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Speaking from a pragmatic standpoint, before any traditional per-
formance occurs on the stage or in any playing space, certain
events must have already taken place. First, the performer(s) will have
chosen a piece of repertoire and its method and mode of expression,
including, but not limited to, the involvement of other actors. Sec-
ond, the performer(s) will have also engaged specific personnel to take
responsibility for costumes and wigs, properties, sets, and lighting.
Third, the performer(s) will have located a space in which to unfold
the creative act, preferably before a willing audience that will pay a
charge so that the company may recoup any major financial outlays
and enjoy a small profit. Russian theatre history is filled with stories
of productions that have met, and sometimes surmounted, obstacles
such as these during the rehearsal period, and have thus become part
of the Russian theatrical canon.

Vera F. Komissarzhevskaia (1864-1910), one of Russia’s great-
est actresses of the eatly twentieth century, overcame many such ob-
stacles in her illustrious career. However, perhaps no obstacle pre-
pared her for the rebellion that occurred within her own company as
she prepated to stage the premiere of Stanistaw Przybyszewski’s (1868
-1927) Gody ycia |Pir 2hizni; Life’s Banguet, 1909] in the fall of 1909,
seven years after her first acquaintance with his aesthetic views. Tragi-
cally, the role of Hanka in this play would become the last new role
she was to prepare before her untimely death in February 1910.

The relationship between actress Komissarzhevskaia and Przy-
byszewski is intriguing, but has received relatively little scholarly atten-
tion.! American scholars devote no more than passing notice to their
possible creative relationship.? For some theatre scholars, Przy-
byszewski’s plays do not even exist as a part of this actress’ notable
career.> However, as we shall see, Przybyszewski’s aesthetics do reso-
nate strongly in Komissarzhevskaia’s life and work, dating from eatly
spring 1902 and continuing until her death. An investigation into this
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resonance will not only provide a fuller understanding of the move-
ment of modernist aesthetics from Western Europe into Russian thea-
tre at the beginning of the twentieth century, but also the role played
by major theatrical figures, such as Komissarzhevskaia, in the accep-
tance and transference of those aesthetics.

Komissarzhevskaia’s reception of Pryzbyszewski’s aesthetics
began in 1902 and is associated with his pronouncements on the soul,
artist, and att, as expressed in “Aforyzmy i Praeludia” [“Aphorisms
and Preludes”], the first section of his collection of essays, Na drogach
duszy |On the Paths of the Soul, 1900]. Her conception of “soul” was not
founded on a strict religious interpretation, but rather a psychological
one. She eagerly accepted Przybyszewski’s view that the true source
of creative inspiration was a focus inward toward the soul, not out-
ward toward external reality. This would lead to an interest in a char-
acter’s psychological and emotional motivation. Moreover, Przy-
byszewski’s belief in the sanctity of both art and the artist would move
her to reject artistic mediocrity and set out upon new paths of artistic
self-exploration, eventually breaking with naturalist theatrical conven-
tions. The comments that Komissarzhevskaia made in defense of her
own production of Przybyszewski’s new play, Gody %ycia, provide addi-
tional evidence that this actress was conceptualizing and actively re-
sponding to—if only on a personal level—the Polish dramatist’s pre-
scriptions for improvements in the acting profession. These com-
ments also provide evidence of how Komissarzhevskaia understood
Przybyszewski’s dramatic theories and gives us a retrospective glimpse
into her possible pragmatic use of Przybyszewski’s works in the devel-
opment of the actor’s craft, including her own.

The Polish essayist, dramatist, and novelist Stanistaw Przy-
byszewski first gained recognition in Germany, where he popularized
both the work of Friedrich Nietzsche and that of the Norwegian
painter Edvard Munch. After he moved to Krakéw to become the
editor of the journal Zyce in 1898, the circle of young Polish writers
and artists living there, as well as Russian critics of the period, began
to acknowledge him as the head of the artistic current known as Mfoda
Polska, or Young Poland. Contemporary Russian critics, such as Pavel
Kogan, soon recognized Przybyszewski as one writer who, along with
Oscar Wilde and Maurice Maeterlinck, influenced Russia’s young,
growing modernist movement (Kogan 98-100).# Despite his popular-
ity and notoriety, this prolific Polish writer is almost forgotten today,
although his distinctive synthesis of metaphysics, occultism, eroticism,
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and aestheticism created great controversy in fin-de-siécle Russia.

Przybyszewski’s dramas—a transitional blend of naturalism and
symbolism—were marked by an absence of external action and a con-
centration on character psychology. They frequently explored the
themes of love and death, guilt and retribution, within the context of
the changing sexual mores of the early twentieth century. In his essay
O dramacie i scenie |On Drama and the Stage, 1905], Przybyszewski
sketched the major differences between the “old drama” (before Ib-
sen) and the “new drama” (after Ibsen). This work had originally
been serialized in the Warsaw daily Kurjer Teatralny in 1902 and was
eventually published in a Russian translation. Its first Russian transla-
tion appeared as a short serialization in the influential Petersburg jour-
nal Teatr i iskusstro in 1904. This leading trade weekly for individuals
in the theatre profession, which included articles about actors, drama-
tists, reviews, and box office reports from throughout the Empire,
would have been obligatory reading for all actors, including Komis-
sarzhevskaia. Rejecting the detailed stage directions of naturalists
such as Hauptmann, Przybyszewski preferred to think of the dramatic
text as a “stenogram’ or outline, within which the actor could explore
the battle raging within the soul. It was this battle, and not external
events or circumstances, which he believed to be the true source of
dramatic action. Przybyszewski also advocated the use of a simple set
design and the use of “character-symbols”—an idea also advocated by
Maeterlinck. Przybyszewski recognized the need for an “intelligent,
clairvoyant, and truthful” actor or “artist-creator” who would be able
to “embody” a particular role by understanding all the psychological
reactions and character relationships within the play (O dramacie i scenie
14-15).5

The most important trace of Przybyszewski’s impact on Komis-
sarzhevskaia is found in her correspondence, in a letter dating from
late Matrch/early April 1902. By this stage in her career, Komissarz-
hevskaia had already weathered the failed first production of Chek-
hov’s Chaika [The Seagull, 1890] at the conservative Aleksandrinskii
Theatre. Komissarzhevskaia, now a popular actress competing with
Mariia Savina for the adoration of the Petersburg audience, was grow-
ing dissatisfied with the Aleksandrinskii’s staid repertoire and con-
stricting aesthetic environment. In an April 1902 letter to Nikolai
Khodotov (1878-1932), her acting partner and confidant at the time,
she expressed new hope for a change in her situation. The actress
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thanked Khodotov for several booklets he had presented her and pro-
fessed:
SI MaAoAyIIHA, HACTaA MOMEHT, KOTAA 00/cHa
peruTbes yaacTs Mos. Aa, 3TO BEAb 1 €CTb MOs Bepa:
«VcKycCTBO AOAKHO OTpasKaTb BEYHOE, 4 BEYIHO
TOABKO OAHO — 3TO AYIIA». 3HAYHTH, BAZKHO TOABKO
OAHO — KH3HB AYIIIH BO Bcex ee mposBAeHuAX. (“Iz
pis'ma N. N. Khodotovu” 115-116)¢
The textual origin of Komissarzhevskaia’s credo, or “confession
of faith,” signaled by her quotation that “art must reflect the eternal,
and the eternal is only one thing—the soul,” can be traced to Przy-
byszewski’s collection of essays, Na drogach dusgy. The first section of
that collection, “Aforyzmy i Praeludia,” had recently appeared in a
Russian translation by Aleksandr Kursinskii (1873-1919) under the
title Aforizmy i prelindy | Aphorisms and Preludes, 1902] (Pshibyshevskii 6-
7).7 Among other things, this work proclaimed the elevated roles of
art and artist in society and the need for the true attist to reject the
advantageous “path of the mind,” or the “path of the pitiful
senses” (8), in order to follow the “steep and slippery path of the
soul,” which is inaccessible to the mind (23). By the end of June, only
two months after confessing that the true creative artist must “reflect
. the soul,” Komissarzhevskaia made the momentous decision to
leave the Aleksandrinskii and strike out on her own as an independent
entrepreneur (“Iz pis'ma N. N. Khodotovu” 116-119).8 Her fate, as
she had suggested to Khodotov in April, had been decided irrevoca-
bly.
From the time she left the service of the Imperial Theatres in
1902 until her death in 1910, Komissarzhevskaia undertook several
Przybyszewski roles. Those roles included that of Irena in a 1902 pro-
duction of Zolotoe runo [Ziote runo; The Golden Fleece, 1901] and of
Bronka in Swueg [Snieg, Snow, 1904].9 Two years later she appeared as
Sonka in Vechnaia skazgka |Odwieczna basi; The Eternal Tale, 1905-1900].
The latter work premiered in St. Petersburg on 4 December 1906 and
has created an intriguing association of Przybyszewski’s work with the
third, historic season of Komissarzhevskaia‘s Dramaticheskii Teatr,
when Komissarzhevskaia and Vsevolod Meierkhol'd (1874-1940)
joined artistic forces, she as owner-entrepreneur and he as her chief
director. That season is noted for a turn from realist productions imi-
tative of the Moscow Art Theatre to innovative productions marked
by Meierkhol'd’s bold experiments in non-representional staging and
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greater theatricality (uslovnost’). These productions were accompanied
by a move toward a repertoire that was more accepting of works by
the rising Russian symbolists, such as Blok and Andreev.!® However
controversial some of these plays might have been, none elicited such
a negative response from her fellow actors as did Pir ghigni in 1909.

