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Universal and Provincial:

Chekhov our Contemporary

Aubrey Mellor

Chekhov is known to have dismissed the idea of translating his work; he
believed that he wrote only about Russia and Russians, and therefore his work
would be irrelevant and meaningless to non-Russians. It is refreshing that this
was stated with pride, that he found nothing devalued in being parochial; he
eschewed international fame, and remained true to his purpose of mirroring what
he observed around him.

For me, Chekhov is the prime influence on modern theatre, and a source
of inspiration all my life; but for this conference, focusing on the Local-Global
issue and on Chekhov in Performance, his pride and interest in the local is the
greatest lesson for us all - and one we must impart to future generations: that
our own world, the worlds of our students, are as important as anything in a
glossy international magazine. Success in this industry is often more a matter
of luck than of skill; but the desire for ‘fame’ is a growing motivational force
today, especially as cross-racial casting is now generally accepted; and, as
young people see and identify with more such examples, consequently more are
inspired to look globally.

The issues surrounding our industry’s growing internationalism differ
slightly for the creator and for the interpreter. Playwrights face translation

problems as well as lack of contextual understanding; but Actors, with a degree
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of language mastery, can work in any country, provided the material can be
shaped to their national accent or racial features. Gone, at last, are the make-up
classes of my youth, where we learned how to do ‘negroid’ and ‘asiatic’
make-up; the world no longer tolerates a Marlon Brando as a Japanese or a
Ben Kingsley as Gandhi - although Asians in Western countries are still usually
expected to play a range of Asian nationalities, particularly on stage.

Given sufficient aptitude, appropriate qualities and skill with naturalism, (the
shared international performing style) actors can, and will, find work in other
countries; and many now see this as their goal. But, even in the interpretation
areas, international success first needs achieving success in a local or regional
goal. I have helped train many academy-award winning artists (actors,
designers, and writers); and, with very few lucky exceptions, all achieved
something significant at home, in local films or local theatre which toured,
before they were invited to international work.

On the other hand, it is much more difficult for creative artists to achieve
internationally, though the exceptions are worth our study. For a start, focus on
the local, e.g. a street in New York, “Forty-Second Street” , seemed never to
hinder Broadway musicals from being popular outside of America — and indeed
here at the Central Academy I have seen students performing Chorus Line
with enormous skill and success. This supports my view of why Chekhov’s
plays, and most great art works, communicate beyond the artist’s intent: it is
not necessarily the themes or style or form, it is the work’s intrinsic human
focus that makes it exportable. A Chorus Line is not so much about being in a
Broadway chorus as it is about the need for performers to get work, something
understood and relevant everywhere. The success of Britain’s War Horse can
be also analysed for common and global concerns - a boy, a horse, a war, with
the specifics of time and place merely supportive of the main focus. Further, as
I have personally proved, one can’t deliberately write an ‘international play’,
without being inauthentic; one can only write with a specific ‘local’ focus,
even when using universal themes in one’s work.

The next lesson that we can learn from Chekhov, and from all the greatest,
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is that when one closely observes people and their behaviour, and when one
writes with honesty and integrity, and of course with great skill, one’s work,
even parochial in both focus and detail, can be understood by others anywhere
in the world. Local issues are not necessarily paralleled elsewhere; and indeed

‘issue plays’ date quickly, as society changes; but human behaviour, within
any situation, local or not, remains a curiosity to other humans, the most self-
interested of species. Significantly, unlike Ibsen and Strindberg, Shaw and other

‘naturalists’, Chekhov’s focus and his themes were on the human condition,
not on social issues; and his work famously was a study of character, not of
narrative complexity or of a particular prevailing issue.

We can take confidence in the fact that, like good actors, we have the seeds
of all human possibilities within us: we are unique and different; while at the
same time almost clones of the entire human race. Similarly, our art-forms
have both unique and universal qualities - though we are not always astute
in seeing the most positive values of our own. We often need someone from
another region or country to articulate what is special about our local features
and traditions. When our culture is reflected back at us through the cyes of a
foreigner, we see things that we had never noticed ourselves. Conversely, we
can easily relate to most material from overseas, especially the contemporary. 1
have long held the view that traditional art forms potentially distance us from
each other; particularly when performed overseas, where they are promoted and
celebrated for ‘difference’, and their exoticism evokes a sense of distancing
and potentially divisive elements. Whereas contemporary plays, contemporary
music, contemporary clothes, etc, all bring us closer together. For example, Liao
Yimei’s Rhinoceros in Love in Meng Jinghui’s vivid production: youth and
passion have always had appeal in the theatre anywhere in the world, and when
presented in the international language of contemporary theatre-making, it is no
surprise that such work will communicate wherever it travels.

