NADEZHDA PTUSHEKINA: A STAR OF RUSSIAN DRAMA AND
THEATRE IN THE NEW MILLENIUM

Elisabeth T. Rich

During a recent trnp to Russia, | wvistled the Leningrad-bom
playwright Nadezhda Ptushkina,! whom 1 first became acquainted with in
1997, at her Moscow apartment. T sat donkang coffee ar the kitchen table,
while Ptushluna, bent over the stove and a blender, made soup (a concoction
of white wine, chicken broth, and omons), as she talked at length about her
career and new developments in post-Soviet Russian theatre and drama.

At a glance, it became clear that Ptushkina’s apartment 15 nothing less
than a shone to her two greatest passions: animals (in addition to a crow, she
has rwo dogs named Dika and Tuzik and three cats named Maksa, Tuchka,
and Kosoj, all of whom have free rein over her apartment) and Jane Austen (a
newly translated complete collection of her works was on the bookshelves),
“lane Austen,” Ptushkina told me, pointing at the collection, “is my favorite
writer. She is able to reveal the most vaded emotions in the most ordinary
characters.” Bur Prushkina discovered Austen late n life; in fact, Ptushkina
tead Austen for the first ome only 1 1991, at the age of forty-two, when a
friend loaned her a copy of Gandost' i predwbeshdeniva (Pride and Prefudice) to read,
In pre-perestroika days, Austen’s books, while not officially banned, were not
accessible to the Russian public—a fact Prushkina attmbutes to Austen’s
investigalion mto “petty, povate life.” “Before perestroika you couldn’t find
her books” Plushkina explaned.  “This was probably because the Soviet
regame viewed all displays of private life and private feelings in a negative way.
[nstead, our priorities had to be ideological—a type of patriotism, as it were.”

Since the mid-1970s, when she traned under the late dircctor Oleg
Velremov at the Moscow Art Theatre’s School-Studio, the extremely prolific
Proshkina bas writien some seventy plays,? although more than half of them
sl have not been produced. “I don’t have an agent,” she said, shrupging,
“and T eannot be mvolved in the dissemination of these plays ... 1 do not have
e tiene.”” Typmeally, she wiites comedies, farces, and melodramas, which
e hude, wmong, athers, the two-act farce Preanibaya bashna (The Tower of Pisa),
the twao nct comedy P ches il spechakh (By the Light of Others” Candles) and
Povbbadi ¢ woaddi (€ ame amd € TR the thiee et vandeville Pada ona semirafa [ 1D
Ve W I Yni), wind the two part melodvamn Mowgmment sherteam (A Monigeent to
Eodetimnn). Pt 0 was winth MNlomnonviel s |'IIIM|HL oy o (reeefideg { I'he Nemalf _1I,III||'|:I|r'L_ i
chewrnnn thnt pesen eaobicimm wath the Bililical stody ol Jacob amd Rachel, tha
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Nadezhda Prushlang with her cat, Koso)
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premicred dunng the 1996-1997 theatrical season that some Russian critics
argued that Prushkina should be excommunicated by the Russian Orthodox
Church. Since then, The Smafll Sheep has been translated into several languages
beyond Russia’s borders, including in France and Egypt, where, the playwright
told me, 1t exists in Arabic as a popular samisdar, or underground, publication.!

Ptushkina, though, prefers for her plays not to be pigeonholed in one
specific genre; in fact, she says, her favorite genre is when “there is no one
penre.” 1 have always gravitated towards using many genres in one play,” she
explained. “But whereas before | would write the first act in one gente and
the second act in another genre, I now understand that it is necessary to mix
genres all the ime.” Here Prushkina alluded to her recently finished e, chio
Ja s ob etikh mushhinakh i <henshchinakh (Everything That 1 Kuow Abont These
Men and Women), a play that, by {:fﬂtl'ing a compelling melanpge of farce, satire,
melodrama, tragedy, and drama, bears her distinet authorial signature.
Prushkina also regards this “collision of genres” (her words) as the penre of
the twenty-first century.

