(' rwrv il (' atmo8phorc or 
SI 

his early 11fe and contrary to the frequently represented 
. p' 

angelic image of him in var~ous memoi~s, hé was.made up of 

1 
il 

. 40 
ordinary flesh and blo?d, with human weaknessé's, and passions. " 

As a child, Chekhov was,regularly exposed to what ~e r~garded 
, 

~s the two main hurnan vi~es--the oppression of the weak and 
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the, obseq'uiousness before the strong. Raised in difficult 
\ . 

, ). 
condit~s, the writer could not eradicate his negative 

characteristiès. and acqùire, his better spiritual quari t;ies 

without ~n inner st~uggle: 

hfs letters to Suvorin: 

He reveals this fact in one of 

1 / ..... 

Wrlte a story about a young man [meaning himpelfJ, 
the son"of a serf, an ex-st9rekeeper, a ~hoirboy, 

~_~ a ~choolboy, a student, brough,t up on respect for 
.~,> rank, kissing priests' hands, and the worship "Of 

0, 'l'" others' ide as , grateful for a crus t of pread, 
~I~flogged time and again, going to school in broken 

boots, fi&hting, torturing ani~a~s, ... write 
how this youn~.man squeezes the-slave out of him
Self one drpp at a time and how he wakes up one ' 
fine morning to feel that in his vein~ flO~~ not 
the blpod of a ~lave but true human blood. ' 

Unlike his forefathers, Chekhov tried to shake off the existing 
o , 

vulgar 'influences by setting bef,ore himself very/early in lire 

a high standard of moral rectitude ~nd trying ~o subordinate 

his behav~our to it. The letter, which he wrote to his 

brother Nikolaj in 1866, reveals the pedagogical system he 

4 
\ . 

• 3 deyised in order to train himself. 

,/ In exposing the writer's turbulent childhood, his 
Il 

realizatio~ that·childhood experienc~s strongly determine the 
• 

character of adulth60d and his humanistic attitude towar,d" 
. 

the weakest members of Rus'sian sqciety, these pages shou-ld 

l~ad to Il hetter.insir:ht jn\;() Ch0khoV'r: moLivéltioflr: "in 

writing as he ,did about children. 
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èHAPTER II 

CHILDREN IN THE EAELY WORKS OF iNTOSHA CHEKHONTE 

Having graduat~\d from the' Taganrog gymnasium 

.( secondary school) in 1879, Chekhov rejoined his family in 1 

j \ , ' 

Moscow, where he e~rolled at the University of Moscow's~ 

médical sohool". He wanted to beoome a physician not f.or the 

noble humanitarian purpose of alleviating hum~n suffering, but 
. / 

- l' 
to attain a respected social standing. Thus, he concluded 

that a caree~ in medicine was an honest way of obtaining the 

material security and social recognition whicq he desired. 
1 

Howev~r, shortly àfter starting his medical st,udies, the 

student turned to writing, a s-uccessful ,feat which resulted 

in his first published s~ory, entitled'Letter to a Scholarly 

Neighbour (Pi~'mo k ucenomu sosedu) in March, 18BO. It was 

this initial literary endeavour which accbunted for Chekhov's 

future dual profession, an experience which he later vividly 

described in the ,followin~ manner: 

You advlse me not to hunt after two hares, and 
not to think of medical work. l do"not know why 
one shou]d no1; hunt lwo 11Ilr(':i nv('n 1n !;11(\ 1 a('T'al 
:.5erlüe . • . • l l'cel 1II01'e cUlll'ldcllt artd morc 
satisfied with myself when l reflect that l have 
two professions and not one. Medicine is my law-

. fuI wife ~d Ijterature 13 my mistreDs. When l 
get tlred of one, l spend the night wlth the other. 
Although lt ls dlsorderly, it ls not so dull, and 
besidps neither of them lOGes any~rline; from my 
infidelity. If l did not have my medic~l work, l 
doubt if l ~OUId have given my spare thoughts to 
literature. 1 

21 
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( , The desperate need for money to support himself and 

his Irather large family proved to be the pressing fact during 
, " 

ChekhQv' s student years. This would frequently S!)O,W ,~p in his 

letters. ~~I am paying bills in aIl directions a~d l have 

- nothing left, The fa~ily alone eats up fifty rubles.«3 Con-

sequently" apart from pursuing his studie's, he also began to 

cpncentrate more on writing. 

During his early writing stage, the young literary 

dilettante was above aIl concerned with producing material 
~ 

that would satisfy the editors of the numerous magazines for 

whom he wrot~. Grasshopper 

Alarm-Clock (Budil'nik) and 
o 

\ 

(Strekoza), Cricket (S~er~ok), 
, ~ 

Fragments (Oskolki), aIl cheap 

but popular magazines at tha:t time, were filled wi-th Chekhov' s 
- " 

banal jokes, tiny tales, comical sketches and parodies. These 

also happened to be what the public was demanding in the trend

of h~rnour.5 The medical student discovered that dabbling with 

words turned out to,be ~ most pleasur~able hobby as weIl as a 

good source of incorne. Using such pseudonyms.as: My Brother's 
.~ . " Brother, the Man Without Spleen, Hot Iron, Ulysses and most 

frequently, \Antosha Cehkhonte,6 Chekhov eagerly provided the 

magazines with the desired trivial literature. 

_Durinr; h13 flY'3t yeé1Y'n of wr 1 tjr)/~, Chcl<!J()v oc.cn:;i onnlly 

depicted children. However, due to his indifferent attitude to 

l1terature at that time, he portrnycd thern ::l trictly out of 

necessi ty--namely, as a source for subj ect ma terlal. HIs 

interest in writing about young people was minimal, and if he 
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by ,chanc~ happened to include a child in his story, he did 50 

with litt le serious intention. 7 Even in tbese instances,'the 
\ 

writer seemed to be more involved' with the conventional deroga-

". tory depiction' of uncu1:tured parents. Any ~ference which he 

would make to a child would 'be, for the most part, as a poten-

tial scoundrel. According to his early Chekhonte tales, child-

hood and youth appeared to be nûthing more than a preparation 

of a young, naive person for ~he scandalous adult 1ife. 8 In 
l ' 

his pccasionaI port~ayal of children during this early period, 

Chekho~ at mast supported the popular literary trend of mpcking 

the con~emporary corrupt society. 

Chekhov's first work, in which a young person "holds a 

significant though passive role, is the partly autobiographical 

Daddy (Papasa), published in 1880. Tl1is long-wi'nded, light-
• 

hearted tale is centered around the parents' fear that their 

son will fail in school and their consequent bri'bery of the 
, , 

powerless teacher. From the ve~y beginning, the young author 

demonstrates,his dis?espectful attitude toward the parents in 
\ 

his description of them: the mother is "thin as a Dutch 

herring", wh'ile the father is likened to a beetle. 9 The 

father (papa~a), though distinguished in'his town, is shown 

to be irnpu<lC'nl alld ]] l-hr'cd. WIIC'1l hl:; wi rl' CIlIII(';: in LI) ê11::-

cuss their &on' s educatio~, the chamberm,aid jumps up from her 
\ 

mas ter " s lap. ThIs' causes no clC;1I1f Icant rcac tion frorn lilu 

wife, who "had already managed to accustom herself to his 

miner weaknesses". 10 
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It is in such a domestic environment, one in which 

vices appear to be so natural that they pass unnoticed, that 

the boy ls being raised. " His a'dult character i s already pre-

determ~ned. On the verge of failinf, r.r,ade three, the narcis-" 

sistic flfteen-~ear-old ~laims that he "knows arithmetic better 

than the teacher, himself, and ~hat he is not to blame that in 

this world only high-school girls, children of wealthy families 

and smooth talkers receive excellent marks".ll 

Chekhov appears to condemn the young hero of the story 

Daddy too harshly. It is obvious that the child is an unpro-

tected victim of a crude upbringing. ThT author, who seems 
i 

convinced that. the boy is weIl on the'way to becoming an 

excellent prototype of his father, neglects to emphasize the 

boy 1 s wea'k and predetermined. pos i tion as an indi vidual. In 

fact, of aIl the charactèrs he po~trays in his wor~, Chekhov 

seems to extend his sympathy exclusively to the schoolteacher, 
J ~ 

whose important role in society was still~e~erally undervalued. 

During the years of 1881 and 1882, Chekhov's choice 

of themes was fairly consistent,12 Experim~nting with various 

literary techniques, he would often write about SUCh(topiCS 

as: the lack of human dignity; the existing decadence in 

forms of human degradation. The practice of child-flop,gjn~, 

wl.lich was' wlùc~~pread ùurlne; ChCJ<tlOV'[; younL~cr' 'y('ar'~;, 1'3 Wél3 

studied by the writer in Because of Little Apples (Za Jablocki) 

in 1880 and later in The rrrial (Sud) 'in 1881. 
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In the shqrt story ~he Trial, Chekho~ reveals the 
, 

senselessness of flogging. The~iot centers around the 

youn~ hero, who having returned home from the city on a legal 

holiday, is accused by'his father of having stolen moncy from 
. 

him. Innocent Serapion denies the theft only to be publlcly 

strapped by the lrrational parent, who insists on hearing his 

son's admission of guilt. The fact that Serapion is no longer 

a child in the full sense of the word, but a se1lf-supporting 

youth, makes the beating by his father doubly grievous, 

esp~cially 'as even the ~uests appear to derive great satis

faction in witnessing the event. Even the injured old woman, 
l ' 

awaiting~medical attention from the visiting,doctor, momentarlly 

forgets her pain as she lifts up her head to observe the session 

of punishment. The beating, however, is stopped when it is 

discovered that the money had actually ~~en ~isPlaced by the 

parent. Nevertheless, unaware of· the suspended action, the 

'frenzied gendarme "with a red face and protruding eyes" ,con-
. 

tinues shouting: "Once la$ain! Once again! That's the way 

to do it!,,14 

Although the work The Trial represented an unpleasant l 
1 

memory of his own childhood days, Chekhov seemed to put little 
/ 

feelinr; j rit 0 thf' POl'ty'nya 1 "of UH' younfr, h01'O. 15 l t dof':; ,,('cm 

strange that the author should wr1te as i~differently as he 
;, 

did about a character, who was und~r{~oin['; the same brutal 
1 

experience that Chekhov once had known. The writer~ in fa~t, 

was hardly objective in this story, for he deliberately 
\ 
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exaggerated the young hero's defenseless predicament, \by por-
, ~ 

traying him as a colourless personality. Serapion, in compari-

son with the exuberant antagon~sts appeared as nothlng more 

than a puppet. 

