
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































172 / From The Elements of Drama

Masha struggles, but bursts into tears again. Poor,
lovable Kulygin. A little aggrieved, he adds, ‘Very
much like him, I think!” Irina’s thoughts are far away.

So the impressions accumulate. Natasha enters, the
little-minded wife of Andrey, and she flashes about the
stage, reminding the sisters by her manner that she is
now the mistress of the house. Her apparently positive
qualities, sinister though they may be, have won her
this position, and we here see them concisely enacted.
At the same time she retraces in her behaviour what
she was and what she has become. The children are to
be tended by their respective fathers, and in arranging
this she is conscious of playing the virtuous mother:
‘What a lot of work these children make!” The irony is
unmistakable. She comments as if sympathetically on
Irina’s going away: ‘What a pity! Do stay just another
week, won’t you?”—but she has already made plans
for Andrey to have Irina’s room and for illegitimate
Sofochka to have her husband’s, this with no sense of
his humiliation. This closely woven speech shows her
mind in its fully ‘developed’ state, insincere, vicious,
opportunist. She even contrives to introduce a sarcastic
cut at Andrey and his violin. And she will have the
trees cut down, the very trees upon which the Baron
commented, ‘What beautiful trees—and how beautiful,
when you i of it, life ought to be with trees like
these!” She marks her assumption of a ‘superior’ taste
by unconsciously returning Olga’s criticism of her dress
when she first entered the house, only it is Irina who
is the victim:

My dear, that belt you’re wearing doesn’t suit you
at all. Not at all good taste. You want something
brighter to go with that dress. . . .

Having attacked all she can within a few seconds, she
flings back into the house with a scream of abuse at the
maid. This is the calculating little coquette who felt
‘dreadfully shy’ at Irina’s party in Act 1. Her speech
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summarizes a creeping evil, not to be exorcised by the
ineffectual and the lamely hopeful, however warm-
hearted they are.

Chekhov does not hesitate, as in The Cherry
Orchard, to call upon a sound effect to provide a
further emotional epitome of the situation, every ad-
junct to the image defining it more precisely. The re-
mainder of the scene is coloured by the music of a
military band growing fainter and fainter. The sisters
think it jaunty; for us it at once suggests the incon-
gruity permeating the action, the spirited music of a
brassy mili._.y band taking its high spirits with it as it
goes. Ayainst this sound, boisterous at its height, Irina
is tol1 her Baron has been killed. And against the
sound of her tears the stagnant doctor Chebutykin, in-
different to life or death, passive and growing numb
where Natasha was active and malevolent, takes out
his newspaper once again and sings to himself: ‘Let
them cry for a bit. . . . Tarara-boom-di-ay. . . .

With all this as their setting, the sisters finally offer
the chorus of their feelings: they vill live and work.
They sing their slow song, voices rising to a crescendo
as the music of the band fades in diminuendo. They
realize Moscow has gone for good: they complete their
cycle and return to their sterile beginning. What they
say we cannot now accept at face value for we are still
assimilating and fashioning our impressions of Masha
and Kulygin, of Irina and Natasha, and of Chebuty-
kin. But we, ‘the people who come after’, learn from
their experience; and we shall remember them kindly.
We know it is only the limitation of time, the time we
have been made so well aware of in the play, that will
prevent such another cycle recurring for these particular
people. In 1902 Chekhov added a new touch in a re-
vised stage direction. Kulygin, all smiles, enters to
fetch his Masha, and Andrey is seen pushing Bobik in
his pram. After the intense and statuesque pose of
the sisters, motionless in a way strikingly at odds with
the realistic manner of the rest of the play, suddenly the
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stage bustles into activity again. This is the last com-
ment: life goes on. Kulygin and Andrey are in thrall
to normality, and Masha, Irina and Olga know they
will be dragged back there too. This microcosm of life
sways between the forces of indifference and the painful
urge to understand, between Chebutykin and Olga:

Chebutykin. . ., What does it matter? Nothing matters!
Olga. If only we knew, if only we knew!

I do not see how we can agree with Mr. David
Margarshack’s evaluation of this scene. It would be the
greatest mistake to interpret it, he writes,

as an instance of what is so generally assumed to be the
expression of ‘Chekhovian’ frustration and gloom. Mary
Masha], indeed, says in the bitterness of her heart that her
life is a failure and that there is nothing more she wants,
but as her little speech in the chorus of the three sisters
shows, she soon recovers from her feeling of desolation.
Parting is such sweet sorrow—and Chekhov makes it quite
clear that it is not by any means the end.