Evidence suggesting that Komissarzhevskaia and Przybyszewski
met in July 1903 and later in March 1904 provides further substantia-
tion that the Russian actress was awate of, or had an affinity for, the
aesthetic notions that Przybyszewski articulated. This evidence also
creates a strong personal subtext for Komissarzhevskaia’s later de-
tense of Pir ghizni in the face of cast resistance against its purported
“decadence,” as she sought to exploit a play to which she thought she
had obtained exclusive performance rights. Therefore, before review-
ing the charges that Komissarzhevskaia’s cast leveled against her
choice of repertoire, let us first examine the possibility that there was
more that linked these two creative individuals than just a 1902 book-
let, a brief meeting in 1903/1904, or an association of Komissarz-
hevskaia’s name with several Przybyszewski heroines.

First, let us re-examine the context of a possible meeting be-
tween this Russian actress and a foreign dramatist. There is a passing
reference to a purported previous meeting between Komissarz-
hevskaia and Przybyszewski in a press release that appeared in Russkoe
slovo in September 1909 (“Teatr i muzyka” 5).1' This reference to a
meeting six years earlier, thus, would link this encounter with Komis-
sarzhevskaia’s frustrated efforts to procure the performance rights to
the first Russian production of Przybyszewski’s Snieg. Komissarz-
hevskaia most likely became aware of this play when a Polish troupe,
headed by Boleslaw Bolestawski, staged the work in St. Petersburg
during January-February 1903. Przybyszewski directed the production
himself, and the press widely reported the event.!>? On 15 July 1903,
Komissarzhevskaia wrote a letter to journalist V. K. Bozhovskii (1869
-1914) in Warsaw while she was on her way to San Remo, Italy, to
visit her father. She asked her friend to assist in procuring the rights
to Swieg so that she might be the first Russian actress to stage this play:

Mue mpumaAa B TOAOBY  MBICAB, Bacumamit
Koncranmuaosuda, 1 Bel AOAKHEI MHE IIOMOYB €€
OCYIIECTBHUTB. VerpofiTte Tak, d4TOOH
[MmmbsimeBckuii He TO3BOAHMA OB Hrparb «CHer»
HUKOMY, kpoMe MeHs. Komeuro, mmoxa st He CBIrparo,
a TaM Iyckail. Y MeHA [ecTh]| Takasd OAHA IIbeca C



70 STUDIES IN SLAVIC CULTURES

HEMEIIKOTO, KOTOPYIO aBTOP AAA  PasperreHre
IIEPEBECTH TOABKO OAHOMY IIEPEBOAYHKY, 4 TOT AAA
MHE IIPaBO €C HIPATh H IICPEAATH KOMY HAHAY
HyKHbIM. Harmmmmre MHe, BO3MOXHO A 9TO, H
ecan Aa, To ycrpoiire. CeroaHs B 6 9. A Ha IpaHHIIE
Wraanm, a 3aBTpa B 10 9. AHA Ha MecTe.

Kwmy Barmry pyky.

B. Komuccaprxesckaa (Rudnitskii, V. K.
Bozhovskomu [15 iiulia 1903 g.]” 167-168)'3

Several months later, in November 1903, Komissarzhevskaia
wrote Bozhovskii again, informing him that she had translated the
play. She requested him to gain permission immediately from Przy-
byszewski for its production. She also asked Bozhowvskii to telegraph
the censor, evidently to inform them that she wanted a quick review
of her translation so that she could begin staging it immediately
(Rudnitskii, “V. K. Bozhovskomu. 4 noiabria 1903 g.” 168). Neither
of Komissarzhevskaia’s requests were granted. We do not know the
exact reason for Przybyszewski’s rejection of Komissarzhevskaia’s
offer, only that she was unable to obtain permission for “her” transla-
tion.!* Thus, when Przybyszewski himself contacted Komissarz-
hevskaia in 1909 with the chance to stage a new play, the actress, pet-
haps remembering the frustration she must have felt during her at-
tempts to obtain the performance and translation rights to Suieg, was
already in a frame of mind to accept the playwright’s offer eagerly.

The second piece of evidence suggesting professional contacts
between Komissarzhevskaia and Pryzbyszewski is a reference made by
Nikolai Khodotov in his memoirs. Khodotov speaks of a tour to
Warsaw made by members of the Aleksandrinskii Theatre during Lent
1904, in which Komissarzhevskaia briefly participated. During that
tour, an individual described by Khodotov as the “translator and jout-
nalist Yorick” introduced him to Przybyszewski, and Khodotov paid
him a visit (Blizkoe-dalekoe [1962] 170-171 and 294).1> This individual
has been identified as “Poor Yorick,” the pseudonym of Komissarz-
hevskaia’s Warsaw intermediary, Vasili K. Bozhovskii (Rybakova
498). Therefore, given Komissarzhevskaia’s previous efforts only four
months eatlier to obtain the rights to Swigg through Bozhovskii and
her personal and professional relationship to Khotodov, there is rea-
son to believe that Komissarzhevskaia herself could have met Przy-
byszewski at this time. At the very least, Khodotov could have spo-
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ken to Komissarzhevskaia at length about his visit with the Polish
author if it occurred before her arrival or during her brief stay. How-
ever, the fact that on her own tour Komissarzhevskaia only per-
formed in Warsaw for three days (March 2-4) before continuing on to
Khat'kov may explain why other scholars have not considered the
possibility of this meeting.1¢
Komissarzhevskaia’s active reception of Przybyszewski’s aes-
thetic views, even before she had any personal contacts with the Pol-
ish author, has already been suggested in our brief comments made
about her letter to Khodotov in April 1902. Echoes of Przy-
byszewski’s booklet seem to resonate even in Komissarzhevskaia’s
later correspondence from that year. In another letter to the young
actor in early October 1902, Komissarzhevskaia gives Khodotov the
following advice:
Paboratite, paboraiite: BOSBMUTE POAb U 4Y8ci18)iinse,
wyscmeytime, Kax 6Y0mo 3o éce cayuusocs ¢ Bawu, coBcem
3a0BIB, 9TO TAM APYIOH, HE TAKOH M300paKeH, U
KOTAQ c08ceM ytidense B 9TH CTPAAAHHESA, PAAOCTH, B Xa0C
VAW IIOKOH, TOTAA TOABKO MOYKETE BCIIOMHHTB, UTO
910 He BBI, 9TO OH OBIA APYION, H AcAaiTe, ITO
XOTHTE M ICUXOAOTHENH n huaocodueil — OHU yKe
OYAYT Ha  eeprod, Hacmoamed, edunmemeenion dopoze.
[emphasis mine] (“Iz pis'ma N. N. Khodotovu” 124)
17
In this letter, Komissarzhevskaia is again echoing Przy-
byszewski’s admonition to follow the “path of the soul,” not the
mind. She advises KKhodotov that the actor should immerse himself
in the emotions of the character, for in these turbulent sentiments are
where the actor can identify with the role and yet remain somehow
aloof. Przybyszewski had expressed similar ideas in Aforizzzy when he
noted that:
[Ipesumit  TBOpPEIl PACKPBIBAA  «BEIIM», HOBBII
TBOPEIT PACKPHIBACT CBOEC COCTOAHHE AVIIIHL.
[lepBeril pasOHpaAcs B BEINAX M BIICYATCAHHAX,
KAK OHH BIIABIBAAM B €rO MO3L, BEpPyd B HX
OOBEKTHBHOCTD; IIOCACAHHIN, HaobopoT,
PasOUpaeTCs TOABKO B UyBCTBAX, KAKHE BBI3BIBAIOTCH
stumu Bermamu. (Pshibyshevskii 17)18
In advising Khodotov to “do what you want with psychology and
philosophy,” Komissarzhevskaia is reminding Khodotov that a role
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cannot be built solely from an external observation of the character, as
proponents of naturalist theatre had done. Rather, it must be created
internally, from an emotional core felt by the character over the
course of the dramatic action of the play. As we shall see, Komissarz-
hevskaia would again refer to the need for the actor to make connec-
tions with a character’s “soul”—as reflected by the character’s fluctu-
ating emotional states— in her defense of Przybyszewski’s play, Pir
ghizni.

Although Przybyszewski is artistically present in Komissarz-
hevskaia’s work during these productive professional years, his name
is largely absent from her correspondence.’  However, Przy-
byszewski’s epistolary presence is again felt suddenly in late 1909,
when the Polish author began a brief period of correspondence with
the actress. Yet, unlike six years ecarlier, when Komissarzhevskaia
sought to obtain the performance rights to Swieg from its author dur-
ing the summer of 1903, there is evidence that Przybyszewski himself
now initiated correspondence with the actress, encouraging her to
stage his newly written drama. At this time Komissarzhevskaia was
again entering a risky stage of her career. Her spring tour of America
in 1908 had been a financial disaster, as had the premature closing by
the censors of her production of Oscar Wilde’s Salome. Now she was
again touring the provinces, raising money to alleviate her financial
worries.

