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Alexander Nikolayevich Ostrovsky:

A Prominent Figure in the Russian Theatre

By Katrina Darden

Alexander Nikolayevich Ostrovsky was the most influential figure of the pre-Chekhovian Russian theatre. Unlike his contemporaries and predecessors, he wrote almost exclusively for the theatre and participated in the performance and production of his plays. As a playwright, he gave the Russian theatre its first plays portraying the merchant class. Later, he worked to improve performance standards that had decayed under the Imperial Theatres. Ostrovsky’s works were performed on a regular basis and, showing his obvious importance to Russian theatre, were even kept in the repertory during the Soviet period.


Alexander Ostrovsky was born in Moscow in 1823 to a respectable and prosperous family.
 His grandfather was “a priest of Kostroma gubernia”
 and provided his children with a quality education that was rare in late 18th century Russia except to nobility and the extremely wealthy. Ostrovsky’s father, Nikolai Fyodorovich, graduated from Moscow Theological Academy but entered the civil service rather than the priesthood. Alexander Ostrovsky’s mother died when he was eight, and his father married Baroness Emilia Andreyevna van Tessin four years later.
 The Baroness was the granddaughter of a Swedish nobleman who had fled to Russia in the late 18th century.
 She brought more wealth to the Ostrovsky family, but more importantly, her coat of arms allowed Nikolai to enter the family, including his first wife’s children, into the Moscow register of nobility.


Alexander's stepmother brought a “refining influence” to the Ostrovsky home and had the children schooled in music and foreign languages.
 Alexander once “told his friend Pisemsky: ‘In our family we studied languages with unexampled diligence. Especially French. Ancient ones too—Greek, for instance, and Latin—oh, how we did grind at them!’”
 Due to this intensive schooling and the use of his father’s expansive library, Ostrovsky developed a love for literature at a young age.
 


This refined education clashed with the location of the Ostrovsky home and the lifestyles of his playmates. Because Nikolai’s law practice served the lower middle-class, it was profitable for him to live in their district of Moscow.
 The Ostrovsky house was located on the south side of the Moscow River in an area inhabited not only by merchants, but also minor civil servants, and lawyers.
 This community determined that Alexander’s friends and schoolmates at the Gymnasium would be the sons of merchants and minor civil servants and gave him access to the public and private lives of the lower middle-class that would later be portrayed in his plays.


Ostrovsky graduated from the Gymnasium with honors and entered Moscow University without taking entrance exams.
 He studied law at the University, but by his second year, he realized that he did not desire to enter the civil service. In fact, at this point in his schooling, Ostrovsky spent more time at the theatre, writing poetry, or arguing literature in coffee houses than attending classes.
 He also had his first theatre job as a part-time prompter for the Maly Theatre, which gave him access to every performance.
 As a result of neglecting his studies, Ostrovsky failed his examinations in 1842 and had to repeat the courses.
 In the following year, he failed Roman Law, the major subject, and left the University in hopes of pursuing a literary career.


Nikolai would not be satisfied with a son involved only in theatre and literature and immediately found Alexander a job as a clerk in the Conscience Court.
 Catherine the Great instituted this court in order to settle small disputes quickly and peacefully. However, this court had decayed in moral values and was as depraved as most other Russian courts of the day. Realizing the lack of potential in this court, Nikolai had his son transferred to a clerk position in the Moscow Commercial Court.
 While serving in this position, Alexander “became steeped in the morals, manners, and, last but not least, special language of the inhabitants of ‘Over-the-River’.”
 He witnessed merchants suing clients and other merchants for debts, broken contracts, and low quality goods.
 He also saw the arrangement of false bankruptcies and the bribery of court-officials.


