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In honor of the 150% anniversary of Anton Chekhov’s birth, the Slavic
Department at Ohio State University, in conjunction with the North
American Chekhov Society, announce an international conference devoted
to Chekhov’s work.

We welcome proposals for panels and individual papers as well as staged
scenes and short plays from US, Canadian, and European scholars, writers
and actors. Topics suggested so far include Chekhov and American Fiction
(Lyudmila Parts, McGill University), Chekhov on the Pages of His
Biographers (Galina Rylkova, University of Florida), and “Writing under the
Influence of Chekhov” (Michelle Herman, OSU MFA program). Cinematic
stagings of Chekhov (Maria Ignatieva, OSU) as well as interpretations in
opera and ballet could be explored.

Please contact Profs. Angela Brintlinger and Irene Masing-Delic, Ohio State
University (brintlinger.3@osu.edu and delic.1 @osu.edu) or the NACS
board, with your ideas and thoughts. The sooner the program begins to take
shape, the sooner we will be able to apply for funding.




Editor’s Note

This issue features two essays: one on “Poprygun’ia” and the other on
Ivanov. Carol Apollonio (Duke University) offers a more complex
reading of Chekhov’s story, an interpretation that was first explored in
a paper that Carol read at the Chekhov Centennial Conference at
Melikhovo in 2004. Then, John McKellor Reid, who is Principal
Lecturer in Drama in the School of English and Drama of the
University of the West of England, provides a perspective on Chekhov’s
play that differs from the angle taken by Bradley Lewis in The Bulletin
two 1issues ago. John’s essay is reprinted with the permission of
Modern Drama, which first published it in its Spring 2006 issue, and of
the Edwin Mellen Press, which published John’s book, The Polemical
Force of Chekhovian Comedies: A Rhetorical Analysis, in 2007.

A review of a recent collection of articles follows as well as a select
bibliography of books and articles on Chekhov published in the last
two years.

Finally, for those who have not yet heard of the deteriorating condition
of the Chekhov Museum in Yalta, I should like to refer you to the
English website, www.yaltachekhov.org, set up by Rosamund Bartlett,
Elena Michajlowska, and Alexander Walsh. The site explains in detail
the problems of the museum and the campaign on its behalf. Donations
are also accepted on the site.

Scenic Storytelling in Chekhov’s “Grasshopper”

Carol Apollonio
Duke University

The 1892 story “Poprygun’ia”, most commonly known in English as “The

Grasshopper,” is one of the most autobiographical of Chekhov’s works.' In spite of the

author’s protestations to the contrary, the reading public and Chekhov’s own friends

recognized the prototypes of its characters in the painter Isaak Levitan and the artistic

dilettante and salon hostess Sofia Kuvshinnikova, as well as in a number of other

' See the editors’ notes to the story in Volume 8 of Chekhov’s collected works, Polnoe
sobranie sochinenii i pisem, Sochineniia (Moskva: Nauka, 1977), t. 8, pp. 429-33, and

Chudakov, “Pocétika 1 prototipy”.



members of their circle. The details of Kuvshinnikova’s marriage, her activities in the art
world, and her affair with the painter figure prominently in the story. The story’s
publication led to a scandal in Moscow’s literary and artistic world and a public and
painful rift between the author and those of his acquaintance who identified themselves
as caricatured protagonists. This episode has been addressed in every biographical study,
and the evidence does not need to be reproduced here. But the story’s origins make it an
excellent potential source for insights about the creative process, both in general and in
the particular case of Chekhov.

It is remarkable that a story distinguished by its correspondence to real life—with
all its complexity and abundance of fine details—should take the form of a fable, which
is, after all, one of the simplest and most schematic of literary forms. Somehow Chekhov
managed to make his heroine recognizable both as an individual and as the protagonist of
Krylov’s famous fable about the dragonfly (a.k.a. grasshopper)’ and the ant. The
grasshopper sings and dances all summer while the ant toils in preparation for the winter.
When winter comes, the grasshopper, naturally, is left out in the cold. In Chekhov’s story
Olga is the frivolous grasshopper, and her husband, the gentle, hardworking and gifted
doctor Dymov, is the ant. This literary relationship between story and fable is as well
documented in the criticism as the story’s origins in the Kuvshinnikova-Levitan love
affair. It is immediately recognizable to the Russian reader in spite of the fact that the
plots of the two works lead to very different outcomes: in Chekhov’s story the ant dies,
and the grasshopper lives to tell (or recall) the tale; in the fable it is the ant who will reap
the fruits of his summer’s labor.

Chekhov chose to combine obviously real-life material with a primitive literary
model. It is in the nature of a fable to offer a moral message, and indeed, the external
details of the story seem to offer readers a simple, obvious lesson affirming good and

condemning evil. Diligence is rewarded, and betrayal condemned. A superficial reading

> The word itself, the feminine version of “nompeirynn,” calls to mind a number of
insects. It translates variously as “fidget,” “flibbertigibbet,” or more literally,
“scamperer.” The heroine of Krylov’s fable is “Ilonpeirynss Crpeko3a” (Scamperer-
Dragonfly). Chekhov’s title is translated into English variously as “The Grasshopper”
(Garnett and Magarshack), “The Butterfly” (Hingley), and “The Fidget” (Pevear-
Volokhonsky). For simplicity, I retain the “grasshopper” of the most prominent
translations and of the English versions of Aesop’s fable.



of the story identifies Olga as a flawed character whose frivolity and self-centeredness
leads her into sin. For readers inclined to taxonomy, she exemplifies a prominent
Chekhovian type, identified by the late Thomas Winner as the “narcissistic and beguiling

woman, who deceives herself as well as others.””

