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Welcome to our sixth edition of OnStage magazine! We are 
excited to again bring you this latest edition of the publication 
of the Drama Department to provide insight and context for 

the work on our stages this spring. This semester our mainstage, Cherry Orchard is 
being performed in the Drama Building a change from our usual performance venue, 
the Margaret Jonsson Theater. We also have three senior studios on tap later in the 
semester. 

In the middle of a busy semester with papers to write,  seemingly mountains of text 
to read, and summer application deadlines looming it is difficult to find time to pause 
and find meaning within the present moment. This is further exacerbated by the 
seductive siren song of our super-cool and oh-so-convenient technology. This is a 
particularly contemporary problem. Time slips through our fingers and in an instant 
we find that we are looking back at a life rather than forward. How can we find the 
time to pause and see the present rather than just existing within it? 

Cherry Orchard, while written over 100 years ago by the master of our modern 
condition Anton Chekhov, is about characters who are wrestling with the same 
fundamental questions: “What would my life be if I had spent my time doing this vs. 
that?” “What if I had followed my heart instead of my head?” “What if I had followed 
my head instead of my heart?”  Through the lens of the Ranevskaya estate in Russia, 
Chekhov provides us the opportunity to see. To see outward in order to look inward 
at ourselves: this is Chekhov’s gift as a playwright. Through the day-to-day existence 
of our lives meaning might be found or, as is often the case for Chekhov’s characters, 
prove elusive. To provide our audience with the most intimate way into this most-
subtle playwright we are staging Cherry Orchard in the Drama Building. By doing this 
we hope you will find fresh insights not only into the play but also that our unique 
staging will allow you as an audience to pause and see. And perhaps in this closer 
seeing we can find ourselves in the present.

I would be remiss if I did not use this space to thank senior Alonna Ray. Ms. Ray has 
served as editor-in-chief for all six issues of OnStage as well as working with me 
three years ago to launch this magazine you are now reading. Without her work and 
support this magazine would not exist. So Ms. Ray on behalf of myself and the Drama 
Department: Thank you!

We look forward to seeing you at the Ranevskaya estate April 4th-14th!

-Kyle Lemieux, Chair of Drama
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According to Sanford Meisner, “Acting is living truthfully 
under the imaginary circumstances.” This definition plays an 
integral role in the theatrical philosophies of Associate Professor 
and Chair of Drama Kyle Lemieux, who is directing this semester’s 
Mainstage production Cherry Orchard, a play written by Anton 
Chekhov and newly translated by Curt Columbus. 

When an acting company is successfully able to “live truthfully” 
during a performance it is breathtaking.  A little piece of the 
human person is set onstage, and as we sit in our seats, we  
reach beyond ourselves and engage in an empathetic journey 

of discovering the human heart in all its joys and woes. Yet the 
quest to truly grip and transport an audience is not one that is 
easily accomplished. This production of Anton Chekhov’s Cherry 
Orchard has high hopes to become a delightful immersion into 
the world of Lovey Ranevskaya and her family as they attempt 
to save their estate and maintain a sense of purpose despite 
tragedy and loss.

Diving into Chekhov’s realism allows us to take a very intimate 
approach to experiencing his world. The desire to allow the 
audience to truly take that plunge is what has driven many of the 
design concepts and approaches of this immersive production. 
Much of the charm of UD productions comes from the intimacy of 
the Margaret Jonsson Theater’s eighty seats and three-quarters 
thrust stage. But this semester’s production will be performed in 
the Drama Building, an even smaller space which will seat forty-
eight audience members each evening. 

The Drama Building has hosted countless performances through 
the Directing Lab course, the After Hours Series, and even the 
occasional Senior Studio. However, a true Mainstage production 
has not been performed in the Drama Building in over ten years. 
In this new, intimate, and unfamiliar setting, rather than looking 
in on the various locations of the scenes, it is as if the audience is 
in the playroom or the garden alongside each of the characters. 
The staging allows for the audience to be so close to the actors 
that they pracitically share a space.