While working at the Moscow Commercial Court, Alexander began writing about the people of “Over-the-River” and succeeded in having his play, The Bankrupt, read at Professor S. P. Shevyrev’s house on February 14, 1847.
 Ostrovsky later stated that he considered this date to be the beginning of his literary career. “He wrote, ‘I counted myself a Russian writer and believed in my calling without doubt or hesitation.’”
 In 1849, Mikhail Pogodin, who published a literary magazine called The Muscovite, gathered Moscow officials in prominent censorship positions at his home to hear Ostrovsky read a revised version of the piece.
 As a result of this reading, his play was given permission for publication, but Ostrovsky had to submit the play to the censors for permission to produce his work on the stage. After initial hesitation, he submitted the play, but instead of granting permission to perform the work, the censors who attended the reading passed the play to their superiors, and it eventually found its way to Tsar Nicholas I.
 The Tsar wrote in a “pencil scrawl:” “Absolutely right, it shouldn’t have been published, prohibit its production in any case . . . .”
 Nicholas I also inquired about Ostrovsky’s life and caused him to be investigated by the police.


Since the report of Ostrovsky’s superior at Commercial Court was altogether favorable, the police investigator could tell Count Zakrevsky nothing: “He is a person of good conduct and unblemished life, but it is impossible to make positive conclusions about his way of thinking.” This sufficed for Nicholas to order Ostrovsky placed under secret surveillance. . . .

In 1851, The Moscow Commercial Court, already dissatisfied with Ostrovsky, discovered he was under police surveillance and dismissed him.
 However, they allowed him to turn in a resignation due to his father’s respectable position in the court.


By this time, Ostrovsky had already greatly angered his father by bringing an “ignorant lower-class woman” into the house as his actual but not legal wife.
 Although Agafia Ivanovna was known for her “sunny disposition” and excellent singing, Nikolai marked the marriage as an atrocity and stopped providing financial assistance to his son.
 After Alexander was dismissed from his position in the court, his father completely disowned him and “turned him out of the house.”
 Ostrovsky was forced to live on practically nothing and moved with his family into the upper story of a dark, dirty, wooden building.


As soon as Ostrovsky was dismissed from his court position, Mikhail Pogodin offered him a paid position on the editorial staff of The Muscovite
 to write reviews, contribute articles on literary events, and make translations.
 For some time Ostrovsky had been a member of “the Pogodin circle,” which worked closely with The Muscovite   and consisted of a collection of Slavophile critics, actors, writers, and even a composer and collector of folksongs.
 This position brought him to the inner circle of that group and ensured him time to continue writing without worrying about money.  


Ostrovsky also did play readings to supplement his income and get feedback on his plays. An invitation to one of these private readings reads as follows:


The reading will begin exactly at nine; be there at half past eight; at a quarter to nine all the guests are to be seated; on the stroke of nine Alexander Nikolayevich will arrive; orders will instantly be given to doorman and servants not to admit anyone else under any circumstances—heaven forbid there should suddenly be a ring of the bell or any other interruption!


Chairs for the guests were always arranged in a half circle and a table with a pitcher of water was ready for Ostrovsky.
 He did not allow comments during the reading, but no warning was necessary since the audience members were spellbound by his performance.
 Actors Pisarev, Sadovskaya, and Vasiliev remember his readings:


Actor Pisarev wrote: “He conveyed nuances of character with 
extraordinary artistry and with almost no change of voice. No one ever had a more profound knowledge of the Russian language. His intonations defied description, so unexpected and original were they. He reproduced the speech of merchants, tradesmen and petty clerks superbly, with subtle comical shadings, but his forte was women’s roles; inimitable was his reading of the parts of merchants’ wives and matchmakers.


This impression was confirmed by Sadovskaya, actress of the Maly Theatre: “He never tried to imitate the speech of his characters,” she said. “He hardly changed his voice at all, only his tone.” 


And Vasiliev, an actor of the Maly: “He gave such a perfect drawing of each part that the actor instantly grasped the author’s conception; every trait was clear. And with what imagery, vivacity and variety of intonation he presented group scenes!”

Ostrovsky later used his excellent reading ability to show the rehearsing actors how he intended to portray his characters.  


It was during this time in Ostrovsky’s life that he finally saw one of his plays produced in the theatre. Don’t Seat Thyself in a Sledge That Isn’t Thine, or Don’t Sit in Someone Else’s Sleigh, opened in Moscow on January 14, 1853. Ostrovsky’s play was chosen by L. P. Kositskaya for her benefit performance.
 The production was a success and many other Ostrovsky productions soon followed. 


