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‘Astrov” from Uncle Vanja by Anton Chekhov!

E ANTONIO FUSCO* — ROSELLA TOMASSONT** —
E - ALEXANDRA ZANON#*** ‘

“Life dies, like water dies, flowing slowly, tired in a
tortuous river, in a flat, arid plain, on which the grey of
the sky reflects its squalid light”.

strov is one of Chekhov’s doctors and shows a psychological complexi-
£y which allows to. make several observations on his personality.
. In the first act, the main themes open to discussion are:

! :) his psychic discomfort, deriving from both an excess of work and a sen-
B sation of impotence when confronted with “illness” (to be considered
not only in physical terms); common to other Chekhovian doctors?;
'-b) his love, in a certain sense compemnsatory, of the forest and its contex-
. tual symbolism of “life” and “rebirth”,

The psychic uneasiness derives partly from his tiredness and partly from

a sense of uselessness of his work in favour of sick people, together with the
P trouble of having continuously to hang about “dirt, stench, smoke” (p. 20).
These factors, in “keeping” with his “therapeutic impotence”, drive the
. doctor to “compensatory defensive” mechanisms such as his pointless re-

- sorting to alcohol, in addition to a particular way of substituting reality?
. with “fantasy”.

st

Wy

1. Chekhov, A. (1981). Zio Vanja (original title: Djadja Vanja). Torino: Einaudj, pp. 1-72.
_. * Full Professor of Psychology of Art, Department of Human and Social Sciences,
* University of Cassino, Italy.
* ** Full Professor of Psychology of Art and Crfeativity, Department of Human and So-
: cial Sciences, University of Cassino, Italy.
*** Doctor of Psychology, Italy.

2. See,in a paradigmatic sense, Cebutjkin and Efimyec. _

3. Reality which gets concrete later in various ways, in the love of young plants, of
forest’s symbolism and of a “naturalism” founded on an Ego defence mechanism.
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With fine psychological intuition, the Author states that alcoho] k
not yet weakened his brain (because of his young age) but had partig
diminished his emotional power (just as way alcoholism begins to reves
its pathological effects*). :

But Astrov percelives an “emotional potential”, even in relatlon to th
unmterrupted ‘psychic tension” he feels in the depressing environm "
in which “squalor and dirt” join together in a combination of “negam
reactions, with inevitable and continuous professional failures (like t
death of the “railwayman”).

But the fact that Astrov, as a man, seems to be still capable of deef
feelings and has not lost —even if instinctively— his psychic emotionz
drive, will be proved by his violent love of Elena, which he has to expe’
rience, by means of his love of “creatures” and, at prescnt through hi;
attachment to the wet nurse, whom, in a “logical way”, he seems to recog
nize as the only person he loves, perhaps because he feels he is returned

Finally, like the Colonel Versinin of The Three Sisters and other cha
racters (projections of the same Chekhov), Astrov turns to “imagination?
as an escape from a disappointing reality’ and he thinks of a remote fu
ture when men will have a “good word?” for all the people who lived, hke
him, to create, as far as possible, a better world (and this will subse:
quently be the purpose of uncle Vanja too).

In what sense the doctor could “work” for a better future is not speci-
fied in a clear way, but probably Astrov would hint at the notion that
“suffering and pain” must just obtain a sort of reward. From this point o
view pain, suffering and illness could acquire a real meaning, their exis-
tence being thus justified in the wide context of the world, irrational and
unjust in its present forms.

The psychological hypothesis is that a fatalistic/mystic factor could be
traced down in the depth of Chekhovian way of thinking, not far re- :
moved from the “Buddhist” mentality, according to which “Human suf- 3
fering” cannot be an end in itself, without any possibility of redemption -3
(even in a rather remote future).