Of course, international standards create other problems; and one
shudders to imagine such a thing as ‘global theatre’. The last thing the arts

need is Starbucks or McDonalds theatre; though in many ways one could say
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that is where the Disney organisation has been most successful. Hollywood,
Bollywood and Honkywood are now consciously creating works through mixing
ingredients of international appeal; and here is a lesson in commercialism. It is
not, however, a lesson in art-making. Though there are admirable skills in the
professionalism required to write to order, the greatest art has always come from
individuals’ personal passions; and, as Chekhov examples, the personal is most
shaped by surrounding environment.

I am always comforted when I meet a talented young student eager to
devote his/her life to mastering the skills of one specific art-form; but most
students today have passion for more than one style or genre, being more
influenced by a diversity of theatre and performance. Fewer will want to
dedicate a lifetime to e.g. Kyogen or Kathakali. For good or bad, this trend
will continue: where ours was once a ‘Profession’, it is now an ‘Industry’,
where we were once nomadic ‘gypsies’, we are now respected community
leaders. For many, the wish to achieve on a grander scale is a shared global
impulse; it is but one consequence of closer and faster communications in
news and information, especially aided by electronic media. To have global
appeal is almost the definition of a ‘star’ today: to be as well known in many
countries as in one’s own. The huge popularity of some artists gives evidence
to a growing international aesthetic; one that is independent of local or national
tastes, and independent of market forces ? which, as we know, can effectively
create ‘fame’. We need to study the popularity, not of cleverly marketed
foods and beverages, but of artists whose work and appeal crosses language and
cultural barriers.

To reach the international market - and many of us like to participate in
international festivals - it is important we understand the common factors. I
don’t mean the lowest common or populist denominator; I mean the human
aspects, expressions, actions and situations that illuminate and communicate
widely. International Arts Festivals used to often include the ‘exotic’ and
program for ‘difference’, but today this is far less usual than a good mix of

strong contemporary works. The days of touring traditional plays, styles and
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forms seem to have gone, as access to such is readily available in archives .
everywhere. On the other hand, traditional work is high on the agenda of every
tourist, and the interest in seeing local art in situ will continue to grow. Further,
the general public anywhere in the world is curious about itself and wants to see
its own times and its own concerns; and often enjoys them more when reflected
back at them from other countries. Though personally I love Noh and Kabuki,
for example, as an Artistic Director of a Festival or a Theatre Company, 1 know
I would lose money if I attempted to tour them abroad. Traditional theatre seems
to lack a global market, except as a curiosity. On the other hand, 1 have toured
and produced contemporary plays from other countries with great success.
Again, Rhinoceros in Love supports this: audiences everywhere empathised
with the same characters and their problems, and as with so many Chinese films,
they took much comfort in seeing that contemporary Chinese people are not
exotically different and ‘inscrutable’ and all the other clichés that centuries
of literature and media have projected; contemporary Chinese people are
essentially the same as other humans anywhere. And herein is one of theatre’s
great social purposes: theatre the great comforter, theatre the mirror of family,
and of community.

A prophet in one’s own land, or a local artist, is rarely valued until
acclaimed elsewhere: for example, wins an international award. Australia
and Singapore both suffer from this thinking: that the best is always from
somewhere else; that if it is local, then it can’t really be good. This is, of course,
the common view of a young country with all its insecurities; it is also a fault
of the media and the ignorance in our editors and arts journalists. Until the
1980s Australian directors and actors had to have studied abroad before they
were employable on the stage; even today the most empowered in Singapore
have all studied overseas. Australian ‘stars’ were lucky to ride on the back
of a growing film industry, though they had all learned their craft on the stage.
They were also lucky to have developed first though their own culture. There is
danger in having international success as a goal: one can waste creative energy

of course, but the real danger is one may not develop distinctive features, and
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one may fail to gain integral knowledge and skills rooted first in one particular
culture. International success has much to do with contacts and luck; but even
then is most possible after achieving local or national significance. Besides, the
local scene is what first shapes us, and gives us our essential skills and values.
Local training, local theatre and local films are crucial, and of greatest value to
the artist. It is the parochial which makes the artist; the global only makes a
‘star’; and as we all know, much stardom is manufactured: it is the ‘tinsel’
that sells more tickets and gives greater profits. Let’s never confuse the artist
with the star, as they are very different.