It is appropriate at this time to pause and look briefly at Ostrovsky’s plays which total forty-seven in number without counting his translations. Critics and scholars have categorized his works by various means, but Norman Henley in the introduction to Alexander Ostrovsky: Without a Dowry and Other Plays describes his works by organizing them according to periods of his life.  


According to Henley, Ostrovsky’s “early period” was from 1847 to 1860.
 This period of plays delivered “brilliant characterization” and used the language of the lower middle-class.
 These plays provoked the merchant class and caused social and political controversy. Prominent plays in this period include The Bankrupt, Poverty’s No Vice, and The Thunderstorm.
 


It was during this period, in 1856, that Ostrovsky made his journey along the Volga. He applied for the position with the Ministry of the Navy and traveled with other prominent figures in the Russian literary world.
 His assignment was to gather information on river navigation, fishing, and other aspects of the area that could prepare recruits from the areas to be sailors in the Imperial Navy.
 The Ministry also asked the writers to observe customs, labor conditions, and to describe their exact pursuits.
 Ostrovsky used the trip to further his knowledge of the inhabitants of this region. He talked with the villagers of the river towns and collected examples of their local speech on file cards.
 This trip later influenced Ostrovsky’s work and directly inspired The Forest and The Snow Maiden. This trip also influenced The Thunderstorm ,the play that some scholars consider to be his masterpiece.


The next period dates from around 1860 to 1868. These plays deal with historical subjects.
 Although he did write some plays based on contemporary issues during this time, most of his writings were historical dramas meant to be read and not produced.
 Ostrovsky was trying to escape from the theatre. His plays were being performed regularly by this time, but Ostrovsky was tired of the censors and the lack of recognition for his works. In a letter to a friend, “Ostrovsky declared: ‘I’m letting you know that I’m giving up the theatrical realm completely. . . I receive almost no profits from the theater although all the theaters in Russia live by my repertory. . .’”
 Of course, Ostrovsky’s love for the theatre made it impossible for him actually leave it, and his friends quickly convinced him to continue writing plays for performance.


Henley considers Ostrovsky’s third period to be the most satirical.
 Examples of his most satirical works are Wolves and Sheep and To Every Sage His Share of Folly,  also known as Diary of a Scoundrel or Even a Wise Man Stumbles.
  The Forest  was also written in this period. Although it does not follow the satirical style as other plays written in this period, Ostrovsky wrote The Snow Maiden in 1873.
 This play holds important significance in Russian theatre. It is Ostrovsky’s only fairy-tale play and is written in verse. Tchaikovsky wrote incidental music for the play, and Rimsky-Korsakov wrote an opera based on the work.


The last period, from 1878 to 1885, can be termed “sad comedies.”
 These plays show the plight of women and deal with unfulfilled love and  “deceived hope.”
 Prominent plays from this period include Without a Dowry and Without Guilt Guilty.


Ostrovsky wrote at length about his work with the theatre. He believed that the “playwright does not invent what happens. . . since this comes about through life, history, or legend.”
 The following is a passage he wrote on the objectives of the playwright:


His chief objective is to show on the basis of what psychological facts any given event happens and why exactly this way, and not otherwise. . . . The invention of plot (intriga) is difficult, because plot is falsehood, whereas the objective of poetry is truth. Fortunate was Shakespeare who used prepared legends: not only did he not invent falsehoods, but also into the falsehood of stories he thrust the truth of life. The objective of the poet is not to come up with an imaginary plot, but to explain even an unbelievable incident by the laws of life.


He also worked with the production of his plays at the Maly Theatre in Moscow. He was concerned with the expression of the language in his plays and believed that the correct action would occur if the actor could capture the rhythm of the language.
 Ostrovsky worked to create an “illusion of life” on the stage, worked with ensemble, and  “natural and expressive acting.”