Meanwhile, in dire need of financial support himself, Przy-
byszewski hoped to shop his new play to the actress. In a letter dated
12 July 1909 (NS),20 Przybyszewski wrote to Komissarzhevskaia:

Muaocrupas I‘OC}*AapI)IHH,

S HammcaA HOBYIO IIbECY, UPE3BBIYANHO
KHU3HEHHYIO, C BECbMa OAVIIEBACHHBIM K
APAMATHYECKAM pasBUTHEM AeiicTBHA. I'AaBHAA pPOAD
— JKEHIIMHA, ODOABIIIOTO BHYTPEHHETO HAIIPAKECHUA U
CHABI, IPEBOCXOAHO ITOAOHAET AAf Bac.

[Toaromy s XOTEA OBI y3HATDH, HE HOMKEAAAU OBI
Ber mpmobpectn Moro Apamy B COOCTBEHHOCTH B
pYKoITHCH, a TeM caMbIM Bbl Moram O®l IHocTaBUTH €e
Ha CIICHE Ha IIPAaBAaX OPUIHUHAAA.

Xorea Ovr cHEcTHCH ¢ Bamu 1o aToMy Bompocy
HEIIOCPEACTBEHHO, 0e3 IIepeBOAYNKA, U HpoIiy Bac
IT0 BO3MOKHOCTH OTBETHTH MHE ITOCKOPEE.
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C rAyOOKIM yBaKECHHEM
Cranncaas [lmm0siesckun.
12/VI1/1909.
Aapec moit: Aaptiiox y Koxeabckoro ozepa
(basapus, via Mronxen). (RGALI, f. 778, op. 2, ed.
khr. 36)21
Komissarzhevskaia could not answer Przybyszewski’s request
promptly, however, as she was resting at Bad Wildbad, Wiirttemberg,
during the month of July. In fact, she probably did not read this letter
until her return to Petersburg on 18 August (NS)/5 August (OS) after
her stay at that spa and a short trip to Paris (Rybakova 447-451).22
Another letter from Przybyszewski, dated 20 August (NS), subse-
quently followed one month after his first, and probably arrived as
Komissarzhevskaia was preparing her next tour, set to begin in early
September.23 This second letter praised Komissarzhevskaia as a bril-
liant actress, and the Polish dramatist now suggested that he had cre-
ated the female lead in his new play, Gody ycia, especially for her
(D'iakonov, “V. F. Komissarzhevskaia i simvolisty” 118).24 Przy-
byszewski asked the actress-entrepreneur for an advance of 500 rubles
to be paid upon the receipt of the Polish manuscript. Komissarz-
hevskaia evidently agreed to Przybyszewski’s terms sometime in late
August after thinking Przybyszewski’s offer over for less than three
weeks, for on 15 September 1909 (NS)/3 September (OS) the Polish
author wrote to the actress, acknowledging receipt of his advance.?s
Komissarzhevskaia must have made final arrangements with
Przybyszewski by 5 October (NS)/22 September (OS), shortly after
her troupe had left Moscow—the first city on their itinerary—to con-
tinue their tour in Riga. On that date (22 September) Russkoe siovo ran
its brief press release stating that Komissarzhevskaia had just received
Przybyszewski’s new play. This release also noted that the actress
hoped to premiere the new play in mid-October 1909 while on tour in
Kiev (“Teatr i muzyka” 5).26
A letter written by Komissarzhevskaia from Bad Wildbad in
July to her brother Fedor helps us to understand the actress’ state of
mind at this time and contextualizes her eventual decision to produce
Przybyszewski’s new play. Komissarzhevskaia wrote sometime in July
1909:
CMmoTperp Ha ITOE3AKY OYAYIIIEro ce30oHa Kak Ha
Hen30EKHOCTD B MATCPHAABHOM OTHOILCHHM 5 HE
xo4dy u He MOry. [lpoBumimsa OBIAQ AAS MCHA AO
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CHX ITOp CPEACTBOM. B 9TOI mOe3sAke OHA AOAIKHA
ObITh HeAprO. Sl e3AmAa Tyaa BCErAa AHIND C
KeAaHHeM HabpaTh A€HEr AAf  MOHOX
XYAOMKECTBEHHBIX IeAcil. HesamerHO 0OpasoBasacsh
KAKaf-TO CBA3h. POAMAOCH JKECAQHHE ITOKA3aTb HE
TOABKO OOpPasbl, COBAAHHBIC B PASAMYHBIX CTAAHAX
paboTEL, HO U caMOe AOPOroe — pPaboTy IOCACAHUX
Aet, padbora Teatpa. Sl pasaeasro cBoro 15-AeTHIOIO
ACATEAPHOCTb Ha TpH dwactw: 1) pabora B
IIPOBHHITNH, 2) HA IMIICPATOPCKON CIieHe, 3) y cebs
B Tearpe. ABa ropa CKUTAHUA IIO IPOBHHINN A
CYHTAIO IIOTEPSHHBIME AAf TOH PabOTHL, KOTOpas
MHE KaKETCS IIeHHONW. PAAOM cO3AaHMIT ITEpPBBIX
ABYX IIEPHOAOB f IIpHOOpEAa BEpy B ceOA Kak B
XYAOXKHHKA H, OIHPAasChb HA 3Ty BepPy, f XOUy
IIPUBE3TH B IPOBHHIIHIO PABHOLICHHOE AAfl MEHSA C
COBAQHMAMH IIPEKHUX IIEPHOAOB — paboTy CBOEro
Tearpa ... Bce wro sacraBaser ocobGeHHO
TIMATEABHO OTHECTHCHh K XYAOKECTBCHHOM CTOPOHE
IIOCTAHOBOK Tearpa. Hu OAHa AeTanb He AOAKHA
Obr1p yiyinena. Koraa mbr crasuan B IlerepOypre,
MBI «HCKaAW». BeseM ke B IPOBHHIINIO AHIIb TO,
9TO KaKeTCA 0oAce HAM MCHEE 3aKOHYCHHBIM,
saBepreHHbM. (qtd. Rybakova 449)%7
Although Komissarzhevskaia emphasizes the artistic side of her
decision to tour, the necessity of raising funds after the closing of Sa-
lome exists as a strong subtext to her letter (D'iakonov, “V. F. Komis-
sarzhevskaia 1 simvolisty” 118).28 It would be impossible to deny the
fact that she was in extreme financial straits at this time. Her Ameri-
can tour had been a commercial failure, and the Dramaticheskii Teatr
had spent over 30,000 rubles on the Wilde production (Schuler 183).22
In fact, in an interview granted to Odesskze novosti |Odessa News| Komis-
sarzhevskaia herself noted that her theatre had lost a large sum of
money, and she now found herself in an “almost hopeless situa-
tion” (Rybakova 469).30 However, Komissarzhevskaia’s letter to her
brother does signal a crucial shift in her state of mind. She now views
her provincial tours as a space in which to prove to the public that her
chosen artistic path since leaving the Imperial Theatres has been
praiseworthy and commendable in its search, despite its unprofitable
nature. This new tour served not only a purely material function, but



PERFORMANCE 75

also an aesthetic and affirming one.

Furthermore, Komissarzhevskaia demonstrated an eagerness to
showcase new works that would build on what she had learned at her
Dramaticheskii Teatr in the years from 1904-1909, identified in this
letter as the third period of her career. Komissarzhevskaia’s concern
for artistic integrity and attention to detail suggests that the actress has
purchased the rights to Przybyszewski’s Gody $ycia not simply because
the Polish author flattered her in his correspondence, but because she
saw this play as an artistic reflection and continuation of her own
work. Przybyszewski’s dramas, while not an exclusive part of her ar-
tistic repertoire, were nevertheless an important part of that develop-
ment. Moreover, they constituted an aesthetic balance to the vaude-
villes and popular comedies that had filled her first years of
“wandering” in the provinces—a period she later decried as “lost.”

We may hypothesize, thus, that Komissarzhevskaia sought to
premiere her production of Pir zhigni in Kiev as an exemplary work of
“her theatre”—just as much as the character Irena in Zolotoe runo, the
first new role she created after leaving the Imperial Theatres, or
Bronka in Sweg, the rights to which she attempted to obtain during the
summer of 1903. These plays were part of a large repertoire through
which she had gained faith in herself as an actress and moved the the-
atrical art forward, beyond the strict confines of naturalism, toward a
deeper, emotionally and psychologically connected characterization.
Decisions such as these must have swayed the actress into staging this
new play by Przybyszewski, which, contrary to her own statement to
Fedor that “[w]e are taking only that which is more or less finished
[and] completed” (Rybakova 449), was completely unrehearsed and
untested before a Russian audience.

Komissarzhevskaia was very eager to stage Przybyszewski’s new
play, which Arkadii Zonov (d. 1922), its nominal director, later de-
scribed as “full of the cry and disharmony of a pained soul” (111).31
In an interview given while the company was in Riga, she even sug-
gested that Przybyszewski himself would attend its premiere. She told
her interviewer: “Mozliwe, ze i Przybyszewski, zyjacy teraz za granica,
przyjedzie na premier¢ dramatu, przynajmniej juz napisal do mnie
pytajac, kiedy i gdzie wystawiam Gody $ycia” (Ivin 3).32 However, as
we shall see, cast members were not as excited to stage
Przybyszewski’s new drama as Komissarzhevskaia was, and soon
made their opposition known. Before examining this issue, however,
let us present a brief synopsis of the simple plot, which still resonates
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strongly in contemporary society:

Hanka, the heroine of Gody $ycia, has left her husband, Zbig-
niew Bielski, and is now living in a cabin with her current boyfriend,
Waclaw Drweski. She is depressed at the loss of her child, whom she
was forced to abandon when she left her husband. When Janota, a
friend staying with Waclaw, plays several Schumann pieces at the pi-
ano, Hanka’s maternal instincts are passionately aroused and she de-
cides to visit her daughter. Hanka leaves Waclaw and heads to War-
saw and Krakéw. There she learns that her daughter, now five years
old, has been told by her nanny that her mother is dead. Hanka meets
her sister, Wanda, who admonishes her sister for abandoning both
husband and child. Wanda refuses to help Hanka, as does Zbigniew,
her former husband. Hanka leaves heartbroken, but not beaten.
However, Janota, who has been following Hanka for the last several
days and is insanely in love with her, rapes her while she is sleeping.
Hanka, now robbed of even a basic notion of purity, loses the last bit
of humanity she possesses. She seeks absolution in the waters of a
mysterious fountain, high in the mountains, surrounded by steep cliffs
and accessible only by a slippery footpath. The play ends as a villager
announces that a woman has fallen from the cliff. Wactaw and Janota
stand dumbstruck.