The forces of globalisation are powerful and irresistible, so we waste
energy on being luddites; we must find ways to understand the virtues and evils
of global forces and help the young differentiate. As with everything, there are
pluses and minuses in both local and global; the minus can be genuine dangers
and the pluses can be excellent lessons, but can also be illusions.

At other conferences I have often addressed the problem of endangered
theatre styles, forms, and genres, and I have repeatedly urged their preservation;
even if not valued today, their future value cannot be dismissed. Our heritage
is a wealth that must be preserved to be mined afresh by future generations of
practitioners and academics. As I have warned several times, we don’t want
to lose major forms as Europe has; though the more immediate danger at the
moment is not to the major forms but the possible imminent loss of their regional
variants.

There are two separate issues: how to use, revitalise and evolve traditional
forms, mutating them with others in the creation of exciting contemporary
theatre, of interest to the local scene as well as to the international theatre festival
circuit; and how to conserve them through living performers still skilled in the
specific details. The latter is often dismissed by practitioners as museum theatre,
a term broadly used to describe traditional work which has lost its appeal to
audiences. The former includes some of the greatest works in the last decades ?
eg Mnouchkine’s Oresteian Trilogy using India’s Yakshagana; Robert Lepage’s

Seven Streams of the River Ota, using several Japanese Art forms; Danny’s
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Yung’s Tears on Barren Hill, putting Xiqu in a modern context and proving the
Dan performer as elegant as a Handel counter-tenor ? but if we looked to these
new works as means to conserve tradition, we would be mistaken; as they use
and mutate rather than preserve. They are examples of why we need to find
ways to preserve all surviving performance styles.

We can, and do, film extensively; this is necessary, but it is not the answer
to the problem of how to pass on the skills and insights to the performers
themselves. We can look to theatre archaeology to approximate some lost forms,
eg Rhetorical Gesture, often wrongly called ‘Melodrama’, but it is arguably
too late to fully rescue it as Shrehler did with Commedia del’ Arte after WWII.
No one could have predicted that Commedia, reduced to a dying regional Italian
form, having lost its audience to film and television, could revive to such an
extent that it is now taught in theatre schools around the world ? though few
professional companies are devoted to it. We cannot predict which of our
traditions will play a huge role in the future. But if we set out to teach all these
forms and their variants in our schools, we would not have time to train our
students for employment in contemporary theatre.

China is most fortunate to have XIqu taught in a special school devoted not
only to preserving the form and its regional variants, but also to exploring ways
to keep it refreshed and relevant to audiences. The National School of Drama in
Delhi works hard to train students in traditional forms and contributes greatly to
their conservation, but its main focus is modern theatre. Clearly we can teach
only a few select traditions in theatre schools. Several practitioners famously
have used tradition in theatre-making, whilst also performing regularly in their
preserved style —eg Hideo Kanze (Noh) and Mansai Nomura (Kyogen). Sadly,
we can’t have professional companies devoted to every traditional performing
art, and must be grateful that we still have a few. What do we do with a form
that is no longer of interest to audiences? In my lifetime I have witnessed the
death of several forms and genres —eg Grand Guignol, Shimpa, Melodrama,
Farce ? and seen many others condemned as ‘irrelevant’ and ‘museum’

theatre. Audiences have access to a greater and cheaper range of entertainment
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through new media; but just because a local style is now no longer of interest
to audiences, does that mean it is no longer of interest to performers and the
performing arts per se?

Luckily, academics are extremely interested in the dead forms and dead
languages, as they still contain a wealth of unexplored aspects; but modern
theatre-makers can also see value in many aspects of the fast-disappearing
forms; and, as I mention above, many work hard to find ways to repackage them
and revitalise audience support for them.