The prominence of this type in
Chekhov’s work has naturally brought on frequent charges of misogyny, and the
temptation to simplify the gender issues has brought down many good critics.* On a
more subtle level, given the fact that Olga is a would-be artist and her lover is a painter,
the story can be read as a condemnation of artistic activity—which like Olga herself is
superficial and concerned only with surfaces—as opposed to medicine, which gets to the
essence of things. The surface simplicity—fabular and factual—of “The Grasshopper,”
with these schematic oppositions between good and evil, works against an interpretation
of the story as an example of literary realism.” The point is well taken; on the other hand,
the accusation of misogyny is in itself a reduction of artistic complexity to a superficial
political message. And given the centrality in fable of the moral, it is significant, not to
mention puzzling, that, though diligence is to be rewarded and art punished, it is Dymov
who dies.

In one of the finest interpretations of “The Grasshopper,” George Pahomov traces
the doctor’s simple virtues of industriousness and self-sacrifice to specific antecedents in
Russian hagiography. The polarities of good and evil remain identified with the specific
characters, as in the fable, but Dymov is no longer a simple front man for goodness.
Rather, he is a complex front man for goodness. Juxtaposed with his frivolous, sinful
wife, he represents a “subtle, passively affirmative repository of the traits that the
foregrounded [and morally condemned] figure lacks™” (34). Patient, tolerant, forgiving,
and nurturing, Pahomov’s Dymov continues the self-sacrificing tradition of the Russian

saints into a secular age.

’ Winner, p. 69.

* For example, in a chapter of her book Anton Chekhov and the Lady with the Dog
entitled “Misogyny,” Virginia Llewellyn Smith writes that in spite of some “rather
sickening” aspects in Dymov’s character, “‘The Butterfly’ remains a damning indictment
of woman’s triviality.” (pp. 19-20).

> For Donald Rayfield, for example, the story is “marred by Tolstoyan defects in its
overall scheme [...]; black is jet-black and white is snow-white. [...] ‘The Grasshopper’
reflects too well Chekhov’s intermittent misogyny and his distrust of aesthetes.”



In an equally subtle psychological interpretation, Douglas Clayton highlights the
moral ambiguity and sense of balance that is so central to Chekhov’s poetics. Examining
the story’s narrative structure, Clayton concludes that Olga is no guiltier than Dymov
himself. “It is a story of two characters who are dependent on one another in an almost
infantile way, and yet are unable to establish any real contact with each other and so
become concerned instead with maintaining appearances.” The simple moral message
gives way to a complex artistic “vision that accounts for all the complexity of life and
refuses to force reality into a procrustean bed of preconceptions.”

These superb interpretations respect the subtlety of Chekhov’s reworking of the
fable using modern material and make it impossible to return to a reading of the story as a
mere transcription of everyday facts. Still, it would be folly to take Chekhov at his word
when he denies the real-life background. Artists use the material at hand, and Chekhov
was no exception. The solution is to treat this level of interpretation as a mere step along
the way to a deeper understanding of the story as art. If “The Grasshopper” is a grafting
of fable onto real life, then the question of how real life becomes art becomes central.
“The Grasshopper” can, and will, be read as an allegory for the artistic process itself.

It seems counterintuitive to apply the primitive term “allegory” to Chekhov’s
complex narrative poetics. Nevertheless, a remarkable number of his works are strongly
allegorical in nature. Characters whose wealth of physical attributes anchor them securely
in the material world serve as repositories for particular values. So, for example: “A
Nervous Attack” (“ITpunanok,” 1888) can be read as an encounter of forces representing
Art, Medicine, and Law; Uncle Vanya ({{a0sa Bansa, (1890-96): Art, Idleness, and Work
(or Criticism and Art); “The Bishop” (“Apxuepeii,” 1902): Institutional Religion and
Spirit; “House with a Mezzanine” (“Hom ¢ me3onuHoM,” 1896): Visual and Narrative
Art’; The Cherry Orchard: (Buwmneswii cad, 1903-4): Love and Work; and so on.
Chekhov makes it easy to propose such interpretations by giving his characters

”9

suggestive names (Liubov’ [love] Ranevskaia; Elena (Helen of Troy; “len ”’[idleness]), or

by identifying them more by profession than by name, as in “A Nervous Attack,” where

% Clayton p. 603.
" See my “Art and Idleness: Chekhov’s ‘The House with a Mezzanine’,” Russian_Review
(July, 1999): 456-66.



the protagonist’s brothel-crawling companions are identified by their academic areas of
concentration: “the artist” and “the medic.” Certain patterns emerge. Science is diligent;
Art is lazy. Idleness is beautiful; Work is ugly. Love and Marriage can never occupy the
same space. Practicality kills Love. What is interesting here is that all of these values are
strongly represented in the author’s own life. This of course will be true of any artist who
writes about his own profession (and it is possible to argue that all art can be interpreted
as being about itself®). But in Chekhov’s case the clues are repeated too often, and they
correspond to his own extra-artistic life too closely to be ignored. “The Grasshopper”
features a marriage between a doctor (and academic) [Medicine and Science] and a
dilettante artist who is having an affair with a painter [Art] and whose circle of friends
includes representatives of all the arts: Music, Theater, Literature. . . . Chekhov was a
doctor, a scholar, and a writer whose circle of artistic friends is duplicated in the story.
The characters of the story are Chekhov himself, and “The Grasshopper” tells the story of
its own creation.

