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Note on Citation, 
Transliteration, and Dates

Unless otherwise indicated, all parenthetical citations of Chekhov are taken 
from A. P. Chekhov, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii i pisem, 30 vols. (Moscow: 
Nauka, 1974–1983 [PSSiP]). References to letters are taken from the twelve 
volumes of letters, indicating volume number and page (e.g., 4: 32). Other par-
enthetical citations of Chekhov refer to the eighteen volumes of works, marked 
with an S (e.g., S 5: 123). With the exception of “My Favorite Chekhov Letter” 
part, English titles of Chekhov’s works are followed by the Russian translitera-
tion and publication date when first mentioned in each contribution.

We have followed the Library of Congress transliteration system in the 
notes, and in the text, with some changes in the interests of readability. Soft 
signs have been omitted in personal names. Personal and place-names com-
monly anglicized, such as Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Sonya, Alexander, and Yalta, 
have been so rendered here.

English citations from the two major collections of Chekhov’s letters—
Anton Chekhov’s Life and Thought: Selected Letters and Commentary, trans. 
Michael Henry Heim, in collaboration with Simon Karlinsky, selection, 
introduction, and commentary by Simon Karlinsky (originally published as 
Letters of Anton Chekhov [New York: Harper & Row, 1973]); and Anton 
Chekhov: A Life in Letters, ed. Rosamund Bartlett, trans. Rosamund Bartlett 
and Anthony Phillips (London: Penguin Classics, 2004)—are indicated par-
enthetically with the initials and page numbers (e.g., K/H 35 or B/P 210). All 
material from these editions is reproduced by permission of the publishers, 
HarperCollins and Penguin Books Ltd. Other translations of Chekhov’s let-
ters and works are cited as relevant in each chapter.

Dates for Chekhov’s letters are provided in old style, according to the Ju-
lian calendar, which was in use in Russia before 1918.
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xv

Introduction
Chekhov’s Letters: An Integral Body of Work

AN ORGANIC MASTERPIECE

And when we left the carriage and strolled quietly [. . .], we passed the pale 
blue ruins of a castle lit by the moonlight. Chekhov suddenly said to me: 
“Do you know for how many years I shall be read? Seven.”

“Why seven?” I asked.
“Well, seven and a half, then.”
[. . .] Lowering his eyes, Chekhov began thoughtfully stirring up some 

pebbles with the end of his stick. But when I said that he was sad, he cast a 
humorous sidelong gaze at me. “It’s you who are sad,” he answered. “You 
are sad because you spent so much on the cab.” Then Chekhov went on to 
say in earnest: “All the same, I’ll be read for only seven years, and I have 
less time than that to live—perhaps six. But please don’t go reporting this 
to the Odessa press.” This time, however, he was wrong: he was to live a 
much shorter time.1

This conversation with Ivan Bunin took place outside Yalta in the same spot 
where, not long before, Gurov and Anna Sergeevna, in ‟The Lady with the 
Dog,” had sat gazing out onto the sea. When, faced with the prospect of his 
imminent death—which was to come in just over a year—Chekhov pondered 
his artistic legacy, he undoubtedly had in mind the stories and plays that had 
made him famous. But he would also have done well to consider a different 
body of work, monumental in scope and content, that he had created meticu-
lously, bit by bit, day by day, page by page, throughout his adult life. No one 
during Chekhov’s lifetime had access to this work in its complete form, and 
the writer himself had no control over its fate. Instead of publishing it, he en-
trusted it to others, scattering it in manuscript to multiple individual readers. 
He was not in a habit of keeping drafts or copies, and could not be sure that 
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xvi Introduction

all of its different parts would be preserved. Indeed many were lost, leaving 
behind irreparable lacunae. Did Chekhov have any idea that this body of 
work, written, as it were, on the margins of his life and literary career, would 
become both the most authoritative source of evidence about his life and a 
universally recognized literary monument, itself alone sufficient to guarantee 
its author a place in the history of world literature? This body of work, of 
course, is Chekhov’s letters.

Pushkin once wrote regarding the publication of Voltaire’s correspon-
dence:

Every line of a great writer becomes precious for his future readers. We scru-
tinize whatever has been written in the author’s hand, even if it is no more 
than an excerpt from an accounts book or a note to the tailor about a delayed 
payment. We are involuntarily struck by the thought that the hand that traced 
these humble numbers, these insignificant words, with that same distinctive 
handwriting and possibly even that same pen, wrote his masterpieces, which we 
read with such intensity and delight.2

Things are different with Chekhov. His letters are not mere fragments from 
a greater life, scraps and leftovers from something more important. His most 
famous aphorisms, which have become part of the language, his inimitable 
jokes and puns on the one hand, and the majority of his ‟manifestoes” as a cit-
izen and a writer on the other, are taken from the manuscripts of his personal 
letters. Furthermore, Chekhov’s epistolary prose features an astonishing va-
riety of styles and themes, equaling or even exceeding in their range those of 
the stories and plays, addressing, for example, bodily processes and sex, and 
including the whole spectrum of Russian language, from Church Slavonic to 
obscenities that could not appear in print during the writer’s lifetime, and for 
many decades after his death. At important periods in his life, such as during 
his journey to Sakhalin in 1890, Chekhov wrote long and eloquent letters that 
took the place of fiction writing. Beyond their intrinsic artistic value, the let-
ters provide unique insights into the inner world of this infamously discreet 
author. Chekhov’s letters also serve as a window onto his times, the fraught 
political and social environment of Russia on the eve of revolution. Through 
his letters Chekhov engages eloquently in the major ethical dialogues of his 
time concerning justice, national identity, Westernization, literacy, famine, 
social class, anti-Semitism, women’s rights, and many other questions that 
remain as relevant now as they were in his day. In addition to their intrinsic 
literary and biographical value, the letters thus represent a potent alternative 
body of texts to interrogate the writer’s often-proclaimed refusal to engage 
in public debate through his writing. Most importantly, they are works of art 
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in their own right, offering an idiosyncratic blend of humor and pathos, jux-
taposing minute, apparently insignificant trifles with profound philosophical 
and sociopolitical meditations, and combining the poetry of nature with the 
prose of everyday life. Representing nearly thirty years of writing and taken 
as a whole, Chekhov’s letters constitute a unique and organic masterpiece.

Editions and Reception

The letters’ significance was recognized soon after the writer’s death, when 
they gradually began to appear in print.3 Bunin, who was himself one of 
Chekhov’s correspondents, wrote in 1906: “And his letters! Someone—I be-
lieve it was Leo Tolstoy—said that well-written letters are the most difficult 
of all literary genres. Chekhov’s letters were not only well written, but they 
were also remarkable in their spontaneity, precision, and beauty of style. And 
how much humor they contained in their quiet form!”4 On 25 March 1913 
the poet Alexander Blok writes in his notebook: ‟The letters Chekhov wrote 
before his death brought on true night terrors. They had a more powerful 
effect on me than Tolstoy’s flight from home.”5 A new level of recognition 
came with the publication of the six-volume collection of Chekhov’s letters 
by the writer’s sister Maria Pavlovna Chekhova in 1912–1916. A review of 
the fourth volume of her collection by future Chekhov scholar Yury Sobolev 
is representative of the general reaction: ‟It is said that the most widely read 
books, those that have been most in demand both in libraries and in book-
stores, have been the collections of Chekhov’s letters. There’s no need to 
explain why.”6 This edition was the most authoritative source for many years 
to come. Some two decades later, as memoirists report, composer and pia-
nist Sergei Rakhmaninov responded to this edition with enthusiasm: ‟What 
a man Chekhov was! I am reading his letters. There are six volumes, and I 
have read four, and I think: ‘How dreadful that there are only two volumes 
left. When they are done, he will die, and my communion with him will end. 
What a man!’”7

One of the earliest attempts to analyze Chekhov’s letters as a whole was 
made by Yuly Aikhenvald, an influential critic of the time, who wrote:

We are interested in his letters because they are also a creative work in their 
own right, a valuable and beautiful literary monument. They will occupy a 
central place in our epistolary literature. Literary quality without literary preten-
sion; unconstrained, brimming with wit, humor, and originality, full of critical 
insights that give the impression of a fine, elusive melody, conveying that dis-
tinctive Chekhovian mood—Chekhov’s letters are like his stories: it is hard to 
tear yourself away.8
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xviii Introduction

The historical events to follow—the Revolution, the Civil War, and the 
construction of a new social order—drowned out Chekhov’s voice and 
would seem to have put an end to his entire world. The epoch of Stalinism 
that followed was equally hostile. The ideological dogmatism of the times 
ran counter to everything that Chekhov represented. He was either relegated 
to the background, or—which is no better—simplified and adapted to fit 
the immediate needs of the day. It is symptomatic that when one of Vas-
ily Grossman’s characters in his novel Life and Fate praised Chekhov as 
the ‟bearer of the greatest banner that has been raised in a thousand years 
of Russian history, the banner of a true, humane, Russian democracy, of 
Russian freedom, of the dignity of the Russian man,” he noted that the 
State ‟simply doesn’t understand Chekhov—that’s why it tolerates him.”9 
Readers, however, had good reason to appreciate this misunderstanding 
when the state literary publishing house Goslitizdat published its twenty-
volume edition, the most complete collection of Chekhov’s works to date, 
in 1944–1951. Eight of the volumes were letters, 4,195 in all, some 700 of 
which appeared in print for the first time.10

This edition remained the most complete collection up to the 1970s, when 
the special Chekhov group was formed under the Academy of Sciences. 
The work of these scholars, including Alexander Chudakov, Irina Gitovich, 
Vladimir Kataev, Zinovy Paperny, and Emma Polotskaya—represented in 
this volume—culminated in the thirty-volume complete collected works 
(1974–1983). This edition, which remains the most authoritative source of 
Chekhov’s works and letters for scholars, increased the number of letters to 
4,400 and provided more extensive commentaries. In addition, the editors 
were able to draw upon letters of Chekhov’s correspondents, memoirs, and 
other sources to establish a list of some 1,500 letters that have been lost.

Numbers, however, do not tell the whole story. In one of his letters, Chek-
hov famously said, ‟I have faith in individual people” (8: 101), and indeed 
the history of the letters’ reception is first and foremost that of “individual” 
readers. Throughout the Soviet era, regardless of the prevailing ideology, 
each reader traced his or her own path to Chekhov’s letters. Readers’ experi-
ences of the letters could be even more individual and personal—even inti-
mate—than that of the literary works. Although Soviet publishers followed 
standard practice in placing Chekhov’s letters in the last volumes of his 
collected works, for some readers these final volumes came first. Prominent 
contemporary Russian writer Dina Rubina, for example, writes in her chapter 
for our volume:

I was ten years old, and was not yet aware that reading other people’s corre-
spondence was boring, as was looking into commentaries to learn who P. R. 
or B. O. was, or in what year had this or that production had bombed in some 
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theater. . . . I simply read everything, one letter after another, skipping over 
things that I didn’t understand, circling languidly over the marvelous images 
in them, returning over and over to things I found funny—and there were so 
many (‟Well, good-bye, corn stalk of my soul. With brazen respect I kiss your 
powder box and I envy your old boots, which can see you every day!” [Let-
ter to Lika Mizinova; 5: 87]). Circling like a goat tied to a stake who eats the 
grass within his reach, gathering sustenance, I entered the world of Chekhov’s 
friends, relatives, correspondents, and lovers, making it my own. I was intoxi-
cated by the intonation of his voice, which was something unique unto itself, 
unlike any other person or thing I knew, conveying dignity, irony, warmth, and 
at the same time a remarkably serious attitude toward life.11

Another contemporary Russian writer and critic, Alexei Varlamov, says 
that his infatuation with Chekhov led him to gradually read the writer’s entire 
body of works, including the letters. And indeed, the letters turned an impres-
sionable neophyte into an inveterate Chekhovophile: ‟Chekhov’s letters, like 
those of no other writer but Pushkin, were written with such generosity and 
virtuosity that they seem to be addressed not to any particular reader, but to 
all progressive humanity.”12

Could the intensity of these people’s reactions to Chekhov’s letters be 
explained away by the fact that—as in the case of Bunin, Rakhmaninov, and 
Blok—they are creative artists? But another of our authors, Michael Finke, 
cites an eloquent example from recent Nobel laureate Svetlana Alexievich’s 
book, Voices from Chernobyl. Katya P. says that when her parents had the op-
portunity to salvage just a few things from their doomed apartment in Pripyat 
after the catastrophe, they ‟got a warm blanket, my fall coat, and the collected 
letters of Chekhov, my mom’s favorite.” Finke notes: ‟She exposes herself 
to radiation to grab Chekhov’s letters like you take a suitcase of old family 
photos when you evacuate in the face of a hurricane or wildfire, leaving other 
valuables behind.”13

As these examples demonstrate, Chekhov’s letters represent something 
truly unique. Their appeal is not limited to elite readers; they strike a univer-
sal human chord. Despite the specific context in which they were anchored, 
the topics they addressed, and the individuals to whom they were addressed, 
as the authors of part V, ‟My Favorite Chekhov Letter,” prove, they continue 
to reach new readers and communicate to them in deeply personal ways. 
Paradoxically, the further in time we are from Chekhov the closer he is to us.

Soon after their publication in Russia, Chekhov’s letters began to enter 
world literature. Their journey into English began with Constance Garnett’s 
1920 collection, part of her seventeen volumes of Chekhov translations 
completed between 1917 and 1926. In her essay in our collection, Rosamund 
Bartlett lists and characterizes this and the English translations that followed, 
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leading up to the most reliable collections available to Anglophone readers 
today, Simon Karlinsky and Michael Heim’s (1973) Anton Chekhov’s Life 
and Thought, and Bartlett’s own collection, with Antony Phillips, A Life in 
Letters (2004).14 Since Bartlett and Phillips published mostly letters that did 
not appear in Karlinsky/Heim, the two collections complement each other to 
present a very comprehensive picture of the corpus of Chekhov’s letters. We 
quote both editions with great respect throughout our volume, and recom-
mend that our readers keep them by their side as they read our book.

In the twenty-first century, the expansion of the Internet has greatly in-
creased the readership for Chekhov’s letters. The entire body of extant letters 
in Russian has become available to anyone in the world with access to the 
Internet,15 making a comprehensive critical treatment like the one we offer in 
this book particularly timely and relevant.

LETTERS AND BIOGRAPHY. THE LIFE OF AN ORDINARY MAN

Chekhov’s letters open a window into his life. All of the biographical ac-
counts of Chekhov have one thing in common: they rely heavily on quotes 
from his letters. Equally importantly, the letters establish the landmarks 
of the inner life of the writer, who famously eschewed public displays of 
soul-searching and confession. As one of our authors, Vladimir Lakshin, 
writes, even if we did not have other sources, ‟the letters would still allow 
us to reconstruct a living image of the writer.”16 The image of Chekhov 
that emerges from the letters is indeed a living thing; that is, it changes 
constantly depending on context and mood and is completely antithetical 
to any static conception that may be deduced from this or that excerpt. It 
is the image of an artist, a tireless observer of life, a wit, a philosopher, a 
doctor, a patient, a traveler, a gardener, a philanthropist, a son, brother, and 
husband. Whatever facet of Chekhov may dominate at any given moment 
in any given letter, there is one constant: he always represents a common 
humanity. In his letter to one of his major correspondents, Alexei Suvorin, 
of 24 or 25 November 1888, he writes:

You say that writers are God’s chosen people [. . .]. I cannot argue with that [. 
. .] I cannot say whether I have suffered more than a cobbler, a mathematician 
or a railway guard. Neither do I know whether it’s God speaking through my 
lips or some other lesser being [. . .]. You and I both like ordinary people; but 
we are liked because people see us as being out of the ordinary [. . .]. No one 
is prepared to like us as ordinary people. It follows that if one fine day our dear 
friends were to see us as ordinary mortals, they would no longer like us but start 
feeling sorry for us instead. And that is horrible. (2: 78; B/P 169–70)
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Indeed, Chekhov’s life, seen through the prism of his letters, is that of an 
ordinary man who never allowed himself to become detached from the 
mundane cares and responsibilities of everyday life. But that is the point: 
in Chekhov’s writing, the most ordinary things can become extraordinary 
and even magical: ‟Today I went out walking in the snow in the field; there 
wasn’t a soul around, and it seemed that I was walking on the moon” (5: 117). 
This was written in Melikhovo [Figure 13] , the estate that Chekhov bought 
in 1892, and where he wrote “Ward 6,” “The Black Monk,” “Peasants,” The 
Seagull, and many other works, treated the sick, organized famine relief, 
entertained guests, shoveled snow into the pond, dug ditches, and engaged 
in bird-watching using binoculars. All of these activities and impressions are 
recorded in his letters:

Oh, my dear friend, if only you could take a vacation! It’s inconvenient out here 
in the country, it’s terribly wet and muddy, but in nature something striking and 
touching is taking place, something whose novelty and lyricism redeems all the 
inconveniences of life. Every day brings a new surprise, each one better than 
the one before. The starlings have arrived, water is gurgling everywhere, you 
can already see the green grass in the places where the snow has melted. The 
day lingers on like eternity. It’s as though you’re living in Australia, somewhere 
at the end of the earth; your mood is peaceful, contemplative, and animal-like, 
in the sense that you have no regrets about yesterday and no expectations for 
tomorrow. From here, from afar, people seem so good, and that is only natural, 
because when we go away into the countryside, we are hiding not from people 
but from our own pride, which in the city is unjust and excessive. When I look 
at the spring, I fervently wish that there is a heaven in the next world. (5: 25)

The Melikhovo letters are notable for the way they bring the birds and ani-
mals on the estate to life; in just one or two quick strokes of the pen, they be-
come real personalities with lives of their own: the starling, for example, who 
can ‟justly say of himself: ‘I will sing praises unto my God, while I have any 
being’” (5: 46; B/P 304) or the “beautiful, love-struck creature”—the wood-
cock whom Levitan shot and wounded in the wing (5: 49—an episode Cathy 
Popkin writes about in her chapter for this volume), or the rooks who “trudge 
gloomily along the roads like funeral torch bearers” (6: 134). Another letter 
provides a detailed list of recent losses in the animal world: “Here, a drake, 
a horse, and the hedgehog who used to catch mice in the barn have died. The 
ducks are grieving in their widowed state” (5: 64). Chekhov voices mock-
complaints about the animals in his care: “A piglet is nibbling and eating corn 
in the garden. Overnight the dear little horses ate some of the cauliflower. 
For 6 r[ubles] we bought a heifer who sings from morning to night in a thick 
baritone” (5: 81). ‟Widowed” ducks and the heifer with the baritone voice 
are endowed by Chekhov with individuality and accepted as participants in 
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and contributors to his life. The letter to Nikolai Leikin from 16 April 1893 
begins with an extensive paragraph devoted to the two dachshunds that this 
correspondent had given Chekhov:

The dachshunds finally arrived yesterday, dearest Nikolai Aleksandrovich. 
They had got cold and hungry and tired on the way from the station, and were 
fantastically happy to be here. They raced round all the rooms jumping up af-
fectionately on to everyone and barking at the servants. As soon as they had 
been fed, they felt completely at home. During the night they dug up all the soil 
from the window boxes, complete with the seeds that had been sown in them, 
and distributed the galoshes from the front porch through all the rooms in the 
house. In the morning, when I was taking them for a walk in the garden, they 
caused panic in the breasts of our [noble] yard dogs, who had never in all their 
lives seen such monstrous creatures. The bitch is prettier than the dog. There 
is something not quite right, not only with his face, but also with his hind legs 
and rump. But both of them have such kind and grateful eyes. (5: 201; B/P 317)

From that moment on the two dogs become regular characters in Chekhov’s 
letters. It seems downright unfair that their names (Bromide and Quinine) do 
not appear in the indexes to proper names that appear at the end of each of 
the twelve volumes of letters in the Academy collection.17

By contrast to the letter to Leikin cited above, Chekhov’s letter to Suvorin 
from 25 February 1895 opens on a serious note, a discussion of the ‟Open 
Letter to Mr. Tsion” that Suvorin had published a few days before in New 
Time. But in the middle of the paragraph, Chekhov interrupts his writing to 
describe an event taking place at the moment outside the windows: ‟I had 
just written that last word, when my mother ran in with the words: ‘there’s 
a rabbit outside my window!’ I went to look and indeed, there, a sazhen18 
from the window sits a big rabbit, thinking about something; he sat awhile 
and then hopped around the garden” (6: 28). There ensues a discussion of 
the headaches that had been plaguing Chekhov, of the reasons why Chekhov 
remained a bachelor, and of Nikolai Leskov’s death. The letter ends as fol-
lows: ‟I’d like to meet a philosopher like Nietzsche somewhere in a train car 
or on a ship, and spend the whole night talking with him. Though I consider 
his philosophy a transient thing. It’s not so much convincing, as it is showy” 
(6: 29). In this way, the letter is framed by images of two philosophers: the 
contemplative rabbit and Nietzsche. The real-life encounter with the former 
and the hypothetical encounter with the latter are also facts of Chekhov’s 
biography, which we would not have known without his letters.

These quotes from the letters do more than exemplify Chekhov’s observant 
mind and his special gift for personification. They also offer a glimpse into 
the uniquely Chekhovian view of the world manifest in his epistolary writ-
ing as a whole, a world where the boundaries are blurred between great and 
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small, between human society and the natural world, between the creative and 
mundane. That is why the landscapes of Chekhov’s letters are no less pro-
grammatic than the civic and literary ‟manifestoes” so often quoted from his 
letters. That is also why the art of being an artist for Chekhov is inseparable 
from a complete lack of interest in promoting his own ego and from his abil-
ity to remain an ordinary man, one who is capable of experiencing the world 
through the sensibility not only of other people, but of every living creature.

CHEKHOV’S LETTERS AS A “LITERARY FACT”  
AND A “LITERARY ACT”

It is not controversial to point out that a personal letter can cross the boundary 
between life and literature. As Yury Tynyanov showed in his classic essay 
‟Literary Fact,” at certain periods the ordinary (bytovoe) letter becomes a 
means for reanimating artistic forms that have become outdated; it invades lit-
erature and in this way becomes a ‟literary fact.” This happened, for example, 
in the Pushkin era, when ‟writers became aware of this genre as profoundly 
literary; letters were read and shared widely.”19 In the same article, Tynyanov 
notes that ‟in the writing of the younger Karamzinists—Alexander Turgenev 
and Pyotr Vyazemsky—the familiar (druzheskoe) letter underwent constant 
evolution. Letters are read not only by their addressees, letters are evaluated 
and analyzed like literary works in the letters that respond to them.”20

The situation with Chekhov’s letters is different. Chekhov objected to the 
publication of his letters and disapproved when their recipients shared them 
with others. When, for example, Suvorin showed a friend, the writer Sofia 
Smirnova-Sazonova, one of his letters, Chekhov wrote: “Evidently she’s a 
good person, but still you shouldn’t have shown her my letter. I don’t know 
her, and it makes me uncomfortable” (5: 138). With rare exceptions (letters 
addressed to his whole family—‟to the Chekhovs”), each letter was ad-
dressed to one specific correspondent as its only and ultimate recipient. The 
critical and literary views that Chekhov expressed in letters to Bunin, Kuprin, 
Gorky, and other, less known, writers undoubtedly influenced their writing, 
and consequently, the literary process overall, but the interaction always took 
the form of a one-on-one conversation, not intended for outsiders. In other 
words, when Chekhov wrote them, his letters were not intended to be taken 
as a ‟literary fact,” nor did they serve as such during his lifetime. But still, if 
these letters were not a ‟literary fact” then, as Chudakov correctly observes 
in his essay in this volume, epistolary writing was for Chekhov ‟a literary act, 
analogous to his artistic writing. Furthermore, unlike the latter, there were no 
interruptions in the process of writing: he wrote letters constantly, practically 
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every day.”21 What was it about epistolary writing that made it so fruitful for 
Chekhov as an artist? Why, for example, did it serve as the most suitable me-
dium for Chekhov’s philosophical, literary, and social ‟manifestoes”?

One reason is the distinctive nature of Chekhov’s artistic sensibility, 
which he formulated in terms of letter writing in a letter to the well-known 
lawyer and man of letters Sergei Andreevsky: “I can only make intellectual 
statements (rassuzhdat’) when I am directed to or asked a specific ques-
tion” (4: 335). In other words, in order to “make intellectual statements” on 
general topics relating to politics, society, and literature, Chekhov needed to 
be prompted and to be given a reason in the course of a conversation, and 
of course letters provide precisely that format and occasion. Indeed, many 
of Chekhov’s most important and popular statements were not spoken in a 
vacuum, but occurred naturally in an epistolary dialogue. For example, his 
famous statement that literature only asks questions, but does not provide 
answers, came in an ongoing exchange of letters with Suvorin:

You are right when you require that an author be conscious of what he is do-
ing in his work, but you confuse two concepts: answering the questions and 
formulating them correctly. An author is only responsible for the latter. Anna 
Karenina or Eugene Onegin do not answer a single question, but they fully 
satisfy you because the questions they raise are all formulated correctly. The 
court’s duty is to formulate the questions correctly, but let each member of the 
jury answer them according to his own taste. (3: 46)

Like Suvorin’s other letters, the letter to which Chekhov was responding here 
was lost, but even without it, Suvorin’s presence can be felt in every line. 
Chekhov is not simply declaring his position; he is agreeing with his corre-
spondent (‟You are right”); arguing with him (‟you confuse two concepts”), 
and appealing to his experience (‟they [Anna Karenina and Eugene Onegin] 
fully satisfy you”).

Generally speaking, such statements are always generated by context; 
and it often happens that the context is utterly mundane. Just as in his sto-
ries and plays, the philosophical and universal elements arise from ordinary, 
immediate concerns. Chekhov’s comment about Tolstoyanism is often 
quoted: “Alas, I will never be a follower of Tolstoy! In women I appreciate 
most of all beauty, and in the history of mankind—culture, which manifests 
itself in carpets, springed carriages, and wit” (4: 267). But here again, this 
is not an absolute, abstract statement arising in a void; it emerges from a 
precise context: ‟It’s cold in the barn. Now I would love to have some car-
pets, a fireplace, bronzes, and learned conversations” (ibid.). At the time, 
Chekhov was renting a summer dacha in Bogimovo, and we sense that if 
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the circumstances had been different, or if the temperature in the barn had 
been just a bit warmer, we would never have learned what he liked ‟most 
of all” about women and the history of mankind.

Still, what must have attracted Chekhov most about the genre was its 
freedom from convention and lack of constraint. ‟Do not make it slick, do 
not polish it; be awkward and bold,” he advised his brother Alexander (3: 
188). Chekhov followed his own advice most of all in his letters, where, not 
fearing ‟awkwardness” or worrying about literary conventions, he boldly 
combined stylistically and thematically incompatible elements and deployed 
sharp, ‟unplanned” transitions. For this reason, we feel that it is arbitrary to 
divide Chekhov’s letters into sub-genres, as A. M. Malakhova did in her 1974 
article on the poetics of Chekhov’s epistolary prose. The sub-genres she lists 
include, for example: epistolary conversations, epistolary travel notes, epis-
tolary critical responses, epistolary commentaries, epistolary humoresques 
and parodies, and business letters.22 While it is true that many letters do tend 
to a particular generic type, it is no accident that the most interesting of them 
do not fit into any traditional category. In one of his last works, Chudakov 
characterized Chekhov’s contribution to the short-story genre: ‟Chekhov 
blurred the boundaries between the various types of short story, creating a 
new syncretic genre. This is not the short story in the old sense, for in it all 
former limitations have been removed [. . .].” The Chekhov story, according 
to Chudakov, “breaks down the conventions of all the prose genres.”23 The 
same can be said about the Chekhov letter: it too is a syncretic genre, in which 
all limitations have been removed and all generic conventions have been vio-
lated. An extended fragment from a letter to Suvorin, which Chekhov wrote 
on the way home from Sakhalin, can serve as an illustration:

As soon as we left Hong Kong, the ship began to roll heavily. Because it was 
not laden it pitched as much as 38 degrees, and we were afraid of capsizing, I 
discovered that I do not suffer from seasickness, which was a pleasant surprise. 
Two people died as we were on our way to Singapore, and their bodies were 
thrown overboard. When you see a dead man wrapped in sailcloth somersault-
ing into the water, it is a shocking realization that the bottom lies several miles 
below, and you cannot help thinking that you too might die and be tossed into 
the sea. The horned cattle fell sick, and, by command of Dr. Shcherbak and your 
humble servant, the herd had to be slaughtered and thrown overboard as well.

I don’t remember much about Singapore, because while driving round the 
island I became sad for some reason and almost burst into tears. After that 
came Ceylon, which was paradise. I travelled more than seventy miles by 
train, and enjoyed my fill of palm groves and bronze-skinned women. When 
I have children of my own, I shall be able to boast to them: ‟Well, you little 
sons of bitches, once upon a time I had intercourse with a black-eyed Hindu 
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girl, and where do you think it was? In a coconut grove, by the light of the 
moon!” From Ceylon we sailed on for another thirteen days and nights without 
stopping and nearly went out of our minds with boredom. I didn’t mind the 
heat however. The Red Sea is a depressing place, but I found I was moved by 
the sight of Mount Sinai.

God’s world is good. Only one thing in it is vile: ourselves. How little jus-
tice and humility there is in us, how shabby our idea of patriotism! A drunken, 
debauched wreck of a man may love his wife and children, but what good is 
his love? The newspapers all tell us how much we love our great Motherland, 
but what is our way of expressing this love? In place of knowledge there is 
limitless impudence and arrogance, in place of work there is idleness and bes-
tiality; there is no justice and the idea of honour goes no further than ‟pride 
in one’s uniform”—a uniform which is most usually to be found decorating 
the docks of our courts. What we must do is work, and let everything else go 
to the devil. Above all we must be just, and everything else will follow. (4: 
139–40; B/P 253–54).

This letter has gained a certain notoriety thanks to the often-cited ‟sensa-
tional” passage about ‟intercourse” with the Hindu girl, which the vigilant 
Soviet censorship excluded from print.24 Before this fragment became public, 
Chekhov critics had just as frequently cited the ‟social” passage from the fol-
lowing paragraph, which opens with a memorable aphorism: “God’s world is 
good. Only one thing in it is vile: ourselves.”25 But by detaching any individ-
ual statement out of its holistic context, we lose something much more pre-
cious: the dynamics of Chekhov’s thinking and the complex and multifaceted 
unity of his personality, which expresses itself freely and without constraint, 
over and above any limits or barriers, whether thematic, generic, or stylistic. 
The letter combines travel notes, the familiar letter, and philosophical and 
social-political statements just as organically as it does the world of nature 
and of humanity, merging the intimate with the social, the profane (‟inter-
course”) with the sacred (‟God’s world”), and Eros with Thanatos. Indeed, 
the story of the ‟black-eyed Hindu girl” arises as a kind of reaction to the fear 
of death that was expressed in the previous paragraph (“you too might die 
and be tossed into the sea”26), along with the sadness that comes over him on 
the trip around Singapore (“almost burst into tears”). In its turn the thought 
about poorly understood patriotism, taken in its full context, is spoken not by 
an incorporeal preacher, but by a full-blooded man, full of human passion. 
The entirety of the letter insists that this thought be interpreted in a new light. 
In what other genre could Chekhov have allowed himself in one paragraph 
to speak of a palm grove and ‟bronze-skinned” women, and in the next, with 
equal, unfeigned passion, of patriotism, without allowing the juxtaposition to 
convey an ironic or condescending impression?
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LETTERS AS PART OF A DIALOGUE. TO WHOM  
ARE CHEKHOV’S LETTERS ADDRESSED?

One of the determining features of the epistolary genre is its direct orienta-
tion to an interlocutor. A letter is always addressed to another person and, 
as it were, incorporates that person’s voice into its text. As Mikhail Bakhtin 
writes, “A characteristic feature of the letter is an acute awareness of the 
interlocutor, the addressee to whom it is directed. The letter, like a rejoinder 
in a dialogue, is addressed to a specific person, and it takes into account the 
other’s possible reply.”27 This general truth relates directly to Chekhov’s 
letters, in which, as many critics—among them some of our authors—have 
noted, the writer’s voice sounds different when addressing different cor-
respondents. It is obvious that the letters to Suvorin differ in tone and style 
from those to the writer’s brother Alexander. Was this the same Chekhov who 
wrote to Lika Mizinova and Lidia Avilova? In other words, is Chekhov “a 
fox,” changing his style depending on the addressee? In what does the unity 
of Chekhov’s letters inhere?

Let us consider five letters that Chekhov wrote on the same date (27 March 
1894) during a visit to Yalta.28 In the Academy edition these letters are given 
in alphabetical order based on the addressees’ names; we will read them in 
this order. The first letter is addressed to Yakov Korneev, a physician and 
the owner of the house on Sadovaya-Kudrinskaya in Moscow rented by the 
Chekhovs in 1886–1890; in it, among other things, Chekhov writes in detail, 
citing numbers and costs about his recent purchase of the Melikhovo estate. 
The businesslike report soon gives way to a genre picture tinted with gentle 
humor: “There’s plenty of space in the country; life is unconstrained; you can 
sit on a bench at the gate, or lie on the grass, or walk down the street in your 
robe. Your own horses, your own dogs. You go for drive somewhere with 
your own horses, and the dogs run along behind with their tongues hanging 
out. In a word, bliss” (5: 279). The next letter, to Chekhov’s French translator 
Jules Legras, discusses a serious literary problem: the editors of Russian Ga-
zette (Russkie vedomosti) ‟out of cowardice and prudishness made a number 
of cuts” in the story ‟Big Volodya and Small Volodya,” and Chekhov asks 
Legras to delay publication of the story in French until he can send him the 
complete version.29 This short text can be categorized generically as a busi-
ness letter, but there’s an unexpected shift at the end, mentioning his dachs-
hunds, who are already familiar to our reader, and in this way violating the 
rules of the genre: ‟It’s been a month since I’ve seen Bromide and Quinine” 
(5: 281). The next letter is to Lika Mizinova, who at the time was in Paris. 
The letter was written in that special tone that Chekhov used exclusively in 
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letters to this addressee, a tone that could be characterized as both playfully 
grotesque and genuinely intimate:

Dear Lika, thank you for the letter. Although in your letter you’re trying to 
scare me, saying that you’re going to die soon, though you tease me, saying that 
you’ve been rejected by me, still, thank you. I know perfectly well that you will 
not die and that no one has rejected you.

I’m in Yalta, and I’m bored, even extremely bored. The local, so to speak, 
aristocracy is staging Faust, and I go to their rehearsals and savor contemplating 
an entire flower-bed of black, auburn, flaxen and chestnut heads; I listen to sing-
ing, I eat; at the home of the headmistress of the girls’ school I eat chebureki and 
side of mutton with kasha; in the homes of noble families I eat green shchi; in 
the confectionary shop I eat; I eat in my hotel as well. I go to bed at 10 o’clock; 
I get up at 10, and after lunch I rest, but still, I’m bored, dear Lika. Not bored 
because I don’t have ‟my ladies” by my side, but because the northern spring is 
better than the one here, and not for a single minute am I free of the thought that 
I must, I’m obligated to write. To write, write, and write. I am of the opinion that 
true happiness is impossible without idleness. My ideal is to be idle and love a 
plump girl. For me the height of pleasure is just to walk or sit and do nothing; 
my favorite pastime is to collect things that I don’t need (leaves, straw, etc.), 
and do useless things. Meanwhile I’m a man of literature and I must write even 
here, in Yalta. Dear Lika, when you become a great singer and they give you a 
good salary, then do a charitable act for me: marry me to yourself and feed me 
at your own expense, so that I can sit and do nothing. (5: 281)

In the letter to Suvorin written on that same day, as often happens in letters 
to this correspondent, Chekhov offers one of his famous programmatic state-
ments, once again on Tolstoy. Like other examples in Chekhov’s letters, this 
one arises, seemingly in passing, from a specific tangible sensation:

Possibly because I no longer smoke, Tolstoyan morality has ceased to influence 
me; deep in my soul I feel a hostility toward it, and this is, of course, unfair. 
There is peasant blood flowing in my veins, and I am not to be impressed with 
peasant virtues. Since my childhood, I have been a firm believer in progress, 
and could not have been otherwise, since the difference between the time when 
they used to flog me and the time they ceased to flog me was enormous. I have 
always loved intelligent people, sensitivity, courtesy and wit, but I treated such 
things as people’s picking at their corns, and their foot bindings emitting a foul 
smell, with the same indifference that I have for some young ladies who have a 
habit of walking about in the morning with curlers in their hair. But there was 
a time when Tolstoy’s philosophy strongly affected me; it possessed me for 
six or seven years and I was affected not so much by his fundamental ideas—
which I already knew—as by the manner in which he expressed them, his very 
reasonableness, and no doubt a species of hypnotism peculiar to him. But now 
something inside me protests against it: rationality and justice tell me that there 
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is more love for humankind in electricity and steam than there is in chastity and 
abstaining from meat. (5: 283)

And finally, Chekhov also wrote to his sister Maria (Masha) on that day. In 
this letter, short and, like the letter to Legras, somewhat businesslike in tone, 
Chekhov informs his sister about his plans, and notes the possible days of his 
return, so that horses could be sent to the station for him. And unexpectedly 
(or rather, because this is a Chekhov letter, completely expectedly) in the 
paragraph that follows the businesslike tone becomes poetic, but in such a 
way that it is almost impossible to determine where precisely the transition 
took place: ‟I’ve sold my fur coat. So, if there’s a frost, send my robe to the 
station. I wanted to bring some ‘Brymzy’ cheese, but there’s none for sale. 
I saw the starlings who flew to us in Melikhovo” (5: 285). This completely 
neutral combination of the fur coat he had sold, the ‟Brymzy” cheese that he 
had not been able to buy, and the starlings, exemplifies a distinctive feature 
of Chekhov’s attitude toward life, as expressed in his epistolary writing, by 
which it can be distinguished from that of any other writer. Take, for com-
parison, Leo Tolstoy’s letter to Afanasy Fet from 6–7 December 1876, in 
which the writer praises his addressee for a poem he had sent him (‟Among 
the Stars”), in part because ‟the same piece of paper on which the poem is 
written also contains an outpouring of grief about the fact that kerosene has 
gone up to 12 kopecks.” According to Tolstoy, this is a ‟tangential, but true 
sign of a poet.”30 In Chekhov’s letters, poetry and the prose of everyday life 
do not simply appear on the same page, but constantly show through and 
interrelate with each other.

This paragraph is also an eloquent example of a Chekhovian subtext con-
veying the writer’s unvoiced homesickness (in the letter to Legras, as we 
recall, it was felt in the reference to the dogs: ‟It’s been a month since I’ve 
seen Bromide and Quinine”). But in the letter to Mizinova, Chekhov directly 
names this feeling: ‟In June it won’t be me travelling to Paris, but you to 
Melikhovo. Your longing for home will drive you there” (5: 282). It is char-
acteristic that six years before this, the expression ‟longing for home” (toska 
po rodine) appeared together with a reference to birds of passage: “It’s devil-
ishly cold, but the poor birds are already flying to Russia! They are driven by 
their longing for home and their love for their fatherland; if poets only knew 
how many millions of birds fall victim to homesickness and love for their 
homes, how many of them freeze to death along the way, how many torments 
they suffer in March and the beginning of April when they arrive home, they 
would long ago have sung their praises” (2: 211).

Five letters—five voices, or rather, five intonations, each incorporating 
in itself what Bakhtin called “an acute awareness of the interlocutor, the ad-
dressee to whom it is directed.” And at the same time this is unmistakably 
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one single voice, which, to find its full expression, requires a number of 
completely heterogeneous interlocutors.

The correspondence from December of that year offers another example. 
Writing to Elena Shavrova on 11 December 1894, Chekhov complains 
about the monotony of his literary labor: “I’m so fed up with doing the same 
old thing; I want to write about devils, about terrible ‘volcanic’ women, 
about sorcerers—but alas!—they demand genteel novellas and stories from 
the lives of Ivan Gavrilyches and their wives” (5: 344). On the next day, 
answering a question that Suvorin had asked, Chekhov writes: “In your 
last letter you ask: ‘What should a Russian man do now?’ Here’s my an-
swer: desire. Most of all he needs desire, temperament. I’m so fed up with 
people’s whining and complaining” (5: 345). Taking these letters together, 
it is not difficult to catch their thematic and intonational unity, relating to 
the idea and feeling of boredom and annoyance (the motif of being “fed 
up” [nadoelo]) which shows through in spite of the diversity of address-
ees). Furthermore, these two fragments complement and deepen each other 
in a new way: the first one conveys, behind the author’s own feeling of 
dissatisfaction, a state common to society as a whole; in the second, by 
contrast, the distinctive silhouette of the letter’s author shows through what 
is a rather general categorization of ‟Russian man.” To a degree, we have 
to feel sorry for Shavrova and Suvorin: each received their Chekhov letter, 
but neither could read them both. This is what differentiates Chekhov’s 
contemporaneous correspondents from us. As Katherine Tiernan O’Connor 
points out in her chapter in this volume, “Although Chekhov’s individual 
addressees were privy only to that part of the discourse directed at them, 
we are vicariously privileged, as it were, and can read over their shoulders. 
[. . .] We see, in short, that Chekhov is revealing far more to us, his future 
readers, than he is to his then current addressees.”31

This is one of the most distinctive features of the epistolary genre. Each 
separate letter, if it is indeed a personal letter, is addressed to one specific per-
son. Taken all together, letters are only available to a ‟collective addressee”—
posterity. Aikhenvald, whom we cited above, noted with undisguised envy 
toward those who had the good fortune to be Chekhov’s correspondents, 
‟To unseal a letter from Chekhov, to read his elegant lines must have been 
an incredible pleasure; it was as though he had sealed precious kernels of his 
talent into the envelopes.”32 Today anyone, however, can experience a no less 
‟incredible pleasure,” one which was out of reach even for the writer’s most 
intimate and trustworthy correspondents: to sense that any of us is Chekhov’s 
addressee and the recipient of his epistolary heritage, to read thousands of 
his letters as, in the words of Vladimir Laskhin, “a single aggregate letter, 
addressed to the future.”33 In this sense, to quote Osip Mandelshtam’s article 
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“On the Addressee” (“O sobesednike”), Chekhov’s letters could be called “a 
letter in a bottle,” addressed to a “providential” reader:

At a critical moment, a seafarer tosses a sealed bottle into the ocean waves, con-
taining his name and a message detailing his fate. Wandering along the dunes 
many years later, I happen upon it in the sand. I read the message, note the date, 
the last will and testament of one who passed on. I have the right to do so. I 
haven’t opened someone else’s mail. The message in the bottle was addressed to 
his finder. I found it. That means, I have become its secret addressee.34

The aims of this volume’s contributors are ambitious and universal—to 
reach such a providential addressee in every reader, whether scholar, biogra-
pher, historian, writer, theater professional, student, family member, or lover, 
revealing in everyone the humanistic core that was Chekhov’s central concern.

THIS BOOK

The first such collection in English or Russian, our book introduces this sub-
stantial but neglected part of Chekhov’s creative legacy to scholars, writers, 
and theater professionals, as well as to a general audience. Part I, “ Publica-
tion History, Reception, and Textual Issues,” addresses the publication of 
Chekhov’s letters, and textual issues that emerged in various editions and 
translations. Liya Bushkanets presents the early history of publication of the 
letters in Russia, noting the trends at work in their reception immediately fol-
lowing the writer’s death in 1904. As her analysis demonstrates, his letters 
became an important source for contemporaries seeking to understand the 
writer’s psychology, his literary legacy, and what was called his “spiritual” 
(dukhovnaia) biography. Vladimir Kataev then offers an insider’s look into the 
fraught issues related to censorship during the publication of the Academy edi-
tion of Chekhov’s complete collected works in the 1970 and 1980s. Chekhov 
biographer and scholar Rosamund Bartlett describes the process of collecting 
and editing the letters for the most complete English-language edition to date, 
A Life in Letters, published by Penguin in the 2004 centennial year. Chekhov’s 
letters pose a set of challenging riddles for our authors; in his chapter, Igor 
Sukhikh investigates an intriguing episode at the opposite end of the spectrum 
and proves that a letter traditionally attributed to Chekhov is a fake.

In the second part, “Approaches to a Body of Work,” Vladimir Lakshin, 
Michael Finke, A. P. Kuzicheva, and Irina Gitovich offer models for reading 
Chekhov’s letters as a whole, addressing psychology, biography, and poetics. 
Each author uncovers previously unnoticed, uniquely Chekhovian features of 
the letters, showing the relationship between the writer’s epistolary writing 
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and his best-known literary works. In studying letters, the question of genre 
naturally arises. In part III, “Genre,” three authors offer complementary, but 
different generic models, focusing in turns on Chekhov the dramatist, poet, 
and storyteller. Alexander Chudakov analyzes the style of the letters in detail, 
showing their many commonalities with the writer’s prose fiction. Radislav 
Lapushin reveals the poetic undercurrent of Chekhov’s epistolary prose, argu-
ing that Chekhov’s letters should be read with the same attention to the context 
and detail as poetry. For her part, Emma Polotskaya shows the ways the artis-
tic structure of the letters reflects the specifics of Chekhov’s dramatic talent.

The largest and most diverse section of the book, part IV, is dedicated to 
individual analyses of letters in dialogue with their context and examining 
the ways letters illuminate Chekhov’s relationships with specific individuals. 
Details of these interactions often entered his stories and plays, blurring the 
distinction between life and art. The chapters proceed chronologically, based 
on the period of the writer’s life that they address. Analyzing how Chekhov’s 
character-building efforts were recorded in his letters related to the Sakhalin 
journey in 1890, Galina Rylkova offers a fresh explanation of some of the 
drivenness of Chekhov’s behavior during this period, linking it to his rela-
tionship with his family. Svetlana Evdokimova’s essay places Chekhov’s 
ideas on education and culture, which constitute a significant part of his epis-
tolary oeuvre, in the context of the late-nineteenth-century type of the “intel-
ligent.” Studying lacunae is particularly rewarding; Serge Gregory faces the 
challenge of reconstructing the relationship between Chekhov and Levitan in 
the absence of all of Chekhov’s letters to Levitan, which were burned at the 
artist’s request by his brother after his death. Then, focusing on the forms of 
address in Chekhov’s letters to Olga Knipper, John Douglas Clayton dem-
onstrates that these letters, while intimate and personal, reflect some of the 
main motifs of his stories and plays—adultery, animals, and ethnicity. Zinovy 
Paperny considers the close relationship between the letters Chekhov wrote 
from Yalta in 1900 and the theme of yearning for Moscow that dominates 
The Three Sisters, which he was writing during that time. Finally, Katherine 
Tiernan O’Connor explores striking parallels between Chekhov’s letters 
written toward the end of his life and those of D. H. Lawrence. Both writers 
died abroad at the age of forty-four and were indefatigable letter writers who 
addressed the experience of mortality in their own idiosyncratic idiom. Our 
book culminates in a section entitled “My Favorite Chekhov Letter,” in which 
scholars and writers offer a short reflection on a letter that is particularly 
meaningful and memorable for them.

Above all, like everything else Chekhov wrote, the letters deserve primarily 
to be read for the sheer joy of it. Chekhov writes about what we care about 
most, about what we may not have the courage to ponder on our own: relation-
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ships, love, fate, death. Our authors, major Chekhov scholars from both sides 
of the ocean, offer a broad and authoritative guide to this remarkable epistolary 
legacy. The book represents our own letter to Chekhov—not merely a thank-
you note, but a multifaceted contribution to an ongoing dialogue.

—Radislav Lapushin, Chapel Hill
Carol Apollonio, Durham
May 2018
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Chapter One

Reader Reception of Chekhov’s  
Letters at the Beginning  

of the Twentieth Century*
Liya Bushkanets

*From Liya Bushkanets,“On mezhdu nami zhil . . .”: A. P. Chekhov i russkoe obshchestvo kontsa 
XIX—nachala XX veka (Kazan’: Kazanskii universitet, 2012), 321–37 (with minor changes). Trans-
lated by Theodore Thenell and Carol Apollonio.

Early twentieth-century culture showed a particular interest in the personality 
of the artist. Leo Tolstoy’s or Maxim Gorky’s life stories played an important 
role in their popularity. To a large degree, Chekhov’s life lacked the “perip-
eteia” of such writers, although he attracted a great deal of attention among 
the public. By the beginning of the 1900s, he was recognized as a first-class 
talent, but endless critical arguments, with their contradictory interpretations 
and approaches to his work, satisfied neither the writer nor his contempo-
raries. Critics found a solution: they sought an explanation for Chekhov 
the artist in Chekhov the man. Many questions relating to his worldview—
whether he was an optimist or pessimist, whether he felt pity or contempt 
for his characters, and so on—were decided on the basis of biographical 
materials, the most important of which were the writer’s letters. What was it 
precisely in these letters that his contemporaries found so compelling?

The periodical press, which was developing rapidly at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, needed “posthumous materials” about famous people in 
order to attract the interest of a broad readership. Protesting voices were also 
heard: the writer Ignaty Potapenko did not respond to numerous requests to 
make available for publication the letters of Chekhov that he had in his pos-
session, as only so-called “posthumous friends,” not people who were truly 
close to the writer, would dig around in his soul, with the wounds of their re-
cent loss still fresh.1 However, it was too late to change anything. Chekhov’s 
addressees understood the value of the letters they had in their possession, 
and strove to share them quickly with the public.
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Certain memoirs—those of A. S. Lazarev-Gruzinsky, V. A. Posse, and 
others—were constructed completely on material from Chekhov’s letters and 
the commentaries to them.2 In 1906, B. A. Lazarevsky based his reminis-
cences not only on the writer’s letters to him, but also on those to A. F. Koni, 
which had been placed at his disposal.3 Posse explained it this way: “Each 
letter of Chekhov’s in the last, mature period of his creative life has, if not 
a social, then a literary significance. His insightful notes about Gorky in his 
letters to me are more meaningful than some critical articles.”4 Selections of 
letters also appeared in various collections.5 Some of them were cited quite 
frequently: article after article quoted, for example, Chekhov’s provocative 
words from his letter to Alexei Pleshcheev about the necessity of “freedom 
from violence and lies” (4 October 1888 [3: 11]), which were seen by readers 
as a statement of Chekhov’s literary and ethical program.

The letters were often misread, however, published with omissions, or 
accompanied by unreliable commentaries. Critics speculated using quotes 
pulled at random from Chekhov’s letters: “As recently as a few days ago a 
publisher of a biography and short essay about Chekhov was called to account 
for taking out of context phrases from letters in which Chekhov expressed his 
national and private sympathies and antipathies with Russian frankness,” 
causing narrowly partisan views to be attributed to Chekhov, whereas actu-
ally his letters “reveal his straightforward Russian soul and complete lack of 
any literary partisanship.”6

So there arose a need for specialized publications. The spring of 1909 
saw the publication of a one-volume collection of letters edited by B. N. 
Bochkarev.7 Many considered this to be a chaotic mass of material, riddled 
with errors. Bochkarev succumbed to the widespread tendency of the time, 
of “banishing” from the letters everything that could cast a shadow on Chek-
hov’s liberalism.8 However, as Yu. V. Sobolev noted, the letters themselves 
redeem everything.9 V. F. Botsyanovsky characterized the collection as 
cumbersome and disorderly, but also complimented its ‟fine, integral impres-
sion.”10 In 1910 V. Brender published the first volume of his unfinished col-
lection,11 with an introductory article by Yuly Aikhenvald, which contained 
more than 150 letters presented in chronological order, some 40 of which 
were appearing in print for the first time. As A. V. Amfiteatrov put it, “the 
chaos [. . .] of material thrown together by Bochkarev and others has begun 
to take on some order.”12 Still, even this edition contained a large number of 
typos, and the commentaries by Bender, who was a journalist, were random 
and at times naive.13

In 1910, during the January celebrations of the fiftieth anniversary of Chek-
hov’s birth, almost everyone was talking about his letters as something extraor-
dinary. P. P. Pertsov, in New Time, was a lone critical voice; he suggested that 
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all the fuss was unwarranted—that they were just ordinary letters written by a 
run-of-the-mill Russian intellectual.14 The common view was that the writer’s 
family should overcome their hesitations and act quickly to bring the epistolary 
heritage of the writer into a neat order; in addition to the most valuable letters 
(to the writer’s wife, sister, and parents, to Suvorin, Pleshcheev, and Leontyev 
[Shcheglov]), letters to his brother Alexander and other correspondents needed 
to be added to the public record.15

As Amfiteatrov claimed, the publication of the letters was extremely 
timely: against the background of critical chatter and idle speculations there 
was a need for ‟the writer himself to speak from beyond the grave, and to 
restore the clear and authoritative truth.”16 It became clear that the letters were 
that precious material “out of which someone, someday would put together 
the story of Chekhov’s short, colorful life and depict the writer in all of his 
grand moral stature.”17 In 1910, F. G. Muskatblit relied heavily on the letters 
in his biography of Chekhov, which was one of the first to be written.18

Wishing to concentrate in her own hands such an important part of Chek-
hov’s legacy, the writer’s sister Maria Chekhova took on the task of publish-
ing the letters [Figure 18]. The six-volume collection that came out between 
1912 and 191619 was for her an important step in the formation of the legend 
about her life as a life devoted to her brother. The press began focusing on 
the preparation of this edition as early as 1910. The reading public agreed 
in praising the “tender care” of the writer’s sister, whose ‟spirit served him 
during his lifetime as well as after his death”20 as she verified dates and com-
pared letters with their original manuscripts. Of course, Maria purposefully 
excluded fragments and even entire letters, in an effort to protect the “family 
honor.” The appendix included extracts from unfinished works and photo-
graphs of Chekhov and his circle; each volume contained (albeit with minor 
factual inaccuracies) biographical essays by the writer’s brother Mikhail 
Chekhov (originally Maria Pavlovna had hoped that Ivan Bunin would write 
them). All of this made the publication a major event.

Each new volume provoked critical responses from reviewers of both the 
capital and provincial press—K. Chukovsky, A. Izmailov, P. Sergeenko, 
V. Botsyanovsky, E. Koltonovskaya, M. Nevedomsky, D. Filosofov,  
P. Pertsov, S. Yablonovsky, and dozens of others. Critics noted that these 
letters, with their brilliant form, “comical episodes, puns, and rich material,” 
would be read by the entire reading public, not just by those who had known 
the writer personally or potential critics.21 “Among the books published 
recently, the most lively, intelligent, and artistic are those that, firstly, were 
published after the death of the author, and, secondly, were written without 
the slightest pretension to artistry and were not at all intended for the pub-
lic. “These are Chekhov’s letters,” wrote Yablonovsky, who “couldn’t tear 
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[himself] away from them anywhere, not in bustling cities of Europe, nor in 
the idyllic quiet of a resort.”22 It was no mere coincidence that in 1914, when 
the fourth volume was published, the first volume already had to be reissued.

Conditions at the beginning of the twentith century were extremely favor-
able for the growth of the public’s interest in Chekhov. Adolf Marks’s edition 
of the collected works was widely distributed and offered a good represen-
tation of the writer’s entire creative path, especially after the posthumous 
publication of an additional volume of early short stories. Immediately after 
Chekhov’s death numerous reminiscences began to appear, and memoirists 
stated outright that their personal impressions often directly contradicted the 
public image of Chekhov that had developed based on his literary work and 
criticism. In 1906, Fyodor Batyushkov wrote, in his article “A.P. Chekhov in 
Reminiscences and Letters: An Essay in Characterization”: “In certain ways, 
Chekhov the man completed Chekhov the artist, and accordingly, much of 
what we see in his literary work takes on new meaning in light of the nature 
of his personality [. . .]. A kind of dichotomy emerged between Chekhov’s 
‘moods’ as perceived by his readers and the impressions that people who 
knew him had of him as a person.”23 Memoirists nearly unanimously stated 
that there was something in Chekhov the man that literally compelled people 
to love him. A provincial newspaper critic noted:

Chekhov’s charming personality and his crystal-clear, sincere countenance will 
remain the brightest memory for his many friends [. . .]. After his untimely 
death, both thick periodicals and special collections were full of these remem-
brances which painted the personality “of the late writer” in the brightest, hues 
[. . .]. Numerous letters by Chekhov, collected in whole volumes after his death, 
confirm yet again the truthfulness of the characterization given in their reminis-
cences by friends of the late writer.24

Memoirists tentatively identified this mystery of Chekhov’s personality as 
a special kind of “charm,” which could not be described in the rational lan-
guage of literary criticism and consequently remained beyond its comprehen-
sion, but which could be sensed by the general reader. It is one thing to try to 
tell a reader about this charm of Chekhov’s and describe its effects, but quite 
another to feel it by reading the letters themselves, the documents that most 
directly reflect the man’s personality.

During the years between 1900 and 1910 the public showed an increasing 
interest in nonfictional documents. “We have entered into a time of notes, 
diaries, letters, reminiscences and private correspondence,” noted Dmitry 
Filosofov. This reflected a kind of “fatigue” from belles lettres; major events 
included the publication of Tolstoy’s correspondence with his wife (“an 
entire epic in its own right”); Gogol’s letters; materials on the history of 
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Chernyshevsky’s marriage (which were “more interesting and more edifying 
than a novel”), and others.25 During this period, society was well attuned to 
appreciate Chekhov’s letters; the publication and theoretical analysis of the 
epistolary legacy of writers and cultural figures was a subject of discussion 
both in scholarly circles and among the reading public.

Of course, publication of the writer’s letters so soon after his death entailed 
certain ethical problems. Filosofov, who on the whole lauded the six-volume 
edition, doubted whether it was advisable to “release out into the streets” 
“mean slander” (zloiazychie) including Chekhov’s. Ridicule of people who 
were still among the living would turn the writer into a “posthumous of-
fender” and would stain the memory of the “loving, tender Chekhov.”26 How-
ever, many of Chekhov’s judgments were “corrected” in the context of the 
correspondence as a whole; “Whatever Chekhov said is filled with startling 
perceptiveness, sensitivity, honesty and wisdom,”27 as other readers put it. 
Critics also recalled “Goncharov’s testament.”28 This writer’s attitude toward 
the publication of his letters, in Botsyanovsky’s opinion, showed the level of 
his sincerity: if for Goncharov it was more important to seem than to be, then 
he might well have feared that he would give himself away in intimate cor-
respondence, but Chekhov clearly didn’t understand this attitude: “Chekhov 
had nothing to fear, neither himself, nor his letters,” in which everything was 
simple, clear, and open; “a vibrant, pure image looks out at you from every 
line.”29 For this reason readers peering through the letters into Chekhov’s 
intimate life did not feel they were violating ethical norms.

The letters, particularly as presented in the six-volume edition, gave the 
Russian public the impression not of isolated works, but of a single complex, 
integral text. Not incidentally, reviewers confessed that it was difficult for 
them to single out citations—this would mean depriving “these stellar exam-
ples of epistolary prose” of their integral nature: “It seems to me that in order 
to be captivated by these letters, and once captured, to come to love Chek-
hov’s clean and pure image even more, it is necessary to read them all.”30

If you read hundreds of letters by a single person one after another, you 
unwittingly begin to feel that you know him personally. The writer Zinaida 
Gippius wrote:

Over the past few years Chekhov has become for us a close friend; at least he 
himself, his image of a man and a writer, has become clearer and more real to 
us. A number of articles about Chekhov’s work, reminiscences and accounts by 
living people, and finally—and most importantly!—the volumes of Chekhov’s 
personal letters that have just been published, have brought us into intimate 
contact with him. Now, it seems, anyone could write reminiscences about him, 
for everyone he is either a friend or at least an acquaintance. The letters fill in 
the gaps and complete his image, the same one that we had already glimpsed 
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in all of his works [. . .]. We carry him inside ourselves even without thinking 
of him consciously [. . .]. If he were to walk into a room now, who wouldn’t 
recognize the tall, slightly stooped figure, the husky bass voice, the sparse beard, 
the bright direct eyes and [. . .] the perpetual, reserved and somehow serious 
irony of his words?31

Chekhov’s personality could not have been fully captured in any one letter 
taken in isolation from the others. This was at the heart of the polemics as 
to the reliability of Chekhov’s letters as a source. In his scandalously “anti-
Chekhovian” reminiscences of 1909, N. M. Ezhov wrote that usually in his 
letters a person involuntarily tries to make himself look better than he is and 
reveals only a small part of his self; “a sage even said that a letter is a false 
passport of our thoughts.” Chekhov himself treated his letters almost like 
literary works, and used to say: “A letter is harder to write than a story! In 
letters one has to twist and to turn, to pay compliments.” In Ezhov’s opinion, 
Chekhov always tried in his letters to be courteous and hospitable; his letters 
present him as a hail-fellow-well-met, a host with an endless stream of guests, 
whereas in fact, after he became famous, he would be horrified when some 
insignificant guest came knocking, and he didn’t like to have conversations 
even with close acquaintances; only in cases where there was something of 
interest for Chekhov himself would there be courtesy, invitations to come 
visit again, and friendly kisses. “That’s why Chekhov’s letters seem to be a 
one-sided material that a future Chekhov biographer will have to treat with 
a certain degree of caution, carefully verifying the words of the writer with 
reference to factual events in his life.”32 However, some readers took the let-
ters absolutely at face value. A. G. Fomin conducted an open polemic with 
Ezhov, moreover in that same Historical Herald: “Of course, the value of the 
letters is proportional to their sincerity. Are Chekhov’s letters sincere or not? 
If they were insincere, then inevitably they should have revealed contradic-
tions among themselves, for example, where, depending on the addressee and 
his relationship with him, Chekhov would speak approvingly of someone in 
one letter, and critically in another; would say one thing in one letter, and 
something different in another. There are no such contradictions in Chek-
hov’s letters, and this circumstance speaks to their sincerity.”33

This argument, which, by the way, is traditional in source research, can only 
be resolved by treating the writer’s letters as an integral complex of comple-
mentary sources: “But the life of his great, subtle soul, which was not limited 
to a single passion, and which was reflected honestly and without the slightest 
artificiality in his letters to different people, is complex, capricious, and het-
erogeneous. Chaste and reserved in his deepest emotional experiences, he did 
not reveal himself wholly in his interactions with friends [. . .], but the multi-
tude of hints and fleeting confessions strewn throughout his correspondence, 
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clothed often the form of light-hearted humor, permit us to perceive him in the 
full mutability of his moods and contradictory aspirations.”34

Wherein did society see the value of Chekhov’s letters? Their interest was 
multifaceted. The letters gave impetus to reflections, to research, and ulti-
mately to a more complete understanding of Chekhov.

Firstly, they were perceived as splendid examples of epistolary prose. 
A. A. Izmailov wrote: “An exception among Russian people, Chekhov 
unabashedly loves correspondence” and “expresses himself freely, clearly, 
gaily, and frankly, with jokes, with pranks, and at times with a Pushkin-
ian indiscretion; his letters show flashes of brilliance, keen powers of 
observation and a sharp wit that, it seems, were never to be repeated in his 
stories.”35 Critics noted the generic diversity of the letters, but they paid 
particular attention to the way Chekhov’s letters reflect his worldview. The 
letters evidence not only the writer’s attention to unexpected aspects of 
phenomena that would not have drawn the attention of an ordinary person, 
but also his special approach to seeing and portraying the world, somewhat 
hyperbolizing it, making it more theatrical: “Chekhov’s mind was whimsi-
cal, like that of a caricaturist.”36 One example is an episode from the letter 
to Alexei Pleshcheev of 28 June 1888 (“Through gaps in the floor young 
cherry and plum shoots peep out. In the room where I slept, between the 
window and the shutters a nightingale has woven herself a nest, and before 
my eyes, tiny, hairless nightingale chicks have emerged from their eggs, 
like naked Jew offspring” [2: 290]) that became the subject of a special 
discussion between Amfiteatrov and Gorky on Capri. Gorky believed that 
apparently sparrows had been elevated in status to nightingales.37

Secondly, the letters established facts relating to the history of literature 
and culture, and clarified Chekhov’s relationship with other writers, artists, 
and critics. Chekhov’s protests against cruelty and bitterness in literary and 
artistic life drew particular attention (a letter to Suvorin of 24 February 1894 
concerning the polemics about the sculptor Antokolsky,38 or—somewhat 
earlier—reflections on Pisarev39 in a letter to the same addressee of 15 May 
1889), as did the fact that he himself spoke respectfully and independently 
about literature and writers, which showed him to be a true man of literature, 
the likes of which are rare in our day.40 Critics cited his perceptive reflec-
tions about the writers Pisemsky, Turgenev, and Goncharov, his enthusiastic 
comments about Korolenko, Tolstoy, and Gorky, and his supportive remarks 
about young writers whom he mentored.

Thirdly, the letters were of enormous interest from the biographical point 
of view. In essence, reviews that appeared after each new volume were in 
fact the first biographies of the writer, though they are unacknowledged in 
our day; in them Ch. Vetrinsky, D. Maslyanenko, and others41 reconstructed 
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the history of Chekhov’s life. “A writer’s books are the words he speaks in 
society. Correspondence is an intimate one-on-one conversation with him, in 
the twilight, when he is no longer dressed for company; the candle will soon 
burn down and it will be time for bed. For the biographer, sometimes a single 
letter is more valuable than an entire novella,” wrote Izmailov,42 who was 
soon to pen the most complete prerevolutionary biography of Chekhov. The 
first two volumes (up to 1889) evidence the happiest period of the writer’s 
life: he is healthy, with a charming, youthful spontaneity. The third volume 
shows the transition to his mature years. Many considered the fourth volume 
(1892–1896) to be the most interesting: it offers a record of Chekhov’s life 
in Melikhovo, when his major works were written and he was most actively 
engaged in public service. The majority of reviewers considered the fifth and 
sixth volumes less interesting; they bear the mark of Chekhov’s physical and 
psychological fatigue, and they contain less of his characteristic humor. That 
said, critics did single out for special attention his letters about the Dreyfus 
case. The biography of an energetic and socially active Chekhov that emerged 
was a revelation, as many had conceived of his life as devoid of anything in-
teresting beyond his creative work, which, they believed, came easily to him. 
The new biography that emerged from Chekhov’s letters vividly conveyed 
the writer’s distaste for effete psychologizing.

The letters also helped resolve various controversial questions about Chek-
hov’s biography, such as: was Chekhov’s childhood difficult; what drew him 
so closely to Suvorin (“It’s good that we have these letters about this side of 
Chekhov’s life, which ‘disturbed’ many people,” wrote Izmailov43); or why 
did he go to Sakhalin.

Fourthly, the letters provided material that illuminated Chekhov’s psy-
chology as an artist. Chekhov often gave people around him the sense that 
his work came easy to him. However, it turned out, as Ch. Vetrinsky wrote, 
that Chekhov was no less susceptible to an artistic ‟spiritual discontent with 
himself” than other writers, and in fact suffered considerable self-doubt; for 
a long time he questioned “whether I am a fool and self-satisfied man, or 
whether I am in fact an organism capable of being a good writer” (3: 47–48).44 
The letters confirmed that he was not a mere “camera,” that he worked care-
fully, drawing on his recollections, and spent a great deal of time and effort 
polishing and proofreading his work. The letters also provided material relat-
ing to individual works and their creative history. In sum: “Modest, bashful, 
never pretentious, never envying others’ success—Chekhov served as the 
ideal example of a true artist,” wrote Sobolev.45

Fifthly, the letters helped reconstruct Chekhov’s literary fate. Izmailov 
pondered the writer’s troubles—his lack of money and, most importantly, his 
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literary ‟false brethren,” those who intruded into his life (ladies seeking his 
patronage, guests, authors just starting out):

Envious and jealous false brethren worked their faces into smiles of utter servil-
ity. I was told that all it took was for Chekhov to enter the hall of a Moscow 
literary circle, and everyone would put out their cigarettes, knowing that it was 
harmful to him; he couldn’t stand it. ‟You had to see Gorky standing somewhere 
in some dark corridor furtively smoking a cigarette like some guilty schoolboy!” 
And even after Chekhov became financially secure and famous, he would give 
voice to a sense of offense at those people who envied him (‟an atmosphere 
of bad feelings surrounds me,”46 he writes to his sister about the publication of 
The Duel in New Time). And so, when you consider Chekhov’s life by leafing 
through these letters, like a series of pages of a detachable calendar which show 
his exhausting years as a student, his first earnings, the ordeals of Sakhalin, the 
envy of enemies and the slander of friends, his illnesses and periods of despon-
dency, the ‟very young men” who would send him their enormous books in 
which ‟idealistic men leave behind the world of society and become coachmen 
who engage in intellectual conversations with their passengers about Marx and 
Buckle,”47 only then you feel what a burden this mantle of the premier man of 
letters was for the head, so exhausted from overwork, and the weak shoulders 
of the marvelous, but poor Chekhov!48

Attention to these aspects of the letters of any writer (as a source of bio-
graphical and historical-literary information and a source for learning about 
the writer’s creative psychology—with all the intrinsic interest of the facts 
they provide) is traditional in any readership, including at the beginning of the 
twentieth century. What, then, is unique about the public’s interest in Chek-
hov’s letters during this period? Primarily it lies in the specific personality 
traits that interested readers of the time.

Various concepts of personality that were widespread in the years between 
1900 and 1910 influenced perceptions of individual agents of culture. But 
everyone—from the populists to the symbolists—maintained that the person-
ality of an “agent” of culture should be “public”; he should adhere to a “defi-
nite movement,” should assert himself in some specific social activity, or in 
moral-religious quests, and so forth. Thanks to Chekhov’s letters, completely 
different personality traits were recognized as valuable.

First among them is the writer’s reticence and restraint. “Chekhov always 
made a special effort to conceal his personal difficulties. They erupted per-
haps only one time in his life, when the cold Petersburg public, who were 
used to plays constructed according to a well-established pattern, didn’t 
understand The Seagull,” wrote Lazarevsky, citing the writer’s letter to 
Koni dated 11 November, 1896.49 It was striking that his letters were almost 
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completely devoid of complaints about his health, which he mentioned only 
in passing.50 Readers were surprised that, given the absence in Chekhov of 
arrogance, coldness, and disdain, and his ability to be at times “charmingly 
frank,” still, he never opened his soul to anyone; he was restrained and self-
controlled in his interactions with new acquaintances.

Another notable trait is his inborn sense of culture, his lack of pretension, 
his integrity (a harmony of talent and mind comparable to Turgenev’s). This 
is the source of his care for his literary mission, the demands he placed on 
himself as a writer. The letters revealed that Chekhov was not a pessimist, 
not a “whiner”; he had an innate sense of good cheer; he was not tempted to 
preach or to ‟plumb the abyss”; he was in tune with the genuine voice of life; 
he abhorred psychopathy and inclined to a healthy, bright, Pushkinian world-
view. This was especially important at the beginning of the twentieth century, 
a time when, in the words of a contemporary, “we were tired of the abyss,” 
and there arose a need for clarity, simplicity, and health. Chekhov had all of 
this in abundance. Izmailov wrote: “Chekhov is totally clear, bright, simple, 
and open, like Pushkin. His soul, the hereditary, pure soul of a peasant in the 
best sense of the word, radiates a remarkable health.”51

For many, Chekhov’s sense of inner loneliness was a revelation, for the 
assumption was that he had always been surrounded by people. Readers 
were struck by a letter to the writer Vladimir Korolenko (“I am writing you 
in particular, because there is no one around me who needs my sincerity and 
who is entitled to it, but without asking you, I have established a union with 
you in my soul” [2: 170]), and his famous reply to Dmitry Griogorovich 
dated 28 March 1886 [Figure 6]. In Chekhov, critics observed a self-restraint 
combined with empathy and a readiness to help. All of the reviewers noted 
that the letters were full of Chekhov’s concerns for others—for young writers 
and their manuscripts, for sick teachers and students, for family; he showed 
an interest in all the trifles of their lives and demonstrated a tenderness and 
affection for the members of his family. Critics were forced to make special 
mention of the fact that this attention even to people he barely knew was 
not some contrived pattern of behavior, so strange did these traits seem in a 
country accustomed to rudeness.

Thus, despite the difficulty of Chekhov’s relationships with many of his 
contemporaries, which was reflected in his letters, reviewers promoted a my-
thologized image of the writer, and contemporaries assumed that there was 
never a person who at any time felt himself offended by Chekhov, or who felt 
anything except a gentle, tender feeling of affection after an interaction with 
him. Many saw this as one of the sources of Chekhov’s marvelous charm.

The letters also permitted readers to reflect on the fact that a person’s 
contradictory nature, his complexity and ambiguity, can make the task of the 
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critic and memoirist difficult, though such complexity is one of the signs of 
talent. To judge by the letters, Chekhov turned out to be neither an optimist 
nor a pessimist, neither all good nor all cold and indifferent, but a man in 
whose soul a broad range of different traits were intertwined. Here, too, is 
the root of the many contrasting images of the writer created by different 
memoirists. Chekhov’s nervousness and mutability are on display in the Me-
likhovo letters; in them we see his love of nature and his complaints about 
loneliness, the anticipation he felt when expecting guests and the fatigue he 
experienced when they came visiting, and his desire for peace and quiet; there 
is a restless strength in him that demands greatness, that craves the storm; he 
is drawn to distance, to the road, but when traveling he again dreams of home; 
a mere change in the weather is enough for him to fall into a depression and 
begin to talk about how he has become an old man at the age of thirty-two or 
thirty-three and has lost his desire for the work that he loved, and to complain 
repeatedly of being oppressed by the cold.52

Yet another trait perceived to be unusual was the independence and wis-
dom of his judgment, which were founded on universal rather than narrow 
parochial values. Among the letters that first appeared in Maria Chekhova’s 
edition, Izmailov singled out as “pure gold” the one to his brother Nikolai 
from March 1886 about how a well-bred person should behave—a friendly, 
but cruelly frank letter that constituted an entire moral philosophy in itself 
[Figure 3].53 Really, noted the critic, such a letter justified the sacrifice of 
family secrets that it cost the writer’s sister.54 Thanks to the worldview that he 
developed completely independently, Chekhov became a person of unusual 
staunchness and vibrancy: “Only a fine and strong person could have lived 
such a life, genially laughing at obtuse editors and dull-minded critics, never 
doing anyone any harm; after an entire youth spent in poverty, he supported 
a family on his shoulders and achieved worldwide fame; after all this, only 
such a man could have died so nobly and without a word of complaint.”55

It was the publication of Chekhov’s correspondence at the beginning of the 
twentieth century that revealed all of these character traits to readers as moral 
values. But there is yet another completely unique reason why Chekhov’s 
contemporaries were so interested in his letters. Koltonovskaya attributes 
this interest not only to the fact that Chekhov was “so universally loved,” but 
also to the fact that he died so young, before he was able to fully reveal his 
rich individuality in his writing: “Did Chekhov truly not have enough time 
to reveal himself in his creative work? Or was it that he was unable to reveal 
himself any more deeply and completely, and was fated to this insurmount-
able secretiveness, and, as it were, bashful reticence, which we know so well 
in his works?” and this is why the letters ‟naturally serve as a supplement to 
[. . .] his creative work, filling out his image as a writer.”56 As a consequence, 
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Chekhov’s letters arranged themselves into a plot for contemporaries, provid-
ing material for the reconstruction of his internal spiritual biography. This 
spiritual biography turned out to be no less interesting than his creative work, 
and for some readers, even more so.

Constant growth was fundamental to Chekhov’s “internal biography”: “In 
both his artistic work and his personal life he was continuously improving 
himself, continuously working to overcome his flaws. He lived not by tran-
sient infatuations, but by long, internal work. His feelings did not die out, but 
evolved.”57 What was the direction of this internal movement? Here critics 
gave different answers.

Yablonovsky wrote that the letters showed us the birth and development 
before our eyes, not day by day, but hour by hour, of “one of the most 
original, freedom-loving, and beautiful people,” and that his growth was of 
particular interest: it “developed in a different environment, following dif-
ferent laws, than that of the typical so-called member of the intelligentsia. 
Chekhov’s path from youth to maturity was longer than usual.” It was not 
because he went beyond others, but because he “started closer”; unlike the 
typical Russian intellectual, he did not drink in a spiritual genealogy with his 
mother’s milk. Many people consider ordinary talents to be creative genius, 
whereas for a long time Chekhov was unaware of his own gift, and amused 
himself by using his talents to earn mere pennies, spending time with people 
whom he would soon have to renounce, and being hostile to those with whom 
he would later be intimately linked. Many times in the first three volumes 
of the letters Chekhov “upset or surprised” his immediate readers, while the 
simple-minded reader would condescendingly say that he had known this 
back in middle school. “Poor simpleminded reader! Behind this ‘worldview’ 
he completely misses what a major man and artist is standing right in front of 
him.”58 In sum, what we see before us is the path of a person’s personal quest, 
and not his assimilation of ready-made truths.

Sobolev posited a scheme for representing Chekhov’s growth that later 
became traditional for many biographies: the writer who laughs and thinks 
up funny anecdotes and who doesn’t care about form or inner content, begins 
to look more seriously at life, and in his laughter tragic motives begin to ap-
pear. But his conclusion is important: this turning point comes as the result 
of intense work, and the letters indicate this internal struggle for the reader. 
And later, as Sobolev writes, Chekhov himself acknowledged with pride that 
it was through intense work that “he rid himself of his former deficiencies 
and blunders, and therefore has a level of experience in the world and as a 
writer that others lack.”59

An article by L. Ia. Gurevich gave what is perhaps one of the most interest-
ing reconstructions of Chekhov’s internal biography. The letters of the third 
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volume testify to a crisis; life in Moscow had drawn Chekhov into exhaust-
ing, cheap interactions with people and gave him a sense of falsity and inade-
quacy. This was the reason for the trip to Sakhalin—to refresh and strengthen 
his soul. But upon his return to Moscow, Chekhov again felt his creative work 
to be endangered amidst the bustle of the city and in the company of insen-
sitive people. His inherent healthy instinct for life prevailed, and he moved 
to Melikhovo, which lacked the comforts of city life, and where nature and 
the opportunity to experience solitude, temporary though it might have been, 
saved him. But, argues Gurevich, the fourth volume is of particular interest: 
a deep spiritual transformation was taking place in Chekhov; here we see a 
great deal of “fresh, material that had not been published before [. . .] about 
his conscious and unconscious struggle for the preservation of his human 
and literary identity in the confusion of our poorly organized, depersonalized 
cultural life,”60 and it needs to be recognized that

these ventures into public service were an antidote to that tendency to that 
melancholic, contemplative passivity which was observed in him in all periods 
of his life, combining in its own unique way with outbursts of youthful merri-
ment and healthy, sometimes gruff, humor, which did not shrink from triviality, 
sometimes subtle and captivating. [. . .] Reading Chekhov’s correspondence, 
you observe throughout a struggle between the dangerous, unhealthy character-
istics and proclivities of his soul and its healthy instincts, and you witness the 
victory of the latter. His physical health was weakening more and more, while 
his soul was growing stronger and brighter.61

This was a true path to becoming an artist, which Chekhov discovered and 
developed instinctively for himself: “He knows for himself that imperfection 
is inevitable in current conditions, and at the same time he sees that positive 
essence of all living things, out of which—in different conditions—some-
thing more perfect could have developed. The two-fold nature of this artistic 
worldview shows itself more and more clearly in Chekhov’s soul.”62

This “two-fold nature of his artistic worldview,” the symphonic resonance 
of Chekhov’s stories, which combine ordinary life and a more profound 
level of existence, as well as pity for his heroes and harsh judgment of 
them, that is, the simultaneous coexistence and equality of contrary points 
of view, was sensed by readers and critics as a kind of Chekhovian “higher 
wisdom,” but it could not be articulated: literary criticism of the time had 
no words for it. Criticism demanded “unambiguous, definite truths,” and the 
label of “ambiguity” and vagueness was the most common criticism applied 
to Chekhov’s work. This demand for definite truths was overcome primarily 
thanks to Chekhov’s letters. Koltonovskaya wrote, convincingly: “Obvi-
ously, the time to characterize Chekhov’s work is yet to come. In order to 
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write about Chekhov, it is not enough to love him, or to have a sense for him. 
It’s necessary to come to know him completely. The main obstacle to this 
is in Chekhov himself. He is not only too secretive, reticent, and modest in 
his letters and creative work. His multifaceted nature and utter uniqueness 
makes it difficult to define him.”63

For the writer’s contemporaries, his correspondence became that Chekhov 
novel that was much anticipated, but never written. This was a novel about 
the formation of a completely original type of person—a complex individual 
whose grandeur inhered in his independent spirit. It was a novel not about a 
man of extremes, but, in the words of contemporary scholar Alexander Chu-
dakov, about “a man of the field” (recall one of Chekhov’s notes: “Between 
the statements ‘God exists’ and ‘There is no God’ lies a whole vast field, 
which a true sage crosses with difficulty. But a Russian usually knows only 
one of these two extremes; what lies between them is of no interest to him” 
[S 17: 224; K/H 12–3]), when the chief value turns out to be the process itself 
of crossing the field and the man who has taken on this labor.64 In this inheres 
the colossal meaning of Chekhov’s letters.

For readers in the years between 1900 and 1910, who were already famil-
iar with the epistolary legacies of Gogol, Turgenev, and Tolstoy, the letters 
proved to be equal in significance only to those of Pushkin. Alexei Surovin 
wrote that they showed “the same sincerity, the same clear style, the same 
independence from any particular school of thought” that are found in Push-
kin’s writing.65 “Rereading Chekhov’s letters,” noted Vladimir Posse, “it is 
as though you are hearing his quiet voice, as though you are seeing his sad 
and mocking smile. And you can’t believe that he is dead. And in fact, did 
he really die? Does he not live on in the souls of all who loved him? And he 
was loved not only by those who knew him personally, but also by those who 
read him sensitively. And let him live on forever, merging with the spirit of 
the great creators of life, of a life that is bright and free.”66
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Chapter Two

Some Like It Hot
The Censored Letters*

Vladimir Kataev

*Written for this volume. Translated by Carol Apollonio.

A collection of Chekhov’s letters has come out in France. The thousand-
page volume contains 768 letters; the majority of them, as the book’s editor, 
translator, and commentator Nadine Dubourvieux notes, are published in 
French for the first time. The introductory article offers high praise for the 
twelve-volume Soviet Academy edition of Chekhov’s letters: ‟an excellent 
Russian edition; [. . .] with brilliant commentaries by the best scholars.”1 But 
these compliments are immediately followed by the customary reservations:

In order to present Chekhov’s voice in its full resonance, it was decided to pres-
ent the letters in their complete form. The above-mentioned Russian edition 
contains cuts which were made in consideration of the spirit of the age of the 
1970s and 80s; their goal was not to ‟besmirch,” not to ‟vulgarize” and debase 
the writer’s image by revealing to the public that he used a cheap lexicon or 
wrote scabrous descriptions. [. . .] The opportunity has arisen to fill in these la-
cunae (which are sometimes a whole paragraph long). It seems that this has not 
made Anton Pavlovich’s image either more majestic or more vulgar.2

The French edition resurrects the long-standing argument, which periodically 
flares up and subsides, about the need to reconstruct and publish Chekhov’s 
letters unabridged, in their entirety.

Rosamund Bartlett, in her English-language edition, which contains 370 
of Chekhov’s letters, begins her introduction with a section entitled ‟Chek-
hov and the Censors.” Maria Chekhova is identified as the first censor of 
Chekhov’s letters—the ‟prim and upright Masha,” who, in her six-volume 
edition (1912–1916), removed words that she considered improper, and also 
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excluded from her brother’s letters what she considered to be unnecessary 
complaints about the strict morality in their parents’ house (B/P xiv).

The next major publication of Chekhov’s letters was the twenty-volume 
Complete Collected Works and Letters (1944–1951), with eight volumes de-
voted to the letters and their commentaries. But, as soon became clear, in the 
4,195 letters of this collection the editors had made almost five hundred cuts, 
motivated primarily by the ideology of the late Stalin era (Gleb Struve en-
titled his review of the edition ‟Chekhov in Communist Censorship”3). ‟For 
political reasons,” writes Bartlett, scholars were obliged ‟to purge the letters 
of anything which might potentially dent the official image of Chekhov as a 
saintly figure without a sex life, whose vocabulary was always without blem-
ish” (B/P xiv). Some wording was restored in collections of the letters that 
came out during Khrushchev’s ‟thaw.” The highest hopes were placed on 
the thirty-volume Academy of Sciences Complete Collected Works and Let-
ters of Chekhov (1974–1983), twelve volumes of which were devoted to the 
letters. Nevertheless, Bartlett states, ‟many of the 4468 letters in this edition 
remain censored” (B/P xv).

As we can see, this question has a decades-long history.
Here, in order to show the mind-set and intentions that governed the par-

ticipants in the Chekhov group of the Institute of World Literature (IMLI), 
who prepared this edition, I will allow myself to quote part of the preliminary 
internal review of the fifth volume of letters that I wrote at the time (it would 
be published by Nauka in 1977):

One of the chief merits of this volume may be its publication of Chekhov’s 
letters complete, without omissions. This volume’s restoration of passages cut 
by previous publishers, as in the other volumes, finally liberates Chekhov’s 
epistolary legacy from the whims of publishers, which have affected all previ-
ous collections; only in a few cases has it proven impossible to restore the cuts.

So, letters in which the writer’s relatives cut passages concerning certain 
family relationships are now published complete and unabridged (Particularly 
important, given the disputes that have gone on among biographers up to now, 
is the restoration of letter #1305: ‟Our childhood was poisoned with horrors.”)

It is also difficult to overstate the value of the restoration of those cuts that 
concerned important aspects of Chekhov’s worldview. As we know, similar 
passages in the preceding, eight-volume edition (PSSP) were given the ‟ostrich” 
treatment: ellipses replaced phrases that had already been published earlier, so 
the reader could easily learn about their content by looking in different sources 
(for example, letters #1443, #1444). Of course, Chekhov’s ideological identity 
should be represented in this new edition in its true complexity, not distorted by 
non-literary or opportunistic considerations.

The same can be said of Chekhov’s identity in his everyday life—and here 
there is a third kind of cut, associated with the unrestrained language Chekhov 
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used in his letters to family and friends. The subject requires an understandable 
degree of tact; up until now, a certain subjectivity associated with personal, 
not necessarily generally accepted conceptions on the part of publishers as to 
what is proper and what is improper has played a role in all editions of Chek-
hov’s letters. The passages restored in the current volume serve as yet another 
example. The previous editions excluded a) words from the literary language 
(in letters #1305, #1309, #1487—‟coitus,” ‟hemorrhoids,” ‟pederast,” etc.);  
b) words and expressions that Chekhov used in correspondence with ladies 
(#1307 and others); and c) passages in which Chekhov speaks as a doctor (i.e. 
#1324—about the marriage of a young factory owner). Chekhov’s euphemisms 
were in some cases always included (‟the planet Uranus” [‟a word (zhopa—
‟ass”) that rhymes with ‘Europe’ (Evropa)]”) appears in both M. P. Chekhova’s 
edition and in the PSSiP), and in some cases cut (‟tarakanit” [‟fuck”]) appears 
in M. P. Chekhova’s edition, but not in the PSSiP), or were not printed at all 
([upotrebliat’], ‟to use” in a sexual sense).

Chekhov’s friend, the architect Fyodor Shekhtel, allowed himself to com-
pletely ink out places in private letters to him where Chekhov used particularly 
frank expressions that were not suitable for print. This was the same reason that 
Isaak Levitan’s relatives basically destroyed all of Chekhov’s letters to the art-
ist. These gaps cannot be restored.

Considering that with the passage of time the judgment as to whether a partic-
ular word is ‟decent” can change, and that for various reasons the manuscripts 
of Chekhov’s letters have disappeared without a trace, if we were to refuse to 
publish Chekhov’s letters without cuts, we would be doing the same thing that 
Shekhtel did. It can be said, paraphrasing Chekhov’s words from his letter to 
M. V. Kiseleva from 14 January 1887, that, just as ‟for chemists there is noth-
ing impure” so, too, publishers of the Academy complete letters collection must 
renounce ‟mundane subjectivity” (2: 12). In my opinion, with the exception of 
a few absolutely unprintable words (such as those omitted from letters #1311, 
#1326, #1341, and #1432, which should be given with just their initial letters), 
Chekhov’s letters should be printed without any cuts.4

I wrote that in 1977. The lofty hopes of the young reviewer—yours truly—
were shared by practically all participants in the Chekhov group at the Gorky 
Institute of World Literature (IMLI), but they were not, nor could they have 
been, fully realized, either in this volume of the letters, or in the twelve-
volume set as a whole. The fact was, just before work began on the Academy 
edition, a different correspondence was taking place behind the scenes. Its 
participants were the representatives of those higher echelons of authority 
who during those years decided fates, and not just in the publishing world.

On 24 January 1968 a letter arrived at the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union stamped ‟Secret. Copy No. 1” from N. 
Mikhailov, Chairman of the Committee on Print of the Council of Ministers 
of the USSR, in which the authorized official considered it ‟necessary to re-
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port” on problems that were arising in connection with the complete scholarly 
collected works and letters of A. P. Chekhov being prepared by the Institute 
of World Literature and the Nauka Publishing House—in particular,

how the writer’s correspondence should be dealt with. Some, including Cor-
respondent-Member of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR Comrade Bel-
chikov N. F., consider it necessary to supplement the previously published let-
ters with new materials. New letters have been selected with this goal in mind.

The Publications Committee of the Council of Ministers is deeply convinced 
that these letters must not under any circumstances be included in the collected 
works. Publication of the letters in question will discredit and vulgarize the 
name of A. P. Chekhov.

The leadership of the A. M. Gorky Institute of World Literature (Comrade 
Suchkov B. L.) agrees with these positions.

At its meeting on 19 January of this year the Committee on Print of the Coun-
cil of Ministers of the USSR expressed its view on this matter. The committee 
supports the A. M. Gorky Institute of World Literature and believes that there 
is absolutely no basis for expanding the collected works of A. P. Chekhov with 
the letters in question.

We consider it necessary to inform you about this.
APPENDIX: Excerpts from the letters of A. P. Chekhov (21 pages) to be read 

only by the addressee.5

The paperwork multiplied by leaps and bounds: in response, the Depart-
ments of Propaganda and Culture of the Central Committee of the Commu-
nist Party of the Soviet Union in their Memorandum for No. 02030 of 22 Feb-
ruary 1968 stated for the record that ‟individual literary scholars are insisting 
on including in the Complete Collected Works of A. P. Chekhov letters of an 
extremely intimate nature, whose publication would discredit the name of the 
great Russian writer. It has been established that such a proposal reflects the 
personal point of view of certain philologists.”6 The position of the director 
of IMLI, who did not intend to publish the ‟strictly intimate correspondence 
of the writer,”7 was taken under advisement.

Of course at that time the rank-and-file members of the Chekhov group 
were unaware of this correspondence in the higher circles. One oral legend 
making the rounds was that a certain esteemed literary scholar (who, by the 
way, was a member of the editorial board of the project) had a passion for 
‟serving” guests something ‟hot,” to wit, ‟unprintable” extracts from clas-
sic literary texts. It can be presumed that the twenty-one pages of ‟dubious” 
Chekhov texts that came to the attention of the Committee came from none 
other than this source. And during the discussion at the meeting, this member 
of the editorial board had spoken out firmly against restoring the cuts.
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Chekhov’s texts, of course, were not the only focus of the general editorial 
policies of that era. In the collected works of Alexander Fadeev, who held, in 
addition to other appointments, the post of Chairman of the Commission on 
L. N. Tolstoy’s literary heritage, we read in a letter dated March 1949 con-
cerning the latest volume of the classic writer’s Complete Collected Works:

It seems to me that the indecent words in L. N. Tolstoy’s manuscripts need to 
be replaced by ellipses. There are still too many of these words being used out 
on the street these days and surely it does not make sense to encourage their 
spread, by citing, so to speak, higher authorities. In this volume you encounter 
such words beginning on the very first page.8

This was the kind of ‟logic” that governed decisions as to what textual mate-
rial would be published in the most authoritative editions, including those 
produced by the Academy of Sciences.