A psychologist could also recognize in this a mechanism of defence of ~
the psychic integrity.®

4. See Andreoli, Cassano, Rossi (Eds,2005). DSM-IV-TR, Diagnostic and statistic manual &
of mental disorders, Milano: Masson, pp. 221-222. :
5. See Ey, H., Bernard, P, Brisset, Ch. (1989). Manuel de Psychiatrie, Paris: Masson,
p. 323. &
6. Brenner, Ch. (1973).An elementary textbook of psychoanalysis. New York: Interna- fuf
tional Universities Press Inc., p. 97.
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The second essential element, mastering Astrov’s personality, 1s —as

already outlined— his love of nature and, in particular, of forests.

His words (p. 27): “I've got a very small farm, a total of thirty dessia-

 tine, (81 acres) but if you are interested (to Sonia) a model garden and a

§

- vivarium with no rivals for a thousand verste (660 miles) inside. The State

_ forest is very close to me. The forester is old, always sick, so frequently
. it‘s just me who takes care of everything.”

And following:
“Russian forests creak under the hatchet, thousands- of millions of

 trees perish, shelters of beasts and birds are destroyed, rivers are covered
. with sand and dry up...and this all for the indolent man, lacking the good
* sense to get fuel from the earth... When I walk near the forest I saved
.~ from the deceitful cut, or when I hear my young forest, planted by my
_ hands rustling, 1 realize that the climate is also a little in my power and
. that, if in a thousand years man is happy, I'll receive just a little part of
. the credit for this. -

When I plant a little birch and I watch it turning green and sway in

the wind, my soul fills with pride and I...".

Sentences from which several psychological conclusions can be drawn:

The “model” garden, in which a psychoanalyst could see “rewarding
sexual bonds” acts as an alternative and a compensation for disorder, dirt
and “illness” surrounding the young doctor from every way.

Thanks to a process of regression’ - projection, his “mind” seems to
appear enclosed, or better, identified, in the “garden”, which now takes
on the particular meaning that Kafka? in Blumfeld, an elderly bachelor,
lends to the flowers on the window-sill for a woman. Although in this
case the question is about a man, a creature not able, in Kafka’s opinion,
to invest his own erotic energies in broad and varied ways.’

In particular, the sentence concerning the “little birch” and the con-
cept of “swaying”, with its related sense of “satisfaction”, leads Astrov’s
mind into a dimension rather close to the sense of “serenity”.

And this can be easily explained on the basis of the fundamental need
of every human being, man as well as woman, to find a reference point
towards which one can direct his/her mental dynamics in order to “in-

7. Brenner, Ch. (1973).Quoted text, pp. 101-114.
8. Kafka, F. (1970). Blumfeld, uno scapolo anzianotto. Racconti, Milano: Mondadori,

p. 338.
9. Actually, in the behaviour of male individuals too, one could observe —especially in
conditions of “solitude”— valid erotic energy investments, not 0o different from invest-

ments of maternal nature, typical in women.
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vest” his/her erotic energies, preventing a condition of psychic discom.
fort that could turn into psychopathologic elements. }

According to this “trend of thinking”, in forests Astrov sees, and wi|[ ‘&
see more and more in the future, a symbol of life and a “motivation” for &
surviving his own self, threatened by a progressive self-induced isolation
into a “monad” which is also affected by a sense of guilt, (exasperated by £
inner factors) about the feeling of impotence as regards “illness”.

In the second act Astrov first appears slightly drunk and then soEeff
but always the victim of “suffering” and pain. =

(Like Faust, just for short time, he will subsequently experience happi-
ness, when embracing Elenal?),

Now he says:

ASTROV — What? Well (p. 38)... I must tell the truth, I'm becoming
coarse, Can’t you see? I'm even drunk. Generally, I only used to drink so .
much once a month. But when I find myself in such a condition, I be.
come shameless and rude in the highest degree. Then I don’t care aboyt
anybody. I risk the most difficult operations and make them magnificently,
I draw up quite a number of projects for the future. In those moments it
doesn’t seem to me I'm still an eccentric, and E-sincerely believe- I-could
give an immense... immense advantage to the whole mankind. In those -
moments I've got my philosophical system and all of you, little brothers
of mine, appear to me like beetles... microbes. |

(To Teleghin) And now play, biscuit! |

These words are very useful to outline how even a state of slight
drunkenness can induce the emerging —to the level of consciousness— of
mental elements generally repressed by cortical inhibitions, themselves
depending on cultural, environmental and social factors.