One of Chekhov’s master metaphors is that of the “shell.” It appears in many
stories, and figures as the central image in the famous “Man in the Shell” («Yenosek B
dyrasipe», 1898). The secret, inner truth of each individual is inaccessible to others,
masked as it is by external appearances. In most of Chekhov’s work, the gap between
interior and exterior is shown to be unbridgeable. Only in “Lady with the Dog” (1899)—
justifiably his most famous prose work—does Chekhov allow the inner life of two
characters to achieve real, meaningful contact, in spite of, or indeed perhaps because of,
the external shells—the physical distance, the moral strictures, the limits of language and
convention—dividing them. In addition to its thematic function within his works, the
metaphor of the shell applies on a higher level of abstraction as well. For the creative
process entails enclosure—or veiling—of life essence in the tangible shell of artistic
form. Visual art would of course be the most obvious example of this process. As we
shall see, Chekhov subtly manipulates the means available in narrative—setting, point of

view and plot—to communicate this message.

¥ Maureen Quilligan’s argument for a generic definition of allegory reacts against this all-
inclusive approach (p. 15), but it is true that all literary art can be seen as programmed for
allegorical interpretation. See Frye, p. 89.



“The Grasshopper” depicts the activity not of writers, but of painters, as they
transform life into art. A Bohemian salon, the summer camp-workshop of itinerant
painters, an artist’s studio—such are the backdrops for Olga’s story. Chekhov’s heroine
herself is associated with perception and appearance; she is all exterior and marked by
leitmotifs of clothing, decoration, and visual art. Her husband Dymov, the doctor,
represents the true inner essence of human life, the body underneath the clothing, the
body that needs to be studied, nurtured and cured. The human shell layers itself outwards,
metonymically, from the body. Thus the decorations of Olga’s apartment represent
simply another, more exterior shell, a projection of her soul, a shell which expands to the
exterior landscape of her summer travels. Olga’s habitat and itinerary (her city home, her
dacha, her trip down the Volga) serve as the story’s visible stage. As the plot moves
forward, the stage shifts, but retains its distinguishing features.

The doctor’s work takes him in the other direction, into the body. In addition to
his therapeutic work as a healer, he carries out research, probes into the bodies of sick
people, and performs autopsies. We do not see his patients, and in fact the line between
live and dead patients is not clearly drawn. For example, presumably both living and
dead patients provide data for Dr. Dymov’s medical discoveries, and he shares fluids
with patients in both states—saliva from the boy with diphtheria, blood from a cadaver.
As his colleague Korostelév reports in what is essentially the punch line of the story, his
research leads to significant breakthroughs in the field of medical knowledge. In contrast
to Olga, Dymov’s field of activity is offstage. He works elsewhere, in places invisible
and inaccessible to the reader.

Olga’s summer journey into the countryside and back serves as the basic plotline.
She accompanies a group of artists on a painting expedition down the Volga River.” But
there is a queasy circularity to her plot. Chekhov creates a subtle sense of déja vu by
repeating key elements in the succession of settings he creates for Olga’s story. Olga’s
apartment in the city reflects her sense of the picturesque and her yearning for the

Russian countryside—conventionally representing “real life:”

? Such journeys down the Volga were part of a creation of a specifically Russian view of
the “picturesque” in the latter half of the nineteenth century. See Ely’s fascinating article
for a detailed discussion, including the role played by landscape artists in this movement.



Onbra VMlBaHOBHA B IOCTHMHOWM yBelllaja BCE CTEHbI CIUIOLIb CBOMMHU U UY>KUMU
3TIOlaMM B pamax M 0e3 paM, a OKOJIO posii U MeOenu yCTpousa KpacUBYIO
TECHOTY U3 KWUTAHCKMUX 30HTOB, MOJBOEPTOB, PAa3HOLBETHBIX TPSINOYEK,
KUHXKaJOB, OIOCTUKOB, oTorpacuit... B cTonOBOIl OHa oOKJeuna CTeHbI
JIFO00YHBIMU KapThHaMU, MOBECUJIa JIall'TU U CEPIIbl, MMOCTAaBUJId B YIJIy KOCY U
rpabiu, U MOJy4yWwsiach CTOJIOBasi B PYCCKOM BKyce. B cnanbHe OHa, 4TOOBI
noxoxe ObUIO Ha Tellepy, 3ajipanvpoBaja MOTOJOK U CTEHbl TEMHbIM CYKHOM,
NOBECUJIA HaJl KPOBATSIMU BEHELIMAHCKUI (pOHApb, a y ABEpell nocTaBuiia (purypy c

ane6appoit’® (PSS 8:9).

