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BIOGRAPHIES

ANTON CHEKHOV

Anton Chekhov, in full Anton Pavlovich Chekhov, (born January 29, 1860, Taganrog, Russia—died July
14/15, 1904, Badenweiler, Germany), Russian playwright and master of the modern short story. He was a
literary artist of laconic precision who probed below the surface of life, laying bare the secret motives of his
characters. Chekhov’s best plays and short stories lack complex plots and neat solutions. Concentrating on
apparent trivialities, they create a special kind of atmosphere, sometimes termed haunting or lyrical.
Chekhov described the Russian life of his time using a deceptively simple technique devoid of obtrusive
literary devices, and he is regarded as the outstanding representative of the late 19th-century Russian
realist school.!

FLY STEFFENS

Fly Steffens is a member of the inaugural cohort of the University of Arizona's MFA in Generative
Dramaturgy. Fly works nationally as a dramaturg, performer, and playwright. Fly's plays include Love is a
Horse with a Broken Leg Trying to Stand while 45,000 People Watch, Bell and Bliss, and Frozen Fluid,
among others. Their notable credits include: Milwaukee Repertory Theater, Milwaukee Chamber Theatre,
Playhouse on the Square (Memphis, TN), Shakespeare & Company (Lenox, MA), Spooky Action Theater
(Washington, DC), Chicago Dramatists, Playwrights Foundation (San Francisco, CA), and The Drama League
(NYC), among others. Fly received their BA in Playwriting/Dramaturgy from the University of Wisconsin -
Milwaukee. Fly belongs to the Literary Managers and Dramaturgs of the Americas (LMDA); The Dramatists
Guild.



THE THREE SISTERS — SOURCE TEXT

CHARACTERS

OLGA- The eldest Prozorov sister, a school teacher, unmarried

MASHA - The middle sister, married at 18 to Fyodor, calls herself an “educated cat” and frequently quotes
poetry, falls in love with Vershinin.

IRINA - The youngest sister, yearns for Moscow, gets a job in a telegraph office, loves no one but is engaged
to Tuzenbach.

ANDREY - Their brother, a musician, scientist, and intellectual, dreams of being a professor in Moscow,
addicted to gambling, married to Natasha.

*VERSHININ - A Lieutenant Colonel from Moscow, knew the sisters when they were young, married to a
woman who frequently fakes suicide attempts, falls in love with Masha.

BARON TUZENBACH - Born in Moscow, the Baron is a 1st lieutenant, loves Irina.

*CHEBUTYKIN - An army doctor, 60 years-old, functions as a father-figure, loved their mother.

SOLYONY - A strange and crude soldier, in love with Irina, kills Tuzenbach

NATASHA - Andrei’s fiancée then wife, initially an outsider, becomes an overbearing presence

FYODOR KULYGIN - Masha’s husband and teacher at the high school

*FERAPONT - An elderly man working at the council house

*ANFIFISA - The family’s elderly maid.

*FEDOTIK - A soldier in love with Irina and brings her gifts

*RODE -Another soldier

*Characters not present in Insignificance

SUMMARY

Act I begins on Sunday, May 5t%, the one year anniversary of their father’s death. Vershinin, a
lieutenant Colonel from Moscow, arrives and quickly becomes the object of Masha’s attention and desire. The
Prozorov family and their friends are gathering to celebrate Irina’s birthday. Natasha, Andrey’s love interest,
arrives wearing a hideous green-belt which the sisters make fun of. During lunch, the group chats and
philosophizes, but when Chebutykin teases Natasha, she storms out. Andrei follows and proposes to her.

In ActII, two years later, Natasha and Andrei are married and have a baby, Bobik. Vershinin has fallen
for Masha; Irina has a new job at a telegraph office, which she finds unfulfilling; Andrei’s gambling problem
has worsened. has been losing at gambling. One evening during carnival time, the group awaits some
company. But when the group gets too rowdy, Natasha kicks everyone out and turns away the other
carnivallers. By now she has taken over the Prozorov household and insists Irina shar a room with Olga for
the baby. However, she is having an affair with another man. Meanwhile, Solyony professes his love to Irina
he loves her and the whole town is talking about Andrei’s gambling debts.

