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Abstract 

 

This study makes an effort to analyze the grumbling perspective of life in Anton 

Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya, a perspective, which indeed may be a diving board to an endless 

boggy swamp of pessimism and disappointment. Furthermore, the study gives a close 

scrutiny of the characters, who enchain their existence in a cursed and marooned island of 

misery and frustration. Finally, the study wants to suggest that the only way to get away 

from the murky dystopian world of pessimistic illusion is to have an independent 

interpretation of life in each moving episode; otherwise life may be no more than an 

imposed intolerable burden. 
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1.  Introduction 
“Chekhov changed the scale of what is called 'an event' in drama. He changed the very object of 

theatre: instead of 'the drama in life' 'the drama of life itself became the focus of his compositions.” 

(Gottleib & Allain, 2004:.29) 

One of the most effective and inspiring playwrights and authors of all time is certainly Anton 

Chekhov (1860-1904), who is called the father of modern short story. He wrote five magnificent plays 

and became an unforgettable dramatist of theater and immortal through his phenomenal works. Efros 

describes Chekhov as: “Like the very first time one falls in love with theatre itself, the heart cannot 

forget Chekhov.” (qtd. in Gottleib, 2005: 5). 

Uncle Vanya first published in 1897 is one of the five great plays of Anton Chekhov, which has 

a beautiful simple style, its perfect and sweet diction attracts anybody to read the play or watch it, as 

Styan asserts: “There is a clarity of vision in Uncle Vanya not present in The Seagull.”( 2005: 91). 

Chekhov first proposed the play to Maly Theater, yet determining it can be shown on the 

condition that some parts should be changed; the literary committee prepared the situation for the play 

to be performed two years after its publication in 1899 by Moscow Art Theater. Styan (1971) gives the 

following comments on the opinion of the committee: 



The Self-Eroding Voice of the Disgruntled Soul in Anton Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya 103 

 

The official literary committee which read all plays to be performed in a state theatre like the 

Maly had criticized it on grounds that, among other things, the longer speeches of Astrov and Sonya 

were boring and some of the scenes lacked realistic motivation. This criticism offers us some measure 

of the contemporary failure to understand what Chekhov was doing. The committee had its own notion 

of realism, and could not understand why Vanya should want to shoot the Professor in Act III: they 

considered that for Vanya to chase after him with a gun was 'irresponsible' and refused to see the 

play's internal necessity for such an explosion of feeling. The committee was applying social and not 

artistic standards of judgment. (92) 

Uncle Vanya did not receive a warm opening; however, later on the play touched the heart of 

the ordinary audiences and literary critics. Chekhov in a letter to his brother Mihail declared about the 

success of Uncle Vanya: “My “Uncle Vanya” is being done all over the province, and everywhere with 

success. So one never knows where one will gain and where one will lose; I had not reckoned on that 

play at all ….” (Chekhov, 2008: 342). 

Rebuilding the material and some characters of his The Wood Demon, which was performed 

nearly ten years before in 1889, Chekhov made Uncle Vanya out of it with a fascinating structure to be 

his masterpiece. In this play Chekhov did not focus on a singular character with his simple life; on the 

contrary, he expanded the world of those characters, who have their own lives tied with wishes, 

problems, and desires 

Chekhov always wrote about the characters who were born in his heart and brain, and those 

whom he had faith in; he firmly stated: “They are the result of observation and a study of life. They are 

the creations of my brain, and I feel that I have not lied by one centimeter, or exaggerated by one 

iota.” (qtd. in Gottleib, 2005:.6). This is the same in Uncle Vanya, the characters are within us all; we 

can obviously see them, perhaps within our own immediate world, and this shows the high importance 

of of Chekhov’s works. Indeed, in Uncle Vanya, he showed us the real life as it really is, unlike 

offstage suicides that occurred in both The Wood Demon and The Seagull. He believed: 

In life people are not every minute shooting each other, hanging themselves, and making 

declarations of love. And they are not saying clever things every minute. For the most part, they eat, 

drink, hang about, and talk nonsense; and this must be seen on the stage. (qtd. In Styan, 2005: 93) 

Uncle Vanya like other works of Chekhov has been interpreted in many ways, yet some think 

that he may not have wanted to indicate anything at all, as Boyd holds: “Uncle Vanya is surely 

Chekhov’s most beguiling and baffling play. Though its portentous themes peal through the 20
th

 

century, one must first ask, is Chekhov really attempting to say anything? The play is, after all, open to 

countless readings.” (qtd. In Borny, 2006: 170). 

