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AUTHOR’S PREFACE

WHEN the public has indicated its interest in a first book on a new subject,
it rightly tends to be critical of a successor. The author was surprised and
pleased by the welcome given to The New Soviet Theatre in 1943. He is
all the more conscious of the faults in this book. The critical reader, if
he or she takes it as a history, will feel that it has no middle, or perhaps
that the middle is contained in the earlier book, and that this is clumsy.
But this is not a history. It is a study of Soviet theatres in war.

The extraordinary vigour of the Soviet theatres in war, however, cannot
be understood without some knowledge of the pre-Revolutionary back-
ground, the nineteenth-century Russian theatre ; and as far as the author
is aware, there are no books in English (and those few in Russian are prac-
tically unobtainable) on this subject. An absorbing subject; and one
which is treated herein too sketchily.

Nor is the main body of the book a complete history, but again only
an interim report. A transmission. A channel, through which information
may circulate. The details had to be culled from many sources; they
were bewildering in their prolixity ; and the task of setting them in order,
of getting them in due perspective, had to be done spasmodically, in leisure
hours which became fewer and fewer as the work progressed. Nor have
the writing of the final chapters and the revision of the whole been made
any easier by the intermittent arrival of flying bombs, which meant keeping
the sources and the growing manuscript in a place of safety away from the
desk at which the writing was done.

If therefore there are inconsistencies, redundancies, repetitions, mistakes
in detail, if the writing flags or the path seems to disappear in the under-
growth, the author begs for clemency. It seemed to him that the need
for a full understanding of our Soviet Allies’ culture and evaluation of life
(such as best a theatre can give) grew more urgent as victory drew nearer,
and he hastened to finish his task as a contribution to that understanding,
without which no peace in the world can be permanent, but our twenty
years’ friendship may be wrecked by misconstruction.
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Aud Art made tonguc-tied by Authority
—SHAKESPEARE

Part One
OLD WORLD: EARLY NINETEENTH CENTURY

CHAPTER 1

IMPERIAL THEATRES

A BIRD’s-EYE VIEW

It is the year 1850. Imagine that we are flying at a great height north-
ward over the Black Sea, the shores of which for centuries have been visited
by little boats of various shapes, trading between East and West. We are
approaching the land, land that stretches West for one and a half thousand
miles, North for one and a half thousand miles, and East for something like
four thousand.

To our left a great river approaches from duc West, entering the Black
Sea not so very far from where Ovid comforted himself with his Tristia
mournfullyin exile. This rivery the Danube, connects many of the countries,
and several of the capitals, of the European civilisation to which we belong,
with this strange land below us. Cutting through the grey plains from the
north come three more great rivers, the Dnieper, the Don and the Volga,
not all flowing into this Black Sea, but all bulging eastwards, as if the people
on the inside of the bulge were pressing in that direction, or as if water,
obligingly lending itself to the disposition of man, had thrown up three
lines of ramparts against the unpredictable East. And far to our right is
the reply of the unpredictable East, a similar rampart bulging back against
us, the Ural River. Impossible not to imagine from the very geography
that here is not 2 No~man’s-land between Athens and China.

It is not a land we know well. Even the air is filled with the unfamiliar.
From the steppes rise bustards, evil-looking, bald spectres, more like night-
mares than birds, which bump along the ground like overladen acroplanes
before they can take off. The cagles in the mountains are not the eagles
we know. Even the little homely birds, singing a few yards from the soil,
are of unexpected colour. Thrushes are black or grey.

And the people, too, are different from what we have come to call
European. True, there are a few cities which have houses and public
buildings of architecture in a recognisably Italian-origin style, though an
altered one. In St. Petersburg (which is commonly called Peterburg), and
Moscow, and Odessa, there are more than a hundred thousand of a city

9
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population.!  Four other towns have half that number; some twenty
have a quarter. And in these there are well-to-do people who do not
depend on the land directly. for a living, merchants, doctors, and the like,
who use handkerchiefs and crowd their rooms with knick-knacks and
furniture, whose wives and daughters study the French fashions and wear
much lace. In these towns there are a few schools ; but most children of
the well-to-do are taught at home by foreign governesses and tutors. The
rest are not taught at all.

Peter the First’s window on Europe has been dimmed and shrouded
with lace curtains and the police. The harsh reign of Nicholas the First
is coming to an end. Pushkin is dead ; Lermontov is dead ; Byelinsky,
the great critic and thinker who located and directed the new Russian
literature, died two years ago, thereby cheating the police on their way to
arrest him. Gogol is still alive ; Ostrovsky, in his twenties, is making his
mind up ; Turgenyev, Dostoyevsky, and Tolstoy are young men not yes
on their feet, though in two years Turgenyev is to be arrested, and Dostoy-
evsky taken out for execution and then sent to Siberia in partial reprieve.
Cultured people are proud of these writers, who are putting Russian among
the European literary languages; but cultured people are few, and con-
fined to the towns.

In the countryside, where the overwhelming majority of people live,
there are few villages, no hamlets. People live in small townships of a
thousand or more.2  This is partly for safety, against wolves and robbers
and the drunken sons of the nobility ; and partly because they belong to
the nobles, body and soul. They work for them in a feudal way, for no
wages. They spend their spare time winning just enough food for their
families to exist upon from strips of ground which also belong to the nobles.
Even the craftsmen, blacksmiths, wheelwrights, locksmiths, belong to the
nobles. They buy off their personal duties by annual payments while they
learn their craft or practise it.

You would think from this that the nobles would be rich. And many
of them are, fabulously so. These go travelling in Europe, drink wine,
speak French. They plant trees to shelter their houses in the open plains.®
But to be sent for long periods to their homes is a punishment. They do
not like Russia, they do not understand the language. Their families have
been noble so long that fortunes tend to split up and titles to be less a family
rank than a class badge. An English traveller records that already there
exist at the same time some three hundred Prince G ——s.4 Younger
sons and cadet branches are not necessarily rich. They have to take posts
under the Emperor, in the Army or as chinovniki.

The chinovniki are very numerous. They spread all over the huge
space of land below us. They are badly paid, perhaps because what was
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right for the Tsar to pay in the Middle Ages must obviously still be right
for him to pay, and anything else would be wrong ; and new posts must
be graded accordingly. But the chinovniki have positions and dignities
and uniforms to maintain (they get into trouble if they do not) ; so they
take bribes. Big ones for important officials, just a rouble or two for the
lesser, who cannot claim nobility. The social scale is strict. There are
fourteen degrees of chin, and each has its appropriate form of address, from
“ Your Honourable ” to * Your Privy Councillor ” or, if the official is
a Baron, “ Your Brilliancy 7.5 Plainly, here we are nearer to China than
to Athens. And the resemblance is continued in the strictness of the
financial scale. The lesser chinovnik must hand on a big enough share of
his takings to his superior, just as he must address him with humble enough
respect, or unpleasant consequences will follow. And so, though he may
be taking quite a handsome amount each year, he is never very rich ; and
his energies are just as much consumed in winning a living for his family
as those of the serfs all round him.

He may even not be exempt from personal violence. A station-master
on the post-chaise system that links the townships together may have kept
his horses few, to save expense. Now several parties of travellers have
arrived simultaneously, each bribing him to give them priority. Who
will win ? The knowing traveller, the young noble. He will kick or
beat the station-master till he gets double priority. Cynically, the whole
system was summed up in the popular saying : * God is high and the Tsar
is far 7.

Mercifully, travellers are few. That is what strikes us first about this
vast land, the absence of much movement from place to place. Where
people are born, there they die. They are not allowed to do much else.
Indeed the network of chinovniki is partly intended to keep the people
static. If an owner allows a serf to leave, there will still be his papers to
scrutinise and object to. If the serf cannot bribe the official, he cannot
leave. And little is the money a serf can save.

Landowners going in coaches to and from their estates ; fashionable
persons passing to and from watering-places . . . but otherwise the only
motion appears to be that of inspecting officials (visits rare and dangerous
to all in the neighbourhood) or officers going to the east. All the time
officers go east, or return from the east on furlough. All the time there
are wars in the east, nobody knows what for. A cynic may say it is to
train the troops for a real war against Turkey. But at least this provides
careers for younger sons. And it draws bad characters from the townships,
where they might spread ideas. Ideas and a bad character necessarily go
together.

Five years ago, for instance, guerrilla troops of the people of Dagestan
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cut to pieces a Russian column that was trying to beat into submission the
grand Highland chicf Shamil. Shamil is going from power to power.
Scon he is to order that his own mother should receive a hundred lashes
for proposing terms that savoured of compromise, and fifty of those lashes
from filial piety he will take on his own back. Such inflexibility takes a
lot of fighting ; and indeed it can only be defeated by upper-class cunning:
What will break Shamil will be the return of his own son from captivity,
turned into a Russian officer type. That is progress, as it is understood in
Court circles.

In general the Tsar is not interested in progress.  As our traveller observes
with much foresight, Europeans have not yet connected East and West by
cutting a canal through the Isthmus of Suez, though he sees that this cannot
be long postponed.  The Tsar, by the geographical position of his dominions,
could have the monopoly of the mid-nineteenth-century carrying trade
between the continents. Steam is already at his disposal. Macadam,
four years dead, has shown Europe how to make roads. A single canal,
56 miles only, between Volga and Don would make a water link. But
this is not dug. There are a few steamers on the great rivers, but they are
the property of foreign firms, mostly British. In the main, traffic is by
small boats that drop the anchors of larger ones a few hundred yards ahead,
on which the larger ones haul themselves up the stream by a windlass
of horses or men.

The only railway of any importance is between Moscow and Peterburg,
drawn on a map by the Tsar with a ruler, and avoiding all the commercial
centres on the way. The one daily passenger train takes twenty-two hours.

There are few roads, mostly rides through the forests, or trails across
the steppes marked by white posts with tufts of straw on their tips, or posts
striped black and white if it is a post-road. Travellers sit on planks sus-
pended on wheels without springs, or are bumped and bruised in tarantasses
that hurtle down ravines and over hillocks.. Goods go to fairs by ox-
waggon or camcl-cart, of wood or wicker. Heavy taxes are paid on all
goods that enter the country. Thus home-made things are kept dear,
bencfiting the qwners of the men and women who make them. The Tsar
himself, however, has plenty of money. His idea of a rich country is him-
self owning rich possessions. .

Some of the nobles, though, arc interested in progress. By hearsay
they are in touch with the West. An inventor on the Volga has heard of
steamboats and seen a steam engine. He designs one for his boat and in-
stalls it, not as a means of propulsion, but as an adjunct to the windlass.
He adds expense, but saves no time. No invention is allowed to be publicised
until official examination has passed it as useful.

Most “ educated " people are thus kept on a bare margin of life. Life to
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them in their country isolation is a thing of lonely pleasure, like hunting,
whether of wild boar or pretty village girls. Their social delights are
limited to negotiating advantageous marriages for themselves or their
children. Their financial problems, if they have money, are complicated
by seasons in the capitals. We cannot expect them to be much interested
in truthtul portrayals of life on theatre stages. And most have an even
narrower margin. Having little to do but suffer in a world where nobody
knows the reason for anything that happens, they do not wish to see similar
suffering mirrored by actors. And the stagnation of the countryside does
not allow them cven the escape to a dream world on the stage. They can
dream only in fumes of tobacco or mahorka indoors (for they will be fined
for smoking out of doors), or by getting mercifully drunk on vodka in-
doors or out of doors. For the Tsar has no interest in tobacco manufacture,
but he has in the consumption of vodka. Oliphant tells us that the Russian
peasant is not offensive when he is drunk. He will be beaten if he is.

That is the broad picture we see below us, as we fly above the country-
side within the furthest rampart, the River Volga. What goes on beyond
that rampart is wild and unknown, and none of our business.

AUDIENCES IN Moscow

In the big towns it is dlﬁ;crent Therc are theatres in Peterburg and
Moscow and Odessa. Good ones. People are proud of them. As carly
as the end of the eighteenth century Sandunov, the first comic genius of
the Russian stage, has made such a hit that a memoir writer who has scen
the same part played in Paris suggests Moli¢re himself would have been
delighted with Sandunov’s Scapin, because hc became the character in
gesture and action before he opened his mouth.®  That implies something
of actor and audience. For there are audiences to be had..

We have Byelinsky’s description of the Moscow audience in early days.?
“In the Petrovsky Theatrc in Moscow ”,* he says, “ gather people of
different classes, different degrees of education, different tastes and require-
ments. Here you will sce merchants with beards and merchants without
beards, and students, and people who live in Moscow because they are
happy living there and it is their habit to live where they can be happy.
Here you will see fashionable tail-coats and yellow gloves, striking vengerki
and an overcoat and old-fashioned capotes with collars, and short winter
coats and bear-fur coats, hats and peaked caps and everything but nightcaps,
bonnets with ostrich feathers and little caps with bits of hare fur, and

* The Maly Theatre in Moscow was sometimes called the Petrovsky Theatre,
because (like the Bolshoy) it was situated in the square known as Petrovsky Square,
Theatre Square, and after the Revolution, Sverdlov Square.

1 Short Hungarian jackets.

2
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heads in embroidered shawls of silk or calico. Herc you will see people
for whom Filatka and Mirosha* is an cntertaining and interesting piece,
and people for whom the repertoire of all Europe does not provide too
greac riches ; people who want to hear nothing but Shakespeare ; people
for whom a Gogol comedy is the height of perfection, and people to whom
a Gogol comedy means no more than crude farces do, even when these
lack any sign of talent ; people who see in the dramas of Mr. Kukolnik f
exemplary compositions, and people who see in them nothing but tedium.
In short, in the Moscow theatre public there are almost as many tastes and
opinions as there are figures comprising it, and it is no rarity to encounter
the most subtle and cultured, the most refined taste side by side with the
most crude and banal ; no rarity to overhear from your neighbour on
one side the most intelligent, and on the other the most nonsensical, comment.

‘“ Even people possessed of the same degrec of education do not in
Moscow speak with the same voice in one and the same words, because
in Moscow every man would have his own outlook on things, his own
judgment of them. Tragedy or a pathetic play they prefer in Moscow,
and valuc higher than comedy or vaudeville. This is understandable.
For comedy you need a more refined public than for tragedy, since the
latter concerns the sufferings and feelings of humanity, even unconscious
ones, and awakens these powerfully even in souls that are fast asleep, whereas
the former requires for appreciation people who have grown up in a mature
civilisation, requires an Attic subtlety of taste, an observant mind, able to
catch each nuance, each scarcely perceptible stroke. In Moscow tragedy
is liked by merchants with beards and merchants without.t And no
wonder. For in great part they are people who are not lightly moved,
who yield only to very strong feelings. . . . If they decide to go to the
theatre, then give them Mochalov (whom they call Muchaldwf). For
him many of them will pay on his benefit night a hundred, two hundred
roubles or more for a box they could pay less than fifteen for. They like
Mochalov, and like to tell their friends, stroking their beards, long before
the night and long after, ‘I paid such-and-such for Mochalov’s benefit .
A purely Moscow trait, which you don’t encounter nowadays in Peterburg.”

* Filatka and Mirosha, Partners : a vaudeville in two acts by P. Grigoryev. The
slow-witted Filatka serves as a soldier in place of his brother. At first he is a coward ;
then he grows brave.

t “ This Kukolnik ”, says K. Waliszewski, * was a poor playwright and worse
novelist ;” adding a word about his * Inflated rhetoric and pompous patriotism ",
When taken to task for writing to order, Kukolnik replied, “ I'll play the part of
an accouchenr to-motrow, if I'm so directed ”.

t This represented a difference of outlook. Some of the newly rich tried to
look and behave like gentlemen, others looked and behaved like mujiks. Both types
combined in a subscription of 3,500 rubles for Mochalov to have a holiday abroad ;

and the day he died all the Moscow shops shut for grief,
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AUDIENCES IN PETERBURG.8

In Peterburg, Byelinsky explains, there is such a thing as a “ theatre
public”. It has no heterogeneous classes, everyone is in *“ the service ”,
meaning, of course, they are officials of some kind. It has a single taste.
It never contradicts itself. It is always perfectly assured. It is an indi-
viduum, properly dressed, well-to-do, not demanding very much, not giving
much away, afraid of extremes, very like the respectable classes in France
and Germany, says Byelinsky. It is perfectly at home in the Alexandrinsky
foyer, so much so that it doesn’t welcome strangers there, so strangers
seldom go. Strangers go to the Mihailovsky Theatre, unless they don’t
know French, in which case they don’t go anywhere. So the Alexandrinsky
public is homogeneous. If it applauds, everyone applauds, even if they
don’t want to. Accordingly, actors and authors all play for safety, doing
only what they know pleased last time. And the audience never tires of
calling its favourites, once they are its favourites. Karatygin they will give
fifteen calls in an evening ; but nobody else. And it applauds perpetually,
not from extravagance, but because it is perfectly satisfied with all the
plays it is given.

We must examine this Peterburg audience more closely. In 1832 there
were nearly half a million pegple in Peterburg. One-quarter were peasants,
one-quarter house and personal servants, one-tenth officials, one-tenth
soldiers and their families. There were only about forty-two thousand
aristocrats, and a little more than that number of merchants and middle-
class professional people. But the theatres were supposed to be for the
aristocrats only.

There was the Bolshoy, which gave Italian operas and ballets and very"
occasionally plays. Woe from Wit had its first performance here in 1831.
There was the (Peterburg) Maly, where at first there was no gallery and
the aristocrats rented their boxes for a period of years. Only in 1819 the
Third Circle had been turned into a gallery seating 180, and the aristocrats
ceased to be alone. Rude, rough, uneducated merchants invaded their
sacred premises. The Maly was demolished in 1832, just as a new theatre
building was completed opposite it.

This was the famous and still extant Alexandrinsky Theatre. It was
designed by Rossi, and contained the latest scenic ingenuities from Paris.
It was named for Alexandra, wife of Tsar Nicholas. It was illuminated
with a thousand oil lamps. And a specially hand-picked audience glittered
in the light of them at the opening performance on the last day of August.
They heard first the overture to an old opera called Ivan Susanin,* by Kavos.

* Not to be confused with Glinka’s opera, A Life for the Tsar, which is nowadays
called Ivan Susanin, as was originally intended before the Tsar altered the title.



16 ACTORS CROSS THE VOLGA

They watched then a patriotic tragedy by Kryukovsky, which bored them.
They brightened to the ballet divertissement “ A Spanish Wedding ”, by
Blash.

Drama bored them, though they always gave an ovation to the
Karatygins. It bored them because they did not understand Russian very
well. When they wanted a play, they would go to French plays at the
Mihailovsky Theatre. Yet they crowded out the Alexandrinsky Theatre
when it gave ballet, as it generally did. One of the reasons why there
were few plays to attract them, was that the Imperial theatres were ad-
ministered by an official called Gedeonov, who knew nothing about
theatres, and like most of his class at that time, never opened a book of any
kind if he could avoid it. After all, mere eyesight can enjoy a dancer, but
to follow a tragedian or a wit demands the use of the head. Gedeonov’s
administration consisted largely in seeing that interviewers filled in their
requests correctly in the proper form of words. He would then scrawl
“NO ” across the application. So regularly and successfully did he do this
that he remained in office for twenty-five years, his rules a sore trial.

However, in 1836 the ballet was transferred in a body to the
Bolshoy Theatre, and the Alexandrinsky Theatre was left with a second-
rate orchestra, faded curtains and an old stock of costumes. The
noble audience went with the ballet, though they used to come back
on benefit nights for the Karatygins or Sosnitsky, Vera Samoilova, or
Asenkova.

(Poor, sweet-faced, honourable Asenkova ! She rejected the insulting
advances of the cynical young Guards officers ; and they in revenge one
night shouted such filthy words at her from their boxes that she fled weeping
into the wings, and, trapped by their cruelty (for the stage was her only
means of honourable livelihood) worried herself into a decline, and died
of tuberculosis before she was 25.)

The population of Peterburg was changing. Merchants, business
men, master-craftsmen, and the more intellectual of those in State service,
were multiplying fast. When the nobility deserted the Alexandrinsky,
these came to it, bringing their wives and families, putting on white gloves
to show they were *“ good style ”. It was the same story as our eighteenth-
century London audience told. But these were more full-blooded and
rough. They wanted emotional, exciting plays.

The management gave up comedies from the French, smart dialogue,
literary traditions, and tried to find good Russian plays to suit them. There
were no good plays. ’

The audience liked Asenkova as a male impersonator in vaudeville
better than as Ophelia. Vaudevilles were all the rage, as they had been in
Beaumarchais’ time in France. They were written in rhyme, with plenty
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of song and dance. The music was often compiled by the prompter.*
Frequently the author would state what popular tune his words were
intended to fit. The Parisian model, as written by Scribe and Balzac,
was followed. Dances were French too, the can-can, the polka. Some
of these entertainments were elegant and graceful, but the majority were
cheap : either love-scenes in romantic settings with dirty double-entendres
in the dialogue, or plays of manners with smuggled satirical double meanings
at the expense of the chinovniki. ,

They liked the Samoilovs too in melodrama—also Parisian in origin.
They liked Lyadova in operetta. But most of all they liked the Karatygins
in lush patriotic drama, at which they could stamp their feet and cry
“Bravo ! ” or “ Forah ! ”.

The patriotic drama was a deliberate invention of Tsar Nicholas him-
sclf. He was a suspicious, anxious man, afraid of uprisings, oppressed by
the nightmares of tyrants. Hec knew that the rising middle class sided with
the mujiks and masscs rather than with the aristocrats ; and if they were
faithful to the monarchy, of which he was never sure, it was only for pro-
tection against the aristocrats. He knew nothing about the theatre, but
realised its importance when the merchants crowded to it with their families.
He gave instructions that the theatre was to be used for the * political
education” of the middle glasses. At first this was done through the
censorship, the famous Department III.  But in 1848, when crowned heads
were falling over all Europe, he became yet more distrustful, and read every
play himself before it was licensed, banned authors like Schiller and
Beaumarchais absolutely, and demanded a yet more specifically patriotic
repertoire.  Anything that was likely to evoke applause for its independent
views by the * non-privileged classes ” (that was the phrase actually used)
was to be cut forthwith.

The playwrights Polevoy and Kukolnik obliged. Kukolnik said,
*“ Love of the Fatherland, the Tsar and the Holy Ones is by itself the one
and only (but so wholly rich and bounteous) theme of popular drama”
And he concocted plays called The Hand of the Almighty Saved the Fatherland,
Prince Mihail Vasilyevich Skopin-Shuisky, or topical plays like The Naval
Occasion at Sevastopol in 1854, wherein after all had expressed their love for
their country from different angles, there was a final demonstration and
hymn sung in the audience.

* He at least would have some stage sense. At this time music was written for
plays by professional musicians, but with no regard whatever to stage requircments.
The stage manager often chose for serious dramas passages from opera or instru-
mental works. Gautier expected a new comedy form to evolve from the vaudeville.

+ This caused a sensation in 1834 because all its five acts had sets designed by the
same painter ; but the cvent remained the exception. Usually painters were asked

to supply only single scenes, A Trip By Rail to Tsarskoye Sclo, or The Wreck of
the Frigate * Medusa ™. These would be duly applauded.
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Polevoy followed suit. He liked having groups of plain, simple folk
on his stage, to shout *“ Forah ! Forah ! ” when the goodness of the Tsar
was mentioned. He confessed that the theatre for him was only “an
indulgence, a relaxation after real work ”

But this kind of authorship had its pitfalls. Grigoryev intended a roar-
ing patriotic success in The Russians at the Approach to the Turkish Fronticr,
only to have it banned. As Nicholas observed, * At the present time,
when warlike actions are not noted for any brilliant successes of importance,
Grigoryev’s play savours somewhat of advertising the past ”.

In general, of plays like Russian Saints, A Russian Wedding at the End of
the 16th Century, or The Best School is the Tsar’s Service, Byelinsky said that
the society they depicted was as much like Russian society as it was like

Arabian.

Tre EARLY NINETEENTH-CENTURY THEATRE IN RuUssiA AND BRITAIN

The standard of performance in both Peterburg and Moscow was
amateurish. Mishaps were frequent. In a performance in 1831 of a five-
act tragedy, The Bandit of the Bohemian Woods, adapted from Byron (prc-
sumably his Werner), the castle collapsed in the last act, and in the general
panic the wife of the actor Bryansky, secing him apparently dcad, shrieked
out his little name “ Yasha ! ”, after which it was solemnly announced that
owing to the collapse of the castle, the play could not be concluded. And
this is only one of many recorded that summer.?

In other words, the theatre was not taken seriously. Shakespeare was
popular, certainly, though less for his poetry or understanding than for
his stage effects. But in any case, you cannot judge a theatre period by
the number of Shakespeare performances given. Even in the lowest
years of British theatrical history (not far removed from the one we are
now discussing in Russia), as Allardyce Nicoll has shown,* many of Planché’s
ultra-popular burlesques depended for their effect on the audience’s memory
of Shakespearcan phrases, and he further quotes Colman the Younger
(who died in 1836) as saying that a modern audience would not allow
of any further meddling with the text of Shakespeare. Yet at the same
time he quotes Leigh Hunt in 1807, “ Any man . . . will find that his
chief entertainment has arisen from the actors, totally abstracted from the
authors . (Ibid., p. s50.)

The same might be said of almost any country in our view : France,
Italy, Spain, Germany, America, in all these the stage has become a place
for sight and sound more than for the experience of life. In London
especially. In London the old audience of aristocrats had left the theatre
entirely. Even the merchants did not come often. The new class of

* A History of Early XIXth Century Drama, Vol. L, p. go.
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manufacturers were too busy making money. Only the miserable mob
came, clambering into the critics’ favourite places in the pit, clamouring
for cheaper and cheaper seats. The managers build bigger and bigger
theatres. The actors have to shout. Playwrights adopt a simplified,
poster-like technique. Characters become types, wit becomes clowning,
claborate stage machinery with real fire and real water attract wider and
bigger and noisier audiences.

This mob asserts its will. Kemble bows to it over prices. Kean has
to beg its pardon. Madame Vestris, pioneer of the Little Theatre, gives
it the light fare it wants1® Manager after manager, even the blarneying
Elliston, has in the broader issue to submit. And what the public boos,
he dare not anunounce for further showing, for fear of physical violence.
This, even though the patent theatres of Covent Garden and Drury Lane
are administered, like the Imperial theatres of Russia, under the Crown,
with the monopoly of all written plays.

This wild, uneducated mob did not want literary plays ; they did not
want to think. They wanted thrills. The thrill of a good tune, of apparent
death in a waterfall, of a city in flames, of a fine woman declaiming glorious
meaningless words. Bradlee Watson has shown how Shakespeare to them
was a thrill as good as a prize-fight, with speech a series of “ points ” and
plot a series of punches. Amd even Shakespeare had to be given pro-
gressively more sumptuous settings as each manager vied for public support.
And, deeper, because this mob were themselves in the power of the wicked
beyond hope of escape, they insisted in their excitement on good being
triumphant, and their hisses against the villain meant much more than just
helping the play along.

In Russia it was not quite the same. As Lunacharsky neatly puts it,
in the Imperial theatres “the Tsar and his courtiers held the ballet and
opera pretty firmly in their hands ; but the drama fluttered there like a
captured bird 711 And despite the chinovniki a continual war went on,
especially in Moscow, between reactionaries and liberals. As proof of
this, Lunacharsky cites some of the plays done : Hernani and Ruy Blas, by
the feared Republican Victor Hugo ; Intrigue and Love, with its savage attack
on the cruelty and crime of the ruling class, and The Robbers, in which even
the good are overcome by the evil of the times ; Goethe’s political prison
drama Egmont; and the human plays of Shakespeare. These, he argues,
are not the fare a reactionary tyrant would choose for his subjects, unless
he had to; but more and more of the intelligentsia were coming to the
Moscow theatre, and they wanted truth on the stage.-

In progressive theatres, truth on the stage and truth in life must go
together. If therefore there is a feeling for liberation, a broadening, en-
larging, forward-looking move in life outside, the theatre too must broaden,
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enlarge and look forward. Otherwise it will be a mere convention, apart
from life. Therefore a theatre anxious to improve itself artistically, must
in such a community throw in its lot with those trying to improve life
outside. And conversely : reactionary and official governors will wish
to suppress any tendency to “ human ”’ drama, because that is interested in
the individual, the unique, the independent dignity of man, which threatens
the artificial, schematised society those governors help to maintain.

The Moscow theatre never went chasing after spectacle. *“It shrank
from didacticism as from fire.” The word was the thing. * The Maly
Theatre serves the word.” And it was by attending to the words, the
truth and the implication of what they were saying that Maly actors and
actresses like Shchepkin, the Sadovsky family, Yermolova, and the rest of
the Maly great ‘ones, built up a tradition of theatrical truth or realism
that obtains to this day, though it has continually altered with altering times.

All over the world this realism was creeping on the stage. In England
and Scotland a series of intelligent actors or actor-managers, Kemble,
Bannister, Planché, Macready, Charles Kean, Phelps, Irving, and along another
linc Madame Vestris, Charles Matthews, the Bancrofts, each broke down
a further convention. Each tried to equate the truth of what was done
on the stage with the truth of the lives of the audience. In France Antoine
fought the diction and stance and remoteness of the Comédic-Frangaise ;
in Germany the Meininger company and Moissy fell into naturalistic faults
in countering tragic bombast ; in Italy Salvini and Rossi and Duse sct their
stars in the heaven but as a guide to their steps on the ground. The Fourth
Wall was no modern invention. Leigh Hunt used the term in 1807.1°

So it was in the Maly Theatre in Moscow. But at great cost. Truth
might be wanted by increasing numbers of audiences ; authors like Gogol
and Griboyedov, Suhovo-Kobylin, Potchin, Ostrovsky, Tolstoy, might
write truthful and broadening plays, showing real people frustrated by a
false environment : but if that environment was created and kept by
Tsarist officials, and these officials ruled the theatre, then a stout heart and
a clear head were required of author and actor. Improvement in art
became dangerous.

.

Moscow Prays N

Let us first consider what the authors had to reform. What sort of
plays did the Maly actors have ? Itis true there were Shakespeare’s Othello
and King Lear. But in very inferior translations. There were feasts of
fine words by Racine and Corncille and Voltaire. But the majority of
plays were fustian. Kukolnik’s tragedy, Skopin-Shuisky, may be taken as
an important play of the time, seeing that it had its premiéres simultaneously
at the Alexandrinsky in Peterburg and the Maly in Moscow.
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It represented, as.we may guess from what has already been said about
this author, humility toward the Powers-that-be as a high duty and the
Church as the base of all good government. Bolotnikov, the leader of a
crowd of oppressed and rebellious peasants, was shown as a thief and a
brigand, having as his sole purpose burning, slashing, and destroying, for
the mere sake, it is to be supposed, of the pleasure given by such exercise.
Attached to him, by chance of course, is the hero of the tragedy, Prokopiy
Lyapunov. He begins to reproach himself with his * misdeeds” and
with keeping company with a * dishonourable mujik”. The action
proceeds by murders, and the development of character by monologues.
Thus Lyapunov :

Pardon me, O my sword, long my companion,

E’en in the storm unselfish fricnd wert thou !
And faithful to the poisoned prince Skopin-Shuisky, Lyapunov throws
through the window to the raging mob below (now getting ready to shout
“Forah !'”) the doctor who had compounded the fatal draught; and
snarling

Drink under the knife of Prokopiy Lyapunov !

he compels Yekaterina Shuisky, who had administered it, to drink the dregs.
Andsoon. Lermontov went to this play. He satin the theatre and listened,
and looked. #

At last amid applause the curtain fell.

A friend came up to me and said with scorn :

“ Well, brother ! Pity ! So poor Skopin’s dead.

But, you know, really he was never born.” 13

In Russian drama there were two main influences: the Comédie-
Frangaise and the Sturm und Drang.  Voltaire’s Mahomet did give sublimity,
if rothing else, to theatre evenings, though Napolcon reading it on St.
Helena said, “ It is astonishing how ill all his dramas are adapted for reading.
When criticism and sound sense are not cheated by pompous diction and
scenic illusion, they immediately losc a thousand per cent.” 14 Ozerov’s
plays did not even provide sublimity. His range of theme was wide,
Ocdipus in Athens, Ossian, Dmitry of the Don . . . he chose any hero,
ancient or modern, for Comédie-Frangaise treatment.* And Comédie-

* Dmitry Donskoy was a fourteenth-century rallier of the Russians against
the Tartar hordes, as Alexander of the Neva rallied them against the Teutonic Knights.
Ozerov's pl;z;, however, was intended not as history but as fulsome praise of his
own monarch. Both heroes have recently come to favour, in a Socialist-realist
light, in Soviet films and plays. V. A. Ozerov (1770-1816) wrote better in French
than Russian. His plays kept the Classical Unities and clichés, following Sumarokov
(1718-77) whose Frenchified Slav heroes had been impersonated by Italian actors.
Pushkin said, ‘I don’t like Ozerov—not from jealousy but from love of art . Sce
B. Bapheke: ,HMeropua pycekpBo Tearpa Xvil-xix nckos”, 3rd edtn. Hekyeerno,
1940, pp. 26-7. Though a sentimentalist, Ozerov was not without righteous indig-
nation, ~ e
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Frangaise treatment the actors gave his plays. Dmitrevskoy (1733-1821)
studied every nuance of elegant diction for its possible effect. ** Effect ”,
says a memoir-writer, “‘ was the soul of Dmitrevskoy.” * Semyonova ”,
explains the same writer, “ sang.” 18 Semyonova (1786-1849) was, roughly,
the Russian Siddons. And the same held good of Shusherin Plavelshchikov,
and the other prominent actors whose careers ended in the first half of the
nincteenth century.

In plays derived from the German school, however, though there was
still much literary style, there was a great deal more action. And many
were written in prose, coming nearer to the spoken word. Declamation
was neither so casy nor so suitable. Its full power is kept for ends of scenes,
building up to a dramatic phrase, which can be delivered in an attitude,
and a dramatic exit made, often with the attitude maintained while moving
into the wings.* Vociferous applause leads to a return on-stage and a bow,
which renews the applause, which renews the bow, which renews the ap-
plause, and so forward with the action suspended till player and applauder
are satisficd and quict ensues for the next passage.

Such a dramatic exit is a gift not only to the actor, but to the author too.
When a situation has got beyond his control or ingenuity, and no further
action is possible, the author can always fall back on the stage direction,
Rushes wildly out, which enlivens the scene, solves the problem, and even
creates in itself a new situation for the characters remaining on the stage.

Even the best of such plays approximates to melodrama. The standards
are those of stage not life, where dramatic exits seldom solve any problems,
indeed as a rule they intensify them. But such were being written and
performed all over Europe at this time, because they gave actors chances
to display their manipulation of voice, limb and body, and they excited
the audience to applause (hence the phrase, “ clap-trap ), and that was
what the audience had come for. They can be examined in the products
of Lessing, Kotzebue, and the earlier plays of Schiller. The Robbers (1781)
made Schiller famous ; and both it and Intrigue and Love are more popular
in the Soviet Union to-day than they have ever been in our countries.
They are an astonishing blend of theatrical tricks and deep human under-
standing. Careful production can partially evaporate the former and distil
the latter ; but such production was out of the question, even if anyone had
thought of it, as long as dramatic exits were demanded by the actors.

For the actor was supreme. In so far as there was any producing, it
was done by the stage manager ; but his powers were chiefly confined to
reading the play to the assembled company before the first rchearsal, alluding

* A relic of this custom can sometimes be seen in Shakespeare productions to-day
in Britain, when Harry V or Hotspur marches off with his right hand clenched
above his hcad, his left gripping his sword, and his body inclined forward.
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to each character by the tone of his voice if he was able ; at rchearsal, to
organising entrances for convenience or by tradition ; and in performance
to seeing that each player was ready in the wings at the right moment.
An even more valuable service done by this official was to keep the peace
between rival stars, male or female, and to soothe the temperaments of
single ones. , In this respect in most countries his modern successor resembles
him.

THE SUPREMACY OF THE ACTOR

Rehearsals were few. Martynov (1816-60), a Peterburg actor of real
ability, was by no means the only star who owed his first appearance to
the fact that he happened to be hanging about the stage door when the
lead was incapacitated and, knowing the lines by heart, was able to speak
them in character without ever having been on the stage ; as a consequence
of which he received an ovation and an cngagement. But such lack of
rehearsal was nothing strange even to Mrs. Siddons, who reveals that when
she first played Lady Macbeth, she retired to study the part on the night
preceding her first appearance in it, and was so overcome by the horror of the
play that she fled panic-stricken up to bed without daring to undress, *“ dry-
ing "’ embarrassingly the next day as a result.’®  But though she mended
her ways immediately, the stractures she brings upon herself refer only to
the lack of study, not the lack of rehearsal.