She completely covered the walls in the drawing room with sketches, her own and
others’, framed and without frames, and she cluttered the area around the piano
and furniture with objects: Chinese parasols, easels, various-colored rags,
daggers, busts, photographs... She papered the walls of the dining room with
cheap peasant prints, hung bast sandals and sickles on the walls, stood a scythe
and a rake in the corner, and the result was a Russian folk-style dining room. She
draped the ceiling and walls in the bedroom with dark cloth to make it look like a
cave, hung a Venetian lamp over the beds, and placed a statuette with a halberd

by the door.

The framing of the images and artifacts heightens the sense of their artificiality in this
urban setting. Given the strong metonymic link to the hostess, the reader immediately
judges Olga herself as trivial and superficial in her preoccupations. But the element of
“artfulness” [uckyctBenHocThb|, which dominates here, will gain profundity as the reader
accompanies Olga out into the countryside, to the places where these objects originated.
Her journey is not a mere summer romance; rather it is the story of the origins of art. The
reader next views her through the eyes of her husband, who comes to see her at their

dacha outside of town:

' All citations from the story come from Polnoe sobranie sochinenii i pisem, Vol. 8.
Henceforth page numbers are given parenthetically in the text.



Ha pauye, oueHb HENpUIIISANHOM HAa B/, C HU3KUMU IOTOJIKAMU, OKJIEEHHBIMU
nucyero Oymaroil, U ¢ HEPOBHbIMU LIECJIUCTbIMU TI0J1aMH, ObUIO TOJIBKO TpU
KOMHaTbl. B OofHO# cTOssIa KpoBaTh, B JPYrodl Ha CTYJbsIX M OKHAX BaJsJIUCh
XOJICTBI, KUCTH, 3aCajieHHass OyMara ¥ My>KCKHME€ NajbTO U LUISAINbI, & B TPETbEN

JIbIMOB 3acTal Tpex KaKux-TO He3HAKOMbIX My>uuH (13).

The dacha, which was quite unappealing in appearance, with its low ceilings and
its walls covered with writing paper, and with its uneven, drafty floors, had only
three rooms. The bed was in one of them; another was littered with canvases,
paintbrushes, soiled paper and men’s coats and hats; and in the third Dymov came

upon three men who were strangers to him.

The details echo the décor in Olga’s apartment, but are now “real.” The dacha is an
intermediate space, between city and country. Here the tools for the creation of art are the
center of attention, and the dwelling, the shell separating and protecting its inhabitants
from the elements, is unstable and porous. The shift in point of view is significant, for
generally Olga’s perspective has dominated in the story up until this point. Dymov has
moved out of the secure domestic space of his married life, with its tame, shrunken
decorative objects, into an uneasy, transitional location. From the husband’s increasingly
alienated perspective, human beings—his wife’s artistic friends—are themselves
objectified.

The settings continue to reinforce the emotional distancing. Olga’s artistic journey
leads her farther into the Russian countryside, to a painters’ hut along the Volga. She has
now physically entered the world that she had attempted to duplicate in the décor of her
city apartment. Whereas before flat, visual, picturesque elements dominated, now the

olfactory and tactile senses are put to work:

B u30y Bouwna 6aba M cTaja He crela TOMUTh Medb, YTOObI FOTOBUTHL OOE.
3anaxJyio rapblo, U BO3[lyX MOCUHEN OT fibiMa. [Ipuxoaunmu Xyao>KHUKKU B BBICOKUX

IPA3HBIX cCalorax U € MOKPBIMHU OT JOXKAA JIMIAMU, paCCMATpUBAJIN ITIOAbI U
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ropopwin cebe B yTeuleHue, yTo Bosra fake B [ypHYIO HOrojly MMEET CBOIO
npeyiecTb. A JlelieBble 4achbl Ha CTEHKE: THUK-TUK-THUK... O3s101me Myxu
CTOJIMUAJIUCH B MEPEJIHEM YIJIy OKOJIO 00pa3oB M 3KY3KXKaT, W CJBIILIHO, KaK MOJ

JIABKaMM B TOJICTBIX MAaNKax BO3ATCs npycaku ...(19).

The peasant woman entered the hut and lackadaisically began to light the stove
for dinner. There came a burning smell, and the air turned blue with smoke. The
artists entered in their filthy, high-topped boots, with their faces wet from the rain,
looked over their sketches and comforted themselves by saying that even in bad
weather the Volga had its charms. And the cheap clock on the wall went tick-tick-
tick... Flies, suffering from the cold, crowded together in the corner near the
icons, buzzing, and cockroaches rustled loudly in the thick portfolios under the

benches.

It is hard to breathe. Chekhov’s air is stuffy, smoky, smelly, and damp all at the same
time. The only thing that remains of the city is the faint lexical ghost of Olga’s husband
in the blue smoke (dym—Dymov) that fills the room. There is no trace of art—not in
frames or in the tools of the artists— just the assault of raw, unmediated material reality
on the senses. Instead of her husband, it is the peasant woman who brings the food, and

she brings it not to Olga, but to Riabovskii, and peasant dirt pollutes the food:

B 510 Bpemsi 6aba OCTOPOXKHO Hecjla eMy B O0euX pyKax TapesiKy co Ljamu, U
Oavra MBaHoBHa Bupeia, Kak OHa OOMOYMJIa BO IJaX CBOU OOJIbIIME Hajblbl. W
rpsizHas 6a0a € MEpeTSHYTbIM >KMBOTOM, M LM, KOTOPbIE CTal XAaJHO €CTh
Ps6oBckuii, 1 u36a, U BCS 3Ta XW3Hb, KOTOPYIO BHayajle OHA Tak JioOuaa 3a
NPOCTOTY U XYJOXKECTBEHHbI OECIOPSOK, MOKa3ajlach €i Tenepb Y>KaCHbIMU

(19-20).

