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Russian theatre begins at the cloakroom
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Anton Chekhov's theatrical works became the 'visiting card' of Russian literature around the world. In this photo, Chekhov (centre) reads one of his plays to the actors of the Moscow Art Theatre (1898) 
Irina Korneyeva-Lyubshina, Russia Now 03 Jun 2009

Despite the economic crisis, theatres are experiencing a real boom. In Moscow there are more than 100 productions every night, and theatres are full. Is this a deliberate flight from depressing economic reality? No, merely Russians’ love for the theatre, which began in the middle of the 18th century.
The turning point in modern theatrical history, first in Russia and then the world, came on June 22, 1897: Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko and Konstantin Stanislavskiy met at the Slavyanskiy Bazar restaurant in Moscow. This meeting resulted in the decision to set up a new public theatre, the Moscow Art Theatre (MAT), which first staged the work of Anton Chekhov. The new theatre’s first production caused a sensation: Ivan Moskvin acted in a way never seen before. Critics struggled to understand him, astonished by the absence of “theatricalism”, intoning the words “real truth” and “real life” like incantations. After touring in Germany in 1906, the MAT became known as the first theatre of Europe, renowned for having opened a new dramatic era. It was the founder of the MAT who created the famous “Stanislavsky system”, which has had a profound influence on worldwide theatre development. The key element is achieving complete psychological reality. Today virtually all the world’s theatrical schools use its principles.

Other names are prominent in the Russian theatrical school. Leading the way are Lev Dodin and Petr Formenko, with the marvellous Saint Petersburg Malyy Theatre and Moscow's P Fomenko Workshop respectively. Also of note are Sergey Zhenovach’s Theatrical Art Studio, many young directors with innovative crossgenre productions, and the “sore point” of Russian theatre, the contemporary drama, which will never become mainstream and will not produce new Chekhovs and Ostrovskiys.

What other main things do you need to know about Russian theatre?
First of all, a small practical detail: audience members tend to take their coats off and even change their shoes, which would astonish habitués of, say, Broadway, where people sit with their coats on. There’s a well known phrase attributed to Stanislavsky: “Theatre begins at the cloakroom.”

Also, Russia doesn’t have all powerful theatrical unions regulating production length to ensure nobody works beyond three hours. And if there are any such organisations, their role is merely symbolic - productions in Russia can last for an hour, three hours, five hours, even several days, and no unions can influence the artistic substance of the work. If only people knew what torment Russian directors go through when they take their shows abroad and have to cut the production to three hours. The way the creators conceive it is how it will be on stage. As long, of course, as the directors have enough imagination, and the audience enough patience.