That said, the situation should not be seen as unremittingly bleak. In any 
case, during the 1970s we no longer felt the oppressive iron grip of the 
supervisory authorities; it seemed that a lot was being done more for show 
than with the goal of effectively implementing repressions decided by the 
higher authorities.

The Chekhov group was able to include in the letters volumes at least a part 
of the texts on that “black list.” And some passages made it into print, most 
likely through the negligence of censors. For example, in that same Volume 
5 we read in a letter to Alexei Suvorin from 7 August 1893 one of Chekhov’s 
impressions from Ceylon: “I saw a procession: girls in Hindu dresses and 
eyeglasses, a drum, accordions, guitars, a banner, a crowd of black bare-assed 
boys from behind, a negro in a red jacket” (5: 224). Other such passages were 
inevitably censored.

Whatever the details, the Chekhov group, which prepared the thirty-vol-
ume Academy of Sciences Complete Collected Works and Letters of Chek-
hov, could justifiably be proud of their work. The commentaries to the letters 
volumes were a veritable encyclopedia illuminating the biography, personal-
ity, and literary works of the writer and his time. Yes, lists of passages that 
were forcibly cut from the texts of letters remained in the hands of members 
of the working group; it seemed that they would remain just one of many 
reminders of those times when freedom of expression was under attack. And 
in the case of Chekhov’s word, the oppressions were particularly pathetic and 
extremely hypocritical.

But the times changed. The censorship was abolished, and all kinds of bans 
on publishing materials, whatever their nature, were lifted. In 1991 a volume 
of the journal Literaturnoe obozrenie was dedicated completely to “texts that 
have not been printed until now,” “articles about obscene Russian poetry,” 
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and “censored passages in editions” of the classics. The journal contained 
Alexander Chudakov’s article “‘Indecent Words’ and the Image of a Clas-
sic: About Censored Passages in Editions of Chekhov’s Letters.” Finally, 
excerpts from certain Chekhov texts, which had so frightened the Soviet 
censors and which had been kept out of the Academy edition, were appear-
ing for the first time in print. The article cited vivid examples to demonstrate 
“sanctimonious editorial practice in publications of the classics” and spoke 
with irony about “our customary concern for the writer’s moral image.”9 
The article’s author found natural support in the bitter and mocking words 
of Chekhov himself, spoken in response to editorial cuts made in the text of 
“Big Volodya and Small Volodya” (Volodia bol’shoi i Volodia malen’kii, 
1893) before its publication in a newspaper: “Purely childish prudishness, 
and astounding cowardice [. . .]. The barbers clipped my story in Russian 
Gazette (Russkie vedomosti) so zealously that they cut off its head together 
with the hair” (5: 256).

The article became a minor sensation, one of the manifestations of the 
glasnost era. Of course, the examples in it rendered obviously absurd the 
presumption that they could somehow discredit the “moral identity” of our 
writer. By the way, it is impossible not to note another effect produced by the 
article, one that, of course, the author had not expected. For some of those 
who had suddenly learned about the “secret” pages of Chekhov’s letters, they 
eclipsed everything else written by the writer, which by contrast suddenly 
became stale and bland. This desire, which has been known since Pushkin’s 
times, to justify one’s own perversity by quoting a great writer’s frank confes-
sions, to rejoice at the “downfall of someone from on high, the weaknesses of 
a strong man.” (“You lie, scoundrels: he is small and vile—not like you—in 
a different way.”) Pushkin’s advice, given for a similar reason—“Leave cu-
riosity to the crowd and abide alone with genius”10—was spurned amid the 
reactions that followed.

Donald Rayfield’s book penetrated even more deeply into the hidden cor-
ners of the Chekhov world. In my review of the English edition of the book, 
I had the opportunity to respond to the British Slavist’s reproach to the effect 
that ‟a small circle of Russian scholars have over the last thirty years combed 
these sources thoroughly, yet their published work [. . .] uses only a fraction 
of these sources.”11 Here is my response:

Recognizing that to a certain degree the reproach is justified, it can be said that, 
perhaps what was in operation here, over and above all external bans and restric-
tions, was Chekhov’s own request not to interfere in his personal life. After all, 
he experienced sadness and despair at the possibility that people ‟in all the train 
cars and households would loudly, with upraised finger, decide the question of 
why I had a relationship with N at the same time as Z loved me” (letter to Vl. I.  
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Nemirovich-Danchenko of 26 November 1896 [6: 242]). A desire not to be dis-
respectful in a way that would be unpleasant for Chekhov probably restrained 
even the boldest publishers and biographers. By the way, Rayfield is absolutely 
right to believe that nothing in the ‟secret” sections of Chekhov’s archive ‟ei-
ther discredits or vulgarizes Chekhov.” (Rayfield xvii)12

Rayfield’s book was unique. The author was the first foreign Chekhov 
scholar to gain access to such a large volume of materials from all the Chek-
hov archives in Russia. He was able to consult the original manuscripts to 
reconstruct many cuts that former publishers had made in Chekhov’s letters 
and those of his addressees, and he even went beyond the latest Russian pub-
lications of the formerly “unprintable” passages in Chekhov’s letters. This 
reviewer, who disagreed on many points with the author of what was at that 
time the most thoroughly documented biography of Chekhov, expressed a 
desire to have the book translated into Russian and published in Russia.

Rayfield’s book was quickly translated13 and has come out in several edi-
tions since then. Over these years, the fate of the restored cuts in the letters 
has taken on a new perspective. The English translation was indeed able to 
convey, at its best, the “thematics” of what had been cut by the censors. And 
for the majority of Western readers the novelty of the details cited in Ray-
field’s book essentially came down to the fact that, as one reviewer put it, 
“Believe it or not, Anton Chekhov had a sex life.”14 But how to convey what 
is untranslatable, what is beyond the scope of dictionaries, that register of the 
Russian lexicon to which young Chekhov occasionally resorted in the letters 
he wrote to his elder brothers, friends from his student years or, early on, 
when speaking frankly with his publishers Leikin and Suvorin (in the process 
showing no concern whatsoever for the difficulties that future publishers of 
these letters would experience, if only because he hadn’t even considered the 
possibility of their posthumous publication)?

Every time you are approached with a request by Western colleagues to 
provide for publication this or that passage that was omitted from the Aca-
demic twelve-volume set, you understand both the validity of their request—
to represent the complete, uncensored Chekhov—and the impossibility of 
adequately conveying in another language much of what Chekhov expressed 
so concisely and succinctly in Russian.

But the Russian translation of Rayfield’s book provides some passages as 
they were in the original sources, and the time has come for the writer’s fel-
low Russians to examine and assess “a certain number of liberties involving 
non-normative lexicon”15 that appear in the letters of the young Chekhov.

According to Rayfield’s own notes, he restored eleven cuts in his book. 
In the nearly five thousand extant Chekhov letters there are a total of sixty-
three or sixty-four in which passages were cut in the process of preparing 

18_567-Apollonio.indb   26 8/2/18   1:52 PM



 Some Like It Hot 27

the twelve-volume edition (these occur nearly entirely in the first five 
volumes). Specialists shrug their shoulders; is it really possible to believe 
that given this ratio between what has been freshly ‟exposed” and what has 
long been known, something truly new is being introduced into our under-
standing of Chekhov, or, as one film director put it, that ‟before this book 
we did not know Chekhov”?16 Others explain and justify the furor brought 
on by the translation of Rayfield’s book: ‟Undoubtedly Chekhov scholars 
did know all of this ‘before,’ but this knowledge did not make it beyond a 
narrow circle of the chosen few [ . . . ]. Chekhov scholars knew; ordinary 
readers of Chekhov’s work could only speculate. Rayfield leveled the field 
between Chekhov scholars and the reading public, which wants to under-
stand Chekhov’s inner path to freedom. He tosses into his book everything 
that he had gathered in the archives; he does not fear overkill, leaving it up 
to the reader to read selectively.”17

After all is said and done, the question remains: what still prevents the 
complete and uncensored publication of all of Chekhov’s extant letters?

Arguments in favor of getting rid of the cuts that were voiced in 1977 could 
only get stronger with time. Language is in continual development; lexical 
items have been known to completely change their register from ‟decent” to 
‟indecent.” For example, a word trakhnuto from student jargon of the time to 
refer to drinking, which was used jokingly to describe the student festival of 
Tatyana’s Day (‟So much drinking was done! They drank, drank, and drank” 
[S 16: 74]), later took on a different meaning.18 And the opposite also has 
been known to occur: some words excised during the ’70s by the guardians 
of ‟public decency” have long since entered common usage.

Additionally, with time other textual lacunae have come to light in the 
twelve-volume collection above and beyond the incompleteness of individual 
letters. We mentioned above the inconsistencies that could occur in censor-
ship practice; foreign publishers have seized opportunities to have a laugh 
over these. Even the most attentive readers can err when attempting to tally 
up the cuts made in the Academy edition. So, when communicating with his 
brother Alexander, Chekhov was fully capable of indulging in lexical play 
with ‟unprintable” words, such as adding an extra letter to an editor’s name in 
its adjectival form, turning khudekovskomu into khuidekovskomu (an obscene 
pun drawing on the male anatomy), or, by contrast, cutting a single letter (d) 
in the word ‟debut” (debiutom), changing it to ebiutom (word play making 
this noun evocative of Russian words with the root ‟fuck”). But the publish-
ers and textual scholars could not bring themselves to point out these stylistic 
idiosyncrasies (see 2: 21, 95).

The list of complaints about the edition’s quality can be expanded, but it is 
time to address paths to improving the situation. Realistically, there are two 
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potential approaches: one is to publish ‟as a list” all those six dozen or so 
parts of the letters that had undergone cuts.

It would not seem difficult to do this now; many such proposals have been 
presented to the Chekhov group. But something Chekhov said in a different 
context comes to mind: ‟You can, but you don’t have to” (mozhno, no ne 
nuzhno).19 Imagine the effect of publishing masses of words and expressions 
torn from the context in which they were originally used; of course there is 
nothing remotely like such a concentration to be found in the entire corpus 
of Chekhov’s letters. The result would be not merely a perverse impression, 
which even Chekhov himself would find insulting, of in what context and to 
what degree he considered it necessary and possible to take advantage of the 
unlimited potentialities of his native language, including its ‟non-normative” 
lexicon. In a letter to Alexander on 2 January 1889 he established a ‟red line” 
that he would never allow himself to cross, which he attempted to convince 
his brother to observe.

With a directness and sincerity characteristic of the entire correspondence 
between the brothers, Anton spoke of his brother’s ‟shocking, completely 
unprecedented” treatment of his wife and the cook, including ‟constant pro-
fanity of the most vile variety” as manifestations of despotism:

No matter how insignificant or guilty a woman might be, no matter how close 
she is to you, you have no right to sit around without pants in her presence, be 
drunk in her presence, utter words even factory workers don’t use when they see 
women nearby. You think of decency and good breeding as prejudices, but you 
have to draw the line somewhere—at feminine frailty perhaps, or the children, 
or the poetry of life if there’s no prose left. No decent husband or lover will per-
mit himself to talk [about pissing (stsanie), about toilet paper] with a woman, or 
coarsely, for the sake of a joke, to treat the marital bed with irony, [to verbally 
dig around in her sexual organs]. That corrupts a woman and takes her away 
from the God she believes in. (3: 121; K/H 128 [with omissions restored])20

His brother’s admonitions might very well have had no effect on Alexan-
der, whose foul language knew no bounds. But all the publishers of the words 
and passages in Chekhov’s letters that were ‟unsuitable for print” find here a 
principle and precept left for posterity by the writer himself.

A second approach is also possible: to publish the completely restored 
corpus of letters, without abridgement or cuts. At the beginning of this cen-
tury, anticipating the upcoming Chekhov jubilees, this seemed feasible. On 
28 November 2002, V. I. Vasilyev, the director of Nauka, received a letter 
over the signatures of the director of IMLI and the chairman of the Chekhov 
Commission, proposing to publish a second, corrected and expanded, twelve-
volume edition of A. P. Chekhov’s letters:
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in connection with the 2004 centennial of the writer’s death.
The Complete Collected Works and Letters of A. P. Chekhov in 30 Vol-

umes—18 Volumes of Literary Works and 12 of Letters—was published by 
the Nauka Publishing House in 1974–83. The Works came out in a print run of 
300,000; 400,000 more copies were printed in 1983–88. The Letters had just 
one edition of 50,000 copies, which is a bibliographic rarity.

A new edition is needed: over the past twenty years new letters and inscrip-
tions in books given as gifts have come to light; the texts of Chekhov’s letters 
need to be completely restored, without the unjustified cuts that were made in 
the first edition; the commentaries also need to be refined. Preparation of the 
edition for republication will not require major work and can be done by a single 
compiler and editor for each volume.

All twelve volumes can be published by 2010, in time for the sesquicenten-
nial celebration of A. P. Chekhov’s birth.

This was our initial thinking. The superb textual scholar L. D. Gromova-
Opulskaya, who had been the deputy chief editor of the first edition, prepared 
a list of what needed to be done in the new edition:

1. Include new letters that have been discovered since 1983;
2. Restore cuts in the letters’ texts;
3. Consult works that have appeared since 1983 (e.g., the three-volume A. 

P. Chekhov’s Correspondence, Chekhoviana, The Chekhov Herald, The 
Chronicle and others);

4. Expand and correct the commentaries (only those that are strictly neces-
sary);

5. Correct the List of non-extant letters;
6. Correct the alphabetical list of letters by addressee in the Index of Names;
7. Proofreading (more than simple correcting, because the volumes will need 

to be typeset again).21

Initially, after receiving the publisher’s agreement, the work proceeded 
briskly. All of the additions and corrections for the first volume were com-
pleted. The subtitle proclaimed ‟Second Edition, Expanded and Corrected.” 
In the text of the editors’ note (‟From the Editors”) transferred over from 
the first edition, in the sentence ‟Chekhov’s letters are printed completely, 
without omissions (excluding wording that was unsuitable for print)” the last 
phrase was replaced with the words ‟which is illegible.” Also added is the 
sentence: ‟In the second edition the author’s spelling of the words ‘God, Al-
lah, Angel,’ etc., is restored.” The number of letters increased.

But the first volume of the second edition, which was practically ready for 
publication, remained the only one—and it was not printed. During the anni-
versary years Nauka preferred simply to reprint the original Academy edition 
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in a small print run. Any hope for publication of the extant Chekhov letters in 
their original (uncensored) form is deferred to the indefinite future.
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Chapter Three

On Editing and Translating  
Chekhov’s Letters*

Vladimir Kataev

*Written for this volume. This article draws on materials published in my Introduction to Anton 
Chekhov: A Life in Letters (B/P). –RB.

In the middle of December 1887, soon after returning home to Moscow from 
a triumphant two-week stay in St. Petersburg, Chekhov dashed off a brief 
letter to Ivan Leontyev, one of the many new friends he had made in the 
capital during a hectic round of dinners and visits to editorial offices. As was 
customary at the time, Leontyev (a retired artillery officer and budding comic 
writer who used the pen name Shcheglov) also received a signed photograph. 
Chekhov’s literary career was in the ascendant, his name was on everyone’s 
lips, and he was in ebullient form. “Since this letter will in all likelihood be 
published after my death in a collection of my letters,” he signed off in his 
inimitable ironic style, “I request that you insert a few sayings and puns” (2: 
161).1 His head turned a little by all the attention he had begun to receive as 
both short story writer and dramatist, the thought of literary immortality must 
have passed fleetingly through Chekhov’s mind, but at twenty-seven years 
old, and with already a far greater propensity for self-deprecation, he had no 
real idea of how prophetic these words would be.

By the time Chekhov wrote to Dr. Nikolai Obolonsky, a family friend, in 
April 1889, the thought of posterity was firmly lodged in his mind, but it was 
nevertheless as a joke that he penned the following postscript: “I permit you to 
print this letter in Russian Antiquity [which specialized in publishing documen-
tary materials such as letters and memoirs] in fifty years’ time and receive 500 
rubles for it” (3: 197). Chekhov was vehement against the idea of publishing 
any of his letters during his lifetime, convinced it would severely cramp his 
style and make him feel permanently self-conscious when sitting pen in hand, 
but he clearly reconciled himself to the idea of posthumous publication quite 
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early on. By about 1890, he had begun to be much more careful about what he 
wrote in most of his letters, far less self-revealing and altogether more guarded. 
The occasional obscenities soon disappeared altogether. Since Chekhov would 
later be stricken with an acute case of what he called “autobiographobia,” we 
can only be grateful that so many of his letters have been preserved, particu-
larly those written in his unselfconscious early years. Even when he began to 
censor himself, his increasing insights into the human condition are more than 
adequate compensations. Spanning the entire length of his literary career, 
Chekhov’s letters are an indispensable and revealing source of information 
about his life, and a treasure trove of wisdom and wit.

By the end of his life, Chekhov had fallen out with his great friend Alexei 
Suvorin, to whom he wrote his most memorable letters, but he would have 
been the first to recognize the role his former editor had played in shaping 
his career. As he commented in his first letter to Suvorin, in February 1886, 
after being instructed to begin signing his work with his own name, “I have 
been writing for six years, but you are the first person who has gone to the 
trouble of making suggestions and explaining the reasons for them” (1: 202; 
B/P 54). All writers can benefit from having good editors, who are often 
unsung heroes, and in the case of Anton Chekhov: A Life in Letters, I was 
fortunate to work with two of them. It was Peter Carson (1938–2013) who 
was behind the commission from Penguin Classics to produce a new English-
language edition of Chekhov’s letters, for publication on the centenary of 
his death in 2004. He had been editor-in-chief at Penguin Books from 1980 
until 1997, and retained an advisory role at Penguin Classics until 2011. A 
distinguished translator in his own right, Peter Carson produced new versions 
of Chekhov’s major plays (2002) and Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons (2009) 
for Penguin Classics, and he finished proofreading his elegant translation of 
Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilych (2013) for Liveright the day before he died. 
Beloved by his authors, immensely learned, but always modest, Peter’s tact 
and dry wit actually reminded one a bit of Chekhov, which was perhaps not 
all that surprising, as he was half-Russian (in 1898, his grandmother Glafira 
Staheyeff [Stakheeva] built a boarding school for the daughters of poor 
priests in Yelabuga in memory of her husband Vasily, scion of one of the 
great merchant dynasties in prerevolutionary Russia). Peter Carson retained 
a deep interest in Russia, and later published several Russian-related titles as 
an editor at Profile Books, including Rodric Braithwaite’s Moscow 1941: A 
City and Its People at War (2007), Sjeng Scheijen’s Diaghilev: A Life (2009), 
and my own Tolstoy: A Russian Life (2010).

The commission from Penguin Classics provided a welcome opportunity to 
compile the fullest anthology of Chekhov’s letters to date. Conceived as part 
of its “Life in Letters” series, the anthology had a strong biographical focus 
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from the start, and its structure was designed to present Chekhov in as many 
dimensions as possible throughout his twenty-eight years as a correspondent. 
I therefore felt it was important that the texts of the 370 letters selected for 
inclusion, many of which had not hitherto been translated, were reproduced 
in full. Alexander Chudakov’s revelatory publication in 1991 of previously 
censored excerpts,2 furthermore, with some additional archival research, and 
the generous assistance of Professor Vladimir Kataev, made it possible for 
this new anthology to reproduce Chekhov’s letters for the first time not just 
in full, but in their entirety, making it the first uncensored edition in any 
language. While I listed in the preliminary pages all the letters included that 
had been previously censored, I refrained from taking the further step of 
reproducing there the offending passages, such as the extracts from letters 
to Suvorin (November 1888, June 1890, and December 1890 [Figure 12]), 
which Chudakov had already published. This decision was taken to avoid any 
unnecessary prurience, and out of respect for Chekhov’s dignity. Here I could 
not help but recollect Shostakovich’s objection to certain Soviet editions of 
Chekhov’s correspondence, “much of it being so intimate that one would 
rather not see it in printed form.” As the comments he once made to a friend 
reveal, Shostakovich had specific criticisms to make of Chekhov’s widow 
Olga Knipper, who published their correspondence after his death:

Can you imagine what Chekhov’s reaction would have been had he known that 
his wife would expose him in front of honest people? She should be ashamed 
of herself, publishing all the intimate details of their life together. Chekhov was 
right in nicknaming her the Aktrissulya [disparaging diminutive for “actress”]. 
What these actresses won’t do to please the public! And the public doesn’t want 
to be fed on bread alone, they want to know whether the goings on in famous 
people’s bedrooms are the same as in everybody else’s, or whether they get up 
to something more inventive.3

The archival research for Anton Chekhov: A Life in Letters was conducted 
in Moscow in early January 2004 during several visits to the Manuscript Di-
vision of the Russian State Library. I had last worked in the library’s archives 
in 1988, but was miraculously still registered as a reader, and given access. 
Within days, I was able to copy out passages from original letters held in 
the Chekhov archive (fond 331) to Alexander Chekhov (4 January 1886), 
Nikolai Chekhov (March 1886 [Figures 3–5]), the Chekhov family (7 April 
1887), and Alexei Suvorin (17 October 1889 and 27 June 1890). As a man 
of simple tastes, Chekhov clearly did not set great store by the paper he used 
to write on, I discovered. His greatest thoughts were put down in black ink, 
not on expensive watermarked vellum, but on small, thin sheets of lined or 
squared notepaper. These were usually plain white or cream, although more 
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exotic colors such as mauve or pale green make an occasional appearance. It 
was particularly poignant to hold in my hands the letter Chekhov sent to his 
family in April 1887 during the travels he undertook as a preparation for his 
fictional debut in a literary journal with The Steppe, knowing how carefully 
it had been preserved down the years in all the different places in which they 
had all lived. Vladimir Kataev then kindly provided censored passages from 
letters held in other archives in Moscow and St. Petersburg, including to Al-
exander Chekhov (8 Nov 1882 and 2 January 1889), Nikolai Leikin (30 July 
1886), the Chekhov family (3 December 1887 and 23 April 1890), and Ivan 
Leontyev [Shcheglov] (16 March 1890).

The task of compiling Anton Chekhov: A Life in Letters was partly affected 
by previous English-language editions, which more than anything I hoped to 
complement rather than supersede. The first collection of Chekhov’s letters 
to appear in English translation was published in 1920 by Constance Garnett. 
She followed her first compendium, Letters of Anton Tchehov to his Fam-
ily and Friends, with an edition of letters to his wife in 1926: The Letters 
of Anton Pavlovitch Tchehov to Olga Leonardovna Knipper. In 1924 Louis 
Friedland filleted the correspondence thematically to publish Letters on the 
Short Story, the Drama and Other Literary Topics by Anton Chekhov, and 
a year later S. S. Kotelyansky and Philip Tomlinson published The Life and 
Letters of Anton Tchekhov. While these early selections include letters from 
all periods of Chekhov’s life, they have the disadvantage of being drawn from 
the early six-volume Russian edition published by Maria Chekhova, which 
contains less than half of the epistolary legacy that is now in the public do-
main. When in 1955 Lilian Hellman edited and introduced The Selected Let-
ters of Anton Chekhov, published in Sidonie K. Lederer’s translation, she was 
able to make her selection from the Soviet 1944–1951 twenty-volume edition 
of Chekhov’s collected works, which was fuller, but vitiated by its swinge-
ing cuts. Avrahm Yarmolinsky, and then Simon Karlinsky and Michael 
Henry Heim, profited from being able to draw on the less severely censored 
1963–1964 edition for their respective selections, both published in 1973.4

In the useful overview of previous translations that Karlinsky and Heim 
provide in their foreword, they note how Garnett’s prunings and abridgments 
“frequently reduced the text to a mere skeleton of the original,” how, in 
contrast to Garnett, the Kotelyansky-Tomlinson translation “misses the mark 
stylistically,” while Louis Friedland’s volume “is a not very coherent patch-
work of snippets accompanied by a regrettably uninformed commentary” and 
the “Hellman-Lederer volume, which is widely quoted in studies of modern 
drama, abounds in mistranslations and arbitrary cuts of crucial passages” 
(K/H ix–x). Mistranslations unfortunately also mar the edition of Chekhov 
correspondence published by Jean Benedetti: Dear Writer, Dear Actress: The 
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Love Letters of Olga Knipper and Anton Chekhov, which appeared in 1996 
(it is also hard to recognize the fastidious Chekhov in Benedetti’s reference 
to his “habitual untidiness, his unkempt state”).5 While many of Knipper’s 
letters remain censored, this attractive volume of excerpted letters was never-
theless the first to follow in English translation the evolution of the couple’s 
epistolary relationship, which is profoundly moving despite Shostakovich’s 
misgivings. Like the Karlinsky and Heim selection, Gordon McVay’s Chek-
hov: A Life in Letters, which appeared in 1994, stands out for its accuracy. It 
was the first collection in English translation to be drawn from the definitive 
thirty-volume Academy of Sciences edition. The sheer number of Chekhov’s 
letters included, however, precludes them being quoted in full; in many cases 
only one or two sentences are reproduced. The 185 letters in the Karlinsky 
and Heim edition are reproduced in full (unlike those in the Yarmolinsky 
edition), but the wealth of annotations and biographical material prevents the 
inclusion of a larger number of letters, which are drawn from incomplete and 
not completely accurate early editions.

The letters included in Chekhov: A Life in Letters were primarily selected 
for the light they shed on Chekhov’s biography. The hardest task as editor 
was to decide what to leave out, but the guiding principle was to choose 
letters that convey as fully as possible the shape and texture of Chekhov’s 
life—growing up as a young man in late nineteenth-century Russia, training 
as a doctor, slowly but steadily rescuing his family from penury, develop-
ing as a writer and playwright and interacting with the artistic community, 
engaging in practical philanthropic works, becoming a gardener, succumb-
ing to illness, and finally falling in love. One may certainly gain a shrewd 
sense of Chekhov’s position on various topics—including life, literature, and 
love—by reading some of his more famous, oft-quoted letters, which form 
the anthology’s backbone. They include the letter of September 1888 to Su-
vorin (“Medicine is my lawful wedded wife, and literature my mistress” [2: 
326; B/P 149]), the letter to Pleshcheev of October 1888 (“My holy of holies 
is the human body, good health, intelligence, talent, inspiration, love, and 
complete freedom” [3: 11; B/P 152 (Figures 7–8)]), the letter to Suvorin of 
March 1894 (“There is more love for mankind in electricity and steam than 
there is in chastity and abstaining from meat” [5: 283–4; B/P 324]), the letter 
to Suvorin of March 1895 (“Let me have a wife who, like the moon, will not 
appear in my sky every day” [6: 40; B/P 333]), the letter to Suvorin of Febru-
ary 1898 (“Even if Dreyfus is guilty, Zola is still right, because the writer’s 
task is not to accuse or pursue” [7: 168; B/P 385]), and the letter to Ivan Orlov 
of February 1899 (“I have no faith in our intelligentsia” [8:101; B/P 412]).6 
To gain a rounded picture of Chekhov’s life, however, it is necessary to read 
a sample of all the different kinds of letters he wrote, including some of the 
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less significant ones. The fiery condemnations of Russia’s flabby intelligen-
tsia, invariably sent to Suvorin, for example, need to be juxtaposed with the 
brief and tender notes addressed to his mother, the business-like letters he 
sent to his sister Masha about domestic concerns (their dry manner masking 
an extremely deep emotional bond), and the ironic, playful communications 
penned to various friends, both male and female.

In order to understand what really moved Chekhov, it was also vital to 
include a good selection of his very long letters inspired by his travels in the 
steppe and across Siberia, and to compare his ecstatic celebrations of their 
distinctive landscapes with the briefer letters he sent home from the French 
Riviera, whose flora and fauna left him completely cold. A proper apprecia-
tion of Chekhov’s multifaceted personality as a writer can only be acquired by 
placing his sophisticated analyses of various aspects of literary craftsmanship 
in the context of the simple, affectionate letters he sent to his younger cousin 
Georgy in Taganrog. Chekhov was consistent in using plain, straightforward 
language in all of his letters, as he was in his literary works, but each of his 
correspondents brought out different elements of his character. The inclusion 
of letters to a wide range of correspondents reveals how he carefully tailored 
his epistolary style on each occasion, just as he tailored his short stories, ac-
cording to which publication they were to appear in. We can also trace the 
whole history of certain relationships through his correspondence, such as 
the crucial friendship with Suvorin, who provoked some of Chekhov’s most 
passionate confessions about life, literature, politics, and relationships with 
women. Another important correspondent was his eldest brother Alexander, 
with whom he sustained a correspondence throughout his life, and a sometimes 
impenetrable language of baudy private jokes and obscure references (particu-
larly in the earlier years). Correspondence, of course, occupied a major role 
in Chekhov’s love affair with Olga Knipper, who continued to live in faraway 
Moscow for the last three years of his life even after their marriage. The flir-
tatious and increasingly affectionate letters Chekhov sent to Olga from Yalta 
reveal the warm, playful aspects of his personality that he rarely displayed in 
letters to anyone else. As well as appreciating the range of Chekhov’s letters, 
it is also extremely important to read them in full, since their varying lengths 
speak volumes about his preoccupations, and about his relationships with their 
addressees. The long and impassioned letters Chekhov sent to Suvorin about 
the horrors of the Russian penal system (March 1890), to Vukol Lavrov about 
his alleged lack of principles (April 1890), to his family about the intoxicating 
beauty of the Siberian landscape (June 1890), and to Suvorin about the Drey-
fus case (February 1898, cited above) make all the more impact through their 
contiguity with the much shorter letters he usually wrote.
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Because the aim of the volume was to present a rounded picture of Chek-
hov’s life and bring together all of his most interesting letters, not all of his 
correspondents are represented in it, nor does the selection of letters cor-
respond proportionally to his epistolary legacy when viewed from the point 
of chronology. There are few extant letters from Chekhov’s schooldays in 
Taganrog and student years in Moscow, and those that have survived often 
contain obscure allusions that are hard to decipher, but several were included 
for the interesting light they nevertheless shed on him as an extrovert and 
surprisingly garrulous young man, full of curiosity. Conversely, compara-
tively few letters were selected from the last six years of Chekhov’s life, 
when he was living in Yalta, far removed from the literary scene in Moscow, 
and increasingly frail. Although Chekhov wrote a great many letters during 
this time—almost half his entire epistolary legacy in fact was composed in 
Yalta—far fewer of these letters are as interesting as those he penned earlier, 
the letters to Olga Knipper and the young writer Maxim Gorky notwithstand-
ing. With the demise of his once close friendship with Suvorin, Chekhov no 
longer had a sparring partner with whom to bandy ideas, nor did he have the 
physical vigor that accompanied his earlier robust letters about his attitude, 
say, to Tolstoyanism, Russian imperialism, or the state of medicine. The let-
ters of his last years are the letters of a dying man. Interwoven with his love 
letters to Olga Knipper are letters mostly concerned with practical matters 
such as the building of his house in Yalta, and the negotiations he entered into 
with the publisher Adolf Marks.

Chekhov adopted a distinct literary style in his more important letters 
(such as those to Pleshcheev and Suvorin), which corresponds closely to that 
of his short fiction, often employing paragraphs with long sentences punctu-
ated by numerous semicolons, which sometimes end in ellipses. The aim in 
translating the letters selected for this volume was to attain as much accuracy 
as possible, both in terms of vocabulary and style, while sacrificing little to 
fluency in English. All the letters included in the collection reproduce Chek-
hov’s idiosyncratic use of punctuation. What cannot be reproduced in English 
translation is the distinction between vy and ty, the Russian equivalent of vous 
and tu. Part of the air of detachment that surrounds Chekhov may come from 
the fact that he retained his distance from most people, even his close friends, 
by continuing to address them as vy. Suvorin, who was twice his age, was al-
ways addressed by Chekhov as vy, for example, despite the intimacy of their 
friendship. Chekhov addressed his brothers and sister as ty, but wrote to both 
his parents respectfully as vy. The sudden switch from vy to ty in his letters 
to Olga Knipper, after a year and a half of correspondence, is dramatic, and 
clearly betokens a change in the nature of their relationship.
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Although Chekhov’s natural reserve may have become more pronounced 
in later years as first his literary, then his private, persona came under increas-
ing public scrutiny, his personality still stands out vividly in his letters. And 
whatever perception we may form of him early on as a man who valued emo-
tional control is completely undone by the touching and intimate love letters 
he sent to his wife in his last years. As we follow Chekhov from day to day, 
week to week, from year to year in his letters, an impression of a complex but 
highly sympathetic human being emerges. Chekhov reveals himself as a man 
with an irrepressible zest for life, possessed of a deep sensitivity to nature and 
the environment in which he lived. Exuberant and gregarious one day, dispir-
ited and lonely the next, he experienced the same setbacks that are faced by 
all human beings, and one cannot help but be impressed by his untiring efforts 
to exemplify the ideals he cherished, and which we learn were formulated 
early on his life. It is hard not to warm to someone so lacking in hypocrisy 
and self-regard. Chekhov talked perceptively about the need for freedom, 
education, and justice, but he also undertook discreet practical measures to 
advance these causes. An awareness of his artistic gifts deepened his sense of 
responsibility but never diminished his sense of humor.

Something of Chekhov’s attitude to letter-writing can also be gleaned 
from the way in which he treated the letters other people wrote to him. Even 
from a young age, he liked to keep the most interesting letters he received. 
At the end of the year he would choose the letters he liked best and put them 
into files, after sewing them together and arranging them into alphabetical 
order. He had received ten thousand letters by the end of his life, so the an-
nual task of sorting out his correspondence became more and more of a bur-
den as time went on. Eventually Chekhov recruited his sister Masha to help. 
The meticulousness Chekhov showed with his letters was typical of a per-
son who was always extremely neat and organized. Unfortunately, the same 
cannot be said of all of his correspondents. The discrepancy between the 
number of letters addressed to him and the ones he sent that have survived 
suggests that some of his correspondents were rather more careless—or at 
least did not have any eye on posterity, as Chekhov did. The artist Isaak 
Levitan, on the other hand, did not wish the letters he had received from 
Chekhov to be preserved precisely because he did have an eye on posterity. 
The absence of any letters from Chekhov to one of his closest and oldest 
friends—probably amongst the most unguarded he ever wrote—is a huge 
loss. Another loss are the many letters Chekhov wrote during his bohemian 
student years to his cousin Georgy and his uncle Mitrofan, which were de-
stroyed by a disapproving, priggish relative. The absence of other letters, 
such as those to the actor and theater director Vsevolod Meyerhold, per-
ished due to an unfortunate set of circumstances. Meyerhold left the eight 
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letters he received from Chekhov in a Petrograd museum for safe-keeping 
when he went to the Crimea during the Civil War in 1919, but discovered 
upon his return that the person he had entrusted the letters to had died, and 
that the letters had disappeared. He later complained that he had lost every-
thing he had cherished, while everything else survived.7

The letters written by Chekhov that have survived reveal some clues to 
their author’s character even in their physical details. The marked difference 
between the letters Chekhov wrote while he was still a schoolboy and those 
he wrote at the end of his life is physically manifest in the style of his hand-
writing. Chekhov did not develop his distinctive small, self-effacing script 
until he was in his mid-twenties. To begin with, his writing was quite florid 
and full of extravagant flourishes and curlicues. Gradually these decorative 
elements were pared down, as was the effusive emotional content of his let-
ters. But as his handwriting became smaller and smaller (he rebutted his wife 
Olga Knipper’s complaint in 1901 that his letters were a bit short by remind-
ing her that he had small handwriting [10: 69]), the long descending squiggle 
at the end of his signature conversely became longer: in his typically self-
deprecating, deadpan way, he compared it to a rat’s tail. Chekhov’s letters, 
like his prose and his drama, grew more and more pithy as time went on. The 
length of some of his more impassioned letters is thus all the more striking 
because of it, and provided me with justification enough for reproducing their 
contents in full—from the brief notes scribbled in pencil on postcards to the 
neatly penned letters copied out from drafts.

Laura Barber was the gifted editor at Penguin Classics who worked closely 
with me on refining the manuscript of Anton Chekhov: A Life in Letters before 
it went to press. As well as making incisive comments and suggestions that 
enabled me to improve my Introduction, she read straight through the new 
translations of the letters (completed in collaboration with Anthony Phillips), 
and felt she had fallen in love with Chekhov by the end. It is striking that the 
strong sense that she gained of Chekhov’s personality by reading his cor-
respondence led her to select Alexander Chekhov’s remarkable and intimate 
1891 photograph of his younger brother for the front cover of the book. It de-
picts Chekhov sitting at his desk at home in Moscow, his hair slightly tousled, 
his head resting calmly in his hand, his eyes gazing intently, gently, and af-
fectionately at his brother, accompanied by the merest hint of an ironic smile.

NOTES

1. Unless otherwise noted, all translations mine. –RB.
2. A. Chudakov, ‘“Neprilichnye slova’ i oblik klassika: o kupiurakh v izdaniiakh 

pisem Chekhova,” Literaturnoe obozrenie, 11 (1991): 54–56.
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3. Elizabeth Wilson, Shostakovich: A Life Remembered (London: Faber and Faber, 
1994), 165.

4. Anton Chekhov, Letters of Anton Tchehov to his Family and Friends, trans.  
C. Garnett (New York: MacMillan, 1920); Anton Chekhov, The Letters of Anton 
Pavlovitch Tchehov to Olga Leonardovna Knipper, trans. C. Garnett (London: Chatto 
& Windus, 1926); Anton Chekhov, Letters on the Short Story, the Drama and Other 
Literary Topics by Anton Chekhov, trans. L. Friedland (London: Bles, 1924); Anton 
Chekhov, The Life and Letters of Anton Tchekhov, trans. and ed. S. S. Koteliansky 
and Philip Tomlinson (London: Cassell, 1925); Anton Chekhov, The Selected Letters 
of Anton Chekhov, ed. and intro. L. Hellman, trans. S. Lederer (New York: Farrar, 
Straus, Giroux, 1955); Anton Chekhov, Letters of Anton Chekhov, ed. A. Yarmolinsky 
(New York: Viking, 1973); and Anton Chekhov, Anton Chekhov’s Life and Thought: 
Selected Letters and Commentary, trans. Michael Henry Heim, in collaboration with 
Simon Karlinsky, selection, introduction and commentary by Simon Karlinsky (K/H) 
(originally published as Letters of Anton Chekhov [New York: Harper & Row, 1973]).

5. Jean Benedetti, ed. and trans., Dear Writer, Dear Actress: The Love Letters of 
Olga Knipper and Anton Chekhov (London: Methuen Drama, 1996), x.

6. See Andrei Stepanov’s analysis of the letter to Orlov in this volume. –Eds.
7. See N. I. Gitovich, “O sud’be epistoliarnogo naslediia Chekhova” (1: 295–318).
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Chapter Four

Imaginary Chekhov? 
Yet Another Fabrication by Boris Sadovskoy?*

Igor Sukhikh

*From Igor Sukhikh, Ot . . . i do . . . Etiudy o russkoi slovesnosti (St. Petersburg: Rodnik, 2015), 
453–64. Translated by Carol Apollonio and Kitty Dalton. Copyedited for this volume.

The Academy collection of Chekhov’s works includes a short letter addressed 
to the poet Boris Sadovskoy:

Greatly Esteemed Boris Aleksandrovich!
I am returning your long poem. I personally think that its form is outstand-

ing, but you know poetry is not my element (stikhi—ne moia stikhiia): I don’t 
understand it very well.

In regard to the content, it lacks a sense of conviction. For example, your 
leper says:

I stand elegantly dressed,
Not daring to look out the window.
It’s not clear why the leper feels the need to wear fancy clothes and why he 

doesn’t dare look out the window?
In general, the actions of your hero often lack logic. But in art, as in life, 

nothing happens by chance.
I wish you all the best.

A. Chekhov
28 May (12: 108).

Despite its brevity, the letter is fairly well known: quotations from it (espe-
cially the aphorism about art, life, and chance) have ended up in Chronicle 
of the Life and Works of Chekhov, numerous scholarly works, and even in 
textbooks on literary editing. I confess that I have also quoted this phrase in 
one of my articles. Not only the content of the letter but also the biographical 
circumstances surrounding it have attracted attention: within a week before 
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his departure for Badenweiler, just a month and a half before his death, the 
perceptive Chekhov noticed and supported a young poet. That fact alone is 
noteworthy, even though his praise (“its form is outstanding”) is qualified 
with restrained criticism (“it lacks a sense of conviction”; “lacks logic”).

The commentary to the letter’s text in the Academy collection is lapidary 
and amounts to a reprinting of the addressee’s own comment: “In the preface 
to his publication, Sadovskoy wrote, ‘In the spring of 1904, I lived in Mos-
cow on Leontevsky Lane. After discovering that Chekhov had moved into my 
neighborhood, I sent him the manuscript of my narrative poem, ‘The Leper,’ 
and requested that he give me his opinion. I received an answer a few days 
later’” (12: 355). “The location of the original is unknown,” the commenta-
tors note, reproducing the published text from a source about which I will 
speak a little later.

Attempts to expand the commentary and establish the context of the sole 
contact between the addressee and sender lead to increasing confusing and 
unanswered questions. First, nothing is known about the narrative poem, 
“The Leper,” that Sadovskoy mentions. It was not published by the author 
himself in the collections that appeared during his lifetime1 nor by later pub-
lishers working with the poet’s archive.2 Moreover, in the first collection of 
the poet’s verse only three texts are dated by the first half of 1904 (i.e., before 
his contact with Chekhov), comprising a total of only eleven quatrains. The 
first of five poems published in his collection of narrative poems, “The Wood 
Demon,” also bears a date: “May 1906. Nizhny.”

In his youth, Sadovskoy wrote more, of course. (S. V. Shumikhin mentions 
twenty-five poems published at the beginning of the century in the newspaper 
Volgar.) However, it remains a mystery why someone who had published 
seven books by 1922 didn’t consider it worthwhile to acquaint readers with 
a narrative poem that had been read and generally well regarded by Chekhov 
himself. This despite the fact that already in the preface to his first collection, 
“numbering himself among the poets of the Pushkin School,” Sadovskoy 
declared the need for presenting works in chronological order, reflecting the 
poet’s creative path: “Poems, being the separate points of a poetic conscious-
ness, should be read in the sequence that time has created for them. For this 
reason, chronological order always seemed to me to be the only proper and 
necessary way to arrange a collection of lyric works.”3 In this strictly tempo-
ral order, there is a gaping hole in the place where “The Leper” should be.

Second, the very fact that Sadovskoy approached Chekhov only after he 
had been living in Moscow for almost two years (“on the morning of 3 Sep-
tember 1902, I arrived in Moscow”4) seems strange. His artistic circle—his 
referential group—were not realists, but modernists (Valery Bryusov, Alex-
ander Blok, Konstantin Balmont). In later notes, he speaks of Chekhov either 
ironically or even with hostility:
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Chekhov never spoke about Pushkin. This is understandable.
Pushkin must be overcome. This is very easy now. (20 February 1931)5

In general, the atheism of children of pedantically pious churchgoers is an 
interesting phenomenon. Take, say, Chekhov. And his brothers. Of course, the 
piety of Pavel Yegorovich, and the man himself, a crude and vulgar tradesman, 
who intoned the akathists at night like a parrot, all this repelled Chekhov; I can 
imagine how fiercely he hated his father, how he despised him! But is it possible 
that Chekhov himself could not tell the wheat from the chaff? I have long been 
convinced that Chekhov knew how to appear more intelligent and profound 
than he really was, that he was essentially as much a vulgarian as his brother 
Alexander, the author of A Reporter’s Notes, which is the ultimate in vulgarity. 
(25 February 1931)6

Chekhov’s coffin was opened recently: his clothing was fully preserved, but 
they were forced to cover his face.

After Chekhov’s burial in 1904, he appeared to a nun in a dream, asking that 
speeches not be given over his grave. (1933)7

Bunin is stronger and more fragrant than Chekhov. Bunin is Hungarian wine—
Chekhov is Bourgogne. Say what you will, one is a nobleman and the other is a 
member of the intelligentsia.8

Third, neither the author of the letter nor his addressee at that time could 
be bothered with letters or poems. In his memoirs, Sadovskoy dedicated two 
paragraphs to the spring months:

I lived life to the fullest in the spring of 1904. Love, exams, spring, rumors of 
war, The Scales,9 the full bloom of health and youth. I took a liking to walking 
at night; after finishing my studies I would put out the lamp, take the key and 
wander the city until morning.

On 25 April, a marvelous spring evening, I was at the opening of the Aquar-
ium Garden/Omon. The music blared, the cabaret singers squealed and an 
officer who had had too much to drink cut himself accidentally on the hand 
with his saber. At daybreak I walked home in the soft rays of dawn, amidst 
the joyful pealing of bells. At home I knelt for a long time before the wide 
open window, holding the locket with the portrait of Beatrice, promising to 
love her eternally.10

Beatrice is the unnamed Moscow girl with whom Sadovskoy “drove around 
in cabs,” whom he took to the theaters and restaurants, and to whom he 
brought flowers. But here in passing he also mentions visits to brothels, 
which were to lead to tragedy:
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In May 1904, he [Sadovskoy] contracted syphilis, writes the poet’s biographer. 
By that time the illness was in principle treatable and Sadovskoy was meticu-
lous, even over-zealous in treating himself. In an excessive effort to ensure his 
recovery, he took mercury in such quantities that he nearly overdosed, poisoning 
his whole body.11

The poet divided his time between his pure love for Beatrice and brothels. As 
for the prose writer, he was already having difficulty getting even a few words 
down on paper. On 28 May 1904, the day the letter to Sadovskoy was dated, 
Olga Knipper-Chekhova writes to her uncle A. I. Zaltsa in the Far East. At the 
end of her letter, Chekhov writes a small postscript: “I hug and kiss you, my 
dear Uncle Sasha! I miss you very much and want to see you! Your Anton.” Af-
ter it, Knipper adds: “I stepped away for a minute, and he’s added a postscript. 
Are you glad?” (12: 108). Thus we know that for Chekhov to write even one 
line to a beloved relative that day wasn’t easy. (Interestingly, Sadovskoy had no 
way of knowing about this letter: it was published only in 1972.)

Chekhov felt just as ill the whole month of May, from the day he arrived 
in Moscow:

Dear Viktor Aleksandrovich, I arrived in Moscow yesterday, but I’m not going 
out and probably will not go out any time soon: my bowels have been upset—
since Holy Week. (to V. V. Goltsev, 4 May 1904; 12: 97)

Dear Viktor Sergeevich, I’m sick and haven’t gotten out of bed even during the 
day. I have acute intestinal catarrh and pleurisy. (to V. S. Mirolyubov, 16 May 
1904; 12: 100)

Dear Isaak Naumovich, Since my arrival I’ve spent the whole time in bed both 
day and night and haven’t gotten dressed even once. (to I. N. Altshuller, 26 May 
1904; 12: 105)

It is quite difficult to imagine that in such a condition, even a sensitive 
writer who was normally attentive to young talents would have been able to 
read the opus of an unknown poet and answer him quickly.

Finally, even in those opportune moments later, when Sadovskoy could 
have referred to a letter from Chekhov in his possession (even if temporarily 
lost), he maintained a stubborn silence:

My classmate Myasnikov and I received an invitation from the Vedernikovs 
to visit them in Samara Province at the Sergievskie mineral waters. On June19 
we left on the Caucasus-Merkuryev ship “Empress Catherine the Great.” Later 
I found out from the newspapers that Chekhov was travelling on the same ship 
with us.12
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The beginning of my literary debuts almost coincides with my enrollment in the 
Department of History and Philology in 1902.

I found the old historical Moscow little changed from the era of Anna Kar-
enina, full of the legends of the forties. [. . .] Still living were the aged Zabelin, 
lame Bartenev and stern Tolstoy. Boborykin loved to steam himself at the 
Sandunovskie baths. At the Great Moscow Hotel it was easy to meet Chekhov, 
who was sitting alone with a glass of tea”13 [why did he not add here or earlier: 
“By the way, I have his letter, which . . .”? –I. S.].

An especially characteristic example is a late letter to Kornei Chukovsky 
(December 1940). In it Sadovskoy responds to Chukovsky’s suggestion that 
he write his memoirs. “I would write my memoirs in semi-belles-lettres essay 
form: 1) Grandmother’s album (unpubl. 4 lines of Lermontov and his draw-
ing in my grandmother’s album); 2) Fet’s last days (In 1892, grandmother 
took me to [. . .]skoe, we stayed for two weeks at Countess S. A. Tolstaya’s 
and it was at this time that Fet died); 3) Gorky. Acquaintance during 1899–01 
[. . .], two letters; 4) Chekhov (meeting at Testov’s tavern in the winter of 
1903); 5) The Scales, 6) The Golden Fleece;14 7) Petersburg (1912–1916).”15

The meeting at Testov’s—this is probably the same episode as “Chekhov, 
who was sitting alone with a glass of tea.” But again, why is the letter from 
Chekhov not mentioned, while right next to it in the following entry, Gorky’s 
letter is mentioned? Perhaps because in 1940 this letter does not yet exist? 
Thus, except for Boris Sadovskoy’s own statement, there is not a single con-
vincing piece of evidence for the existence of a letter to him from Chekhov. 
But there are quite a few indirect arguments that contradict his statement.

This conclusion forces us to look more attentively into the personality of 
the witness.

Boris Aleksandrovich Sadovskoy (1881–1952) was a writer with a dra-
matic life story, the scope and character of whose writing has only begun to 
come to light in recent decades.

He produced an interesting and diverse body of work in the prerevolution-
ary decade—poetry, short stories and longer prose works, journalism, and 
publications about Fet’s biography, to which Sadovskoy devoted a great 
deal of energy: “My love of Fet became an unhealthy passion.”16 After the 
revolution, he lost both the ability to walk (as a result of the aforementioned 
illness) and the opportunity to publish. Over the thirty-five years after the 
revolution, he only succeeded in publishing two slim volumes.17 From the end 
of the 1920s, Sadvoskoy lived in a basement at the Novodevichy Convent, 
observing from his wheelchair year after year as the graves of his former 
acquaintances appeared in the convent’s cemetery. His numerous late liter-
ary works—including a novel about Lermontov, some stories, longer prose 
works, and memoirs—began to be published only in the 1990s.
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At this point one thing becomes startlingly clear: Boris Sadovskoy is, very 
likely, the most successful hoaxer in twentieth-century Russian literature. For 
decades, he deceived seasoned experts on literature, authoritative editors, 
and ultimately, numerous potential readers. The list of his achievements on 
this front, as established by scholars M. L. Gasparov, M. D. Elzon, and S. V. 
Shumikhin, as of now is as follows:18

• Sadovskoy passed off as the work of Blok and published in 1926 “A 
Soldier’s Tale,” which had been previously known in folklore recordings, 
and was included in an appendix to the twelfth volume of the poet’s col-
lected works (1936). The manuscript was preserved in the archive with 
his own corrections.

• Two “self-parodies” of A. Blok were published in Literary Heritage (1937, 
vols. 27–28), and subsequently included in the third volume of the eight-
volume collected works of Blok (1960).19 It was discovered that before the 
revolution they had been published in the periodical press under Sadovs-
koy’s name.

• One of these poems, “The Moon was Snagged on a Dry Birch Twig . . .” in 
the publication of Sadovskoy’s memoirs about Sergei Esenin, was passed 
off as Esenin’s and also found a place in the poet’s collected works (1962).

• One more “Blok” poem, “The Moment the Heavenly Velvet Begins to 
Gleam . . .,” was published in a journal in 1928, then reprinted in Literary 
Heritage (vols. 27–28), and appeared in three Blok collections, including 
the eight-volume set mentioned above, although with the cautious note: 
“The text of this poem cannot be considered absolutely reliable.”20

• In 1962, the Memoirs of an old Nizhny-Novgorodian, a certain M. I. 
Popov, were published, his reminiscences of Nikolai Nekrasov and Sergei 
Stepnyak-Kravchinsky, which included unpublished poems by both au-
thors. And here again, in Sadovskoy’s archive the manuscript has come to 
light with a note “My mystification.”

Each time, the logic of the text’s publication was similar. Sadovskoy took 
advantage of the “symbolic capital” of his familiarity with the classics: he 
would tell about how he’d met the author, describe the circumstances of his 
text’s composition and how it had been lost (“an album that Blok had written 
in was stolen along with a suitcase”), and would then present the text under 
the “publisher’s good name.” Editors and researchers believed the eyewitness 
with the famous, though suspicious, biography who had suffered so much in 
life, and published it.

Giving a preliminary summarization of Sadovskoy’s mystifications, S. V. 
Shumikhin reflected on the letters of Valery Bryusov and Vasily Rozanov 
that Sadovskoy had introduced:
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The question arises, might these two letters just be the next in a long line of 
mystifications? It’s difficult to give an unambiguous answer. The absence of 
original manuscripts and precise dates is suspicious. [. . .] To date, no other 
examples of forged letters addressed to Sadovskoy have come to light; up to 
now what have been faked are creative works, notes and memoirs of fictitious 
or real people.

The letters of Bryusov and Rozanov are probably authentic. However, let’s 
reiterate that it’s hard to give a simple answer to the question. The origins of 
many of the texts coming from Sadovskoy are too “shady.”21

It seems possible to assert that Sadovskoy filled this epistolary lacuna as well 
with his mystifications.

Let us now turn our attention to the fact that the letter of Chekhov ap-
peared like a little egg for Easter. In 1944, at the height of World War II, the 
Soviet government does not forget about Chekhov. On 29 April, the Coun-
cil of People’s Commissars decides to publish the writer’s Complete Col-
lected Works, which would serve Chekhov scholars and readers for more 
than thirty years until the publication of the academic thirty-volume col-
lection. Literary critic Vladimir Ermilov, who always kept his nose to the 
ideological winds, publishes his book about Chekhov that same year. In the 
double issue 4/5, the journal New World (Novyi Mir) publishes his article, a 
preprint of the book, A. P. Chekhov. A Creative Portrait (195–217), under 
the heading, “On the 40th Anniversary of the Death of the Great Russian 
Writer A. P. Chekhov.” Immediately after the article, running on the re-
maining half of the page, the text appears that is already known to us under 
the title “An Unpublished Letter of A. P. Chekhov,” with the preamble by 
Sadovskoy quoted above (217). Most likely, the letter was fabricated in the 
first months of 1944, not long before it was sent to the journal. This journal 
publication served as the basis for republication both in the twenty-volume 
collection and in the subsequent Academy edition.

It is curious that Sadovskoy tried to expand his success by returning to 
familiar people and topics. In August 1944, he sent a typewritten text of the 
poem “White Night” to the editorial office of New World with the explana-
tion that A. Blok had written it for the Galatea almanac. However, accord-
ing to Sadovskoy, the almanac was not published and the poem remained 
in his archive.

Sadovskoy’s usual pattern of tossing in a text taken from who knows 
where, along with a plausible explanation of how it ended up in his archive, 
didn’t work this time. N. I. Zamoshkin, an editor at New World, requested 
the manuscript, but received placating reassurances instead: “Blok’s poem, 
copied for me by the poet Piast at his request, had long been considered lost, 
and just this spring I happened to find it in one of the books in my library. I 
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didn’t find it necessary to keep it and destroyed it as one would any ordinary 
manuscript. I vouch for the authenticity of the poem.”22

This time, however, lacking that special demand for materials that there 
would have been if there had been an anniversary to celebrate, the good word 
of the potential publisher was insufficient to guarantee publication. The poem 
appeared neither in a journal nor in the Links (Zven’ia) collection, where Sa-
dovskoy also attempted to place it, but remained in the archive with the actual 
author’s penciled corrections and the notation “published for the first time.”23

Looking more closely at the text of the letter in light of these facts al-
lows us to see the sources on which it is based. “Poetry is not my element” 
(stikhi—ne moia stikhiia) can be perceived as something like a quotation from 
the punning epigram of Dmitry Minaev, “In Finland” (1876): “The province 
of rhymes is my element/ I write poems easily.” But given his state of health 
at the time, was Chekhov in any condition to play with words? Moreover, 
in his texts, this word (stikhiia) is encountered rarely and, as a rule, with 
negative connotations. “I am not at all a country dweller. My field is the big, 
noisy city, my element is struggle!” (moia stikhiia—bor’ba!) complains the 
pretentious idler in the story “A Visit to Friends” (U znakomykh, 1898), the 
minute before asking a lawyer friend for money (S 10: 19). Chekhov himself 
will warn a playwright friend: “The name ‘Element’ is not simple enough, it 
wafts of pretentiousness” (11: 63).

Chekhov used the expression “in form” (po forme) in an aesthetic sense 
only twice, moreover only in 1883. “It [the manuscript] is not serious in form, 
although it addressed a serious problem” (1: 51). “My stories are not mean-
spirited and people say that they are better than others in form and content” 
(1: 70). In the later vast epistolary corpus, it is not encountered even once, 
although Chekhov’s addressees, who were accustomed to aesthetic clichés, 
often used it.

One can posit with some authority that Chekhov’s epistolary response to 
the poems of

A. V. Zhirkevich served as a model for Sadovskoy (10 March 1895):

Poems are not my province, I have never written them, my brain refuses to 
retain them in my memory and I only feel them in the same way as I do music, 
but I can’t say precisely why I feel enjoyment or boredom. In the old days, I 
tried to correspond with poets and express my opinion to them, but I failed and 
soon they got fed up with me like a person who, perhaps, has a good sense for 
poetry but fails to express his thoughts clearly and compellingly. Now I usually 
limit myself to writing: “I like it” or “I don’t like it.” I liked your poem. (6: 35)

Judgments similar to the culminating sentence of the letter “In art, as in 
life, nothing happens by chance” can also be seen in other Chekhov texts, 
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though in wording that is similar but less provocative. “Now I know that 
nothing is by chance and that everything that happens in our life is neces-
sary,” says the heroine of the just quoted story, “A Visit to Friends” (S 10: 
15). “In this life, even in the remotest desert, nothing is accidental, everything 
is infused with one common idea,” is said in the story “On Official Duty” (Po 
delam sluzhby, 1899), written the following year. The origin of the aphorism 
is clear, but in Sadovskoy’s hands, Chekhov’s wording acquires a foppish 
tone, and to “life” is also added “art.”

Thus, the letter of the venerable writer A. P. Chekhov to the novice man of 
letters B. A. Sadovskoy is to be categorized at best as “Dubia” (“Dubious”), 
but most likely belongs in a chapter of a textbook on textual criticism, among 
other already exposed literary mystifications and forgeries. In any case, today 
it is necessary to prove not that this letter doesn’t belong to Chekhov, but, on 
the contrary, to support any argument whatsoever that it could have written 
by him. Sadovskoy’s guarantee, I insist, must not be taken into account given 
the circumstances.

P.S. Still, Boris Sadovskoy managed to get his way: he got his name inserted, 
albeit in such a strange form, into Chekhov’s artistic circle, and to date re-
mains his sole pseudo-addressee!

NOTES

1. See: Pozdnee utro. Stikhotvoreniia Borisa Sadovskogo. 1904–1908 (Moscow: 
Tipografiia obshchestva rasprostraneniia poleznykh knig, 1909); B. Sadovskoi, Kosye 
luchi. Piat’ poem (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo V. Portugalova, 1914).

2. See: Boris Sadovskoi, Stikhotvoreniia. Rasskazy v stikhakh. P’esy, comp. and 
ed. S. V. Shumikhin. (St. Petersburg: Akademicheskii proekt, 2001); Boris Sadovs-
koi, Moroznye uzory: Stikhotvoreniia i pis’ma, comp. T. V. Anchugova (Moscow: 
Vodolei, 2010).

3. Pozdnee utro, 3.
4. B. Sadovskoi, “Zapiski” (1881–1916), Rossiiskii arkhiv, v. 1 (Moscow: Studiia 

TriTe and Rossiiskii arkhiv, 1991), 147.
5. B. Sadovskoi, “Zametki. Dnevnik (1931–1934),” Znamia 7 (1992), 178.
6. Ibid.
7. Ibid., 190.
8. Ibid.
9. The leading Symbolist journal published in Moscow between 1904 and 1909. 

–Eds.
10. B. Sadovskoi, Zapiski, 152.
11. S. V. Shumikhin, “Uzory Borisa Sadovskogo,” in Sadovskoy, Stikhotvoreniia. 

Rasskazy v stikhax. P’esy, 9–10.

18_567-Apollonio.indb   49 8/2/18   1:52 PM



50 Igor Sukhikh

12. Sadovskoi, “Zapiski,” 146.
13. Ibid., 181.
14. A Symbolist art and literary journal published in Moscow between 1906 and 

1909. –Eds.
15. Sadovskoi, “Zametki. Dnevnik,” 194.
16. Sadovskoi, “Zapiski,” 158.
17. See: Moroznye uzory: Rasskazy v stikhakh i proze (Petrograd: Vremia, 1922); 

Prikliucheniia Karla Vebera: Roman (Moscow: Federatsiia, 1928).
18. See S. V. Shumikhin, “Mnimyi Blok?” in Literaturnoe nasledstvo, v. 92. Alek-

sandr Blok. Novye materialy i issledovaniia. Book 4 (Moscow: Nauka, 1987), 736–51.
19. See A. A. Blok, Sobranie sochinenii: 8 vols., v. 3 (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe 

izdatel’stvo khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1960), 416–17.
20. Ibid., 319–20, 443.
21. Shumikhin, “Minimyi Blok?” 749–50.
22. Ibid., 747.
23. Ibid., 748.

18_567-Apollonio.indb   50 8/2/18   1:52 PM



Part II

APPROACHES TO  
A BODY OF WORK

18_567-Apollonio.indb   51 8/2/18   1:52 PM



18_567-Apollonio.indb   52 8/2/18   1:52 PM



53

Chapter Five

Chekhov’s “Postal Prose”*
Vladimir Lakshin

*Vladimir Lakshin, “‘Pochtovaia proza’ Chekhova,” Oktiabr’, January (1986): 190–95 (with minor 
changes). Translated by Carol Apollonio. Copyedited for this volume.

The letters of a great writer are always interesting, both as a biographical fact 
and as a useful source for studying his creative process. But what we have 
here is something different: a remarkable body of writing in its own right, 
equal in stature to the novellas, stories, and plays.

As the writer works, he carefully preserves his manuscripts in his desk 
drawers. Letters, though, express his minute-by-minute feelings, concerns, 
thoughts, questions, answers, observations, jokes, and confessions. They are 
entrusted to pieces of paper and sent forth into the world. They are like seeds, 
sown in space. Later, after the author’s death, if he is of interest to posterity, 
the letters return; they come back from their addressees, drawn as if by a mag-
net to be collected in a volume, or perhaps in several volumes. In this way, 
the living personality of the author is restored, recreated out of the particles 
of his soul that had been scattered around the world.

After Lermontov’s death, a number of unpublished manuscripts were dis-
covered among his papers, among them many poems and the novellas Vadim 
and Princess Ligovskaya. When Tolstoy died, his heirs were able to publish 
posthumously the novella Hadji Murat and the play The Living Corpse. 
Chekhov’s heirs had nothing to give his readers; after Russian Thought’s 
1905 publication of “From A. P. Chekhov’s Sketches,”1 few of the author’s 
artistic manuscripts remained unpublished.

But soon, newspapers and journals begin to publish Chekhov’s letters to var-
ious addressees, and in 1909 B. N. Bochkarev brought out the first anthology, 
A. P. Chekhov’s Letters.2 This edition included 325 letters. The book enjoyed 
great success. It brought Chekhov’s letters into fashion; readers snatched up 
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the collection and devoured the letters in one sitting. Every educated Russian 
felt compelled to read Maria Chekhova’s 1912–1916 six-volume edition, which 
contained a total of 1,917 letters. This edition played a significant role in ac-
quainting readers with Chekhov and increasing his fame.3 But there was more 
to come. The Academy edition of the Complete Collected Works of Chekhov 
contains twelve volumes of letters. Since its publication in 1974–1983, addi-
tional letters have been fortuitously discovered and published in journals and 
newspapers. In 1984, a two-volume edition of A. P. Chekhov’s Correspondence 
was issued.4 This edition is unique in its presentation of Chekhov’s letters to-
gether with those of his addressees; this polyphony adds fresh dimensions to 
the correspondence, presenting them in a new light.

Chekhov did not preserve drafts of his letters. He seems to have written 
them without drafts, in their final form. But he treated the letters he received 
with great care, whether from friends, relatives, chance acquaintances, peti-
tioners, writers, or readers. From an early age he was interested in letters as 
a living, though indirect, means of communication, which complemented his 
somewhat reclusive nature; it was a medium in which he felt unconstrained. 
Letters also provided him with valuable material for acquainting himself with 
unfamiliar character types and manners of expression. At any case, at sixteen 
he was urging his cousin Misha to correspond [with him], explaining that he 
was “gathering a collection of various kinds of letters” (1: 15).

In his later years he apparently did not discard a single scrap of paper that 
had been addressed to him. Toward the end of his life he carefully sorted 
them all by date and addressee. Due to his efforts, the letters preserved in 
Chekhov’s personal archive have come down to us in exemplary order. Only 
a few of Chekhov’s correspondents requested that their letters be returned to 
them after his death; they destroyed them, which is a real shame; it deprives 
us of an important key to understanding certain thoughts and phrases in Chek-
hov’s answers. The letters from Alexei Suvorin—an extremely important 
part of Chekhov’s correspondence—were lost, apparently irretrievably. Lidia 
Avilova, who concocted her own version of her relationship with Chekhov, 
retrieved and destroyed her letters to him.

Many of Chekhov’s letters, too, have disappeared without a trace. A hun-
dred or so letters to the actor Pavel Svobodin, which must have been extraor-
dinarily interesting, have been lost. Isaak Levitan’s brother burned some fifty 
letters from Chekhov in accordance with the artist’s deathbed request. On the 
day Chekhov’s father died, a chest containing letters from his son that Pavel 
Egorovich had carefully preserved disappeared from his room in Melikhovo. 
Later, according to Yu. K. Avdeev, the director of the Melikhovo Museum, 
the chest was discovered in one of the houses in the village, but . . . the letters 
were missing. These are grievous losses.
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But the letters that remain give a vivid and detailed picture, both of Chek-
hov himself—his tastes, opinions, and proclivities—and of the people he is 
writing to, because the style of Chekhov’s letters serves as a mirror reflecting 
his relationships with them. The letters to Suvorin are thoughtful, philosophi-
cal, and emotionally candid. To his brothers he writes casual, unrestrained, 
mischievous, and didactic letters. His mother and sister get brief, heartfelt, 
and respectful letters. His letters to young women are amusing, funny, and 
lighthearted, with flashes of wit. To people he does not know well he writes 
deferentially, formally, and courteously. Every letter, though, is sincere.

One time Chekhov forgot to answer a letter—something that happened 
only rarely. His correspondent sent a reminder. Finding himself in a some-
what awkward position, Chekhov did not try to justify himself: “I received 
the letters without delay, but did not answer them. [. . .] I don’t know why. I 
must have been sick or something” (11: 93).

It would have been so easy simply to make some excuse—whatever came 
to mind, inserting it into the place where Chekhov leaves the ellipses. And 
it would have made sense: he was writing a play, was busy with his literary 
work, was reluctant to leave his desk. But for Chekhov none of that justi-
fied forgetting about his correspondent’s letter, and he did not like to make 
false excuses.

Letters are one of the most ancient literary forms. Like comedy and tragedy, 
which emerged from carnival processions with masks, literary storytelling 
traces its origins to written communications on birch-bark or clay tablets.

Chekhov, of course, did not write self-consciously “literary” letters to 
friends, acquaintances, and fellow writers with some kind of goal of future 
publication. But literary history features plenty of examples of carefully com-
posed works in epistolary form. Seneca’s Letters to Lucilius, Montesquieu’s 
Persian Letters, Chesterfield’s letters to his son (Letters Written by Lord 
Chesterfield to His Son), in Russian literature, Chaadaev’s Philosophical Let-
ters, Gogol’s Selected Letters from Correspondence with Friends, and Shche-
drin’s Letters to My Aunt are just a few heterogeneous examples of this genre.

Chekhov the narrator also utilized the form in his stories. He debuted with the 
parodical “Letter to a Learned Neighbor” (Pis’mo k uchenomu sosedu, 1880). 
And during the “Fragments” (Oskolki) period he wrote occasional feuilletons 
and miniatures in the form of letters: “Two Letters” (Dva pis’ma, 1884), “Let-
ters to a Reporter” (Pis’ma k reporteru, 1884), “A New Letter-Writing Guide” 
(Noveishii pis’movnik, 1884), “Letters” (Pis’ma,” 1886). A story of 1887 bears 
the title “A Letter” (Pis’mo), as does another work, an uncompleted fragment 
published in 1907. In addition, letters figure as a structural and thematic prin-
ciple in both his literary “trifles” and his serious stories: “This and That” (I to 
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i se, 1881), “Bill of Fair” (Iarmarochnoe ‘itogo,’ 1885), “Whining” (Nyt’e, 
1886), “Vanka” (Van’ka, 1886), “After the Theater” (Posle teatra, 1892), “At 
Christmas Time” (Na sviatkakh, 1900).

At one point he even tried his hand at a humorous, pseudo-academic defini-
tion of the genre:

What is a letter? A letter is one of the means of exchanging thoughts and feel-
ings; but since quite often letters are written by thoughtless and hard-hearted 
people, this definition lacks precision. One must resort to a definition provided 
by a certain erudite post-office clerk: “A letter is a noun without which post-
office clerks would lose their jobs and postage stamps would not be sold.” (“A 
New Letter-Writing Guide” [Noveishii pis’movnik, S 3: 124])

Nevertheless, Chekhov showed little interest in writing, as a literary form 
that constricts the freedom of narrative discourse, a story or novella “in let-
ters” himself, although he occasionally used the form. Referring to Lidia 
Avilova’s story “Forgotten Letters” (1897), Chekhov remarked: “Letters are 
an inept, boring form, and frivolous, too” (7: 93).

But Chekhov valued letters as an essential means of communication, as 
a vehicle for expressing one’s thoughts and feelings, of sharing a joke, as a 
kind of way of stretching one’s thoughts and words, the way pianists loosen 
up their fingers before performing.

Chekhov the prose writer famously was not comfortable with the novel 
form, of which Tolstoy was such a master, but his short story and novella 
represent the height of perfection. And if for Tolstoy the “personal genre” that 
accompanied him throughout his entire life was the diary, for Chekhov such 
a genre was the letter. For Chekhov, a diary would be like a letter to himself, 
whereas letters were a free-form diary addressed to other people. Diaries are 
monological; letters are always communication, a dialogue.

Even when alone, Chekhov did not like to appear in a dressing gown, to 
spill confessions onto a blank page. But a familiar letter was for him a free 
improvisation, confidential and sincere, while at the same time keeping the 
addressee at a distance.

We all write letters now and then, and it would seem to be the simplest and 
easiest thing for anyone to do. Though at one point long ago some German 
writer made the astute comment that the better the postal service, the worse the 
letters. In the age of the telegraph and telephone, letters are written in haste, 
for some clear purpose: for special occasions like holidays or anniversaries, 
or to take care of some item of business, to find out some specific information 
about friends or relatives, or to convey a quick response to something on the 
run. Chekhov nearly always enjoyed writing letters and, I can say confidently, 
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he wrote them with inspiration. In his later years, when exhaustion and illness 
made working on a play or a story difficult and time-consuming, his creative 
energy often found an outlet in letter writing. But if for us a letter to friends or 
family is basically an enumeration of domestic events that have piled up over 
a specific period of time, for Chekhov it unfailingly provided an opportunity 
for thoughtful reflection and for producing a kaleidoscope of vivid pictures, a 
record of observations drawn from immediate life experience. Depending on 
the circumstances, a letter could serve as an argument, a condolence, a piece 
of advice, or a confession. And sometimes it was a tiny story:

I took my watch to Bouret to be repaired. Bouret looked at the watch and turned 
it over and over in his hands, then smiled and said in a saccharine voice:

“Monsieur, you have forgotten to wind it.”
I wound the watch and it started right up. So it is that sometimes you seek 

a reason for your woes in some minor thing, having forgotten what is most 
important. (6: 248)

That is an excerpt from a letter to the novice writer Elena Shavrova, but what 
is to prevent us from seeing in these lines a fully fledged miniature work of 
art, with plot development, climax, and an unexpected moral at the end?

As in his prose Chekhov boldly turns from established traditions and 
norms, so to in his letters he attempts to free himself from the clichéd saluta-
tions and flourishes typical of epistolary style. “I have thought and continue 
to think,” he writes his brother Alexander in 1883, “that holiday greetings are 
beyond our strength (mine and yours), that they can profitably be replaced 
with conversations about this and that” (1: 71).

From his early years Chekhov learned not to impose himself onto his ad-
dressee, but rather to speak with him as an equal, showing interest in the 
person to whom he was writing, rather than in himself. When advising his 
brother Alexander about how to write letters, he gently instructed him to 
avoid high-flown phrases, self-comforting deceptions, and especially the kind 
of sentimentality that undermined true feelings: “Your manifestoes compete 
with Uncle’s in their sweetness,” Chekhov chided his brother in February 
1883. “They have everything: ‘embrace’ . . . ‘wounds of the soul’. . . The 
only thing left for you to do is shed tears [. . .]. One would think that you and 
uncle are made entirely out of tear glands” (1: 54).

Not to manipulate his addressee into pitying him, not to complain about 
life, as it were, by shifting it onto someone else’s shoulders, not to burden the 
person he was writing to, whether a close friend or distant acquaintance, with 
his woes and troubles was a principle for Chekhov from his earliest years. This 
does not mean that Chekhov avoided speaking about himself, but his letters 
were a form of communication, not a mere means of conveying information; 
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they were a way of continuing a conversation that had been interrupted at 
some point (“Greetings, my dear Ignatius, at last we are again chatting!”—
from a 1903 letter to Ignaty Potapenko [11: 163]). The impression of direct 
communication is conveyed also by the tone of “immediacy”: the letter is not 
summarizing a series of events, rather it records the circumstances and the 
moment of writing. The letter’s author catches himself (“Oh, wait!” [1: 131]), 
shows surprise, breaks off (“However the letters and lines are slanted; a candle 
needs to be lit. I’ve lit it” [11: 97]). Notifying Maria Kiseleva that he intends to 
polemicize with her in his letter, Chekhov warns her: “Take care not to swoon; 
grab tightly onto the back of your chair. Well, I shall begin” (2: 10).

Chekhov’s characterizations, jokes, and self-revelations convey that 
same impression of bright, instantaneous improvisation. His violation of 
generally accepted form, of a letter’s propriety, begins with the saluta-
tion. Of course when he composes an official letter, Chekhov mobilizes all 
forms of respectful address, the inevitable “Much Esteemed” and “I have 
the honor of being.” But he addresses his brother completely differently: 
“O Fine-Quality Brother, Alexander Pavlovich!” (1: 53); “Yard-gnome 
Fool” (golova sadovaia, 2: 32); “Master!” (Vladyko, 6: 16); “My Firefighter 
Brother!” (Pozharnyi brat moi,” 4: 364);5 “Dear Sashshichka!” (12: 81); or, 
for example, “Our Brother and Scoundrel Alexander Pavlovich! First and 
foremost eschew being trousers” (1: 87). Openings like this break down the 
conventional boundaries of the genre—both of them were former Taganrog 
schoolboys—and whatever lower-class sensitivity there might have been 
crumbles to dust. Humor—mischievous, even crude—destroys the norms 
that would be assumed appropriate for a letter to one’s “dearest clan.” In 
epistolary form, Chekhov fully put into practice the general advice that he 
gave his brother for communicating with people: “In human relations the 
more sincerity and true feeling, more reticence and simplicity in communi-
cation the better. Be rude when you’re angry; laugh when you’re amused, 
and answer when you’re asked a question” (3: 27).

The opening of a letter sets the tone: it establishes the degree of confiden-
tiality, trust, and candor between Chekhov and his correspondent. Chekhov’s 
letters differ from the majority of letters found in the final volumes of col-
lected works of our classic writers by their improvisational, playful tone; in 
this sense they are akin to the letters of the young Pushkin. A look at the cor-
respondence of Alexander Ostrovsky (1823—1886) with his friends and fam-
ily, for example, with his wife Maria Vasilyevna, proves that the renowned 
playwright considered letters to be simply a means of conveying information 
about himself. Accordingly, his letters’ openings are all alike, with the same 
wording and a rushed, businesslike tone:
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Dear Masha, I am healthy and arrived safe and sound,6

Dear Masha, yesterday’s performance of Without a Dowry went well.7

Dear Masha, there’s absolutely nothing to write about.8

Dear Masha, we are all still healthy as before, and there’s nothing else to write.9

Dear Masha, the change in the weather on Wednesday gave me a toothache.10

And each letter inevitably ends with the stern signature: “A. Ostrovsky.”
It is interesting to compare the colorful variety of Chekhov’s salutations, 

particularly in letters to close friends and people he liked: Leontyev (Shche-
glov) or Lika Mizinova. Here are some examples of epistolary salutations in 
his letters to Olga Knipper; they immediately set up a bright mood and use a 
joking tone to veil his tenderness: “Exploitress of my soul” (9: 187); “Ger-
man lady” (10: 75); “My dear dog” (10: 149); “Heron” (11: 82; 95); “My 
Dear Hoopskirt” (11: 85); “Sweetie, Slattern, Dog” (11: 90); “Granny” (11: 
140); “My Little Fool” (11: 194); “My Tailless Dog” (11: 256); “Horsie” (11: 
280); “Hungarian” (11: 292); “Little Cockroach” (11: 301); “Little Linnet” 
(12: 81), and so forth.11

Equally inventive, varied, and devoid of cliché and unfailingly apropos are 
the signatures: “The Elder Antonii” (9: 184); “Academician Toto” (9: 189); 
“Your Antony the Hieromonk” (9: 193); “Mr. Doggy” (10: 23); “Your An-
tonio” (10: 122); “The Tradesman from Autka” (11: 102); “Your Koe-Kaka” 
(12: 82), and so on.12

In everyday correspondence, generally the most common kind of ele-
ment is a statement about the weather, more often than not simply because 
there’s nothing else to write about. Chekhov does not avoid that sort of 
banality in his letters, but under his pen this hackneyed topic blooms with 
unexpected humor. Here are some of his meteorological bulletins, mixed 
with complaints about the bad weather: “The weather here is engaging in 
prostitution” (1: 277); “The weather here is immoral” (1: 283); “It rained 
here, a good rain, and it got muddy. So I won’t write you any more about 
the rain” (11: 45); “The weather has exhausted me, I’m ready to lie down 
and bite at my pillow” (11: 94).

There is something childlike in abbreviated and paradoxically motivated 
statements like this. Abrupt statements, made without smooth transitions, re-
call the dynamic pace of Pushkin’s letters. They are oriented to a responsive 
addressee with a good sense of humor. When you begin reading a sentence 
you never know how it will end.
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From a 1901 letter to A. L. Vishnevsky: “You are obliged to write long let-
ters to me, since you are from my hometown” (9: 227). From a 1901 letter to 
Ivan Bunin: “I am all right, not bad, I am feeling my age. Then again, I want 
to get married” (9: 228). Each new statement undermines the one before. As 
it flows freely after his thoughts, Chekhov’s pen takes an unexpected turn, 
occasionally bringing a smile to the reader’s lips.

The better and more trusting Chekhov’s relationship with his addressee, 
the less inhibited the letter, and the bolder the jokes. How witty and cheerful 
are the jokes in his letters to Lika Mizinova during the time of their relation-
ship! His letters to Avilova by contrast are painfully serious; he was wary 
of her self-serving pretensions. Chekhov’s humor had to be earned, like his 
trust. And the fact that his correspondence with Avilova failed to produce a 
duet (now and then she would reproach him for something, and Chekhov, 
stone-faced, would make excuses) is the best refutation of Avilova’s legend 
about the writer’s “secret love.”13

At times the form of Chekhov’s letters seems to be a deliberate violation of 
formal norms—effortless, free conversation, a complete spontaneity. But this 
is deceptive. Chekhov is always mindful of his primary purpose in writing to 
any particular addressee; the impression that he is simply blurting out what-
ever comes into his head in no particular order is an illusion. But he violates 
the accepted hierarchy of topics, proceeding from important matters at the 
beginning of a letter to more casual and superficial ones at the end. From the 
letters we learn that he’s been catching mice, trimming roses, that his dachs-
hunds Bromide and Quinine are madly in love, that he needs a new spittoon, 
and that his cook made him a bad dinner. And in the middle of it all: “You 
ask: what is life? It’s just like asking what a carrot is. A carrot is a carrot, and 
nothing beyond that is known,” he writes to his wife in 1904 (12: 93).

In Chekhov’s letters, as in life, everything is mixed in together—the most 
important, lofty, and intimate thoughts are jumbled up in the rubbish of ev-
eryday life. The main thing, seemingly on purpose, out of reticence and a 
desire to avoid didacticism, is at times wrapped up in trivia. But the reader 
will always discern what is most important: human dignity and a commitment 
to justice.

What we know about Chekhov comes from reminiscences and stories shared 
by his contemporaries. But even without any of this testimony, the letters 
would still allow us to reconstruct a living image of the writer. Chekhov 
was said to be solitary, reticent, indifferent, and contemptuous of others. But 
this impression simply reflected his humanism, which was devoid of self-
promotion and empty talk.
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Early in his life he came to the realization that the linchpin of character 
is a feeling of one’s own dignity, and he tried to instill this value in oth-
ers. “There’s one thing I don’t like,” nineteen-year-old Chekhov writes his 
brother Misha:

Why do you call yourself “insignificant and undistinguished little brother”? Do 
you see yourself as insignificant? Not all Mishas, brother, need to be the same. 
Consider yourself insignificant, do you know where? Before God, perhaps, be-
fore intellect, beauty, nature, but not before human beings. Among other people 
you must be conscious of your own dignity. (1: 29)

To recognize one’s own dignity means, according to Chekhov, to respect 
other people’s individuality as well: this entails a complete inability to insult 
others, to be rude and deceitful. For Chekhov, dignity means not to curry 
favor or complain about fate; not to seek sympathy or pry into other people’s 
souls. To work conscientiously, to act in accordance with one’s own innate 
sense of duty, to do good without expecting anything in return, and let the 
chips fall where they may.

Chekhov’s letters serve up a superb spiritual self-portrait with a healthy 
dose of self-deprecating humor. The fact is, Chekhov writes very little 
about himself, and what he does write lacks any special partiality to his own 
person. “I am ambitious,” the young Chekhov admits to Leikin (1: 99). To 
Suvorin he says that he, Chekhov, has “a substantial dose of cowardice” (5: 
70). To Knipper, he writes that he “is tortured by jealousy” (10: 252). And 
to everyone, one after another, he writes that he suffers from “Southern 
laziness” (7: 13–14, 138).

His favorite target for mockery is his own literary fame. He learns that he’s 
being translated in Denmark: “Now I can rest easy for Denmark,” remarks 
Chekhov (5: 120). Or he reports: “I have my own telephone in the house. 
I’m an important man, after all” (9: 233). And in a difficult moment, when 
he has something serious to say about himself, the words leap from his pen: 
“It seems to me that my time as a writer is past, and every sentence I write 
seems completely useless, unnecessary to anyone” (9: 33). Is this Chekhov’s 
celebrated modesty? Or could this be an awareness of the unattainability of 
his ideal as a great propulsive force toward perfection?

Chekhov readily directs his irony onto himself; but toward other people, 
as well as toward events, impressions, and objects, he strives to maintain a 
nearly scientific objectivity, or at least the maximal sense of fairness that 
is humanly possible. He’ll note some bad traits in a person, but then im-
mediately point out the person’s virtues. He’ll show sincere enthusiasm for 
something, but at the same time will not hide its flaws. And in any case, he 
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will not insult a person’s dignity; he will spare his pride and express faith in 
his potential to be a better man.

It is common knowledge that disrespect to others, to their affairs and con-
cerns, and to their values and worldview usually arises out of self-satisfaction 
and a crude sense of superiority over people of a lower social status or educa-
tional level. Or it may come from a sense of insecurity that says: “I can’t be-
lieve that others are good if I myself am bad.” Chekhov is free of both extremes. 
He goes to visit the Maklakovs at their house outside of town and, wishing to 
praise his hospitable hosts, writes: “I liked it at the Maklakovs’.” Anyone else 
would have stopped there, but his intrinsic honesty prompts Chekhov to add: “I 
liked it, though they are slovenly and they have an awful lot of dogs, the river 
is far away, and the garden is in a barbaric state” (11: 219). Not to give offense, 
but still, to tell the truth—this is the essence of Chekhov.

Or he writes to the Society of Art and Literature recommending an ac-
quaintance who wants to go into theater: “She really wants to act, and she 
is, I repeat, not a bad actress. The first impression she gives is of something 
lispy—but don’t let it bother you. She has fire and spirit. She is good with 
gypsy songs and can belt down a few drinks. She knows how to dress, but 
she’s clueless with her hair” (5: 9). And there you have it: the perfect letter of 
recommendation. The result is a vivid, complete portrait, listing all the pluses 
and minuses, down to the bad hairdo.

Chekhov’s sense of fairness does not prompt him to ignore a person’s 
flaws, but if a person has even one redeeming trait, he will make a point of 
emphasizing it.

About Leikin: “He’s a fine specimen of a man, though stingy” (1: 88).
About Leskov: “This man is like a sophisticated Frenchman, but at the same 

time he’s like an unfrocked monk. A specimen worthy of attention” (ibid.).
Chekhov treated everyone this way. He consciously nurtured in himself a 

maximum objectivity in analyzing any human being who came into his field 
of vision. This imparted a vibrant three-dimensionality to his fictional and 
dramatic characters. Is there more good or evil in Laevsky and Von Koren? 
In Doctor Ragin and his patient Gromov? Chekhov’s analytical method is not 
as obvious or clearly defined in his artistic works as in the brief formulaic 
character descriptions encountered in his letters. Here his approach is clearly 
set forth, offering a key for understanding people generally.

“M-me Gnedich,” he writes to Knipper about a certain St. Petersburg soci-
ety personage of the literary connoisseur type, “is a rapacious lady, who swal-
lows like a shark and calls to mind the proprietress of a house of pleasure, but 
she also has good qualities as well: she doesn’t get seasick. One time I went 
on a boat ride with her, and she bore up admirably” (12: 85).
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The desire to be scrupulously fair did not entail a passive neutrality. Oc-
casionally, when discussing some serious literary concern Chekhov will let 
himself go—and how marvelous he is in these moments of wrath! He reads 
the reminiscences of a certain Bibikov about the writer Vsevolod Garshin, 
who had died tragically; the memoirist’s hypocritical tone sends Chekhov 
into a rage: “What a conceited, mawkish, acerbic, boastful, callous nitwit!” 
(2: 249). He breaks with the publisher Vukol Lavrov, who had approved the 
publication in Russian Thought of a critical review in which he, Chekhov, is 
called “a high priest of unprincipled writing”: “I have never been an unprin-
cipled writer, or a scoundrel, which is the same thing [. . .]. Your accusation is 
slanderous” (4: 56). These are the words of a man who is mortally offended, 
but does not compromise his dignity.

Chekhov treated his younger fellow writers with compassion and care, and 
his letters to Gorky, Kuprin, and Bunin are models of respectful tolerance: 
he gives praise, at the same time he does not conceal his opinions as to their 
flaws, though he expresses them with extreme tact—and all of this while 
maintaining high standards for literature overall. “Artistic literature,” he 
writes Maria Kiseleva, “is called artistic because it depicts life as it is in real-
ity. Its mission is to tell the absolute and honest truth. [. . .] A writer is not a 
confectioner, not a cosmetician, not an entertainer; he is a man bound by a 
sense of duty and conscience” (2: 11).

When literature becomes an amusing game, when poets and “prose weav-
ers” (prozoplety—his own, very apt, term for them) were in oversupply, he 
reacted with finely crafted sarcasm: “Based on the young lady’s calculation,” 
Chekhov writes to V. P. Burenin on 15 December 1886, “in Russia at present 
there are 174 poets. [. . .] From the medical point of view such an abundance 
seems extremely ominous: if a variety of treatments are recommended for 
some illness, that is the truest indication that the illness is incurable and that 
medicine has no realistic remedy to offer” (1: 280). Unfortunately, Burenin 
himself, the addressee of this letter, was a purveyor of that brand of glib and 
offensive criticism. As Chekhov was to learn later, this particular critic con-
sistently manifested a “tendency to indulge in superficial, petty attacks that 
same cold and self-regarding cleverness, that same callousness and coarse-
ness toward people” (5: 22).

Chekhov was disgusted by spite and mockery in literary criticism and re-
lationships in the literary world; he himself was completely devoid of envy. 
“There is an illness among newspapermen—envy,” he writes his brother 
Alexander. “Instead of sharing your joy at your success, people envy you 
and . . . ‘attack! attack!’ And meanwhile, they pray to the same God; they 
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all share a profession. . . . Pettiness! Bad manners. . . . And it is so toxic in 
our life!” (1: 59).

But how to communicate tactfully without compromising the unvarnished 
truth? In his comments on literature Chekhov chooses his words carefully in 
order not to offend authors’ pride, and at the same time, to convey his honest 
opinions. He writes Alexander Kuprin:

You want me only to address flaws, which puts me in a difficult position. . . . 
This novella doesn’t have any flaws, and if it’s possible to disagree, then only 
on a few specifics. For example, you treat your heroes, the actors, in an old-
fashioned way, as everyone who has written about them has treated them for 
a hundred years; there’s nothing new here. Secondly, in the first chapter you 
describe external appearances; this too is old fashioned, description that you can 
do without [. . .]. (11: 67)

Chekhov’s usual approach is to give a completely sincere, disarming com-
pliment, a very flattering overall assessment, after which there ensues a cas-
cade of precise critical commentary that puts everything in its proper place.

“One must fear injustice,” Chekhov once wrote to Knipper about some 
domestic misunderstanding. “One must be pure with respect to justice, 
completely pure” (11: 24). Chekhov believed that in order to teach a person 
something, one must not harp, nag, or harangue. There are plenty of circum-
stances that can lead someone to commit some blunder, take a careless step, 
or experience bad luck! A more reliable approach is to start out by presuming 
people bear you no ill will; it is easier to inspire positive energy by address-
ing any criticism not to the person, but to the act, circumstance, or aspect 
of character. And the gentlest weapon, as well as the most reliable cure for 
arrogance, foolishness, and coarseness, is a humane sense of humor. For 
Chekhov, humor is the most elegant expression of a sense of justice. This is 
just one of the features of this remarkable body of correspondence, which is 
firmly based in the writer’s unshakable faith in humanity.

Chekhov’s letters to more than four hundred people have come down to 
us. His last notebook contains, in fine, distinct handwriting, a list of 318 ad-
dresses of his correspondents. But years have passed, and we now read this 
“postal prose” as one great aggregate letter addressed to the future, in other 
words, to all of us, his present-day readers.

NOTES

1. “Iz nabroskov A. P. Chekhova,” Russkaia mysl’, January (1905), 151–59.
2. Pis’ma A. P. Chekhova, collected by B. N. Bochkarev (Moscow: Tipographiia 

tovarishchestva I. D. Sytina, 1909).
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3. On the reader reception of Chekhov’s letters and the history of their publica-
tion after his death, see Liya Bushkanets’s chapter in this volume.

4. Perepiska A. P. Chekhova, comp. and comment. M. P. Gromov, A. M. Dolo-
tova, and V. B. Kataev (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1984). In 1996 this 
edition was expanded to include three volumes (Moscow: Nasledie, 1996). –Eds.

5. Alexander Chekhov was the editor of the first four issues of the journal The 
Firefighter. –Eds.

6. A. N. Ostrovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii: 12 vols., v. 11 (Moscow: 
Iskusstvo, 1979), 497.

7. Ibid., 624.
8. Ostrovskii, v. 12 (1980), 80, 234, 240, 419.
9. Ibid., 381.

10. Ibid., 408.
11. On the specifics of Chekhov’s language in his correspondence with his wife, 

see Clayton’s, Chudakov’s, and Polotskaya’s chapters in this volume. –Eds.
12. A word play: Chekhov has combined the phrase “koe-kak” (“somehow”) with 

“koe-kaka” (“kaka” meaning, as in some other languages, “piece of shit”). –Eds.
13. As the author mentioned above, Lidia Avilova retrieved and destroyed her 

letters to Chekhov. Only three of her letters, all of which are dated by 1904, were 
preserved. –Eds.
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Chapter Six

Letters Not about Chekhov
On How We Read Chekhov’s Letters*

Michael Finke

*Written for this volume. 