According to the play’s foreword, written after the play received
harsh criticism in Krakéw, £.6dz, and Lwoéw, Przybyszewski wrote
Gody %ycia not to explicate a thesis of “lover or child,” but to illustrate
the intense, “hellish torment” to which a woman who breaks societal
mores may be subjected. Even though that woman may seek kind-
ness and goodness from society, the only fate that awaits her is de-
struction. With this simple story, Przybyszewski added, he would in-
vite the public to “life’s banquet,” presenting it “in all its majesty and
Satanic irony” (Przybyszewski, “Pro domo” VIII-IX and Pshiby-
shevskii, “Pro domo” 4-5).

Why, then, did Komissarzhevskaia’s troupe oppose her choice
of repertoire, and how did the actress react to this disapproval of her
artistic choice?? Comments made by members of Komissarz-
hevskaia’s troupe at this time, actors Mikhail Narokov (1879-1958)
and Aleksandr D'iakonov-Stavrogin (1882-1963), who also served as
the actress’ personal secretary, describe the intense opposition that
Komissarzhevskaia encountered from the cast and provide further
insight into the importance the actress placed in Przybyszewski’s new
play.3* According to witnesses, opposition to Pir ghizni from the cast
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arose soon after scripts were distributed in Riga (Rybakova 461).35
According to Narokov, the cast read the entire play, not just their own
roles. This situation certainly helped some of them form their adverse
opinions to the play (Narokov 170).3¢ Accotding to D'iakonov, the
cast was first very excited about the new work, but after they had read
it, complaints began to arise. Cast members began to attack its author
heatedly. Not even comments made by Zonov, who would co-direct
the play, could calm angry company members. Passions soon became
inflamed and a “pointed literary argument” arose (D'iakonov, Venok
57-58).37

Many cast members considered the play depraved and a prime
example of “far-fetched” and “unbalanced” decadence. These opin-
ions may have been based on Przybyszewski’s brutal but truthful illus-
tration of modern sexual mores, including the tacit acceptance of infi-
delity and veiled discussion of rape. Narokov, who numbered among
the majority of cast members opposed to the play, believed that even
its very theme—the power of maternity—was presented in a
“morbidly perverted” manner, full of “affectation” and “attempts at
cheap symbolism” (Narokov 170).3% He added: “Bmano, Bepa
DepropoBH2 errre He OBIAA B CHAAX OCBOOOAHTBCH OT CBA3BIBABIIINX €€
IIyT ACKAACHTCTBA H IIO0 MHEPIIUHU 3aCTOBAfIAA CeOSl BEPUTH B KAKHE-TO
MHIUMBIC BHyTpeHHHE AOCTOHHCTBA Ibechl” (qtd. Rudnitskii 257).3

In order to counter this opposition, Komissarzhevskaia invited
the entire cast to her room when the company reached Vil'no in order
to eliminate dissension and garner support for the play (D'iakonov,
Venok 58).40  TFortunately, Komissarzhevskaia’s lecture defending her
choice of repertoite was passionate enough that both D'iakonov
(1911) and Narokov (1956) recount a version in their recollections of
Komissarzhevskaia and personal memoirs. Zonov, meanwhile, re-
counts only that Komissarzhevskaia functioned as an intermediary,
whose own enthusiasm for the play would move and inspire the rest
of the cast (111).#1 The comments of D'iakonov and Narokov touch
on several similar themes, such as character interaction and motiva-
tion, and provide further evidence of Komissarzhevskaia’s appropria-
tion of particular elements of Przybyszewski’s aesthetics, professed
years eatlier in his essays Aforigmy i prelindy and “O dramacie i stsene.”

When the cast assembled in Vil'no, D'iakonov recounts that
Komissarzhevskaia, noticeably troubled, but “with great enthusiasm,”
retold the plot of Przybyszewski’s play, briefly describing each charac-
ter and the “psychological moments” of the play. According to Ko-
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missarzhevskaia, the goal of the actors was to complete what the au-
thor had “left out,” to fill in the character using their own imagination
and acting skills (qtd. D'iakonov, 1Venok 58).42 This directorial advice
may be considered a direct response to Przybyszewski’s advocacy of
the dramatic text as a “stenogram,” outline, or experimental space,
within which actors were to use their courage, intelligence, and sense
of simplicity and truth to reconstruct a character (Pshibyshevskii, “O
drame i stsene” 344-345).

Furthermore, Komissarzehvskaia’s emphasis on a character’s
psychology, or a series of “psychological moments,” mirrors the same
emphasis placed on them by Przybyszewski. In fact, the Polish writer
had further noted in “O dramacie 1 stsene’:

Hosas Apama 3akarogaercst B 60pbOe HHAUBHAYyMA C
caMuM CODOH, T.e. € IICHXHYCCKHMH KATCTOPHAMH,
KOTOPBIE II0 OTHOIICHHUIO K CAMBIM TAYOOKHM H
COKPOBCHHBIM  HHAHBHAYAABHBIM  HCTOYHIKAM,
COCTABASIFOITIEM CYIITHOCTh CAMOTO MHAMBHAYYMA, TAK
K HEMy OTHOCHTCH, KaK BHEIIHEE OTHOCHTCA K
suyrpennemy” (Pshibyshevskii 339).43

According to Przybyszewski, the psychological struggle occur-
ring within the individual would thus create a “drama of emotions,
presentiments, [and| gnawing conscience, [...] a drama of anxiety,
horror and fear” (“O drame i stsene” 339-340).4 Komissarzhevskaia
knew that this new play was such a work and that an audience could
be drawn into if they could follow each character’s struggle with his/
her own conscience and emotions, the very material that made each
person on stage an individual, not a type.

According to D'iakonov, Komissarzhevskaia then continued
her defense:

Mer He AOAKHBI OTHOCHTBCA K IIBECE IIPEAB3ATO.
ByaeM cyants O HEH OKOHYATEABHO AHMIIb IIOCAE
TOrO, KaK OTAAAUM BCE CBOH CHABI, YTOOBI €€
MOYyBCTBOBATH ... CXBATHTB AYIIIOIO, OOHAKCHHBIM
cepALieM. MeHBIIIe Pa3CcyAKa — M KaK MOXKHO OOABIIIE
BHYTPCHHUX IIOPBIBOB, OrHfA, yBAcueHwmsa! ... I
mpeaAararo  paboTaTe Ha 9TOT pa3 0Oe3  BCAKATO
JCTAHOBACHHATO MeTOAA.  IlycTe Ha permeTHImm
IpUXOAAT «D€3 TOHA», AHIIb OBl y BCEX OBIAO
CTPACTHOE CTPEMACHHE CAHTBCH C H300paKacMBIM
obpasom. CaeraeM pAA OIBITOB, ICHUXOAOTHYCCKHIX
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3apad.  Dbyaem ormmbarbes, MOKET OBITB, BCE 3TO

OyAeT HMHOrAQ CMEIIHO, HO MBI AOAXKHEI HCKATb,

nckate! U1 1 yOe:kAeHa, 9TO MBI CBITpacM Ibecy! Mer

cymeeM HaiTtH HyxHAaro HaMm [lmmOsrreckaro!

Tenepp X04y 3HATPH Ballle MHEHHE. JTO BBEI CKaxeTer

(Venok 58-59).45

Although D'iakonov’s account emphasizes the prejudice and

discontent voiced by the cast at this time, Komissarzhevskaia’s stress
on “feeling” the play, understanding it not with the mind, but with the
“soul,” her stress on seeing the play as a “series of psychological prob-
lems,” and, finally, the need for the actor to “merge” with the charac-
ter, are all themes found in Przybyszewski’s aesthetics, presented in
his works of 1902 and late 1904 as outlined above. Komissarz-
hevskaia’s advice to “feel” echoes the advice she had given to
Khodotov in October 1902 as well. In addition, Komissarzhevskaia’s
intention of beginning rehearsals “without a tone”—i.e., without a
preconceived idea of how each actor should portray his/her specific
character—indicates her willingness to allow each character to grow
naturally out of personal psychological and emotional reflection.
Moreover, this innovative rehearsal process can be viewed as a natural
extension of Przybyszewski’s contention that a truthful characteriza-
tion is based on the struggle of the individual with himself. Thus, the
creation of a character that has at personal experience at its very core
becomes an intensely personal and individualistic creative act. D'iako-
nov felt that many of Komissarzhevskaia’s contemporaries would
envy her ability to direct performers and preserve a balance between a
play’s internal motivations—its “psychology”—and the external ges-
tures of the actor. He notes in his memoirs:

W B cpaBHeHHM ¢ HEMM OHa OOAAAAAd PCAKHM,

ADATOLICHHBIM KA9YECTBOM; IIAACTHYCCKUMH

dopmamMu  He CTpeMHAACh IIPHYMCHBIIUTD

IICUXOAOTHH IIBECHL, COXPAHSSA B YUCTOTE H SCHOCTH

00pas aymmm kakaaro ucrnoauress” (D'iakonov,

Venok 71).40

Narokov's opinion that Komissarzhevskaia was bound by the

“fetters of decadence” is contrary to her own views, which she had
already expressed during an interview with N. Tamarin and published
in an issue of Obozrenie teatrov (Theatre Review) in 1907. In that inter-
view she defended her theatre and its current season, including her
production of Przybyszewski's Vechnaia skazka against that same
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charge of decadence. At that time the actress-entrepreneur noted that
the old methods of reproducing life on stage were “uninteresting and
unnecessary,” and therefore demanded a new direction and “new
path” in staging (Rybakova, Lesgpis' 348). She rejected the claim by
some of her critics that this new path was “decadent,” declaring in-
stead that she was a proponent of “the new” in art. In making this
distinction, Komissarzhevskaia was making the same comparison,
perhaps consciously, as had Przybyszewski in his Aforizmy i prelindy,
advocating “the new” while finding fault in “the old.” She expressed
her view thus:

A mporecryro mporTuB OOBHHEHHI MOEro TeaTpa B

ACKAACHTCTBE. S cTOpOHHHIIA HOBOIO B HCKyCCTBE,

HO 3TO HOBOEC Yy/KAO BCAKHMX H3BPAILECHUI, KOTOPbIC

IIPUHATO HA3BIBATH ACKAACHTCTBOM. S 3Haaa, uro

HOBEIC ITyTH MOETO TEaTpa BCIPETAT mopuranusd. S

yBaxKar0 OOOCHOBAHHYIO KPUTHKY, HO MHE OOABHO,

9YTO HHBIC H3 MOUX CYACH HE XOTAT OTAMYHTH

HCKAHMS HOBBIX (DOPM BOIIAOLICHUS ,,BEYHOrO™ B

HCKyCCTBE OT IIPOCTOrO OPUTHHAABHHYIAHBA.  (qtd.

Rybakova 348)+7

Two similarities appear in Komissarzhevskaia’s 1907 comments
that echo previous statements she has made about art. First, she con-
tinues to assert that “decadence” denotes those forms of art which are
distortions of some ideal, which she does not define in this interview.
Such an opinion reflects her beliefs as she described them to Evtikhii
Karpov in July 1900. In that letter, she had described the ideal of art
as one of “pure beauty” (Komissarzhevskaia 86-87). In these re-
marks, however, it seems that Komissarzhevskaia has replaced her old
ideal of art as a reflection of “pure beauty,” with the stated goal of art
as a reflection of “the eternal.” Both of these ideals, of course, stand
in opposition to their perceived perversion—“decadence.”

Second, Komissarzhevskaia’s remark that she has been trying to
embody “the eternal” in art echoes the same sentiments that she had
expressed to Nikolai Khodotov in 1902, almost five years before,
when she had paraphrased Przybyszewski’s Aforizmy i prelindy. At that
time she had written that “art must reflect the eternal, and the eternal
is one thing only—the soul” (Komissarzhevskaia, 116). Notably, Ko-
missarzhevskaia’s concept of art and “pure beauty” dates from 1900,
or pre-Przybyszewski, whereas the notion of art as an embodiment of
“the eternal” finds its boldest and clearest expression in her statement
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from 1902. Moreover, the statements that Komissarzhevskaia makes
here, combined with the fact that Przybyszewski's play echnaia
skazka had been part of the 1906-1907 season she was currently de-
fending, are evidence that whatever personal opinion Komissarz-
hevskaia held of Przybyszewski and his plays, it is clear that she did
not find them “decadent.”® Moreovet, according to D'iakonov,
among her circle of friends, Komissarzhevskaia voiced the opinion
that her theatre had nothing in common with “decadence,” but in-
stead led “the struggle for the ideas of symbolic art, for the new
drama, for a unity of style in its scenic transmission” (D'iakonov,
“Dramaticheskii teatr” 188). Thus, when cast members opposed Pir
ghizni on account of its “decadence,” Komissarzhevskaia was re-
sponding to old arguments and simultaneously defending an old posi-
tion. She did not feel the need to address this petty issue when there
were more important artistic considerations at stake.

Narokov’s own 1956 account supports this claim. He himself
does not directly address the issue of how Komissarzhevskaia reacted
to this specific charge of “decadence” but, rather, offers this version
of her conversation with the cast. According to Narokov, Komissarz-
hevskaia began to speak, quietly weighing her words, as if possessed
by “kakoe-to vnutrennee soprotivienie” |“some kind of inner strength”]:

Mo:xer OBITB, TO, YTO BBl TOBOPHTE BOODIIE O IIbeCe,
BepHO. Ho He GyAeM CYAHTB ¢€ TOABKO IIO TOMY, 9TO
AAHO aBTOpOM. MBI BHAHM B IIbeCE IIOKA TO, UTO
ACHO BBIPAKAHO. /A MOKeT OBITB, TyT €CTb HEYTO,
9ero MBI IIOKA CINE HE BUAMM M HE UyBCTBYET, 4
IIOYYBCTBYeM IOTOM. V1 51 COBETYIO KaiKAOMY M3 Bac
OTHECTHCH K CBOCH POAH TaK, 9TOOBI KPOME TEKCTA,
KPOME AAHHOI'O OTHOLICHUS K ODIIEMY COACPKHANIO
IIBCCHI, BBl OOAYMAAN CIIIE CAMOCTOATCABHYIO APAMy
csoero repos. (Narokov 171)%

Recognizing this account as the view of the “spokesman for the
opposition” and analyzing the comments that Komissarzhevskaia
makes in defense of Przybyszewski’s play permit the scholar to ex-
trapolate beyond the charges of “decadence” that Narokov hutled
against it. According to Narokov, the cast had found the play objec-
tionable due to its decadent subject matter. Yet Komissarzhevskaia’s
response, at least as recorded by Narokov, does not directly rebut that
charge.
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In many ways, Komissarzhevskaia’s response says as much
about her own progress as an actress as it does about the state of the
acting craft in 1909. First, by explaining to her cast that they must not
judge the play “by that which is given,” Komissarzhevskaia is ac-
knowledging that the written text seems obscure to those who do not
know how to read beyond its “cheap symbolism” and recognizing that
the cast had been unwilling to delve beyond the superficial into the
deeper meaning of the play. For the actress-director, her cast was
unable to react intuitively and emotionally to the text. They did not
know how to work within a “stenogram.”

Second, Komissarzhevskaia’s emphasis on “feeling” the play or
role indicates the cast’s unwillingness to identify emotionally with the
character, which, according to Przybyszewski, is a requisite for the
actor in the new drama.®® Finally, by suggesting that each person
should “consider the independent drama of your own character,” Ko-
missarzhevskaia follows Przybyszewski’s explication of the new drama
as the drama of the individual’s struggle with himself. Her advice
hints at the lack of ability among cast members to recreate motiva-
tions for a particular character’s actions.>! Thus, in defending Przy-
byszewski’s play and her choice of repertoire against the charge of
“decadence,” Komissarzhevskaia relied on aesthetic concepts she had
been incorporating from Przybyszewski’s works for the last seven
years.

Why did this particular cast rebel against a new play by Przy-
byszewski, a recognized, albeit controversial, Polish dramatist, whose
plays Komissarzhevskaia had been staging since her departure from
the Aleksandrinskii? Komissarzhevksaia’s defense of Pir ghizni infers
that her cast members lacked the ability to recognize a character’s mo-
tivations or react intuitively to the “psychological moments” pre-
sented in this dramatic text. A second possible reason that Komis-
sarzhevskaia faced such an insurrection over aesthetics and pragmatics
in 1909 is the fact that she was working with many new cast members,
including D'iakonov, her secretary.52 Meierkhol'd, an influential sup-
porter of the “new art” that Przybyszewski represented, was now
gone, and several actors whom he and Komissarzhevskaia had hired
from the Tovarishchestvo Novoi Dramy (IND, Association of New
Drama) troupe had left with him. Two cast members of the
Dramaticheskii Theatr troupe, both translators of Przybyszewski’s
work, the actress Nataliia Budkevich and Komissarzhevskaia’s former
partner, Kazimir Bravich, were also now absent from the company.
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Furthermore, it seems evident from Narokov’s comments that some
cast members, including himself, were openly hostile, or at least indif-
ferent, to Komissarzhevskaia’s past efforts as an evangelist for a new
art, which, at least in this case, they considered “decadent.” Thus,
more members of this cast were unfamiliar with both the subject mat-
ter and aesthetics of the “new drama,” that Komissarzhevskaia had
been promoting since her departure from the Imperial Theatres in
1902. Furthermore, Komissarzhevskaia was now forced to defend
her position alone, without the support of Meierkhol'd, who had been
at her side throughout the controversial 1906-1907 season.