The first act comes in a whirlwind of relationships—all twelve 
principal characters are introduced in the first ten minutes of the 
play. They gossip, plead, and reminisce with one another—some 
flirtatiously, others with a sense of urgency. With this rapid fire 
exposition, Chekhov establishes the elaborate, interconnected 
nature of each of these relationships quickly and effectively, 
though with such speed that occasionally it is difficult to keep 
track of who is who. Some of the confusion of the first scene 
is remedied in Curt Columbus’ translation—as an American 
playwright, he has simplified the complex Russian naming 
system and allocated a single name to each character, rather than 
keeping the first, patronymic, last, and varying diminutive names 
which are so often a stumbling block for American audiences who 
are already unfamiliar with Russian names. The simplification of 
the names allows the complexities of the relationships to flourish, 

Intimacy and Immersion in Anton 
Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard

by Alonna Ray
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relationships in which the actors are thriving as they strive to live 
truthfully under Chekhov’s imaginary circumstances.

Typically shows are very director-driven, though under Lemieux’s 
direction, the cast has been given a great deal of freedom in order 
to truly explore the world in which they live for the duration of the 
show. Often in a production, the cast receives their movement 
and motivations (or blocking) from the director and then works 
within those specific movements to find motivations behind each 
line. In this production, however, not a single moment has been 
traditionally “blocked.” The characters have a general sense of 
when they enter and exit, but once they are in the playing space, 
they must strive to interact with one another in an authentic way, 
guided by the lines and the objectives of their characters rather 
than a predetermined movement.  

This unique approach to determining movement onstage is 
possible due to the in-depth text analysis which made up the 
first three weeks of rehearsal. During this time, the cast worked 
through each act of the show, divided it into units, and then 
labeled those units with titles that captured and summarized the 
action of the section. Doing this exercise, they broke down the 
entire show into small units which had clear objectives within 
them. After this process of analysis, they walked it out on their 
feet. Though they had been given no direction on how to move 
specifically, each actor had a sense of purpose which began to 
move them across the space according to the action of each 
moment. With this clarity of purpose, the characters move 
effortlessly through each act, engaging in the world around 
them as they experience the nostalgia of the playroom in Act I, 
the open possibilities of the field in Act II, the lonely hall outside 
the ballroom in Act III, and the emptied playroom in Act IV. 

With Chekhov’s realism, the introspective nature of each of his 
characters and their intimate and ever-growing relationships 
with one another already evoke an environment that is poised 
to envelop its audience. These elements are invitations into 
Chekhovian examinations of love, loss, and the human heart, 
all of which will be heightened and emphasized through the 
intimate, immersive approach of Lemieux’s production. ◊

Above: Noah Kersting as Semyon Yepihodov. Left: Sandra Twetten as Lovey 
Ranevskaya and Dolores Mihaliak as Varya. 
Opposite: Noah Kersting as Semyon Yepihodov, Sandra Twetten as Lovey 
Ranevskaya, Dolores Mihaliak as Varya, Nicholas Moore as Yermolai Lopakin, Ann 
Urbanski as Anya, and Thomas Mosmeyer as Firs.
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Seeing Yourself: An Interview with the Cast 
by Carolyn Mackenzie

On a rainy Friday afternoon I sat down at the Cap Bar with 
a few cast members of Cherry Orchard. Despite the bleakness 
of the weather and (at times) of Russian literature, the cast 
excitedly shared their enthusiasm for this semester’s Mainstage 
production.

The Russia that we see in the Core is that of  Crime and 
Punishment. Cherry Orchard is a comedy. What do you think 
they have in common, and what is different?

Jackson Berkhouse: Well, it is a pretty bleak comedy.
Thomas Mosmeyer: It’s very similar to the Russia that we get in 
the Core in the way it makes its comedy. Some of it really is truly 
comedic in the Western sense that we have, but there is definitely 
influence of Russian culture, and that’s not only unavoidable, it’s 
something that should be in the play to really get the spirit of it.
Ann Urbanski: There’s that sort of Russian starkness to it that 
you see in Crime and Punishment, but also Chekhov likes absurd, 
lighter things too.
Nicholas Moore: There are several characters in the show that 
are a little more on the absurd side, and even the more serious 
characters have their funny moments.

What initial reactions did you have to your characters?

