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ABSTRACT
This is an inquiry into Anton Chekhov’s embodied existence and the
interfaces between his biography and intellectual pursuits.
Chekhov’s art serves here as a clue to his affective life and
performative contradictions rather than as a self-contained
aesthetic output. I argue that Chekhov’s life offers a window onto
Russian society and the intelligentsia, a peculiar intellectual
stratum to which Chekhov belonged and which he sought to
reshape. I start my discussion with a few general notes on
biocritique, a branch of pragmatist hermeneutics that provides a
theoretical framework for this project. After this, I move on to
Chekhov’s childhood and the socio-cultural context that shaped
his corporeal agency. Next, I bring into focus Chekhov’s life as an
artistic, intellectual, and personal project, focusing on the way he
bodied forth his discourse and validated his principles in action.
Finally, I identify the junctures where the semiotic chain of
Chekhov’s existence showed strains, where his affect, ideas, and
actions worked at cross-purpose.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 4 February 2020
Accepted 4 February 2020

KEYWORDS
Anton Chekhov; Russian
intelligentsia; biocritical
hermeneutics; word-body-
action nexus; pragmatic-
discursive misalignment

I am short-tempered, etc., etc., but I have become accustomed to holding back, for it ill
behooves a decent person to let himself go … After all, my grandfather was an unrepentant
slave driver.
Anton Chekhov, 1903

Michael Foucault observed that the thinker’s lifework must ‘not be sought in his ideas,
as if it could be deduced from them, but rather in his philosophy-as-life, in his philosophi-
cal life, his ethos’ (Foucault, 1984, p. 379). Yet he did not make it easy for his followers to
judge the meaning of his life project. Before he died, Foucault burned all his archives and
demanded that his friends do the same with his correspondence, manuscripts, and other
vestiges of his life in their possession.

By contrast, Anton Chekhov held onto every scrap of his paper and made every effort to
preserve his correspondence, sometimes against the will of his respondents who urged
him to destroy their letters (Rayfield, 1997, p. xvi). Chekhov also collected receipts, bills,
certificates – minute records pertaining to his daily life. At the end of the year, he and
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his sister Masha sorted out the correspondence and documents and put everything away
in cartoons. Chekhov must have known that his life would undergo the same scrutiny as
his art, and even though he was an intensely private person, he apparently didn’t mind.

Some 5000 letters Chekhov wrote have survived, most are published, though some are
still known in abridged form, as his editors judged certain passages too sensitive for public
scrutiny.1 Various biographers worked to restore the omissions and present a more com-
plete picture of Chekhov the man and the artist.2 The present inquiry builds on this work
while differing from these studies in several ways. Mine is not an exercise in literary criti-
cism as much as a reflection on Anton Chekhov’s embodied existence. I take up Chekhov’s
art as a clue to his affective life and performative contradictions rather than as a self-con-
tained aesthetic output. The paper is an attempt to understand the culture that Chekhov
imbibed and that, in turn, he longed to reshape. Idiosyncratic as it is, Chekhov’s life offers a
window onto Russian culture and its peculiar intellectual strata – the intelligentsia.

The paper’s subtitle – ‘biocritical essay’ – refers to a branch of pragmatist hermeneutics
and biocritique, a project I have pursued for a number of years.3 The biocritical approach
frames the Greek bios – life – in the broadest possible sense, placing the authorial dis-
course in the context of the author’s bodily, emotional, and behavioral production, with
special attention paid to the word-body-action nexus.

I start my discussion with a few general notes on pragmatist hermeneutics and biocri-
tique, after which I move on to Chekhov’s childhood and the socio-cultural context that
shaped his corporeal agency. Then, I bring into focus Chekhov’s life as an artistic, intellec-
tual, and personal project, focusing on the way he bodied forth his discourse and validated
his principles in action. Next, I identify key junctures where the semiotic chain of Chekhov’s
existence showed strains, where his emotions, ideas, and actions work at cross-purpose.
Finally, I share a few thoughts on Chekhov’s art as a life form.