It can be argued that Chekho~'s main intention in 

thls case was not so mu~ to condemn the boy, as to emphas1ze 

the absurd1ty of the situation. The author no doubt wished 

to convey the crude domestic situation in which th~ omni-

potent parent cbntrolled\his children's lives. One can, 

nevertheless, maintain that Chekhov intentionally and un jus ti-

f~ably belittled Serapion in the eyes of the reader. The 

persecuted hero was made to look like a fool, void of any 

self-respect. Even toward the end of the story, when the 

youth is about to te beaten, Chekhov mockingly compares the 

scene to that of a martyr being executed: At his parent ,iS 

,.~~ 
command, Serapion If throws off his jacket, makes the sign of 

,the ,cross, and int1Um11iation lies down on the bench" and 

says: "Torture mdt ,,16 

The 1ack of emotion'which Chekhov wpuld often display 
j 

when he first began to write is again apparent in the sketch, 

entitled A Life of Questions and Exclamations'(Zizn' v 
1 

voproGax i VOG\{J j canL1a.!.) . 
I,~ 

kaleidoscope describes the sequence of evehts which occur in 
. 

each of the sIx stage s· of life: childhood, a,dol€Gcencc, 

youth, the twenty te thirty-age span, the th1rty t~ fifty~age 

span,'old age and death. 

1 
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In describing'childhood, Chekhov makes the existence 
\ 1 

of a child evident by means of the surroun~ing adults, who 

are shown to be perpetually fussing over him: !'Take the cat 
1 • 

away from him or it Will scratch him . . The cabbies 
\ 

nearly ran him over Donlt stand in the draught. n17 

,Yet the pa~ents do not rea1ize that t~eir overprotection i8 

spoi1ing the child. "The nanny must be fir,ed Yau 

shou1d be ashamed of yourself--hitting such a smaI1 child. 

Donlt cry 1 18 Give him a- honey-cake! n 

Chekhovls description of adolescence shows the growing 

child to be hope1essly pampered ~nd mlschievous. The writer 

seems convinced\t~t the child ls beyond any help, for even 

at this early stage, he dlsplays in miniature the vices in 

which 7e will undoubtedly indulge when an adulJ;. Although., 

Chekhov holds the parents and educators respansible for the 

\ 

paor upbringing of the child, he neverthele~s disp1ays antag~nism 

for the young person, Who he believes wi~l eventually repeat the 
( 

same mistake. 

One could conc1ude from tfte works discussed in this , 1 

chapter, that Chekhov scornful1y :ie~ t~e child. Perhaps 

the wrlter even a~reed with Platonov: ~~ hero of his innominate 

play of 18n l, who d i :jr~u:jlcù l,Y den()ll1lC~(':j yoUl.ll: 

What vulgarity [Qoslost']l To be so young'and at 
the same time not ta have a pure soul! What an 
extreme perversity! How repulsive those individuals, 
in whom we notice the slightest allusion to our past, 
seem to be ..... Oh,' y,puth, youth! On the one 
hap.d, you possess a healthy body, a living brain ... ' 
and on the other . . . neglect of work .• desperata 
use of fouI language, debauche'ry, lies. .... You
pathetic orph~ns!19 
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Certainly, the author who spoke in these ~àr~y works was not q 

the gentle, compassionate man, who was introdueed at the 

beg,inning of tnis stu~y. 

The purpose cPt' this ehapter has been to shè~ that 
cl \0-

Chekhov!s early tales about ehildren were not a deliberate 
l " .... 

l , 

attempt on his part to flay the vices of the generation, 
1 

- ' 20 
p~rticu+arly thatiof young people. Arthough màny'recent 

Soviet critics ha\e read a satiri;al intention into the early 

~hekhonte storieS,\most of them were written with little or 

no feeling on the ~riterl~ part. 21 This is not to say that -. 

young Chekhov was the indifferent pers on he appears to be in 

the aforementioned works. As' seen in the first chapter, he 

was far from being malevoleht as an individual. He simply 

did not experience any compelling urge ta manifest his per-

~ spnal thoughts, be they positive or negative,.' as a writer. 

During the early Chekhonte stage his motive for Iwriting was 

solely mercenary. Recollecting his early period of writing, 

when his works were instinctive, mèaningless creations, Chekhov 

explained.: 

In former times l wrote as a bird s1ngs. l 
wàuld jus~sit down and write, without 
thinking how and of what. It wrote itself! 
l would write at any moment. To writc down 
a sketch, a :jioy'y", a cecne' wa:.: no lal)(lUl' al 
aIl ta me .. '1 .,-2 

ChekhoN was concerned in produeine material for purely comieal 

effects. His lite$ary goal was to induce laughtér among his' 

readers, even' at the. expense of mockinB the tragic a'spe,cts of 
~ 

life. Looking back on his vain Itterary attitude, Chekhov 
o .r 
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.almost shamefully descrlbed hls early\experiences as a writer: 

Hithe~to, my attitude to my literary work has 
been frivolous, heedless, casual. l don't 
remember a single stbry over which J have 
spent mbre than twenty-four hours . . . . l 
write my stories as reporters write their notes 
about fires, 'mechanlcally, half-unconsciously, 
taking no thought of the reader or'myself ... 
l wrote and di0 aIl l could not to waste upon the~ 
story the scenes and images dear to my whlch--God~ 
k~ows ~h!--I have treasured and kept carefully 
,hidden. 23 

Perhaps the above quote also explains Chekhov's reluctance 

tp write extensively about children ~n his early writing 

career, 

In conclusion, it 'shoui'ct b~ said that. Chekhov' s' 
1 

early literary endeavours were not the e~pressi6n of a con~ 

c~rned, beneVolent person, but rather an echo of Chekhonte's 
\ 

general nonchalance toward literature. It was not until 
'< 

later that Chekhov, as a writer, had a persooal message.to 
24 . 

deliver to the expeptant reading world. The writer's 

ornain cycle uf literary works about children will be discussed 

in the next chapter, 

\ 
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FOOTNOTES 

l 
Gill~s, op. (cit., p.,40. 

2 ('\. 
Anton Chekhov, Letters on the Short Story, the'Drama 

and other, Literary T9pics, ed. by Louis S .··Fri~dland (London: 
Minton, Balch & Company, 1924), p. 42. 

3 A. P. Chekhov, op. cit., XI, 24. 

4The magazine Fragments i6 also referred to by sorne 
critiç~ as Splinters. 

5It 16 obvious that young Chekhov's earlie~t stories 
were largely the attempts of a studept whose passion lay in 
literary genre and rar~ly in the .conveYance ··of a particular 
iqea (see Karl K. Kr~mer, Tp~ Chameleon and the Dream - The 
Ima e of Reality in Cexov's Stories [The Hague: Mouton & Co. 
N. V.,' 1970 , p.3Q. As casual as he may have been to the 
writing profession at t6at time, his desir~ to attain a per
sonal form, of· expression cannat be denied (Ibid.). In search 
for an original manner of writing and in an.attempt to Greak 
away from the dull routine in which he so often round himself,
Chekhov, ~till abiding by the standards laid ,down by'the 
publlshers, would try his hand at different literary styles.' 
ihough not always successful, the student wou Id strive to 
convey his material by unusual means. Nevertheless, ~is 
experimentation and interest 'in master~n~ the techniques of 
the literary craft by no means suggest that he.was ~s yet a 
de.dicated writer. .' 

6The story behind the p~eudonym Che.khonte ls inter~ 
est lng. Ini tlally, one of Chekhov' s favouri te teachers, ;, 
Fedor P1atonovië Pokrovs~ij, gave hirn the .nickname Chekhonte. 
Pokrovskij, who usua11y discussed Shakespeare, Goethe and 
Pushkin durlng the compu1sory re1igious his tor;y course, gave. 
young Chekhov an affectionate.sounding name,as opposed to 
the other students whose nlcknames were usual1y of an in
Gultinr; naturc. ChcklHJlJ latC']" u~;ed Chckhon1..e QG n pen name 
when he started his writing career . 

., 
Z. PapcrnYJ, A. P. ~rxov - O~erk tvor~eGtva (Mockva: 

Goslitizdat, 1960), p. 58. 

~, 

, ' 

, 
'; 



, f 
1 

", , . ' " 

, : 

'/ 

t/ 

.. 
131 

- . 9 A'. P. Ce X 0 v" op. ci t ., r" 8 4 . 

11Ibid . p. 86. 

., 12 - ' J. A. Kro1enko 
red." Cexovskij sbornik -
p1av1i~1929), p. 156. 

Obscestvp A. P. ëexova i ego èpoxi, 
najdennye stat ',i i pis 'ma (Moskva: 

r 
13 At this point, it should be mentioned ~hat to inflict 

physical pain on ~ child for any misdemeanour was considerdd 
righteous in Chekhov' s Russia. . In fact, "If a child was nelt 
taught right from wrong by beating, how else was he to learn?"~ 
w~s a common attitude in the patriarchal circles of Russian 

\ lower class families (see Simmons" Chekhov, p.5.). 

14 A. P. Cexov, op. cit., p. 135. 

15Krolenko, op. cit., p. 156. 

16 A. P. Cexov, op. cit., p. 134. 

17 Ibid . p, 161. 

l8Ibid'. 

~9Krolenko, op. cit.) p. 141. 

.. 
, / 

20Hingley, Chekhov - A Bio~raphical and Critical Study, 
p. 50. 

21Ibid . 

22 \ Koteliansky, op. cit" p. 6. 

23 ., 
" A. P. Cexov,. op. cit.~ XI, 79. 

J 

24 ' Sirnmons, Chekhov, p. 65. 
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CHAPTER III 

CHEKHOV'S MAIN CYQLE OF PSYCHOLOGIC~L, SOC]OLOGICAL 

AND PEDAGOGICAL STUDIES OF CHILDREN 

Ghekhov" s nUlnerous years of medical studies 

greatly influenced his attitude toward his creative work. l 

The scientific method, which he later followed as a doctor, . ~ . 
taught him/to view the world he portJrayed in his writings 

in ~n accurate, objective light. 2 ·He no longer cared to .. , 

yield to subjective conc~ptions and explained· his preference' 

for writlng objeétively in the fol~owing way: 

Subjectivity i8 a terrible thing. It is bad 
in the sense that it strips the poor author 
completely naked. 3 • ' . 

7 \ 
Although hi~. views vacillated between medicine--Ms "lega~ 

4 . "- . 
wife" and literature--his "mistress", Chekhov was to later 

express the great impact which his medical career had had on 
1 

him, as a writer: 
G 

l hav~ no doubt that the study of medicine has 
had an important influence on'my literary work; 

·~t has considerably enlarged the sphere of m~ 
o~servatlon, has enriched me with knowledge 
the true value of whjch for me nr, n writor 
can only b~ understood by one who ls hlmself 
a doctor. It has also had a guiding influencé 
and it has probably due'to my close association 
with medicine that l have succeeded in avoldlng 
many mistakes. 5 . 