Nikole Kramer: I thought my character was really mean. She still 
kind of is. 
TM: Initially I thought my character had just a bunch of filler lines, 
to either break or create tension in a scene, but as we actually 
started studying our characters, I realized that his presence was a 
lot more environmental and crucial to the play. Chekhov doesn’t 
write people just for the sake of doing it. Chekhov has a reason 
behind a lot of his writings, and I think I found that with Firs.
Sandra Twetten: Chekhov’s incredibly wonderful at making his 
characters perfectly human—even if they are absurd—and so, 
although I’m speaking for myself, I think that everyone can agree 
with me when I say that my initial reaction to reading it was, 
“Oh my gosh, there is so much behind this character.” And it’s 
kind of like reading the lines that, if we were to take an everyday 
conversation that you have with someone and then you have to 
analyze and be like, “Well who is this person?” and you’re like, 
“Oh God! I have no idea.” They’re just saying things, and that’s 
just being a human.
AU: It’s funny. I had initially the opposite reaction, that snuck 
up on me from behind. I was like, “Anya seems kind of vacuous. 
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“Oh my gosh, there is so much behind this character.” And it’s 
kind of like reading the lines that, if we were to take an everyday 
conversation that you have with someone and then you have to 
analyze and be like, “Well who is this person?” and you’re like, 
“Oh God! I have no idea.” They’re just saying things, and that’s 
just being a human.
AU: It’s funny. I had initially the opposite reaction, that snuck 
up on me from behind. I was like, “Anya seems kind of vacuous. 
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Is there anything going on in her head?” And then it just sort of 
snuck up on me and I realized how much there was. It’s a lot. 
She’s beautiful.
NK: At first with Dunyasha I always thought she was just this 
floozy little high-schooler that just wants an exciting life. 
But looking into her more, I noticed that there was actually 
something kind of sad about her. She doesn’t really know the 
world very well, and she wants to be loved, but she doesn’t know 
what love is.
NM: I think my initial reaction to Lopakin was a little overwhelming, 
because — kind of like Sandy said — the characters are so human, 
and there are so many wants and desires that are sometimes at 
odds with each other, even in a single scene. It means you have 
to really look at the scenes very closely. It’s wonderfully rich, and 
it takes a lot of work.
ST: Sometimes these characters say random things just for the 
hell of it. But that’s so human of them, you know? Sometimes 
we’ll be actively pursuing something but along the way you do 
stupid stuff for fun.
JB: I think I was surprised with Trofimov. At first when I was 
reading his lines, he seems to have sort of a one-track mind 
really. He has that one thing that he really likes to talk about, and 
that’s pretty much where he’s going to turn every conversation, 
but I think there’s a lot more to him than that, a lot more subtlety.

What has the rehearsal process been like? What’s something 
helpful that Professor Lemieux has done?

NM: It’s been unorthodox.
TM: His rehearsal process has been an enigma.
AU: That’s appropriate, I think, for Chekhov.
TM: [It’s] much like Sandy was saying about the lines with the 
characters, who will say random things just for the heck of it.
ST: They’re purposeful, even though they’re random!
TM: The characters will say random things that betray a human 
behavior to them. Kyle does the same thing with rehearsal. The 

rehearsal is human. It doesn’t do things just randomly, it does 
something to embrace a human nature of the rehearsal.
AU: We’ve done way more text work than I think I’ve ever done 
for a show. Or anything. [Laughter] So, I think that’s been a really 
interesting foundation, because you have such a rich knowledge 
of the text and what you can draw directly from the text without 
feeling like you’re just sort of floating in space.
NK: And we just got on our feet on Monday.
ST: We’ve broken down the text into the most miniscule little bits 
that we can.

When you finally get “on your feet,” is it overwhelming to 
have all of that swimming in your brain? Does it make it richer?

TM: It’s made it so much faster. It was so much fun to get on our 
feet.
ST: It’s clean. You know exactly what you’re doing when you’re up 
there. We at least know what we want, and it makes it so much 
easier. It’s hard to have moments up there where you’re like, “I 
don’t know what I’m doing,” because we all know what we’re 
doing every second of the play.