A man can give his best as well as his worst when the dominating dy-
namic psychic forces are not exclusively rational and critical - logical.

The same abilities in concrete actions are exalted by an erethistic di-
mension and doctor Astrov, generally always prudent, is now able to “risk”
surgical operations ignoring, or simply neglecting, possible hazards.

In the context of this “way of life”, mastered by emotional energies
verging on the irrational, in a “para-oniric figurative meaning”, men can
be seen as beetles or microbes, beings lacking —in theory— every form of
dignity peculiar to homo sapiens.

10. As regards this point, see all the philosophy in Faust by Goethe and the fundamen-
tal condition of the pact: the end of physical life, when it will be possible to live just one
moment of “happiness”. (A typical Western point of view).
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Much better Astrov, ravaged by the fumes of alcohol, expresses his
true convictions about Mankind and “living corpses™'! turned, for the
occasion, into beetles and microbes, as suitable images of their “lack of
significance”. ’

Once sober again, Astrov will pass implacable judgements on other
men and perhaps, first of all, against himself.

And this is more understandable and coherent if we consider that his
mind, apparently obscured, but actually made clearer by alcohol,' can
casily realise the pointlessness of his “presence” in the world,

The following words:

“Look, if in the darkness of the night you’re wandering in the forest,
while there’s a little flame flickering in the distance, well, you don’t care
about tiredness or darkness,'? or thorny branches scratching your face...
You know I work like nobody in my district, bad fortune hits me con-
tinuously, sometimes my suffering is unbearable, but I can see in the
distance the little flame burning for me. I don’t expect anybody to do
anything for me, I do not love men.”. For a long time I have not loved
anybody.”

The psychologist can note here that Chekhov himself is speaking;
. Chekhov, suffering from tuberculosis, who shows that he loves life 1n 1ts
broadest, and, surely, most naturalistic sense (see the love of nature and
forests), at the same time despising an anonymous crowd, unable to un-
derstand it. A world in which, in the darkness of ignorance and incom-
prehension, there is not even a tiny light to represent a reference point
or to anchor man to any kind of “value”, not even a weak or even illu-
SOFy one.

The analysis of Astrov’s character could be concluded here, but, like
almost all Chekhovian creatures, the “doctor” also has a complex per-
sonality, with unresolved inner conflicts underlying a complex psychic
dynamics, in which creative energies are never completely extinguished.

As a direct consequence, a mental dimension in which his love of
forests and longing for the past are all expressions of a mind failing to
grasp the meaning of the “present”, also for subjective inner reasons. The
result is a more complex mental process, with “paraoniric fringes” com-
bined with a sense of “longing”, realistic in some respects, for a past

11. See the same Chekhov and A man in a box in Chekhov, A. (1966). I capolavori,

Milano: Mursia, p. 553. '
12. For the positive function of alcohol on acting see also Limelight by Charlie Chaplin.

13. See Goethe, W. (1965). Faust (first strophe “1l fuoco fatuo™), Milano: Einaudi, pp.
111 and following.
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which becomes tinged with oleographic visions, regrets and “imaginatio

In this sense Astrov’s speech (p. 50) about the “past”™* of the district
rich in life, green with forests, made pleasant by flights of numberleg
swarms of birds, is, at the same time, an expression of actual reminis
cence and fantasy.

The words: “Almost everything is destroyed” have to be reéarded as
the conclusion of an intimate, personal speech for Astrov rather than hjs
“perception” of a concrete reality. : w

But, before leaving the scene, before a final, self-induced isolation in._"i':
a condition of physical and psychic decadence, we are faced with the Mo =
ment when the young man, still capable of strong erotic sensations, talks =
to the woman that could be, not just a feeble flame, but a real, blinding“
light, in the pathway of life. (If that was what he actually wanted and was -
able to accept).