In 1882, Ostrovsky wrote a memorandum on dramatic schools that summarizes his opinions of the actor on the stage: assiduous labor and rigorous study of technique. An actor is a plastic artist. But can one be either an artist or even a skillful artisan without having 
mastered the technique of one’s art or trade? As a good calligrapher has no handwriting of his own, but has all styles, so the actor should have on the 
stage no manner of walking or posture of his own, but should have different ones, those which are required by the particular role and the given situation.


One can definitely see similarities between Ostrovsky’s acting style and Stanislavsky’s method acting. Both Stanislavsky and Ostrovsky “identified with fidelity to the truth of everyday life.”
 Ostrovsky defines his use of this “fidelity to truth.”


A too faithful representation of reality. . . is the last thing that is likely to arouse the enthusiasm of the spectator in a theater, let alone produce that 
state of emotional elation which is the most powerful magnet that draws the people to the theater. All it can be expected to arouse is his cold approval. A performance of a play. . . can be said to be true to life only if it is true to that ideal representation of reality which is inaccessible to the ordinary intelligence and is perceived only by the creative imagination. 

The spectator is overcome by a feeling of intense elation only because the creative artist has raised him to that high pinnacle from which life appears very different from what he knows it to be from his own experience of life. The thrill a spectator obtains when he finds himself on such a height is the cause of that feeling of elation he experiences in the theater, it is, in fact, true artistic enjoyment.


Ostrovsky and later Stanislavsky used ensemble to develop successful productions. Ostrovsky even believed that a production could be successful without excellent actors if the rehearsals were in depth and “carried out on the right lines.”
 The similarities between these influential figures of the Russian theatre can be linked to the Maly Theatre. The Maly was to be termed the “House of Ostrovsky” because of his great influence on that theatre. Stanislavsky wrote of the Maly Theatre of Ostrovsky’s day:


The Maly Theater. . .influenced my spiritual development more than any other school. It taught me to observe and see the beautiful. . . . I was still in time to see those extraordinary, those wonderful actors of the Maly Theater, a whole bouquet of talent and genius.


Certainly, Ostrovsky’s plays and productions influenced Stanislavsky and his approach at The Moscow Art Theatre.


Ostrovsky had made his mark on the Maly Theatre by 1870. The Maly company, who worked with Ostrovsky, showed superiority over the St. Petersburg’s company when members of the Moscow company performed there as guest artists.
 A. I. Wolf witnessed that occasion:


Ostrovsky’s plays were performed with an extraordinary ensemble, never seen before on our stage. Both profound evaluation of all details and the 
serious attitude of the guest artists toward their task deeply impressed the spectators, who were accustomed to the careless acting of our artists. Rehearsals began to be conducted in a wholly different manner. The guest artists insisted that all actors and actresses learn their parts, and that they not only think about themselves, but also contribute to the general effect of the play. These comments did not please our leading artists; and they pleased even less the head director and the supervisor of the repertoire.


Truly Ostrovsky had developed a style of acting that differed greatly from the traditional Imperial Theatre style.


While developing new performance techniques at the Maly Theatre, Ostrovsky launched young actors’ careers. P. M. Sadovsky and L. P. Nikulina-Kositskaya were two performers who found inspiration in Ostrovsky’s plays. Kositskaya was responsible for finally bringing an Ostrovsky play to the stage when she chose  Don’t Seat Thyself in a Sledge That Isn’t Thine for her benefit performance. Sadovsky was largely responsible for the success of that production due to his performance in the role of Rusakov.
 His comic talent and his understanding of the middle-class, into which he was born, made him a valuable actor for Ostrovsky’s productions.
 Kositskaya was also a valuable actor to Ostrovsky, who wrote The Thunderstorm and the role of Katerina for and about Kositskaya.
 His friend, Berg, wrote on Ostrovsky’s development of Katerina’s character.