« 

In 1882, Chèknov was introduced by' a poet-friend, 
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• 
L. I. Pal'mln to the popular writer-humourist N. A. Lejkin, . 
who' was also the publislter of Fragments' (Oskolki) J a popular 

... 
, 

c,omical mag'azine in St. Petersburg. 6 Lejkin was considered 
,~ 6 

as one of the most audacious publishers of that time, for ,in 
• 

spite of the har~h censorship, he dared, to,. print articl'es , 
• 1 

that criticized the bureaucratic and social system. Chekhov 
. 

was soon assigned to head Fragments of Moscow Life (Os~o~ki 
" ( , , 

moskoVek,Oj zizni) J, a 'se~tion of the journal which described 

the many-sided life in Mos~ow. The young author was ta wrfte 
, 1 

amusing stqries bas~d ort true and, for the mos~ part" somber 

incidents--a tas~hich he came to, realize was ~ difficult 

and unpleasant one J ' '\ 
Quite honestly, it is difficult to chase after 
humour. Sometimes you can turn' out stuff that 
you, yourself, even find nauseating.' You can-
not help'but cross' into the sphere of the serious. 7 

Chekhov's views abQut literature were undoubtedly undergo1ng 
<l .' c, . , , ' 

a change, for he was no longer satisfied Just being a com-

missioned literary hack. J-
At the beginning of his writing career, Che~ov, as 

yet, did not have'any firrn philosophical views toward life. 
, '1 

Although he was not indifferent to'the social conditions' in 

',RusSia,8 he àid not believe in abstract theorizing. 1 However, 
" .. 

as the young wrl Ler c;rew mor~) consclent. i OU~3, hc' T'cally.ed ttw.t . ' 
o 

humourous magazines were'hardly the appropriate place in which , 

, , 

to register a protest. , .He, considered them a by-prod\lc.t of the' 
~ 

prevailing sOCi~l depression ijnd their facet1ous, fljppant sty1e 
" 

/ 

mere ly an e xcus e' t 0 avo id genui ne pre s sing i ss ues.9 "Hi s bo~edom J, 
, " 
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with the Russian comic press and the g;owing:disgust he, felt 

• in continuously depicting the prosaic moments of life for , 
1 

purely humourous effects were becoming evident: 

""'" '-", The word "newspaper wri ter" . means at the very 
least a scoundrel. ~ am one of them; 1 work 
with ,them: l shake hands with them; T am even 
told that 1 have begun to loOk like one ~rom 
a di stance . . . . But i t ,is only temporary. 
T shall not die as one . . . . AlI T get out 
of my writing is a nervous twitch. IO 

\ 
Chekhov's work as a part-time journ~list brought him , 

into contact with a number of literary men, mostly elder'ly 
\ 

people who were not without a deep feeling of dedication to 
\ 

literature. Tt was their influence that helped the dilettante 

deve10p into, a serious-~inded wri ter. 11. Worthy of mention ,is 

~~ V. Bilib'n, a humourist-writer of 'vaudeville skits. who 
• • 

urged Chekhov to master the art of writing. Tt was in faet 
, 

\ 

Bilibin who suggested numerous refleêtive topies, including 
12 \ \ r 

a psychologieai study of a toddler, fo~ the frust~d . 
• 

author to work on. 

Chekhov, 

tinued to produee 
~ 

. . " 
in competition with other hack-writers, 

the ~y~e of teadingU~~terial whi'ch his 
""'" 

con-

edi tors expected. 0 HO\.,tever, his assertion of per.sonai good 

taste. together with his sc'ientifically sharpened awareness of 

\ the surroundi"ng truth and faisi ty, ac'counted for Chekhov' s new Q 

~ 

.,( trend in wri ting. Although his stories continued to be brief , . 

and co011y obJertive on the surface, t~ey beganoto reVral the 

author' s under1ying concern for' the issues depi,cte-d. 

The appea1 of Chekhov'~ short stories was not only 
" . , 

., 
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hei§htened by the technical~ superihrity. More important 

• "than form was th~ novel realm o'f life l(t1ich they dealt wi th, 

a feature previously unexplored in literature. l3 The basic 

princip le of Chekhov's artistic work was to try to embrace 
J 

every aspect of the typ~cal Russian way of life and not to 

describe selected' spheres, as was customary before him. In 

fact, by writlng abo~t a world of rèut~ne trifles and occur-

rences, which would at first glance appear lnsignificant, the 
\ 

author souglit to remove "the differences and contradictions 

.between ~he social and the personal, the historical and the 

intimate, the general and the'partic~lar, the large and the 
"\ 

small - those contradictions with which Russian literature 

struggled so agonlzingly and fruitlessly in search for a re-
o 

newal of 11fe."14 
. 

In striving,to illuminate the tangled web of a~~l 

living and in giving meaning to the ordinary, Chekhov exposen 

the'reality of iife~ 
. 

He ceased to approach moral issues 

n~gatively and to, f~CUS\hiS attention or the villain in his 

writings. Chekhov begarl to emphasize a hero, who wasdistin-
" 

guished by his uncommon sensitivity to life and by ·his ability 

to dis cern within ordinary phenomena certain values and ideals 

which would seem meaningless to a prosaic p~rson.15 
. . 

Chekhov's tlepiction of children was also noticeably 
" " 

affected durine; this significant turning point in his literary , ' 

career. Rather than portray the young person exclusiv~ly as an 

l' 
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-..A 

object of bad upbringing and a pQtential scoundrel, the writer 
J, 

began to expose a fresh, yet untouched by him'I aspect,of the 

child's personalfty.16 Relying on facts drawn from personal 
• r 

experience as weIl as the knowledge derived from his ~edical 
/ 

practice, Chekhoy was able to present a most accurate pictur~ 

of the child and his world. 

One critic feels that Chekhov's children are not 

typical for most of the time they are melancholic, pensive 

and infrequently mischievous. Furthermore, the y?ung heroes 

are often placed by Chekhov in tragic social and dornestic 

circumstances .17 , Perhaps the root of the Chekhov1.an harrassed 
r 

chi Id can be traced to the writer's unwholesome childhood. - -

However, his young characters can not, be stereotyped, f0r as 

this chapter will show, théir personalities vary according to 

their age, social class and the situation thdy appear in. The 

Chekhovian children have only one cornmon feature~-they are aIl 

very lifelike. 

The Psychological Portrayal of the Chi1d 

Whether Chekhov deaIt'with grownups or children in 

his w~itings, his primary aim was:to make l1is characters 

appear as natural as possible. The realistic portrayal ~f 
il 

man could certainly not be achieved by describing his physical 
1 . 

actions alone. It was the accurate disclosure of~the human 

psyche that made th~ hero on paper become one of flesh and 
l , 

r ' r 
blood. ,Furthermore, ,the 'abili ty of the reader to identify 

, 1 
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il!' 
himself' wit'h the ordinary person, as opposed to sorne unique 

" 
intlividual, made for an even more "comprehensible character. 

1" 
IChekhov's objectives in writirig about children Were 

l ' 

yaried. A successful feature of his works was the psychologi-

,cal analysis of' a young hero and the familiarization of his, 

readers with the thoughts and actions typical of a child in 

a partlcular age group. The writer was careful to include 
\ 

such vital inf'ormation as the character's age,. social standing 
) 

and environment: aIl of which he felt influenced the Chil~' 
mental devèlopment. 

Chekhov's young characters can be divided into the 
" 

following five age groups~ those prior to the preschool 

group (ages one to three); the preschool group (ages three 

ta séven); theJeremèn~ary school group (ages seven ta rleven); 

puberty (ages eleven ta f~urteen) and -adolescence (ages four-
.1 18 

teen to sevent een) .' 
~ 

The story Gri~a is the only work about a child in the 
\ 

first age category. Following the suggestion of V. V. Bilibin 

to write a psychological 'stu,dy of a toddler, 19 Chekhov, wfth:i:n 

a few pages, glves an amuslng, but factual characterization 
" 

of a .tw·o-year-old boy. The wri ter heightens the realism of 

his protar:onjnt by allowlnr; the rendc'r to pcrc01.vc thc world 

through the curious eyes of the impressionable child. 

Grisa Is introduced as a wholes0m~ little boy, 

taklng his first outdoor walk with his nanny. ~he only 

world that he has known till now has been a f'our-cornered one 

( 

1 
\ 

" '. 
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consisting of a bed, ~~: n~nny.' s trunk, a chair and an icon 

lamp. Chekhov descr~~ the toqdler's first confrontation 

wl th th~s "big" world, and conveys f~he child 1 s impressions ,of 

thls new ~nvironment by using a technique referred to by the 

Russlan formalists as "ostranenie ll (making it strange), a 

semantic sh~ft transferr..t.n,g a dep-1cted object to a difJerert 
20 ( , ) • \ 

level of reality. The ooy assoeiates aIl that he sees in 

the street with what he has knownin the pasto He notices a , 
1 

tlnanny selling oranges" and "two large cats with long snouts) 

drooping tongues and curied-up tails" running across the 

boulevard. He has been removed from h\s familiar world of 
\ 

the nursery and considers the apartment of his nanny's friend 

with its "dark ceiling, an oven fork with two horns and a 

s.tove resembling a lbig dark bird l,2l strange. Although the 

child i8 confused and even,frightened by thi~W experience, 

he enthusiastically atuempts to identl;y, in h~ive sub-

jectlve terms, aIl that h~ percelves. 

8 children of,preschool age in the 

stoty, A Trivial nt (Sobytie). The c~~r~~te~ in this 
1 1 ... 11 

work are a four",,:yearfolld girl named Nina, and heJi slx-year101d , ' A" . 
brother Vanja, both of whom have'a broader view ~f the world 

than Grisa. rrhey ean eomprchcnd what the P~lI'PO:JC of thel, 

father 18 and are able to distinguish be,tween animp.ls, although 

they innocently refer to the cat as "having born pUpS". How-

ever, their greater underptanding of. life and their _ab~llty 
, '1\ ' • 

to differentiate between the good and ev~l also brings 

them disfllusionment. 

__ ZM! ;' ...... 41 
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The lives of the two children take on a new meaning 

after ~he kittens are born. Their whole world centers around 

the se pewly-arrived animal~ as they wonder why the kittens are 

"blind as beggars'" and refu;:;e to eat the food which they offer 

them, Care~ully planning their pets' future, they decide that 
\ 

one will rematn 'at home to console i ts mother, the other will 

be sent to t~e country and the third will live in the rat-

infested cellar. When the dog, the kittens' appointed "father", 

devours them, the chl1dren's limited conception of life ls 
\ 't 

shattered, They cannot understand the crue~ indifference dis-

played by the dog and wonder how the adults can allow what they 

consider to be a "heartl~~ and contemptuous ,,22 animal to go 

unpunlshed. 