We are at an interesting point in 2012: we sce the dominance of the huge
international block-busters, and we also see that they are running out of ideas,
that the big screen now no longer has the hold it once had, that bigger and
better effects, 3D and moving seats, are necessary to compete with ‘home
entertainment centres’, videos, CDs, iphones, ipads - and indeed fine dining.
As our thousands of years of work towards ‘mirroring nature’ on stage was
side-swiped by film, just as naturalism finally arrived on stage at the end of the
19th century, so now we see film reach its zenith, and being pushed sideways by
portable and personal technology.

I have long advocated the importance of the audience in live theatre,
teaching that we must consider the role of the audience in every work; the live
aspect will continue to have its appeal and will continually engage through the
ancient essential of theatre as a communal activity. Re-engaging local audiences
should be our first priority: if the grass roots are healthy, then wider success,
indeed international success will grow naturally ? because curiosity about what
is happening elsewhere will always make us seek out importable product of
interest.

I have been Artistic Director of four different theatre companies, and I know
that audiences enjoy variety in a theatre season; I have never known audiences
who are not interested in the best plays from other countries — although, unless
carefully chosen, some are not easily understood. I have known audiences
to complain, however, if too many from one single country are regularly

programmed. Conversely, too many local plays seem to worry audiences; a
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good season is a balanced season that includes plays from several countries, both
new and classics. As with the themes of all Shakespeare plays, the ideal is the
right balance — not too many extremes, yet not too much middle-ground ecither.
When running the Royal Queensland Theatre Company, I received many letters
from audience members loving my programming mix of local, national and
international plays; they liked to gauge how their local work stood up against
the best plays from other states and other countries and indeed from other times.
Again, the real point here is balance: no disrespect for local product, and no
awestruck worshiping of international plays, no matter how many awards they
have won (let’s face it, some of the award-wining plays, eg Pulizer winners, are
terrible, just the best of a bad year)

There are numerous ways to engage internationally. The cheapest way
for a theatre company is to establish links with sister companies in sister cities
or countries of interest. For example, when [ was Artistic Director of Playbox-
Malthouse, an all-new-work company, I sought out theatre companies similarly
producing new work and we regularly swapped scripts we thought might be
of interest to each other. I had a fruitful exchange with the Shanghai People’s
Art Theatre, though their new work was always of a cast size we could never
afford. With other companies we also developed an idea we called “telling each
other’s stories” ; when we would program each other’s plays into our seasons.
Often this would also involve bringing the playwright and/or director from the
originating country — and it was always a revelation for the playwright to see the
work in a new context.

Chekhov never lived to see his plays performed in another country; though
translations followed quickly upon his death. Theatre-goers world-wide not only
responded to his new naturalism, and his character-based theatre, but they also
related to the eternal themes of family, friendships and love. We know that the
great plays are about families, from Oedipus and The Oresteia, through Hamlet,
Three Sisters, Peking Man , Mother Courage and Death of a Salesman, to name
but a few. Life anywhere in the world revolves around family, friends, love

and work; and we learn from Chekhov that if we write about these universally-
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shared concerns, and remain true to portraying humans, regardless of their local
context, our work will have an understanding and interested audience anywhere.

In playwriting I teach what I call “The Chekhov Revolution” : when
he threw away the well-made play, the Ibsen structure, indeed his own Ivanov
and Seagull structure, and added a post climax act. Indeed, though he kept
Aristotelian principles for the first three acts, he shifted his dramatic focus off the
Theatrical - and onto Reality. He created this monumental change, instinctively,
when he rewrote Wood Demon as Uncle Vanya, possibly through noticing that
one can’t take a fast curtain at the end of Ivanov or Seagull, because everyone
wants to watch the faces of the characters on stage as they react to the deaths.
By devoting a whole Act to showing that ’life goes on’ after the climax,
Chekhov moved writing not only closer to reality but also closer to what humans
are interested in. The survival story has long fascinated us, probably from
the original cave stories, and after WWI the world was engrossed in how to
survive after a major catastrophe. Chekhov’s plays were widely performed in
the ‘twenties and early ‘thirties, though his estate sadly earned nothing from
royalties, and his family struggled to live through two horrific wars. After WWII
the world related even more strongly to the post-climax act, indeed the concept
of the last act of a Chekhov play became the model for all modern plays. The
world was in post-trauma; it was post-holocaust; and Waiting for Godot is the
perfect example of being the final act of a Chekhov play: no longer did we need
exposition, or development, indeed, no longer did we need climax; it was enough
to watch the behaviour of human beings who had survived.