Each actor was the be-all and the end-all of his or her own performance.
The author wrote for this, and the audience paid its tribute forit. * Service ”
in the Imperial theatres was not well paid, though in Petcrburg at least there
was a pension paid after twenty years.’” Nor were benefit nights too fre-
quent. But prominent persons in the audience lavished gifts on their
favourites. So it was essential that nothing should be allowed to tarnish
the player’s reputation as an artist, neither an inferior part, nor one that
did not cause the audience to applaud, nor an insult from a rival, nor a
harsh word from a patron. A financial premium was thus set on tem-
peraments as well as on conservative plays.

Aspirants to a stage career in Peterburg were trained in 2 special school.
That is to say, instruction could be given in opera-singing, ballet-dancing,
orchestra, scene-painting, stage machinery and even props-making and
carpentry, but very little attention was paid to acting, which was a personal
thing, and either you could act or you couldn’t. Admission to this school
was permitted by a governor, who was a chinovnik. Usually the pupils
were children of actresses or servants, or very rarely of the bourgeoisie.
The govermor saw to it that applicants were of the right type. Those who
were of the right type, but had no stage gifts, were given small parts or
reserved for the chorus, thereby further enhancing the isolation of the
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stars. And as the same governor had the right of admitting players to the
living quarters, the majority of stars used to give him expensive presents
at New Year, Martynov being so notable an exception that a memoir
writer mentions the fact.’® So the vicious circle was kept entire. The
star of Moscow, though an individualist, was kept humblc by the pressure
of public opinion and sclf~important by that of his own ; the star of Peter-
burg was dominated directly by the presence of the court officials. But
in both cases the domination was ultimately an economic one, the structure
of things and people.

So if there was to be any reform, it was to' be expected in Moscow
rather than in Peterburg ; and though there was a tentative movement in
the latter through Yakovlev (1770-1817) it came to the former with more
power and fruitfulness in the author Gogol (1809-52) and the actor
Shchepkin (1788-1863).

How RerorM CAME TO THE MALY

Semyonova married a Senator Prince, and after his death even appeared
on the stage again, though in her own houschold. The majority of players
were of much less ambitious social position and attainment. Shchepkin
was a manumitted Ukrainian serf. Yakovlev was a merchant’s son and
had no education whatever.?® “ This actor”, wrote F. Koni in 1851,
*“ revealed a new element to the audience.20  Before his time genuine feeling
was not known to the actor. All was subordinated to a single exuberant
declamatoriness, warmed with artificial heating. Yakovlev was the first
to understand that for an art this would not do . . . and he contrived to
wed himself to the character he was representing, grafted its feclings on his
own, and was always moved so naturally on the stage that he spontaneously
moved his audience.” He could do this even in Ozerov ! So it was not
unnatural that in his person Hamlet or Othello really stirred Russian audiences

But re-interpretation of classics by actors is never enough for a reform
of the theatre generally. Single improvements must bc swamped in the
mass of *“ theatrical ” plays. Before actors could develop the psychological
or realistic side of their art, they had to have new matter in the plays
themselves.

Authors were springing up with a new interest in living people and a
deep concern to write the truth about them. If these authors had come to
their maturity, there is every possibility that the Russian theatre in the
"fortics would have been famous in history, despite the stranglehold of
the chinovniki. For the actual duration of a ** new theatre ” is unimportant.
Many of the world’s finest theatrical periods lasted little morc than a genera-
tion. But unhappily these authors all died young, and with little written
for the stage.
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The realism of Lermontov (1814-41) can be best judged by comparing
his Masquerade with Schiller’s Intrigue and Love. Both contain as a climax
a lover poisoning the woman he loves ; but whereas in the latter it is done
as a part of the action, as a result of intrigue, melodramatically, as we
would say, in the former it is a psychological necessity, the inevitable result
of the life of the poisoner. Lermontov, like Pushkin, died as the result of
a quite unnccessary duel. Griboyedov was assassinated in 1829 at the
age of 34 on a diplomatic mission in Persia, but his Woe from Wit, a bitter
satirical study in disillusion amid the vices and deceits of society, was not
printed till 1833. When Gogol died, in 1852, he was only 43, and had big
schemes he did not live to carry out. But between 1832 and 1837 he had
written two full plays and some half-dozen one-act sketches which gave
the Russian theatre the chance it was waiting for. Another full-length
play, The Order of Viadimir, Third Class, concerned a chinovnik who went
mad through disappointed ambition. Gogol realised it would never pass
Department III, and had abandoned it even after the disappearance of the
*“ patents ”’ which held up dramatists for many decadcs.

What can the British stage offer to parallel this striving for realism, even
though doomed ? Edward Fitzball, Bulwer Lytton, Sheridan Knowles ?
Their works are availablc to the reader to-day only with difficulty. Even
the celebrated drama, The Lady of Lyons, cannot be seriously compared
with any Gogol comedy. For anything like a parallel we must wait for
T. W. Robertson in the ’sixtics and ’seventics. Even then Caste (1867)
is scarcely up to Revizor for either intellectual point or decp realism in the
behaviour of people.

In both these plays society is shocked by the intrusion of an unwelcome
figure : a small town, to which comes a young impecunious adventurer
mistaken for a Government Inspector ; a titled family, whose heir and
hope marries a girl from the London slums.

Of the two, one might expect the former to be a literary, schematic
thing, with stock types dependent on situation, as a derivative of the capa
y espada plot, and the latter to be a subtle study in personal rclations. In
fact, the opposite is true. In Caste the development of the plot is a literary
convention : the husband, a young officer, is ordcred off to India and is
reported killed only to reappear without warning in the last act alive and
well.  His mother is a stock figure of a Grande Dame, and her speech is
theatrical. - The young wife’s father is a fun-figure of a nineteenth-century
working man, always drunk. Her sister’s “ young man ”’, who is a plumber,
cven talks in the jargon of his trade like the comic relief character of all
melodramas from ““ Monk ” Lewis onwards. It is true there are no dramatic
exits. These are replaced by end-of-act tableaux : Act I, Entrance of father-
in-law to be, very drunk, as hero says “ My wife ! ”; Act I, Young wife
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falls fainting in hero’s arms as his mother buckles on his sword to go to the
wars ; Act III, Hero’s mother bends over cradle booming “ My grandson ! ”
as father-in-law falls off chair drunk, and comic aristocrat examines him
through eyeglass. This is a purely theatrical end. The social implications
of real life which have been raised (but avoided) throughout are abandoned
in a sentimental and particular reconciliation. Life ends with the curtain’s
fall.
In Revizor, on the other hand, the social implications are pointed through-
out. The play ends with a tableau. The real inspector has arrived. This
is not only a deliriously funny situation. You cannot witness it and not
think of the lives of all these little provincials and their wives, their hopes
and plans for advancement dashed, their consternation at having wasted
so many bribes (money not being plentiful) on an impostor, their fore-
bodings about what the real inspector will say of their past errors. In fact,
life goes on after the play is ended, and so therefore does the author’s social
implications in creating that life. This is true satire.

But also each step in the developing action is due to these lives. Not
only are they real people, but their positions in the play are due to their
characters. Therc are no stage effects for the sake of stage effect. And
when the Mayor’s wife closes the First Act by leaning out of the window
screaming instructions till the curtain falls, the dramatic exit, as stage
punctuation, is doomed. This is true drama.

Certainly, Gogol wrote only with the means at his disposal. This was
the theatre of the aside. But he did not use the aside to tell the audience
something ke couldn’t otherwise explain ; he uses it to sharpen the moment
by a pointed word. A present-day actor could cover each aside with his
facial expression alone. This is true theatre. ’

What is more, though the tone is funny, the characters are so well-
rounded that we are not surprised to hear of Shchepkin’s effect as the
Mayor. His little tubby figure, though comic in official uniform and top
boots (like so many eminent actors down the ages Shchepkin was a little
man), did not prevent him from reducing the audience to tears.?! He
was now 48 years of age, and destined to live another quarter-century,
having an influence on the theatre of his time almost comparable with
Garrick’s. Davydov, for instance, who died as recently as 1925, is said to
have been a faithful copy of Shchepkin in the Mayor, even in small details.

This influence was all the stronger with the passing of the old-style
actors, Mochalov, middle-aged in 1848, Karatygin at Peterburg in his early
fifties, in 1853. The latter objected to the new ideas of Shchepkin, and
expressed his objections in Blimpish vaudevilles. Mochalov’s antipathy
was more a matter of temperament. He had always depended on in-
spiration. He started in *“ Classical ” tragedy, but soon made his name in
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Shakespeare, especially as Hamlet, “a living, actual, concrete Hamlet ”,
said Byelinsky, “ but not Shakespeare so much as Mochalov, because he
deliberately added to Hamlet far more strength and energy than could exist
in 2 man who finds himself at war with himself and is crushed under a
burden too heavy for him to bear, and also because he gave him far less
grief and melancholy than Shakespeare’s Hamlet should have . Mochalov
was terrific but erratic ; a true romantic.

Shchepkin united the effectiveness of Karatygin with the inspiration of
Mochalov. But above all, he knew life. It was said of him that he was at
home in the Court equally as in the cottage ; and that was his secret. He
wanted to put the life he knew on the stage. Gogol gave him the means
to do so. Between them, the Maly Theatre became the home of a realistic
and serious stage art, a *“ temple ” of art, a place where actors were aware
of their responsibilities, a base for an organic development which though
from time to time it has been slowed up, has not stopped in a hundred years.

Shchepkin had his feet firmly on earth, and was able to defeat the
chinovniki. They might rule all the actors in the kingdom, but he had been
a serf, and knew how the world had to live. He did not forget his humbler
brethren. Here is a scene recorded by Herzen, the great Russian political
philosopher, whom in sclf-exile in London Shchepkin visited to persuade
him to come home. $

*“ The Directors of the Moscow theatres* had stopped certain payments
due to the actors as bonus. The time for hearing complaints arrived, and
the actors chose Shchepkin to go to Peterburg as their advocate. The
Director at that time was the well-known Gedeonov. Gedeonov opened
by flatly refusing to distribute the sums that had accrued, on the grounds
that the books were being checked and could not be recovered.

“Then I must trouble the Minister ”’, stated the actor.

“ An excellent idea ! I will report to him, and you’ll get a refusal.”

*“In that case, I'll file a petition to the Tsar.”

“ What good will that do ? Inflicting squabbles like these on his Im~
perial Highness ! As your superior, I forbid you.”

“Your Excellency ”, said Shchepkin, with a bow, “ these sums belong
—and in this even you would agree—to actors who are badly off. They
have entrusted me with the advocacy of their rights. You have refused
me and threatened the refusal of the Minister. I wish to petition the Tsar
—vyou forbid me as my superior. There remains one last channel. I will
give the whole question to The Bell.”

* Besides the Moscow Bolshoy and the Moscow Maly there was a third Imperial
theatre in Moscow, the Summer Theatre in the Petrov Park, counterpart to the
thnilrd * patent ”* house in London, the Haymarket, licensed for the summer months
only.
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(Now this was a periodical edited and printed by Herzen in London,
which, like The Week to-day, found its way to many ministerial desks ;
one of the earliest examples of an “ underground press”. Its effect on
Gedeo:tov was immediate.  Herzen goes on :)

“You're out of your mind ”, yelled Gedeonov. * Do you know what
you're saying 2 I'll have you arrested.”

(Then he changed his tone.)

“ But listen, I'll excuse you. You spoke in the heat of the moment.
To cause a commotion about trifles like these . . . aren’t you ashamed ?
Come to the office to-morrow, and I'll see what can be done.”

Next day the money was assigned to the actors, and Shchepkin went
home.

Such was the leading actor of the Maly Theatre. For if Moscow was
under a remoter control than Peterburg, it was a paper control, and that,
in matters of artistic performance, is even more deadly. Nevertheless it
was from Moscow that the first frce air blew.

But these are only two tiny dots on the landscape below us.  Still keeping
our date in 1850, let us now go to the little towns. We cannot yet venture
very far. Never beyond the third rampart, the Volga. We are still in
Russian Russia. Dipping down to the little towns. Dim little, dull lictle,
stuffy little towns, but with such strange yearnings for Theatre.



CHAPTER I
SLAVE THEATRES

THe GreaT FAlR AT Nizeny-NovGorop 1

Where the River Oka joins the Volga there is a hill, studded with white
walls and crowned with golden onions. Across the Oka a bridge of boats
connects the town with what looks like an early nineteenth-century anti-
cipation of a World’s Fair. Indeed much of the accessible world has come
here ; that can be seen in the mass of shipping on both rivers : square,
over-painted, and omate vessels, with wooden huts on deck from the
windows of which peep sly Oriental maidens over cargoes of cotton, Persian
shawls, Georgian rugs, pelts, dried fruit; strong, clumsy boats out of
Siberia with loads of iron and tea ; craft of all rigs and sizes moored along-
side Western ships that have brought knives from Shefficld and manu-
factures from the heart of Europe.

This is a real Fair. Villagers from hundreds of miles, merchants from
the chief towns of Russia, meet here to make their annual fortune or buy
their annual stock. A cosmopslitan crowd. It mills in the streets, which
are narrow and muddy. It spends its money wisely, or recklessly, or
cunningly, for six weeks of the moiling year. It splashes mud everywhere,
from Russian boots or wheels, on gaily coloured embroidered robes.
Uncouth drunken creatures stagger and fall in the mud, lashed by the
knouts of Cossacks, stationed like policemen here and there.

This is the Fair for six weeks in the year. But Nizhny is not always
like this. There is a quiet, tasteful shopping centre, a fashionable coffee~
house, where a military band plays every afternoon; there are white
cottages nestling in dark green clumps of trees ; there is the Governor’s
Residence over the Bazaar. Nizhny has a social life. There are big estates
in the neighbourhood. And for entertainment there is a Theatre. There
has been since the time of Napoleon.

This theatre had a wide auditorium made out of a wooden building
and seating a thousand. Moscow prices, increased during the Fair . . .
partly to deter undesirables, and partly because its noble owner was not
above profiting from the bigger demand for seats. Performances every
night during the Fair at eight o’clock, and every seat taken. Thrice weekly
during the winter.

There were boxes for the nobility and gentry ; the richer merchants
crowded into the fauteuils. But both classes were eager to be entertained.
They did not mind much what the play was, or the opera, or the ballet
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(for there might be any of these). Every performer got a curtain-call at
the close, one after the other all down the cast, because there was none
that had not pleased somebody. And once, when the company happened
to contain two Moscow actors from a non-Imperial theatre, though they
called themselves * Court Actors "—Mr. Kondakov and Mr. Lisitsyn—
their ovation was tremendous from the Moscow merchants in front.2

But this had little theatrical significance ; for both Moscow actors and
Muscovites in front were, in a sense, evacuees. They had fled from their
place of business at the approach of the Grande Armée in 1812, and were
living as best they might in * reception ” areas, though we should note
that they have not crossed the Volga. They could not carry on their
business beyond it.

The scenery is said to have been tolerable at this theatre. Lighting, as
yet, was by tallow candle. The standard of acting was not high, because
in their enthusiasm the audience was ready to overlook any faults, and
the stage knew this. The merchants had no time for culture and the
aristocrats were only passing theirs. But the actors, who were they ?

SLAVE VALUEs

The actors were slaves belonging to Prince Shahovsky,® whose company
arrived each July and stayed till the end of the Fair in early autumn. Actors,
singers, orchestra, all belonged to him in the same way as their relations
belonged who worked his land or served in his house. In number they
equalled the company of an Imperial theatre—for the Prince owned many
“ souls "—and were sorted like horses for drama, opera, and ballet.

The girls were kept almost under lock and key like jewels. They
were guarded, rigorously, by old women, “ Mamushki ", sclected by the
Prince as *“ reliable ”.  They were delivered, like private letters, in a carriage
to the rehearsals in the mornings, and again to the performances in the
evening ; and again brought back in a carriage, like a confidential answer,
after the show. And both at rehearsal and at performance the Mamushki
watched them in the dressing-toom till the stage manager called them to
the stage ; and in the wings watched another Mamushka, called 2 “ watch-
woman ”, who never let them out of her sight, and stopped them saying
a single word to any male actor beyond what was written in the script.

This jealous supervision, out-Spanishing the duennas, was motivated
by no high concern for their morals as mere morals. The Prince owned
them and did not wish his property damaged, whether a horse with a turn
for speed, a house with a fine fagade, or a pretty serf-girl with a voice.

In 1851, at Tambov, a rich landowner called Mossolov was running a
theatre with such a company, and one of his best actors, Sasha Kozakov,
had a passionate and complete affaire with an actress who was his master’s -
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mistress also. The master had Kozakov flogged when he found out, and
threatened to flog him to death if he persisted. But he did persist ; and
the master, sending the actress off to serve as a dairy-maid, gave orders
for Kozakov to be horse-whipped. But Kozakov escaped and ran away.

On the road he fell in with a strolling player who had made good
and was on his way from Vladimir to Moscow, to play in Hamlet at the
Maly. Kozakov joined his company, became a fine and famous comic
actor, and Rybakov bought him his freedom. Rybakov refused a per-
manent engagement at the Imperial Theatre with the proud artist’s equiv-
alent of Anselm’s Nolo episcopari : ‘1 don’t wantto be a Chinovnik —and
off he set again for the provincial theatre.

The fate of the slave-players was not often such, however. When
the girls were about 25, they were married. Perhaps one should say, mated.
The Prince would send for Masha, and ask if she liked Stepan ; then he
would send for Stepan, and ask if he had any objections to Masha. And
so they were married, by the usual custom of kenncls or stables. Whether
the mating took place if they couldn’t bear each other might depend on how
the Prince was feeling that day, though he would know, of course, that
a marriage of incompatibles would not improve the acting of either partner.

This particular prince, Shahovsky, seems to have been a man of some
honour and feeling, though# He had his preferences among his players,
but never what the Mamushki called his “ favourites ” among the girls. On
the whole he scems to have tried to be a father to his company. He knew
them all by name. Indeed he would change their names, for he disliked
vulgar ones ; and if a new-comer had a vulgar name, she was entered in
the list and called by a more elegant one, Akulina or Fevronia.

These slaves were taught to read, because that was useful for an actor ;
but not to write, because that might lead to trouble. Every moming,
too, the Prince himself gave the girls lessons in elocution and deportment,
so that they could impersonate great ladies on the stage. And before he
presented the world with his company’s rendering of Woe from Wit, he
even sent the principals, male and female, to Moscow to pick up what they
could by studying the Imperial players.

The young slaves thus developed as artists with a false bubble round
their souls. They could cleverly ape the manners of a world they could
never know. But inside they remained the same, playthings of the world
they aped. How could their acting be profound ? But as it was just to
divert, it did not matter.

Nevertheless, slaves though they were, they won respect and rewards
for their cleverness. There were benefit nights for the leads ; and members
of the audience, moved or intrigued by any special performer, would send
up gifts. These gifts were current coin, barterable for other things. And
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a benefit night was more valuable then that it became later in the century,
when gas-light, or author’s fees or heavy taxation, or all three, reduced the
actor’s share by about a half.

The benefit night was carefully cosseted and prepared beforehand.
The beneficiary would hire a cab and drive from door to door with as much
pomp as he or she could assume, selling tickets for as much more than the
usual price as the customer was willing to pay. Few could resist a pro-
fessional charmer of either sex standing on their doorstep, slave or free ;
and the big sums sometimes realised were due as much to the actor’s person-
ality off the stage as to his abilities on it. This “ gold-ticket ” practice, of
course, was not limited to Nizhny-Novgorod, nor to Russia. It held good
in our own British theatres for centuries, though Macready tried in 1820
to stop it by his refusal of more than the ordinary price for any ticket.

A humiliating business ! One of the actresses has left us an account
of it :

*“ They never ask you to sit down ; but out into the hall pours the whole
multitudinous family, standing and staring at you from head to foot as if you
were some wild animal. The head of the house takes the playbill, and starts
making sundry comments on the choice of play, casting, and so on. In the
end you're Jucky if he says kindly, * All right ! Anything to oblige. Give me
abox !’ ... Glory to God that that custom went out of use of its own accord
in the eatly sixties ! ¢
Even Shchepkin in Moscow had to follow it. Being a famous man,

he got into the living-rooms, but even then he records one householder,
when he heard the purpose of the visit, ringing for the servant to take
Shchepkin through and see that he got a cup of coffec.

When a slave was once trained and had proved his ability, he became
a valuable property. For a man, wife, and six-year-old daughter who
could dance the Cachucha and the Tampech, the price was a whol¢ village
and 250 souls.” But as they still belonged, body and soul, to their owners,
even the most gifted artists were liable without any appeal to corporal
punishment. Shepelev’s theatre at Vyksa (in the Vladimir Gubernya)
was unique in being the only provincial opera apart from those in cities
like Odessa and Riga. 'When Afanasyev was in charge of it, he relates with
pride,? he released his subordinates from this liability, merely putting them
into detention, or fining them, when they misbehaved. He begs the reader
of 1890 not to be surprised, because municipal theatre managements had
had actors beaten or musicians transferred to looking after the stoves, as
late as the eighteen-forties. At which time Berlioz was a theatre musician
in Paris, and Verdi was conducting his own operas in Milan.

Tue COMING OF THE PROFESSIONALS

So as yet actors were of small importance. The first thing in a town
was to have a theatre building. : .
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In Penza, which lies between the Volga and the Don, there were three
theatres before there were plays to act or a company to act them. “ Just
as 7, remarks one ironic writer, * from the time of Peter the Great we had
universities, academies, high schools, when as yet there were neither teachers
nor pupils.” Ultimately these three theatres were occupied by a company
that played only opera and Italian music, by a second company of serfs
belonging to a chinovnik (** his whole household , observes the same writer,
* from the janitor to the groom, and the housemaid to the laundry-woman .
These played both comedies and tragedies) ; and a third curious company
which was only good for comedies *“ with or without songs ”’. This last
was headed by a free actor, not a serf. He had been picked up somewhere
by the management, and was of great value as he knew his job as well as a
slave could. The management was a middle-aged woman, daughter of
an aged Prince who had come to end his days in that neighbourhood, but
being unable to live at home she married an old bear of another nobleman,
who bored her so much that she bought a tumbledown wooden house in
Penza and turned it into a theatre.?

Kaluga. A pretty little town in a pine wood on the high left bank of
the Oka, some hundred miles out of Moscow to the south-west. Many
well-known families of rank lived nearby, and at the end of the eighteenth-
century it was decided to build a theatre, with a club attached. Clubs were
beginning to become fashionable. A local littérateur, Baturin, was placed
in charge of both, and of a publishing venture as well. The appointment
was made by the deputy Governor . . . with the Governor-General’s
consent, of course, since Kaluga was the chief town of both Tula and Kaluga
districts. The club was to be used for routs, masked balls, assemblies. It
was justified, Baturin says, on the ground that it would increase trade and
bring money into the town ; and the Governor-General had no objections
to this.10

But Baturin took his task seriously. He himself translated Riccoboni
into Russian. Luigi Riccoboni was an Italian theatre manager who travelled
in the first half of the ecighteenth century through Italy, Spain, France,
Holland, Flanders, Germany, and England. He published his impressions
of the theatres in these countries, together with an “ Essay on the Art of
Acting ", and a not so valuable comparison between * Ancient and Modern
Drama ”.* Baturin placed a copy of his translation in the rehearsal room,
so that the company could improve their performances by applying
Riccoboni’s precepts.

“ At first ”, recalls Baturin, “ my actors’ pride was offended : it scemed

* These were all translated into English and published in London in 1741. He
was much impressed by the naturalness of English acting in comparison with Italian
and French ; and this, fourteen years before Garrick’s é—st appearance |
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odd to them that a person not himself an actor could show them how to
work on their parts and correct their acting. However, they soon came
to see how useful the directions I gave them were ; they began to feel the
difference in acting by rule of thumb (pyrurow) and a knowledge of true
theatre art. Only one actress, who had come from a Moscow theatre
and thought thereby she was better than the rest, despised, or rather failed
to understand what was written in the handbook. . . . And seeing that she
was possessed of neither the goodwill nor the intelligence to understand
my correction of her acting, I did not compel her ; with the result that she
remained for ever the same bad actress she had always been.”

On this paragraph two intcresting reflections may be made. First,
the word pyruna has already appeared as a term of criticism in Russian
theatre circles, and an attempt is being made to get rid of the fault in the
interests of fresh, supple acting. Secondly, already there are signs of the
coming change, by which free actors filter into the slave companies, and
middle-class managers (with almost a tendency toward production) among
the noble owners. This is the softening-up, without which no attack on
the established system could be made by any lone artist.

Differences of class were observed rigidly to begin with. Kostroma,
on a landscape-painter-loved reach of the Volga, north-cast of Moscow,
was a town picturesquely planned during the eighteenth century in the
form of a fan. In 1812, to serve the many Moscow evacuees, there had
come to Kostroma a troupe from the Moscow Imperial Theatre, shedding
theatrical and cultural light on the neighbourhood. The lesson had been
not forgotten. By the “forties the Kostroma Theatre had become famous
in the provinces and even in the metropolitan Press. From this elegant
little town comes evidence in a playbill. Opposite the characters are set
the serfs’ names, Andrey Volkov, Malanya Naidenaya; but opposite a
character played by a free man is set the imposing I'. Bacnies, Mr. Vasilyev.
This change meant that instead of those curious, unstable performances
of slaves trained by amateurs, there began to appear professional players
paid and managed by professionals, an arrangement beginning to resemble
the nineteenth~century provincial theatres in other countries, but with a
more local interest and character here, perhaps. It meant, further, that
theatres would cease to be such direct servants of the nobility, who might
be expected to attend less and less frequently as they lost control of the
actors ; the merchants and manufacturers would take their places, and the
populace at large would perhaps get a chance to slip“into the cheaper seats
no longer taken by the middle classes. Finally, it meant a higher standard
of performance by the individual actor, as knowing more about the society
he was impersonating.

Not that the standard of the nobles’ slaves was always low. On the
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contrary, in two places at least it would seem to have been remarkably
high. The two places were Kazan, the capital of the Tartars—if so con-
quered a remnant of the world’s conquerors can be said to have had a
capital—and Oryol.

Kazan, downstream from Nizhny-Novgorod, another bastion of our
outer rampart, was in those days growing to a city the size of Cambridge
to-day. It stood on a hill in the midst of a great plain, crowned like so
many provincial cities, by its Kremlin. The Tartars were Moslem, and
the countryside was therefore dotted with mosques, and the women wore
Oriental shawls over their faces, when they remembered to ; but they were
not very strict followers of the Prophet, nor were the men, though dignified,
very civilised.

Kazan was famous for two things: its embroidered leather work,
valued all over Europe ; and its University, at which among its weed-grown
gardens Tolstoy was at this moment being educated, and later Lenin was
to follow him. Zinin the chemist and Lobachevsky, the creator of non-
Euclidean geometry, were professors at Kazan University ; and both
chemistry and mathematics kept Kazan high among thc Universities of
the world.11  But it goes without saying that it was not for the Tartars
that there was a theatre here. It was for the students, the University folk,
the semi-intelligent people that gather round a University for various
reasons. They—and it—were Russian.

An audience slightly above the average in intelligence will call actors
from a distance. So it was not surprising that Moscow actors like
Plavilshchikov visited Kazan, and stayed there. They did not play in very
interesting plays. In a society where the eyes and ears of all follow the
monarch’s will, people who live in the country are either disappointed
people or frustrated people, or without ambition. Local pride is of such
things as a street paved with the soft novelty of wood blocks. So they are
not likely to have so absorbed an interest in life that they want to hear a
great dramatist’s comment upon it, nor will they admire the mere skill of
impersonation. Voltaire’s Mahomet, The Clemency of Titus,* Ozerov,
will be an entertainment grand enough for them.

But in University circles there is youth, eager for knowledge of the
world, quick to appraise skill, unsatisfied by being passive. Students
provide interesting amateur theatre if they have the stimulus of a good enough
professional one. And that is the chief gift of Kazan to theatrical history.
The professionals there stimulated the amateurs to serious work.

* A drama by the Italian poet Metastasio (1698-1782), from which Mozart took
the libretto for his last opera. At Kazan the drama was played without Mozart’s
music.
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AN EARLY STANISLAVSKY

In Oryol, on the other hand, which had no university, we find perhaps
the best of the slave theatres, belonging to Count Kamensky, who was
director as well as owner. A friend of the Count’s, who visited his theatre
in 1817 records ' that the scenery was ““ charming ™ (that, of course, was
all the background was designed to be as yet), the music “ agreeable ”” (for
even in those days a play with no music was poor entertainment), the
costumes ““ tidy  (this is high praise for the time), and the general effect
“seemly ”. From the very restraint of his choice of adjectives we fecl we
can trust this observer. But we also get a quite clear impression of the
show. There is a guiding hand behind this, somebody of taste, some-
body who almost has the idea of uniting all the elements of theatre into
one. A male Madame Vestris. A timid feeler, that will one day grow into
a Meininger, a Stanislavsky. What of the company ?

The company was giving two plays the night our observer went, a drama
and a short piecc. In the latter the Count’s own household serfs were
playing. * They were not very diverting ” is the comment. The former
was given by actors recently acquired. The count was said to have given
the sum of 500 peasants for them, or in the elegant financial diction of the
day, “ five hundred agricultural souls ”. They were better than the others,
the account goes on, “ but still not actors. The Abbot and the Dumb Man
were better than the rest. The women were all bad.”

Next day at a rehearsal for a forthcoming production, he was impressed
by the count’s abilities. “I fancy the Imperial management in Moscow
could not have staged it better. Everything was arranged here with a lavish
hand. But as for the play itself, I've never scen anything like it. A
mediocre composition, very indifferently realised.”

So the Count was in advance of his own company. He tried to get
the company to memorise their parts so well that they could dispense with
a prompter. He came down very heavily on anyone who *“ dried ”. He
attended to all the business himself, even “ front-of-house ” work, even
down to the dispatch of complimentary tickets, of which he kept a note in
a book in his own hand.

His audience was a keen one, but not from the highest circles. The
highest circles came only to mock at his show. Indeed once there arrived
a corps commander, a divisional commander, several generals, and society
ladies, including a countess. The ladies began laughing. Kamensky
noticing that their laughter was not caused by any comic shafts in the dia-
logue, ordered all the oil lamps but one to be put out. The theatre filled
with oily smoke. Kamensky stopped the show, and never sent them
complimentary tickets again, not even though the corps commander was
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a baron. Evidently a man of feeling for the theatre. He would have been
of great benefit to the Russian theatre at the other end of his century.

SIBERIA

Such were characteristic of the slave theatres. But they exist only inside
the third rampart. Russian society itself does not venture further. There
is nothing but wildness and conquest beyond. Let us, however, who can
look back from the security of history, make the journey east, to the land
of chilled hearts and frozen bodies. Let us make it in the company of Eve
Felinska, sadly speeding into exile, separated from her children, in 1839.
She was a Pole, of a rich and literary family, who had founded schools for
her serfs, and perhaps sheltered a patriot or two, and who will be saying
which was the greater crime in the eyes of the Tsar ? 13

With two other unhappy ladies, watched but not much assisted by a
sergeant, she crossed the Volga at Kazan, having come from Kiev and Tula
by sleigh in the bitter weather before spring. Her accurate eye noted every-
thing, in spite of her wretchedness : how the Tartar men in their loose
robes resembled the gaberdined Jews of Poland, how there were six races
in the Tartar area, each differing in language, dress, faith and customs.
Then on across the frozen steppe, till they came to Perm, in the foothills
of the Urals, where she was struck by the neatness and prosperity of the

. #*

upland cottages. Miners’ cottages, some owned by nobles, some by the
Crown. Here the people loved pictures, crude daubs of the saints, but with
landscapes behind made in mosaic of topaz and amethyst, emerald, aqua-
marine and sard . . . her eye is caught by the beauty of these jewelled
landscapes. There was art here . . . but no theatre. The human soul,
even in prosperity, finds beauty in the earth, but not in itself. We have
only to read the stories of Pavel Bazhov to know that in those days official
fists throttled even the art of stone, and this in itself was a reason for man-
kind turning away from mankind in painful contemplation.*

No theatre at Yekaterinburg (now Sverdlovsk), but masses of malachite
turned in ornaments and furniture. No theatre at Tyumen, but bells
being cast. No theatre even at Tobolsk, capital of Western Siberia, where
our exile met friends also in exile and learned that she was to be sent 1,700
versts further away, to Berezov. But meanwhile she had to wait, and spring
broke with the birds singing, and Tobolsk became tolerable to them all,
till she left by river.

They steamed north down the Irtysh. Agriculture ceased ; and

* Pavel Petrovich Bazhov, now an old man with a white beard, has devoted all
his life to writing one immense book of short stories about his native Urals. It is
called The Malachite Casket. Preserving and establishing as a literary medium the
Urals dialect, it also preserves and makes literature of folk-lore and historical tales.
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immense virgin forests of conifers loomed on both banks, grandeur, but
pitilessness, and above all, loneliness. Thousands and thousands of miles
of solitude, with native Ostiaks still worshipping pagan gods. Once,
when this Polish lady had settled into her remote home, she got lost in the
forest, and found a group of these performing a ceremony to a larch tree.
This impressed her in several ways; for not only did she fear death for
having intruded, but also the larch was the emblem of Siberia and of exile.
Easy it was, too, to get lost in the forest, and no rescue. Going for a walk
was dangerous for that reason. Neither was it pleasant. In summer, stifling
heat and mosquitoes ; in winter, bitter cold and wind ; and mud between
the seasons . . . an exile had to stay indoors. That was part of her torture.
The exile had nothing to do but try to plant cabbages. And even that was
viewed with suspicion by the native people.

In those thousands of lonely miles there were thousands of lonely exiles.
Their kind of enforced leisure, their kind of hopeless spiritual state, does
not inspire so lively an interest in life as to want a theatre ; and no pro-
fessional or slave theatre would venture so far. But might they not, to
escape the misery of their days, impersonate happier, gayer, more cultured,
more social lives themselves ? If they did, there is no record, at least in
the early years of the century. And nothing, evidently, came of it. No
genius wrote their dreams for them. No little group in any settlement
(for we cannot call them towns) developed skill that made them famous.

As we traverse these monotonous miles, we find nothing like a theatrical
performance till we come to Irkutsk, a garrison town in Eastern Siberia,
founded in the seventeenth century to keep in subjection the newly con-
quered tribes, and display the power of the Tsar to the Chinese and Mon-
golian merchants whose caravan routs to the west lay through it. They,
and the inhabitants, were continually moving, the latter as nomads in their
kibitkas, their tent-carts. Only the garrison is static. Static, and since
nobody is interested in the local country or people, dreary.

At the end of the eighteenth century in Irkutsk, the wife of His
Excellency Vasily Alexeyevich Troyepolsky, President of the Second
Department of the Upper External Tribunal, is fond of plays. ~She organises,
produces, and plays the lead in an amateur performance of a Russian
tragedy. As usual, she builds a theatre for the purpose. The fashion
catches . . . for the garrison only, of course.

In 1803 a permanent theatre is founded, for the whole public in the grow-
ing city, by a merchant’s son. He used an empty one-storied house,
formerly a government office. The audience sat on benches, rising in
tiers ; and the musicians played in the wings. The actors were all Russian
settlers, who had been theatre-goers in Russia. The first productions were
operas, Russian works (by Russian composers, that is; but there was
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nothing that could be called a Russian opera yet). Performances were given
on Saints’ Days, when all were free.

Two years later a better theatre was built, with boxes and a gallery and
an orchestra pit. A garrison officer owned this. Junior officers joined
the company ; and military bandsmen made the orchestra. Among the
plays given were some by Kotzebue. The great days of the Irkutsk Theatre
began.

They were punctuated with laughable mishaps. Ambitious scenery, then
the rage, led to disaster. For example, an angel was lowered on canvas
clouds stuffed with shavings and hung on a cord. On the first night the
cloud burst, the shavings showered on the stage floor, and the angel,
though apparently a disembodied being, hit the ground with a loud bump
and broke a wing. After his aria he was supposed to fly off in the clouds,
but he forgot that his transport had ceased to exist. “* Farewell ”, he sang,
and “ Farewell ! ”” and looked upward. But instead of a cloud, lo ! there
fell from Heaven a pair of military gauntlets. The disconcerted angel
fled to terrestrial shelter on his feet.