The other great themes of the play—the theme of the
illusion of happiness, the theme of mankind’s future, and,
above all, the theme of the regenerative powers of work—
all are carefully interwoven with the action and find a gay
affirmation of life in the final chorus of the three sisters to
the accompaniment of an invigorating march by the band
of the departing regiment.

The illogicality of Masha’s quick ‘recovery’ after her
loss, of the ‘gay’ affirmation of life, of the ‘invigorating’
march, and so on, does not need insistence. The alter-
native to frustration and gloom is not necessarily gaiety.
Yet curiously, perhaps by contrast with Natasha and
Chebutykin, the sisters do not present us with negative
values: their sensitiveness, their warmth and love, their
buoyancy, their refusal to become callous in the face
of adversity, is a reassurance. The play therefore leaves
an incisive question. Chebutykin’s and Olga’s last two
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lines are the dying notes that suffuse the large complex
image we carry away. Are we to join in Olga’s des-
perate search for consolation? Do we know what mat-
ters? )

With Chekhov, as with all good dramatists, the
clustering of the impressions does its own work. The
playgoer likes to know what the writer is ‘saying’, but
drama is the literary form least likely to tell him di-
rectly. There can be no final asking what the experi-
ence is: one can only see the piece played over again.
Wagner asserted that when you create, you do not ex-
plain; Henry James went a step further and suggested
that a work of art one has to explain fails of its mission.
As a poet thinks with words, so a playwright weaves his
fabric by thinking directly in terms of the materials he
manipulates.



SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY

Bruford, W. H., Chekhov, London, 1957.

Chekhov and His Russia: A Sociological Study, Lon-
don, 1947.

Brustein, Robert, The Theatre of Revolt, Boston, 1964.

Chekhov, A. P., Letters to O. L. Knipper, translated by Con-
stance Garnett, London, 1926.

Letters on the Short Story, the Drama, and Other Liter-
ary Topics, edited by Louis S. Friedland, New York, 1964.
— Notebooks, translated by S. S. Koteliansky and Leonard
Woolf, London, 1921.

— Selected Letters, edited by Lillian Hellman and trans-
lated by Sidonie Lederer, New York, 1955.

Gerhardi, William, Anton Chekhov: A Critical Study, London,
1923.

Gorky, Maxim, Reminiscences of Tolstoy, Chekhov and An-
dreyev, London, 1934.

Hingley, Ronald, Chekhov, London, 1950.

Katzer, Julius, ed., 4. P. Chekhov 1860-1960, Moscow, 1960.

Koteliansky, S. S., ed., Anton Tchekhov: Literary and Theatrical
Reminiscences, London, 1927.

and P. Tomlinson, Life and Letters of Anton Tchekhov,
London, 1925.

Kronenberger, Louis, The Republic of Letters, New York, 1955.

Magarshack, David, Chekhov: A Life, New York, 1953.

Chekhov the Dramatist, London, 1952.

Mann, Thomas, Last Essays, New York, 1959.

Muchnic, Helen, An Introduction to Russian Literature, New
York, 1947.

Nemirovich-Danchenko, Vladimir, My Life in the Russian Thea-
tre, Boston, 1937.

Peacock, Ronald, The Poet in the Theatre, London, 1946.

Simmons, Ernest J., Chekhov, Boston, 1962.

Stanislavsky, Constantin, My Life in Art, Boston, 1924,

Toumanova, Princess Nina Andronikova, Anton Chekhov: The
Voice of Twilight Russia, New York, 1937.

Williams, Raymond, Drama from lbsen to Eliot, London, 1952.

Yermilov, Vladimir, 4. P. Chekhov, Moscow, n. d.

RECORDING: In Russian, with the Moscow Art Theatre: Bruno
Hi-Fi Records 23020-2. (3 records)