I would have wanted to write much, much more, but it’s better to restrain 
oneself, especially since nowadays letters are read mainly not by those to 
whom they are addressed.

—Anton Chekhov, from a letter to Viktor Mirolyubov1

Some forty-four hundred of Anton Chekhov’s letters are published and an-
notated in the fullest, Soviet-era Academy edition of Chekhov’s writings; ad-
ditional letters still crop up from time to time, and more than fifteen hundred 
are considered to be lost.2 Far more letters than the sum of those two numbers 
were received and retained by Chekhov. In short, Chekhov was a compulsive 
letter writer, and his fame and propensity to extend help to others led to a 
broad range of epistolary relationships; so too did his years of travel and his 
periods of medically prescribed life in southern climes, in relative isolation 
in the south of France and then in Crimea, and, at the end, the Black Forest. 
The many published collections of his correspondence in the original and in 
translation testify to their interest for his readers.3 What is more, this reader-
ship ranges beyond any community of literary scholars, which provokes the 
question: why is there actually a market, even today, for volumes of personal 
letters addressed to specific others in very circumscribed, alien, and in many 
respects opaque contexts? It seems quite obvious why I and the colleagues 
contributing to this volume might turn to Chekhov’s letters, but what are oth-
ers finding there?

For the broader audience, if I may hazard a guess, interest in the letters will 
most often issue from one or both of two larger sources of connection with 
Chekhov. Aspiring fiction writers passing through the school of Chekhov’s 
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verbal art may mine the letters for pithy, how-to gems the author might have 
planted there on the poetics of fiction, be it his own or that of others; of in-
terest, too, is anything he might say about his literary tastes and the writing 
process in general. This motivation is certainly presumed by the publishers of 
such volumes as the relatively recent How to Write Like Chekhov: Advice and 
Inspiration, Straight from His Own Letters and Work.4 Writers and nonwriters 
alike turn to the letters as an extension of a fascination with the man himself, 
perhaps undergirded by identification with Chekhov, as in the writer Sergei 
Dovlatov’s famous remark: “You can delight in Tolstoy’s mind, Pushkin’s 
refinement, and Dostoevsky’s deep psychological penetration, but the only 
one you can wish to be like is Chekhov.”5 The latter motivation—fascination 
with the man himself, and a certain idealization of him as the model Russian 
intelligent—has played a large role in the reception of Chekhov in Russia and 
abroad for over a century.6 You can see it in the way the figure of Chekhov 
enters adaptations of his works, as in Neil Simon’s play and film,7 or in how 
Ellen Beckerman’s Lightbox Theatre framed her staging of Seagull with a 
reading of Olga Knipper’s diary entry that Knipper shaped as a letter to the 
recently deceased Chekhov.8 Another instance falling into this category arose 
quite starkly for me when reading Voices from Chernobyl: there the informant 
Katya P. tells us that on their quick trip to gather a few possessions from the 
family’s doomed Pripyat apartment, her parents “got a warm blanket, my fall 
coat, and the collected letters of Chekhov, my mom’s favorite.”9 Of all the 
things you’d go back for! Now, it is true, we are told that this mother teaches 
Russian literature, presumably in school; but she’s grabbing those volumes 
not because she needs them to finish a lesson plan or a conference paper or a 
book, but because they are her “favorite.” They are somehow about her self, 
who she is. She exposes herself to radiation to grab Chekhov’s letters like 
you take a suitcase of old family photos when you evacuate in the face of a 
hurricane or wildfire, leaving other valuables behind.

Anyone sufficiently engaged by Chekhov to read a biography of the author 
is going to find his easily accessible letters all the more beckoning; if they are 
well glossed and cross-referenced, as in the Academy edition of Chekhov’s 
collected works (PSSiP), and the selections by Karlinsky and Heim (or, to a 
lesser extent, Bartlett and Phillips), then a great deal of the opacity that results 
from listening to speech not directed toward you and laden with utterly unfa-
miliar references actually becomes penetrable. All good reasons for reading 
letters not addressed to us.

As a matter of professional competence, the Chekhov scholars contributing 
to this volume are obligated to both know the letters and to approach them 
with relative detachment. Chekhov has defined my career, but I would not 
head for the bookcase devoted to him in my study if my home were aflame. 
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The letters aren’t for me: they don’t tell me how to live or to write. To be sure, 
they are a source from which we can pick and choose remarks that support 
or enrich our understanding of the author’s poetic world. They complement 
the abundant memoiristic literature on Chekhov, and at times help scholars 
adjudicate disputes in that body of work. Thus, it is to remarks in Chekhov’s 
letters that one turns to find one’s way regarding the famous discrepancy 
between how Chekhov’s older brothers viewed the early years of family life 
in Taganrog and the images of it we get from his younger siblings Maria Pav-
lovna and Mikhail Pavlovich. Chekhov’s letters have proved a unique source 
of authoritative information about the man and about his inner life, although 
often not in so clear-cut a way as one might expect: the irony that makes them 
so interesting to read also creates ambiguity, and, as is the case whenever we 
speak, remarks are tailored to particular addressees, in particular situational 
contexts scattered over two and a half decades, such that consistency is not 
to be expected.

Indeed, the letters are also individual texts—and, taken collectively, a 
striking behavioral phenomenon—that call for interpretive work, at least for 
those accustomed to hearing the call. That is to say, they comprise yet another 
a field of play for me and my colleagues.

The sheer volume of these letters, coupled with his prolific literary produc-
tion, especially in the middle third of the 1880s, incites wonder at Chekhov’s 
capacity for work: how could he have maintained proficiency and some level 
of practice as a physician during those years as well? How many hours a night 
could he have slept? No wonder that in those letters Chekhov complains at 
times of a twitching eye, headaches, and digestive disorder; one need not 
speculate about the early processes of his tubercular infection to explain 
maladies associated with stress.

If these letters give us insight into Chekhov’s makeup as a person and an 
artist, they also provide data of sorts regarding how we read Chekhov and the 
uses to which his figure is put in particular cultural and historical contexts. 
Every selection of Chekhov’s letters—and all of his publications, excepting 
perhaps the lightly censored complete Academy collection, have necessarily 
involved a process of selection—bears witness to an actual, anticipated, or 
sought-after cultural impact for the biographical figure of Chekhov among 
the targeted readership. As Igor Sukhikh states in the opening of his recent 
biographical almanac of citations from letters and memoirs, Chekhov in Life, 
“Selecting for inclusion and exclusion is already a conceptualization, a point 
of view. Two fragments put side by side is an interpretation.”10

Indeed, it’s rare that a whole letter, let alone Chekhov’s extant correspon-
dence with a given individual, is the focus of scholarship. Two clear exceptions 
are the correspondence with his brother Alexander and wife Olga Knipper, with  
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attention given to the latter far outweighing all others. In the early period after 
Chekhov’s death there were also collections of his correspondence with Ko-
rolenko and with Gorky,11 while in recent decades interest in Chekhov’s love 
life led to a focus on materials connected with Lika Mizinova and others.12 Of 
course, there would be much study of the Chekhov-Suvorin correspondence, 
if the latter half of it were extant.  But insofar as there have been selections 
that strive to provide an overview of some aspect of discrete relationships, be 
they amorous or intellectual, this is like a spotlight shining on a very circum-
scribed area of darkened stage from which the sounds tell you that much is 
going on which you cannot see.

Another aspect of selectivity has also played a role in the work of the 
scholars of Chekhov’s biography, who have a particular interest in the letters; 
this aspect might be called “either too little or too much.” From the earliest 
years through the last of the Soviet Union, Chekhov’s letters were censored, 
whether by Chekhov’s sister Maria Pavlovna or Soviet cultural authorities; 
and in any case, most scholars tended to treat Chekhov’s life and image with 
particular deference and respect.13 On balance, it does not seem that extraor-
dinary efforts to defend and shore up Chekhov’s image were necessary: when 
offensive language and unclean episodes behind blotted-out passages in the 
letters were restored and published during glasnost by Alexander Chudakov, 
they amounted to a short, far from shocking article, which circulated among 
Chekhov scholars in typewritten photocopies before being printed.14 In a new 
era that seemed to impose no limits whatsoever, the principle of selectivity 
created new challenges and distortions. Interest in materials that had previ-
ously been withheld from print (if quietly well known to Russian Chekhov 
experts utterly at home in the archive) led to a disproportionate focus on 
anything in them of a salacious nature. This sent the image of Chekhov on a 
pendulum swing opposite to what it had been, especially in terms of his rela-
tions with women. Suddenly Chekhov became an accomplished Don Juan, 
and scholars were debating whether his wife Olga Knipper had suffered an 
ectopic pregnancy and lost a child fathered by Nemirovich-Danchenko—all 
on rather flimsy, letters-based evidence.

Another aspect of selectivity has resulted from the sheer volume of un-
published letters to Chekhov still preserved, as well as the inevitable quota 
of missives both from and to Chekhov that we know existed but are missing. 
Of the ten thousand letters to Chekhov in the archives, only a fraction are 
published: in addition to the 1996 three-volume selection of Chekhov’s corre-
spondence with a number of friends, family, and luminaries, there are several 
volumes or sets of volumes dedicated to Chekhov’s correspondence with such 
individuals as his brother Alexander and his wife Olga Knipper, as well as 
to lesser-known and more distant figures like the critic Mikhail Menshikov;  

18_567-Apollonio.indb   69 8/2/18   1:52 PM



70 Michael Finke

but these are far outweighed by unpublished material, and abundance creates 
its own problems. Scholars—especially Western scholars—who have turned 
to the archives to work with letters to Chekhov have had to lean heavily 
on guidance from the generous senior Russian scholars who worked on the  
PSSiP or in the Lenin Library (now the Russian State Library) and really 
know those archives. I myself benefitted from such help: I explained my 
areas of interest, and I was pointed toward material that might be of interest 
to me; for this I remain very, very grateful. The point is not to imply that any 
distorting influence or deficiency results from such guidance, but simply to 
acknowledge another aspect of the selection process shaping treatment of the 
correspondence, and the very large blank spaces inevitably lurking behind 
many published results. And of course many individual letters have never 
turned up. In addition to the letters Chekhov received from Alexei Suvorin, 
which have animated the fantasy life of more than one Chekhov scholar, 
there is a bundle of early letters from Chekhov to his family that had been in 
the possession of Chekhov’s father and disappeared in 1898. Also, as N. I. 
Gitovich notes in her introductory article to the commentary on Chekhov’s 
letters in the Academy edition of his writings, Chekhov’s close friend Isaak 
Levitan for some reason insisted that Chekhov’s letters to him, which he had 
saved, be burnt upon his death (1: 314–15).

So, there are always going to be significant gaps in the picture, only some 
of which could perhaps be filled in by a hypothetical scholar sufficiently 
dedicated and long-lived to read every extant letter, and which, in the mean-
time—as per Sukhikh’s advice—we should register rather than willfully 
cover over. But there are bigger, and in their own way quite revealing, distor-
tions caused by our incessant return to much the same letters in scholarship 
and other writing about Chekhov. How and why we read these letters varies, 
but the same passages from Chekhov’s letters tend to be cited again and 
again. Why? How do we read, or perhaps more accurately, use, this body 
of documents? Letter writing was an everyday activity for Chekhov. Yes, it 
was an important aspect of what Russian critics call the creative laboratory, 
and it was the private, conversational venue where Chekhov commented on 
aesthetic and social issues of the day. It left us the only first-hand evidence 
we have from this very discreet individual regarding his own thinking about 
and management of affairs of the heart, and it was also an utterly mundane 
housekeeping tool. And so on. Somehow, the letters we do talk about in our 
scholarship on Chekhov never seem to be properly situated in this larger, 
complicated network of functions. Are we picking through Chekhov’s let-
ters to look for remarks, however isolated and out of context, that support 
the critical view of Chekhov we have brought with us to his letters? Are we 
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building a distorted image of Chekhov with selective citation from these let-
ters? What other cautions ought to be borne in mind when referring to them?

There is potential for a digital humanities project here: it could be highly 
instructive to develop an automated, data-mining protocol for counting refer-
ences to the letters in published scholarship and making visible the statistics 
regarding how often a particular letter is cited. My guess is that we would find 
a very small selection of the letters cited with overwhelming frequency; no 
doubt at this very moment the reader of this article will be summoning up his 
or her own lists of those letters and the specific passages that get copied out. 
I do not think that we would enjoy seeing just how much we repeat ourselves 
and each other, and how narrow and fashion-driven our scholarly focus tends 
to be. In any case, the statistical investigation of my hypothesis will have to 
be for someone else to pursue—feel free, if such a venture entices you.

The larger, indisputable point is that we use these letters in a very instru-
mental way, which is to state the obvious; for more often than not we read 
Chekhov’s fiction in the same manner, focusing attention on those stories 
that work for whatever methodological and interpretive agenda is guiding 
us. Here one might recall the wisdom of Maxim Gorky, whose Znanie press 
declined to publish the letters of Chekhov to Ivan Leontyev (Shcheglov), 
because exposing readers to Chekhov’s letters in this piecemeal fashion 
“might obscure the understanding of A. P. Chekhov that has been created 
in society.” Gorky asserted that “his correspondence should be published in 
its entirety, only then will the figure of A. P. receive a sufficiently vivid and 
comprehensive illumination” (qtd. in 1: 299). The upshot of Gorky’s reaction 
to Leontyev’s proposal was that making this body of correspondence public 
(1) had the potential to damage the prevailing positive image of Chekhov 
and (2) would necessarily misrepresent the man in construing him within this 
particular relationship. To be sure, this is an argument that could be advanced 
in regard to any individual’s epistolary legacy; but one suspects that Gorky 
was motivated by something he knew about Chekhov in particular: how 
he managed, and perhaps compartmentalized, his relationships, and where 
Chekhov’s relationship with Leontyev and the resulting correspondence fit 
into this larger picture. Gorky’s wisdom and concern for Chekhov’s public 
image notwithstanding, the all-or-nothing approach would create a virtually 
impossible task, a task that could not be met even now by reading all the 
letters and commentary in the PSSiP Letters, or those collections of the cor-
respondence that are in fact published.

In my own work on Chekhov, I would have to admit that I have conceptu-
alized the letters and made use of them in ways that supported my particular 
take on Chekhov the person. But whatever one’s take, the letters prove all 
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the more valuable because, with Chekhov, one cannot proceed from life to 
works (and back) as one does with, by way of example, Tolstoy’s Child-
hood, Boyhood, Youth, “The Cossacks,” or Anna Karenina. A volume like 
Dostoevsky’s Diary of a Writer or Gogol’s Selected Passages from Cor-
respondence with Friends, where one takes positions on the pressing issues 
of the day, is unthinkable from Chekhov, and so too would be the intensely 
and overtly expressive lyrics of Russia’s great poets. Notwithstanding what 
Savely Senderovich calls a lyrical dimension to Chekhov’s art, the autobio-
graphical dimension discussed by Ilya Ehrenburg many years ago, or my own 
efforts at a psychobiographical approach to Chekhov,15 the larger truth is that 
Chekhov kept his “I” out of his fiction and drama, or at least, strove to do 
so. This was quite programmatic and spelled out in letters with pithy how-
to advice to other writers (such as Maxim Gorky, and especially his brother 
Alexander), in which keeping the author out of the picture was a central 
theme: “The main thing is to watch out for the personal element [. . .]. Who’s 
interested in knowing my life and your life, my thoughts and your thoughts? 
Give the people people, not yourself” (3: 210).

And Chekhov was not tempted by the genres of autobiography and mem-
oir; here all who know the basics of Chekhov’s biography will expect a refer-
ence to his famous epistolary self-diagnosis of “autobiographophobia,” which 
illustrates my point about how we return over and over to the same letters, or 
parts of them (the letter in question was Chekhov’s response to G. I. Rosso-
limo’s request for an autobiographical sketch to accompany a photograph for 
an album commemorating the twenty-fifth anniversary of his medical faculty 
class’s graduation; 8: 284). Even when he wrote opinion pieces, or what Rus-
sians call publitsistika—there were a few such pieces, in which Chekhov ex-
pressed his personal view of a matter of public concern—he generally signed 
them with a pseudonym.

And there is of course much that might be said in this regard about Chek-
hov’s use of pseudonyms, which characterized the first quarter of his literary 
career. I have argued that this was another way of establishing and maintain-
ing separation between the author’s self and his artistic productions, or, as 
a corollary, creating very particular conditions for exposure of that self. If I 
may return to citations from the letters that I have made use of before: Chek-
hov himself told Viktor Bilibin, editorial secretary of Fragments (Oskolki), 
that he was saving his proper name for the scientific publications he antici-
pated in his genuine career as a doctor of medicine (1: 196). To be sure, there 
were multiple motivations for publishing under pseudonyms: it was common 
practice in the “small press” venues where Chekhov first broke into the field, 
and it smoothed things over with the editors of various journals who viewed 
him with a proprietary eye and sought exclusivity. But it was also a strategy 
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for protecting the self, for hiding while engaged in a very public activity, 
an activity the success of which is defined by the breadth of the public one 
attracts. The strange, contradictory drives to expose oneself and hide are 
summed up in the pithy remark Chekhov made about publishing under pseud-
onyms, which likened it to “walking naked with a large mask on and showing 
oneself like that to the public.”16

There are two looming exceptions to this picture. One is the book-length 
study Chekhov wrote about the prison island of Sakhalin, including the 
sketches he published about his epic journey to reach that island. There Chek-
hov’s person is everywhere central.

The other involves the letters he left behind.
What could compel one to write such a volume of letters, to cramp up the 

hand in non-revenue-generating activity when one could be writing stories or 
plays? (Never mind that there are in fact plenty of letters about money, letters 
as instruments for retrieving payment.) Just how exposed is Chekhov in his 
letters, and where in them might we see the interplay that characterizes his fic-
tion between, on the one hand, hiding, whether to observe the other or protect 
the self, and on the other, self-exposure? What does the very fact of these let-
ters’ existence, and how Chekhov handled his letter writing, tell us about him?

First, they manifest Chekhov’s responsiveness to a sense of duty: it is a 
fundamental rule of sociality that one responds to letters one has received. 
William Todd cites the Romantic poet Konstantin Batyushkov’s letter to 
Nikolai Gnedich in which he remarks that “not to answer letters is not to 
know how to live in society.”17 Of course, we’re not talking about the same 
“society” as Batyushkov’s, who was of an entirely different era, but the 
remark nevertheless seems apt. How useful it would be to have a simple sta-
tistic about all the first letters Chekhov wrote to each of his correspondents. 
No doubt, the overwhelming majority of them must be responses to letters 
that he has received—this is inherent in being famous. The numbers would be 
further skewed in that direction by the fact that Chekhov’s correspondents did 
not care for his letters as Chekhov did for theirs; more of Chekhov’s letters 
to others appear to be missing than of those he received, and from the early 
period, before Chekhov became famous, that is especially the case.

A heightened sense of duty may go hand in hand with the annual ritual 
Chekhov developed by way of filing those letters: toward the end of every 
year he would organize them alphabetically by sender, with each correspon-
dent’s set of letters in chronological order, and tie them together in a bundle. 
In earlier years he apparently sewed them together into kinds of almanacs. 
(Now the letters are separated and filed by correspondent in the archive, but I 
would very much like to have seen just how he put those bundles and motley 
journals together.)
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These rituals do provoke speculation as to what they were about.
These letters are the material traces of relationships. Sorting them out, 

separating them from one another—which apparently became more impor-
tant to him in later years—perhaps reveals something about how Chekhov 
managed his relationships. It suggests that genuine connection or intimacy 
would be very circumscribed, a one-on-one thing. As soon as a relationship 
involves a group dynamic and spectators, however, it can become distasteful. 
Openness also leaves one more exposed in one’s contradictions and minor 
hypocrisies—all the more reason to keep each correspondence segregated 
from the others. The most famous indication of this mentality would prob-
ably be how Chekhov managed his wedding to Olga Knipper, to whom he 
wrote, in 1901: “If you give me your word that not one soul in Moscow will 
know about our wedding until after it’s over, I will be willing to marry you 
on the day of my arrival, if you like. For some reason I’m horribly afraid of 
the wedding ceremony, the congratulations, and the champagne, which you 
have to hold in your hand while smiling vaguely” (10: 17).

So, Chekhov tried to compartmentalize and keep as private as possible his 
wedding; though the very concept of marriage, an event always requiring wit-
nesses, involves social acknowledgment and embeddedness of a relationship. 
In regard to private letters addressed to discrete individuals, by contrast, an 
expectation of utter privacy would seem quite conventional. But Chekhov’s 
response to instances where his letters became, or threatened to become, 
public in his lifetime, are quite revealing. In her aforementioned article, Gi-
tovich begins with a few relevant cases, in particular Chekhov’s objection to 
the request of The Russian Gazette (Russkie vedomosti) to publish his letters 
about the famine it was seeking to publicize. In the latter instance we have 
an utterly impersonal subject matter and nothing but good intentions on the 
part of the newspaper, which held a very respectful attitude toward Chekhov. 
Nevertheless, Chekhov explained that he had what he called “psychological” 
reasons for not wanting to see his letters published. “Publishing them would 
bind me for the future; afterwards, whenever I wrote letters, I’d already be 
unfree, since it would always seem like I was writing for the press” (qtd. in 1: 
295). In at least one other instance, also involving a public cause that did not 
compromise Chekhov in any way, Chekhov strongly objected to his private 
letter being cited in print (ibid., 297).

It is certainly no surprise that letter writing might involve a fantasy of 
privacy; but there seems to have been more to it with Chekhov. Letter writ-
ing involved imagining firewalls between relationships, relationships that 
could be organized and filed separately, like the letters themselves. It was 
perhaps the activity of a self that, if not duplicitous, might tend at moments 
to a kind of multiplicity; it rendered discrete one’s self-presentation in each 
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case as compared with all others. I don’t want to suggest that Chekhov was 
chameleon-like or untrustworthy—Chekhov was no Chichikov, of course 
not! But it does seem that he was anxious about not having such flexibility 
for his self. And that to the extent that letter writing created many different re-
lationships and many different selves, there was apparently something about 
the way Chekhov managed the activity that was liberating; such would be the 
implication of reading backwards Chekhov’s fear of being bound or unfree 
should those letters be published. Perhaps this helps us understand where the 
phenomenal level of energy required to maintain his epistolary relationships 
came from: some of that energy, one might hypothesize, could have been the 
yield, so to speak, of the feeling of freedom endowed by letter writing.

Interestingly, if I have understood the editors of Chekhov’s letters cor-
rectly, this procedure for handling correspondence to him pertains to his ma-
ture years; it was only as a youth that he tended to put them all together into 
almanacs. But over time sorting and separation became paramount. It would 
be interesting to trace this development more closely.

Of course, the privacy that became so important to Chekhov was gradu-
ally lost with the writer’s death, the deaths of his correspondents and oth-
ers mentioned in his letters who were protected in early publications of 
letters, the death of his sister, and the onset of glasnost and liberalization 
of archival control and censorship habits. It no longer became the job of 
librarians and scholars to maintain a certain image of Chekhov. In our day, 
any fantasy about privacy in our correspondence—most likely conducted 
by e-mail or texting—seems outright delusional and dangerous. If we are 
not exposed by others, then sooner or later we will embarrass ourselves 
with an overly quick keystroke. And can you imagine what Chekhov would 
have thought of posting to Facebook or tweeting? For Chekhov—except in 
those cases where he wrote letters to collectives, like his family18—sitting 
down to write a letter involved imagining himself and the other in a very 
circumscribed, private relationship. That was important for Chekhov, and 
it made letter-writing an attractive field for interacting with others. It also 
makes our present endeavor Chekhov’s nightmare.
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2. Igor’ Sukhikh, Chekhov v zhizni: siuzhety dlia nebol’shogo romana (Moscow: 

Vremia, 2010), 5.
3. See the listing of such collections in the Introduction and in Rosamund Bartlett’s 

chapter in this volume. –Eds.

18_567-Apollonio.indb   75 8/2/18   1:52 PM



76 Michael Finke

4. Anton P. Chekhov, How to Write Like Chekhov: Advice and Inspiration, 
Straight from His Own Letters and Work, ed. and intro. Piero Brunello and Lena 
Lenček, trans. Lena Lenček (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Lifelong, 2008).

5. Emphasis added. Cited from Gennadii Shaliugin, “Chekhov v krugu kolleg,” 
in Brega Tavridy, no. 5–6 (1999): 276.

6. For a detailed analysis of Chekhov as “intelligent,” see Svetlana Evdokimova’s 
chapter in this volume. –Eds.

7. Neil Simon, The Good Doctor: A New Comedy with Music. Adapted from and 
suggested by stories by Anton Chekhov (New York: Random House, 1974); The Good 
Doctor, with Edward Asner, Bob Dishy, Richard Chamberlain, Gary Dontzig, Lee 
Grant, Marsha Mason, Jack O’Brien (New York: Broadway Theater Archive [n.d.]).

8. The play was staged at the Chekhov Centenary Festival at Colby College, in 
Waterville, Maine, in October 2004. Ellen Beckerman contributed an article on her 
Gull to the volume that emanated from that meeting; see Ellen Beckerman, “Finding 
the Boy Band in Chekhov’s The Seagull,” in Chekhov the Immigrant: Translating 
a Cultural Icon, eds. Michael C. Finke and Julie de Sherbinin (Bloomington, IN: 
Slavica, 2007), 253–58.

9. Svetlana Alexievich, Voices from Chernobyl, trans. Keith Gessen (Normal, IL: 
Dalkey Archive Press), 107.

10. Igor’ Sukhikh, Chekhov v zhizni, 6. This recognition that it is virtually impos-
sible to avoid imposing one’s interpretation on the material is somewhat contradicted 
earlier on the same page, however, where Sukhikh advocates restraint in approaching 
gaps in the documentary evidence: “Where there remain gaps among the papers, it’s 
not worth forcing oneself on another’s life with one’s hypotheses: better to restrict 
oneself to cautious propositions or simply put a stop to it” (6).

11. See A. P. Chekhov i V. G. Korolenko, Perepiska (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo tova-
rishchestva I. D. Sytina, 1923); M. Gor’kii i A. Chekhov. Perepiska. Stat’i. Vyska-
zyvaniia, ed. S. D. Balukhatyi, commentary by K. M. Vinogradova and N. I. Gitovich 
(Leningrad: Akademiia nauk SSSR, 1937).

12. See for instance Iurii Bychkov, Tainy liubvi, ili, “Kukuruza dushi moei”: 
perepiska A. P. Chekhova s sovremennitsami (Moscow: Druzhba narodov, 2001).

13. See Vladimir Kataev’s chapter in this volume.—Eds.
14. A. P. Chudakov, ‘“Neprilichnye slova’ i oblik klassika. O kupiurakh v izdanii 

pisem Chekhova,” Literaturnoe obozrenie, 11 (1991): 54–56.
15. Savelii Senderovich, Chekhov—s glazu na glaz. Istoriia odnoi oderzhimosti A. 

P. Chekhova (St. Petersburg: Dmitrii Bulanin, 1994); Ilya Ehrenburg, “On Rereading 
Chekhov,” in Chekhov, Stendhal and Other Essays, trans. Anna Bostock (London: 
Macgibbon & Kee, 1962), 50–52; Michael C. Finke, Seeing Chekhov: Life and Art 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2005).

16. Ieronim Iasinskii, Roman moei zhizni. Kniga vospominanii (Moscow: Gosu-
darstvennoe izdatel’stvo, 1926), 265.

17. William Mills Todd III, The Familiar Letter as a Literary Genre in the Age of 
Pushkin (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1976), 71.

18. See discussion in the editors’ commentary to Chekhov’s letters of letters writ-
ten from the south in 1887, which “belong to the whole Chekhov family” (2: 342).

18_567-Apollonio.indb   76 8/2/18   1:52 PM



77

Chapter Seven

Chekhov’s Letters
Slow Reading*
Michael Finke

Chekhov appreciated fine stationery, envelopes, and letter-writing acces-
sories such as stamp-paste wells and rollers; he often started out his day by 
answering letters, and he left an enormous epistolary legacy. All of this testi-
fies to the significance of letter writing in his life. Naturally each new era has 
its own way of reading Chekhov’s “postal prose,” about which it has been 
said that it is “one great aggregate letter addressed to the future.”1 After the 
first “quick reading” of these letters at the beginning of the twentieth century 
and the scholarly examination of them that followed, the time has come for a 
“slow reading” of Chekhov’s letters.2

BIOGRAPHY, EMOTIONAL SUBTEXT,  
SIGNAL WORDS, AND STAGE DIRECTIONS

The hidden rhythm of Chekhov’s life and its reflection in his letters merits 
further study. Chekhov’s letters cast particular light on the “most trying” 
moments of his life: fall 1883 to spring 1884—his university graduation ex-
ams, his first serious episode of blood-spitting; 1890—the trip to Sakhalin; 
1897—his involvement in the census, his severe hemorrhage, and time in the 
clinic; 1904—the last months of his life. Slow, or close, reading should be 
able to shed new light on the old question as to the ways Chekhov’s biogra-
phy may be encoded in his works and letters. Textual elements in them may 
signal and consciously or unconsciously reveal the workings of the writer’s 
thoughts and emotions. Chekhov’s letters give a great deal of information 
about his habits, predilections, and tastes. He did not conceal or avoid things 

*Written for this volume. Translated by Carol Apollonio.
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that upset him. He often reflected on his character and temperament. He ad-
dressed subjects that are not always written about in diaries. He was candid 
about spells of apathy, sadness, or melancholy. He often wrote about his 
chronic money problems, about his duty to his family, about the freedom he 
craved but could not have.

The letters make clear how Chekhov valued new and, as he said, “keen” im-
pressions from Sakhalin and Melikhovo; he strove to move beyond the limits 
of “a narrow life”; and his soul thirsted for “the wide open spaces.” The letters 
convey his continual openness to the vicissitudes of fate, to the “surprises” that 
“uncharitable, mocking fortune” (4: 88–89) might bring his way (“as though 
fate is teasing me,” 5: 62). And finally, his letters register his physical decline 
and his last hopes (upovanie—one of Chekhov’s favorite words).

Biographers have examined Chekhov’s letters and correspondence, as well 
as the diaries, letters, and reminiscences of his contemporaries, to elucidate 
many of Chekhov’s habits and practices, including those of an epistolary na-
ture (for example, that he would write letters without rough drafts, and often 
would not write the date; he made a point of answering letters; and he kept 
the letters he received). The norms and rules of his everyday behavior and his 
relationships with others have been studied. In the view of some critics, an 
excessive attention to the details of Chekhov’s life may have hindered a holis-
tic understanding of his personality and fate. The extent to which Chekhov’s 
biography is coded in his works and letters has been insufficiently studied 
and synthesized, though, which may cast such a conclusion in doubt. The 
current interest in “the enigma of Chekhov” testifies to the fact that no single 
biography, nor even all biographies, Russian or foreign, taken together, have 
been able to exhaust the depths of his personality as a whole, nor are they 
likely to ever do so in the future.

The unity of Chekhov’s creative writing and his postal prose was noted 
first by his contemporaries, and subsequently by scholars of his life and 
works.3 But some aspects of his epistolary writing have yet to be studied. 
In particular the art of the detail in Chekhov’s letters, no less than in in his 
artistic works, deserves focused attention.

In 1895 Chekhov writes an aspiring young writer, Elena Shavrova, about 
a story she had written, which was under consideration in the literary journal 
Russian Thought. He tells her about a meeting he had with one of the jour-
nal’s editors, Viktor Goltsev, who “took the manuscript, put it in his pocket, 
and promised to read it” (6: 110). The detail—“put it in his pocket”—brings 
the whole scene immediately to life and makes it easy to picture visually. 
Another example: describing the plight of poor tuberculosis sufferers in Yalta 
in a letter to A. B. Tarakhovsky, Chekhov concludes: “The worst thing is their 
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isolation and . . . bad blankets, which don’t warm them, but just disturb one’s 
sensibilities” (8: 315).

Occasionally Chekhov provides details that convey something particu-
lar about a person’s appearance or personality. These details reveal secret 
judgments about people: the moire silk lining of Vladimir Nemirovich-
Danchenko’s jacket lapels (9: 21), or A. A. Sanin’s manner of raising his 
eyebrows and carrying around newspaper clippings of laudatory reviews 
(9: 211). These resemble details given to characters in The Cherry Orchard 
(Vishnevyi sad, 1904), as follows from Chekhov’s letter to Nemirovich-
Danchenko about staging the play: Sharlotta’s pronunciation, Varya’s wide 
belt, Lopakhin’s manner of walking, Simeonov-Pishchik’s heelless boots 
(11: 293–94). These are more than mere clues for the actors; they convey 
the artist’s vision. Such portraits, which abound in Chekhov’s letters, corre-
spond to this artistic technique; moreover, it is through them that Chekhov’s 
distinctive qualities of mind, memory, imagination, and his creative process 
reveal themselves in his letters.

“Slow reading” of Chekhov’s letters focuses attention on what the reader 
might not immediately notice—for example, the writer’s fondness for certain 
words that may be termed symptom words. One of these is vprochem (“any-
way,” “though,” or “by the way”): “Anyway, it’s all vanity of vanities” (2: 
39); “Anyway, it’s all nonsense, trivialities (pustiaki)” (3: 25); “Anyway, 
forget all that, let’s sing from a different opera” (4: 45); “[. . .] anyway, it’s 
God’s will” (5: 92); “Anyway, let’s wait and see” (8: 79); “Anyway, it is 
known only to God” (10: 84); “Anyway, it’s all dreams, just dreams!“ (12: 
54). This word is like a hidden sigh of regret about something that did not 
come to pass, or about a situation that simply must be accepted as inevitable. 
Once Chekhov said, “I am a fatalist, which, anyway, is silly” (4: 17). A con-
versation, or a confession about to be expressed, is interrupted by this word, 
as, for example, in a letter to V. S. Mirolyubov: “One must believe in God, 
and if faith is lacking, then one must not try to fill the empty space with empty 
commotion, but instead must seek, seek, seek in solitude, alone with one’s 
conscience. . . . Anyway, be healthy! If you come, then drop me a line” (10: 
142). The ellipses and the “anyway” here speak volumes.

Such words as “seriously” and “absolutely necessary” (ser’ezno, neob-
khodimo) involuntarily signal that something important, or even tragic, is 
being said, but Chekhov does not burden down his addressee with his emo-
tional experiences. So, for example, in 1889 he writes an acquaintance: “My 
brother the artist is seriously ill. Very bad clouds cover my horizon” (3: 192). 
Chekhov could have written that his brother’s days were numbered, or about 
how hard it was for everyone, and him in particular, because he personally 
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had taken on the dying man’s care. But he does not utter a word of complaint; 
death is serious, and, as Chekhov believed, serious things “must be discussed 
seriously” (1: 331). But can something that cannot be conveyed in words be 
expressed in a letter? And maybe for that reason the phrase “absolutely nec-
essary” sometimes carries particular weight: “Furthermore, I believe that the 
trip will be an uninterrupted, six-month-long stretch of labor, physical and 
mental, which for me is absolutely necessary, since I am a Southerner and 
have already begun to get lazy” (4: 31); “And it is absolutely necessary for 
me to get out of Moscow” (5: 347).

Symptom words appear in letters that betray the writer’s hidden impa-
tience or dissatisfaction with himself, or with someone or something else. 
Such words include “rubbish,” “nonsense,” “stupid,” “boring,” and “muddle” 
(chepukha, vzdor, glupo, skuchno, putanitsa). In a letter to Alexei Suvorin of 
16 October 1891 Chekhov seemed to list the reasons for his irritated state of 
mind. But he leaves something important unsaid, something that can be felt 
when he writes: “I fail at everything; I’m all thumbs—it’s stupid [. . .] Some 
kind of rubbish, but not life” (4: 284). He called this state of mind “psy-
chopathic” and “neurotic.” He avoided working when he was in that mood, 
because, in his words, “What’s terrible is not boring stories; what’s terrible 
is when it’s boring to write” (4: 244). Occasionally this state of mind can be 
glimpsed in Chekhov’s letters; more often, however, it remains unsaid. It is 
not lost, though, and is accessible to slow reading.

Slow reading can also provide a clue to such emotionally loaded words as 
“happiness,” “idleness,” “solitude,” and “indifference” (schast’e, prazdnost’, 
odinochestvo, ravnodushie). Chekhov was able to write about craving soli-
tude when hosting crowds of guests at Melikhovo or in Yalta. But at times 
he experienced an oppressive psychological state that he called “complete 
loneliness” (krugloe odinochestvo, 4: 77; 5: 101). It was something like a 
feeling of longing and despair, a sense that no one needed him. The use of 
the word “indifference” is of equal significance. Once, reflecting in a letter 
on the calming effects of nature on human beings, Chekhov concluded: “Only 
indifferent people are capable of looking at things clearly, of being fair and 
working—of course this relates only to intelligent and well-bred people; 
selfish and frivolous people are indifferent enough already” (3: 203). But he 
occasionally confessed that he had “become indifferent” (oravnodushel, 5: 
198), that he experienced “complete” (polnoe, 4: 299) or sometimes “utter” 
(sploshnoe, 5: 190) indifference. In 1892 he wrote Suvorin: “I have grown 
old in body as well as in soul. I have somehow become stupidly indifferent to 
everything in the world. [. . .] It’s either the illness that newspapers identify 
as ‘overstrain,’ or a kind of inner psychological labor, inaccessible to the 
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consciousness, something like what novels call an ‘emotional upheaval’; if 
it’s the latter, then it’s all for the best” (5: 49).

“For the best”? Chekhov sensed that the “string” of his life, pulled taut by 
the intensive work of his consciousness and the circumstances of his every-
day existence, would snap before its time. When still a young man, he wrote 
that “it’s hard to say when, on what day and hour the tight string will snap or 
the rotten roof will collapse” (2: 42). Letters are a unique source for study-
ing the ways he himself “pulled” this string (3: 38), because “a kind of force, 
something like foreboding” was pressing on him, a sense of urgency that 
made him rush to get things done (5: 306). Chekhov also called this force a 
“prophetic feeling,” which he claimed “never deceived [him] in his everyday 
life as well as in [his] medical practice” (3: 45). It manifested itself openly or 
inherently in his works and letters.

Unexpected interruptions and closing words in the letters reveal Chek-
hov’s inner emotional state. They suggest that his thoughts are elsewhere. A 
letter to Suvorin of 6 February 1889 ends in a way that seems strange at first: 
“As I write this letter the second act of my Ivanov is being performed in Piter 
[Petersburg –Tr]. Well, be well and happy. Your A. Chekhov” (3: 145). But 
just a few lines earlier he had already commented on the negative reviews 
of the Aleksandrinsky Theater’s production of his play: “But how the small 
press is pummeling my Ivanov!” (ibid.). Both comments reveal the subtext of 
the letter, the author’s state of mind, which he was either unable to, or chose 
not to, conceal. In one of his late letters from Yalta Chekhov also unexpect-
edly informs his addressee which performance of The Seagull was going on 
that day in the Moscow Art Theater.

In the autumn of 1888, a number of developments threw Chekhov out of 
his routine: he was awarded the Pushkin Prize; he completed the difficult 
story “The Name-Day Party” (Imeniny, 1888); he was working intensively 
on the story “An Attack of Nerves” (Pripadok, 1888); everyone was praising 
and congratulating him. And suddenly what seems to be a lighthearted joke 
appears in a letter: “The wind is howling plaintively in my stove. It’s saying 
something, the scoundrel, but what exactly, I have no idea” (3: 21). The next 
day, Chekhov writes to a different addressee: “I’m in a bad mood: I’m spit-
ting blood. Probably it’s nothing (pustiaki), but still it’s unpleasant” (3: 22).

In this way, something important will show through in Chekhov’s letters, 
if they are read, as Ivan Bunin and Sergei Rakhmaninov read them, one after 
another, volume after volume, as one single large narration, as the history of 
a curious mind and reclusive soul.

At times, interruptions and digressions offer vivid imagery conveying 
Chekhov’s underlying state of mind. The letter to Suvorin of 27 October 
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1889, which he himself called a “shriek” (vopl’), ends with a question: “A 
mosquito is flying around the room. Where did it come from?” (3: 48). The 
buzzing blood-sucker seems to embody the nagging thoughts that Chekhov 
had shared in this letter, his question as to his identity, as to whether “I am a 
fool and arrogant man or in fact an organism capable of being a good writer 
[. . .]. Anyway (vprochem), the devil himself could break his neck on such 
questions” (3: 47–48). A similar comparison involving creative work ap-
pears briefly in a letter to one of his friends, the playwright Ivan Leontyev 
(Shcheglov): “Theater is a viper that sucks your blood” (3: 94). Years later 
it can be heard in Treplev’s words in The Seagull about a writer’s vanity, 
which sucks his blood like a snake: “It’s as though there’s a nail in my 
brain—may it be cursed together with my pride—which sucks my blood, 
sucks it like a viper” (S 13: 27).

Occasionally interruptions function like stage directions4 establishing in 
one or two words the mise-en-scène of the “epistolary action” in what could 
be called a letter-drama: “Music can be heard playing on the navy frigate. 
It’s too hot to write. Breakfast soon” (3: 231); “Morning. The steamship is 
whistling” (8: 115); “Rain. Wind. Dinner is over” (9: 228); “[. . .] a candle 
needs to be lit. I’ve lit it” (11: 97). Some notes convey not merely some-
thing that he has heard or is hearing, has seen or is seeing, but also some-
thing that is bothering him at the time, the hidden psychological subtext 
of his life: the need to write for money, a sense of bondage to his family, 
loneliness: “It’s strange, the starlings have flown away” (5: 32); “ I saw the 
starlings who flew to us in Melikhovo” (5: 285); “It’s snowing. The rooks 
have come and gone” (6: 38).

As he works on The Cherry Orchard, Chekhov notes in a letter that in the 
first act “out the window cherry trees in bloom can be seen, the orchard is 
completely white. And the ladies are wearing white dresses” (11: 142). At 
that moment he is looking out the window of his Yalta study: “It’s snowing” 
(ibid.). And it is as though the play is cast in a cold white sheen, symbolizing 
the tragic fate of the orchard, the house, and its inhabitants. The phonetic, 
intonational, psychological, and semantic features of epistolary asides in 
Chekhov’s letters have only recently begun to be appreciated.

Often a single line sets the tone for an entire letter. In the spring of 1895 
Chekhov writes Nikolai Leikin, giving news of his household and addressing 
some household business—and not a word about his mood. But two short 
sentences appear at the end: “Yesterday I saw some cranes. The poor things 
fly, in spite of the cold” (6: 50). The image conveys his inner emotional state. 
At that time Chekhov, after years away from the drama, had begun writing a 
new play (The Seagull).
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LETTERS AND PROSE: AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL COUNTERPOINT

A comparative analysis of the personal statements and emotional experiences 
of the author and his heroes reveals a distinctive autobiographical counter-
point whose psychological harmonies or dissonances are at some times obvi-
ous, and at others barely perceptible.

On 19 February 1883, a short story, “The Ram and the Lady (A Little 
Episode from the Life of ‘Kind Sirs’)” (Baran i baryshnia [epizodik iz zhizni 
‘milostivykh gosudarei’]) came out in the journal Fragments (Oskolki). A 
bank employee, smug, bored, seeking to amuse himself after dinner, plays a 
hoax on a female petitioner who has mistakenly ended up in his apartment. 
The story features a number of mundane details. But the plot has an autobio-
graphical substrate and an epistolary commentary that conveys the author’s 
feelings. Such connections can be found in many of Chekhov’s early stories 
and letters. The fact is, during those days in February, Chekhov is writing a 
letter to his elder brother Alexander—one that is important for them both. In 
a serious tone, he condemns the tendency of some of Alexander and Nikolai 
Chekhov’s friends to play insulting practical jokes and demeaning pranks on 
people. He himself refuses to treat people this way: “What a fine fellow I 
would be if I put a dunce cap on Zembulatov for not knowing Darwin! [. . .] 
Pettiness! Ill breeding. . . . So toxic!” (1: 59).

Another example of this kind of counterpoint can be found in the story 
“The Pianist for Hire” (Taper, 1885). The hero is used to being addressed 
in the informal form of address (ty) and to being treated by his employers as 
merely “a servant . . . a waiter who can play tunes” (S 4: 205). One day, a 
humiliating episode sends him into an internal crisis: “And, as if on purpose, 
a swarm of nasty thoughts rises up. . . . I had traveled two thousand versts to 
Moscow with the lofty goal of becoming a composer and pianist, and here 
I was a mere pianist for hire”; (S 4: 207). He bitterly ponders the fate of a 
writer friend who is subsisting on a meager income:

And you came to mind too. . . . I think, there he sits, my cohabiter, scribbling 
away. . . . Sits there, the poor wretch, describing the sleeping bureaucrats, the 
cockroaches in the bakery, the foul autumn weather . . . things that were de-
scribed, chewed up and digested long ago . . . I think and I pity you . . . to the 
point of tears! [. . .] I recall all my underachieving friends, all those singers, 
painters, amateur performers. . . . There was great excitement back in the day, 
everything seethed swarmed, soared to the heavens, but now . . . who the hell 
knows what’s up!” (S 4: 207–08)

The autobiographical context of this story inheres not entirely in its refer-
ence to the kinds of “chewed up and digested” themes that Chekhov himself 
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was writing about in his feuilletons (“Fragments of Moscow Life” [Oskolki 
moskovskoi zhizni, 1883–1885]) and that he joked about at his own expense. 
Nor is it limited to hints at the unhappy fate of his two elder brothers, who 
had left Taganrog for Moscow ten years before with dreams of a brilliant fu-
ture, but who had hit the skids and ruined themselves in drinking, carousing, 
dishonesty, and irresponsibility. The story’s autobiographical elements move 
beyond portraits of unsuccessful poets, musicians, and artists recognizable 
from Chekhov’s Moscow milieu in the early 1880s.

This context is much deeper and more significant. The story only hints at 
it, but it can be seen in Chekhov’s letters from those years, and relates to the 
author of this dismal tale himself. Soon after the publication of “The Pianist 
for Hire,” Chekhov writes a letter to his colleague Viktor Bilibin on 1 Feb-
ruary 1886 that seems to offer a kind of sequel to the story: “I’ve just come 
back from a visit to the well-known poet Palmin. When I read to him the lines 
about him in your letters, he said: ‘I respect the man. He is very talented!’ 
After which the Royal Master of Inspiration . . . lifted aloft the longest of his 
fingers and uttered the profound insight: ‘But Fragments will ruin him!’”  
(1: 189). The prediction turned out to be prophetic. Leikin’s Fragments in-
deed did “ruin” the promising writer. When he cites Palmin’s words to warn 
his friend, Chekhov secretly has himself in mind as well, his involvement 
with Leikin’s journal, which had become increasingly onerous to him. Chek-
hov’s letters of 1885–1886 express a pervasive anxiety stemming from his el-
der brothers’ sad circumstances and his apprehension as to what might await 
him if he were to remain in Fragments under the iron fist of the “master,” 
who was hindering the advancement of this talented young author as well.

Chekhov’s letters betray this concern long before March 1886, when he 
received the famous letter from Dmitry Grigorovich urging him to take his 
talent seriously. In his reply, Chekhov explicitly criticized his “frivolous” and 
“careless” attitude toward his literary work, calling it “a grave sin” (1: 218 
[Figure 6]). He promises the venerable writer—in effect promising himself—
to give up writing short works on deadline. “All my hopes are on the future. 
I’m only twenty-six years old. Maybe I’ll manage to do achieve something, 
although time is rushing by” (1: 219). Still, this is not the only letter that re-
cords this sense of urgency, of the short time left to him for creating serious 
literary work, for which Chekhov, as he admitted to Grigorovich, was care-
fully preserving and storing images and scenes in his memory. It can also be 
felt in the story “On Easter Eve” (Sviatoiu noch’iu, 1886), which was written 
during these same spring days in the Easter season.

A monk is ferrying a pilgrim, who is also the story’s narrator, across a 
river to a monastery on Easter night. He tells his passenger about his friend, 
the monk and deacon Nikolai, who had died that day. The monk is inconsol-
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able; the man had had a brilliant mind and a kind and charitable soul. But his 
chief virtue was his talent for writing “in a fine style, concisely and in vivid 
detail” (S 5: 97). The story abounds in autobiographical elements: Chekhov’s 
love for the Easter service and the sonorous ringing of the bells; his interest 
in monastery life and his appreciation for talented people; his knowledge 
of prayers and the church songs of worship. Moreover, the story reveals a 
hidden autobiographic matrix in which the author’s own inner experiences, 
along with prophecies of future events of his life, are conveyed artistically.

Chekhov’s troubled state of mind at the time, the crisis in his life and work, 
and his elder brothers’ disastrous life paths are encoded in the imagery of the 
story “On Easter Eve”: the flooded plain with the ferry cable stretching across 
it; the starry sky, reflected in the water; the strange silhouette of the peasant 
who doesn’t want to go to the monastery, but asks that a candle be lit there for 
him. The narrator’s passage to the other shore; the pitch barrels ablaze in the 
darkness outside the monastery; the fantastical scene with the crowd gathered 
at the monastery walls, create an “enchanted kingdom, full of suffocating 
smoke, crackling light and noise. [. . .] Occasionally horses’ muzzles could be 
seen among the people’s heads and faces, motionless, as though cast from red 
copper” (S 5: 99). A presentiment of grim prospects for his writing and health 
lurks in Chekhov’s comparison of the slow-moving ferry with a gallows. It 
is felt in the description of the pilgrim’s return trip on an overcast morning: 
“The stars have faded, leaving the sky gray and gloomy. [. . .] The horses and 
people seemed tired, drowsy; they barely stirred, and where the tar barrels 
had stood, only patches of black ash remained. [. . .] Even the ringing of the 
bells seemed more subdued and somber than it had been the night before” 
(S 5: 102). It is concealed in the description of the scene at the end: “Great 
clouds of fog hovered like hills above the river. The air above the water’s sur-
face was cold and stern. [. . .] We started off, disturbing the lazily rising mist 
as we sailed. Everyone was silent” (S 5: 102–03). And finally, it can also be 
traced in the fate of the “lonely and misunderstood” monk who had composed 
written akathists and died too early (“he hadn’t even turned forty”).

The most important thing, however, is what had distracted the monk from the 
ferry cable and prompted him to share his emotions with this chance traveler, 
whom he determined worthy of being “entrusted with secrets.” He tells him 
about his late friend’s talent: “Absolutely marvelous, sir! [. . .] A miracle! A 
true miracle! [. . .] No amount of wisdom and holiness will help, if you do not 
have the gift from God [. . .]. They must be written so that the person praying 
will weep and feel joy in his heart, but in his mind will shudder and tremble 
in awe. [. . .] The Lord can bestow such talent! he gathers so many words and 
thoughts into a single word for brevity’s sake, and it comes out so fluent and 
in such detail! [. . .] I can’t even express to you how he wrote!” (S 5: 96–97).
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After he received the letter from Grigorovich, during the period in March–
April 1886 when he was writing “On Easter Eve,” Chekhov returns over and 
over in letters to the question of a man’s responsibility to his own talent. First 
in his letter to his brother Nikolai, setting forth the code of behavior of “truly 
cultured people,” he writes: “If they have talent, they respect it. They sacrifice 
to it their peace and quiet, women, wine, the petty distractions of life. . . .  
They take pride in their talent” (1: 224 [Figures 3–5]).5 Then on 6 April he 
advises his brother Alexander: “Remember every minute that you will need 
your pen and your talent more in the future than now; do not profane them” 
(1: 230). And he concludes with a quote from Grigorovich’s letter, stressing 
the importance of “respect for [your] talent, which is given so rarely” (1: 
231). Finally, on 11 April in an Easter greeting to his uncle Mitrofan Egoro-
vich, Chekhov quotes the passage in which Grigorovich assures him: “You 
have real talent, a talent that sets you far apart from the circle of writers of 
the new generation” (1: 234).

The autobiographical counterpoint and concealed complex of auto-
biographical elements offer clues for understanding the psychological and 
emotional stress that Chekhov was experiencing in the 1890s, when he was 
writing the long works “The Black Monk” (Chernyi Monakh, 1894), My Life 
(Moia zhizn’, 1896), and Three Years (Tri goda, 1895). His confessions in the 
letters of 1894—“I have no particular desire to live”; “I dream of traveling to 
Spain, Egypt or Corfu, but my dreams remain dreams, and will most likely 
remain such until the day of my pathetic death” (5: 300)—are reflected in the 
words of Laptev, the protagonist of Three Years: “I have the sense that our 
life is over [. . .] I’ve begun to think that I have no future” (S 9: 86).

During the last fifteen years of his life Chekhov was in a state of continual 
struggle. He had to overcome external circumstances: serious physical mala-
dies; inconveniences of daily life; the challenges of balancing his commit-
ment to medical practice and service to the zemstvo with the demands of his 
daily life and creative work. He also dealt with internal struggles having to 
do with the way the literary world received and criticized his work and his 
self-doubt about writing “contrary to all rules.” Many of Chekhov’s letters 
give a sense of the extraordinary stress he experienced when writing. He com-
posed even while sleeping. He often complained of being jolted awake with a 
jerk, a symptom of the intensity of his unrelenting creative work. Maybe this 
restlessness explains Chekhov’s distinctive perception of time. Time flowed 
more rapidly for him. His acute awareness of the limited time left for him to 
live influenced the intonation of his epistolary narration. At thirty-eight, he 
felt that he had lived eighty-nine years.6 His intense intellectual and spiritual 
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life crowded out the past, and at times Chekhov would misattribute an inci-
dent to an earlier time.

A short half-joking biographical text, written by Chekhov in 1892 in 
response to V. A. Tikhonov’s request for the journal North, ends with the 
words: “But that is all nonsense (vzdor). Write whatever you want (chto 
ugodno). If there are no facts, then replace them with lyricism” (4: 363).

But why write “whatever you want,” when we have Chekhov’s letters?

NOTES

1. Vladimir Lakshin, “Chekhov’s ‘Postal Prose,’” this volume, xchapter 5.
2. In the Russian literary tradition, the term for “close reading” is literally “slow 

reading” (medlennoe chtenie). –Tr.
3. See: A. P. Chudakov, “A Unity of Vision: Chekhov’s Letters,” this volume, 

chapter 9; I. E. Gitovich, ‘“Nepravdopodobno ranniaia zrelost’ molodogo Chekhova: 
biografiia i iazyk,” Taganrogskii vestnik, vyp. 2. Materialy mezhdunarodnoi nauchnoi 
konferentsii “Molodoi Chekhov.” Problemy biografii, tvorchestva, retseptsii, izuche-
niia (Taganrog: Taganrogskii gosudarstvennyi literaturnyi i istoriko-arkhitekturnyi 
muzei-zapovednik, 2004), 23–41.

4. See Emma Polotskaya’s chapter in this volume, associating the function of this 
pattern in Chekhov’s letters with stage directions in the drama.

5. See Svetlana Evdokimova’s discussion of the “intelligent” in this volume, 
chapter 13.

6. See in his letter to M. P. Chekhova from 16 January 1898: “I’m already 38, 
which, is a lot; anyway [vprochem], I have the feeling that I’ve lived 89 years al-
ready” (7: 152).
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Chapter Eight

The Writer’s Correspondence  
as a Narrative Genre

Aspects of Chekhov’s Epistolary Prose*
Irina Gitovich

It is customary to note that a writer’s correspondence is an intermediate 
genre on the border between everyday life and literature. Literary scholar-
ship usually treats letters as an invaluable source of historical and literary 
information that can serve, for example, to reconstruct the writer’s biography. 
Correspondence provides facts about literary figures, about details relevant to 
the writing process, and about friends and acquaintances of any given writer.

But for a man of letters, particularly a writer of fiction, letters represent the 
primary underlying reality for the creative process; they can be seen as a proto-
text exemplifying the relationship between the writer and his creative activity. 
Letters are a unique genre with its own independent structural organization. As 
an “ego-document,” a letter can be treated as a text about the author, addressed 
outward and oriented, even at the stage of writing, toward being read by a spe-
cific human being. This orientation toward the reader determines the way in 
which information is selected and incorporated into the letter’s structure, with 
a mind to the addressee’s priorities and manner of reception. So, on the one 
hand, a person may write letters about one and the same event using different 
words and language structures depending on the addressee, that is, during the 
process of writing, consciously aiming at producing different effects. This 
accords with the genre’s intrinsic orientation to the individual reader. On the 
other hand, he may write to different correspondents using the same words 
and structures, in which case the conventional requirement for the letter’s 
exclusivity based on addressee is violated. In the case of Chekhov, this could 
take the form of an individual expression or entire phrase that Chekhov came 
up with and liked, and then repeated several times in a row in various letters 
written about the same fact on that same day to different addressees.

*Written for this volume. Translated by Carol Apollonio.
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A letter is always a text whose author is a real human being who also serves 
as the narrator (the conceptual difference between them being minimal). As 
a process of exchange of such texts, the correspondence usually takes as a 
given the letters’ authors’ mutual acquaintance, even though they are physi-
cally separated from each other. The author’s choice of the addressee as his 
reader is always biographically and/or psychologically motivated. Further-
more, the letter can take practical advantage of various forms; its structure 
can be looser than that of a work of artistic literature, which is addressed to 
any number of readers whose identities are unknown.

A letter usually arises spontaneously out of a kind of generative emotion 
for creating this precise kind of text. Since the letter’s text is oriented to-
ward a known addressee, its “plot” either directly or indirectly incorporates 
an awareness of the letter to which the letter writer is responding or which 
he will receive in response to this letter. In essence, it is the addressee who 
primarily determines the content of the letter, which is a response, latent 
though it may be, to his, and determines its stylistics. Correspondence en-
tails a mutual adaptation of language between letter writer and addressee. 
Correspondence itself, as a dialogic form, thus develops into an open and 
self-generating dynamic composition with a shared and complex motivation. 
This angle of vision endows Chekhov’s letters, and his correspondence as a 
whole, with particular literary, historical, and theoretical relevance as a dia-
logue of discourses that represent both a “failure of communication” and its 
resolution.1 Thus, it is always more productive to read an entire body of cor-
respondence than to be content with some part of it torn out of context, when, 
as tends to be the case in publishing, the letters’ responses are cited only as 
reference material in commentaries.

Yury Tynyanov argued that at a certain point letters transform from a 
simple real-life fact, which they are by their very origin, into a literary fact, 
after which, having played their part, they again recede into the territory of 
everyday life, becoming a mere factual document; at some point, given the 
necessary conditions, it may again become a literary fact.2 This idea laid 
down the terms for the historical study of the letter genre. But Tynyanov did 
not pose the question of which historical eras were favorable for this kind of 
revival of the genre. It can be suggested that nineteenth-century literature was 
in its essence epistolary, whereas at the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth 
century the diary served as the primary literary medium. What is more impor-
tant, however, is that during this later period correspondence itself becomes 
an independent genre.

A writer’s letters are a particular kind of such texts, where the ordinary 
person is displaced by the literary figure, who is endowed with a special 
gift for language. A writer’s letters are always in this sense literary. Writers 
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who are not inclined to diary writing, but who possess a heightened sense of 
self, often find themselves drawn to the epistolary genre. For such writers, 
letters are an optimal form for self-expression. They also serve as a power-
ful stimulus for artistic creation. Prose writers who prefer the short forms 
often turn out to be brilliant masters of the epistolary genre. Letters for them 
become one of the most amenable prose forms, and occasionally their let-
ters can be much more interesting than their purely fictional prose works. 
Chekhov often told his elder brother, the writer Alexander Chekhov, that if 
Alexander were to write stories the way he wrote letters, he would become 
a first-class writer: “Your congratulatory greeting was devilishly, anathemi-
cally, idolatrically artistic. Understand that if you wrote stories the way you 
write letters, you would already be a real big shot” (1: 194). And indeed, the 
most significant writing that Alexander left behind was the volume of his 
correspondence with his brother.

When considering the letters of Russian nineteenth-century writers, it is 
customary to single out the letters of Pushkin, Tolstoy, and Chekhov as the 
most interesting. Those of Chekhov are worthy of special consideration as 
constituting a self-sufficient prose text. When Chekhov’s letters began to 
be published immediately after the writer’s death, they made for fascinating 
reading. And after the first two collections of letters came out (B. Boch-
kaerev’s in 1909 and V. Brender’s in 1910), writers and critics began to ad-
vocate for a more serious approach to the publication of Chekhov’s letters. It 
was this interest from readers that sparked Maria Chekhova’s six-volume set 
that came out between 1912 and 1916. The Russian reading public snatched 
up the books immediately; they were called a “second collected works.”3 
They were probably the most widely read new books of the time and received 
a great deal of critical attention.4

Given their prominence on the literary scene during the 1910s, Chekhov’s 
letters could not but influence the literature of the Silver Age—which at the 
time was not overly hospitable to Chekhov the prose writer. For some reason 
this tends to escape the attention of scholars, as does the fact that Chekhov’s 
era—that is, the 1880s and 1890s—was a time of democratization and marked 
expansion of the epistolary genre in various layers of society. Chekhov’s epis-
tolary legacy is notable not only for the quantity of letters he wrote, but also 
by the writer’s lifelong attraction to this form of discourse and self-expression.

Readers, both at the time and later, found that Chekhov’s letters had fea-
tures in common with both his prose and his drama. Even in one and the same 
epistolary text they found, and continue to find, a proto-form (proobraz) for 
both Chekhov’s drama and his prose.5 But Chekhov’s letters manifest their 
own value as an independent genre. From the time of their initial publication 
to the present day, people have often read Chekhov’s letters in order, one 
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volume after another, and some consider Chekhov’s epistolary writing even 
more important than his purely literary works. This generates another poten-
tial area for scholarly investigation of Chekhov’s letters.

Chekhov’s letters are unique and fascinating to readers not only as a source 
of sociocultural, biographical, literary-historical, and universal human mate-
rial; they are now relevant as the life-story of a self-made man, written by that 
man, as a distinctive autobiographical novel of self-education. From this per-
spective, Chekhov’s letters can be described as the novel he never wrote. In 
addition, the correspondence as a whole constitutes a real novelistic plot (i.e., 
taken together with the epistolary writings of his addressees, who function 
as coauthors and conarrators). From this angle of vision the correspondence 
is interesting both for its significance in literary history and as an object for 
theoretical analysis. Chekhov’s addressees included people of many different 
social groups, positions, and occupations. Some of them knew each other, ei-
ther through Chekhov or independently from him, and often stories and situ-
ations would arise concerning not just two correspondents but any number of 
letter writers. For example, Chekhov’s correspondence with Lika Mizinova 
can be read as a Chekhovian novella. But if Chekhov’s correspondence with 
Ignaty Potapenko, and Lika’s with Maria Chekhova, were to be incorporated 
into the story, then the result would be more than novella; it would become a 
full-fledged novel about time and people, another potential novel that Chek-
hov did not write. In essence, Chekhov’s epistolary writing, which includes 
a multitude of such epistolary dialogues as individual plotlines, can be con-
sidered as one enormous novel about Chekhov’s time and about its people.

Chekhov’s letters are a form of narration, where a set of features of his 
prose, in particular its so-called plotlessness, function elementally to convey 
emotional experience. It was in letters that Chekhov discovered and devel-
oped the optimal form and intonation for this. Even more importantly, Chek-
hov’s letters hint at paths for seeking out new genres and forms that he did not 
actually follow, for example, his clear attraction to what may paradoxically 
be called the genre of “completed fragment.” A whole series of quotes from 
Chekhov’s letters, taken out of context and long having lost their connection 
to their author, are just this sort of completed fragment, each of which pos-
sesses its own self-contained meaning.

I will risk suggesting that Chekhov’s creative crisis in his last years oc-
curred in part because he stopped hearing his reader, and, as he himself felt, 
because he had exhausted the genre of novella or story. But I’d argue that 
in fact he was on the verge of a new genre, both for him and for literature 
in general: the completed fragment. For whatever reason, though, he was 
not conscious of the potential it held for him. This genre entered literature 
somewhat later, with Vasily Rozanov’s books, Solitaria (Uedinennoe, 1912) 
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and Fallen Leaves (Opavshie list’ia, 1913). In this context, it is worth noting 
that Chekhov’s favorite book was The Meditations of the Emperor Marcus 
Aurelius Antoninus [Upon What Is Important to Himself]. He kept the 1882 
edition (translated by L. Urusov), with abundant marginal notes and underlin-
ings, in his personal library with those books that he cherished the most, and 
he took the book with him from apartment to apartment in Moscow, and from 
there to Melikhovo, and from Melikhovo to Yalta, where it remains to this 
day. Clearly this genre was for him an exemplary form, one that resonated 
with his own approach to the word.

Of course, correspondence for Chekhov was primarily a means of com-
munication. Although he would occasionally tell his correspondents that he 
couldn’t write letters, and did not like to write them, he would immediately 
add that he did not understand the concept of letter-writing out of duty, as op-
posed to writing letters at a time when the writer felt that he could be sincere 
and unconstrained. He himself wrote letters almost every day, sometimes 
several per day, and each letter could be several pages long. There were 
marathon days when he would write five or seven letters per day. Chekhov 
felt compelled to communicate through letters, and drew upon letter writing 
as a daily form of literary and psychological training practically to the end 
of his life, although both the nature of his letters and the circle of his corre-
spondents changed sharply many times—a subject worth special study in its 
own right. Each correspondence has its own specific plot with a beginning, 
development, and culmination—often followed by a sense that it has been 
exhausted—after which it would suddenly decline, or come to a natural end.

Chekhov carefully preserved the letters of his correspondents, both those 
who were famous and those who were not. In his youth he would bind the 
most interesting letters into files. Later in life he kept all the letters he re-
ceived, and at the end of the year would organize them systematically, alpha-
betically and by date. When he received an undated letter, he would write on 
it the year, month, and sometimes even the date. Chekhov began preserving 
the letters he received (i.e., in essence collecting them) in his youth. In one of 
the first letters known to us, Chekhov, still a schoolboy, writes to his cousin 
who was working in Moscow in the merchant Gavrilov’s warehouse in Za-
moskvorechye that he was gathering a collection of “various kinds of letters” 
(1: 15). What he meant was letters to him from various people.

The genre of letters particularly suited Chekhov because of the nature of his 
personality, psychology, and artistic talent. This in itself is also a topic worth 
special study. From an early age Chekhov displayed a fine ear for language and 
an extraordinary memory for the speech of others. His primary focus and tal-
ent as a writer was on depicting his characters’ speech. This gift seems to have 
compensated in complex ways for his weaker talent for thinking up stories, that 
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is, for creating dynamic and entertaining plots. Indeed it is precisely the letters 
that serve as the form of narration where this feature of his prose—its so-called 
plotlessness—operates elementally as a concentrated emotional experience—
contributing to the writer’s often-noted poetics of “mood.” Later critics argued 
that plotlessness was a historical and literary necessity, destined to be discov-
ered and actuated, which indeed happened in the case of Chekhov’s writing. He 
compensated for this feature of his gift with an utterly distinctive psychological 
insight, for which his writing style served as a sophisticated instrument. As a 
writer he came up with an appropriate linguistic form for these functions by 
listening to the ways people used language in various circumstances. In letters, 
whether intentionally or not, people show their true selves through the language 
they use. Chekhov’s letters are interesting for the way they are organized textu-
ally, as well as for the illusion they create of identity between author (that is, as 
a real person) and narrator. The heightened lyrical component of the authorial 
“I” as a particularly poetic phenomenon in the specific circumstances of that 
overall “unpoetic” time during which Chekhov lived and wrote enables the 
writer to build his own image. He does so within the framework of an accept-
able conception of personality, testing it directly in dialogue with the addressee. 
In this way he explores the limits of candor in self-expression and resolves the 
problem of establishing optimal distance in the communication process.

We do not know the precise nature of Chekhov’s earliest impressions as a 
reader and his own level of erudition, which is very important for any writer, 
but we do know that he first encountered the epistolary genre as a narrative 
genre very early, in his family circle, where everyone wrote letters—his 
semiliterate parents, his grandfather, and uncle, then later his brothers during 
their time as schoolboys and in university, and his sister. Often the family 
would read letters aloud.

Writers note that it is through the books that they read, or through books 
and life, that they become writers, but never through the experience of life 
alone, without reading. That is, future writers must build up a reserve of nar-
rative matrices gleaned from reading; from them they will then select most 
appropriate or convenient for their own writing and adapt them through mul-
tiple drafts and experiments. It is probable that letters written by members 
of Chekhov’s family served him as one of the first models for the form and 
structure of his narrative style. Chekhov and his brother Alexander often (as 
is well known) parodied the style and rhetoric of their grandfather’s, father’s, 
and uncle’s letters; the letters of these elder members of the Chekhov family 
served them for many years as a source for witticisms and linguistic play, and 
as orientation points for shared experiences and recollections. The parodied 
traits of this stylistics entered the language of their letters and remained a 
feature of their epistolary communication until the end of Chekhov’s life.
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Chekhov’s first story, “A Letter to a Learned Neighbor” (Pis’mo k uche-
nomu sosedu, 1880), was a parody of their grandfather Egor Mikhailovich’s 
epistolary rhetoric.6 This genuine masterpiece, in which not a single word 
could be changed, was written by a student in his senior year of high school. 
Chekhov utilized the letter form both during the Fragments (Oskolki) period 
and in later stories. That said, he did not advise novice writers to use the let-
ter form, considering it too lightweight and for that reason of little interest 
for literature. He wrote about this, for example, to Lidia Avilova (7: 93). And 
after Chekhov’s death, another of his female friends, Tatyana Shchepkina-
Kupernik, published a prose collection entitled Letters not Sent [Neotprav-
lennye pis’ma, 1906] whose main story was structured on a juxtaposition 
between letters written on an impulse of frankness and sincerity, and letters 
that come later, at the point when common sense sets in, bringing reason and 
caution to the exchange. The concept is deeply Chekhovian.

It is through letters that we can establish how quickly Chekhov’s own 
speech changed, how, when he found himself in Moscow in a different cul-
tural milieu, he rapidly overcame provincialisms and the tendency to use 
lower-class rhetorical tropes in his speech. The letters track his surprising 
and rapid path from marginal Taganrog provincial to a refined and cultured 
man. His first play, Fatherlessness (Bezottsovshchina,1878 [?]), offers among 
other things a unique mixture of discourse layers, a clash of varied language 
styles. The play offers an excellent text for studying Chekhov’s linguistic self-
education. At this point he does not yet have his own language and his own 
sense of distance, which are necessary for prose on the scale that is promised 
in this play; this has yet to develop. Of course many of the letters from this 
period have been lost, but we do have enough to suggest that it was precisely 
epistolary writing, as a relatively free genre, that became for the young Chek-
hov not only a means of communication, but also a school of prose language. 
It is thus no accident that letters were the most productive genre for him. The 
letter genre was compatible with his nature: through the years he wrote very 
frank and sincere letters, but for some reason could not keep an ordinary diary, 
and it was highly unlikely that he could ever have written his memoirs—it-
self yet another unsolved or simply unnoticed paradox. Letters do not simply 
reflect the maturity of the young Chekhov, the maturity of his thoughts, ac-
tions, and opinions. In terms of language, they also show how he became a 
sophisticated stylist within a remarkably short period of time, primarily in his 
letters and thanks to letters; it was here that he developed a mature form and 
quality of language. Letters emancipated his poetics from the style that had 
been forced on him by the demands of the small press. In letters he honed his 
intonation and tested a whole range of generic possibilities for his writerly 
vision. The epistolary writing of the young Chekhov is inseparable from the 
literary writing of that period in that it is the language of one writer; only by 
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considering his language as an integral whole is it possible to understand how 
natural it was for him, after producing a continual stream of humorous pieces, 
to begin writing serious stories such as “The Steppe” (Step’, 1888), “Lights” 
(Ogni, 1888), “The Name-Day Party” (Imeniny, 1888), “An Attack of Nerves” 
(Pripadok, 1888), and even the play Ivanov (1887), which contemporaries im-
mediately, and with surprise, recognized as the work of a major original writer.

Chekhov understood very early that practically everything about a person 
can be learned from his speech, particularly as it is used in letters. I think that 
he collected and preserved letters at least in part to serve as reservoir of lin-
guistic material. The letters themselves (i.e., the language their authors use) 
are much more prototypical for Chekhov’s prose and dramatic writing than 
various features or life experiences of the people in his milieu that researchers 
often all too arbitrarily identify as prototypes for his characters. And during 
the last years of his life, I think, Chekhov drew significantly upon letters from 
readers when creating individual characters or types of speech (especially in 
his plays). His characters’ manner of speaking was more important for him 
than any life experiences that he may have observed. His plots were second-
ary; they grew out of speech and showed through speech. And the typology 
of his heroes was first and foremost a typology of speech discourses. The 
letters that Chekhov received have not yet been studied from this perspective.

In his day Alexander Chudakov proposed the idea that early in his writing 
career Chekhov actively parodied the emotional and derivative sentimental 
poetry of the 1870s, whereas in his mature prose and dramatic writing he 
used this kind of rather clichéd poetic lexicon, images, and melodic rhetoric 
completely without parody—that is, according to its direct purpose.7 I think 
that the source and impulse for this were the letters that Chekhov received; 
he drew upon them for the language of his heroes, and used their language to 
create his psychological sketches. That was the kind of language in which the 
people who wrote to him spoke and thought. As they read Chekhov and fell in 
love with his prose, and then with his plays, they adopted the vocabulary and 
forms of expression of previous literary eras as orientation points for describ-
ing their own emotional experiences. As Marina Tsvetaeva said, the average 
person, when it comes to questions of taste, is his own father, and maybe his 
grandfather and great-grandfather as well.8 The average person is his own fa-
ther in language as well. This is probably the reason why readers and viewers 
received expressions such as “the sky in diamonds,” which were later were 
taken up and parodied in the form of witticisms and anecdotes, as their own 
language. Chekhov was oriented to the intelligentsia’s speech of the 1870s 
with its heightened emotionality and broad use of the “elevated phraseology 
of public discourse.” Its source was primarily the letters he received.

For Chekhov letters were a very convenient means of conversation. They 
allowed him to establish a distance and degree of candor appropriate for each 
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individual case of epistolary communication. Chekhov maintained different 
degrees of intimacy for different correspondents, depending, apparently, on 
the varying and tangible proximity of their conceptual languages. His letters 
contain practically no examples of spontaneous candor—with the possible 
exception of his famous letter to Dmitry Grigorovich from 18 March 1886 
[Figure 6]. Even his most unreserved letters to Suvorin are those in which 
Chekhov, carried away by the conversation, still takes care to construct his 
persona for his addressee (as we would say today, he created a certain im-
age), calculating in advance upon how it would be received by the addressee. 
Suvorin was particularly important for him, because, as a man of a different 
social circle and way of life, he filled in the missing pieces of the cultural 
experience that Chekhov lacked, either from his life in Taganrog or during 
the years he worked in the small press. More in his letters to Suvorin than to 
anyone else, Chekhov worked to solve the problem of self-identification that 
was so challenging for him both as a man and as a writer. The opportunity 
to construct his own image, to test it directly in dialogue with a significant 
addressee, was one of the inner tasks of Chekhov’s correspondence, the part 
of it that was most important for him.

Elements of didacticism, rhetoric, free expression of feelings, irony, and 
self-irony, and the ways in which they are structured in Chekhov’s letters as an 
intermediate genre, constitute a single poetological “plot” in which the contra-
diction between the ordinary man and the writer is confronted and overcome.

NOTES

1. On the problem of communication in Chekhov, see Andrei Stepanov’s compre-
hensive study Problemy kommunikatsii u Chekhova (Moscow: Iazyki slavianskikh 
kul’tur, 2005). –Eds.

2. See Iurii Tynianov, “Literaturnyi fakt,” in his Poetika. Istoriia literatury. Kino 
(Moscow: Nauka, 1977), 264–67.

3. Qtd. in N. I. Gitovich, “O sud’be epistoliarnogo naslediia Chekhova” (1: 301).
4. For details on the reception of these publications, see the chapter by Liya 

Buskhanets in this collection. –Eds.
5. See, for example, Aleksander Chudakov’s and Emma Polotskaya’s chapters in 

this volume.
6. See editors’ commentary (S 1: 558–59).
7. See Alexander Chudakov’s discussion of the paradox of poeticisms in this 

volume, chapter 9.
8. Marina Tsvetaeva, “Poet i vremia,” in her Sobranie sochinenii: 7 vols., v. 5 

(Moscow: Ellis Lak, 1994), 335–36.
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Chapter Nine

A Unity of Vision
Chekhov’s Letters*

Alexander Chudakov

In the nineteenth century literary development was understood in terms of a 
progression from the collected works of one writer to another. The fact that 
these collections comprised works of different genres was not considered 
important. This was the way Russian criticism viewed the literary process as 
late as the 1890s; this perspective continued intact into the twentieth century.

The situation changed in the 1920s. The Formal School considered genre 
to be one of the most important questions. “A sense of genre is important,” 
wrote Yury Tynyanov. “Without it, words lack resonance; the action pro-
ceeds blindly, without rhyme or reason. To state it directly: the sense of a 
new genre is the sense of something new in literature, something new and 
decisive. It is revolution, whereas everything else is just reforms.”1 The prob-
lems of the interaction of genres, the ways they rise and fall, their fluctuations 
and movements from the periphery to the center and back again, the develop-
ment of widely differing generic formations from the ode to the novel have 
been studied on the basis of extensive literary sources in the works of Viktor 
Vinogradov, Grigory Gukovsky, Viktor Zhirmunsky, Boris Tomashevsky, 
Yury Tynyanov, and Boris Eikhenbaum. These works have been extremely 
important in the development of historical literary scholarship.

The category of genre was central to Mikhail Bakhtin’s aesthetics. For him, 
genre was the bearer of “the most stable and enduring tendencies in literary 
history.”2 According to Bakhtin, genres are literature’s main heroes, whereas 
“tendencies and schools are only of secondary or tertiary importance.”3 For 

*From “Chekhov. Edinstvo videniia,” in Aleksander Chudakov, Slovo, Veshch’, Mir. Ot Pushkina 
do Tolstogo. Ocherki poetiki russkikh klassikov (Moscow: Sovremennyi pisatel’, 1992), 105–32. 
Translated by Jonathan Wright (with minor changes). Copyedited for this volume.
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him, genre was the primary “zone and field of critical assessment and of de-
piction of the world.”4

But this understanding, as happened with many of Bakhtin’s ideas, came 
to be taken as an absolute. [. . .] Much was lost in this process of breaking 
down and “distributing” artistic worlds and the literary process into different 
genres. The role of genre in the literary evolution and artistic production of 
individual writers, and its role in creating literary style, was exaggerated. In 
fact genre performs this function only in mass literature (the “small press”) 
and in the work of third-rank writers; as we know very well, not a single 
great masterpiece of nineteenth-century Russian literature fits into traditional 
generic frameworks.

All of a writer’s works are written with a single hand. Future research will 
show that there are far more similarities than differences in the poetics of 
Pushkin’s prose, his historical and journalistic writing, literary criticism, and 
autobiographical notes. Most likely it will be possible to say the same about 
Tolstoy’s treatises, public writings, diaries, and philosophical writings. And 
it is highly unlikely that any fundamental difference could be established 
between Turgenev’s depiction of his characters’ inner world and their overall 
characterization, and the plot construction or presentation of ideas in his sto-
ries, novellas, or novels.

There exist certain concepts that are beyond any single genre, such as indi-
vidual style and the commonality of a writer’s lexicon, or a category like the 
type of his artistic vision of the tangible world, which manifests itself in the  
same way in any of the genres in which the artist worked.5 “The epic and  
the lyric, or the drama and lyric,” wrote Benedetto Croce, “are a scholastic 
dividing up of what is indivisible.”6 This statement, which sounds shocking to 
the contemporary literary scholar, deserves serious consideration.

The generic approach has drawn attention away from the idea of a unity of 
vision. Our scholarly field should revive the kind of analysis that has practi-
cally disappeared, which attempts to establish the dominant of an artistic 
world, its chief constructive principle (or, to use different terminology, “the 
idea of style,” the “determining principle,” or the “heart of the poetic sys-
tem”) to determine the primary compositional elements of a writer’s world.

Our purpose here will be to focus particular attention on this topic, to 
foreground it. Hypothesizing the unity of a great artist’s construction of the 
world, and asserting the existence in this world of phenomena that are above 
genre, we will juxtapose and compare two kinds of Chekhovian texts, one of 
which essentially is not, strictly speaking, a literary genre—his prose and his 
letters. What is the relationship between these very different kinds of texts 
and the main constants of Chekhov’s artistic world?
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1.

Chekhov’s prose and his letters, first and foremost, share a significant lexical 
and syntactical unity. Specialized linguistic study of this unity remains a task 
for the future; we will simply note a few examples for purposes of illustration. 
What they share is a similarity in syntax; for brevity we will cite examples in 
which the repetition is both syntactical and lexical.

In Chekhov’s stories we often encounter the phrase “and nothing more”  
(i bol’she nichego), beginning with the conjunction “and” and usually occur-
ring at the end of a sentence. The first time this construction appears is in the 
story “Before the Wedding” (Pered svad’boi, 1880): “This is only cowardly 
psychiatry and nothing more”7 (S 1: 48). The phrase is repeated word for 
word in the story “The Anniversary” (Iubilei, 1886) and then it occurs in 
three other stories in 1886: “All the man talked about was his pension . . . 
and nothing more” (“The Teacher” [Uchitel’, S 6: 543]); “A pig and nothing 
more” (“The Restless Guest,” [Bespokoinyi gost’, 228]); “[. . .] and now he 
referred to himself as a collegiate assessor and nothing more” (“The Hus-
band,” [Muzh, 243]). Subsequently this syntactical move recurs in such works 
as “The Wedding” (Svad’ba, 1889), “The Grasshopper” (Poprygun’ia), and 
The Duel (Duel’), both 1891; “In Exile” (V ssylke, 1892); “On Official Busi-
ness” (Po delam sluzhby) and “A Visit to Friends” (U znakomykh), both 1898.

In Chekhov’s epistolary writing, phrases and longer segments of text often 
end with this same negative added phrase: “[. . .] he follows the carts and 
nothing more” (2: 313); “In Moscow I embody a doctor and nothing more” 
(3: 136); “Compared to Burzhe he is a petty trickster and nothing more” (3: 
217). The same phrase is repeated in letters to Suvorin from the beginning of 
May 1889 and 20 October 1891, to A. S. Kiselev on 7 March 1892, to L. S. 
Mizinova on 13 August 1893 and others.

The adjective “magnificent” (velikolepnyi) is repeated a great number 
of times as a predicate adjective. “The air is magnificent” (“The Fair,” 
[Iarmarka, 1882, S 1: 247]); “And the weather is magnificent” (“Vanka,” 
[Van’ka, 1886, S 5: 479)]. Or in a slightly different variant: “The evening was 
magnificent” (“Which of Three?” [Kotoryi iz trekh, 1882, S 1: 232]; “Out of 
Nothing to Do” [Ot nechego delat’, 1886, S 5: 162]). Also see “A Nightmare” 
(Koshmar), “On Easter Eve” (Sviatoiu noch’iu), and “A Romance with a 
Double Bass ” (Roman s kontrabasom), all 1886. It appears in a different lexi-
cal modification in “Zinochka” (Zinochka, 1887). Compare in letters: “The 
weather here is magnificent” (1: 169); “The weather is magnificent” (3: 200; 
238); and many others.

Let’s consider two examples that are more complex. In Chekhov’s prose 
we encounter a construction with an infinitive interrogative phrase, followed 
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by a construction giving an answer, connected to the original question with 
or without an adversative conjunction. “‘Go to Petersburg?’ Laevsky asked 
himself. ‘But that would mean to resume my old life [. . .]. Seek salvation 
among people? Seek in whom and how? Samoilenko’s kindness and gen-
erosity are of so little help’” (The Duel, S 7: 438). “‘Be a wife? It’s cold in 
the morning, there’s no one to heat the stove [. . .]. And who has the time 
to think about a calling, about the use of education? Teachers, poor doctors 
and medical practitioners, with their enormous work load, cannot even com-
fort themselves with the thought that they are serving an idea, or the people  
[. . .]’” (“In the Cart” [Na podvode, 1897, S 9: 338–39]). This syntactical 
model serves as an organizational means in sentence clusters in the letters as 
well as in the letter from 26 November 1896 to Vl. I. Nemirovich-Danchenko: 
“Talk about literature? But we’ve already talked about it. . . [. . .] Talk about 
our personal life? Yes, this can be interesting at times, and perhaps we’d talk 
about it [. . .]” (6: 241–42).

An example of a different organizational syntactical model is a chain of 
interrogative sentences with the words “how” and “what.” “Ah, if only you 
knew what a plot for a novel I have sitting in my noggin! What marvelous 
women! What funerals, what weddings!” (2: 195). “What weddings did we 
encounter en route, what marvelous music we heard in the evening silence 
and how rich was the smell of fresh hay!” (2: 289). “Oh how hot it is! What 
warm nights!” (4: 125). And compare, in the story “At Christmas Time” (Na 
sviatkakh, 1900): “And how many adventures of all kinds there were in the 
village at that time, how many weddings, deaths! How long the winters were! 
How long the nights!” (S 10: 182).

Chekhov’s literary works and letters also contain markedly similar 
syntactical phenomena such as constructions listing several homogeneous 
elements, two-part complex sentences with impersonal constructions in the 
second part, etc.

2.

The letters of literary figures are not themselves always literary. That is, 
they do not always display the use of literary techniques or а certain stylistic 
framework. Pushkin’s letters are the “true prosaic laboratory”8 for his prose, 
as he worked over many of them in draft form no less than he did with his 
prose stories, and some among Turgenev’s early letters are akin to his “early 
experiments in verse,”9 while some of his later letters are stylistically similar 
to his novels. The epistolary output of Dostoevsky, though, a “writer not 
interested in epistolary culture,”10 has a much poorer literary palette. His 
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letters are only irregularly literary. For example, we find in them almost no 
landscapes. Their depiction of nature is almost always a depiction of the 
weather, which is seen to be connected to the writer’s personal health [. . .]. 
Interior spaces, appearances, and other such things are described only spar-
ingly. Personal feelings and thoughts, however, are described in detail in 
Dostoevsky’s letters, and often remind one of the psychologically analytical 
pages from his novels.

Chekhov’s letters are literary from the very start.
Many of Chekhov’s early stories use Slavonicisms mixed in with modern 

vocabulary such as colloquialisms, journalistic and scientific vocabulary, 
all to comical effect. “Between the Black Sea and the Solovki Islands, at a 
certain longitude, on his soil there has lived the petty landowner Trifon Se-
menovich from time out of mind. Trifon Semenovich’s last name is as long as 
the word ‘natural scientist’ and comes from a quite resonant Latin word that 
names one of the many human virtues” (S 1: 39). This technique appears in its 
most developed form in the pieces written in skaz-style and in the speech of 
characters. “And I think: are these not thieves, are these not robbers, waiting 
for Lazarus the rich man? Are these not the gypsy people who make offerings 
to idols? And my spirit waxed wroth. . . Go, I say to myself, Feodosy, thou 
slave, and take unto thyself the martyr’s crown!” (“The Dead Body” [Mertvoe 
telo, 1885, S 4: 128]).

In the letters from the early 1880s we find all kinds of variations on this 
stylistic manner (see for example letters to his brothers Ivan Chekhov from 
28 April 1880 and Alexander Chekhov from 8 November 1882). Such a 
style is found most often in the letters to Alexander. This style originates 
in the family and school milieus. F. P. Pokrovsky, a bearer of the distinc-
tive divinity-school style of wordplay with Slavonicisms, was the person 
who made himself immortal by inventing the nickname “Chekhonte” for the 
young Chekhov.11 In Alexander Chekhov’s own letters, this tradition is even 
more apparent, and is celebrated with a lot of energy: “O Father Antony! I 
send thee greetings from the city of Kaluga. There do I dwell. [. . .] Bow to 
our father. . .” (4 February 1877).12 [. . .]

Chekhov’s early letters often have the parodic play, found in his stories 
from the same period, on “scientific” vocabulary. “It was obvious that the 
brother had hit the most sensitive ‘centra’” (“The Brother” [Bratets, 1883, S 
2: 82]). Compare to the letter to N. A. Leikin, 17 June 1884: “[. . .] you shall 
hit the very centra” (1: 111). We may also note the uniformity of the letters 
and prose fiction with regard to other traditional techniques of humorists’ 
writings: “He had long ago waved a paw at his bondage” [i.e., he long ago 
gave up worrying about the matter, dismissed it –Tr.] (“In Moscow in Trub-
naya Square” [V Moskve na Trubnoi ploshchadi,” 1883, S 2: 245]).
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There is a very notable difference between this commonality in Chekhov’s 
prose and letters, and the conscious stylization of written speech from one of 
his own works that we find, for example, in a letter from the young Dosto-
evsky to his brother Mikhail: “Yakov Petrovich Golyadkin [. . .] in no way 
wishes to go forward, claiming that he is not yet ready, and that he is fine, 
fine, no problem at all, and that, if it has indeed gone so far, that he too can 
do as others do, why not, wherefore not? He is, after all, as others are, he is 
only so-so, but he is as others are.”13

Chekhov’s passion for the techniques of humoristic writing in his letters, 
however, goes far beyond the technical problems of comic composition. As 
Nils Åke Nilsson has correctly noted, “The entire ironic and comic jargon of 
Slavonicisms, foreign words, dialect words and bureaucratic style [. . .] is also 
a method of defense for a person who was certainly always perfectly honest 
and open in everything that he wrote, but who still strove to keep a certain 
distance between himself and his correspondents.”14

3.

Chekhov’s innovative prose was preceded by his parodies, in which he 
mocked the tired clichés of contemporary literature, the phraseology of 
scholarly writing and that found in newspapers (“A Letter to a Learned 
Neighbor” [Pis’mo k uchenomu sosedu, 1880]; “A Letter to the Editor” 
[Pis’mo v redaktsiiu, 1882]), high-style descriptions of nature, cookie-cutter 
characters (“the servant who had served under the former masters,” “the aunt 
in Tambov” (“What is Most often Encountered in Novels and Stories, etc.?” 
[Chto chashche vsego vstrechaetsia v romanakh, povestiakh i t. p.?, 1880]), 
and derivative romantic poetics (“A Thousand and One Passions, or, Fright 
Night” [Tysiacha odna strast’, ili Strashnaia noch’, 1880]).

Parody remains one of Chekhov’s favorite techniques even later, although 
he hardly ever writes direct parodies after his early period. But his prose is 
packed with internal parodies, and Chekhov reworks all kinds of literary 
styles, fashions, techniques, and genres. In the fragments of works written by 
Chekhov’s characters, in their speeches and toasts, and in the author’s own 
narrative when it uses a character’s discourse, there are parodies of the vari-
ous genres of literature found in popular newspapers and journals.

A parody of а play with a social agenda: “First she read about how the 
footman and the maid, while cleaning the gaudy sitting room, talked at length 
about Anna Sergeevna, who had built a school and a hospital in the village. 
When the footman came out, the maid pronounced a speech about learning 
being the light and ignorance being the darkness; then Murashkina sent the 

18_567-Apollonio.indb   104 8/2/18   1:52 PM



 A Unity of Vision 105

footman back into the sitting room and made him give a speech about the 
master, who was a general and could not abide his daughter’s convictions, 
and who was prepared to give her hand in marriage to a wealthy kammer-
junker and who believes that the salvation of the people is in complete igno-
rance (“A Drama” [Drama, 1887, S 6: 226–7]).

A parody of the society novel: “The main character is Count Valentin 
Blensky, who lives in a castle and gives speeches like this: ‘O, I wish that 
yonder, in the distance, beneath the vault of the southern sky your little hand 
might tremble langourously in my hand. . . only yonder, where my heart shall 
begin to beat in a more lively way under the vaults of my structure of spirit  
. . . O, I wish for love, for love!” (“The Guest” [Gost’, 1885, S 4: 96]).