When Gogol died and the city gave him solemn burial, Ostrovsky for some time followed the coffin on foot along with other friends of the deceased; then he got into Kositskaya’s sleigh and rode slowly in the cortege of those going to the cemetery, talking the while to his companion about the sad event. . . . Kositskaya fell into a pensive mood and recalled scenes from her childhood, mentioning the joy the ringing of the church-bells in her 
native town had always brought her. Her companion listened with the sensitive ear of a poet and later used what she told him. . . one of Katerina’ most effective monologues.
 


Kositskaya was a close friend to Ostrovsky. He was no doubt in love with her and after the death of her husband wrote many letters entreating her to share his love. In these letters he must have also expressed his apprehensions that she would become a victim of an unscrupulous man due to her great success as an actor.
 His fears were realized; she sacrificed her career and money for a young man, and the remaining years of her life were described as “so sad that one cannot bear to speak of them.”


Ostrovsky made a clean break with Kositskaya after she remarried. Two years after Agafia Ivanovna, his first wife, died, he married Maria Vasilievna Bakhmetova, an actress in the Maly Theatre. She quit the theatre and devoted her life to raising their family and keeping a household worthy of her “distinguished husband.”
 They moved into a flat in the center of Moscow and had a summer home in Shchelykovo, which Ostrovsky and his brother bought from their stepmother after their father’s death.


In the later years of his life, Ostrovsky made attempts in many areas to improve the Russian theatre, which he felt had become stale and stagnant under the Imperial Theatre monopoly. He called for reforms on censorship laws and the amount paid to playwrights and opera composers by the Imperial Theatres. He wrote in his memorandum that censorship causes dramatic authors to self-censor their plays due to fear of having their work prohibited.
 Ostrovsky pointed out that the censors were often not qualified to judge drama and the amount to be paid for a playwright’s work was based on regulations established in 1827, which fixed maximum fees that were no longer appropriate.
 Ostrovsky submitted a list of reforms to the Commission on the Question of Literary and Artistic Property and was appointed by the emperor to be a member of a later commission.
 Although the fees set by the 1827 regulation were raised, managers were permitted to negotiate fees, and copyright was extended to fifty years beyond death, Ostrovsky did not see the great reforms he called for in his writings on the Russian theatre.
 


In 1865, with the help of pianist Nikolav Rubinstein, actor Prov Sadovsky, and the  music critic Vladimir Odoevsky, Ostrovsky founded the Actor’s Circle.
 This theatre was privately funded to allow for low ticket prices that the masses could afford to pay.
 The club was also a training program for beginning actors and successful provincial actors.
 It allowed women to become members, was democratic, and dedicated to the production of quality plays.
 Ostrovsky commented on the importance of groups like the Actor’s Circle:


Russian authors. . . are eager to try their hand before a fresh public whose nerves are not very pliable, and which looks to powerful dramatic effect, to broad humor, to ardent and sincere sentiment, to vital and strong characters. Dramatic poetry has more immediate appeal to the people than all other literary forms. Any other composition is written for the educated classes, whereas dramas and comedies are designed for the whole people. This proximity to them in no way minimizes dramatic poetry; on the contrary, it doubles its strength, preventing it from vulgarization and triviality; only those works have outlived centuries and ages which were genuinely popular at home. Such creations, in time, became comprehensible and valuable to other nations, and, ultimately, to the world at large.


The Actor’s Circle produced plays written for the people, and gave new actors the opportunity to perform in quality productions.


Ostrovsky was appointed artistic director of the Moscow Imperial Theatres in 1886.
 His work days lasted from nine in the morning until midnight and consisted of rehearsals, meetings with visitors, and visiting the Maly and Bolshoi Theatres to see their productions.
 He also made plans for a new acting school to open in the fall of 1886 that would replace the current training program.
 However Ostrovsky would not long enjoy  his new position. On May 20, 1886 he suffered a heart attack that was the beginning of a series of attacks that ended in his death on June 3 of that same year.


Alexander Nikolayevich Ostrovsky worked to reform the Russian theatre. He gave Russia her first plays about the merchants and lower middle-class. He worked to better productions, eliminate censorship, improve actor training, and provide a theatre for the people. Ostrovsky laid the foundations for Stanislavsky’s method acting and The Moscow Art Theatre.
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