It’s going to be staged in the Drama Building. How does that 
affect the performance? How do you think the audience will 
react?
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JB: We think it will be a much more intimate experience than the 
shows in the MJT that we’ve done in the past.
ST: Which is something to say, because the MJT is very intimate.
TM: There’s going to be a rich stage presence, just because of 
the intimacy that Jackson mentioned. The angles that we have 
to work with are a lot more versatile compared to the angles 
that one has in the MJT, not to understate the MJT at all, but I 
think that the space is a lot more versatile and has the ability to 
stage multiple characters at a time with a lot more depth than we 
usually work with.
ST: It’s going to be unlike any play that’s been done here, honestly.
AU: It’s exciting, exciting work.

Do you have any advice for the audience?

NM: Pay attention to names. [Laughter] Just try to pick those out 
early, it’ll make it a lot easier.
TM: Prepare for variety. We’re not approaching this in a set, 
routine, and uniform way. There’s going to be a life to the play. It 
has room to breathe, and I think I can say that pretty confidently. 
This play is something that’s not approached in a normal way, 
and I think that we’re doing our best to make it a play with life.
AU: People should do what they always should but don’t often 
do: go into the play with an open mind.
ST: Every single person in this process—the directors, the actors, 
designers—I think every single one of us has put a tiny bit of our 
soul into it, and I’m so excited to share that with the audience.
NM: Kyle is just slowly collecting souls. [Laughter] It’s all a larger 
scheme.
ST: If they watch Harry Potter before this and they see the 
dementors, they’ll understand what we’re going through a little 
bit. [Laughter]
NM: But in the most positive light possible!
NK: Yeah, the play does seem pretty bleak, but it is a comedy, so 
I hope the audience picks that up.
AU: It leaves you feeling full, because you’ve watched yourself. 
You’ve come in contact with your own story, and I think that’s 
fulfilling.
TM: This play, more than others that I’ve seen in the past, is a 
lot more of an ensemble. It’s rich because it doesn’t rely on a 
central character or multiple central characters. It has a wealth 
of experience behind it, which I think is indicative of really good 
literature. It’s a peek into a world that you want to see more of 
but you just can’t. If you really put your mind into it, you’re going 
to love the play, every second of it, and then just a bit more at 
the end. ◊

 

Above opposite: Jackson Berkhouse as Peter Trofimov, Ann Urbanski as Anya, 
Ellen Rogers as Charlotta, and Anthony White as Yasha. Opposite: Samuel Pate as 
Leonid Gaev and Sandra Twetten as Lovey Ranevskaya. 
Above, top: Cameron Notthingham as Boris Semyonov-Pischik and Nicholas 
Moore as Yermolai Lopakin; middle: Cameron Notthingham as Boris Semyonov-
Pischik and Ellen Rogers as Charlotta; bottom: Noah Kersting as Semyon 
Yepihodov and Nikole Kramer as Dunyasha.
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Associate Professor and director Kyle Lemieux, Affiliate 
Assistant Professor and scenic designer Will Turbyne, and 
Associate Professor and costume designer Susan A. Cox discuss 
the making of Anton Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard at the University 
of Dallas.

Could you give a bit of background on Chekhov within the 
larger scheme of drama?
 
KL: Chekhov is writing at the latter third 
of a great moment of cultural explosion 
in Russia in the second half of the 19th 
Century.  He was writing out of a desire, 
like in his short stories, to put onstage 
that which had the appearance of and 
felt like real life.  What he was trying to 
do was not write moralizing plays that 
directed one towards a better life but 
trying to show people for what they really 
were.  By that seemingly simple motive he 
transformed the scope and possibility of 
drama.  He shifted the attention inward.  I think there is a very 
compelling case that Chekhov really invents the modern drama.  
Fundamentally he asks us to shift our attention from the external 
to the internal.

There is some contention about the nature of the play as a 
comedy or tragedy; can you talk about that divide?
 
KL: Chekhov is dying of tuberculosis when he writes this play 
and he is aware that he is dying. When he sends the draft to the 
Moscow Art Theatre, Stanislavski and the actors read it aloud 
and they all weep as they read it.  However, in his early letters to 
his wife Olga, who was the lead actress in the company, Chekhov 
talks about how he’s written a very funny play.  He’s the only 
one who thinks it’s a farce. There isn’t a single scholar or theater 
artist that I’ve encountered that thinks of the play exclusively 
as a farce.  There are deep comic elements in it but it remains a 
mystery.  Scholars have tried to answer this question of what it 
was that Chekhov viewed as farcical about the play and there’s 
happily not consensus about that.  Cherry Orchard in particular 
remains tonally elusive and one of the things that is wonderful 
about working on it every night in the rehearsal room is that we 
get to ride that roller coaster.  For those of us working on it, I 
don’t think we really have to answer that question.  Our job is to 
put the play forward and to let Chekhov speak. 