A parody of the writing in newspapers and reports of court cases: “The 
foundations of the family have been befouled, honor has been ground into the 
dirt, vice is triumphant, and therefore, I, as a citizen and an honest man. . .” 
(“The Avenger” [Mstitel’, 1887, S 6: 329]).

A parody of various kinds of clichéd descriptions: “Polyansky ate in a re-
spectable way, drank red wine, and told stories [. . .] the night was cold and 
dark, and a piercing wind was blowing” (“The Literature Teacher” [Uchitel’ 
slovesnosti, 1889, S 8: 317]). Readers of “Ionych”(1898) will recall the pas-
sage from Vera Iosifovna’s novel: “The frost grew stronger and the setting 
sun lit the snowy ravine and the traveler, walking alone down the road, with 
its cold rays” (S 10: 26).

Parody is used just as often in Chekhov’s letters. Sometimes we find in the 
letters the same objects of parody, the same mockery of literary templates, of 
pompous belles lettres, the cookie-cutter literary clichés characteristic of the 
liberal journalism of the 1880s: “So you are a ‘struggling writer’? I’m so glad. 
Now you can call your scribbling your ‘Path of Suffering’” (to Elena Shav-
rova, 4: 194); “[. . .] and you will write in your letters such phrases as: ‘Only 
the thought, this one thought that I serve something holy, eternal, unwaver-
ing, has kept me from suicide’” (to Lidia Avilova, 5: 177). In the letters, 
the textual volume of each parody is smaller, naturally; in most instances, 
we find nothing more than a parodic phrase or even a parodic lexical inser-
tion. But the range of parodies is much wider: they include turns of phrase, 
expressions, topics, melodics, syntax, and the distinctive vocabulary of his 
addressees, of well-known texts, and of stylistic mannerisms.

Often the object of the parody originates in the semantics of domestic, fam-
ily speech. Among these are the frequently used imitations of the manner of 
Chekhov’s father Pavel Yegorych, and stylizations in the spirit of his diary. 
“Misha has arrived. He brought no horses. [. . .] Wednesday. The seeds have 
been brought. Heavy snow has been falling all day. 0 degrees. Cold. The 
painters did not come. Pelageia’s teeth hurt” (to Maria Chekhova, 5: 43). The 
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following text, written by Chekhov to his brother Alexander, also has its roots 
in Pavel Yegorych’s style: “the brother who lives lawlessly and dies lawlessly 
as well” (3: 163; compare to the letter to Alexander from 17 January 1887: 
“Those who live lawlessly will die lawlessly as well” [2: 15]). The discovery 
of the familial sources of the many instances of wordplay in Chekhov’s letters 
is a matter for the future (and this task will probably never be completed). 
Here, we have wished only to note the unity of the stylistic framework of the 
prose fiction and the letters, their shared sensitivity to the various styles of 
speech in that epoch.

Direct parody is not the only method of playing with literary material in 
letters and in prose fiction. Yury Sobolev called the 30 May 1888 letter to 
Suvorin “one of the most striking examples of unusual literary parody. While 
describing nature, Chekhov takes an ironic attitude towards the style of liter-
ary ‘poetic descriptions’”15:

Nature and life are built according to a cliché which now has grown old and 
with which editors find fault: not to mention the nightingales that sing day and 
night, the barking of dogs in the distance, the old and overgrown gardens, the 
poetic, sad manors choked with weeds, in which the souls of beautiful women 
live, not to mention the former serfs nostalgic for the good old days who are at 
death’s door, the maidens who thirst for the most clichéd love, not far from me 
there is even a well-worn cliché—a sixteen-wheel water mill with a miller and 
his daughter who always sits at the window and, it seems, waits for something. 
It seems to me that all that I now can see and hear has been long familiar from 
old stories and folktales. (2 :277)

But the most parodic moments here are arranged differently from how Sobo-
lev describes them. The description begins by pointing out the literary cliché, 
but after that, the parodic enumeration of “well-worn” themes brings them 
into the description along with their traditional emotional atmosphere.

Often a reference to a potentially poetic description distances the text from 
any condescending nuances: “It’s devilishly cold, but the poor birds are al-
ready flying to Russia! They are driven by their longing for home and their 
love for their fatherland; if poets only knew how many millions of birds fall 
victim to homesickness and love for their homes, how many of them freeze 
to death along the way, how many torments they suffer in March and the 
beginning of April when they arrive home, they would long ago have sung 
their praises. Put yourself in the place of a corncrake, who walks all the way 
instead of flying, or the wild goose, who turns himself over into the hands of 
man, in order not to freeze to death. . . It’s hard to live in this world!” (2: 211).

In prose fiction, this technique of indicating a type of description that is 
already outmoded or is possible only in some traditional style, with attendant 
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usage of the features of that style, appears in Chekhov’s very earliest period. 
One example of this is the image of the dacha in “The Green Scythe” (Zele-
naia kosa, 1882): “It has a warm, romantic, and welcoming look. . . Behind 
the stately silver poplars, with its turrets, spires, and crenations, it looks like 
something from the Middle Ages. When I look at it, I recall the sentimental 
German novels with their knights, castles, doctors of philosophy, and their 
mysterious countesses. . .” (S 1: 159). Compare the story “Which of Three?”: 
“If I were expert in describing nature, I would describe also the moon that 
peeks out tenderly from behind the clouds [. . .]. I would describe also the 
quiet whisper of the trees, and the songs of the nightingale, and the barely 
audible splashing of the little fountain. . .” (232). A similar passage appears 
in “Sakhalin Island”: “If a landscape painter should find himself on Sakhalin, 
I recommend Arkovsky Valley to his attention. This place, apart from the 
beauty of its location, is especially rich in colors, so that it is hard to make 
do without the old-fashioned comparison to a multicolored rug or a kaleido-
scope” (S 14–15: 124).

The avoidance of cliché is an organic quality of Chekhov’s epistolary po-
etics. As early as in 1929, in his study of the recently published letters from 
Chekhov to Olga Knipper, A. B. Derman wrote, “These letters refresh the po-
etics (so ancient and so dangerous in its clichés!) of epistolary intimacy, just 
as Chekhov’s stories and plays have renewed the poetics of literary craft and 
the craft of writing plays. What a striking ability to avoid banality, what an 
organic attraction to sharp, ‘sudden’ simplicity, what daring simplification of 
style, what an inexpressible combination of tenderness with ‘awkwardness,’ 
as Chekhov himself said, that is, with something the opposite of slickness.”16

In these letters, the word “dove” (golubka) is found next to “heron” (tsaplia, 
11: 83) or “dog”: “My smart one, my dove, my joy, my dog” (11: 94). He calls 
his wife a “puppy dog” (tsutsik, 11: 257), a “crocodile” (10: 215), a “doggy-
face” (mordusia, 11: 118), “Fomka” (the name of the dog that lived with Knip-
per in Moscow, ibid.), a “slattern” (zamukhrysha, 11: 90), a “German lady” 
(10: 75), and a “horsey” (loshadka, 11: 280), constantly inventing new forms 
of address, and remaking old ones: mein lieber Hund (10: 187), “my sweet lit-
tle insect” (dusia moia nasekomaia, 10: 207), “my tailless dog” (sobaka moia 
beskhvostaia, 11: 256), “my little horsey-dog” (loshadinaia moia sobachka, 
11: 251), “my angry dog, my fierce boy-dog” (sobaka moia serditaia, moi 
pesik liutyi, 11: 79), “my pretty and sleek little horse” (khoroshen’kaia, 
gladen’kaia loshadka, 11: 260).17 Compare to “The Literature Teacher”: “And 
he will write to her. . . He will begin his letter in this way: my dear rat. . .‘Yes, 
that’s just it, my dear rat,’ he said, and laughed” (S 8: 319).

There are whole affective contexts built around these nicknames found in 
the letters: “I kiss and pet my dog, and pull her tail and ears” (11: 163). “Well, 
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my little horse, I pet you, groom you, feed you the best oats, and kiss you on 
your forehead and your little neck” (11: 258). Domestic intimacy becomes 
literary once it has been established in an epistolary context.

4.

Chekhov’s prose fiction and letters have much in common in their use of 
comparisons.

First of all, we should note simple repetitions—“nomadic” comparisons. 
In an 1889 epistolary discussion with Suvorin regarding the upcoming stage 
production of Ivanov, Chekhov writes “[. . .] all the brunettes in the boxes will 
seem hostile, and the blonds—cold and indifferent” (3: 127). We find a simi-
lar passage in The Seagull (Chaika, 1896): “When I had to stage my new play, 
it seemed to me every time that the brunettes are hostile, and blonds coolly 
indifferent” (S 13: 30). In one of his letters from the Sumy area, Chekhov 
compares apple, pear, and cherry trees in bloom to “brides at their weddings: 
white dresses, white flowers” (3: 203). In “The Grasshopper,” this compari-
son is repeated, but reversed: “With her flaxen hair, in her wedding dress, she 
quite resembled a graceful cherry tree, when in the spring it’s covered with 
delicate white flowers” (S 8: 8).

It has long been noted that in Turgenev’s letters there are instances of 
textual overlap with his prose fiction: “It seems he kept the drafts of some 
of his letters, or copied out sections from them, in order to use them later as 
‘pre-fabricated drafts.’”18 The passages that appear in both Chekhov’s prose 
fiction and his letters are of another kind: most likely, they are a kind of sub-
conscious “self-plagiarism” that results from the close similarities between 
his epistolary and fictional scaffolding.

In Chekhov’s humorous pieces there are many sharp, unexpected, and of-
ten shocking comparisons: “His face looks as if it has been caught in a door 
or beaten with a wet rag. It is bitter and pathetic; looking at it, one wants to 
sing Luchinushka and whine” (“Two in One” [Dvoe v odnom, 1883, S 2: 9]). 
Chekhov’s epistolary comparisons are as fresh and as vivid as those in his 
prose: “She is unclear and turbid, and stands out among the others as a wet 
and dirty pair of boots stands out among freshly polished ones” (2: 104). 
“The steamships are very beautiful as they tow four or five barges. It looks as 
if an elegant, cultured young man is trying to run away, but his sledgeham-
mer of a wife, mother-in-law, sister-in-law, and his wife’s grandmother are 
holding on to his coattails” (4: 66). “The Kama cities are rather dull; it seems 
that their inhabitants are occupied with the manufacture of clouds, boredom, 
wet fences, and the sort of dirt one finds in the street [. . .] Аll the coachmen 
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look like Dobrolyubov [. . .] The local people cause visitors to experience 
something like horror. They have large cheekbones, large foreheads, wide 
shoulders, small eyes, and huge fists. They are born at local pig-iron factories, 
and they are delivered not by any obstetrician, but by a mechanic” (4: 71–72).

Chekhov’s comparisons are merciless: he compares the unlucky tramp 
from the short story “Dreams” (Mechty, 1886) to a caterpillar “on which 
someone has stepped” (S 5: 403), he compares a woman in love to a dog “that 
stands pointing at the prey, waiting impatiently for the command to seize it” 
(“A Trivial Incident” [Pustoi sluchai, 1886, S 5: 308]). The appearance of a 
priest presented with obvious sympathy is described in this way: “It was as 
if Father Yakov, having decided to disguise himself as a priest, was in the 
process of gluing on a beard, but was interrupted when only halfway through” 
(“The Nightmare” [Koshmar, 1886, S 5: 60]). The comparisons to be found 
in Chekhov’s letters are similarly unfavorable: “His tow-headed Manya was 
a well-fried piece of fatty Polish meat, pretty in profile, but unpleasant when 
looked at en face” (2: 61). “I was in the parlor car, and the lady received me 
very kindly, making eyes at me. She has not enough skin on her face, and so, 
in order to open her eyes, she must close her mouth, and to open her mouth, 
she must close her eyes” (8: 251). “Madame Bonier was here; she looked like 
a red rooster with a white comb” (9: 20).

In the later prose fiction, the comparisons have kept their general quality 
of boldness and surprise, but have lost the element of shock. This element 
is present in the letters toward the end of Chekhov’s life. “The talents that 
manifest in him are just as meager as the hair on Boborykin’s head [. . .]. Af-
ter speaking with him and seeing the fruits of his labor, I was as disappointed 
as a bridegroom whose bride has unintentionally allowed herself to make an 
impolite noise in front of company (3: 249). “I bought some sausage for the 
journey in Tyumen, if you can call it a sausage! When you bit into it, the 
smell was just like going into a stable at the precise moment the coachmen 
are removing their foot bindings; when I started chewing it, my teeth felt as if 
they caught hold of a dog’s tail smeared in tar” (P 4: 92; B/P 219). We leave 
out several expressive passages that are considered inappropriate for print and 
in which unfortunately even the Academy edition made cuts.19

As in his prose fiction, Chekhov’s letters contain, in their descriptions of 
feelings and sensations, many comparisons of those feelings to phenomena 
of the tangible world. “I’m writing my novel bit by bit. I don’t know whether 
anything will result from this, but while I am writing it, it seems to me that 
I have had lunch and am lying on fresh-cut hay in the garden” (3: 139). But 
most often in the letters these comparisons are freer and sharper: “There is 
company to be had here, muddy springs flow in all directions, and there are 
women—with plays and without plays, but all the same, it is boring here; I 
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have a feeling of pressure below my heart, as if I have eaten a huge bowl 
of cabbage soup with no meat in it, for the fast” (7: 284). The epistolary 
comparisons continue and strengthen Chekhov’s strivings for the grotesque, 
illuminating one of the most important tendencies of Chekhov’s style, which 
on the surface is extremely “disciplined.”

5.

One of the most complex problems of Chekhov’s poetics is the paradox of 
poeticisms.

Beginning with his very first writings, Chekhov parodied “poetic” prose 
in all the forms in which it existed at that time: the sentimental style, half a 
century behind the times, that still existed in the small press; the clichés of 
the “romantic horror” genre; the society tale; the lexicon of epigonic poetry 
of the 1870s and 1880s.

But the situation is even more complex because many features of this style 
were used in a non-parodic way, as well. In the tale “A Living Chattel” (Zhi-
voi tovar, 1882), we find “white horses that looked like swans” (S 1: 370) 
rushing along “at the speed of lightning” (S 1: 375); a hero who flies in “like 
a whirlwind” (S 1: 364); the sea with its “dark blue” color and “endlessness” 
(S 1: 369); the Sun “surrounded by a golden background and touched with 
purple” (S 1: 368); “shadows and half-shadows” (Ibid.); the “aromatic air” 
(Ibid.), and so on.

K. Arsenyev, author of one of the first serious articles on Chekhov’s work 
(1887), noted among his faults certain “banal phrases” and gave an example 
of the style in question: “The summer night touched nature with its canoo-
dling and lulling caress.”20 However, it is exactly this style that Chekhov 
mocked a month and a half before “A Living Chattel” in “A Vile Tale” 
(Skvernaia istoriia): “The trees were whispering to each other. In the air, to 
borrow an expression from our Russian belletrists, languor hung” (S 1: 220). 
Later, in The Seagull, Treplev condemns this same style in his famous mono-
logue: “I also have the trembling light, the quiet twinkling of the stars, and the 
distant sounds, fading in the quiet aromatic air, of a grand piano” (S 13: 55).

There are more such uses that are parodic than those that are not; it would 
seem that in the end, we will be able to note a clear path of development. 
But this is not so. Not only in his early fiction, but also in his mature works, 
Chekhov provides a whole stratum of texts that are organized according to a 
principle of distinctly expressed rhetorical melodics (repetitions, anaphoras, 
rhetorical questions, and so on). These texts also use a high-style, tradition-
ally poetic, almost cliché-like lexicon, and traditional images (“the sky in 
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diamonds” from Sonya’s final monologue in Uncle Vanya [Diadia Vania, 
1897]). Among other examples, we can note the very often cited final pas-
sage about Misyus in “The House with a Mansard” (Dom s mezoninom, 
1896), or the words “about the peace, the eternal sleep, which awaits us” 
in “The Lady with the Dog” (Dama s sobachkoi, 1898, S 10: 133), or “Oh, 
how lonely it is in the open country at night [. . .]” in “In the Ravine” (V 
ovrage, 1899, S 10: 173), or Laevsky’s thoughts in The Duel (Duel’, 1891): 
“He wanted to write to his mother, so that she, in the name of merciful God, 
would give shelter and comfort to the unlucky woman, lonely, beggared, 
and weak, whom he had dishonored, that she might forget and forgive ev-
erything, everything, everything, and by her sacrifice redeem at least in part 
her son’s terrible sin [. . .] ‘A storm!’ Laevsky whispered; he felt a desire 
to pray to someone or to something, even to the lightning or the clouds. ‘O 
dear storm!’ [. . .] Whither have you gone, in what sea have you drowned, 
O beginnings of a beautiful and pure life?’ [. . .] He had knocked his dull 
star down from the sky, and it had fallen, and its track had mingled with the 
dark of night; that star would never return to the sky, as life is given only 
once, and is not repeated” (S 7: 436, 438).

The same organizational structure is found in the famous monologues from 
Uncle Vanya, The Three Sisters (Tri sestry, 1901), and The Cherry Orchard 
(Vishnevyi sad, 1904): “We shall rest” (S 13: 116), “Time will pass, and we 
will be gone forever and be forgotten” (13: 187–88); “We shall plant a new 
garden” (13: 241). The parodic tradition of this kind of lexicon and melod-
ics has its roots in Saltykov-Shchedrin: “O ye sweet minutes! O ye dear 
and hospitable shadows! Where are ye? Where are ye?” (“Old Cat at Rest,” 
chapter 3).21 This passage somehow prefigures two of Chekhov’s passages: 
Nina Zarechnaya’s monologue in The Seagull and the ending of “The House 
with a Mansard.” Such “discredited” poetic language is used with its direct 
meaning in the plays.

We know that the present-day understanding of these passages is complex, 
as some hold the opinion that the author’s attitude toward them is ironic [. 
. .]. The context of these passages in the prose fiction and the plays shows, 
however, that these poeticisms and the fragments of “progressive” terminol-
ogy are used here in their traditional function, with no condescension.

In these passages, Chekhov was oriented to the usage characteristic of 
educated speech in the 1870s and 1880s with its high degree of emotional-
ity and its wide use of a certain “high-style” journalistic phraseology. As an 
example, we will cite an excerpt from famous Russian mathematician Sofia 
Kovalevskaya’s letter to A. V. Korvin-Krukovskaya and A. M. Evreinova 
from 17 September 1868: “My sweet, dear, and treasured sisters! [. . .] It’s 
a completely new feeling to ride into Petersburg not to visit someone, but 
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feeling that I am going home for the beginning of the good, working life that 
we have dreamed about all these years. [. . .] I certainly do not know what 
to say to you about that evening, my delightful, sweet sisters. [. . .] I would 
feel quite sad, if only it were possible to feel sad when I am about to begin a 
new life tomorrow.”22 Let us note in passing that Sofia Kovalevskaya’s circle 
of women consisted of generals’ daughters like Chekhov’s own three sisters, 
whose monologues seem to be taken straight out of Kovalevskaya’s letters.

This matter is further complicated in that Chekhov does not adopt this us-
age in its entirety. He parodies it again and again, as in the story “Neighbors” 
(Sosedi, 1892) with regard to Vlasich’s speeches: “But the most boring thing 
of all is that even his good and honorable ideas he manages to express in 
such a way that they seem tired and banal. One is reminded of something old, 
something that one read a long time ago, whenever he slowly and with a look 
of deep thought begins to explain those pure and shining moments [. . .]” (S 
8: 64). As an example of this set phrase used in its direct, non-parodic sense, 
one could cite the writer Vladimir Korolenko’s letter to his family from 11 
January 1880: “I still have the ability to talk, heart to heart, with people who 
understand not only the interests of the belly, and it is in these talks that those 
good and pure moments appear.”23 But as one may see, even in Chekhov’s 
first use of this kind of phrase (“good and honorable ideas”), it is presented 
without obvious overtones. We feel, then, all the more keenly the absence 
of any additional condescending connotations in monologues and other texts 
in which the melodic-poetical organization serves as a signal of the phrase’s 
traditional (i.e., non-parodic) meaning.

Chekhov’s letters also give myriad examples of the direct usage of tradi-
tionally “high-style” words from Russian literary speech both from the realm 
of emotions and from the societal-journalistic sphere. As an example, we cite 
in full the text of a telegram that Chekhov sent to the Moscow Art Theater 
on 1 October 1899: “Infinite thanks congratulations send wishes bottom of 
heart we will work consciously boldly tirelessly to make wonderful start to 
guarantee further achievements make life of theater bright spot in history 
Russian art and life of each of us believe sincerity of my friendship” (8: 274).

Attempts at a style of high pathos can be found in Chekhov’s letters to 
Dmitry Grigorovich, Alexei Suvorin, and Pyotr Chaikovsky. Consider, for 
example, the letter to Chaikovsky from 14 October 1889: “I send you both a 
photograph and a book, and would send even the sun, if it belonged to me” (3: 
262). The letter to Suvorin (7 December 1889) is noteworthy. In it, Chekhov 
cites—without quote marks and without even a hint of irony—a typically 
Turgenev passage, Lavretsky’s words from the novel A Nest of the Gentry 
(Dvorianskoe gnezdo, 1859): “I shall turn thirty in January. . . Hello there,  
O lonely old age! Burn to ash, my useless life!” (3: 300).
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Chekhov’s letters, despite how often they ironize, play with, and mock 
these high-style clichés, also contain a stream of high poetic feeling. The 
co-existence of these two qualities is special in that the poetic stream is not 
interrupted or debased by everyday details. Rather, as in the prose fiction, 
it lives alongside those details with equal dignity and value. The functions 
of the poeticisms in Chekhov’s letters clarify his overall relationship to this 
literary-stylistic layer.

6.

And I also find enchantment
In accidental trivialities.

—G. Ivanov

A notable feature of Chekhov’s early work was a certain humoristic concrete-
ness, the presentation of exact details concerning apparently insignificant 
facts of the characters’ biographies, their unknown relatives, information 
about what size gloves they wear, the price of the cigars they smoke and the 
beverages they drink, and the date of the newspaper that had been used as a 
wrapping. In the letters, this technique attains an even greater grotesque “pre-
cision”: “I look like a person who went into a tavern only to eat a hamburger 
steak with onion, but, on meeting friends there, got good and drunk, gorged 
himself like a pig, and paid the bill of 142 rubles and 75 kopecks” (4: 362). 
“In my convictions, I’m 7375 versts away from Resident and Co.”24 (5: 198). 
“Soon, we shall see each other soon, I shall hug you and kiss you 45 times” 
(11: 179). “I do not go out, I sit in my office, and it seems to me that I have 
been in Kamchatka for 24 years” (10: 163).

In its non-grotesque form, this special “superfluity” of the information, 
details, and characteristics remained one of the essential features of Chek-
hov’s mature poetics and one of those essential qualities that have their 
roots in Chekhov’s past as a humor writer. This quality finds just as dis-
tinctive an expression in the letters: “[. . .] put on your hat and rush out the 
door” (2: 7). “Put on your galoshes and go to The Petersburg Newspaper” 
(2: 138). “Once you have put on your galoshes, take the enclosed docu-
ment immediately to the department” (5: 240). In this case, there remains a 
certain humoristic tone. But in the well-known letter to his brother Nikolai, 
where Chekhov lays out an entire program of ethics, there is no humor at 
all. However, we find there as well a very concrete clarification: “Come 
here to us, break a decanter with vodka in it and lie down to read . . . say, 
some Turgenev [. . .]” (1: 225 [Figures 3–5]). Compare to the same usage in 
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a non-humoristic, fairly neutral context: “Be so kind, put on your coat and 
hat and go to the store [. . .]” (1: 142).

One of the defining features of Chekhov’s vision of the world is its overall 
quality of randomness. This vision includes not only substantial details that 
define a character’s personality, a situation, or an occurrence, but also myriad 
details of a completely different type—those that seem “unnecessary,” as if 
they had found their way into the picture only because they were present in 
the “real” prototype of the fiction. Life writes itself quite apart from the action 
and will of the one who is doing the describing. In the letters, the narrator’s 
undiscriminating attention to all phenomena in the surrounding world is even 
more starkly visible. Attention to movements, poses, and the random arrange-
ment of objects in the environment is just as characteristic of the letters as 
of the prose fiction, although the randomness is less dominant in the letters.

On 14 August 1888, Chekhov writes to Ivan Leontyev (Shcheglov) about 
important things: the death of Suvorin’s son, his father’s condition, literary 
matters, and that life is somehow not going well. And just after the words 
“we’re losing our life,” he gives a genre picture with a foal and some dogs: 
“Peasant men are taking grain to the threshing floor. . . Cart after cart goes 
squeaking by my door. . . Around the last cart, there’s a foal, and he has ab-
solutely nothing to do: he walks back and forth behind the carts and nothing 
else. . . The dogs chase after the foal, since they, too, have nothing to do. . .” 
(2: 313). Later in the letter, the topic turns again to business—Chekhov lays 
out his idea for the establishment of a “weather station for the literary brother-
hood,” invites his correspondent to come visit, and so on.

One could cite dozens of examples of the following pattern: breaking off 
his delivery of information important to the addressee, his own thoughts or 
emotional meditations, Chekhov suddenly states that a fly has flown into the 
room, that it’s wash-day in the house, that he has bought a new hat, that the 
pies were tasty, that there’s music playing on a military frigate, that snow 
has fallen, that rooks have flown into the area, or that it’s raining. We do 
not encounter anything similar in the letters of Turgenev, Dostoevsky, or 
Tolstoy. Further, it has nothing in common with the early nineteenth-century 
reference to trivial day-to-day matters in familiar correspondence. Such mat-
ters were mentioned often in the letters of Pyotr Vyazemsky, Ivan Turgenev, 
and Konstantin Batyushkov. But, as has been correctly noted, in the end one 
still has “a letter that seems to be designed for a mass audience, where the 
trivia of daily life create an impression of the ‘writer’s personal identity.’”25 
“Karamzinian” or “Arzamas-style” epistolary trivia are filtered, refined for 
literary use and offering something of interest relating to everyday life, psy-
chology, or stylistics. Chekhov’s flies, shirts, snow, dogs, cabbage soup, and 
boots demonstrate a completely different way of perceiving the world. With-
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out understanding this central principle of Chekhov’s perception, one might 
think, “God knows what he’s writing about!”

Chekhov’s notebooks often juxtapose elements like these:

The desire to serve the greater good must be a demand of the soul, a condition of 
one’s own happiness; if this desire come not from this source but from theoreti-
cal or other considerations, then it’s wrong.

2 shirts, 1 nightshirt, 1 (long underwear) stockings.
1 handkerchief, 1 long underwear, 1 towel.
Evening of the 22nd arrived in Venice.
23rd, St. Mark’s Cathedral. Palazzo Ducale. House of Desdemona. Guido’s 

quarter. Tombs of Canova and Titian.
24th. Musicians. Spoke with Merezhkovsky about death in the evening.
26th. Rain. Try milk mushrooms with sour cream. (First Notebook, S 17: 8)

These notes look like a model indicating how Chekhov’s worldview contains 
juxtapositions of things important and random, philosophical and mundane, 
spiritual and concrete. This feeling of the non-hierarchical nature of the world 
is characteristic of all Chekhov’s written texts, regardless of their genre. 
This distinctive depiction of the world is also reflected in more particular 
instances—for example, in the principles at work in the selection of vivid 
realia, mostly visual and auditory.

Chekhov’s favorite visual contrasts, such as spots of sun, light, and 
shadow, occur in his epistolary prose as well as in his prose fiction. “Pits, 
mountains, pits, mountains; poplar trees stick out of the pits, vineyards grow 
dark on the mountainsides, and all this is bathed in moonlight, all is wild 
and new [. . .] Especially fantastic is the alternation of gullies and tunnels, 
when you see first gullies filled with moonlight and then a creepy darkness 
unbroken by even a spot of light. . . Somewhat scary and pleasant” (2: 294). 
“In Sevastopol on a moonlit night I rode to the Georgievsky monastery and 
looked down to the sea from the mountain, and on the mountain there was a 
graveyard with white crosses. It was fantastical. And by the cells there was 
a woman sobbing—she had come there for a rendezvous—and saying to a 
monk in a pleading voice, ‘If you love me, then leave’” (7: 276). This last 
excerpt is characteristic of Chekhov in many ways—it is no accident that 
Yuly Aikhenvald, who had a good sense for writers’ “silhouettes,” called this 
passage “a priceless Chekhovian miniature, [. . .] a completed work of art in 
only a few lines.”26

The mixing of greatly varied sounds, smells, and colors that we find in the 
prose fiction is also a constant in the letters. “The houses look out welcom-
ingly and tenderly, like kindhearted old ladies, the road surfaces are soft, the 
streets are wide, the air smells of lilac and acacia; from afar one can hear 
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the nightingale’s song, the croaking of frogs, barking, an accordion, some 
woman’s shriek. . .” (2: 81). “On the waterfront it smells of rope, faces flash 
by with skin red as brick, you can hear the sounds of the hoisting winch, the 
splash of slop, banging noises, Tatar-talk and other uninteresting nonsense [. 
. .]; you stand and watch for a bit, and the whole picture begins to seem so 
alien and distant, that one feels unbearably bored and uncurious” (2: 295). 
We should note along the way one other typically Chekhovian peculiarity: 
phrases at the beginning or end of a passage that sum up the impression 
(“scary and pleasant,” “one feels bored” and so on).

The unquestionable unity of Chekhov’s epistolary and artistic prose is 
visible in their common approach to the spatial arrangement of realia. De-
scription of the surrounding world as it is seen by some character or the nar-
rator—that is, through the agency of the perceiving subject—is a fundamental 
quality of the spatial and material sphere in Chekhov’s world. In the letters, 
this quality is even more sharply visible in the specificity of spatial indica-
tions (“to the left,” “to the right,” “down below”) or numerical precision. “I 
survived the Georgian Military Road [. . .] Imagine yourself at an altitude 
of 8000 feet. . . Have you imagined that? Now, be so kind as to step up, in 
thought, to the edge of the cliff and look down; far, far below you will see 
a narrow bottom, through which a white ribbon is winding its way—that is 
the gray and grouchy Aragva; on its way down to that river, your gaze meets 
clouds, small woods, ravines, cliffs. . . Now raise your eyes a little and look 
before you: mountains, mountains, mountains, and the insects on them are 
cows and people. . . Look up, and you will see the terribly deep sky. A fresh 
mountain breeze is blowing. . .” (2: 308).

Chekhov’s epistolary portraits, especially in his letters written up until the 
1890s, vividly recall his early stories: “The superintendent of police is the 
very picture of a drunken old sinner of a Hussar who needs a woman—he 
puts on airs like a governor: before he says anything, he holds his mouth open 
for a long time, and once he has said it, he growls like a dog for a long time: 
ehhhhhh. . . .” (2: 56).

It is possible to find in the letters many scenes and episodes that look like 
excerpts from Chekhov’s prose fiction. For example, the depiction of a con-
versation of two young gymnasium students: “Ivanov came to inform Finik 
which lessons had been assigned. Being invited upstairs, he grew embar-
rassed, and Finik grew embarrassed as well. Gloomily, staring straight ahead, 
he stated in a bass voice what the assignment was, elbowed Finik in the side, 
said ‘Farewell, Kiselev!’ and departed without shaking hands. Seems he is a 
socialist” (2: 333).

The many passages about dogs, birds, and cats bring to mind his stories 
about animals. “The cat Fyodor Timofeich rarely comes home to eat. All the 
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rest of the time he walks on roofs and looks dreamily at the sky. Apparently 
he has come to the realization that life is without depth” (2: 120). Compare 
that to the description of the life philosophy of his namesake, the cat Fyodor 
Timofeich in “Kashtanka” (1887): “He would have been glad not to wake up 
because, as was easily seen, he did not like life” (S 6: 439).

A letter from the steamship “Dir” looks like a draft of a description from 
“Gusev”:

It is twelve o’clock at night. In this tiny cabin, which is the only one on the ship 
and which looks like a water closet, it is unbearably stuffy and hot. [. . .] One can 
hear the machine working: ‘boom, boom, boom’, and there’s an unclean spirit 
squeaking over one’s head and under the floor. . . The darkness is rocking in the 
cabin, and the bed goes up and down [. . .] The sea and sky are dark, one cannot 
see the banks, the deck looks like a black spot. . . There is not a single spot of 
light. . . [. . .] One is not seasick, but feels afraid. . . . (2: 303–4)

And compare in “Gusev”:

It is already dark and will soon be night. [. . .] The wind is wandering through 
the rigging, the propeller blade is thumping, the waves are crashing, the beds are 
squeaking [. . .] It seems the ship is beginning to rock. The bed beneath Gusev 
slowly rises and goes back down, as if it is sighing—one, two, three. . . [. . .] 
It’s dark. There are no lights on deck or on the masts, nor anywhere around on 
the sea. (S 7: 327, 336)

When the objects are so similar, it is especially interesting to compare the 
descriptions.

7.

It’s even more interesting to compare descriptions in different texts when 
they contain exactly the same objects, or when we know the prototypical situ-
ations: the real-life occurrence, the place, the material object, and so on—of 
course, this is only when both texts (letter and story) that describe this com-
mon object have come down to us. As we can see in the letter to Leikin from 
27 June 1884, the story “The Dead Body” was inspired by a real event—the 
author’s participation in a forensic medical autopsy in the summer of 1884. 
Thanks to this letter, we get a detailed picture of the event from a legal point 
of view.

A drunken factory worker from another town was killed. He was leaving 
a tavern with a small barrel of vodka. The first witness saw this barrel lying 
near the body, though the barrel was later stolen (apparently by the tavern 
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keeper, who was not permitted to sell alcohol for use outside the establish-
ment). The cause of death was suffocation—“something heavy pressed down 
on the drunk man’s chest, most likely a peasant’s knee” (1: 117). During the 
autopsy, twenty ribs were found to be broken. However, as the expert Chek-
hov concludes, these breaks may have occurred from the vigorous two-hour 
“shaking” undertaken by the peasants who found the body.

The doctors and the investigator ask for a bucket, but the peasants will not 
give them one, fearing that they will get it dirty. A solution is found: the peas-
ants steal a bucket from the next village—“we won’t miss someone else’s 
bucket.” The village is upset. The peasant men beg the doctors, weeping, not 
to perform an autopsy on the body in the village: “The women and children 
won’t be able to sleep for fear” (1: 116). Witnesses and a village policeman 
are present, and the widow is wailing two hundred steps away from the place 
where the autopsy is taking place.

Not one of these many and various details is used in the story. The only 
thing from the letter that also appears in the story is the peasants’ obligation to 
guard the body. But even this detail is given not in its social-economic aspect 
as in the letter (“an obligation not compensated monetarily by anyone”), but 
in its emotional aspect: “one of the most difficult and unpleasant obligations 
of the peasants” (S 4: 126). It is easy to imagine how one of the writers of 
the 1860s would have handled this material, since “The Dead Body” is close 
in form to their plotless documentary scenes. The socially-oriented docu-
mentary style is quite alien to Chekhov. The story is about something else. It 
contains Chekhov’s traditional figures: the young man, the old fool, and the 
passing wanderer, a restless and fainthearted man who loves to philosophize.

But the physical arrangement of things as they were in the prototypical 
situation is completely reproduced in the story. In the letter, we read: “I per-
formed the autopsy with the district doctor [. . .] on a rural road. . . [. . .] A 
small fire near the silent watchmen goes out. . . [. . .] The corpse is dressed in 
a red shirt and new slacks, and is covered with a sheet. . . On the sheet there 
lies a towel with an icon pendant on it” (1: 116). In the story, we read: “Just 
a step away from the rural road that runs along the edge of the woods, a light 
is burning. Here, under a young oak, lies a dead body, covered from head 
to toe with a linen cloth. On its chest there is a wooden icon pendant. [. . .] 
Between the two, a small fire is burning down lazily, illuminating their faces 
with a red light” (S 4: 126). In the story, the details are presented differently, 
wrapped in a thick and emotional atmosphere thanks to an emphasis on visual 
contrasts and repetitions: “The fire [. . .] casts its red light onto the faces, the 
road, the white linen cloth contoured with the arms and legs of the dead man, 
and the icon pendant. . .” (S 4: 127). But for the most part, things are quite 
the same—the author has chosen the same objects, the same realia of color 
and light, and a similar emotional impression is created.

18_567-Apollonio.indb   118 8/2/18   1:52 PM



 A Unity of Vision 119

The story “The Tumbleweed” (Perekati-pole, finished in the beginning of 
July 1887) was written shortly after Chekhov visited the Svyatogorsk mon-
astery (6–8 May). He described his impressions three days later in the letter 
to his family:

I arrived at the Holy Mountains at 12 o’clock. This place is unusually beauti-
ful and unique: the monastery is on the shore of the Donets River at the foot of 
a huge white cliff which is crowded with gardens, oak trees, and ancient pine 
trees, all hanging over each other. It seems that the trees feel crowded on the 
cliff and that some force is pushing them ever upwards. . . The pines literally 
hang in the air and can fall at any moment. Cuckoos and nightingales never go 
silent by day or night. . . . (2: 82)

The story’s description of the monastery is quite similar: the dominant 
tonal, emotional, and material details that they share are vividly felt: the river, 
the structures at the foot of the mountain, the contrast between the white cliff 
and the greenery, the trees growing on the cliff so sheer that one is surprised 
they do not fall, the ever-calling cuckoos and nightingales: “The pine trees, 
stacked up one atop another on that sheer mountainside, leaned toward the 
roof of the guest building and peeked into the courtyard as if it were a deep 
hole, and they listened in surprise; in their dark thicket, nightingales and 
cuckoos were calling, never falling silent. . .” (S 6: 253). “Both shores—one 
high, steep, and white, with pine trees and oaks hanging off it [. . .]” (S 6: 
264). “Below, the Donets was sparkling and reflecting the sun, above, the 
chalky, craggy shore showed white and on it the oaks and pines showed 
their young greenery, as they hung there over each other, and somehow were 
clever enough to grow on the almost sheer face of the mountain without 
falling” (S 6: 263). “The road from the monastery led up, going around the 
mountain almost in a spiral, among the roots, beneath the severe overhanging 
pines. . .” (S 6: 266).

Some other details are presented with similar emotional overtones. In the 
letter: “Before each service, in the hallways one hears the cry of a little bell, 
and a monk runs, shouting in the voice of a creditor begging his debtor to 
pay him at least five kopecks on the ruble: ‘Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on 
us! Come to matins!’” (2: 82). In the story: “In my sleep I heard through the 
doors ringing of the little bell in a wailing tone as if weeping bitter tears, and 
the novice shouted several times: ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy 
on us! Come to mass!’” (S 6: 263).

Chekhov’s letters from Sumy reflect his new impressions of Ukraine from 
the summer of 1888. These letters are unusual among Chekhov’s epistolary 
output for their uniformly enthusiastic tone. “Everything that I have seen 
and heard is so captivating and new [. . .]. The quiet nights with their fine 
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fragrance of fresh hay, the sounds of a far-off Ukrainian fiddle, the evening 
sparkle of the river and ponds, the Ukrainians, the girls [. . .]” (2: 288).  
“[. . .] If you could see the places where we have spent the night, the eight- 
and ten-verst villages we rode through, if you could drink with us this disgust-
ing vodka [. . .]! What amazing music was heard in the quiet of the evening, 
and how thick was the scent of the fresh hay! One could sell one’s soul to the 
devil for the pleasure of seeing this warm evening sky, the little rivers and 
puddles that reflect the languorous and mournful sunset. . .” (2: 289–90). In 
both letters, Chekhov surrounds each of the descriptions with reservations: 
that he will not speak about this in detail, because nothing “can manage to be 
fitted into a short letter” in any case, and can be “subject to description only 
in a novel or a novella.”

But when he wrote “The Name-Day Party” (Imeniny, 1888) less than three 
months later, it contained a description of “the lovely country of Khokh-
landiya” with the same realia, and no greater number of them, that were 
described in the letter: the many-verst villages, the sounds of a Ukrainian 
fiddle, the evening sparkle of the water, the same “disgusting vodka”: “This 
is lovely country! The villages are enormous and stretch out for six or seven 
versts. What purity, what shades of color, what a picture! The white huts sink 
in greenery up to their chimneys, and beautiful women and children look out 
through the fences at passers-by. [. . .] Can you believe that when I drank 
water at the wells, and disgusting vodka in the Jewish taverns, when on quiet 
evenings I could make out the sounds of a Ukrainian fiddle and tambourine, 
and it seemed to me that those sounds were blended with the smell of hay, 
the color of the sunset, and the evening sparkle of the little rivers and pools. 
. .” (journal variant, qtd. in S 7: 539).

In the letters, Psyol is described in some detail (for Chekhov); in “The 
Name-Day Party,” the image of the river in the second chapter consists of the 
same topographical “blocks,” and there are also verbal echoes from the let-
ter. “One bank is high and steep, overgrown with oaks and willows, the other 
bank, dotted with white huts and gardens, slopes gently away from the river. 
Boats dart about on the river. Yesterday, on St. Nicholas’ Day, some Ukrai-
nians were riding along the river playing their fiddles” (2: 267). Compare to 
the story: “One bank, on which the manor house stood, was high, steep, and 
completely covered in trees; on the other bank, which sloped gently, wide 
meadows showed green and creeks sparkled. [. . .] on the sloping bank there 
were huts [. . .]. In some places on the river, fishermen’s boats moved about  
[. . .]. In one of the boats sat some tipsy amateur musicians playing homemade 
violins and a cello” (S 7: 183).

We can find many parallels between the letters from Venice and “The 
Story of an Unknown Man” (Rasskaz neizvestnogo cheloveka, 1893). Chek-
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hov described his impressions of daytime Venice in a letter: “You can see 
gondoliers in their most unusual boats, their light, delicate, and large-nosed 
birds that barely touch the water and tremble from even the smallest wave. 
And everything from the sky to the earth is drenched with light” (4: 203). 
Compare that with the text of the story: “I look down at the gondolas, so fa-
miliar now, as they glide along with a feminine grace, smooth and majestic, 
as if they can feel the luxuriance of this unusual and charming culture. [. . .] 
In the open space on the horizon, the sun shimmers on the water so brightly 
that it is painful to look at” (S 8: 198). Other realia are also present in both 
texts: the Palazzo Ducale, the house of Desdemona, the lion at the Tomb of 
Canova. The letter says of this lion that it “has laid its head on its outstretched 
forepaws, and it has such a sad, mournful, and human expression that cannot 
be conveyed in words” (4: 205). The story’s description is much shorter, but 
the emotional coloring remains the same: “I stood for a long time at Canova’s 
grave and did not take my eyes off that sad lion” (S 8: 199).

The story describes evening Venice as well. “I remember how our black 
gondola rocked in place, while underneath it, the water was making slopping 
sounds that one could barely hear. Here and there, reflections of stars and of 
the lights along the banks were trembling and rippling. Not far from us, in a 
gondola set about with colored lanterns that were reflected in the water sat 
some people, singing. The sound of guitars, violins, mandolins, and men’s 
and women’s voices rang in the darkness [. . .]” (ibid.) Chekhov himself gave 
a catalogue, even a re-count of all these details in his letter to his family from 
25 March of that year:

Evening is the best time in Venice. First, there are the stars; second, the long 
canals in which the lights and stars are reflected; third, gondolas, gondolas, and 
gondolas: when it’s dark, they seem to be alive. Fourth, one feels like crying, be-
cause from all directions one can hear music and wonderful singing. A gondola 
floats along, set about with multicolored lanterns; there is enough light to make 
out the double bass, guitar, mandolin, and fiddle. . . And there’s another gon-
dola. . . The men and women are singing, and oh, how they are singing! (4: 204)

The description in the letter to his brother Ivan Chekhov, written one day 
earlier, is similar. In these epistolary descriptions, we find all Chekhov’s fa-
vorite prosaic techniques and all the details of the external world: the lights 
and stars reflected in the water, the sound of music, exact indications as to 
how all this is perceived, and an elaboration of the feelings themselves: “there 
is enough light to make out,” “they seem,” “one feels like crying.”

In March 1892, Chekhov finished the story “In Exile” in which his Siberian 
impressions are reflected—first and foremost, the two travel episodes. First, 
the ferry-ride across a large Siberian river (most likely the Ishim) around 
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4–5 May 1890. Second, on 7 May, when Chekhov was unable to cross the 
Irtysh due to inclement weather, and spent the night on the riverbank in a hut 
belonging to the ferrymen. Chekhov documented the first of these episodes 
twice—in his letter to his family, sent from Tomsk on May 16, and in the first 
of the sketches in “From Siberia” (Iz Sibiri, 1890), which was also written 
in Tomsk between 17 and 20 May (in writing these Chekhov referred to the 
short journal that he kept while traveling). The second episode is documented 
three times: in the letter to Maria Kiseleva, written the same night at the very 
place of the occurrence—in the ferrymen’s hut [Figure 11],27 in the letter to 
his family written on 16 May, and in the fourth sketch in “From Siberia.” 
These materials allow us to ascertain how Chekhov used factual material in 
his story, and how he grouped the details of the real situation, and to what de-
gree the selection, composition, and emotional illumination of these details, 
as well as their verbal expression, were pre-determined, having taken shape 
already in the descriptions that Chekhov made right at the place of the event.28

8.

The new principles of artistic depiction that Chekhov discovered, the main 
features of his poetics, could be seen in his plotted and plotless stories, his 
longer prose and dramatic works, and even in his journalism. As we have 
tried to show, they also are at work in his epistolary prose. Moreover, as they 
are freed from the veil of literary respectability, these general features that are 
not limited to any one genre are often even sharper and more obvious. “One 
may boldly say,” pointed out one contemporary, “that Chekhov’s letters are 
not only better than the bulk of other writers’ literary works, but also better 
than Chekhov’s own literary works. And this is because they are letters, not 
works, they are pieces of the writer’s soul, lightning bolts of thought, and not 
words, phrases, and forms.”29

The verbal similarities between descriptions of one and the same object in 
the letters and the prose fiction are also remarkable. They are so striking that 
it often seems that while writing the story, Chekhov must have had the letter 
right in front of him, even if it had been written several years before. It turns 
out that when writing down his immediate ex prompto impressions in his let-
ters, and when he went through the long, slow, careful process of creating his 
prose fiction, Chekhov again and again came to the same artistic decisions and 
even arrived at the same verbal formulations. What is more, the verbal formu-
lation often came first during the process of letter writing. The seemingly ob-
vious assumption that the artistic world is assembled first and foremost in the 
artistic works is much more complicated in the case of Chekhov. The letters do 
not merely prefigure the purely representational elements of Chekhov’s prose. 
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The discursive tone of the letters at the end of the 1880s is reflected in the nar-
ration of such important works as “The Name-Day Party,” “A Boring Story” 
(Skuchnaia istoriia, 1888), The Duel, and “Ward 6” (Palata № 6, 1892). This 
means, of course, that it is reflected in Chekhov’s style overall.

For Chekhov, writing letters was a literary act analogous to his artistic writ-
ing. Furthermore, unlike the latter, there were no interruptions in the process 
of writing: he wrote letters constantly, practically every day, sometimes three 
or four in a day, or even five or six. He was especially active in the epistolary 
sphere at the end of the 1880s and the beginning of the 1890s. Many of the let-
ters from this period are not inferior to his stories and journalism in the variety 
and range of the problems they touch upon, in their emotional intensity, and 
even in their volume. As the years passed, he stopped writing treatise-letters 
like the ones to Suvorin, or letters with detailed geographical or ethnographical 
descriptions, like the ones he wrote to his family. But in the 1900s as well, the 
epistolary genre remained a familiar method for literary recording of thought 
and feeling. And these years also set epistolary records: on 26 December 1898, 
Chekhov wrote seven letters, and on 20 January 1899, he wrote ten. The “Knip-
per cycle” falls in Chekhov’s final years—over four hundred letters.

A letter that directly reflects impressions may appear at first glance to be a 
non-artistic record of those impressions. But the matter is more complex than 
that. The artist cannot renounce his vision. The “artlessness” of this process 
turns out to be a fiction, its “immediacy” turns out to have been from the very 
beginning subjected to a powerful organizing artistic will, which at its root is 
one and the same in Chekhov’s epistolary, artistic, and non-fictional prose, in 
all the texts that he brought into the world.

—1990
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Chapter Ten

“I Listen to My Irtysh  
Beating against Coffins”
The Existential and Dreamlike  

in Chekhov’s Letters*
Radislav Lapushin

“WHERE AM I? WHY AM I HERE?”  
IN SEARCH OF SENSE AND PITY

How should we read Chekhov’s letters? The short answer is: the same way 
we have been reading his artistic works, that is, focusing on their overall po-
etic context and texture. Robert Louis Jackson’s formulation that Chekhov’s 
prose is “profoundly poetic in its character” and therefore should be read “as 
we would read a poem, seeking out its meanings in the complex interrela-
tionship and interplay of language, image, structure, detail, and device,”1 is 
equally applicable to his epistolary prose.2 Not only does such an approach 
confirm the principal unity of Chekhov’s oeuvre,3 it also reveals the network 
of recurring images and motifs that intertwine with each other beyond the 
bounds of a particular genre and, in their totality, speak to the uniqueness of 
Chekhov’s worldview and his artistic philosophy.

As in Chekhov’s fiction, the existential layer in his letters is manifested 
in subtle and discreet ways, flickering, as it were, through the mundane and 
the ordinary. And as in his stories (think, for example, of the iconic scene in 
Oreanda from “The Lady with the Dog” [Dama s sobachkoi, 1899] or the one 
at the cemetery from “Ionych” [1898]), this layer is especially vivid when the 
speaker in the letters finds himself uprooted from the daily environment, in 
his encounter with the forces of the natural world and what, in the language of 
Chekhov’s fragmentary monologue of King Solomon, could be described as 
an “incomprehensible existence” (nepostigaemoe bytie) (S 17: 194).4 This is 

*A version of this essay appeared in Filosofiia A. P. Chekhova, ed. A. S. Sobennikov (Irkutsk: 
Irkutskii Gosudarstvennyi Universitet, 2016), 165–75. 
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what is happening in the letter to Maria Kiselyova from 7 May 1890, written 
on Chekhov’s way to Sakhalin [Figure 11].5

The very first lines of the letter clearly define the place of action: “I am 
writing you now while sitting in a hut on the shore of the Irtysh.” Then, Chek-
hov provides his correspondent with a detailed report on how he turned out to 
be in this place and what kind of hurdles he needed to overcome to get there:

My God, I have never experienced anything like this in my whole life! Cruel 
wind, cold, disgusting rain; you have to get out of the tarantas (which is not 
covered) and hold the horses: you can only lead the horses over every bridge 
one by one . . . Where have I ended up? Where am I? All around is desolation, 
misery (pustynia, toska); ahead is the bare, gloomy shore of the Irtysh . . . We 
drive out into the biggest lake; if only I could turn back, but it’s too hard . . . We 
ride along a long, narrow strip of land . . . It comes to an end, and we plunge into 
the water, splash! Another strip, another splash . . . My hands are frozen stiff . . 
. And overhead the wild ducks swarm in great flocks and seem to be laughing. 
It’s getting dark. . . . The driver is silent, at a loss . . . But finally we approach 
the last strip of land separating the lake from the Irtysh . . . The sloping shore of 
the Irtysh is an arshin6 higher than normal; it’s clayey, bare, pitted, and slippery 
looking . . . The water is murky . . . White waves whip the clay; the Irtysh itself 
does not howl or roar, but rather emits a strange sound, as though down below 
the surface someone is beating against coffins . . . The other shore is complete, 
joyless desolation (pustynia) . . . You often used to dream of the Bozharovsky 
whirlpool; so too, I will now dream of the Irtysh. . . . (4: 75–76)7

The narration follows the events with an almost documentary precision. Still, 
it gradually transcends the bounds of a travelogue. Compare this description 
with the initial landscape from the short story “The Student” (Student) writ-
ten several years later (1894). Chekhov (the speaker of his letter) is moving 
along the “long, narrow strip of land” in the middle of the lakes while the 
story’s protagonist—the student Ivan Velikopolsky—follows “a path through 
a water meadow” (S 8: 306). The time in both texts is dusk. “All around is 
desolation”—the letter says. “It was desolate all around”—the story echoes. 
“My hands are frozen stiff”—Chekhov says about himself. “His fingers 
were frozen stiff”—says the short story’s narrator about the protagonist. It is 
noteworthy that in both texts the motif of the desolate space (pustynia) is tied 
with that of toska (“All around is desolation, misery” in the letter; “misery, 
the same desolation all around” in the story). Similar also are the totality of 
joylessness (bezotradnost’), on the one hand, and the immersion of the en-
vironment in the darkness and cold, on the other: “complete, joyless desola-
tion” (the letter)—“everything was completely immersed in the cold evening 
mist” (“The Student”). Hence, in both passages, there is the perception of an 
existential dead end and the impossibility of finding meaning. “Where have 
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I ended up? Where am I?”—the narrator of Chekhov’s letter asks himself. 
The same questions could have been asked by the story’s protagonist. Fur-
thermore, although, unlike the short story, the letter does not provide a broad 
historical framework, it shares with it a common sensation of entrapment. In 
the story, this trap has a temporal dimension (“the fact that another thousand 
years has passed will not make life better” [S 8: 306]), while in the letter, it 
is rather a spatial trap: the narrator has to reach the opposite shore but that 
shore is “complete, joyless desolation.” In other words, the “desolate space” 
that led the speaker to the Irtysh is followed by another desolate space, which 
casts the meaning of the whole trip in question.

Thus, even though the letter’s following paragraph supplies a realistic 
motivation for the impossibility “to get to the other side” (“A peasant comes 
out of the hut and, cringing from the rain, says that it’s impossible to cross 
here by ferry, it’s too windy. . . .), the poetic context implies an alternative 
explanation: crossing is impossible because, in truth, there is nowhere to go. 
Meanwhile, the mention of the “windy” weather in the peasant man’s words 
seems to anticipate a reference to the Ecclesiastes-like wind in the thoughts of 
the student: “He thought how the same wind had blown in the days of Rurik 
and Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great . . .” (S 8: 306).

The letter’s most memorable poetic image is arguably that of the Irtysh 
“beating against coffins.” Several days later, Chekhov will return to this 
haunting image in a letter to his family:

The murky water with its white crests whips and leaps back spitefully, as though 
it is disgusted to come into contact with the ugly, slippery shore, on which, it 
seems, only frogs and the souls of murderers could live. . . The Irtysh does not 
roar; it does not howl; but it seems as though down below, on the bottom, it is 
beating against coffins. (4: 86)

Responding to the posthumous publication of Chekhov’s letters from Siberia 
(1907), Dmitry Merezhkovsky calls this description of the Irtysh the one “for 
which one would renounce all the newest ‘stylizations’ of nature in verse and 
prose.”8 Still, the treatment of this image in the letter to Kiselyova is even 
more profound if only because Chekhov further develops it in the following 
paragraph, which is a kind of poetry in prose: “And here I am sitting at night 
in a hut that stands in the lake on the very shore of the Irtysh, I feel a clammy 
dampness through my whole body, and a loneliness in my soul, I listen to my 
Irtysh beating against coffins, to the wind roaring, and I ask myself ‘Where 
am I? Why am I here?’”9 (ibid.).

As is characteristic of Chekhov, repetition here is more than just rep-
etition. What was “the Irtysh,” became “my Irtysh,” making Chekhov’s 
intonation more personal and introspective. Also noticeable is an important  
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transformation: first, it was simply a simile (a sound “as though down be-
low the surface someone is beating against coffins”). Now, however, it is 
as if the author himself has come to believe in the realness of this image; 
the metaphor is realized: “I listen to my Irtysh beating against coffins”! Fi-
nally, the questions the speaker asks himself acquire noticeably existential 
overtones, moving from: “Where have I ended up? Where am I?” to “Where 
am I? Why am I here?”

Unlike the addressee of Chekhov’s letter, Kiselyova, the contemporary 
reader, who has at hand Chekhov’s collected works, might recall that the same 
question—“Why am I here?”—has already been asked in Chekhov’s epistolary 
oeuvre in an environment that was both distant (the south rather than the north) 
and close (on a ship) to the letter under discussion. I have in mind the letter 
to Mikhail Chekhov from 28 July 1888, written on the ship Dir sailing from 
Sukhumi to Poti, which Katherine Tiernan O’Connor analyzes in this volume:

After a brief silence we [Chekhov and the captain of Dir –RL] start talking 
about the Vesta, which had collided with two ships and been lost. As a result of 
this conversation the sea, the night, the wind begin to seem repulsive, created 
for the destruction (pogibel’) of man, and as I look at a chubby captain, I feel 
pity. . . Something whispers to me that sooner or later this poor fellow will also 
go to the bottom and choke on salt water. . .

I go back to the cabin. . . It’s stuffy and smells of cooking. My fellow-traveler, 
Suvorin-fils, is already asleep. . . I strip naked and lie down. . . The darkness 
vibrates, the bed seems to be breathing. Boom, boom, boom. . . Bathed in sweat, 
panting for breath, feeling the weight of the rolling [ship] throughout my whole 
body, I ask myself: “Why am I here?” (2: 305–06)10

It is exactly the palpable presence of death and destruction that adds an ex-
istential dimension to these questions in both letters. In this light, Chekhov’s 
questions are akin to those that his King Solomon asked in his futile attempt 
to establish the meaning of life: “What is the purpose of this morning? For 
what purpose does the sun come out from behind the temple? What is the pur-
pose of women’s beauty? And where is this bird hurrying, what is the sense 
in her flight, if she herself, her fledglings and the place where she is flying so 
fast, must, like me, turn to dust?” (S 17: 194). On the other hand, these ques-
tions are echoed in the scene on the deck from Chekhov’s first post-Sakhalin 
story, “Gusev” (1890), in which the sea has “no sense or pity” and is ready 
“to devour all people, not distinguishing between saints and sinners” (recall 
the sea “created for the destruction of man” from the letter to Mikhail). Then, 
there is also the ship that “has a senseless and cruel expression”: “If the ocean 
had its own people, this monster would crush them, also not distinguishing 
between saints and sinners” (S 7: 337). Against such a background, there  
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occurs a dialogue between the two soldiers, one of whom (the title character) 
has just learned that he must die:

“Where are we now?” asks Gusev.
“I don’t know. Must be in the ocean.”
“There is no land to be seen. . .”
“But where?! They say we’ll see it only in seven days.” (Ibid.)

To what time do these voices belong? Jackson sees an allusion to the story 
of Noah in this dialogue.11 However, the number—seven days—suggests 
that the creation of the world still lies ahead. Regardless of which allusion 
applies, the two characters on the deck are described as legendary people 
who are about to enter for the first time the incomprehensible and disastrous 
world and only have to learn how to orient themselves in it. In this context, 
their words sound as if they were spoken on behalf of humankind in general. 
That is why it is so revealing that, having appeared against the background of 
total chaos, human voices restrict its seemingly limitless power to a certain 
space and time.12

Whether they are aware of this, like King Solomon, or not, like private Gu-
sev, Chekhov’s protagonists are engaged in the existential quest for “sense” 
and “pity,” which, as his letters demonstrate, is a feature these characters 
share with their creator.

LONELINESS IN THE REALM OF DREAMS

The importance of the metamorphosis I have mentioned above (“as though 
down below the surface someone is beating against coffins” becomes “I listen 
to my Irtysh beating against coffins”) also lies in the fact that thanks to it, the 
narration in the letter to Kiselyova breaks with the mimetic presentation of 
reality and develops an overtly dreamlike character. It is symptomatic that, 
as Chekhov puts it, he is going “to dream of the Irtysh.” In light of this state-
ment, the description of the Irtysh in the letter can be viewed as a record of 
the author’s future dreams.

Meanwhile, it also harkens back to past dreams, at least the ones we know 
from Chekhov’s other letters. I am referring to Chekhov’s letter to Dmitry 
Grigorovich of 12 February 1887, in which, responding to this writer’s story 
“Karelin’s Dream,” Chekhov describes his own dream associated with the 
sensation of the cold. Alevtina Kuzicheva shrewdly notes that this dream “be-
came manifested in what Chekhov came to see at the shore of the Irtysh.”13 
Indeed, describing his dream to Grigorovich in 1887, Chekhov seems to 
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foresee—in quite a mysterious way—his future journey to Sakhalin and some 
details of the landscape he will encounter only several years later:

At night, when the blankets slip off me, I begin to see in a dream the great 
slippery rocks, the cold autumn water, the bare shores—all of this is indistinct, 
in a mist, without a shred of blue sky; in misery and sadness, like a man who 
has lost his way or been abandoned, I look at the stones and for some reason 
I feel the inevitability of crossing the deep river; at that time I see the small 
tug boats that haul huge barges, the rafts, etc. It is all infinitely harsh, gloomy, 
and damp. (2: 30)14

Next to this letter, some poetic details from his Siberian landscape are 
revealed in a new light. Take, for example, the following sentence: “And 
overhead the wild ducks swarm in great flocks and seem to be laughing.” The 
letter to Grigorovich pays attention to the “characteristic symptom of Kare-
lin’s nightmare”—“the laughter at the windows of a train car”: “When in a 
dream you sense the pressure of some evil will, [your] inevitable destruction 
(pogibel’) at the hands of this will, you always must see something like this 
kind of laughter” (ibid.). Thus, the Chekhovian signature anthropomorphism 
(the ducks who “seem to be laughing”) acquires ominous connotations and 
implicitly introduces to the letter the motif of death.15

This motif is also intertwined with that of the cold. The fact that, along 
with Chekhov’s other Siberian letters, his letter to Kiselyova refers to the 
cold as a climatic factor is far from surprising.16 But in these references, one 
can also detect the presence of a different, “nightmarish” cold described in 
the letter to Grigorovich, one that is “unthinkable in the awake state and 
can be experienced only by those who sleep” and is associated with death 
(it is noteworthy that Chekhov refers to the passage in “Karelin’s Dream,” 
which speaks of the “cold and loneliness of the grave”). Once again, in the 
context of Chekhov’s epistolary oeuvre, this traditional connection between 
the cold/dampness (syrost’) and death has deeply personal connotations. 
Suffice it to recall the letter to Alexei Pleshcheev of 26 June 1889 written 
in the aftermath of Nikolai Chekhov’s death, which has many resonances 
with the letter to Kiselyova:

To punish me for leaving, a cold wind blew the whole time I was traveling, and 
the sky was so gloomy that I might as well have been in the tundra. Halfway 
through, it poured down rain. We arrived at the Smagins at night, wet and cold, 
lay down to sleep in cold beds, and fell asleep to the noise of cold rain. In the 
morning there was the same disturbing, Vologda-like weather; my whole life I 
will not forget the filthy road, the gray sky, the tears on the trees; I say I will not 
forget, because in the morning some peasant came from Mirgorod with a wet 
telegram: “Kolya has passed away.” (3: 227)
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In this context, “We lay down to sleep in cold beds” sounds as if Chekhov 
and his fellow travelers are themselves being drawn to death. Death here 
seems to grow out of the state of cold and appears to be its inevitable con-
sequence (based on this poetic context, one can even speculate that had the 
weather been different, Nikolai would not have died). Noticeable is also the 
correlation between the “wet” travelers, the “tears” on the trees, and the “wet” 
telegram, which blurs the borderline between the objective and subjective, the 
internal and external.

The symbolism of the cold becomes especially palpable in the following 
description of the trip back home: “In Romny, I waited from 7 p.m. to 2 a.m. 
From boredom I went out to walk around town. I recall sitting in the town or-
chard; it’s dark, there’s a terrible cold, devilish boredom, and on the other side 
of a brown wall near where I’m sitting, some actors are rehearsing some melo-
drama” (ibid.). In Yuly Aikhenvald’s phrase from his article on Chekhov’s 
letters, this fragment could be described as a “completed work of art in only a 
few lines.”17 Like any work by Chekhov, the passage lends itself to multiple 
readings. On the one hand, there is an obvious contrast between the real-life 
tragedy (the loss of a family member) and “some melodrama” being rehearsed 
at this time behind the “brown wall.” From an alternative perspective, how-
ever, the description of the setting (“it’s dark, there’s a terrible cold, devilish 
boredom”) endows the whole picture with untimely, universal and, simultane-
ously, ominous connotations. Against such a background, the whole human 
life is no more than “some melodrama” performed by a provincial theater.

The brown (buraia) wall: in addition to the motifs of the cold, darkness, 
and boredom, this color also retains the theme of Nikolai’s death (of death as 
such) in the letter to Kiselyova. The color repeatedly occurs in the description 
of the Irtysh’s shore. First, as is typical of Chekhov, there is a neutral and 
apparently objective statement: “It should be noted that spring hasn’t reached 
Siberia yet: the land is brown, the trees are bare, and wherever you look the 
snow lies everywhere in white strips” (4: 75). Then, in the same paragraph, 
the color takes on emotional and symbolic overtones: “Heavy, leaden clouds, 
brown earth, mud, rain. . . . brrrr!” Similar connotations define the color in 
Chekhov’s sketches “From Siberia” written at the same time as his letter to 
Kiselyova: “In the distance beyond the lake stretches the high bank of the 
Irtysh, brown and gloomy, and above it hang heavy, gray clouds” (S: 14–15, 
18). Importantly, the negative aureole of this color is preserved in other 
Chekhov’s letters where it is associated with boredom, monotony, and joy-
lessness of life as well as an unhealthy physical condition: “At 5 a.m. I had 
the honor of arriving in Feodosiya—a gray-brown, despondent and boring-
looking town” (2: 296); “I chide both of them [the younger writers Ezhov and 
Gruzinsky –RL] for the low-class tone of their conversational language and 
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the monotonous-brown coloration of their descriptions” (3: 280); “Well, be 
healthy, joyful, happy, do not forget your brown northern compatriots, who 
suffer from indigestion and poor spirits” (12: 10); “I read all the newspapers, 
even The Government Herald and it’s making me turn brown” (12: 80).18

The theme of death is ever-present in the letter to Kiselyova, which imbues 
even the apparently innocent passages with additional meaning. In the letter’s 
first paragraph, for example, Chekhov says: “I wanted to write you a farewell 
letter from Moscow, but I didn’t have time; I had to postpone it indefinitely” (4: 
75). Thus, our letter is a substitute for a “farewell” letter, meaning, most likely, 
that Chekhov was planning to send it before his departure to Sakhalin. Simulta-
neously, however, the adjective “farewell” might also imply what Chekhov ex-
pressed in his programmatic letter to the editor of the journal Russian Thought, 
Vukol Lavrov, written shortly before his departure to Sakhalin: “In a few days 
I will be leaving Russia for a long period; I may never return” (4: 56).

It is symptomatic that right after the coffins are mentioned for the second 
time, there is a short paragraph that replays this theme of death within a 
criminal plot: “In the next room are sleeping some ferrymen and my coach-
man. They are good people. But if they were evil, they could do a fine job of 
robbing me and drowning me in the Irtysh. The hut is a soloist on the shore, 
there are no witnesses” (4: 76). Moreover, right after this hypothetical situ-
ation, there is a recollection of a real incident which starts thus: “But still, I 
was nearly killed.” An expressive and detailed description of this near-death 
experience follows: “The horses blend into a black mass, my tarantas rears 
up on its hind legs, and I tumble onto the ground, with all my suitcases and 
bundles landing on top of me. . . I leap up and see—a third troika is rushing 
toward me. . . Mother must have prayed for me last night. If I had been sleep-
ing or if the third troika had followed immediately after the second, I would 
have been crushed to death or maimed” (4: 77).

It would seem that the narrator who just barely avoided death should have 
rejoiced in his salvation or at least experienced some relief but the description 
ends on an unexpected note: “Oh how the coachmen curse [at one another]! 
At night, in this cursing, wild horde I feel such complete loneliness as I have 
never experienced before. . .”19 Rather than the salvation from death, it is this 
recognition of loneliness he has “never experienced before” that becomes the 
emotional and semantic culmination of Chekhov’s letter.20 In the resonant 
space of Chekhov’s oeuvre, this correlation between death and loneliness can 
hardly be surprising: a famous nocturnal meditation from The Steppe (Step’, 
1888) written several years earlier has already established loneliness as a state 
that not only precedes but also follows, that is, transcends death:

When you gaze a long while fixedly at the deep sky thoughts and feelings for 
some reason merge in a sense of loneliness. One begins to feel hopelessly soli-
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tary, and everything one used to look upon as near and akin becomes infinitely 
remote and valueless; the stars that have looked down from the sky thousands 
of years already, the mists and the incomprehensible sky itself, indifferent to the 
brief life of man, oppress the soul with their silence when one is left face to face 
with them and tries to grasp their significance. One is reminded of the loneliness 
awaiting each one of us in the grave, and the reality of life seems awful, full of 
despair. (S 7: 65–66)

When, several days later, Chekhov returns to this episode in his letter to the 
family, the motif of loneliness becomes even more prominent (in yet another 
of Chekhov’s prose poems):

You cannot imagine what loneliness you experience among this wild, cursing 
horde in the middle of a field, before dawn, where you can see fires near and far, 
which destroy the grass without providing a drop of warmth to the cold night 
air! Oh, my soul is so heavy! You hear the swearing, you look at the broken 
cart-shafts and at your own tattered baggage, and it seems that you have been 
thrown into a different world, that you will be trampled. . . (4: 84)21

Here we encounter the same Ecclesiastes-like world that appears in the first 
paragraphs of “The Student” and in which such concepts as historical time, 
progress, and civilization are seemingly nonpresent (hence, a reference to the 
“wild horde”). Simultaneously, it is a peculiar, different, dream-like world, 
into which a person is “thrown” regardless of his will and where he has noth-
ing to lean on except for his loneliness.

In its tone and spirit, the treatment of the motif of loneliness in the Siberian 
letters directly anticipates several key scenes from Chekhov’s future works, 
such as My Life (Moia zhizn’, 1896) and “In the Ravine”:

In the darkness and the rain, I felt hopelessly alone, abandoned to the whims of 
destiny; I felt that all my deeds, my desires, and everything I had thought and 
said till then were trivial in comparison with my loneliness, in comparison with 
my present suffering, and the suffering that lay before me in the future. Alas, 
the deeds and thoughts of living creatures are not nearly so significant as their 
sufferings! (S 9: 240)

Oh, how lonely it is in the open country at night, in the midst of that singing 
when one cannot sing oneself; in the midst of the incessant cries of joy when one 
cannot oneself be joyful, when the moon, which cares not whether it is spring or 
winter, whether men are alive or dead, looks down, as lonely, too. . . (S 10: 173)

In these scenes, not unlike Chekhov himself on his way to Sakhalin, his pro-
tagonists find themselves in their nocturnal confrontation with the “incompre-
hensible existence.” At these moments, the distinction between the speaker of 
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Chekhov’s letters and his fictional protagonists becomes negligible, as does 
the one between his artistic and epistolary prose.

Reflecting on his motivation for the trip to Sakhalin in his letter to Suvorin 
shortly before his departure, Chekhov called the penal servitude island “a 
place of unbearable suffering, the sort of suffering only man, whether free 
or subjugated, is capable of” (4: 32; K/H 159). Further in this letter, he says: 
“From the books I’ve read and am now reading, it is evident we have let mil-
lions of people rot in jails, we have let them rot to no purpose, unthinkingly 
and barbarously” (ibid., emphasis Chekhov’s). The underwater “coffins” can 
be viewed as an allusion to those millions of people. But, as the contextual 
reading of Chekhov’s letter to Kiselyova reveals, his trip to Sakhalin was 
also a journey to the realm of dreams, to a place of “complete” loneliness and 
existential self-determination in the face of death, a place where questions 
about the meaning (or lack of meaning) of life become particularly acute and 
urgent, and metaphors are realized. Both these motivations—the social/civic 
and the personal/artistic—effortlessly come together in the poetic image of 
the Irtysh “beating against coffins.”22
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Chapter Eleven

A Playwright’s Letters*
Emma Polotskaya

The goal of this chapter is to draw attention to the hitherto unnoticed con-
nection between Chekhov’s letters and his technique as a dramatist. Studies 
of his letters usually draw attention to facts that are utilized in his plays; in 
other words, the writer’s letters are seen as revealing sources for dramatic 
plots and motifs. Beginning with the well-known real-life references in The 
Seagull (Chaika, 1896)—the bird shot during a hunt; the medallion that Nina 
gives to Trigorin—a multitude of such parallels in Chekhov’s plays have 
been identified. What interests us here is something different: the reflection 
of Chekhov’s talent as a playwright in the artistic structure of his letters. Such 
an analysis gives only tangential indications of the plays’ specific origins in 
the writer’s life, but on the other hand can bring us closer to their inner (i.e., 
purely artistic) sources. For Chekhov’s poetics is revealed in parallel in his 
letters and his plays.

A “PLAYWRIGHT’S PULSE”

This is an unusual perspective. Strictly speaking, a letter is not a work of 
art; yet if it is to be considered in the context of literary genre, it fits more 
comfortably with narrative works such as the sketch (ocherk), essay, or short 
story. Letters always justify—to differing degrees depending on the author—
comparison with their author’s artistic prose. The publication of Maria Chek-
hova’s collection of Chekhov’s letters (1912–1916) was greeted with enthu-
siasm by Yuly Aikhenvald. He wrote that these clever and pithy letters, with 

*From E. A. Polotskaia, O poetike Chekhova (Moscow: “Nasledie,” 2000), 63–98. Translated by 
Carol Apollonio (with minor changes). Copyedited for this volume.
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their distinctive mood, “resemble his stories: it is hard to tear yourself away.”1 
Up until now, this level of aesthetic appreciation of the letters has tended to 
predominate in the scholarship, with the letters treated as part of the writer’s 
body of prose works (as one of a set of narrative genres).2 But what do letters, 
written “without purpose” (meaning without any intention that they should 
be read as works of art) have in common with the drama as a literary form?

A letter is always addressed to a specific individual; drama, like any other 
genre, addresses any number of readers, and, in performance, an infinite 
number of viewers as well. The content and form of a letter are not subject to 
any particular rules beyond the task of the moment and a few external speci-
fications (such things as the salutation, introductory and concluding phrases, 
date, place of writing, signature, etc.), which in fact have become less and 
less compulsory with the passage of time. The drama has specific generic and 
compositional features, and the history of drama, more than other genres, has 
had periods of strict, even rigid compliance with poetic norms whose viola-
tion was considered as egregious as that of moral norms.

The audience of drama directly witnesses interactions between characters 
who are often in conflict with one another. [. . .] In the context of the cor-
respondence between two people, each letter is, as it were, an incomplete 
record of a conversation, half of a dialogue. As has been noted, letters are an 
intermediate form between dialogue and monologue, speech addressed to an 
imaginary interlocutor3 (though the conversation is a real one, separated by 
a “pause” lasting a few days). When defining Chekhov’s letters as a collab-
orative creation of the author and his correspondent, critics usually note their 
broad variety: the letter’s style depends on the addressee’s personality. Indeed, 
Chekhov had a special gift for understanding the psychology of the person 
with whom he was corresponding, and his style is susceptible to permeation by 
that person’s conversational intonation. This capacity for dramatic identifica-
tion, intrinsic to any artist, is manifested most often in the drama, where the 
author speaks almost exclusively in the language of his heroes.

The variety in Chekhov’s epistolary style attributable to the dramatic na-
ture of his talent is significant in another sense as well: it bears the stamp of 
the dramatic form generally, and the genres of Chekhov’s plays in particular: 
the vaudevilles (which could themselves be the subject of a separate study) 
and the so-called psychological drama with its indirect expression of thoughts 
and feelings (its double-layered structure of action, subtext, leitmotifs—in 
short, everything that contributes to the creation of “mood”). Of course, as 
something we could call “lessons from a playwright,” Chekhov’s letters are 
valuable for the information they give about his way of writing, for their as-
sessments of other authors, and for what they have to say about the poetics of 
drama. But the reader of the letters feels a tangible dramaturgical pulse in the 
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epistolary narration itself. Given the impossibility of encompassing the entire 
epistolary corpus, we will focus on his correspondence with Olga Knipper 
(1898–1904 [Figure 17]), citing, as relevant, letters from different decades to 
different addressees. By this time the playwright had reached his prime and 
was actively writing (during these years Chekhov wrote his two last plays, 
and the four major plays were staged in the Moscow Art Theater); the author 
of the letters also appears before the reader as a human being, and one who 
was in love with his correspondent. The reverse is true as well: the man who 
was not indifferent to the actress was also the author of plays in which she 
acted, the theater’s “chief” playwright. Thus, from the very beginning, in this 
correspondence the aesthetic (dramatic writing and the theater) is inextricably 
bound up with the personal. The joy of his newly awakened feeling was for 
Chekhov complicated by his awareness of his deteriorating health, and after 
his marriage, by circumstances that prevented the couple from living together 
(“love for art” and the bacillus). Their personalities and worldviews differed 
significantly, intensifying the pressures. Most important for us are the early 
letters: during this period their relationship was more vivid and complicated.

If Chekhov’s letters in general (as a literary genre) can be compared to the 
drama, the letters to Knipper trace a path directly to his psychological plays, 
which represent a new word in the drama. [. . .]

“Play-acting” in Life

Chekhov had a passion for “play-acting” and “mystification” throughout his 
life. For all his outward reserve and dislike of theatrical effects onstage as 
well as in everyday life, Chekhov was theatrical by nature (this restraint is 
perhaps the distinguishing feature of his “theatricality”). A spirit of playful-
ness, which is ultimately inherent to art in general and to the drama in par-
ticular, was Chekhov’s element as a man and an artist. The earliest example 
of “play” appears in a note that Chekhov, when still a schoolboy, appended 
to a letter from his aunt F. Ia. Dolzhenko to his parents in Moscow; it takes 
the form of a fake censor’s stamp of approval signed by an array of real 
historical as well as made-up figures—including Pope Leo XIII, Bismarck, 
and others (1: 28).

Ordinary prose, no matter how dynamic, energetic, or novelistic it might 
be, was not enough for the artist. He needed a different form, one that was 
more open and direct in its ability to reach the interlocutor. Short stories 
and novellas can be read privately, “just for oneself,” but drama needs to 
be staged: the characters and events must be seen and heard directly by 
the audience. Some of Chekhov’s letters can easily be imagined as stage 
performances. “At last you have responded! Finally! Finally we can hold 

18_567-Apollonio.indb   139 8/2/18   1:52 PM



140 Emma Polotskaya

you accountable, my dear sir. We accuse you of the following”: so begins 
a letter to Alexander Smagin, an acquaintance of the Chekhov family from 
Sumy, from 14 December 1892. There ensues an entire “formal indict-
ment,” consisting of five points and a “sentence”:

[. . .] to obligate Zemstvo head A. I. Smagin to conduct the nobleman A. I. Sma-
gin via prison convoy to the village of Melikhovo in the Serpukhovskoi district 
and confine him here for a term of 45 days under the supervision of the man of 
letters A. P. Chekhov. (5: 141)

This jocular invitation, mixed with news about the life and daily activities 
of the entire Chekhov family and the writer’s own personal life, concludes 
with a short scene: “Ivanenko is playing the piano, Misha is repairing the 
electric doorbell, Masha is preparing to leave for Moscow. . . It’s evening” 
(5: 142). The dynamic nature of the narration in this letter is created by 
means of a light, joking beginning, an element of performance (a “formal 
indictment” with a “sentence”), and a “stage direction” conveying the cir-
cumstances in which the letter is being written. All these elements are pres-
ent in varying proportions in the letters of both the young and the mature 
Chekhov. His letters also often express a depth of emotional experience that 
reflects a playwright’s gift.

Chekhov’s passion for the theater was just such an emotional experience 
that continued throughout his life. It often caused him pain. Wounded by 
criticism and public opinion, he would occasionally forswear playwriting, 
even as he secretly continued to come up with new ideas for plays, and to 
think seriously about the techniques of the drama. Letters written during 
periods of such disappointments and “renunciations” often bear the stamp 
of a playwright.

Chekhov’s public debut as a dramatist—Ivanov in F. A. Korsh’s theater 
in 1887—was disappointing. Chekhov wrote his 20 November 1887 let-
ter to his brother Alexander under the impression of this theatrical debut, 
which did not bring him acclaim as a playwright, though it aroused stormy 
debates. In the letter, without betraying his underlying mood, Chekhov 
simply described the performance—from the first to the fourth acts, in the 
form of detailed authorial commentaries to what was unfolding onstage and 
in the audience. His vivid description of the performance concluded with a 
more detailed characterization of the behavior of the actors in the finale and 
the audience’s reaction:

The audience is confused. At the end of the play the hero dies because he can-
not bear the insult he has suffered. The audience, which has lost interest and is 
exhausted, does not understand this death [. . .]. They call the actors and myself 
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onto the stage. During one of the curtain calls overt hissing is heard, but it is 
drowned out by applause and foot stamping. (2: 152)

This description of dramatic action is particularly vivid because of the letter’s 
topic: an event that had a real and deeply personal significance for the author.

Another letter, written during the five- or six-year period after the failure 
of Chekhov’s next major play, The Wood Demon (Leshii, 1889), when he 
had “renounced” the theater, betrays real emotion. It has no relation to the 
theater, and was written during a playful moment. This is a note sent to Lika 
Mizinova in 1892. It begins as follows: “Trofim! If you, son of a bitch, don’t 
stop courting Lika . . .” The note conveys fake threats against an imaginary 
rival. After signing off as “Lika’s lover,” Chekhov added a postscript:

Lady #1: Is that your son?
Lady #2: No, on the contrary, it is Aglaya Ivanovna’s son.
Lady #1: Apologies. . . Are you a marriageable girl?
Lady #2: No, on the contrary. I am married.
Lady #1: Would you like something to eat?
Lady #2: No, on the contrary.
CURTAIN (5: 136)

The note’s mocking tone, sounding like something from one of his humor-
esques or vaudevilles,4 betrays not only Chekhov’s genuine feelings for Lika, 
which were emotional and contradictory, but also the indecisive nature of his 
own “renunciation”: the dramatic form beckoned to him, teased and disturbed 
him. He chased it out the door, and it crept in through the window; he did 
not want to write plays . . . and dramatized his epistolary narration. Whatever 
he did, writing stories and novellas, treating sick peasants, or spending time 
with friends, he was plagued by thoughts about the drama and about the the-
ater. Even as he worked on his book Sakhalin Island, Chekhov occasionally 
slipped into dramatic forms of expression. And all of this subterranean work 
resolved itself in new creative activity as a dramatist—the creation of The 
Seagull, the rewriting of The Wood Demon into Uncle Vanya (Diadia Vania, 
1898), and a new commitment to the theater.

COMBINING CONVERSATION WITH MONOLOGUE:  
THE DIALOGUE WITH OLGA KNIPPER

The conversational element is the first thing that you notice when you read 
Chekhov’s letters. It leads you immediately into the writer’s epistolary 
style. Chekhov’s letters, like those of Pushkin, feature a simple and uncon-

18_567-Apollonio.indb   141 8/2/18   1:52 PM



142 Emma Polotskaya

strained tone: this is a free conversation, which often begins directly with 
a response to something the interlocutor had written. The letter to Smagin 
quoted in the previous section began this way, and there are many such 
examples. “Are you angry, Vera Fedorovna? But what can be done?” he 
asks; then, having explained to Komissarzhevskaya why he can’t give her 
permission to stage The Three Sisters (Tri sestry, 1901) Chekhov concludes 
his letter with a request: “Don’t be angry with me!” (9: 105). Some letters 
read like diary entries; in them Chekhov includes recent conversations he 
has had, dialogizing epistolary narration (for example, letters sent from 
Taganrog in April 1887 [2: 57, 59, 61, 64]).

During the years of his intense correspondence with Suvorin and other 
literary friends (the second half of the ’80s and through the ’90s), dialogue in 
Chekhov’s letters was often combined with epistolary monologues. The need 
to explain his convictions to his correspondent, to express his opinions on the 
purpose of art, engendered an intonation of “discourse” akin to confessional 
speeches by such characters as Astrov, Trigorin, Sorin, Dorn, and Andrei 
Prozorov in the plays, as well as by heroes in the narrative works.

In letters to Knipper, as we will see, monologic content is conveyed not di-
rectly, but through oblique motifs, or is clothed in aphorisms. With Knipper, 
more often than with other correspondents, Chekhov conducts a dialogue. 
Their correspondence unfolds as an exchange of “responses” (repliki), either 
short or extended. Chekhov craves real, living conversation; he confesses: 
“I don’t want to write; I want to talk with you [. . .]” (9: 120). When Knip-
per complains that he hasn’t written to her anything about the content of his 
future play (The Cherry Orchard) Chekhov replies that it’s too early to write 
about the play, though “I would tell it to you” if they were together (10: 174).

One of the simplest means of conducting dialogue is through direct re-
sponses to questions that the correspondent has raised in a letter. Chekhov 
always liked this approach, though he did not always stress it in the text (one 
example is the listing of answers to his wife’s questions, “point by point”—
about the weather, the cranes, and Mount Mаgоbi—in his letter of 2 Novem-
ber 1901; only at the end does he give information on his own initiative, about 
the work going on in the garden).

The dialogical style of Chekhov’s letters is markedly playful. He occasion-
ally quoted Knipper’s words to poke fun at her. Olga Leonardovna concluded 
a 1900 letter, in which she proposed plans for their summer vacation, with 
what was apparently her usual expression: “Yes, yes, it’s true, is it true? (Da, 
da, pravda, pravda?).5 And Chekhov, writing later about a different subject, 
responded: “ It’s true, is it true, are you angry?” (Pravda, pravda, serdites? 
[9: 51]). Even more striking is the beginning of a letter to the actress Vera 
Komissarzhevskaya, who had begged him in 1898 to go to Rostov-on-Don 
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to convalesce: “You write: do it, do it, do it! And I’m telling you a thousand 
times: you are kind, kind, kind!” (7: 317). In these cases we do not so much 
read as listen to a living interaction between two people, first the woman’s 
intonation and then Chekhov’s, echoing it.

Chekhov had the habit of jotting down colorful expressions and names 
(he gave this habit artistic form in the character of Trigorin). In his letters 
as well, he strove to reproduce what the people around him were saying: 
“‘A white top, cambric, openwork, nightwear’—mother said this when she 
asked me to write you; she left her night jacket on your sofa and asks you 
to pack it and bring it with you when you come [. . .]” (12: 42); Chekhov 
might easily have begun this letter to his sister with the words: “She left on 
your sofa . . .” but could not deny himself the pleasure of quoting Evgeniya 
Yakovlenva’s rhythmic way of speaking, to let his sister hear their mother’s 
distinctive intonation.

“Play” also influences that feature of Chekhov’s style that we have noted 
above as an ability to penetrate into his correspondent’s psychology. In each 
letter, Chekhov remains himself, but still manages to include phrases in the 
text that relate to his correspondent’s personality—to speak in his “tone” and 
“spirit.” This stylistic principle, which developed, as the author himself notes, 
during his work on his objective prose (see 4: 54), served as the primary 
means for constructing dialogue in his plays as well. [. . .]

Knipper is a person of a completely different psychological type (in their 
letters, despite their shared tone of a couple in love, they often seem to be 
speaking in different languages); and Chekhov’s letters to her exemplify his 
ability to appreciate other people’s most cherished thoughts, and to adopt a 
tone for interactions with others that was not naturally his own. In doing so, 
he steadfastly upheld what was most important for him, his creative work.

Chekhov’s decision to marry did not come easy. He hesitated for a long 
time, not only because his role as head of household up to that point had 
been limited to that of a son and elder brother and he dreaded causing pain 
to his family, but also because of his increasingly bad health. The marriage 
finally took place in May 1901. Once he settles into his new, unfamiliar role 
as a husband, the wording of Chekhov’s letters to his beloved begins to em-
phasize their new status. This begins immediately in the fall of 1901. As in 
his plays, the offstage events—his marriage and “honeymoon” trip (which 
was in fact a journey to take the koumiss cure under doctors’ orders)—have 
already taken place and the mundane, day-by-day dialogue appropriate to 
this new situation has begun.

There is no basis to doubt Chekhov’s sincerity when during the days of his 
first separation from Knipper after their marriage he writes: “I will never love 
another woman but you” (3 September 10: 70), and, two days later: “I love 
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you, and will love you” (10: 73). But it is difficult to dismiss the impression 
that such assurances are intended to confirm his sense of duty before Knipper 
in his new role as husband. He is now behaving as etiquette requires. As he 
confesses his feelings, he strives also to observe the appropriate form: “I need 
you so much! It’s bad, bad without a wife!” and in this way emphasizes the 
gravity of what has taken place (10: 147).

This ritual of spousal correspondence is occasionally interrupted with a 
joke, with “play.” As he takes on his new role, Chekhov considers it neces-
sary to manifest a certain “severity” toward his wife. One of the letters ends 
as follows: “I’ll show you! Your stern husband,” and is signed with the 
official-looking “A. Chekhov” (10: 72). Typical signatures are: “Your strict 
husband”; “Your despot”; “Your ferocious husband.” Or, by contrast, he con-
cludes with reverse hyperbole: “Your henpecked husband” and the like (10: 
215, 216, 218, 214, and others). Quite often, as though hinting at his wife’s 
family origins, Chekhov calls himself “the German”; he concludes one of his 
letters in the tone of a decent, upstanding bourgeois citizen: “Your German 
husband in britches that are torn in the back” (10: 208)—this also serves 
as a colorful stage direction concerning the “costume” of the letter’s hero. 
Shocked by her husband’s “torn britches,” Olga Leonardovna had asked him 
not to embarrass her but Chekhov had no intention of complying; instead he 
continued the game, and in fact exaggerated the theme: “I go about on pur-
pose in torn britches, so that everyone can see and feel how you are bringing 
me to wrack and ruin” (10: 217). Even as he tries to dispel his wife’s anxiety, 
Chekhov emphasizes his role, acting the “positive” and practical husband: 
“The main thing is not to be depressed. After all, your husband is not a drunk, 
or a spendthrift, or a rabble-rouser” (10: 175).

The joking intonations of the “dreadful” or, by contrast, the “henpecked” 
husband impart to Chekhov’s letters to his wife that lightness of tone and un-
constraint that, strangely, a long tradition among literary scholars refused to 
recognize: for some reason Chekhov’s way of writing to his wife was thought 
to have dissolved in her phrasing, which was somewhat sentimental and very 
“feminine.” But while adopting the tone of his correspondent to a greater 
degree than in other cases, even here Chekhov did not relinquish his style; 
he expressed his feelings with restraint, and his jokes were refined and witty.

A vibrant dialogue mixed with jokes and a sense of play creates an atmo-
sphere of performance. Chekhov even invites his wife to “perform”—not 
in the sense of something hypocritical or duplicitous, but rather the kind of 
performance that in Stanislavsky’s system serves as advice to the actor: using 
external techniques to create an inner mood. In this sense, Chekhov’s advice 
to his wife soon after their marriage is worth noting: responding to Knipper’s 
confession that in Yalta (where the newlyweds came to live with his family 
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at the beginning of July) she had trouble in her interactions with his sister, he 
writes: “I will tell you this: be patient, don’t say anything for a year, and then 
everything will be clear. No matter what you are told, no matter how things 
might seem, just keep quiet, keep quiet. For married couples, this initial non-
resistance makes everything easy” (10: 71). “Keep quiet, keep quiet” is an 
appeal to restrain one’s feelings, to hold them inside.