In Act III, one year later, a fire in town has nearly burned down Vershinin’s house. Everyone’s
situation has remained the same, in some cases worsened. Tensions with Natasha increase when she tries to



fire the family’s elderly maid and tells Olga to move to the basement all while continuing her affair. Andrey
still owes money all over town and fights with his sisters. Olga advises Irina to marry Tuzenbach; Masha
officially loves Vershinin. Irina agrees to marry Tuzenbach if they can go to Moscow.

At the beginning of Act IV, we learn the military brigade is leaving the town and Vershinin with it.
Chebutykin, Irina, and Tuzenbach are also leaving for Moscow. Olga is now the headmistress of the school.
Before they leave, Irina tells Tuzenbach she doesn’t love him and he leaves briefly before their departure.
Vershinin says goodbye to Masha and they kiss when Fyodor enters. He immediately forgives her. Meanwhile
Solyony and Tuzenbach are dueling, resulting in Tuzenbach’s death. None of the sisters will make it to
Moscow or change their circumstances— they embrace as the play ends.

ORIGINAL PRODUCTION

“I cannot abandon four important female roles, four young women of the intelligentsia, to
[Stanislavsky], for all his talent and his understanding.” -Anton Chekhov?

Chekhov was heavily involved in the original production of Three Sisters and experienced artistic
tension with Konstantin Stanislavsky of the Moscow Art Theatre. This tension between the two famous
Russian theatre-makers is frequently examined in Chekhov studies, generally agreeing that, “Chekhov was a
symbolist playwright trapped in a Naturalist theatre.”3 Stanislavsky’s heavy focus on perfect Realism not
always work in harmony with Chekhov’s interest in the story’s “poetic essence.”* Therefore, Chekhov
frequented rehearsals, carefully rewrote scenes, and took on responsibilities such as “[organizing] the sound
effects for the fire.” Critics of the original production found it long, cheerless, and full of trivialities.6 Theatre
critic Viktor Burenin of the New Times considered it a “stupid success” which “hypnotized the public and
especially the younger element while obfuscating any wholesome meaning.”? Additionally, he considered
Chekhov to be a “minstrel of hopelessness.”

But not all the criticism was bad. Chekhov intrigued audiences by breaking of conventional rules of
drama. Some felt the performance was especially realistic, like “paying a call on the Prozorovs.”8 A voracious
reader, young Chekhov familiarized himself with the existing European literature and drama and tested the
limits of these forms and genres. Disregarding spectator and reader expectations, his short stories and plays
provided few conclusive or morally sound answers to the questions raised and lacked action-packed plots.?
Chekhov’s plays demand we create our own meaning. Despite mixed reactions, Chekhov valued the
collaborative nature of theatre, stating: “Solitude is a terrible thing. Bad criticism is better than none.”10
Stanislavsky and the actors of the Moscow Art Company also warmed to the play after a while. The comically
tragic (or, tragically comic) play began to work when the artists discovered their characters’ “joy and
laughter” as well as their darker complexities.

The original actor to play the Baron wrote these notes on his character:

Longing for life.

Call to work.

Tragic quality against laughable comedy.
Happiness as future destiny.

Work. Loneliness.!!



HISTORICAL, CULTURAL, AND SOCIAL CONTEXT

Loneliness and melancholy are common traits of Chekhovian characters. However, his characters
also portray subtle humor or irony: “the characters have a habit of taking calamities lightly and trivialities
tragically.”12 Encompassing a range of characters and varied locations, the Chekhovian mood is a product of
his position in Russian history. The Russian society of the time manifests in the characters’ expression of “the
general mood and feelings of a generation which has lost its ideals.” Shortly before the Russian Revolution,
Chekhov responded to the general dissatisfaction of the Russian people at the onset of the 20th century. Some
uniquely Russian influences on this mood include the country’s oppressive cold, varied and vast land, and
high suicide rate.13