Then the peasant woman brought him a plate of cabbage soup, carrying it
carefully with both hands, and Olga Ivanovna saw both thumbs immersed in the

soup. And the filthy woman with her cross-belted belly and the soup, which
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Riabovskii started wolfing down, and the hut, and this entire life, which she had
loved so much at first for its simplicity and artistic disorder, now seemed terrible

to her.

In all three scenes, the basic props—peasant implements, artists and their sketches,
paintbrushes, artistic clutter, the smell of cooking—have not changed. But everything is
different now. The change in setting reflects a change in Olga’s consciousness, and on a
deeper level, a movement into the depth of things under the visual surface.

Chekhov’s manipulation of setting is truly remarkable, and utterly appropriate for
his message. The succession of scenes tells its own story—a story about the creation of
visual art, the movement from art to material reality and, ultimately, back again (as the
narrative genre permits, back again with wisdom)—in tandem with the sordid romance on
the story’s surface. The theme of artistic inspiration and the hard work of creation is
inextricably bound up in the story of a marriage, and here, too, the scenery reinforces the
plot elements. Point of view is fluid. The plot progresses through a set of permutations of
a single image of a wedding, presented in turn literally, symbolically, and ironically, with
the heroine at the center both of the narrative itself and of each scenic image. As we shall
see, Chekhov uses these staged pictures ultimately to subvert them and to reassert the
power of narrative art.

We first see Olga—from outside—costumed in her wedding dress: *Aptuct
roBopusl Onbre VIBaHOBHE, UTO CO CBOMMU JIbHSIHBIMM BOJIOCAMM M B BEHUAJILHOM Hapsijie
OHA OYeHb MOXO3a Ha CTPOMHOE BUILHEBOE JIEPEBLIO, KOIMIa BECHOIO OHA CIUIOLIbL ObIBAET
NOKpbITO HexkHbIMU Oesibivu 1iBeTamu” (8) (“The artist told Olga Ivanovna that with her
flaxen hair and in her wedding dress she looked just like a slender cherry tree in the
springtime when it is completely covered with tender white blossoms”). Then—out at the
dacha—she stages a wedding, just like her own, with the same “shy, bear-like, strong,
silent” groom (Dymov, too, is “bear-like”), herself in a pretty dress, and a trip to the
newlyweds home after the wedding—all the same ingredients as her own Chapter I
wedding, but now staged, fake, all visual, a setting for artists to paint: “IIpencTaBsb, mocne
00e/JHM BEeHYaHbe, MOTOM U3 LEPKBU BCE MELIKOM 0 KBAPTUPbI HEBECTHI... MOHMMACILIb,

poia, NeHUue NnTul, COJHEYHLIC TIsITHA Ha TPABEC W BCE Mbl PA3HOUBCTHLIMU MATHAMH Ha
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SIPKO-3€JIEHOM (DOHE — TPEOPUTMHAJILHO, BO BKYCE (DPaHIy3CKMX 3KCITPECCUOHUCTOB» (14)
(“Just picture it, after mass the wedding ceremony, then everyone walks to the bride’s
apartment...you understand, a grove, birds’ singing, patches of sunlight on the grass and
all of us different-colored patches on a bright green background—so original, in the style

299

of the French ‘expressionists’’). This wedding is a painting dreamed up by Olga herself,
a painting of her own wedding. She is in the picture; and her husband serves as a link to
the “real world”, where dresses and food are kept.

This series of tableaux vivants tells the story as powerfully as the surface of the
narration does. Olga’s artistic journey—her plot—Ileads to a climax: her seduction by (or
of) Riabovskii at what we will assume is the mid-point of the summer (a quiet July
night). The setting, too, is a mid-point in the geography: the deck of a steamer on the
Volga river, detached from the land—both of the city and of the landscape. It is a point of
infinite beauty and promise, in a sublime natural setting, colorful, enigmatic, made for a
painter. Perhaps this is the moment when, according to Christopher Ely, the distinctive
view of Russian nature became firmly established: “By the 1890s the shift to a scenic
representation of the Volga was complete: almost every guidebook represented the river
as uniquely Russian, and especially picturesque, natural space” (675). The spirit of
Russian nature has entered the world of landscape art. The elements of the wedding
scene recur: Olga stands on the deck listening to Riabovskii’s seductive words and
pictures, and, here she is yet again in her dress, the center of attention: “Korga ona, ne
MHTasi, JOJAro CMOPTpeJa Blallb, €i Yy UIMCh TOJIIbI JIFOfIEl, OTHU, TOP>KECTBEHHbIE 3BYKHU
MY3bIKU, KPUKHM BOCTOPra, caMa OHa B O€JIOM MJIaThe U LBEThI, KOTOPbIE ChIMAINCH HA Hee
CO BCEX CTOPOH. [lymasia OHa Tak>Ke O TOM, YTO PSIOM C HEr0, OOJIOKOTUBILIUCH O OOPT,
CTOWT HACTOSIIMI BEJMKWIl 4eJIOBeK, reHuil, 6oxkuii u3dpaHHuk...” (15) (“When she
stared into the distance for a long time without blinking, she seemed to see crowds of
people, lights, the sounds of festive music, exclamations of delight, and there she was
herself, in a white dress, with flowers sprinkling down on her from all sides. She also
thought about the fact that here, next to her, leaning against the railing, stood a genius, a
man of true greatness, one of God’s chosen”). Olga’s dream is truer than she knows; on
the surface, the story offers no data to deny that Riabovskii is an artist of genius; and her

dream is true on a deeper level, whether the man is Riabovskii or her husband. In the
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former case Olga will have become a painting; on exhibit before an adoring crowd with
the proud painter standing beside it; on the other, she is a famous man’s wife.