INDIVIDUAL DRAMATIC ELEMENTS IN THE LETTERS

“The Characters”

The letters from the 1880s and 1890s, as we have noted, feature memorable 
statements concerning literary and social life and offer a view into the au-
thor’s subjective world. The monological nature of many letters from this 
period eases the task of exploring the author’s internal character and values, 
to the degree possible for someone as reserved as Chekhov. Both during this 
period and later, Chekhov’s reticence was to a surprising degree combined 
with a richly multifaceted manifestation of his personality in the letters. A 
contemporary critic likened them to “a one-man show,” where the author 
“plays the role of a traveler, doctor, educator, philanthropist, Don Juan, and 
head of a large family.”6

In the letters from the period that interests us most, monologues, as was 
noted, are rare, and it is difficult to pin down the author’s inner “I.” In his let-
ters to Knipper, the addressee’s personality seems to be more directly and in-
tensely expressed than that of the author himself. Furthermore, in Chekhov’s 
letters the authorial “I” is usually embedded in a specific domestic milieu, and 
we learn little about the letter-writer’s emotional experience. Similarly, in his 
plays, the character lists and stage directions do not offer information about 
the heroes’ inner states, but simply convey their age, profession, clothing, 
gestures, and so forth. In his letters to his wife, Chekhov conveys his external 
appearance, at times in great detail: “I put on a checkered jersey and a white 
vest [. . .] I’m sitting and reading the newspapers” (11: 15). The coming of 
spring to Yalta is conveyed thus: “[. . .] We go without galoshes, and wear 
hats” (9: 75). Still, Chekhov did manage to communicate to his wife (and to 
us, reading these letters) his mood.

The people around the author during the years when he enjoyed engaging 
in intellectual conversations were usually “presented” to his correspondent 
through what we can call extended stage directions. For example, Chekhov 
tells Suvorin about the residents of the estate at Luka where he was spend-
ing the summer: “The old mother [. . .] Her elder daughter [. . .] The second 
daughter [. . .] The third daughter [. . .] The elder son . . . [. . .] The second 
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son” (2: 278–79). The characterizations are provided in the form of a verbless 
“cast of characters.” Such “cast of characters” lists in the letters, however, 
are rare. The lists that do appear include an enormous number of episodic 
characters, people who happened to be in Chekhov’s house at the time he 
wrote the letter, so to speak, during the “epistolary action.” People come and 
go, and this causes the writer either to step away from his desk, or to sign off.

“Stage Directions”: Landscape

In Chekhov’s letters, as in stories particularly conducive to adaptation for the 
stage, stage directions come in a wide variety of forms. The most widespread 
of these indicate the time and place of the “action.”

No other Russian writer demonstrated such a need to convey in his let-
ters the beauty of the surrounding locale or of the day’s weather. Chekhov’s 
characteristic restraint in expressing his feelings in the letters overall does 
not extend to his epistolary landscapes. These landscape descriptions often 
contain such epithets as “amazing,” “remarkable,” or, conversely, “nasty” 
or “disgusting.” He can also describe nature objectively, but more often his 
descriptions feature a partiality and notably personal point of view. The in-
tensity of Chekhov’s emotional experience, normally concealed from his cor-
respondent, would break through, as we shall see, primarily when reporting 
about the weather and the garden. His ongoing communion with nature is a 
spiritual need, a vital part of the artist’s way of being in the world; it instills 
his letters with a palpable element of lyricism.

Notable in this regard are the letters sent from Melikhovo or Yalta, where 
in both places Chekhov’s house stood in a garden that he had planted himself. 
The poetic idea at the center of Chekhov’s last play—the garden in bloom as a 
symbol of all of Russia and all of life “as it should be”—developed amid the 
playwright’s continual contemplation of the beauty of nature. On 14 March 
1899 Chekhov wrote from Yalta to his sister in Moscow (the house was still 
under construction): “Yesterday and today I planted trees on the lot and was 
literally in bliss; it was so fine, warm and poetic. Complete ecstasy. I planted 
12 cherry trees, 4 pyramidal mulberries, two almond trees, and some other 
things. The trees are in good shape; they will soon give fruit. And the old trees 
are starting to bloom, the pear is in flower, the almond, too, is covered in pink 
blossoms” (7: 126). [. . .]

The artist and poet in Chekhov felt an irresistible passion to tell Knipper 
about the changes that had taken place in the garden since his last letter to 
her. On 14 February 1900 Chekhov inundates her with descriptive details 
that can easily be read as a director’s instructions for staging a theatrical 
performance: the willow has already turned green and the almond is in 
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bloom; bridges have been built over the streams in the garden; wooden 
benches have been set out, and so on. But what the actress was hoping for 
from the writer during that period was not picturesque details: “You are 
sharing absolutely nothing with me [. . .] You write me about the weather, 
which I can learn about from the newspapers” (14 January 1902).7 The 
partners spoke different languages, and misunderstanding was a feature of 
their dialogue. The reader is reminded of Act III of Uncle Vanya, where As-
trov tells Elena: “I can see from your face that this is of no interest to you”  
(S 13: 95). These details were precious to the writer, separated as he was 
from the literary and theatrical life of Moscow. After his first reaction to 
her reproach (“Forgive me, I won’t do it any more” [19 January 1902; 10: 
172]), Chekhov paused briefly. On 21 January he grumbles, “It’s too bad 
that you have forbidden me to write about the weather [. . .]. There’s noth-
ing to be done; I will remain silent” (10: 176); but within two days he is 
begging: “Allow me to write you about the weather!” (23 January; 10: 178). 
Still he maintains his silence, waiting for “permission” (25, 27, 28 January), 
until Knipper herself asked: “Write me about the weather” (28 January); 
“Write, dear, about the weather, [. . .] write about whatever you want . . .” 
(30 January).8 Chekhov’s response (2 February) maintains the spirit of con-
flict: “All right, then: don’t hold your breath. All I will say is that today is 
quiet; the sun is shining brightly, the apple-quince is in bloom the almonds 
are blossoming, and I will say no more” (10: 183). Chekhov was the victor 
in this verbal duel. Olga Leonardovna, who quickly came to understand 
the error of her ways, still interpreted her husband’s passion in her own 
way (“How glad I am that the weather is good where you are. It will make 
things easier for you and the sun and gentle weather will raise your spirits”  
[20 January]9); ultimately, though, she became infected with the theme—in 
her own way: “Today was marvelous sunny weather, and warm, I so wanted 
to get out, into open space! (na voliu, na prostor)” (3 February).10

If the weather was bad, then Chekhov also wrote giving his personal 
reaction: “Snow, it’s cold, nasty” (9 February 1902; 10: 192); “Disgusting 
weather. Snow” (10 February 1902; 10: 193); “It’s nasty outside: frost, a 
strong wind, snow, in a word, bleah!” (2 March 1902; 10: 201). Knipper usu-
ally did not react to these complaints. She was more concerned that the storm 
might delay her boat to Yalta, or that when they were together the weather 
might “insult you.”11 [. . .]

From Yalta, Nice, Lyubimovka—wherever Chekhov was when away from 
Knipper—he sent her masses of fresh observations. Even in a brief postcard 
sent from Lozovaya Station on his way home from Lyubimovka in August 
1902, his hasty jotted lines read like a kind of stage direction for the occasion: 
“It’s already evening; it’s dark, hot, stuffy” (11: 14). Compare a 15 February 
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1904 letter to his sister—“It’s already evening, it’s dark”—also written on the 
road, from Moscow to Yalta (12: 37).

As appropriate for stage directions, these descriptions take the form of 
verbless nominal—“it’s”—sentences. That had already been the case in let-
ters from the ’80s and ’90s: “[It’s] morning. Receiving patients [. . .]. [It’s] 
cold, damp” (5: 233). “[It’s] evening”—in the letter to Smagin cited above.12 
This construction, by the way, was common in the early sketches—which 
serves to confirm the artist’s holistic vision. But let us look at the way this 
stylistic feature contributes dynamically to the letters’ dramatic function.

As the epistolary narration (the “action”) unfolds (i.e., to put it more sim-
ply, during the time of writing—and letters from Yalta were written mostly 
without haste), something changes in the sky, in the air, and Chekhov cap-
tures the tiniest detail in strong, short sentences, that is, adding verbs. The 
letter reader becomes an involuntary witness to these changes: “I don’t go 
out, I sit in my study, and it seems to me that I’ve been in Kamchatka for 24 
years,” we read at the beginning of a letter to Knipper of 9 January 1902, and 
we can clearly see the figure of the writer hunched over his desk in a cold 
room (10: 163). The next paragraph, in which Chekhov responds to subjects 
that Knipper had brought up (about a performance for doctors of the Pirogov 
Doctors Congress, etc.), begins with the phrase: “It’s started snowing.” And 
as he concludes the letter, Chekhov hastens to share his joy: “Imagine, the 
sun has peeked out” (ibid.). The letter is short, but it offers a vivid picture of 
the early Crimean spring, with its capricious changes in the weather. Such 
phrases impart a dynamism to the epistolary landscape and serve as a canvas 
for visible movement—the “action.”

“Stage Directions”: Daily Life and Setting

In the course of a letter, daily life, an inextricable part of the surrounding 
world, is drawn into the main “action.” References to it are somewhat objec-
tive, but they, too, are vivid and dynamic. Reading Chekhov’s letters, it is 
easy to picture him throwing his head back, listening to voices behind the 
door, going out into the living room, and then returning to his desk. Outside 
the window of his Yalta study, as Chekhov writes his wife on 15 January 
1902, “on the other side of the river” a white house can be seen that burned 
during the night and “is still smoldering” (10: 171). The window (or door) 
as a means of directing heroes’ glances onto “another life” outside the house 
where the action is taking place, is an omnipresent detail in Chekhov’s plays. 
[. . .] Even in his letters to his beloved, the artist does not forget about the free 
life of nature beyond the walls of his study. The playwright subordinates this 
habit of his to a certain poetic purpose. The windows and the blurry contours 
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of the big city or the river in the background of the scene open out the space 
of action, conjoin it with the surrounding world.

Chekhov did not claim the “starring role” in his letters; as we have said, 
he often mentions third parties. Like the references to the weather, this ener-
gizes the narration. The comings and goings of visitors interrupt the process 
of letter-writing, introducing a pause during which, as in the plays, the hero 
moves “around the stage”: he gets up to show his guest to the door or to greet 
a new arrival. Pauses divide the letter’s text into parts, like scenes in a play 
(Chekhov himself, of course, did not use this compositional form after The 
Wood Demon, but inner boundaries signifying the departure or arrival of a 
character are a common feature of the dramatic genre).

The guests in Chekhov’s letters comprise both particular named characters 
and a nondescript mass of supernumeraries who get in the way. But even the 
generalized guests in an epistolary “act” are a living, breathing image that 
moves through space: “[. . .] I’ve barely sat down to pen and paper, when the 
door opens, and someone pokes their face in (to Knipper; 9: 102). A letter 
from 17 August 1900 offers an example of how the arrival of guests conveys 
this “staged” quality. A general description of the circumstances—“The 
guests are bothering the hell out of me” (Chekhov was working on The Three 
Sisters at the time)—is followed by these lines: “The school directress arrived 
just now [by the way, it is hardly coincidental that at this time the playwright 
makes his heroine Olga Prozorova a school directress. –EP], with a couple 
of young ladies (her relatives). They came in, sat for awhile in the study, and 
now have gone to have some tea” (9: 100). While he was writing the letter, 
the wind started to blow, and Chekhov hastens to convey the changes this has 
wrought “on stage”: “Wind. Waves on the sea. I left my study and am now in 
my room, writing by the window” (ibid.). The visible movement of the hero 
around the house creates the impression of “action” taking place before an 
“audience.” And the guests and the wind are two forces that create an atmo-
sphere of restless movement.

A letter of 27 August 1901 abounds with movement interrupting the writ-
ing: guests come (“yesterday twice”—Karabchevsky; “today”—Orlenev, 
doctor Vitte, and others); his glance falls on spiders scrambling busily around 
the room; hammering sounds are heard as men work on the stove. There are 
many such letters. On 7 March 1901 a phrase appears in the middle of a fairly 
long letter: “I went downstairs just now and had some tea and rolls” (9: 218). 
On 5 September 1901: “A couple of people have come for lunch: Bunin and 
a prosecutor”—and, after the next paragraph: “The guests had lunch, sat for 
awhile, and then left” (10: 72). One more example: Chekhov interrupts a 
letter he’s writing on 17 February 1904 from aboard a ship from Moscow to 
Yalta (the maid Nastya and a dog Shnap were traveling with him, but were 
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not in the cabin, but on deck) as follows: “I can hear Shnap up on deck bark-
ing at someone. Most likely, the passengers are playing with him. I’ll go have 
a look.” Returning, he resumes: “So, everything is fine [. . .]” (12: 38).

Such “events” at times cause him to conclude the letter. “Altshuller came” 
(a doctor who was treating Chekhov)—appears at the end of a letter from 14 
September 1900; after the signature, a brief sentence is added: “I’m going to 
town with Altshuller”; then a new paragraph begins: “Altshuller and I didn’t 
go; the moment we went out the door, the school directress arrived” (9: 116). 
All these reports, succeeding one after another, give the epistolary style the 
energy of rapid external action, dramatic in nature.

As Chekhov wrote his “literary” work—that is, his letter—actual, spe-
cific people arrived, separating what we could call the “letterary” (episto-
lary) world from the real world. The epistolary “action” ends, and the real 
action begins: written interaction with a distant correspondent gives way to 
living communication with people standing in the room next to him. A letter 
from 26 March 1900 ends: “Hark! Someone has arrived. A guest has come 
in. Goodbye, actress!” (9: 76). 5 September 1900: “The guests are leaving; 
I’m going to see them off” (9: 109). 19 October 1903: “Mikhailovsky and 
Kostya are here. They’ve come” (11: 279). 23 November 1903: “M-me Sre-
dina came [. . .] It’s getting dark” (11: 313). Ending a letter this way with a 
turn toward real life recalls the end of a theatrical performance: the curtain 
comes down, and what we see before us is no longer a “hero” and “char-
acters,” but actors saying their farewells. Of course anyone writing a letter 
can be interrupted by the arrival of guests or the coming of twilight. But not 
every letter-writer feels compelled to use the real situation as an opportu-
nity to create a pause (an “interlude”) or to say good-bye to the addressee, 
to depict all of this as “action.” This is a rare quality in the epistolary art and 
a sign of its theatrical nature for Chekhov; it signals the uniquely dramatic 
mind-set and talent of its writer.

Such episodes in the correspondence require a certain freedom and inti-
macy between author and addressee. Indeed, this kind of interruption in the 
narration is more frequent in letters to Knipper than to others. This could 
suggest that Chekhov wanted to liven up the letters, to make them more in-
teresting for her or even—at times—to depart from certain topics that she had 
been insistent in raising in her eagerness to analyze her inner world. [. . .]. 
During the last years of his life Chekhov wrote to Knipper much more often 
than to his other correspondents, and with that degree of ease and candor of 
which he was capable. In the context of the entire body of Chekhov’s letters, 
the ease with which he moves from the letter to life and back again seems to 
be a feature of his individual epistolary talent, which developed brilliantly in 
his letters to Knipper.
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INDIRECT EXPRESSION OF THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS

Up to this point our subject has been those stylistic features of Chekhov’s 
letters that are generally characteristic of the dramatic genre. Now let us ex-
amine the relationship between Chekhov’s letters and the innovative form of 
drama that he created at the turn of the twentieth century. [. . .]

The thoughts and feelings most deeply felt by the author are banished to 
the deepest layers of the text. The psychological basis for this quality is the 
character of the letter’s “hero,” a man who is open when discussing external 
events of his own life and the lives of others; restrained when expressing his 
own internal state; and tactful when he had to touch upon the emotions of his 
interlocutor.

Chekhov avoids expressing his feelings directly, and if he wants to express 
them, he uses simple and ordinary words: “I keep imagining that the door is 
going to open this very minute, and you are going to walk in. But you don’t, 
you are at rehearsals now. . .” This is from the first letter to Knipper, written 
soon after the time they had spent together in the Crimea, in which he ad-
dresses her familiarly using the singular pronoun (9 August 1900; 9: 98). But 
more often in such cases Chekhov resorts to irony. A sudden “lowering of 
tone” sets in the moment the text becomes emotional or confessional. There 
are just a few isolated examples of frank lyricism and pathos in Chekhov’s 
letters; they come as an outburst of direct feeling in response to some ex-
traordinary circumstance. A switch from elevated to mundane style creates 
a distinctive tone and musicality. It is at this junction where the entire inner 
emotional richness of Chekhov’s epistolary narration is felt. The feeling is so 
strong, the thought is so meaningful, that it has to be held in. [. . .]

Chekhov’s inner state as the author of the letters is usually not expressed 
openly, but rather is discovered by the reader: it seemingly inadvertently 
slips through in some external detail. At the end of 1893 Chekhov witnessed 
before his eyes the affair between Lika Mizinova and Ignaty Potapenko. 
Chekhov did not say a word about it in his letters. But on 28 December 1893 
he writes a letter to Victor Goltsev, who was a mutual friend of all three of 
the parties. It has no salutation and seems to have been prompted by the need 
immediately to convey the news: “Potapenko and Lika arrived just now. Po-
tapenko is already singing” (5: 256). There follows an expression of regret 
that Goltsev did not come with them (for the New Year), that the censorship 
mutilated the story “Big Volodya and Small Volodya” (Volodia bol’shoi i 
Volodia malen’kii, 1893); then again there are a few words about Potapenko, 
who is “enjoying himself.” The letter ends with a comment to the effect that 
Chekhov’s mood has been ruined—thanks to the censorship issue—with an 
invitation to Goltsev to come to Melikhovo, and then only after the signature, 
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with the phrase: “Lika started singing too” (5: 257). By simply providing two 
separated key phrases showing only the external actions of the guests (“Po-
tapenko is already singing”—“Lika started singing too”), Chekhov commu-
nicated his mood during these days, which was ruined not only by his clash 
with the censorship, but also by this personal clash as well. This is evidenced 
by the line that interrupts his complaint about the censorship: “Anyway, this 
is all of no interest. Forgive me for boring you.”

The paragraphs in many of Chekhov’s letters (from different years) end in 
the same way. In a letter to his brother Alexander, he writes: “Anyway, it’s 
all nonsense”—after mentioning material difficulties and low honorariums 
(2: 128).13 After criticizing Nikolai Leikin’s novels in a letter to the author, 
Chekhov writes, “But I’ve rambled on” (2: 270). In his famous letter to 
Alexei Pleshcheev, after writing the deeply felt words that serve as his liter-
ary manifesto, he confesses: “This is the program that I would adhere to if I 
were a great artist” (3: 11).

In his correspondence with Knipper the word “nonsense,” or “minor thing” 
(pustiaki), immediately took on the ominous shade of the writer’s worsening 
illness. In the spring of 1901 Knipper was trying to get Chekhov to come to 
Moscow, but he did not want to go because of his ill health; he wrote about 
this, but added: “Anyway, it’s all nonsense, I’ll come to Moscow, and that’s 
all there is to it (basta)” (9: 223). But when the subject of formalizing their 
marriage came up, he wrote: “Everything is fine, everything, except for one 
minor thing (pustiak)—my health” (10: 18). And later, having let it slip at one 
point that he was losing “strength” and that his mood was bad, Chekhov again 
hastened to clarify: “But still, all of that is nonsense” (11: 42). At the very 
end of his life, in Badenweiler, Chekhov allows himself to expound upon his 
ailments to a distant correspondent in Taganrog, then concludes this part of 
the letter with the words “I’ve bored you with nonsense” (12: 119).

So it always was. If Chekhov had to directly address a topic that was im-
portant to him, he hastened to disguise its gravity with this word pustiaki. This 
kind of deprecation, as we know, is a structural principle at the base of many of 
Chekhov’s dramatic heroes’ monologues. The moment a character’s thoughts 
soar too high, or are about to turn confessional (except, perhaps, those of 
Ivanov), he interrupts himself with the words: “nonsense,” or “eccentricity” 
(chudachestvo), or “I’ve rambled on” (zaboltalsia), and so forth. One of the 
most passionate monologues in all of Chekhov’s drama—Astrov’s speech in 
Uncle Vanya about the destruction of the forests and the importance of saving 
them in the name of the happiness of all humanity—is interrupted when the 
hero glimpses a glass of vodka that has been brought to him and “switches” his 
tone: “All of this, most likely, is eccentricity, when it comes right down to it” 
(S 13: 73). [. . .] Like Astrov, Chekhov did not like to talk about his personal 
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misfortunes. And the more reasons there were for complaint—and there were 
more as the years passed—the less there is about them in his letters.

Chekhov’s correspondence with his wife reflects several critical issues: 
on the personal level, the long periods of time they spent apart, the frustra-
tions associated with his distance from Moscow in general, and his declin-
ing health; and on the level of his creative work, difficulties he experienced 
writing the plays that he had promised to the theater. About the oppressive 
isolation he experienced in Yalta Chekhov was able to write only jokingly, 
parodying himself: “[. . .] I keep waiting until you will allow me to pack for 
Moscow. To Moscow . . . to Moscow! It’s no longer Three Sisters saying 
this, but ‘One Husband’” (11: 311), or extremely simply, without excessive 
commentary: “I need to live in Moscow [. . .] and dream about traveling to 
the Crimea, abroad” (10: 164).14

We have already discussed the manner in which Chekhov wrote to his 
wife about his illness. We will only add that when mentioning his bouts of 
fever, his pleuritic pains and cough, he tried to write in the past tense, always 
indicating that he felt better “today,” or if “today” he felt ill, then he would 
assure his correspondent that everything would be fine “tomorrow” (see the 
letters from 7 December 1901, 11 and 15 January 1902, and others). By com-
parison with these short diary-like reports, the famous sentence in his letter 
to Mizinova from 1894 (“Obviously, I have lost my health, just as I have lost 
you” [5: 318]) could be seen as the height of candor. For the “Knipper era,” 
the restrained and ironical confession cited above is more typical (“Every-
thing is fine except for one minor thing”), or—in his last letter from Baden-
weiler, to his sister [Figures 19–20]: “Apparently my stomach is irretrievably 
damaged, and nothing will help it except fasting, i.e. eating nothing at all, 
and—basta. The only remedy for the breathlessness is not to move” (12: 
133; B/P 531). The import of these words, spoken by a doctor about himself, 
would be confirmed within less than a week.15

Chekhov also refrained from confessing his own bad inner emotional state. 
There is just one instance, in a letter of 17 August 1902, where he does not 
conceal his “wretched” mood from his wife. The occasion was her unreason-
able attitude toward his family. In this letter, without drawing any evident 
connection with the family conflict, Chekhov let slip a phrase concerning 
another painful question—his work on The Cherry Orchard: “I will not write 
the play” (11: 15). His emotional equanimity was violated, his work had 
ground to a halt—this was the covert meaning of these words, and Knipper, 
who, on the theater’s request had been intensely following the progress of his 
writing, must have found them almost crude. She took alarm.16

But generally what caused the most concern was hidden—and so reliably, 
that Knipper doubted that her husband needed her. She was disturbed by the 
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fact that both in his letters and in person, Chekhov had little to say about his 
creative work and did not share his thoughts—about people and about litera-
ture.17 “[. . .] you can live right next to me without talking. And sometimes I 
felt unneeded [. . .] You live your own, separate life, and you look with indif-
ference upon everyday life” (28 August 1902).18

But Knipper could have guessed as to Chekhov’s most cherished thoughts 
and true feelings—by a faint hint or by unexpected nuance. “It’s too dark for 
me to write, my candles don’t burn well”—so ends one of the letters from 
1900 (9: 120). Of course the issue here is the evening light, that darkness that 
forces him to stop writing. But why do we feel that this mundane detail is 
linked to the author’s overall state of mind, maybe fatigue, an awareness of 
the difficulty of the moment (this was during the challenging days when he 
was finishing his work on The Three Sisters, just before embarking on a new 
trip abroad in hopes of finally curing his disease, which had dragged on too 
long)? After all, Chekhov had not simply said: “The candles don’t burn well”; 
he had said, “My candles . . .” The direct meaning of these words is concrete, 
as are Astrov’s words in Uncle Vanya about Africa, provoked by his glance 
at the map, or about the fact that his trace horse had gone lame, but they veil 
a deeper, unspoken significance.

As he greeted the onset of the Crimean spring, Chekhov wrote on 15 Janu-
ary 1902: “Today for the first time I heard the first spring birdsong. It’s warm, 
sunny, and quiet, and the timid, hesitant chirping of the bird, who will fly 
away to Russia at the end of March” (10: 171). There is no circumlocution, 
no metaphor. The restrained feeling breaks through in a simple observation, 
a simple statement of fact. [. . .] Knipper answered as follows: “You write so 
marvelously about the little bird in spring, my Anton! I felt touched deep in 
my soul. I understand this so well.”19 If this exchange is read as a dialogue in 
a play, then it is impossible not to feel that Chekhov’s interlocutor is speak-
ing in a different key: she responds to his evasiveness vis-à-vis feelings by 
expressing hers directly. When Chekhov wrote directly about his feelings, he 
used simple, almost mundane words, without any effusions: “No one loves 
you the way I do” (9: 201); “I love you, after all, know this, it’s already hard 
for me to live without you” (9: 218); “[. . .] I wish you happiness, and peace, 
and more love, that will go on and on like this, fifteen years or more. What 
do you think, is such a love possible? For me, yes, but not for you” (9: 173). 
No psychologizing, no “suffering” about some unsolvable problem of their 
life together—not before, nor after, their marriage.

Knipper, by contrast, wanted to “clarify our relationship” and inclined to-
ward elaborate psychological analysis and a penitential tone (she wrote, for 
example, about her desire to go down on her knees before Chekhov, etc.). 
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In his response to such outpourings, Chekhov resorted to the kind of shift in 
tone that we discussed above. Only he didn’t cut her short but redirected the 
conversation onto more sober soil. When she expressed, for example, concern 
about her uncle Alexander Zaltsa’s inner psychological state, writing about it in 
detail (this concern, by the way, was not without basis: he was later to commit 
suicide), Chekhov merely answered: “We need to get Uncle Sasha married” (9: 
103), but then he was particularly attentive to Zaltsa, and wrote letters to him.

When Knipper wanted him to “speak to her of love,” “to talk about “some-
thing good, something real,” about her desire to live “some kind of extraor-
dinary life” with him, his answer was: “My dear, lawfully wedded wife, I 
am alive and healthy, and lonely. The weather in Yalta is marvelous, but it 
makes no difference to me; I’m sitting inside reading proofs [. . .]” (10: 102). 
No assurances or complaints, just one word, not emphasized, just included in 
a list (“alive, healthy, lonely”), and with this word he brought down to earth 
his interlocutor’s dreams about the “extraordinary life.” There was a simple, 
specific explanation: the fact was that he did not have the usual guests visit-
ing—that is, he was speaking about actual, so to speak, physical, solitude. 
But he did not say “alone;” he said “lonely”—and with that one word, he 
responded to his wife’s whole paragraph.

Knipper often asked Chekhov questions about his understanding of life, 
what he felt was “most important in life,” and so on.20 Chekhov did not like 
long discourses on this kind of topic, and he simply laughed them off; on 20 
April 1904 he provided an answer: “You ask: what is life? It’s just like ask-
ing what a carrot is. A carrot is a carrot, and nothing beyond that is known” 
(12: 93). At that point Chekhov had only a little over two months to live; his 
wife had decades of life ahead of her, and in retrospect there is a tragic reso-
nance to this mismatched dialogue. Here she speaks what’s on her mind, and 
he speaks what’s on his, as in the plays, where in similar exchanges (when 
one answers not the words of the other, but his or her own thoughts), each 
character seems somehow indifferent to the other, but still, each bears his or 
her own human truth.

As with conversations among his characters in which the replies do not 
match what was asked, in these exchanges with his wife, Chekhov did not 
raise any objections, but rather simply juxtaposed his position—his thoughts, 
his tone.21 This calls to mind a scene from The Three Sisters, where a ques-
tion about life “in general” is staged similarly. Tuzenbakh, defending his 
right to feel happy, refers to migratory birds: they “fly and fly, and whatever 
thoughts, profound or shallow, might wander around in their heads, they still 
will fly, not knowing why or where.” And when Masha asks, “Still there must 
be some meaning?” he responds: “Meaning . . . it’s snowing. What meaning 
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is there in that?” (S 13: 147). “Snow,” like the “carrot,” is an image from real 
life, bringing discourses on abstract themes down to sober reality.

Such examples, where Chekhov uses a tautological expression (“a carrot is 
a carrot”) instead of the extended discourse on some essential question that 
the partner expects, are not rare. To Boris Lazarevsky’s question as to how 
“talent should be defined,” Chekhov’s answer was: “It should not be. Talent 
is talent, and nothing more.”22 This is very similar to Chekhov’s desire to 
avoid discussing the question of the meaning of life with Dmitry Merezh-
kovsky. Chekhov’s continence took the form of restraint in using high-flown 
expressions; Merezhkovsky took it at the time as a kind of scorn toward 
vital philosophical questions (“I talk to him about eternity, and he talks to 
me about stew).”23 And a different interlocutor, who had shared the thought 
that he was “suffering from self-consciousness,” must have been seriously 
offended at Chekhov’s response: “You shouldn’t drink so much vodka.”24  
[. . .] Thus Chekhov’s characteristic tendency (in his life, letters, and creative 
works) to lower the tone (of his interlocutor, correspondent, and hero) is to 
transfer a lofty utterance into the context of ordinary, prosaic life. [. . .]

At first glance Ckekhov’s letters from the 1880s and ’90s are richer than 
those of his last years. In any case, the monological and dialogical features in 
the epistolary text during that period achieved a certain balance, which cannot 
be said about the letters of the Yalta period. The letters to Knipper, as we have 
seen, constitute an ongoing “conversation,” whereas the dialogic principle in 
the letters to the majority of other correspondents is rather weak.

The letters of the ’80s and ’90s may indeed be richer in terms of their in-
formational content, but not the depth of their meaning. The later letters are 
more laconic and, as it were, simpler in their problematics; they lack those ex-
tended discourses about social and literary topics that were so striking in the 
letters to Alexei Suvorin. But this is that same deceptive simplicity that, let us 
say, distinguishes the four “main” plays from the earlier dramatic works and 
vaudevilles, and, among these four, The Cherry Orchard from The Seagull.

The philosophical and intellectual profundity of the letters of the last 
years of Chekhov’s life is hidden, and the lyrical and dramatic are blended 
together in them, as in the late plays. [. . .] Chekhov’s letters are written by a 
storyteller and playwright—and a poet to the degree to which he was a poet 
in all spheres of his remarkable creative work. So they are also interesting for 
studying the inner sources of his narrative and, as we have attempted to show 
here, his dramatic art.

—1990, 1995
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NOTES

1. Iu. Aikhenval’d, Pis’ma Chekhova (Moscow: Kosmos, 1915), 5.
2. See A. M. Malakhova, “Poetika epistoliarnogo zhanra,” in V tvorcheskoi labo-

ratorii Chekhova (Moscow: Nauka, 1974), 315–21; Vladimir Lakshin, “Chekhov’s 
‘Postal Prose’” (this volume, chapter 5); Alexander Chudakov, “A Unity of Vision: 
Chekhov’s Letters” (this volume, chapter 9). Chudakov illustrates Chekhov’s unity 
of vision by focusing on the overall lexical and syntactical nature of descriptions in 
the letters and prose; the drama is only mentioned in passing in connection with this.

3. See Malakhova, “Poetika epistoliarnogo zhanra,” 313.
4. In a remarkable coincidence, the first entry Chekhov made in his notebook 

after moving to Melikhovo (from where at the end of that same year he wrote to 
“Trofim”), contains a similar absurd dialogue:

– I planted vetch and oats.

– You shouldn’t have. You should have planted trifolium.

– I’ve bought a pig. . .

– You shouldn’t have. You should have bought a horse.” (S 17: 10; compare with the 
variant of this entry on 59)

We can recall in the vaudevilles: the absurd arguments in “The Proposal” (Pred-
lozhenie, 1888); the “arguments” of Merchutkina, who is extorting money from the 
bank, in “The Jubilee” (Iubilei, 1892); the dialogue with the refrain “Greece has 
everything,” in “The Wedding” (Svad’ba, 1890). By the way, Chekhov wrote “The 
Jubilee,” arguably his most brilliant vaudeville, after renouncing the drama.

5. Perepiska Chekhova s O. L Knipper, v. 1 (Moscow: Mir, 1934), 125. Hence-
forth Perepiska.

6. Proposed by the Finnish critic Kh. Marttil in 1984. Reported in personal com-
munication by L. Biukling (Finland).

7. Perepiska, v. 2 (1936), 242.
8. Ibid., 286, 290.
9. Ibid., 260.

10. Ibid., 301. See also: “. . . A delirious sense of the oncoming spring came over 
me [. . .] I forgot everything, and rejoiced” (11 February; ibid., 319). She is usually 
oriented to her own feeling (attributing this to Chekhov as well: “It will make things 
easier and [. . .] will raise your spirits . . .”).

11. Ibid., 314 and 330.
12. About this, see N. O. Nil’sson, “Leksika i stilistika pisem Chekhova,” Scando-

Slavica, 14 (1968): 33–58.
13. For more on the importance of special “symptom words,” such as anyway, in 

Chekhov’s epistolary prose, see A. P. Kuzicheva, this volume, chapter 7. –Eds.
14. For a detailed analysis of the letters reflecting these tensions, see Zinovy Pa-

perny’s chapter in this volume. –Eds.
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15. Though not long before, Chekhov had assured his sister (maybe himself as 
well) that things were actually getting better, and his health was returning “not by the 
ounce but by the pound” (12: 130, 122)—an exaggeration without excess emotion, a 
calm tone that reliably concealed the patient’s actual state of health.

16. “You, dear, please don’t hurry to come here, if you’re doing well in Yalta, as 
you write [Knipper was writing from Liubimovka, from where Chekhov had abruptly 
left for home, which had aroused her irritation at his mother and sister, who had not 
invited her to come to Yalta with him. –EP] [. . .] But still, write the play. Now you 
are at home, it’s comfortable, warm; sit, work, forget these recent troubles. Relax” 
(22 August 1902; Perepiska, v. 2, 454).

17. Her husband’s reticence as to his creative work disturbed Knipper, especially 
when it concerned the theater’s plans for its repertoire: “Are you writing or not? You 
don’t say anything about it” (27 September 1902; ibid., 530).

18. Ibid., 470–71. Understanding the differences between her psychology and her 
husband’s (“You don’t like it when I start thinking about life and whining” [13 Janu-
ary 1902; ibid., 240]), Knipper still let him know of how difficult his restraint was 
for her: “Anton, must you always remain silent, no matter what is going on in your 
soul? Should all people be that way?” (7 September 1902; ibid, 493; see on the same 
subject 380). Chekhov did not answer such questions.

19. 20 January 1902 (ibid., 259–60).
20. See her letters of 25 November, 19 December of 1901 (ibid., 99, 164). On 

15 April 1904 she again asked: “[. . .] What is life? I don’t understand anything. It 
seems that I am foolish, foolish, limited” (see these heretofore unpublished lines in 
Perepiska A. P. Chekhova: 3 vols., v. 3 [Moscow: Nasledie, 1996], 383, n. 2).

21. Responding to his wife’s thoughts about literature, which differed from his (for 
example, Knipper loved A. V. Lunacharsky’s play Temptation [Iskushenie], praised 
Bunin’s story “In the Autumn” [Osen’iu] and did not like Kuprin’s story “In the 
Circus” [V tsirke]—in all three cases her assessments disagreed with his), Chekhov 
interrupted himself: “Enough! Forget about them! Why did we start talking about 
literature?” (10: 182).

22. B. A. Lazarevskii, “A. P. Chekhov,” in A. P. Chekhov v vospominaniiakh 
sovremennikov (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1986), 575.

23. D. S. Merezhkovskii, “Asfodeli i romashka,” in his V tikhom omute (Moscow: 
Sovetskii pisatel’, 1991), 49.

24. See in I. A. Bunin, “Chekhov,” in A. P. Chekhov v vospominaniiakh sovremen-
nikov, 490.
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Figure 1. Anton Chekhov, 1897.
A.P. Chekhov Museum, Melikhovo.

Figure 2. Chekhov’s brother Nikolai, 
1879–80.
A.P. Chekhov Museum, Melikhovo.
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Figure 3. Letter to Nikolai Chekhov, March 1886, pp. 4, 1. It is in this famous letter that Chek-
hov sets forth a code of conduct he deems appropriate for a “man of culture.”
Russian State Library, Manuscript Department.

Figure 4. Letter to Nikolai Chekhov, March 1886, pp. 2–3.
Russian State Library, Manuscript Department.
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Figure 6. Letter to Dmitry Grigorovich, 28 March 1886, excerpt, pp. 4, 1. This famous 
letter marks a key turning point in Chekhov’s path as a writer; here he responds with 
gratitude to Grigorovich for recognizing his talent.
Russian State Library, Manuscript Department.

Figure 5. Letter to Nikolai Chekhov, March 1886, 
p. 5.
Russian State Library, Manuscript Department.
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Figure 7. Letter to Alexei Pleshcheev, 4 October 1888, p. 1. In this letter, Chekhov 
defines his “holy of holies.”
Russian State Library, Manuscript Department.

Figure 8. Letter to Alexei Pleshcheev, 4 October 1888, p. 2.
Russian State Library, Manuscript Department.
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Figure 9. Letter to Alexei Suvorin, 7 January 1889, excerpt, pp. 4, 1. This 
letter contains the famous autobiographical passage about a young man who 
“squeezed the slave out of himself, drop by drop.”
Russian State Library, Manuscript Department.

Figure 10. Before Chekhov’s departure  
for Sakhalin, April 1890.  L-R standing:  
A. I. Ivanchenko, I. P. Chekhov, the writer’s 
brother, P. E. Chekhov, the writer’s father, 
Alyosha Korneev; L-R sitting: Mahsa 
Korneeva, M. P. Chekhov, the writer’s 
brother, L. S.  Mizinova, M. P. Chekhova, 
the writer’s sister, A. P. Chekhov, E. Ya. 
Chekhova, the writer’s mother.
A.P. Chekhov Museum in Melikhovo.
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Figure 11. Letter to M. V. Kiseleva, 7 May 1890, excerpt, pp. 4-1. This letter was written on the 
way to Sakhalin, from the shore of the Irtysh.
Russian State Library, Manuscript Department.

Figure 12. Letter to Suvorin, 9 December 1890, excerpt, pp. 4-1 (R-L). Written after Chekhov’s 
return from Sakhalin, the letter was long censored. The censored part is on p. 4.
Russian State Library, Manuscript Department.
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Figure 13. Chekhov (L) with his 
brother Mikhail Chekhov in 1895 on 
the porch of the wing at Melikhovo 
where Chekhov wrote The Seagull.
A.P. Chekhov Museum in Melikhovo.

Figure 14. The artist Isaac Levitan with 
his hunting rifle and dog Vesta, 1890s.
A.P. Chekhov Museum in Melikhovo.
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Figure 15. Excerpt from a letter to Chekhov 
from Isaac Levitan (13 June 1897).

Figure 16. Chekhov’s wife, the actress 
Olga Knipper in costume as Ranevskaya for 
a performance of The Cherry Orchard at 
the Moscow Art Theater, early 1900s.
A.P. Chekhov Museum in Melikhovo.
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Figure 17. Letter to Olga Knipper, 23 August 1891, excerpt, pp. 2–3.
Russian State Library, Manuscript Department.

Figure 18. Chekhov’s sister, Marya 
Pavlovna, in Yalta, early 1900s.
A.P. Chekhov Museum in Melikhovo.
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Figure 20. Letter to his sister Marya Pavlovna, 28 June 1904, p. 2.
Russian State Library, Manuscript Department.

Figure 19. Letter to his sister Marya Pavlovna, 28 June 1904, p. 1. One of the last two let-
ters Chekhov wrote.
Russian State Library, Manuscript Department.
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Part IV

FROM LIFE TO ART: READINGS
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Chapter Twelve

Homo Sachaliensis
Chekhov as a Family Man*

Galina Rylkova

*Written for this volume.

Chekhov’s letters written during his trip to the island of Sakhalin reflect not 
only the political, social, and personal concerns that have been the focus of 
much critical discussion over the years, but also a key dimension of his re-
lationship with his family. Chekhov’s unusually close ties with his relatives 
that only intensified with his growing fame and recognition still puzzle his 
readers. I see the Sakhalin trip as a turning point in this relationship. From 
that point onward, Chekhov stopped considering this relationship as largely 
one-sided, as that of a breadwinner providing for his ineffectual dependents. 
During his trip he came to recognize the important role that his family played 
in sustaining his equanimity and creative spirit. Chekhov’s intense corre-
spondence with his relatives during his trip across Siberia created an ideal 
space for such a transformation to occur. There is a noticeable difference 
between Chekhov’s begrudgingly fulfilling his duties of the main provider 
and caregiver before the trip and his elation at seeing his relatives upon his 
return from Sakhalin.

In April 1888, in a letter responding to a fellow writer’s hints at the intrica-
cies of his family arrangements, Chekhov gave a lengthy description of his 
own situation, which he compared to having “a benign tumor” or “a lump in 
the middle of [his] forehead”:

[. . .] I’m down to my last 75 Rubles. . . . Where do I get the money to go to 
Sumy? If I don’t get an advance, I’ll shoot myself.

I also have a “familial caboodle.” To make things easier, I always take it 
along with me on my travels the way I travel with my baggage. I’m used to it 
the way you get used to a lump in the middle of your forehead. It’s safer and 
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cheaper to bring this caboodle along with you than to leave it behind at home. 
. . . To be fair, though, in comparison with an unnatural growth of tissue, my 
tumor is benign—not malignant. And my caboodle is very good at sewing shirts, 
cooking meals, and always being cheerful. In winter, the caboodle consists of 8 
persons and, in summer, of 5 (including two maids). In any case, I’m more often 
cheerful than sad, although, to come right down to it, I’m bound-up hand and 
foot. . . . You, my dear friend, have a compact little apartment, whereas I have 
a whole house, a lousy one, I admit, but still a house complete with two stories. 
. . . You have just one wife who will forgive you your penury, whereas I have 
to maintain a whole commonwealth whose edifice will come crashing down on 
me, flattening me with its heavy masonry, should I fail to earn a certain number 
of rubles every single month. . . . (2: 249)1

The unsteady construction collapsed on 17 June 1889, when Chekhov’s older 
brother Nikolai died of tuberculosis, the disease that would claim Chekhov’s 
life fifteen years later. While Nikolai was sick, Chekhov had no other choice 
but to act as his dying brother’s physician, a role he found particularly unbear-
able and started to resent, as his letters attest. Soon he left for Odessa (where, 
according to his letters, he drank champagne with local actresses) and traveled 
on to Yalta. He admitted guiltily in a letter to Alexei Pleshcheev: “There was 
no point in coming here, and there is no point in staying here either. I swim in 
the morning, die from heat in the afternoon, drink wine in the evening; and at 
night I sleep. [. . .] Every day I intend to leave, but somehow fail to do so” (3: 
233).2 His inexplicable procrastination in sunny sea resorts while his family 
was in mourning made Chekhov feel remorseful to the extent that he welcomed 
a dangerous swimming accident as some form of punishment for his hedonistic 
behavior and a symbolic turning point: “I feel a little ashamed of leading a syb-
aritic life here when things at home are bad. I left behind dreary melancholy and 
fear. [. . .] I had a joyful moment today. While bathing in the sea, I was almost 
killed by a long, heavy pole wielded by some ogre. What saved me was just one 
centimeter that separated my head from the pole. This miraculous deliverance 
from death brought to mind various fitting-for-the-occasion thoughts” (ibid.). 
The trip across Siberia was in part conceived as atonement for Chekhov’s le-
thargic and evasive behavior in the Crimea.

In the fall of 1889, Chekhov suddenly began planning and preparing for a 
long and strenuous trip to the Island of Sakhalin, which was to last from 21 
April to 7 December 1890. The trip’s objective was so incomprehensible to 
those around him that even Alexei Suvorin (Chekhov’s staunchest supporter 
and admirer) questioned its validity for either science or literature. As Simon 
Karlinsky clarifies in his edition of Chekhov’s letters:

As for the assertion that [Chekhov’s] journey was a subversive act or an act 
of political defiance, its proponents should be told that Sakhalin was not any 
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kind of political prison to begin with. It was a recently acquired territory, 
bleak and inhospitable, which the Russian government was trying to colonize 
with convicted murderers, swindlers, thieves and embezzlers. It was a penal 
colony in the original sense of the term, the sort of colony that the British 
and the French governments maintained on the East Coast of North America 
in the eighteenth century and to which Abbe Prevost’s Manon Lescaut and 
Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders were sent, the kind of colony that was used to 
get Australia settled. (K/H 153)

In his long and elaborate letter to Suvorin (March 1890), Chekhov tried to 
reason, describing his need to discipline himself as a top priority:

I may not be able to write anything at all, but the journey still retains its charm 
to me. By reading, looking around and listening, I’ll discover and learn a great 
deal. [. . .] Besides, the journey as I see it means six months’ continuous physical 
and mental labor, something I absolutely need, because I’m a Southerner and 
have already begun to grow lazy. I’ve got to discipline myself. (4: 31; K/H 159)

Chekhov’s insistence that an enlightened person needs discipline and 
should work continuously on improving his character is usually taken as 
something admirable but not particularly essential for his well-being. Chek-
hov’s lengthy epistolary instructions on how to behave to his relatives, female 
correspondents, and even his fellow writers are usually seen as a sign of his 
almost impeccable grace and high aesthetic and moral standards. He almost 
always knew how to handle an awkward situation, when others faltered and 
stumbled. In his frequently quoted letter to Suvorin, Chekhov hints that he 
might have reached this stage in January 1889 by “squeezing the slave out 
of himself drop by drop,” with “his veins no longer [carrying] the blood of a 
slave” (3: 133; my translation [Figure 9]). Examining the content and style 
of Chekhov’s letters, I would argue that the process of Chekhov’s character 
building continued for another three years (1889–1891). His letter-writing, 
like any form of expression for a writer, was integral to this process. By 1891, 
Chekhov’s character had solidified into a strategy and a unique set of defense 
mechanisms. I base my argument on Ernest Becker’s thesis that a human 
being “fashion[s] his character for the precise purpose of putting it between 
himself and the facts of life; it is his special tour-de-force that allows him to 
ignore incongruities, to nourish himself on impossibilities, to thrive on blind-
ness. He accomplishes thereby a peculiarly human victory: the ability to be 
smug about terror.”3

Indeed Chekhov, who was sick with tuberculosis for the most part of his 
mature life and was particularly sensitive to outside pressures and criticism 
of his work, would have required a reliable set of strategies in order to dis-
tract himself from being constantly focused on his mortality. It is significant 
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that he left a substantial record of his instructions to his relatives. Instead 
of asking what Chekhov’s brothers would have done without his thought-
ful guidance, I suggest we pose different questions. Did Chekhov, in fact, 
resort to epistolary mentoring and close supervision of his family members 
as a means of skirting his own fallibility and mortality? What was the role 
of relatives in Chekhov’s life? Could Chekhov have accomplished what he 
succeeded in carrying out without his “fallible” relatives? And what role did 
the trip to Sakhalin, and the letters he wrote from there, play in the process 
of creating these strategies?

THE SAKHALIN TRIP AND ITS OBJECTIVES

The conventional wisdom that Chekhov went to Sakhalin to prove to other 
people that he was capable of serious academic and literary work is a dis-
tortion of what Chekhov was seeking to achieve as a result of this trip. In 
the months that followed Nikolai’s death and preceded the trip to Sakhalin, 
Chekhov wrote his novella “A Boring Story” (Skuchnaia istoria, 1889) and 
a play, The Wood Goblin (Leshii, 1889). Both works focus on a negative re-
assessment of the lives lived by their outstanding scholarly protagonists. “A 
Boring Story” starts with its protagonist being completely worn out by wait-
ing for his death, which he thinks will come in six months. Nikolai Stepanov-
ich is plagued with insomnia and is overwhelmed by unfair and ungracious 
thoughts about his family members, friends, and colleagues. He plunges him-
self into further darkness, while his brilliant mind keeps informing him that 
he is surrounded only by callous and greedy people. Chekhov does not grant 
Nikolai Stepanovich his anticipated and much feared finale, and his desperate 
efforts to find some overarching idea that would validate his particular life of 
scholarly research fail completely. If Chekhov wanted to write himself out of 
a spiritual crisis that was caused by his brother’s death, he failed to do so and, 
as an alternative, he plunged himself into the time-consuming preparation for 
the journey that required the skills of an ethnographer and anthropologist.

Five weeks prior to his trip, Chekhov described Sakhalin as “a place of un-
bearable suffering”’ and suggested making “pilgrimages to places like Sakha-
lin the way the Turks go to Mecca” (4: 32; K/H 159). Like his character Niko-
lai Stepanovich, Chekhov longed to impart meaning to his predictably short 
life. He confessed to Suvorin on 9 December 1890: “While I was actually 
living on Sakhalin, the only feeling I was aware of was a bilious discomfort in 
my gut as if I had eaten rancid butter, but now I am able to contemplate it in 
retrospect, Sakhalin appears to me like [total] hell” (4: 139; B/P 252 [Figure 
12]). A day later, Chekhov lightheartedly described his journey as a progres-
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sion from Hell to Paradise: “I have been in Hell, represented by Sakhalin, 
and in heaven, that is to say on the island of Ceylon. Oh! the butterflies, the 
creepy-crawlies, the flies, the cockroaches!” (4: 143; B/P 255). But Sakhalin 
was no ordinary Hell;4 it was Chekhov’s personal Inferno. Dante’s Inferno 
famously offered its author a unique opportunity to re-invent himself; it was 
totally a product of his imagination. Sakhalin Island was there for Chekhov 
to visit in order to compare his own anguish with that of the inhabitants of 
the penal colony. The conclusion he reached after the trip was, as he wrote 
Suvorin in that 9 December letter: “God’s world is good. Only one thing in it 
is vile: ourselves” (4: 140; B/P 253). Similarly, the psychiatrist Viktor Frankl 
invented his “logotheraphy” while being a prisoner in Nazi concentrations 
camps. He insisted that human beings are not only driven by their quest for 
pleasure and power, but, primarily, by their quest for meaning. Frankl defined 
his “logotherapy” as healing through finding meaning in one’s existence, 
even under the most unbearable circumstances, such as life and death in Hit-
ler’s concentration camps. “[T]he meaning of life always changes, but [. . .] 
it never ceases to be. According to logotherapy, we can discover this meaning 
in life in three different ways: (1) by creating a work or doing a deed; (2) by 
experiencing something or encountering someone; and (3) by the attitude we 
take toward unavoidable suffering.”5 The trip to Sakhalin, which, apart from 
numerous hardships, made room for its immediate description and appropria-
tion in Chekhov’s letters, encompasses all three ways of obtaining meaning 
according to Frankl. In all likelihood, Frankl was familiar with Ludwig 
Feuerbach’s earlier statement that “the choice about what to do about death  
[. . .] is the choice about what life to live.”6

Chekhov’s decision to spend his “recuperation” period in a penal colony 
might have also had its roots in Arthur Schopenhauer’s philosophy, which 
Chekhov knew and admired. In his “On the Suffering of the World,” Scho-
penhauer invited his readers to recognize the fact that any life is futile be-
cause no matter what one does, he will end up dying and that, therefore, all 
mortals deserve our profound compassion. Achieving equanimity and mental 
stability would reward the bearer of such an outlook:

As a reliable compass for orienting yourself in life nothing is more useful than 
to accustom yourself to regarding this world as a place of atonement, a sort of 
penal colony. When you have done this you will order your expectations of life 
according to the nature of things and no longer regard the calamities, sufferings, 
torments and miseries of life as something irregular and not to be expected but 
will find them entirely in order, well knowing that each of us is here being pun-
ished for his existence and each in his particular way. This outlook will enable 
us to view the so-called imperfections of the majority of men, i.e. their moral 
and intellectual shortcomings and the facial appearance resulting therefrom, 
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without surprise and certainly without indignation: for we shall always bear in 
mind where we are and consequently regard every man first and foremost as a 
being who exists only as a consequence of his culpability and whose life is an 
expiation of the crime of being born. [. . .] From this point of view one might in-
deed consider that the appropriate form of address between man and man ought 
to be, not monsieur, sir, but fellow sufferer, compagnon de misères. However 
strange this may sound it corresponds to the nature of the case, makes us see 
other men in a true light and reminds us of what are the most necessary of all 
things: tolerance, patience, forbearance and charity, which each of us needs and 
which each of us therefore owes.7

As Schopenhauer might have envisaged, the Sakhalin trip, including Chek-
hov’s residence in real penal colony, had considerably improved Chekhov’s 
mood and his overall physical condition. Karlinsky writes: “His swimming 
exploits in the Indian Ocean, his amorous exploits in Siberia and on Ceylon, 
his healthy and suntanned appearance upon his return and the energy with 
which he undertook the extended journey through Western Europe very soon 
thereafter all easily demolish the myth that the Sakhalin journey was detri-
mental to Chekhov’s health” (K/H 153).

Upon his return to Moscow, Chekhov felt lighthearted while contemplat-
ing his future offspring and judges: “When I have children of my own, I 
shall be able to boast to them: ‘Well, you little sons of bitches, once upon a 
time I had intercourse with a black-eyed Hindu girl, and where do you think 
that was? In a coconut grove, by the light of the moon!’” (B/P 253).8 Among 
the many curious things that Chekhov brought back from his trip was a pair 
of mongooses, probably a subconscious way of showing his newly acquired 
omnipotence and joie de vivre. “If you only knew what sweet animals I’ve 
brought back from India with me!” Chekhov informed his correspondent. 
“Two mongooses, about the size of a young cat, most cheerful and lively 
beasts. Their qualities are: courage, curiosity and affection for human be-
ings” (4: 143; B/P 256).

CHEKHOV AND HIS FAMILY

During his physically exhausting journey across Siberia, Chekhov started 
to write long detailed and frequent letters to his parents and brothers. While 
he scarcely wrote to his regular correspondents (like Pleshcheev, Leontyev 
[Shcheglov], Leikin, and even Suvorin), he spared no time in writing to 
his family. Chekhov signed his first letter “To the Chekhov family” on 23 
April 1890 as
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Your homesick Volga Boatman,
Homo Sakhaliensis,

—A. Chekhov. (4: 67; B/P 216)

In his first letter from Siberia to Suvorin (20 May 1890), Chekhov all of a 
sudden adopted the tone of his eponymous character Vanka (Van’ka, 1886). 
Vanka Zhukov is a nine-year-old apprentice to a shoemaker in Moscow. On 
Christmas Eve he writes a soulful letter to his distant grandfather, begging 
him to take him “away from here or [he will] die . . .”:

And last week the mistress told me to clean a herring, and I started with the tail, 
so she took the herring and began shoving its head into my mug. [. . .] And there 
is nothing to eat. They give me bread in the morning, kasha for dinner, and bread 
again in the evening, and as for tea or cabbage soup, that the masters grab up 
for themselves (S 5: 479).9

In his letter to Suvorin, Chekhov appears to be just as hungry and miser-
able as his orphaned character. The smell of the fictional herring transforms 
into an equally disgusting smell and taste of the sausage that Chekhov tries 
to eat in Siberia:

I’ve been as hungry as a horse all the way. I filled my belly with bread in order 
to stop thinking of turbot, asparagus and suchlike. I even dreamt of buckwheat 
kasha. I dreamt of it for hours on end.

I bought some sausage for the journey in Tyumen, if you can call it a sausage! 
When you bit into it, the smell was just like going into a stable at the precise 
moment the coachmen are removing their foot bindings; when I started chewing 
it, my teeth felt as if they caught hold of a dog’s tail smeared in tar. Ugh! I made 
two attempts to eat it and then threw it away. (4: 92; B/P 219)

In his letters to his relatives, Chekhov also complained about problems 
with getting warm and getting good food and good sleep:

[To his Mother] I’m alive, in good health and all is well. I’ve learnt how to brew 
coffee, but I find I need two spoonfuls a cup, not one. [. . .] There is no greenery 
anywhere, everything is frozen. My feet are terribly cold. [. . .] There’s literally 
not a hint of greenery anywhere yet. (4: 74–5; B/P 218)

[To brother Alexander] [. . .] Siberia is a big, cold country. There seems no end 
to the journey. There is little of novelty or interest to be seen, but I am experi-
encing and feeling a lot. I’ve battled with rivers in flood, with cold, unbeliev-
able quagmires, hunger and lack of sleep. . . . Experiences you couldn’t buy in 
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Moscow for a million rubles. [. . .] The worst of it is that in these little provincial 
places there is never anything to eat, and when you’re on the road this becomes 
a matter of capital importance! You arrive in a town hungry enough to eat a 
mountain of food, and bang go your hopes; no sausage, no cheese, no meat, not 
so much as a herring, nothing but the sort of tasteless eggs and milk you find in 
the villages. (4: 105; B/P 226)

[To his parents] [. . .] Beyond Krasnoyarsk the heat and the dust began. The 
heat is terrible, and I have banished my coat and hat. The dust gets into your 
mouth, up you nose, down your neck—ugh! To get to Irkutsk you must cross the 
Angara on a flat-bottomed ferry; and just then, as if on purpose, a strong wind 
gets up . . . I and the officers who are my traveling companions have spent the 
last ten days dreaming of a bath and a sleep in a proper bed, and we stand on the 
bank reluctantly getting used to the idea that we may have to spend the night in 
the village instead of in Irkutsk [. . .]

All my clothes are creased, dirty and torn. I look like a bandit! [. . .]
When travelling you need to take at least two large pillows, and definitely 

dark pillowcases. [. . .]
My big boots have stretched now and become more comfortable to wear: my 

heels aren’t sore anymore.
I’ve ordered buckwheat kasha for tomorrow. I remembered about curd cheese 

while I was on the road, and have started eating it with milk whenever I get to 
a station. (4: 107; B/P 227–29)

As his letters show, the Sakhalin trip, arguably, allowed Chekhov for the 
first time to put himself in the position of a vulnerable person whose well-
being could not be taken completely for granted. Chekhov was utterly denied 
this privilege in his teens, when his family moved to Moscow and left him be-
hind in Taganrog to provide for himself and send money to his impoverished 
parents. Chekhov’s trip to Sakhalin was perhaps the only form of a lengthy 
separation acceptable to his relatives in 1890. The desired separation revealed 
the crucial role that Chekhov’s family played in his life.

Chekhov continued to describe the hardships of his journey to his relatives. 
However, the general tone of these letters reminds one of a Khlestakov-like 
exuberance and childish joy that everything is going so well. The above-
quoted letter about Chekhov’s anguish while approaching Irkutsk develops 
into a jubilant account of his arrival and stay there: “We wait an hour or two, 
and—oh, heavens!—with a supreme effort the ferry gets to the bank and ties 
up alongside. Bravo, we can have our bath, supper and sleep. How sweet it is 
to steam in the bath-house and then sleep! Irkutsk is a splendid town, and very 
civilized. It has a theatre, a museum, municipal gardens with music playing 
in them, good hotels. . . . [. . .] I was bitterly disappointed not to find a letter 
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from you. If you had written anything before 6 May I would have received it 
in Irkutsk” (4: 107; B/P 227–8). In June Chekhov gently inquired if his rela-
tives had started getting used to his absence: “Be well and happy, and don’t 
get too used to my not being with you. But perhaps you already have? A deep 
bow and an affectionate kiss to you all” (4: 126; B/P 242). Besides giving the 
impression that Chekhov’s family might have perished without his guidance 
and detailed reports about his progress, his letters are evidence that his fam-
ily was, in fact, his major source of sustenance and endurance. Even in his 
letters to his “irresponsible” brother Alexander, Chekhov is unusually gentle 
and restrained in his habitual mentoring.

The family reunion in December 1890 brought everyone a lot of joy: “My 
family is beaming with happiness” (4: 143; B/P 256). On 9 December, he 
described to Suvorin his elation of finally being home: “Hooray! Well, here 
I am at last, sitting at my desk, offering up prayers to my dilapidated pe-
nates and writing to you. I have such a wonderful feeling, as if I had never 
left home. I am very happy to the marrow of my bones” (4: 138; B/P 252). 
Chekhov attributed the very same feelings to Kashtanka, his female dog 
character in the eponymous story. At the end of the story Kashtanka walks 
behind her old masters “and it seemed to her that she had been following 
them all along, rejoicing that her life had not been interrupted for a single 
moment” (S 6: 449).10

The first version of “Kashtanka” was written in 1887 and was so much 
liked by Suvorin’s younger children that they named all their pets after 
Chekhov’s main characters. In December 1891 (one year after his return from 
Sakhalin), Chekhov revised his story, by dividing it into smaller segments 
and by adding a totally new segment, “A Troubled Night.” It features the 
tragic and upsetting death of the pet goose Ivan Ivanych. In an earlier version 
the goose stayed unharmed. In the final version, Ivan Ivanych’s sudden death 
makes Kashtanka start thinking about her own vulnerability and mortality. 
As it memorably happens to Tolstoy’s human characters, she quickly realizes 
that she could also die right now, for no apparent reason.

It seemed to [Kashtanka] that the same thing was going to happen to her—that 
she, too, for some unknown reason, would close her eyes, stretch out her paws, 
bare her teeth, and everybody would look at her with horror. Apparently, similar 
thoughts were wandering through Fyodor Timofeyich’s head. Never before had 
the old cat been so sullen and gloomy as now. (S 6: 443; “Kashtanka,” 142)

It is no wonder that, when given a chance, Kashtanka returns to the cabi-
netmaker’s room, cluttered up with pieces of wood and various tools. She 
returns to the place where she expected to be constantly busy with finding 
food and with trying to escape Fedyushka’s little games. Of course, she is 
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going to die one day, but like Montaigne’s peasant, she has almost no time to 
think about this harrowing experience, because almost every minute is taken 
up by some demanding chore.

The main problem with Kashtanka’s new owner (the circus master) was 
not that he was too sophisticated for Kashtanka, as some critics have sug-
gested,11 but that he left too much room for her disquieting thoughts:

Lessons and dinner made the days very interesting, but the evenings were rather 
boring. Usually, in the evening, the master went out somewhere and took the 
goose and the cat with him. Left alone, [Kashtanka] would lie down on her 
mattress, feeling sad. . . . Sadness crept up on her somehow imperceptibly 
and came over her gradually, as darkness falls upon the room. She would lose 
all desire to bark, to eat, to run through the rooms, or even to look. (S 6: 439; 
“Kashtanka,” 139)

Kashtanka’s feelings of discomfort and boredom only intensify with Ivan 
Ivanych’s death: Kashtanka “went to the living room and looked behind the 
cupboard. The master had not eaten her chicken leg; it was still there, covered 
with dust and cobwebs. But [she] felt dull, sad, and wanted to cry. She didn’t 
even sniff the leg. She got under the sofa, lay down, and began to whine 
softly in a thin voice” (6: 444; “Kashtanka,” 143). It is possible to compare 
Kashtanka’s reaction to Ivan Ivanych’s death to Chekhov’s lasting inability 
to cope with his brother’s death. In a similar way, it is fair to assume that a 
seriously ill Chekhov might also have found comfort in being immersed in 
various problems that required his immediate attention.

Chekhov’s unexpected trip to Sakhalin was undoubtedly provoked by his 
brother’s death and Chekhov’s desire not just to change the scenery, but also 
to fill each hour with an elemental effort to sustain life. As his letters reveal, 
the horse-drawn carts on which he traveled predictably kept getting stuck in 
the mud and turning over; there was a constant risk of colliding with ongo-
ing carts; even when sleeping, one had to remain physically aware enough 
in order to maintain a relatively comfortable position of the body constantly 
subjected to being jostled on road bumps and potholes or to being pitched and 
rolled at sea. It would seem that Chekhov’s relatives were just as capable of 
providing this sort of distraction in abundance. It is very likely that by sharing 
living accommodations with his parents and relatives, while constantly taking 
care of his sister and brothers (the younger and the older ones), Chekhov was 
not just fulfilling his filial and brotherly obligations but was also creating the 
conditions for his own normal functioning as a very sick man. As many of 
his letters suggest, writing came most naturally to Chekhov while at home. In 
his little-known story “A Letter,” Chekhov lets his aspiring writer share his 
vision of what he truly needs in order to lead a productive life:
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Every day, I need to see, close to me, my sufferer-father. Every night, I need to 
hear him, in his sleeplessness, thinking out loud about my hard labor-convict-
brother. Once or twice every three months, I need my other mad monk-brother 
to visit our home just to hear him damn, with blazing eyes, modern civilization 
and see him go back to his monastery again. My life wouldn’t be full if, at least 
once a week, I didn’t see Travnikov. My love for him grows ever stronger even 
as he is being sucked, ever more deeply, into the quagmire of his avid, inexo-
rable, torment-filled thought. [. . .] And what a darling our old deacon Pavel 
Denisovich is! Every single day, for the last two years, he has been dying but 
cannot ever die. He himself makes fun of his survivability, “I die and die and 
never ever die!” Life is great, Maria Sergeyevna! True, it’s hard and fleeting 
but how rich, intelligent, and diverse it is! Life is wondrous! Travnikov poisons 
himself by pining for immortality and eternal bliss; I, for one, am not so avid 
and am entirely content with my own life, so brief and trivial though it may be. 
Life is beautiful! (S 7: 515–16)12

The draft of “A Letter” was published in 1907, several years after Chek-
hov’s death. The handwriting and paper experts conclude that it was written 
between 1888 and 1892 (Editors’ commentary, S 7: 718–9). Thus we will 
never know if this so-called fragment (which actually reads as a finished 
humorous story) was written prior to or after his trip to Sakhalin. In any case, 
it offers an interesting, if ironic, commentary on writers’ sources of inspira-
tion and sustainability. In some sense, Chekhov was a variant of his Darling, 
the character of “The Darling” (Dushechka, 1899), who pined away in the 
absence of someone to take care of. The Darling is at her most creative when 
she is in full care mode.

Chekhov’s friend and fellow writer Ignaty Potapenko believed that the 
trip to Sakhalin had ultimately no impact on Chekhov’s creativity, since he 
had not written any fictional accounts of that trip and had rarely mentioned 
his journey in their frequent conversations.13 As our focus on the family is-
sues contributing to the journey to Sakhalin reveals, this is not quite true. 
In his first post-Sakhalin story, “Gusev” (December 1890), Chekhov makes 
his dying consumptive a great family man. Gusev is single and for the last 
few years he has been an army recruit in the Russian Far East, but all he can 
think of are his relatives. Gusev worries that without his help his alcoholic 
brother will not be able to support his wife, children, and their old parents. 
Gusev’s situation mimics Chekhov’s own family drama, with his older 
brother Alexander being an alcoholic, an irresponsible father, husband, and 
son. Chekhov rewards Gusev’s devotion by giving him an opportunity to see 
his relatives in his dreams. He makes the signs of Gusev’s terminal illness 
less frightening by blending them with the joy of seeing his family, “But all 
the same he is glad to have seen his family. Joy takes his breath away, gives 
him gooseflesh all over, quivers in his fingers” (S 7: 328; Stories, 110). 
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Even if Potapenko was right and Chekhov’s trip to Sakhalin did not result 
in his conquering of new dazzling literary summits, it played a pivotal role 
in Chekhov’s exploration of his inner space and its boundaries, in acquiring 
meaning in life that had his family as its hub.
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Chapter Thirteen

Russian Binaries and the  
Question of Culture

Chekhov’s True Intelligent*
Svetlana Evdokimova

In Russia’s cultural consciousness, no writer is more inseparably connected 
with the Russian intelligentsia, its aspirations, its concerns, its anxieties, 
self-consciousness, and identity, than Chekhov. Generations of Russian intel-
ligentsia eulogized Chekhov and venerated him more than any other Russian 
writer except for Tolstoy. Commonly deemed a typical representative of the 
intelligentsia by birth and by profession, Chekhov also made the intelligentsia 
the main protagonist of his art. For its part, the intelligentsia turned Chekhov 
into its ideal and appropriated his image as a model of intelligentnost’ (liter-
ally, intelligentsia-ness, or the highest degree of being an intelligent). Vladi-
mir Kataev eloquently expresses this common view of Chekhov as a model of 
intelligentnost’: “It was no other than Chekhov who not only by his oeuvre, 
but also by his very life became a model of true intelligentnost’.” However, 
the everlasting debates about what constitutes the “true” intelligent and the 
fact that the intelligentsia also included those who openly criticized it, made 
it difficult to fit Chekhov into the narrow frame of any one definition of the 
intelligentsia. Kataev formulates the dilemma as follows: “[. . .] Chekhov is 
the quintessence of Russian intelligentnost’. Yet he is also an antipode of 
the Russian intelligent. One must admit that such contradictory conclusions 
could be drawn both on the grounds of the writer’s fictional texts and of his 
open pronouncements.”1

Chekhov himself undoubtedly contributed to the general perception of him 
as a model intelligent. He depicted a host of typical representatives of the 

*Parts of this essay were originally published as “An Intelligent in Everyday Life: Chekhov on 
the Ethics and Aesthetics of Behavior,“ in Sankritos. Studies in Russian and Eastern European 
Literature. In honor of Tomas Venclova, ed. Robert Bird, Lazar Fleishman, and Fedor Poljakov 
(Frankfort and Main: Peter Lang, 2008), 140–60. Reprinted with permission of Peter Lang. Copy-
edited for this volume.
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intelligentsia in his works (doctors, lawyers, teachers, professors, students, 
engineers, writers, artists, etc.) and also created an image of himself that was 
almost immediately perceived as an embodiment of intelligentnost’. The ques-
tion of the Russian intelligentsia was at the very center of his correspondence 
with his family members and friends. Chekhov’s letters demonstrate clearly 
how ubiquitous this question was for him and his contemporaries. It is through 
his letters that we get a better sense of Chekhov’s polemical attitude to the no-
tion of intelligentsia, which was so deeply engrained in Russian society. The 
present chapter, therefore, considers how Chekhov viewed the intelligentsia 
and his role in it mostly based on his letters, for as a fiction writer, Chekhov 
considered his task to be merely an “impartial witness” and abstained from 
judgment; in his private correspondence, by contrast, he expressed more 
openly his own opinion.2 What did intelligentsia mean for Chekhov? How 
significant was his association with the intelligentsia for his development as a 
writer and a human being? Did he have any impact on the intelligentsia’s self-
identification and its perception of what constitutes intelligentnost’?

THE EITHER/OR OF THE RUSSIAN  
INTELLIGENTSIA: ETHICS AND AESTHETICS

In the beginning of Act II of The Seagull (Chaika, 1896), Arkadina compares 
herself favorably to twenty-two-year-old Masha and suggests that she has 
been able to preserve her youthful appearance because she has always been 
“proper as an English gentleman” (korrektna, kak anglichanin). She goes on 
to explain: “Darling, I keep myself in check, so to speak, and I’m always 
dressed and have my hair done comme il faut. Would I ever allow myself to 
leave the house, even just into the garden, in a smock or with my hair down? 
Never” (S 13: 21).3 To be sure, Arkadina is an unlikely candidate to express 
Chekhov’s own views and his life credo (neither are any of Chekhov’s other 
fictional characters, for that matter). Yet her insistence on comportment and 
her attention to the exterior aspects of life resonate with those of the writer, 
who, as is well documented by his contemporaries, would not appear in a 
night robe or slippers even in the presence of his family members.4 Chekhov’s 
comparison is not accidental. By using the masculine form (anglichanin) 
rather than the more appropriate feminine one (anglichanka), Chekhov not 
only alludes to an important contrast between Russian and English modes 
of behavior, but also points to the institution of English gentleman and the 
particular code of conduct that it involves. Arkadina’s addressee, Masha, is a 
typical representative of the Russian radical intelligentsia, which, as Chekhov 
frequently observed, might have lofty ideals, but becomes prematurely worn 
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out and neglects aesthetics in favor of ethics.5 In this disdain for form, the 
Russian intelligent stands in stark opposition to the English gentleman.

The juxtaposition of English gentility with the Russian intelligentsia’s 
disdain for form in The Seagull is far from being an isolated example in 
Chekhov’s work. Let us recall “A Daughter of Albion” (Doch’ Al’biona, 
1883), a seemingly purely comical story that juxtaposes two types of behav-
ior, Russian and British. The triumphant boorishness of the Russian landlord, 
Ivan Kuzmich Gryabov, goes hand in hand with his irrational hatred of the 
English governess. In particular, he is irritated by her British reserve and 
sense of dignity: “This rogue of a woman is standing there fully aware that 
she is a human being and, therefore, is the king of nature.” Chekhov contrasts 
the Russian landlord’s belligerent contempt for form and etiquette with the 
English respect for civilized demeanor: ‘“This isn’t England for her, you 
see!’” (S 2: 198). Russian disrespect for propriety culminates with Gryabov 
not only cursing in the presence of a lady, but also, neglecting all rules of 
etiquette, stripping himself naked in front of her before jumping into the 
water. Although Gryabov appears in front of the governess in the “costume 
of Adam,” the “daughter of Albion” remains unperturbed and shows no sign 
of concern, confusion, or offense: “Miss Twice coolly put on another worm, 
gave a yawn, and dropped the hook in” (S 2: 198).

If in his prose and dramatic writing Chekhov presents vivid examples of 
the intelligentsia’s boorishness in action, in his letters he often sets forth his 
views on these behavior patterns. In a letter from Nice to his brother Ivan of 
2 October 1897, Chekhov juxtaposes the Russian contempt for form not only 
with British culture, but also with European culture in general, in the process 
lamenting the Russian intelligentsia’s lack of refinement:

It is worth living abroad for the sake of learning the rules of politeness and re-
fined conduct. A maid smiles nonstop; she smiles like a duchess on stage, while 
at the same time her face reveals that she is overworked. Upon entering a train 
compartment, you are expected to bow. You cannot strike up a conversation 
with a policeman or exit a store without saying “bonjour.” Even if you are ad-
dressing a beggar, you have to add “monsieur” and “madame.” (7: 64)

In another letter from Nice, Chekhov nostalgically proclaims: “I passion-
ately love a warm climate, I love culture. . . And here culture gushes out from 
any window of any little store, from any little woven basket; here every dog 
smells of civilization” (7: 98). Throughout his life he consistently defended 
the fruits of civilization and culture.6 Writing to Suvorin on 30 August 1891, 
he once again upholds his love of culture: “Now I would love to have some 
carpets, a fireplace, bronzes and learned conversations. Alas, I will never be 
a follower of Tolstoy. In women, I appreciate most of all beauty, and in the 
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history of mankind—culture, which manifests itself in carpets, springed car-
riages, and wit” (4: 267).

Chekhov frequently ironically juxtaposes the emphatic spirituality of 
his fellow members of the intelligentsia with more prosaic and ordinary 
concerns—a peculiar strategy of deflating everything lofty and elevated 
that puzzled many of his contemporaries.7 One notable example is Dmitry 
Merezhkovsky’s initial vexation and disappointment at Chekhov’s talking to 
him about trifles while he wanted to discuss serious subjects, such as eternity 
and the meaning of life.8 Likewise, Chekhov responded to Merezhkovsky’s 
exalted idealism with unconcealed irony in a letter to Suvorin from 7 March 
1892: “The enthusiastic and pure-minded Merezhkovsky would do well to 
exchange his quasi-Goethean regimen, his wife, and ‘Truth’ for a bottle of 
good wine, a sportsman’s gun, and a pretty woman. His heart would beat 
better” (5: 8). He did not share the Russian intelligentsia’s contempt for the 
material and the external.9 Significantly, Chekhov associates culture not only 
with education, but also with an aesthetic sense. For him, the aesthetic is 
inseparably connected with the ethical. This is a leitmotif of his letters to his 
brothers, in which he frequently raises the question of education. The Russian 
radical intelligentsia, by contrast, rejected this kind of culture with particular 
hostility. As Semyon Frank puts it, “The concept of culture, in the precise 
and strict sense of that word” is “alien and in part even hostile to the Russian 
intelligent.”10 He points out, “Theoretical, aesthetic, and religious values have 
no power over the heart of the Russian intelligent. [. . .] in any event, they 
are always sacrificed to moral values. [. . .] Muffled and uncertain, the voice 
of aesthetic conscience is heard even more weakly, even more timidly in the 
Russian intelligent’s soul. [. . .] Aesthetics are an unnecessary and danger-
ous luxury, and art is permissible solely as a form for moral teaching” (ibid., 
158–59). Indeed, Chekhov’s aesthetic and ethical vision as expressed in his 
letters appears to stand in sharp contrast to the Weltanschauung of the radical 
Russian intelligentsia as articulated by the authors of Landmarks. Chekhov 
criticizes his brother Nikolai precisely for that which the Russian intellectuals 
of Landmarks associated with the quintessential flaws of the intelligentsia, or 
in Mikhail Gershenzon’s words, the intelligentsia’s “idleness, slovenliness, 
and Homeric carelessness in personal life, naïve irresponsibility in work, 
unbridled lack of respect for the other individual”:

On the whole, the intelligentsia way of life is terrible, a genuine abomination 
of desolation. There is not the slightest discipline nor even apparent consis-
tency. The day goes by to no known purpose, today this way and tomorrow, as 
inspiration suggests, all upside down. There is idleness, slovenliness, and Ho-
meric carelessness in personal life; naïve irresponsibility in work; unbridled 
tendency toward despotism in public affairs and the complete lack of respect 
for another individual.11
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Chekhov’s attempt to “gentlemanize” and civilize Russian intelligentsia 
stands in sharp contrast to Dostoevsky’s aversion to Western bourgeois civi-
lization, an aversion that embodies the intelligentsia’s anti-bourgeois pathos 
and its neglect of the body for the sake of more “lofty” ideals. Chekhov did 
not approve of the intelligentsia’s disregard for form and its scorn of bour-
geois comforts, but neither was he at ease with the extreme elitism and aes-
theticism of dandyism that was an early-nineteenth-century response to the 
“fatal and everlasting shapelessness” of Russia.12 By the end of the nineteenth 
century, with the gradual decline of aristocratic culture and with people of 
the so-called “various ranks” (raznochintsy) joining the educated elite, the 
aestheticism of dandyism either became obsolete or mutated into decadent 
aestheticism. It became hard to mediate between the extreme aestheticism of 
the decadents and the militant “ethicism” (moralism) and “aesthetic nihilism” 
of the Russian intelligentsia, who cultivated the priority of ideas and ideals of 
protest, liberty, and truth over those of outer form and the exterior aspects of 
life. Chekhov was aware of the fact that by the end of the nineteenth century, 
Russia was facing unique historical circumstances. The decline of the old 
gentry, the economic growth and expansion of opportunities for the emerg-
ing middle class, the bankruptcy of the radical intelligentsia of the sixties, 
and the overall unprecedented class mobility of the time created a situation 
that required a new type of behavior and a new modus vivendi. Neither aris-
tocrats, who were rapidly losing ground, nor the radical intelligentsia, who 
were thriving on ideas of protest and negation, could provide a constructive 
approach to life’s changes. As opposed to the English aristocrats who were 
flexible enough to adopt some of the values and aspirations of other classes 
and engage in economic struggle, commerce, industry, and free occupations, 
the Russian gentry largely withdrew from economic struggle and competi-
tion, which resulted in their financial, and eventually social, ruin. Ranevskaya 
and Gaev from The Cherry Orchard (Vishnevyi sad, 1904), who rejected any 
idea of commerce or economy as “vulgar,” illustrate this predicament.

The political upheaval in post-reform Russia fostered a dramatic change 
in consciousness: aristocrats, the impoverished noblemen, educated classes, 
professionals, former serfs, and clerks were isolated from established forms 
of identity. They were forced, therefore, to rethink their identities and re-
invent a new sense of themselves and their world. While the old models 
of social conduct disintegrated, the “new forms” were required not only in 
the arts but also in the social sphere. A new type of being, social identity, 
and social conduct had to provide an alternative to the Russian aristocrat. 
The type of the Russian intelligent, however, failed to do so. The latter type 
included both the militant ethicist frequently depicted by Chekhov with 
distance and irony in his stories and plays (Lvov from Ivanov [1889], Von 
Koren from The Duel [Duel’, 1891], and Lida from “The House with the 
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Mansard” [Dom s mezoninom, 1896] to mention only a few examples) and 
a liberal, disillusioned, “exhausted,” and impotent intellectual of the type of 
Ivanov, Laevsky, and the artist from the above-mentioned texts. The new 
social identity of a man of culture (Chekhov refers to him either as kul’turnyi 
or as vospitannyi chelovek) had to be based on the best achievements of the 
aristocratic culture without being limited by the privileges of birth or wealth; 
it had also to include raznochintsy, that is, representatives of various ranks 
and occupations, without adopting their hatred of exteriority and propriety. 
Chekhov was critical not only of Russian disrespect for societal norms, but 
of the overall tendency of the post-reform Russian intelligentsia to self-righ-
teously contrast interiority with exteriority and indulge in binaries, such as 
form versus substance, body versus soul, and superficiality versus depth, and 
so on.13 Striving to reintroduce the lost balance between ethics and aesthet-
ics, that is, to overcome the chasm that had divided Russian culture since the 
rise of radicalism, Chekhov turned to the institution of English gentleman 
that made society in England less rigidly stratified than in some European 
countries and opened the way to class mobility.

Chekhov’s ideas on the aesthetic and moral education of man were closely 
aligned with the social code of behavior that he associated with culture, a 
culture that found its expression in the institution of gentleman. In viewing 
culture as a process of intellectual-spiritual formation, Chekhov draws on 
both the German notion of Bildung and the English notion of gentleman. As 
with the German notion of Bildung and Kultur, the gentleman is someone 
who cultivates his personality. The acquisition of a cultivated outlook and 
refinement, which is not equated simply with good education and accumula-
tion of knowledge, is what is expected of any gentleman. Chekhov’s proj-
ect of crafting and cultivating this new “genre” of personhood, that is, the 
gentleman-intelligent, which represents a peculiar hybrid between the type 
of a Russian intelligent and the type of a European gentleman, who protects 
himself against the vulgarity of the bourgeois with his own meticulous code 
of behavior, set of values, and aspirations, was no less bold than his innova-
tions in the area of literary genres—the short story and drama.14 As Chekhov 
illustrates this project in those writings, he explores and explains it in his 
epistolary prose.

THE GENTLEMAN, INTELLIGENT, AND MAN  
OF CULTURE IN CHEKHOV’S LETTERS

That Chekhov consciously associated his aesthetic and moral program with 
the values embodied by a gentleman, and that he strove to adopt the gentle-
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manly virtues for his own concept of a true intelligent, becomes clear from 
a careful reading of his letters. Dzhentel’menstvo (gentlemanly behavior) is 
a term that Chekhov uses repeatedly in his discussion of what is expected of 
a man of culture and an intelligent. In his letter to A. N. Kanaev (26 March 
1883), he complains about the Russian actors’ lack of culture and intelligent-
nost’, and attributes their failings to their inability to be gentlemen:

We came to an agreement that our actors have all but one thing: they lack cul-
ture, intelligentnost’, or, if I may say so, gentlemanliness (dzhentel’menstvo) 
in the best sense of this word. Apart from heavy drinking, cadet-like behavior, 
reckless neglect of work, and petty popularity-seeking, you and I agreed about 
this lack of inner gentlemanliness; they are no different from the contributors to 
the Moscow Leaflet (Moskovskii listok)! (Exceptions do exist, but they are very 
few!) These people are decent but uncultured, they are brewery denizens (Narod 
poriadochnyi, no nevospitannyi, porternyi). . . And, railing against them in this 
manner, I expressed to you my fear for the future of our new theater. Theater 
is not a brewery and not a Tartar restaurant, it is . . . (a definition of the theater 
follows) . . ., but if a brewery-like or kulak-like element is introduced to it, it is 
not going to end up well, as a university that smells of barracks won’t end up 
well. . . . (1: 61–2; my emphasis. –SE).15

Significantly, Chekhov identifies culture (vospitannost’) with intelligent-
nost’, and intelligentnost’ with gentlemanliness. By insisting on the norms of 
social conduct that were typical of the European gentleman but not charac-
teristic of the Russian radical intelligentsia, Chekhov was trying to fashion 
a new type of a man of culture, or the gentleman-intelligent, a “Chekhovian 
intelligent,” that served as a model of intelligentnost’ for future generations 
of Russian intellectuals. In other words, the man of culture, or the true Rus-
sian intelligent, had to be “gentlemanized” both in the sense of adopting the 
gentleman’s gentleness and courteousness of behavior, and in the sense of 
assuming his non-aristocratic practicality.

In his discussion of the English gentleman as a social type, the Spanish 
philosopher José Ortega y Gasset argues that English aristocrats managed to 
retain their independence and power due to their participation in the mercan-
tile professions and this conditioned the emergence, by the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, of a certain “prototype of existence, called a gentleman, 
referring in equal measure to all classes.” The emerging type of the English 
gentleman completely transcended the boundary of class. Ortega outlines the 
difference between an aristocrat and a gentleman as follows:

Concerning the gentleman we must first state that he is not the same as an aristo-
crat. [. . .] Gentlemanliness does not imply nobility. The continental aristocrat of 
the last four centuries is, primarily, an heir—a man who has large means of living 
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at his command without having to earn them. The gentleman as such is not an heir. 
On the contrary, the supposition is that a man has to earn his living and to have an 
occupation, preferably a practical one—the gentleman is no intellectual—and it is 
precisely in his profession that he has to behave as a gentleman.16

It is precisely the gentleman’s attention to form, or decorum, that Ortega 
would link to his desire to triumph over the tragic and difficult circumstances 
of life, that is, over matter. That is why the gentleman, Ortega argues, became 
both a great technician and a great politician:

The desire of the gentleman to be an individual and to give to his mundane des-
tiny the grace of a game made it necessary for him to live remote from people 
and things, even physically, and to ennoble the humblest functions of his body 
by attending to them with elaborate care. The details of personal cleanliness, the 
ceremony of dressing for dinner, the daily bath—after Roman times there were 
hardly any private baths in the Western world—are punctiliously observed. I 
apologize for mentioning that England gave us the w.c. A dyed-in-the wool 
intellectual would never have thought of inventing it, for he despises his body. 
But the gentleman, as we have said, is no intellectual; and so he is concerned 
about decorum: clean body, clean soul.17

Chekhov’s famous profession of his “faith” in his letter to Alexei Pleshcheev, 
in which he specifically refers to human body and health as his “holy of holies” 
(“My holy of holies is the human body, good health, intelligence, talent, inspi-
ration, love, and complete freedom” [3: 11; B/P 152; Figures 7–8]), is consis-
tent with Ortega’s definition of the ethics and aesthetics of the gentleman. The 
gentleman strives towards unity between ethics and aesthetics (see Chekhov’s 
frequent refrain Mens sana in corpore sano). Chekhov’s memorable letters 
were a platform for a rather straightforward discussion of his most important 
concerns and ideas about human dignity, culture, gentlemanliness, and the in-
telligentsia, ideas that also found their more oblique expression in his fiction. 
In his letters, as well as in his prose, the word “culture” occurs recurrently. It 
plays an important role in the writer’s epistolary admonitions about the lack of 
culture and education directed mostly at his kin, and in the more “theoretical” 
discussions of many of his fictional characters (“Ariadne” [Ariadna, 1895], 
“The House with the Mansard,” The Duel, Three Years [Tri goda, 1895 ]” My 
Life [Moia zhizn’, 1896]). It should be stressed here that the problem of culture 
was one of the most seriously discussed problems of his time.18

According to Chekhov, attention to outer form and aesthetics becomes for 
a man of culture a way of protecting and cultivating his individuality and 
a guarantee of self-respect and respect of others. Chekhov’s defense of the 
aesthetic in his letters is closely linked to his defense of individualism and 
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personal freedom, which is a chief preoccupation of the European gentleman, 
but a scarecrow for the Russian anti-individualistic intelligentsia. While the 
Russian intelligentsia by and large defined itself through alienation from, 
and opposition to, the state, as well as through its adherence to a particular 
ideology, “principles,” and disregard of the externals, Chekhov criticized his 
brothers not so much for any particular moral flaw, ideological backward-
ness, or for lack of education, but for their “utter lack of culture” (krainiaia 
nevospitannost’) and lack of refinement in tastes, habits, and behavior. In 
fact, in his letters, Chekhov frequently accused the intelligentsia of “uncul-
turedness” (nevospitannost’).19 Gracious manners and courteous behavior are 
consistently presented by Chekhov as a virtue woefully alien to the Russian 
intelligentsia and Russian middle class in general.

CHEKHOV’S MANIFESTO ON THE  
AESTHETIC EDUCATION OF MAN

Chekhov’s letter to his brother Nikolai [Figure 2] of March 1886 might be 
viewed as a manifesto of his ethic and aesthetic vision [Figures 3–5]. In this 
letter, he addresses his brother, who embodies for him the behavior of the 
typical Russian intelligent, which Chekhov passionately criticizes, offering 
instead a code of conduct that he deems appropriate for a “man of culture.” 
In this letter, he articulates the program of what I call a moral and aesthetic 
code of the gentleman-intelligent. In fact, the values and life principles that it 
advocates are indeed based on what is traditionally expected of a gentleman. 
The letter explicitly alludes to the qualities of “cultured,” “well-bred” men as 
an ideal to which a true intelligent must aspire. Chekhov here reflects on what 
constitutes human decency (poriadochnost’) and what it means to be a man 
of culture. His emphasis on kul’turnost’, vospitannost’, and intelligentnost’ is 
apparent in the sheer frequency of these terms in the letter. This letter requires 
extensive quotation:

You have only one failing. But in it lies the source of your false position, your 
misery, and even of your intestinal catarrh. That failing is your utter lack of 
culture [. . .]. To feel at ease among the intelligentsia, not to be out of place in 
their milieu, and not to be burdened by it, one must be cultured in a particular 
way . . . Your talent has thrust you into this circle, you belong to it, but . . . you 
are impelled away from it and you are forced to waver between these cultured 
people and your neighbors. The vulgar flesh cries out in you, that flesh raised 
on the birch rod, in the beer cellar, on charity. To overcome this vulgar flesh is 
difficult—terribly difficult!
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In my opinion cultured people must meet the following requisites:

1. They respect the human personality and are therefore always forbearing, 
gentle, courteous and compliant. . . [. . .] They forbear noise, and cold, and 
overdone meat, and witticisms, and the presence of strangers in their houses. . .

2. They sympathize not only with beggars and cats. They are also sick at heart 
with what is not visible to the naked eye. [. . .]

3. They respect the property of others and therefore pay their debts.
4. They are sincere and fear lies like fire. They will not lie even in small mat-

ters. A lie is insulting to the one who hears it and cheapens the speaker in 
the latter’s eyes. They do not pose, they behave on the street as they would 
at home and do not throw dust in the eyes of their humbler brethren. . . They 
are not garrulous and don’t indulge in confidences where they are not sought. 
. . Out of respect for other people’s ears they are more often silent than not.

5. They do not demean themselves in order to arouse sympathy. They do not 
play upon the heartstrings of people so that these people will feel pity in 
response and make a fuss over them. They don’t say, “I am misunderstood!” 
or “I’ve wasted my talents! I am a [whore (B/P 60)]!”20 because all this is 
striving after cheap effect, vulgar, stale, false. . .

6. They are not vain. They have no interest in such fake diamonds as pursuing 
acquaintance with celebrities [ . . . ] The truly talented people always remain 
in obscurity, amongst the crowd, away from any kind of public display. . . 
[. . .]