Comedy has always contained absurd elements, from Aristophanes through
the ages, Chekhov’s contemporary Alfred Jarry and the Dadaist explored it
further, often in broad puppetry ways, absurd people behaving absurdly; but it
was Chekhov who defined Absurdism as humans attempting to behave normally
in an absurd world. Those who have directed Chekhov with professional actors
will agree that Chekhov’s absurdity, sitting easily with natural behaviour, is
the basis for the extensions of Beckett, Ionesco, Pinter and Albee etc. In other

words, the way Chekhov perceived and wrote —always locally, parochially - has
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invented the modern play, the universal play; which, in both structure and style,
crosses national and cultural boundaries.

Further, though Chekhov was writing for local audiences and about local
concerns, his need to truthfully reflect what he saw, led to the modern concept
that life is both tragic and comic in the one moment. Here again he leads a
revolution against Aristotle and all previous thinking that plays, or scenes, had
to fall into either the comic or the tragic, never in between. The invention of
the tragic-comic alone put him ahead of all others, including Shakespeare and
Ibsen who never invented any writing structures. Shakespeare’s fantasy genre
was an original contribution to the stage, but Chekhov’s post-trauma act, later
to become the post-trauma play or novel, and Chekhov’s tragi-comic style were
inventions for all literature.

But there is yet another Chekhov revolution that reminds us of his value to
contemporary theatre today. We all know the importance of Chekhov’s plays
in the development of Stanislavsky’s articulation of an acting system; indeed,
many speak of Stanislavsky and Chekhov in the same breath. However, we also
know that Chekhov was not happy with Stanislavsky’s productions; apart from
the many corrective notes he sent to actors, we know he differed most in his view
that his plays were much funnier than Stanislavsky could see. We also know that
Chekhov was not an admirer of Ibsen’s plays or of message/problem plays. It is
easy to see from photographs of Stanislavsky’s productions of Chekhov, that the
acting style was hardly the naturalism we know today, its melodramatic externals
must have sat oddly with the atmospheric sounds of crickets etc. Chekhov, with
only a local focus, though of course also a man of science, a doctor, could see
the huge difference between life and what actors were doing on the stage. A man
ahead of his time in so many ways, Chekhov was focused on character and had a
vision for how this was to be acted. This vision and its demands have led to also
revolutionise acting.

Directors of many Chekhov’s plays know well that they need an acting
approach that goes well beyond Stanislavsky’s. Basic Stanislavsky analysis is

necessary, but there is a world of difference between the acting of an Ibsen play
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and the acting of Chekhov. Tolstoy called Chekhov an Impressionist, and was
annoyed by Chekhov’s seeming lack of obvious social purpose: the Tolstoy-
Ibsen-Shaw-Miller view that theatre must first have social responsibilities.
Chekhov was also the master of the short story, and these stories all reveal his
scientific enquiry into human behaviour; they also reveal his lack of interest in a
moral. In the face of the complexity of the human condition, uniike other giants,
Chekhov had great humility. We know he abhorred poverty and ignorance and
did all he could to alleviate these, as well as to cure physical sickness; but we
also know that he never presumed for a moment to have a ‘message’ in each
work. At least not a message as Ibsen or Tolstoy would proclaim. Chekhov’s
intent was much broader than the mostly parochial concerns that occupied other
writers; his intent, as we now know, was surprisingly universal, given that he
reflected only the people around him.  “All I want to do” he wrote, “is show
people as they really are, and hope that when they see themselves they will want
to change” . See people as they really are. To portray humans as they really
are needs a revolution that moves on from Stanislavsky’s limited methodology,
and indeed from Freud’s. Stanislavsky is always a help, but he is never the last
word in modern plays, (imagine applying him to Beckett and Ionesco) and never
the last word in plays written before the ‘well-made play’ (as we know, it is
the metre and the musicality that is the greatest help to playing Shakespeare).
It seems quite clear that Stanislavsky’s methods apply most fully to Ibsen and
the well-made play; and such plays need acting that is built entirely around the
theme and content; indeed, any human touches that do not feed directly into the
theme are not only superfluous, they are distracting. Not so with Chekhov.

