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  to Jim, Steven, Betsy, Heather, and Susan,

  lifelong companions.

  You were always with me, though I did not always know it.
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Praise for Simply Chekhov


  
  “Clearly written, this introduction conveys the spirit of Chekhov’s work and will inspire those unfamiliar with his stories and plays to read them. Still more, it glistens with unexpected insights that will make this book a must for serious scholars as well.”

  
    —Gary Saul Morson, Lawrence B. Dumas Professor of the Arts and Humanities and Professor of Slavic Languages and Literatures, Northwestern University
  

   

  “It’s not easy to write Chekhov’s life and, at the same time, to give a critical appraisal of his work, all in a mere 100 pages: Carol Apollonio has achieved this feat, and has done so in a sensitive, authoritative and extraordinarily readable way.”

  
    —Donald Rayfield, Emeritus Professor of Russian in the School of Modern Languages, Queen Mary University of London
  

   

  “After the titanic novelists, Chekhov can seem small, sad, and harsh, a product of Russia’s twilight. Moving geographically through Chekhov’s brief life, pausing for the occasional cameo discussion of an exemplary masterpiece, Apollonio persuades us of the opposite: that the stories, plays, work ethic, and worldview of Anton Chekhov are joyous performance art, wondrous and resonant with dignity. A radiantly creative life, deftly lit up from within.”

  
    —Caryl Emerson, A. Watson Armour III University Professor Emeritus of Slavic Languages and Literatures, Princeton University
  

   

  “Captivating and multidimensional, Apollonio’s new biography of Chekhov seamlessly weaves together his life and works, making them illuminate rather than overshadow each other in a myriad of new and unexpected ways. Without being sensationalist, this book shines with critical insights and many subtle revelations regarding Chekhov’s biography and artistry. Anyone–from novice to seasoned Chekhov scholar–will learn a great deal from this highly readable, thoroughly researched, and comprehensive book.”

  
    —Radislav Lapushin, Associate Professor of Russian Literature at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
  

   

  “Wise, lucid, compassionate, and refreshingly to the point, this is a book after Chekhov’s own heart. Carol Apollonio, one of the few people to have made a serious attempt to retrace Chekhov’s steps on his epic journey from Moscow to eastern Siberia, proves to be an excellent guide both to his remarkable life and to the many facets of his literary world. It is as enjoyable to spend time with her as it is with the master himself.”

  
    —Rosamund Bartlett, author of Chekhov: Scenes from a Life, and translator of About Love and Other Stories
  

   

  “Carol Apollonio’s Simply Chekhov has perfect pitch: like Chekhov himself, her work is laconic, elegant, surprising. Making use of an original geographical framework for her book, she navigates the overlap and the spaces between the comic and the dark; the ironic and the affirmative; the creative artist and the remarkable physician-patient; the intensely private man and the political, social activist. How all this can translate into the clear, brief, yet comprehensive Simply Chekhov is due to Apollonio’s extraordinary affinity to the author and her ability to instill Chekhov’s elusive, yet powerful sensibility into readers.”

  
    —Robin Feuer Miller, Edytha Professor of Humanities and Professor of Russian and Comparative Literature, Brandeis University
  

   

  “‘Would knowing the whole truth about a writer change our way of reading his works?’ Carol Apollonio asks in this brief but rich introduction to Chekhov. We’ll never know the whole truth, but the truths unearthed and organized by Apollonio do change our way of reading Chekhov. The portraits she draws of Chekhov—each connected to a different geographical space—establish connections between the writer’s life and the evolution of his craft in lucid and compelling ways. Offering along the way a range of approaches to Chekhov’s best-known stories and plays, Apollonio makes you want to read (or reread) all of Chekhov through her eyes, so that Simply Chekhov is simply the beginning.”

  
    —Elizabeth Frances Geballe, Assistant Professor of Slavic and East European Languages and Cultures Indiana University, Bloomington
  

   

  “An invaluable introduction to the author who, in his own quiet way, revolutionized modern theater and reinvented short-story form. Carol Apollonio makes exquisite sense of Chekhov’s creative trajectory, first by uncovering meaningful connections between his life and his work, between his literary career and his medical one, between his plays and his stories, between one short story and another. More suggestively still, Apollonio renders Chekhov’s life in time in terms of his movement through space, partly, no doubt, because his peregrinations warrant it. But this strategy also calls attention to Chekhov’s understanding of the impact of physical environment on the sentient beings who find themselves in it, as well as the responsibility of those beings for their environment. Guidance like this turns newcomers into discerning readers of Chekhov. Insights like these make scholars grateful.”