Because of Chekhov's sympathy for the cre~t~ve children, 
1 

he was disgusted with adults who attempted to repress the natural 

manifestations of the young imagination. ChekhOV(felt that, 

though still naive in many ways, children in their~loseness 

to th~ animal world, appear tci have more appreciation for 
. , 

solidarity and lire than most mature people. 

Most of Chekhov's stories about children include 

protagonists who'are between the ages of seven to eleven. 

Common to these chnracters js thcjr dcslre \'0 ppnclré'lte the 

lives of those they meet daily. By developing a curious-like 

interest in other people, these children are ~t the same 

time expanding their confined world. Their attempts to 
, ') , 

analyze fellow beings and situations often leads,them to what ! 
~ adults consider as illogical conclusions, Nevertheless, 

. , ., 
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1 \ 

the children's lack of experience in life and li~ited know-

ledge of mankind do not stand in the way of their Inherent 

sensitivity to aIl that is around them and their natural 

expression of, thoughtfulness for others. 

An excellent example of a child in this stage of 
\ 

development is found in Chekho91 s short take, The Cook'~ 

F 
Wedding (Kuxarka ~enitsja). The title itself, consisting of 

the Russian verb zenit'sja (to get married to a female) in-

stead of the appro~iate expression vyxodit' zamuz (to get 
) , 

married to a male), reflects the seven-year-old's language 

well. 

The story begins with the hero Grisa observing a 

match-making session through the peephole of 'the ~itche~ 

door. Although no reference to a wedding is made during 

this time, the intuitive boy concludes that Pelageja the 

cook is going to marry tQe coachman. The bewildered child 
., ' 

wonders why the cook should wed this "frightening, red-nosed 
, 

coachman in felt boots", when both his mother and cousin 

)narried men "who wear gold chains, good sui ts and w~ll

polished boots".23 Having noti~ed the cook's shyness, , 
fright and reluctance in this strange man's presence, the 

boy cannot undcr~;tand why IItlle nur·[>0.rnaid wantg pOOT' rcla(~eja 

to marry". 24 ?ince the family teases the embarrassed cook 

about her suit?r, Grisa decides ~hat marriage must be a 

shameful 'event. The boy' s dream that night about Pelageja 1 s 

abductiQn by a sorcerer and witch indicates the great impact 
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which the cook's situation had on the child. Grisa's sorrow 

and compassion for Pèlageja reaches its peak wnên Ber husband 

demands part of his wife's salary the morning after the 

wedding. Considering the cook as "a victim of hu~an violence",25 

the ~hl1d attempts to comfort her by giv.ing her the largest 

apple he has picked. 

Chekhov shows that it i8 characteristic for a child 
l , 

of GriSa' s a~e to become emotionally invol ved in t'he lives of 
r 

those people who are close to him. The boy's attempt ta ....., 
analyze the cook's situation ls an indication of his developing 

, 
feeling of responsibility for other people. Bydi verting his 

"attention to others, he is forced to leave the limited sphere 

of his perso_nal interests 'and\enter '1~ unknown world of a 

fellow being. A child's voluntary invo~vement in the qffairs 

of another person can be considered as an important stepping-

stone ih his ~sychological growth. 
',\ ) 

Children of the elementary school age, appearipg in 

works sueh as Vanka (Van'ka), In the Home for the Old and the 
1 

Sick (V prijute dlja prestarelyx i bOl'nyx), The Runaway' 
" 

(Beglec), and The Steppe (Step'» hav\ the eommon experience 

of confronting a new. situation alone. As opposed to Grisa, 
• 

in The Cook'r; Weùdjnl~, who maùe ILi':: di:;('oVC}'!0;: wlli le\ on -r--:---
familiar grounds, the characters of the aforementioned stories , 

are forced to physieally and mentally adapt to new surroundings. 

Their adjustment to a solitary existence in a strange place ls 

not without mental struggle. Chekhov, who many a time found 
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himself in a similar predicament, knowingly writ~ abo~t the 

child who is rèmoved from the familiar and placed into a , 

.frightfully different envi~onment. 

In'The Runaway, Paska, an illitera~e country boy, 

finds diffichlty in adjusting to a strange place. The horror 
\ 

and desperation of his being in a hospital for the first time 

is intensified by the absence of his mother. The child's 

reactions however fluctuate. His feàr 13 often counteracted 

by his astonlshment for the unhabitual--from the hospital 

garb to the musical, whistling-like sound emitted by an old , 
man whe~ he coughs., Furthe~more, Paska's.r-ecurring reflec-

tions on the doctor's promise ta take him hunting also helps 

hlm endure his temporary home. Before the story ends, the 

boy has an additional frlghtful encounter with the unknown--

death. It is the presence of the familiar doctor whlch fi~allY 

caIrns the hysterical child. 

Another example of a child's confrontation with the 

-" unknown is found in one of Chekhov's longest works, The StepQe. 
. . 

This autobiographical story is written as a traditional tale 

of adventures ~nd observations of a wandering hero. 26 The 
• 

reader is able to accompan}- the, city boy on his impressi Vé 

/)
j ourney and to experïence the child' s feelinr;s of fascination 

li< 
and confusion for the unusual which he encounters during his 

trip. 

The story is co~prised of eight chapters, united by 

an inner action and a commo~ atmosph\ere to which ~the hero 
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continuously reacts. 27 The youth's sensitive nature is ex

posed in his encounters with unfamiliar sights~ sit~tions 

and people. 'His feelings", vacillatil}g from desperation and 

loneliness ~ as he loses 'sight of his hometown, to bewilder-

\rnent and perplexity, as he perceives the rnany aspects of the 

irnpressive steppe, are also affected by the interplay of the 

conflicting life and death themes which appear throughout the 

w~rk. 28 Much of the fascination which the poy experiences ls 

~ue to his own imaginative distortion of what he sees. For 

exarnple, he, visualizes a bush at night as being a robber 

crouching by the roadsld~, or three peasants with pitchforks 

a9 giants carrying pikes. 

The important theme of the effect of vulgarity and 

emptiness on certain' indlviduals ls prèsÊmted through(;>ut 

tpis work in many poetic variations. 29 egoru~ka suggests 
fi 

a sensitive protagonist who is isolated by vulgarity.30 

Those people who surround him are as Indifferent ta Uim as 

they are to the beautiful countryside throuGh which they are 

travelling. The misunderstood child, who cannat cape with 

much of life's unpleasantness~ often seeks consolation in 

nature and the st'eppe, which at times appeared to experience 

sjm.iJnr f('cllnf~:', of dC':~Jl(~)';d,i()n: 
~ 

At that time~ as Yegorushka laoked at the sleeping 
faces, a quiet singing was unexpecteoly h~ard. 
Somewhere f~r a'ff, a woman was hununing . . . .' 
The soft~ leisurely ,and plaintiff song, which 
resembled weeping . • . as if an invisible spirit 
was floating over the steppe and singing. Yegorushka .' \ Iooked and did not understand where this strange 
song came from; then, as he list éned, i t seemed ta 
him that the grass sanG it; ln lt~ Don~, half dcad, 
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already'perishing, without words, it sadly and 
sincerely assured someone that it was in no way 
gullty, that the sun had burned it up in vain; 
it affirmed that it wanted terribly to live, that 
lt was still young and would be beautiful, if 
there were no heat and drought; there was no guilt, 
but it nevertheless asked somebody's forgiveness 
and averred that ~t felt une~~UrablY sick, unhappy 
and sarry for itself . . . . 

Be~ause the story ends inconclusively with the con

fused hero wondering what life holds for him, it is felt 

by certain critics that, unlike many other Chekhovian 

characters who are transformed, or even destroyed by a 
- ~ 

~ostile environment, Egoru~ka i8 not noticeably changed by 

his experience. 32 On the other hand, the critic G. A. Bjalyj 

explains why he feels that the young protagonist has been 

affected by his yoyage: 

The consciousness of the child, his\outlook on 
life attracts Chekhov as much as the consciousnèss 
of people with their direct, poetic and wise " 
"natural" attitudes t oward life . .rC All that 18 minor, 
unnecessary, insulting ~o man, to which grownups 
have grown accustorned, in which they see a forrn,of 
lire and relations b~tween people which they con
sider ~ormal and inevitable, b330mes strange ~nd 
unnatural to the young persop. 0 

Furthermore, it can be argued that the new environment had 
\ 

a deflnit1 imp~ct on the boy's men~ality, for Chekhov's 

original plan, as explained in his letter to D. V. Grigorov~c, 

was to end hi~; ~i~()r'y wl\,h tlle lH't'() c()lIlrni\'L1!\I~ :;uieid(~ in 

St.'petersbUrg. 34 This no do~bt indicates that the,writer~ 
\ 

wished to l'cycal the chllù' ü negnl, Lvc l'C,WUOll to 111::; new 

experiences throughout the journey. Er,oruska' is not the 

same child at the end as he was in the beginning. Chekhov, 

• t~ , 
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r '{, 

himself, gives reasons as to why the young person ~ould be 

driven ta self-destruction: / 

On the one hand physical weakness, nervous
ness, early sexual maturity, passionate thirst 
for life and truth, dreams ab~ut activity as 
braad as the steppe, nervous sklf-analysis, 
lack of knowledge and a broad sweep of ideas; 

'on the other hand, a limitless plain, a cruel 
climate, angry crude §eople with a heavy and 
col<1 history • . . .3' 1 

\ \ 

In both The Runaway and The Stepoe, Chekhov 

exposes the child's sensitivity to the strange and unhabitua~--
Q 

a curi04s-life attraction to the novelty he experiences at 

one point, and an escapist r.eaction ta the unfamiliar he 

perceives at another. Certainly, these emotional responses, 

whethe~ they be positive or not, must leave a permanent mark 

on the mind of the impressionable child. 

In the work, Children (Detvora), Chekhov emphasizes 
... \ 

the fact that children generally from the ages of èight ta 

ten years begin to show definite individual characteristics. 36 -
"The writer reveals their developing individualization during 

'" C' 

their participition in a game of lotta~37 Although the 

young characters in this short story are of practically the 

same age, they aIl reveal dis~inctive\persanalities ln thelr 

-' reaction to the activity. The garne interest Grisa, the oldest 
-, 

and therefore lhe most Intcllle;clll ln lle;ht. o} thc other , 

children, because Ç>f the possible financial gains which it .:*~ 

has ,to orrer. Anj a cOl'fsiders 1 t important ta win because of the' 
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... 
personal satisfaction she would receive. Her younger sister 

Sonja participates irt lotto out of pure enjoyment~ as oppo~ed 

'to"Alesa who derives pleasure from witnessing the arguments 

which ac company the game. The cook,' s son is fascinated by 

the ~hèmatical an~ phiiosophicai aspec:s of the play. 