 

 

2.  The Disgruntled Soul 
The sense of frustration is the worst mental disease, which lacerates and erodes the column of an 

individual’s living routine. In a world, where man gropes for an excuse to witness a smile in his face, 

this sense of pessimism simply buries all the tiny murky spots of hope and joy under a black shroud of 

torturing and dreadful apprehension. 

We cannot freeze time, nor can we stop the natural process of changes brought by the passage 

of time, so why should we drown ourselves in agony about the things, which belonged to a passed 

episode of time? As we cannot retrieve or eliminate our past, we cannot either decide about a future, 

which is not born yet. Indeed, this sense of discontent and apprehension is the reflection of the 

vibrations that we receive from a dead past and an unborn future. This omnipresent sense of complaint 

can be observed from the very onset of the play when doctor Astroff complains to Marina (an old 

nurse) that he has changed a lot within ten years: 

ASTROFF: Yes, ten years have made me another man. And why? Because I am overworked. 

Nurse, I am on my feet from dawn till dusk. I know no rest; at night I tremble under my blankets for 

fear of being dragged out to visit someone who is sick; I have toiled without repose or a day’s freedom 
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since I have known you; could I help growing old? And then, existence is tedious, anyway; it is a 

senseless, dirty business, this life, and goes heavily.(Chekhov, 2000: 4-henceforth Chekhov) 

As it is obvious in Astroff’s speech, he is anxious and nervous because his job is undoubtedly 

not what he dreamed of. There are four elements of happiness, which involve the job one gets: “We 

find global life satisfaction of happiness is well-described by four domains: job or daily activities, 

social contacts and family, health, and income.” (Kapteyn, etal; (2009:1)) Astroff believes, he does not 

have a dreamy life, but the more he repeats to himself those words, the more he faces them. If we take 

a quick look at the whole act one, we will find out again the same matter of job, when a workman 

comes to fetch Astroff: 

WORKMAN: Is the doctor here? [To Astroff] Excuse me, sir, but I have been sent to fetch you. 

ASTROFF: Where are you from? 

WORKMAN: The factory. 

ASTROFF: [Annoyed] Thank you. There is nothing for it, then, but to go. [looking around him 

for his cap] Damn it, this is annoying! (Chekhov: 10-11) 

Indeed, he cannot feel the pleasure from breathing the life because he is worried about himself. 

Imam Ali (2001) maintains I f you fail to attain your desires, do not be anxious about what you are. 

Haltzman & Digeronimo put the same in different words: “it’s better to be content than to be 

miserable.” (2009: 19). 

When the play goes on, we see that The Professor and his young wife, Helena, are introduced 

as the main causes of disorder, as we read: 

VOITSKI. Ever since the Professor and his wife have come, our daily life seems to have jumped 

the track….. Sonia and I used to work together and never had an idle moment, but now Sonia works 

alone and I only eat and drink and sleep. Something is wrong. 

MARINA. Before they came we used to have dinner at one o’clock, like everybody else, but now 

we have it at seven…..Lord, what disorder! (Chekhov:5-6). 

As a matter of fact, the family can be both the source of happiness and the cause of 

discontentment as well. It can share the warmness of joy with others, as Haltzman and Digeronimo 

write: “Families with real happiness in their lives give generously of themselves to others.” (2009, p. 

207), in the other case, its dissatisfaction may tear the whole family apart, as we read in the case of 

family’s major influence on life: “Among the four domains, social contacts and family have the highest 

impact on global life satisfaction.” (Kapteyn, etal; 2009: 28). In the play, The Professor primarily is at 

his office writing books and doing his own matters of interest: 

“VOITSKI: The Professor sits in his library from morning till night, as usual- .” (Chekhov:7) 

Helena is a perfect sample of an idle person; such bad and inappropriate behaviors spoil everything; 

that is why Voitski and Marina assert that they are responsible for current disorder. 