* * *

In the pantheon of Greek deities, Hermes occupies a place that makes him attractive to the
students of hermeneutics. He is the messenger of God, a divine interpreter whose office
was, among other things, to communicate the decrees issued on the Olympus and
explain their meaning in terms understandable to mere mortals. The assumption was
that humans could not fathom the divine commandments and needed an interpreter
to translate the inscrutable pronouncements into human language. Although contestable,
this reading makes Hermes a convenient progenitor of hermeneutics as an art of interpret-
ation and a science of meaning (see French, 2001). The Christian tradition took up this
concern and developed it into the biblical exegesis with its signature attention to the over-
arching meaning of divinely inspired texts, sacred scriptures, and written word in general.
From the Christian fathers to Friedrich Schleiermacher and Soren Kierkegaard, through
Wilhelm Dilthey and Max Weber and all the way to Hans Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur, her-
meneutics continue to occupy itself with texts. Even postmodernists remain faithful to this
tradition in their deconstructive practices, following Ferdinand de Saussure’s dictum that
meaning dwells in the interfaces of linguistic signifiers and their appositional relationships.

By contrast, pragmatist hermeneutics draws on the semiotics of Charles Peirce who
insisted on moving beyond texts and verbal signs as the chief interpretive medium:
‘[T]he primary meaning of any sign consists either of … feeling or of acting or being
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acted upon’ (Peirce, 1931–1935, p. 5.7). What this means is that one must interpret linguis-
tic signs in the larger context of human practice, align verbal claims with embodied
actions, measure words by deeds. There are sign-symbols, sign-indexes, and sign
actions which sometimes work in concert and other times get in each other’s way. It is
the interplay of these signs that constitutes meaning in its embodied richness. Cast in
the pragmatist vein, the hermeneutic process calls for the ongoing triangulation that
allows the interpreter to check a given sign against other sign types, to ascertain their
mis/alignment at any point in time.

The pragmatist hermeneutics distinguishes three basic interpretants that help us recon-
struct the meaning: (1) symbolic-discursive tokens, (2) somatic-emotional indices, and (3)
behavioral-agentic icons. Each interpretant is marked by a special relationship between
sign and its object. Direct speech, verbal accounts, written communications, fictional nar-
ratives, pictorial signs are discursive products that signify by virtue of a convention, a
designated code, a cultural norm (e.g. the green light at the intersection invites the pas-
serby to proceed while red, white and blue colors symbolize an American flag). Emotional
indicators, facial expressions, and neurochemical markers along with their bodily manifes-
tations are, in the language of Peircean semiotics, indexes. The relationship between
indexical signs and their objects is marked by a compulsion (e.g. the sweat on a sunny
summer day points to a heated body, the raised voice and enlarged pupils communicate
anger). The third type of signs comprise behavioral icons – habits, deeds, actions insofar as
they constitute a role performance and redeem the claim to a particular selfhood (e.g.
aiding a person in distress connotes compassion, returning the lost item to its owner
conveys honesty). Pragmatist hermeneutics contemplates the full range of signs, survey
the entire word-body-action nexus, and seeks to figure out how various sign types comp-
lement or disagree with each other.

Biocritique examines the play of differences between disparate signs insofar as they
bear on the agent’s life project. Every sign type has a role to play here – discursive
tokens, emotional hints, body indicia tell us more about the agent’s life than as particular
individual is aware of or prepares to signify purposefully. Goffman (1971) distinguishes in
this respect ‘signs we give’ intentionally and ‘signs with give off’ involuntarily. Surveying
the sign continuum, we zero in on the breaks in the agent’s semiotic production, on
the pragmatic-discursive mis/alignment. We try to practice what we preach but inevitably,
our words, deeds, and emotions bespeak tension in our self-production, which raises a
host of ethical problems.

With this methodological introduction, I now turn to Anton Chekhov’s life.

* * *

To understand Chekhov’s embodied agency, we start with his pedigree and family
dynamics. Chekhov’s paternal grandfather, Egor Chekhov, was a hard-working serf who
scraped together enough money to purchase freedom for himself and his children. His
parents and brothers continued to live in servitude, probably until the bondage was abol-
ished in 1861. Egor moved his family south, settling at Krepkaia, not far from Taganrog,
where he managed an estate for Count Platov. Chekhov’s grandfather was noted by the
foul temper and the violence he inflicted on the estate serfs who nicknamed him
‘Viper.’ However, the brunt of Egor’s vile temper was born by his sons who took regular
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beating from their father and feared his wrath for the rest of their lives. One of them, Che-
khov’s father Pavel, developed a hernia following a particularly brutal encounter with his
parent. Pavel inherited from his father his violent disposition, which cast a long shadow
over Pavel’s eldest children – Alexander, Nikolai, and Anton.