~ It i8 evident that aIl of these children have a common 

interest. NevertQeIess,.as Chekhov points out, each of them 
\ f 

bave different reasohs for enJoying the game. The writer 

shows how a minor activ~ty, such as agame, can bring into 

the open the subtle distinctiQn of character whlch begins 
, 

\t~surface during this stage of life. 

In depicting children in their pubescence, ChekQov 
,~ 

exposes one of the most characteristic aspects of-thelr 

, behaviour. It is during these years that the chiId, in 
1 

search of his identity~ makes his initial attempt ta assert \ 
himself. A young person's effort to achieve even th~ slightest 

amount of recognition usually involves displaying a noticeably 

abnormal type of behaviour. Chekhov views the child's 

. aberrant inclination, 

a normal phase in his 

• 1 

whether it be positive or negatlve, as 
1 8 

psychqlogical development;3 The writer 

describes tQe various behavioural tendencies an a~olescent 

has, in two of' his works--Boyn (Mal' èï~l) and rphe Naur;ht~ 

Boy (Zloj mal'èik). 

The chd.ractern ln Hoy~ ar'c twn "mIniature JtJdIVJrlualn",39 
1 

who plan a trip to California. Their minds saturated with 
, . 

account s of' world traveller::;, the lJoyn deçldc Lu conquer the 
1 
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, 
, unknown with "a gun, two knives, cÏ'ackers, a magnifying glass 

with which ta make fire;, a compass ,and four 'rubles". ~O 

Chekhov shows that the romantically idealistii awakening in 
. , 

these children is a'per~ectly healthy and natural pha~e in 

the1r development and considers this "non-malignant, di~ease'~ 

, of. wanting ta achieve great feats of courage in faraway places 
, 

as a positiv~ reaetion on their part. 41 

As were the protagonists lor Boys, thJ young character 

in The Naughty Boy' is also in his pubes cent stage of life. , 

However, as the title suggests his behavioural inclination 
, 
is negati~e, for his method of attaining recognition ls, 

malicious. 

1 

The story The Naughty Boy' revolves around the actions 
fi' Î 

of the young hero, who having accidentally discovered his 
, 

sis ter' s love affair, decides to b lackmail her. He reaJ:izes 
'Q 

that' the couplets relationship ls just as ~ishonourable as 

ls his own behaviour. Nevertheless,ohis obsession with 
\ \ ~ , 

authority and recognition accounts for his exvloitation of 

the young couple", s situation. 

It ls obvious that the gif~s the boy procùres in 

return for his silence are not as rewardipg as the attention 
'\ 0 ' 

he r;etG from h.i~; eIder::>, who would !1ohnnl1y not bot..hr.r,with 

1 

fiim. He derives personal satisfaction solely in being able~ 
, ' 

ta completely contro] a ):;Huation involvln(~ adults .• 
. \, " \ 

In wrlt~ng about adolescents, Chekhov r~veals a 
1 • \ 

behavioùral pattern, which is usually fir3t app'arenL during 
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the teen-age years. It ls,bebween the ages of fourteen to 

/~ . seventeen that boys and girls alike fi t experience a strong 

, \ 

CO)! 
- 1 

1 

ernotional,' feel'ing for members 

dls?usses th~ t~erne of ~n6oc~nt young love 

sex. The wr~ter 

two of nis short 

stûries and sho,ws how the characters cope with th'is new emotion. 

Infatuation and its effects on a young person is p~e

sented by Chekhov in the work After the Theatre (Posle teatra). 

Inspired by Tat'jana's passlonate letter to Onegin, Chekhov 1s 

sixteen-year-old beroine, Nadja Zelenina, ~also deeides to \ 

write to her suitors when she arrives from the opera~ Nadja 

ls fas c inat ed by Pus kin' s hero'ine and her tragic' love affair. - , 

The girl's ernotional inexperience leads her to b~li~ve that 

reeiproca~ love is dull and unstimulating. Cane luding that 
l ' 

~ ) ~ 

a satisfying romantic involvrnent must. be'aceompanied by, 

suffering, she sets out to çonvince, first an offieer and then 

a student, that their feelings for her are not as ,strong as r-~-'---'\-. 

those,she hais for them. C-___ '-~-
j . 

Chekhov gives an entirely d1fferent p~cture of the 

adolescent and his, awareness of the opposite sex in t,he story' 

Volodja. 
'1> 

The protagonist, whose nawe appears 
, é' 

in the title of 

" ;' -
develops a~ unreasoning(passion the work, 

, , 

for a thirty-year-

old wornan, who first provokes the innocent boy and then tam-

pers with his feelings. 

Volodja, -who 15 said t'o obe "unat~ractive, unhealthy 
\ -

\ 42" antl. timid", has an inferior,ity complex, whieh becornes , , 

apparent when he 15 ln the woman' s presence. 'Lured by her 

l,' 
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, 
sensuality, he becomes more and more attracted to her even 

though she continuQusly'ridicules him. Although this happen5 
. " 

~... .... , (1 

to be the boy' s first emotional, experienc,e of this kind, he 

soon begins to realize that his f'eeling for hér"'seems to be 
- e. 

strangely unclean and, therefore, cannot be true\love. 

Nevertheless, this woman remains an important figure in his 

11fe as he makes plans to leglt1mately court her when he be-

cornes a man. 

Chekhov shows that Volodja's emotional experience is 

a~normal occurrence in the development of a youth. In con

trast with,Nadj:'s strongly romantic inc~tion, the boy's 
\ ~ 4 

feeling can best be described as one of lu?t. 3 Both of 

these imaginative characters attempt to create a world of 
\ 

idealistic love. However, while the girl continues to li~e 

in her world of fantasy, the boy soon decides that his hopes 

are futile, for his emotional involvement with an older woman 

15 absur,d. He even admits to himself at the beginning of the 

affair that "one does not fall in love with a thirty-year-old 
, 44 

married woman". Because he is psychologically unprepared 

to handle his emotional predicam'ent, the' hero commi ts suicide 
\, 

in the end. 

fl'Il(] C)llJ d ~and Id~: ~j()e 1 ail j'o:; i t Ion 

Chekhov considered the youn~ people of his time as 

45 one of the most valuable assets lof his country,. In view 

of his .idealistic philosophy about the future progress of 
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Russia, he felt that the child's position in society had to 

be improved. He was one of the many progressively-minded 

writers, who appealed to the social conscience for immediate 

ju~tice for the oppressed child. Many of his stories, imbued 

with person~l emotions and understandlng for hi~ characters, 

are dedicated to exposing the unpleasant truth about the many 

problems encountered by the child in society: 

The theme of child labou~ exploitation is presented by 

Chekhov in two moving short stories. Apart ~rom exposing the 

social practice of physical abuse in Vanka,'(Van1ka) and 

Sleepy (Spat' xoce~sja), the w~iter attempts te show the 

reader the unethical element involved in forcing a young 
\ 

, " 
pers9n to ta~~ on the responsibility of an adult. Although 

the child is physically capable of carrying out certain grown-
, ' 

up duties, he often lacks the emotional condi tioni1ng neces sary 
1 

to efficiently fuIfil1 ~he job. Th; physica~ strain involved 
f 1 

often reduC€s the child to d~·speration . 

The young protagonists in both of these stori~s are' 

cruelly exploited children,. w,hose desperatl'on is emphasized 

by their orphanhood. The~ab3ence.of a nearby relative makes 

the harsh reality which they fac~ aIl the more unbearable. 

Their search for compassion is futj le, for their ,present 

world consi~ts soleli of cold-hearted, demanding superior~. . \ 
" 

The title Vanka refers to the precocious nine-year-

old boy, who ls apprenticed ta a city cobbler. The oyerworked 
~ 

orphan, driven t? despair by hunger and beatings, appeals for 

\ 

. \ 
\ 
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'sympathy to the one person he loves in the world--his grand

father. In writing about his' unbearable life, the young 

protagonist, with his childish sUbjectivity, describes the 

almost s~vage-like behaviour of hia master. Vanja,~s beaten 

with a boot-stretcher when he falls asleep over the cradle, 

forced to steal pickles whe~ he is sent to the tavern for 
\ 

. vodka, and often deprived of food . The boy pleads with,his 
(' 

relative to rescue him, for he can nr longer endure h,is 
. ~ 

present existence, which he claims .is"wors~ than that of ~ny 

dog. .Naively ad\dressing the letter to his grandfather in an 

unnamed village, the child, in hope of soon being saved from 

his present cruel world, drops, it intq the mailpox. 

Although Vanja is only a child, he recognizes the 

almost impossible conditions und;r which he is forced to 

live, The physical work, combined with emotional strain, 

slowly destroys the ~hil.d '/ He appeals to his grandfatYltr-- , 

the only link to a world which he, as a çhild, idealize~ 
considers to be Ire sp'ons ive . The fact that he sends his appeal 

without the correct address rèvéa}s not only th~ illusion of 
( . ,- \ 

a. better wbrld, but also the infini te emgtines-s'-â;d c~uel 

--------------------reality 'from'which he wiJl ~~scape, 
'- ------:-------

The t,1tuation of the th t rt('('ll-fye:ll'-o J cl hc)'o i ne oi' 

Sleepy is simllar te Vanja's. She fS also thé victim of a 

heartless craftsman, who exploits chlld labour to'~ itQ fullc3t. 

" However, as oppos~d'to Vanja who still lives in the hope of, 

being rescuea from his tragic envirenment, the girl, dis-

... 

\' 

. . . . . 
, .,\ '" 

~ .. 
, '" J 

• ...!::n~ .", 

f:i -,' 
--:'. ,. 

., " .. ' 

., , 

---------------... ~~! 



( ) 

Cj~ '" ,..,.. ~ ..1,., _ ... __ , ... __ _ 

52 
\ , 

" regarding the possibility of a better future, seeks Immediate 

saI vation, Whlle r.ocking the \cradle, .the exhausted chi Id 
1 

tries to fight the weariness that i8 overcoming her. As the -- . 

physical, strain intensifies, the semi-delirious girl decldes 

to destroy the present cause of her torment--the infant, whb 

has "kept her hands and feet in chains" 46 until this p~int. 
ln strangling her emp~oy'er' s. baby, she ls only trying to 

destroy an enemy who ls preventing her from sleeping and 

11vi'ng. She do,es not real1ze, however, that by trying ta 
llberate herself from the forces of a hostile world, she is 

,hopelessly sinking deeper into its savage grlp. 

The authors of earlier works about child-criminals 
'\ 

in Russian 11terature seldom justified the actions of their 

young characters. At the most? they wrote with the intention 

'of cr~ticizing young people for their misdemeano~.47 Sleepy, 

however,'was not only Chekhov's first work of its kind, but 

also the first Russian children's ~tory of its tlme to pre~ent 
48 

a young murderer,'whose'ac~ions were justified by the author. 