7. If they have talent, they treat it with respect. [. . .]
8. They develop an aesthetic sense in themselves. They cannot fall asleep in 

their clothes, tolerate bugs crawling in cracks in the wall, breathe foul air, 
step upon a floor covered with spit, and feed themselves off a kerosene 
stove. They try as much as possible to temper and ennoble the sexual in-
stinct. . . [. . .] Civilized people in this regard are not so vulgar. [. . .] Artists 
in particular need freshness, elegance, humanity, women’s ability to be not 
just a [hole (B/P 61]), but a mother. . . [. . .] They drink only during their 
leisure time, for a particular occasion. . . For they need mens sana in cor-
pore sano. etc. Such are cultured people. . . To cultivate yourself and not to 
fall below the level of your environment, it is not enough to have read The 
Pickwick Papers and to have memorized the monologue from Faust. [. . .] 
What is needed here is constant work, day and night, eternal reading, study, 
will power. . . . (1: 222–25).21

While on the surface Chekhov simply instructs his brother to reform and 
behave more properly, this letter clearly has a larger purpose of articulating 
Chekhov’s own moral and aesthetic vision. It should be noted that the epis-
tolary genre lends itself to the project of moral teaching and pedagogy much 
better than fiction. While Chekhov emphatically refused any moral teaching 
in his prose and drama, because he believed that overt ideology and preaching 
are incompatible with art, he used letters—especially those to his close friends 
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and family members—as a venue to express his views on moral improvement 
and education. As he discusses here the human tendency, and that of the Rus-
sian intelligentsia in particular, to seek justification of one’s personal flaws in 
the outside conditions of life, Chekhov puts particular emphasis on the notion 
of cultivating individuality. Instead of blaming the state or the system, as is 
customary among the intelligentsia, he insists on personal responsibility, the 
necessity of mastering one’s passions and one’s character, and cultivating 
a particular kind of personhood. This letter clearly indicates that Chekhov 
conceives of intelligentnost’ and “decency” (poriadochnost’) as something 
that exceeds superficial education, intelligence, professional occupation, and 
even an innate goodness of character (he lists sincerity, generosity, compas-
sion, and freedom from envy and hatred among the most important virtues of 
the man of culture). In particular, Chekhov argues for the unity of ethics and 
aesthetics that is required of the “people of culture” (vospitannye liudi), on 
the inseparability of inner and outer refinement, qualities that he associates 
with overcoming the vulgar tastes and morality of the lower middle class and 
bourgeois. Chekhov’s “man of culture” (vospitannyi chelovek) emerges first 
and foremost as one who is “gentle, courteous and compliant,” who avoids 
“cheap effect” and suppresses everything “vulgar, stale, false,” who develops 
an “aesthetic sense” and strives for “freshness, elegance, humanity,” who is 
“sincere and fears lies,” who is “not vain,” “not garrulous,” and who dissoci-
ates himself from vulgar company.

From a brief check of the qualities that Chekhov lists as most essential for 
the man of culture, it becomes obvious that they are those traditionally attrib-
uted to a gentleman. Consider, for example, how Augustus and Julius Hare 
define gentleness in Guesses at Truth (1889) and the gentleman who “should 
be gentle in everything—in carriage, temper, constructions, aims, desires. He 
ought therefore to be mild, calm, quite, even temperate—not hasty in judg-
ment, not exorbitant in ambition, not overbearing, not proud, not rapacious, 
not oppressive; for these things are contrary to gentleness.”22

Chekhov insists on such obvious attributes of the gentleman as a special 
elegance and propriety in appearance, cleanliness in dress and speech, and 
meticulousness about everything that surrounds him. Furthermore, he also 
connects them to a particular morality based on respect for the individual—
a core aspect of the morality of the gentleman. Chekhov clearly perceives 
manners not as an abstract code of conduct to which a man of culture must 
adhere in order to be accepted among “the intelligentsia milieu,” but as a 
reflection of his personality that is based on self-respect and respect for oth-
ers. The man of culture will recognize others as personalities and will treat 
them as he wishes himself to be treated. Thus, in his 20 February 1883 letter 
to his brother Alexander, he reproaches him for not treating their sister as an 
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individual and explains his relations to his siblings in the following way: “In 
general, I am excitable. I am often rough and unjust, but why do you think our 
sister tells me things she would not tell any of you? Most likely this is because 
I did not see her merely as ‘dearly beloved sister,’ just as I did not refuse to 
see an individual in Mishka, with whom one must talk. . . And she is an in-
dividual, God knows she is. [. . .] From a purely gentlemanly perspective, I 
ought to pass this by without comment” [. . .]” (1: 58). The agreeableness and 
affability of character that defines a gentleman and that Chekhov believes to 
be necessary for cultured people originate not from a blind obedience to the 
rules of propriety and, therefore, conformity and excessive attention to the 
opinions of others, but from respect for the human personality. He insists that 
the “forbearing, gentle, courteous and compliant” behavior characteristic of a 
man of culture is connected with certain inner qualities, the respect for indi-
viduality being a chief trait among these. “They respect the human personal-
ity and are therefore always forbearing”; “they respect the property of others 
and therefore pay their debts”; “out of respect for other people’s ears they are 
more often silent than not”; “if they have talent, they treat it with respect”—it 
would be easy to continue the list of Chekhov’s pronouncements about re-
spect being a core moral value from which outward behavior stems naturally.

Apart from courteousness and respect, other virtues that are traditionally 
attributed to a gentleman and that Chekhov also enlists as necessary for the 
man of culture include unpretentiousness, truthfulness, and integrity. Quot-
ing W. J. Browne’s definition that “a gentleman is one to whom discourtesy 
is a sin and falsehood a crime,” Shirley Robin Letwin concludes that “all 
the writers take pains to point out that keeping promises and not telling lies 
are only symptoms of the deeper honesty that distinguishes a gentleman and 
reserves their most serious censure for the subtler manifestations of falsity 
such as affectation, inconsistency, hypocrisy.”23 In his insistence on sincerity, 
truthfulness, and avoidance of all kind of “cheap effect” and everything “vul-
gar, stale, false,” Chekhov explicitly connects the type of behavior expected 
from a man of culture with such moral virtues as honesty, respect, and innate 
human dignity: “They are sincere and fear lies like fire.” Honesty and cour-
tesy are for Chekhov necessary conditions for the cultured man’s respect for 
himself and others. In other words, Chekhov’s man of culture, whose moral-
ity strongly relies on that of a gentleman, does not lie, does not pretend, and 
treats others as he would treat himself, but not because he seeks to impress or 
to comply to an abstract code of behavior. Rather his actions and behavior are 
grounded in the coherence of his character and respect for his own integrity 
that would not allow a man of culture to behave or act otherwise. That is why, 
as Chekhov puts it, they “behave on the street as they would at home.” The 
man of culture’s attention to the aesthetic aspects of life becomes, therefore, 
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for Chekhov, inseparable from his ethical vision. That aesthetic as a chief 
aspect of a person’s education is a recurrent motif in Chekhov’s letters to 
his brothers. Thus, in an 1883 letter to his brother Alexander, he insists on 
the importance of cultivating his daughter’s aesthetic sense and stresses the 
inseparability of the ethics and aesthetics:

Cultivate at least her digestive aesthetics. A propos of the aesthetics. Forgive 
me, my darling, but you must be a parent not only in word. You must instruct 
by your own example. Clean and dirty linen all mixed up together, organic 
leftovers on the table, filthy rags, your spouse with her “bumpers” exposed and 
with a ribbon round her neck as filthy as Kontorskaya Street—all of this will 
ruin the girl from her earliest years. A child is affected by the externals first and 
foremost, but with you this poor external form is devilishly neglected. [. . .] By 
the way, speaking of another sort of neatness. . . Do not use foul language. (1: 
89; my emphasis. –SE)

Chekhov points here to the Russian intelligentsia’s chief failing—their disre-
gard of the form, of externals.

In his 1886 letter to Nikolai as well as in other letters, Chekhov defines 
his ideal of human decency and moral conduct in relation to the opposition 
“freedom vs. servility.” He casts himself as a consistent individualist, care-
fully guarding his independence. What his man of culture must conquer is 
“the vulgar flesh . . . that flesh raised on the birch rod, in the beer cellar, on 
charity,” that is, everything that makes one un-free physically, spiritually, or 
financially. In his letters, Chekhov frequently returns to what constitutes one 
of the most essential attributes of the gentleman, that is, his personal freedom 
and courage to be able to go his own way and to disregard the opinions of 
others.24 His letter to Alexander (23 February 1883), in which he criticizes his 
brother for his lack of courage to be true to his own ideals and his own self, 
is a representative example:

Why should you care about how a certain old-believer views your cohabita-
tion? [. . .] Let him view it the way he wants. . . You know that you are right, 
so stand firm, no matter what they write and how they suffer. . . [. . .] If I were 
you and had a family, I would not allow anyone to try to comprehend not only 
my opinions but even my desires. This is my “self,” my own “department,” and 
no sister wishing to understand and to be moved by it has the right (due to the 
natural order of things) to poke her nose into it! They won’t understand, they 
will laugh at your manifesto and will be right. (1: 56–57)

Chekhov does not suggest here any universal morality, but rather insists 
on a private personal moral code to which an honorable man must adhere. 
Moreover, it is probably no coincidence that he alludes to the English dictum 
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“A man’s home is his castle” (or his “department” as Chekhov puts is) that 
is attributed to the saying of Sir Edward Coke, an English jurist and politi-
cian from the early seventeenth century, who argued for the supremacy of 
common law and the right to individual privacy. Personal independence and 
adherence to one’s own personal morality is precisely what characterizes the 
gentleman and Chekhov’s man of culture. As Letwin points out, “Through-
out the literature on the gentleman, his readiness to stand fast and to fight is 
regularly contrasted to the disposition of the vulgar to falter and give way.”25 
Chekhov’s criticism of his brother Alexander for not standing firm to his 
convictions and being incapable of “non-ingratiating protest” is consistent 
with this view of the gentleman’s morality. Chekhov regarded inner freedom 
as inseparably connected to culture and valued individual liberty above all. 
Indeed, the notion of freedom is a key component of morality as expressed in 
his 1889 letter to Suvorin about the young man who “having woken up one 
fine morning, feels that in his veins flows not the blood of a slave but real 
human blood” (P 3: 133 [Figure 9]). The same emphasis on inner freedom 
and a personal code of behavior rather than the intelligentsia’s desire to form 
“uniformity of interests” and “solidarity” constitutes the core of Chekhov’s 
criticism of the contemporary literary intelligentsia in his letter to I. L. Leon-
tyev (Shcheglov) of 3 May 1888:

Are not you all suffocated by such words as solidarity, the unity of young 
writers, uniformity of interests, and so on? [. . .] We cannot think and feel the 
same way, we do not have the same goals, or we have none at all, we know one 
another slightly or not at all, and, therefore, there is nothing to which this soli-
darity might attach itself securely. . . And do we need it? No. . . To help one’s 
colleague, to respect his individuality and his work, not to gossip about him or 
envy him, not to lie or to play the hypocrite before him—for all of this you need 
to be not so much a young literary figure, as simply a human being. . . Let’s be 
ordinary people, let’s treat all equally and then you won’t need an artificially 
wrought solidarity. (2: 262)

We also recall how in his letter to Pleshcheev (4 October 1888), Chekhov 
proclaims “the most absolute freedom” to be the core of his moral and aes-
thetic creed. This freedom, to be sure, has nothing in common with license 
or nihilism, or even with the pursuit of self-realization as completely inde-
pendent from social constraints. This is not a freedom to act in a particular 
way, but a kind of freedom that protects one’s individuality and defends one’s 
personal core; it is a freedom from hypocrisy, prejudices, “from violence and 
lies,” and from tyranny that Chekhov understands as intolerance to other 
people’s individuality. Significantly, Chekhov stresses that inner un-freedom 
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is characteristic not only of “merchants’ houses and police stations,” that is, 
of not any particular “class,” but rather of those who lack culture, even if they 
may belong to educated classes (“Pharisaism, dull-wittedness and tyranny 
reign not only in merchants’ houses and police stations. [. . .] I see them in 
science and literature among the younger generation. I look upon tags and 
labels as prejudices” [3: 11]). In his educational “manifesto” to his brother 
Nikolai, Chekhov explicitly insists that culture should not be confused with 
education, occupation, rank, and wealth: “To educate yourself not to fall 
below the level of your environment, it is not enough to have read the The 
Pickwick Papers or to have memorized the monologue from Faust. . . .” He 
concludes his letter with the assumption that a man of culture is not someone 
who merely conforms to a “code,” but someone who embodies a certain unity 
between ethics and aesthetics. Man’s outward behavior, preferences, tastes, 
and choices are the expression of his personality. Yet this personality is also 
something one must cultivate. Only through sustained personal effort to rid 
oneself of qualities incompatible with inner freedom can one become a man 
of culture. Chekhov trusts man’s ability to change, but recognizes that this 
change requires more than mere adherence to outward practices and rules of 
gentlemanly behavior; it requires an inner transformation, the making of a 
coherent selfhood, a complete moral “makeover,” so to speak. It is then that 
morality becomes aesthetic.

A GENIUS OF CULTURE

As much as modernism is frequently associated with the notions of self-
creation, life-creation, and self-fashioning, it is peculiar that Chekhov is 
rarely discussed in the context of this modernist endeavor. Yet Chekhov 
was probably more profoundly involved in the process of self-creation than 
most of his more flamboyant contemporaries. He referred to this process of 
self-creation, however, in his typical self-deprecatory manner, as “training” 
of himself. In his letter to Suvorin of 9 March 1890, on the eve of his trip to 
Sakhalin, he avows that “one must train oneself” (nado sebia dressirovat’ [4: 
31]). As late as 11 February 1903, Chekhov confesses in a letter to his wife 
that his gentlemanly demeanor was not an inborn quality, but the result of 
incessant work: “I must tell you that by nature I am harsh and hot-tempered, 
etc., etc., but I have developed a habit of controlling myself, for no decent 
person should relinquish his hold on himself. In the past, I could do the devil 
only knows what. For my grandfather, by his convictions, was a staunch sup-
porter of serfdom” (11: 150).
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In his booklet about Chekhov, Kornei Chukovsky left probably the best 
testimony about Chekhov’s almost obsessive “taming” of his nature and 
“training” of his personality. Chukovsky observes:

To “tame” himself, to cultivate himself, to apply to himself almost unbearable 
moral demands and to diligently make sure that they were lived up to—this was 
the quintessence of his life; the role he loved above all others was the role of his 
own educator. Only in this way did he attain his own moral beauty, as the result 
of much persistent work on himself [. . .]. He was training himself his whole 
life, but especially strictly in the eighties. Significantly, it is during this period 
of his life that words such as “unculturedness,” “cultivation” “cultured people,” 
“to cultivate” would appear more and more frequently in his letters. It is obvi-
ous that he was deeply preoccupied with this topic [. . .]. He would call a person 
“cultured” if this person, like himself, formed nobility in himself by continu-
ously exercising his will. In this self-training, in this human victory over one’s 
instincts he did not see the goal in itself, a kind of psychological gymnastics, 
but every man’s duty before other people, for he believed that the wellbeing of 
humankind depended on personal nobility of each individual.26

It is curious, therefore, that in 1909, writing about Turgenev’s place within 
Russian literary and cultural tradition and commenting on Russia’s obsession 
with various binaries, Merezhkovsky singled out Turgenev as a “genius of 
culture,” but did not include Chekhov in his list of “geniuses of culture”:

In Russia, in a land of every sort of maximalism, revolutionary and religious, a 
land of self-immolations, a land of the most frenzied excesses, Turgenev—after 
Pushkin—is almost the sole genius of measure and, therefore, a genius of cul-
ture. For what is culture if not the measuring, accumulation and preservation of 
values? In that sense Turgenev, as opposed to our great creators and destroyers, 
Leo Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, is our only guardian, our only conservative, and 
like any true conservative, is at the same time a liberal.27

The key to Merezhkovsky’s inconsistencies of simultaneously despising 
“all-too-sensible moderation” and praising “measure,” of criticizing Russia’s 
“frenzied excesses” but also dismissing Chekhov’s “daily routine” is, most 
likely, located in the Russian literary elite’s typical dislike of the middle 
class. Merezhkovsky associated “measure” not with middle-class values, 
but with the aristocratic culture of Pushkin and Turgenev, while at the same 
time he demonized the “all-too-sensible moderation” of the middle class. For 
Chekhov, however, measure was part of what he viewed as an important ele-
ment of his man of culture (kul’turnyi vospitannyi chelovek). Chekhov was 
fully aware of the degree to which the aesthetics of excess were ingrained in 
Russian cultural history and he openly objected to this “melodramatization” 
of thought and experience, typical both of the Russian radical intelligentsia 
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and of lowbrow culture. Chekhov’s famous statement of religious belief, in 
which he associates the polarizing perception of reality with Russian national 
identity, is a classic expression of his refusal to commit to ideological or phil-
osophical extremes. Perhaps Merezhkovsky missed the point, or, we could 
add, missed Chekhov’s letters that praise measure and culture so eloquently: 
he did not realize that by merging the best traits of Russian educated elite 
with the tradition of the European gentleman, Chekhov created a new type of 
Russian intelligent, and become Russia’s true genius of culture.

NOTES

1. Vladimir Kataev, “Boborykin i Chekhov (K istorii poniatiia ‘intelligentsiia’ 
v russkoi literature),” in his Chekhov Plius. . . Predshestvenniki, sovremenniki, 
preemniki (Moscow: Iazyki slavianskoi kul’tury, 2004), 146. It should be noted 
that the nature of the Russian intelligentsia was and still is the subject of continuous 
polemic. The terminological difficulty associated with the intelligentsia as a group 
is reflected in qualifiers such as “proto-,” “pre-,” “classical” (Martin Malia’s term), 
“liberal,” “radical,” “artistic,” or even (in Soviet times) “technological,” which are 
repeatedly applied to the intelligentsia. In the course of its evolution, the intelli-
gentsia came to be perceived in largely two senses, in a broader sociological sense 
(the entire educated classes) and in a narrower sense (a group characterized by a 
particular ideology). See Richard Pipes, “The Historical Evolution of the Russian 
Intelligentsia,” in The Russian Intelligentsia, ed. Richard Pipes (New York: Colum-
bia University Press, 1961), 48. Chekhov’s criticism concerns the intelligentsia in 
the latter sense, that is, as an ideological group.

2. About the artist’s need not to “judge his characters,” see Chekhov’s letter to A. 
S. Suvorin of 30 May 1888 (2: 280).

3. Unless otherwise noted, all translations mine. –SE.
4. Ivan Bunin recalls: “I never saw him in a night robe, he was always dressed 

neatly and cleanly. He had a pedantic love of order [. . .] He ate little, slept little, and 
loved order very much. His rooms were extraordinary clean, his bedroom looked like 
a girl’s room. No matter how weak he could occasionally be, he would not allow him-
self any leniency in the way he dressed” (I. A. Bunin, Sobranie sochinenii: 6 vols., v. 
6 (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1988), 172.

5. See Chekhov’s portrayal of Ivanov, in the play of that name, and Laevsky, 
in The Duel, among many others. In his letter to Suvorin of 30 December 1888, he 
comments in detail on this Russian intelligentsia type: “Thus, excessive irritability, 
a sense of guilt, and exhaustion are purely Russian qualities. The Germans never get 
overexcited, and that is why Germans are neither disillusioned, nor superfluous and 
exhausted” (3: 115).

6. Chekhov preferred civilization with electricity and steam engine, with beautiful 
things and refined cuisine, to Tolstoy’s virtues of peasant life. See his letter to Suvorin 
of 27 March 1894: “There is peasant blood flowing in my veins, and I am not to be 
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impressed with peasant virtues. Since my childhood, I have adopted faith in progress 
and could not have done otherwise, since the difference between the time when they 
used to flog me and the time they ceased to flog me was enormous. I have always 
loved intelligent people, sensitivity, courtesy, and wit, but I have treated such things 
as some people’s picking at their corns and their foot bindings emitting a foul smell 
with the same indifference that I have for some young ladies who have a habit of 
walking about in the morning with curlers in their hair. [. . .] Rationality and justice 
tell me that there is more love for humankind in electricity and steam than there is in 
chastity and abstaining from meat” (5: 283).

7. Chekhov’s critical attitude toward the intelligentsia was observed by many of 
his contemporaries and later generations of his readers. S. Severnyi insisted, along 
with the authors of the 1909 collection of essays on the Russian intelligentsia, Land-
marks, that Chekhov displayed a “harsh and profoundly critical attitude toward the 
Russian intelligentsia” (Vekhi: Pro et Contra, Antologiia, ed. V. V. Sapov [St. Peters-
burg: Izdatel’stvo russkogo khristianskogo gumanitarnogo universiteta, 1998], 315). 
See also Kataev, “Boborykin i Chekhov,” 147.

8. “I would speak to him about the tear of a tortured child, which cannot be for-
given, and he would turn to me and look at me with his bright, not mocking, but 
somewhat cold eyes, the eyes of a doctor, and would say: ‘And by the way, my dear, 
I wanted to tell you: when you are in Moscow, go to the Testov’s and order their 
meat and vegetable stew (selianka)—they cook it so well there, and do not forget that 
it should go with a large carafe of vodka.’ I was disappointed, felt almost offended: 
I talk to him about eternity, and he talks to me about ‘selianka’” (Dmitry Merezh-
kovsky, “Asfodeli i romashka,” in his Akropol’: Izbrannye literaturno-kriticheskie 
stat’i [Moscow: Knizhnaia palata, 1991], 209).

9. However, the fact that Chekhov viewed the intelligentsia’s excessive spiri-
tuality, its moralism, and its party-like mentality ironically does not mean that he 
completely dissociated himself from the intelligentsia. Nor does it mean, as Gary 
Saul Morson suggests, that “what really set Chekhov apart from other intellectuals, 
including most today, were his openly petit-bourgeois values” (Gary Saul Morson, 
“Chekhov’s Enlightenment,” The New Criterion, November 2012, Vol. 31 Issue 
3, 21). Chekhov laughed at petit-bourgeois values no less than he did at the intel-
ligentsia’s moralistic fervor. While Morson correctly observes Chekhov’s attack on 
the intelligentsia’s histrionics and self-dramatization, his interpretation of Chekhov 
as a defender of the petit-bourgeois is less convincing. For example, Morson views 
Chekhov’s admonishing his brother to reform as manifestation of his “bourgeois” 
ideals: “His famous letter to his brother Nikolai seems directed to all those advanced 
people, then and since, who disparage the ‘bourgeois’” (ibid.). Chekhov, however, 
is far from idealizing the petit-bourgeois daily concerns and morality. His satire is 
directed not only at the intelligentsia, but also at the bourgeois with their petty daily 
concerns, including “little pots of sour cream, jugs of milk,” women wearing paper 
curlers every morning, etc.

For more on Morson’s analysis of this topic, see his “Prosaic Chekhov: Metadrama, 
the Intelligentsia, and Uncle Vanya” in TriQuarterly (Winter 1990/91): 118–59; and 
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“Prosaic Bakhtin: Landmarks, Anti-intelligentsialism, and the Russian Counter-
Tradition” in Common Knowledge, vol. 2, no. 1 (Spring 1993): 35–54.

10. Semen Frank, “The Ethics of Nihilism: A Characterization of the Russian 
Intelligentsia’s Moral Outlook,” in Landmarks: A Collection of Essays on the Rus-
sian Intelligentsia, eds. Boris Shragin and Albert Todd (New York: Karz Howard, 
1977), 164.

11. Mikhail Gershenzon, “Creative Self-Cognition,” in Landmarks, 73.
12. See Leonid Grossman, Etiudy o Pushkine (Moscow: L. D. Frenkel, 1923), 

34–35.
13. See Chekhov’s frequently quoted February 1897 diary entry about Russian 

man’s indulging in the extremes and disregard of the “middle” (S 17: 224): “Between 
the statements ‘God exists’ and ‘There is no God’ lies a whole vast field, which a true 
sage crosses with difficulty. But a Russian usually knows only one of these two ex-
tremes; what lies between them is of no interest to him and he usually knows nothing 
or very little” (S 17: 224; K/H 12–13). This entry first appeared in Chekhov’s note-
books, from where he later transferred it to his diary (see A. P. Chudakov, “Mezhdu 
‘est’ Bog’ i ‘net Boga’ lezhit tseloe gromadnoe pole . . .’: Chekhov i vera,” Novyi 
mir, 9 [1996]: 186–92).

14. I have previously also discussed Chekhov’s concept of intelligent and gentle-
man in “Chekhov: intelligent ili dzhentlmen?” in Ckekhovskii intelligent: statika 
obraza—dinamika kul’tury (Sumy: MakDen, 2013, 84–94).

15. The concept of “porternyi” is recurrent in Chekhov’s letters of the period. See, 
for example, 1: 90. Curiously, the fact that actors even of the Moscow Art Theater, 
which was considered to be the theater of and for the intelligentsia, lacked culture and 
gentlemanly manners, is also reflected in a “workshop of good manners,” organized 
by A. A. Stakhovich (whom Chekhov and his wife Olga Knipper knew very well) for 
the actors of the Moscow Art Theater. M. Dobuzhinsky in his memoirs later wrote 
that people jokingly were saying that Stakhovich “was invited to ‘polish’ the actors 
and teach them manners of polite society.” See M. V. Dobuzhinskii, Vospominaniia 
(Moscow: Nauka, 1987), 247.

16. José Ortega y Gasset, Toward a Philosophy of History, trans. Helene Weyl 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2002), 129.

17. Ibid., 132.
18. A decade later, Andrei Bely opened his first volume of theoretical works, Sym-

bolism, with an article “Problems of Culture” (1909) in which he states: “The ques-
tion of what constitutes culture is the question of our time” (Andrei Belyi, Simvolizm 
kak miroponimanie [Moscow: Republika, 1994], 17).

19. See his criticism of the journalists working in newspapers: “Pettiness! A lack 
of culture. . . How all of this poisons our life!” (1: 59).

20. This letter (Manuscript Division of the Russian State Library [RGB], 331–70–
49) was censored in PSSiP. The complete letter is published in English translation in 
B/P (57–62).

21. Chekhov’s letter echoes the definition of a gentleman by his British contem-
porary Dr. John Henry Newman as articulated in his What Is a University? (1865):
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Hence it is that it is almost a definition of a gentleman to say he is one who never inflicts 
pain [. . .]. The true gentleman in like manner carefully avoids whatever may cause a jar 
or a jolt in the minds of those with whom he is cast;—all clashing of opinion, all collision 
of feeling, all restraint, or suspicion, or gloom, or resentment; his great concern being 
to make every one at their ease and at home. He has his eyes on all his company; he is 
tender towards the bashful, gentle towards the distant, and merciful towards the absurd; 
he can recollect to whom he is speaking, he guards against unseasonable allusions, or top-
ics which may irritate; he is seldom prominent in conversation, and never wearisome. He 
makes light of favours while he does them, and seems to be receiving when he is confer-
ring. He never speaks of himself except when compelled, never defends himself by a mere 
retort, he has no ears for slander or gossip [. . .]. He is never mean or little in his disputes, 
never takes unfair advantage, never mistakes personalities or sharp saying for arguments, 
or insinuates evil which he dare not say out. From a long-sighted prudence, he observes 
the maxim of the ancient sage, that we should ever conduct ourselves towards our enemy 
as if he were one day to be our friend. He has too much good sense to be affronted at 
insults, he is too well employed to remember injuries, and too indolent to bear malice. 
He is patient, forbearing, and resigned, on philosophical principles; he submits to pain, 
because it is inevitable, to bereavement, because it is irreparable, and to death, because it 
is his destiny.” (John Henry Newman, The Idea of a University, ed. Frank M. Turner [New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996], 145–46).

22. Augustus William Hare and Julius Charles, Guesses at Truth (London: George 
Routledge & Sons, 1889), 158.

23. Shirley Robin Letwin, The Gentleman in Trollop (Pleasantville, NY: The 
Akadine Press, 1977), 19.

24. Bunin, Gorky, and many other Chekhov’s contemporaries noted Chekhov’s 
unusual sense of personal freedom. See, for example, Bunin, 163.

25. Letwin, 17.
26. Kornei Chukovskii, Chekhov (Moscow: Pravda, 1960), 35–37.
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Chapter Fourteen

Burned Letters
Reconstructing the Chekhov–Levitan Friendship*

Serge Gregory

In July 1900, thirty-nine-year-old Isaac Levitan lay dying in the ground-floor 
apartment below his Moscow studio. Over the past three years, he had be-
come increasingly debilitated by the gradual dilation of an aortic aneurysm 
that was inexorably weakening his heart. Levitan asked his brother Adolph to 
put his affairs in order, and make the necessary arrangements for his funeral 
and burial. He also told Adolph to gather up and burn all his correspondence. 
Levitan had no desire for a record of his romantic entanglements, predomi-
nately with married women, to live on after him. But along with correspon-
dence from his brother’s lovers, Adolph tossed into the flames all of Levitan’s 
letters from Anton Chekhov.1

Both born in 1860, Chekhov and Levitan met when they were twenty 
years old. Chekhov had come to Moscow to enter the university’s medical 
school and was introduced to Levitan by Anton’s brother Nikolai, who was 
attending, together with Levitan, the Moscow School of Painting, Sculpture, 
and Architecture. Except for a notable falling out following the publication 
of Chekhov’s “The Grasshopper” (Poprygun’ia, 1892), Chekhov and Levi-
tan maintained their friendship and wrote to each other for the next twenty 
years. For this reason, Chekhov’s lost letters to Levitan leave a gap in our 
understanding of the relationship between these two figures, who played 
such prominent roles in fin de siècle Russian culture. As Rosamund Bartlett 
has written: “The absence of any letters from Chekhov to one of his closest 
and oldest friends—probably among the most unguarded he ever wrote—is a 
considerable loss” (B/P xxxiv).

Any attempt to characterize their friendship is stymied by this loss, but 
not thwarted. The fifty-five extant letters from Levitan to Chekhov tell us 

*Written for this volume.
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much about how he viewed their relationship [Figure 15]. In some cases, the 
letters make it possible to surmise Chekhov’s side of the correspondence. 
Additionally, Chekhov mentions Levitan in more than seventy-five letters to 
family members and mutual friends, sometimes writing with a candor that 
he would not have expressed directly to Levitan. Particularly revealing in 
this regard are several of his letters to his sister Maria and to Lidia (Lika) 
Mizinova, who was the object of both men’s affections. Finally, letters from 
mutual friends to Chekhov and to Levitan shed light on the subject matter of 
the exchanges between them.

Donald Rayfield, in the preface to his biography of Chekhov, mentions 
that there are about seven thousand letters to Chekhov in Russian archives, 
primarily in the manuscript division of the Russian State Library and in the 
Russian State Archives for Literature and Art.2 These correspondents refer to 
about fifteen hundred letters they received from Chekhov that have now been 
lost. From explicit references in Levitan’s letters, we know that Chekhov 
wrote to him more than twenty times, although the total is probably at least 
twice that much. Over the same time frame, Chekhov wrote forty-eight letters 
to the architect Franz (Fyodor) Shekhtel, another, less intimate, friend from 
his university days.

What follows are five vignettes that make use of letters to others from 
Chekhov and Levitan to build out the context for important exchanges in 
which Chekhov’s voice is missing. Each vignette highlights a particular attri-
bute of their relationship with each other, and considered together they form 
a clearer picture of the nature of the Chekhov–Levitan friendship.

THE PRICE OF PROMISCUITY

Isaac Levitan to Anton Chekhov (from Moscow, July 1885)
In reply to your infinite kindness I’m sending you my deep gratitude. Korobov 
was here, but found that I was already almost completely healthy . . .

After that, let me say to you that I’m not a scoundrel, not a beast and so 
forth, but a philanthropist, if you will. But all the same, I won’t be going to 
the country [. . . (illeg.)]. You’re lying, and lying rather brazenly, that Vesta is 
whoring around. And why use the expression “whoring,” it’s just, so to speak, 
philistinism and nothing more.3

In July 1885, Levitan lay ill in Moscow with what was diagnosed as “ca-
tarrhal fever.” Chekhov, writing from his dacha at Babkino, arranged for his 
physician colleague, Nikolai Korobov, to look in on Levitan. Levitan was 
eager to return to Babkino, but he was upset to hear that the estate huntsman 
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was spreading lies, ostensibly about Levitan’s womanizing. Chekhov had 
written to him apparently joking about his promiscuity, and somehow tying it 
to the behavior of Levitan’s hunting dog, Vesta [Figure 14]. Humorous asides 
about randy dogs frequently recur in Chekhov’s letters.

Russian editions of Chekhov’s and Levitan’s letters typically excise their 
bawdy humor. In 1886, Chekhov received a letter from Shekhtel full of sexual 
swagger, which mentioned that in the Crimea “Levitan of course is painting 
and sighing for his bare-bottomed beauty.”4 Prodded by Shekhtel, Chekhov 
wrote to Levitan in a similar tone. Levitan responded: “Tell me, why did you 
assume that I’d gone off with a woman? There is screwing here, but it was 
here before me. So then, I wasn’t at all looking for some nice, animal screw-
ing; I had it right at hand (but here, alas, there’s nothing).”5 Chekhov, Levi-
tan, and Shekhtel, particularly in their early correspondence, engaged in the 
kind of salacious banter typical of callow school chums. Reading Chekhov’s 
letters to Shekhtel leads us to conclude that his letters to Levitan contained 
similar obscene bits, to which we know Levitan responded in kind. This may 
explain why the painter chose to have them destroyed. Eight of Chekhov’s 
forty-eight published letters to Shekhtel are partially censored. In one unpub-
lished letter to Chekhov, Shekhtel drew a pornographic cartoon in the margin 
of a couple having sex in a field beneath the leering eye of the rising sun.6

Over the years, Chekhov became more critical of Levitan’s promiscu-
ity. In 1886, he dissuaded his sister Maria from taking Levitan’s marriage 
proposal seriously. He disapproved of Levitan’s affair with Sofia Kuvshin-
nikova and the humiliation of her physician husband, which served as the 
inspiration for “The Grasshopper.” Summoned to Levitan’s side in July 1895 
after a failed suicide attempt, Chekhov witnessed the chaos of a household in 
which both the married Anna Turchaninova and one of her daughters were 
fighting over the painter. After their reconciliation the previous January, 
Chekhov visited Levitan in his studio. Having not seen Levitan for almost 
three years, he was struck by the change in the painter, concluding that his 
love affairs had taken a physical and emotional toll to the detriment of his 
creative output. He wrote to Suvorin:

He is Russia’s finest landscape painter, but, as you can imagine, he is no lon-
ger young. He no longer paints in a youthful way, but with bravura. I think 
womenfolk have worn him out. These wonderful creations give their love, and 
they don’t take much from a man—only his youth. It’s impossible to paint a 
landscape without pathos, without enthusiasm, and enthusiasm is impossible 
if a man has stuffed himself full. If I were a landscape painter, I would lead 
an almost ascetic life. I would have sex once a year and would eat only once 
a day. (6: 15)
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The importance of sexual restraint in preserving an artist’s energy is a 
theme—almost an obsession—that runs through Chekhov’s letters. He told 
Suvorin that he could only imagine having a wife who, like the moon, “would 
not appear in my sky every day” (6: 40), an accurate description of his 
eventual long-distance marriage to Olga Knipper, much to his distress, as it 
turned out. He chastised his brother Alexander for having too many children 
(2: 15). He despaired that his brother Nikolai lacked the discipline to hold his 
debauchery in check, writing to him in March 1886 that civilized people “try 
as much as possible to temper and ennoble the sexual instinct. [. . .] Civilized 
people in this regard are not so vulgar” (1: 224 [Figures 3–5]). As was the 
case with his brothers, Chekhov mixed concern for Levitan’s well-being with 
disapproval of his hypersexual behavior.

JEALOUSY

Isaac Levitan to Anton Chekhov (from Zatishye, June 1891)
The news about M[aria] P[avlovna’s] illness made me very concerned. How is 
she now? What is her illness and how is it progressing? Please write.7 I told Lika 
about M. P.’s ill[ness], and she also became very concerned, although she says 
that if M. P.’s illness was something serious you wouldn’t have written about it 
in such a playful tone. [. . .]

With the change in the weather, it’s become more interesting here, rather 
interesting motifs have appeared. During the previous gloomy days, when I 
readily stayed indoors, I thoughtfully reread your Motley Stories (Pestrye rass-
kazy, 1886) and In the Twilight (V sumerkakh, 1887), and you really struck me 
as a landscapist. I’m not talking about the mass of very interesting thoughts, 
but about the landscape paintings in them—they are beyond perfection, for 
example the pictures of the steppe, the mounds, the sheep in the story “Hap-
piness” (Schast’e, 1887) are striking. Yesterday I read this story out loud to 
S[ofia] P[etrovna] and Lika, and they both were enraptured. Do you notice what 
a generous soul I am; I read your stories to Lika and I go into raptures! This is 
what genuine magnanimity is!

Regarding Bogimovo, I’m thinking of spending time there in the fall. But 
more about this later. 8

In May 1891, Levitan, accompanied by Lika Mizinova, arrived at the bleak 
dacha in Kaluga Province that the Chekhov family had decided to rent at the 
last minute. By now, Lika and Chekhov had been involved for two years in a 
disjointed dance of a courtship, in which Lika felt compelled to use humor to 
disguise her expressions of love, which, in any case, Chekhov deflected with-
out being honest about the ambiguity of his own feelings for her. Hoping to 
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arouse Chekhov’s jealousy, Lika paraded Levitan in front of him as a roman-
tic rival, a game Levitan enjoyed immensely. Lika and Levitan stayed with 
Chekhov only briefly, but through a chance meeting with a young landowner 
on the way there, they found Chekhov a better dacha for the summer—the 
second floor of a large ramshackle manor at nearby Bogimovo.

Frustrated by Chekhov’s refusal to commit himself beyond admiring 
her at arm’s length, Lika decided to spend the summer in the company of 
Levitan and Sofia Kuvshinnikova. The three of them settled down in Tver 
Province, Lika staying at her aunt’s estate while Levitan and his mistress 
found a nearby dacha at Zatishye. For the next three months Chekhov tried, 
without success, to have Levitan and Lika, either separately or together, 
visit him at Bogimovo. He wrote to Levitan three times that summer, judg-
ing from the four letters that Levitan sent him. He wrote to Lika eight times, 
including three short comical notes, two in which he took on the persona 
of fictional admirers and one in which he pretended to be his sister Maria 
urging Lika to visit.

Levitan taunted Chekhov, playing up their rivalry over Lika in a way that 
was not entirely in jest. He wrote Chekhov on 29 May: “I am writing to you 
from that charming corner of the earth where everything, from the air and 
to, Lord forgive me, the very last small insect on earth is suffused with her, 
blessed Lika! She is not here yet, but she will be, since she does not love you, 
you tow-head, but me, a volcanic brunet, and will come only here where I 
am” (Pis’ma, 35–36). In his following letter, he joked about how magnani-
mous it was for him, despite their rivalry, to read her a Chekhov story and 
rapturously praise it. On 12 June Chekhov responded through Lika: “Greet-
ings to Levitan. Ask him to stop writing about you in every letter. Firstly, it’s 
not very magnanimous on his part, and secondly, I don’t care at all about how 
happy he is” (4: 240).

Reconstructing the correspondence during the summer of 1891 reveals an 
underlying tension in the Chekhov-Levitan relationship. At times, Levitan, 
who was subject to manic excesses, goes too far in pretending to be the 
victorious lover. He managed to goad Chekhov into real jealousy. Irritated, 
Chekhov wrote Lika that while she “had become enamored with the Circas-
sian Levitan” (ibid.), she had forgotten her promise to visit him. She replied, 
“You have no right to write to me about Levitan in that way. [. . .] Absolutely 
nothing is happening with me or with Levitan when we meet, rest assured!”9 
She told him she desperately wanted to come to Bogimovo soon, but neither 
she nor Levitan returned there. Left alone, Chekhov stewed over his sense of 
being abandoned by two of his closest friends and resented Kuvshinnikova’s 
role in keeping them away. He began writing “The Grasshopper,” in which he 
transformed Lika/Kuvshinnikova into the flighty Olga Ivanovna and Levitan 
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into the painter, Ryabovsky. His characterization of Ryabovsky expands our 
understanding of Chekhov’s judgments on Levitan and his art in a way that, 
at least partially, compensates for the loss of his letters to the painter.10

Significantly, pure delight in Chekhov’s story had motivated Levitan to 
read “Happiness” to Lika in the first place. He recognized in Chekhov a fel-
low landscapist, who like him found nature to be both sublime in its beauty 
and merciless in its indifference to man. Although Levitan told Chekhov 
that his writing was “beyond perfection,” we do not know whether Chekhov 
responded in kind directly to Levitan. We do know, however, in his corre-
spondence with others, that Chekhov repeatedly mentioned his admiration for 
Levitan’s paintings.11 In “The Grasshopper” Olga Ivanovna, while comically 
infatuated with Ryabovsky, nevertheless describes the painter’s gifts as an 
artist in a way that echoes Chekhov’s sincere thoughts about Levitan’s talent: 
“Everything he had created up to now was beautiful, new, and unusual. [. . 
.] He spoke so uniquely in his own special language about the shadows, the 
evening tints, the glint of the moon that you irresistibly felt the spell of his 
power over nature” (S 8: 15–16).

“THE GRASSHOPPER”

Lika Mizinova to Anton Chekhov (from Moscow, 29 April 1892)
I know very well that if you either say or do something offensive, it’s not 
because you want to do this on purpose, but simply because you don’t care 
how what you’ve done is taken. [. . .] Levitan was at my place yesterday, and 
we again talked about the story [“The Grasshopper”]. It seems that he himself 
admits that the whole matter has turned out very stupidly. And on top of every-
thing else, was it really necessary to go and write him a letter?12

Shortly after Levitan returned to Moscow in early April 1892 after visiting 
Chekhov for Easter in Melikhovo, a scandal erupted within their circle of 
friends regarding the publication of “The Grasshopper.” Levitan ran into 
Chekhov in front of Korsh’s Theater and demanded an explanation. Chekhov 
responded with a letter that was presumably burned with the others in 1900. 
However, Levitan had shown the letter to the actor Alexander Lensky, seek-
ing his advice on what to do next. Lensky wrote back, describing in detail his 
reaction to Chekhov’s “exculpatory” letter, which he felt was full of “soph-
isms” and “seemed to strain credulity from its first word to its last.”13 Len-
sky’s paraphrasing described what Chekhov had written to Levitan, although 
filtered through the actor’s own indignation—he too felt that Chekhov had 
caricatured him in the story.
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Chekhov’s primary defense against those who felt offended was to make 
the disingenuous claim that the story was a trifle. Lensky quoted Chekhov as 
saying that the work was the product of a “small writer” who produced no 
more than talented “little nothings.” It was not unusual for Chekhov, when 
pressed to defend a work, to characterize it as something that he dashed off 
rather quickly, often just because he needed the money. Lensky mentioned 
twice that Chekhov in his letter said he loved Levitan, implying that he had no 
intention of offending the painter. In Lensky’s interpretation that only made 
Chekhov’s betrayal worse, having thoughtlessly turned the friend he loved 
into “a vulgar Lovelace.”14

Perhaps it was this expression of love that prompted Levitan to go to Lika 
and admit he felt that “the whole matter has turned out very stupidly.” But 
Chekhov did not express any regret about the falling out to Lika or anyone 
else. She knew from her own relationship with Chekhov that he could be 
maddeningly reticent and indifferent to the feelings of others. Given the dif-
ference in their respective personalities, not surprisingly Levitan was the one 
to take the first step to heal the break in their friendship.

PATRONAGE

Isaac Levitan to Anton Chekhov (from Moscow,  
21 September 1897)

My dear Chekhov!
They just delivered your telegram and I calmed down. Tomorrow or the day 

after tomorrow you will be sent 2,000 rubl[es]. Here’s where the money comes 
from: I told S[ergei] T[imofeevich] Morozov that you needed some money and 
that if he could, he should loan you 2,000 rubles. He eagerly agreed [. . .]

My sweet, dear one, I strongly urge you not to be concerned about money 
matters—everything will be taken care of, and you can sit in the south and take 
care of your health. Dear one, if you don’t want to, don’t work at all, don’t ex-
haust yourself. (Pis’ma, 78–79)

On doctor’s orders, Chekhov left on 1 September 1897 for Biarritz in the 
south of France. He had told his family and friends that he was worried about 
the expense of spending the fall and winter abroad. Levitan asked his bene-
factor, the industrialist and art collector Sergei Morozov, to loan Chekhov 
money to cover the cost of his medical treatment. Levitan arranged to have 
the money sent to Chekhov without asking whether in fact he would welcome 
the loan from Morozov.

Chekhov had met Morozov the previous summer when Levitan invited him 
to stay with him at Morozov’s kitschy Victorian neo-Gothic manor outside of 
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Moscow. Chekhov, with his aversion to the tastes of rich Moscow merchants, 
was appalled by the place. He left after two days, writing to Suvorin: “The 
house is like the Vatican, the footmen wear white pique jackets with gold 
chains across their stomach, tasteless furniture, French wines from Levet. The 
owner has an expressionless face—so I ran away” (7: 17). Chekhov could 
hardly have been enamored with the Levitan’s solicitous tone in presenting 
Morozov’s offer.

Chekhov wrote back in early October to say that he wanted to return Moro-
zov’s money, prompting a frantic protest from Levitan. He encouraged Chek-
hov to meet with Morozov, who was planning to be in the south of France at 
the end of the year, and implied that Morozov’s patronage might be of benefit 
to his career. Chekhov chose to remain silent. But once again, a letter to Lika 
revealed his feelings about what Levitan had written to him: “I didn’t ask 
for the money. I don’t want it and I asked Levitan to allow me to return it in 
such a way, of course, that no one would get offended. Levitan doesn’t want 
this, but just the same I’m sending it back” (7: 93). It dawned on Levitan that 
he might have offended Chekhov. He wrote to him on 22 November, asking 
why he had not heard from him: “Are you angry about something? I’ve given 
in to all sorts of guesses. Scribble at least a word” (Pis’ma, 81). By the end 
of December, Chekhov did write to Levitan explaining the disposition of the 
two thousand rubles. Levitan wrote back on 28 December: “That you sent the 
money back to Morozov—what can I say? That’s your affair. But it’s too bad 
that you sent it when you could have personally given it to him (I was sure 
that you would meet, since he’s been in Nice already for two weeks, Hotel 
Bristol” (Pis’ma, 82).

Chekhov wrote to Levitan in early January that he did meet with Morozov. 
Levitan replied on 26 January: “I’m very glad that you liked Morozov; he’s a 
good man, just too rich, and for him especially that’s bad” (Pis’ma, 83). But 
Chekhov must have explained his reasons for rejecting Morozov’s generosity 
in a way that Levitan resented. Levitan began his reply on 26 January with 
exaggerated and intentionally humorous fury: “Oh, you striped hyena, you 
damned crocodile, you spineless wood demon with one nostril, you utter 
Quasimodo, I don’t know how else to curse you! I’m suffering from worms 
in my heart!!! [. . .] If I do go to Nice, I hope to avoid seeing you. I will no 
longer allow Morozov to see you. Otherwise he will be infected by the worms 
in your heart. Better that you suffer alone! Just the same, should I not just re-
place my wrath with mercy?! Whatever has come between us, I forgive you. 
Remember my magnanimity in this matter” (ibid.).

Surprisingly, later that year, Chekhov did consider taking advantage of 
Levitan’s magnanimity. Worried that he lacked the money to treat his illness 
and provide for his family after his death, he thought of selling blanket rights 
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to his complete works. In November 1898 Chekhov wrote Levitan about his 
plans. Levitan responded: “I was very happy to receive at least a few lines 
from you, my dear Anton Pavlovich. [. . .] On the very day I received your 
letter, Maria Pavlovna was here. She told me in great detail about you and 
about your intentions. [. . .] Listen, if you need money, should I say something 
to Morozov?” (ibid., 91). Chekhov wrote his sister on 17 December: “Two 
weeks ago Levitan offered me his services—to talk with S. T. Morozov about 
making me a loan. I was tempted by this offer and wrote Levitan that I would 
be happy to borrow two thousand rubles to be paid back in installments. Then 
today Levitan writes me that I myself should approach Morozov. . . Overall, 
this had turned into an awkward thing. Don’t say anything to Levitan. I’m of 
course not going to take any money either from him or from Morozov, and I 
hope that he will no longer offer me any more friendly proposals” (7: 368–69).

Levitan’s well-intentioned but overly insistent manner in coming to his 
friend’s aid reflected a basic difference in whom they were financially depen-
dent on for their professional success. As a painter, Levitan relied on wealthy 
individuals and patrons to support him by buying his paintings. His most 
important patron, by far, was Pavel Tretyakov, who in the process of amass-
ing the largest private collection of national art in Russia bought over twenty 
paintings by Levitan. Levitan also had patrons within the tsar’s inner circle. 
Given that, Levitan could not understand why Chekhov, whose origins were 
equally as humble as his, would refuse to accept the largess of someone like 
Morozov. But as a writer, Chekhov owed his living not to wealthy merchants 
or the court, but to editors of newspapers, magazines, journals, and publish-
ing houses, and to his ability to write stories that had wide appeal among the 
growing educated classes. He was more comfortable borrowing money from 
Suvorin, a self-made man from a peasant family, although he did so reluctantly 
and with the understanding that his debts were not to be forgiven. Unlike the 
publisher Suvorin, “Levitan’s Morozov,” other than acting in the capacity of a 
lenient bank, had nothing to offer that would further Chekhov’s career.

FINAL LETTERS

Isaac Levitan to Anton Chekhov (from Moscow, 16 February 1900)
Sweet one, you are miserable in Yalta, but it’s also deadly miserable here. Ev-
erything is rosy only from a distance. [. . .]

I was at Masha’s a couple of days ago and saw my sweet Knipper. I’m start-
ing to like her more and more, since I’ve noticed an expected cooling toward the 
Honorary Academician. I’m thinking of going to Yalta in April, but of course I 
won’t stay with that misanthrope Chekhov. God [be with him]

18_567-Apollonio.indb   201 8/2/18   1:52 PM



202 Serge Gregory

Regarding the gratitude I owe for being acquainted with you about which you 
write, if the tsars buy my painting now at the Itinerant exhibition, consider me 
good for ten pounds of caviar, and I’ll throw into the bargain ten dozen con-
doms. You can debauch yourself to your heart’s content.

I’ve recently been unable to read the newspapers because I’m tired of the 
name Chekhov; no matter where you look, A. Chekhov is everywhere. The 
newspaper scribblers make me sick!

Well, be healthy, that’s the most important thing, and don’t be miserable—
it’s pointless. Gather your strength in the delights of mankind.15

Levitan’s last long letter to Chekhov reflects many familiar attributes of 
their friendship—a love of ribald humor, a feigned romantic rivalry, and a 
comically expressed but unmistakable delight in each other’s artistic achieve-
ments. But the letter also reflects a more recent affinity—a shared sense that 
their declining health was sapping their creative fire.

Ironically, Levitan, whom Chekhov in the past had nursed through bouts 
of chronic depression, now took it upon himself to buoy Chekhov’s spirits, 
which were brought down by his medical exile in Yalta. Levitan did so by 
exaggerating their long-standing competition for love and fame, even to the 
point of being insulting. In a letter written the week before, Levitan implied 
that Chekhov had felt stung by being named in January as an Honorary 
Academician, while Levitan had earlier received the full title with all its per-
quisites: “How are you feeling, Mr. Honorary Academician? Is the fever you 
wrote me about still lingering? I’m inclined to think that this fever of yours 
is a fever of narcissism—your chronic disease!” (Pis’ma, 101). Chekhov had 
told Suvorin that since writers, unlike painters, were only eligible for the 
honorary designation, the award meant nothing to him and was comparable 
to being made an honorary town citizen. He eventually rejected the title to 
protest the Academy’s decision to strip Maxim Gorky of the honor. But he 
did joke to Maria that in deference to Levitan’s status as Academician, he 
should revert back to addressing him with the formal pronoun, “vy.” Chekhov 
must have written something along those lines to Levitan, who seized on the 
disparity in status to brag that being an Academician had made him a more 
attractive rival for Olga Knipper, and that he would now use his newfound 
fame and fortune to lavish gifts on Chekhov. Levitan had signed his previous 
letter: “The greatest landscape painter in the universe. Got it?” (ibid.) But he 
also ended the letter saying: “I warmly squeeze your talented hand, which has 
been able to soil such heaps of paper! I kiss your brilliant forehead.” Underly-
ing the comic indirection, Levitan’s final letters to Chekhov convey a deep 
respect for his genius.

Reading Chekhov’s and Levitan’s letters reveals two men of very different 
temperaments. Levitan is effusive, never afraid to express both the passions 
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and the sense of despair brought on by his manic-depression. Chekhov is 
measured, ironic, prone to using humor to disguise feelings, yet capable of 
the empathy and honesty of a good doctor who sees the human condition as it 
really is. In the end, their complex but unwavering friendship as reconstructed 
through their correspondence (and that of their mutual friends) serves primar-
ily as a biographical foundation for studying the more significant aesthetic 
connections between them. These similarities are to be found in their shared 
approach to art, as each in his own medium rejected the tendentiousness of 
Russian realism and began to write and paint (Russian uses the same verb for 
both—pisat’) in ways that reflected a more subjective, impressionistic way 
of looking at the world.
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Chapter Fifteen

Verbal Games and Animal Metaphors 
in Chekhov’s Correspondence  

with Olga Knipper
John Douglas Clayton

In her autobiography The Cursive Is Mine, Nina Berberova writes: “I can 
recall the name of only one Russian writer from the past period who did not 
want to take himself seriously: Chekhov.”1 As a writer, Berberova appreciates 
this refusal on Chekhov’s part to “take himself seriously,” since it betrayed a 
profound philosophical stance according to which the author is not the center 
of the universe, nor is he the conveyer of some transcendental truth. This 
“lack of seriousness” is a feature not only of Chekhov’s plays and prose but 
also of his letters. Chekhov’s letters are characterized by their playfulness of 
tone, the games the writer indulges in with certain correspondents in them, 
and their ludic manipulation of the formal aspects of letter-writing: the initial 
salutation and the parting words and signature. The presence in them of meta-
phorical games and irony is a manifestation of their aesthetic shaping with a 
view to generating layers of meaning beyond the literal.

Nowhere is this more evident that in the writer’s correspondence with Olga 
Knipper, to whom he was attracted from their first acquaintance in 1898, 
and whom he married on 25 May 1901 [Figure 17]. Because they spent a lot 
of time apart—he mostly in Yalta, while Knipper pursued her career as an 
actress in Moscow—their correspondence is voluminous (1,030 letters and 
telegrams). In her English translation of selected correspondence between 
Chekhov and Knipper, Jean Benedetti dates the letters according to the evo-
lution of the relationship: Friend, Lover, and Wife, with a fourth category 
of letters the widowed Knipper wrote to her dead husband’s shade after 
his decease. According to Benedetti, they became lovers in August 1900,2 
although Donald Rayfield notes that “from 18 April 1899 on Anton became 
monogamous”—meaning that their intimacy dated from before that, but that 

*Written for this volume.
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Chekhov had also had trysts with other women.3 Benedetti presumably bases 
her mistaken assumption on the fact that the first letter in which either of them 
uses the familiar ty form rather than the formal vy, and he begins to use the 
affectionate form of her name “Olya,” is dated 7 August 1900, after Knip-
per had spent July 1900 with Chekhov in Yalta. It is certainly true that their 
letters assume a different tone after that date—what Simon Karlinsky calls a 
shift from “an affectionate tone” to “utter intimacy” (K/H 388). Clearly they 
had become deeply committed lovers during Knipper’s sojourn in Yalta with 
Chekhov. These facts, however, should not be taken as a sign that their rela-
tionship was not an intimate one before this date.

In the first part of the exchange both correspondents observed a certain 
decorum. Chekhov and Knipper in this period use the formal vy pronoun, and 
the somewhat ironic tone betrays a desire to keep his feelings under control. 
The distance between the two arouses doubts and uncertainties on both sides, 
and this ironic game is a way for them of managing their insecurities. Unlike 
his practice with other women, Chekhov usually did not address her by name, 
calling her “dear actress,” an echo of the “dear writer” in her letters to him. 
Frequently these forms of address are given additional shades of affection 
through the use of adjectives and the affective suffixes common in Russian. 
Thus on 1 November 1899 Chekhov addresses Knipper as “dear little actress” 
(milaia aktrisulia) (8: 294); in her reply of 22–28 December, Knipper picks 
up the tone and doubles the affective suffixes by ending a letter with the 
words “don’t be angry with an unhappy silly little actress” (ne serdites’ na 
neschastnuiu aktrisul’ku) (Perepiska 1: 52).4

In her seminal article on Chekhov’s letters, Emma Polotskaya points to 
what she calls the “dramaturgical pulse” (dramaturgicheskii pul’s) running 
through the letters.5 Chekhov’s correspondence with Knipper occupies a 
special place among his epistolary record. In it, as Polotskaya argues, the 
“aesthetic theme (dramaturgy and theater) from the very beginning [. . .] 
was linked with the personal.”6 Polotskaya underlines the hidden paradox 
in Chekhov: “Chekhov had a passion for ‘play-acting’ and ‘mystification’ 
throughout his life. For all his outward reserve and dislike of theatrical ef-
fects onstage as well as in everyday life, Chekhov was theatrical by nature.”7 
Polotskaya sees in the Chekhov–Knipper correspondence a sort of dialogue 
of the deaf, in which each is writing in a different language (comparable to 
that of the dialogues in his plays) and in which Chekhov expresses his feel-
ings indirectly through irony. Regarding the difference between Knipper and 
Chekhov, Polotskaya writes:

The thoughts and feelings most deeply felt by the author are banished [in the 
letters], as are those of the characters [in his plays], to the deepest layers of 
the text. The psychological basis for this quality is the character of the letter’s 
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“hero,” a man who is open when discussing external events of his own life and 
the lives of others; [and] restrained when expressing his own internal state [. . .].8

It is striking, therefore, that in one of the earliest letters Chekhov daringly 
calls Knipper the “last page of my life” and addresses her without a trace of 
irony as “great artist of the Russian land” (8: 202). Chekhov appears to have 
been truly in awe of her acting. It is his respect for her work as an actress 
that is the subtext for their very considerable correspondence: he insisted 
on her continuing to pursue her career. As he put it: “If we are not together 
now, then it is not I nor you who is to blame, but the devil who has infected 
me with bacilli and you with a love for art” (9: 124). Thus the relationship 
was under stress from the beginning, as Knipper’s career obliged her to be 
in the northern capitals, while Chekhov had to spend his winters for the 
most part in the south.

A second source of stress was jealousy. Both partners knew that the other 
had had lovers and was surrounded by desirable individuals of the opposite 
sex: how is a marriage—especially a largely long-distance one—to survive 
this situation? Already in this early correspondence the question of marriage 
and choice of partner emerges in a teasing game of speculation. On 16 June 
1899 Chekhov writes, apropos the absence of communications from Knip-
per, “We [. . .] have already begun to think that you have forgotten us and 
have gotten married in the Caucasus” (8: 200). On 9 September 1899, while 
in Yalta, he threatens: “Don’t forget the writer, don’t forget [me], otherwise 
I’ll drown here or marry a centipede” (8: 261). This metaphor is actually an 
encoded, but for Chekhov startlingly open, admission of his desire to have 
Knipper as his wife. Moreover, in the early days there was a game between 
the pair concerning the actress’s imaginary rival called “Nadenka.” Dismayed 
at the prospect of not seeing Knipper again until the following spring, on 3 
September 1899 Chekhov writes: “I’m upset. In other words, if Nadenka 
knew what was going on in my heart, we’d never hear the end of it” (8: 257; 
K/H 360), and on the 10th Knipper replied: “Tell me everything in your let-
ters: Nadenka shan’t find out” (Perepiska 1: 137). A couple of months later, 
Nadenka in fact acquired a real-life equivalent in the shape of Nadezhda 
Ternovskaya, the eighteen-year-old daughter of an arch-priest in Yalta. In 
November–December 1898 Chekhov, while building his new house at Autka 
on the outskirts of Yalta, stayed at the villa of Kapitolina Ilovayskaya, a 
widow. Ternovskaya was a frequent visitor and flirted with the writer. Chek-
hov’s mother Evgeniya approved (Rayfield, 476). When news of this got to 
Knipper’s ears, she wrote to Chekhov:

I have just come from Maria Pavlovna’s [Anton’s sister]. She informed me that 
you are going to marry a priest’s daughter. Congratulations, dear writer. So you 
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couldn’t hold out after all? God grant you advice and love. So you even bought 
a piece of seashore for her? And will I be able to come and admire your family 
happiness and, by the way, disrupt it a little? After all, you and I have an under-
standing—remember the Kokkoz valley? (Perepiska 1: 56)

Chekhov was quick to pick up on the theme and at the same time put an end 
to Knipper’s jealousy:

Thank you for the good wishes regarding my wedding. I conveyed to my bride 
your intention of coming to Yalta and cheating on her a little. To this she re-
plied that when “that bad woman” comes to Yalta, she will not let me out of her 
embrace. I pointed out that such a long embrace in hot weather is unhygienic. 
She took umbrage and wondered in what company I had acquired such a façon 
de parler, then a little later declared that the theatre is evil and that my intention 
not to write any more plays deserves the highest praise, and asked me to kiss 
her. To this I replied that now I have the title of Academician it is indecent for 
me to kiss so often. She burst into tears and I left. (9: 45–46)

This delightful little scenario—most likely an invention from start to fin-
ish—is reminiscent of the short dramatic scenes of jealousy and foolishness 
that populate Chekhov’s early writings for the “penny dreadfuls,” not to 
mention the vaudevilles he wrote. The meaning it is intended to convey to 
Chekhov’s correspondent—an intelligent woman and celebrated actress in 
her early thirties—is that she has nothing to fear from an immature eighteen-
year-old, especially one who wants him to give up dramaturgy while, as 
Knipper knows, theater is a very important part of his life, and he is in the 
throes of writing a new play—The Three Sisters. Perhaps also, Chekhov uses 
this little sketch to signal indirectly that Knipper should learn to manage her 
feelings towards a lover who is, after all, seriously ill, and not behave like a 
school girl (institutka).

As their correspondence evolves, several significant themes appear in the 
way Chekhov and Knipper address each other, often echoed in their signature 
at the end of the letter. Chekhov in his letters to his brothers and sister had 
acquired the habit of playing with different variants of his name in various 
languages: “Antoine,” “Antonio,” and other humorous pseudonyms, most 
famously “Schiller Shakespearovich Goethe” (in his literary work he used 
more than fifty pseudonyms9). He continues and elaborates this practice in his 
letters to Knipper, even inventing new versions of his name. Thus, in his letter 
of 7 January 1901 he signs himself: “Your Toto, hereditary honorary acade-
mician” (9: 178), a joking reference to his election to honorary membership 
in the Academy of Sciences in 1900. In his letter to Knipper of 14 January 
1901 he gives himself a different mock title: “Your Toto, retired medico and 
second-class dramatist” (9: 180). Later “Toto” turns into “Totosha.” While 
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working on the story “The Bishop” (Arkhierei, 1901) he jokingly signs him-
self “Your Antony the Hieromonk,” adding the Church Slavonic ending to his 
name “Anton” (9: 193). In addressing Knipper, Chekhov is equally inventive, 
using various forms of her name: Olya, Olenka, Olyukha, Olyusha, little child 
(detochka), little granny (babusia), babykins (pupsik), and variants on the 
word for soul (dusia, dusik).

One salient aspect of Chekhov’s stories and plays is the presence of ani-
mals as characters, and the use of animal metaphors. Animals serve as useful 
metaphorical devices in the titles of stories and even plays, for example: “The 
Chameleon” (Khameleon, 1884); “The Grasshopper” (Poprygun’ia, 1892); 
“The Bear” (Medved’, 1888); and The Seagull (Chaika, 1896). Animals also 
appear as characters, most notably in “Misery” (Toska, 1886); “Kashtanka” 
(1887); and “Whitebrow” (Belolobyi, 1895). The most common animals in 
Chekhov’s menagerie are those that surrounded the author on a daily basis: 
dogs, horses, cats, and birds, but other more exotic species are also invoked. 
For Chekhov they are living characters more or less integrated in the human 
world. “Whitebrow” has two main characters—a white-faced black puppy 
and an old she-wolf; while “Kashtanka” is narrated from the perspective of a 
dog, specifically a “young, redhaired dog—a dachshund-mongrel mix—with 
a face very much like a fox” (S 6: 430). In both stories the dog wanders, has 
adventures, but eventually returns to its master. Another important dog char-
acter is immortalized in the title of Chekhov’s story “The Lady with the Dog” 
(Dama s sobachkoi, 1899). The dog is identified in the very first paragraph 
of the story as a white spitz. He serves as a way into the good graces of his 
mistress for her seducer, Gurov, who requests permission to offer him a bone. 
When Gurov travels to the provincial town where Anna Sergeevna lives, he 
sees the little dog being walked by “some old woman,” and is dismayed to 
find he cannot recall the dog’s name (which we never learn). This is the dog’s 
last appearance. What is the function of the nameless white spitz in the story? 
He can hardly be called a character; rather he is one of the attributes of the 
young woman, along with the beret. More important, he is a substitute for her 
absent husband. Intended, no doubt, to keep her company, and perhaps as a 
form of protection, he is quickly tamed and replaced in his mistress’s affec-
tions by Gurov, as, indeed, is her husband.

This heightened presence of animal characters in Chekhov’s literary work 
carries over into the correspondence with Knipper. It is common for couples 
to choose animal names for each other as an expression of affection. Chek-
hov’s animal images quickly become a source for animal names for Knipper, 
his partner and prospective spouse, as a device to convey indirect meanings. 
In them one can sense a combination of affection and annoyance. On 26 Sep-
tember 1899 she reproaches him for calling her a “little viper” (zmeenysh) 
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for not sending him her photograph (Perepiska 1: 38), and, as we have seen, 
he threatens in one letter to marry a centipede. Chekhov even, in one letter 
written on 8 September 1900, calls her “Olya my good one, crocodile of 
my soul!”—a bizarrely ambivalent expression of endearment (9: 111). On 7 
January 1901 Knipper signed a letter to Chekhov “Your who?” (Perepiska 1: 
124). The Russian pronoun who (kto) applies to animals as well as humans, 
so that Knipper could be asking Chekhov what animal metaphor he prefers 
for her, or, more seriously, “Who am I?—Your wife, fiancée, or mistress?”

Either way, it was a question that he avoided answering directly. As the 
relationship evolves, a canine theme emerges. During his stay in Nice, Knip-
per, in a letter dated 18 December 1900, writes “Write, write, and love your 
little girl—dog too” (“pishi i liubi svoiu devochku—sobaku tozh”) (Perepiska 
1: 106). On 15 January 1901, Knipper mentions in a footnote to her letter that 
she wears a red wig in the role of Masha in The Three Sisters, and, in a clear 
reference to “Kashtanka,” signs the letter “your non-redhaired dog” (Tvoia 
neryzhaia sobaka) (Perepiska 1: 130).10 On 15 February 1901 she again signs 
“Your dog,” and on the 23rd he begins to call her sobaka, “dog,” evidently 
prompted by her frequent missives signed with that word (Perepiska 1: 149). 
This becomes the commonest animal name in their correspondence, often 
conveying not only affection, but an edge of annoyance, as if she were hard 
to train: dogs do not always obey their master. In more tender moods, he uses 
the affectionate form sobachka; after their marriage we sometimes even find 
the masculine form pyosik. Chekhov developed the metaphor, signing a letter 
to her of 17 April 1901: “Goodbye, dog! Farewell, dog! I stroke and kiss you” 
(“Do svidaniia, sobaka! Proshchai, sobaka! Ia tebia glazhu i tseluiu”) (10: 
12). Playing with the canine theme, on 9 May 1901, before their marriage, 
Chekhov signed a telegram to her “Sobakin” (“Dog’s” [10: 23]), and on 21 
August 1901 (after their marriage) he teasingly signs his letter to her “your 
master Anton” (Tvoi khoziain Anton [10: 60]), to which she responds on the 
28th with the greeting “My Antonka, I write every day to my strict master” 
(Perepiska 1: 191).

Apart from the animal metaphors, Chekhov referred frequently to Knipper’s 
German ethnicity, even though she had asked him in a letter dated 19 August 
1900 not to (Perepiska 1: 74). Evidently she subsequently realized that she 
would have to get used to this habit. Often, as in his letter to her of 6 Novem-
ber 1901, she is his “German woman” (nemka) or “little German woman” 
(nemochka) (10: 107) or “little Lutheran girl” (liuteranochka) and “plump, 
red-cheeked German woman” (10: 17).11 On 2 November 1901 Chekhov ex-
presses his hope to sire a “little half-German” (10: 102); but on the 13th she 
reports: “Once again we won’t have any little half-German” (“polynemchika”) 
(Perepiska 1: 228). After their marriage, the playful notion develops between 
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them of being a comically serious German couple. Thus on 20 January 1902 
Chekhov writes: “Your husband is not a drunk or a spendthrift or a bully, 
I’m quite the German husband in my behavior; I even go about in warm long 
johns. . .” (10: 175). On the same day Knipper writes to him: “I’m sending 
you a kiss on a rose petal. So you’ll scold me for being a sentimental German, 
won’t you?” (Perepiska 1: 320). On the 21st Chekhov signs his letter “Your 
husband in woolen long johns. The German Anton” (10: 176). Finally, on 4 
February 1902 the German and animal themes combine when Chekhov ad-
dresses Knipper in German as “mein lieber Hund” (my dear dog) (10: 187).

The ethnic theme in the letters is more complex than first appears. Knip-
per had another association for Chekhov, who had been briefly engaged to 
a woman once before: in 1886 he had proposed to Dunya Efros, who was 
Jewish. Although the relationship was brief and explosive, it seems to have 
left a profound trace. Chekhov’s story “Mire” (Tina, 1886) was evidently 
written under the impression of this affair, and perhaps as a kind of revenge. 
In it we see a portrait of a rich Jewish heiress surrounded by her admirers. 
As Rayfield points out, Chekhov “admired and liked Jews” but “felt Jews to 
be a race apart with irredeemably unacceptable attitudes” (125). Knipper was 
not, of course, Jewish, and her temperament was very different from Dunya’s, 
but she was also an outsider in the Russian world. It is therefore not entirely 
surprising that he calls her “little Jewess” (zhidovochka) in a letter of 14 De-
cember 1900 and again on 20 February 1901 (9: 151 and 204); the meaning 
hidden in this appelation is double-edged: zhid is a derogatory word for Jew, 
while the suffix -ochka conveys affection. She takes it in good part when, on 
14 February 1900, he develops the theme, in response to one of the photos 
of her she had sent: “In it you are somewhat like a little Jewish girl, a very 
musical person who goes to the conservatoire but at the same time secretly 
studies the art of dentistry just in case, and has a fiancé in Mogilev” (9: 51).12 
Chekhov was attracted to exogamy and seems to have thought of German and 
Jewish in similar terms: Knipper’s exoticism is clearly sexually exciting to 
him (as no doubt Dunya Efros’s had been). When, however, on 7 March 1901 
he receives an anonymous letter accusing her of being unfaithful to him while 
in St. Petersburg, he writes: “I myself have long suspected as much, you Jew-
ess, you scrooge” (ia sam davno uzhe podozrevaiu, zhidovka ty, skriaga; 9: 
218), which clearly suggests that, given his experience with Efros, for him 
“Jewishness” in women can imply deception and infidelity.

For Chekhov even Knipper’s German surname becomes an object of lin-
guistic play, with different suffixes added for comic effect. The game begins 
on 16 April 1901, when Chekhov calls his fiancée “Knipshitz”; on the 17th 
he signs his letter “Your Knipshitz-adoring booby” (Tvoi vliublennyi v Knip-
shitz duralei) (10: 11–12). Interestingly, this name sounds in Russian either 
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like the name of some bizarre German breed of dogs (cf. spitz—the breed of 
Anna Sergeevna’s dog in “The Lady with the Dog”), or a Jewish surname (cf. 
Livshitz), thus bringing animal and ethnic references together. On the 17th 
Knipper signs her letter “Knipshitts” (Perepiska 1: 168), and on the 24th she 
wonders “Are you really in love with Knipshitts?” (Perepiska 1: 174).13 The 
play with Knipper’s surname begins again on 16 November 1901, when she 
signs a letter “Your Knippusha” (Perepiska 1: 232), giving it a Russian suffix 
with a feminine ending, with which she was evidently more comfortable as a 
Russified German. Chekhov eagerly echoes this in his letters of the 21st and 
22nd (10: 120 and 122).

The ethnic theme becomes entangled in the canine theme that runs so 
strongly through the name games between Chekhov and Knipper. Chekhov 
was a lover of dogs. Shortly after he acquired Melikhovo, the publisher 
Leikin sent him from St. Petersburg two dachshunds, which he named Bro-
mide (Brom) and Quinine (Khina). His brother Mikhail has left the following 
description of Chekhov’s “conversations” with the pair:

In the house lived two dachshunds—Brom and Khina, one dark, the other 
red-haired; Khina had such short, wrinkled legs that her belly almost dragged 
along the ground. Khina would sometimes come up to my brother, put her 
front paws on his knees and look plaintively and devotedly into his eyes. He 
would change his expression and say in a broken, old man’s voice: “Khina 
Markovna! Poor suffering thing! You should be in the hospital!. . . . You 
would be better off there.” For half an hour at a time he would continue talk-
ing to the dog, while the entire household would die laughing. Then it would 
be Brom’s turn. He too would place his front paws on my brother’s knees, and 
the fun would start all over again. “Brom Isaevich!” my brother would address 
him in a voice full of concern. “How is it possible? The Father Archimandrite 
got a stomach ache, and he went behind a bush, and the little boys suddenly 
crept up and squirted water on him from a syringe!. . . How did you let that 
happen?” And Brom would start to growl angrily.14

Olga Knipper had the opportunity to meet the two dogs, and perhaps wit-
ness these or other touching scenes, when she visited Melikhovo in May 
1899 shortly before it was sold. Later that summer Bromide was suspected 
of being rabid and was shot; Quinine was attacked by the farm dogs and also 
died (Rayfield 491, 494).

Significantly, Chekhov gave both dogs blatantly Jewish patronymics—
Quinine: Markovna and Bromide: Isayich, Mark and Isai being names com-
monly given to male Jewish children in Russia at that time. The implication 
seems to be that the two dogs are somewhat “Jewish” in their disinclination 
to obey and perhaps get into mischief. Moreover, dachshunds are a German 
breed. It therefore seems logical to conclude that Knipper the German actress 
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understood that her relationship with Chekhov was a sort of continuation of 
that he had had with Quinine and Bromide and that she was filling a hole 
left in his life by the demise of the two dogs. No doubt for this reason she 
eagerly took to signing her letters “dog”; for Chekhov part of that relation-
ship was marked by presumed “Jewish” waywardness, despite her German 
origins. The legend of Bromide and Quinine lived on after their tragic deaths: 
Chekhov’s sister Masha writing to Olga Knipper on 12 January 1940 be-
gins her letter: “Dearest Olechka, this is a letter from poor suffering Khina 
Markovna”—a hint perhaps that both women had vied to replace Chekhov’s 
favorite pets in his affections.15

The summer of 1903, from 15 May to 19 September, which the couple 
spent together, first on a country estate to the north of Moscow and then 
in Yalta, seems to have been a watershed in their relationship. There is a 
change in the way they address each other: on the day of Knipper’s depar-
ture from Yalta for Moscow for the theater season Chekhov addresses her 
for the first time (twice) as “horsey” (loshadka): “My dear horsey, dear 
little dog. . .” (Milaia moia loshadka, milaia sobachka. . .), and again the 
same day “My horsey dog” (moia loshadinaia sobaka) (11: 251). On the 
21st he develops the theme further: “I kiss you, horsey, give you a slap, and 
touch your nose” (Tseluiu tebia, loshadka, khlopaiu, trogaiu za nos) (11: 
253) and on 15 October he concludes his letter: “[. . .] write to me, horsey, 
scribble a nice long letter with your little hoof ([. . .] pishi mne, moia lo-
shadka, natsarapai pis’mo podlinnee svoim kopyttsem) (11: 275). Already 
by the 24th of September Knipper had picked up the theme, signing her let-
ter: “Your horsey Olya” (Tvoia Olia loshadka) (Perepiska 2: 229). Chekhov 
responds on the 27th by developing the image further: “Well then, horsey, 
I stroke you, groom you, feed you the very best oats, and kiss you on the 
forehead and neck” (Nu, loshadka, glazhu tebia, chishchu, kormliu samym 
luchshim ovsom i tseluiu v lob i v sheiku) (11: 258). In fact, the equine 
theme had been important in Chekhov’s art—one only has to recall the story 
“A Horsey Name” (Loshadinaia familiia, 1885). Perhaps the most pertinent 
is the story “Misery,” in which a poor widowed cabdriver, Iona, who has 
just lost his only son finds consolation with his horse: “The little horse 
munches, listens, and breathes on the hands of its owner” (Loshadenka 
zhuet, slushaet i dyshit na ruki svoego khoziaina [S 4: 330]). The horse and 
its owner have not earned enough to buy oats, so that the horse has to make 
do with hay. The parallel with Chekhov’s plight is hardly a coincidence: 
his wife had lost a potential son (whom they had code-named “Pamphil”) 
in March 1902, with probable impairment of her ability to bear children 
(Rayfield 556–57). Evidently no new pregnancy had occurred after they 
spent the summer together. Knipper has become a loshadka, a little horse: 
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good only for listening and work; he is, in a sense, a widower—or at least, 
being stuck in Yalta, a grass widower—with no offspring.16

To signal a new start regarding the “ethnic question,” for the first time on 
15 October 1903 Knipper begins to sign herself as “the Hungarian” (venger-
ets): choosing as it were a “neutral” ethnicity (neither Jewish nor German) 
but emphasizing, in a subdued, roundabout way, that she is putting an end to 
any snide references to her German origin or suggestion of her “Jewishness” 
(Perepiska 2: 258).17 In reply Chekhov called her “Hungarian”—again using 
the male form of the word—on the 21st (11: 281). She signed this way a total 
of ten times, and Chekhov twice responded, addressing her in the same way. 
In this last period of their relationship Chekhov expresses his new tenderness 
towards his wife with various animal imagery: “little cockroach” (tarakasha 
or tarakashka) four times, and “ground squirrel” (suslik), “chaffinch” (ziab-
lik), and “little linnet” (konoplianochka) once each. (He also calls her “little 
crinoline” (krinolinchik) twice—here preferring synecdoche to metaphor.) 
What is noteworthy about these new animal metaphors is the absence of any 
ambivalence or irony: only affection can be detected. Moreover, the choice 
of little birds and critters to denote his wife evokes Chekhov the observer of 
nature. Once, on 27 November 1903, he uses the word “scrooge” (skriaga), 
which had only appeared in the letters once before in the letter railing against 
her adultery (7 March 1901), and then only to accuse her of becoming such a 
tightwad that she will soon be sticking used stamps on her letters (11: 317). 
For her part, Knipper playfully signed her letters to him written in April 1904 
“your macaque” (tvoia makaka)—possibly a Darwinian joke between them.

Thus it is possible to discern several spectral comic scenarios running 
through the letters between Chekhov and Knipper, in which he is, as Po-
lotskaya puts it, the protagonist or hero; they serve both to delineate the dif-
ferences between them and through comic play to put them in perspective 
and render them harmless. There is Knipper the dachshund, like Quinine, 
listening but not quite comprehending her master, and sometimes going off 
on her own and committing little peccadilloes that are quickly forgiven, 
despite his threats to beat her. There is Knipper the “Jewess,” exotically 
attractive, both tightfisted and party-loving, from whom he indulgently 
expects infidelities. And finally, after their lack of success at producing a 
child, there is Knipper seen by Chekhov as the faithful workhorse, whose 
intermittent presence is a consolation and whose letters are a source of 
solace for an exiled, dying writer, although the forms of address also sig-
nal a subtle shift in their relationship: if at the beginning he had been the 
“master” and she the little dog, towards the end she is the “Hungarian” 
and he is like Anna Sergeevna—banished to Yalta and given a little dog as 
compensation.18 Chekhov’s letters to Knipper, while intimate and personal, 
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reflect some of the main motifs of his stories and plays—adultery, animals, 
and ethnicity. As Berberova points out, in them Chekhov never seems to 
take himself too seriously—but the games he plays are a defense to hide the 
deep vulnerability of a sensitive human being.

NOTES

1. N. Berberova, Kursiv moi: Avtobiografiia (Moscow: Soglasie, 2001), 591; un-
less otherwise indicated, all translations are my own. –JDC.

2. Jean Benedetti, Dear Writer . . . Dear Actress . . . The Love Letters of Anton 
Chekhov and Olga Knipper (London: Methuen, 1996), 41.

3. Donald Rayfield, Anton Chekhov: A Life (Evanston, IL: Northwestern UP, 
2000), 489. Further references to this book are given in the text.

4. Quotations from Knipper’s letters are from Perepiska A. P. Chekhova i O. 
L. Knipper: 2 vols. Comp. and comment. Z. P. Udal’tsova (Moscow: Nauka, 2004). 
In the references in the text the first number indicates the volume, the second the 
page number.

5. E. A. Polotskaia, “Pis’ma dramaturga (O vnutrennikh istokakh chekhovskoi 
dramy),” in Z. S. Papernyi and E. A. Polotskaia, eds., Dinamicheskaia poetika: Ot 
zamysla k voploshcheniiu (Moscow: Nauka, 1990), 192–220, 195. This article is an 
earlier version of the one we translate in this volume. –Eds.

6. Ibid., XX
7. Ibid., 196.
8. Ibid., 209.
9. See editors’ commentary in S 18: 319–20.

10. Since having red hair corresponded to the stereotype of the Jew, Knipper may 
also be hinting that she wants him to stop thinking of her as Jewish.

11. Interestingly, in an early story “Nerves” (Nervy 1885), the German character 
Rozaliya Karlovna is called “fat, red-cheeked” (S 4: 13)—this expression suggests a 
playful typecasting by Chekhov of his German wife.

12. The strange expression, literally “tooth-healing art,” might suggest a sexual 
quibble referencing fellatio. Michael Finke, who goes into some detail on the Efros–
Knipper association, here sees castration anxiety, which of course could be invoked 
by that practice. See Michael C. Finke, Seeing Chekhov: Life and Art (Ithaca, NY, 
and London: Cornell UP, 2005), 151.

13. Knipper, evidently thinking of German spelling (Knippschitz), inserts a “t”—
which is unnecessary in Russian. –JDC.

14. M. P. Chekhov, Vokrug Chekhova: Vstrechi i vpechatleniia (Moscow: Mos-
kovskii rabochii, 1964), 250. http://az.lib.ru/c/chehow_m_p/text_0050.shtml.

15. O. L Knipper–M. P. Chekhova, Perepiska: 2 vols. (Moscow: “Novoe liter-
aturnoe obozrenie,” 2016), v. 2. 1928–1956, http://www.rulit.me/books/o-l-knipper 
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-m-p-chehova-perepiska-tom-2-1928-1956-read-465404-1.html (accessed 19 August 
2017). Later a third dachshund appeared on the scene. Shnap was a gift to Knipper. To 
console her husband in his southern exile in the fall of 1903, she let him keep Shnap 
with him when she left Yalta—a reversal of the situation in “The Lady with the Dog.”

16. Rayfield writes: “Evgenia’s letter from Yalta to Vania [Chekhov] in Moscow 
suggests that Anton had had enough of his wife, his sister and his mother” (583). It is 
hard to tell this from his letters to Knipper.

17. It is also striking that she uses the masculine form of the noun—as if their 
relationship had become a fraternal one, rather than one between man and wife.

18. It should not be lost on the reader that Anna Sergeevna’s husband has a Ger-
man surname—in some ways there is as much resemblance to Chekhov in her image 
as there is in Gurov’s.
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Chapter Sixteen

The Withered Tree*
Zinovy Paperny

Chekhov’s comments on his life in Yalta were brief and eloquent. His letters 
are written in what could be called an aphoristic style of expression honed 
through suffering.

• “[. . .] Here one can speak only of literary people, not of literature” (7: 347).
• “There are seasons here, but no life” (7: 378).
• “And this nice town has bored me into a state of nausea, like a 

loathed wife. It will cure my tuberculosis, but will age me by ten 
years” (9: 10).

• “It’s bad away from Russia; bad in all respects” (9: 17).
• “I’m bored, fed up with life here; I have the feeling that I’ve been 

thrown overboard” (9: 26).
• “My life is not progressing, not flowing; it is just dragging along” 

(9: 35).
• ‘“Cogito ergo sum’—and beyond that ‘cogito’ there are no other 

signs of life” (9: 56).
• “[. . .] Time just stretches on, but does not progress, and now I 

understand how stupid it was for me to leave Moscow” (9: 70).
• “ [. . .] Life here is too long; a month of it should be counted as a 

year, as during the siege of Sevastopol” (9: 79–80).

Chekhov writes to Vera Komissarzhevskaya on 25 August 1900, during 
the time he was most intensively engaged in writing The Three Sisters:

It would give me such pleasure to travel to civilized countries, to Petersburg, 
for example, to live there and stir myself up a bit. Here I feel as though I am not 

*From Z. S. Paperny, Strelka iskusstva (Moscow: Sovremennik, 1986), 134–38. Translated by 
Carol Apollonio. Copyedited for this volume.
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alive, but am in a kind of slumber or that I’m leaving, borne along irrevocably 
somewhere, with no way of stopping, like a hot air balloon. But still I keep writ-
ing my play, and will most likely finish it in September. [. . .] (9: 105)

In a letter from Chekhov to A. L. Vishnevsky from 5 September 1900 we 
read: “Maybe the final product will be not a play, but some tedious Crimean 
nonsense” (9: 107).

“Nonsense” is a fairly common word in Chekhov’s ironic and pointedly 
modest self-characterizations. But the epithet “Crimean” seems far from 
coincidental. The Three Sisters does indeed deserve to be identified as a 
Crimean play—so much does it take from Chekhov’s life in Yalta, where he 
felt constantly detached from the “mainland.”

The writer’s contemporaries understood this. Reviewing a Moscow Art 
Theater performance of The Three Sisters during this theater’s tour in Peters-
burg, V. S. Krivenko wrote:

I read some reviews of The Three Sisters, set aside the pile of papers on my 
desk, sank into thought, and pictured to myself the pleasant image of A. P. 
Chekhov. There he sits, far, far away in the warm south, in Yalta, in his cozy 
dacha, nestled on the mountainside among the small houses of Autka [. . .] A 
beautiful picture, but this familiar, so familiar panorama brings no joy to Anton 
Pavlovich! He is bored, agonizingly bored here. He longs to be whisked from 
this little corner to the center of Russian life, to spacious Moscow. There is no 
sea there, no tall mountains, no cypresses, but there are people, many of them. 
He feels at home there, there he is not some exotic creature that people stare at 
and all but poke him with their fingers, to learn “what he’s like.” Ah, he can’t 
stand this backwater. “To Moscow! To Moscow!”

In my imagination, this wail permeates his works. The dear “three sisters” sit 
pining away in the province and repeating, together with the writer who loves 
them so, their yearned-for destination: “to Moscow! To Moscow!”1

Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko also noted the play’s autobiographical 
subtext. In the preface to Nikolai Efros’s book, The Moscow Art Theater’s 
Production of The Three Sisters, he has this to say about the play’s pervasive 
mood: “It’s the mood in which he [Chekhov] seems to look back on the per-
sonal path that he himself has taken [. . .]”2

Chekhov’s inner state, the world of his thoughts, images, and associations 
in Yalta—all of this infused the play The Three Sisters, and is reflected not 
only in the leitmotif “To Moscow! To Moscow! To Moscow!” The play’s 
autobiographical echoes and refractions are striking and unexpected.

When Chebutykin tells Irina, “You have gone far, it’s impossible to catch 
up. I’m left behind like a migratory bird who has gotten too old to fly” (S 13: 
175), we suddenly recall some of Chekhov’s letters from Yalta.

When Vershinin calls Masha a “marvelous, splendid woman!” (S 13: 143), 
Chekhov’s letters to Olga Knipper come to mind.
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And of course Chekhov’s own moods are heard in Andrei’s conversation 
with Ferapont: “I don’t drink, I don’t like going to bars, but how I would love 
to be sitting right now in Moscow at Testov’s or in the Great Moscow [Hotel], 
my dear” (S 13: 141).

One image of the play that originates in Chekhov’s Yalta impressions and 
associations is particularly distinctive. On 10 February 1900 he wrote to Knip-
per: “I’ve been torn from the soil, I’m not living a full life [. . .] I love noise 
and cannot hear any; in a word, I am like a tree that has been transplanted, and 
is trying to decide whether to take root or to start to wither” (9: 45).

On 6 August 1900 Knipper left Yalta for Moscow. It was during the sum-
mer of that year that the writer and the actress had become a couple. The 
separation was hard for both of them. Left alone, Chekhov sets to work on 
The Three Sisters. The parting scenes between Vershinin and Masha, and 
between Tuzenbakh and Irina, feature many autobiographical elements.

On 13 August 1900, that is a few days after Olga Leonardovna’s departure, 
Chekhov writes her: “[. . .] It just won’t rain; everything is parched, every-
thing is drooping, in a word, after you left things got completely wretched 
here. Without you here I will hang myself” (9: 99).

Withering trees are a typical feature of Crimean life with its hot, arid winds.

“Today there’s a cruel wind, a storm, the trees are withering.” (9: 102)
“No rain in Yalta. The trees are withering, the grass completely dried out long 

ago. [. . .]” (9: 108)
“No rains, no rains. Obviously the only plants that should be planted in Yalta 

are the kind that don’t require frequent watering.” (9: 113)
“No rains, no water, the plants are dying.” (9: 117)

In a letter to Knipper on 27 September 1900, thoughts about “poor trees” 
mix together with thoughts about people who lack happiness: “And in Yalta 
there’s still no rain. It is dry here, so dry! Poor trees, especially those on the 
other side of the mountains, which haven’t gotten a single drop of water all 
summer and have gone yellow; people too can live their entire lives without 
a single drop of happiness. Probably it has to be that way” (9: 124).

A Chekhovian thought through and through. Like Pushkin, the writer 
would often say: “There is no happiness in the world” (na svete schast’ia 
net), and would suggest that there was no point in chasing after happiness, 
after joys and pleasures, that people should simply do their duty, bear their 
cross and have faith.3

What interests us now, though, is not this general thought, but its artistic 
refraction: poor trees—unhappy people. An entry in the writer’s notebook 
reads, “The tree has withered, but still it sways in the breeze together with 
the others” (S 17: 75).
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We see how a poetic image arises on the pages of Chekhov’s letters, devel-
ops, and is reborn in the notebook. This fact is extremely significant for un-
derstanding the autobiographical subtext of The Three Sisters. The notebook 
entry will then acquire new life in Tuzenbakh’s monologue as he parts with 
Irina before leaving, forever, for his fatal duel:

It’s as though I’m seeing these firs, maples and birch trees for the first time in 
my life, and they all are watching me curiously, waiting. What beautiful trees 
and, in essence, how beautiful life around them should be!

                 A shout: Hop-hop!

I have to go; it’s time. . .That tree has withered, but still it sways in the breeze 
together with the others. In that way, it seems to me that even if I die, I will still 
participate in life, one way or another. (S 13: 181)

Juxtaposing the letters, the notebook, and the final text of the play, you 
become convinced that a single poetic image (the withered tree—a man 
without happiness) joins the writer with his hero. In noting this, we are not 
“elevating” a character to the level of the author or claiming that they are one 
and the same. They of course exist in completely different spheres. But still, 
they share a certain hidden genetic tie.

Speaking of the real-life sources and prototypes of Chekhov’s plays, and of 
The Three Sisters in particular, we carefully and scrupulously study the reali-
ties of external life and the conditions surrounding the writer, but we often 
forget the man himself, his life, both spiritual and mundane, as an important 
source of many situations, images, motifs, and indeed the very atmosphere 
of his works. From this point of view The Three Sisters is a covertly autobio-
graphical play. I would even call it a nostalgic play, so much did it take from 
Chekhov’s longing for Russia, for both capitals, and especially for Moscow, 
for its theaters, people, for the nature of central Russia, its snowy winters and 
its grassy summers.

This aspect of the play has yet to be explored to the degree it deserves.