Komissarzhevskaia was adamant that the new production
would continue. After her defense of Przybyszewski’s drama, daily
rehearsals began. However, despite their hard work, the production
was not ready when the troupe arrived in Kiev, where Komissarz-
hevskaia and Zonov had hoped to premiere the work before an adot-
ing audience. The opening, therefore, had to be delayed until the
troupe arrived in Odessa, after their first performance on 24 October
(D'iakonov, enok 64).53  Pir zhizni finally premiered on 1 November
1909 to bad reviews.’* However, Komissarzhevskaia had faith in her
choice of repertoire and continued to stage the new drama in Kha-
t'kov, Poltava, Ekaterinoslav, and Baku. Only her untimely illness on
27 January and, finally, death from smallpox on 10 February 1910,
prevented another scheduled performance of Pir ghizni in Tashkent.

In retrospect, we find that the “steep and slippery path of the
soul” advocated by Przybyszewski impacted Vera F. Komissarz-
hevskaia from the beginning of her independent career until its very
end. Przybyszewski’s notions of art became a catalyst that moved
Komissarzhevskaia forward in her artistic development; the soul be-
came the proper focal point from which the actress could investigate
the portrayed character not as a type, but as an individual, as she ex-
plored her charactet’s psychology and emotions.

As we have seen in the discussion above, Komissarzhevskaia
even drew on this idea as she defended Pir zhizni against charges of
alleged “decadence.” While arguments can be made that Komissarz-
hevskaia defended her choice of new repertoire due to a personal in-
terest and financial investment in the play, these arguments, while
based in facts (the difficulty in procuring the rights to Swieg in 1903,
the supposition that the role of Hanka had been written especially for
her, her investment of 500 rubles for performance rights), are not
consistent with witness’ account of that event. The comments Ko-
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missarzhevskaia made at that time, as recorded by two cast mem-
bers—one a supporter (D'iakonov) and the other (Narokov) an oppo-
nent—provide strong evidence that Komissarzhevskaia defended her
decision not on pragmatic grounds, but on aesthetic grounds. These
grounds have parallels in the aesthetic views of Stanistaw Przy-
byszewski, particulatly as presented in the Russian editions of both
Aforizmy i prelindy and “O drame i stsene.”

Komissarzhevskaia’s advice urging her cast to look inward, to
“feel” the play not with the mind but with the soul, mirrors Przy-
byszewski’s own explication of the “old art” as the “path of the mind”
and the “new art” as the “path of the soul.” Her emphasis on the
need for the actor to understand a play’s psychological moments, as
well as to “merge” with the character, resonate harmoniously with
similar notions found in “O dramacie i stsene.” According to Przy-
byszewski, emotional identification with a character was a requisite for
an actor in the new drama. Only in this way could an actor create
truthful characters.

Moreover, Komissarzhevskaia’s paraphrases of Przybyszewski’s
aesthetic views in 1902, her production of his plays in 1902, 1904,
1906, and 1909, and the comments she made during her defense of Pir
ghizni, are strong evidence that Komissarzhevskaia was conceptualiz-
ing and actively responding to Przybyszewski throughout her acting
profession after she left the Imperial Theatres. This actress’ active
response should act as an impetus for further investigation into sev-
eral areas of theatrical and cultural history. First, on the personal
level, there should be further investigation of Komissarzhevskaia’s
possible pragmatic use of Przybyszewski’s works and theories in the
development of her own acting craft. Second, there should be further
examination of the role played by theatrical figures, other than noted
directors such as Meietkhol'd or Stanislavskii, in the acceptance and
transmission of modernist aesthetics, such as Przybyszewski’s into
Russia. Such investigations would provide a fuller understanding of
Russian theatre, the theatrical art, and Russian culture in the early
twentieth century.

Notes

* The author would like to thank both the American Council for Polish
Culture, which administers the Louis B. Skalny Scholarship, and the national
Fulbright-Hays Doctoral Dissertation Award Program, for providing
financial assistance for this project.
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See, for example, Polish scholar Stykowa and Russian scholar Moskvin
[Moskwin].

For example, Laurence Seneclick mentions Przybyszewski only twice: first
in the context of Vsevolod Meietkhol'd’s choice of new repertoire and
then in passing, when describing Komissarzhevskaia’s decision to
establish a school for drama (483 and 485). Mary Catherine Resing, who
admits that Komissarzhevskaia had a “more productive relationship with
the Polish writer” than with Chekhov, notes her productions of two
plays, Zolotoe runo [The Golden Fleece] and Sneg [Snon], suggesting that
Komissarzhevskaia chose repertoire as a way to “distance herself from
the performances of other well-known actors by creating distinctive
performances in little known roles” (51). However, while emphasizing
the importance of Przybyszewski to Komissarzhevskaia’s repertoire,
Resing does not discuss these roles in any detail. She acknowledges Pir
ghizni as one of Komissarzhevskaia’s final productions, but, dismissing
the work as a “long, humorless drama,” decides that
Komissarzhevskaia’s final roles in the last stage of her career are better
exemplified by the comedic Mirandolina in Goldoni’s La Locandiera | The
Innkeeper Woman, 1754](Resing 50-51 and 57-60).

See, for example, Borovsky.

For more on this see Zielinski, 142.

Przybyszewski variously uses the terms “aktor-artysta,” “artysta-aktor,”
and “tworczy artysta” to describe his ideal—the “creative artist.”

[I am faint-hearted, [but] the moment has come, when my destiny st
be decided. Yes, this really is my faith: ‘Art must reflect the eternal, and
the eternal is only one thing—the soul.” That means one thing only is
important—the life of the soul in all its manifestations.]

Tu. P. Rybakova dates this letter from the second half of March to 5
April (182). Borovsky offers several sentences of commentary on this
letter, but, like Rybakova, does not identify its source (Borovsky 145).
The publication date on the cover and title page is 1902; however, Mos-
cow censors passed its contents on 7 September 1901. Komissarz-
hevskaia actually summarizes and paraphrases several notions that Przy-
byszewski presents in his essay. These are (from Kursinskii’s transla-
tion): “VcKyccTBO €CTh OTpaKEHHE TOIO, YTO BEYHO ... / OTpaKeHHE

2 <«

CYIIHOCTH, T.C. AYIIM. [...] 3HAYHT, HCKyCCTBO €CTh OTPAKCHUC KUIHH
AYIIHE BO BCexX ed mposBAcHHAX, ...~ and “Mrak XyAOKHHK OTpaxkaer
JKU3HD AYINN BO BCex e mposBacHuAx.” [Art is a reflection of that
which is eternal ... / a reflection of the essence, i.c., the soul. [ ...] That
means art is the reflection of the life of the soul in all its manifestations,
... Therefore the attist reflects the life of the soul in all its manifesta-
tions.]

These textual parallels have been discussed in greater detail at this
authot’s AATSEEL presentation. See Johnson.
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See also Rybakova, 188-191.

Komissarzhevskaia’s production of Zolotoe runo premiered in September
1902; Sneg premiered in February 1904.

See, for example, the discussion in Braun (45-78). Edward Braun tends
to dismiss the importance of Przybyszewski’s works in Meierkhol'd’s
artistic development. Thus, while acknowledging Aleksei Remizov’s
own declaration that with his December 1903 production of Swueg
Meierkhol'd “took his first tentative steps away from the verisimilitude
of the Moscow Art Theatre,” Braun proclaims the Kherson audience
“saw through the fundamental banality” of Przybyszewski’s play (22). In
a passing mention of Vechnaia skazka, Braun declares: “Such inferior
works as Iushkevich’s In the City and Przybyszewski’s The Eternal Fable
hardly justified the care and resources that were lavished on them” (57).

Of the play, Remizov wrote: “[S#eg was] The production, in which
Meierkhol'd’s great directorial expertise showed itself; he managed to
combine, in [the production’s] tone, colors, and plasticity, the symbolism
of the drama and the devoted, loving relationship of the actors toward
their roles, with its [the play’s] realistic plot ... ” (38). [ITocramosxka, B
KOTOPOH  CKa3aAOCh OOABIIOE XYAOMKECTBEHHOE UYTbE PEKUCEpPA
MeiiepxOAbAa, CYMEBIIATO COYETATh B TOHE, KPACKAX M IIAACTHKE
CHMBOAHKY APAMBI C €fl PEAABHBIM CIOKECTOM, JKCAAHHOE, AFOOOBHOE
OTHOIIIEHHE AKTEPOB K CBOUM POASM ... |
According to Rybakova’s chronicle, Komissarzhevskaia spent 4-8 July in
Warsaw, where she met with B. K. Bozhovskii who gave her a copy of
Snow in Polish (241). On 10 July, Komissarzhevskaia telegraphed
Bozhovskii, informing him that she had read the play and was “terribly
pleased” (GTsTM, R. O., no. 79186).

See Khr. [K.I. Khranevich], L.M.B., and Q.

[A thought came to my mind, Vasilii Konstantinovich, and you must
help it come to pass. Arrange it so that Przybyszewski will not permit
anyone to stage Snow except me. Certainly, let them [play it] there [in the
Kingdom of Poland], until I stage it. I have one such play in German,
which the author gave the permission to translate to only one translator,
and he gave me the right to stage it and give to it to whomever I find
necessary. Write me if it’s possible and if so, then arrange it. Today at 6
I will be on the Italian border, and at 10 tomorrow morning will be in
town. / I shake your hand, / V. Komissarzhevskaia.]

See Komissarzhevskaia, “N. E. Efrosu. [Peterburg. 4 noiabria 1903
o.]” (145 and 378).

