Text and history: the case of The Cherry Orchard

Introduction

The past is a foreign country, and they do things differently there. It would clearly be absurd to expect the behaviour of the characters in The Cherry Orchard to conform to what one might expect in the UK in the twenty-first century. This is partly a matter of time - the play is almost a hundred years old - but partly, too, a matter of place: this play is very obviously embedded in Russia, and in the structures of Russian society. But, as students of the play, how should one set about putting it in the context of its historical time or place? It seems an impossible task to master an entire historical context, but it is necessary to at least make a start.

Such historical context can take several forms. It can relate to:

· Political history - who was ruling the country, and how? how was Russia dealing with her neighbours and rivals? 

· Economic history - how were people making their living at this time? 

· Social history - what was day-to-day life like? what did people eat and wear and believe?

Of course, all three of these are interlinked in complex ways, but they might provide a useful set of categories in thinking about what follows.

Instructions 

Start by making brief notes on the content of two very different views of Russian history:

http://www.pbs.org/weta/faceofrussia/

- see especially the clickable timeline of the nineteenth century. In this account, what sorts of things are important about nineteenth-century Russia? What sort of view of Russia does this promote, and how? And does the material there about the freeing of the serfs have any bearing on The Cherry Orchard?

http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1899/dcr8viii/viii8i.htm
- do you think there is any ideological bias to this paper too? And are its discussions of railways and of economic growth of any concern to the world of The Cherry Orchard? 

[There's much more Russian history out there - 

· http://www.bucknell.edu/x17601.xml 

· http://www.uea.ac.uk/his/webcours/russia/links/ (check with Matt)
- both, as their URLs show, coming from university sources. Perhaps even more convenient, you could go for the relevant chapters of a one-volume history of Russia in paper form - something like 

· Ronald Hingley, Russia: A Concise History (1972) 

· John Lawrence, A History of Russia (1962)

Now read Scene 1 of The Cherry Orchard. In the light of your reading:

1. Is there any indication in this scene of class tension? - make notes indicating line numbers of particularly useful examples. 

2. Does this scene at all reflect the industrialisation that Russia is undergoing? Is this seen elsewhere in the play too? Again, note line numbers. 

3. Having read Scene 1, consider the validity of the following links, all of which offer some sort of insight into scene one: are some more relevant than others? Which ones help your understanding of the play? Can they all be trusted?

· l.60 - Kvass - http://www.shango.net/cyberbride/kvass.html 

· l.241 - billiards - http://www.brunswickbilliards.com/helpful_information/the_sport/general_rules.html
· l.281 - Kharkov - http://www.kharkov.ua/index-e.phtml 

· l.249 - Patchouli - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Patchouli 

· l.345 - cherries - http://www.uga.edu/fruit/cherry.html 

· l.422 - Methuselah - http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/10048b.htm

You might also want to consider some accounts of the first scene which do come from within the framework of talking about Chekhov:

http://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/2630/platform-papers/trevor-nunn.html
Trevor Nunn offers, among other things, an interesting gloss on Lopakhin's first speech, comparing him to Pip at the start of Great Expectations. do you think this is a useful comparison? What do you think of his vision of the play?

http://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/2625/platform-papers/vera-gottlieb.html 

Vera Gottlieb might not agree. For her, this is a fast-paced farce. Does your reading of the first scene offer any evidence to agree/disagree with her?

Further Activities

Nunn's effort to historicize The Cherry Orchard depends partly on the use of another contemporary text, Gorky's Summerfolk, as, in effect, historical evidence. You could go and read this. 

What about applying the same approach to other major plays of the period? Contrary to frequently voiced student opinion, A Dolls House is not a Victorian play: it's from nineteenth-century Norway, where Queen Victoria was not in charge. In investigating that, you could start with T.K. Derry's A Short History of Norway (1968) or at

http://www.norway.org.uk/aboutnorway/history/
Or perhaps we should go back to basics in studying post-war America, the historical setting for Miller and Williams. you could start with J. Patterson, America in the Twentieth Century: A History (1976) or at 

http://kclibrary.lonestar.edu/decades.html
In any attempt to read a play that was not produced in our own time, we are, consciously or not, invoking some idea of historical context: we can at least make a good job of doing so.