Thus this is also the story of the painter’s use and abuse, for the purpose of art, of
a living, breathing, human being. In September Olga finds herself deposited onshore with

the disillusioned, embittered and depressed Riabovskii on Ais territory:

[Tocne yasi oH, MpauHblil, CUJIEN Y OKHA U cMOTped Ha Bonry. A Bosra yxke Obuia
O6e3 Oaecka, Tyckjasi, MaToBasl, XOJOfHas Ha BuA. Bcé, Bc& HamomuHano o
NPUOIV>KEHUN TOCKJIMBOM, XMypoyl oceHu. M Ka3anoch, YTO POCKOLLHBIE 3€JIEHbIE
KOBpbI Ha Oeperax, ajJMa3Hble OTPA>KEHUS JIyUeil, MPO3payHyt0 CUHIONO J1ajlb U BCE
LIEr0JIbCKOE U NMapajHoe MPUPOAA CHsIa Tenepb ¢ Boaru u yjaoxxumna B CyHAyKH 10
Oyqyleil BECHbl, 1 BOPOHBI JieTanu okosio Boaru u apasuuiu ee: “Tonas! romnas!”

17)

After tea, he sat gloomily by the window and looked at the Volga. And the Volga
had lost her shine, was now dim, dull, and cold looking. Everything, absolutely
everything served as a reminder of the approach of sad, gloomy autumn, and it
seemed that nature had stripped the Volga of everything fancy and fashionable--
the lush green carpets on the riverbanks, the diamond sparkles reflecting the sun’s
rays, the blue, limpid sky--and had packed it all away in trunks for next spring,

and the crows flew around over the Volga and taunted her/it, “Naked! Naked!”

As in his most memorable works, Chekhov manipulates point of view to masterful effect.
We see through the eyes of both the disillusioned artist and his “used” model, with the
boundaries between them and the landscape blurred. The auditory elements reinforce the
message: Olga is the Volga. Both are feminine; both have been the objects of
Riabovskii’s attention (the aggression of the artist and the lover); both are forlorn, sad,
and drab. The Russian pronoun allows an ambiguity that the translator must eliminate;

“it” (the Volga) is in fact “she” as well (ona—ee). Unclothed, unmasked, unclean, used
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up, Olga has become part of the landscape.'' The visual elements accumulate in an
inimitable Chekhovian crescendo, only to climax in the sudden discordant shriek—the
intrusion of the auditory element, the expansion into three dimensions— of the crows.
The pointed ambiguity of the pronoun, the rhymes of their names'?, and even the epithet
“naked” (golaia) merges Olga completely with the river: Olga-Volga, her name now is
“Golaia”; like the riverbank stripped of its summer color, she too has lost her beautiful
exterior shell, her wedding dress. The filth that she now sees everywhere is of course not
only the Russian earth that lies under the surface cleanliness of landscape painting,
purged by the artist’s manipulation of color and light, but also the impurity of her own
moral transgression. No wonder she now craves husband and home. And somehow,
though the painter is equally guilty, it is Olga that the reader condemns.

It should come as no surprise, then, that the sketch she takes to Riabovskii’s
studio as a feeble excuse to see him is a still life (a nature morte—literally dead nature),
and that she has been replaced in his studio with some other woman, a new source of
inspiration. The woman is hiding behind a veiled painting on an easel in the studio, just
where Olga herself used to hide—invisible, but framed. This is the studio echo of the
Volga bank scene, where in the painters’ hut Olga was concealed behind a partition (17).
Riabovskii’s new girlfriend is Olga’s own pale ghost. It seems clear by now that this is

not simply the story of a frivolous woman’s love affair, but a record of the artistic process

""In his new study, Seeing Chekhov, Michael Finke offers a stimulating analysis of the
importance of the motif of seeing and observing in Chekhov’s work both as a doctor and
an artist. The theme was foremost on Chekhov’s mind, especially during the early and
mid-nineties. Analyzing one of the longest stories of this time, “Three Years” (1895),
Finke shows how a character—female, again—merges, not into the landscape, but into a
Levitan-esque painting of the Russian landscape. This might be considered the end-point
of the process, the “consumer’s” experience. See Finke, pp. 128-35. Though Finke’s
analysis is highly relevant to our analysis of how life becomes art, “The Grasshopper”
does not depict this moment of consumption of the finished work. Rather, in a sharp
ironic twist, when she visits the artist’s studio, Olga is jealous of Riabovskii’s next
picture (Onbra peBHoBasia Ps00Bckoro k KapTuHe M HeHaBujena ee (the ambiguous
pronoun can refer to both her and it [the painting]). And when a subsequent visit
coincides with a visit by Riabovskii’s new lover, Olga looks straight at a painting
(significantly not described), and sees only the invisible “other woman” hiding behind it
(p. 22).