In revealing ~he character's homicidal ~endencies~ Chekhov 

. ranted to emphasize the serious situation of the exploited child. 
. . 

Chekhov roUgh~ to improve the position of the impover-
\ 

lshed ch~Ud by exposinr; thiR f)o~lrll condition ln hin worl(n~ 
"-

He especlally stressed the apathetic attitude ~f society 
'-

toward the hunc;ry nncJ" [Joor Jn the hope 1.haL O[;()(~i('ly would 

soon realize its blunder and try to rectify the situatlo~. 

'" The narrator" of the story 0;Y:,sters (Ustric~) ,is an 

elght-year-old boy, While begging with his father ~n the 

"-'-- \ 
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streets, the ~tarving child sees a sign in front of a restau~ 

rant and begins to shout "oysters". Amused by the boy' s 

delirious state, sorne gentlemen offer to buy him a meal of 

oysters. 
\ , 

Chekhov's aim in this story is twofold~ Firstly, he 

is interested in giving a medically accurate account of the 

psychological and physica~ implications of starvation on thls 

'afflicted child. The boy himself reveals his phrenetic 

condition: • \ . 

The sound'of carriages rose to a thunder; in 
the smell ~f the street 1 could dlstinguish 
a thousand smells; and the restaurant lights 
and street lamps seemd tp flash like light-
ening. And l began ta ma~e out things that 
l could not make out before.~9 

~ 

After reading the sign, the boy can think of nothing ~lse but 

oysters. He imagines~them to be' something delicious and thinks 

of how he would eat them: 

! And in a wink, l vlsualized this mysterious animal. 
l concluded that lè must be something between a 
flsh and a crab; and as it can come from the sea, 
of course it was made up into delightful ~ishes~ 
hot bouillabaisse with fragrant peppercorns and bay 
leaves . . . .50 

And y~t, even though the child is overcome by a sudden feeling 

of repulslon when he ~s told that this "hideous stuff" or 

"these CrCQtuT'C~, r(':;cml>llnf~ frol~:i ,,5] <ll'(' (~at('n al J vr,. l-hc 

boy, driven by extreme hunger pangs, still attempts to con-

sume what he considers so revolting. 

In pol'nting out the crudêness of those members of 

~qCiet'Y who react indifferently to the social condition of 
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poverty, Chekhov works in his other aim in writing this sto~y. 

The gentlemen who offer to buy the boy a meal do not do so out 
, 

of pit y, but strict~y out of selfishness--namely, to further 

amuse themselves by seeking the hungry child's reactlon to the 
1 

dish of oysters. They laugh when the child) who they know is4t 

unfamiliar with this seafood,'bites into the shell. The writer 

does not hesitate to emphasize the'mocking nature of the spec-

tators' and their apathy to the boy' s misery. The onlookers' 

laughs represent the social attitude toward suffering people. 
~ . 

Chekhov criticizes those who humillate othe~: 

One must not humiliate people--that ls the chief 
thing. It is better to say hMy Angel," thçl.D to 
hurl "Fool" at his head~ al though men are more 
like fools than angels. 2 . 

\ 
Chekho~'s consideration for the social wel1-being of ' 

children is aIl the more obvious in his longest nOR-fiction 

work, entitled The Island of Saxalin (Ostrov Saxalin). In 

this lengthy sociological study of a penal colony off the 

coast of Siberia, the author devotes 'a number of pages to 
1 

the chi ldren of the condcflllled rc Gidin[T, on the i Gland. If! 

, '. 

view of his obj ect ive .way of presenting mate rial , the author 

accurately depicrs the social and environmental conditions 

under which the childreh are raised and shows how these . 

expernal factors ai' L'ect "the!r developrnc~lt,. 

Because of the existing poverty on the premises, th~ 
tI 

birth of a child is' not a welcorhe occasion. Furthermore, the 

parents believe that the child's likelihood of becoming a 
, 1 

'respectable individual in' an atmosphere of vulgarity and 
1 
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dlshonesty is slight. Chekhov questions the c,hild' s ability 

to mature into an ethical per~on, when he,is surrounded by a 

society which has long forgotten the signifi?ance of the word 

IImoral". The author wonders whether an undesired being can 

develop normally, when with every opportunity his parents 

curse tHe day he was born. and a~~ tthab the good Lord take 

hlm away as soon as possible ll
• 5/ 

The morally deprived children of S~xalin are also 

affecte<fl by ~he physical environment in wh~ch they live. 

Chekhov describes the children in the following manner: 

. pale, thin, Iistless; they are~'dressed 
in rags and are constantly hungry. As the reader 
will later see, they die almost exclusively from 
a disease of the digestive canal w Underfed, their", 
nourishment at times for months consists solely of 
turnips, bût even the well-fed ... the Iow tempera-~ 
ture and humidity kills the young organ:i,sm . . . .5 Lt 

The author's letter to the lawyer A: F. Koni further reveals 

the decadent atmosphere in whlch the Saxalln children find 

themselves: 
. J 

l will attempt to depicu t~e situation of the 
Saxalin youngsters and ado1escents in dotail. 
It ls a highly uncommon one. l came across 
starving children, saw thirteen-year-old "kept 

'~-G-meh", pregnant fifteen-year-olds. Girls 
become prostitutes at the age of twelve, and 
sometlmes even before the commencement of 
menstruationw The church and school exist 
GO] el y on p:IJ ' ('r' a:~ \"!l(: Cil i J ri T'('n :1 t'f' r'lI i :if'rJ 
lJ'y ilH:! cllvl1'ulIIllellL. éUK.I Lill! VelluJ c.:ond iL,loll:"; • 

The Saxalin chlld, although youn~ in age, is rela-

tively mature from experience. He ls aware of the decadence 
1 

around him. An eleven-yeàr-old boy, for example, realizes 

that he was born illegitimately and that his mother 16 now 
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living with a man other than his father. 56 The callousness 

which surrounds the child on Saxalin has made" him imperviou8 

to stich occurrences as death. Chekhov writes that: "What 

appears to be frightening in Russia, the cities ~nd villages, 

is perfectly common here. ,,57 Life on Saxalin i8 the survival . 
of the fittest. In order to survive, the child must be 

physically and mentally insensitive. 

Although the precocious Saxalin chi Id does not 
\ 

represent the normal, innocent young person, Chekhov points 

out -that the children in the penal colony ar~ a good element 

in-an otherwise deprived environ~ent, _for they exert a 

"purifying and uplifting lt58 , force on their Immediate contacts 

and mainly on their parents: 
\ 

. . . the most helpful, n;eded and pleasant 
péople on Saxalin--are the children, and even 
the convicts, themselves realize this and 
dearly cherlsh them: They bring into the 
hardened, morally deprived 9axalin family, 
elements of tenderness, cleanliness, gentle-
nes s,and happines s. In api te of their puri ty, 
they love their unchaste mother and criminaII 
father the most in the world, and if the kind
ness of a dog touches the convict who in jail 
has forgotten what tenderness is, then how in- \ 
valuabl~ he must consider the love from a' 
child.5~ 

{ , 

In depicting ,the undernourished and socially abused 
'" 

child, Chek~ov nttemptcd to forcc floclct..y lü ncc thc ::mr-

rounding reality of life and recognize the necessity for 

eventual reformatory measures. "I will, of courDe, not 

attempt ~o solve the problem of the child. l do Qot know 

what has to be done.,,60 Cheknov \-Trote to A. F. Koni. The 
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writer did not offer any solution to the social problems the 

child faced, for he beliqved that: 

The artist' Si business is not to solve narrowly 
specifie problems . . . . The artist observes, 
selects, guèsses, composes--these actions in 
themselves presuppose a question at their out
set; . : . ·you are confusing two concepts: that 
~f solving' a question and that of posing the 
question corregïly. Only the second is the 

, artist 's dut Y . 
. \ 

His main intention at this point was to bring to th~ attention 
""'\ 

of the people a social condition for which the y were responsi-

ble and which only they could change. 

The Child in School and at Home 

Many of Chekhov's works are studies of the school life 

of children. The writer realized that the mechanical assimi-

lation of certain ~uQes and standards, habits and ways, could 

not solely determine the future nature of a young person. 

The thread of personal fate, tightly interwoven with the 
JI-

threads of envirqnment, heredity62 and the numèrous other 

"trivial incidents,,63 of life also governed the development 

of a child. Nevertheless, he considered the instruction, 

which a young person received bo/th in school and at home, 

an important .facto~ in the formation of the child' s character. 

llfG famillarlly wlLiJ Lhe cl'uùe, üllL-uuLL'd lIIuu<:_ ur <.:1Üld

rearing accounted for the realistic portrayals qf the 
\ 

contemporary schopl and family Life in his stories. 

The importance whj ch Wé.W placed on the cducational 

v'" institution by Chekhov 1s revealed by Father S. Scukin in 
.1 
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the following passage: 

Chekhov was interested in the school, attended 
it and always attracted children. He would 
regularly encounter them on the streets--little 
ones, laden with masses of books and would 
strike up conversations with them. And many a 

.time, arriving at school, the children would 6~ 
eagerly boast tha~,Chekhov had spoken to them. 

li ' 

The progressively-minded writer, however, felt that the -existing educational system had to be uprooted, in order to 

free its victims--the young people. His disclosure of the 

hypocrisy, favouritism and injustice, which undermined the 

\ . 

alr~ady archaic Russian pedagogical ~nstitution, served to -
-
e~pose not only the vices governing the contemporary society, 
4' 

but also the detrimental impact that society had on the 

growlng child. 

Chekhov believed that the possibility of a child's 

growing into a respectable individual also greatly depended 

on what he was taught at home. The writer considered that 

it was important to expose the developing child to the moral 

code of ethics: to teach him to be conslderate, condescending, 
1 

gentle, polite and compliant; to ~nstru~t him to read, study 
1 

and learn incessantly--for aIl this would eventually mold the 

child into what Chekhov himself referred to as a "well-bred 

man".65 .In L1lC' pr<'f'aeC' Lo IIi:; ColJ('et,('d ::t,()j'lc:; ('C,lt' Chlldrcm 
\ - - -- - - - ,- - - - -- -

(Sbornik dlja detej), Chekhov with paternal conce~n for the 

future 'hâppiness of aIl children as adults wrotf the following: 

My dear and good chl1dren! Only he who ls honest 
and Just ls fortunate in this world. Villainn and 
scoundrels cannot be hapgy , and therefore, you ~ 
must be honest and Just. 0 
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i) The Educational System of the Day' 

Manw of Chekhov's works which dealt with the con-

temporary educational system were directed against the 

\ TOls~oj-Deljandv method of schooling,67 introduced by D. 