  
    —Cathy L. Popkin, Jesse and George Siegel Professor in the Humanities, Department of Slavic 
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Other Great Lives


  
  Simply Austen by Joan Klingel Ray
Simply Beckett by Katherine Weiss
Simply Beethoven by Leon Plantinga
Simply Chomsky by Raphael Salkie
Simply Chopin by William Smialek
Simply Darwin by Michael Ruse
Simply Descartes by Kurt Smith
Simply Dickens by Paul Schlicke
Simply Dirac by Helge Kragh
Simply Einstein by Jimena Canales
Simply Eliot by Joseph Maddrey
Simply Euler by Robert E. Bradley
Simply Faulkner by Philip Weinstein
Simply Fitzgerald by Kim Moreland
Simply Freud by Stephen Frosh
Simply Gödel by Richard Tieszen
Simply Hegel by Robert L. Wicks
Simply Hitchcock by David Sterritt
Simply Joyce by Margot Norris
Simply Machiavelli by Robert Fredona
Simply Napoleon by J. David Markham & Matthew Zarzeczny
Simply Nietzsche by Peter Kail
Simply Proust by Jack Jordan
Simply Riemann by Jeremy Gray
Simply Sartre by David Detmer
Simply Tolstoy by Donna Tussing Orwin
Simply Stravinsky by Pieter van den Toorn
Simply Turing by Michael Olinick
Simply Wagner by Thomas S. Grey
Simply Wittgenstein by James C. Klagge
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Series Editor's Foreword


  
  Simply Charly’s “Great Lives” series offers brief but authoritative introductions to the world’s most influential people—scientists, artists, writers, economists, and other historical figures whose contributions have had a meaningful and enduring impact on our society.

  Each book provides an illuminating look at the works, ideas, personal lives, and the legacies these individuals left behind, also shedding light on the thought processes, specific events, and experiences that led these remarkable people to their groundbreaking discoveries or other achievements. Additionally, every volume explores various challenges they had to face and overcome to make history in their respective fields, as well as the little-known character traits, quirks, strengths, and frailties, myths, and controversies that sometimes surrounded these personalities.

  Our authors are prominent scholars and other top experts who have dedicated their careers to exploring each facet of their subjects’ work and personal lives.

  Unlike many other works that are merely descriptions of the major milestones in a person’s life, the “Great Lives” series goes above and beyond the standard format and content. It brings substance, depth, and clarity to the sometimes-complex lives and works of history’s most powerful and influential people.

  We hope that by exploring this series, readers will not only gain new knowledge and understanding of what drove these geniuses, but also find inspiration for their own lives. Isn’t this what a great book is supposed to do?

  Charles Carlini, Simply Charly
 New York City
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Preface


  
  Ask around, and people will tell you that Anton Chekhov (January 29, 1860–July 15, 1904) is depressing. My purpose in writing this book is to expose this as a slander, and to make the reader fall in love with his work. Chekhov himself was bewildered by this characterization of his writing. Late in life, he noted in a letter:

  
    Alas, it is not my fault! It comes out this way against my will, and when I write, it doesn’t seem to me that what I’m writing is dark; in any case, when I’m working I’m always in a good mood. It has been observed that gloomy people, melancholics, always write cheerfully, whereas cheerful writers depress their readers. And I’m basically a cheerful person; at any rate, I lived my first thirty years, so to speak, fully satisfied with life (to Lidia Avilova, October 6, 1897).

  

  According to the writer and memoirist Ivan Bunin, Chekhov’s mother and sister claimed that they had never seen him cry, even at his brother Nikolai’s funeral. Compare this with young Leo Tolstoy, whose childhood nickname was “Crybaby Lev.” Fun-loving not only in childhood but throughout his life, Chekhov enjoyed playing practical jokes. On one occasion in 1901, suffering from tuberculosis that would kill him within three years, Chekhov was walking down a Yalta street with Bunin. They passed a house where women’s silhouettes could be seen through an open window. Chekhov says loudly, “Have you heard? It’s terrible! Bunin has been murdered! In Autka [a suburb of Yalta], he was at some Tatar woman’s house!” Then he turned to Bunin and whispered, “Not a word! Tomorrow everyone in Yalta will be talking about the murder of Bunin!”