While broad generalizations are useful in understanding the context of Chekhov’s writing, he was
more interested in the individual: “I have faith in individuals, [ seek salvation in individual people, whether
intellectuals or peasants. They are scattered all over Russia, they have power, although they are scarce.”1*
Despite the bleak and hopelessness on the surface, Chekhov maintained an optimism for the future of Russia
and the earth: “Life is long and there will be many good and bad happenings, Mother Russia is so vast.”15

ADAPTATIONS OF THREE SISTERS

Brace Up! Link:

Adaptations of Chekhov’s plays proliferate in contemporary theatre, partly due to Chekhov’s Shakespeare-
like genius and understanding of human nature. Perhaps adapting Chekhov’s work is an attractive venture
today because he wrote during a time of great anxiety in Russia. Contemporary adaptations range from
simple translations (often updating the language) to alterations (i.e. introducing new characters) to radical
reimagining of the play (Wooster Group). It is also common to mix and match Chekhov characters, plots
and themes from his entire body of work. While it is unnecessary to read other adaptations for this
production, it is useful to know the range of Chekhov adaptations being generated in contemporary theatre
and which artists are interested in the play. Scripts/reviews available upon request.


http://thewoostergroup.org/brace-up

SELECTED ADAPTATIONS:
The Three Sisters by David Mamet
Three Sisters by Tracy Letts
Chekhov’s Three Sisters by Sarah Ruhl
The Fourth Sister by Janusz Glowacki
The Break of Day Timberlake Wertenbaker
Crimes of the Heart by Beth Henley
The Sisters Rosenweig by Wendy Wasserstein
Afterplay by Brian Friel
Brace Up Wooster Group
We Are Three Sisters Blake Morrison?
There, There, by Kristen Kosmas*

ARTICLES/REVIEWS

IN DRAMATURGY SUPPLEMENT:

“After Chekhov: The Three Sisters of Beth Henley, Wendy Wasserstein, Timberlake Wertenbaker, and Blake
Morrison,” Verna A. Foster — Foster explores four adaptations and how they handle the educated
women characters through a modern feminist lens. She discusses Chekhovian mood, concept of
“Moscow” in each adaptation, and explores each adaptations complicity with source text.

“Adapting Chekhovian Mood,” Tatiana Smorodinskaya - Smorodinskaya discusses film adaptations of
Chekhov compared to theatrical adaptations with a focus on the “Chekhovian” mood.

“Adapting Chekhov: A Primer for Dramaturgs,” Valleri ]. Robinson - Robinson gives a pedagogical overview
of teaching dramaturgy and adaptation of Chekhov to students, with an emphasis on the
adaptations of Chekhov’s short stories in the Orchards collection of plays.

“EF’s Visit to a Small Planet,” by Elinor Fuchs - Fuchs gives useful guidelines to exploring the world of a
play thoroughly before analyzing its characters

“Marthaler Meets Chekhov,” by Lydia Stryk - Stryk details the famous Swiss direct Christoph Marthaler’s
production of Three Sisters which was put forth the philosophical idea that “humanity situates itself
in the absurd” (52).

IN PRINT (OR ELECTRONICALLY BY REQUEST):

“Robert Strurua'’s Three Sisters,” Nick Worrall - Worrall describes a postmodern adaptation with detailed
production notes: “characters are painfully aware of their own absurdity... Tragic one minute and
comic the next, these actors do not so much perform Chekhov as express his very essence” (80).

1 In this adaptation, the three sisters are the Bronte sisters. It is rumored that Chekhov originally based his play on the
real Bronte sisters.



“Chekhov’s Stories and the Plays,” Donald Rayfield - Rayfield's explores and compares Chekhov’s plays and
how they echo themes and characters in his short stories: “Chekhov’s plays can best be understood
through short stories whose characters, situations, techniques, and even phrases they recycle” (204).