Where will the play be performed, and what are the particulars 
of working in that space?

KL:Because Chekhov as a playwright is concerned with shifting 
our attention from the external action on the stage to the 

internal; he’s ultimately a playwright of 
introspection.  I wanted to find a way 
into the play that allowed our audience 
to experience, as much as they possibly 
could, both the play and the kind of 
introspection that Chekhov wants of his 
audience.  I think the biggest change 
is that we’re not doing it in the typical 
mainstage place, which is the Margaret 
Jonsson Theater so just even that act 
of our audience going to the Drama 

Building instead of the MJT is already going to be a little different.  
We’ve created a process by which they’re going to experience the 
play, and I hope that will allow them to enter into it more fully 
and really see the story unfold.
WT: Going to the theater has become somewhat safe in that 
you walk into the space, take your seat, watch the performers...
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Associate Professor and director Kyle Lemieux, Affiliate 
Assistant Professor and scenic designer Will Turbyne, and 
Associate Professor and costume designer Susan A. Cox discuss 
the making of Anton Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard at the University 
of Dallas.
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and there’s a distance there.  We talked about the MJT versus 
the Drama Building and other spaces and tried to figure out how 
to incorporate immersion into the world of the play rather than 
observation of the play.  The audience is going to be very much 
in the same space as the performers and hopefully, by extension, 
in the very same space as the characters.  It will become an 
experience of no walls.
 
How will the costumes for Cherry Orchard contribute to this 
effect?

SC: Clothes in theater should always be part of the storytelling 
element, they should help you listen to the play but not distract 
you from hearing the play.  What we’re interested in is the human 
beings that occupy the space of the play.  These aren’t people 
who are kings and queens, they’re people who have fallen on 
hard times and people who are trying to work things out between 
themselves, people who have unrequited love, people who are 
full of heartbreak and full of hope, and they just need to choose 
some clothes for the day—I think that’s what my work is about.
KL: A challenge of doing this play is that it’s set in four different 
time periods so you get four different scenes.  A challenge for 
any contemporary company tackling Cherry Orchard is being 
completely beholden to a literal manifestation of that.  One of the 
exciting things that Susie has developed in her clothes and that 
Will has developed in the world that were going to be inhabiting 
is a really evocative and imaginative response that points us 

towards it without being weighed down by the load.  I’m really 
excited for our company of actors to get to play in that framework 
and for our audience to experience the play within that.
 
What about this play has struck you and made you consider 
it for UD?
 
KL: Chekhov is always worth doing.  In Chekhov’s plays the 
characters have a deep sense of things which don’t play strongly 
on the stage.  There’s infrequently rage or direct confrontation 
which is essentially the lifeblood of all dramatic plays before 
Chekhov.  The people in his world look back and see the gap 
between what they hoped for life and what their life actually is.  
When given full voice—when were allowed to see the characters 
for their foibles and their individual tragedies and successes—we 
see something about ourselves.  I believe we’re at a moment 
now where that kind of deep seeing and introspection is really 
needed.  For our audiences, the play is very interesting because 
fundamentally it’s about how we deal with change.  Our students 
are going through a lot of change in their lives, coming back from 
Rome, going to Rome, seniors are figuring out what’s the next 
chapter in their own lives.  In the play we’re going to watch these 
characters and how they’re trying to navigate this radical change 
that’s happening in all of their lives: the loss of this estate.  There 
is an opportunity for the students to see that unfold and hopefully 
to reflect on their own choices and own lives.  My hope is that 
students will be surprised at how immediate it is in that sense.◊
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It is an ordinary winter day in Yalta, Crimea, where Anton 
Pavlovich Chekhov has lived since 1898. A clock ticks as Chekhov 
writes unhurriedly at his desk. He rouses himself and pulls on his 
coat, hat and leather galoshes to rescue a live mouse caught in a 
trap. Grabbing it by the tail, he carries the furry creature outside 
and carefully drops it over his garden fence.