As for her thematic orientation, Prushkina’s primary concern is the
human struggle to acquire personal dignity and to fight for onesell and one's
own personal happiness, a theme that strikes a new chord for most Russians; it
is also the credo by which Prushkina lives both her professional and her
private life. “In Russia,” she explained, “you were supposed to fight for either
an idea or an unfairly wronged social catepory of people, like the sick and the
old. But to fight for yourself, this was always considered very unseemly. To
have a feeling of personal dignity was always called “Ya,” the last letter in the
alphabet.”  Usually Ptushkina brings this theme 1o the forefront against the
backdrop of love (or lack thereof), as happens in Plachu spered (1 Pay in Advanc).
In this two-act comedy, Olympiada (Lipa) Sidorova, a wealthy middle-aged
woman, who scemingly lives by the philosophy that “money can buy
anything,” tries to buy the love of Mikhail Raspyatov, a theatre and film star
with whom she has been in love for the better part of her adult life. Her
proposition to Mikhail, which is degrading at best, goes roughly as follows: 1f
he will divorce his present wife, the celebrated actress Polina Ametistova, and
become her husband for a period of one year, she will pay him a million
dollars “in advance.” But in the play’s final pages Lipa’s dignity and self-
respect are returned to her, as we learn how her love for Mikhail is in fact quite
remarkable and uplifting—a love that was shining for her her entire life “like a
guiding star.”™ Deciding early on that she had to become “a someone™ to win
his love, Lipa becomes, among other things, a “heroine” who spends three
vears i incarceration, an actress, the wife of a Russian millionaire and later the
wife of a black African prince with seventeen wives, a “sister of charity” who
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helps the fallen and downtrodden and about whom the Russtan people even
begin to create legends, the wife of an American millionaire with whom she
lives for a while in the United States, and fnally a patron of the arts. Buying
Mikhail, she admits at the end, was only a final desperate act. “Mly love for
vou,” she tells hun, “gave me the entire world . . . It taught me to love life and
lo respect and value mysell.”™  Sull another example 15 Prushkina’s vaudeville
\While She War Dying, where the heroine Tatyana, a sixty-year-old self-
proclaimed “staraya deva” (old maid), preserves the feeling of personal dignity
her entire hite by refusing to marry wiathout love, regarding loneliness as
dostoymie (“more worthy™). “T didn’t consent to marry without love at the age
of twenty,” she declares at one point, “and even more so at the age of sixty.”?

Since the fifty-two-year-old Ptushkina made her debut on the Russian
stage only in 1994, when her plays Maghor (Major Key) and Newormral'naya (An
Abmormal Woman) were produced in St. Petersburg at the Eksperiment Theatre,
she 15 penerally considered a representative of the “young” post-Soviet
peneration of Russian dramatsts. In fact, it was only in 1995—when her play
By the Light of Others’ Candles premiered in Moscow at the Stamslavsky
Theatre—that Prushkina mmed full-time to what had previously been only a
“hobby™: playwrting.® Shortly after praduation from Moscow Art Theatre’s
School-5Studio, Prushkina was compelled to spend years at home canng for her
two athng parents. “In sum,” she recalled, “I flew away [rom the theatrical
world, and did not return there anymore.”  Years later, in the early 1990s,
when business ventures in Russia were stll in their mfancy, she became the
owner of a firm that set up cultural programs for private business enterprises,
or predprzyattya—work that entatled arranging excursions, trips abroad, and
evenings at the theatre for their employees. Ptushkina, though, found it
mcreasingly difficult to pursue this line of business, and at one point even
resorted to selling cars. “1 did not know the slightest thing about cars,” she
confessed. “T simply knew at what price to sell them.”