Besides the classics, they did home-made vaudevilles with music by the
regimental band-master. Enthusiasm increased. Another theatre was
opened by a non-commissioned officer and a local citizen. This was in-
tended for civilians visiting the Bazaar. Its company was of clerks and
Cossacks.* The fare was mostly popular operas. This theatre also opened
only on holidays.

A bigger theatre was started in 1809, and it looked as if Irkutsk was
going to become a fine theatrical centre, when a new commanding officer
arrived, who could not reconcile theatrical activities with the Tsar’s
military service, and all theatres were closed. And that was the end of the
semi-permanent theatre in Eastern Siberia.14

Our parallel here is the English theatre in Calcutta in the eighteenth
century, whose manager sent to London for a set of eight scenes by the
best designers of the day (these would be used for all productions, as re-
quired by the character of the act) ; or with Lady Campbell’s private
theatre in Madras, where this Governor’s wife entertained her guests with
the latest trifles from London.’®  Such houses had no connection with India,
beyond the fact that they stood in that country. The audience were pure
British, except for an occasional Collaborationist merchant who had made
enough money to qualify as a friend of the occupying race.

Now, all these provincial towns and little communities have one thing
in common : a bored audience that wants to be amused. Any advance

* Not all Cossacks were fire-caters. Our Polish lady noted of those in Berezov :
“I saw young men of twenty years cry like babies when they happened not to get
their tea at the usual hour ”".
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toward truth must come slowly. The actors cannot do it as long as they
are slaves. 'We must look to the free men, and to such free men as can
themselves organise a company of free men. This cannot be a stationary
thing ; for there will not be enough audience in any one locality, nor actors
either. There will not be any great advance till there are many actors
“on the road”. And this, as things are, implies a period of relaxed
regulations, freer movement, unrestricted competition . . . and broken
fortunes, and poverty.



By need compelled to proftitute his art
The varied actor flies from part to part
—Cuaries CHURCHILL, The Apology

Part Two
OLD WORLD: LATER NIN_ETEENTH CENTURY

CHAPTER I
THE COMING OF THE PROFESSIONAL MANAGER

EARLY MANAGERS

Many of the first managers to make a living in the theatre were men
like Savin, a former Naval officer who left the Service as the result of a
scandal ; or like Valyano, an ex-hussar officer who ran an opera-theatre at
Rostov-on-Don, and being a linguist translated foreign librettos into Russian.!
There was just a lingering of gentility still in running a theatre, but it had
grown shabby and was soon to become completely commercial. Such men
simply hired a local theatre, engsged free actors because they had no money
to buy slaves, paid them as little as possible, put on any plays they heard
about, and pocketed the receipts. Their only idea of progress was a bigger
company at a cheaper rate. And for many, many years such formed the
bulk of provincial managers.

This was a vicious circle with which we in our own countries are still
familiar. Managers who are in the “ business” (and the Russian equi-
valent of that word was used in stage circles with the same degrading
callousness as in ours to-day) for the sake of profit only, are bound to be
conservative. They are afraid to put on anything that they do not feel
sure will attract. So they continue to supply either what has already
appealed to audiences in their own theatres or others like them, or else
imitations of past successes. Such men batten on a backward and unhappy
society, because they provide not a comment on life, but a fantasy to escape
from it ; and it is one of the allures of fantasy that each time it seems to be
new, though is really a disguised repetition of an old desire.

Sometimes, it must be admitted, there were conditions in which no
theatre could appeal at all.  As in Zhitomir, where the population consisted
of Poles who boycotted a Russian theatre, poverty-line Jews, low-grade
Russian civil servants, and troops. Biyazi made his living here by little
less than a miracle.

As soon, however, as there is a move among the actors, a dissatisfaction
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with old ways, a morc serious attitude to the art of acting, such employ-
ment becomes disagrecable. But admission to the Imperial service is
difficult. Even the good actor remains in the provinces. Not quite as in
Britain, with the public-schoolboy Macready in his father’s theatre at New-
castle, Danie] Terry at Liverpool, Kean at Exeter, but all with an eye on
ultimate success in London. Some stars in Russia would reach the Maly,
or even the Alexandrinsky stages. But few. The lot of most was to spend
their lives far from the metropolitans, and they knew it.

Good actors, therefore, having made certain savings from their meagre
earnings, themselves become managers.  The standard under them improves.
Not much, buta little. There are Medvedyev at Kazan, Dyukov at Harkov,
Miloslavsky at Odessa, all University towns. Here there is more en-
lightenment, more eagerness, more hope, more freedom of thought.
Shakespeare, Schiller, Gogol, Griboyedov, and later Ostrovsky are per-
formed here. Miloslavsky, the last of the noble patrons, spared no expense
in his productions of King Lear, Hamlet, The Merchant of Venice. He was
himself a good actor, and had ideas about the staging of plays founded on
professional knowledge.

The better the manager now, the better actors he will want in his com-
pany. Credit for being among the first to organise a well-balanced
company goes to Rasskazov. Medvedyev (1837-1906) realised the
importance of the actor as a human being, an individual. “ For young
actors ”’, one of his favourite sayings ran, *‘ there can be no line of business ”.
Meaning by that, that specialisation could come only late in life as the
result of narrowing down and choosing from wide general experience.
Here we find something important in the provincial theatre. Such a2 man
will choose his company wisely. Indeed he chose too well : Savina,
Davydov, Varlamov, Strelsky, Maximov, all in their youth came out of
Medvedyev’s company. Kazan was delighted with their work for years,
and in time all these young people became metropolitan stars, rich and
famous. But Medvedyev died in poverty, having given the theatre far
more than he had taken from it.?

" There is a charming story told by the great actress Savina about the
way she joined Medvedyev’s company when she was a very, very young
beginner. She was learning, and playing small parts in a company at the
Nizhny-Novgorod Fair, when one evening all the talk in the dressing-rooms
was that Medvedyev was in front, intending, if he approved of the leading
lady’s work, to invite her to his theatre. The show did not start till 9
o’clock at night, and as it consisted of Schiller’s The Robbers, and Savina
did not come on till the vaudeville which followed that, about 2 o’clock
in the morning, she was practically asleep, being only 16 years old, when
the time came for her entrance. The A.S.M. pushed her on stage, and
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rubbing her eyes, she delivered her lines with unusually sincere conviction.
They referred to the fact she was overcome with sleep and wanted to go to
bed. Medvedycv was so taken with her personality that it was she whom
he invited to join his company, and not the leading lady ; and so one of
the plums of the provincial theatre wotld fell into her lap when she was
little more than a child.3

The truth is that there can be no finer training than a provmcxal repertory
for a young beginner, as long as there are no permanent art-theatres (in the
best and original sensc of that term) with their own schools in the metro-
polis. And even then, perhaps, a provincial repertory properly run has
advantages over such. The young actor grows more interested in the
community he or she is serving, and can study the audience better ; and
he can also take a share, under enlightened management, in policy and
choice of plays.

This happened, though exceptionally, at Voronezh in 1886.4 The
theatre belonged to Dyukov, who was getting old. His right-handman
was Borodai, a man without any education but of strong personality, who
in the course of his career had risen to prominent positions in every theatre
he worked in, Harkov, Saratov, Kazan. The summer secason was opening,
but it kept pouring with rain, and nobody came out in the evening. For
a fortnight they played “ser#us ™ plays to empty houses. The company
<wvas called together, and a discussion started, whether they should wait
for the weather to change, or exchange the “scrious ” bill for something
lighter. The latter vote won. Borodai had spoken.

From this it appears that the character of the company is altering. It
has journeyed far from the nobles’ houschold slaves, and is in process of
becoming a tovarishchestvo, a word much used in memoirs of the time,
meaning a Commonwealth, a band of good comrades on a common
endcavour.

MANAGER AND PRODUCER

Once it becomes the custom for a manager to have been an actor, it
soon becomes the custom for him to devote himself to improving the
standard of the performance. The company may still “ belong ”’ to him,
in the sense that he engages and can dismiss the members of it, but at the
same time, it is a thing that exists independently of him. A * theatre
in the Russian sense of the word is thus created.

Borodai was such a man. Having been a Box Office attendant in his
time, he was a good business man, and left his company, when he finally
got one, to act while he did the front-of-house managing. Nor did he
ever let his actors down financially, not even over the Christmas bonus.
He had been through it himself, and he knew 5
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But what was more important, the professional actor turned manager
was free to stand outside the acting and direct this independent entity, his
company. To ““ produce ”, in fact. And this is what happened frequently.
Solovtsov at Kiev (1857-1902) was first and foremost a good producer.
He engaged his company for several years at a time, setting up a strong
ensemble, and discovering the principle that leads were played best if they
were not played by the same artists in show after show. As a result, he
could extend the range of his plays : Shakespeare, Victor Hugo, Sophocles,
and even, at the end of his life, Chehov. Chehov had a great admiration
for Solovtsov and was distressed to hear of his death.s ,

In those days Kiev was not only a University town ; nor only an ancient
centre of reverence. It was neither St. Andrews nor York. In those days
two hundred and fifty sugar refineries were supplying from Kiev the whole
of the Russian empire with sugar, supported by a heavy tax on all foreign
sugar, which kept the price too high for the majority of peasants to pay.
Pedlars became manufacturers, and manufacturers millionaires. They
buile themselves stone palaces. They affected the administration of Kiev,
and its public buildings were built of stone too. There was an ostentatious
Imperial palace constructed on the outskirts, to which the Tsar never came.
But these local rogues and worthies were not interested in thought, which
might have questioned the moral value of their fortunes. It was seldom
the rich who appreciated, or even noticed, Solovtsov’s ideas.

The coming of the producer, which began in the ’sixties or even earlier,
according to Davydov,” was limited at first to the University towns, it
would seem. In purely commercial theatres, like that of Smimov in
Yaroslavl, the word régisseur was still applied to a personage whose real
function was that of scenarius, a kind of assistant stage manager. In general,
stage managers themselves tended to be barely literate. The standard of
rehearsing was so low that education was hardly needed. Plays, Davydov
says, seemed to get put on by themselves, with two rehearsals {or runs-
through) as the rule, and three as the maximum.

. Costumes were crude. A lady of Louis XIV’s Court would be ap-
parelled in a nineteenth-century dress with a white wig and one or two
patches on her cheeks. Men’s costumes for the same period would be a
white powdered wig, a black frock-coat with a sort of cape sewn on,
gaiters with wide bell-tops, and footman’s boots. That was a marquis !

On the other hand, scenery was comparatively simple. The provincial
audiences did not expect any highly elaborate stage effects with transforma-
tion scenes and all. They came * to the theatre for theatre ” as Davydov
says. And the actors not having, as British actors had, to compete with
burning cities and shipwrecks, did not need to stylise themselves into types
or singing machines.
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That is not to say, though, that there were no bad actors. In the course
of fifty years there were thousands. For if it takes less talent to play a type,
it also takes less intelligence. And therc were many, very many, who
spoke a stage diction of their own invention. Ivanov-Kozelsky, for example,
was very mdxgnant when it was suggested to him at Harkov, where he
reigned in the ’seventies, that he might stop * singing ” his lmes and give
Russian speech a Russian inflection according to its meaning. “ Do you
wish me to speak on the stage”, demanded Ivanov-Kozelsky, “like a
peasant from Pskov 2’ And he explained that he wasn’t speaking Russian
anyway, he was speaking poetry. At the time he was in his thirties.

Such an attitude is hard to uproot, and indeed it is noticeable even
among naturalistic actors in our own generation, who take on a * holy ”
tone when speaking metrically.

Neither was Harkov at this time only a University town. Next to
Nizhny-Novgorod, says George Hume,8 a British business man who lived
and worked there during its enormous expansion from a town of seventy-
five thousand to one of over two hundred thousand, it was the largest
commercial centre in Russia. It had four great Fairs in the year, each
lasting a month. The greatest of these was the Wool Fair in June, to which
came merchants from all over Europe, and for which the fields in front of
Hume’s house were stacked with bales in their thousands, like houses in
strects and blocks. Ready meéney for an evening’s entertainment was
therefore more easily spent than in Nizhny, and also more evenly through
the year. But the standard, that of the uneducated merchant and of the
language-less foreign visitor, on the onc hand, and that of the resident
intelligentsia on the other, would vary according to the month. I don’t
doubt, from my own experience in Cambridge, that the two audiences
would mix only to the call of a big name in the theatre world, about which
both classes could be snobbish.

But in Russia prosperity could not be counted on. In 1874 a terrible
cpidemic of cholera broke out here. Death came so frequently that the
ringing of church bells was prohibited. The burials were carried out by
night. In a plague-stricken town, with hundreds of deaths a day, even
Davydov (who was the man who had had the temerity to make the sug-
gestion above to Iwanov-Kozelsky) could not draw. Deep gloom settled
on the city.?

THE PuLL OF THE ACTOR

In discussing the public appeal of the actor we must not forget that
most of the older ones had been setfs or the sons of serfs. Even the realistic
dramas of Ostrovsky about the middle class, when they finally began to
reach the provinces, described a society the provincial actors did not know

4
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from the inside. The influence of Shchepkin and Sadovsky toward
realism was an encouragement to them ; but the obstacles against 2 sincere
portrayal of depth and roundness in a character were many. Indeed, few
of them were aware of any need for such characterisation. As long as
they could establish the convention that they were the person the author
had created, and carry the imagination of an uncritical audience with them,
that was enough. If the audience had been wanting pure drama, it might
have been more obvious to them that depth would improve their per-
formance. But the audience’s tastes were wide : drama, comedy, operetta,
vaudeville, the audience wanted all, and the same actors had to supply
them. In this respect the Russian audience was like the British audience
of the time ; and the companies had to be as versatile as those at Brighton
and Worthing.

Yet a single inspired artist could make people flock to the theatre. Such
a man was N. K. Miloslavsky. “ Fate sent him to the rescue of the poor
slave-actor,” said Medvedyev.?® “ On his countenance was visible a lively
protest at a society which behaved so contemptuously toward a stage
worker.” Hence Miloslavsky’s own power in satire. Hence too his value,
historically, for the stage. Harkov was his pitch : and in Harkov there is,
or was till the Germans got there, an actor’s corner in the graveyard.
Provincial socicty is exclusive about its burial places. This was a sign that
the actor was to be recognised as a decent person.

But besides this social action of Miloslavsky, there was his artistic action.
Beforc he came to Harkov the company had been half-hearted, running on
technique, apathetic. He galvanised them into life ; and the results were in-
stantaneous. The public woke up. Subscriptions mounted from 600 to 2,000.

A similar person, Orlenov, went to Yekatcrinoslav on the Dnieper,
where the South Russian mining industry was just beginning. He was
late among old-fashioned actors and carly among new. By the in-
tensity of his feeling, he revivified the old-fashioned monologue; he
seemed to be really thinking, they said. So violent was his realism in the
death scene in The Brothers Karamazov (Dostoyevsky’s novels had reached
the provinces) that some of the audience screamed. Which was not only a
step toward outer realism, but also good for business.

Some of these actors attained a very high standard. Of Roshchin-
Insarov, for instance, Velisariy, who was herself an actress and no easy
critic, said that he studied his part in Woe from Wit so intelligently that he
was superior as Chatsky to any Imperial actor she had seen.

But second-hand or third-hand talk about past performances is un-
fruitful. And there is an aspect of the provincial theatre during this
period which is more important. That is the treatment of the national
culture of conquered countries.
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It will be noticed that the best theatres were not only in University towns,
they were also in Ukrainian towns. But they were Russian theatres.
Ukrainian is a dialect of Russian so different as almost to be another language.
It is like Lallans in relation to southern or to Oxford English.

Now although the backward nations, or the exotic nations, outside
the rampart of the Volga werc utterly trampled upon by their Russian
Imperial conquerors in cvery way, including their cultures, it was not
necessary for the fat Imperial generals to cross the Volga in order to oppress
a conquered race. They did it in Georgia, Armenia, and over the Tartars.
They also did it in the Ukraine. The seventeenth and eightcenth and most
of all the nineteenth centuries brought cultural after administrative after
military mortmain on this much conquered but abundant land. And of
all the subject people the Ukrainians were in many ways the sturdiest at
keeping their traditions and language alive despite the Tsars.

To get this matter into its right perspective, we must consider another
European country under much the same treatment; and my next sub-
chapter will be addressed primarily to my Scottish compatriots.

WaY NO ScOTTISH THEATRE ?

At the Renaissance we had all the promise of a full-fruiting Scottish
theatre. There were the mystery plays as popular stock ; there were
educated poets like Dunbarf Lyndsay, James Wedderburn of Dundee,
ready and able to graft thereupon the comment of great spirits. Life in
Scotland was very full in thosc days, and human curiosity was keen.
Wedderburn fled the country, it is truc, to escape the ecclesiastical con-
sequences of his pen; but so did Aeschylus. That in itself would not
explain the death of the young tree.

And the people were theatre-ready. One of their favourite amusements
was “making a Robin Hood” as for example on the Greenside in
Edinburgh.1?

Long, long before the Union, before even Mary Stewart landed at Leith
in 1561, the pussy-foot magistrates of Edinburgh passed laws forbidding
this embryo theatre. Nor can it be made part of a religious wrangle. For
Lyndsay’s Three Estates, the most notable example of a purely Scottish
court play, presented before the Crown in 1539, was anti-Catholic, or at
least anti-Priest. Religion herself was impersonated in a civic Masque
of Welcome when James the Sixth rode to open Parliament in 1579. And
Mary had been greeted by actors representing Korah, Dathan and Abiram
during the first year of her reign.

Perhaps the Burghers as a class were motivated like their equivalents
in the London of Queen Elizabeth, but were more powerful than they.2?
In London, if plays were given on working days, they were held to be a
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temptation to apprentices ; if on Sundays, they tended to outdo Church as
an attraction. And then again, plays that are really dramatic, make both
evil and good more vivid ; and the lower classes must not have Tamerlanes
in their imaginations. Besides which there were conditions of public
health, and also public morality, which could be urged against all public
assemblies that were not strictly necessary. Something of this may have
been true also of our Scottish cities. For the opponents of the stage relied
on no Scriptural authority. None of the Puritan documents quoted in
E. K. Chambers’ Elizabethan Stage * cites any more cogent name than
Tertullian, except for the “law ” forbidding men to appear in women’s
apparel. The widespread objection by the Puritans seems to have been
to a rival draw on the Lord’s Day.

With the passing of the King to England, such forces became stronger
till there was no longer any possibility of a theatre Scottish, Classical or
English. In the eighteenth century, when Puritanism had settled down
into a glum and possessive negativism, attempts were made to brighten
Society, which was not so Puritanical, by founding theatres in Edinburgh,
Glasgow, Aberdeen, Dundee, Arbroath, and Perth : but for the most part
these gave mere provincial dates to London actors. Even the venture of
the poet and connoisseur Allan Ramsay was mostly dependent on English
books and performers. Edinburgh had scttled down comfortably as a
distribution centre for English notions and as a training ground for more
talented Scots to seek their fortune in the South.

True, there was the Reverend John Home, minister at Athelstaneford,
whose drama, Douglas, ultimately made good on Garrick’s stage. And
dramatic versions of Scott novels, especially Rob Roy, together with the
moralistic tragedies of Joanna Baillie, varied London melodrama and blank-
verse tragedy with “Scotch” scenery. But the metropolitan tyranny
held sway in both countries, and would-be fashionable provincial society
was as anxious then for art news from London as was that in Kuala Lumpur
before the present war.

Perth, a community to itself in the uncertain Highlands, or within
reach of them, and the Dundee district with its still direct connection to
the Continent, were much less English in their character ; but even these
did not create a true, durable “ Perth ” or “ Dundee ” theatre in the fullest
sense. Ryder’s stock company at Perth was mainly composed of Scottish
artists, Mackay, Henry Johnston and others ; and historical Scottish plays
bore titles like The Gowrie Conspiracy, Cramond Brig, and so on. But these
were really English plays with a smattering of Lallans for local colour.
No playwright founded a Perth school of playwriting. The repertory
was mainly Shakespeare and Scott. Companies came and went. And

*Vol. IV, Appendix C. .
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it was not long before Ryder was booking Terry and Young and Kean for
appearances on tour from London; and the metropolis had triumphed
again. .

& The explanation lies, as always, in the audience. De-nationalised by
the loss of their King’s presence in a still monarchical society, and exploited
by the dastardly Union, the Scots lost not only their national outlook, but
also their desire to have onc. Although they continued in their homes to
speak Lallans, it was with a sncaking sense that this was not genteel ; and
their English became more and more Southern in consequence. The value
of Scott and the Edinburgh cronies of this time cannot be overestimated.
Scots was cven used at public meetings, sometimes, even on big occasions.

But the power of English example, the continual and increasing sclling-
out by the upper class for English titles and London connections, were too
great even for the Wizard of the North. What the Anglo-Scottish dukes
did for the Highlands by their clearances, the Anglo-Scottish and often the
purely Scottish business man did for the Lowlands and the cities. Calvin
did not have to be called in. Fashion, and its wife and daughter were
cnough. The public did not want a Scottish theatre.

»
Way, THEN, A UKRAINIAN THEATRE ?

The purpose of this digression lies in the resemblance between the
Lowland Scots and the Ukrainians ; and also in their differences.

The first known Ukrainian plays were Interludes by Yakub Gavatovich,
performed in a village near Lvov in 1619. But their principal nursery
was the Uniat church schools. The Church recognised the value of theat-
rical performance and developed it itself. When the Russian Tsars
conquered the Ukraine, Ukases forbade all printing in the Ukrainian
language. This did not kill the theatre, weak and tender though its youth
still was. It simply deprived it of literary stimulus. The theatre became
a mass, or folk, theatre, retained in the mind and transmitted from generation
to generation, without being written down.

In time the oppressive methods of Tsarist government were slightly
relaxed ; and at once the first theatre building is mentioned : at Kiev in
1803. Later, other towns followed this example, notably Poltava, where
nine years later the first permanent Ukrainian company was formed by
Kvitka-Osnovyanenko, an author of comedies in the eighteenth-century
European style. But the writer who really founded the Ukrainian drama
was Ivan Kotlyarevsky, whose work included the still popular Natalka of
Poltava. Little by little both drama and theatre were consolidated by
authors, actors and teachers. But in 1876 the Tsarist boot descended again,
and the theatre was included in a general ban on Ukrainian literature and
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Five years this remained absolute. Then a way of getting round it
was worked out. Plays were given in the forbidden Ukrainian language ;
but they were called “ Little Russian ™ plays, and as long as the number of
acts in a Little-Russian play did not exceed the number of acts in a Great-
Russian play given with it in the same programme, the performance would
not be interfered with.

The Ukrainians stuck to their aims, quietly, and therefore with success.
After 1905 the Tsarist policy changed again. In 1907 a real Ukrainian
theatre was permitted. F. N. Sadovsky opened it in Kiev. In 1916 a studio
of young actors was opened. In the forming of this, and in its work, young
Gnat Yura had a big influence. He is to-day one of the great names in
Ukrainian theatre circles. In 1919 this young studio became the State
Dramatic Theatre, named for Shevchenko, the people’s poet and patriot,
who had also written plays. It worked at first among units of the Red
Army. The following year Yura organised the *“ Ivan Franko ™ Theatre,
and Tercshchenko the Kiev Central Studio, which became a full theatre
and lasted till 1925.

Founded in March 1922 the Berezil Theatre (** Berezil ” is apparently
Ukrainian for March) became a big institution with studios and club
premises in various towns, and a mobile theatre for the countryside, thus
spreading and consolidating theatre sense in the nation. Later years saw
the founding of Ukrainian operas at Harkov, Kiev and Odessa, three mobile
opera-and-ballet theatres, a Polish proletarian theatre in Kiev, a Bulgarian
theatre, and a theatre of the Revolution with a whole battery of young
dramatists writing Ukrainian plays.

One of the most interesting and touching figures of Ukrainian drama
was the poetess Lesya Ukrainka, the thirtieth anniversary of whose death
was celebrated at a “ creative evening ” in Moscow in July 1943, when
Ukrainian authors like Korneichuk, and Margarita Aliger took part, and
Pavel Antokolsky read a paper about her, and several prominent Ukrainian
actors like Kozlovsky, Giasintova and others recited.

She was born in 1870, her real name being Larisa Kovach-Kvitka. She
took the name “ Ukrainka ” because body and soul she belonged to her
native land, fierily, like Lermontov, when it was neither fashionable nor
comfortable always to be fierily patriotic. But, as she herself said, it was
her wish that her words “ should become a weapon in the hands of unknown
friends against their executioners . And that wish history has granted.

Not that her body bore her spirit well. She died at the age of 43, of
a long and distressing illness, and all her life had been a struggle against
ill-health. This damaged neither her will nor her output. Twelve volumes
she wrote, songs, ballads, lyrics, tales, philosophical dialogues, criticism,
journalism, and plays short and long.
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At 30 she was a poctess, a follower of Shevchenko, a country singer
loving the rich Ukrainian earth, traditional in her forms, making sonnets,
ballades, terzinas. So even in its simpler. literature the Ukraine was in
step with the world-fashion of the ’nineties. Then she burst forth.

She was much of an age with Maxim Gorky ; and with him and Lenin
she wrote for the journal Life. She came, as Gorky did, to a *“revolutionary
romanticism ”’, and she had the same love for human individuality and the
same hatred of tyranny as he and Lenin had.

The human individual shown in the round, in the light of historical
comment, that—all the critics agree—was the basc of her drama. Don
Juan she created in the round, as Moli¢re and Byron and Pushkin had done ;
but she hated Don Juanism, because of the suffering it caused. Because
it was tyranny to woman. And she hated well and valuably because she
understood. So her Don Juan comes to grief because he is just a fantast,
a weak man, whose dream is to be a man of property.

And Beatrice, Dante’s Beatrice, in her work is no figure of poetic fancy,
tralhng clouds of Paradise over the rainstorm of Dante’s moods. She is
a poet’s wife, and not happy. A poet’s wifc who with her husband, says
Antokolsky, * baked the bread gf exile, lit a ﬁre for him on an alien hearth,
and at the end closed his eyes to all etcrmty

Or, in the Catacombs, a slave is brought before the prelates of the
Church, precursors of the Spanish Inquisition. His bitter lot has defeated
him, and from the new religion he expects immediate truth and happiness.
From Ancient Egypt, Mediaeval Scotland, Puritan England that founded a
new life in a new world, always in her plays humanity struggles to conquer
its tyrants and be free. Even in folk-lore, Mavka, playing in the blue smoke
of a wood fire, flares into a forest conflagration, bumning humanity and
its belongings and creations ; yet the human soul asserts itself and triumphs.
Always humanity, always the conflict of personality and Nature, man and
Art, love and Convention.

Analytical intellect and womanly intuition scem in her to have been
uncommonly well matched. And always her feeling was for the common
man all down history, as her brain showed her how, and why, he was
frustrated.

With such writers, and their successors, Ukrainian drama came to its
maturity.?

Why, now, were the Ukrainians so tenacious, when the doggcd Scots
were not ?

The answer must lie in the circumstances under which they were
governed at the time of their respective “ Unions””. It is not natural for
the people of any nation to adopt the manners and language of another
nation unless they are given carrots to follow by the men who drive them.



52 ACTORS CROSS THE VOLGA

Both Scots and Ukrainians, as a whole, have kept much of their national
custom and language ; but both have to some extent also acquired others
from their governors. Scott wrote for the most part, as his readers read,
in English. Gogol, after toying the idea of creating a (useless) Ukrainian
drama, as his father had before him, wrote in Russian. But the Ukrainian
people as a whole have never abandoned their own language to quite the
same extent as the Scots have.

At the first sell-out to the English, the Scots were in a monarchical
condition, and when their monarch went to England, the eyes of those who
remained in Scotland followed him there. The Ukrainians had no monarch ;
and their respective hetmans were wiped out by the Russian Tsars.

At the second sell-out to the English, the Act of Union was rushed
through Scotland by a minority of Scottish business folk who stood to
increase their business thereby. The Ukrainians had no business folk ;
they were an undeveloped, peasant community. Subsequent treatment
emphasised and developed that peasant character. Whether their lairds
were Ukrainian or forcign made no difference to them. By the time
capitalism and business came to the Ukraine, the peasantry had stecled
down into a determined Ukraine-ness that no Ukases could disturb.

Russian connections tempted some in the nineteenth century. Russian
merchants and princes ran their affairs. Russian was the language of the
tea-table. Gogol, perhaps, was quite right to create in Russian. But the
masses of the people remained without hope of rising to better positions,
whether they intrigued with rich Ukrainians or rich Russians. With
the Scots it was not so. English speech meant better jobs. English
civilisation meant capital, research, invention, profits, business. The
Scottish brain could conquer the English way, provided it accepted it first.
Scotland, inevitably, if only for a few centuries, was doomed by the Scots.

When the political and still more the economic barriers were removed
in the Ukraine, the social barriers fell of their own accord, and the Ukraine
stepped into the comity of nations. It has passed beyond the assertion
of its own language and culture; it can now interpiet into its own
language and culture the history and the heroes of other lands inside
a greater, common culture. Full nationalism implics and includes
an international outlook. But a national art that excludes other nations
is only a local one. Only, before that can happen, a nation must be united
and it must be independent.

Our stage is now set for the provincial theatres of Greater Russia in the
second half of the nineteenth century, and up to 1917 ; but we cannot yet
speak of the plays done on it, without first returning to the metropolitan
stages in the same period. For there is an organic relation between the
two, on both sides of the footlights.



CHAPTER IV
STARS, OFFICIALS AND A PEOPLE’S THEATRE

PERFORMANCE UNDER OFFICIALS

Under Tsar Nicholas the First (1825-55) all the Russians were bound
up in wires of organisation that were a kind of magnetic coil. It was in-
tended to govern for the protection of the monarchy and all that belonged
thereto, but so many fingers had picked at the insulation that it could
generate nothing.

When officialdom works from the top downwards, there must be more
than a possibility of corruption and a certainty of inaction. The man on
the job, the expert, is allowed no say in policy unless he is admitted to an
official post, in which case, to protect himself, he must intrigue as ably as
his superiors, and the technical nceds of which he has knowledge are again
subordinated to office politics. . The man at the top, who decides policy,
knows little of technical necds,{)cing appointed either by birth or by being
*“ the right type ” to administer any organisation. Not having the tech-
nical knowledge of the man on the job, he will be reluctant to alter the
existing sct-up, and knowing only administrative answers to criticism
from outside, he will favour a policy that avoids controversy of
any kind.

Further, in an autocracy run by an amateur, the high official who has
power to make certain decisions, may not trust his subordinates. He will
therefore be constantly interfering in their spheres where, though they
may know little, he will know nothing at all. Nicholas interfered in this
way with the running of theatres, in detail, in casting and play-reading,
and even prices of admission, where his own faulty taste and shallow
knowledge were dominated by quite un-theatrical aims.

Now the arts, and above all the arts of performance, drama and music,
depend for their development on the men on the job. Bureaucratic control
from the top is bound to result in a stagnant, undeveloping art. But the
arts of performance concern an audience, people ; and people do not remain
stagnant and undeveloping. If the artist is working in truthful material,
he is bound to stir up controversy. Therefore the bureaucrat in control
of the art is certain to frown on truthful, that is, realistic, art. And the
truthful artist is discouraged. All down the scale there will be men who
fear and deceive their superiors, but cannot trust them (so that in the end
bureaucracy defeats its own object) ; and on the lowest level of all, where
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the job is done, performer and creator alike, knowing that their efforts
will be judged only by administrative standards, look at each other and
ask, * What is the use of trying ?

Perhaps the only hope of improvement can come from some outside
“ ginger ”’ group, collaborating and showing the bureaucrats what knots
can be untied and what cut in the red tape. The Quakers did something
of this kind to the French bureaucracy in the war of 1914-18 over matters
of War Relief. But that was not a monarchic bureaucracy, only a class
onc. On Russian Imperial despotism perhaps even devastating Quaker
honesty would not have prevailed.

Russian artists did try, however. That they tried was due partly to
their own doggedness and sense of art values, and partly to the peculiar
nature of Russian printed literature. Ever since the reign of Catharine the
Great (1762-96) thought and sociological writings had been so subjected to
the tempers of the monarch, that criticism of any kind had to be limited to
literary criticism. Only literary topics were allowed to be discussed in
print.! This meant that literary criticism became a cover for all new,
practical, political idecas. And this in turn had a remarkable influence on
Russian litcrature, linking it closely and organically with Russian life :
so that unlike musicians, painters and theatre people, Russian writers of
both prose and verse, but especially the former, were from the very begin-
ning far advanced down the road of realism which other national literatures
were not to follow for many years. Now, there is always a connection,
however thin, between the theatre and the littérateur ; and this set up a further
conflict in the bureaucratised theatre world.

Under Alexander II (1855-81) the clumsy coil of chinovniki became
quite unmovable and choked. The Crimean War showed up its in-
efficiency, its corruption, the self-destruction it contained in its very self-
construction. With grudging firmness the Tsar set about reforms, reforms
as unwelcome to the landowners as to the serfs they were intended to benefit,
both classes having got so accustomed to autocracy that they were bewildered
by even partial liberation. The serfs were emancipated. County Councils
(zemstvos) were invented, a2 model to the world. Everything seemed
ready for a fine new life. Not enough people saw that the zemstvos would
be sabotaged by the central chinovniki, and the emancipation be worked
to the greater disadvantage of the serfs, and that under this Tsar’s successor
Alexander 11, a stupid giant who could bend a cold horseshoe in his hands,
the little good would be all undone. On the contrary, the educated classes,
few though they were, became optimistic. Used to actuality in their
literature, they came, as they gained the majority in the audience, to expect
actuality on the stage. Indeed they had that very expectancy and curiosity
in life which we have suggested as one of the reasons for a healthy drama.
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To this, of course, the men on the job in the theatre, whether actors or
authors, wished to respond (Ostrovsky).

This chapter shows their attempts to do so, attempts which flourished
under the more or less tolerant aloofness of the Tsar Alexander II, but
which, when he was assassinated in 1881, his successor suffocated as he
did every other progressive thing in his dominions. Thenceforward
development became either timid or clandestine, according as those who
tried to develop were in official posts (for there were a few) or in the
opposition. The latter could do little, though they might be many. It
follows, therefore, that the hope of the performed arts rested with the
enlightened few. The period of Ostrovsky comes to an end, and there is
a gap before Gorky. . . . But this is anticipating.

Shchepkin had shown that it was possible for an actor to be truthful
to a character even in an untruthful play, although his * naturalness ”
was his own, and did not extend to the whole company as much as he would
have liked. And even his own “ natural ” studies were in the convention
of the time . . . he never lost his Ukrainian accent whatever the character
he played. But plainly therc could be little development of this till
authors were following the syne line. Meanwhile the stars developed
truth in their acting. A personal thing, motivated largely by personal
rivalry ; and mostly limited to the stars ; but none the less, truth.

The great names are many : we will select in tragedy, Yermolova
(1853-1928) ; in comedy, Fyedotova (1846-1925); Prov Sadovsky, who
died in 1872; Savina (1854-1919), Varlamov (1848-1915); Davydov
(1847-1925) ; and Strepetova (1850-1906).

Yermolova, with the characteristic quaver in her voice and her intense,
cloquent silences, not only carried conviction as Emilia Galeotti or Joan
of Arc; she scemed to *“be” the woman she was representing. This,
to us, is now a commonplace (though perhaps not so common as it might
be).  To her audience it was new each time to the point of electrification.
*“ From the depths of her soul ”’, wrote Yuzhin,? himself a fine actor, play-
wright and man of the theatre, * Yermolova brought out what was con-
cealed in her, under the Maria Nikolayevna we knew ; and she gave
birth to a great spiritual figure as naturally as the mother of Socrates gave
birth to Socrates, or the mother of Brutus to Brutus, or the mother of Peter
the Great to Peter.  'We don’t know well what sort of people these mothers
were . . . but we know their children.” And Stanislavsky said that she
was the greatest actress he had ever known, greater than Duse.?