Through this memory recorded by a close friend, Chekhov 
comes alive as a man as well as a writer (Bunin 53). His love for 
the insignificant, from this mouse 
to the patients he treated free of 
charge to the ordinary Russians 
who peopled his world, gave him 
the insight into human nature 
which animates his plays and 
short stories.

In his short 44 years, Chekhov 
wrote hundreds of short stories 
and four major plays, the last 
of which is Cherry Orchard, and 
Chekhov is recognized both as 
a master of the short story and 
as a leading dramatist of the 
20th century. Chekhov’s major 
plays are The Seagull (1896), 
Uncle Vanya (1897), Three Sisters 
(1901), and Cherry Orchard (1904), 
which were performed by the 
innovative Moscow Art Theatre. 
His drama is characterized by an 
emphasis on mood rather than 
on action. For example, Cherry 
Orchard’s plot revolves around the 
sale of the family estate, but we 
never see this action because the 
auction occurs offstage. Similarly, 
Chekhov’s characters regret and 
wish rather than achieve; as the scholar Ronald Hingley writes, 
their stories offer catharsis because they express the monotony 
and “quiet desperation” that so many people feel (28). 

In productions of his work, Chekhov calls for natural acting and 
rejects theatricality, which was a source of contention with 
Konstantin Stanislavski, the theater’s co-founder. “[Stanislavski] 
wants to bring in a train in Act II [of Cherry Orchard],” Chekhov 

Chekhov: The Man Behind the Story
by Aspen Daniels

complained. “But I think it would be better to restrain him. 
He also wants frogs and corn-crakes” (Worrall 70-1). These 
extravagant noises are galling to Chekhov because his is a “drama 
of understatement” (Hingley 20).

Born January 17, 1860 in Taganrog, southern Russia, Chekhov 
was the son of a grocer and third of six children. His grandfather 
was a serf who had bought his family’s freedom in 1841, twenty 
years before the Emancipation. Chekhov’s childhood was far 

from idyllic: his father was 
a devout Eastern Orthodox 
but harsh toward his family, 
and Chekhov would later lose 
his childhood faith. Besides 
working in the family business, 
Chekhov also studied at the 
local grammar school.

Chekhov describes his poverty: 
“when I was little I sold 
tallow candles in our shop in 
Taganrog. Ugh, how devilishly 
cold it was there!... And our 
latrine was a waste plot of 
ground a mile away from the 
house” (Bunin 47-8).

When Chekhov was sixteen, his 
father’s financial difficulties 
forced the family to flee to 
Moscow where they lived in 
slum conditions. Chekhov 
stayed behind to pursue his 
studies and supported himself 
by tutoring. Three years later 
he rejoined the family to enroll 
in a five year course at the 
Medical Faculty of Moscow 

University. While studying medicine, Chekhov helped support his 
family by writing comic short stories and sketches for a variety of 
periodicals.

He later told a fellow-writer: “It’s very bad to write as I did—for 
a piece of bread—but a certain degree of craftsmanship is really 
indispensable. You cannot always sit and wait for inspiration” 
(Bunin 48).

picture:Wikimedia Commons
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After graduating, Chekhov pursued his medical profession part-
time, although it was never a primary source of income. Chekhov 
was deeply humanitarian: besides treating poor patients free of 

charge, he would later start three schools in his community and 
write a documentary study on the island prison of Sakhalin.

A major turning point in Chekhov’s career came in 1886 when 
the writer Dmitry Grigorovich sent him a letter encouraging him 
to take his craft more seriously. Others were noticing him too: 
Chekhov was invited to write for more prestigious publications 
and was awarded the Pushkin Prize for Literature in 1888. His 
work is known for raising questions without answering them. As 
Chekhov put it: “man will only become better when you make 
him see what he is like” (Bartlett 19).

As a lover, Chekhov had many relationships but avoided 
commitment until his marriage in 1901 with the actress Olga 
Knipper, who became pregnant in 1902 but lost the baby to a 

miscarriage. It was Knipper who played Lovey Ranevskaya in the 
premiere production of Cherry Orchard.