—1983

NOTES

1. V. S. Krivenko, “Tri sestry,” Teatr i iskusstvo, 13 (1902), March 24, 268.
2. N. E. Efros, “Tri sestry.” P’esa Chekhova v postanovke Moskovskogo Khu-

dozhestvennogo teatra (St. Petersburg: Svetozar, 1919), 8–10.
3. The author here makes references to Chekhov’s letter to M. P. Chekhova from 

13 November 1898 (“One must, as much as possible, do one’s duty, and nothing 
more”) [7: 327]) and The Seagull (“Know how to bear your cross, and believe” [S 
13: 58]). –Eds.
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Chapter Seventeen

Anton Chekhov and D. H. Lawrence
The Art of Letters and the  
Discourse of Mortality*

Katherine Tiernan O’Connor

Chekhov is arguably the greatest letter-writer of Russia’s great writers and 
certainly one of the greatest letter-writers in western literature as well. Al-
though he was at times self-conscious about his inability to work in the long 
form, that is, the novel, the argument can be made, I think, that the letters 
themselves, taken as a linear whole, constitute a new kind of long form: that 
is, a life narrative with accompanying commentary or an epistolary journal 
that extends throughout a lifetime. The narrative that unfolds from reading 
the letters has multiple strands made up of Chekhov’s correspondence with 
individual addressees. Thus, events and happenings and the reactions they 
elicit are recycled in letters sent to different addressees but with telling varia-
tions and omissions. Sometimes it seems, in fact, as if Chekhov is engaged 
in an ongoing discourse on a particular subject or theme, bits and pieces of 
which he alternately reveals or conceals in letters sent to separate addressees 
but which he never shares in its entirety with any one of them. Although 
Chekhov’s individual addressees were privy only to that part of the discourse 
directed at them, we are vicariously privileged, as it were, and can read 
over their collective shoulders. And when we do, we form a sense not only 
of Chekhov’s subtly shifting persona when writing to different addressees 
but of the dynamic interplay that exists between the letters and the ongoing 
intertext that they provide for each other. We see, in short, that Chekhov is 
revealing far more to us, his future readers, than he is to his then current ad-
dressees. Nowhere is this more in evidence than in those letters that allude, 
either directly or obliquely, to his chronic and ultimately fatal illness, namely, 

*From American Contributions to the Twelfth International Congress of Slavists: Cracow, Au-
gust-September 1998. Literature. Linguistics. Poetics, ed. Robert A. Maguire and Alan Timberlake 
(Bloomington, IN: Slavica, 1998), 128–41. Reprinted with the author’s permission. Copyedited 
for this volume. 
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tuberculosis. It is, of course, a commonplace of critical and biographical writ-
ings on Chekhov that he was in virtual self-denial about the state of his health 
right up to the end, and individual letters of his are often cited which appear to 
support this. I would argue, however, that he is engaged in a prolonged, mul-
tifaceted, and often encoded discourse on death and mortality which evolves 
throughout his correspondence. It is, in short, an artful discourse which, like 
his fiction, invites close reading.

My work on Chekhov’s letters and specifically with the discourse of 
mortality contained therein has also led me to an ancillary exploration of the 
letters of D. H. Lawrence, who, like Chekhov, was a tubercular who suc-
cumbed to the disease at age forty-four (Chekhov in 1904, Lawrence in 1930) 
and who also died while on a curative sojourn abroad—the French Riviera 
in his case, the German spa of Badenweiler in Chekhov’s. Even more to the 
point, Lawrence was also an indefatigable letter writer whose voluminous 
correspondence extends virtually up to the time of his death. Although it goes 
without saying that each writer represents the experience of mortality in his 
own idiosyncratic idiom, it is also true that a comparative reading of their 
letters serves both to highlight and to clarify what is unique to their specific 
articulations of personal pain and mortality and what lends itself to general-
ization. For example, a comparison of their letters highlights the invariability 
as well as the inefficacy of the then favored treatments for tuberculosis. All 
relate in one form or other to climate and diet; the fact is that although the 
tubercle bacillus was discovered in 1882, there was no effective treatment for 
the disease until the advent of antibiotics in the 1940s. Thus, certain dietary 
recommendations (e.g., eating oatmeal) and strictures (not drinking coffee) 
recur in both Chekhov’s and Lawrence’s letters. Likewise, there is their 
shared longing for the ever-elusive perfect place and perfect clime.1 What 
ultimately distances Chekhov from Lawrence, however, is his dual status as 
both doctor and patient. This means, in turn, that when he writes about his 
illness, he often conveys that he knows more about tuberculosis as a doctor 
than he might wish to know as a patient. Moreover, when his letters offer up 
what appear to be optimistic self-diagnoses, he is conforming, as we shall see 
subsequently, to what he himself describes as his own clinical posture in such 
cases.2 Complementarily, therefore, he acts as a patient as if he has complete 
faith in the optimism of his doctor, that is, himself. All this, however, adds 
up to something much more than a case of simple self-denial, for it is Chek-
hov the artist who pens the letters and who makes it possible for his readers 
to conclude that his point of view is not to be equated with that of either his 
optimistic doctor-persona or his trusting patient-persona. 

For example, a cluster of interrelated letters written in 1888 provides a 
clear indication of what Chekhov’s strategies of self-representation will be 
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throughout his correspondence when alluding to his illness. The first letter, 
written on 14 October 1888 to his literary patron and friend, the Petersburg 
publisher, journalist, and playwright Alexei Suvorin, contains one of the most 
detailed accounts of his episodic blood-spitting (krovokharkan’e) to be found 
in his correspondence. It is also the letter most often quoted in the biographi-
cal and critical literature to support the contention that Chekhov was in virtu-
ally permanent denial about the state of his health. Not only does the letter 
deserve a closer reading than it has customarily received, but it is further il-
luminated when read in conjunction with a letter written two weeks later (27 
October) to Elena Lintvaryova, a woman doctor. Furthermore, his letter to 
her is, in turn, better understood in the light of his previous letter to Suvorin 
and also in relation to another letter to Suvorin written even earlier (31 May).

Chekhov’s often quoted 14 October letter to Suvorin begins with a refer-
ence to the first occurrence of his blood-spitting, the site of which he recalls 
precisely, namely, the Circuit Court where he was attending a trial, but the 
date of which he gets wrong, saying that it was three years before when it was 
almost four. The first occurrence was, in fact, in December 1884, when Chek-
hov was almost twenty-five and it is mentioned in a letter to Leikin, the owner 
and editor of the Petersburg humorous weekly Fragments (Oskolki) (1: 136).

In the later letter he says that this first episode caused “considerable alarm 
in his soul and his apartment,” his whimsical blend of spirit and matter 
manages to be both poignant and witty at the same time (3: 28).3 But since 
the noun apartment is a metonymic reference to the family members who 
shared his apartment, this whimsical juxtaposition is, in fact, illusory, since 
his family’s collective soul is presumed to have been as agitated under the 
circumstances as his individual one. After acknowledging that he suffers such 
bouts roughly twice a year, Chekhov then goes on to mention his more recent 
attack, only to conclude on what might be called a note of bizarre optimism. 
However, despite the ultimate “optimism” of his self-diagnosis, he also con-
veys a horrific poetics of fear and despair:

But all that frightens me only when I see blood: there is something sinister 
about blood flowing from the mouth, like a red glow as from a fire. When 
there is no blood, I am not alarmed and do not threaten Russian literature 
“with yet one more loss.” The fact is that consumption or any other serious 
lung condition is diagnosed only by a combination of symptoms, and it is that 
combination that I do not have. By itself a hemorrhage from the lungs is not 
serious; blood can sometimes flow from the lungs for a whole day, it streams 
out, all members of the household and the patient are horror-struck, but it ends 
with the patient not ending—and that more often than not. And in any event: 
if blood suddenly begins flowing from the mouth of someone known not to be 
a tubercular, there is no need to be horrified. A woman can lose half her blood 

18_567-Apollonio.indb   222 8/2/18   1:52 PM



 Anton Chekhov and D. H. Lawrence   223

with no ill effects, and a man—a little less than that. Why, if the hemorrhage 
that happened to me in the Circuit Court had been a symptom of incipient con-
sumption, I would be long gone by now—that’s the way I look at it (literally: 
that’s my logic [vot moia logika, 3: 28]).

There is obviously a lot to say here even before turning to the other relevant 
letters. Consider the letter’s inconsistencies and contradictions, for example, 
which often seem blatant enough to be intentional: his statement that the only 
thing that frightens him is the blood, which he then describes in a poetically 
horrific way; his tautological argument that blood flowing from his mouth 
is not alarming in someone known not to be a tubercular after he has just 
pronounced himself not to be one. Finally, there is the tantalizing fact that he 
concludes his own inconsistent and at the very least highly idiosyncratic self-
diagnosis by saying “that’s my logic.” Indeed. As a doctor, a materialist, and 
a believer in the scientific method, Chekhov was hardly an enemy of logic, 
and I think there is little doubt that what he refers to here as my logic is, in 
fact, ironically undercutting and thus suggesting the very reverse. Or, stated 
in another way, the artfulness of his discourse undermines the questionable 
logic of his argument. Stated in yet another way, Chekhov seems to be writ-
ing here as if he were a character in one of his own short stories whose pro-
testations of “logic” in such a context would not be confused with Chekhov’s 
own. In short, if we read this letter as yet another expression of Chekhov’s 
art, the monologue of self-diagnosis that unfolds certainly invites if not cries 
out for close reading—something it did not receive, we suspect, from Su-
vorin. He was, after all, twenty-six years older than Chekhov and, from every 
indication, rather competitive with him when it came to matters of health.4 
He was also in the habit of summoning Chekhov to his bedside whenever he 
was indisposed, thereby taking advantage of and possibly even exploiting the 
fact that Chekhov was a doctor. Chekhov’s sanguine self-diagnosis could be 
said, therefore, to be tailored to suit his “patient” and addressee as much as 
himself. Despite this, however, there is no mistaking the letter’s veiled poi-
gnancy and its tragi-lyrical eloquence. One wonders, therefore, if Chekhov 
was not on some level challenging Suvorin to read through the lines, as it 
were, and thus to feel what he was really saying. Although one also suspects 
that Chekhov would not have wished to be queried about this or pressed in 
any way, he may have been seeking silent understanding nonetheless—if not 
from Suvorin then from his future readers.

I should add at this point that the posture of willed optimism and/or con-
cealment which Chekhov assumes in the above letter conforms by and large 
to the standard clinical response of the medical community to tuberculosis 
at this time. TB was perceived as an erratic disease in which those afflicted 
often seemed to come back from the dead or, in any event, to live for a very 
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long time—roughly twenty years in the case of both Chekhov and Lawrence. 
Given that fact, there seems to have been a widespread tendency on the part 
of doctors to encourage optimism in their patients as long as possible.5 Need-
less to say, Chekhov’s 14 October letter to Suvorin (as well as many subse-
quent letters) suggests that he subscribed to this practice. However, when we 
turn to a letter he wrote to Dr. Elena Lintvaryova some two weeks later (27 
October 1888), we see that his response to her inquiries regarding his health, 
that is, his response to her as a woman and a doctor—moreover, a doctor in 
good health—is quite different from his previous response to Suvorin. The 
first word of the letter, which begins with chit-chat about other things, is 
Doctor, and he responds to Elena’s implied prior inquiry about his health 
(which was, “Is it true that your health is bad?” [see editors’ commentary, 
3: 335]) by saying: “I don’t understand my health. There was blood-spitting 
for four days, but now there is nothing but an insignificant cough. . .You 
recommended that I take measures, but you did not say which ones. Take 
cough-powder? Drink anise drops? Go to Nice? Not work? Let’s make a 
deal, doctor: we’ll speak no more of measures or of Epoch ” (3: 44). Chek-
hov’s reference to the journal Epoch is a response to a comment of Elena’s 
in an earlier letter: “It’s a great pity that your prediction about Epoch came 
true although you didn’t predict that kind of death for it” (qtd. in 3: 335). 
Thus, Chekhov’s request to Elena that they speak no more of “measures” or 
of Epoch is in both instances a request that they not discuss illness or death 
of any variety. The fact that Chekhov begins this letter by saying he does 
not understand his health casts a further shadow over the so-called “logic” 
of his prior, “optimistic” self-diagnosis in the Suvorin letter. Furthermore, I 
would argue that his comments to Elena are despairing and resentful in the 
extreme, and also convey sarcastic exasperation with her for acting true to 
doctorly form, as it were, and for suggesting that he take “proper measures.” 
With his rapid-fire catalogue of all the familiar nostrums that she might have 
recommended, Chekhov seems to be saying: “Who are you kidding? We are 
both doctors and we know what we know; so please spare me your painful 
and pointless solicitude.” Oddly, the progression from various medicines to 
a trip to Nice and finally to not working eerily prefigures the progression 
of measures that Chekhov did, in fact, take—eventually. He did go to Nice 
and he did, of course, stop working. All to no avail, as his tone in the letter 
already conveys. With hindsight, the resentment and sarcasm evident in the 
letter appear to be a prescient reaction to the inevitability that he himself will 
eventually succumb to these nostrums, knowing all the while that they cannot 
avert the inevitable. When he says, “You recommend that I take measures, 
but you don’t say which ones,” he is only very slightly misrepresenting what 
Elena did actually say in her prior letter to him: “Is it true, Anton Pavlovich, 
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that your health is bad? But that’s very sad and not good at all. Are you really 
not taking any measures?” (qtd. in 3: 335). Although it is true, as he retorts, 
that she does not mention any specific measures, it is also true that her overall 
tone is both so solicitous and lugubrious that the question seems superfluous. 
No wonder Chekhov requests that he and she “make a deal” and refrain from 
any further discussion of the matter.

When we consider the irritation evident in this letter written to a woman 
doctor with whom he cannot comfortably assume a posture of studied opti-
mism (for she would presumably be sensitive to its being a posture), it is hard 
not to recall another passage from the letter to Suvorin. Following his refer-
ence to the blood flowing from his mouth, Chekhov makes a rather startling 
allusion to a woman’s ability to “lose half her blood with no ill effects.” His 
purpose here seems to be to belittle the importance and significance of his 
own blood loss (which, he says, comes only twice a year) by comparing it to 
a woman’s customary blood loss during menstruation and/or childbirth. The 
implication is, then, that if she can tolerate and live with that, then he, by 
implication, can certainly live with it. Given that Elena Lintvaryova was both 
a woman and a doctor and given, too, that her epistolary inquiry regarding 
his health does convey a certain lugubrious solicitude, it is not surprising that 
Chekhov was clearly averse to engaging in any extended dialogue with her 
regarding his own health.

Also not irrelevant in this regard is an earlier letter to Suvorin, written 
the preceding May, that is, roughly four months before the two letters just 
discussed (31 May 1888), where he first mentions Elena to Suvorin. He 
expatiates on the natural beauty of the Ukrainian countryside and speaks of 
the progressive landowning family, the Lintvaryovs, on whose estate he and 
his family are passing the summer months. There were three daughters in the 
family, two of whom, Elena and her sister Zinaida, were doctors. Zinaida, I 
might add, had a brain tumor, but went on practicing medicine for as long as 
she was able, dying in 1891.6 In any event, Chekhov had observed Elena’s 
clinical manner at first hand, for he had treated patients with her while he was 
in the Ukraine, and it was that experience that led him to write about her to 
Suvorin in the following way:

For her, patients are a real torment, and she worries about them to the point 
of psychosis. At consultations we are always at odds: where I am a bearer of 
good tidings, she sees death, and I double her doses. On those occasions when 
death is obvious and inevitable, my lady-doctor responds in a very undoctorly 
fashion [. . .] she looks [at the patient] with such profound guilt that it’s as if 
she were apologizing for her own health and ashamed that medicine is power-
less. (2: 278–79)
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Chekhov’s hostility to Elena Lintvaryova’s bedside manner seems to be mo-
tivated in part by the good health that allows her the luxury of such empathy 
and guilt in regard to her patients, whereas it is the precariousness of his own 
health and the fear and anxiety that goes along with it that may account for the 
committed optimism of his own bedside manner, optimism arguably being as 
much a necessity for the doctor as it was for the patient. Given their diver-
gent styles of doctoring, is it any wonder that Chekhov emphatically resisted 
discussing his own case with Doctor Lintvaryova and preferred instead the 
counsel of Doctor Chekhov, the “bearer of good tidings”? His diagnosis was 
obviously easier for him to live with, but when he actually writes it down in 
a letter as he did to Suvorin, he cannot do so without sounding like Chekhov 
the artist. Or stated in another way, Chekhov the doctor is always “the artist 
in spite of himself,” especially when engaged in self-diagnosis.

When we turn to the letters written in the last months of Chekhov’s life, 
we see similar strategies of indirect and encoded communication. Consider, 
for example, the syntax that says two things at once: “I cough [in Yalta] the 
same as I did in Moscow, i.e., I almost don’t cough” (12: 47). Or the sugges-
tion of self-ironic bemusement at the ultimate unsatifactoriness of all climates 
and locales, coupled with a tendency to be especially hard on Yalta, probably 
because of its signification for him as a place for the sick. Thus, when allud-
ing to the lousy weather in Yalta, he writes: “I think about Moscow as if it 
were the Riviera” (12: 41); “People catch cold only in Yalta” (12: 56). He 
also relishes, as he himself acknowledges, sniping at the Russian doctors and 
championing their German counterparts instead (12: 102). Despite this, how-
ever, he also communicates a sense of the ultimate inefficacy of all treatments 
under the circumstances, whether Russian or German, yet at the same time a 
willingness to play along with them: “There’s a lot of charlatanism in all this, 
but also a lot that’s good and useful, for example the oatmeal” (12: 124).7

Chekhov’s mounting despair over the probability of a Russian defeat in the 
Russo-Japanese war also takes on a personal coloration when considered in 
relation to the parallel deterioration of his health (12: 27, 40). Furthermore, 
there is his seemingly fantastical talk of going to the Far East as a doctor if his 
health improves (12: 62). When we recall that his earlier trip to the Far East 
(to Sakhalin in 1890) was taken not long after his brother Nikolai’s death, 
also from tuberculosis, his wish to undertake another even more arduous and 
dangerous trip to the Far East suggests that he views such a trip as a fitting 
price to pay should he prove fortunate enough to have his health restored. 
Finally, there is his constant reference in the Badenweiler letters to possible 
itineraries for his trip home. In fact, his last letter (to his sister Masha [Fig-
ures 19–20]) reads like a veritable model of encoded lyricism: his allusions 
to the heat wave that has engulfed Europe and the suffocation it causes, his 
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desire to make the return trip home by sea and his insistence on having a new 
flannel suit tailored for him for the occasion, his preoccupation with boat 
schedules and his parallel distress at the thought of making the return trip 
home by train.8 Finally, there are the passages such as the following: “One 
would suffocate now on a train, especially with my short-windedness, which 
is exacerbated by the merest nothing. Moreover, there are no sleeping cars 
from Venice all the way to Odessa, [and I] will be restless [and uncomfort-
able]. Besides, you also get home quicker than you need to by train, and I still 
haven’t had my fill of walking” (12: 132–33). Given his subsequent return 
home in a coffin, in a train-car marked “Oysters,” it is hard not to see all this 
as both lyrically eloquent and portentously significant. One could argue, of 
course, that it is only our hindsight, that is, the hindsight of Chekhov’s fu-
ture readers, that makes it seem so, but the prevalence and the recurrence of 
certain allusions and refrains in his concluding letters indicate what I would 
call a sustained commitment to a lyrical and mesmerizing doublespeak which 
strives to be recognized as such.

We noted earlier that Lawrence, like Chekhov, displays an attentiveness 
to climate and locale and an impulse to search for the perfect place and the 
perfect clime. We also noted that this was to be expected, given that travel to 
certain geographic locales was a favored method of treatment for tuberculo-
sis. Despite his peregrinations, however, which were less frenetic than Law-
rence’s, Chekhov, unlike Lawrence, always retains a sense of home, namely, 
Moscow, and although it hardly qualifies as a favored retreat for tuberculars, 
his affection for it is often demonstrated. Lawrence, on the other hand, refers 
to England and the North in general with loathing and lives a life of self-
chosen exile. However, since no particular site can provide either of them 
with any lasting relief, their allusions to wherever they are tend to reflect what 
might be called an arc of disappointment, that is, a display of initial enthusi-
asm that inevitably fades. If Chekhov, as we noted earlier, tends to convey an 
underlying ironic awareness when certain sites and locales fail to provide any 
real or lasting relief, Lawrence seems more truly devastated when his hopes 
are dashed. Likewise, he conveys a more nostalgic longing for places he as-
sociates with good health (whether real or imagined), and when he returns to 
them and fails to recapture his earlier state, his sense of letdown is expressed 
openly and often wrenchingly. For example, when in Germany, which he 
loathes, Lawrence writes: “When I compare how cheerful and well I was 
there in Bandol, to what I am here, then I decide to go straight back and look 
for a house, there near Marseilles.”9 However, when one looks at the letters 
which he wrote earlier from Bandol (from November 1928 to March 1929 
[17–123]), one sees that although he was clearly fonder of that locale than he 
was of Germany, his health was very uneven there as well. However, as his 
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health deteriorates even further after his departure from Bandol, his memories 
of it are invariably of a place where he enjoyed good health. When he later 
returns to Bandol, therefore, he has high hopes for improvement, and when 
they are not realized, he at first attributes this to the lasting ill effects of his 
German trip: “I am so miserable, my health went all to pot in Germany, and 
I am in bed again, feeling rotten” (531). Then, as it becomes obvious to him 
that his health is deteriorating irrevocably regardless of where he is, he writes 
a month before his death: “On sunny days I lie out of doors in the garden [. 
. .]—otherwise I am in bed. And I get weary in my soul. My cough is also a 
great nuisance. So this year Bandol has not been much help” (633). The stark 
and poignant simplicity of this statement, coupled with the allusion to his 
depressed mood (or soul-weariness, as he describes it here), is characteristic 
of Lawrence’s much more forthright mode of communication regarding his 
deteriorating condition. He is, moreover, just as likely to discuss his mental 
state as he is his physical ills, and his letters abound in references to his anger, 
despair, and desolation.

However, before considering some of Lawrence’s most eloquent enuncia-
tions of suffering, it is worthwhile taking a closer look at his hyperbolic and 
often entertainingly outrageous observations on Germany and its pernicious 
effect on both his physical and mental state. Moreover, since Germany (and 
specifically Badenweiler) was also the site of Chekhov’s death, we note 
some curious affinities and some even more striking contrasts between 
what both he and Lawrence have to say about that country. For example, 
Chekhov’s shifting reaction to Badenweiler, the picturesque spa town in the 
Black Forest where he actually dies, reflects the arc of disappointment we 
mentioned earlier, which is evident in both his and Lawrence’s letters, but 
even his initial sunny references to it are not without ironic self-awareness: 
“Badenweiler is a fine place, warm, comfortable to live in, inexpensive, but 
in a few days I’ll probably start wondering where I can run to escape the 
tedium” (12: 120). Predictably, references to the boredom and tedium of 
the place increase in subsequent letters, but unlike Lawrence, whose tirades 
against Germany are abusive and cantankerous to the extreme, Chekhov 
never goes further than noting “how badly German women dress” (12: 122) 
and exclaiming “what a desperately boring hole this German spa Badenwei-
ler is!” (12: 132). I have noted elsewhere that although the noun “boredom” 
(skuka) and the epithet “boring” (skuchnyi) are so endemic to Chekhov’s 
letters that they could pass unnoticed, there are also grounds for seeing them 
as encoded references to the existential realities of death and dying (as, for 
example, in the stories “The Boredom of Life” (Skuka zhizni, 1886) and “A 
Boring Story” (Skuchnaia istoriia, 1889).10 It is not accidental, therefore, 
that his Badenweiler letters in particular foreground tedium. Lawrence is 

18_567-Apollonio.indb   228 8/2/18   1:52 PM



 Anton Chekhov and D. H. Lawrence   229

too enraged about Germany to be bored, but his anti-bourgeois attacks on it 
(384) do echo a similar note found in Chekhov’s letters. The anti-bourgeois 
refrain (or, rather, anti-poshlost’ in the case of Chekhov) is predictably more 
shaded and less extreme in Chekhov’s letters than it is in Lawrence’s, but 
it is there nonetheless (12: 123–24). Lawrence, on the other hand, explodes 
in bile and fury when he and his wife Frieda go to Baden-Baden (in the 
summer of 1929, six months before his death) to see her mother, who is 
celebrating her seventy-eighth birthday in a state of what Lawrence clearly 
considers to be disgustingly good health (397–98). The problems start when 
Frieda and her mother want to go to a higher altitude: “Everybody is crazy 
for altitude—except me, and I don’t like it very much. But I think every 
hill-top in Germany over 2000 ft. must be crowded with Germans, stepping 
heavenward” (382). Lawrence does, however, go up to the mountains with 
them and is predictably miserable. His dislike of high altitudes is medically 
validated, as it were, when he later reports that a doctor he is seeing says that 
he “ought to live in the south near the sea, and not go up high mountains [. 
. .]” (410). Moreover, his complaints about the deterioration of his health in 
Germany imply not only that the geographical site doesn’t agree with him 
but that German women constitute a threat to his physical survival. Needless 
to say, Chekhov’s complaints about the dowdiness of German women pale 
in comparison. However, as so often happens with Lawrence, he can be most 
appealing when he is most entertainingly outrageous:

We leave tomorrow for Bavaria, and I’m glad. Baden is quite lovely in its way, 
and everybody quite nice, in their way, yet one feels that the Germans, under-
neath, aren’t nice. And these huge German women sitting round one like moun-
tains that would never even know if they sat on one—I’m sure their bottoms 
would be too tough for my poor pinching—they simply give me the horrors. I 
want to go somewhere where the women are a bit smaller: and where their hats 
don’t sit so menacingly on their heads. (449)

This passage is so flagrantly vulnerable to psychoanalytic dismantling that it 
virtually invites immunity from such scrutiny. Freudian fears and anxieties 
aside, Lawrence is also clearly conveying images of suffocation, consump-
tion, and diminishment, which is, after all, what tuberculosis is all about.

Another shared feature of both Chekhov’s and Lawrence’s letters is the 
virtual absence of the word tuberculosis.11 When it does appear, as in the 
October 1888 letter to Suvorin discussed above, Chekhov mentions it only to 
explain “logically” why he doesn’t have it. We do know, however, from the 
memoir literature (Suvorin’s as well as Chekhov’s doctor friends’) that he did 
acknowledge it in personal conversation (tacitly at least), if not in his letters.12 
However, what he does frequently refer to in his letters are his troubles with 
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various other maladies and conditions that either signify TB or that often go 
along with it, for example, gastrointestinal problems, bronchitis, emphysema, 
and pleurisy. Similarly, Lawrence’s letters make constant reference to his 
troublesome “broncs” (or bronchials), as if it is they that are the source of 
his problem. Even when he finally mentions TB by name less than a month 
before his death, he maintains that “[his] slight tubercular trouble would not 
trouble [him] at all, if only we could get the bronchial–asthmatic condition 
better” (648). The insistence with which Lawrence demonizes his “broncs” 
and exonerates his lungs probably indicates some willful denial on his part 
of the real state of his health, but my readings on TB in general, particularly 
on the ways in which it was perceived and treated at this time, suggest that 
the doctors themselves often encouraged such a response. It has been sug-
gested, in fact, that there was often a shared code between doctor and patient 
whereby the doctor made reference to various infections but maintained that 
the lungs were unaffected. Thus when the treating physician did actually 
make reference to the lungs, it was indeed a bad sign.13 The English doctor 
Andrew Morland, who we know did confirm what Lawrence later described 
as his “slight tubercular trouble” (Lawrence, 648), was a specialist in TB 
and diseases of the chest and had been urged by Lawrence’s friends Mark 
Gertler and S. S. Koteliansky to interrupt his trip in southern France to meet 
with Lawrence. Although Lawrence might have been touched by his friends’ 
solicitude, it is clear that he was indeed ambivalent about seeing Morland. He 
writes to Koteliansky:

I don’t know what to say about your doctor. It’s a great bore for him to get out at 
Toulon and come back here. . . And I simply don’t want to make a three or four 
hours’ journey to talk with a doctor who will want to talk about lungs when the 
trouble is bronchials. If I knew a doctor who understood bronchails—but they 
are much more difficult than lungs! (575)

Probably not to Lawrence’s relief, Morland made the trip to go and see 
him. It was, in fact, on his urging that Lawrence agreed to go to a sanitorium 
in Vence (unfortunately named Ad Astra). After a brief period of optimistic 
acquiescence, however, Lawrence became increasingly miserable. His aver-
sion to sanitoria was, I might add, shared by Chekhov.14 Given this fact, we 
virtually applaud when we learn that Lawrence managed to get himself extri-
cated from the sanitorium on 1 March 1930, the day before he died. Dr. Mor-
land’s response upon hearing of Lawrence’s death is revealing. After seeing 
Lawrence, he had written to Koteliansky, saying that both Lawrence’s lungs 
were affected with moderate severity, that his general condition caused the 
greatest anxiety and that he was not responding to treatment. He also noted 
that his case was not suitable for any special treatment and that he had recom-
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mended his going to the sanitorium even though he didn’t think much of the 
French sanitoria. He also said that he doubted whether Lawrence would stay 
there long and that the difficulty would be to know what to do when he left.15 
Although this could hardly be construed as a positive prognosis, it is reveal-
ing that when Morland learned of Lawrence’s death, he wrote to Koteliansky: 
“How terrible it is that Lawrence is dead. I had thought he could recover after 
I had heard from the doctor at Venice but had no idea that he would go so 
soon. I feel certain that for a long time his will had lashed his failing body to 
further efforts until finally the collapse came.”16 Morland’s remarks make it 
clear that the medical community (at least at this point in time) was, if not in 
the dark about the prognosis and treatment of tubercular patients, at least—in 
Dr. Morland’s case—frankly aware of how erratic the course of the disease 
was and how difficult it was for a doctor to know what if anything would ul-
timately help. Since the so-called “truth” about TB was so amorphous, there 
appeared to be a good case for encoding it as long as possible. The good doc-
tor Chekhov certainly favored this policy when diagnosing himself and thus 
was as complicit in the code as Lawrence was.

Lawrence departs most dramatically from Chekhov when he cries out in 
pain and vents the complex array of emotions that accompany his physical 
deterioration. In fact, his letters contain moving and often detailed articula-
tions of what he feels. He also throws out wonderful one-liners about his 
distress, often mordantly comic, at other times lyrically poignant: “And 
something inside me weeps black tears. I wish it would go away” (510); 
“Time is the best healer, when it isn’t a killer” (647); “My health is very 
tiresome, and I’m sick of it altogether. I sort of wish I could go to the moon” 
(591); “I’m not in any sudden danger—but in slow danger” (646); “I want a 
metamorphosis or metempsychosis or both—a reincarnation into a dashing 
body that doesn’t cough” (207).

Lawrence also frequently describes himself in elaborately dualistic terms: 
“I feel my inside energy just about the same. It’s my outside energy I can’t 
manage” (203). This is written to Mabel Dodge Luhan, his friend from 
America who was herself ill, and in another letter to her written some seven 
months later he develops this idea in more detail:

I feel so strongly as if my illness weren’t really me—I feel perfectly well and 
all right, in myself. Yet there is this beastly torturing chest superimposed on me, 
and it’s as if there was a demon lived there, triumphing, and extraneous to me. I 
do feel it extraneous to me. I feel perfectly well, even perfectly healthy—till the 
devil starts scratching and squeezing, and I feel perfectly awful (546).

One of his most eloquent and moving letters is, in fact, written to Luhan 
shortly after he has seen Dr. Morland and not long before his death. After 
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speaking of his hopes that he will get well enough to be able to return to New 
Mexico, he writes:

It is by the body we live and we have forced it too much. Now it refuses to live. 
Yours does the same. Now I have got to lie still till my body moves of itself, and 
takes its own life. It is very hard to yield entirely. You must do the same—try 
to give up yourself, try to yield yourself entirely to your body, and let it take its 
own life at last [. . .] Now try to love it, to think tenderly of it, to feel tenderly to-
wards it, and let it come to its own life at last. It is a bit late—but better late than 
never—And that is the true way [. . .]. Lie still and gradually let your body come 
to its own life, free at last of your will.—It is what I have got to do too. (625)

However, after clearly speaking to the need to “let go,” to give in to what 
is happening to one’s body, to try to relax and die, as it were, Lawrence 
then seems to reverse himself and speak to the opposite. For example, when 
he first tells Luhan to “yield to [her] body and [to] let it take its own life 
at last,” it is hard to read this in any other way than “let yourself die,” but 
when he then says, “lie still and gradually let your body come to its own 
life,” the message is more ambiguous. Is he saying let yourself die or let 
yourself live? Or isn’t he sure himself? I would argue that he is intuitively 
saying “let yourself die,” but his will has not yet complied, and he therefore 
allows himself a verbal loophole. This is reinforced by the fact that the let-
ter concludes with his saying (and rather surprisingly): “If we can manage 
it, and I can come to New Mexico there we can begin a new life, with real 
tenderness in it” (625). This, in turn, recalls Dr. Morland’s subsequent 
comments about Lawrence’s will having “lashed his failing body to further 
efforts until finally the collapse came.”17

Lawrence, in short, revels in exposure, in the articulation of his pain, his 
moods, his rage, his fears, his efforts to analyze and to cope with what is hap-
pening to him. Chekhov’s letters hint at and suggest how he might be feeling 
and reacting but they are rarely if ever explicit (at least never in any sustained 
fashion). If Lawrence demonstrates pride of exposure, Chekhov demonstrates 
the absolute reverse, pride of reserve. Some of Lawrence’s individual cor-
respondents could indeed say that they felt privy to his innermost thoughts—
Mabel Dodge Luhan, for example, and she would not be the only one—but 
it would be hard to imagine any one of Chekhov’s addressees legitimately 
making that same claim. His letters to Suvorin contain some of his most per-
sonal admissions and eloquent pronouncements on a variety of subjects, but 
even to him he is artfully evasive when it comes to writing about his health.18 
And although we do not know whether Suvorin ever saw through the artful 
doublespeak of Chekhov’s 14 October 1888 letter, we have to concede that 
even a close reading of that individual letter would be incomplete without 
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recourse to other related letters and the intertext that they provide. We do 
not have to engage in such a careful cross-reading of letters when trying to 
penetrate Lawrence’s correspondence. His letter to Luhan is clearly what it 
is, namely, a moving and detailed articulation of how he is trying to adjust to 
the reality of his own imminent mortality. It is not necessary to refer to other 
letters in order to grasp the subtleties of this one.

Chekhov’s letters, however, are often more interdependent, more part of a 
whole piece, as it were. The art of his letters is not manifest just in the lyri-
cism, wit, irony, and eloquence of individual letters but in the intertext that 
binds them together and enables them to convey a different message together 
than they do apart. To have a sense of all his letters, particularly those writ-
ten in his final months, is also to become sensitive to his deafening silences. 
For example, one of the most unsettling events of Chekhov’s last month of 
life must have been the house call paid him at his Berlin hotel by the Ger-
man specialist Dr. Ewald. After examining Chekhov, he simply said nothing 
and departed in haste (qtd. in 12: 367).19 There is a reference in Chekhov’s 
letters to Ewald’s impending visit (12: 114) but, understandably, no mention 
of what happened when it took place. Given Chekhov’s own reticence, there 
is a kind of horrible (or perhaps appropriate) irony contained in the fact that 
it was a doctor’s silence that provided the most deafening indication of the 
hopelessness of his condition.20 A visit from a particular doctor also played 
a major part in Lawrence’s final month of life: the visit from Dr. Morland. 
Lawrence, however, expatiates at length on his reservations and anxieties be-
fore the visit and his reaction afterward. The letter to Luhan, in fact, comes in 
the wake of Morland’s visit. By contrast, Chekhov, not surprisingly, responds 
to Ewald’s silence with an equally resonant silence of his own. The letters 
from Badenweiler that follow Ewald’s visit may be pregnant with suggestion 
but are never openly communicative about his pain and suffering. It could, in 
fact, be argued that they have even less to say about his physical or mental 
suffering than the letters written earlier from Yalta and Moscow. Thus, the 
tempo and extent of encodement virtually speed up at the end, culminating 
in the final letter to his sister Masha. It is possible, moreover, that she might 
have taken comfort in what his letters did not communicate, and thus have 
been complicit in his subterfuge. If it was easier for him not to say it, then it 
was equally easy for her not to hear it. However, we, his future readers, read 
what he writes more than we hear what he says and appreciate his subterfuge 
in different ways. In short, Lawrence tells us what he feels in his letters, 
whereas Chekhov wants us to feel what he cannot or will not say.

It is hard not to conclude with at least a passing reference to the won-
derful way in which Chekhov’s and Lawrence’s letters help to overturn 
cultural stereotypes. Where is the ironic and reserved Englishman and the 
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strident and unconstrained Russian?! Lawrence polemicizes with Tolstoy 
in his fiction and sounds like Dostoevsky’s Ippolit in The Idiot when he 
exposes his pain and suffering; Chekhov, on the other hand, has the wry wit 
and ironic reserve worthy of an English novel. He is the good doctor if not 
the good soldier. I think that Chekhov, at least, would have been amused by 
the reversal of stereotypical roles.
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3. All translations mine. –KOC.
4. Suvorin’s diary, for example, conveys that his seniority over Chekhov com-

bined with his various ills led him to take center stage when it came to discussions of 
health and mortality (Aleksei Suvorin, Dnevnik [Moscow: Novosti, 1992]).

5. Sheila M. Rothman, Living in the Shadow of Death (Baltimore, MD: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1995), 114.

6. Chekhov, in fact, wrote an obituary for her (S 16: 258).
7. Chekhov’s basic skepticism about the ultimate efficacy of any of his treat-

ments, whether German or Russian, does not stop him, however, from taking various 
potshots at the Russian doctors in particular. Thus it comes as no surprise that some 
of his Russian doctor-friends (especially Altshuller) retaliated, as it were, by being 
very critical of the German doctors, especially Taube, whom Chekhov consulted in 
Moscow and who recommended his going to Germany (see Chekhov’s letter to L. V. 
Sredin, 12: 102).

8. I have discussed the textual documentation of Chekhov’s last days in Baden-
weiler (i.e., his letters from there as well as the relevant memoir literature) in another 
article, “Chekhov’s Death: His Textual Past Recaptured,” Studies in Poetics. Com-
memorative Volume. Krystyna Pomorska (1928-1986), ed. Elena Semeka-Pankratov 
(Columbus, OH: Slavica, 1995), 39–50.

9. D. H. Lawrence, The Letters of D. H. Lawrence, eds. Keith Sagar and James 
T. Boulton. Vol. 7 (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 486. 
Further references to this volume are given in the text.

10. O’Connor, “Chekhov’s Death,” 45.
11. In the culture of tuberculosis the word itself was almost felt to possess a kind of 

shamanistic power and was avoided whenever possible. For example, see Sontag, 6.
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12. Suvorin makes this very clear in his reminiscence of Chekhov (A. S. Suvorin, 
“O Chekhove,” Novyi Mir 1(1980): 238–43.

13. Rothman, Living in the Shadow, 114.
14. Lawrence is explicit about this in his letters, and Chekhov’s wife Olga Knipper 

testifies to Chekhov’s aversion to sanitoria and how they seemed to him “the end of 
life” (qtd. in 12: 351).

15. Andrew Morland, “The Last Days of D. H. Lawrence: Hitherto Unpublished 
Letters of Dr. Andres Morland,” ed. George J. Zytaruk, The D. H. Lawrence Review 
I (Spring, 1968): 44–50: 47.

16. Ibid., 48.
17. Ibid.
18. Chekhov’s correspondence with Suvorin dramatically diminished toward the 

end of Chekhov’s life, and there are unfortunately no letters to Suvorin in the conclud-
ing months of his life.

19. Understandably, the drama of Ewald’s visit is highlighted in the biographical 
literature.

20. Another kind of code of silence between Chekhov and his doctors is discussed 
in an interesting article by M. A. Sheikina: specifically, the tradition whereby doc-
tors who were treating doctors in the terminal stages of TB did not say that the end 
was near but signified that it was by ordering that champagne be brought to the pa-
tient’s bedside. Needless to say, this certainly sheds new light on Chekhov’s much 
commented on “death scene” (M. A. Sheikina, “Davno ia ne pil shampanskogo,” 
Tselebnoe tvorchestvo A. P. Chekhova, [Moscow: Rossiisokoe obshchestvo medikov-
literatorov, 1996], 42–45).
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Part V

MY FAVORITE CHEKHOV LETTER
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Chapter Eighteen

Preface
Chekhov’s Blotter*

Dina Rubina

I first encountered him as a human being. It was very simple: I had read 
all the adventure novels on the lower shelves. So I stood on my tiptoes and 
pulled down the book at the very end of the top shelf, the last volume in a long 
row of gray spines marked with numbers. The book fell out into my hands, 
spine first, and opened to the middle. I read the first thing that I saw there:

The water carrier had stolen a Siberian kitten with long white fur and black eyes 
from somewhere, and he brought it to us. The kitten treated people like mice; 
when he saw a person he would crouch down, belly to the floor, wait for his 
moment, and then pounce at the person’s feet. This morning, when I was pac-
ing from corner to corner, he lay in wait for me several times, and then hurled 
himself “à la tigre,” landing right on my boots. I believe that he takes profound 
pleasure in the thought that he is the most terrifying creature in the house. (3: 62)

Just three weeks before, my favorite cat had gone missing—he had prob-
ably been killed by hooligans—and so at that moment the writer Anton Chek-
hov had me at hello. I was ten years old, and was not yet aware that reading 
other people’s correspondence was boring, as was looking into commentaries 
to learn who P. R. or B. O. was, or in what year had this or that production had 
bombed in some theater. . . I simply read everything, one letter after another, 
skipping over things that I didn’t understand, circling languidly over the mar-
velous images in them, returning over and over to things I found funny—and 
there were so many (“Well, good-bye, corn stalk of my soul. With brazen 
respect I kiss your powder box and I envy your old boots, which can see you 
every day!” [to Lika Mizinova, 5: 87]). Circling like a goat tied to a stake who 
eats the grass within his reach, gathering sustenance, I entered the world of 

*Written for this volume. Translated by Carol Apollonio.
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Chekhov’s friends, relatives, correspondents, and lovers, making it my own. 
I was intoxicated by the intonation of his voice, which was something unique 
unto itself, unlike any other person or thing I knew, conveying dignity, irony, 
warmth, and at the same time a remarkably serious attitude toward life.

I often tried to picture him as he was when he wrote these letters: his 
slightly slanting handwriting unfurling in long lines, one following after 
another. . . I pictured him reaching the end of a page; without looking, he 
reaches for his ink blotter and rolls it across the damp lines in an accustomed 
gesture before turning to the next page. . .

I hereby attest: long before I began writing short stories, I knew everything 
about the life of this writer—not in the sense of dates, but in the most precise 
sense—his moods, his tastes, the life of his heart.

With the passage of time I forgot much of what I knew then; now, of course, 
what I return to most is his prose. But when I was ten, eleven years old I was 
a real expert in Chekhov’s character, his habits (when they had tea in Melik-
hovo, where they dug the pond, where they received patients, what they served 
their guests for Easter dinner), his duties, and his romantic preferences. I was 
incredibly close to the man. I was always afraid of approaching the last letter; 
I cried when I read the footnote: “A. P. Chekhov’s last letter”. . .

As I grew, I returned over and over again to certain letters, skipping the 
frivolous, amusing juvenilia, and getting stuck on some particular page, for 
example, the one where Chekhov, already ill and exhausted, explains to the 
writer Elena Shavrova how to establish the background for a work, how to 
gather the characters together in the finale so that the reader can recognize 
them all. . .

Before reading his serious works, I knew a great deal about his inner writ-
erly creed. “In conversations with my fellow writers I always insist that it is 
not the artist’s task to solve narrowly specialized questions. It is bad if an art-
ist takes on something that he does not understand [. . .] The artist observes, 
selects, surmises, assembles—these acts alone presume a question at their 
very origin” (3: 45). I knew his opinions about other writers. Before I read, 
for example, Tolstoy’s The Kreutzer Sonata, I knew in detail everything that 
Chekhov had to say about it.

Later, as I read and reread the entire corpus of his works, the ones I lin-
gered over were not those that were part of the school curriculum. Suddenly 
I alit on the modest but remarkable story “The Bride,” which taught me dif-
ferent ways of using and illuminating one and the same phrase by repeating it 
in a text. “The Name-Day Party” unfolded vividly before me, with its striking 
scene of the cynical hero breaking down in sobs at the end. . . “The Black 
Monk” appeared on the horizon, floating above the earth, plunging me into 
extended meditations upon the nature of human insanity.
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I believe in fate; I believe that these two volumes of Chekhov’s letters were 
given to me in my childhood—to grow into. These letters educated me—in 
the most serious sense of the word, because in them, addressed as they were 
to such a wide variety of people, I found remarkable discourses about moral-
ity, about the law, about medicine, literature, the theater, and human beings. 
For example, it was from them that I learned about the Dreyfus case.

Distinct from the school curriculum, vast, tragic, comic, joking, and seri-
ous—the intense world of Chekhov’s Moscow and Petersburg, Taganrog, 
Sakhalin, and Venice pulsated in these letters around one individual: a man 
sitting alone and writing, instilling in me subtly and gradually this special 
asceticism of an artist.

And that is why I was always amused when I heard conversations about 
Chekhov’s purported indifference, or about his cold-bloodedness, his apathy 
or homochromatism: I, for one, know how brilliant and crafty this striking 
artist was under his modest exterior, who spent his entire lifetime mercilessly 
training and drilling just one pupil—himself.

Some ten years ago Nadya Kholodova, my editor, publisher, and literary 
agent all wrapped up in one, my unforgettable friend, came to visit me in 
Jerusalem.

Life changed when Nadya came to see us. It didn’t exactly stop, but would 
rush off in some completely different direction—for example, in the direc-
tion of the flea markets. Nadya and I both loved old things, things that had 
their own history, that is, “with a hidden treasure inside”; we could spend 
hours roaming the junk markets in Yaffo in quest of the perfect little item. 
And she always brought unusual gifts with her when she came: a La Fleur 
marionette clown on a metal stick, or an antique writing case, or someone’s 
ancient tattered vest with spangles and bronze buttons. She figured that “this 
junk” would motivate me to write something really special. And indeed, it 
was known to happen. . .

This time as well, she opened her suitcase, drew something out of it, 
straightened up, and, concealing this “something” behind her back, asked 
coyly:

“So, my little junk-heap soul?! Behold and tremble!”
And triumphantly revealed to me. . .
In bewildered silence I inspected a completely ordinary-looking wooden 

curved-bottom blotter, a little dried-out, with a round-knobbed handle. A few 
already tattered layers of blotter paper spread across its convex belly, where 
long lines of handwriting remained imprinted for posterity. . .

With obvious pleasure Nadya contemplated my obvious disenchantment.
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“Now look, don’t start squealing,” she finally said in a quiet voice. “This 
blotter belonged to Anton Pavlovich Chekhov.”

No, I did not squeal. I simply turned to stone; I couldn’t move. . . I just 
gaped and listened as Nadya excitedly told me the story of her find. For 
many years she had been friends with an aged actress, who in her youth 
had similarly been friends with Olga Knipper-Chekhova, and supposedly, 
at some point during the 1920s, Knipper had given her young friend this 
unassuming item, ‘“an old blotter belonging to Antosha, which had been 
a completely useless, worn-out thing, even when he was alive. . .’” “So 
anyway, that actress died, and everything went to her niece, and her niece 
was selling everything off, and she was completely clueless about ‘this old 
wooden thing,’ and said, ‘Just take all this junk for free, Nadezhda Kuzmin-
ishna!’ She respected me, and I committed a crime, Dinochka, I didn’t say 
a word about its value. I thought that this relic would be perfect for your 
shelf, and it’s right up your alley, it’s just what you need, so let it live right 
here in your house. And when you’re working, you’ll look at it now and 
then, and will exchange glances with it.”

Of course Nadya gave me the late actress’s name, but as I gazed raptur-
ously at the blotter, fearing to touch it, I let the name slip past my ears, and 
now there’s no one to ask. . .

But that same evening, over tea, after I had had a good look at the precious 
item, and held it in my hands, and finally grasped the fact that it was now 
mine, I said, thoughtfully:

“You know, Nadya, Anton Pavlovich used this to blot letters.”
“What makes you think that?”
“Writing prose is a slow process. By the time you finish a sentence, the 

ink has already dried all by itself. Whereas you write letters quickly, and he 
wrote so many. . .Yes! That’s it!” And I repeated to myself. “He used this 
blotter on his letters.”

“Well, you know best,” responded Nadya affably.
Later, I made vain attempts to decipher something, anything, to make sense 

of what was written in those backwards, mirrored lines on the precious blot-
ter pad. I dreamed of recognizing a familiar phrase from one of Chekhov’s 
letters, a letter that had been written to me personally! No luck. . . There 
were so many phrases, and they overlapped one another, in layers, as though 
the “completely useless, worn-out” old blotter had absorbed into itself the 
memory of the infinite movements of his hand, the right hand of Chekhov, 
who had given me in my childhood and youth a whole corpus of lessons—not 
only about morality, not only about writing, but also about what it means to 
be a human being.

—2017
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Chapter Nineteen

Chekhov’s First Dissertation Proposal
To Alexander Chekhov,  

from Moscow, 17/18 April 1883
Michael Finke

Fundamental to my understanding of Chekhov is an 1883 letter to his eldest 
brother Alexander, inviting him to participate in the dissertation project 
he wished to pursue in medicine. We know of the project, provisionally 
titled “A History of Sexual Dominance,” only from that letter of 17 or 18 
April 1883 (1: 62–66).1 Chekhov did not follow through on this idea, but 
he continued to aspire to a higher degree in medicine: for a second research 
project, “Medicine in Russia,” he actually gathered materials, and a decade 
after this letter he finally realized his ambition of contributing to medical 
research with his unorthodox Sakhalin Island, which, nevertheless, failed 
to earn him the right to a professorship on the medical faculty of Moscow 
University. One can learn a lot by tracing the development of Chekhov’s 
three medical research projects. They reveal shifting ideas regarding just 
what the purview of medicine might be, and how the researcher is posi-
tioned vis-à-vis his object of study. In regard to this letter, which reflects a 
very hubristic moment for a young doctor in training, something also comes 
out regarding Chekhov’s famous self-regard, and his own consciousness of 
it and program of controlling it.

Chekhov wrote the 1883 letter while tipsy,2 which may be why it is so 
revealing. In laying out his social Darwinist project, a very ambitious medi-
cal student envisioned utilizing his newly felt scientific knowledge to assist 
Nature in raising the female sex to intellectual levels on a par with man’s. 
He shows euphoric confidence in the powers this knowledge has put into his 
hands—or, perhaps we could say, into his gaze, into his professional capacity 
to examine and understand others who in this case occupy a lower develop-
mental level—and this confidence extends beyond the sphere of the medical 
in ways that are also evident in this letter. The letter may be said to verge 
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on megalomania: it exhibits a self-assurance that inflates in proportion to its 
pseudo-scientific demeaning of the female object of study.

There is not space here to summarize the proposal or address its sources 
in the scientific theories of Chekhov’s day, which bespeak an entangle-
ment of the biological with the social-historical very much in the spirit of 
the nineteenth century’s second half. In any case, that is not what I find so 
revealing about the letter. What comes through is Chekhov’s personal emo-
tional investment in the topic of sexual inequality, and in his role in curing 
it. The consciously held ideological program is of course worth studying, 
but insight into Chekhov the person derives from the visibility, in this letter, 
of how his very self changes, unconsciously or not, as it assumes a system 
of knowledge, and the powers presumed to entail in a new way of seeing 
others. Chekhov’s research project—outlined, to repeat, while “under the 
influence”—has also the status of a wish, a fantasy. At once ethically com-
mendable, politically progressive, and megalomaniacal, this prospectus 
presents a precocious therapeutic fantasy situating the entire female sex as 
Doctor Chekhov’s patient.

Further, in this letter the young and sanguine medical student is confident 
of much more than his superiority over the females of his species, the scien-
tific laws of evolution that will raise the female’s intellectual level, and his 
ability to help this process along. Chekhov revels in his mastery of several 
areas, but most especially in his success in the field of “creative work,” which 
has already made him his large family’s chief breadwinner, and is precisely 
that area which distinguishes woman from man: “To work on Fragments 
means having graduated (imet’ attestat) . . . I have the right to look down on 
The Alarm Clock and now it’s not likely that I’ll work someplace for a nickel: 
I’ve become more expensive.” And there is his assertion that a woman can 
be “a good doctor, a good lawyer, etc., but in the field of creative work she 
is a goose” (1: 63, 65).

All this emerges in a letter to his eldest brother, also an author, whom 
Chekhov has in all respects decisively surpassed: the letter begins with an in-
struction in the poetics of stories likely to appeal to the publisher Leikin, and 
it ends with assurances that Alexander could be of help in this scientific proj-
ect in spite of his “lack of knowledge.” In short, Chekhov asserts sibling dom-
inance in this letter about “sexual dominance.” The letter’s postscript, more 
about the brother he is inciting to creative work than about women, places 
the underperforming Alexander into the position of woman: “Remember that 
a perfect organism creates. If woman doesn’t create, then it means that she 
remains further from the perfect organism, and consequently, is weaker than 
man, who is closer to such an organism” (1: 66; emphasis Chekhov’s).
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To the extent that Chekhov’s scientific project in social engineering is 
meant to raise woman up in the best tradition of the 1860s, the letter in which 
it appears is meant to raise up his brother; when Chekhov dismisses woman 
as “weaker than man,” he likewise feminizes his elder brother, telling him, 
“You are weaker than me.” The double agenda of this letter could be derived 
from a cheap pun between author (avtor) and authority, dominance (avto-
ritet), while the association of Alexander with woman, a “goose” in creative 
activity, is further reinforced by Chekhov’s nickname for him: Gusev.

Meanwhile, Chekhov is still a medical student producing, for the most part, 
trifles for the popular press; and a proportionately exaggerated perspective on 
“weaker” woman plays a fundamental role in the intoxicating psychological 
dynamic of self-aggrandizement at work in this letter.

But please, do not take my reading of this letter as any sort of denunciation 
of Chekhov. This project went nowhere, and Chekhov renounced the letter in 
his next one to Alexander. Chekhov, with his keen auto-analytic sensibility, 
realized the troubling implications of the position he had taken in that letter 
and soon moderated the exuberantly self-assured tones expressed in it. In the 
1890s the thin ethical ice on which one stands when objectifying and catego-
rizing another human being as inferior on the evolutionary scale or “degener-
ate” would become the central theme of major post-Sakhalin works.3 There 
is evidence, further, that Chekhov was in at least equal measure alarmed by 
the danger to one’s self as by those to one’s objects that inhered in observing 
others from such a perspective. I don’t think it can be said that his fiction 
posits an evolutionary deficiency in females of the human species, whereas, 
over and again, he does explore how professional seeing (not just of doctors) 
threatens to inflate the self, rendering it vulnerable to megalomania and a cold 
objectification of others. The project Chekhov did eventually complete by 
way of paying his debt to medicine, as he put it, could not have been more dif-
ferent from this early proposal: he undertook the hard journey to the convict 
island; he entered the living and work spaces of and spoke with thousands of 
convicts and other settlers; he cited their words and tried to understand the 
world they were adapting to through immersing himself in it.

In other words, this letter lets us see early stages of a process of self-
reflection, self-knowledge, and self-disciplining. It exposes something that 
Chekhov recognized and reacted against, both in others and in himself. To 
allude to what is perhaps Chekhov’s best known letter [Figure 9], it illustrates 
an aspect of the process of squeezing the blood of a slave out of one’s veins—
not to become a master who might dominate rather than be dominated, but 
to become a dignified human being who respects the humanity of others, and 
whose sense of self does not require their objectification or demeaning.
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NOTES

1. All translations mine. –MF.
2. According to Chekhov’s next letter to Alexander, “v khmel’nom vide,” 13 May 

1883 (1: 72).
3. See, for example, the treatment of The Duel in Vladimir Kataev, If Only We 

Could Know! An Interpretation of Chekhov, trans. Harvey Pitcher (Chicago: Ivan R. 
Dee, 2002), 112–19.

18_567-Apollonio.indb   246 8/2/18   1:52 PM



247

Chapter Twenty

Letters, Dreams, and  
Their Environments

To Dmitry Grigorovich, from Moscow,  
12 February 1887
Matthew Mangold*

Anton Chekhov was so prolific as a letter-writer that his epistolary form 
escapes its autobiographical bounds: letter-writing makes memorable appear-
ances in his fiction. Among his most famous letters, one of my favorites was 
not penned by Chekhov himself, but by his character Vanka in the epony-
mous story of 1886. Chekhov used letter-writing in “Vanka” to devastate 
expectations. Readers think the grandfather, Konstantin Makarych, may save 
Vanka from the terrible conditions the boy writes about; that is, until we real-
ize that because of Vanka’s mistake of address, the letter will not make it to 
his “Grandfather in the Country” (S 5: 481).1 It seems unlikely that Vanka’s 
hopes, with ours, will be realized.

But letters can take strange detours. Poe’s purloined letter insisted on get-
ting into the right hands. As Jacques Lacan argues, it is one of those letters 
that “always arrive at their destinations.”2 I would like to suggest, by detour-
ing into a letter Chekhov wrote to the old guard realist Dmitry Grigorovich 
in 1887 and then into the story “Sleepy” (1888), that Vanka’s letter arrives 
at its destination too. It does so not from some twist of benevolence in the 
postal system, but because the path of these letters follows a margin between 
epistolary form and realist fiction that, meandering through dreams, situates 
readers in a frame of response.

*I would like to thank Edyta Bojanowska, Cathy Popkin, and Emily Van Buskirk for their reading 
and criticism of this work through its various stages. I owe a debt of gratitude to the volume’s editors 
for their many insightful suggestions and the persistent enthusiasm they expressed toward the piece. 
This chapter was completed during a postdoctoral fellowship at the National Research University, 
Higher School of Economics in Moscow. I am immensely grateful to the School of Philology there 
for providing such a stimulating and collegial academic environment.

18_567-Apollonio.indb   247 8/2/18   1:52 PM



248 Matthew Mangold

THE LETTER

In 1886, the same year Chekhov wrote “Vanka,” Grigorovich wrote Chekhov 
to convince the young writer he had a gift: “a true feeling for inner analysis, 
mastery of description [. . .] a feeling of plasticity, where from a few lines 
appears a full picture: clouds on a setting sun, ‘like ashes on dying coals. . 
.’”[Grigorovich’s emphasis].3 Chekhov and Grigorovich corresponded over 
the next months, considering how to convey the collusions of inner life to 
create socially engaged prose. During the exchange Grigorovich published 
“Karelin’s Dream” in Russian Thought, a story that intended to portray, in 
Grigorovich’s words, “the outer and social picture of a certain known milieu 
(sreda) in Petersburg—to convey dissatisfaction, the melancholy from the 
surrounding lies and emptiness.”4

“Karelin’s Dream” attracts Chekhov not for how it portrays a social milieu, 
however, but a more somatic environment: the cold feeling of the dream’s 
setting. As Grigorvich’s story was circulating, Chekhov wrote him:

Now that I’ve read “Karelin’s Dream,” I’m preoccupied with the question: how 
much have you represented the dream as a dream? It seems to me that you have 
conveyed the work of the brain and the general feeling of a sleeping person with 
remarkable artistic and physiological truth. Of course, a dream is a subjective 
phenomenon, and its interior side can only be observed by oneself; still, the 
process of dreams is the same in all people, so that, it seems to me, all readers 
can measure Karelin by their own yardstick and every critic willy-nilly must be 
subjective. I judge on the basis of my own dreams, which I often have.

Above all, you convey the feeling of cold with remarkable subtlety. At night, 
when the blankets slip off me, I begin to see in a dream the great slippery rocks, 
the cold autumn water, the bare shore: all of this is indistinct, in a mist . . . all 
harsh, gloom, damp, into endlessness. (2: 28–30)

Chekhov’s interest in cold in this letter does not seem so odd if we consider 
dreams to be Chekhov’s testing ground for realism to assume the codes of 
other descriptive modes. In this case it is the medical physiology of scientists 
like Alfred Maury and Karl Scherner who had correlated dreams and the 
surrounding physical environments of sleepers as early as the 1840s.5 Leo 
Tolstoy offers similar insight in a famous sequence in War and Peace when 
the sound of a saber being sharpened in Petya Rostov’s real surroundings 
transforms into a melodious fugue that grows in complexity as Petya contin-
ues to dream.6 Chekhov makes correlations similar to Maury’s and Tolstoy’s 
in his letter: when the blankets fall off and his knees are bare, the cold of his 
dream intensifies into a cold autumn and bare shore. The physical environ-
ment around him haunts his dreaming mind, as Maury and Scherner argue, 
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an emphasis that contrasts with Grigorovich’s focus on an abstract sociality 
constructed through the dream as a device. Chekhov is enthralled not at this 
artifice for social critique, but by the correspondence between his feeling of 
cold and the story’s.

Chekhov responds to Grigorvich again by correlating the physical envi-
ronment and dream images that are consistent with the insights of the physi-
ognomy of dreaming in his story “Sleepy.” This story clearly connects to 
“Vanka” through the trope of a child laborer attending to a crying infant. In 
“Sleepy,” as Varka lulls the ward in her care to sleep, visual and aural stimuli 
in her immediate surroundings—the details of the room and the sounds of 
Varka’s song—transform into images, scenes, and sounds as she fades into 
unconsciousness. A clothesline that “stretches” across the room transforms 
into a wagon train that “stretches” out along a road. The “long shadows” cast 
over Varka by large trousers and swaddling clothes that hang on a line turn 
into “some kind of shadow” that flickers around people who surround the 
train. The narrator notes clouds in the dream that “cry like the baby” and then, 
on the muddy road, crows and magpies sitting on telephone wires. They too 
“cry, like the baby” as they strain to arouse figures that sink into the mud to 
sleep (S 7: 7–12).

Varka’s spatial environment enters her dreaming mind the same way it 
enters Chekhov’s dreams in his letter to Grigorovich. This relationship ac-
cords with the physiological theories that environmental and organic stimuli 
are fodder with which the mind creates dream images. In “Sleepy,” Chekhov 
adds to Maury’s insight an important secondary suggestion as well: the mate-
rial aspects of dreams reveal an imaginary quality to our waking life. At times 
Varka’s sleep-filled eyes animate her world. Anthropomorphic transfers of 
imagination and emotion to object and environment in “Sleepy” imply that 
an imaginary world emerges to unsettle Varka’s experience as part of her 
exhaustion. These doubling transfers between the mind and its surroundings 
are essential to understanding the story’s effect.

In “Sleepy,” Chekhov foregrounds an interrelationship between the envi-
ronment and the mind that tests the possibilities dreaming presents to realism 
and simultaneously to the social and medical project related to comprehend-
ing material environments. Both of these contexts inform Chekhov’s letter 
to Grigorovich: their exchange and Chekhov’s story appeared not long 
after Chekhov finished medical school at Moscow University, where he 
and his classmates were encouraged by professors such as Fyodor Erisman 
and Grigory Zakharyin to study rigorously the environmental conditions of 
human subjects.7 Erisman advocated for reform based on studies of facto-
ries and institutional working conditions. These studies recorded the many 
abuses that emerge from poor and seemingly inescapable environmental 
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conditions, including those associated with child labor.8 An environment 
that binds Varka draws her body, animated only by her mind in a dream, to 
suffocate the child as she sleeps. Such a demonstration of environments con-
structing a subject’s behavior fits into this second scientific context, helping 
us to consider why Chekhov stresses the feeling of cold in his account of his 
dream over a more vaguely grasped social milieu.

Chekhov’s representation of dreaming in fiction presents a newly con-
ceived materiality, an interiority that reveals a porousness between the inner 
and outer life. We see this in the complex doubling that Varka’s dreaming 
mind performs with her surroundings, while sleeping, awake, and sleeping 
again. As we might well suspect, this doubling goes the other way too. The 
autobiographical context of the letter to Grigorovich allows us to see the 
doubling of Chekhov’s own interiority as he writes across genres. We see the 
autobiographical and the fictional overlap in the rhetorical match between 
the cold (kholodnaia), the harshness (surovo), and the mist (tuman) of Chek-
hov’s dream and Varka’s “misty dreams,” dreams she sees through a “cold, 
harsh mist (kholodnyi, surovyi tuman).” Stepping into the context of Chek-
hov’s experience, rendered in epistolary form, suggests that his own reality 
is porous and doubled, allowing him to suffer through dreaming in strange 
correspondence with his character. This situation is calculated to draw in the 
reader too, given the story’s title, which serves as its frame. Grammatically, 
“Sleepy”—spat’ khochetsia—is impersonal, lacking a pronoun to ground the 
reflexive verb.9 The absent pronoun requires an interpolation. Readers must 
put something of themselves into the text in parallel to Chekhov’s presence 
and Varka’s: we cannot help but share in Varka’s overwhelming desire to 
sleep, and in her relief when the child is dead. With Chekhov, Varka, and the 
reader connected through these rhetorical chains, “Sleepy” creates a material-
ity that goes beyond a talent for description. It is a psychological exploration 
of the mind’s relationship to reality that creates a framework for disrupting a 
social norm. Chekhov’s dialectical realism develops, as Edgar Morin might 
describe it, “according to the complex requirement” through which “reality is 
enriched by the image and the image is enriched by reality.”10 In such realism 
there are no mistakes in address: the letters Chekhov writes—to Grigorovich 
and to Vanka’s grandfather—bring readers into a frame of response that 
opens paths for changing social life.

NOTES

1. All translations from the Russian are mine. –MM.
2. Jacques Lacan, Écrits, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: W. W. Norton & Com-

pany: 2006), 30.
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3. Slovo: sbornik vtoroi (Moscow: Knigoizdatel’stvo pisatelei v Moskve, 1914), 
200. Gleb Struve also references this exchange in his “On Chekhov’s Craftsmanship: 
The Anatomy of a Story,” Slavic Review 20. 3 (1961): 470.

4. Ibid., 204–05.
5. Maury’s work Les sommeils et les rêves was published as a full study in 1865, 

but parts of it appeared in the journal Annales médico-psychologiques du système 
nerveux in 1848, 1853, and 1875. See L. F. Alfred Maury, Les sommeils et les rêves 
(Paris: Didier et Cie, 1865) and Karl Albert Scherner, Das Leben des Traums (Hein-
rich Schindler, 1861).

6. L. N. Tolstoy, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii; 90 vols., v. 12 (Moscow: Gosu-
darstvennoe izdatel’stvo “Khudozhestvennaia literatura,” 1935), 145–46.

7. Chekhov attended Erisman’s Course in Hygiene and Zakharin’s Clinical 
Lectures, both of which stressed an environmental approach to health through analy-
sis using these categories. F. F. Erisman, Kurs gigieny (Moskva: Tipografiia A. A. 
Kartseva, 1887); G. A. Zakhar’in, Klinicheskie lektsii (Moscow, 1889).

8. Boris Borshkov, Russia’s Factory Children: State, Society, and Law, 1800–
1917 (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2009), 71.

9. The title might be translated as any variant of “Me/You/She or He Wants to 
Sleep.” Another, offered by Patrick Miles and Harvey Pitcher is “Let Me Sleep” in 
Anton Chekhov’s Selected Stories (New York: Norton, 2014), 150.

10. Edgar Morin, The Cinema, or the Imaginary Man (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2005), 28.
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Chapter Twenty-One

Chekhov’s Letter to Lermontov
To Mikhail Chekhov, from  
the ship Dir, 28 July 1888*
Katherine Tiernan O’Connor

One of the first critics of Chekhov’s letters, Yuly Aikhenvald, noted that his 
letters were “similar to his stories.”1 Although Aikhenvald failed to elaborate 
on this, he could well have turned to a letter of Chekhov’s to his brother 
Mikhail dated 28 July 1888 had he wanted to make the case that it is not only 
Chekhov’s stories that make good stories but his letters as well. The letter 
in question is not discussed in the biographical and critical literature about 
Chekhov, perhaps because it contains no information regarding his work in 
progress or his relations with and opinions about various literary and theatri-
cal personages with whom he had contact, nor does it, at least on the surface, 
seem to be saying anything about writing and literary creation, subjects that 
Chekhov often waxed eloquent about in his correspondence. If you read 
below the letter’s surface, however, it soon becomes evident that literary cre-
ation is exactly what it is about. More specifically, it is an autobiographical 
fiction that provides us with many clues as to how Chekhov went about con-
verting the chaos and mortal terrors of life over which he had little control, 
into the order of a fiction that is simultaneously about being in control and 
not being in control—a fiction, moreover, ingeniously inscribed with a Le-
rmontov watermark. Like Lermontov’s hero Pechorin in the story “Taman” 
from A Hero of Our Time, Chekhov finds himself in Taman territory (in the 
Caucasus, on the Black Sea), having a close call with fate that results in his 
reflecting on fate and fatalism in a way that further recalls Pechorin’s own 
thoughts on the subject in the story “The Fatalist.”

*Adapted from Katherine Tiernan O’Connor, “Chekhov’s Letter to Lermontov,” Essays in Poetics, 
Chekhov 2004, Vol. 31 (Autumn, 2006): 272–89. Material reprinted with the author’s permission. 
Copyedited for this volume. O’Connor’s translation of this letter is published in the appendix to this 
issue of Essays in Poetics. 
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The letter announces itself as atypical from its very inception, namely, from 
its playful title, “On the Black, Life and Caspian Seas” (2: 303).2 Furthermore 
it is dedicated rather than addressed to his youngest brother Mikhail, who is 
identified as “the captain of his own ships,” a title that Chekhov bestows on 
him with what I am sure is affectionate irony, but irony nonetheless.3 More-
over, as the letter will soon demonstrate, Chekhov appears to have little faith 
in ship captains, at least judging from what he has to say about the particular 
captain who figures so prominently in the narrative that unfolds.

His story-letter begins in medias res: Chekhov is aboard the Dir, a mangy 
cargo ship traveling on rough seas from Sukhumi to Poti, confined to a stuffy, 
hot water closet of a cabin and feeling queasy. Not only is the atmosphere 
in the cabin claustrophobic, but the ship itself, particularly in its ominous 
creaking noises, is identified with an uncanny or demonic force (nechistaia 
sila) that seems to have taken it over. His comically estranged description of 
the motion sickness that he is experiencing is metaphorically inventive, for 
his stomach seems to be an organ apart from his body whose attempts at sta-
bilization he observes with a kind of pseudo-clinical detachment. Chekhov’s 
further description of his surroundings dramatizes the sense of isolation and 
aloneness that he feels. Since initially there is no mention of a travel com-
panion or cabin-mate, we are, I think, a bit surprised when we learn toward 
the end of the letter that Chekhov is actually accompanied by Alexei Suvorin, 
the son of Chekhov’s literary patron and close friend. Suffice it to say that 
Chekhov’s intimate friendship with the elder Suvorin in no way carried over 
to his son Alexei, and “Suvorin-fils” simply does not participate in the narra-
tive except as a mute figure. His muteness, in fact, calls to mind the blind boy 
of “Taman” who is hostile to Pechorin and whose hut Pechorin must share. 
Chekhov flees the nauseating closeness of the cabin “in order not to puke on 
[his] clothes” (2: 304), and it is ironic, therefore, in a classically Chekhovian 
way, that his flight from the metaphoric cage that is his cabin leads him 
straight to a real cage, namely, one holding two roebucks, whose hypersensi-
tive wakefulness and alertness signal their parallel state of distress. The fact 
that they are guarded or kept company by another wakeful pair, that is, two 
Turks, provides a little comic relief. The roebucks, the Turks, and Chekhov 
and Suvorin-fils (although not yet mentioned in the letter), that is, the repeti-
tion of male pairs, both animal and human, evokes perhaps a kind of comic 
inversion of Noah’s ark. In place of the male-female pairs being carried to 
safety by (Captain) Noah, we now have all-male pairs traveling on a ship pos-
sessed by a demonic force that is being piloted by a completely unconvincing 
captain. Being helpless in a terrifying, life-threatening situation, on a ship 
that is under the control of a captain who is not in control is, in short, what 
the letter is all about. However, the letter restores control by investing it in 
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the author who is now safely off the ship and thus able to put himself back 
on board, as it were, in a shipboard narrative of his own devising and over 
which he has total control.

In the letter, Chekhov’s eventual arrival at the ship’s bridge or deck-house 
does not, contrary to what he might have hoped, bring him any relief from 
his panic and anxiety, although it does seem to bring him some relief from 
his nausea. The men in charge of the ship, the captain and the helmsman, turn 
out to be a motley crew, to say the least, and not one that inspires confidence 
on any level. The helmsman, for example, exudes an air of ponderous con-
centration as he turns the wheel “as if conducting the Ninth Symphony” (2: 
304), and his face is said to recall that of Pavel Mikhailovich (Lintvarev), the 
elder son of a family of educated, cultured, and politically radical gentry well 
known to Chekhov. It is clear from Chekhov’s letters that it is the Lintvarev 
women, the mother and her three daughters, two of whom were doctors, who 
were the dominant figures in the household (or at least in Chekhov’s mind).4 
Hence the helmsman’s control of the ship is upstaged, as it were, by his 
mother and three sisters. Furthermore, when the ship’s captain is described, 
he emerges as a stock comic figure, “short, chubby [. . .] in yellow boots” 
(ibid.). Moreover, he too resembles a Chekhov acquaintance, namely, Ko-
rnely Pushkarev, another male eclipsed by the females associated with him, 
in this case, by his wife, Anastasiya Putyata Golden and her two sisters Anna 
and Natalya, curiously, another three-sister combination and one that had 
close, even intimate ties with Chekhov and his two brothers Alexander and 
Nikolai.5 Needless to say, these are further details that highlight Chekhov’s 
apprehensiveness about, and yet, with hindsight, bemused appreciation of, the 
men in control of the ship.

Verbal exchanges between captain and crew suggest that the captain is 
anxious about whether the ship is on course, and following a protracted esca-
lation of tension and uncertainty, there is a near-collision with another ship, 
the Tvidi, which looms up in front of them with virtually no warning. In these 
tension-filled moments the “demonic force” is again invoked, and there is a 
combined feeling of present incertitude and anticipated disaster. The motif 
of lights (ogni) is introduced—good lights, bad lights—the former being the 
lights from the lighthouse that are eagerly looked for to help them fix their po-
sition, the latter being the sinister red lights of “the long black body,” namely, 
the ship that looms up directly in front of them and narrowly manages to miss 
them as it glides past, “guiltily blinking its red eyes and guiltily whistling.”6 
Chekhov’s parenthetical remark that for a moment he was under the misap-
prehension that it was he who was responsible for the ship’s near-collision 
is tantalizing in the extreme, and when he then claims that he cannot provide 
any further explanation because “it’d take too long to write about it, [and] I 
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don’t have the energy” (2: 305), our curiosity is only further aroused. It soon 
becomes clear, however, that this unexplained remark is part of the letter’s 
conscious artfulness and, more precisely, its ingenious Lermontov intertext. 
What is additionally curious is that the Dir’s narrow avoidance of collision 
does not seem to provide Chekhov with any sense of gratitude or relief. On 
the contrary, their near collision, coupled with his subsequent conversation 
with the captain regarding recent shipwrecks, combines to make everything 
seem repulsive and threatening to him:

As a result of this conversation the sea, the night, the wind begin to seem repul-
sive, created for the destruction of man, and as I look at the chubby captain, I 
feel pity. . . Something whispers to me that sooner or later this poor fellow will 
also go to the bottom and choke on salt water. . . (Ibid.)

Thus, Chekhov attributes the pity he feels for the captain to the premonition 
he has that the “poor fellow” will sooner or later, as he so curiously puts it, 
“go to the bottom and choke on salt water.” This grim premonition sounds 
nervously like a prescription for impending doom, and it seems odd to have 
it follow on the heels of his earlier parenthetical remark that for a moment 
he was under the misapprehension that it was he who had caused the ship’s 
near-collision. The reference to choking on salt water also evokes the hor-
rific experience of coughing and choking on one’s own blood, namely, 
something that Chekhov, as a tubercular, had already experienced and 
would experience again. Although Chekhov’s own plunge to the bottom 
would not come for another sixteen years, it seems to be foreseen here as 
relentlessly as he foresees the demise of the hapless captain who appears 
only barely in control of his ship.

After this near-collision at sea, Chekhov is seen returning to his cabin, 
where his travel-companion, mentioned now for the first time, is asleep, a fact 
which might suggest that his less sensitive constitution renders him oblivious 
to the torments of the trip. Before finally succumbing to sleep, Chekhov asks 
a many-layered question, “Why am I here?”—which could, of course, convey 
his immediate reservations about the specific trip he has embarked upon, or 
it could also convey a more generalized existential disquietude about life in 
general. Morning does come, however, and the physical and existential de-
spair of the previous night is rendered more harmless and comically benign 
when the roebucks, described as looking “humanly through their cage,” seem 
moved to ask the same question, “Why are we here?” (2: 306). Thus Chekhov 
presents us with one of his classic strategies whereby he employs comic self-
irony to counteract a previous display of serious whether mock or real or both. 
The roebucks, however, have already been seen to mirror Chekhov’s misery 
and discomfort earlier in the letter; therefore, the fact that they now appear as 
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perplexed as he regarding the mysteries of destiny and existence seems fit-
ting somehow. The letter ends on an elevated note: the sun and sky are seen 
and also the peak of Mt. Elbrus rising behind the mountainous shore. The 
landscape-sketch that concludes the letter, an uncharacteristic inclusion for 
Chekhov, is, of course, itself a tribute to Lermontov, who was a talented wa-
tercolorist and whose Caucasian stories are peppered with landscape sketches.7

I assume that it is now becoming obvious that Chekhov’s story-letter to his 
brother Mikhail is also a letter to another Mikhail, namely, Pechorin’s creator, 
who was obviously very much in Chekhov’s mind when he narrated the story 
of his own misadventures in Taman territory. The “demonic force” that seems 
to hold the ship in its grip obviously recalls the dismal and sinister hut in Ta-
man, “the worst little town of all the seacoast towns in Russia,” where Pecho-
rin willy-nilly has to find quarters.8 Pechorin too almost dies at sea when he 
barely escapes being toppled overboard from a rowboat and, like Chekhov, 
he lives to tell the tale. Moreover, Chekhov’s existential “Why?” at the end of 
his letter recalls Pechorin’s own question at the end of his story: “What busi-
ness did fate have to land me into the peaceful midst of honest smugglers?”9 
Pechorin, in other words, had been the unwitting wrecker of the smugglers’ 
operation and in the process had nearly got himself killed. This, in turn, calls 
to mind the mysterious parenthetical allusion in Chekhov’s letter to his mo-
mentary misapprehension that he had unwittingly caused the near-disaster 
at sea. Although, as mentioned earlier, Chekhov chooses not to elaborate on 
this in his letter, the commentary to Chekhov’s letter in the Academy edition 
does, in fact, provide a clarification for this mysterious allusion, but it is not, 
I would suggest, the only explanation possible. Mikhail is quoted as saying 
that, upon his return, Chekhov explained why he had thought he might have 
been responsible for the Dir’s near-collision with the Tvidi (see in 2: 498). It 
seems that when he was trying to make his way up to the deckhouse, he lost 
his balance and grabbed on to something, thereby dislodging it, that turned 
out to be the ship’s telegraph machine. Although this may indeed be exactly 
what happened, what is still intriguing is Chekhov’s intentional omission of 
this from the letter itself. By omitting it and then by suggesting that there is 
an explanation for his mistaken agency but that he chooses not to divulge it 
at this time, he not only creates suspense, he dramatizes his own control over 
the narrative as well.

Needless to say, it should be clear by now that Chekhov’s letter is playing 
not only with Lermontov’s “Taman” but with his “Fatalist” as well, where 
Pechorin presents himself first as a mistaken seer of disaster but then as a 
clairvoyant, one whose premonitions come true. [. . .]

Chekhov’s premonition regarding the captain of the Dir’s ultimate demise, 
like Pechorin’s before him, and his graphic description of death by drown-
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ing—eerily evocative of a tubercular’s death—foresee a future moment when 
there will be no escape from mortality whether it be the captain’s or his own. 
It is, however, at this point that things get really uncanny. The Dir does, in 
fact, go down, some four months later. We presume that this news made more 
of an impression on Chekhov than is suggested by this passing reference to it 
in the letter he wrote on 17 December 1888, informing the elder Suvorin of 
this news (3: 87). However, who was there, other than Chekhov himself, who 
could possibly have appreciated the literary and life ironies implicit in this 
news? Suvorin had not read Chekhov’s letter to his brother Mikhail, and it is 
highly unlikely that Mikhail himself was tuned in to the letter’s elaborate Le-
rmontov intertext and its resultant ironies. Thus, initially at least, the letter’s 
most appreciative reader was none other than its author. Given that the letter 
suggests that Chekhov himself is also the target of its multi-layered irony, 
one can speculate that the subsequent fate of the Dir might have been read 
by Chekhov as yet another example of predestination having the last laugh, 
so to speak. Furthermore, both the Lermontov text and the Lermontov life 
might have provided Chekhov with yet another irony: today the protagonist 
of Lermontov’s tale “The Fatalist,” Vulich, tomorrow the “hero of our time” 
Pechorin, and sooner or later, Lermontov himself, for he died in a duel in 
the Caucasus not long after the conclusion of his novel. Pechorin’s gift for 
premonition appears, moreover, to have been matched by that of Lermontov 
himself who wrote a seemingly prophetic poem a few months before his 
death, “A Dream” (Son), in which he sees himself lying fatally wounded 
after a duel.10 Given his own state of health, and also as an admirer of Le-
rmontov, Chekhov cannot have failed to appreciate Lermontov’s elaborate 
investigations of and preoccupations with questions of fate and mortality and 
all the myriad ironies contained therein when he wrote his letter to his brother 
Mikhail on 28 July 1888.

NOTES

1. Iu. Aikhenval’d, Pis’ma Chekhova (Moscow: Kosmos, 1915), 5.
2. Translations of quotes from the letters are my own. –KO.
3. The biographical literature supports this, for Chekhov often seems to adopt 

either a patronizing or a teasing, playful, ironic tone in regard to Mikhail. Also, it 
is obvious that Chekhov communicated much more fully and openly with his older 
brother Alexander.

4. See my article “Anton Chekhov and D. H. Lawrence: The Art of Letters and the 
Discourse of Mortality,” reprinted in this volume.

5. See Donald Rayfield, Anton Chekhov: A Life (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 
1997), 107.
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6. This reference to the “long black body” that swims past and that evoked a 
narrowly averted disaster at sea calls to mind another long black body, namely, the 
shark that appears at the end of Chekhov’s story “Gusev” when Gusev’s body has 
been thrown overboard after his death at sea. Needless to say, in that story death at 
sea does occur, but tuberculosis, rather than a shipwreck, is the cause.

7. The “to be continued” which follows the text of the letter also recalls A Hero 
of Our Time, for Lermontov’s narrator tells us that Pechorin’s papers included more 
than just the three stories “Taman,” “Princess Mary,” and “The Fatalist.” This, in turn, 
suggests that Pechorin’s story is “to be continued.”

8. Mikhail Lermontov, A Hero of Our Time, trans. Vladimir Nabokov (Ann Ar-
bor, MI: Ardis, 1988), 65.

9. Ibid., 79.
10. Nabokov translates this poem and comments on it in some detail in his “Trans-

lator’s Foreword” to A Hero of Our Time, op. cit., v–vi.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

Mission Impossible
Letters from 1888–1889*

Robin Feuer Miller

Like most readers of Chekhov, I find it impossible to choose a favorite let-
ter of his. Would the favorite letter be found among those about the human 
condition, the human body, the writing of stories, or his dual life as a doctor 
and a writer? Chekhov’s letters occupy a special place on my foundational 
bookshelf—along with three other volumes, the poetry of Yeats and Auden 
and the collected novels of Jane Austen. What these writers have in common 
would be worthwhile to ponder. For now, suffice it to say, they are each 
works for all seasons: honest, humorous, succinct, beautiful, transcendent in 
their seeming simplicity. They resist the powerful lure of ideology to embrace 
freedom, creativity, and the inherent dignity of every human being.

Chekhov famously jotted down in his notebooks (not our subject here) the 
following: “Between the statements ‘God exists’ and ‘There is no God’ lies a 
whole vast field, which a true sage crosses with difficulty. But a Russian usu-
ally knows only one of these two extremes; what lies between them is of no 
interest to him and he usually knows nothing or very little” (S 17: 224; K/H 
12–13). Chekhov’s letters reflect his progress, frequently difficult, across 
the varied terrain of that vast field and his resistance to extremism in all its 
forms. They allow the reader to accompany him on his remarkable ruminative 
journey, as he walks first this way, then that, picking his way across a field 
that “no step had trodden black.”1

For Chekhov’s readers, today’s favorite letter is likely different from that 
of yesterday or tomorrow: beauty, sharp insight, and honesty laced with hu-
manity assume innumerable forms. So for today, and for Chekhov’s moment 
in our particular time, I am torn between dwelling upon a letter which con-

*These letters have been published in English translation in K/H. English quotes from Chekhov’s 
letters are taken from this edition.
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veys his love of nature and his sense of the fragility of its bounty, or one that 
embodies his resistance to all forms of pernicious ideology and inauthentic 
groupthink. Take for example the opening passage from this letter to Suvorin 
of 4 May 1889:

I am writing this, Alexei Sergeyevich, just after getting back from the hunt: I 
was out catching crayfish. The weather is marvelous. Everything is singing, 
blooming and sparkling with beauty. By now the garden is all green, and even 
the oaks are covered with leaves. The trunks of the apple, pear, cherry and plum 
trees have been painted white to protect them from worms. All of these trees 
have white blossoms, making them look strikingly like brides during the wed-
ding ceremony: white dresses, white flowers and so innocent an appearance that 
they seem to be ashamed of being looked at. Myriads of beings are born every 
day. Nightingales, bitterns, cuckoos and other feathered creatures keep up a 
ceaseless din day and night, and the frogs accompany them. Every hour of the 
day and night has its own specialty: during the hour between eight and nine in 
the evening, for instance, the garden is filled with what is literally the roar of 
maybugs. The nights are moonlit, the days bright. (3: 202–03; K/H 139)

Chekhov’s hunt is not for the wolf, the fox, or the hare, but for the crayfish. 
He does not shy away from simple, homely comparisons or frequent repeti-
tions of the same word. Human perception and activity penetrate the natural 
landscape, which does not need to be idealized to be abundantly beautiful.

Or, take as an example this passage from a letter of a year and a day earlier, 
a letter written to Ivan Leontyev (Shcheglov):

How all of you in Petersburg enjoy being stifled! Aren’t you stifled by ex-
pressions like solidarity, the unity of young writers, a community of interest 
and so on? Solidarity and the like I can understand on the stock exchange, in 
politics, in religious affairs (sects), etc., but solidarity among young writers 
is impossible and unnecessary. We can’t all think and feel in the same way. 
We have different goals or no goals at all; we know one another slightly or 
not at all. As a result there’s nothing to which solidarity can firmly attach 
itself. And is it necessary? No. To help a colleague, to respect his person and 
his work, to refrain from gossiping about him and envying him, lying to him 
and acting hypocritical toward him, all this requires that one be not so much a 
young writer as simply a human being. Let us be ordinary people, let us treat 
everybody alike and there won’t be any need for artificially blown-up solidar-
ity. The insistent efforts toward achieving the sort of private, professional, 
cliquish solidarity that you in Petersburg want will inevitably lead to spying, 
suspiciousness and controls [. . .]. (2: 262; K/H 99)

Of course Chekhov formulates these same ideas more laconically and 
eloquently in his famous letter to Alexei Pleshcheev of 4 October 1888 in 
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which he defines his “holy of holies” (3: 11 [Figures 7–8]). But the letter 
to Leontyev expresses these ideas informally, spontaneously, and somehow 
more intimately—as though he is trying them on for size.

I haven’t played fair with our task: to write about a favorite letter of 
Chekhov. G. K. Chesterton supposedly once claimed that were Dickens 
a cloth, it would be possible to purchase him by the yard. Not so with 
Chekhov. As we follow Chekhov’s journey across that uneven field, his 
insights may seem random or even occasionally self-contradictory, because 
he is authentically and meticulously recording his observations. Nikolai 
Mikhailovsky located his distaste for Chekhov in what seemed to him to 
be the irritating randomness of his work: “He himself does not live in his 
works but seems to stroll past life picking out at random now this and now 
that. But just why this and not that? Why that and not something else?”2 Yet 
Virginia Woolf described what she found to be unique and wonderful about 
Chekhov’s stories in almost the same terms:

We are by this time alive to the fact that inconclusive stories are legitimate  
[. . .]. The fragments of which it is composed may have the air of having come to-
gether by chance. Certainly [and here begins the similarity with Mikhailovsky’s 
observation]—it often seems as if Tchehov made up his stories rather in the way 
that a hen picks up grain. Why should she peck here, from side to side, when so 
far as we can see, there is no reason to prefer one grain to another?3

Mikhailovsky disliked and Woolf praised the same quality of seeming 
randomness—for Mikhailovsky Chekhov seemed to stroll past life, and for 
Woolf he meandered, “rather in the way a hen picks up grain.”4 Chekhov, in 
his notebook jottings, had cast his activity in rather more philosophical terms: 
the wandering across a vast field which a true sage can manage to cross only 
with great difficulty. Chekhov’s letters as a whole replicate in words his 
progress—this way and that—across that huge field, and we readers are able 
to follow him.

NOTES

1. Robert Frost, “The Road not Taken,” https://www.poetryfoundation.org/po-
ems/44272/the-road-not-taken.

2. N. K. Mikhailovskii, “Ob ottsakh i detiakh i o g-ne Chekhove,” in A. P. Chek-
hov: Pro at Contra. Tvorchestvo A. P. Chekhova v russkoi mysli kontsa XIX—nachala 
XX v. (1887-1914). Antologiia (St. Petersburg: Izdate’stvo Russkogo Khristianskogo 
gumanitarnogo instituta, 2002), 85.

3. Virginia Woolf, “The Russian Background,” in Books and Portraits, ed. Mary 
Lyon (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1977), 123. This essay first appeared 
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in TLS, 4 August 1919 as a review entitled The Bishop and Other Stories by Anton 
Tchehov, trans. Constance Garnett. For a fuller discussion of Mikhailovsky and 
Woolf on Chekhov see Miller, “A Chekhovian Checklist, or What Is Chekhovian 
about Chekhov?” in Word, Music, History: A Festschrift for Caryl Emerson, eds. 
Lazar Fleishman, Gabriella Safran, Michael Wachtel, Stanford Slavic Studies, vols. 
29–30 (2005): 489–503, v. 30, 491–93.

4. Ibid.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Chekhov’s “Holy of Holies”:  
The Poetics of Corporeity

To Alexander Pleshcheev,  
from Moscow, 4 October 1888*

Svetlana Evdokimova

Chekhov’s much-quoted letter to Alexei N. Pleshcheev of 4 October 1888 
has frequently been considered as his profession de foi. Although separate 
essays could be written on each facet of Chekhov’s “program” outlined in this 
letter, I am offering here a commentary only on Chekhov’s reference to the 
human body as his “holy of holies,” which elucidates one important aspect 
of his poetics—the corporeity of his aesthetic program: “My holy of holies 
is the human body, health, intelligence, talent, inspiration, love and the most 
absolute freedom—freedom from oppression and lies, no matter how the last 
two manifest themselves” (3: 11 [Figures 7–8]).

In his most influential text, Phenomenology of Perception, French philoso-
pher Maurice Merleau-Ponty states: “For if it is true that I am conscious of 
my body through the world and if my body is the unperceived term in the 
center of the world toward which every object turns their face, then it is true 
for the same reason that my body is the pivot of the world.”1 Is it merely a 
coincidence that the Russian writer and the French phenomenologist place the 
human body as a cornerstone of their respective worldviews? I believe not.