	threeSisters_Page_001
	threeSisters_Page_002
	threeSisters_Page_003
	threeSisters_Page_004
	threeSisters_Page_005
	threeSisters_Page_006
	threeSisters_Page_007
	threeSisters_Page_008
	threeSisters_Page_009
	threeSisters_Page_010
	threeSisters_Page_011
	threeSisters_Page_012
	threeSisters_Page_013
	threeSisters_Page_014
	threeSisters_Page_015
	threeSisters_Page_016
	threeSisters_Page_017
	threeSisters_Page_018
	threeSisters_Page_019
	threeSisters_Page_020
	threeSisters_Page_021
	threeSisters_Page_022
	threeSisters_Page_023
	threeSisters_Page_024
	threeSisters_Page_025
	threeSisters_Page_026
	threeSisters_Page_027
	threeSisters_Page_028
	threeSisters_Page_029
	threeSisters_Page_030
	threeSisters_Page_031
	threeSisters_Page_032
	threeSisters_Page_033
	threeSisters_Page_034
	threeSisters_Page_035
	threeSisters_Page_036
	threeSisters_Page_037
	threeSisters_Page_038
	threeSisters_Page_039
	threeSisters_Page_040
	threeSisters_Page_041
	threeSisters_Page_042
	threeSisters_Page_043
	threeSisters_Page_044
	threeSisters_Page_045
	threeSisters_Page_046
	threeSisters_Page_047
	threeSisters_Page_048
	threeSisters_Page_049
	threeSisters_Page_050
	threeSisters_Page_051
	threeSisters_Page_052
	threeSisters_Page_053
	threeSisters_Page_054
	threeSisters_Page_055
	threeSisters_Page_056
	threeSisters_Page_057
	threeSisters_Page_058
	threeSisters_Page_059
	threeSisters_Page_060
	threeSisters_Page_061
	threeSisters_Page_062
	threeSisters_Page_063
	threeSisters_Page_064
	threeSisters_Page_065
	threeSisters_Page_066
	threeSisters_Page_067
	threeSisters_Page_068
	threeSisters_Page_069
	threeSisters_Page_070
	threeSisters_Page_071
	threeSisters_Page_072
	threeSisters_Page_073
	threeSisters_Page_074
	threeSisters_Page_075
	threeSisters_Page_076
	threeSisters_Page_077
	threeSisters_Page_078
	threeSisters_Page_079
	threeSisters_Page_080
	threeSisters_Page_081
	threeSisters_Page_082
	threeSisters_Page_083
	threeSisters_Page_084
	threeSisters_Page_085
	threeSisters_Page_086
	threeSisters_Page_087
	threeSisters_Page_088
	threeSisters_Page_089
	threeSisters_Page_090
	threeSisters_Page_091
	threeSisters_Page_092
	threeSisters_Page_093
	threeSisters_Page_094
	threeSisters_Page_095
	threeSisters_Page_096
	threeSisters_Page_097
	threeSisters_Page_098
	threeSisters_Page_099
	threeSisters_Page_100
	threeSisters_Page_101
	threeSisters_Page_102
	threeSisters_Page_103
	threeSisters_Page_104
	threeSisters_Page_105
	threeSisters_Page_106
	threeSisters_Page_107
	threeSisters_Page_108
	threeSisters_Page_109
	threeSisters_Page_110
	threeSisters_Page_111
	threeSisters_Page_112
	threeSisters_Page_113
	threeSisters_Page_114
	threeSisters_Page_115
	threeSisters_Page_116
	threeSisters_Page_117
	threeSisters_Page_118
	threeSisters_Page_119
	threeSisters_Page_120
	threeSisters_Page_121
	threeSisters_Page_122
	threeSisters_Page_123
	threeSisters_Page_124
	threeSisters_Page_125
	threeSisters_Page_126
	threeSisters_Page_127
	threeSisters_Page_128
	threeSisters_Page_129
	threeSisters_Page_130
	threeSisters_Page_131
	threeSisters_Page_132
	threeSisters_Page_133
	threeSisters_Page_134
	threeSisters_Page_135
	threeSisters_Page_136
	threeSisters_Page_137
	threeSisters_Page_138
	threeSisters_Page_139
	threeSisters_Page_140
	threeSisters_Page_141
	threeSisters_Page_142
	threeSisters_Page_143
	threeSisters_Page_144
	threeSisters_Page_145
	threeSisters_Page_146
	threeSisters_Page_147
	threeSisters_Page_148
	threeSisters_Page_149
	threeSisters_Page_150
	threeSisters_Page_151
	threeSisters_Page_152
	threeSisters_Page_153
	threeSisters_Page_154
	threeSisters_Page_155
	threeSisters_Page_156
	threeSisters_Page_157
	threeSisters_Page_158
	threeSisters_Page_159
	threeSisters_Page_160
	threeSisters_Page_161
	threeSisters_Page_162
	threeSisters_Page_163
	threeSisters_Page_164
	threeSisters_Page_165
	threeSisters_Page_166
	threeSisters_Page_167
	threeSisters_Page_168
	threeSisters_Page_169
	threeSisters_Page_170
	threeSisters_Page_171
	threeSisters_Page_172
	threeSisters_Page_173
	threeSisters_Page_174
	threeSisters_Page_175
	threeSisters_Page_176
	Blank Page