Still only observing locally, Chekhov created yet another revolution
that rings true universally: not only did he encourage contrast and crisis, he
introduced Contradiction. The classic example is: “I’m going’ (He sits)” .
This is intolerable for Ibsen and Shaw, of course; but in fact this waywardness,
this contradiction, best defines the modern condition, where black and white are
no longer clear, and when characters themselves often do not know even their

objectives, and certainly not their own motives. In essence, it is Contradiction
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that is at the core of Chekhov’s view; and this aligns with many principles
of comedy and satire, from the Romans, through Commedia — which had a
whole group of Lazzi based upon the frailty of human convictions. Chekhov’s
characters cannot be as easily defined as those in well-made plays; and their
main objectives are always debatable. Further, one cannot make decisions
around the table as one can with almost every other playwright; one has to get
on one’s feet and explore thoroughly before one can make any choices at all.
What one discovers in the workshop stage of rehearsals is that Chekhov gives
enormous freedom to the actor; so much freedom that sometimes it is terrifying
to know where to start. When one reads the plays, one thinks the audience is
watching the speaker; whereas when one sees the characters in the space, one
notices immediately that the audience often watches not the speaker, but the
listener. There are many other aspects in Chekhov’s plays that are not found in
other plays; but, interestingly, those unique aspects are also to be found in life.
From wishing to better serve the vivid multi-dimensionality of Chekhov’s
characters, T developed a new approach to characterisation that also happily
creates acting that suits both modern plays and modern screen acting. Tolstoy
called Chekhov an Impressionist, something that Chekhov ‘s characters also
call Treplev in Seagull. The concept of impressionism is to put many colours on
the canvas ? “seemingly arbitrary” as Tolstoy said ? which nonetheless, from a
distance, create a more vivid image than a photograph (realism). Impressionism
is also evocative of many additional things: Monet’s haystacks, though painted
essentially with the same palette, prioritise more of one prominent colour,
depending of the time of day. When teaching acting, we often equate emotions
with colours, some are now clichés, red for anger, blue for sadness etc; and the
nine emotions in Sanskrit’s Navarasas or ‘rasas’ are similarly linked with
colours. Though not essentially connected to the symbolic use of colour, which
changes in different countries, we often speak of an ‘emotional colour’, or
request an actor to  ‘colour’ a word or phrase. There is a current view that
there is no such thing as character: there is only what the actor says and does

and what the audience imagines. Even so, the elements of ‘character’ can still
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selected, arranged and communicated. Thus character is evoked by selecting
character traits and revealing them at various points, often repeating several.
When characters state intent and motive, as they often do in a well-made play,
the actor can trust the text to do most of the work. But it is a grave error to think
that the Chekhov text carries everything; similarly modern plays and film scripts
need a wealth of context and additional information from the writers to clarify
how to cast, direct, and act these ‘characters’.

It is nearly impossible to teach someone else’s acting theories; every
teacher has to adapt them and use what they consider valuable. I have developed
three other areas in addition to Stanislavsky’s crucial Action-playing - which,
quite frankly must forever remain the essential element to link and interconnect
actors; such give-and-take being the life blood of acting. Apart from the Actions
that characters do, a crucial area of characterisation is Emotions; and expressing
emotions predominates in traditional theatre and still permeates ‘naturalism’
throughout Asia. Further, many actors don’t feel they are engaged with a
scene unless they are  ‘feeling’ something. The push to change actors’ focus
away from acting emotions and onto playing actions, has led to a devaluing of
emotions today; though there are few of them, and none of them ‘pure’, they
are prime elements of a character’s inner-life. When one talks of character, one
also talks of Qualities and these should be carefully considered and collected
along with other lists that help define humans. Qualities can be found amongst
the traditional virtues and sins; and, like emotions, are often a mix of several
elements. Writers, directors and actors often forget crucial qualities that define
the role type; for example one can’t have a hero without admirable traits that
aids empathy, eg courage, or honesty. One can’t have a Byronic or flawed hero
without a distasteful or negative quality, eg pride, greed. The last of the four
areas | advocate for actors and writers is what T call ‘States’. A character’s
state cannot always be defined by an emotion: is ‘peaceful’ or ‘meditative’
an emotion? One’s ‘state of being’ is extremely useful for any existence on
stage, especially for smaller roles that are not constantly engaged with text and