This is plainly a development. It is an inner realism, the creation of
a round being, and not born into a void. Yermolova was closely in touch
with the thought of the 'seventies. One of the many rumours that went
round in the talk of the populace, among facts like her using a cab like
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ordinary people, in quite undistinguished clothes, and not dolled up in a
carriage like a “star ’, was : * She reads only Russian Gazette and Russian
Thought "—which were two liberal papers.* And she chose for her benefit
night in March 1876 the revolutionary play of Lope de Vega, Fuente Ovejuna,
in which to the immense approval of the Moscow students, Laurencia,
standing up for the village women dishonoured by the * High Com-
mander ", calls on the village assembly to avenge themselves on the tyrant.
Yermolova is said to have delivered this speech with more heroic en-
thusiasm than had been shown in the Maly since the time of Mochalov 5
. . . but with deeper and more actual carnestness !

The disadvantage of genius in one brilliant star is that it shows up the
unreal scenery of painted back-cloths against which such humanity seems out
of place. But its advantage is that dramatic authors of the day can creatc
figures of truth in the round, knowing they will be played in the round.

They did this for Yermolova, and for Savina too, who had not perhaps
the depth of Yermolova, but whose performance was more supple, could
allow of momentary inspirations, necessary in a young realism feeling its
way to maturity. Savina relied on her inspiration. Which meant that
when it flagged, she acted badly. She could not feel her part in a stage
version of Dostoyevsky’s The Idiot. She admitted she never *“ got” Fru
Alving in Ghosts.# But at the same time the stress was still on her ;
Turgenyev, who protested, when she wanted to do A Month in the Country,
that he hadn’t really written this play for the stage, neverthcless came to
see it when it passed into the regular repertoire.* He was surprised to
find that she was playing not Natalia Petrovna, the wife, but Verochka,
the daughter. And he was astonished at the character she had built out of
what he had regarded as a small part. It is possible that Savina’s per-
formance overweighted the play. Stars were still, however realistic,
virtuosi. One evening Savina played four different characters in acts from
four different plays. Not playing, so much as displaying.

And the new realism might be limited by the personal character of the
performer. Varlamov, for example, was a simple man. He made nice
clean studies of Dogberry and Bottom the Weaver. The figures he created
were simple graceful creatures like himself, especially in comedy. One
did not look for self~suppressing realism before a Peterburg audience, not
even when transplanted for the season to the Caucasian spas.

Davydov, too, another Petcrburg actor, was full of lively natural spirits.
“Live, live, live ; two hundred thousand times, live ! ” was his personal
slogan and the base of his teaching. But if his performance was not a direct
copy of nature, neither’ was it founded on any principle. He, too, was
feeling his way. Not too quickly. There were-dangers in the success

* Turgenyev spent a large part of his life outside Russia.
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of innovation. There were rival actors of the old school, whose jealousy
might be roused to potent hostility. V. V. Samoilov, to whom the Tsar
had awarded a Gold Medal, was as much to be watched and humoured as
any chinovnik,

Even the audiences were affected by officialdom. When Savina visited
Moscow, the Peterburg speech habits that had endeared her to the upper-
class audiences of the Neva antagonised the Maly audience so much that
they forgot their manners. When she took a curtain call with their own
favourite Lensky, they yelled “ Lensky solo ! Lensky solo ! and would
not have her.

Even in her own Alexandrinsky milieu, she had troubles with the
chinovniki, some of whom were afraid of her, and others hated her. To
avoid the results of such attitudes from powerful officials, most artists
must either intrigue, or become a stoodge, or retire to the provinces.
Savina was strong enough to survive.

For the junior members of the Alexandrinsky, it was far worse. * The
majority ', wrote Glam4-Meshcherskaya, “ used to sit round with folded
hands, happy if any sort of a part turned up, or if they got the chance to
understudy their luckier seniors.” But they were on the strength, just
as if they had offices, and drew their pay as punctually on the 20th of every
month. ’

In Moscow, in the ’eighties, so fine an actress as Yablochkina took an
engagement at Odessa, because the chinovniki gave her at the Maly such
dull parts. So it became a matter of great energy and persistence for any
young actor or actress to develop in their art at all? And type-casting—
“Tsar ”, “ Noble Mother ”, *“ Young Princess ”, etc.—lasted till 1882.

Apart from the stars, general conditions at the Maly were crude. Two
rehcarsals were considered enough for a comedy.® For the début of young
Glami at the Alexandrinsky in the ’seventies, there were four rehearsals ;
but then there was another débutant in the cast besides her. Many actors
relied accordingly in performance on improvisation. Varlamov made it
a habit. Sometimes he was so carried away that he would give no cues,
and once sent off the stage a junior actor, whom he had not allowed to speak,
with loudly expressed thanks for information he had not received.?

There was no idea of ensemble. There was only a certain give-and-
take between the principals. This was an improvement, of course, on
the old style, as may be seen in our own countries with the few remaining
old-style actors such as Tod Slaughter the melodrama king, whose juniors
do not attempt to act in character when he is off the stage, and merely feed
him when he is on. Indeed, the idea of juniors remaining in character
when not speaking nor being directly addressed, would in the old days
have violated the feelings of the principals, as distracting attention from
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their own performance ; as if a second clarinct were to stand up during a
Violin Concerto. In Peterburg, too, the idca of transferring the centre
of importance from the mere entertainment of the audience to the “ real ”
living of events on the stage would in Court audience days have meant
asserting the social superiority of the actors, if indeed it had not been held
an insult to the Tsar himsclf. And perhaps the attitude had become a
habit that lasted long after the audience had changed its content. At all
events there is no denying that Peterburg was far more opposed to develop-
ment than Moscow ; and even after Ostrovsky had established himself
with the Moscow public, he had a long battle to win the Peterburg onc.

OsTROVSKY WRITES THE TRUTH

The more open-minded Moscow audience was coming to have more
unified ideas, because more and more of its members, the naive and the
forthright, were acquiring progressive ones . . . hence their love for
Strepetova. But we must not expect too much nor too quickly. Ostrovsky,
when he arrived, was no superman. A superman would have been exiled
or executed. As it was, Ostrovsky was honest enough to be put under
police supervision for five years, and a *“ collaborating ”” Maly management
refused to stage his plays, although, or perhaps because, the public wanted
them. His very first play, The Bankrupt, was banned.10

Nor should we, from contempt for the Peterburg audience, idealise the
Moscow one. Most people went to the theatre, as Gilyarovsky describes
them in the Korsh Theatre, in the mood for any “‘ catching ™ play : writers,
or amateur actors, or sportsmen in town for the races, or middle-class

merchants and their wives . . . “all those people who want to laugh or
shed a tear ”.  Applause is continual, with stampings of feet and shoutings
of “Encore ! ” In the intervals the sons of the middle class stand before

the mirrors in the cloak-rooms and imitate the gestures of Pctipa or
Davydov. Mr. Korsh himself, smiling, always smiling, shows himself
in the foyer. “Happy Mr. Korsh!” exclims Gilyarovsky, “ happy
public ! happy actors —however a new-comer to the stage acts, he is sure
of a welcome.”

So it was in the other * private” theatres, the Rodon Operetta, the
Nemchinovka, the Sekretarevka, where each amateur group that hired
the stage brought its own public into the auditorium, and you could almost
tell the nature of the group from the trades represented in front, the fish
trade, the meat business, the greengrocers from Ohotny Ryad. In one
case a quite talented * Krechinsky ” invited the audience to supper after
the show, they being all his personal friends ; but the performance had to
be abandoned after the second act, because *“ Krechinsky ” had a sudden
business call. He was an undertaker.

<
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Sometimes a private theatre would change its public unintentionally.
The *“ Clown ” Theatre was intended to be a People’s Theatre with seats
at 50 kopeks and no more. It was in fact crowded by the well-to-do.

What were these “ private ” theatres ?  That brings us to Ostrovsky.

“ Ostrovsky ”, said Vladimir Filippov,!! a Soviet theatre historian,
during a memorial evening in April 1943, *“ drew his words and expressions
from his talks with people, when he was hunting, fishing, visiting country
taverns, etc.” That was the first step. Now there was a bond of reality
in speech between people in the audience and those on the stage. Actors
were speaking like other people. Other people could therefore accept them
as similar to themselves.

Then, because he knew and could understand individual characters,
their wants and problems, he drew these in the round. That was a further
step ; because people in the audience could recognise real people on the
stage, and could feel sympathy or antipathy toward them, as they did in
real life.

Now Ostrovsky saw deeply into their lives and motives and sufferings.
Deeper in most cases than they saw themselves. And by the way he made
the real characters behave to one another, he made the audience think
about other things than just personalities. So that going to the theatre,
though it was still entertainment, was not just a matter of laughing or crying.
It had the extra interest that there is in a company of people when 2 man
of great understanding is talking or thinking aloud. This was the greatest
step of all.

For because Ostrovsky has intellect as well as sympathy, he can put
example to example like a scientist, making a principle. He can show the
ways in which society as it exists is the cause of these sufferings. His plays,
that is, have an explanatory side which is sometimes satirical. They leave
the audience thinking. This is dangerous ground for both author and
audience ; but it is what the audience wants for the understanding of its
own lives. Few will be willing to follow him all the way, though he is
no political revolutionary, only a man with clear intellectual honesty,
sympathy for the individual human soul, and a hatred of oppression. The
same might be said of Shakespeare and Moliére and Ibsen, and many others.

This does not mean that he wrote dreary sociological tracts. On the
contrary he ranged from the storms of Russian history (Dmitry the Impostor,
etc.), through a fairy play (Snegurochka),’® to farcical comedies like One’s
Own People or Balzamin’s Betrothal, wherein a foppish and foolish young
chinovnik tries to find a rich wife and is caught by a widow, not very fair,
but more than forty, and a great deal more than fat.

The Storm is his best-known work ; 12 but there are many as just and
poignant. The Ward, for example, in which a beautiful young serf-girl
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is brought up by a rich old tyrant of a woman-owner and educated to her
liking in her household. (*“I don’t like people to think for themselves.
That’s a thing I dislike extremely. I can allow no one to do that.””) Then
she is to be married off to a young man of the owner-benefactor’s choosing.
This was quite a fashion at the time, and in this case the vospitannitsa is to
be given to a dissolute young boor. For months the owner’s son has been
trying to seduce her, but though she is only 17 and in a position of utter
dependence on the family, she resists him. However, when the rich old
woman will not give way to her pleading not to be married to certain
misery, she yields to her young master, in order to soil herself as a bride.
She does not escape. The wicked old woman still insists she shall marry
the waster.

Others are direct satires on officialdom. In A Lucrative Post (1856)
a young official at the time of the Crimean War offends his important
uncle, by announcing that in future he is going to *“ go straight ”, take no
bribes, intrigue with no superiors, even if it means missing promotion.
His extravagant fashionable wife, and her * county-family ” mother,
however, insist that he should provide a home on the scale to which the
wife is accustomed. (“ My daughters have been properly brought up ;
they don’t even know the way into the kitchen.”) So in the end the
young husband goes to his uncle to apologise and admit defeat. However,
the old man’s coarse triumph so revolts him that he adheres to his first
resolve.

Ostrovsky was born in 1823, and from the 'fifties on wrote a play a year
till he died in 1886. As a British reviewer of his early collected plays in
Russian wrote in the Edinburgh Review for July 1868, there is not much
“plot” in this drama. “ They are, in fact, devoid of original contrivances
or startling situations.” This also was new.

It will be noted that Ibsen was born five years after Ostrovsky, but he
did not come to his maturity till the ’seventies or ‘eighties. Naturally
the two authors have something in common, since they stood at the same
moment of European society. But it is a great pity that our stage did not
take to Ostrovsky as it took to Ibsen. We would have been the better
if the Russian theatre had had in this country its William Archer.

By all these new steps that Ostrovsky made, he had really done as he
set out to do : to found a Russian national drama. Quoting again from
the Edinburgh Review : * The plays are for the most part thoroughly national,
founded upon the actual experience of their writers” (the reviewer is re-
ferring to other writers as well as Ostrovsky) “and devoted to the illus-
tration of that kind of life which is led at home by the majority of those
who come to see them.” And he refers to Ostrovsky’s heroines as being
“ driven into dishonour by the harshness and folly of those who surround
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them ”.1® One of the great Russian novelists confirmed this, when he
wrote to Ostrovsky, * Only since you, can we Russians say that we have a
national theatre ”. For the root motive of all Ostrovsky’s satire was his
love for the common people. Nor was he merely local in his drama, for
he knew and translated plays by Shakespearc, Plautus, Cervantes and
Goldoni. .

He also went into action. It was largely on his initiative that the Society
of Russian Dramatic Writers and Opera Composers was formed, with
the aimn of “ creating a focus of cthical influence on writers in the interests
of the development of the drama”. The reason was that writers had to
get together, because they needed a new kind of actor, like those of Gogol
in the generation before, and of Chehov in the generation after.  Shchepkin
had naturalness and knew life ** from courtier to lackey .  But Ostrovsky’s
figures nceded simplicity and a knowledge of life * from cornshop to
merchant’s residence .14

The required actor appeared in Prov Sadovsky, who developed a simple
style and could study the merchants. Shchepkin did not altogether like
Ostrovsky’s plays, and Sadovsky’s style was held by the older generation
to be a “lack of acting”. But Sadovsky’s realism was founded on
Shchepkin’s as was that of alPthe Sadovsky family. They didn’t “act ”,
it was perfectly fair to say. They “lived” on the stage, even when
drinking tca or vodka (and you could tell which it was from the way they
appeared to drink it).

The tic between author and acting family remained. Prov Sadovsky’s
son Mihail carried on the parts his father had created. Prov Sadovsky’s
daughter-in-law was absent from only cight out of Ostrovsky’s forty-cight
plays, and that only because there was no part for her line of business.
Prov Sadovsky’s grandson, Prov Mihailovich Sadovsky, a very highly
honoured artist of the Soviet Union, retained the authentic way, and
taught it to his nephew Mihail Mihailovich, who joined the Maly com-
pany in 1928. Largely through this continuum Ostrovsky is inseparable
from the Maly Theatre, or from the “ New ™ Theatre, which Lensky
opened at the end of last century as a Maly Filial.

Nevertheless the Maly was not always identified with Ostrovsky. It
was, after all, 2 Government department.

OSTROVSKY AND THE FREE THEATRES

Ostrovsky did not achieve his national drama with any help from the
Government. Indeed before any such truly national drama could be
created, the Government monopoly of the theatre had to be broken down.
Ostrovsky was enabled to break that down by the intelligent amateur
movement.

5
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The rigid control of the Imperial theatres was limited in arca. Outside
its sphere of influence in Petcrburg, for instance, there were several theatre
buildings in the suburbs, on the outskirts, or in nearby, accessible residential
townlets. Touring companies often used these premises. Often too they
were taken by amateur groups serially, so that they could give several
performances of the same play. At Pavlovsk-in-the-Woods, at the summer
theatre in Oranienbaum, or best of all at Kronstadt. The audience drove
out and back, or went by train, or however they could. It was supposed
to be a ** closed ” audience, that is, the purchase of tickets was limited by
law to members of a club, or persons ““ reccommended ” by them. But
gradually the recommendation became a pure formality.

Often these amateur groups were strengthened by inviting young
professionals who were ““ resting . Sometimes the theatre would be run
as a business speculation by a manager, and he would engage, for instance,
young Glami for a fec of 35 roubles, as Rappoport did, the manager at
Kronstadt. Itis casy to see that from such a mixed company of professionals
and amateurs, there might and would be created a rival to the Imperial
theatres which would have comparative freedom of policy and re-
pertoire. s

In Moscow there was a similar tendency, but a more deliberate one.
With the intention of performing good plays that had been banned by the
Tsar’s censors, in 1869 the *‘ Artistic Circle ” asserted the right of the
bourgeoisic to have its own theatre. Ostrovsky was at its head. In
1871 during the Polytechnic Exhibition, there was a *“ people’s theatre ”
playing in a house in what is now Nogin Square, where a number of
young actors, Nikolay Rybakov, Strepetova, Lensky, and others, were
laying the foundation of future stardom. But this was an ad hoc, temporary
organisation, and ceascd with the Exhibition.# Other and more per-
manent private theatres began to open in rich men’s houses like that of
the amateur N. I. Davydov at Red Gate : hence called the Red Gate Theatre.
Ostrovsky used himself to appear in his own plays here ; one of his banned
dramas was performed ; and also a number of classics, Shakespeare, Schiller,
Moliére, and Calderon, which were not in the Maly repertoire.  Another
pioneer was Sekretaryev who fitted up a hall in his sumptuous mansion.

But the most daring and successful, historically, was the venture of a
young' married woman, progressive and fairly well-to-do, who called
herself for stage purposes Anna Brenko, from an ancestor of Alexander
Nevsky’s time, and whose destiny it was to break the Imperial monopoly
and her own life in the process.

Her rounded young Russian face shows real character and independence
in the eyes ; and she was much more than a mere charmer. She was a fine,
intelligent, steadfast woman. Her husband was Joseph Levenson, a young
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barrister and music critic ; and together they faced up to the actuality of
the day. Onec can paralle] them with many young couples in Chelsea in
the ninetcen-thirties : social reformers, with a high and wide ideal of culture
and democracy, always ready to help the victims of tyranny, many of
whom were in their own circle of friends. Anna Brenko organised con-
certs and semi-dramatic performances without costume or make-up (to’
fulfil the law, which in this respect much resembled our Sunday Per-
formance laws), the object of which was to raise money for comforts for
exiles in Siberia. The needs of these exiles far excceded the small sums
Anna could supply from her own fortune, and to qualify as a legal object
part of the takings were handed over to a respectable charity like The Socicty
for Christian Aid.1?

For these shows she hired a private theatre in the Solodovnikov Passage,
and out of them a definite theatrical unit began to emerge. For twelve out
of thirty ** performances ” she invited the actor Pisaryev.* It was a success.
Yermolova herself came to Pisarycv’s bencfit. Among other plays done
was The Forest, by Ostrovsky.

In 1881 Anna Brenko took the inevitable next bold step, and opcncd the

_ first private theatre in Russia for the general public. A merchant Melkiel,
who had madc a colossal foune by supplying boots to the Army during
the Russo-Turkish War, was spreading himself in the grand manner as only
a Russian parvenu could. He bought simultaneously two palaces on
Tverskaya. One was the house where the Volkonsky salon had flourished,
where Pushkin had been an honoured guest sixty ycars previously, and
which Melkicl’s ambitious wife Nina hoped to revive. Only nobody much
came to their At Homes, except the young artists and barristers of the
Levenson circle. The champagne flowed ; but Mclkiel was bored with
the At Homes, and when Nina went to Paris for a trip (** in a coach of gold ”,
murmured the young people naughtily) he decided he would build Anna
Brenko a real theatre of her own in the other palace across the road.

He engaged a well-known architect, and the result was sumptuous.
Marble staircase, bannisters of gilt bronze, Oriental carpets, statues in the
foyer. A fine stage; a luxurious auditorium, white walls shaded blue,
with trimmings of silk and velvet. Front tabs of the samc blue, and blue
lines picked out on seats and doors.18 t  So came into being the “ Pushkin ”
Theatre, named thus because it stood, as the playbills announced, ncar the
Pushkin monument. But all Moscow aid soon the provinces called it the
Brenko Theatre.

The company was the flower of non-Imperial talent : Pisaryev, Strepetova,

*M. L Pisarycv Not to be confused with D. I. Pisarycv, the author and critic.
T At this time the Maly tabs were a drop curtain painted with the view of a
castle.19,
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Charsky, Glam4, Andreyev-Burlak (he was chief régissenr). And be-
ginning their carcers, younger men like Dalmatov and Yuzhin-Sumbatov,
soon to be the chief spirit to guide the Maly through a World War and a
Proletarian Revolution. The policy was decided, and the theatre ad-
ministered by a committee of three : Anna Brenko, Burlak and Pisaryev.20

Lavish salarics were paid.  Strepetova received 1,100 roubles a month,
Pisaryev and Burlak cach 9oo. At this time a provincial lead would be
receiving between 8o and 35 roubles a month, reduced probably by half
on a year’s contract. The minimum salary in the provinces would be
perhaps 15, or for an unskilled actor, 3. When Savin invited Glamé to
Kiev (1787-80) as a rising Alexandrinsky star, on the other hand, he had
to pay her 500 roubles a month.?!

Over scttings and costumes no expense was spared. The repertoire
too was outstanding. Ostrovsky’s Forest, which had been written for Pisaryev
as the tragedian and Burlak as the comedian, was given its first public
performance. A comedy called The Female Savage, by Ostrovsky and
Solovyov jointly, showed off the brilliance of Glam4 as an ingenue.
Strepetova had a furore in Pisemsky’s A Bitter Fate. Lermontov’s Mas-
querade came into its own, after its dismissal as ““ unstageworthy ” in the
Alexandrinsky production of 1852. The German Jewish tragedy Uriel
Akosta, now a recognised classic of world drama, was first shown in Russia
herc. There were an adaptation of a Saltykov-Shchedrin satire, two or
three plays that ultimately went into the Imperial repertoire, and Woe from
Wit, Othello, and Hamlet. Another Ostrovsky play appeared, more daring
than the rest : the original uncut version of The Bankrupt (which had becn
rewritten and produced under a title of a proverbial saying type, usually
rendered in English Easily Settled among Friends). This sold out before
the night, and at the first performance Pisaryev addressed the author from
the stage and presented him with a gilded laurel wreath.

Plenty of time was given for the actors to study their parts. Rehearsals
usually began a whole fortnight before opening night ! 22 First the author,
or Burlak, would read the play to the assembled company. Then there
would be a cunria—a reading round a table, but “in full voice ”. The
second rehearsal was on the stage with the actors reading from the book.
Exits, entrances and corrections were noted, and the company went away
to study with the whole plan of the play in their minds. At the third
rehearsal they were expected to do without the book ; and then followed
the * dress rehearsal ” which was, however, far from being what we know
by that term.

At that time such care was revolutionary.

The company lived as a commonwealth, all together. Stars frequently
took small parts, because the centre of gravity aimed at by Brenko and
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Burlak was not the individual performance but the ensemble. This also
was a tremendous innovation. In fact we see here the beginning, a very
tentative and small-scale, but none the less definite beginning of a process
that was to end in the Moscow Art Theatre, seventeen years later.

Cordial relations existed between these actors and many of the actors
of the Maly, who would always try to be frec to attend Pushkin Theatre
first nights. Otherwise the audience came chiefly from the intelligentsia.
There was no attempt at a mass theatre. But the social policy of the venture
was distinct. Ostrovsky saw to that.

On Sundays special matinees were often given for children.

When summer came and the Moscow theatre scason ended, Anna
Brenko was unwilling to havc a break in continuity ; she took the theatre
in Petrovsky Park, and the whole company lived happily in dachki nearby.
They decided to do a Moli¢re play with the Maly actor and teacher Fyedotov
to direct it.

This “ summer filial ” was a success, with scarcely ever an empty seat ;
and it was resolved that the new theatre having established itsclf was entitled
to enlarge the auditorium and the stage too. But alas ! that was not to be.

Different accounts are giveryof the reasons for the closing of the Pushkin
Theatre when it had just registered itself in the public mind. Yuryev,
the great Leningrad actor, calls the whole venture Quixotic.?®  Beskin,
in his monograph on Yuzhin-Sumbatov, says it failed through the inexperi-
ence of Anna Brenko.2* There seem to have been several contributory
causes. One was the high salarics paid. In March 1881 Alexander II
had been assassinated, and all places of entertainment were closed. Glama
says that Anna Brenko, with Mclkiel behind her, continued to pay salaries
in full. This, if truc, would soon place a very heavy burden on the
theatre’s finances, which no amount of full houses could quickly get rid of.

In the ordinary way, no doubt, the Melkiel millions would have stood
the charge as quitc 2 minor item. But Melkicl went bankrupt. He seems
never to have known just how much money he had, and the final touch
that landed him in court was the collapse of a stucco balcony which he had
had fixed on the fagade of his palace, thereby ruining the architecture. It
was in the shape of a huge conch shell, and projected over the street below.
Inferior material seem to have been used ; and many injuries were caused
to passers-by when it fell. The claims so raised, combined with other
debts, perhaps through Nina’s extravagance, put help from Melkiel out of
the question, and the Pushkin Theatre, as such, came t6 an end.

Anna sacrificed what money she had, and her husband went on with
his profession and his contributions to the Russian Gazette. But poor Anna’s
misfortunes did not end there. Her husband died shortly after, leaving
her with two small sons. Volodya, the younger, became a working-man’s
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lawyer, and had a hard struggle. He died soon after the Revolution.
Zhozya, the elder, was abnormal from birth, and caused his mother much
suffering ahd anxiety. As he grew up his abnormality became violent,
and he died during a paroxysm in his mother’s arms. Anna Brenko
abandoned her brilliant life in Moscow, and went to Kiev. There shc
continued her theatrical work, organising a school of acting which turned
out many well-known artists. But she had too clear a mind and too com-
plete a personality to be a mere fashion.  Years before the Revolution she
gave Russian theatrical history another turn by starting the first free acting
school for working-class amateurs ; and in the winter of 1905 she showed
on the Moscow stage a production of The Storm, in which every part except
old Kabaniha, which she played herself, was taken by a factory worker.
A year had gone to the preparation of this.

It was a success, and the company toured the Moscow neighbourhood,
giving performances in mills and works of different kinds.

When the Revolution came, thercfore, the sixty-five-year-old Anna
welcomed it as part of what she had always been working for, and with her
company of workers she sct out on a tour all up the Paveletsky railway from
Moscow to Ranenburg. In 1924 her fifticth year of stage work was
cclebrated by a special performance of The Lower Depths, staged in the
Korsh Theatre ; and the newspapers were full of her praise. The theatre
poet Gilyarovsky, who had played small parts at the Pushkin Theatre,
wrote :

... And I remember her in years of trial,
When though she was so young a woman, yet

Snowed in her hair the grey streaks of denial,
Witnesses of strife, and bitterness, and fret ;

And recognise her in the workers’ places,
Speaking to them of art in their own tongue—
What sparkle in their eyes and on her face is !
And Age’s voice comes fluently and young.

She calls a people from their darkened living

To goodness, beauty, truth, in act and thought.
Your whole self to the service of the people giving,
Your dreams are now alive in those you taught.

THE THEATRE GOEs DowN THE VOLGA

It would have been a pity if so fine an enterprise as the Pushkin Theatre
had disappcared entirely. It did not. Burlak got the survivors together
in a company called the Russian Actors, a tovarishchestvo or Commonwealth,
to tour the perimeter of the known Russian cultural world down the Volga.

He was himself 2 Volga man. Burlak was not his real name. It means
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“ Volga Boatman”. And though the son of a landowner, named Andreycv,
at Simbirsk (Lenin’s birthplace, now called Ulyanovsk) he ran away from
home to become a Volga Boatman. In time he rose to be captain of a
river steamboat ; but there were so many Andreyevs in the same position
that they had the name of their craft stuck on, Highland fashion, Andreyev-
Olga, Andreycv-Holy Mount, Andreyev-Mississippi, and Andreyev-Burlak.

One evening at a club he was telling his friends stories of his life on the
river, and doing it with such gifts of mimicry, that the manager Rasskazov,
who happened to be there, got up a show for him to tell his stories in
character. So great was his success that Rasskazov recommended a
professional carcer which Andreyev began at Saratov, calling himself
Andreyev-Burlak.

This Commonwealth toured all the cities on the Volga from Rybinsk to
Astrakhan, and then crossed over to Rostov-on-the-Don. It is to be noted
that it would not occur to anyone at that time to go across the Volga.
Indeed, if they had done so there would have been nowhere to go to.

Rybinsk was a dirty little commercial town with a summer theatre
made from an old wooden show-booth and a winter theatre where these
players performed. It had two Circles and good acoustics; oil lamps,
of course ; and dressing rooms that were adequate but uncomfortable.
The audicnce was unaccustomed to shows that started on time, and the
stalls did not fill till half~way through the ﬁrst act ; but the second night
was sold out.

Yaroslavl received them with crowds at the station, because there were
close business ties between Yaroslavl and Moscow, and many of the locals
there knew the Pushkin Theatre and had told their friends. In many
Russian towns the railway station was a kind of town club and meeting-
place ; and amateurs sometimes gave shows in halls built at the station.

At Nizhny-Novgorod Burlak was greeted with open arms. At Kazan
both he and Pisaryev were almost on their native ground. The manager
at the Kazan Theatre was soon to be a great Imperial actor, Lensky, who
made the first attempt to break applause during a scene and even refused
end-of-act curtain calls.2> The audience here was still not Tartar, of course.
It was mostly Russian merchants, loaded with jewellery but barely able to
sign their names.

Samara, Saratov, Astrakhan were all good theatre towns. At Astrakhan,
however, the audience ate nuts and threw the shells about noisily during
performance. At Tsaritsyn, now Stalingrad, the Commonwealth called
on the resident company, who were giving a very poor show, not knowing
a line of their parts. “The costumes”, records Glami, * were pitiful,
and the sets beggarly.” But the management was not beggarly. It was
making a fortune, and paying the actors next to nothing.
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Novocherkassk they found with a fine theatre, and Rostov with several.

And so Ostrovsky reached the outer edge of Russian culture ; duly
and properly so, for in 1856 he had been on a Commission of authors sent
at the behest of the Ministry of Marine to study conditions of life and work
among the fisherfolk and workers in the Volga shipyards. And he had
gathered a lot of material during this trip, which he used in plays like The
Storm, The Girl Without a Dowry, and The Ward. And now here were his
thoughts coming back in their most expressive and careful form, and the
awakening of the provinces had begun.

PRIVATE ENTERPRISE TAKES OVER

Meanwhile in Moscow, thanks to the abolition of the Imperial monopoly
in March 1882, private enterprise had got busy. An entrepreneur called
Korsh, whom we have alrcady mentioned, had taken theatre premises in
a former house of the Rimsky-Korsakov family, and arranged to bring
back to Moscow most of the cx-menbers of the Pushkin company. He
was calling this the Russian Dramatic Theatre. Nearly all of them joined
him in August, though the committee no longer existed, and all were sub_]cct
to the will of Korsh.

Korsh was a good business man. At first he kept the policy and
repertoire much as before, but he wanted to attract the minor officials
and master craftsmen of Moscow ; so he put on matinees at reduced prices.
This filled the cheaper seats, but in time affected the choice of plays.
Burlak and Pisaryev were for continuing and developing thePushkin Theatre
line ; but despite their wishes, a vaudeville was tacked on to the end of a
five-act play, as was the custom in the old-fashioned theatre. The stress
thereby fell again on the *“ entertainment ” value rather than on the author’s
view of life. And promptly the standard fell.

Korsh moved to new premises in Boguslovsky Perculok, and revised
his policy entire. He gave piquant light comedies now, with a tendency
to farce ; 26 because, as he said, he wanted a theatre for Moscow’s merchants.
Ostrovsky wrote of him, * With Korsh, actors get ruined . And his stars
began to seek other constellations. Those who escaped joined the Imperial
companies, because there was nowhere else to go. The iron hand of
private enterprise had not taken long to rust.

Yet to Korsh must go the credit for having done several new and
interesting works : the first Chehov plays, for example, Ivanov, The Bear
and The Proposal. But at that time Chehov’s stories were all the rage, and
there was little risky or enterprising in trying out these innocuous works.
It was a commercial move, and no loss to him. All his moves were
commercial ; and so successful that he remained in business for forty
years,
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Another private entrepreneur was Lentovsky from the suburbs. He
opened his “ New Russian Dramatic Theatre ” in luxurious premises in
the Hermitage. He was his own producer, and far more seriously inter-
ested in the theatre than Korsh. He looked for a new unit, with new
authors to write plays for it. He encouraged initiative among the actors,
and had real artists to design the scts and costumes, of the finest silk and
velvet. He borrowed singers from the Imperial theatres, whose pro-
ductions he quite outshone in magnificence. His orchestra pit held the
best musicians in Moscow. To him, too, goes the credit for the first use
of electric light on the Moscow stage ; which Korsh made permanent
throughout his Bogoslovsky Theatre, thereby precipitating a revolution
in make-up. The Maly went on using gas.?

Lentovsky also took an intelligent interest in the stage crowd ; and was
in many other ways a pioncer. One old melodrama he staged in the style
of the olcographs then becoming a collectors’ fashion all over Russia.  And
one of his productions was said to have made much more out of the play
than the author had done. So that Lentovsky can be called one of the
first modern producers on the Russian stage. But for his ventures into
new values he had to pay heavily. Having made a fortune of several
hundred thousand roubles, he fost it all, and died in poverty in 1906. The
iron hand of private enterprisc had already begun to throttle personal
enterprisc.

OSTROVSKY IN THE IMPERIAL THEATRES

The break-down of the Imperial monopoly was not enough by itself
to free the theatre. But it encrgised the Imperial ones. Innovations,
as we have seen, had never been popular at the Maly ; but Ostrovsky’s
plays got themselves done there. This was largely due to the actors, Prov
Sadovsky and Muzil. The majority of his plays were performed only
because individual actors and actresses chose them for their benefits, as
was the case with many famous plays, Hernani, chosen by Goryev, Uriel
Akosta, chosen by Yermolova, or the first Ibsen to be seen in Russia, The
Warriors of Helgeland, which Fyedotova chose.2 And this was true even
after Ostrovsky’s death, when his work was kept alive only thanks to
similar action by Mihail Sadovsky, Olga Sadovsky, Rybakov, and others,
till the public got so used to them that they began to like them, and then
to demand them. The reason for the popularity of Ostrovsky’s plays
among these actors may have been that they liked to act in them. Not
only the stars, but the second and third line of actors and actresses, who had
little “* direction” in the foreign classics and were not good enough to
“create ” parts without direction, found in Ostrovsky something for
them to work on that was within their experience of life,
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(Not that there were many foreign classics done. But the management
became aware of this lack of skill in the lower ranks, and courses were
included to improve it.?? This, though unintentionally so, resulted in the
break-down of the isolation of the stars, and so made ensemble more
important. It also made the foreign classics more easily available.)

Ostrovsky himself seems to have been quite indifferent as to how his
plays were staged in the matter of costume, scenery, make-up.8 What
mattercd to him was that the words should get across in their full significance.
For he admitted that he heard, rather than saw, his plays while writing them.*
This made them casy to speak, and therefore easy to learn, as there was no
contradiction between thought and phrasing.3 In fact, so closely did
Ostrovsky listen to the life around him, that almost everyone of his char-
acters, and on this all the Russian critics agree, has a specch habit of his or
her own, thus adding a phonetic diffcrentiation of people to the manners
differentiation of Griboyedov or Gogol.

This demanded a new attitude from the actor. The prevalent fashion
was to regard stage speech as a kind of cursive script, the speaker being
rccognisablc as himself, not in character, by his vocal handwriting, with a
rising inflection at a comma, and a fall at a full stop.?

But in the Sadovsky family Ostrovsky found actors that could use and
express this dramatic material. *“ It was largely due to the Sadovskys”,
writes a biographer of the family, * that there was an Ostrovsky Theatre
as well as an Ostrovsky Drama.” For in place of the naturalism of
Shchepkin these players gave a realism which one writer has found fulfils
the definition of Engels: “ fidelity in the rendering of typical characters
in typical circumstances ”, only the types were * reflections of different
single representatives .

That Ostrovsky entered, posthumously, the Maly permanent repertoire
was chiefly due to Yuzhin-Sumbatov,3® who succeeded Lensky as Director
of the Maly in 1909. Himself 2 famous actor and moderately successful
dramatist, Yuzhin was brought up, like his schoolfellow Nemirovich-
Danchenko, in a liberal Russian colony in Georgia, under the influence of
the broad but weak “ Back to the Muzhik ” school of philosophy. He
wrote some fifteen plays, mostly well-made, craftsmanlike, actor’s plays,
with a nicely rounded and graded part for everybody, but not very much
significance for anybody, and with the conservative framework of type-
drawing and strong curtain lines. As a director, though, he was important.
He expanded the Maly tradition away from romanticism and toward a
deeper psychological understanding, though he could never accompany
the Moscow Art Theatre in its journey to “ inner realism . On the other

* Evcn to the length of pronouncing them aloud in his study. On a first night
he would listen from the passage behind his box, so as to hear without secing.
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hand, he could not put up with symbolism or mysticism and the pathological
decadence of Sologub.*

Some sort of realism was also being evolved in the gentlemanly manners
of the Alexandrinsky company. For Mamont Dalsky, a very emotional
actor, was able to maintain the tension of an audience in the most extra-
ordinary circumstances. When playing Strindberg’s The Father, for
example, in the scene where he decides to leave home, Dalsky turned his
back on the audicnce and communicated his inner anguish and mental
condition by shoulders, nape and back, for five minutes by the clock, without
speaking. After having suffered for participating in the 1905 Revolution,
this actor turned anarchist in 1917, but came to a violent and ignominious
death the following year, when he was run over by a tram.?4

In Peterburg, too, private theatres sprang up, the Aquarium from
which a Barnai production had the distinction of being transferred to the
Alexandrinsky, or the Paradiz Theatre, where the Italian actor Rossi appeared
in 1800. But the fashionable theatre at this end of the century was still
as it had been at the beginning of it, the Mihailovsky, French theatre. The
best designers and constumicrs still worked only for the opera and ballet,
which the court still attended.3® And the Alexandrinsky, though its
audience could appreciate a melodrama by Ostrovsky, did not want plays
with a comment in them, and got none, cx'cept the time-honoured untruth
that the life and relations of the classes are fixed for ever, and anyone who
tried to get out of the station in which it had pleased God, and the Tsar,
and all the Tsar’s chinovniki not only to place, but to keep, him, was heading
for certain ruin.