Tolstoj, the Minister of Culture in Russia at that tirne~ 

The reappearance of th1s antiquated classical form of 
"'" 

teaching burdened thie child with the senseless rnemorization 

of ancient languages, such as Latin and Greek, as weIl as of 

variovs ~ther subjecis which were far too advanced for the 

68 young pup11. Chekhov's aim of wiping out the old system 
t 

was supported by numerous other Russian authors including 

N. G. Garin-Mixajlovskij, whose principle work t a trilogy 

entitled Terna's Childhood~(Detstvo Terny), Schooldays 

(Gimnazisty) and Students (Studenty) serves as an attack o~ 

the prevailing educational institution~ 

In addition to att1-cking TQlstoj's "educational 

reforrns", Chekhov also sought to depreciate S. A. RacihskiJ's 

church-affiliated s chools, 69 in which the child was srnothered 

with religious teachings. 

The practicing followers of these outdated institu-
'il' 

tlions," were not 1pared of Chekhov' s cri tical remarks ei ther. 
l' .. • 

Al thour;hthe teactwT'~, WC'Y'C un ror'Lun:i\,(' prn<lur:t::i of' tlH' r~n' :;10.) 
. 

or Raèinskij ~ystems, by enforcing the old metnod of teaching, 

they were Just as renponsible for the chJld'g unbearahlc 
.. 

situation. Belikov, in Chekhov's. The Man in a Case 
.. 

(Celovek v futljare), typifies the narrow-minded teacher 

who stands in the way of rationality and malnly pro~resn.70 

" ;, 
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Alongside the unfavourable pedagogue, Chekhov also 

introduces the progressive teacher, who actively participates 

in the struggle against aIl that i8 outmoded in the educational 

,field. Representing The Chekhovian reformatory group i8 the , 

hero of the work Three Years (Tri Goda), Jarcev, 71 whose 

interes~s lie mainly in the potential advancement of Russian 
1 

social tho~ght througfr the creation of a progressively-minded 

generation: 

~The 

Do you know that with each day, l become more 
convinced that we are on the eve ~f the greatest 
triumph, and l shoulç 11ke to take part in it. 
Whether you want to believe it or not, l believe Q 

that a remarkable generation i8 growing up. It' 
gives me great enjoyment to teach the children, 
particularly the girls. They are wonderful 
childreri!72 

\ 
writer devotes much ~ttention to the c~untry (narodnyd) 

1 

teacher of the small village schools whom he considered as 

ex~loited as their pupils. 73 In reference to the village 

teacher"Chekhov, in à con~ersation with A. M. Gorkij, said: " -
A teacher must be an artist, in love with his 
calling; but with us he is a journeyman, ill
educated, who goes to the village to teach 
children as though he were going to exile. He 
is stàrved, crushed, terrorized by' the fear of 
losing his d,aily bread. But he ought to be the 
first man in the village~ the peasants ought to 
recognize him as a ~~wer worthy of attention 
and respect ... 1 

Chekhov l'ccognl~~ù 1.,lw rae L \..ltat!. 1.,lIe chllùrcn WCI'C 

not the only victims of the backward educational system. 

The writer's query about sorne schoolteacher who batt~red , 
his pupils was answered by the frightened pedagogue thus: 

, 
... l' 
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It is true . 'there was sueh a case . • . . 
~ You know, it is not surprising. It iS· cruel, 

but explicable. He is married ... has four 
children ... his wife is ill ... 'himself 
consumptive ..• his sa'lary 1's 20 rubles, the 
school is lîke.a cellar, and the t~acher has . 
but a single room--under such eircumstances you 
will give a thrashing to an angel of God for ,no 
reason . . : and the children~ ~hey are far from 
being angels, believe me. l5 

.. , 
In stories, such as A Classical Student (Slu~aj s" 

klassikom), The Tutor (Repetitor) and About the Drama 

(0 drame), Chekhov·unveils the morally destructive effect 
. 

whieh the classical,fo~~ of schooling has on child~en. 

The young character in A Classical Student ls a 
o , 

victim of the typical classical educatiotia.1 institution" 

61 

The emaciated, panic-stricken thirteen-year-old boy is seen 

kissing aIl the içons and asking for his mother's blessing 

o " before g,ing to his Ancient Greek exam~ Although he has' 

diligently studied the-subject~ he is unable to m~ster the 
- 'Â ' , 

language and thus fails. His uncompreh~ding mother regrets 

not having beaten him mo~eland beseeches hér boarder to give 

her'son a thrashing . 

. This story reveals the detrimental impact which the 
~ 

exi's'ting form of instruction has on children. The-, boy' s 

aunt remarks that: "School hfls worn the boy out . . '. . 'He 

is thin, couglt:J -!,ook ul 111111: he Li lllll'leeo-yeUl't>

old; and yet he looks like a teD-year-o;td. 1I76 The writer 

fu'rther attacks the school system by showing that the in-

struction of certain compulsory subj ect s, such a's the Greek 

language, is futil~,!7 particularly in the lower grades . 
........ 
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An unjust situation, typical of the contemporary 
,) 

educational institut~on; is 'also presentfJd by Chekhov in his, 

story The Tutor. Two types of classical students are por

trayed in this work--the tutor and his tWelve-year-old pupil, 

who is havi.ng di fficul ty wi th what Chekhov çon,siaers another 

unnecessary subj ect, La till' 78 ,Although the tutor is" not much 

older nor wiser than ~is sfudent, he already repr~sents the 
..,( 

callous educator which the Tolstoj-Deljanov system prDduces. 
f ' 

However, familiar with the frustrating experience of being an 
. " " / 

instructor,79 ChekhoV justifies the tutor's indiffe~nce tp 
0 

'his work: the young B tudent, who teaches ,in order to put him-, 
, 

s'e If yhrough sChool, receives put a meager salary for his hard 

woi'k. '" , 
The short story.On 'the Drama tells of a student who 

~ .~. 

is punished for failing his Greek ,examination. The" boy in'::' 

trudes upon a judge and colonel, who are involved in a seri04s 

~~scussion, about the arts. 
\ 

After the judge read~ the note 

from,the child's rother, he leads the boy into another room 
- \ 

and ~ulfills the pe,renV s request
o 
'to ~i ve her son a bea~irg. 

The j udge, unruffled by ~hat he has done, returns to hi s 

triend ând continues his conversatio~ with ,him sa~: ~ 
The stagej18 s an educa'tionnl e ffeçt on me . : . 1. 
To what eIse, but art can wc oc' lh{lllkfùl fol' our 
great inherent feelings, with which savages are8 not' familiar. Let art and humanenes8 flourish. 0 

\ This short .story is not only <?- criticism of the "back-

" ward educational system with its senoeless emphasis bn the 

1 \"'c.ient languages, but also a condemnation of the so-called l __ ~ ~ 
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liberal-minded individuals. Chekhov ridicules those educated 

people who profess to admire culture an~ the liberal art~ on 

the one hand, ànœ turn around andperform an aet of human 
, 

degrada tion on the oth<er. 
1 

Chekhov's hope in depieting the educati?nal condi-
, 

tipns predominant tn Russ~a during his time so realistieally 

was that favourable reforms would soàn be·initiated. He felt 
\ 

that the demand~ng seholastic regime was destroyin~ the less 

cleVer members of the young ge~eration. As seen in Chekhov's 

works, it was almost impossible for a Russian pupil to exeel 
...",. 

in his studies. Moreover, it was not uncommon to hear of a 

physieally and mentally exhausted child committing suicide. 

• Chekhov, in fact, predicted this suicidaI epidemic in his 

study of "the man in the, case". 81 

rhe writer not only expressed h~ interest in Improving 
-' 

the edueational system bymeans of his writings, but also . 
aetively participated ln the struggle forceducationai reforms 
, 

"by donatlng money -to schoois and personally working with the 
~ 82 ' 
pupils. 

) 
\ 

il) FamiIy Upbrlnging 

It i8 important to note that the interest of Chekhov's 
\ 

- yobng characters is frequently deeply interwoven with that of 

their parents . • 
The writer deliberately made the adults"in-/ 

/ 
fluence on the elii~dren apparient in order' to emphasize the 

important role which adults play in the liv,es of .their 

ehlldr..en. 83 
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Chekhov was justlfled in stressing the actions and 

thoughts of mothers, fathers and nannies Binee they greatly 
, 

affeeted the development of a young person. The child by , 

himse If, independent of exterior influences', was a genuine 
" , , '~ 84 

"flower of hurna~~ty", distlnguished by his innocence and" 

beauty of spirit and mind. It was the child's contact with 

the adult world whlch affected his inherent purity and 

spiritual radiance. Chekhov sorrowfully spoke about the 
1 

.fat~ of those children who were born lnto a decadent farnily 

in his play, entitlèd Three".,Sisters (Tri sestrl): 

The Just eat, drink, sleep and then die ... 
rnQre people are born and also eat, drink, s~eep 
and sa as not to grow mad from boredom, they 
try to make 1ife versatile with their beastly 
backbitlng) vodka, cards and li~igation. The 0 

wives deceive their husbands, and the husbands 
Ile, and pret"end they see nothing, and the evil 
influence irresistibly oppresses the children 
and the divine spark in them is extinguished, 

" 

and they turn into pitiful corpses and resemble 85 
one another Just as their rnother and father . • • . 

In dlscussing the situation of the Russlan child at home, 
\ 

\ 

Chekhov showed that parents, regardles s of th-eir social 

status and educational bacRground, can be void of those 
\ 86 

'qualities ~hich constitute a good parent. 

Belonging to the upper class are those ~arents por-

trllycù/''In GriKn and fi 'l'v:lvinl Tnel<lcnL. ln UH' rh'et; ntory, 
1 --\....! ----,,-------.--

the toda~er i q seen taking 'his first steps into a fnew unfarni-

liû.r wdrld. The child howcvcr' i8 not uccornpanlcd by hig 

mother, but by his nanny--a corrupt anq insensitive wornan. 

The boy, no doubt, 15 weIl cared for at ho~e,'for he ls 
, 1 

, , , 
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overdre-ssed rvhen he is taken out. His parents, nevertheless, 

fail to understand that, at thi~ s~gnificant moment oo"f his 
" r) 

life, the child requires their affection as weIl as ~heir 

personai guidance. Although he realizes the function of 
~ ~ 

his mother, the little boy ls perplexed by what a "father" 

is and wonders what this "mysterious personality,,87, represents. 

The lack of communication between the child and parent be-

cornes even more apparent when the boy tries to convey to his 

\ mother his newly acquired impressions. The parent, totally 
, !' 

ptrplexed by the child's attempt to explain his emotions, 

judges that the boy ls ill and cqnsequently sengs him ta bed 

after,giving him a ~poonful of castor oil. 

.~" 

In the story A~rivial Incident, the cHildren attempt 

to express and sha,re with their parent s a new experienc'e in 

their lives. Once again, the adults are too involved in 

other affairs to devote any atte~tion to thei! growing 

children. And yet, when the children finally discaver an 
1 

o " amusing di~ersion--the new~' arrived kittens, the parents 
- l ~ 

fail to unde'rstand their anxiety and shatter their pleasure. 