But Prushkina certamly does know a thing or two when 1t comes to
drama. In fact, as a leading figure of post-Soviet Russian drama, who as
recently as 2000 was awarded the prestigions literary prize Severnaya Pal’mira
for her plays, she has indisputably helped to revitalize and broaden the
parameters of contemporary Russian theatre and dramaturgy. Not only has
Prushkina introduced to the Russian public a new kind of comedy—a comedy
that targets human’foibles instead of a satire that ridicules the shortcomings of
a regime—Dbut she is also to be credited as one of the first playwrights in the
post-Soviet era to write melodrama.  “The Soviet regime did not tolerate
melodrama,” Prushkina declared, “because melodrama dealt with private life;
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at its foundation there was always a melodramatic story.  Private life s always
shown as the large plan, which means it acquires the character of prionty. In
totalitarian Russia, pavate life could never be a prority, and henee there was
no melodrama as a genre,”

Ptushkina also brings to the theatre a new mentality and mind-set,
First, she openly call her plays “commercial,” adhering to the tenet that “any
kind of art 15 good except for boring art.” “When a thousand people come 1o
a p!:l}‘] and then are bored,” she msisted, “it"s boonshness on the part of the
dramanst . . . simply boorishness.” By extension, she also views the stage nol
so much as a forum for fundamentally moral weas, but as a greliobcbe (“show'™)
and place of entertamment—a viewpoint that dircctly contradicrs and derails
the former Soviet position that theatre m Russia was tradinonally a “temple,”
or a place that provided only “spinitual nounshment.”

UMy plays are generally funny,” she told me, “although 1 do pose
serious questions in them, 1 think that senous questions are beter suited for a
philosophical treatise; theatre, it scems to me, should pive s audience
:.:nin}'ﬂu‘m v un EROE \'lllg;lr catertamment hke tll'lllk.ill“ beer, but entertammeoent
of the kind like a Beethoven symphony.” She then went on to say that it is not
the theatre's task to cducate its spectators, as 1t was once expected o do n
Soviet Russia. “Let people be educated i school, with books and by lifc’s
:_'.'-:pv:riunfus," she mamtmned. I believe that i s NeCessary L8] Eiru CVeryonge
who pays money whatever they want.” “Tlis stance explams to a large extent
1ﬂ'-'|'|].' her |:|]';|],‘5 have clicited conteoversial, if nod downnight hostile, reviews
from snoblish Moscow entics who often dismiss comedy as a lowbrow penre.,
“"One crtic wrote that if you sce the e of a play by Prushking on a
billboard,” she told me, “you would be wise not 1o go and see it. Another
wrote that my success is not as harmless as it may scem to everyone, because
m the shadow of my mediocnty all the best Russian deamaturgy has perished.”
Still, Prushkina’s plays are staged—all over Russia, in fact—which is certainly
more than she could have hoped for i pre-perestrotka days? “Before
perestrotka,” she reflected, “it simply didn’t oceur to me to show my plays to a
director . .. My plays were not of use to the Communist regune, because they
dwell on the private ives of individuals and there is no ideology in them
anywhere, Therefore, Thnew that they would never get past the censors.”

[n terms of her own creative development, Ptushking admits to
having been influenced largely by forcign writers and  playwrights, usually
Amencan or English. At the top of the list 1s Neil Simon, to whoimn she claims
tor be mdebied for the preaision of his cues and for whar she refers 1o as his
“moral mfuence” “Simon,” she twld me, “aonght me to understand thae i is

indecent to write a L L [11;1}', even if it s for {}|||}' e E-i{_‘[_'{'rl]LJ,‘ and to write
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dishonestly, Netther Amercans nor Russians value him as they should . . . But
[ love him madly, especially has Postedus pylbe odublenmyi (Last of the BRed-Flat
Laversy, which 1 consider to be nothing less than a masterpiece. He 15 of
course a great, pifted, dazzling playwrght.”  Prushkina 1s also indebted to
Oscar Wilde for “the precision of an idea’s expression” and  “brilliant style,”
although she acknowledged that he 1s a “cold dramatist” who does not affect
her on an emotional level; to Jane Austen for her "humanism,” “rules about
love,” and “subtlety of psychology”; and [mally to Agatha Christie for het
methods in constructing a detective story. “Agatha Chnstie,” she began, “has
taught me how to wrie a detective story—to build a plot so that there are
twists and turns in it, so that 1t 15 not borng.” According to Ptushkina, there
are no other present-day Russian dramatists who incorporate elements of
detective story writing into their plays. “At the foundation of all of my plays,”
she told me, "1s 3 lme of intrigue; i°s compulsory for me. This kind of writing
takes no particular effort on my parct; it 15 my nature and [ simply cannot
construct a play in a different way. [ deceive people, I mislead them, and this
15 what makes my plays interesting for them.”