Flogging was a standard punishment for major misdemeanors. Minor infractions pro-
voked thrashing, verbal and emotional violence was dished zout casually. Pavel abused
his wife and servants as much as his sons (the Taganrog magistrate once issued him a
summon for excessive beating of his shop boys). At the same time, Pavel was an avid
church goer, loved to pontificate, served as a cantor in a local church, and forced his
young children to sing at church’s services conducted during the most ungodly hours.
There was no way of telling when his brutal sentimentality would turn into sentimental
brutality, where violent piety gave way to pious violence – the one was never far from
the other. So severe was the physical and emotional abuse Pavel heaped on his children
that two of them, Alexander and Nikolai, continued to wet their beds into their adoles-
cence. ‘It was a sheer Tartar Yoke, without a glimmer of light,’ remembered Alexander
in a letter to Maria Chekhova. ‘I look back at my childhood with crushing anguish’
(quoted in Rayfield, 1997, p. 17). ‘Despotism and lies,’ concurred Anton Chekhov in a
letter to Alexander, ‘so utterly ruined our childhood that it is sickening and terrifying
even to think about it’ (Chekhov, 1956, Vol. 11, p. 326). Nikolai Ezhov recalls in his
memoirs Chekhov’s confiding to a fellow-traveler: ‘‘You know, my father thrashed me so
much when I was a child that I still cannot forget it,’ and his voice quivered’ (quoted in
Rayfield, 1997, pp. 17–18).

No less cruel were the mores in a local parish school the Chekhov sons attended. There,
older students administered corporal punishment to the younger ones in front of the class.
One teacher was notorious for strapping his victims to the ladder, and after a regiment of
flogging, inviting his pupils to spit on their hapless classmate. Another teacher, a patho-
logically irritable Edmund-Rufin Dzerzhinsky, fathered Felix Dzerzhinsky, a future head
of Cheka, the Soviet secret police. Humiliation was an art form practiced throughout
Russia at the time. The younger children – Mikhail, Ivan, and Masha – were spared
some of the brutalities inflicted on their elder siblings after the Chekhov family moved
to Moscow where child abuse was less pervasive, or at least less public.

Another facet of the family dynamics was the drive to maintain one’s status and climb
up in the social hierarchy. Chekhov’s great grandfather was a serf, his grandfather bought
his way into in the petty bourgeois estate, his father reached the Third and then the
Second Merchant Guild, and Anton and his brothers worked their way into the middle
class where they joined the ranks of the esteemed Russian intelligentsia. Slow and
painful, this climb was marked by setbacks and reversals.

Pavel proved to be a lousy merchant. After purchasing on credit poor quality wine, he
got stuck with the merchandise he could not sell and eventually defaulted on his obli-
gations. Facing prison, he fled Taganrog for Moscow where he joined his older sons Alex-
ander who was studying at the Moscow University, and Nikolai, a student at the Moscow
Arts College. Without a passport or a job, Pavel continued in his precarious position for
over a year, terrified by the prospect of being discovered and sent back to face his credi-
tors, and making everyone around him miserable. While Alexander completed his univer-
sity education and became a professional, Nikolai had troubles securing a niche in the
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middle class, with the family connections ultimately sparing him from the looming depor-
tation and military draft.

Meanwhile, Anton was left behind in Taganrog. He had to deal with creditors, mind the
family business, care for the younger siblings, and work on his degree at the gymnasium.
He resented being cast, at the age of sixteen, as the household head, struggling to
combine his work and study. A rather indifferent student, Anton flanked a compulsory
Greek class at the parish school and had to put extra efforts to qualify for a gymnasium,
a must for the lower strata families hoping to see their children join the middle class. In
the gymnasium, Anton almost failed his final qualifying exams in mathematics; humiliating
negotiations ensued, after which the examiners agreed to overlook his mistakes and gave
the minimal passing grade of ‘3.’ Had Anton failed this test, he would have been drafted
into the army.