“The Stage Representation of Chekhov’s Women,” Cynthia Marsh - Marsh gives an excellent survey of
classification and analysis of Chekhov’s women characters. A Theory of Adaptation, Linda Hutcheon
- Hutcheon’s How/What/when/Where/Why of adaptations includes explorations of concepts of
forms, contexts, audiences (aware and unaware of source), and process: “What is involved in
adapting can be a process of appropriation, of taking possession of another’s story, and filtering it,
in a sense, through one’s own sensibility, interests, and talents. Therefore, adapters are first
interpreters and then creators” (18).

IN THIS PACKET:
“Where Chekhov Meets Christopher Walken” - Review of There, There by Kristen Kosmas. Page 19

“Chekhov: Shorter, Faster, Funnier, and Uncut,” by Tom Donaghy - Donaghy gives a very readable and
approachable analysis of successful techniques in adapting Chekhov and maintaining his
humor. Page 16

CHEKHOVIAN CONCEPTS IN INSIGNIFICANCE

BIRCH TREE

“A conversation about earth from another planet 1000 years from now: do you remember that
white (birch) tree?”16

Chekhov uses the birch tree to symbolize Russia in much of his writing. Frequently evoked in other Russian
art and literature, the birch tree symbolizes purity and renewal. Sometimes a symbol for Russia itself, the
birch tree is as essential to Russia as the bear or Chekhov himself.
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Moscow

St. Basil’s Cathedral

While many of his short stories take place in Moscow, Chekhov’s major plays more often reference Russia’s
original capital as a place of hope and symbol for the birth of Russia. When Chekhov was alive, St. Petersburg
was the capital of Russia, but Moscow has since reclaimed the title. In the source text, Moscow symbolizes
the characters’ hopes for the future and changing their present, static circumstances. In Insignificance, the
symbol of Moscow remains close to Chekhov, but encapsulates much more about human delusion.

If you want to fantasize about Moscow, a travel guide will be available in the rehearsal room. Or check out
Lonely Planet: https://www.lonelyplanet.com/russia/moscow.

Moscow, Russia 1899 Map of Moscow


https://www.lonelyplanet.com/russia/moscow

BEAR

“In both Eurasia and North America, the bear occupied a prominent and unique place in early
cultures and had a special relationship to humans.” (Brunner 2).

Respected and honored by many cultures, bears bear strikingly humanlike features and possess a
powerful virility. However, in addition to honor and respect, humans also fear bears, sometimes to the point
of the species’ destruction. Yet, despite our multitude of emotions concerning bears and our endangerment
of the species, Brend Brunner points out that the Bear continues “to populate our personal and collective
dreams.”17

While a bear has not yet appeared in an adaptation of Three Sisters, the use of the human/bear
relationship in literature is frequent. For Fly, the Bear in Insignificance originated from the Russian bear, a
common symbol for the former USSR and contemporary Russia (a Eurasian brown bear). An old Russian
legend describes the bear as “the product of a relationship between a forest spirit and a woman who was
half-human and half-animal.18 Often, the Bear is the part of an “inter-species love” story, much like The Beauty
and the Beast.! In these narratives, the Bear commonly “embodies raw power, sexuality, and pagan magic
beyond civilization and outside established religion.”

It is important to realize that bears are wild animals: “For the most part, bears are far less interested
in us than we are in them.”20 Humans who keep bears as pets often delude themselves into thinking the
animal loves them, but more often than not, bears see humans as a source for food. Once the cub grows, its
size and wild instincts make them unsuitable for household pets and it becomes particularly difficult to
convince them to go back to the forest. The forest is an important component of bear narratives, functioning
as a romanticized space outside of society. By entering their territory (which they mark by scent), the human
invasion of the Bear’s forest can result in excellent metaphors in writing, but often injury in reality. After all,
“writing about bears [...] is dangerous business.”2! People can easily be seduced by the bears, but due to
human delusion and romanticization, a relationship with a bear can ultimately be a person’s destruction.