  This conundrum of a self-proclaimed cheerful man who writes sad things gives us the opportunity to explore our own ways of reading. How important is it to know Chekhov as a human being when we are reading his works? No data can provide a complete picture, after all, and even if it were possible, would knowing the whole truth about a writer change our ways of reading what he wrote? First of all, what people say about themselves is always complicated—no less complicated for a writer than for anyone else. That Chekhov proclaimed himself to be an upbeat, happy person should not be taken as the whole picture. Secondly, there are as many impressions of a person as there are observers. His brother Alexander reported, counter to his sister’s and mother’s claims, instances in their childhood when Anton cried. Thirdly, Chekhov’s own statements change—he was a normal human being who had good days and bad days, just like anyone else. Some of his letters express dark moods, or even something approaching existential despair. Alexander recorded that his brother experienced a morbid premonition of death three days before his lung hemorrhage in March of 1897. Some scholars—notably the authoritative Chekhov biographer Donald Rayfield—have postulated full-on depression. The point is: the more facts we learn about the man, the more confusing everything gets—and the more human and real he becomes.

  We can never know what is going on in the depths of another’s heart. Literature, too, presents mysteries; there is always something more to learn once you begin to explore. With Chekhov, what we find below the surface of his works may contradict what seemed to be obvious at first glance. He completed his last play, The Cherry Orchard, in the fall of 1903 in Yalta, far from his wife, friends, and family, physically frail, suffering a whole array of painful ailments, and only months from death. The play tells a mournful tale: the collapse of a Russian gentry family, the loss of their home, and along with it an entire way of life. The family is traumatized by the loss of their only son, who drowned years before when still a child. And yet from the beginning, before he even began to write the play, Chekhov repeatedly insisted that it was a comedy or even a vaudeville. Clearly, there is a gap between what Chekhov said he thought he was doing with his writing and what people seem to be getting out of it, or say they are. Even as it presents a challenge to readers, this gap has not hindered his reputation as one of the greatest short-story writers in the history of the world—in any language—and one of its most significant dramatists since Shakespeare. His fame has continued to grow since his death—so much so, that you have picked up this little book to learn more about the life and works of this extraordinary writer.

  Another epithet often applied to Chekhov’s works is “boring.” Here the issue is more complicated, because he often complained of boredom, and in fact, one of his most important works is entitled “A Boring Story.” His characters, too, complain of boredom. Still, that is only what is immediately visible to a surface-skimming reader. The sense of tedium in Chekhov’s texts may have something to do with the way he constructed his plots. Readers—at least Western readers, who prefer action-packed plots—often feel that nothing happens. Here, too, they are wrong. Take the four mature plays, The Seagull (1896), Uncle Vanya (1898), The Three Sisters (1901), and The Cherry Orchard (1904). Unlike the works that had dominated the Russian stage previously, the action in Chekhov’s drama takes place behind the scenes. Onstage the audience witnesses a sequence of banal conversations and routine actions: card playing, tea-drinking, strolling in the garden. But each of the plays is anchored in a tragic event—a death that the reader or audience does not witness directly—which takes place either before the action begins, or in “real time,” offstage. The sense of aftermath, or what we might call the “beforemath,” or even “sidemath,” dominates every aspect of the characters’ experience. Characters’—and, let’s face it, people’s—fates are determined by things that happen offstage, out of their control. In idle conversation, someone says, “Fine weather today!” Uncle Vanya responds, “Fine weather to hang oneself!” Something very important is missing; the spectator must puzzle it out based on the words, actions, and emotions performed onstage. This drama of “indirect action” (also called, distractingly, the “theater of mood”) was Chekhov’s radical and enduring contribution to world theater.

  In addition to foregrounding seemingly insignificant events of everyday life, Chekhov’s writing features a leveling of scale between major and minor, momentous and trivial, near and far. In an undated notebook entry, he wrote: “Looking out the window at a corpse being carried by: you’ve died, they’re taking you to the cemetery, and here I am about to go have breakfast.” Distracted by breakfast, we might miss something important. Chekhov’s reluctance to distinguish great from small recalls the journal that the writer’s father, Pavel Yegorovich, kept during the 1890s when the family lived on their small estate of Melikhovo outside of Moscow. Anton (“Antosha”) has just come home from several months convalescing in France, but that does not affect the weather, the seasons, or the flow of life on the farm. His father wrote:

  
    5 May. А clear morning +12 [degrees] ®. Wonderful weather. All the trees are dressed in greenery. Midday +24 ®, +34 ®. The sound of thunder, looks like rain. Stuffy and hot.  Antosha has come back from France. Brought a lot of presents. Eve[ning] +13 ®. The oats are sprouting.

  

  The great Russian scholar Alexander Chudakov identified this leveling—not just of events but of all elements in a text—as a key principle in Chekhov’s narrative poetics. The significance of what happens is not obvious—just as in life we do not understand what we experience in the moment; explanations fall short. This does not mean, though, that life has no meaning. And despite what feels random and inexplicable, in fact, everything—in life and in a work of art—is important and needed in, as Columbia University professor and Chekhov scholar Cathy Popkin put it, Chekhov’s “pragmatics of insignificance.”
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