Chekhov’s memories of those years reveal the struggle to keep up with the well-to-do
peers and maintain respectable appearances, the experience that would later find its way
into Chekhov’s short stories and parodies. His cheap school uniform, meager lunches,
worn-out shoes, and other indignities constantly reminded him and those around him
of his plebeian origins. Meanwhile, the presentable facades masking the threadbare exist-
ence and social anxieties had to be maintained at all cost. The imposing homestead where
Chekhov lived no longer belonged to the family. He had to move to a place infested with
cockroaches, struggled to save for a theater ticket, but on the plus side, as a gimnansist, he
was spared corporal punishment, was exposed to serious subjects in school, and had
plenty of free time on his hands. Once Chekhov secured a diploma, he rejoined his
family in Moscow, where he entered the university and embarked on the course of
medical studies. He also began to write, placing his satirical pieces in minor magazines,
and eventually breaking into major Moscow and St. Petersburg papers and thick journals.

It would be a mistake to think that early experiences prefigured Chekhov’s intellectual
and artistic career. The fate of Chekhov’s brothers who took a different path in life defies
such determinism. The oldest Alexander turned out to be an abusive husband, a heavy
drinker, his speech replete with obscenities and sexual innuendos. Alexander had a mod-
erately successful career working for various publishing outlets as a journalist, reviewer,
and editor. He died at 58. Nikolai, a gifted painter, was a bohemian, a chronic alcoholic,
and an errant employee, whose propensity to take advances for jobs he would not see
through to completion disconcerted his friends and colleagues. Nikolai ended up an
emotional wreck, living off his mistress until he died at the age of 31. Chekhov’s
younger brother Ivan lived a quiet life as a teacher, dying at the age of 61. Mikhail,
Anton’s youngest brother who lived until 71, tried different professions, working as a
custom officer, a tax collector, eventually becoming a journalist. And Chekhov’s sister
who had reached an advanced age of 94 dedicated her life to Anton’s life and work,
which she continued to promote tirelessly after his death.

Like all his siblings, Anton strained to transcend his humble origins and secure a middle-
class amenities. He resolutely rejected his petty bourgeois past, which he associated with
violence, hypocrisy, and bad manners, dedicating himself to the lofty ideals of civility – vos-
pitannost, poriadochnost, and intelligentnost. He was different, contemporary biographers
insisted, showing tact and charm and consideration even as a child. Some of these recol-
lections were probably influenced by Chekhov’s canonical image, but there is enough evi-
dence to substantiate these claims. Still, Anton’s childhood was harrowing, his early
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experiences leaving a profound mark on his body and soul, as well as on recurring images
in his prose. The melancholy mood suffusing Chekhov’s correspondence andmature prose
owes much to his childhood memories. The following is an excerpt from the story ‘Three
Years,’ the hero surveying the emotional landscapes of his childhood:

I recall my father began to teach me, or which is the same thing, beat me up when I was five.
He flogged me, boxed my ears, hit me over the head. I would wake up, and the first thing in
the morning I’d think about was whether he would thrash me today. Myself and Fedor were
not allowed to play; we had to attend the early morning and evening church services, kiss
the hand of the priests and monks, read the psalms at home … Every time I pass the church,
I could not help remembering my childhood and feeling the horror inside. When I was eight,
they made me work in the barn. I worked as a simple boy, a helping hand, and it was sick-
ening because they beat me up nearly very day … In gymnasium, I would study till lunch
and then go back to the barn, and so it went until I was twenty-two. (Chekhov, 1956, Vol.
6, p. 445)

We should not mistake Chekhov’s polite demeanor for emotional health. Research in child
abuse suggests that the trauma sustained in the formative years persist throughout
person’s life, producing personality disorders and chronic irritability, and affect the individ-
ual’s decision-making skills.4 Sometimes Chekhov sounds not only misanthropic but
suicidal, as his letter of 1886 to M. A. Kiselev testifies:

Life itself is turning into utter nonsense. Our existence is grey, no happy people are to be seen
around …When I am serious, I marvel at those who despise death, such people seem to me
illogical. Horrors, squabbles, and vulgarities at the core of our existence, intermeshing, piling
up on each other. (Chekhov, 1956, Vol. 11, p. 103)