In the dialogue with Elena (p. 52-53) we have, at least on the surface, - -
a total mental “change” in which, in absence of any ethical or simply pru-
dent utterance, the young man gets so excited with his words of love that,
in the end, he kisses Elena.

“Spare me, and let me go! Leave me... (leaning her head .against
Astrov’s chest) No! (Having seen Vojnizkcy) Leave me! (evidently upset
she moves away to the window).”

With her words Elena proves how “terrible” her mutual love can be.

But at this point the thread of the habitual Chekhovian mentality
makes itself heavily felt on the scene, the “dimension of failure” under-
lying his characters’ lives.

It is not Eros triumphing, but the middle class mentality, the “case”
inside which quietness lies, with inactivity and silence. A case that, like
an open coffin,” will contain Elena, a faithful wife, incapable of living a
guilty love.

For this reason she will say to uncle Vanja (nervously): — Can’t you
hear me? I have to move away this very day!

During the day, in fact, the tragedy will be completed and the curtain
will drop not on a vaudeville but on a scene of living corpses in their use-
less effort to live a real life.

14. On this subject see the Latin sentence laudator temporis acti and the same longing
for infancy in adult people.

15. See The Exterminator Angel in Louis Bu_uel and wide open doors impossible to
go through, as well as another impossible to pass through door - though equally open - in
In Front of the Law by Franz Kafka (and certainly not for any opposition of the guardian).
Kafka, F. (1970). Davanti alla legge. Racconti. Quoted test, pg. 238-239.

-
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3 Astrov himself (p. 66-67) appears perfectly aware of the uselessness
i of these efforts, and says (p. 67): “And so, wherever you go, you're with
L your husband and you cause ruin... I'm joking of course, however... it’s
i strange, but I am even convinced that, if you stayed here, an immense
f devastation could occur. I'd succumb, but you too... couldn't escape the
 disaster. Come on now, just leave! The play is at the end.”
‘ The real “disease” of the soul is evident, in this passage. Previously
and independently, to a certain extent, from external events.
t  .That 1s to say the condition of “existential paresis”, as in Joyce’s
Dubliners,'® where the characters’ minds “suffer” for a lack of psychic
. energies that can’t make life real, intense as action, movement or
£ creativity.

The kiss and the final embrace seal a relationship that doesn’t get re-
ally started because of lack of courage.

One gives up love when erotic energies, having to support pain, ad-
versity and suffering, are not available.

An “apathy” dominates over all psychic categories, as well as a ten-
dency for "stasis” and “paresis’ caused by the workings. of one’s mind.

Life dies, like water dies, flowing slowly, tired in a tortuous river, in a
flat, arid plain, on which the grey of the sky reflects its squalid light.'’

And along this line of thinking the words previously pronounced by
Astrov can be really understood (p. 54):

“Give up! (Becoming softer) Those who'll live after us, within one
hundred, two hundred years, and who’ll despise us, as we lived our life in
such a stupid and futile way, those perhaps would be able to find a way to
be happy, but we... we... You and I have only one hope. The hope that,
when we rest in our graves, visions will come and visit us, maybe even
pleasant ones. (With a sigh) Yes, my brother. In the whole district there
were only two honest and intelligent persons, you and I. But, in ten years,
a philistine sort of life, this despicable life, has swallowed us up. So its pu-
trid miasmas poisoned our blood, and we became coarse like the others.”

These are words that well “recapture” the “fundamental” elements of
the drama: incapacity to “live”, the search for less painful alternatives to
“real life” and a vague hope to be, in some remote way, rewarded once in
the grave, a clearly irrational and absurd event.

A last psychological observation that indirectly confirms the thesis of

16. See Joyce, L. (1979). Gente di Dublino, Milano: Mondadori.
17. This reminds the Stygian marsh in a completely earthly dimension, and, therefore,
in a lay vision “without sins*.















