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Director’s Note

It is hardly possible, perhaps, to define as “chekhovian” the
master’s own one-act plays. They are in a different vein from the
four great dramas he wrote later. He called them “jokes” and
“vaudevilles” and they were intended purely as entertainment.
Michael Frayn’s adaptation of them and of some of Chekhov’s
short stories does more than credit to these larger than life classics
of the comic theatre.

To translate Chekhov’s “joke” as “farce” in the English way
would be to tread dangerous ground. The latter usually depends
upon panic usually generated by a sense of guilt and the fear of
some form of social disgrace. What drives the characters in
Chekhov’s work is a sense of outrage, of fury at the failure of others
to recognize their claims. In one sense, these pieces could be
considered to be the first attempts of the most promising
apprentice on his way to his own unique magic.

In the first act, we witness the besieging of the artist by art, his
absorption in the puppet-kingdom of life and fate’s attempts to
demolish him — Chekhov walks this hazardous road to its very
end, the dawn of the strange love which breaks at the end of “The
Bear”. A sense of release highlights the second act: release from the
terrors of married life, from the hold of despotic power, from the
horrors of art itself. A release leading to the compromise between
the little people in “The Proposal”.

The “jokes” are in a different mode from the four great dramas.
They do, however, ring a bell.

Carmel S. Aquilina
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