Chekhov knew he was emotionally hobbled, existentially unwell. Here is his warning to his
wife: ‘I am short-tempered, etc., etc., but I have become accustomed to holding back, for it
ill behooves a decent person to let himself go… After all, my grandfather was an unrepen-
tant slave driver’ (quoted in Rayfield, 1997, p. 5). And a kindred observation:

In our time, almost every cultured person, even the healthiest one, rarely feels more irritated
than when he is at home, in his family… This is chronic irritability, without pathos, without
convulsive outbursts, the kind of irritability which the house guests miss and which weighs
most heavily on the people closest to you – mother, wife – that is to say, the familial, intimate
irritability’ (Chekhov, 1956, Vol. 12, p. 379)

‘It behooves a decent person’ – this phrase recurs in Chekhov’s writings. Few things would
offend himmore than rudeness, disregard of another person’s private space, and he would
get downright indignant when he detected breaks in demeanor in his brothers. ‘You have
only one shortcoming,’ berated Chekhov his brother Nikolai. ‘And this is your extreme bad
manners [nevospitannost]…Well-brought-up people, in my reckoning, must abide by the
foll[owing] rules:

(1) They respect other people’s personhood, and henceforth are always considerate,
gentle, polite, willing to compromise… They don’t throw tantrums because they
cannot find a hammer or a ribbon; they do not condescend to other people, and
when they leave, they don’t blurt out: No one can live with you! They overlook
noise, chills, bad jokes, and the presence of people unfamiliar to them…

(2) They respect other people’s property, and consequently pay their debts.
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(3) They are sincere and shy away from lies as they do from the burning flames. They
avoid prevarication even in small things. The lie demeans the listener, and it vulgarizes
the speaker…

(4) They don’t pile on themselves in the hope to elicit someone else’s sympathy … For
the sake of a cheap effect, they don’t say, ‘Nobody understands me!’ or ‘I wasted
myself on trifles!’ for these are vulgar platitudes and melodramatic posturing.

(5) They aren’t busybodies. They are not easily impressed by the false diamonds or
rubbing shoulders with celebrities, shaking hands with the drunkard [actor] Plevako
…

(6) They respect the talent in themselves if God gave it to them. And they are ready to
sacrifice for this talent their comfort, give up women and alcohol…

(7) They cultivate aesthetic feelings. They would not go to bed in the outside clothes,
count bedbugs on the ceiling, reduce to let in the fresh air, spit on the floor, eat
with the knife. They try to civilize their sexual instinct … They expect from women
more than screwing and horse sweat (Letter to N. Chekhov, March 1886; Chekhov,
1956, Vol. 11, pp. 82–85).

Chekhov was equally incensed with Alexander when he observed how his brother
treated his wife at their home in St. Petersburg:

Please forgive me for saying this, but this is not the way to treat women, no matter how
unworthy of you they might be, if you are a decent and loving person, that is. What gave
you the right to treat your women as your slaves? Vile cursing, yelling and screaming, tantrums
at breakfast and lunch, endless complaints about slaving away at the office – is not this the
crassest despotism? However pathetic and guilty the woman, however familiar, you have
no right to sit around without your pants in her presence, be drunk when she is around,
hurl the obscenities worse than those you hear from the factory lad when they spot a
woman … No decent husband or lover would allow himself to talk to a woman so rudely
and joke about your sexual relations (Chekhov, Vol. 11, pp. 326–327).

Chekhov took poriadochnost very seriously, making it into something of a personal
crusade. He was depressed watching the mores of Russian intelligentsia, which, while
priding itself on high-mindedness, often displayed wanton incivility.

I do not believe in our intelligentsia, mendacious, sanctimonious, hysterical, bad-mannered,
lazy – do not believe it even when it complains and pines away, for its oppressors come
from its very depth. I believe only in separate individuals, whether they are intelligenty or
muzhiki, for they are a real force, ‘even if a small one’, ‘Chekhov to A. F. Marks in 1899’.
(Chekhov, 1956, Vol. 12, p. 305)

Raising oneself from the depraved conditions and becoming a morally intelligent person
was the task Chekhov set for himself – and for Russian intelligentsia toward which he
exhibited an ambivalent attitude and which paid him back with misgivings of its own.