When Astroff asks Voitski’s comment about The Professor, Voitski answers that he is writing 

autobiography, which is a useless work: 

VOITSKI: He ought to write his autobiography….. Imagine it, the life of a retired professor, as 

stale as a piece of hardtack, tortured by gout, headaches, and rheumatism, his liver bursting with 

jealousy and envy…...for twenty five years he has been masquerading in false clothes and has now 

retired absolutely unknown to any living soul; and yet see him! Stalking across the earth like a demi-

god! (ibid) 

Voitski answers with a particular aim as if the Professor is his enemy; it may be construed that 

Voitski himself is breathing with the sense of envy: 

ASTROFF: I believe you envy him. 

VOITSKI: Yes, I do. Look at the success he has had with women!.....His second wife is, as you 

see, a brilliant beauty; she married him in his old age and has surrendered all the glory of her beauty 

and freedom to him. Why? What for? (Chekhov:7- 8). 

Voitski’s heart is colored with the black sense of envy, hence, he cannot tolerate the Professor 

anymore, as Epstein points out, “The first place to look for envy is of course in one’s own heart.” 
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(2003: 89). The Professor has a young beautiful wife and a satisfactory living situation, but Voitski has 

none, hence he envies both, what The Professor is and what he has. This sense of envy gives birth to 

discontentment; as a result, discontentment will make people sick at heart, and a sick heart cannot have 

a healthy perception of life. This sense is clearly tangible in Voitski’s words: 

VOITSKI: if you only knew! If you knew how I lie awake at night, heartsick and angry, to think 

how stupidly I have wasted my time when I might have been winning from life everything which my old 

age now forbids. (Chekhov: 10) 

At the beginning of the act two, Helena and The Professor are in dining-room taking nap; he 

complains about his pain caused by old age and claims that his pain is unbearable, as mentioned above, 

the third element of life satisfaction is health, this pain makes him dissatisfied with life: 

SEREBRAKOFF: Oh, damn this horrible, accursed old age! Ever since I have been old I have 

been hateful to myself, and I am sure, hateful to you all as well. 

HELENA. You speak as if we were to blame for your being old. 

SEREBRAKOFF. I am more hateful to you than to any one. (Chekhov:14) 

As we can see, he is discontented because his youth and health are discolored by the passage of 

time; he used to be a well-known man, but he does not carry them any longer. William James says: 

“How to gain, how to keep, how to recover happiness, is in fact for most men at all times the secret 

motive of all they do and of all they are willing to endure.” ( qtd. in Kuppens, etal; 2008:.1), The fact 

is, he does not know how to be happy in his old age, consequently, his discontentment makes him keep 

on grumbling at everything around.: 

SEREBRAKOFF: I am used to my library and the lecture hall and to the esteem and admiration 

of my colleagues. Now I suddenly find myself plunged in this wilderness, condemned to see the same 

stupid people from morning till night and listen to their futile conversation. (Chekhov: 15) 

He considers all people stupid, but it can be felt that he probably cannot manage with the 

retirement; Borchard & Donohoe explain the importance of mental attitude as follows: “How you 

mentally perceive your life determines both your state of emotional well-being and how actively you 

are inclined to assert creative control over your future.” (2008: 254), As they say, we can remain calm 

even in the worse conditions if we just try not to get angry and anxious, the only thing we have to do is 

that we must enjoy and take for granted the life at its any given segment, just as George Bernard Shaw 

asserts: 

Life is no ‘brief candle’ to me. It is sort of a splendid torch which I have a hold of for the 

moment, and I want to make it burn as brightly as possible before handing it over to future 

generations. (qtd. In Gitterman, 2009: 199) 

As we go on with the play, we see that Astroff does not make the life’s candle burn so brightly 

either; he confesses His dissatisfaction: 

SONIA. Aren’t you satisfied with life? 