* Fyodor Sologub, b. 1863, a lesser Baudelaire and more poetic Wedekind.
His play, Loves, showed a girl faced with the choice between a bridegroom and her
own father. But there was a certain force in his neurotic methods.



CHAPTER V
STROLLING AND TOURING PLAYERS

ARrTISTS OF THE ROAD

Frustrated at first by Imperial officialdom alone, and later by private
commercial entcrprise as well, the mctropolitan theatres had small hope
of improvement. Conditions were adversc. The little band of improvers
at the Maly had not made thcir name through Europe ; indeed, the Russian
theatre had fallen behind the rest of the Continent. Duse, on tour, was
horrified to hear that Imperial artists had to lcarn a new part every three
weeks at the outside. She, as she told Glamé, lcarned only one a year.
And if that was the case in Moscow, what can the hopclessness of the
provincial actors have becn, who had to learn five new parts every week ?

Not that private enterprise was wholly bad ; of coursc it gave scope
to men of initiative. N. N. Solovtsev (1857-1902) went to Kicv and
Odessa with his wife and a few friends and brought a new cffort into the
theatre there. N. N. Sinyelnikov (1850-1939), who had done some
production as well as acting for Korsh, raised companies in Kiev, Harkov
and the citics of the south.?

And therc was a fecling of freedom, a possibility of freshness, a direct
contact with the audience unobstructed by officials, for the provincial
rank-and-file. But this freedom, as we will be sceing, contained within
it the seed of exploitation and poor conditions.

During the nineteenth century in Russia as in many other countries,
the great mass of actors and actresses were looked down upon by respectable
people. The men were regarded as affected, conceited, untrustworthy
and liable to disappcar without paying their debts, and the women as little
better than harlots. It may be true that a lifetime of acting sometimes
disintegrates the personality in its deeper ranges . . . a strong, definite
character finds it difficult to be continually behaving as if it were somebody
else. Especially is this true where the behaviour springs not from study
and understanding so much as from habit and convention. And certainly
it is true that the economic situation of the actress in most countries drags
her through temptations which even strong characters find hard to resist.
But for all their faults, moral or artistic, the players of the Russian roads
werc valuable, and in most cases honest, people.

Rejected as a class by society, they joined the Bohemians, living
irregularly from hand to mouth, on a low, simple level, here to-day gone
to-morrow, light of heart, attractive. It was what many artists were doing

72
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at this period all over the world. The word “art” was often on their
lips.

A fine picture of them is given by Vladimir Gilyarovsky in his memoirs,
Theatre Folk, completed in 1935 when he was 82. He had been a small
official’s son, born in the forest near Vologda where the bears still prowled,
and his life reads like a Dickens story . . . or, perhaps better, a Gorky book.
Indeed, as'in a Gorky book, so it is sometimes difficult in his, to distinguish
fact from, fiction. Like Burlak, he ran away from home to become a
Volga boatman (this would appear to be the little Russian boy’s equivalent
at that time to the little English boy running away to sea) ; he became a
cadet in a military school but found the discipline and low standards in-
tolerable and was expelled with what he calls *“a rcal genuine bitch of a
passport . This debarred him from any decent employment, and being
a natural gymnast he became a turn in a circus, transferred to various
legitimate stage companies he came upon (under a stage name, and often
having to leave hurriedly both company and town, to avoid being recog-
nised and having his papers challenged) ; developed a talent for literature,
turned journalist, and ended up his long and active life in a position of
great respect in the U.S.S.R., a very colourful portrait of him being painted
by Gerasimov, sitting in hiwgarden beside a plate of strawberries, an
enormous figure in white striped cap and shirt, with a red cummerbund
wrapped round a monumental pair of trousers.

He gives us many vivid pictures of these strolling players and provincial
repertorics ; the little theatres often in flowery gardens, the artists toiling
wearily across the steppes, sometimes in tumbledown hired conveyances,
sometimes on foot, sometimes even in costume. The experiences of
Charlotte Charke, Colley Cibber’s eccentric daughter, who spent most of
her life dressed like a man to avoid a debtor’s prison, is no stranger theatrical
figure than some of these Bohemian folk.2 Society men, it is true, like
Prince Imeretinsky, under the stage name of Zvezdochkin, might join them
for a while, partly for something amusing to do, partly from real love for
the stage. He even became a manager for a time, commercially, on three
occasions ; and went bankrupt, and retired to Tambov, where he appeared
occasionally.® But in the main these were professional middle-class players.

In the second half of the nineteenth century our view of the landscape
alters. There is much more movement, though still retained by the
rampart of the Volga, over which no one crosses. Not only these strollers,
but the peasants, emancipated, and not quite so inexorably tied to the soil -
they were born on, are given passports * and permitted to move from
places in the poverty-stricken interior. They can come south to the fertile

* Every emancipated peasant residing out of his village commune had to renew
his passport every year with a poll tax of 3 roubles (George Hume, op. cit., p. 140).
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areas and be extra labour at harvest, until, that is, the introduction of
harvesting machinery by British agents reduces the chance of a job. And
then they come as tramps. But they are much more on the move.

Rich local families, on the other hand, are not. Distance and discomfort
of travel tend t6 isolate them. The womenfolk do not even go to the
cities to shop ; fashions come to them in the baggage of milliners, shoe-
makers, dressmakers, travelling from estate to estate, and given hospitality
at each while they ply their trade ; together with less elevated pedlars,
mostly Hungarians, who bring with them all kinds of goods from cheap
prints of saints and heroes to superb Oriental fabrics.t .

These are useful and regular visitors, known to the local families ;.
stage people are not, though the landed gentry will go in to the theatre
as a treat if it is likely to be really entertaining. Stage people ‘get used to
this suspicion and contempt; but there is little hope of stopping it.
Selivanov, at a meeting of them in 1886, spoke eloquently about the posi-
tion of provincial actors. For this he was refused an engagement at the
Maly, in spite of his success there as Chatsky in Woe from Wit. “To
breed politicians in the Imperial theatres is forbidden ”, ran the reason for
the refusal. Thenceforward Sclivanov stayed in the provinces. The
Secret Police saw to it that he never entered Moscow professionally again.

PROGRESSIVES IN THE WILDERNESS

There were many like Selivanov, able, clear-thinking men, who because
of their independent thought were kept on the fringes of their profession.
Among Gilyarovsky’s colleagues in his first company was Izorin.® His
real name was Nikolay Petrovich Vysheslavtsev, and he had been workjng
as an actor in Paris. A man of a political awareness that did not end in
words, he took part in the Commune of 1871. Not a very prominent
part ; he is not mentioned in Frank Jellinek’s book. But one of the name-
less heroes who survived, and were tried. He was not shot, only because
he happened to be a Russian citizen of a well-known aristocratic family.
He was expelled from France as a criminal ; as a criminal his name was
entered in the secret list circulated in official quarters ; and he was forbidden
to reside in the capitals or Government centres of the whole Empire.

Consequently he took a stage name and worked only in the provinces,
where he was generally known as “ The Jacobin”. A picturesque and
attractive person, he always wore a cloak by day, which he used as a counter-
pane at night. He had acquired a Gallic grace on the stage, which together
with his fluent French and knowledge of French manners was a great asset
in the performance of French plays ; and these, as we will see, were not few.

His was the central figure in a picture Gilyarovsky draws of a company ,
en route from Morshansk to Kirsanov.® In that part of the Tanbov district
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_ the steppe is partly wooded, and the journey was not as intolerable as many
journeys were. The company had a success at Morshansk, especially
Izorin, who had been presented on the last night with a silver cigarette-
case (costing 10 roubles) inscribed “ To the superb N. P. Izorin from
Grateful Morshansk . Through the sunny streets and out into the open
country they drove in a telega, a kind of cart. In the fresh morning breeze
the windmills with which the steppe was dotted whirled their sails. More
telegi came towards them, laden with grain for these mills. The actors
waved to drivers, and the drivers stood up, doffing their peaked caps and '
waving back. They remained standing, open-mouthed, staring at Izorin
in the eighteenth-century wide-brimmed headgear of Schiller’s Karl Moor,
and at the tall young actor beside him, putting on comic expressions in a
glittering red and yellow brocaded shirt and a full-dress hat with a scarlet
band and a cockade, such as only a duke or a general would be wearing.
This young actor was a tailor’s son, who had just run away from home to
become an actor. In three years he would be playing Hamlet at Penza.

Izorin had filled his cigarette-case with two tens of ““real ”” cigarettes,
bought for the purpose before leaving Morshansk ; but these had soon
been consumed, and out in the steppe he managed to get some mahorka,
which he rolled in strips of #h old part and smoked in his usual manner,
humming the Marseillaise.

Another man of independent thought was Andreyev-Korsikov the
prompter,* who had been a Narodnik, and for that offence was expelled
from the Alexandrinsky Theatre, and from Peterburg.? Vasily Vasilyevich
Vasilyev, too, whose real name was Shvedevenyev, had been expelled from
Peterburg in the round-up after the affair of the *“ Blind Men’s Cémmune .8
Pisaryev rescued him from utter beggary and got him on the stage. He
still went about with a copy of the People’s Will, the organ of the Narodniks,
in his pocket.® But perhaps the outstanding example was the famous
Nikolay Chrisanthovich Rybakov.10

Moscow made Rybakov an angry and frustrated man for twenty years.
For twenty years he visited the famous * White Hall” in search of a
Moscow engagement. This was a cross between an actors’ club and a hiring
fair, a very large room in a hotel known as Barsov’s, standing near where
the Moscow Central Children’s Theatre now is.!! Every actor in the
provinces gravitated hither sooner or later, to get his summer or his winter
season fixed up. Those who had been presented with gold watches and
chains by grateful audiences would be continually consulting the time and

* A specialised and honourable calling in those days, though a dusty and un-
healthy one. The Russian use of the prompter is the continental one, a continuous
undertone. The comedian Goryev at the Alexandrinsky in the 'eighties seldom
bothered to learn his part, but merely followed the prompter and his own fancy.
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muttering imaginary appointments, so as to display these acquisitions,
partly from pride, partly as evidence of their qualifications.

In the ’seventies there had been an alternative place for the hiring, the
Shcherbakov restaurant in Kuznetsk Square, famous for its fish-and-rice
patties at so kopecks a portion, with a2 bowl of broth thrown in. This
closed in 1881, and the actors used to gather at other cheap restaurants.
To such places actresses could not with any decency go, and their chances
of meeting managers were limited, until in 1882 Lentovsky, having been
a provincial actor himself, threw open the foyer of his theatre for the
purpose, and here, of course, actresses could be seen with perfect propriety.

Rybakov had at last appeared at the Maly, in Hamlet and Ugolino.*
It was a successful first appearance, but official correspondence about taking
him on the staff dragged out for years, and Rybakov went booming his
way through the provinces as before, and frequenting the White Hall.
When he did return to Moscow it was to the popular theatre, as a friend
of Ostrovsky, who wrote The Forest not only for him, but also partly about
him and his friend the comedian Kazakov.12 '

The pick of those frequenting the White Hall were engaged only season
by season, by Medvedyev for Kazan, or Lauhin for Oryol, Novikov for
Samara, Smolkov for Nizhny, or for Yaroslavl Smimov, the ex-stage-
lamp-lighter who married his manager’s daughter and inherited a theatre.
Conditions and terms varied according to the characters of the managers.

CONDITIONS IN THE PROVINCES

Some managers were honest, some were ‘not. Some were in the
business for profit, some for pleasure, some for art. Some insisted on
contracts, harsh in their terms, others had no contracts at all. -

The harsher contracts treated the actors like slaves, as did that of Voronin
at Ryazan. It contained 66 clauses, of which the last ran : “ The manage-
ment reserves the right to terminate the efficacy of the contract without
further obligation when symptoms of pregnancy are noticeable in any
actress’. There were fines for lateness at rehearsals, fines of a month’s
salary for failure to appear, fines for disobedience, dismissal if the artist
“ fails to please the public ”. Pay was withheld if illness lasted more than
three days. And so on. But even the less stringent terms could be, and
often were, so worded that the apparent obligations of the management
were nullified in fact ; benefit nights guaranteed might be made to yield
very little to the beneficiary, because the manager might sandwich in a
large profit to himself as part of the expenses, or the cost of providing
parts or music would be charged against the actor, although the paper itself

* A drama, by N. A. Polevoy (1796-1846), a Siberian merchant who became a
literary critic and pedant. He also wrote novels.
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remained the property of the manager.!® And even the wording of the
contract in general might be so involved or so ambiguous that the actor
was delivered into the power of the management without protection or
redress.14 ’

At the end of a season some of the luckier members of the company
would receive invitations to return for the next season ; the rest would
depart and join any other company within reach. On the other hand,
the strolling players, who had no contract, tended to be a permanent
nucleus, generally a family connection, with some semi-permanent ac-
quaintances attached. Father would play leads and be the manager, mother
would be leading lady or Character Woman No. 1, daughters and sons
would play juvenile leads in descending order by age, and so on. Round
these would gather cronies whom nothing but death would part from the
little unit, tied by gratitude perhaps for some ancient kindness. And often
the standard, it scems, was quite high. Long use, modest aims and utter
sincerity in their personal lives wove them into an ensemble which was
lacking in the snobbish Imperial or the more reputed repertory theatres.
On the other hand, this ensemble was easily broken and repaired. In case
of sickness, there might be no understudies and a complete stranger would
be taken at his own statemenf that he was an actor, given a part, perhaps a
lead, into which he walked in his own clothes, played it without rehearsal
but with success, and might stay in the ¢ompany playing other parts, until
the day when he walked out of it and was seen no more.

Grigoryev’s company was just like that. It contained ten regular
members, bound by no written contract, with no * conditions” other
than good feeling and stage custom. They toured the Fairs and the little
towns in an unpretentious way, taking Revizor, The Robbers and even
Hamlet, in versions specially cut for ten performers, which demanded
much doubling and many scrambled changes of costume in the wings.
Rehearsal was replaced by continual use and kindness and determination
when, as every now and then, a new-comer had to be worked into the
repertoire. But Gilyarovsky says that the performances went smoothly,
almost with no need of the prompter.1s

Sometimes they would receive special invitations. Once, for example,
they spent a happy Easter in a little township on the Volga called Boriso-
glyebsk, which formed one-half of what we would call the Borough of
Tutayev. In those days the big linen mills had not yet been established,
and the inhabitants were famous for making sheepskin coats wom by
peasants, and also as market-gardeners. A rich cattle-dealer had built a
big house for use as a ““ guest house ”” and this contained a hall useable as
a theatre. He was in Tambov for the horse-races, where his own blood-
stock was competing, when the Grigoryev company were playing there ;

6 .
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and he was greatly taken with them, though somewhat furtively, since he
was a young man, and his mother, of whom he was mortally afraid, dis-
approved of the theatre. The company was in financial difficulties, and
he lent them money, which was entered in his accounts, with the con-
nivance of the company’s book-keeper, as hunting expenses, to show to
his mother, e.g. :—

Crocodile-offal ointment, for hardcning hoofs, from Paris

and London . R. 300
Blinkers, so that the horscs may not take frlght and bolt R

for 12 horses, R. 20 each . . R. 240
and so on, to the total . . . . . R 12,528

What his shrewd old mother thought of hunters in blinkers is not
recorded.

Anyhow, at his invitation and expense, the company went to Boriso-
glyebsk, being put up in luxury at the guest house, and enjoying a pleasant
Easter holiday in the fine spring weather. Ivanov, the rich patron, had
bribed the Old Believers * and narrow old women who swarmed in the
house not to let his mother know what was really going on.

The company gave ten shows in the little theatre, and on the eve of their
departure Ivanov threw a party for them, which the local worthies attended.

It was a pleasant life in fine weather. Travel was a long picnic. They
all slept out, side by side, in a rough tent, in case it should rain. Dinner
and supper were much the same meal ; they lit a fire, boiled tca, cooked
potatoes lifted from fields as they passed, as a variant of their staple food,
millet and buckwheat. Or sometimes they could buy a special treat, ham,
or eggs, or mutton.

Sometimes they journeyed by train, more usually goods train ; especially
in winter. Single actors in those days favoured either goods trains, or
travelling “ deadhead ™, that is, slipping under the seat in a passenger train
when the guard or the police came round.

And acting was very pleasant in summer too, in garden theatres. The
wooden houses of old Russia were so inflammable that 2 fire once started
could engulf a whole town. Theatres, therefore, where fire was always
a possibility, had to be built isolated from other buildings. Even to-day
in the Soviet Union there are regulations that 2 new theatre building must
be 10 metres away from any adjacent structure.® So that most theatres
had alleys in which the audience could walk during the intervals, as at
Voronezh, where there was also a square in front of the theatre, with a
fountain round which ladies could gather to display their party frocks.

In Morshansk the garden was filled with fruit-trees, on which a two-
storied building, whcrc the actors lived, looked out. Here married couples

* A sort of ‘Wee Frees.
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had rooms to themselves on the first floor, and unmarried people by sexes
shared rooms on the ground floor in twos or threes. All met for meals in
the common dining-room, to which each brought individual plates and
eating utensils. The stars had silver spoons—Presentations, no doubt,
from grateful audiences ; the more humble members used wooden ones.
Madame Grigoryeva and her daughter Nadya managed the catering, and
spent their free time making the garden fruit into conserves for the winter.
“On Sundays ”, Gilyarovsky recalls with a simplicity that is almost
descriptive, “ there was always Pie.”

But often they had to tramp the countryside, and that was not so
pleasant, for it implied a bad financial condition, and that implied low
spirits, and the weather was not always fine. Yet no amount of hard
weather, hard luck or hard living dismayed this little company, nor hundreds
of other little companies like it. Nor did neglect ever dim, as Gilyarovsky
says, “ the unquestioning awareness of theatre folk that they were people
apart. And they looked down from the heights of their shadowy greatness
upon well-fed citizens as people beneath them.”

In one sense, perhaps, they were right.

STANDARDS OF A PROVINCIAI‘.'AUDIENCE

Some of the permanent provincial theatres had quite high standards.
The three University towns of Harkov, Kiev, and Kazan maintained the
demand of their more intelligent audiences through the century. Yermolova
and others of the Maly stars toured them, with several plays in their
repertoire. Shakespearc was popular here. And Strepetova writes that
in the ’seventies the best provincial theatres were eight in number : the
three already mentioned, and Odessa, Tiflis (Georgia), Voronezh, Rostov-
on-Don and ‘Saratov. But of course even cities like Kiev had variable
theatres. Kiev, indeed, had no theatre till 1857 ; then it had two, one
for opera and (rarely) plays, the other officially called the osmezocrynanii (or
Accessible) but generally known as the Bergonnier from the French circus
proprietor who had built it. This latter stood near the University Quarter
and was much patronised by students. Its most famous director was Savin,
a very “correct” man, who left the actual stage work to his régisseur.
Savin was shrewd. He invited Glami for a season when she was little more
than a beginner, and made her play within the same week a part just played
by Strepetova . . . a.rivalry that was a good Box Office draw. The
repertoire was undistinguished, being mainly translations from mediocre
French and German plays. But the audience was always keen, and used
to strew the stage on first nights with bits of paper * thick as a snowstorm ”,
on which were written love letters, poems and invitations to the actresses.

Savin also ran a theatre in Zhitomir, which was a very different place.
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Zhitomir was a theatrical curiosity. In the "fifties it had no theatre building ;
and the Imperial Government in one of the strange unthinking impulses
that it had from time to time to act and organise, little matter how or
what, had drawn up a paper scheme for endowing certain provincial centres
with entertainment. They built a very fine theatre at Zhitomir, entrusting
the running of it to the local authority, with an annual subsidy of three
thousand roubles. However, the local authority added to its funds by
pocketing this money and lcasing out the premiscs to managers at two
thousand roubles a year. Savin was one of these. He asked Glami to
make some appearances there also, in order to replenish the takings, which
were in a bad way. When Glam4 arrived at the fine building, she found
cobwebs festooning the interior and the company in an almost literally
starving condition, having pawned their clothes for food. Savin decamped
soon after, leaving debts to the amount of forty thousand.??

Odessa, though its streets, like those of most provincial cities, were several
feet deep in mud in places, was a smart Government centre and something
of a holiday resort. Its theatre was open every night. But in the period
under [discussion it was owned by a character actor called Forcatti,
who also ran theatres in Tiflis and the Caucasian spas. The standard
improved a good deal when Ivanov-Kozelsky went there from the
Korsh Theatre. _

The theatre in Tiflis was of course a Russian, not a Georgian one. It
had been organised by Yablochkin, father of the senior actress in the Soviet
Union to-day. In the ’seventies he greatly improved provincial production
both there and at Odessa, his special forte being historical plays, to the
preparation of which he gave special care and study, especially in crowd
scenes. In this man we see the ideas of the free theatres of Moscow
extending, though slowly and without co-ordination, in the provinces.

But it is rather astonishing to find Yermolova stating that she found
the audience at Voronezh sensitive. “ How far the provinces outstripped
Moscow ”, she said to Gilyarovsky, when he met her again, then a famous
star in Moscow, ten years after they had acted together in Voronezh. Let
us examine Voronezh. )

A local advocate told Gilyarovsky why it was an important and inter-
esting place. The advocate was a daily patron of the theatre and frequently
dropped in for a chat at lunch time. This particular day they were having
lunch in the garden, and a sort of ceilidh was in progress, one member of
the company giving a song, another a story, another doing an improvised
study, and so on. “ Voronezh ”, he said, * is richer than Kiev ; and more
interesting. It stands on a cross-roads, on a railway line linking both
capitals with the Caucasus, and a whole lot of squthern towns, so that all
our best artists cannot avoid coming to it on their tours.”
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He had previously explained its importance as a centre for pilgrims on
their way from Moscow to Kiev and back. And of course not all pilgrims
were poor.men . . . with the way fortunes were made, to the lament of
consciences at that time. But the route round two sides of a triangle is
an odd one.  Still the Baroque cathedral at Voronezh testified to its religious
importance, and the fertile black soil around to its prosperity. So there
can be no doubt that life, for the upper and middle classes at least, was
comfortable there and not too irksome.

Yermolova’s judgment must be right; and the audience had fairly
good taste. For a Cathedral town it was even surprisingly broad-minded
about actors’ morals. When Gilyarovsky was there, the feminine leads
were being played by M. I. Svobodina-Barysheva, wife of a well-known
actor, and living “ in sin ”’ with Dalmatov the male principal. (Dalmatov
was also an author ; he wrote a play later on called Labour and Capital,
the title of which alone was enough to get it banned.) But in spite of their
liaison these two were the darlings of the town. Usually to interest the
Voronezh public, it appears, you had to have either a big name or some
special tricks of your own, on which grounds Voronkov and Matkovsky
who had been managers thcre.summcr after summer in turn, were held to
be great masters.

Some three years prev1ous]y there was a mediocre actress called
Lyubskaya, who chose Hamlet for her benefit night and played the Prince
herself. She was greeted with hisses and whistling. In Russia whistling
is not the sign of excessive joy and friendliness that it is among our working-
class audiences. She was a pretty, pert, person, sometimes overstepping
the bounds by using uncensored swear-words, and behaving with what
our loyal legitimate stage author calls “ café~chantant licence ”. Dalmatov
fell in love with her, and they were rather ostentatiously married.

The emphasis was still on the performer, not the play. The next time
Hamlet was given in Voronezh was for the benefit of the actor Tamara.
Raicheva, an ex-Maly actress of some provincial renown, was playing at
Rostov-on-Don, some three hundred miles away, but it was rumoured
that she would be coming to play at Tamara’s benefit. In fact, Tamara
in the usual frock-coat and the best cab in town, was visiting private houses,
shops, hotels and clubs selling tickets and announcing * Money returned,
if no Raicheva ! ”

Hamlet was duly performed. Gertrude and Ophelia appeared ; but
neither was Raicheva. Till the fifth act there was no sign of her. The
gravedigger scene. Enter Hamlet and Horatio. Business with the skull.
Ophelia’s funeral. Then suddenly, enter Raicheva in the bright costume
of La Périchole from Offenbach’s opera, complete with basket, napkm and
all. Tremendous enthusiasm from the public; for Raicheva is a famous
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singer of operetta.  After telling her uncle (presumably the First Grave-
digger) that she has brought his dinner, she announces her intention to
sing, and does so: Périchole’s Letter song, sung well down stage, and
tumultuously encored.

Such intermissions seem not to have been uncommon ; so if Yermolova’s
opinion is to be trusted as representative, then we have a guide to the taste
of the provincial audience. It is the taste for personalities.

But we must not forget that Yermolova had a weakness for student
audiences, and the Voronezh audience was full of students; some wore
spectacles and had serious ideas about the drama, but the majority were
gay, and only wanted entertainment. The best entertainment is provided
by an attractive actress in whatever part. So naturally the part is subordin-
ated to the attractions of the actress. When Yermolova left Voronezh,
the receipts fell.18

It ought perhaps also to be mentioned that it was in Voronezh that in
1879 was held the secret conference of the Narodniks at which the more
active members of this movement formed the organisation called the
*“ People’s Will ”, whose act in assassinating the Tsar two years later was
doomed, by the harsh reaction it evoked, to make its own policy impossible
in the end.1®

PROVINCIAL REPERTOIRE
What sort of plays did these provincial companies perform? Of
the strollers, Grigoryev’s seems by all accounts to have been fairly repre-
sentative. Every scason of his opened with Gogol’s Revizor, which was
taken by the audience more as an evening’s fun than as a serious-satire,
much as the middle~class London audience took the early plays of Shaw.
Krechinsky's Wedding, another comedy on the border between fun and
satire, must have been a draw, because Zvezdochkin chose it for his benefit
when managing his theatre in Tambov. Offenbach’s La Belle Héléne
is frequently mentioned . . . for these players were singers as well as
actors, and the repertoire regularly included operettas and even operas.
Here are some titles in the repertoire of this or other companies :
- Le Gouverneur and Don César de Bazin (French).
The Robbers (Schiller).
Don Pedro, or The Spanish Inquisition, a home-made melodrama taken
by Mosolov from a Spanish novel.
The Great Noble Basenok, by the imperishable. and unimpeachable
- Kukolnik.
A Lunatic's Diary (after Gogol) Arkashka, and The Bailiff, all Russian
products.
A Bitter Fate, by Pisemsky.
Lucrezia Borgia (possibly Victor Hugo’s).

-
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The Idiot, a dramatisation of Dostoyevsky.

The Mystery of Heidelberg Castle, a German melodrama.

Playbills quoted by Gilyarovsky # add little to the range :

At Kolomea, The Jew, or, Honour and Infamy ;

at Oryol, Thaddeyich the Matchmaker, or Robbers in Winter Hiding ;

at Ostorozhe, The Unbiddable Boy;

at Oryol again, Death to the Infidel !

Most of these blood-and-thunder creations were the work of Russian
authors. They usually had high-sounding descriptive captions: thus
the last-named is advertised as “ A new lyrical tragedy in five epochs, with
costumes from the First to the Nineteenth Centurics ”. And further bait
is dangled, as for our own melodramas, before each scene : * The Queen’s
Hunt”, *“ A Scoundrel’s Bribe and a Father’s Curse ”, *“ The Tale of a
Foundling ”, “ Plague !” * The Oppression of the Jews, or A Lifes for a
Life ! ” *

This is a world of sensation, of cardboard. figures in a child’s history
game. There is no comment on life ; nor did the audience want one.
It is a mere romantic sharpemng of soft emotion.

Realism in such a case is gmere effect. Kazakov relates a story of his -
provincial days in'such stuff. "He was playing Don Pedro in the melodrama
mentioned above, and in the course of the action had to be broken on the
wheel. A huge property wheel discovered in a scene store in Tambov
evoked the reminiscence. Such a sensational effect had to be shown on
the stage; so executioners surrounded Kazakov, and while he himself
disappeared,. by the usual trick, through a stage trap, a dummy was fixed
to the wheel, and the torture began. It was in a summer theatre, and the
stalls and boxes were filled with landed gentry from the neighbourhood,
their servants and muzhiks standing round in great crowds. Among them,
sitting in a corner at the back sharing a bench with the families of a theatre
attendant and the commissionaire, were Kazakov’s mother and sister..
When the torturer started to turn the wheel, Kazakov's mother could bear
the suspense no longcr, and shrieked his pet name, * Sanka-a-a’ . Instantly
a kind «of ““ whine ” ran round the audience. Ladies even had hysterics
in the boxes, and so much commotion and distress was caused that the
stage manager, Mosolov, had to fetch Kazakov from his dressing-room,
still in costume but with no wig and only one boot on, and produce him
safe and sound on the stage. He was greeted with a yell of * Forah ”,
“like the roar of wild animals ”’, Kazakov said, ‘“ gentlefolk and ord_lmry
people together ”. 21

This was the triumph of hallucination.

* Such scene titles were in use on Maly bills in the ‘cighties even for Pushkin’s
Boris Godunov.
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How THEY GOT THEIR PLAYS

The plays themselves were obtained in two ways. Grigoryev carried
a little library with him ; and many a young actor learned the drama as
Gilyarovsky did, studying Shakespeare and other classics in bed at night
after the show, borrowed from the manager’s little store. But more
usually, and especially with the majority rubbish mdlcated above, parts
were obtained from a central library in Moscow.

To be accurate, there were two libraries in Moscow.22 But one was
small, and rather recherché, serving mainly the Moscow amateurs and a
very few provincial managers. The big one was run by a certain S. F.
Rassohin, whose business ranged over all the provinces, including the
Russian theatres in the Caucasus and other remote parts. It stocked a small
number of classics in printed-book form ; but there was little demand for
them.* The bulk of his trade was in hand-written or lithographed copies,
with separate parts cue-ed in for each player.

The copyists, known as Pisaki or Scribes, were mostly men of some

- education who had come down in the world. They were miserably paid,
at the rate of 35 kopecks an act.  An act consisted of from seven to ten sheets ;
and not more than six or seven sheets could be written in a long day’s work.
So the scribes seldom earned more than 20 or 30 kopeks a day, even if the
acts were short ones. The library on the other hand charged something
like ten times the sum they paid their employees, a very profitable business
for Mr. Rassohin.

The library had what might be called its pool in the filthy, notorious
doss-house called the Rogues’ Market . . . soon to become famous to the
world as the original from which the Moscow Art Theatre took its setting,
and atmosphere, for Gorky’s play, The Lower Depths. Here in flat no. 6,
on the' first floor in an outlying wing, was a very large room divided in
two by an open screen of planks. One side was inhabited by the down-
and-outs, the other by Rassohin’s scribes, working sometimes the whole
night through in an air foetid with sleep, sweat, tobacco smoke and lamp
smuts. Those not working would be lying on benches round the walls,
covered with their verminous rags. Conditions next door were rather
worse. Many an old player ended his days there, outcast even by his own
profession. And one of the most moving incidents in Gilyarovsky’s book
is where, in the ragged and downfallen but defiant figure of one of the in-
mates, he recognises the once gallant rebel Izorin. He had no chance,
however, to speak with him, for Izorin was asleep (or seemed to be), and
when Gilyarovsky returned a month later, he had disappeared again.

Copies and parts so made might be sent out and used over and over.
Although there was little in the way of production, each user of the part
would mark-in moves or instructions in different coloured pencils ; and
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because summer audiences like shorter plays than winter ones do, there
would be cuts and restorations, by no means identical for each user. And
as there were so few rehearsals, it was an advantage to a budding player to
memorise as many parts as possible, permanently, so building up his own
repertoire to be drawn on at a moment’s notice. .

This is good training for an actor, and doubtless for this wandering
theatre there was much to be said, as self-discipline and experience, not to
be found in the long runs of our own West End theatre, nor in the single-
play companies that tour our provincial cities on circuit.

But, indeed, from any other angle the standard was horribly low.

PrODUCTION STANDARDS

Scenery, for example, was generally canvas back-cloths, a few strips
and borders, and nothing more. Sets stood for almost any scene in any
play. Even Hell would be the same in Death to the Infidel ! as in Orpheus
in the Underworld.?3 That is a picture of souls being boiled in cauldrons,
with devils piling firewood below, and in the midst Beelzebub sitting on
a throne among his retinue. There was no *“ truth” here . . . not even
stage truth. But another kind pf truth was once revealed to the Governor
and his circle in Ryazan, when the front tabs opened, or rather, rose, to
display the faces of himself and his underlings portrayed to the life, by a
few strokes added at the last moment before the overture began, in the
faces of the lords of Hades ! Even the police inspector was recognisable,
with his forked beard, sizzling in one cauldron, and the handsome chief of
the town in another, while half the local worthies stood round the Governor
himself on the throne of Beelzebub.

Lighting continued very late to be by oil lamps. Vilna in 1879 in its
converted, fortress-like Town Hall had gas for both stage and auditorium,
but that remained a rare exception in the provinces.?

Costumes and properties were amateurish. The most important
qualification for a *“ lead ” was his or her wardrobe ; * % but that was for
contemporary plays. Provincial audiences did not expect the “ real thing
in period plays. Actors ought to wear a paste-board crown and carry a
wooden sword ; and as it was only make-believe anyway, there was no
objection to the same dummy being held by robber, prince, Roman or
Khan. Many a show, too, was spoilt by the meanness of the management
il this respect. Smolkov at Nizhny-Novgorod was staging Mary Stuart.
As they had no means of representing the execution properly, and Smolkov

* Compare in Britain The Actor’s Handbook, quoted by Allardyce Nicoll (XIXth
Cent. Drama, 1800-50 (Cambridge, 1930), Vol. I, p. 49). ““ A good stock of tighs,
boots, hats, swords, etc., etc., often procures a young man an engagemeht when he
could not obtain one on his merits.” ,
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did not wish to spend any money on it, the poor Queen of Scots had to
be shot with a pistol !

There was never any time to give care to the staging. Nor was it
worth while to do so. New plays were given at Vilna, for instance, four
times a week, and seldom for more than one performance.?® Thus not
only was it not worth while to take trouble, but the supply of good plays
soon came to an end, too. Hence the majority of rubbish. At Vilna
the audience was mostly Russian chinovniki and their families and Army
people. A few Jews were allowed in, and a few Poles came, because there
was nowhere else to go. Polish speech was persecuted in the street and
notices in Polish forbidden. The more patriotic Poles boycotted the Russian
theatre for this reason. On the other hand, on days of special celebration,
like that of Public Thanksgiving for the Tsar’s Escape from Assassination,
the Governor-General himself attended in state with all his motley crew.

As these provincial places became used to theatre-going, they developed
a snobbish “ taste ”’, which responded to the lavishness of the commercial
managers in the matter of spectacle. From ecstasy at a fine performance,
the audience went over to ecstasy at a fine effect. This had a serious result
on the fortunes of the strollers, who could not compete with commercial
managers. Their “art” became unprofitable, and finally unliveable.
The strollers found rents too high for their reduced means, and had to
take any pitch they could find, even in one case an executioner’s scaffold.?”

Gilyarovsky has left another unforgettable picture of a company of
whom three members were his old friends.2® They were arriving in a
small town in an ancient carriage covered with dust from the steppes, and
possessed of just enough money to buy vodka for the even thirstier journey
to Simbirsk. One still carried himself like a man of fashion, with a monocle
in his eye ; and all spoke bravely of the * business ” they would be doing
in that Volga town. But the refrain that echoed in Gilyarovsky’s ears as
the squeaking axles died away in the evening twilight was what one ot
them had muttered to himself : ““ God grant us something to eat ™.