Cherry Orchard’s premiere was 17 January 1904, Chekhov’s forty-
fourth birthday and just six months before his death on July 2 due 
to tuberculosis, the disease which plagued him most of his adult 
life. Even though Chekhov hated literary jubilees, he was forced 
to appear onstage for a public ceremony honoring his literary 
career. But humorous as always, Chekhov appreciated the irony 
when a speaker inadvertently quoted Gaev’s line from Cherry 
Orchard—“dear and most honoured book-case”—by addressing 
him as “dear and most honoured author” (Hingley 23).

Perhaps Chekhov’s legacy is best expressed in his own words: “in 
work one has to have daring. There are big dogs and small dogs… 
All of them have a duty to bark—to bark with whatever voice God 
has given them” (Bunin 32). ◊
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Russian comedy is often lost in translation when brought to 
English audiences. Wordplay such as puns, historical and cultural 
references, and stereotypes require background knowledge, and 
often there is no American equivalent. Russian social reforms 
such as the emancipation of the serfs in 1861 gave writers like 
Chekhov a backdrop for their works. 
From Gogol to Tolstoy, writers have 
treated political and social movements 
with satire and farce. Many of the 
ethnic jokes that Russians enjoy involve 
the cultural quirks and differences 
of Ukranians, Estonians, Georgians, 
Russian Jews, Americans, and others. 
Political satire about communism, 
social rank and the Soviet Union have 
no comparison in American culture. 
The works of Anton Chekhov, although 
richly decorated with these facets of 
comedy, contain a power that transcends language barriers. 
Cherry Orchard is distinctly Russian in its humor and historical 
context, but universal in its treatment of family, the ridiculous 
characters, and the struggles of societal change.  
        
Whether Cherry Orchard is a comedy or a tragedy has been hotly 

debated since it was first produced by Konstantin Stanislavski 
on July 19, 1904 at the Moscow Art Theatre. Whereas Chekhov 
insisted that the play was comedic, Stanislavski strongly 
disagreed, and interpreted and directed Cherry Orchard as a 
tragedy. Many find the play paradoxical in its combination 
of comedic and tragic elements, and reduce its complexity 
and impact by trying to fit it into a genre box. Those who, like 
Stanislavski, perform the play as a tragedy, argue against “the 
intentional fallacy”: just because Chekhov intended his play to 
be a comedy doesn’t mean that it should be interpreted that 
way. How then can we approach such a seemingly indeterminate 
work?

All comedy rests on a weltanschauung, the German for 
“worldview”—a way of seeing and interpreting human nature. 
Are the lives of men determined by fate? Do we have agency 
and control over our destinies? Is the writer’s “world view” of life 
comedic, tragic, or something different? Certain events in Cherry 
Orchard could place it squarely in the realm of tragedy; however, 
a closer look at Chekhov’s weltanschauung provides insight into 
the complexity of this play. According to Svetlana Evdokimova, 
the comedy of Cherry Orchard lies “not in what happens, but in 
how it happens and to whom it happens” (Evdokimova, 625).

Chekhov said: “All I wanted was to say truthfully to people: 
‘Have a look at yourselves and see how bad and dreary your 
lives are!’…since when they do, they will most certainly 

create another, a better, life for 
themselves” (Tikhonov, 479-480). 
Chekhov was both a doctor and 
a writer, and he saw comedy and 
laughter as medicine. The healing 
process of recognizing, laughing 
at, and ultimately sympathizing 
with his three-dimensional, flawed 
characters, reveals possibilities for 
growth. Although life is full of fear, 
“it is not the fear of death which 
concerns Chekhov…it is the fear of 
life which he exposes, and presents 

as ‘comic’ in that the cure potentially lies in our own hands” 
(Gottlieb, 231). The grotesque, embarrassing, and tragic elements 
of life, when  seen in this light, produce a riveting comedic outlook 
on some of the darkest areas of human existence.

Dr. Irina Rodriguez of The University of Dallas, a native Ukrainian 
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who is fluent in Russian, holds that the tragic elements of Cherry 
Orchard outweigh its comedic aspects; perhaps Chekhov believed 
Cherry Orchard “can be considered a comedy of human existence 
in which nothing can be resolved and no answers can be found.” 
Dr. Rodriguez argues that the play is ironic in that the “aristocrats 
desperately want to hold onto the family estate and preserve 
it, but aren’t able to and don’t even try, whereas the emerging 
middle class fight for it but destroy its main value.” The sense 
of futility, the inability to resolve things, nostalgia, and social 
turmoil are not the subjects of comedy; rather, Dr. Rodriguez 
suggest that the play could be interpreted as “optimistic” instead 
of comedic.