In outlining the main constituents of his artistic program, Chekhov places 
the human body at the very outset. Why the body rather than the soul or the 
mind? To be sure, one could easily explain Chekhov’s remark about the body 
as a tribute to his medical profession with its approach to the human body 
as an object of biological study and his respect for positivist science. In his 
interpretation of an anecdote about Chekhov’s allegedly preferring to go to 
a brothel rather than to see the Coliseum on his first day in Rome, Vasily 

*This letter has been published in English translation in K/H, 109–10, B/P, 152–53, and in Anton 
Chekhov and His Times, comp.iled by Andrei Turkkov, trans. Cynthia Carlile (Reminiscences) and 
Sharon McKee (Letters) (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 1995), 261–62. All translations 
from the Russian in this chapter are mine. –SE.
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Rozanov makes precisely this point––as a doctor, Chekhov was drawn to the 
body as the locus of life and death.2 Yet Rozanov touches upon something 
much more important here. He reasons thus, as if from Chekhov’s point of 
view: “What is the Coliseum to me? A dead thing. . . Let me go instead to a 
brothel and see the real, the alive, and the throbbing, and with my hands of a 
doctor touch the ribs of the sick, the fallen, the crippled ones, who are never-
theless better and more beautiful than hundreds of Coliseums all put together 
for the degree of life and reality being present in them. . . you need to see 
the Coliseum in order to extract a few far-fetched little sensations from your 
far-fetched soul, but I am different. . .”3 What Rozanov intuits in Chekhov 
is a belief that life is to be found in perception, perception that is realized 
through bodily functions. Rozanov even juxtaposes, on Chekhov’s behalf, a 
“far-fetched soul” to human “ribs,” which are more real and more alive than 
“far-fetched little sensations.” The cultural world constitutes the second level 
of perceptual experience, whereas Chekhov, in Rozanov’s reading, is drawn 
to the primary experiential level, “the sphere of observation.” However, in 
Rozanov’s account, Chekhov does not simply juxtapose the world of culture 
to the world of “real life”; rather his desire to “touch the ribs” stems from his 
awareness of human body as incarnate subjectivity.

This anecdote and Rozanov’s intuition only confirm the corporeity of 
Chekhov’s aesthetics. The dualistic division of body and soul was alien to 
Chekhov, who seemed to endorse the classical tradition of mens sana in 
corpore sano, a tradition that to some extent was restored only by Edmund 
Husserl and especially Merleau-Ponty, who insisted on the corporeity of 
perception, in opposition to the predominant dualistic ontology of body and 
reason of Descartes.4 Moreover, it is obvious that in this letter Chekhov 
speaks not only and not so much about his moral code, in which psychic 
and bodily health occupies central place; rather, he links his “program” to 
his aesthetic and artistic aspirations. Significantly, he does not refer to the 
ideal of a “healthy body,” but lists body and health as two separate aspects 
of his poetic creed.

The human body and corporeity, and the meaning of subjectivity as the ex-
istential basis of reality, are at the very center of Chekhov’s attention—simi-
lar to the overall modernist tendency in literature and visual arts to present 
the subject through its corporeity. When Chekhov gives literary advice to his 
brother Alexander, he insists on the description of perception rather than on 
a detailed realistic description of nature: “[. . .] you’ll have a moonlit night if 
you write that on the mill dam a piece of glass from a broken bottle glittered 
like a bright little star, and that the black shadow of a dog or a wolf rolled 
past like a ball, etc.” (1: 242). This advice implies the crucial importance of 
the phenomenon of perception, of how our bodily subjectivity structures our 
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experience of the world. Art for Chekhov is not a matter of mimesis but a 
question of the cohesion of the visible and the invisible, of how we see the 
unseen side of things. Chekhov here points to the deep perceptual signifi-
cance of art by focusing not on the description of the moonlit night but on 
the phenomenon of the moonlit night as it finds its expression in our bodily 
perception. Chekhov’s awareness of the epistemological function of the body 
links him to the impressionists and post-impressionists, on the one hand, and 
to the phenomenological method in science, on the other.5

To be sure, Chekhov did not write in a vacuum, and his quest for a new ontol-
ogy of art was shared by some of his contemporaries. Let us recall that Edmund 
Husserl, who identified many similarities between pure phenomenology and 
pure art, was Chekhov’s contemporary. He claimed that a pure artist observes 
the world as a phenomenologist, that is, does not try to discover its meaning and 
significance, to analyze and explain the reality, but intuitively appropriates it, 
creating the aesthetic forms. Reality, he insisted, should not be constructed or 
construed, but described. The real world is the world of phenomena, that is, of 
objects as they are observed by us (the objects of consciousness, or “intentional 
objects”). Chekhov’s ideas about the goals and methods of the writer, which he 
shares with Alexei Suvorin in his letter of 30 May 1888, in connection with his 
story “Lights,” seem to be similar to this “descriptive psychology”: “The art-
ist must be not the judge of his characters and of what they say, but merely an 
impartial witness. I have heard a confused conversation of two Russians about 
pessimism—a conversation that settled noting—and I must convey that conver-
sation as I heard it [. . .]. My task is merely to be talented, that is, to know how to 
distinguish important statements from unimportant ones, to know how to throw 
light on characters and to speak their language.” (2: 280)

Thus, Chekhov insists that as an artist he is interested primarily not in ex-
plaining events, but in describing them, in the way they present themselves 
to human consciousness as phenomena, through bodily experiences, such as 
hearing (“as I heard it”), vision (“to know how to throw light on characters”), 
and speech (“to speak their language”). Chekhov persistently emphasizes in 
his letters not only that ideas and concepts are generated by bodily experi-
ence, but that consciousness and body are inseparable. In his letter to Suvorin 
of 17 October 1889 he insists, once again, on the importance of “descriptive 
psychology” rather than attempts at explaining reality. He writes: “For me, 
as an author, all these opinions in their essence (sushchnost’) have no value. 
The main thing is not in their essence, which is changeable and not new. The 
main thing lies in the nature of these opinions, in their dependence on external 
influences and such. One should consider them as phenomena (veshchi), as 
symptoms, completely objectively, without trying to agree or disagree with 
them” (3: 266). The “nature of opinions” in this context refers to the way 
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“essence” manifests itself in human consciousness through incarnate sub-
jectivity. Speaking about the need to consider opinions as “symptoms,“ as 
“phenomena” (veshchi), Chekhov, in a way, endorses the phenomenological 
approach. Thus, in “A Boring Story,” a story that he discusses in this letter, 
he is interested in the phenomenon of a dying old man’s consciousness, in the 
inseparable connection between the professor’s ideas and his bodily experi-
ence, but not his ideas in themselves. Significantly, the professor’s body is 
described as a “phenomenal body” in its ability to move, see, and to be seen. 
The professor is aware of his body, of his thin legs, and he hears his own 
voice. He even tries to objectivize himself, that is, he appears as a subject and 
object, as a body seen and seeing itself.

Later, the human body’s ability to see itself in the process of seeing and 
to touch itself in the moment of touching attracted the particular attention of 
Merleau-Ponty, in whose philosophy body and consciousness are inseparably 
fused. One could find many examples of this kind of merging of subject and 
object in Chekhov’s work, including a frequently quoted passage from his 
story “Lights”: “Then, when I fell asleep, it seemed to me that what roared was 
not the sea but my thoughts, and that the whole world was only I” (S 7:125).6 
Chekhov’s artistic vision here focuses on the corporeity of consciousness and, 
therefore, destroys the body-mind dualism. His artistic method takes as a point 
of departure the way experience is reflected in consciousness. That is why he 
pays particular attention to the functions of human body in borderline states in 
such stories as “Oysters,” “Kashtanka,” “Sleepy,” “The Steppe,” “The Name-
Day Party,” “Gusev,” “Ward No 6,” “The Black Monk,” “The Student,” 
“Whitebrow,” “The Bishop,” and so on.7

Emphasizing the central role of the body in perception, Merleau-Ponty 
states, “The experience of one’s own body, then, is opposed to the reflec-
tive movement that [. . .] only gives us thought about the body or the body 
as an idea, and not the experience of the body or the body in reality.”8 The 
human body in Chekhov is similar to the body as “the pivot of the world,” as 
“language of real life,” and “body in reality” as conceived by Merleau-Ponty. 
In Chekhov’s work, ideas and “philosophies” are frequently generated by 
particular physiological and sensory perceptions (sound, color, sense of cold 
or hot). The body for him is a field of experience through which we perceive 
ourselves in the world; it is a subject and object of perception.

Chekhov’s emphasis on how the world is reflected in his characters’ con-
sciousness leads him to a particular kind of realism. The “real” in his poetics 
is conveyed through bodily functions, sensory experiences, and gestures, 
for these bodily functions, that is, the characters’ sensory perceptions of 
the world—rather than what they do or say—become main aspects of their 
characterizations. That is why the depiction of the world through the senses—
sound/hearing, smell, color/sight, taste, and touch—plays such an important 
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role in his prose and drama. Chekhov is interested in the subject’s interaction 
with the world through perception that is treated phenomenologically. In his 
famous letter to Hugo von Hofmannsthal, Husserl suggested that what artists 
and philosophers (the phenomenologists) have in common is their attitudes 
as “disinterested spectators,” for they consider the world as phenomena, that 
is, how the events are reflected in human consciousness. This kind of phe-
nomenological approach leads Chekhov to the central role of corporeity in his 
poetics, his “holy of holies.”

NOTES

1. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Donald A. Lan-
des (New York: Routledge, 2012), 84.

2. V. V. Rozanov, “A. P. Chekhov,” Sochineniia (Moscow: Sovetskaia Rossiia, 
1990), 414.

3. Ibid., 415.
4. For a more detailed discussion of Chekhov’s use of the phrase mens sana in 

corpore sano, see my article “Fenomenologiia ‘chelovecheskogo tela’ v poetike 
Chekhova,” in Filosofiia Chekhova, ed. A. S. Sobennikov (Irkutsk: Irkutskii Gosu-
darstvennyi Universitet, 2016), 77–90.

5. I have briefly discussed some affinities between Chekhov’s artistic vision and 
phenomenology, without addressing the problem of the body and corporeity, in my 
essay “Philosophy’s Enemies: Chekhov and Shestov,” in Chekhov Through the Eyes 
of Russian Thinkers: V. Rozanov, D. Merezhkovsky, L. Shestov and S. Bulgakov, Mod-
ern Perspectives, ed. Olga Tabachnikova (London: Anthem Press, 2010), 219–45. 
See also Sergei Kibal’nik’s article “Khudozhestvennaia fenomenologiia Chekhova” 
in his Gaito Gazdanov i ekzistentsial’naia traditsiia v russkoi literature (St. Peters-
burg: Petropolis, 2011), 369–79.

6. Commenting on Petr Dolzhenkov’s observation that in his depiction of the engi-
neer’s perception as “replacement of the world with self,” Sergei Kibal’nik correctly 
observes that Chekhov here “declares the principle of unity of subject and object, 
even their ‘identity’” (“Khudozhestvennaia fenomenologiia Chekhova,” 372).

[AU:  Delete or add callout.] Merleau-Ponty, 205.
7. For example, in “Sleepy,” Varka’s “sleepiness” is presented as a phenomenon 

of exhaustion. Her consciousness reflects the structure of her bodily perception of the 
world, so that the subject and object of consciousness form complete unity. Likewise, 
in “Gusev,” the hero’s consciousness and the structure of his perceptions under the 
influence of illness are manifested in his delirium, which is generated by his bodily 
perceptions of the world around him. For a more extended analysis, see my article 
“Fenomenologiia ‘chelovecheskogo tela’ v poetike Chekhova,” 85–86. –SE. For 
a complementary analysis of this corporeity of consciousness in Chekhov’s letters 
and fiction in the context of contemporary medical science, see Matthew Mangold’s 
chapter in this volume. –Eds.

8. Merleau-Ponty, 205.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

Winged Things
To Alexei Suvorin, from Moscow,  

17 October 1889*
Elizabeth Geballe

In this letter to Alexei Suvorin, Chekhov expresses what had become his 
trademark distaste for literary professionalization and ambition. Accused, 
obliquely, of networking among his friends, Chekhov is physically revolted, 
as if, he remarks to Suvorin, he had drunk “a glass of ink full of flies in-
stead of vodka” (kak budto vmesto vodki ia vypil riumku chernil s mukhami)  
(3: 265; B/P 194). He then goes on to warn Suvorin not to search for any ten-
dency or “polemics” in his new play, The Wood Demon: “If someone offers 
you coffee, don’t go looking for beer in it. If I present you with the ideas of 
the Professor, trust me and don’t look for Chekhov’s ideas in them, thank you 
kindly” (ibid.). But when Chekhov serves up any liquid, or text for that mat-
ter, his readers should check it for insects if not for polemics. This pseudo-
entomology may tempt readers to refer back to Plyushkin’s fly-filled inkwell 
in Dead Souls, but for Chekhov the metaphor—whose first appearance is 
here—is systematically deployed in his correspondence and fiction to raise 
questions of authorship. In both, insects are symptoms of aborted writing that 
ultimately implicate the writer’s body.

When it comes to letter writing in Chekhov’s fiction, letters never get writ-
ten—but you can reasonably expect that there’s a bug nearby to blame. The 
clerk in “An Inquiry” is prepared, pen-and-ink wise, to copy a letter, but a 
fly repeatedly settles on his lower lip. In “Small Fry” a cockroach scurries 
madly around the writing hand of Nevyrazimov, a petty clerk. Though he 
never completes the letter to his future employer, throwing the roach into 
the kerosene lamp provides a certain amount of relief. The least productive 
man of words, though, is Laevsky (from The Duel), who in crisis manages 

*This letter has been published in English translation in B/P 193–96. All translations of Chekhov’s 
letters are from this collection. Translations from the fiction are mine. –EG.
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only to address a letter to his mother before changing tactics and addressing 
himself to the “dear storm” (milaia groza) (S 7: 436). In the story, storms 
become figures for the replenishing of literary imagination (they refill the 
river that is “black as ink” [S 7: 385]), but they also submerge Laevsky’s 
invalid lover—the last of Chekhov’s sacrificed insects: superfluous, unfit 
for narrative, Nadezhda is cast by her author as “а fly that had fallen into an 
inkpot” (S 7: 419). In all these cases, and perhaps even in Chekhov’s letter to 
Suvorin, insects permit cathartic moments for revolted writers: potential plots 
are purged instead of written. The fly in the inkpot—an image that Chekhov 
imitator Katherine Mansfield would later use literally in “The Fly”—is only 
the most obvious metaphor for disrupted writing.1

But it is only in Chekhov’s nonfictional correspondence that insects 
disturb the actual taste for writing, and of writing. Given that Chekhov re-
peatedly likened stories to meals and morsels of food—he “chews” on his 
novellas (3: 18; B/P 156), The Duel is a “salad” (3: 78; B/P 169)—insects 
in them could kill a writer’s appetite for work. In a letter to Lidia Avilova in 
1898, Chekhov admits he has “lost all taste” for his writing: “When I write 
or think about what I ought to write, I feel as nauseated as if a cockroach 
has just been removed from my soup” (7: 244; B/P 391). For Chekhov, to 
put the wrong thing in his own mouth—a fly or cockroach, for example—is 
to consume his own unsavory failures. When his writing is inspired the 
“wings” of his brain may “flap furiously” (so he writes to Suvorin as he 
composes The Duel [3:78; B/P 169]), but winged things found in broth or 
ink are the wee carcasses of failed language.

In many cases, but particularly in the letter to Suvorin, Chekhov’s physical 
aversion to writing is blamed, in the end, on the unnatural appetites of readers 
and critics—those “literary gastronomes” (2: 178; B/P 123). Forever dissatis-
fied with what Chekhov is feeding them, readers scan their coffee for signs of 
beer and Chekhov’s stories for signs of his ideas. “How pleased they would 
all be if I were to slip a little arsenic into your tea” (3: 265; B/P 194), Chekhov 
quips to Suvorin, noting how good his readers are at finding “the worst in 
everything” (ibid.). His argument ultimately goes something like this: it is as 
bad for readers to read into things needlessly as it is for writers to drink out 
of things heedlessly. The ink-covered fly is a cautionary tale for both parties; 
the spoiled shot of vodka serves also as Chekhov’s shot at the reading public.

This particular letter spawned an intertextual conversation that eventually 
turned the fly-in-ink into a figure that negotiated writing and tuberculosis. In 
her journals and letters Katherine Mansfield would compare Chekhov’s flap-
ping wings to her own drowning ones, for her wings were “lungs” and they 
were submerged in blood. Chekhov, though, writing to Suvorin, is unsuspect-
ing of those future layers of richness. Articulating professional fears with an 
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open mouth, Chekhov establishes the foundational, and most unexpected, 
connection between writing and consumption.

NOTE

1. I address these connections in “A Series of Heavens: Consumption and Consum-
mation in Chekhov and Mansfield” (chapter 3 of my dissertation, entitled “Double 
Exposure, or How to Translate a Russian Corpse,” Indiana University, Bloomington, 
November 2017).

18_567-Apollonio.indb   270 8/2/18   1:52 PM



271

Chapter Twenty-Five

A Fragment from the Aggregate:  
Sinai and Sakhalin in  

Chekhov’s Letters to Suvorin
To Alexei Suvorin, 9 March 1890;  

9 December 1890; 17 December 1890*
Robert Louis Jackson

Chekhov’s letters serve up a splendid spiritual self-portrait [. . .]
We read one great aggregate letter addressed to the future.

—Vladimir Lakshin

“You write, for instance, that Sakhalin is of no use or interest to anyone. Is 
that really so?” asked Anton P. Chekhov, on 9 March 1890 in a letter to his 
friend and publisher Alexei Suvorin, who had advised him against making 
a sixty-five-hundred-mile overland journey to the prison-island of Sakhalin, 
Russian territory that lay off the eastern coast of Siberia.

Chekhov for reasons various—personal, academic, moral, and social—de-
cided to visit Sakhalin. In advance of his journey he pored over books and 
materials related to every aspect of the island’s history, ethnic groups, topog-
raphy, economy, social structures, and, above all, its existence as a prison 
camp. As he wrote to Suvorin:

I’ll discover and learn a great deal. I haven’t even left yet, but thanks to the 
books I’ve had to read, I’ve learned about things that everyone should know 
on the pain of forty lashes and that I had the ignorance not to know before [. . 
.]. Sakhalin could be of no use or interest only to a society that doesn’t deport 
thousands of people to it and doesn’t spend millions on it [. . .]. Sakhalin is a 
place of unbearable suffering, the sort of suffering only man, whether free or 
subjugated, is capable of [. . .]. From the books I’ve read and am now reading, 
it is evident that we have let millions of people rot in jails, we have let them rot 
to no purpose, unthinkingly and barbarously. We have driven people through the 

*The 9 March 19890 letter has been published in English translation in K/H 158–62; the 9 Decem-
ber 1890 letter has been published in K/H 173–6 and B/P 252–5. I cite K/H, with occasional changes 
in the translation for purposes of analysis. –RLJ
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cold in chains, across tens of thousands of versts, we have infected them with 
syphilis, debauched them, bred criminals and blamed it all on red-nosed prison 
wardens. Now all educated Europe knows that all of us, not the wardens, are 
to blame, but it’s still none of our business; it’s of no interest to us. The much-
glorified sixties [a period of liberal and socialist fermentation in Russia –RLJ] 
did nothing for the sick and the people in prison and thereby violated the chief 
commandment of Christian civilization. In our time a few things are being 
done for the sick, but nothing at all for the prisoners; prison management holds 
absolutely no interest for our jurists. No, I assure you, Sakhalin is of great use 
and interest, and the only sad part of it all is that I’m the one who’s going and 
not someone more conversant with the problems and capable of arousing public 
interest.(4: 32–3; K/H 159–60)

SINAI

“[. . .] when I think back on it, Sakhalin seems to me like hell itself,” Chek-
hov wrote to Suvorin in a letter of 9 December 1890 shortly after his arrival 
back in Moscow (4: 139; K/H 173 [Figure 12]). His return trip after jour-
neying through Siberia and spending nearly three months on the island was 
by ship. Near the end of this long voyage, his ship passed through the Red 
Sea. “Looking at Sinai, I was moved”1 ([G]liadia na Sinai, ia umilialsia), 
Chekhov remarks (4: 140; K/H 174). Chekhov has nothing further to add to 
his observation about Sinai. Plainly he was moved by biblical Sinai center-
ing on Mt. Sinai—the closest the “People of the Book” had come to God. It 
was here that Yahweh in fiery smoke and earth-shaking thunder descended 
to the top of Sinai and made his Covenant with Israel: here Moses received 
the “Ten Words of God,” or Laws, known as the Ten Commandments; here 
God spoke through Moses to the people he had “brought [. . .] out of the 
house of bondage” (Exod. 20: 2 KJV2). Jesus will later subsume the Ten 
Commandments under the heading of two never-to-be repealed command-
ments: “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God” and “[. . .] like unto it, Thou 
shalt love thy neighbor as thyself. On these two commandments hang all the 
law and the prophets”3 (Mt 22: 37; 39–40 KJV).

SAKHALIN AND SINAI

The central and inseparable experiences of the biblical Hebrews were the 
exodus from Egypt and the revelation at Mt. Sinai. Did Sakhalin and Russia 
come to mind when Chekhov spoke of being moved by Sinai? This prison 
island, unlike Egypt for the ancient Hebrews, was a place from which there 
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was no exodus. Exile in extremis, misery unto sickness and death, was the 
lot of the Russian convict on Sakhalin. Chekhov’s thoughts, as in his letter 
to Suvorin of 9 March 1890 before his trip to Sakhalin, turned to Russia and 
issues of social justice and moral law that Sahkhalin had earlier raised in his 
mind. The pronouncement that immediately follows Chekhov’s solitary com-
ment on Sinai bears witness to a storm within him:

Good is God’s world. Only one thing is not good: we (Khorosh bozhii svet. 
Odno tol’ko ne khorosho: my). How little justice and humility there is in us, and 
how poorly we understand patriotism! A drunken, frazzled, dissolute husband 
may love his wife and children, but what good is his love? The newspapers 
tell us we love our great homeland, but how do we express our love? Instead 
of knowledge we have insolence and arrogance beyond measure, instead of 
work—indolence and swinishness; we have no justice, our conception of honor 
goes no farther than “honor for one’s uniform,” a uniform that usually adorns 
the prisoner’s dock in court. What is needed is work, and the hell with every-
thing else. We must above all be just, and all the rest will be added unto us. I’ve 
a passionate desire to talk with you. I’m seething inside (Dusha u menia kipit). 
You’re the only one I want to talk with because you’re the only one I can talk to. 
The hell with Pleshcheyev, the hell with the actors, too. (4: 139–40; K/H 174)

“Good is God’s world. Only one thing is not good: we.” The first phrase 
echoes Chekhov’s deep response to the morally and spiritually transformative 
moment of Sinai in human history for Jew and Christian: the revelation of 
God to man. The second focuses on an example of indefatigable human fail-
ure in history: Sakhalin and Russia. Moses brought the ten Words of Yahweh 
down from Mt. Sinai to an often “stiff-necked” and stubborn people, ever 
ready to backtrack and sink into idolatry. Indeed, in one of his many descents 
down Sinai, an incensed Moses, encountering revel and idolatry among his 
people, smashes the tablets (Exod. 32: 19). Chekhov’s tone in the above-
quoted passage rises in indignation and exasperation. In his excoriation of 
insolence, indolence, and swinishness, of the idolatry that is the essence of 
nationalistic patriotism and the uniform; in his thrice-repeated call for justice 
(a central theme of the Torah, the prophets, and later of Jesus in the New 
Testament); in his insistence on meaningful love, and “honor” and purpose-
ful work, Chekhov brings the Gospel down to earth. “We must above all be 
just and the rest will be added unto us.” Chekhov’s words echo Luke 12: 31: 
“But rather seek ye the kingdom of God; and all these things shall be added 
unto you” (Naipache ishchite Tsarstviia Bozhiia, i eto vse prilozhitsia vam).4 
Chekhov, however, turns Luke around and gives primacy to justice and, by 
implication, relegates the “Kingdom of God” to “all the rest.” Here there is no 
impiety on Chekhov’s part. Love of one’s neighbor is inseparable from love 
of God. “If a man say, I love God, and hateth his brother, he is a liar: for he 
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that loveth not his brother whom he hath seen, how can he love God whom 
he hath not seen?” (1 John 4: 20).

COMING FULL CIRCLE

In a letter of 17 December 1890, one in which Chekhov mentions materials 
gathered for what will ultimately be his multi-generic work, Sakhalin Island 
(1893), he writes again to Suvorin: “How wrong you were when you advised 
me not to go to Sakhalin! [. . .] I have a world of plans [. . .] Before the trip, 
[Tolstoy’s] The Kreutzer Sonata was an event for me, but now it’s ridiculous 
to me and seems muddled. Either I have matured from the trip or I’ve gone 
mad—the devil only knows” (Ne to ia vozmuzhal ot poezdki, ne to s uma 
soshel—chert menia znaet) (4: 147).5

Chekhov had not grown mad. His Sakhalin observations do not represent 
any basic change from his pre-Sakhalin remarks to Suvorin in his letter of 
9 March 1890. Yet the experience of Sakhalin, indeed his entire journey by 
land to Sakhalin and his return by sea, had not only jolted his social con-
sciousness but given him a sense of maturation and renewal, a strengthening 
and ripening in his being and perspectives, in spite of all physical ailment. 
Sakhalin resonates in a number of stories that follow upon his journey, but 
particularly in “Ward No 6” (1892), a somber and searing work in which a 
resident physician in a mental ward might be adjudged mad in his rational-
ization of evil, while an inmate, though clinically “mad,” gives expression to 
a moral sanity and humanity that calls for reflection. Thus at the end of the 
first chapter of the story, the narrator concludes his introduction of this inmate 
with words that permeate the narrative:

His speech is disordered and feverish, like raving, disconnected and not always 
intelligible, but on the other hand, something extremely fine may be felt in it, both 
in the words and in the voice. When he talks you recognize in him both the lunatic 
and the man. It is difficult to reduce his insane talk on paper. He speaks of the 
baseness of mankind, of violence trampling on justice, of the glorious life that will 
one day dawn on earth, of the window gratings, which remind him every minute 
of the stupidity and cruelty of the oppressors. The result is a disorderly, incoherent 
potpourri of songs that, though old, have yet to be sung to the end.6

NOTES

1. The single word “moved” in our translation inadequately conveys the richness 
of the single Russian verb, umiliat’sia, used by Chekhov. This verb and its cognates 
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carry the sense of being deeply or spiritually touched, moved to feelings of tender-
ness, carried away by a feeling of goodness. Biblical Sinai, one might say, had a 
“softening,” tendering, spiritually stirring impact on Chekhov.

2. Quotations from the Bible are from the King James Version (https://www 
.kingjamesbibleonline.org).

3. These two commandments may be found, for example, in the Torah (in Greek 
translation, Pentateuch), the five books of Moses. The injunction to love one’s neigh-
bor, it should be noted, is repeatedly phrased in the Torah as a lesson of exile, e.g., 
“Love you therefore the stranger [translated also as “foreigners” or “alien” –RLJ] 
for you were strangers in the land of Egypt” (Deut. 10: 19 KJV); “The stranger that 
dwelleth with you shall be unto as one born among you, and thou shalt love him as 
thyself; for ye were strangers in the land of Egypt: I am the LORD your God” (Lev. 
19: 34 KJV). For similar statements in the Torah, see Exod. 22: 21; 23: 9; Lev 19: 10; 
and Deut.10: 19; 23: 7; 24: 17–18; and 27: 19.

4. Russian Synodal translation (1876).
5. Translation is mine. –RLJ
6. “Ward No. 6,” trans. Constance Garnett, with revisions by Cathy Popkin, in 

Anton Chekhov’s Selected Stories, ed. Cathy Popkin, Norton Critical Edition (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2014), 237.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

Why Not Stay Here, So Long  
as It’s Not Boring?

To family, from Siberia, 23–26 June 1890*
Carol Apollonio

Midway on his life’s path, in the dark woods of Siberia, Chekhov ran aground 
in a river and his journey came to a halt. Russia to the left, China to the right. 
Water on both sides, water below. Behind him, literature and medicine; 
ahead, social science: statistics, demographic research. Behind: a known past 
with all its personal and professional complications; ahead: a future full of 
uncertainty, danger, freedom, and promise. There are as many explanations 
for Chekhov’s journey to Sakhalin Island as there are people trying to explain 
it. Was it flight (from critics, women, boredom, stress, family) or quest (for 
science, public service, justice, new impressions)?1 Chekhov’s letters from 
Siberia leave a kind of breadcrumb path; they track his journey but do not 
explain it, and many pieces are missing. The results, too, are elusive. The 
trip did not bring Chekhov much in the way of new story plots; his study and 
census of convicts, Sakhalin Island, did not lead to an academic position; his 
relationships with women remained as complicated upon his return as they 
had been before he left, and he remained, as before, the chief breadwinner and 
head of his family. If the journey was katabatic in nature, it did not bring on 
any detectable spiritual epiphany.2 There is a kind of emptiness, or mystery, 
or stasis, or respite, or rest, or languor at its center, despite all the striving.

The very nature of the journey to Sakhalin has tended to color it in dark 
hues. To a man in poor health, the atrocious quality of the road, the food, 
and the accommodations; the extremes of the climate; the delays; the dangers 
of travel—all pose a very real threat to life and limb. Chekhov’s destination 
is a prison colony, with all the inevitable Russian nuances of injustice, op-

*This letter has been published in English translation in B/P (238–42) and in Anton Chekhov, A 
Journey to the End of the Russian Empire, trans. Rosamund Bartlett, Anthony Phillips, Luba Terpak, 
and Michael Terpak (London: Penguin, 2007), 23–29. Unless otherwise noted, all translations from 
this letter are taken from B/P. 
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pression, and crime and punishment. Indeed, the most probing treatments of 
the journey emphasize this tonality: a Dantean descent into hell (Finke); an 
existential crisis fraught with the imagery of death (Lapushin); an exposure 
of injustice (Jackson); in the writer’s own words, a “place of unbearable suf-
fering” (4: 32–33; K/H 159).

But all is not darkness. Chekhov’s letters from Siberia contain the full 
range of life experience, the comforts and amusements as well as the gloom. 
On his journey Chekhov the artist is at work, observing and writing his im-
pressions. The ripples move out and emerge as stories later—“The Black 
Monk” (the darkness unto death), “Ward No. 6” (the imprisonment of the 
soul), “Peasants” (hellfire and Apocalypse), and all the rest of them. For now, 
though, the art is in the letters, incubating. From aboard the steamer Ermak 
Chekhov offers the full epistolary bouquet: instructions about money (“[. . .] 
send 100 rubles” [4: 124; B/P 239]); medical advice (“[. . .] suggest to Father 
that he take some potassium bromide” [4: 124; B/P 240]); practical requests 
(“[. . .] send my winter coat to the New Times bookshop in Odessa” [4: 124; 
B/P 239]); a rare politically nuanced observation (“Out here [. . .] there’s no 
one to arrest you and nowhere to exile people to, so you can be as liberal as 
you please”); colorful descriptions of the local way of life (“To harness the 
trace-horse you first have to hobble its legs” [4: 126; B/P 241]); reactions to 
the spectacular natural environment (“a million magnificent landscapes” [4: 
125; B/P 240]); a reference to doctoring (he treats a gold prospector’s sick 
wife); cultural observations of dubious taste (the Chinese are like “gentle, 
tame animals” [4: 124; B/P 239]); humorous nuggets for family and friends 
(“one cliff that would cause Kundasova to expire in ecstasy” [4: 125; B/P 
240]). Even though nothing seems to be happening—Chekhov is not getting 
any closer to Sakhalin—the letter tells a story in its own right, utilizing the 
Chekhovian travel frame. It begins by noting the precise geographical loca-
tion: “at Ust-Strelka, where the Shilka flows into the Argunya (look at the 
map)” (4: 123; B/P 238); it recounts the series of events leading to this pre-
dicament, complete with colorful details; it offers a rich array of description 
and observation, and then culminates, before the affectionate closing, with 
an update on the progress of his journey (“We are getting near Blagovesh-
chensk” [4: 126; B/P 242]).

Belowdecks on the stranded Ermak, the sailors toil to plug the leaks and 
pump out the water. The passengers, among them the writer Anton Chekhov, 
stroll the deck, talk, and contemplate the landscape; lunch is served, and then 
dinner. Time passes. The artist observes and thinks. Meanwhile another steam-
boat comes from the other direction, and the two vessels get jammed together 
in the river, halfway—speaking heuristically—between Irkutsk and Sakhalin. 
To an outsider who thinks in extremes, this is truly the middle of nowhere.
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Zoom in, though, and the place teems with activity:

There was a military band on board the Herald, and the result was an excellent 
party; all day yesterday we had music on deck which entertained the captain and 
the sailors and no doubt delayed the repairs to the ship. The female passengers—
particularly the college girls—were having a ball: music, officers, sailors . . . ah! 
Yesterday evening we went into the village, where we listened to more of the 
same music, which the Cossacks had paid for. Today the repairs are continuing. 
The captain is promising that we shall be off again after dinner, but his promises 
are made so languidly, his eyes wandering somewhere off to the side, that he’s 
obviously lying. We are not in any rush. When I asked one of the passengers 
when we were likely to be on our way at last, he asked, ‘Aren’t you enjoying 
being here?’ And he’s right, of course. Why shouldn’t we stay here, so long as 
it’s not boring? (4: 123–34; B/P 238–39; my emphasis)

Chekhov’s letter to his family from the last week in June 1890 comes 
halfway through his letter-writing career, which, based on the breadcrumbs 
remaining in the corpus, begins with a hybrid Russian-Latin postscript, “I 
wish you all the best” (желаю tibi optimum et maximum) added at the end of 
a letter from his brother Nikolai to their brother Alexander in July 1875 (1: 
13), and ends with two letters sent from Badenweiler a week before his death, 
28 June 1904.3 Even in our book, this “favorite letter” is number eight in our 
list of sixteen; let this moment of teeming stasis on the ship of life, then, be 
the exact center of Chekhov’s epistolary corpus.

Chekhov’s whole life took him to the middle, the vast field between “God 
exists” and “There is no God” (S 17: 33–34), the “unclaimed wasteland un-
fit for human habitation,” as Cathy Popkin puts it, which “simultaneously 
demands and defies exploration.”4 He avoided the extremes characteristic 
of his most famous predecessors and contemporaries—Tolstoy’s asceticism 
and focus on death, Dostoevsky’s frenzy and apocalyptic preoccupations. 
Chekhov seeks out the emptiness and finds his stories there. He depicts the 
ordinary flow of life, a calm surface under which the crises pass almost un-
noticed; his values are prosaic.5 Here in the middle, he offers the full range 
of human experience, devoid of screaming and waving of hands in the air. 
Every time we read something from Chekhov—a story, a play, a letter—we 
take a moment from our strivings, not to solve a problem, not to learn “who 
is to blame” or “what is to be done,” but simply to abide in good company, 
to stave off the boredom, to appreciate the elemental flow of life. Why do 
we assume that the meaning of life is something we need to strive to find 
elsewhere? Why must we assume a lurking threat in the void? Here, if we 
quiet the noise of our ambitions and strivings and quell our eagerness to get 
somewhere else, we might find that, however it looks from a distance, “it’s 
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not boring.” Isn’t this why we read Chekhov? Why not stay in this place for 
awhile and let it do its magic?

NOTES

1. See the chapters in this volume by Galina Rylkova (family), Robert Louis Jack-
son (justice), and Radislav Lapushin (existential journey).

2. For the katabatic journey, see Michael Finke, “The Hero’s Descent to the Un-
derworld in Chekhov,” Russian Review 53 (January 1994): 67–80.

3. See Radislav Lapushin’s discussion of these letters in this volume.
4. Cathy Popkin, “The Spaces Between the Places: Chekhov’s ‘Without a Title’ 

and the Art of Being (Out) There,” Chekhov for the 21st Century, ed. Carol Apollonio 
and Angela Brintlinger (Bloomington, IN: Slavica, 2012), 143.

5. See Gary Saul Morson, “Prosaic Chekhov: Metadrama, the Intelligentsia, and 
Uncle Vanya,” TriQuarterly (Winter 1990/91): 118–59.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

A Prescription to Keep Love at Bay
To Lika Mizinova, from Bogimovo, 20 June 1891

Serge Gregory

Anton Chekhov and Lidia (Lika) Mizinova began corresponding in the winter 
of 1891. By then, they had known each other for more than two years. Lika 
had taught at the same girls’ gymnasium as Chekhov’s sister Maria, who, 
much to the delight of her brothers, introduced the attractive young woman 
to the Chekhov household. Anton quickly became very fond of Lika. They 
spent a great deal of time together prior to his departure for Sakhalin in April 
1890. But for Chekhov, the journey to Siberia, aside from being a mission in 
pursuit of social justice, also served a useful purpose in cooling off an affair 
that by then was beginning to make him uncomfortable. As they parted, he 
gave her a photograph of himself with a characteristically witty and emotion-
ally ambiguous inscription:

To the kindest creature on earth, from whom I’m running away to Sakhalin and 
who has scratched my nose. I ask your suitors and admirers to wear a thimble 
on their nose.

P.S. This inscription, like an exchange of visiting cards, does not commit me to 
anything (12: 159).1

After Chekhov’s return, he and Lika resumed their relationship, and began 
a ten-year correspondence, in which he used humor as a defense against in-
timacy by deflecting and ultimately rejecting her love for him. Lika was not 
the type of woman he could marry—too mercurial, too flighty in her various 
creative pursuits, and too much of a drinker and smoker to suit his prim tastes. 
He had no qualms about letting her take up with his married friend Ignaty 
Potapenko, by whom she became pregnant and who abandoned her as soon 
as their child was born.
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Lika spent most of the summer of 1891 at her grandmother’s estate, Pok-
rovskoe. The painter Isaac Levitan and his mistress Sophia Petrovna Kuvshin-
nikova had settled into a dacha nearby. All summer Chekhov tried, without 
success, to convince Lika and Levitan to visit him at Evgeny Kolosovsky’s 
estate, Bogimovo, which was far to the south. On 10 June, Lika wrote to 
Chekhov complaining about having a constant cough accompanied by a “wet 
wheezing” sound whenever she tried to talk. She wasn’t allowed to swim and 
was told she couldn’t go outside after sunset. Chekhov replied on 12 June that 
these restrictions were nonsense: “My whole insides are filled with wet and 
dry wheezing sounds. I swim and walk and I’m still alive” (4: 241).

Lika responded on 17 June:

First of all, although you are the “famous Chekhov,” you still write nonsense 
and as a doctor you don’t understand anything. All I have to do is breathe in a 
little moisture to cough so much that I can’t sleep at night, and in the morning 
I’m completely unable to speak, and as far as bathing, there’s nothing to say be-
cause I haven’t tried it. You’re an idiot. (Qtd. in editors’ commentary 4: 480–81)

Having been called an “idiot,” Chekhov decided in his letter of 20 June—
the one that is our focus—to take his medical advice to Lika to the point of 
absurdity:

If you are seriously ill, you must then seriously take care of yourself. Have 
you quit smoking? You must neither smoke nor drink. Not tobacco, not wine, 
not beer, not even kvass—nothing! Be careful to avoid cold, damp air. Always 
keep your chest warm, wearing an overcoat at least as thick as a blanket. Eat 
as much as possible. The best thing is to eat more cream. In the morning, at 
lunch, at evening tea and for dinner—cream and more cream. Don’t drink in 
gulps but in little sips—this is both healthy and graceful. Choose grilled meat 
over boiled meat, dry bread over soft bread. Oatmeal, semolina, kissel—all 
these are good. Before eating, take something bitter—Hoffmann’s elixir (Elixir 
visceralis Hofmani)2 or 15 drops of tincture of cinchona.3 If your stomach is 
fine and you can’t bathe, take calcium bromide and arsenic to strengthen your 
female nerves. Put your bed in the middle of the room. During your walks, 
choose the higher spots over the lower ones. Talk less, and when conversing 
with your grandmother or Levitan, don’t shout. And when writing your good 
friends, don’t call them idiots. (4: 242–43)

When dispensing advice or merely providing commentary, Chekhov was 
fond of enumeration. In a famous letter to his brother Nikolai in March 1886, 
Chekhov listed eight attributes of civilized people lacking in his dissolute 
brother [Figures 3–5]. Writing to his brother Ivan on 10 May 1888, he listed 
ten points (mostly related to fishing) about his stay with the Lintvaryovs in 
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Sumy. As a doctor, Chekhov was accustomed to providing lists of instruc-
tions for his patients to follow, and, as is evident in his letter to Lika, he 
was capable of turning this habit of list making into self-parody. Lika was 
mistaken in hoping that describing her ailments would elicit a measure of 
sympathy. Instead, Chekhov offered instructions that mixed home remedies 
with a dose of intentional fatuousness. He treated her symptoms just as lightly 
as his own incipient signs of tuberculosis.

Chekhov enjoyed corresponding with Lika because she often replied in 
kind to his comic posturing. She wrote to him from time to time of absurd 
fictitious lovers, whom he would curse with mock jealousy. If, for a while, 
she felt this playfulness was a way to gradually penetrate his inscrutable 
heart, eventually the never-ending game exhausted her. He wrote to her on 28 
June 1892 with comic intent and a measure of cruelty: “I hasten to reassure 
you that in my eyes your letters have the significance not of documents but 
of mere fragrant flowers” (5: 86).

By 1897, Lika complained to Chekhov bitterly: “It’s true, from your per-
spective, as I understand it, we have nothing more than a humorous, comical 
relationship. If you only knew how tired I am, at times, of the joking.”4

NOTES

1. All translations mine. –SG
2. Friedrich Hoffmann (1660–1742). His elixirs were blends of natural herbs, 

spices, and alcohol.
3. Cinchona bark was powdered for medicinal uses.
4. Perepiska A. P. Chekhova: 3 vols., v. 2 (Moscow: Nasledie, 2004), 333.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

Sympathy for the Devil
To Alexei Suvorin from Melikhovo, 8 April 1892*

Cathy Popkin

Dear Anton Pavlovich,
When my daughters were young, and the younger one a child still, the elder 

(by seven years) suffered from a crippling fear of spiders—small or large, 
slender and long-legged, or squat and thick, a spider was a spider and the fear 
it inspired was overwhelming.

One evening, near bedtime, the girls were alone in their room when an 
unsuspecting spider appeared on the floor. The elder screamed in unmiti-
gated horror and, still shrieking, clambered up onto the highest surface she 
could reach. She screamed in terror, in desperation, without letup. The 
younger said the usual things to reassure her, all, as you might expect, to no 
avail. The elder flinched, trembled, hid her face and begged her sister to kill 
the source of that monstrous fear. The younger, a great friend of creatures 
of all kinds, couldn’t contemplate the act she was being asked to perform. 
The elder kept screaming, “Kill it!!” “Kill it!!!” She called the younger by 
name, she implored her repeatedly to kill it, kill it. She wept, she begged 
her sister to help her, to save her; the younger was paralyzed, desperate 
to relieve the pain of the sister she loved with all her heart but unable to 
bring herself to take the life of the small being. “I can’t,” she kept crying, 
explaining, sobbing, “I can’t.” This went on for what must have seemed like 
an eternity to both anguished children, each gripped by a horror incompre-
hensible to the other. Eventually, the younger steeled herself, reached for 
a shoe, closed her eyes tightly, and crushed the hapless spider. When we 
arrived some time later, the elder was calm but exhausted (and still on top 
of the dresser); the younger was crouching on the floor, sobbing for all she 
was worth over what she’d done. She wept uncontrollably, insensible to all 

*This letter has been published in English translation in B/P (305–06).
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efforts to console her and incapable of relenting herself. No one could bear 
to pick up the shoe. She sobbed off and on for days. That’s probably the 
closest I’ve ever gotten to feeling someone else’s pain.

All this to say that I don’t really know what you were feeling when Levi-
tan implored you repeatedly to kill the beautiful woodcock he’d managed to 
wound, and you kept saying, “I can’t,” and when he begged you to use the 
butt of your rifle to crush its skull—presumably to put it out of its misery—
and you could not do it. Nor can I possibly imagine what it was like when in 
the end you felt you “had to” and ultimately did what Levitan had asked. God 
knows I certainly can’t imagine the surprise and fear and pain experienced by 
that beautiful wounded creature into whose eyes you gazed and who gazed 
back uncomprehendingly, or the horror that accompanied its violent death. I 
do try to imagine myself in the place of a corncrake, as you’ve urged, but can 
I possibly feel what it’s like to migrate great distances on foot in the icy cold? 
Sometimes I suspect that Radik Lapushin can, since he writes so beautifully 
about your writing so beautifully about corncrakes; he also writes beautiful 
poetry about living and loving and wondering together with the four-legged 
creature who shares life with him.

I would certainly be lying if I claimed to have experienced anything like 
true empathy for that spider, who would not have been able to gaze into my 
eyes even if I’d arrived in time. What would I have done in my younger 
daughter’s place? As an adult in that situation I know I’d have found a way 
to put the thing outside. But I will admit that I’ve sent insects down the drain 
before toward a no less certain and probably less instantaneous death. Is it 
the mutilation of an actual body that fills me with horror and would have 
rendered me incapable of lowering the shoe? Or my own bodily memory of 
crickets I stepped on with bare feet when I was a (nearsighted) child myself 
and it was dark downstairs and the awful juicy crackling creatures preferred 
to lurk on the dark linoleum rather than on the light beige squares that would 
have provided more contrast? No doubt squeamishness outweighed empathy 
when they squished up between my toes. But it wasn’t mere squeamishness 
that made me run away when sadistic neighborhood fathers poured salt on 
the disgustingly slimy slugs on the sidewalk for the thrill of watching them 
shrivel and die horribly. God only knows what that was like for them.

What can we feel other than ourselves? You were writing “Ward No. 6” at 
the time of Levitan’s ill-fated visit (or trying to, anyway, whenever the parade 
of houseguests subsided for a day or two). Maybe you tried to put yourself 
in the place of that woodcock. Your letter makes me cry. Is it only because 
it reminds me of my little girl, coerced into killing at such a tender age? I 
tend to write about how things work in your “texts” (always “texts”), but I’ve 
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never told you how reading what you write makes me feel—I wonder if it’s 
anything like the feelings you imagined.

A child of indeterminate age lives upstairs. He and his dour, unapproach-
able mother moved in fairly recently, but we’ve yet to see the mythical kid, 
who we’re certain is a boy. He runs for hours on end, back and forth, back 
and forth. We call him Devil and make up stories about his training for a 
marathon. A triathlon. The Olympics. And sometimes we wonder what his 
life must be like to be reduced to running back and forth, back and forth, back 
and forth. We feel for him. Kind of.

When I first had a child a river in China was in the news; it had overflowed 
its banks and swept away scores of people. I shuddered with physical dread 
every time I thought of innocent babies being torn from mothers’ arms and 
drowned in the current. This was obviously triggered by my newfound sense 
of a newborn’s vulnerability; above all, though, it was those babies’ utter lack 
of comprehension of what was happening to them that so took me apart. It’s 
why nothing is harder to contemplate than an animal in pain—or even one 
that can’t understand why its best friend and owner left it behind one day and 
never returned.

Once, when my extended family had gathered for Thanksgiving, my sister, 
who knows how much I love animals, thought I’d enjoy Hachi, a movie in 
which Richard Gere dies unexpectedly at work one day, and his loyal, beauti-
ful, loving dog (an Akita) waits in vain at the commuter rail station for him to 
come home from work as usual. (We’ve been prepared by the joyful reunion 
of the two reenacted at the station at the end of every workday to understand 
Hachi’s perplexity and disappointment when the expected fails to occur.) 
Hachi is patient. Hachi keeps waiting, but Richard never reappears. Hachi 
waits at that train station in Woonsocket for the rest of his uncomprehending 
life. At the end of the movie, we watch an old, bedraggled Hachi take his final 
labored breath, still waiting in his usual spot.

It was heartbreaking, unspeakably so, and tears poured down my face—
predictably, I guess. Until suddenly on the screen, Hachi, who was slowly 
being covered in snow, magically morphed into a bronze figure—the statue 
commemorating the actual Hachi, who had experienced in reality (in Japan) 
what we had just watched as a tear-jerking fiction. The real-life Hachi had 
died waiting at a rail station in Tokyo, having returned there at the end of 
every day since the death of his owner some ten years earlier. Snow was ac-
cumulating on the bronze statue as well. At the realization that this had actu-
ally happened to that poor, uncomprehending creature, my tears gave way to 
uncontrollable sobbing that lasted for hours and then resumed in unguarded 
moments. It wasn’t the death of Hachi that was intolerable to contemplate, 
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but rather the life of Hachi, waiting, endlessly waiting, for his Richard Gere, 
who let him down every evening for over a decade. Both my daughters were 
there, and they tease me to this day, but mostly they protect me from such 
knowledge. I know perfectly well that animals are suffering everywhere and 
at all times, but I have to keep that fact at bay if I’m to go on.

Still, it’s for the visceral experience of a life I do not lead that I read. So 
even though I know that I can’t crawl inside the skin of another human being 
any more than I can share the experience and sensations of a nonhuman co-
habitant of the earth, I am grateful to the likes of you, Anton Pavlovich, who 
recognize that insurmountable divide and think about it deeply, and give us 
pathways strewn with flowers, stars, and sunbeams, along which to imagine 
an approach. Thank you especially for “On Easter Eve.” And for “Gusev.” 
And for finishing “Ward No. 6.”

Yours,
Cathy Popkin

PS: I don’t know Giliarovsky, but he sounds unpleasant. Why invite someone 
who scares your dogs, ruins your horses, and profanes your trees? And God 
save us all from visitors who never stop talking!
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

Doctor Chekhov Comes  
to Terms with Tolstoy

To Alexei Suvorin, from Melikhovo,  
1 August 1892*
Caryl Emerson

What fascinates me in Chekhov’s correspondence are those features that dis-
tinguish his letters from those of the other two great epistolary masters of the 
Russian nineteenth century, Alexander Pushkin and Leo Tolstoy. The letters 
of Pushkin—from the far other end of the century, when literature was still 
produced and circulated in aristocratic salons—testify to the distance trav-
eled by the Russian writerly community between the 1820s and 1880s (con-
trast Pushkin’s thoroughly bilingual practice and Gallic wordplay with the 
wonderful letters Chekhov writes from Nice in November 1897 to his sister 
Masha on his efforts, as an adult, to learn French). The Tolstoy connection is 
contemporaneous with Chekhov, more easily comparable, and the personal 
relationship massively well documented. My favorite letter, however, is not 
among the famous ones in which Chekhov announces the end of Tolstoy’s 
hold over him: his February 1890 letter to Alexei Pleshcheev complaining 
that the author of The Kreutzer Sonata, “out of sheer stubbornness,” had not 
bothered to read “two or three pamphlets written by specialists” before pon-
tificating on female sexuality (4: 18); and his letter to Alexei Suvorin at the 
end of March 1894, confessing that Tolstoyan morality had ceased to touch 
him deeply despite Tolstoy’s “immense common sense” in expression, an 
effect amounting almost to hypnosis (5: 283). My letter of choice comes in 
between these two, from the summer of 1892, when Chekhov is working as 
a cholera doctor for a region covering “25 villages, 4 factories and 1 monas-
tery” (5: 100).1 The letter (addressed to his close friend Suvorin, then travel-
ing in Europe) touches on Tolstoyan themes only obliquely. These themes are 
four: the role of doctoring, the reality of the peasant, the relationship of writ-
ing fiction to the doing of good but unpleasant deeds, and the proper perspec-

*This letter has been published in English translation in K/H, 236–38.
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tive for a writer engaged in those good deeds. Each elucidates a Chekhovian 
versus a Tolstoyan worldview in its own way.

Doctoring is the most obvious theme. Tolstoy detested doctors and con-
sidered most of them frauds, hired to screen us from the moral lessons that 
bodily illness could teach us. Chekhov was a practicing medical man. For 
him, illness (and especially an epidemic) was not a matter of morals, but of 
physiology and hygiene. He had complained to Suvorin a year earlier (on 
8 September 1891) about Tolstoy despotically and ignorantly “cursing out 
doctors and calling them scoundrels [. . .] So to hell with the philosophy of 
the great men of this world!” (4: 270). In 1892, Chekhov is gentler: at the 
Nizhny Novgord fair, miracles of medical generosity and cooperation among 
social classes were occurring “which would force even Tolstoy to have some 
respect for medicine and for the involvement of the educated classes in every-
day life” (5: 100). The previous year, Tolstoy and his family had staffed food 
stations during the disastrous famine in Ukraine. Both writers, therefore, had 
recent hands-on experience with large-scale rural catastrophe. But they drew 
very different conclusions from these crises. Tolstoy followed through with 
screeds on the famine that blamed food shortages not on the draught but on 
the fact that we, the noble class, eat too much. And Chekhov?

Enter our second theme. “The peasants are coarse, dirty and suspicious; 
but the thought that our efforts won’t be in vain makes all that almost un-
noticeable” (ibid.). Note the key thing: that Chekhov does not deny, idealize, 
or try to change the other party—in this case the untrusting peasant—by his 
own words or acts, however noble or beneficial. That would be the way of 
the post-conversion Tolstoy. Chekhov is satisfied if he can change his own 
attitude. Positive medical results, however modest, will enable him “not to 
notice” the unfortunate, but authentic, condition of the persons he serves. As 
regards peasants and illness, Tolstoy (early and late) preferred parables to 
realities: the peasant Khvyodor in “Three Deaths,” Gerasim in “The Death of 
Ivan Ilyich,” the timid and saintly Alyosha Gorshok, any of the peasant sol-
diers dying at Sevastopol. The lesson was always the same: the lower classes 
suffer and die well, the upper classes must be shamed or shocked into it.

The third theme, creative words versus philanthropic deeds, plagues all so-
cially engaged writers. “There’s no time to write,” the harassed Chekhov la-
ments. “I’ve long ago abandoned literature. [. . .] Of all the Serpukhov district 
doctors I am the most pathetic [. . .], I have no money, I am easily exhausted, 
and most importantly I cannot forget that I need to write; how I’d like to spit 
on the cholera and sit down and write” (5: 100–101). Such a dilemma was 
unknown, of course, to the well-staffed Tolstoy in the 1890s, who always had 
time to write and who was writing as much as ever—although not exclusively 
fiction. And when asked how to best serve the people, he counseled others not 
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to become writers. Here we confront our fourth and final theme: the proper 
perspective for a writer during crisis times.

Alexei Suvorin, late Imperial Russia’s most influential publisher, was, 
like Chekhov, a self-made man of peasant stock. His politics were of 
the most conservative sort. When Chekhov remarks disapprovingly that 
Russia’s “socialists” might be exploiting the cholera for revolutionary 
purposes, he is playing to the convictions of his addressee. But Chekhov 
is as contemptuous as Tolstoy would be at such manipulation of present-
day woes for radical political propaganda. The more delicate difference 
between the two writers comes into focus earlier, in a sentence near the 
beginning of the letter. Chekhov admits that he is alone, lonely, and finds 
“everything to do with the cholera alien to his soul” (5: 100). But then he 
continues: “I’m weary and bored, but in the cholera, if you take a bird’s-eye 
view of it, there’s much that’s interesting” (ibid.). Key here is the bird’s-eye 
view (ptichii polet), the world as it looks to “the bird that flies over it.” It is 
the eye outside the body and up high, positioned to gaze down neutrally on 
a pluralistic landscape where the writer, in all his boredom, exhaustion, and 
loneliness, is only one of many factors of consciousnesses on the horizon. 
Such modesty is characteristically Chekhovian.

The late Tolstoy does not do the bird’s-eye view. Or rather, the high, free-
roving eye remains his own, not the bird’s. This mono-visual Tolstoyan eye 
was wonderfully depicted by Vasily Rozanov in 1908, Tolstoy’s eightieth 
birthday, in a jubilee tribute published on 28 August in Suvorin’s newspaper 
New Time. “Tolstoy’s unsleeping and broad eye, embracing a huge pan-
orama, reveals its intelligence largely in the fact that it flings off everything 
unimportant, everything unnecessary, everything uninteresting to him, to 
Tolstoy, this is all done in a moment, as if by magic,” Rozanov writes.2 By 
means of that eye, Tolstoy then “drills down to the very bottom,” into the 
“very soul” of the objects left on the ground, even becoming hypnotized by 
those objects. Rozanov’s imagery uncannily recalls here Chekhov’s letter to 
Suvorin some years earlier, on 27 March 1894. As we noted above, Chekhov 
admits in that letter to having been in aesthetic thrall to Tolstoy, to his genius 
for seeing and describing with a “common sense” so immense that it casts a 
hypnotic trance over the reader. In that trance, the reader bonds to Tolstoy. 
It would take genius of Chekhov’s caliber to create the parallel literary uni-
verse: a world where the authorial eye provided a bird’s-eye view that did 
not fling off everything that the author found uninteresting or did not love. 
Chekhov did not love the cholera, nor did he love the peasants in danger of 
being afflicted with it. But he continued to labor in their service, and (not 
from his own perspective but from the perspective of a flying bird) he found 
in the cholera “much that was interesting.”

18_567-Apollonio.indb   289 8/2/18   1:52 PM



290 Caryl Emerson

NOTES

1. All translations mine. –CE
2. V. V. Rozanov, “L. N. Tolstoi,” Novoe vremia, 28 August 1908. Emphasis Ro-

sanov’s. http://dugward.ru/library/rozanov/rozanov_l_n_tolstoy.html.

18_567-Apollonio.indb   290 8/2/18   1:52 PM



291

Chapter Thirty

In the Hospital
To Rimma Vashchuk, from Moscow,  

27 March 1897*
Rosamund Bartlett

The long Russian winter is at last nearing its end, and Chekhov has come 
up to Moscow on a Friday train from snowbound Melikhovo. The following 
evening he is due to meet up with his Petersburg friend Alexei Suvorin for 
dinner. As usual, he checks in to room no. 5 at the Great Moscow Hotel, next 
to Red Square, and amongst the letters he collects at reception is one that has 
been awaiting him a long while (he has not been in Moscow for well over a 
month). It is from an eighteen-year-old schoolgirl called Rimma Vashchuk 
who has literary aspirations, and has written and discarded eight drafts before 
finally putting her letter in the post.1 She explains that she has been writing 
for years, but is now desperate, since no one can tell her whether she has any 
“spark of talent” and should continue or not.2 Her letter contains a polite re-
quest that Chekhov grant her permission to send him some of her fiction with 
a view to her receiving some “friendly advice” by return. She loves his work, 
she says, has gained the impression from it that he is kind, and hopes he will 
let her know his frank opinion. Chekhov replies courteously the next day, in-
forming his correspondent (whose age he can at this point only guess at) that 
he will be glad to be of service, and will be in Moscow until the following 
Saturday. He is planning to spend the week going over the proofs of his story 
“Peasants,” before going on to St. Petersburg to meet Osip Braz, the young 
artist whom Pavel Tretyakov has commissioned to paint his portrait.3 In the 
event, Chekhov’s stay in Moscow is considerably longer: over dinner that 
evening with Suvorin he suffers the lung hemorrhage that forces him finally 
to confront his mortality. Four days later he jokes that he has been “arrested” 
by doctors and imprisoned in Dr. Ostroumov’s clinic, where he spends two 
weeks under observation.

Remarkably, in between the many necessary and awkward notes Chekhov 
dispatches to friends, family, and acquaintances during these days, in which 
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he is obliged to inform them about his condition, he finds the time to write a 
letter to Rimma Vashchuk, whose manuscripts he has dutifully brought over 
with him from the Great Moscow Hotel, and read. Chekhov in fact writes to 
her with feedback on her two unpublished stories the very next day after he 
becomes an in-patient. It is the longest letter he writes during this time, and 
also one of the funniest and most poignant. The irony of appraising a story 
called “In the Hospital” while being incarcerated in a clinic was not lost on 
him, and it is a typically deft Chekhovian touch that he should make light of 
being seriously ill. The self-effacement is accompanied by great delicacy, 
as Chekhov proceeds, by this time clearly aware of his correspondent’s 
young age, to give her both encouragement and honest criticism. As always, 
Chekhov is simple, direct, and succinct, his words of guidance a summary of 
his own modest artistic goals: be sincere, write about life as it is, and avoid 
falling into the trap of too much self-revelation. But the letter also contains 
advice about the importance of punctuation in the practice of the literary craft. 
Rimma Vashchuk’s writing is almost completely devoid of it, and she takes 
umbrage. Chekhov’s allusion to her age, together with her misconstrual of 
the frank appraisal she had expressly solicited, impels her to fire off a hot-
headed, impetuous reply, full of wounded pride. Believing that Chekhov has 
“poured cold water” on her “ardent dreams,” Rimma Vashchuk feels patron-
ized, and so declares sarcastically that she can always resort to the “radical 
measure” of learning punctuation by rote. A wish for his speedy recovery is 
appended as an afterthought (qtd. in editors’ commentary, 6: 620).

The efficiency of the Imperial Russian post being what it is in 1897, Chek-
hov finds himself reading this reply the very next day. Even more remark-
ably, he again takes the trouble to respond on the same day. His gentle, pa-
tient, but no less direct letter, in which he suggests to Rimma Vashchuk that 
she read his letter more carefully and stop being angry, is just as endearing. It 
too is composed while he is laid up in bed in the clinic, still seriously ill. It is 
here that the full meaning of his pearl of wisdom about punctuation becomes 
clear: “[. . .] I mentioned the necessity of learning the correct and literate use 
of punctuation marks because in a work of art they often play the part of notes 
in a musical score, and this is something you cannot learn from a text book, 
but only from instinct and experience” (6: 318; B/P 365).4 Chekhov is mak-
ing a profoundly important statement here about his methods of composition, 
which is typically expressed in an almost throwaway remark to a schoolgirl 
whom he has never met, rather than a luminary of Russian literary life. All 
the more noteworthy for that, it is a gift to students and translators seeking 
to understand the rhythms of his prose, and a reminder that even the tiniest 
details have their place in his writing and its potential emotional impact.
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As she confessed in the letter that concluded their brief correspondence, 
Rimma Vashchuk bitterly regretted her harsh words long before she heard 
back from Chekhov again. When she had got over her wounded pride and had 
calmly read and understood what he had actually written, she humbly begged 
his forgiveness, embarrassed that he had been forced to answer her “stupid 
letter” when he was so ill. “I was expecting you to give me a stern rebuke, and 
awaited it humbly, but your kindness touched and shamed me more than any 
severe words” (qtd. in editors’ commentary, 6: 620). Chastened but encour-
aged, she at a later point submitted one of her stories for consideration by a 
journal, only for it to disappear without trace in the editorial office. Rimma 
Neishtadt, née Vashchuk, was far more careful with the three precious letters 
she had received from Anton Chekhov at one of the most critical times in his 
life. After the Revolution she donated them to the State Literary Museum, and 
contributed brief comments about her immature and oversensitive schoolgirl 
self when they were first published in 1957, a year before her death at the age 
of seventy-nine.5

NOTES

1. E. Polotskaia, “Iz perepiski A. P. Chekhova s nachinaiushchimi pisateliami,” 
Molodaia gvardiia, 1 (1957): 208.

2. Qtd. in editors’ commentary, 6: 611. All translations mine. –RB
3. Polotskaia, “Iz perepiski,” 208.
4. Chekhov’s “igraiut rol’ not” (“play the part of notes”) is typically pithy and 

difficult to render into English without the added clarification about what kind of 
“notes” he means.

5. See editors’ commentary in 1: 318 and 6: 620, 707.
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Chapter Thirty-One

The Power of Memory
To Fyodor Batyushkov, from Nice,  

15 December 1897
Elena Gorokhova

Nice at the end of May is warmer than Moscow or even Yalta, but the wind 
from the Mediterranean dips and soars through the narrow streets of the old 
town, gusting at intersections with a familiar northern bite. Rue Gounod, “a 
narrow alley not big enough for a two-horse carriage” (7: 101),1 is a thread 
tethering the Nice Railroad Station to Promenade des Anglais, or at least it 
looks like one on the city’s map. Hotel Oasis, former Pension Russe, at 23 
(formerly 9) Rue Gounod, is not difficult to find.

I walk through the paved courtyard with a few parked cars gleaming in 
the sun, and to the right, recessed from the street, a three-story building 
with green shutters comes into view, the place where Anton Chekhov lived 
from November 1897 to April 1898 and then again, for about two months, 
from December 1900 to February 1901. “To sit on the embankment, get 
warm and look at the sea is such a pleasure,” he writes to Alexei Suvorin 
on 1 October 1897, taking delight in the summery weather he needed for his 
consumptive lungs (7: 62). On 25 October he writes to the same addressee: 
“Today it’s bright, hot and quiet all day. What a country! [. . .] I’ll live in 
Nice every winter” (7: 83).

There is a bas-relief of the writer on the side of the building, in a beard and 
pince-nez, the familiar image of his last few years of life. A couple of dark 
wicker armchairs with red cushions, a few breakfast tables, a bathtub-sized 
marble planter bursting with pink flowers. Fringed by trees, the courtyard is 
indeed an oasis:

It is extremely useful to spend a winter in Yalta because after Yalta this area 
seems like paradise. Yalta is Siberia! For the first two days after my arrival, 
when I took walks in a summer coat or sat in my room before the open door to 
the balcony, I felt like laughing at the novelty of this. The people on the streets 
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are cheerful, boisterous, laughing; there’s not a police officer in sight; nor any 
Marxists with their self-important faces. . . . (9: 164)

During his first stay at Pension Russe, after a period of six months when 
he published nothing, Chekhov began to write again. In a letter to his editor, 
Fyodor Batyushkov, of 15 December 1897, he complains that the story he is 
working on for Cosmopolis magazine is taking a long time. “Here in a hotel 
room, at a strange desk, in good weather that pulls one outside, I write even 
more slowly than usual” (7: 123; emphasis Chekhov’s). In a letter to his sister 
Masha written a day earlier, Chekhov expressed a similar quibble: “There are 
many plots marinating in my brain, I want to write, but writing not at home is 
truly hard labor, like using someone else’s sewing machine” (7: 122).

The post scriptum of his 1897 letter to Batyushkov, in a few precise and 
magnificent lines, reveals the essence of Chekhov’s writing process: “In one 
of your letters you expressed a desire that I should send you an international 
story, taking for my subject something from life here. Such a story I can write 
only in Russia from reminiscences. I can only write from reminiscences, and I 
have never written directly from nature. I need my memory to sift the subject, 
so that only what is important or typical is left in it as in a filter” (7: 123; 
Chekhov’s emphasis).

During his second stay at Pension Russe, Chekhov revised Acts 3 and 4 of 
The Three Sisters while the first two acts were in rehearsal back in Moscow. 
In the beginning of January 1901, The Three Sisters—perhaps the darkest of 
Chekhov’s plays—was finished. Just as the town is being consumed by fire 
in Act 3, every character’s life and hopes are also going up in flames. When 
the curtain falls, the Prozorov sisters are as far from Moscow and their dreams 
as they were in Act 1, and Andrei, cuckolded and bitter, can only complain 
to a deaf servant about his wasted life. From Nice, the master was able to 
complete the characters and their stories, sifting reminiscences through his 
memory, leaving only what was important or typical. For Chekhov, life is 
raw material that gets refined into great literature when it percolates through 
the strainer of time.

It is my memory of the writer, who wrote only from memory, that brings 
me to the place where he lived and wrote. What am I trying to find here? 
Some drops of insight into the human soul still hanging in the air, or crumbs 
of empathy for my own characters that would lead me to their deeper under-
standing and fortify my own writer’s arm? The courtyard of the Oasis hotel, 
aside from the parked cars, seems to be suspended in time: no noise from 
the street intrudes into this serene enclave, and the three mature palm trees, 
as tall and straight as masts, stand watch just as they did when Chekhov was 
finishing The Three Sisters here. A right turn onto Rue Gounod takes me on 
a short walk to Promenade des Anglais, where in the morning Chekhov sat 
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in the shade and admired the sea, all while his memory did the stealthy work 
of filtering recollections and distilling what is important and typical from the 
small things that make up a life.

NOTE

1. All translations mine. –EG
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Chapter Thirty-Two

I Have No Faith in Our Intelligentsia
To Ivan Orlov, from Yalta, 22 February 1899*

Andrei Stepanov

“I have no faith in our intelligentsia—hypocritical, false, hysterical, uncul-
tured, lazy—not even when it suffers and complains, for its oppressors come 
from within its own belly. I have faith in individual people; I see salvation 
in individuals—intellectuals or peasants scattered here and there throughout 
Russia; though there are not many of them, they have strength” (8: 101). 
These precisely minted words, resembling a symbol of faith, or credo, are 
often cited as one of Chekhov’s programmatic declarations, together with his 
famous statement about “squeezing the slave” out of himself “drop by drop” 
(3: 133 [Figure 9]), or about his desire “to be a free artist—and nothing more” 
(3: 11 [Figure 7]). But no less frequently these same words arouse bewilder-
ment: uttered by Chekhov they can sound strange to those who have come to 
view the writer as an ideal representative and mouthpiece for the hopes and 
dreams of the Russian intelligentsia. Iconoclasts and demythologizers cite 
them eagerly in their efforts to destroy the century-old “Chekhov myth,” but 
serious biographers have noted a fervent tone that is out of character for the 
late Chekhov, which could evidence an instance of the “emotional and psy-
chological effort with which Chekhov overcame crises” and betray “a kind of 
deep unease.”1 What kind, exactly? Reconstructing the context in which these 
words were spoken will help to clarify their significance and to deemphasize 
the status of manifesto or slogan that has been attributed to them. Here every-
thing is important: the letter genre, its addressee, the circumstances in which 
it was written, and parallels with other texts.

The letter containing the sentiment that interests us unquestionably belongs 
to the subgenre of “letter to a comrade (tovarishch),” in the sense of a fellow 
doctor, former classmate, fellow zemstvo official, or like-thinking individual. 

*Translated by Carol Apollonio. This letter has been published in English translation in K/H, 340–41.
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Ivan Ivanovich Orlov (1851–1917), a doctor who was well known in zem-
stvo circles, had every right to call himself a “comrade.” Like Chekhov he 
was a graduate of Moscow University’s medical faculty. Like Chekhov in 
his earlier years, he served in a zemstvo hospital just outside Moscow. Like 
Chekhov in Melikhovo, he was active in providing aid to the peasants at his 
home in Solnechnogorsk; he was organizer and chair of the “Aid Society for 
the Public Health and Economic Needs of the District Population,” which is 
discussed in his correspondence with Chekhov.

The letter from Orlov to which Chekhov was responding clearly indicates 
their close relationship: Orlov quotes the line from Nikolai Nekrasov’s nar-
rative poem Who Is Happy in Russia?, which refers to “the sovereign’s min-
ister” (see editors’ commentary [8: 434]), clearly anticipating that Chekhov 
would recognize it immediately. Chekhov answers in kind, concluding his 
letter with the phrase “I press your hand firmly” (krepko zhmu ruku, 8: 101). 
Chekhov constantly used this expression in letters to his “comrades,” while at 
the same time recognizing that it served as a particular kind of behavioral cli-
ché signifying an “honest man,” and he deployed it, not without irony, in the 
stories “Neighbors” and “The Grasshopper.”2 Similarly, the epithet “much-
respected” (mnogouvazhaemyi) is commonly used in addressing “comrades” 
in the medical field (8: 100); in Chekhov’s texts it can sound ironic (as in the 
story “Intrigues”; S 6: 361–64]), though irony does not preclude sympathy.

The two correspondents also shared other traits that contributed to their 
letters’ jocular tone. Orlov was a priest’s son who went on to get a degree in 
medicine after graduating from seminary. Chekhov, the son of a pious regent 
of a church in Taganrog, received a religious education in childhood, and then, 
after graduating from the same medical program, gradually lost his faith. It is 
interesting that the kindhearted Orlov reminded Chekhov of a priest: “Ivan 
Ivanovich is in Yalta. He strolls the waterfront, radiant, a fine upstanding man; 
everyone loves him; everyone treats him to food and drink; the only thing 
lacking to complete the picture is a kamelaukion priest’s hat” (8: 296).

Their relationship of mutual trust is reflected not only in the biblical quotes 
that both of them know by heart, but also in the humorous nicknames they 
use for mutual acquaintances (“Yelpaty” is S. Ya. Yelpatyevsky, a doctor col-
league; “Hurdy-Gurdy” refers to his female relatives; “Staroproidoshensky” 
is a comical moniker for a mutual friend, Doctor I. N. Altshuller [the Russian 
nickname “Old Gambler” reflects the name’s literal meaning in German]). 
This tone recalls the time in Chekhov’s youth when the two of them social-
ized with their student friends, all of them also liberals, of course.

In tone Chekhov’s letter is deeply personal; in content it provides answers 
to his correspondent’s questions, communicates news great and small, and 
shares opinions. But with both of them acting in this collegial letter in their 
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role of zemstvo representatives, the personal can never be detached from the 
social. Orlov writes that he is running up against bureaucratic obstacles in his 
efforts to organize a society to aid the peasants: he’s being required not only 
to write a charter for the society, but also to get it approved by the Minister 
of Internal Affairs, a process that entails submitting a formal petition through 
the governor (whom he calls, with ironic intent, “gouverneur” [French for 
“tutor”]). He also complains about the fact that everything is under the control 
of local zemstvo chiefs appointed by the administration—“one relative of the 
gouverneur, one prince, etc.” (qtd. in editors’ commentary, 8: 434). In a for-
mal sense Chekhov’s maxim responds directly to these complaints. Chekhov 
begins with a quote from the Psalms, which resonates with Orlov’s phrase 
about “one prince” and sounds like a pun: “Put not your trust in princes nor 
in the son of man [. . .]” (Psalm 146: 3 [KJV]; in the Russian Orthodox Bible 
this is Psalm 145), but then he calls upon him to place his trust not in God, as 
in the Bible, but in “individual people.” This part of the letter serves as a kind 
of consolation: Chekhov is telling Orlov that no matter how bad institutions 
may be, there still exist individual people who serve as agents of progress.

But all of this—the light-humored, collegial tone, the shared values as-
sociated with zemstvo circles expressed here, the words of consolation, the 
statement of faith in progress, the voicing of hopes for the future in spite of 
misfortunes in the present, and so forth—is out of harmony with the invective 
addressed against the intelligentsia: “hypocritical, false, hysterical, uncultured, 
lazy.” Clearly what Chekhov is saying does not pertain to his interlocutor (of 
course Chekhov implies that the letter’s addressee is one of those “individual 
people”); in fact, it deliberately depicts something that is antipathetic to his 
character. Orlov was in fact a very sincere, even-tempered, tactful, hard-
working man (recall that he resembled a priest). Chekhov distinguishes his 
addressee—an “intelligent”—from the intelligentsia, reserving that category 
for “money-grubbers” and potential backstabbers (predatelei)—people who 
were weak in their convictions and thus were always on the verge of betray-
ing them: as time passed, their material interests triumphed over spiritual 
ones, and their personal needs over those of society; furthermore, the liberal 
intelligentsia more often than not tended to defect to the reactionary camp.3 
The suggestion, citing Katkov, Pobedonostsev, and Vyshnegradsky, that the 
oppressors of the intelligentsia “emerged from within” is not convincing in the 
context of this correspondence; the facts that Orlov cites are not pertinent here: 
the governor’s relative and the prince who were hindering the intelligentsia’s 
work did not in fact “emerge from within.” The doctor himself, of course, 
was not blaming his colleagues; he was merely expressing a faint hope that 
with time the administrative pressure would ease: “[. . .] that there will be a 
spark, igniting a warm, life-giving flame that will warm and inspire all of us, 
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members of the intelligentsia, to contribute in a positive way to our own native 
peasant village [. . .].”4 He was probably puzzled by Chekhov’s words.

In this way, a declaration that might seem monolithic, when taken in con-
text of the correspondence with Orlov, looks quite strange and illogical and 
gives the impression of a “foreign body,” less an expression of long-held 
convictions on Chekhov’s part than an outburst of momentary annoyance. 
The reasons for this annoyance can be understood both from this letter and 
from other letters Chekhov wrote at this time. Chekhov didn’t like Yalta, or 
Yalta society, in winter: “Yalta in winter is an environment that not everyone 
can endure. Boredom, gossip, intrigues and the most outrageous slander” 
(8: 100). During this period Chekhov felt, to a degree he never had before, 
homeless: work building the house in Autka “has barely begun”; the house 
in Kuchuk-Koi was “habitable only in summer” (ibid.); nothing had yet been 
decided about the sale of Melikhovo; the writer had given some thought to 
returning to Moscow and to buying a house there on the outskirts of the city. 
He often repeated that illness had sent him into exile, and this metaphor had 
ruined his relations with the Yalta intelligentsia: his telegram to Nemirovich 
after the triumphal production of The Seagull, which contained words that 
the people of Yalta found offensive (“I’m sitting here in Yalta like Dreyfus 
on Devil’s Island” [7: 370]), was printed, without the author’s knowledge, in 
the newspaper News of the Day—provoking Chekhov to complain to Orlov. 
To all appearances, these irritants accumulated, and it was their sum total that 
led to the invective expressed with such eloquence and aphoristic zeal that 
it might very well be taken as a “credo.” However, in fact both the criticism 
and the positive program expressed briefly at the end of the letter (faith in 
progress) in many ways are determined by the circumstances—his “languish-
ing away” in Yalta and his quarrel with the local intelligentsia—and are 
conditioned by the letter’s genre and on the addressee’s reaction: it is quite 
possible that the discussion about “individual personalities” is there at least 
in part to keep Orlov from taking the criticism personally.

All of these observations support the conclusion that even Chekhov’s 
most vivid declarations should not be taken as an expression of a particular 
program. Possibly the only constant in Chekhov’s worldview manifested in 
the letter to Orlov is his rejection of conventional judgments, “tags” and “la-
bels” (3: 11), which was characteristic of both the early and the late texts of 
Chekhov, including the play Uncle Vanya, which he mentions in the letter. In 
this sense the “intelligent” in Chekhov’s eyes really did not stand on a higher 
level than the “peasant,” and vice versa. But a generalized characterization 
of the intelligentsia, such as that expressed in the letter, is not merely unjust; 
by its very nature as a generalization it contradicts Chekhov’s way of thought 
and speaks only of the mood of the moment.
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NOTES

1. A. P. Kuzicheva, Chekhov. Zhizn’ “otdel’nogo cheloveka” (St. Petersburg: 
Baltiiskie sezony, 2011), 590.

2. The liberal hero of “Neighbors” says: “The article is remarkable in its honesty. 
I could not restrain myself and wrote a letter to the author, c/o the editor. I only wrote 
one line: ‘I thank you and press your honest hand firmly!’” (S 8: 11). “Let me press 
your honest hand!” says Olga Ivanovna to Dymov in “The Grasshopper” (S 8: 11). 
The Russian intelligent’s habit of quoting Nekrasov also became a behavioral cliché: 
such scenes occur often in Chekhov, beginning with Fatherlessness and continuing 
to the late story “A Visit to Friends.” –AS. For more on the concepts associated with 
the intelligent in Chekhov’s life and works, see Svetlana Evdokimova’s chapter in 
this volume. –Eds

3. The story “Ionych,” which addresses this theme, had been written less than six 
months before this letter.

4. Cited from Kuzicheva, Chekhov, 589.
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Chapter Thirty-Three

Forgive, Forget, and Write
To Ivan Leontyev (Shcheglov),  
from Yalta, 2 February 1900

Sharon M. Carnicke

Writing is hard work, a tedious struggle to find words that express inchoate 
thoughts. When my writing is further burdened by expectations or criticism 
from others, I am tempted to put the struggle aside and answer e-mails or 
clean the house. At these moments of self-doubt, I turn to Chekhov’s advice 
in his letter to Leontyev (Shcheglov): “Forgive everyone who has offended 
you, forget about them, and, I repeat, sit down to write” (9: 39).1 This advice 
directly contradicts that of another modern dramatist, Henrik Ibsen, who 
hung in full view of his desk in his Oslo apartment a large painting of his 
rival, August Strindberg. Ibsen clearly embraced competition and criticism 
as necessary spurs to his writing. I have tried both writers’ advice, and find 
Chekhov’s the more helpful for me.

Ivan Leontyevich Leontyev wrote comic prose and plays, including the 
popular work The Summer-House Husband .2 His pen name, “Shcheglov” 
(Goldfinch), derives from Krylov’s fable about a starling who sings like a 
goldfinch. When the ambitious starling attempts to sing like a nightingale, 
he learns that it is better to sing a goldfinch’s song well than a nightingale’s 
badly. Leontyev and Chekhov became friends in St. Petersburg in 1887, when 
Leontyev’s fame was at its height and Chekhov’s on the rise. Over the years, 
they spent time together, jokingly called each other “Jean” and “Antoine,” 
and exchanged differing views on literature and life.3

As with most long-lived friendships, warmth was sometimes tinged with 
jealousies and judgments. Leontyev envied Chekhov’s success, especially 
in the theatre,4 while Chekhov judged Leontyev’s plays as far inferior to his 
prose. As Chekhov once said of Leontyev in a letter to Alexei Pleshcheev, 
“It’s possible to be a talented prose-writer, and, at the same time, write plays 
like a shoemaker” (3: 138). In 1889, when Chekhov wrote a short farce about 
a hen-pecked summer-husband entitled “A Tragedian in Spite of Himself,” 
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Leontyev accused his friend of plagiarizing The Summer-House Husband.5 
Chekhov defused the anger by joking that, with the recent failure of his play, 
The Wood Demon, fate had already punished him enough “for poaching and 
hunting for summer-husbands in your forest” (3: 267).

By 1900, Leontyev’s career was floundering, in part because he was os-
tracized by the writers’ community for a scathing essay he had published in 
1897 in New Time about the Imperial theaters’ literary committee and its in-
fluential chairman, Pyotr Isayevich Veinberg. On 26 January, Leontyev wrote 
to Chekhov asking for information about submitting a play to the Moscow 
Art Theater and peppering the letter with a litany of complaints about illness, 
financial worries, and continuing ostracism by Veinberg.6 Chekhov’s re-
sponse on 2 February does more than provide Leontyev with information and 
good advice on writing, however; the letter also reveals Chekhov’s “seed” 
(zerno)—a term used at the Moscow Art Theater to identify a character’s 
core beliefs, as implied by the role’s words, attitudes, behaviors, and actions.

The more I read Chekhov’s letter to Leontyev the more characteristically 
Chekhovian it seems. For example, Chekhov’s deep aversion to the lies 
we tell ourselves in order to soothe our egos resonates in his reminder to 
Leontyev that he has no one to blame but himself for Veinberg’s coldness. 
Similarly, Chekhov’s juxtaposition of the Christian advice to forgive one’s 
enemies with a comic apology for using “the sing-song tone of a praying 
woman” (pevuchim tonom bogomolki) captures his uniquely areligious spiri-
tuality. Yet, three overarching assumptions about writing and life especially 
stand out in Chekhov’s letter.

First, Chekhov draws attention to Leontyev’s God-given goodness and 
then urges him to use that goodness to write objectively, not critically, “about 
Russian life, and about our life in general.” Chekhov reveals his belief that 
writing best communicates the breadth of human experience when it focuses 
on local details of life that the author observes objectively and without judg-
ment. This belief directly prompts a host of Chekhov’s most studied literary 
and dramatic strategies, such as his descriptive objectivity, his use of telling 
details, his comic appreciation of human imperfections, and the non-judg-
mental stance he took toward his characters, who are, as he once said, neither 
heroes nor villains, but sometimes clowns (see 2: 137–38).

Second, Chekhov’s counsel to trust “your own eye” flowers into an ex-
pansive, metaphorical exhortation against playing it safe: “Let your big ship 
sail across the wide sea, don’t keep it on the river Fontanka” (9: 39). Surely, 
Chekhov’s groundbreaking innovations in prose and drama were enabled by 
his belief that risk-taking is more valuable to writers than the fear of failure. 
Writers, he implies, must keep faith with themselves, even when that means 
breaking with conventions and critical expectations.
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Finally, Chekhov’s unsentimental perspective on life’s brevity made him 
value, above all, the precious gift of time. He tells Leontyev, “My health 
is not improving, but I can live” (9: 40). As a doctor, slowly dying of a 
debilitating disease, Chekhov had little patience for trivialities. Moreover, 
he saw most things as trivial. Jealousies among lovers, strivings for fame, 
worries over the past, even the loss of one’s beloved cherry orchard pale in 
importance when measured against death’s imminence. When he diagnoses 
Leontyev as “exhausted by trivialities,” Chekhov reveals his deep belief 
that one must live every precious moment for what matters most. Without 
embracing Chekhov’s perspective on time, one cannot easily “forgive,” 
“forget,” and “sit down to write.”

NOTES

1. All translations mine. –SMC
2. This work has been translated as Ivan Shcheglov, The Dacha Husband: A 

Novel, trans. M. Katz (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2009).
3. See I. L. Leont’ev-Shcheglov, “Iz vospominanii ob Antone Chekhove,” A. P. 

Chekhov v vospominaniiakh sovremennikov, eds. N. I. Gitovich and A. L. Grishunin 
(Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1986), 47–83.

4. Donald Rayfield, Anton Chekhov: A Life (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 
1997), 339; Earnest J. Simmons, Chekhov: A Biography (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1962), 177.

5. Stephen Mulrine, Chekhov on Theatre (New York: Opus, 2013), 239.
6. See editors’ commentary in 9: 285–86.
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Chapter Thirty-Four

In Place of a Conclusion
To Grigory Rossolimo and to Maria Chekhova, 

from Badenweiler, 28 June 1904)*
Radislav Lapushin

The multivolume collection of Chekhov’s letters has more than once been 
described as a special kind of novel.1 The finale of this novel, not unlike the 
finales of many of his short stories and novellas, remains open. The two clos-
ing letters—one to doctor Grigory Rossolimo and the other to Chekhov’s sis-
ter Masha [Figures 19–20]—were written on the same day, less than a week 
before Chekhov’s death. The very last texts penned by his hand, these letters 
are both akin to and different from his other letters.2

The very first line in the letter to Rossolimo is already alarming: “Dear 
Grigory Ivanovich, I have a request for you” (a ia k Vam s pros’boi). To begin 
his letter with a personal request is not a Chekhovian gesture. It is telling that, 
closer to the letter’s ending, he even apologizes for this: “Forgive me, my dear 
fellow, for troubling you, don’t be angry, and perhaps some day I shall have 
the chance to repay you. I comfort myself with this thought. . .” (12: 132). 
Meanwhile, all Chekhov asked his addressee for was some travel information:

One evening a little while ago you were telling me about travels to Mount 
Athos with L. L. Tolstoy [Leo Tolstoy’s son] . . . Did you go from Marseilles to 
Odessa? With Austrian Lloyd? If so, please for the love of God seize your pen 
at once and write and tell me on which day and at what hour the steamer sails 
from Marseilles, how many days is the voyage to Odessa, what time of day or 
night the steamer gets to Odessa, is it comfortable on board, that is could there 
be a separate cabin for me and my wife, is there a decent restaurant, is it clean  
. . . were you generally happy with everything? What I require above all is piece 
and quiet, and everything necessary for a man who is very short of breath. I beg 
you to write! Let me know also how much the tickets cost. (Ibid.)

**These letters have been published in English translation in B/P (529–31). All translations from 
these letters are taken from this edition. 
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“Very short of breath,” Chekhov races with death, which endows his letter 
with a sense of urgency and vulnerability we do not usually associate with 
his epistolary style (“please for the love of God,” “seize your pen at once”). 
Especially poignant is this “I beg you” (umoliaiu), which would normally be 
so out of place in a Chekhov letter, a single verb that itself speaks volumes 
about his current condition.

And then there also these lamentations: “The breathlessness is very hard, 
it just makes you want to cry for help (khot’ karaul krichi), and sometimes I 
feel very depressed”; “The heat here is unbearable, it just makes you want to 
cry aloud for help, and I have no light clothes here, I’m dressed as though for 
Sweden” (ibid.). Once again, it is extremely uncharacteristic of Chekhov “to 
cry for help,” the more so while doing it twice in the space of several lines. 
But does he really? After all, the situation is described as hypothetical: “You 
want to cry for help.” A similar construction is used in the letter to Masha: 
“It’s so terribly hot you keep wanting to take your clothes off (khot’ raz-
devaisia). I don’t know what to do. Olga has gone to Freiburg to order me a 
flannel suit [. . .]” (12: 133). Thus, Chekhov makes the extent of his suffering 
palpable and, simultaneously, distances himself from it. This distance is the 
only living (breathing) space still available for him.

“Letters or diaries,” as Lidia Ginzburg noted, “fix the indeterminate 
process of life with its as yet unknown denouement.”3 Indeed, as far as one 
does not consult with Chekhov’s biographies or encyclopedia entries dedi-
cated to him and does not look at memoirs or the editorial commentaries 
to his letters, the “denouement” of this epistolary novel remains unknown. 
The situation is dire but who knows: perhaps he would still make it to a 
steamer from Marseilles to Odessa where there would be a separate cabin 
for him and his wife, and a decent restaurant? Perhaps it was not in vain 
that Olga went to Freiburg to order him a new flannel suit? By the end of 
his epistolary novel, Chekhov—and we, his readers—is still at the point of 
bifurcation. Up to the very last word of his very last letter, the protagonist/
speaker of this novel remains alive.

In her Last Looks, Last Books, which deals with poetry created on the verge 
of dying, Helen Vendler describes “the strange binocular style” characteristic 
of such works: “The poet, still alive but aware of the imminence of death, 
wishes to enact that deeply shadowed but still vividly alert moment; but how 
can the manner of a poem do justice to both the looming presence of death 
and the unabated vitality of spirit?”4 In his last letters, Chekhov does just that. 
Not only does he recognize the “looming presence of death”; at one point, he 
seems to cross the line that separates the living from the dead by stating in 
his incomparable manner: “Apparently my stomach is irretrievably damaged, 
and nothing will help it except fasting, i.e. eating nothing at all, and—basta. 
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The only remedy for the breathlessness is not to move,” he writes to his sister 
(12: 133). With this sentence, Dr. Chekhov removes, as it were, life sup-
port from Chekhov the patient. But, as Katherine Tiernan O’Connor puts it, 
“Chekhov the doctor is always ‘the artist in spite of himself,’ especially when 
engaged in self-diagnosis.”5 And the voice of the artist immediately breaks 
through: “There is no such thing as a well-dressed German woman. Their lack 
of taste induces deep despondency” (ibid.). A similar emotion is expressed in 
the exclamation toward the end of the letter to Rossolimo: “How desperately 
boring this German spa town of Badenweiler is!” (12: 132). No, it is not just 
“despair” or “despondency” that bring these lines to life. It is also the “un-
abated vitality of spirit,” the one that refuses to be silenced and accept defeat.

Finally, both letters end with the formal “farewells” and good wishes 
expected from a traditional letter: “I firmly clasp your hand, send you a 
deep bow and my greetings to your wife. Be well and happy” (to Rosso-
limo); “Well, keep in good health and spirits, greetings to Mamasha, Vanya, 
Georges, Granny and everyone. Write. I kiss you and press your hand” (to 
Masha). As the “providential” readers of Chekhov’s letters, we know that 
these closing lines are addressed not simply to his immediate correspondents. 
. . . Despair? Despondency? How can we be desperate and despondent if, 
from his eternal present, Chekhov stretches his hand out to every one of us?

NOTES

1. Irina Gitovich calls them a “distinctive autobiographical novel of self-educa-
tion” (this volume, chapter 8; Gitovich’s emphasis), while contemporary Russian 
writer Igor Klekh coins the term the “epistolary new novel” (“Ich sterbe.” Che-
tyrezhdy Chekhov, comp. Igor Klekh [Moscow: Zapasnyi vykhod, 2004], 181–82).

2. For some insightful observations on these letters in the context of “Chekhov’s 
engagement with death,” see Katherine Tiernan O’Connor, “Chekhov’s Death: His 
Textual Past Recaptured,” in Studies in Poetics. Commemorative Volume. Krystyna 
Pomorska (1928–1986), ed. Elena Semeka-Pankratov (Columbus, Ohio: Slavica, 
1995), 39–50. See also her essay in this volume where, in particular, she reveals “en-
coded lyricism” in Chekhov’s final letter to his sister (XX).

3. Lydia Ginzburg, On Psychological Prose, trans. and ed. Judson Rosengrant 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1991), 9.

4. Helen Vendler, Last Looks, Last Books. Stevens, Plath, Lowell, Bishop, Merrill 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 2010), 1.

5. O’Connor, this volume, chapter 17.
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