ASTROFF. I like life as life, but I hate and despise it in a little Russian country village, and as 

far as my own personal life goes, by heaven!......Haven’t you noticed if you are riding through a dark 

wood at night and see a little light shining ahead, how you forget your fatigue and the darkness and the 

sharp twigs that whip you’re your face?.....at times I suffer unendurably and I see no light ahead. I 

have no hope. (Chekhov: 22-23) 

He does not have any hope, but the point is that there is no fixed future, everybody is the 

creator of his own life; it depends on him, as Brown holds, “Your future hasn’t been written yet. No 

one’s has. Your future is whatever you make it. So make it a good one. . . . ” (qtd. In Gitterman, 2009: 

153). When he worries about the future, he loses his own peace of mind, so as we see, he suffers 

unendurably, which is the sad gift of a self-imposed discontent; Meyer asserts, “Worry, fear, and 

dread are classic Peace Stealers….These Peace Stealers are all things God tells us in His Word not to 

do, because all of them are a total waste of energy; they never produce any good results.”(2004: 42). 

As Bach asserts, “We’re free to go where we wish and to be what we are.” (2003: 71) 
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When Serebrakoff gathers the family members to propose selling the estate, Voitski gets angry 

and speaks impolitely: 

VOITSKI: For twenty-five years I have managed this place, and have sent you the returns from 

it like the most honest of servants…… You allowed me a meager salary of five hundred roubles a year, 

a beggar’s pittance, and have never even thought of adding a rouble to it. 

SEREBRAKOFF: What did I know about such things, Ivan? I am not a practical man and don’t 

understand them. You might have helped yourself to all you wanted. 

VOITSKI: Yes, why did I not steal? Don’t you all despise me for not stealing, when it would 

have been only justice? And I should not now have been a beggar! (Chekhov: 37) 

Though income is an element of life satisfaction, it is not the whole of happiness. Easterlin 

made a really noticeable question, “Does Money Buy Happiness?” (qtd. in Kaun, 2004: 161). The 

answer is easy; it cannot insure happiness and peace of mind; meanwhile; it is possible that the earning 

stress may make a person act like a madman just as we see how Voitski tries to shoot at Serebrakoff: 

VOITSKI. Let me go, Helena, let me go! [He frees himself and rushes in, looking everywhere 

for SEREBRAKOFF] Where is he? Ah, there he is! [He shoots at him. A pause] I didn’t get him? I 

missed again? [Furiously] Damnation! Damnation! To hell with him! (Chekhov: 40) 

At the end of the play, Voitski claims himself as a miserable man but Sonia answers peacefully 

that they have to live the life: 

VOITSKI. [TO SONIA, stroking her hair] Oh, my child, I am miserable; if you only knew how 

miserable I am! 

SONIA. What can we do? We must live our lives. [A pause] Yes, we shall live, Uncle Vanya. We 

shall live through the long procession of days before us, and through the long evenings…. and when 

our last hour comes we shall meet it humbly…..Ah, then dear, dear Uncle, we shall see that bright and 

beautiful life; we shall rejoice and look back upon our sorrow here….. We shall rest. (Chekhov: 49-50) 

Beyond these words, it can be seen that a person can maintain his hope for life and the life 

after, instead of being discontented; it can be felt that the end can be beautiful to look at, and this itself 

gives an infinite energy to live through good or bad moments. Haltzman and Digeronimo comment, 

“Every human being has the potential to develop a solid, long-lasting core of happiness.” (2009: 19) 

 

 

3.  Conclusion 
The study tried to show that life becomes a serio-tragic scenario if it is lived in a totalizing linear. It 

displayed that grumbling and brooding are the repercussions of a regressive and apprehensive 

mentality, which ties the expired past to an unborn future. It further focused on the tragic suffering of 

this lateral thinking, as it was the case with Voitski, Serebrakoff, Astroff, and others, who were 

dissatisfied with their current situations and consequently sentence themselves within the shackles of a 

mundane and hopeless life. 

We should always remember that every day is a new day, and to avoid the unnecessary worries, 

we should live each fragment of life with the utmost depth, since our ultimate goal is happiness and 

peace of mind, as James says: “What we all desire is to be perfectly happy, free from even the least 

form of unhappiness.” (2007: 68). 
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