In Insignificance, the Bear embodies many functions as it is what the character project onto it. We do
not want to close off meaning by explicitly defining the Bear for the audience (or ourselves). Instead, the Bear
should offer an opportunity to communicate a range of meanings for the audience.

An excerpt of the introduction to Bernd Brunner’s Bears, which explores human relationships with bears as
well as biological information about bears, can be found on page 21. More excerpts can be found in the
Dramaturgy Supplement and the full print book is available in the rehearsal room.
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CHEKHOV'S OTHER WORK

Throughout Chekhov’s body of work, repetition of theme and character emerge. The following are brief synopses
of his major works and theme or characters that relate to Three Sisters.

FULL-LENGTH PLAYS
THE SEAGULL (1895)

The main characters, all artists, are guests at a country estate. They are Mme Arkadina, a middle-aged actress;
herlover, Trigorin, a successful writer; her son Konstantin, a writer; and Nina, a young aspiring actress whom
Konstantin loves. Mme Arkadina, jealous of Nina’s youth and promising career, acts cruelly and hatefully
toward Konstantin, belittling his new play and withholding the approval he desperately seeks from her. Nina,
impressed by Trigorin’s fame, ignores Konstantin, who Kkills a seagull and shows it to her, perhaps
symbolically referring to his broken dreams. All four go their separate ways, but two years later they are
reunited at the same estate. When Nina again rejects Konstantin, he destroys his writings and shoots himself
while his mother, unaware, plays cards in another room.22

This play also has a Masha, who seems to suffer from similar alcohol problems. Additionally, the play
presents themes of “indifferentism” and general regret and guilt about life passing the characters by.
Because the play begins with the characters trying to put on a performance, the play lends itself
nicely to meta-theatricality.

UNCLE VANYA (1896)

Ivan Voynitsky, called Uncle Vanya, is bitterly disappointed when he realizes that he has sacrificed and
wasted his life managing the country estate and business affairs of his former brother-in-law, Serebryakov,
who, Vanya discovers, will never be anything more than a pedantic second-rate academic. Sonya,
Serebryakov’s daughter and Vanya’s assistant, silently endures her unrequited love for a local physician.
Vanya attempts to shoot Serebryakov but misses, and little changes. Neither of them can give up the work,
however meaningless, to which they have devoted their lives.

The characters’ bitter disappointment and inability (or lack of desire to) change their lives echoes
that of Three Sisters. Additionally, the play discusses marital fidelity, nature, and boredom— “A
boring life can’t be an honest one” (226).

THE CHERRY ORCHARD (1903)

Madame Ranevskaya, who has spent five years in Paris to escape grief over her young son’s death, returns to
her home in Russia ridden with debt. She is obliged to decide how to dispose of her family’s estate, with its
beautiful and famous cherry orchard. The coarse but wealthy merchant Ermolai Lopakhin suggests that Mme
Ranevskaya develop the land on which the orchard sits. Eventually Lopakhin purchases the estate and
proceeds with his plans for a housing development. As the unhappy Ranevskayas leave the estate, the sound
of saws can be heard in the orchard.

11



Probably the most separated of Chekhov’s plays in terms of themes and characters, this is one of his most well-
known works and similarly explores the loss of a family history and the unkownableness of the future.

IvANOV (1889)

In this lesser performed full-length play, Nikolai Ivanov suffers from deep depression but refuses to move
to a warmer climate which would aid his wife Anna’s tuberculosis. When Anna dies, he tries to remarry but
is accused of gold digging, he kills himself.

The general tone and characters’ inability to act in Ivanov is reminiscent of Three Sisters. Anna
asks, “The flowers come back every spring, why not happiness?” (63).

ONE-ACT PLAYS
THE BEAR (1888)

In this short comedy, a young widow, Yeléna Popdva, shuts herself away after her husband dies to spite her
husband’s poor treatment of her. Her elderly servant, Luka, insists she go out and live her life while she is
young, but she stubbornly insists she will grieve forever. When a young man named Smirnoff comes knocking
to collect a debt owed by her husband, she eventually falls in love with him.