Chekhov deliberately introduces the birth of the 

kitt~n,s in A Trivial Incident, in order to show that what 

may, appear to be meanlnl~]e:;B to adu]t:..: can 1>0 hjf~hly :l.i.r~nl

ficant to children. The writer, furthermore, believes that 

animaIs play an important part in the life of a child. Chekho~, 

wh0 seldom dive~ts' from his position ~G an objective writer, 

finds it1necessary te emphasize \the)r~le of animaIs in the 

,.upbringing. of "a, child. Ile exp lains his view in the fellowing way: 
1 

, 
,', 
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\ 

In the upbringing and life of children, domesti~ 
animaIs play a hardly, noticeable, but undoubtedly 
~eneficial role . . . . It even seems to me that 
the patience, faithfulness, fo~giveness and sin
cerity characteristic of our domestic creatures, 
affect the chi~d's mind far more powerfully and 
posit1vely thah the long notations of a shriveled 
up and pale Karl Karlovic or~even the. vague talks 
of the governess, attempting to convince the youn88 sters that ~ater,consists of oxygen and hydrogen. 

66 

Perhaps ~he best example of excellent communication 
\ 

1; 

between an adult, assuming the role ~f a parent, and children, 

18 found in the story A Day in the Country (Den' za gorodom). 

The characte~s are a country shoemakerland two impoverished 

.orphans. Although this adult is uneducated and poor, he ls 

shO~~ to be'more responsible an~ understanding than the parents 
-in ~ri~a and A Trivial Incident. This simple shoemaker, who 

-) 

is also struggling to ~urvive, accepts the parental dut y of 

providing these homeless children with food and shelter. And 
1 

yet, the m,eager material assistance given by the st ranger is 

not as cherished by the young protagonists, as is the attention 
.' 

he gives to them:' As the day ends, the children, though still 
• 

co~d and hungry, are content, for they have experienced the 

most essential of aIl human feelings--affection and under
\ 

standing: 

The children fell aSleep, thinkinr, dr ,the un
shcltcrcd :Jhot~mnker. Dut nt,' Ilil~ht" 'l'er'cn,t,i,j 
comes to them, ble::;::;e:; them ami placeli ur'eaU 
under their heads. And this type of love 15 
seen by no one. OnlY,thc Moon, which fJoats 
aCrOtiG Lite uky and I~cnt, 1 y pe(,I'~j t,JIl'oul~h \,Jw 

perforated eav.es intQ the abandoned, deserted 
shed 18 aware of lt.~9 
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"CONCLUSION 

Thus, we ha~e seen,~he evolution of Chekhov f~om 

the time of his first published story, written in his 

'''dilettante'' st~ge, untll his mature years when he became 

a seriou~ professional writer. The late Chekhov, whose works\ 

were di~cus sed in Chapter III, reflect s"l more accurately. 

Chekhov the man, who was introduced in Chapter 1. 

As seen in the many works discussed in the final 

chapte.~, of this thesis, Chekhov' s staries about children 

exposed the child's psychological development as weIl as his 
. 

position in society. The writer, by attempting ta objectively 

portray aIl that he perceived around hi~, 

invoke in the reader the realization that 

1 hoped that he would 
i' 

changes in the atti-

tudes of society toward the young persan and his social 

situation were necessary . 
. ~ ( 

, However, Chekh) v saw literature not only a\s a vehicle 

ifor expres sing one' s personal views and impressions of the 

surrounding realit~, but in as early as 1879, he also 
1'- ~ 

ernphasized the edûcational role of literature. This was 

expressed in a let ter 1.,0" hlD younger' urüt.,JlcI': 

It ls good that you are readine book8." Get 
accustomed to readine. With time, you will 
cherish this habit. You say thàt Madame 
Beecher-Stowe has wrung tears from your eyes? 
l read her once, and six months ago,read her 
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again wlth the object of studying her . \ 
Read Don Quixote. It lS a fin~ thing. It is 
by Cervantes, who ls said to be almost on a 
level with Shakespeare. l advlse my brothers 
t~ read--if they hayen't ?on~ so aiready-
Turgenev's Hamlet and Don QUlxote. 

Chekhov believed that reading the proper mate~ial 
\ , 

w9uld provide the child with a solid foundation, necessary 

73 

for his healthy development. Yet the writer's own stories 

for children a~e free of the morallzing which was so often 
'\ 

characteristic of childre~'s lite~ature of that time. Chekhov, 

whose works had no age barrier, felt that a young person should 

read what was also appropriate for adults. Although he never 
> 

exactly explained what type of li.terature 'was suitable for 

both young and old, he,felt that reading material, c?ntaining 

straightforward realistic por~ayals of life and ~edple; was 

far more beneficial than works, f~lled ~ith excessive morali~ 

zing on certain issues of personal interest to the author. 

Children could learn about themselves and others by being 
\l 

exposed to books which presented the reaL,world of both 

children and adults: 

Children ought to be given what is suitable also 
for adults. AJJderson, The Frigate Pallada, Gogol', 
are easily ~ead by children and alEo by grbwn-up 
peop·l~. " B,?oks should not be wri tten for children 
b~t one ought to know how to choose from what has . 
been 'written for.adultr,--that je, frorn T'cal wor'ks 
of art. '1'0 lJc/ able, lo Gclect Ùl'Ue~; alld\ le ~dmj nl
ster them in suitable doses, is more direct and 
consistent than trying to invent a special remedy 
for th~ patient because he ls a chlld. Forgi ve 
the~medical comparison.~ 
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The fact that literature had a great psychological 
- , 

impac t on children was emphasized by Chelchov in his story, 

Boys (Mal' ciki), in which a .twelve-year-old devot_ee of 

Captain M~~e Reid,talks his friend ,into escapin 

in order to avoid spending a dull Christmas at home. 
1 

Califorl1ia , 
.r The writer 

showed that the characters' natural idealism, heightened by 
1 

the books they read, was a positive phenomenon in the develop-

ment ~f a normal child. However, the information which young 

, read~ gathered from literature did not always affect them 

favourably. Chekhov recalls an incident about children, who 
, 

having read a popular story about robbers, commit a serious 

crime. The author conçlusively states: H ••• '. the youngsters 

are now in prison, but the described incident can once again 

serve as evidence of the destructive effect books can have on 
v 

a child' s mind . .. ,d Because li terature had fsueh a great 

influence on the-impressionable mind of a child and could, 

therefore, affect his behaviour, Chekhov stressed the impor

tance of selecting the right Q,ooks for a young person. - S---:f 
Chekhov was not satisfied with the quality of the past 

and contemporary literature for chl1dren. In a letter to 

Rossolimo, who de aIt with the publicàtion ofchl1dren's books, 

the wri tell fj rmly ~;t,ntcù: .H.. . l do lIot Li k0 the :jo-called 

11 terature for chlldren and do not believe in it :11 4 He \ 

believed that young people should read works which contained 

a definite pedagogicai element. Literature should introduce 

the youth to the many sides of ~eality, rather than bury it-

", 
- ~------------~ ... iWiWtw.W&ar:w;: .110_;. < .s'!.;~ ..e .. : .... ~,j., __ ' .... 

, \ 

" ,j 
'" 

r",,'1 

'li ,., 



c)~ 

/ \ 

1 

" ' 
." 

1 
'\ 

75 

" self !n oyerly,romantic, flctional situatïons. Chekhov criti-

ciz~d.the existing literary mate!ial, which heavi1y relied on 
, l". \. 

hùmourous and nonsensical devices, in his The Flying Islands 
'1' 

(Letajuscie ostrova), ~ parody on the work of Jules Verne. 5 

Similarly Chekh9v's Soft-Boiled Boots (Sapogl v smjatku) and , 
<) 

Hares and Chinamen, 'a Fable for Children (Zaj cy i ki taj cy, 
. 

~asnja dlja detej), both writte? for the Kiselev cpildren,. 
, \ 

were also meant to ridicule the prevailing chilc).ren' s litera'-

ture 

-and . 

0, . 
which was distinguished by its sentimentality, 

6 " 
lack of proper grammar. ~' 

falsity 

Althpugh "Chekhov did ,not believe in writing specifi-. 

cally for children, he did attempt tb co~pose two stories in 
(/ 

the interest of young p~ople. Nevertheless, both the~works, 

Whitebrow "(Belolobyj) and Ka~tanka, realistic portrayals of 
, ' ~ "" ''7 
the canine 'world, have proved to be not only favourites of 

~hildren,.but alpo' popular with adult~. This merely sub-
-

stantiates. Chekhov's conviction that literature for children 
, ~ 

dld' not have to be "childish". 
, ~ 

Apart from personally striving to Improve the 'quality 

of l*lterature f,or chi'ldret.l, Chekhov also e~couraged those 

writers whom he ·considered·t~ be talented in this field of ". ' 

" \, w,ri ting. He not only gu~dc,d such people nG Id n uroiher 

l'Yan) who wrote under the pseudonym of Bogemskïj, and 

M. V. Kipeleva in their writing of children's stories, but 

also regularly advlsed publlshers) such, as Rossolimo, on the 

publication of books for children~ 
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Pe~haps the enduring s~~cess of the~hekhovian ~torles 

about children was best" explaine'd by K. Cuk·ovskij" a Soviet 
\ ' . ' 

'childrl?n' s story writer, on a fp,diO \program in 1969: 

" ' 

It is difficult nowadays even to imagine what ' 
Chekhov meant for·our generation, ror the 
adolestents of the ninet1es. Chekhov's books 
seemed to us to bé th'e only ones' -to tell the 
truth abou.t aIl ,that was happèning, i"n the 
world around us." You read a Chekhov st'<3ry o\, 

~ ·novella and ,then you glanced out·of the win~p~ 
tand found youself watching the. continuation of 
what you had j ust been reading . .: . .' Such a 
unlty of 'lit~rature and life l have never yet 
?bserveQ.':' ~ven the' sky above me was .Chekhovlan. 
• , • • , "e " • " • , " • • • • , Q' • 1. . 
Chekhov was for me and my conte~poraries the 
touch-stone for a~l problems and tn his,stories 

• ana novellas we clearly heard the "voi'ce of a 
gUiae and teacher.7 

\ 
',CUkOVskij 's words s,how,how weIl Chekhov succ).ed~d 

~ . 
in aIl his aims in portray'lng children. 

" ' 
He presented sueh 

ân ~'ecurate pictûre of young people in Russlan soel'ety .at 

that·,"tlme. that in recfding\ Chekhqv' s stories aoout' children, 

even· the nE::x~, generation was able to recognize' his cha~acters' 
, 

~s their own reflections. 
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