Komissarzhevskaia, having just spoken with censor I. M. Litvinov
(1844-1906), in this letter rightfully informs Efros that “there is no hold
up at the censor” (Rudnitskii, “V. K. Bozhovskomu. 4 noiabria 1903 g.”
168).
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The tour lasted a little more than three weeks, from 16 February to 12
March 1904.  According to Khodotov, the entrepreneur M. A.
Pototskaia felt it her mission to acquaint the Polish public with “genuine
Russian artistry” (170). At the same time, the Russian actors sought to
learn the art of light comedy from the Poles.

For more on this see Rybakova (257, 258, 260). Before arriving in War-
saw, Komissarzhevskaia had performed Zoltoe runo in Moscow on 21
February and premiered her production of Sueg on 23 February. Curi-
ously, on the last date of Khodotov’s stay in Warsaw, 12 March, Komis-
sarzhevskaia performed as Bronka in Sueg in Khar'kov.

[Work, work: take [your] role and feel, feel, as if this all had happened to yon,
having entirely forgotten that there is something else there, not
represented that way, and when you sink entirely into these torments, joys,
into chaos or peace, only then can you remember that this is not you,
that he was someone else, and do what you want with psychology and
philosophy—they will already be on #he only true, genuine road.] See also
Khodotov, Blizkoe-dalekoe from 1932 (177) and from 1962 (125).

[“In former times the creative artist would reveal ‘objects.” The new
creative artist reveals his own state of the soul. / The first investigated
objects and impressions, as they floated into his brain, believing in their
objectivity; the latter, to the contrary, investigates only the emotions,
such as are summoned by these objects.”]

The exceptions are two intriguing mentions of Przybyszewski in July and
November 1903, to V. K. Bozhovskii and N. Efros, both in connection
with Komissarzhevskaia’s efforts to stage the first Russian production of
Sneg.  She was unsuccessful, however, as Meierkhol'd’s production in
Kherson on 19 December 1903 became the first non-Polish production
on Russian soil. The letters are found in Rudnitskii (167-168) and Ko-
missarzhevskaia (145).

The recreation of a chronology here is made more difficult by the differ-
ence in the calendar used. Przybyszewski, a Pole living in Western
Europe, uses the Gregorian calendar, which in the twentieth century was
thirteen days ahead of the Julian calendar used in Russia. Following
conventional usage, I have noted these dates as New Style (NS) or Old
Style (OS). Many Polish-language newspapers, especially those in the
Kingdom of Poland, featured datelines in both styles.

[Dear Madam / T have written a new play, extremely lively, with very
animated and dramatic plot development. The main role—for a woman
of great emotional intensity and strength—is supetbly suited to you. /
Therefore, I would like to know, would you not desire to retain the
rights to the manuscript of my drama? Then you yourself could stage it
with the rights of the original. / I would communicate with you about
this question directly, without a translator, and request that you answer
me as soon as possible. / With deep respect, / Stanislaw



88

22.

23.

24.

25.

STUDIES IN SLAVIC CULTURES

Przybyszewski / 12/VII/1909/ Altioch bei Kochel am See, Bayern, via
Miinchen| The original was written in Polish. The Russian translation
was first published by A. D'iakonov (Stavrogin). See D'iakonov, “V. F.
Komissarzhevskaia 1 simvolisty” (118). The letter was reprinted in
Rybakova (447). A reconstruction of this text in Polish from
D'iakonov’s translation can be found in Helsztyniski (291). For a brief
excerpt of this letter, see also Rogacki (232).
Unbeknownst to Przybyszewski, Komissarzhevskaia was actually vaca-
tioning at Bad Wildbad for much of July and therefore could have met
personally with the writer somewhere in Bavaria or Baden-Wirttemberg,
had they known each other’s whereabouts. Kochel am See lies only 70
km south of Munich, while Bad Wildbad lies approximately 115 km east
of Strasbourg and 100 km south of Heidelberg. The distance between
the two resort areas is approximately 350 km.
Due to the difference in calendars, Komissarzhevskaia should have re-
ceived this letter shortly after her return from abroad: i.e. in mid-August.
“T'opsao xeAas ObI, ITOOBI ApaMa MOf OBIAA CBITPAHA TAKOW OAECTAIIEH
APTHCTKOH, Kak Bel, mOO rAaBHAA POAD Kak OYATO CO3AQHA IIPAMO AAA
Bac.” [I would fervently desire that my drama be played by such a bril-
liant actress as you, for the main role really was created for you.] Re-
printed in Rybakova (451). Re-creation of Polish text in Helsztynski
(291), who evidently did not have access to the originals at TsGALI in
Moscow.

Przybyszewski did not offer his play only to Komissarzhevskaia in
St. Petersburg. In September he also sent a letter to Konstantin
Stanislavskii, describing his new play. Gody ycia, Przybyszewski wrote,
was “lively through and through, [with] a very topical theme [and] quick
and energetic plot. There are ten characters, and the setting offers the
ability to develop wonderful stage effects” (qtd. Rogacki 233). The price
offered to Stanislavskii, however, was 1000 rubles—twice the amount
proposed to Komissarzhevskaia. See Helsztyniski (293). In a letter dated
27 September, 1909, Przybyszewski informed the “genius director” that
Komissarzhevskaia had just bought his play, but offered Stanislavskii the
rights to his other new play, Miasto [The City), in its place. MKhT never
staged either work. See Helsztyniski (294) and Stanislavskii (202).
In his letter, Przybyszewski asks that Komissarzhevskaia not publish his
play until after September 1910, because he had just concluded a pub-
lishing deal with a Polish firm. To offset his own losses with the Polish
publisher, he asks for an additional 300 rubles, after the receipt of which
Komissarzhevskaia would be permitted to publish her Russian transla-
tion. She would have been able then to recoup her expenses, after the
appearance of the play in Polish. See “Letter of S. Przybyszewski to V.
F. Komissarzhevskaia (15. Sept. 1909)” (RGALL f. 778, op. 2, ed. kht.
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30, 1. 8). Komissarzhevskaia’s response to Przybyszewski’s request is
unknown.

This press release, in an exaggerated fashion, states that Przybyszewski
“promised her this play as long as six years ago, while V]era] F
[edorovna] was touring in Warsaw” (“Teatr i muzyka,” Russkoe slovo 5).
It is possible that Przybyszewski had agreed to write a new play for the
actress at that time to make amends for events surrounding the first
production of S#eg, but certainly could not have promised Pir zhizni to
her, for the play was based on his recently published novel, Dzier sqdu
[Sudnyi den'; Judgment Day, 1909].

[I do not want to—and cannot—look upon next season’s tour as an
inevitability in material terms. The provinces were always a means for
me up to this time. On this tour they must be the end. I always traveled
there only with the desire to collect money for my artistic goals. Some
kind of connection was forming inperceptibly. A desire was born to
show not only the forms created in various stages of work, but the most
precious [thing] —[my] work of the past years, the work of [my] theatre.
I divide my 15-year activity into three parts: 1) [my] work in the
provinces, 2) on the Imperial stage, 3) my own theatre. I consider the
two years of wandering about the provinces lost for the sake of that
work which seemed to me to be valuable. I gained faith in myself as an
artist with [this] series of works of the first two periods and, leaning on
this faith, I want to introduce to the provinces that which for me is
equivalent to the creations of the previous periods--the work of my
theatre ... All this forces one to relate especially carefully to the artistic
side of [my] theatre productions. Not one detail must be omitted.
When we staged [works] in Petersburg, we were “searching.” We are
taking only that which is more or less finished [and] completed.] Letter
originally published in 1911 in Karpov (271-272).

Rybakova dates this letter to sometime before 23 July 1909. Al't-
shuller’s earlier monogtaph, Pis'ma aktrisy [Letters of an Actress), mistakenly
dates the letter to 1908. The 1908 summer tour was only a month long
(30 August-28 September) and Komissarzhevskaia did not tour the
provinces, but Moscow. See Komissarzhevskaia (175 and 339). It is
unknown at this time whether Komissarzhevskaia dated her letters in
OS or NS while abroad.

A dress rehearsal of Salome had taken place on 27 October 1908. Cen-
sors closed down the performance due to the play’s religious content
two hours before its opening on 28 October 1908. See Turkin (152-155)
and Schuler (183).

To put this sum into some context, at the turn of the century the aver-
age actress might be lucky to earn 4,000 rubles in a year. Komissarz-
hevskaia herself earned 9,000 rubles at the Aleksandrinskii in 1899. An
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actress of rare stature like Mariia Savina, working at the Imperial Thea-
tres, could earn four times that amount. See Schuler (25).

Original from Odesskie novosti 1. X1 (1909).

[“rroAHO# KpHKa 1 AMCrapMOHIE HAOOAEBIIEH AyIH |

Zonov’s description is certainly shaped by Komissarzhevskaia’s
death. Arkadii Zonov, an old friend of Meierkhol'd, became director of
Komissarzhevskaia’s Dramaticheskii Teatr in 1907-1908 when
Meierkhol'd left. He co-ditected Pir ghizni with Komissarzhevskaia dut-
ing this tour in 1909.

[It’s possible that Przybyszewski, now living abroad, will come to the
play’s premiere. At least he has already written me, asking when and
where I am staging Gody $ycia.]