The title comes from Yeléna insulting Smirnoff: “You peasant! You bear! You vulgar bear! Monster!
You ... radical!” (29). The play comments on love, courting, marriage, and death humorously.

SWAN SONG (1887)

In this one-act, an elderly actor is worried his talent is gone and he’s wasted his life.

THE PROPOSAL (1888)

In this breezy one-act comedy, a marriage proposal is derailed by petty arguments over ownership of land
and quality of dogs.

THE DANGERS OF ToBAcco (1902)

An old man prattling on more about his life than about tobacco.

THE WEDDING RECEPTION (1889)
A RELUCTANT TRAGIC HERO (1889)

THE FESTIVITIES (1891)

12



SELECTED SHORT STORIES

Chekhov wrote over 20 short stories. Thematically, the short stories are sometimes darker with his
ever-present humor just under the surface. I find “The Lady with the Dog” especially resonant with
Three Sisters and have included it in the Supplemental Dramaturgy PDF. All other short stories
available in rehearsal room or by request.

“THE CooK’s WEDDING” (1885)

A young boy’s impression of marriage and the woman as victim of man’s injustice.

“THE DEAD Boy” (1886)

A traveler comes upon two peasants guarding a dead body on a chilly summer night.

“THE STUDENT” (1894)

A student walks home in the cold, learns of the connection of time and is mysteriously happy.

“WARD No. 6” (1892)

In a mental asylum, a patient disagrees with the director’s running of the institution which is in poor
condition. Eventually, due to the stress, the director too becomes the victim on mental illness.

“THE LADY WITH THE DoG” (1899)

A man briefly meets a young woman while he is in town for a short while. He cannot stop thinking about her
when he returns home and eventually finds her to express his love, but is met with a reaction he did not hope
for.

OTHER RESOURCES — DRAMATURGY
SUPPLEMENT

THE FOLLOWING SOURCES CAN BE FOUND IN THE PDF DRAMATURGY SUPPLEMENT.

FuLL CHEKHOV BIO

ARTWORK/IMAGES

EXCERPTS FROM BEARS

CHEKHOV’S SHORT STORY “LADY WITH THE DOG”
ARTICLES/REVIEWS
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NOTES

1 “Anton Chekhov,” Encyclopedia Britannica Online.
2 qtd. Senelick 58.

3 Aronson 135.

4 Aronson 136-137.

5 Senelick 58.

6 Senelick 59.

7 qtd. Senelick 65.

8 Senelick 67.

9 Kuzicheva 277.

10 qtd. Kuzicheva 273.
11 qtd. Senelick 59.

12 Hollosi 47.

13 Polotskaya 25.

14 qtd. Polotskaya 26.
15 Polotskaya 25.

16 Polotskaya 26.

17 Brunner 7.

18 Brunner 24.

19 Gerould 401.

20 Gerould 139.

21 Brunner 5.

22 Summaries of The Seagull, Uncle Vanya, The Cherry Orchard from Encyclopedia Britannica Online.
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d Meyer, director «

The late translator Paul Schmidt (on small video monitor,

center) provided the text for the Wooster Group's Brace
Up!, a version of Three Sisters directed by Elizabeth
LeCompte and featuring Kate Valk, a ophane; Scott
Renderer, left rear; and Jeff Webster on large monitors.

Chekhov: Shorter, Faster, Funnier and Uncut ...

ridiculousl

THEN WHY IS IT WE DON'T ALWAYS
Bur how? One

Come and discover
the actor in yourself...

where the -
MEISNER _,w 5
TECHNIQUE _ )

was born...