"> Even allowing for the palatalized “I” of Olga’s name, the auditory resonance in the
three words is striking.
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from beginning to end. This plot proceeds as follows: Olga, nurturer of art, gathers artists
around her until one of them is inspired enough by her to turn her into a painting. The
wedding dress mutates into a stage-prop, then a painted costume. The process of turning
life into art entails the removal of everything clean and picturesque from the surface of
the painting, leaving behind the earthy, dirty, sinful essence. Olga’s spirit enters the
painting, or rather the space behind it, and her colorful exterior shell is projected onto its
flat surface. The painting is complete. The exhausted artist has no further use for the
model, and he will look elsewhere for inspiration. Olga’s shipboard dream of being
displayed at the center of attention of an adoring crowd, at the side of a “great man,”
turns out to be not a real-life dream of marriage, but a ghostly projection of a work of art
that has not yet come into being—on exhibit to an adoring public. The fact that we do not
ever see Riabovskii’s picture itself, and that we are given to understand that it is a
landscape, is no obstacle to this interpretation. It has, after all, been made quite clear that
in the process of serving as the artist’s inspiration, Olga has merged with the landscape.
Opposing exterior shell and interior essence we suggested that Dymov was the
nurturer of the body. Indeed, he provides sustenance for Olga’s body: shelter, food, and
clothing (that summer dress). Dymov falls fatally ill with diphtheria, and Olga is
overcome with anguish, guilt, uncleanliness, and fear of exposure. The story ends on a
trope of reversal, which functions on multiple levels of the text. The deathbed scene
represents an inversion of the initial wedding and salon scenes. The healer lies sick. The
places of Olga’s artist guests are now occupied by doctors, who are strangers to her, just
as her guests were strangers to her husband’s world. “Artistic disorder” has been replaced
by medical disorder. Olga is disheveled and sloppily dressed. A strange man is snoring
on her divan. And now, with everything turned inside out, Olga comes to her moment of
“recognition,” that point in tragic art where, as Aristotle explains, there takes place “a
change from ignorance to knowledge, bringing the characters into either a close bond, or
enmity, with one another, and concerning matters which bear on their prosperity or

affliction.”” It is a moment of wisdom that only narrative can provide. Olga learns from

3 Aristotle, p. 43. This realization, of course, comes with Chekhovian irony. Moments of
understanding are granted provisionally in his works, and are anchored in individual
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Korostelév (or at least is told by him) that her husband—not some painter—is a truly
great man. As in the greatest tragic art, this recognition “occurs in direct conjunction
with reversal.” (Aristotle 43). For Dymov is now all exterior, and she is all spirit, and as
her nakedness before had filled the Volga landscape, now her guilt fills the room, spilling
over onto the white canvas of the bed sheet. Dymov’s grief-stricken friend and colleague,

Korostelév, moans:

Ho6pas, uyucTas, Jroos1as Aylla—He 4esloBek, a cTekyo! CiyKuin HayKe U ymep
OT Hayku. A paboTtal, Kak BOJ, JIeHb U HOYb, HUKTO €ro He AU, U MOJIO/ION
yueHbli, Oyaymii npogeccop, AoKeH ObUT UCKATh ce0e MPAaKTUKY U MO HOYaM
3aHUMATLCS IEPEBOJIAMU, YTOObI INIATUTH BOT 3a 3TH...NOJJIbIE TPSIIKK!
Kopoctenes nornspaen ¢ HeHaBucThio Ha Onbry MIBaHOBHY, yXBaTWIICS 3a
NPOCTBIHIO 00EMMM PYKaMM U CEpAMTO pBaHyJ, Kak OyATO OHa Obula BUHOBaTa

(30).

A good, pure, loving soul, not a man, but glass! He served science and
died from science. And he worked like an ox, day and night, no one spared him,
and a young scholar, a future professor, was forced to develop a practice for
himself and do translations at night in order to pay for these...these loathsome
rags!

Korostelév looked at Olga Ivanovna with hatred, seized the sheet with

both hands and tore it angrily as though it [she] were guilty.

He tears the sheet just as Riabovskii had slashed his canvas. In both cases it is an attack
on Olga, for yet again, as in the Volga riverbank scene, the pronoun referent is
ambiguous: the guilty one is both the sheet and Olga. The sheet, by its association with

Olga’s guilt, is itself, a “loathsome rag.”

characters’ perceptions. Here, Olga’s understanding is mediated by the clearly biased and
embittered Korostelév.
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This reading assigns all the guilt to Olga. She represents sin; her husband
represents goodness. But things are not that easy in life, or in art that moves beyond

fable. One man’s saint is another’s neglectful or impotent husband:

MonuanuBoe, ©0€3pONOTHOE, HEMOHSITHOE CYLIECTBO, OOE3JIMYEHHOE CBOEHO
KPOTOCTBIO, OecxapakTepHoe, cilaboe OT M3JMIIHEH A0OPOThI, IIIyXO CTpajajo
I7ie-TO TaM y ceOs Ha MBaHE U HE XKaJloBajoch. A eciu Obl OHO MOXKaJIOBAJIOCh,
X0Ts1 Obl B Opefly, TO Ie>XKYPHbIE JOKTOpPA y3HaIu Obl, 4YTO BUHOBAT TYT HE OJIUH

TOJBLKO iucpreput. (28)

The silent, uncomplaining, incomprehensible creature, depersonalized by its
meekness, without character, weak from an excess of goodness, was mutely
suffering somewhere there on the divan in its room and not complaining. But if it
were to complain, even in delirium, then the attending doctors would realize that

it wasn’t just diphtheria that was at fault here.