action. Once one starts to collect a list of ‘States of Being’ one easily sees the
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overlaps with emotion, but also can see their usefulness, especially as points of
departure from which to react. Of course, in Chekhov a ‘state’ can sometimes
effect all characters on stage at the same time; for example, toward the end of
Act 1 of Seagull when the “angel of silence flies over” them; or in Act 2
of Cherry Orchard when all sit lost in thoughts, Medvedenko’s guitar in the
distance, Feers mumbling to himself.

Impressions of character are evoked by Actions, Emotions, Qualities
and ‘States’. And just as one of Monet’s haystacks has a predominance of
purple, a different haystack clearly has more green. One can liken character-
colours also to themes, and create structures that follow the principle of the
rondo form in music; there, Theme One is the theme that is most repeated. The
characterisation ingredients that the actor selects are ranked, according to the
actor’s interpretation ? eg one actor might choose ‘vagueness’ as the main
theme or trait of Gayev, whereas another might prioritise warmth and love as
his main quality. Then, the Secondary trait is also repeated often, but not as often
as the ‘First’. As with an impressionistic painted canvas, the range of diverse
colours gives greater depth and evocation, as a multi-faceted jewel will sparkle
with more reflection of life. Such acting gains greater dynamics though vivid
shifts of focus onto a range of traits, on myriad minor crises, on moments of
change, the contrasts and the contradictions, and projecting character through
opposites. In other words, never play the ‘centre’ of a character ? as one does
with Ibsen etc ? but, instead, suggest a centre, by playing all the outer facets,
extremes and contradictions that can be communicated. If we were to imagine
character qualities as colours, the concept may be best communicated as playing

‘red’ then ‘yellow’, then ‘red’ and then ‘yellow’ again ? giving the
impression of ‘orange’, yet never actually playing ‘orange’.

As with all acting exercises, this seems highly technical at first, but
makes for fun and fascinating rehearsals; performance itself requires greater
subjectivity. But if we were to compare Stanislavsky’s acting with that
of Eleanora Dusa, who inspired many, including Chekhov, I feel sure that

Stanislavsky would be as technical an actor as eg Meryl Streep is today. One
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can point to many film actors where idiosyncrasy is fore-fronted; one can
compare modern America and Australian acting and see its greater physicality
and seeming waywardness as not only a reaction against the British ‘talking
heads’ but also as an attempt to engage more richly with reflecting life, knowing
that to stay in any one colour or attitude for too long will make ‘naturalism’
itself seem boring - as in the 1950s view of Chekhov as ‘autumnal’ and

‘moody’. The lesson he has to teach us is not to mix all the colours together,
or we get a brown murk—a ‘brown study’ —the sort of theatre that has put so
many audiences to sleep.

The more I work on Chekhov material, the more I see him as not just my
contemporary, but still ahead of me, still challenging my view of humankind,
and of acting and of theatre itself. He is also a mass of contradictions, strange
and familiar at the same time. He is very Russian, yet to me he is Australian,
and in a way that Shakespeare never can be. He is also very Chinese; and
determined to leave the world a better place then he found it. Yet he wrote only
of his known world, he never included ‘foreigners’ or international views or
perspectives; the only foreigner is Charlotta in Cherry

Orchard who is said to have a German accent and to be based upon an
English woman Chekhov knew. And yet these Russians feel ‘known’
to us, no matter what country we are from; they have universality in ways
Shaw’s characters can never have. But such is equally true of Cao Yu’s great
character study, Peking Man and I am not the first to compare them, especially in
Chekhov’s favourite theme of the ‘superfluous’ or wrongly-educated person.
Cao Yu did not set out to write a play of international appeal: he set out to reflect
life as he saw it around him. Here is Chekhov’s main lesson; that any life,
analysed, explored and reflected, is of interest to another human, regardless of

their race, religion or politics.
(Lasalle College of the Arts, Singapore)
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