Full Time Program — September - May 2005-2006
2 year certificate — NAST accredited

THE
NEIGHBORHOOD
PLAYHOUSE
SCHOOL % THEATRE

SUMMER SESSION: 6 WEEKS - JUNE 13-JULY 22, 2005

340 East 54th St., New York, NY 10022 v Phone: (212) 688-3770
Fax: (212) 906-9051 ¥ www.neighborhoodplayhouse.org

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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THEATER REVIEWS | THEATER REVIEW

Where Chekhov Meets Christopher
Walken

‘There There,” by Kristen Kosmas, at the Chocolate Factory
There There | NYT Critic’s Pick| Off Off Broadway, Play, Comedy

Closing Date: January 12, 2013 | Chocolate Factory, 5-49 49th Ave.| 866-811-4111

By CLAUDIA LA ROCCO JAN. 2, 2013

For those of you still in the market for a New Year’s resolution, here’s a manageable
one: Get yourself to the Chocolate Factory and see Kristen Kosmas’s new play,
“There There.”

I can’t think of a better way to start the theatergoing year than with this
language-drenched, resonant knockout, part of the Coil festival, organized by

Performance Space 122, which commissioned the show with the Chocolate Factory.

On paper, the concept for “There There” is a bit wacky: during a Russian tour of
a solo show inspired by Captain Vasily Vasilevich Solyony from Chekhov’s “Three
Sisters,” the actor Christopher Walken meets with an unfortunate accident involving
a ladder. Karen (Ms. Kosmas) must replace him, performing in English with an
accompanying Russian interpreter, Leo (Larissa Tokmakova). Karen, naturally, isn’t

very familiar with this play, and Leo is the usual interpreter’s understudy.

What follows is something of a dual monologue (Matvei Yankelevich wrote the

Russian translation, which has its own poetic life), and it’s a virtuosic feat.
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http://www.uglyducklingpresse.org/catalog/browse/item/?pubID=18
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http://hyperallergic.com/62432/the-obscenities-are-in-quotes/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Weekend+Inventing+Abstraction+Matvei+Yankelevich+and+Noel+Black+Richard+Artschwager&utm_content=Weekend+Inventing+Abstraction+Matvei+Yankelevich+and+Noel+Black+Rich

“Two women talking philosophy. Pff!” Karen tells Leo in an aside, echoing

Solyony’s comment about female philosophizers “talking through their hats.”

As these two women plunge rapidly down their parallel tracks, the layers of
meaning stack up, and the edges begin to fray. Did Mr. Walken (who appears in
name only) really have an accident, or was he — like the Baron in the Chekhov play
— dispatched by Solyony in a duel? Karen explains the past a lot. But whose? And
are she and Leo working as a team or engaged in a duel of their own?

B

They are, I think, operating somewhere in the muddy middle, just as “There There,’
directed by Paul Willis, a frequent collaborator of Ms. Kosmas’s, is both a close
exploration of certain themes in “Three Sisters” and its own, marvelously sovereign
world; you can experience it in conversation with Chekhov or simply sink into Ms.
Kosmas’s lucid yet complex riffs on, among other things, the inarguable nature of

love and the fine lines between responsibility and guilt.

“Did I kill him?” Karen asks, amid talk of dueling, imploring audience members
who sit closely on both sides of the small, rectangular space, which is carpeted,
festooned and hung with Futurist images and portraits of military men. (Peter
Ksander designed the evocative set.) “Did I turn her into the flowering tree?” she

asks of her love.

Her jury and her interpreter stare mutely back at her. And so this strange,

solitary chatterbox presses on, falling into language as if to escape from herself.

There There| NYT Critic’s Pick

Chocolate Factory 5-49 49th Ave. Queens | 866-811-4111
website: http://www.chocolatefactorytheater.org

Category Off Off Broadway, Play, Comedy

Credits Written by Kristen Kosmas, directed by Paul Willis
Opened December 18, 2012

Closing Date January 12, 2013

This information was last updated: April 26, 2017
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Introduction

lowell claimed, shared the belief that a bear killed
in the hunt would enter a new life.