So in time the strollers disappeared. Some left the profession. Others
joined the commercial racket. Yet others sank lower, to show-booths at
Fairs, where amid roulette-tents, houpla, clowns and men with snakes
round their necks, they played Yerusslan and Lyudmilla the Fair twenty-three
times in one day ; and spent their Sunday evenings with drunken old hags,
who, from the depths of degradation, could still recall their Ophelias. . .-.

“ What are you laughing at? I'm La.nskaya, d’ye heat? I'm an actress
myself. I'm an old drunk now, but I'm Lanskaya.”

For even in its decay the theatre still calls to its children ; and as the
author remarks, half in sympathy, half in derision, “ Applause in a show-
booth is still applause .



S ASIRR O NTRET

STROLLING AND TOURING PLAYERS 87

A THEATRE IN ICE

The theatre is still Empire-bound west of the Volga. The actors do
not yet cross that river. Yet the theatrical impulse is a human thing, and
we cannot expect no sign at all beyond the rampart. In the furthest parts
of the Empire, as earlier in the century, utter loneliness and unendurable
conditions of climate make ordinary Russians exiled for their humanity
tremble for the health of their minds. We now find them getting up
amateur theatricals in the terrible arctic winter.

I. W. Shklovsky, who spent four years in Yakutia, living in native huts,
dressing in furs, eating frozen fish (which was all the Yakuts had to eat in
the winter, and even their hip jam was boiled with fish-fat instead of sugar),
describes such an entertainment got up by some cxiles, most of them
Tolstoyans.® At Christmas 1890 in Srednye Kolymsk, on the Kolyma,
within 200 miles of the Arctic Ocean, someone discovered among the
philosophical books they had brought with them from civilisation a play
written by, or founded on a story by, Saltykov-Shchedrin ; hence, pre-
sumably, satirical. They took a hut somewhat larger than the others in
the “ town ””, which ‘was used as a reception centre for such inhabitants
as wanted shelter ; whether ghe ice-window had fallen out of their own
hut, or the roof-aperture had caught fire, or whether they just felt lonely,
they could take their deerskin and sleeping-bag and doss down on the
floor in this large hut.

The exiles made their curtains of rugs and coloured paper (brought
with them into exile). Uniforms were hinted at by soaking paper in red
ink and covering buttons on their ordinary clothes with this, and stitching
on facings of red calico. Lighting was by ten candles, obtained with
difficulty, as the locals used only palacolithic crusies and fish-oil. Make-up
was provided in the most original method on record. One of the exiles
actually sacrificed his own splendid black beard, out of which moustachios
were shaped.* Tooth-powder was used to grey the head. The bell
rang thrice, in the correct professional manner before the curtain opened.
It had been borrowed from the harness of a dog-team.

But this was entertainment purely for the other exiles. There was no
room for any “natives”. The only thing approaching an indigenous
drama took place at midwinter. Nominally the Yakuts were Christian ;
that is, they added a few Orthodox saints to the spirits of Fire (a talkative
little old man in red fox-skins), of various mountains, of small-pox (im-
ported by the Russian traders with syphilis and the saints) and others of

* Perhaps not showing the lack of vanity one would think. Native women
(who, Shkﬁwsky says, were not bad looking under their dirt) thought the Russians
hideous, having hair on their faces, like dogs ! Arctic peoples are bearded only in
extreme old age. A smooth face might thus compensate for disgusting blue eyes.
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their own deities ; but their religious ceremony at Christmas was confined
to lighting a candle-end (specially kept for the purpose), saying *“ Christos
rather severely several times, and blowing the candle out. Then they
made off to 2 grand mumming in fancy-dress, visiting each other at home
and overhearing the future by listening-in ‘under the body of a horse.

In Yakutsk itself, the chief town, this procession was just beginning to
become a kind of impromptu folk-play, with various local officials being
impersonated in costume and couplets . . . the policeman, the judge, the
exciseman, and others. The Governor’s house itself was visited, and re-
freshment duly imbibed after the fashion of guisers the world over.
Unfortunately the Christmas that Shklovsky was passing through Yakutsk
on his way home, the party had been all too well refreshéd, a new and bolder
verse being added at each stage of the procession till by the time they
reached the Governor’s residence, one character, the ““ General ”, was parody-
ing in no very pure-spoken way the very words used by his original. - The
Governor was scandalised ; and next day the police sought the offenders.
These went into hiding ; but came forward of their own free will to
apologise. Instead of being exiled, as they feared, to some terrible shanty
down the Kolyma, they were merely put in prison for a few days. The
Christian spirit was feeling merciful. But an interesting development of
native drama was lost for ever.

Maxim GORrky

Such then is the Russia we see below us in our bird’s-eye view at the end
of the nineteenth century. At first, all was static ; and there were slave
theatres. Then the localities wake up, with free and expert players gradually
winning the people of the neighbourhood to come to the theatre. A freer
flow of people, now, from place to place; but all is still very quiet in the
landscape. To quote a letter of George Hume :

“ Industry, progress, eduction, all sleep ; and looking out of the carriage-

windows at the vast expanse of snow, the mind naturally receives the idea that

‘it is the counterpane of a sleeping nation.” 30

In this sleep the theatre provides a place to admire the skill of a performer
in ; it is not a place in which to expect, or to find, truth. Even the great
performers of Moscow and Peterburg do not seek to render truth, except
in their own persons, and through existing conventions. The few ex-
ceptions struggle against officialdom and intrigue. Two things must happen
before the theatre in the provinces can become true : life in the provinces,
on the one hand, must be worth taking an interest in ; and the art of the
provinces must become more genuine, more interested in life, breaking
the old standards of performance. But this cannot happen till the central
theatres, where the best artists go, give the lead. ,
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And now there comes into our landscape a gigantic figure who under-
stood these things, and though he did not write from inside any theatre,
like Gogol or Ostrovsky, was none the less destined to have a tremendous
influence on the Russian, indeed the whole Soviet, theatre. A figure in
world literature whose work is still ludicrously unknown in our ¢ountries
. . . Maxim Gorky.

In the 'nineties Gorky was still in his twenties, known to a widening
but small circle for his short stories, and earning a few roubles by pithy
articles in the local press, first at Samara, then at his birthplace Nizhny-
Novgorod, now called Gorky after him. These articles ranged over
nearly all the arts and carry as much sociological comment as local editors
ever dare to print. And from his reviews of the theatre there, during the
winter of 1895-6, we get a picture of a typical local company and of a
typical local audience.3!

The theatre, he says, is the one diversion in town, and in the monopoly
of a Mrs. Molgacheva, who brooks no rivals. The interests of the locals
he places in the following order: (1) Theatre, (2) The Fair, (3) Cycle-
racing, (4) Puppets, (s) Professional whistlers. The citizens, whom by
a pun he constantly calls “ Mustard-pots ™', “ have an organic-hatred of
anything that smacks of culture ”. Hence the theatre has to cry down
its best wares. Don Quixote is given the sub-title, *“ Was He Saint or
Simpleton ?”  The theatre seems also to charge by length, like a draper.
An epic production of Tolstoy’s Power of Darkness, which lasted from 8.30
till half-past two in the morning, required benefit-night prices to be paid,
though it was nobody’s benefit ; in spite of the fact that both audience and
company got very sleepy, and were half-suffocated by the smell of gas.

Partly the company was to blame if the audience was bored. It was
run by the leading man, Sarmatov, and it often came under Gorky’s
scathing Russian sense of humour. One play, The Prodigal, by Stebnitsky *
he reviewed as if he had seen a pile of wom-out puppets wake up and try
to throw each other out of the window, Punch-fashion. For even good
plays were ruined. Schiller’s Robbers was dull, even in old-style acting ;
and the audience laughed in the most dramatic places. Boris Godunov,
he diagnoses, obviously died of constipation ; and the vaudeville that
followed this event was played by a couple that had no gifts whatever for
so skilled a type of show. In Sardou’s Madame Sans-Géne, the actress play-
ing the name part was certainly Sans-Géne, which the audience liked ; but

*  *In reality, N. S. Lyeskov (1831-95), a reactionary novelist who viciously at-
tacked all progressive movements as leading “ Nowhere ™ (the title of his most
notorious book) ;. and relying on a kind of religious mush to get mankind resigned
to the troubles its governors were inflicting on it. The antitype to Gorky, whose
favourite ideological Aunt Sally was this very idea of “ the comforter ”.
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otherwise ““ on the stage there were a few actors who talked and moved
about’a bit ”.* Of reality, or of the team-work that made a possible base
for reality, there was not a sign.

. Yes, there was one sign; and it is important in its implications. It
came in’ Potehin’s play, The Evil of the Day. A. A. Potehin (1829-1908)
wrote several plays about real life, from a rather naive protest against serf
law to a study of the real muzhik as opposed to the literary idea of him.
His characters were greatly helped by the way Martynov handled them.

The benefit night of a young actress Lodina. She gave a performance
notable in itself ; for so moved was she that the reality of her behaviour
galvanised the rest of the company. That old ham, Sarmatov, Mrs.
Prokofieva, the prima-donna soubrette Petipa, the comedian Hoffmann,
all suddenly came to life. They really played to each other for once in
their lives ; and came off the stage feeling as if they had lived, not acted.
“The performance ”, says Gorky restrainedly, “ went with an ensemble
far from frequent on our stage.” Lodina had a divine spark.

Two years were yet to elapse before a company would be formed that
was to blow mutually on’its divine sparks, and was willing to learn that
ensemble as the essence of good acting. That was to be the Moscow Art
Theatre, and young Lodina, then in Nizhny, was to beg Gorky to get her
into it. I.do not think she ever got there ; I can find no trace of her in the
years that follow ; but the Moscow Art Theatre was to have a tremendous
effect on such provincial companies as that in Saratov ; and so was Maxim
Gorky. But not until life itself had changed for the majority of men and
women in Saratov and elsewhere.

Gorky, tramping Russia and Siberia, writing books in which the lives
of men and women are so vivid and strong that it is impossible to tell fiction
from memory ; studying, and understanding people of every kind from the
drunken outcast to the millionaire ; and their womenfolk ; and getting
to know the millions of the Russian Empire as personal friends, noting in
his undimming memory exactly how they spoke and walked and suffered ;
the clothes they wore and the hopes they had ; Gorky summing up his

-experiences in direct and objective thought ; Gorky the novelist, reporter,
art critic ; the consummation of realist literature after more than a century
. . . this is the man on whom more than any other the future of the -
provincial theatre is to depend. As yet he cannot write for it. There is
no audience to hear him ; no theatre to carry his truth, if there were an

* This actress was a member of an illustrious stage family descended from #
French dancer of the cighteenth century (Petit Pas = Petipa). The Soviet actor
Radin was an illegitimate scion of the same stock.22 Mme Sans-Géne had been first
produced in Paris in 1893. Sardou’s fortieth produced play, and still ten to come.
Actually a re-hash of a play about a vivandidre Ey Emile Moreau. . - :
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audience. That audience did not enter the theatre till the workers and
peasants entered their own theatres ; and they could not enter, till by a
paradox of the kind history is so fond of, the Moscow Art Theatre had
educated the middle class, and parted from Gorky, and come to its own
truth almost despite itself.

The pivot of our story is now this Moscow Art Theatre; and in
setting it down, we will find that the sacred emblem bird on its grey tabs
is certainly a bird of the sea, but more like Gorky, the Storm Petrel of the
new world, than the dead gull of the old world, the seagull Chehov’s
Treplov shot. ‘



CHAPTER VI
THE SEAGULL AND THE PETREL

WHY THE “ GOrRkY ”’ Moscow ART THEATRE ?

In Appendix I of this book will be found a list of Soviet theatres which
bear the name of some notability connected with their work or the districts
they serve. The list is not complete, but it is indicative of the types of

- notabilities attached. Two things are at once obvious : the great popularity
of Gorky, shown by the frequency of his eponymous appearances ; and the
fact that the premier theatre of Russia, the Moscow Art Theatre is'named
for him. Now many British readers and playgoers may be surprised at
the choice of Gorky rather than of Chehov in this position ; for Chehov,
most of whose plays are known to them, seems inseparable from the Art
Theatre, while Gorky, few if any of whose plays are known to them, seems-
to have had very little to do with it. One of the aims of this chapter is to
show that on the contrary though Chehov did have a close relation with
the Art Theatre, Gorky had an even more intimate one, and that further,
of the two, Gorky had more importance to the Soviet citizen as a great
author responsible for the development of this theatrical unit.

The position cannot be understood without tracing in some detail the
first development of it, in which both authors had a share.

The Moscow Art Theatre was the outcome of an eighteen-hour, non-
stop, all-night session in a restaurant called * The Slavic Bazaar ”’ in 1897
between Vladimir Ivanovich Nemirovich-Danchenko, a successful play-
wright, and Konstantin Sergeyevich Alexeyev, who came from a family
of keen amateur actors and had made quite a reputation as a brilliant if
untrained amateur actor and producer under the stage name of K. S.
Stanislavsky.

NEMROVICH-DANCHENKO AND THE OLD-WORLD THEATRE

Nemirovich-Danchenko had by that time written six successful plays *
(he wrote eleven in all) : The Wild Rose (1882), The Dark Forest (1884),
Ultimate Freedom (1888), A New Line of Business (1890, generally thought
his best, and confirming his fame as the successor to Ostrovsky who had
died in 1886), Gold (1895), and The Price of Life (1896), which won the
*“ Griboyedov ” Award for the best play of the season. It was an innova-
tion in playwriting, for as Nemirovich himself in later years pointed out,
‘partly in pride and partly in humour, it containéd a suicide at the beginning

‘02 )
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instead of at the end. The people in these plays were nearly all middle
class—literary men, lecturers, young officers, and so on ; but he developed
one theme which Ostrovsky had overlooked, the conflict between the
generations, and the relation of fathers and children.

How successful he had been !  Actors and actresses of the Maly Theatre
regarded him like Ostrovsky as their own dramatist, and chose many of
his plays for their benefit nights. Muzil chose one for his first benefit
after the death of Ostrovsky, whose plays he had always chosen before.
And once a Nemirovich play was wanted by two players at the same time,
a conflict resolved only by personal appeal to the Director of the Imperial
Theatres. (This official at that time was one ready to let anybody at Court
interfere with theatre policy, even the Tsar’s mistress.) ?

They were written in the old style ; Nemirovich himself tells us with
not much pride and not much humour that in the third act of Ultimate
Freedom, he had supplied one dramatic exit for Muzil, two for Fyedotova,
and three for Nikulina. He had not yet reached the point of approximating
stage truth to truth of life.

At, the end of the eighteen-nineties, however, on the recommendation
of Yuzhin-Sumbatov, he was appointed to teach at the Philharmonic
School, the only alternative 1 Moscow to the Imperial School. He had
come to sce that if as author he was faced with the problem of putting
truth on a stage which was not disposed to have truth on it, at the same
time conscientious actors were faced with the same problem in their work ;
there were no plays to be truthful in, except those of dead men. At the
Philharmonic he found that the younger people were not unwilling to
pioneer. Eight years he taught there, producing his pupils in some of
the first Ibsen plays to be seen in Moscow.  Among them was Olga Knipper,
who had left the Imperial School, where she had made little impression
and shown little ability to acquire the technique of the conventional style
of acting. She seemed doomed to an obscure career in the provinces.
In fact she was destined to become Chehov’s wife and one of the leading
actresses in pre- and in post-revolutionary Russia. Another pupil was
Moskvin. He left before the others did, and began a career in a touring
company. Roxanova and Meierthold were in the class too, Meierhold
already showing gifts as a producer with “* ideas ”.’

Teaching is the best way of learning. In 1891, though Nemirovich
was still writing plays that could be acted in the old style, we find him
beginning to agitate. " He demands dress rehearsals. The first proper dress
fehearsal in Russia took place in 1894-5. The play being his own Gold. -
Also he wanted fresh, colourful and theatrically relevant sets. In these and
other first steps of the professional reformer, he was supported by Lensky,
by now head of the “ New ” Theatre, that is, the Maly Filial we have

7 .
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already mentioned. Lensky had been lamenting the decay at the Maly of
. the Shchepkin tradition in life-like acting and the Gogol-Ostrovsky tradition
of truthful plays. In 1897 he spoke at the Conference of theatre workers
on “ The Causes of the Decline of the Theatre ’ (see chap. III, note 13).
So Nemirovich was not alone. The Meininger company had few good
actors, and their ensemble was to them of more importance than deeply
truthful individual acting ; but their visit to Russia in 1885 had shown
all serious artists of the stage that art could be true to life. That both
that art and that life in Russia were false was beginning to be seen by the
more liberal-minded of the intelligentsia ; but because of the prevailing
conservatism of the chinovniki controlling the established theatres, and of
the lack of funds among poor professionals to found a private theatre, it
was not yet possible to express real life at all. Nemirovich went on hoping

and planning and getting his ideas together.

STANISLAVSKY AND THE OLD-WORLD THEATRE

The situation was improved, once again, by help from the amateurs.
In 1897 Stanislavsky had reached much the same conclusions as Nemirovich
but by a different line of thought. Both men have left autobiographies
(before his death Nemirovich had used his vacation in Georgia to write
a second volume, not yet published) ; and although Nemirovich pays
higher tribute to his colleague than Stanislavsky does, it is not easy to get
rid of the impression that for all Stanislavsky’s superb showmanship, his
magnificent presence, his gifts as actor and producer, his (so rare !) ability
to profit by his own mistakes, nevertheless it was the modest little
Nemirovich-Danchenko who was the real brain behind the Art Theatre.

Stanislavsky’s family was, like Anna Brenko’s, well-to-do. In 1888
he had spent a good deal of the money he had inherited while still very
young in part-founding and finding premises for the Society of Art and
Literature in Moscow, which was to stage amateur and other shows for
the delectation of an upper middle class and minor aristocratic audience.
This audience had already becn organised by Fyedotov and F. P. Komissar-
zhevsky. The former was father of the Maly actress Fyedotova and himself
a well-known theatre figure ; a progressive, too, in some ways, who had
tried to improve Maly décor. Beltzev, the designer, had done some special
sets for the Maly production of the Ostrovsky play about theatre life,
Talents and Admirers; but that was as far as scenic reform had been taken.
Komissarzhevsky was thé father of Vera Komissarzhevskaya, and also of
Theodore Komissarzhevsky, known to London, Stratford and American’
theatre-goers as an émigré producer and theatre historian.

Stanislavsky started with operatic ambitions, and had always to struggle
against a certain operatic tendency in his acting ; Komissarzhevsky had
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trained his voice, and Fyedotov had helped him in his rather haphazard and
unguided study of acting.

THE Moscow ART THEATRE IN THE OLD ‘WORLD

When the Society failed and was reconstructed on a subscription basis,
Stanislavsky became its producer, though he still worked in the family
business. Among the amatcurs he produced in his spare time were
Samarova, Lilina (his wife), Luzhsky, Artem and Alexandrov, all later to
bear famous names. He himself was still learning what good acting ought
to be. He had started on the first of his quests, for truth, honesty, fresh-
ness, instead of convention, make-believe, and rule of thumb. Seecing that
good acting must spring from the life round him, but that this demanded
self-discipline, study, and the end of the star system, and that these in their
turn demanded a complete reform of stage conditions, he had to see also
that piece-meal reform in spare time could achieve nothing. Hence, when
Nemirovich approached him ? with a suggestion that they might together
explore the possibility of opening a new theatre entire, he was more than
excited.

The money for the new venture was not put up by Stanislavsky, as is
sometimes said ; he had nothing like enough for the purpose. It was
raised, after futile search for a Melkiel, and equally futile application to the
Town Council, by subscription. The opening of the subscription list and
the fashion to subscribc were largely due to the approval given by the
new Governor-General of Moscow, Prince Sergey Alexandrovich, who
had been instructed to reconcile the Moscow aristocracy with the merchants,
and thought this a good way of doing it. Nemirovich he knew as a re-
sponsible playwright, and Stanislavsky he knew from some fashionable
amateur theatricals he had been asked to produce as a change from routs
and balls. ,

The hittory of the Moscow Art Theatre was like that of most minority
ventures.2® Despite a very favourable start, it got into financial difficulties
almost at once, and would have closed down but for the donations of Savva
Morozov, a rich merchant, a rough, self-made man, but personally inter-
ested in practical details of stage work, lighting, and so on. When his
family had gone to the country, Morozov and the two co-producers would
try out new ideas in his house. It was he who helped to construct the
revolving stage (one of the earliest in Europe) for the new premises in
Kamergersky Pereulok, which he assumed the chief financial responsibility
for. building in 1902. The parallel (and the differences) between Morozov
and Melkiel are striking.

The two co-producers had arranged that they were to be cquals sharing
production. But Nemirovich-Danchenko as an author was to have the



96 ACTORS CROSS THE VOLGA

last’ word in what concerned ““ content ”’, while Stamslavsky, as a more or
less experienced actor, was to have the last word in “ form ”. An excellent
arrangement . . . on paper. But sooner or later a clash was bound to
come ; for Form and Content are only aspects of the same thing, and
cannot be practically nor permanently separated. It was a Chehov play *
which brought this fact to light, and which also reconciled the two men.
For who shall say in a Chehov play whether a stage effect like the chirping
of a cricket is Form or Content? Production here becomes authorship
also, just as the relationship of the characters is also a matter of stage position.

Both men were reticent and loyal to each other. But differences of
opinion did arise, and it is legitimate to guess that Nemirovich yielded
courteously as often as he could . . . and got his own way in the end.

He was without doubt the intellectual superior. Stanislavsky was not
interested at the outset in new drama. He was interested in new ways
of doing what existed. When his new way of naturalism became estab-
lished, he grew tired of it and pioncered on other quests, for newer and
better ways. Also he developed a rather flabby kind of spmtuahty, because
he wished art to be beautiful and at the same time to spring from life ; but
life was not beautiful.

Cuerov IN THE OLD WORLD

Before we can explain Nemirovich’s position, we must consider how
Chehov fits into this first phase of the Art Theatre. Chehov described
himself as first a physician, then an author, and only tlurdly and incidentally
a playwright. He wrote for the stage only late-ish in his literary career.
He repudiated the idea that he was out to reform the theatre, though he
did express a wish that the Russian theatre of his day were more of a
literary one, and from his youth had hoped to help to make it so. We should
‘remember that he had made his reputation as a writer of sensitive, reticent,
observant, profound, subtle short stories. Casebooks of human souls.

There was no room for dramatised work of such a kind in either the
Imperial, the metropolitan private or the provincial theatres. Neverthe-
less his first long play, Ivanov (the name would be Smith in England or
Wilson in South Scotland), though still slightly adhering to the old-
fashioned, was an 1887 study of real people, as in those short stories. He
realiscd, as Nemirovich explains, that an old-fashioned actor coming to the
word “ rogue ” in his part would enunciate it in such 2 way that a round
of applause would be certain, thus giving it a theatrical value, whereas
Chehov, not being a professional playwright, was not working in theatrical
values, but in those of human speech and relationship So he did not give

* The Seagull. As a matter of fact the point at issue was the interpretation of
the character Nina.t
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this play to any Imperial theatre, but to the Korsh Theatre, where Davydov
was then working.

It was not a great success ; and this, in a private theatre, as in one of
our own Repertories, meant it was a failure. Chehov let several years
pass before he wrote another play, The Wood Goblin, which he gave to a
new unit called the Abramova company. This play also made little
impression. Several years now went by before he wrote Uncle Vanya.
He disliked people saying that this contained bits of The Wood Goblin.
It was first played in the provinces, by a touring company.

The Seagull, on the other hand, received its first performance at one
of the Imperial theatres, the Alexandrinsky; though what possessed
Chehov to give it to a Petcrburg theatre, and to the most old-fashioned
of the Imperial ones, I do not know. It was, as Chehov might have
known it would be, a dead failure, hissed and dismissed as the crazy product
of a literary man’s study, who, for all his clever fiction, knew nothmg about
the stage.

Chehov resolved not to write another play if he lived 700 years. It
was Nemirovich who saw what Chehov had intended in The Seagull,
and persuaded him to let the Art Theatre revive it.

Stanislavsky was not greftly taken with it, as a play ; it offered him
little in the way of production points and the company few chances to
“act”.5 But Nemirovich had mentally earmarked Chehov as one of the
writers of the day whose work he wanted to try out, though he admits
Chehov’s name was not actually mentioned in the first eighteen-hour talk.

At Nemirovich’s suggestion, The Seagull was the fifth play of the
opening season, a risky experiment with fortunes going the way they were.
But with world-famous results. The excitement caused by the opening
play was revived, a telegram with the audience’s congratulations and the
theatre’s thanks was sent to the absent author, and the financial position
of the Art Theatre was for a time restored to health. The directors were
emboldened to try another Chehov, and asked for Uncle Vanya. Chehov
refused. He made excuses. He had already promised it to Lensky and
Yuzhin at the Maly. However, the Theatrical and Literary Committee
which now controlled that theatre under the Imperial Director for all
Russia, required certain changes in the third act. Chehov was not disposed
to make them. The Art Theatre could put the play on as he wrote it.
He gave it to them. Perhaps he realised that this queer theatre could help
his reputation. He changed his attitude. He would not even let the
Peterburg actress Yarovskaya have The Seagull for her benefit night, on
the not quite truthful grounds that it now “ belonged ™ to the Art Theatre.
Nor would he let the Alexandrinsky do Uncle Vanya.

The expedition of the Art Theatre to perform inter alia his two plays
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to their author at Yalta had as its secret object, as Stanislavsky tells us,®
that Ghehov should be persuaded to write some plays specially for it. He
did so. But like Uncle Vanya they took some time to establish themselves.
The old reproach that Chehov was no writer for the stage was gaining
ground. Lunacharsky found The Three Sisters enervating, because although
there were kind and wise people in it, they seemed to have no wish to take
action against the cause of their misery. As for The Cherry Orchard, even
Chehov was dismayed by its treatment. He had at first intended to write
a farcical comedy about a silly old provincial woman who never had any
money, and when she had it, gave it away. Lopahin was to be a rich comic
vart for Stanislavsky, now an irresistibie comedian. In the first version
this was so ; and many remains of the first intention were brought forward
into the play as we know it to-day . . . disconcerting the unwary producer
in all lands. Chehov forgot this change. Petulantly he wrote to his wife :
“ Nemirovich and Stanislavsky see in my play something absolutely
different from what I have written, and I am ready to bet anything you
like that neither .of them has once read my play through attentively .
And be demanded to know why it was advertised as a drama, when he
had described it as a comedy.?

We need not take this libel too seriously. The world continues to see
in the play what the two directors saw, and Chehov really did respect the
Art Theatre. At its suggestion he made alterations and emendations in
his scripts. These may be studied in Stanislavsky’s Producer’s-copy of
The Three Sisters; 8 and changes were similarly made in The Cherry Orchard
and Uncle Vanya. Coming from Stanislavsky, the suggestions for altera-
tions were mainly scenic. Thus it was inconvenient to have Tuzenbach’s
body brought on at the end of The Three Sisters without a proper crowd
scene.  Such a scene would cause too much disturbance to the quict ending
by its necessary noise of boots ; and the scenery left no room, anyway.
Chehov agreed to the end as we now have it. For the Art Theatre and
Chehov had fused. The agent was Naturalism. Intense eloquence of
detail was ‘the art method used by both. Stanislavsky relates that in a
moment of depression, with the morale of the company breaking down,
and everyone puzzled by The Three Sisters in rehearsal, a mouse scratched
during a silence, and this showed him how to produce this play.

And Chehov had realised that this theatre alone would consider, and
could express, what he wanted to say about life. But he was beginning
to tire. Half in jest, he threatened to write a play in which he could call
attention to the fact that ** the action takes place in a country where there
are no gnats, crickets or other insects to prevent people from talking ”.

And Stanislavsky’s quest for newer ways, his hunt after ** inner truth ”
was taking him to the point where what a man s thinking and feeling is



THE SEAGULL AND THE PETREL 99

less important than the way he expresses this. For unless the content is
pointed, unless the position of any character is shown in relation to other
people through his and their words and acts, then “inner truth ™ short-
cuts human content and is related only to super-human, mystical, im-
aginative “ideas ”. These can be shown on the stage only by shapes and
objects which the character approaches or recoils from, and so on, till the
value becomes formal and not human. So we follow Stanislavsky through
the plays of Andreyev, past the studio on Povarsky Street, where he and
Meierhold collaborated, to the demand for “sculptural gestures and
musical speech ”. And lacking an intellectual base, a technical advance
becomes a retrogression in meaning.

Stanislavsky, after the return from the first tour abroad, deserted nature.
He was interested in the “ unrcal ” theatre. He staged symbolic dramas
by foreign mystics like Knut Hamsun and Maeterlinck, and did up
Dostoyevsky. With Meierhold he experimented in deliberately stylised
productions. He studied Gordon Craig, and invited him to Moscow to
direct Hamlet. Craig went back to Florence leaving sketches and in-
structions for the show, and it was discovered that his designs were
impracticable, and so far asghey could be realised they would dwarf the
meaning out of Shakespeare. Finally, Stanislavsky fell under the spell
of Sulerzhitsky.

Sulerzhitsky was an idealist, a follower of the Simple Life doctrines of
Tolstoy in Tolstoy’s old age. He was small, muscular, vivacious, sym-
pathetic and a sufferer from kidney disease. He was painter, musician,
literary man, and a kind of hobo. He had gone to Canada with the
Duhobortsi * and stayed there with them two years. Now he was living
in a railwayman’s cabin, desperately poor, and often spending the night on
the Moscow streets. The Art Theatre gave him various jobs to do, because
it liked him. Everybody liked him; and soon he was teaching the
students, and teaching them so well that when he left to found a com-
munity of his own in the Crimea, several of them went with him, abandon-
ing their stage careers. In different degrees of simplicity and discomfort
they lived, building primitive dwelling places, an object of puzzled interest
to the summer visitors who made excursions to see ** the wild students of
the Moscow Art Theatre ”.

In all this instability and crankiness, in all thxs running away from the
real problems of life, Stanislavsky was travelling in a circle. Each new
quest showed him that for the actors’ sakes alone, whether in naturalistic,
formalistic, *“ unreal” or any other stage surroundings, a greater serious-
ness, an “inner truth” was necessary. And with characteristic honesty

* A religious sect which, like the Quakers, refused military service. The name
means ** Spirit-wrestlers . :
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he describes the characteristic application with which he set himself to
claborate this into a “system ”. A system of acting, for actors, and
limited to the assimilation of the inside life, of which the words and
acts supplied by the author were only hints and sketches. In this way
_ Stanislavsky hoped to bind the physical reality of the stage with the spiritual
reality of Russian life.

We cannot here trace in detail the way he perfected this system, first
of all on himself (it spoilt his acting for the time, till he had perfected it),
next trying it on the supers, then with Sulerzhitsky’s help on the pupils in
the Adashev school, and finally, not without much opposition, on the Art
Theatre company. What is important is that Nemirovich-Danchenko
had arrived at the same point independently, and for rcasons far deeper
than the relevance or truthfulness of acting ; reasons, indeed, which go far
down into the nature, and far out into the future possibilitics of Russian
theatrical art. In fact, of Russian society.

Nemirovich was sent to Rome to get authentic detail and *“ atomsphere ™
for Julius Caesar (1903) ; he wrote in a letter to the critic Efros who attacked
that production : “ True, Shakespeare made many a mistake from the
angle of historical detail, but the spirit of the historical occasion in this
case, and of the events going with it, is grasped with an astonishing
psychology of human history. In this lies the centre of the tragedy, and
not in separate persons.” 10

This is a big step forward toward not inner and subjective, but outer
and objective, truth. With Stanislavsky questing after naturalism, how-
ever, the content still had to miss its chance. Mosquitoes and the correct
width of a toga stripe have to be handled by experienced masters if they
are to express the psychology of human history in Shakespeare’s head.
It is important to bear this attitude in mind, when comparing Chehov
with Gorky.

CueHOV AND GORKY

Chehov was a doctor, but himself a sick man, morbidly sensitive to
suffering. So sensitive, that in some of his work he seems to be torturing
himself. Compared with his stories, which describe all classes and types, the
principal figures in his plays have a limited range. Any company that can
perform one of his plays can perform them all. They are drawn on much
the same formula, with much the same figures out of middle-class country
residences. The same sort of events happen, or fail to happen, to them all.
Within this narrow range, he created people whose silences are more poig-
nant than their speech, who live like invalids each in a world of his or her
own exaggerated symbols, giving an irrational meaning to everyday sights
and sounds and things. So, not unlike Ibsen, when he deserted the particular
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for the general, he arrjved at general symbols, the seagull, the cherry orchard,
like the wild duck and the master-builder’s tower. For this reason the
characters acquired a false spirituality, not unlike that very spirituality
which Stanislavsky was to find after Chehov’s death in “ inner truth ”.

Certainly, within this narrow range there are people who can ghmpse
a better life than the one they are forced to lead, a fairer world to come
*“ when everybody will work ”. But the glimpse has no effect upon their
lives, except to point their nicer natures and give them a progressive out-
look. Hence a misty, wistful impressionism, like some of the Debussy
preludes. And for the same reason . . . that both Chehov and Debussy
were.speaking for the leisured, semi-cultured classes, without larger vision.
And just as Debussy is improved by being played as if extempore, so Chehov’s
plays were improved if treated naturalistically. But the content of neither
is enlarged thereby.

Gorky also was an established author when he came to write for the
stage, which he did at Chehov’s suggestion and out of admiration for the
Art Theatre. He also was an invalid, but he had lived tough. His tough life
left him with a great pity for suffering, and a great hatred of it and of the
causes of it. He was so greatg lover of mankind that he could hate well.

He, too, in most of his early plays, which sometimes resemble Chehov’s
in formula, took the middle classes as his material. But with what a differ-
ence ! He had ideals, as Chehov had ; but they were ideals of heroic
people in heroic action. As long as heroism was romance to him, he ex-
plored folk-lore. When heroism was seeing the truth about society and
asserting it against those who evaded it, he showed this happening on the
stage. So he shows the middle class robustly in his plays, why they are
what they are ; and creates characters who challenge their right and need
to be so, and who go into action for a better life and a fairer world. Gorky
repeatedly objected to the complication “ when the inner world of a man
becomes for him and for the writer portraying him the only reality, an
end in itself "1 His very first play, Meshchane,* contains in the young
man, Nil, the very first real revolutionary on the modem Russian stage.

Which brings us to the vital difference between the two. Chehov’s
plays were just speculations, safe, only describing, not threatening anyone.
Gorky’s plays provoked thought and discussion, threatening the security
of some lives because of the insecurity of others ; they disturbed the not
disagreeable blindness and languor of middle-class art ; and they got several
theatres, including the Moscow Art Theatre, into trouble.

* The title has been rendered The Middle Class, The Smug Citizen, and Philistines,
the last being the most usual ; but it is open to the objection that the term can be used
thhont any implied rcproach A character in another of Gorky's plays uses it proudly

If; and it was a frequent noun of description. Gorky seems to use it of
an ethical condition which was a class symptom, but could be acquired by any class,
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This was because they were truthful, outwardly as well as mwardly
They ‘showed men’s souls in contact with men’s surroundings as well as
with the Universe and theories about the Universe. They showed a new
kind of heroism.

Gorky IN THE OLp WORLD

Gorky’s plays may.be seen in three groups : those written before the
abortive 190§ Revolution ; these written during that revolution and the
dark ‘years after it ; and those written (these are few) when Soviet ways of
life had established themselves, but Gorky had other work to do. Nearly
all have middle-class matter. The class is treated with great understanding
and emotion, although its position and power, and abuse of that power,
are never lost sight of. Examples, more or less at random, are a poignant
scene in Dachniki * where a bewildered young man declares his passion
and desperate necd of an attractive, but equally bewildered middle-aged
woman, who, he believes, can save him from spiritual ruin ; or the no less
beart-rending scene in Barbarians (1905-6) where a husband informs his
devoted wife that he can get along without her very well, and she tries
pathetically to find the right words to show him he is making a mistake.
But Gorky makes it clear that there is another side than just sympathetic
understanding. Other characters (in Dachniki, for example, which in some
respects is almost a deliberate use of Chehov’s formula and incident to
correct Chehov’s pcrspective) attack their own class, knowing and showing
a way out of their miseries, and taking it themselves. Once these have
spoken, the issue is joined. There is no mere debate. In Dachniki this is
the basis of the action and its climax. In Enemies (1906, but not produced
in Russia till 1933) class warfare has become specific. The younger genera-
tion brings it to the surface among the grown-ups, and reveals it to itself
by inviting a worker to a meal in its very respectable home during industrial
“unrest”. From now on, Gorky is committed to a line that must
actively make the ruling class his own enemies. Understanding them
'made his indictments more true and more powerful.

