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The pitiful characters in Chekhov plays “Ivanov” and “Seagull”

KIMURA Atsuo

We can find quite a few pitiful characters in Chekhov (1860-1904) plays, who could have
lived a wonderful successful life... However, the playwright himself does not seem to see them
from the denial viewpoint. In this sense, we can call the plays written by Chekhov as the ones
depicting “the pitiful characters”. In my paper, “Ivanov” (1889) and “Seagull” (1895) will be
discussed. In both plays, the hero (or the main character) commits suicide in the very ending.
I will take Ivanov of “Ivanov”, Treplev of “Seagull” as the examples of the pitiful characters
in Chekhov plays.

Ivanov and Treplev have too many serious problems in life to carry on their own shoulders.
The burdens too heavy for them press them on their heads and on their backs and at last crash
them. While the situation and the environment devolve upon their shoulders and depress
them desperately, they begin to feel that they cannot stay any longer “here” (that is, in the
situation and the environment to which they are belonging right now) and that they have to
go anywhere other than “here”. Nevertheless, in fact Ivanov has no other place to live in or
to go away to. He has to remain staying “here”. At the first glance, it seems that in the end
of the fourth act (the finale) Dr. Lvov’s abusive words force Ivanov to commit suicide in
despair. However if you look carefully, you can find that “honest” Lvov’s words work only
as the opportunity for Ivanov to shoot himself. Actually, Ivanov has long been looking for
the chance “to stop rolling down the steep deeper and deeper and to know his place”.

Treplev asks Nina to let him go with her, who was once his girlfriend and liked him so much
but now loves the other guy Trigorin passionately. He wants to go anywhere with her. For
Treplev only Nina can be the savior: she can save him, if she permits him to go with her from
“here”; if she refuses him to go with her, he can never be saved. In fact, Nina does not give
him the permission to go with, which means that like Ivanov Treplev has to stay “here”.

Now it is quite clear that both Ivanov and Treplev have no means to go away out of “here”.
They have to remain staying at the very place where they feel they cannot stay anymore. Both
of them reject struggling to resolve the problems confronting them, though the problems are
their own, no one else’s.

After all the discussions above, the interested question will arise: isn’t there any difference

between Ivanov and Treplev? There certainly is the great difference. Ivanov (and the other

—146—



characters from “Ivanov” as well) reflects the times, tsar Aleksandr III Era (1881-94), which
is known particularly as the one under the gloomy oppressive atmosphere. At the time Russia
(the Russian Empire under the Romanov dynasty) was a very reactionary country and the
government strengthened its control on the society more and more. It was so hard to live
under such a government and such an atmosphere. On the contrary, Treplev is not dressed in
time and space of his own. (“Seagull” was written and first performed in 1895.) Through
Treplev you cannot feel at all the social background and the time background (that is, the
atmosphere in the late 19" century in Russia). This universality is one of the greatest
peculiarities of Chekhov plays after “Seagu/l”, thanks to which you can be easily fascinated
by his plays written more than 100 years ago and that is why they now remain popular all over

the world.
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