This letter to Komissarzhevskaia has not been found. Przy-
byszewski, living in Munich at this time, had many problems with thea-
tres staging his works without asking for performance rights, but at the
same time contributed to the problem himself by distributing the rights
to several theatres simultaneously. The fact that the Polish lands were
still in the hands of the pattitioning powers (Prussia, Russia, Austria-
Hungary) only exacerbated the problem. In a letter to Jézef Kotarbin-
ski, an old friend and former Krakéw theatre director, Przybyszewski
mentions that he has given the rights to Gody $ycia to theatres in Krakow,
Lwow, 1.6dz, and Poznan, as well as to Komissarzhevskaia in
Petersburg. He refers to Komissarzhevskaia’s rights as “exclusive” and
notes she is taking the play to Siberia. See Przybyszewski Listy (467-
468).

Moskvin, while citing the reportage of this event by Komissarzhevskaia’s
fellow cast members, makes no attempt in his 1998 article to fully inves-
tigate this problem.

Soviet scholar E. Ia. Dubnova identifies D'iakonov’s position in the
company. He was a young actor who joined the troupe in the fall of
1909, having finished his dramatic training in 1908. See Dubnova (185).

Rybakova, citing D'iakonov, provides 22-26 September as the dates
when scripts were distributed. However, the exact dates are unclear
from D'iakonov’s account, which moves from Moscow to events in
Vil'no, without reference to Riga. Although these dates may be dis-
puted, the fact that Komissarzhevskaia will call the cast together in
Vil'no to discuss the play lends credence to her designation of Riga as
the city where scripts were first given to cast members. Actors would
then have had several days to read the play and form their opinions. See
D'iakonov, VVenok (57-58).

Reprinted in Rudnitskii (257).

The cited chapter was otiginally published in Karpov as “Poslednii put'.”
“MHorme axkTephl OTAABAAH CceOE ACHBIA OTYET B IIOPOYHOCTD
HAAYMAHHOMH, M3AOMAHHOH, MaxpoBO ACKAACHTCKOH Ibechl. VM scHO
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OBIAO, UTO CaMasg MBICAb O CHAC MATCPUHCTBA ITOAYIHAA § ABTOPA ITECHI
dopMy OOAEC3HEHHO H3BPAILCHHYIO, IIOAHYIO KPUBASHUE U IOTYT Ha
acresyro cumBoAuky” (qtd. Narokov 170). Reprinted in Rudnitskii
(257) and noted by Moskwin (433). On Narokov as representative of
the views of the majotity, see D'iakonov, Ienok (60).
[“It was evident that Vera Fedorovna did not yet have the strength to
free herself from the binding fetters of decadence and by inertia forced
herself to believe in some kind of imaginary inner merits of the play.”]
The problem of Komissarzhevskaia and her relationship to the vari-
ous strains of modernism in drama (symbolism, “decadence”) has not
been fully explored in monograph form, although scholars have long
regarded the actress as a promoter of modernist trends, such as symbol-
ism, especially during the 1906-1907 season with Meierkhol'd. See, for
example, Schuler (174). Furthermore, no single work exists tracing the
development of Komissarzhevskaia's aesthetic views.
See also Narokov (170). Reprinted in Rudnitskii (257). Rybakova dates
this event as 29 September (461).
Zonov, probably paying respect to his fellow director, does not mention
any of the particular problems noted by D'akonov and Narokov, but
only that it was necessary to inspire excitement in the performers them-
selves for the production.
See also Moskwin (433).
[“The new drama consists of the struggle of the individual (individunm)
with himself, i.e., with psychological categories which, with respect to
the deepest and most hidden individual sources composing the essence
of that same individual, relate to the essence as the external relates to the
internal.”’]
“Hosaa Apama 3akArouaercs B 60pbOe HHAUBHAYYMA C CAMEM CODOIO, T.-
€. C IICUXUYICCKUMU KaTCFOpI/IﬂMI/I, KOTOPBIH II0 OTHOIICHUIO K CaMBbIM
FAy6OKI/IM " COKPOBCHHHM I/IHAI/IBI/IAYZ,AI)HBIM HNCTOYHHKAM,
COCTABASIFOIIIUM CYILIHOCTb HMHAHUBHAYYM2, TAK K HEMy OTHOCATBCH, KaK
BHEIIIHEE OTHOCHUTCA K BHyTpeHHeMmy. Irak, moae GopbObl Termeps
U3MEHHAOCH, MBI HMEEM ACAO C OAHOIO TOABKO pasOHTOH,
M3CTPAAABIIECICH AYIIIOM YEAOBEYECKOM. ApaMa CTAHOBHTCH APAMOM
YYBCTB U IIPCAYYBCTBHH, YIPBI3CHUI COBECTH, OOPBOBI C CaMuM CODOHH,
CTAHOBHUTCA APAMON OE3IIOKOMCTBa, yKaca u crpaxa.” Przybyszewski’s
use of the term “individuum” here is ambiguous. He has previously
used the term as a synonym for “genius” in his first major work, Zur
Psychologie des Individuums [On the Psychology of the Individual, 1892]. Its use
here, as well as the use of the possible metaphoric meaning of
“istochnif” (spring, source) and its aqueous association with the notion of
art as a cosmic force or current presented in Aforizmy i preliudy, invite the
possible interpretation of many of his plays as the symbolic or artistic re-
creation of the artist’s personal struggle. Three plays, notably Z/ofe runo,
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Snieg, and Gody $ycia, all include creative individuals (Przestawski,
Tadeusz and Kazimierz, Janota) among the dramatis personae. Scholars
have not yet fully explored the metaphysical aspects of Przybyszewski’s
oeuvre beyond the discussion of his “satanic” writings, as presented in Die
Synagoge des Satan | The Synagogue of Satan, 1897].

[“We must not relate to the play in a biased manner. We will judge it in
the end only after we give it all our efforts, so that we feel it ... One
must grasp it with the soul, with bared heart. Less prejudice—and as
much gumption, fire, and enthusiasm as possible! ... I suggest working
this time without any set method. Let’s go into rehearsals “without a
tone”; [I wish| only that everyone would have a passionate desire to
merge with the figure portrayed. We will make a series of attempts [and]
psychological problems. We will make mistakes, but we must seck, seek!
And I am convinced that we will perform [this] play!l We will be able to
find the Przybyszewski that we need! ... Now I want to know your
opinion. What do you say?”]

[“In comparison to them [other directors and innovators] she
[Komissarzhevskaia] possessed a rare, precious quality: she did not strive
to diminish the psychology of the play with plastic forms, preserving the
image of each performer‘s soul in [its] purity and clarity”’] The comment
about “plastic forms”—the setting of gestures and placement of the
body on stage—can be seen as a pattial rebuke of Meierkhol'd’s
experiments as he grappled with the problem of dimension and
stylization; his productions at the Dramaticheskii Teatr were noted for
the distorted, flattened stage space, the use of elaborately painted drops
for scenic purposes, and the arrangement of actors into tableaux or bas-
reliefs. For a general discussion of Meietkhol'd’s efforts at this time, see,
among others, Pitches (12ff).

[“T am protesting against the accusations that my theatre [is mired] in
decadence. I am a supporter of ‘the new’ in art, but this new [direction]
is foreign to any perversions which are usually called decadence. I knew
that the new paths of my theatre would meet censure. I respect well-
founded criticism, but it pains me [to think] that my other judges do not
want to distinguish the search for new forms of the embodiment of ‘the
eternal’ in art from simple attempts at cleverness.”] Originally published
in Obozrenie teatrov 9 11 (1907).

No evidence exists at this time in which Komissarzhevskaia expresses a
direct opinion about Przybyszewski and his works. There is much cir-
cumstantial evidence, however, that suggests she reacted positively to
Przybyszewski and his aesthetics.

[“Maybe that which you say in general about the play is true. But we will
not judge it only by that which is given by the author. At the present
time we see what is clearly expressed. But perhaps there is something
that we don’t yet see and don’t yet feel, but will feel later. I advise each
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of us to relate to your role in such a way so that aside from the text,
aside from the given relations to the play’s general content, you also
consider the independent drama of your own character.”] Reprinted in
Rudnitskii (257). Narokov is most likely familiar with D'iakonov’s
narrative, since the latter published his account of this period shortly
after Komissathevskaia’s death (1911/1913), while Narokov’s
monograph did not appear until 1956.

Today, of course, directors speak of making an “emotional investment”
in the character.

Motivation would become a central concern to Stanislavskii in the devel-
opment of “the System.”

Dubnova mentions D'iakonov (185). Rybakova lists the cast assembled
in August 1909 as follows: N. I. Liubavina, O. P. Narbekova, V. M.
Polevaia, V. O. Tizengauzen, E. L. Shlovskaia, A. I. Arkad'ev, A. Ia.
Zakushniak, A. P. Zonov, A. A. Mgebrov, M. S. Narokov, V. A.
Podgornyi, A. A. D'akonov-Stavrogin, and A. N. Feona. Besides D'ia-
konov, Arkad'ev, Zonov, and Feona may be the only three members
who can be recognized as confirmed followers of the “new art.” Za-
kushniak, a university student, was also a devotee of “decadent-
symbolist” and “mystical” drama, especially Maetetlinck. Meierkhol'd
hired the student while TND was on tour in Poltava in spring of 1900,
shortly before he left the troupe to join Komissarzhevskaia’s
Dramaticheskii Teatr in St. Petersburg (Narokov 149-150). Arkad'ev
was an older member of the troupe who supported Komissarzhevskaia’s
and Meierkhol'd’s efforts to reform art (D'iakonov, “Dramaticheskii
teatr” 180).

Komissarzhevskaia’s first performance in Odessa is noted in Rybakova
(465).

For reviews from 1909 see Aleksandrovskii, Loengrin, and V. (V.
Vorovskii).
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