The cultural cruising of the Art Theatre was bluntly ended by this
declaration of war. True, it had originally opened as a people’s theatre,
the “ Accessible Art Theatre ”, like the theatre at Voronezh ; and in early
years it gave special performances for workers, limited in number because
the authorities limited the number. These chinovniki, though it counted

* English or American titles : Villa Residents, A Country House, Summer. Folk,
People with Country Houses, Nearer the mark would be Week-Enders, since the
pmfsdonddmmkmhredwﬂumﬁcmm@&rdwﬁmﬂiﬁtom;[
‘the whole summer in, while thcy went to and fro Tlmewene,mdmﬁarc.
areas of such “ country cottages *’. ,

-
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as a private theatre, used to pay tactful visits, and recommend, in the friendly
way used all over the world by middle-class officials to people of their own
class, that the directors might * go slow.” on this. They did not go slow ;
and this was due partly to Nemirovich, and partly, odd though this may
sound, to the purely artistic principles which made Chehov recommend
Gorky to Stanislavsky. Chinovniki might suggest sticking to matters of
art, and avoiding politics ; but if you are going to perform a naturalistic
play naturalistically, and the play has a sociological, not to say socialistic,
content, then your performance must have a sociological content whether
you wish it or not, and will only not have a socialistic one if you sacrifice
your artistic principles and ““ cut ™ it, politically. Gorky’s brain, surveying
his world sociologically, laid bare the class war.

In those days there was a fourfold censorship : separate censors for publi-
cation and for stage performance, the common censor, and a special censor
of public entertainment, on the advice of which last the chinovniki made .
their friendly visits. Now Gorky’s first play, Meshchane, was licensed for
publication, but not for performance by the Moscow censors. Its first
performance was accordingly given in Peterburg, at the private Panayevsky
Theatre, when the Art Theatge was giving a short season there in March
1902. :
Peterburg was in an uproar about Gorky. His election to the Academy
had been countermanded by the Tsar himself. One Prince had protested
against this insult to a distinguished author ; and another, a Minister of
State, had joined issue with him. Feeling ran high ; and gendarmes and
plain-clothes policemen were stationed inside and outside the building.
+The first night roused a storm of applause and abuse. Gorky was not able
to be present. He had been exiled to a little place called Arzamas, where
the play had been written, and read, at least in part, to Nemirovich who
had gone there for the purpose, and was greatly taken with it and with its
author.

In Moscow where the ban was lifted, so that it could be performed to
a subscription audience only, and the play appeared the following autumn,
feeling was not so high. Perhaps the Moscow Ostrovsky public was less
susceptible to truthful but painful dramas; or perhaps less susceptible to insults
at htcrary prestige. Or perhaps reading the play first in the sixty thousand
copies that had been sold, had rubbed off some of the poison. In any case
the satire of the middle class though pointed was not deadly. Not even
Nemirovich was yet ready for this.

. It was performed more as a study in personal rclauonshlps among people
who had dramatic liveliness and human roundness, but were not necessarily

significant of any social movement. A provincial citizen tyrannises over -
‘his timid wife, his son, his daughter, and his foster-son. The daughter,
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a school teacher, is in love with her foster-brother, Nil. She takes poison
and néarly dies. Nil renounces a “ good match” which his father has
approved of, and marries a local seamstress. Peter, his foster-brother, a
radical student who has been rusticated from the University, is in revolt
against society, as Nil is. He, too, upsets his father’s plans by going off
with a prison governor’s widow who had found convicts preferable as
society to the smug middle class. The daughter, left alone in the house,
hammers out wild discords on the piano at the final curtain.

Gorky’s second play, written at about the same time, was done by the
Art Theatre a couple of months later. With Uncle Vanya and The Three
Sisters, it was among the five plays given by the Art Theatre in Germany
in 1906. The Russian title means ““ On the Bottom ”, but it is known
in Britain and America as The Lower Depths, In the Depths, or A Night
Shelter, usually the first.2? It is a terrifying and gloomy play. The locale ;
a slum basement used as a doss-house by riff-raff. A ticket-of-leave man,
a drunken ex-actor, a fallen gentleman, a Tartar, a prostitute, a low=class
locksmith and his dying wife, etc., are the characters. Gorky had made a
name for low-class characters in his stories. He knew his subject at first
hand, having grown up with it.

. The people are created with profound sympathy, each in his or her own
misery ; but not as invalids, as victims. At first the course of the action
seems obscure and complex ; but the author’s intention is seen by un-
winding each character-thread in turn, as would occur on the stage. Nearly
all are influenced, either for good or evil, by a pious, but malignant,
“ consoler ” Luka, an elderly humbug, who raises hopes that can never be

fulfilled. = The atmosphere of crime, dirt and despair is not unlike that of
Tolstoy’s Power of Darkness, published in 1886. And there can be little
.doubt that the Art Theatre, soon to fall for * Suler ”, thought Gorky was
just doing for the urban poor what Tolstoy had done for the rural. Nothing
could be more mistaken. Gorky had come to see his riff-raff friends as
parasites, dangerous parasites, who in time of unrest, such as was about to
come, would be capable of siding with any moneyed element, even the
-police and their natural enemies. It was not them he attacked, however,
but the society that made them such. He always felt he had not made it
clear that Luka was a false figure, and thought he ought to rewrite the
play. But a study of it does not give this impression, and the fanlt must
have lain with the Art Theatre’s interpretation. Moskvin playcd Luka,
and after the Revolution altered his rendering of the part to make it closer
to Gorky’s description of “socially pernicious .13, ‘ :
- The performance wis naturalistic. Before the p!ay was put in hand, X
an_ excursion was made to the Rogues’ Market, under the guidance of v
Gilyarovsky, now a successful Moscow journalist. The inmates were inters
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viewed, and notes made of their method of speech, stance, appearance,
hopes, drpams and views. Sketches' were made of the room for scenic
purposes. "In general the inmates were intrigued by the idea of being
“copy " for a gentlemen’s theatre-show and played up well. A weird
experience for the aristocratic-looking Stamslavsky Under the sketch
made for a set by Simov, who went on the excursion, he wrote : “I felt
like Dante going through all the sections of Purgatory ”. But he admitted
that the excursion was more useful than any discussion or analysis of the
play.
* The Lower Depths had an ovation on its first night from a thrilled and
stirred middle-class audience. That was in December 1902, and it has
never lost its place in the Art Theatre repertoire: Workers’ audiences of
later years found it still full of meaning for them historically. But interest
int Chehov, whom at first the revolutionary workers could not understand,
whose characters were so foreign to the Russia they lived in, and whose
interests seemed so limited and meaningless, dropped off at the time of
the Revolution.

Sobolyev, in his book on the Moscow Art Theatre, says ¢ that it was
in this play that it first felt th® real “ social optimism * of Gorky, marking
its first turn to realism. Certainly the Art Theatre knew what it was in
for, when it produced plays by a writer who had publicly identified him-
self with the masses of the people. Stanislavsky said that after his contact
with the riff-raff he played Satin * with deliberate political knowledge
and interest ”, although only two years before he had played Dr. Stock-
mann in An Enemy of the People as merely a just, honourable man, “ not
realising that he was a powerful speaker at political meetings .

But much time was to pass yet before Stanislavsky awakened politically ;
and even Nemirovich had some way to go, though, as we will be secing,
what he learned from Gorky he never lost sight of. ‘

Meanwhile Gorky leaves the Art Theatre for a time. His next play,
Dachniki, was not performed there, but in Peterburg (November 1904)
at Vera Komissarzhevskaya’s theatre which had just opened. Vera
Komissarzhevskaya was a beautiful and talented actress with high ideals
and a deep devotion to her art. Having made a great name as an actress
at the Imperial Alexandrinsky (I understand she started as a Moscow Art
Theatre pupil under the name Komina ; certainly she had been produced
by Stanislavsky in the Society of Art and Literature days), she decided to
leave the service and form her own theatre. Her motives seem to have
been partly that the complex, deep psychological style of acting that was
her natural bent clashed with the simplified, classical style required in -
Imperial Peterburg ; partly that she could stand' no more of the chinovniki;

-and partly that she simply wanted to put her own ideas into practice. * This
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is really my faith ”’, she wrote in a letter,® ** that art must express the eternal
—the soul. Hence only one thing is important : the life of the soul in all
its manifestations.”

Gorky, who showed many manifestations of the soul, was therefore
suitable for her purpose ; and his was the first new play she accepted in
her opening season, the other plays being Uriel Akosta, A Doll’s House
and Uncle Vanya. Her producer at this time was'I. A. Tihomiroy, who
later joined the Moscow Art Theatre.

FarLse DAwN oF A NEw WORLD

Events were gathering swiftly for the abortive revolution of 1905.
Everyone in the country was involved, either for or against. The very
middle class, among whom this play showed an unbridgeable and eternal
rift, was in real daily life divided sharply against itself at the very time of
performance. The play’s reception was stormy. The audience was divided
and vociferous. Cheers were answered by derisive whistles. The long-
haired Gorky faced his audience, before the curtains, like a rock facing
the sea. - For he knew he had created the middle~class dachniki on the stage
in the living image of the middle~class dachniki in front; and perhaps he
knew that neither the right theatre nor yet the right audience had arrived
for his play to be understood as he had written it. *“It is not a question of
awakening the sympathy of the audience for these people; this is not
possible. But of not awakening antipathy at first sight, not shrinking
from stressing their humanity, not losing their intrinsic charm ”, writes a
Soviet critic. For although Gorky was leading the pre-revolutionary
theatre away from Chehov, by setting characters in a perspective of time
and place that must necessarily involve a political focus, revealing the class
war, yet he said quite firmly: “A class symptom doesn’t have to be
pasted on a man from outside, on his face, as we are doing. A class-
symptom isn’t a wart, it’s something inward, neuro~cerebral, biological.” 7

Dachniki was withdrawn after twenty performances. The excuse was
Komissarzhevskaya’s indisposition. Her understudy also, perhaps, was
indisposed to play so dangerous a part. For this was indeed a perilous
way for art to express the eternal, and Komissarzhevskaya gave up Gorky
for the time. Shortly after, she left the little theatre (““ The Passage ”)
and went touring the provinces, moving on her return to the more famous
Komissarzhevskaya Theatre in Officer Street, where with the help of
Meierhold, Yevreinov, her brother, and other experimental producers, |
she passed the inevitable journey through Ibsen symbolism to the mystics -
of Maeterlinck.
- Bloody Sunday (9 (22) January 1905) came and went, leavmg its trail -
of tears and horror., For having written and circulated an account of jt,
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Gorky was put in the Peter-Paul Fortress. To perform his plays thus
became almost an act of sedition. While in prison Gorky wrote another
play, Children of the Sun. This was produced both by Komissarzhevskaya
and at the Art Theatre, which landed itself thereby in further trouble.

We cannot describe these plays in detail ; and as far as I know, few
if any, other than The Lower Depths, have been translated ; while merely
to sketch plots or persons cannot describe plays. Othello is not described
by saying that a trusting Renaissance coloured soldier is egged on by.a
Venetian mischief-maker to doubt the ﬁdclity of his wife, till he goes crazy
with jealousy and strangles her.

In Children of the Sun the central couple are a doctor and his wife. The
doctor is deeply concentrating on researches and neglects his wife, who tries
to rekindle his interest in her by flirting with an artist. A rich woman in
the neighbourhood, desperate for lack of male company, offers to build
the doctor a fine laboratory if he will leave his wife for her. But in his
own queer way, he is devoted to his wife, and though he makes momentary
proof of this in a crisis, cannot change his disposition or his job, so that
everybody remains unhappy. There are other unhappy couples and tri-
angles, but most are due to the fact that all these people, though occupying
a place in the sun, cannot live sunnily because socially and economically
each is living in a world of his or her own. Neuroticism, suicide, insanity,
result.

‘Into this sunlit world breaks real life in the shape of a cholera epidemic.
Superstitious peasantry blame the black magic of research, encouraged by
vested interests which try to ruin the doctor by invoking laws against air-
pollution in time of epidemic. The climax, or semi-climax, is the arrival
of a crowd of toughs chasing a colleague of the doctor’s on stage, before
the gates of his house can be closed.

This, at the first performance, had dramatic consequences. On the
24th of October all Moscow was in terror of the Black Hundreds, who
were Fascist thugs used by the conservatives after 1905 to suppress anyone
who stood up for the ordinary people. It was anticipated that the Art
Theatre would be closed down for daring to act a Gorky play. In fact, of
course, the Art Theatrc was quite non-political, and one of its prominent
actresses never set her eyes on a newspaper of any kind. Nemirovich says
that they expected a poor attendance. Wars fill theatres, but revolutions
empty them, and Moscow was alive with revolution. To their surprise
the auditorium was full.

This in itself was disturbing. But rehearsals had been uneasy. That
year had seen a strike at the theatre. Public support had dropped.
Commonwealth funds were dwindling. ‘There were dissensions in the
company and even between the directors. Gorky, called in to settle a



108 ACTORS CROSS THE VOLGA

dispute, had paid little attention, his mind being elsewhere. The first
night had already been postponed, because at the first date the new bogus
constitution had been announced, and no one would have turned out to
a play. For all Russia was personally involved in the political chances of
the time. Liberalism was a matter of life to every person. In a few months
it would also become a matter of death to many. And there had been a
street demonstration the day before, with some million and a half people
on the boulevard and mourners beaten up on their way back from Bauman'’s
funeral.

So if the audience was on edge, so were the company.

In the last act the appearance of a fugitive, hatless figure, not previously
seen or referred to, shouting “ Hide me ! Forbid them the door!”
startled the audience. When a plaster-stained face glared round the wings,
‘they took fright. When the central character began rather feebly to shoo
with his handkerchief a crowd of men who pushed their way on to the
stage brandishing picks, shovels and lengths of wood, and advanced
threateningly toward the actors on the stage, the audience was convinced
that the Black Hundreds had certainly arrived by the stage door and were
about to break up the theatre. And when the leading lady appeared on
the stajrcase with a revolver in her hand and a determined look on’ her
face, panic set in. A woman was heard to scream *“ Sergey ! Sergey !”;
another called for water ; a well-known ballerina fainted ; even those
who realised it was part of the play stood up and shouted that the manage-
ment had no nght to play on pcople s nerves like this. But their shouts
went unheard in the general scrimmage: Seats cmpucd ; cloak-rooms
filled. The audience had lost itself beyond reasoning ; and one young
professor stated afterwards that as the curtain closed he had distinctly seen
the rioters aiming at Kachalov with guns in their hands !

Quiet was restored, the play was finished. It had only a few minutes
more to run. But the house was half emp

In 1906 Gorky published Barbarians. A study of the dcmorahsauon of
middle-class men and women caused by the arrival in a remote town of
a party of railway engineers and surveyors to build a railroad. A very’
sensitive play, which the Art Theatre seems to have considered producing,
to judge by a note in Gorky’s Collected Works.® The production did not
in fact take place. Matters were getting worse. 'There was fighting in’

" the streets, and though the Art Theatre took no part in that, one of the
foyers was put to use as a casualty ward. The company had no heart to
rehearse. The theatre closed.

But it soon reopened. By order of Adm;ral—Genaal Dubasov, who

bad been given the task of restoring order in Mascow. :Open dxmm were
a sign of normality. That was in December. . - :
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The bewildered company and management were tired of politics.
What they wanted was Art, and to be let alone to create it. And what
they needed was money. Help not forthcormng from the subscribers,
who were far too scared to risk their money in such investments at such a
time, application was made to Yuzhin-Sumbatov as President and Founder
of the Literary and Artistic Club. He advanced some moncy, and the
theatre went for a tour in Germany.

Gorky also went abroad. For his hcalth s sake, in both strict and slang
senses. To Capri.

Nobody took his place as a dramatist. Naidenov was tried, and
Yushkevich, and Leonid Andreyev, especially the last. Strange paths
he led them down. The classics were tried, both Russian and European.
The taste for Gorky’s contemporary truths faded. * Realism and byr ¥
have outlived their age ”, said the Studio on Povarsky Street. *“ The
time has come for the unrcal on the stage. ”  And, it might have added
with middle-class cynicism, ““ in the streets’

One hundred and ten rehearsals were given to a single Dostoyevsky
adaptation in two months.®

Gorky from Capri protested against their doing Dostoyevsky As
carly as 1896 he had attacké® what he called the St. Vitus’ Dance in the
arts. By that he meant all the theories and isms and crank notions which
had been concocted as nostrums to cure decadence by causing new
symptoms, instead of restoring a clean habit of art by a surgical operation
on the society on which it depended But the St. Vitus Dance went on.
In Yevreinov’s theory of a * theatrical instinct ™ and the “ theatricalisation
of life in order to express it”; in Komissarzhevsky’s amateurish ob-
servations and opinions about the theatrical in children’s games; in
Andreyev’s anticipation of surrealism ; and all the other art-quaintnesses
of Meierhold and Tairov, artistic equivalents of the freak ships that jaded
Russian aristocrats had built, circular, turbot-shaped, in a pathological
attempt to escape from the ship shape.?!

GORKY AND THE WAY TO THE NEw WORLD

Gorky was probably not thinking of the Art Theatre when he made
a Frenchified character in one of his long novels 2 say; “ Very original !
But, you know, it’s too serious for a theatre. In fact, it’s not a theatre,
so much as a Salvation Army.” But he did objcct to the revivalist attitude
of the Art Theatre, both on stage and in the wings, during its Dostoyevsky
period. Just as he objected to Meierhold’s production of The Lower Depths
at Kherson during the 1903-4 scason, because it was too mystical. Not-
withstanding the fact that when Meierhold left the Art Theatre and became
head of the Association of the New Drama, he produced all the plays Gorky
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had written up to that time, none the less he and Gorky were direct
opposites.

Equally, Gorky respected Chehov. “ No one ”, he wrote,?® ** under-
stood as clearly and finely as Anton Chehov the tragedy of life’s trivialities,
no one before him showed men with such merciless truth the terrible and
shameful picture of their life in the dim chaos of bourgeois everyday
existence.” But he added,?* of the owners of the Cherry Orchard, “ They
missed the right moment to die. . . . The wretched little student Trofimov
speaks eloquently of the necessity to work . . . and does nothing but
amuse himself out of sheer boredom, stupidly mocking Vanya who works
ceaselessly for the good of idlers.” He realised that Chehov had invented
a new literary form, the “lyrical play ” ; but he found the Art Theatre’s
treatment of this “ drama” too heavy. As early as 1898 he wrote to
Chehov : “ Other dramas do not draw the attention away from reality
to philosophical generalisation. Yours do.” And Gorky approved of
this, then ; for he was never a naturalist.

Only the philosophy was a personal, bourgeois one. It did not lead to
action, nor include the motives of governors. Hence, though he demurred
to the results, he praised Chehov for “ killing realism ”. He praised this
out of his own love for realism, his desire to create a new, heroic realism
for *“ the hour had come for heroism to be needed ”.

Therefore when Alexander Benoit defended the Art Theatre in
Dostoyevsky, Gorky attacked again. * We need action, not self-con-
templation. We need a return to the source of energy, to democracy,
to the people, to sociality, and to science.” %

The protests failed. The Art Theatre continued to encourage people
to “slumber on in oblivion”. But the seeds cast by Gorky and the
implications of what the theatre had gone through, ripened in Nemirovich-
Danchenko’s thought.

NEMIROVICH AND THE WAY TO THE NEw WORLD

In a letter to the critic Guryevich, which lay in MS. in the Art Theatre
Museum unpublished till the critic Freidkin printed it in the article in
rearp quoted, Nemirovich wrote about the kind of people who formed
the audience of his beloved and now famous theatre : about their mean-
mindedness, snobbishness, cheap shallow scepticism, absurd love of tittle-
tattle and general paltriness “so peculiar to slavishly tuned bourgeois
souls ”. Words that Gorky might have written ; qualities that Gorky
depicted in his plays ; ; but a new attitude for Nemirovich. This was in
1915. He went on : “ When I think of this, my one desire in spite of the
tlmat:csdcpcndcnccontbcm,mtomgeonlythehndofphys&mwxﬂk
annoy them ™. L
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And he complained that the Art Theatre, with its * beautiful ” shows
of Turgenyev and Gogol, was doing the exact opposite. It was a mere
relaxation, not for those whose days were filled with honest toil, but for those
whose days were filled with the best way of avoiding honest toil. And he
continued : “ To me it has become clear that ‘ beauty ’ is a stick with two
ends. It can rouse and maintain thought, or it can send the conscience to
sleep.. But if beauty lacks that revolutionary spirit without which it cannot
be a great work of art, then in general it is a mere caressing of the
conscienceless.”

A big advance here: “. .. that revolutionary spirit without which

”. So Nemirovich was at last ready for the revolution. But when
it came, two years later, he had little as 2 company to work with.

The theatre had degenerated. After the February Revolution, so great
was the available public that the Art Theatre, whose auditorium was and
is quite small, gave performances each week in the big Solodovnikov Theatre,
although they lost intimacy thereby. On the night of the October
Revolution they were there playing (is this significant ?) The.Cherry Orchatd.
The company was afraid to go on in case they might be chased off the stage
by the brutal Bolshies. But the play held its public, all the same, and had
a big reception. There was firing in the streets. It was dangerous walking
home. .

TeE Moscow ART THEATRE AND ITS NEw WORLD

That night a new public came to the Art Theatre. It came again. It
got into the Art Theatre habit. It paid no entrance money. It had to be
taught not to smoke, not to crack nuts, not to eat or chatter during the
acts ; and to be in its place on time, and to take its hats off. Stanislavsky
stood in front of the curtain and taught it. It respected him. Soon it
loved the Art Theatre. And in time, like all other theatres worthy to be
maintained, the Art Theatre became State supported, with Stanislavsky
and Nemirovich-Danchenko jointly in charge.

This meant no more financial worries, just as it meant greater worties
in the matter of repertoire ; for the Art Theatre had little to offer the new
public in its revolutionary mood. But that is a story I have told elsewhere.
In June 1919 the whole concern very nearly came to an end. Part of the
double company under Kachalov and Olga Knipper were in Hatkov, and
got cut off from Moscow by the army of the White general, Denikin.
The remainder carried on without them in Moscow as best they could.
There were no plays. When, three years later, the Knipper-Kachalov
contingent returned, there were still no plays. And the classics were
wrong for this audience, or at least their productions of the classics were
wrong. The Art Theatre as a whole, feeling out of tune with the times,



CIY2 ACTORS CROSS THE VOLGA

faced with another crisis, again took the easy way out and went abroad
for a long, long tour.

Nemirovich wouldn’t go abroad. He stayed. Having no company
he turned to musical productions, in which he was only returning to his
first love at Tbilisi, the Opera. He tried to apply his new principles to the
performance of opera. He founded a studio, called by his name, for the
artistic playing, no, the “ truthful ” playing, of opera, whether light or
grand or national. In the finding of adaptations of the librettos used by
Lecocq and Offenbach proper for the new' revolutionary proletarian
audience, he began to get ideas about all theatrical performance for such
an audience, and a more dynamic approach to production. Art was now
more than an end in itself. Working it out, he fused the stage and the
audience. This was what Gorky also had wanted.

When the Art Theatre returned, very likely with some misgivings,
in 1924, everything was reorganised. Some of its studios became inde-
pendent theatres. The parent body, with Stanislavsky having been out
of the country so long, took some time to find its way about theatrical
Moscow. Nemirovich tried to show them where they stood, by his
production in 1925 of Trenyov’s The Pugachov Rebellion . . . herald of a
great body of plays about the revolutionary past. It was by no means a
perfect Soviet play ; but it was a beginning.

Stanislavsky tried his hand with an Ostrovsky in the next year, and
another historico-revolutionary drama about the Decembrists (these were
the only two new productions that year, a fact to note in itself), trying to
realise what he was fumbling for, a fusion of inner truth and outer history.
He found it in the second year’s production, The Days of the Turbins, about
the Civil Wars. The recent past. But the dawn broke in 1927, when

 Stanislavsky and Sudakov closed in with Nemirovich’s experience and set
up the first really new and revolutionary Art Theatre product : Armoured
Train 14-69. From then on the Art Theatre never had to look back. The
principles and aims for ‘which Gorky had stood: in the theatre became its
own principle and aims, its essential thought. The middle~class temple
of beauty became the leader, pioneer and model of the actual proletarian
theatre. Well might Sumslavsky himself write : The chief beginner and
creator of the social-political line in our theatre was A." M. Gorky.
. In January 1931 there was a spcaa.l matinee in memory of the 1905
Revolution.

In May 1931 thcrc was a special matinee in honour of Maxim Gorky ,
- In 1932 celebrations in honour of Gorky were held all over the Soviet
Union. On the 17th of September, by decree of the Presidium of the
Communist Party, the Moscow State Art Aosdemic Theatre of the
JUS.SR,, as it had been known since the previous December, was de-
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clared to be “the Moscow State Art Academic Theatre of the U.S.S.R.
by the name of Maxim Gorky ”. The reason was added : *as a mark of
the forty years® artistic and public activity of Gorky .

This reason is interesting. It was an honour for the theatre to be con-
nected with the hero of the day ; and yet so great was the theatre’s prestige
that it was primarily the honour for Gorky suitable for this occasion. It
recalled, surely énough, the perils to which the combination of author and
theatre had exposed each in Tsarist times.

On the same occasion the same eponymous honour was bestowed on
another theatre, the Grand Dramatic Theatre at Leningrad. Gorky had
sat on the Collegium of this since its foundation in 1919. He had advised
it on policy ; .and made personal contacts with its audience. It was the
first theatre to be created from nothing by the Soviet Government, and
Gorky was its nurse. He it was who formulated its aim : “ To introduce
the new audience of workers, peasants, and Red Army men to the classics
of their inheritance, and to be a theatre of romantic drama, classic tragedy
and high comedy ”.

It was this theatre which gave the first performance of Enemies,?® so many
years after it was written, angexample in 1933, which was followed by the
M.O.S.P.S., the Maly, the Moscow Art Theatre, and thereafter by dozens
of theatres throughout the Soviet Union. It was a play in which the class
war came directly to the feelings of the audience through its effect on the
members of one family. When the Moscow Art Theatre did it, in 1935,
Nemirovich-Danchenko -found it brought a * definitely political and
revolutionary understanding of what Gorky had been after”. * Now
this is the theatre of Gorky ”, he said, on the eve of its forticth birthday.??

It is’apt to end with Gorky’s remarks in 1919.28 ‘It is essential ”, he*
wrote, “ to teach people to respect what is truly human, and necessary
that they come to know how to take pride in themselves. To this end
people must be shown on the stage of the contemporary theatre, by means
of those who are essentially heroes in the wide, true sense, the ideal thing
for which the world has been languishing since days of yore. . . .

“In our time a heroic theatre is essential, a theatre which would set
individuality as the aim of its idealisation, would regenerate romanticism,
would colour mankind poetically. . . .

“It is essential to show man-the-hero with the self-denial of chivalry,
passionately in love with an idea, mankind of upright deeds, of great
exploits.” ‘

Siich aims were, and such words would have been, meaningless senti-
mentality, as long as they were just hopes. But Gorky was not indulging
here in hopes. He was stating what he saw, with realistic eyes, in the new
world round him. The heroism of industry, the heroism of pioneering,
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of exploring, and later the heroism of war . . . these were foreseen by
Gorky as an essence in Socialist life. He was the first to prophecy the evil
that Fascism would bring upon the world. And he trusted, because he
knew and understood, the proletariat of the world’s first proletarian state.

The spirit he here describes was the spirit that did at last cross the Volga,
to lands of men hailed not as natives but as equals in an advancing civilisa-
tion that was an adventure in itself. If in his last working period his un-
finished trilogy of plays did not concern itself with the new world but with
the old, that was because he had yet to add his last word to that old world,
viewed from the new. Had he lived, it is likely he would have written
great plays about life in the Soviet Union, and the Soviet Drama would
have been richer. But it was not to be.

When the Art Theatre, though, came to do the plays of his maturity,
Yegor Bulychov, Dostigayev and Others, and a mélange of incidents from his
own autobiography, it found them full of new meaning and richness. Nor
was the Art Theatrc alone in giving them full expression. For they are
the basis of Socialist Realism ; and Socialist Realism was to be the ultimate
stage of a logical development, traced by Stanislavsky in a rising circle,
by Nemirovich-Danchenko in a widening straight line, from the ideas
they first exchanged all night through in the Slavic Bazaar. Gorky knew
this ; Chehov never did. ’

That is one of the reasons why the Moscow Art Theatre is called by the
name of Gorky.



The standpoint of the old materialism. is
“ civil society ™ ; the standpoint of the
new is human society or socialised
humanity.

Part Three
THE WAR: FIRST ASPECT

CHAPTER VII

EVACUEES

Actors Cross T0 THE EAsT

For nearly a quarter of a century Russia, with most of the foreign lands
her Tsars had conquered now in federation with her as Socialist republics
like herself, has grappled with trouble after trouble ; civil war, the inter-
vention of most of the great nasions of the world, famine, and defence against
a new world war. She has won through. She and her Confederates
have established the Socialist principle as the method of living that solves
her problems ; and the fruits of early years of renunciation for that end were
beginning to appear. Life was not only free, it was becoming very good.
There was a deep curiosity about life, one’s own, one’s neighbours, and
that of other peoples. This was not the prerogative of townees. Science,
virgin-mother of truth, mistress-daughter of truth, was served by farm-
workers, by remote tribes. Life was an organic experience, developing
into the future, exciting in its possibiliies. Men and women were nearer
to each other in a common adventure, affecting daily acts and events. Even
where there was no theatre, conditions were ripe for a theatre.

This was general, all over the Union. The Volga is no more a rampart.
It is, as never before, the life-stream of Russia. Actors have crossed it many,
many times. Theatres have started in almost every country federated with
Russia, in almost every division inside her.

I have tried to show in The New Soviet Theatre the part played by the
theatres in these lands ; how, thanks to the Bolshevik policy since 1913,
the problem of national minorities and sub-minorities was solved to a
degree no other statecraft in the world has achieved (nearest, maybe, was
Czethoslovakia ; but her solution failed at the critical hour because it had
not the political, social and economic completeness of the Bolsheviks).
I have tried to show in that book the immediate response of the theatre
profession to the new hope and life of those nations ; and how the national
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traditions of each were preserved and drawn from and built upon in the
new Socialist world.

In the next chapter of this book I will try to show how these nations
responded to invasion, and how their theatres operated in it. For war is
the supreme test of a theatre. It is a test of a theatre’s efficiency ; for in
proportion as the communal sense of the audience quickens in war-time,
so difficulties and obstacles to its smooth working multiply. And it is a
test also of depth and understanding ; for both life and death, and there-
fore motive and character, become more distinct, more defined. Doubly
is this true when the war is total war. Triply is it true when the total war
contains invasion.

For now the long expected attack has come, and it is the summer of
1941. Monopoly capitalism in its extreme form, Fascism, has turned on
the Socialist sixth of the world, as it has all along declared its intention of
doirig ; blinded by its own theory of racial superiority, it blunders forward
against what it has to believe is an artificial society of a decadent group of
races. True, it has failed to enlist more than a few reactionary powers
among the other monopoly-capitalist states on its side ; and the rest are
committed to revenge for its depredations on their possessions. But it
has satellites : armied men or armaments or material from Italy, Rumania,
Finland, hordes of fanatical steel, sweep into the Soviet Union.

Hovering over the steppes, we see them spreading east: through
Byelorussia towards Moscow, through Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia towards
Leningrad, through the broad Ukraine towards the Volga.

The Soviet republics are faithful. Forced to retreat, they scorsh the
carth as they do so. Everything that can be evacuated, human, animal,
metal, is evacuated : what cannot be, is burned or blown up. - Theatres in
frontier states go with the rest.© One after another. It is like a man walkmg
into a flock of starlings in a field. The first few in his path rise and wing
to the other side of the flock ; then the next few, more ; and suddenly the
whole flock is gone to the other end of the field.

As the Fascist hordes neared Kiev and Odessa, as they took these cities -
and made for others, Moscow, Voronezh, Harkov and Rostov-on-Don ;
as they took 'some of these and made on to Ryazan, Saratov, Stalingrad,
and swept over the Black Sea regions to the North Caucasus, occupying
or destroying Stavropol, Maikop, Mozdok, all that was of value was with-
drawn in front of them—factories, stores, laboratories, scientists, engineers,
artists, and theatres too. Of the thousand or so permanent theatres not
one has had to close down even though its premises were plllagcd or mined.!

So now, as we study our theatre map, we see motion, nothing bat
motion, from west to east. Road, rail, river and steppe are full of evacuees
in good order making with their theatres for distant areas where best they



EVACUEES ) 117

can carry on and use their special abilities and resources for * the successful *
prosecution of the war ”. In a Socialist state most institutions, like most
individuals, having by nature a special ability or resource, it is the function
of society to discover what that is, and help it to develop. And society is,
of course, just the other such individuals or institutions.

Let us now descend and view the operation from near-to.

Tae WesT

The scientists of the Byelorussian Academy of Sciences, working in
peace-time as Byelorussian members of the whole intemational Soviet
community, were still regarded, when war engulfed their country, as
members of the whole community. Their discoveries and inventions were
just as important as ever they had been ; more so. Therefore they, with
their intricate apparatus and records, or as much as was needed and prac-
ticable, were transported to Tashkent in Uzbekistan. There they went on
working for the good of the Soviet Union and the honour of Byelorussia.
With them went many of their compatriots who were not famous scientists.
Let a girl instructress in athletics stand for all. Evacuated to the east, she
wished a more direct part in the war effort. Finding a factory that had been
evacuated from Leningrad, B entered it and was given four months’
training.  She found the thythm of her expert bodily habit so useful in her
work at the lathe, that she rivalled life-long turners and won a Labour
medal within a year.

So was it with the Byelorussian theatres. By 1942 they had all been
received in the Urals or in Western Siberia. The First Byelorussian Theatre,
run by Glebov, went to Tomsk and Novosibirsk. They had eight plays
in their repertoire that season of 1941-2 : one called Partisans, Rahmanov’s
Ungquiet Old Age, plays by Korneichuk, Simonov and Afinogenov, a Lope
de Vega, a Sardou, and He Who Laughs Last, by the Byelorussian Stalin
prize-winner Krapiva. At Tomsk they gave their new production, 4 Fool
to Others, Clever to Himself, by Lope de Vega. Later in their stay they added
the play about their own national guerrillas by their own national play-
wright Romanovich. ) :

The second Byelorussian Theatre arrived at Uralsk with fourteen
productions in its repertoire, seven being of contemporary Soviet plays,
the rest including Gorky’s Yegor Bulychov, a Moliére, a Sardou, an Ostrovsky.
Uralsk is in Kazakhstan, towards the Caspian Sea; and the Byelorussians
proudly interested that Oriental people in Loiter’s production of one of
their most famous national plays : Nesterka, by Volsky, which had won
the national prize for the best play of 1941. Other shows within that
year were Korneichuk’s The Front, Leohov’s Invasion, and The Man They
Wanted, produced by Loiter, Mitskevich and Anoyeva, respectively. In
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the summer of 1943, being still in evacuation, Loiter produced an im-
portant new Byelorussian play, Ordeal by Fire, which Krapiva wrote in
collaboration with the theatre collectively.?

(Many of the plays mentioned in this chapter but not described in it will
be found treated in more detail when we discuss the Soviet war-time drama.)

Meanwhile the State Jewish Theatre of Byelorussia had arrived at Novo-
sibirsk with the heroic Jewish battle play Bar-Khokhba (sce New Soviet Theatre,
pp. 81-2), opening in March 1942, and followed by Tevye the Milkman
and 2 Musical Comedy. A new play by the Soviet Jewish author Galkin
was also given. This theatre had been in existence for sixteen years ;
for by Soviet constitution and custom all Jews being entitled to their own
culture, religion and art, and unmolested, the Jews of Byelorussia were
naturally entitled to theirs, a sub-nationality’s. The work of this theatre
in evacuation not only broadened the culture of the Byelorussian Jews
evacuated to the east, but intrigued the other nationals there, who had had
small occasion to see Byelorussian culture, still less that of Byelorussian
Jews.®

TeHE UERRAINE STEPS OUT

The same is true of the vaster organisations and larger multitudes of
Ukraine. Their Academy of Sciences, for example, was taken to Ufa,
capital of the Bashkir Republic, which stands where the foothills of the
Southern Urals melt into rolling plains of silver feather-grasses, plains
that are mild to man and aromatic to invalids, plains that breed fine mares,
whose milk, fermented, is that kumiss which turns out strong men and helps
to heal tubercular and neurotic ones.