As for the Russian classics like Anton Chekhov, Prushkina has only
the highest regard. “As a reader,” she stated emphatically, “I adore Chekhov.”
In fact, when she was ecighteen years old, she even wrote a play about him that
was onginally called Befferrisi—a term that applies to fiction writers who earn a
livelthood with their literary works; 1t was also the term that Chekhov applied
to himsell. “Although Chekhov's dramatic techmiques are light-years from
me,” she told me, “lus Weltanschanung 15 close to mine. 1, too, believe that the
writing profession 15 ordinary work and that the writer should not be singled
out in society.” Later she changed the title Beletrst vo I droguet onets tsepr (And
the End of the Chain Ly Shaking), a quotation from Chelkhov's famous short story
"The Student” {1394} that, to quote Stumon Enriin:-‘.ky, argues for "the
impaortance of rehgious traditions and rebigious experience for the continuation
of civilization.”" But Prushkina admits that the new title has litile to do with
her play. “1 simply took this title from faintheartedness. The word “belletrist®
seemed too bonng and ineffective.”

According to Prushkina, Aud the End .?f' the Chain Is Shaking 15 a “very
bold play . . . the kind you can write only when you are eighteen.”  Isaak
Levitan, the celebrated pamnter and one of Chekhov’s closest personal friends
during his umiversity years, i1s a character in it, as are Lydia (Lika) Mizinova, a
colleague of his sister’s and casual friend, and Yevdokia (Dunya) Efros, the
lewish woman he had wanted to marry at twenty-six.  “It took a certain
boldness to portray real people,”” Ptushkina admitted, “but there were also
drawbacks . . . These are real people—people who have their own biography
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and a certain lustorie ‘imape’—and 1 felt certamn constramts from this” The
play, styled after a Chekhov play, also has a minimum of dramatic action.

As for its themate content, And the End of the Chain Is Shaking is
essentially abour a writer's quest for truth and “the price he pays for his fame
and recognition . . . The quest for ultimate truth carries a heavy price tag” she
told me. “It is paid for with life, it is paid for with health—and it is here that
we [ind the sacrifice of the Russian writer. Like Chnst, a great artist must be a
Messiah, and he cannot refuse the chalice.” Ptushkina sets her play on Apnl
21, 1890, the day of Chekhov's long and arduous journey to Sakhalin, one of
Russia’s most ternble penal settlements—a pilgrimage that, as Donald Rayfield
so aptly puts it in his book Underdianding Chekbor, he set out on in order “to pet
at the roots of the evil and musery which beset him [the artist] on earth.”"" In
the play, as in real life, Chekhov was 33-years old at the tme. His resolve to
undertake this journey came at preat personal sacnfice, though; Chekhov was
alrcady showing symptoms of tuberculosis, from which he would die lourteen
years later at the ape of forty-four, and tlus expedion undoubtedly
exacerbated his condition. “When I talk about Chekhov,” Prashkina told me
sadly, “I start to shiver. | feel a tremendous amount of pity for him. 1 can well
inagine how he traveled m an unsprung covered wagon and then across
perilous seas to reach Sakhalin, and what an ordeal it was for lim.” "To date,
And the End of the Chain s Shaking still has not been produced, although
theatres, including the Vakhtangov Theatre, have approached her about the
possibility of staging i,

