








Stylistyka X

need for little in the way of adaptation or rewriting. It is therefore of no surprise
that Chekhov was to move on to the theatre, what is surprising is that given the
momentous quantity of his literary output (one must remember that he was dead
by the age of 44) such a small amount is in the form of plays only three volumes
of the 18 devoted to his short stories, travelogues, plays and notes. Yet it is as a
playwright that he is remembered, and as a playwright that the term Chekhovian
is applied.

Plays require directors, producers, sets, settings, stage directions, prompters,
orchestras, costumes, make up, actors, audiences and atmosphere. The theatre is
all about atmosphere, about ‘going out’, about making an effort, about expecta-
tion. The regular theatregoer is performing a ritual which requires a certain de-
gree of decorum, and unlike a sports fan he or she is not going to observe the un-
known, there is no result to be obtained, no title to be defended. In fact the result
is already known, the play already read. Obviously there are plays that have to be
seen for the first time but it is no overstatement to wager that a sizeable part of
the audience for a production of Hamlet, The Seagull, The Wild Duck, Waiting
Jor Godot (school parties excluded) have been before or have at least read the
play (or possibly seen the film!) This resuits in the idea of creating a part. We
have critics who tell us that the best ‘Richard the III’ was so-and-so, that nobody
can excel Kenneth Branagh or Laurence Olivier as X,Y and Z.

This association of ‘horses with courses’ finds an apt parallel in the first sta-
ging of The Seagull where a certain Elizabeth Levkeyev had chosen the play for
her benefit night — the night to commemorate twenty-five years on the stage. Ro-
nald Hingley has described her as ‘one of those “fine old character actresses”
who has only to emerge from the wings to provoke eruptions of mirth.” (Hingley
1998: xvi) Not really somebody one would initially associate as being a Chekho-
vian actress — certainly no lightness of touch. Rather an individual reminiscent
of Oscar Wilde’s Lady Bracknell from The Importance of Being Earnest. And
here we have another interesting association, and not one merely contained in
the fact that the works were both completed in 1895. Oscar Wilde’s work is un-
derstood to be a comedy whether labelled as a ‘witty drama’ or not. The audien-
ce is awaiting the lines, and testing them against the benchmark of previous per-
formances. How well will she ‘boom’ the immortal ‘A handbag?’? How slickly
will the repartee come across? Wilde’s play in effect being a classic example for
the theatre of the Christmas ‘favourites’ on television — those films, whatever
their genre, that have been viewed so many times that their script is almost
known by heart yet ‘have to be’ reseen. Audiences for Chekhov, possibly becau-
se of the wealth of translations, queue up to see something they think they know
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