The sickly, somewhat reclusive man commanded respect from nearly all intellectual fac-
tions in Russia, even though left- and right-wing intellectuals felt uneasy about his politi-
cally noncommittal stance and derisive remarks about the intelligentsia’s ‘partisanship and
cliquishness.’ Chekhov found these qualities inimical to creativity and fairness: ‘I fear those
who search between my lines in the hope to discover some tendency and pronounce me a
liberal or a conservative’ confided Chekhov to A. N Pleshcheev in 1888. ‘I am not a liberal, a
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conservative, a gradualist, a monk, or an indifferentist … My sacred creed is human body,
health, wit, talent, inspiration, love, and absolute freedom, the freedom from violence and
lies whichever form the latter might take’ (Chekhov, 1956, Vol. 11, p. 263).

Chekhov’s resentment toward the partisan intelligentsia nagging him to choose
between political camps would show more of an edge with time. Averse to posturing
and public gestures, even on behalf of a good cause, Chekhov did not resign immediately
from the Russian Academy after the government annulled the election of Gorky, doing this
only reluctantly after Korolenko and Markov rescinded their membership. Similarly, he
advised Suvorin not to respond to the honor trial summon issued by the Artists Union
incensed with New Times’ antisemitic screeds. He was allergic to grandstanding, personal
tributes, and accolades, adopting instead the ethics of small deeds that canceled unher-
alded projects like building a peasant school, collecting books for a town library,
helping children of Sakhalin, paying tuition of poor relatives, finding a place in hospital
for a destitute vagabond, conducting local census. Efforts and personal resources he
expended on such deeds were staggering, and even though the practical impact of his
projects wasn’t always clear (some undertakings backfired), Chekhov plowed ahead
until total exhaustion set in, exacerbated by his worsening health. More than once, he
grew weary of demands on his emotional and physical resources, acknowledging with
characteristic candor his loss of heart. An iconic humanist who urged the Russian intelli-
gentsia to aid cholera-stricken peasants and worked tirelessly on their behalf confessed
to A. Suvorin in 1892 that he felt ‘utterly indifferent to this disease and the people
whom one is compelled to serve’ (Chekhov, 1977, p. 104). As this observation suggests,
Chekhov was acutely aware of the misalignment between our words, deeds, and emotions
– in his own life as well as in the characters he conjured up in his plays where the stage
personas say one thing and do another, take grand stands and succumb to petty squab-
bles, pledge undying love and run away with a perfect stranger, giving an audience a star-
tling view of the semiotic discontinuities embedded in everyday life.

Chekhov’s writing offer an invaluable insight into the historically shaped body–mind of
the Russian intelligentsia – its somatic ailments, bipolar tendencies, emotional volatility,
moral maximalism, ironic detachment and sarcastic vigilantism, the tendency to build
castles in the air and sink into hopelessness (Shalin, 1996c). Chekhov’s revolt against the
intelligentsia marked a revolutionary turn toward civic virtues as a cornerstone of civilized
society. He longed to see a person who is trustworthy in his dealings, respects people
regardless of their status, strives to do justice to an opponent’s argument, displays profes-
sionalism in his work, and seeks to practice what he preaches. The intelligentywho embody
these social qualities possess moral intelligence – a trait by no means confined to people
with educational credentials, white-color workers, artists, etc., but widely spread through-
out the population. Moral intelligence is not a badge of honor that, once awarded, could
be proudly displayed on any occasion – it is a claim to be redeemed, an ongoing accom-
plishment, an identity that is good only until further notice. The Russian intelligentsia will
never live up to its aspirations until it undertakes the smallest deed of becoming emotion-
ally intelligent. This is the quality he assiduously cultivated in himself. ‘What if you write a
story,’ he once intimated,

about a young man, son of a serf, ex-shop-keeper, a high school and college student, brought
up to honor the rank, to slobber over priests’ hands, to genuflect before other people’s
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thoughts, who gave thanks for every piece of bread he received, was whipped repeatedly,
walked through wet streets in leaking shoes, engaged in fights, tormented pets, loved to
dine with rich relatives, casually lied to God and people just because he felt his nothingness
– write how this young man is squeezing a slave out of himself, drop by drop, and how one
glorious day he wakes up and realizes that not the slave’s blood is coursing through his veins
but real human blood. (Chekhov, 1956, Vol. 11, pp. 328–329)