Chekhov exposes human weakness not only as something 
we laugh at and feel superior to but also as something we 
as audience members relate to. “We experience a sense of 
enjoyment at recognizing their vulnerability and identifying this 
incongruity as a profoundly human one…Chekhov is critical of 
Russian immaturity and childishness, yet childishness may also 
be what makes the Chekhovian character so endearing and 
human” (Evdokimova, 639). The combination of comedy and 
satire allows the audience to laugh at the characters while also 
laughing with them.

Are tragedy and comedy the only alternatives? Peter Remaley 
challenges this genre binary, arguing that “life contains both the 
comic and the tragic, both the ludicrous and the serious, both 
the painless and the painful” (Remaley, 19). Perhaps a better 
approach to Cherry Orchard is the recognition that the play has 
an all-encompassing weltanschauung. Chekhov believes that 
neither the tragic nor the comic tone can be emphasized over the 
other. If life contains both, then both must be equally present to 
be true to life. ◊
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Upcoming Events at the MJT
Spring Senior StudioS
April 26-29

OH, THE HUMANITY by Will Eno
Directed by Ellen Rogers 

Oh, the Humanity and other good intentions is a collection of four 
plays. A coach at a press conference defends a losing season on 
and off the field. A gentleman and a lady record video profiles for 
a dating website in a desperate attempt to connect with some-
one. A photographer and his assistant enter a theatre to recre-
ate a photograph from the Spanish-American War. A man and a 
woman in a car made of two chairs argue about their destination. 
In these existential human dramas, characters and audience con-
front the wonder, fragility, and majesty of their humanity. 

THE DEBUTANTE by F. Scott Fitzgerald 
Adapted and directed by Samuel Pate

Set in Upper East Side, New York, 1919, Fitzgerald’s piercing ro-
mantic drama The Débutante tells the story of Rosalind Connage 
as she falls in love with a poor aspiring writer named Amory on 
the night of her debut. Amid familial pressure to marry a wealthy 
suitor and conflict over her own desires, Rosalind must choose 
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between sacrifice and heartbreak. The turmoil of a war-torn 
world surges through the story of a young woman facing adult-
hood, vulnerability, and love.

THE PRECIOUS DAMSELS by Moliere
Adapted and directed by Noah Kersting

In Moliere’s mischievous, extravagant comedy, two young girls 
claim to have a desire for high culture. They refuse the marriage 
proposal of two rich men, leading the men to seek revenge by 
sending their employees in disguise. The two lowly employees 
sweep the girls off their feet, until La Grange and Du Croisy re-
turn, beating the men in disguise and taking their clothes. When 
the employees still offer their love, the girls are unable to over-
come their shame, and throw the men out of their house.  

After HourS

ORPHEUS LOOKED BACK
Directed by Alonna Ray, Date TBD

With selections from various iterations of the Orpheus and Eury-
dice myth as it was dramatized throughout history, this staged 
reading will explore the themes of love, loss, and the ever-burn-
ing question of what awaits us in the after-life.



The Cast of Cherry Orchard

Dolores Mihaliak
Varya

Sophomore
Business

Nicholas Moore
Yermolai Lopakin

Junior
Drama

Thomas Mosmeyer
Firs

Sophomore
Politics

Cameron Nottingham
Boris Semyonov-Pischik

Freshman
Math/Comp Sci

Samuel Pate
Leonid Gaev

Senior
Drama/Business

Ann Urbanski
Anya

Freshman
Drama

Anthony Edward White
Yasha
Junior
Drama

Louie Federer
as

Charlotta’s Dog
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Pedro Barquin
Servant/Passerby

Freshman
Drama

Jackson Berkhouse
Peter Trofimov

Junior
History

Mara Borer
Servant/Musician

Senior
English

Noah Kersting
Semyon Yepihodov

Senior
Drama

Nikole Kramer
Dunyasha
Freshman

Biology/Philosophy

Ellen Rogers
Charlotta

Senior
Drama

Sandra Twetten
Lovey Ranevskaya

Junior
Drama

and
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