Although Prushkina’s prochvity for dramatic denovements, “turning
points,” and “direct action” are sharply at odds with Chekhov's indirect or
concealed action, Ptushkina concedes that she has nonetheless been influenced
by him in a significant way. “1 can’t say that I took one thing or another from
Chekhov, but 1 think that he has influenced me with what [ call ‘pure sound.’
There 1s no [alseness in Chekhov . .. only pure rhythmical melody.” With this
i mind, Prushkina looks for thythm and melody when she has fimished a play
and 15 reading the final product.  “There may be a superfluous letter
somewhere in the play, such as the preposition ¢ [which translates as “in” or
“at”’| bemng mmserted i the wrong place. [ can really agonize over the smallest
preposition, and I can’t rest until I've found the problem. This makes me
angry with myself because 1 realize that no one will notice it; the actors will say
it as 1t should be sad. But this is the way I am. Sometimes 1 even let a play lie
around lor a year because I'm dissatisfied with the rhythm. It's like the
prncess on the pea: somewhere there 1s a pea in the pages ol a play, which
makes the entre play awkward.™
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“When you remove o tlle that i disturbing a play,” she continued, "it 13
aralogous (o painiing, a prennee. Some preat ariist goes up to a picture and,
with two strokes of Tis boushy the picture s completely transtormed. 105 the
same thing with o playwhen von take away a trifle, the entive play comes to
life. © thiok that my awareness of thythm and melody, and my efforts to
exclude all !ul-.:- potes lrom my work, comes directly from Chekhove—and 1
really value s,

Prushkina's creative talents, though, ate by no means confined to
playwniting. Since the age of eighteen, she has been writing ruskagy, or short
stories, 4 few of which (Le., *N.L") have appeared m the Russian ediion of
Casrmapaditan, alter being solicited by its editor. Her other long-term ambitions
mchade wating a “novel about this epoch,” now that the twentieth century has
come fo an end, and finishing a book that deals with the upbringing of
children.  “1 started this book a long time apo)” she told me, “when my
children |2 son and two d:mghl:_'.rﬁ] were stll prowing up L D don’t want 1o
write a culinary book, although I really love to cook. | don’t especially like
ratsing children, but 1 snll want to write a book about 1.7 Ta 2001 Proshkina
also made her debut mn Moscow as a professional director, staging her own
play Karova (1 Com) at the Pushkin Theatre. Reflecting the author's profound
devotion to animals, this play is a tragicomic love story in which the heroine,
Katya, destroys herself and her sense of identity by taking back her unfaithful
ex-hushand Vadim and then allowing him to prompily dispatch her beloved
cow to a sanatormam—a cow that had (as unbelievable as 1t might sound!) lived
in the same apartment with her; in sum, she betrays the cow for a man who
has betrayed her. Sull other plays she has written and would like to direct for
the stage include [ .f’;.r; i Advance (1 want to stage it simply because 1 want
te’”) and By the Lipht of Others’ Candles, whose muluple productions have in her
opinion failed.  “T want 1o direct 1t not because 1t lies close to my soul”
Prushkina explaned, “but because it is offensive to me that it is not properly
ilumimated onstage.  There is more to it than how it 15 currently being
produced.”  On the other hand, there are plays that she would never direct,
such as The Swall Sheep, which she Delieves has been fully “realized” in its
numerous and vared stage productions, and The Tower of Pisa, which, under the
direction of Boris Milgram, premiered in 1999 at the Stanislavsky "Theatre. 1
don’t think anyone on earth could have done a better joby staging | The Tower of
Pisa| than Milpram, * she declared. 1 don’t want to direct it because T would
do 1 worse"

Ulnmately, though, Prushkina would prefer o make her mark as a
director by producing plays other than her own. “Now the entire country
stnmons me o direet my own plays,” she told me. “Theatres offer me a
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great deal of money to come and do this; that's nteresting for them. Bur for
me to go somewhere like Krasnoyarsk to sit and direct one of my own plays—
I don’t want 1o.”