There the Kicv Theatre of Opera and Ballet settled ; but most of the
Ukrainian theatres went further on. The Dniepropetrovsk Theatre,
named for the Ukrainian Burns, Shevchenko, went first to Kazakhstan
and some months later to Uzbekistan. There at the town of Namangan,
in the fertile and industrious Fergana valley, it celebrated in 1943 its twenty-
fifth birthday. Besides war plays from the Russian, it presented Othello,
Trenyov's Lyubov Yarovaya, Lope de Vega's Fuente Ovejuna, Lesya
Ukrainka’s Forest Song (see pages 50-51), and even Les Cloches de Corneville.

Not far away from there is Samarkand, older than Alexander the Great,
Tamerlane’s capital, one of the most famous and romantic cities in the
‘world.  The past of Samarkand is very precious to Soviet citizens. Tamer-
lane’s tomb was opened in 1942 by Zarifov at the head of a party of archao-
logists. Fabrics and relics were examined ; and one or two facts were
proved, as that Tamerlane’s limp was caused by tuberculosis of the right
“knee-cap, and that his grandson Ulugbek, statesman, humanist, astronomer
and mathematician, was certainly murdered. Hither came the Hatkov
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Jewish Thcatrc, also playing Fuente Ovejuna, and opening a new season in
1943 with Sholom Aleikhem’s 200,000.4

The oldest and best known of the Ukrainian theatres, the “Ivan
Franko ” Theatre of Kiev, also travelled a good deal. Evacuated first to
Tambov (S.E. of Moscow), then to Semipalatinsk, a Kazakh market town
where the Tirk-Sib railway crosses the River Ob, they proceeded on the
first of July 1943 to Tashkent, the Uzbek capital. With two Soviet war
plays, they also showed Schiller’s William Tell, Much Ado About Nothing,
and many comedies or historical plays by Ukrainians, including one by
Franko himself : Tentie Fortune. This had a success with the local popula-
tion, and the theatre prospered so well that by September 1943 it had raised
almost 100,000 roubles for the Defence Fund.®

To Kazakhstan also came the * Artem ” Theatre, to Kzyl-Orda, the
former capital, standing in a poor climate on the Syr Darya near the Aral
Sea. In Jamboul (formerly Aulic-Ata on the Turk-Sib railway near the
Kirghiz border), so named nowadays for the Bard of the Steppes,* the
Kiev Jewish Theatre opened the 1942 scason in June with five Jewish
classics and a translation from Korneichuk.

At Karaganda, which is also in Kazakhstan, the new city of coal, worked
for a time another Kiev theatre, ®earing the name of Lesya Ukrainka, which
none the less plays in Russian. The pitmen there were given Pogodin’s
Kremlin Chimes among other plays, before it moved back to Chechen-~
Ingutia, at the invitation of that Government. Chechen-Ingutia lies
between the Caspian Sea and the line of the Fascists’ furthest southward
advance. The chief town is Grozny, where the theatre settled. In the
summer of 1943 they were doing two Soviet war plays, Gorky’s Children
of the Sun, General Brusilov (about the last war), Krechinsky's Wedding (a
nineteenth~century classic), and Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion.®

Over in Kirghizia we see the Odessz Theatre of the Revolution touring
about for a time. In March 1942 it was at Tokmak, north of the Sea of
Azov, where it showed translations of the pre-war Russian plays, 4 Fellow
of Our Town, Platon Krechet, and In the Steppes of Ukraine, together with
Schiller’s Intrigue and Love, and Ukrainian plays with titles like Aza the
Gipsy Lass, Natalka of Poltava, and one which might best be rendered : Och,
dinna be rinnin’ awd’, mon; Bide ben wi' me here i’ the gloamen. And from
there it wandered elsewhere. The *“ Gorky ” Theatre from Dniepropet-
rovsk, on the other hand, went straight to Barnaul, in Western Siberia,

*See N.S.T., p. s1. When they brought him news that his son had been
honoured for an exploit in the Red Army at the front, this magnificent old poet,
then 97 years old, stood up and recited a new impromptu song on the occasion,

d into the folk-music of Kazakhstan. A film was made in 1943
about the of this famous akyn. He has since died, after greeting with a lament
then:w:ofhissonsdwhmacuon !
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and after nine months’ work there had by June 1942 shown clcvcn plays
Barnaul is south of Novosibirsk, within a day’s journey of the Altai moun-
tains ; an eighteenth-century settlement which had grown to a city the
size of Bath. Among the eleven plays were two by Korneichuk, Long,
Long Ago, and a historical play by Ostrovsky with the unwieldy title,
Kozma Zaharich Minin-Suhoruk.

The Zhitomir Theatre, named for Shchors, one of the guerrilla leaders
of the Civil Wars, was among the first to leave the Ukraine ; but, as its
director, Magar, proudly claimed after its return to the liberated parts of its
own country in 1943, it had hardly forsaken the Red Army at all, as it had
been working in the immediate rear in Northern Ossetia through the fearful
winter of 1942. But of this kind of war work we will be talking more
closely in Chapter 9. Its repertoire was much the same as that of the last-
named theatre.

The Dniepropetrovsk Qpera Theatre settled further east, at Krasnoyarsk
in Siberia. The Zaporozhe * Zankovetskaya’ Theatre travelled to the
Tobolsk forest area, not so far east, round the River Irtysh. (What a change
from a century back ; and how our Polish lady would have enjoyed a re-
minder of lost civilisation and company even in an unintelligible language !)
Still further back toward the Volga, we find at Buguruslan the * Shchepkin ”
Theatre from Sumy ; and at Tolmak the Odessa Theatre of the Revolution.
In all, there were sixty-one Ukrainian theatres playing their usual repertory,
expanded of course for war audiences, in what they call so justly their
“ brother ” republics.

Further yet, the Harkov Russian Theatre, interpreting to the Siberians
of Barnaul and the Buryat-Mongolians and the Russian settlers and evacuees
there, Kremlin Chimes, Mashenka, The Smoke of the Fatherland (a Russian
play about the occupied Ukraine), with reminder of former wars for freedom
in A Fellow of Our Town and The Optimistic Tragedy, and of the services of
the great brains in Unquiet Old Age. Week after week it had full houses.

The Ukrainian theatre from Stalino in the Don Bas was reported from
Jelalabad (not, of course, the Afghan town of that name, but another in the
Fergana Valley). It was playing A Soldier Leaves for the Front, Natalka,
and a less well-known Ukrainian play, The Luckless Lassie.?

MoLpavia

Kishinev in Moldavia had a Russian theatre as well as 2 Moldavian one.

The former was run by Aksyonov, who had been in the Moscow Art

Theatre for nearly fifteen years. The Fascist advance meant an early:
evacuation for both ; and in January 1942 they amalgamated, with Aksyonov
as head of the combmc The Moldavian section continued to perform-

in that language, reviving a pre-war success in ahistorical phy, Haiduki, °
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a kind of seventeenth-century Fuente Ovejuna, with the people resisting the
Turks. As an example of Soviet solidarity, it is interesting to note that
this play was seen when the theatre was evacuated to Turkmenia, a
Mohammedan country with a Turkish language. In 1943 the Russian
section toured some of the outlying cities' of their hosts’ arid region. It
must have been a sore change from the orchards and vineyards of luxuriant
Moldavia to Krasnovodsk, where, in spite of etymology, all water has to
be boiléd from the un-beautiful Caspian, and in the city parks only a few
stunted bays will grow. But the Soviet war plays they brought were
interesting to the Turkmenians, as was Lope de Vega's Dog in the Manger.®

THE BALTIC STATES

Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania seem to have fared less happily ; and so
did the Karelo-Finnish Republic. The first three were in the Soviet Union
only about a year before the Fascists occupied them. They had barely
organised themselves to their new way of life. And yet, despite the
propaganda we hear from émigré Poles in England, and more so in Scotland,
the industrial efficiency which they themselves chose to adopt had in-
creased, in Estonia, for example, by so per cent. in that time.* And in
the Soviet way of life a so percent. increase in industrial efficiency means,
apart from a proportion allocated necessarily for defence (itself a form.of
prosperity, though a negative one), a 50 per cent. increasc in prosperity
for everyone.

But the Fascist advance in tanks and Panzer divisions was rapid. It
would seem that not all the theatres in these unfortunate countries could
get away. At least I find few traces of any permanent Baltic State theatre
of drama travelling through or to the reception areas. The Estonian’
references concern Opera, with the composer Eugene Kapp, who had
written incidental music to Goldoni and Shakespeare, and an ensemble of
well-known Estonian players, together with some junior ones, formed in
Yaroslavl and travelling to the Tatar Republic in July 1942.

The Department of National Theatres of the V.T.O. appointed a com-~
mission to consider the position of the Baltic State theatres in July 1943.
It included an Estonian actor, the director of the Workers’ Theatre at
Tallinn (Estonia), the artistic director of the Vanemuyne Theatre at Tartu
(Estonia), a Latvian actress, three theatre administrators from Latvia and,
from the Karelo-Finnish Republic, and a Latvian author. But the only
concrete fact I have come across so far about the matter is that a Finnish
theatre collective was at that time preparing a play by the national author
M. Lassil, called The Miller, in the same repertory as Ibsen’s Doll’s House.
Finnish writers, however, have written several war plays, noubly In the
Tracks of the Wolves, by V. Ervasti. This Finnish theatre settled in Kem,
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a town on the river of that name, at the beginning of the tract known as
the ““ Seaside ”” on the shores of the Gulf of Onega. At first the native
Karelians did not take very kindly to the idea. They had not asked for a
theatre, and did not quite understand it. But the collective persevered, and
by August 1942 they had become popular in the neighbourhood with their
open-air amphitheatre of “ green leaves and faces”. The repertoire in-
cluded translations of Russian plays also, both classics : The Girl Without
a Dowry (Ostrovsky), Vanyushkin’s Children; and Soviet plays : A Fellow
Jrom Our Town, Gardens in Bloom (see N.S.T.) and Russian People. In
February 1944 this Karelo-Finnish theatre opened as a permanent re-
established State Theatre at Byelomorsk, under the direction of N. Demidov,
a serious artist who had studied under Stanislavsky and brought Moscow
Art Theatre methods and standards to this northern people. The opening
play, A Doll’s House, was made the occasion of a national féte.10 '

The reason for Simonov’s first play being so popular with these units
and in these countries was that at the time, although it dealt with an in-
cident on the Soviet-Japanese frontier, it was as yet the only available
Soviet play kindling and kindled from the spirit of patriotic war.

Such initial apathy is rare in the' Soviet theatre, but the British writer
and theatre man cannot help a certain sneaking sense of comfort that it
exists at all ; for it is a definite factor to be assessed in all new theatrical
ventures in our countries, and an entire lack of it would make the Soviet
theatre seem unreal, inhuman, to us !

How THEY TRAVELLED OUT OF RuUsSIA

The other scores of theatres on the road, or rather on the rails, cannot
be called *refugee” theatres. They were evacuees. Their going was
as orderly as that of the factory plants and the civil population itself. Cyrus
L. Sulzberger, correspondent of the New York Times, has written : *

Among the factories shuttled eastward lock-stock-and-barrel were the
Dnyepropetrovsk steel works, the Zaporozhe aluminium and magnesium
*  plants, the Kiev machinery factories, the Harkov turbine and electrical equip-
ment plants, the Zaporozhe Harvester Combine factory. Much of the equip-
ment of the Dnyeprostroy power station was dismantled and removed before
the destruction of the dam. . . . An idea of the extent of the movement can
only be given by stating that to transport the equipment of one single Dnye-
propetrovsk plant required 1,400 freight cars.

All had been pre-arranged. All was carried out smoothly and calmly,

- despite the inevitable complications. Larry Lesueur in his book, Twelve
Months That Changed the World,t describes with all the innocent freshness

* N.Y.T. Magazine, 10 May 1942 ; quoted by Davies and Steiger ; Soviet Asia
(Lundon,rgs),p.ats.‘ o . Y English edition, 1944. = -
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of a North American reporter’s heart, the fine fcttle of these people, as they
travelled in uncomfortable trains, lighting railway-side fires of wood
brought from the forest where the train stopped, and cooking gaod food
in an almost picnic spirit. They were leaving their homes, it was true ;
but they were taking them with them, also; and also going to them.
They were taking their livelihood with them as well, in the colossal freight-
cars. Of course they were anxious, and many had lost their dear ones.
But they were not in want ; they were not fleeing ; they were executing
their own industrial manceuvre.

+ So were their theatres. That was the reward of State planning, even
in the arts. It is almost disappointing not to find any record of shows
given to them by the theatres on the trains at these wayside halts. Big must
the temptation have been ! But for this there would be no time. It would
certainly have caused disorganisation; and disorganisation was neither
wanted, possible, nor permissible. The Soviet Government had not been
taken by surprise. They had studied Mein Kampf. They had all their
plans ready. The local Soviets in the reception areas, having so long been
accustomed to putting local ideas into a national plan, and vice versa, and
being linked so organically, despite their independence, with the central
executive through the Soviet “.gystem ”, lost no time in devising their own
plans and putting them into effect. But this they could not have done
without the years of local development, ensured by the Five-Year Plans

. themselves the product of joint local and central planning.

The theatres therefore owed their survival to the whole Soviet system,
of which they were a part. It would be strange if they did not reflect
this unique combination of regional and central purpose.

As the approaching Fascists cut into Russia itself the Russian small town
theatres followed the Ukrainians. We cannot trace all their histories,
there are’ too many small town theatres in Russia, as in the Ukraine, each
with its company and staff, and its individual right to protection and work.
But to mention a few, the theatres from Oryol and Voronezh arrived in
the South Urals, the former to Zlatoust, where high-grade steel furnaces
were lighting up, without need of black-out, the lake in the gorge . .

“an eighteenth-century town long famous for its militant workers, from
Pugachov’s day to 1919. The latter went to Kopeisk.

Thousands of Russian workers had been evacuated with their plants
to the Urals, the second line of industrial defence ; they welcomed their
theatres as a breath from home. And as a sample of work done, we may
cite the Oryol theatre’s young company in Calderon’s The Invisible Lad ﬁ
less as a capa y espada adventure story than as a lyric of human feeling, an
in Oleko Dundich (about Serbia in the last world war), The Immortal (about
young people who join the guerrillas near Moscow), Russian People
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(Simonov’s famous war play which was filled with songs), and a stage
version of Born of the Storm, by the Soviet novelist Nikolay Ostrovsky.

THe “ Gorky ” Regional Theatre of Rostov-on-Don left for the East
in October 1941. It went to Kokand in the Fergana Valley, a fourteenth-
century town ; and thence to Kovrov in the Ivanovo region, not far from
its namesake Rostov-the-Great (one of the gem cities of Russia proper).
E. Brill was at its head, a well-known producer; it performed three
Soviet war plays, with -Anna Karenina, Field-Marshal Kutuzov, A Dog in the
Manger, La Locandiera (Goldoni), and a historical, rather romantic, play
about Till Eulensgiegel called The Siege of Leyden. The Rostov Musical
Comedy Theatre went to Penza in the Middle Volga region; and the
Rostov City Theatre, leaving its fine new premises to be sacked by the
Huns, made for Dagestan and Uzbekistan.1?

The incoming tide swept on to the approaches to Moscow. Air-raids
made theatre shows difficult ; for Soviet precautions were more stringent
than ours and civilians were compelled to take cover. That comparatively
few machines got through was irrelevant to the organisation of A.R.P.
There were too many theatres ; and too few people. Some went ; others
stayed. The Art Theatre, for example, went. '

Tue Moscow ARt THEATRE GOES

As a matter of fact on the day that Hitler attacked, the Moscow Art
Theatre had started a tour of Byelorussia and Lithuania. One group, with
all its sets, props and costumes, was playing The School for Scandal at Minsk,
uncomfortably near the frontier by Blitzkrieg measure. The first air-raid
took place during a performance. As the crackle and crump of falling
bombs broke into the show, Yanshin (Sir Peter Teazle) would break off
and gag at the Luftwaffe. But the position deteriorated, and the company,
with Moskvin in charge, left the city in flames ; at first going on foot, later
by car and train, they managed to regain Moscow. But they could not
stay there.

They started their long absence at Saratov, chief town of the Lower
Volga Region, some 200 miles above, but not far to the east of Stalingrad,
and a place which in the early ’thirties was about the size of Nottingham.
This patriarchal exodus, no mean feat, was a great tribute to the organising
powers of the management. For the entire theatre left Moscow, company,
musicians, - designers, stage-staff, pupils, together with sets, costumes,
properties and as much of the equipment as was transportable. Nemirovich-
Danchenko, in an interview with the Press, said that the number of persons -

involved was over a thousand . . . (“ Our theatre has grown very rapidly

during the last few years ”, he explained modestly). And when it is re-

‘membered what * properties ” include, the magmitude of preparation for
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a sudden and long war-time journey can be imagined : for in Woe from
. Wit (Griboyedov), as they did it at this theatre, no small effect was given
by real antique china cups which the widower Famusov handled with
clumsy care; there being no mistress in the house.

The theatre had some time in hand before settling to its long-term task.”
This was spent in organising tours of nearby hospitals, and in giving “benefit”
concerts. The words no longer implied rewards for stars, nor their pre-
liminary canvassing in the best carriage in town. Now it meant enter-
tainments, vocal or dramatic, without scenery, helping the town’s drive to
raise enough money for a whole tank column to go t= the Front, or on
other occasions, to swell funds for comforts and warm clothes for the men
already there.

The company and staff occupied chiefly the old Europe hotel, and
performed at first in the local Young Spectators’ Theatre, fitting up the
famous Seagull curtains there to show that distance and locality made no
difference to the aims and standards of the Art Theatre. This was a small
building, with a capacity of only 500, that is, a wee bit bigger than the
Birmingham Repertory Theatre ; so concurrent shows were given soon
in the Opera Theatre, as well as in Engels, the sister town across the river.

The first plays were The Sghool for Scandal, Anna Karenina, The Three
Sisters, and The Lower Depths. Put Uncle Vanya for Tolstoy’s play, Tsar
Fyodor for Sheridan’s, and add An Enemy of the People, and you have the’
repertoire of the Art Theatre on its first tour out of Russia in 1906 : but,
of course, the Chehov was now in Nemirovich’s revised production. All
these were in the current repertoire, but early in 1942 came a new one,
Pogodin’s Kremlin Chimes, the final version, with Moskvin, Hmelyov and
Tarasova playing the leads. This was rather a special show, partly because
the Art Theatre’s technique was giving a popular work its deepest and
most thorough interpretation, partly also because of its special application
to the Saratov audience of workers and Red Army men. Still better did
it apply to that of Sverdlovsk, in the Urals, where the Art Theatre toured
during the following winter. :

When we consider the vital importance to places like these of the regional

“development of the Soviet Union, and the immense importance to the
whole war effort of the electrification scheme on which it was founded, and
recall that it was all the product of “ Lenin’s Dream ”,* then we can imagine
the effect on such regional audiences when that idea is born in Lenin’s. mind
before their very eyes amid circumstances of historical and biographical
truth. One scene in particular stood out from the fervent remainder :
Grigory Rostov has described it in an article in Trud t :—

*In many parts electric light bulbs are known as *“ Lenin’s Lamps ”. .
t'19. ix. 1942.° ’
9
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* The President of the Sovnarkom is alone in his office. He has just had a
long and earnest talk about the Soviet Russia of the future, about electrification,
about Communism. Lenin paces from corner to corner with quick, short-
steps.  Now he sits down at his writing table and thumbs the pages of a book.
The lamp lights up his high forehead, his thinker’s head. Lenin writes, quickly.
In the auditorium there is a brooding silence. Lenin throws up his head, tilting
it slightly to the right, and, screwing up his eyes, gazes searchingly into the
distance. He says not a word, but goes on gazing scatchingly. And we see

- Lenin’s tremendous idea being born. There is not a stir in the auditorium.

Slowly the curtain comes to. Quietly. Lenin is thinking.”

This production was by Nemirovich-Danchenko, Leonidov and Knyebel
jointly. It was also remarkable for containing a guest artist, the Georgian
film star Gelovani, playing Stalin, who appears in the play. And this
artist’s appearance was also remarkable, as being his first on the legitimate
stage. As a rule in the Soviet Union there is no division between screen
and stage.

In the course of its stay at Sverdlovsk the Moscow Art Theatre more or
“less adopted the Urals Machine-Building Plant, which they used to visit
at least twice a week, giving scenes and recitations in the shops during the
dinner break. The theatre itself was always full, but this factory was given
priority and could book the entire house for any performance. Further,
the theatre’s producers helped the factory’s amateur dramatic clubs (so large
a concern would naturally have more than one), whenever they were asked.
But Sverdlovsk was full of Red Army men too ; and a similar liaison was
set up with them, just as it had been with the Army units, and hospitals,
in Saratov. In return, political workers would visit the theatre and give
the company and staff, in lectures which were very popular, their analysis
of the political and war situations ; and would explain with scientific
authority what was happening in the industrial world.

A section of the Moscow Art Theatre went to Georgia, combining with
a few players from the Maly Theatre of Moscow. They toured other places
beyond and in the Caucasus. This section included Kachalov, Tarhanov,
Ryzhov, and the septuagenarian Olga Knipper, Chehov’s widow, who was
really on sick leave. Nemirovich himself, then 83, also had been given a
year’s sick leave, which he spent for the most part in Tbilisi, his birthplace. .
While there he wrote a second volume of reminiscences, chiefly about, it
is said, the years between 1905 and 1914.

" The full company resurned to Moscow in the late autumn of 1942,
using, as of old, both their principal stage and that of the Moscow Art

Theatre Filial ; and in their next three productions, their experience of
living people’s reactions in other parts of the Soviet Union gained by their
travels, was clear to be seen in the actuality displayed with Simonov's

‘ Rg;:m People, Kron's Depth Prospecting (September 1943), and Korneichuk’s .
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The second of these plays I have briefly described in The New Soviet
Theatre. In 1943 it was no longer a new play, but for the Art Theatre’s
production, I understand, its pcace-time location was altered, and refer-
ences to the war introduced, chiefly, it is to be supposed, in the dialogue.
At least it was held to be a good enough play to bring strictly up to date

. treatment that does not violate its theme in any way, but rather im-
proves its urgency. Nevertheless it has by no means always found favour
with Soviet critics. The depth prospecting bores deeply into psychology,
especially abnormal psychology. Soviet critics do not object, on the
contrary they pay respect, to sound psychology ; but they are on the look-
out for anything that smacks of the academic or the mechanistic. And the
trouble with bringing sub-conscious factors on the stage and naming them
is, that an author who succeeds in avoiding the academic is in peril of merely
establishing symbols ; while symbols on the stage have a faculty for taking
charge and diverting the attention from man to mysticism. This not only
leads to the denial of the importance of the individual man in his differences
from his neighbour, it also, in a realistic theatre, has a bearing on life. And
symbolism in life leads to Fascism, the warping of human values into abstract
ones. The Fascist admits character only as a deviation from an impersonal
principle. In drama, this crea®s types. The Marxist, on the other hand,
values the individual, whether person or event, as unique, but correlates
this scientifically with the whole body of the community or of history.
In drama this avoids types and conventions of plot. So abstract psychology
is out, on both social and theatrical counts. Kedrov, who produced this
play for the Moscow Art Theatre’s production, seems to have avoided -
treatment of features in the play which, if exaggerated, rmght have led
that way.

The former play, Russian People, needs to be considered more closely ;
and though it might more consistently be so considered in Chapter XI, a
word or two will be in point here, to show the Moscow Art Theatre in war.
For 'this play is known to London playgoers more as a play of action, like
Inside the Lines, than as a drama of war mood and byt. The London pro-
duction of 1943 under the title The Russians did not reveal the characters
of Russian people. It did not even move in Russian characters. This
may have been partly due to the adaptation, which transferred the straight,
forthright idiom of the Russian fighter and civilian to some of the speech’
habits of Mayfair and of the British public schools. When these figures
were hght, they seemed superficial ; and when serious, sentimental. The
originals in Russian were neither of these. Kalashnikov describes the play
as the * movement of minds and hearts ”

The Moscow Art Theatre productxon was not the first by any means.
But the play bencfited there by long meditation and care for detail. Thus
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?

the * atmosphere ” was set from the beginning by an introductory syn-
thesis, of searchlight beams in the sky lighting up onion-spires and rows of
low houses, the drone of planes, fall of bombs, breaking of glass, shouting
and orders in German. None of this was explicit in Simonov’s text, but
all was implicit. And inside this frame of the war and of the occupation,
personal events had  new perspective.  Valya * linked up with other young
women known to the audience, and so achieved a greater significance.
Safonov and Globa, without becoming in any way symbolical, are by their
very concreteness and *‘ roundness ” convincing as human beings, and so
link up with actual people known to the audience. When this happens
to soldiers like these two, the result is a great patriotic urge, far different
from the abstract falsely patriotic sentimentality that would be aroused by
a dummy figure working in verbal or emotional clichds. When it is done
to figures detested by the audience, like Haritonov the Quisling doctor
whom the Nazis make their mayor, it has a curious result, which Kalash-
nikov criticises, but which to me is an assertion of the deep and progressive
humanism of the Moscow Art Theatre. Haritonov, played in the round,
you loathe and despise, but you understand how his mind works. This
understanding leads to a desire for action to combat him, just as a complete
understanding of the ways of the tsetse fly leads a scientist to combat tropical
disease. Insight gained into a traitor’s mind (an apparently real traitor,
and not just a player impersonating one in order to make the action more
exciting) helps you to be on your guard against real traitors. You have
gained something, a little more knowledge into evil, even into the hearts
of your enemies. That is one difference between drama and melodrama ;
but its effect here in war is 2 new function for drama.

On the 25th of April 1943, in his 84th year t died Nemirovich-
Danchenko. All the premises of the Art Theatre were draped in mourning,
and something like the number of four hundred thousand people came to
pay him their last homage. Four months later Lilina, Stanislavsky’s actress-
widow, died too ; and as Vishnevsky, the theatre’s oldest living actor, had
died in March, and Teléshyova, actress, producer and teacher, was to follow
in July, it was a year of sad departures for the Moscow Art Theatre: But
the general direction continued as the two founders had planned. Indeed
much of what it was to produce in subsequent years was still Nemirovich’s

*Played by Anna Komolova. I was specially interested to note this, having .
been much impressed by her performance as Anya in The Cherry Orchard, seen at
the MX.AT. in 1937. There was the same mmnepagocrmocrs (joy of life) as
Kalashnikov observes in her Valya, and extended in the same way, so that while fully
accepting her as Anya, one could not but think of the Russia to be, which she would
one day build. Particularly in her last exit with Trofimov. She was then quite a
jundior member of the company. : e . _—
1 An article in the London Press of the next day give his age incorrectly. as 85.
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handiwork. Since 1940 he had been preparing Hamlet. The evacuation,
and his own stay in Georgia, interrupted this ; but Sahnovsky knew what
he was meditating and had worked on the preparation with him. Under
Sahnovsky’s hands the production went forward. The meaning of the
play was to be very different from that put upon it by Gordon Craig in
1911-12, when' the stage was covered in gold and grey to symbolise on the
one hand the power and the glory, and on the other the futile emptiness
of life, with Hamlet in traditional black as traditionally belonging to neither.
Livanov, playing Hamlet as a live, real person, is a tall, handsome man,
who joined the Art Theatre in 1923 when he was 20. He has a powerful
voice and uses few gestures.*

* On internal evidence the period of the play was judged to be that of the
Middle Ages. Hamlet was to be gifted with greater foresight than his
fellow-men, and hence misunderstood by them, and compelled to fight for
his ideals against his mother, against the girl he loves, these being part of
the way of things in his time, countering all he believes in. British readers
will observe that this shares something with Masefield’s conception of
Hamlet as a man of intellect, but it is defined with greater precision by the
historical approach from the Socialist angle. Boris Pasternak’s translation
was used, and special music whitten by Shebalin.

Nemirovich had also discussed with Nikolay Volkov, the playwright
who made the Moscow Art Theatre’s adaptation of Anna Karenina, the
lines that ought to be taken in a similar adaptation of War and Peace. He
had been working on Antony and Cleopatra, too, and Ostrovsky’s The Last
Sacrifice, of which the main theme is the corrupting influence of money
upon the bourgeois society of Ostrovsky’s time. Nothing is reported as
yet about the production of this, which was undertaken under Nemirovich’s
master-ideas by Hmelyov, the actor whose interpretation of Karenin in
1936 crowned a career of subtle study. Hmelyov’s first Art Theatre ap~
pearance dated back to 1919, and since then he had appeared in twenty-five
parts, including Firs (Cherry Orchard) and Tusenbach (Three Sisters). Asa
producer he had done outside work like As You Like It for the Moscow
“Yermolova " Theatre of which he was artistic director.

He now became artistic director of the Moscow Art Theatre, with
Moskvin as Director, positions they had occupied during Nemirovich’s
stay in Georgia. Below them was a panel of producers, Sahnovsky, Stan-
itsyn, Prudkin and Kedrov, all tried servants of the theatre, and future
trainers of the young recruits. The immediate work of the new directorate
was to be new productions of Maeterlinck’s Blue Bird, The Pickwick Club,

* Markov, author and actor of the M.X.A.T., says that Livanov has a great
respect for John Gielgud's Hamlet, which he was studying in 1943. See Soviet War
News, 23.x.43. : . . ‘
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The Armoured Train, A Burning Heart (Ostrovsky) and even Tsar Fyodor,
The Seggull and The Forest. But even these would bear the print of Nemir-
ovich’s hand, for it was he advised the frequent stripping of old agglutina-
tions and barnacles from shows however successful . . . a process he once
dubbed “ face-lifting ”. :

New plays were to be Marshak’s Twelve Months, a new historical play
on Ivan the Dread by Alexey Tolstoy, and Korneichuk’s The Front. The .
historical play was to be produced at Nemirovich’s invitation by Alexey
Popov, of the Red Army Central Theatre, * who ”, said Hmelyov, “in
his creative views is close to our theatre ”.

With both its founders gone, the Moscow Art Theatre still had several
original members very much alive; and the tradition of the founders,
which had developed organically, not without several fallow years, as is
good for any organism, but also had spread as an influence over a large
proportion of the theatrical earth, directly or indirectly, was now too solid
to decay. It was also in its very nature too supple to become a convention.
Dispelling any doubts about the contribution the Moscow Art Theatre
can continue to make, the Committee for Art Affairs asked it in 1942 to set
up an experimental laboratory where problems of materials, lighting, and
other teclmical production matters could be explored for the good of the
Front Line theatres. In the keen competition of the Soviet theatre not
even the finest units can rest on their laurels. If there were any danger
of the Moscow Art Theatre spirit drying up into the glorious past, its audience
alone would be enough to prevent this. And the fate of the Art Theatre
is important ; not only for itself ; not only for all the Soviet theatres ; but
also for us.13

TrE Moscow MALy IN THE URAILS

The Maly Theatre left Moscow in October 1941 and was absent for
ten months only, in Chelyabinsk, within a hundred miles of the Ural River.
From a small eighteenth-century town Chelyabinsk had become a city of
100,000 inhabitants, with the largest grain elevator in the Union, a huge
refrigerating plant and a big share of the Urals munitions industry. An
influx of evacuees doubled its energies. New bakeries were built. Schools
adopted the shift system. A new ‘tram-line was planned and trolley-buses
introduced. Already the residents were dutifully cultivating vegetables in
their gardens and allotments, to easc the food problem. These permanent
residents and their evacuee guests were provided by the Maly with thirteen
current producuons and three new ones, the chief of the latter being a stage |
version, in two parts, planned to last two evenings, of Tolstoy’s War and.
Peace. To show that this transcription did not claim to reproduce the
whole novel, the sccond part was called, when if"at last got on the stage,
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The Patriotic War of 1812. Nevertheless a number of Soviet critics com-
plained that it was impossible to stage such a work and wrong to try.

The aim in fact was to make theatrical use of a comment on one of the
greatest wars in history by one of the world’s greatest masters of fiction.
Necessarily it was crowded with incident and action, and in this part the
stress fell more on the war scenes than on family interactions. But this
did not mean that the character drawing lacked depth ; the dialogue saw
to that. On the other hand, there were no complex battle scenes. The
atmosphere and nature of the war were painted in cameos, a night scene in
Napoleon’s tent, the incident in the battery when Andrey receives his
wound. Kutuzov and Napoleon thus became the important dramatic foci.

Work had begun on both parts in the spring of 1941. For years Soviet
drama had been concerned with war, and this proposed epic was intended
to add weight and authority to the contemporary comments. But the
outbreak of a real war led to the decision to concentrate on the second
part only. It also resulted in certain incidents receiving a new, more
exciting, more profound significance, for example, the volunteer army
in white, saluting the Smolensk Madonna (scene 2), Napoleon at Borodino
with a bad chill (scene 3), Kutuzov giving the confident order to attack
and beat the enemy off the s8il of Russia (scene 4). This version was
made jointly by Sudakov, who produced the show, N. M. Gorchakov,
and N. N. Kruzhkov. The critic Durylin in a review in Pravda called it
*“not a stage version of a novel, but a stage story of the Patriotic War as
the heroic feat of a people ”. The episodes were linked by a narrator in
the person of Ostuzhev, and the sets were by Peter Williams.

Other new plays were Kormneichuk’s Partisans in the Steppes of the Ukraine,
a sequel to an earlier play, with the same characters on a collective farm
now involved in the war; and Russian People. These were followed on
the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Revolution with Komeichuk’s other
new play, The Front. But that was after the Maly had gone home again.
It left Chelyabinsk on the 1oth of September 1942 and arrived home on the
16th. Thus it was one of the first theatres to return to Moscow, and
despite the ovations they had received at Chelyabinsk, everyone was glad:
to be back. It reopened with the Tolstoy, but apparently its own premises
were not available, since the opening night at the beginning of October
was advertised to take place in the Central Theatre for Children, which
was dark at the time ; and among productions shown in the course of
1943 were three Ostrovsky plays, The Forest, “ Truth is Good . . .” and
“A Bit of a Fool . . ."; a revival of Eugenie Grandet, after Balzac, a
revival of Sadovsky’s 1938 production of Woe from Wit in Lanscr’s settings,
which had celebrated the 150th anniversary of Shchepkin'’s birth ; Leonov’s .
Invasion, Revizor, Rasteryayeva Street (after Gleb Uspensky), Gorky's
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Barbarians, and a new play by V. Kaverin called Great Hopes, about a youthful
battalion in Leningrad. An imposing list, and an enterprising one ;
especially if the mention of Shchepkin leads us to look back for 2 moment
to Part I of this book. That grand little man, so thwarted by. the con-
ditions of his time, arid yet so in touch with his time, would have found in
this exodus to the working East all the material he longed for ; and' the
foundation of dignified realism that he laid, built upon, as we have seen,
by the straightforwardness of the Sadovskies, would have been perfectly
suited to carry the heroic theme of Tolstoy. Yet is it not possible to guess
that without that journey to the East, even Maly realism would not have
approached so closely to the real life of the audience of to-day ? Moscow
would have been heroic material to work in and for ; but the Urals, with
their influx of evacuees, were that too, and more vividly, more urgently,
more widely. The whole Soviet Union was present in that audience, as
it could have been in Moscow only in imagination.

The Maly company had returned to its premises by 30 September,
1942, when Eugenie Grandet was advertised there. The empty Kamerny
Theatre, repaired by the end: of December, was used as a ‘ Filial, where
a *No. 2 Company’ (so to speak) opened with Woe from Wit (presumably
the revival mentioned above) and went on to give Korneichuk’s Partisan
play (produced by Tsyganov with sets by Knoblok), The Attack on the Mill
(founded on a short story by Zola), Shaw’s Pygmalion, Moli¢re’s Don Juan,
The Precipice (on a Goncharov novel), Fuente Ovejuna, Guilty Though Guiltless
(Ostrovsky) and Scribe’s Une Verre d’Eau.

This again is another imposing list, and shows the remarkable cathohcwy
of a representative Soviet theatre’s choice in plays. Zola, on the rare
occasions on which any of his work appears in Britain, doe