Even the similarity of the euphemisms used in
various cultures to refer to bears—referring to
the word “bear” itself was often thought to be
tempting fate and was therefore taboo—demon-
strates that the animal occupied a compara-
ble role in all of them. According to Holloway,
the bear was called “cousin” by the Abenaki,
Tsimshian, and Tahltan Indiéhs; “grandfather”
by the Penobscot; and “four-legged human” or
“chief’s son” by the Plains Cree. The Siberian
Kets endowed him with noble names such as “fur
father,” “old claw man,” or “beautiful animal.”
The Samoyeds, also from Siberia, called him “old
father,” while the Estonians named him “broad-
foot,” and the Carpathian Huzuls referred to him
as “little uncle” or “great hairy one.” Finally, the
Laplanders dubbed the bear “the old man with

the fur garment,” while their Swedish neigh-

AN'S

bors used the names “old man,” “gold feet,”

“twelve men’s strength.” If these aliases sound
romantic to us today, we need to keep in mind
that they reflected a completely different relation
to the animal kingdom, one in which the bear
represented the single large animal that resem-
bled, and competed with, humans. The existence
of apes, let-alone their close genetic relationship
with us, was unknown in the Northern Hemi-

sphere.

THIS BOOK EXAMINES the shared history of hu-
mans and bears. This history is composed of

many stories—some of them recorded, some of
them lost, and some of them told and retold so
many times thatboundaries between fact and fic-
tion have become blurred, making it difficult or
impossible to untangle the two. The relations be-
tween humans and bears throughout history are
complex because they play out within the poles
of attraction and repulswn combining these seem-
ingly i irreconcilable opposites in almost every
possible way. In other words, our interactions
with bears are laden with mixed Eeelingrswziour
forebears venerated, killed, caressed, tortured,
nurtured, ate, respected, and despised them. In
some instances, these paradoxical attitudes can
even be found within the framework of a single
culture. In comparatively recent times, humans
have also begun to scrutinize bears closely out of
scientific interest. It may often seem that this ra-
tional outlook has completely replaced our fore-
fathers’ more emotional or even spiritual views
of bears. A return to older worldviews may not
be possible or even desirable, but, if we look
more closely, we will see that bears continue to
exert a powerful and seemingly inexplicable fas-
cination for us.

- Writing about bears, however is a dangerous

business. The existence of so many pleasurable

“accounts of bears can easily blind us to the im-

portance of those that are less so. And it can seem
as though everybody is reading over your shoul-
der: teddy bear lovers, biologists, hunters, poach-
ers, animal-rights advocates, and others, all of
whom—in one way or another—have a stake in
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Introduction

bears and bring their own perspective and his-
tory to the subject. Rather than try to single out
the “correct” perspective on bears, [ trace these
interwoven strands by focusing where cultural
and natural history intersect. I will tell some of
the stories of humans and bears and explore cer-
tain key topics and questions. A number of the
examples [ provide along the way are drawn
from outside the borders of the English-speaking
world. While the saga of bears in America plays
an important role in this book, the tangled histo-
ries of bears in places like Russia or Japan are
equally fascmatmg and deserve our attention. At
the same time, the complexity of the sub]ect
means that no book about bears can hope to be
comprehensive. However, [ want to provide a
sense of the scope of these remarkable animals—
the many varieties and their habitats and behav-
iors summarized by the misleadingly simple
term “bear.”

Despite their diversity and illustrious history;,
the state of bears today is sobering. These once
abundant animals are now largely confined to ar-
eas with little or no human civilization. [s it pos-
51ble for humans and bears to share the same
space at all& Why is it so hard for us to imagine
these extraordmary creatures clearly without car-
icatures immediately filling our minds¢ Do we re-

ally know what bears are like, what they feel¢ Do

 bears deserve their reputation as particularly dan-
b . .
/gerous predators¢ And, if.so, who is actually

preying on whom these days

‘Bears are strong, intelligent, and fascinating

animals whose ways deserve respect. Examining
our dealings with bears throughout history will
improve our understanding of our relationship to

them today. What other animal occupies as much

space in the human _imagination as the bear

Bears are present in our entertainment and adver-
tising, in our art and literature, in our folk wis-
dom and popular sayings. Although bears have
disappeared from vast stretches of the earth, they

continue to populate our personal and collective
dreams.
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