And how does Ptushkina see her place mn the new millennium? Does
she have, as her first name might suggest, “hope™ for the coming years? L
have hope for myself,” she spoke warmly, without the slightest hesitation. “In
contrast to earlier tmes, when everything lay in the hands of censorship and
the government, the situation today rests entirely on the bidding of each
creative personality.”

NOTES

! n post-Sovict Russia, as women are being offered more opportunities for
professional advancement, female dramatists have come increasingly to the forefront.
The maere successful Russian women playwrights today include

lilena Gremina, Ksenia Dragunskaya, Olga Mikhailova, Maria Arbatova, and Olga
Mukhina, whose Tanya-Tanya has been running for more than five years,

2 Although Prushkina writes the first deaft of a play quickly, she is extremely meticulous
when 1t comes to ediing and makmg revisions, sometimes doing as many as a dozen
more drafts. "It 12 impossible for me,” she told me in 1997, "to hand over a play [to a
director or a theatee] in its first drafe.,” Unfortunately, she added, this does not seem to
be the case with other contemporary playwrights. “I see the gift of other deamatists at
a glance, but | al=o see that their plays have not been brought o completion . . . This
laziness is everywhere in deamaturgy and at the factory; this is the Soviet legacy.”

I Prushkina's Oweehka is based on the biblical account of Jacob at Paddanaram, where
his uncle Laban lives and where he sec

s refuge after tricking has father 1saac into
eiving him the blessimg intended for Faau, his older twin brother, In addition to
mtroducing it her play biblical subject marter, an area that had been off-limits to the
Russtan public durmg the Sovier era, Prushkina makes ample use of another former
Soviet taboo: croticism, In the more intimate scenes between Jacob and Rachel, for
example, the text is permeated with eeotie language and sensual detadl, Tr s hardly
surpriging, then, that Oredbdia sparked such controversy and heated discussion when it
first premicecd in Moscow in 1996,
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1 Ovechka and other plays by Prushkina have been translated into English by Michael M.
Naydan, a professor of Slavie Languages and Literatures at Penn State University, and
Slava Yastremski. These translations are included in a collection entitled Rache's Flute
and In Somebody Llie's Candlelight, which has not yet appeared in print. Rachel's Flute (their
teanslation of Orechkia) 12 also forthcoming in the journal Gilas,

S Madezhda Prashking, Plachu gperedi, in Dramatnrg 8 (1997), 217.
6 1hid., 217
" Nadezhda Prashkina, Ovechkea i drugie plesy (Ledatel'stvo A i B, 1999), 222,

B Ul 1993, Prushkina disseminated her plays only to her immediate circle of
acyuamtances, relatives, and children.

T Moscow, during the 1999-2000 theatrical season, Roghdestvenshie gregy (Christnas
Dreams |a retitling of Prushkina’s play Poka ona smmirala]) was staged at the Moscow
{hekhov Art Theater, Pizanskaya bashnya (The Teower of Pisa) at the Stanislavsky Theater,
Orechia (The Small Sheep) at the Art Club XX 1, while the tollowing year her Korova (A
Cow) premiered at the Pushkin Theater. Prushkina's plays have also been staged in the
more remote reglons of Russia, ncluding, among others, Novosibirsk, Arkhangelsk,
Murmansk, Novporod, Rostov on the Don, Penza, S densk, and Oumisk,

" simon Kadinsky, Chekbor's Life and Uhonght: Selected Leiters and Commentary (Be rkeley:
University of California Press, 1973), 13.

"' Donald Rayficld, Understanding Chededor: A Critical Study of Chekbov’s Prose and Drama
(Machson: University of Wisconsin Press, 1999), 93,

" What makes these comments especially noteworthy is the fact that Milgram
chiminated her finale, choosing instead to replace the test of her play with visual effects.
“He still succeeded in creating a finale that adequately expressed what 1 intended ) she
told me. “Tunderstood that for this director the text of this play’s finale was not
needed ... that Milgram created visual effects that are much deacer to the theatre.”