This Dymov is a completely neuter (even, considering the “ox” epithet, neutered), sexless
man. A man who only serves his wife as a source of money and clothing is not, as
Clayton points out, fully engaged. Between two people one is never completely at fault.
This is not the story of two equal partners; rather, as the fabular structure implies, one
partner is presented as all guilty, and the other is innocent and infantile as a child. Instead
of begetting children, the husband stays out nights working, calls his wife “mama”, and
feeds her. What one lacks, the other has in excess, and a strange sterility dominates at the
center of their family life.

This modest story asks deeper questions about the relationship between art and
nature. Dymov is a neuter being (referred to, for example, by the word “creature”
[cymiecTBO], so close to “essence”— [cymHOcTh]). But his death leaves him inert, just
another physical object in Olga’s city apartment. Meanwhile Olga /ives. Dymov, like
Chekhov himself, spent a lot of time doing autopsies, and as Chekhov famously said:
“Korma BCKpbIBaelllb TPYM, JaXke Y CaMmoro 3asijyIMBOro CIUPUTYAJIUCTA HEOOXOAUMO

sIBUTCsI Bonpoc —ryie TyT ayma?» ([ucvma 3, 208) (“When you dissect a corpse, even the
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most inveterate spiritualist must ask the question: where is the soul here?”’). Indeed, the
question remains as to the nature of the soul’s embeddedness in the body, and if we may
put it this way, art’s embeddedness in material reality.

Chekhov does not grant his characters full understanding. We should not trust the

narrator who says, “and the character realized... .”"

That is something that takes place on
the surface level of the text. The moment of recognition in “The Grasshopper” is not
Olga’s, but ours. We realize that what we have just read is an allegory for the creation of
narrative art—an allegory in which storytelling, with its extra dimension of time,
conquers the simple, flat reductionism of a landscape painting. True to Chekhov’s artistic
credo, the story does not answer questions as to the relationships between essence (that
neuter “being” that is so passive) and exterior (those dresses, those paintings, that
flamboyant display). Deliciously, Chekhov does take revenge on the foibles of his
acquaintances. But it is a revenge that uses the exterior shells of these real people, of their

habitats, and of their stories, and elevates these earthbound creatures to serve immortal

art.

REFERENCES

A.P. Chekhov v vospominaniakh sovremennikov. Moskva: Khudozhestvennaia literatura,
1986, 482-506.

Aristotle. The Poetics of Aristotle. Translation and Commentary by Stephen Halliwell.
Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 1987.

Anton Chekhov’s Life and Thought. Selected Letters and Commentary. Tr. Michael Henry
Heim; ed. Simon Karlinsky. Evanston: Northwestern UP, 1997.

Chekhov, A.P. Polnoe sobranie sochinenii i pisem v tridtsati tomax. Moskva: “Nauka,”
1977.

Chudakov, A.P. Chekhov'’s Poetics. Tr. Edwina Jannie Cruise and Donald Dragt. Ann
Arbor: Ardis, 1983.

4 Chekhov limits his statements about the truth to what is observable in each individual
case, rather than to the transcendent and general; we see only each character’s truth. See
Kataev, especially p. 98.



19

“Poetika i prototipy.” V tvorcheskoi laboratorii Chekhova. Eds. L.D. Opul’skaia,
Z.S. Pepernyi, S.E. Shatalov. Moskva, ”Nauka,” 1974, 182-193.

Clayton, Douglas J. “The Importance of Perception: Chekhov’s Story  ‘The
Grasshopper.”” Anton P. Cechov: Werk und Wirkung. Red. Regine Nohejl
(Internationalen Symposiums in Badenweiler im Oktober 1985). Wiesbaden: Otto
Harrassowitz, 1990, t. I, 591-607.

Ely, Christopher. “The Origins of Russian Scenery: Volga River Tourism and Russian
Landscape Aesthetics.” Slavic Review 62:4 (Winter 2003). 666-82.

Finke, Michael. Seeing Chekhov: Life and Art. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 2005.

Frye, Northrop. Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays. New York: Atheneum, 1967.

Kataev, Vladimir. If Only We Could Know: An Interpretation of Chekhov. Tr. Harvey
Pitcher. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2002.

Krylov, ILA. Sochineniia v dvukh tomakh. Moskva: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1955, t.
2.

Pahomov, George. “Cexov’s ‘The Grasshopper”: A Secular Saint’s Life.” Slavic And
East European Journal 37:1 (1993): 33-45.

Quilligan, Maureen. The Language of Allegory: Defining the Genre. Ithaca: Cornell UP,
1979.

Rayfield, Donald. Understanding Chekhov: A Critical Study of Chekhov's Prose and
Drama. Madison: U of Wisconsin Press, 1999.

Smith, Virginia Llewellyn. Anton Chekhov and the Lady with the Dog. London: Oxford
UP, 1973.

Winner, Thomas. Chekhov and His Prose. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1966.