Whatever Chekhov’s discursive commitments, he didn’t always live up to them. The strin-
gent manner in which Anton berated his contemporaries suggest that he might not have
been free from some of the ill habits he decried in others. Indeed, Chekhov could be
callous, even cruel, especially to women, whom he treated with a hefty dosage of miso-
gyny. He doubted women could match wits with men when it comes intellectual and
scholarly matters. He ridiculed a friend for being too gentle with his girlfriend, suggesting
that women like being treated roughly when it comes to sex. His attitude towards Jews
was marked by the same benign contempt, i.e. he defended their civil rights but insisted
they could never understand Russia.

Often moody and out of sorts, Chekhov could fly into a rage, dress down those close to
him in the presence of others, and unleash sarcastic tirades. His girlfriends complained that
he wouldn’t take them seriously, that he was often caustic, even curt. Chekhov’s ironic atti-
tude is an intriguing indicator noticed by his contemporaries, an indicator of something
peculiar to the culture in which he grew and which he shared with his intellectual
peers. As an embodied sign, irony is a distancing devise, a figure of nonidentity designed
to subvert the surface meaning and deflate unwarranted expectations. The ironist mocks
oneself as well as the other, hinting that whatever is said should not be taken seriously,
that a different self is lurking underneath the mask. Ironic stance is valorized in Chekhov’s
fiction where his irony is tinged with pathos. The pathos of irony is Anton Chekhov’s exis-
tential stance, which his writing helped him to reign in. The very act of writing had a
healing effect on the author: ‘When writing,’ observed a contemporary, ‘he suddenly
smiled. This smile was special, without the usual proportion of irony, not humorous, but
tender and soft, a smile of authorial happiness’ (Ezhov, quoted in Rayfield, 1997, p. 156).
Writing is a physical act that mobilizes the resources of the bodymind and reconciles,
however vicariously, the author with oneself and messy reality.

As Chekhov left the solitude of his study and navigated the world at large, he often sent
mixed signals, his conduct deviating from his lofty rhetoric. He gave cold shoulder to his
sister when she seriously contemplated a marriage proposal, insisting that her marriage
would interfere with the duties she owed her family. He savagely lampooned his friends
and acquaintances, revealing details of intimate nature causing grief to his acquaintances
thinly disguised as fictional characters in his stories. Chekhov would tell Lika Mizinova he
would marry her, then change his mind, quietly passing his ex-girlfriend to his buddy. Che-
khov’s sexuality, an important body gloss, has begun to attract attention of biographers
who ponder his fondness for prostitutes, bouts of impotence, the loss of drive with
well-bred women (Rayfield, 1997). The ethos of small deeds as an alternative to the politi-
cal agenda championed by the revolutionary left boosted the proponents of civic society
in Russia, but it hardly settled the question of where incremental change and self-improve-
ment must yield to collective strategic actions.

Still, it is hard not to sympathize with the musings of this remarkable man and the high
hopes he had for the emotionally intelligent being in the world: ‘My sacred creed is the
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human body, health, intelligence, talent, inspiration, love and absolute freedom, freedom
from coercion and lies, whatever form these two might take. Such is the program…which
I would pursue if I were a serious artist’ (Chekhov, 1956, Vol. 11, p. 263).

Notes

1. The gaps in publications were due largely to personal or obscene passages that editors saw fit
to excise.

2. E.g. Hingley (1976), de Maegd-Soep (1987), Pritchett (1988), Rayfield (1997). The last work
stands out among the late 20th century Chekhov’s biographies, with the author gathering a
plethora of archival materials that I found particularly useful in my work.

3. The project of pragmatist hermeneutics and biocritique has been outlined in a series of papers
and publications I put forward over the course of several decades (Shalin, 1986, 1996a, 1996b,
1999, 2001, 2004, 2007, 2008a, 2008b, 2008c, 2008d, 2010, 2011, 2014a, 2014b, 2019).

4. ‘Strong emotions release a flood of stress hormones in the body, including adrenalin and cor-
tisol [the elevated level of stress hormones] promotes the formation of memories that are
long-lasting and easily recalled in the amygdala, a brain structure centrally involved in
emotional response’ (Goode, 2001).
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