
Friendship 
Almost everyone may feel 
Friendship as a heavenly gift 
To wipe off your tears and console 
And make the heart cool and soft 
Sometimes you may become so gloomy
With heartfelt grievances to tolerate 
Life is not a journey to move alone 
But to share and bear with an intimate 
People may smile with you 
With evil in their hearts 
But a genuine friendship 
Is a lifelong gift
Lahiru Chamathka Wijayabandara

Happiness
A lotus in full bloom,
Spreads fragrance, beauty and colour, 
So does virtuous man in society
But the immoral one spreads
Nothing but bad smell, 
Thoughts and deeds in society
Follow the noble teachings of Buddha for happiness
Prof. Bernard W. Dissanayake
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Montage

Realisation
I let my yesterday's stay stolen
to let tomorrow breathe
to sigh is to waste
the wonder
of a moment’s truth.
- Renton de Alwis

Continued from page 45
His five four-act plays, Ivanov – The 

Seagull – Uncle Vanya- Three Sisters 
and the Cherry Orchid are regarded as 
masterpieces of modern drama. Simi-
larly his one-act farces like The Bear 
– The Proposal – A Tragic Role – The 
Wedding and The Anniversary have 
garnered international plaudits and 
are frequently staged throughout the 
world. Many of these plays of Chekhov 
have been translated or adapted into 
Sinhala, some more than once.

As a playwright, Chekhov was not 
interested in strong action and power-
ful emotion expressive exuberance as 
was common at the time. His plays are 
mostly not plays of action but plays of 
ideas, plays of mood and atmosphere. 
They are marked by a certain creative 
ambiguity. 

Are they works of loss, dispossession 
and disenfranchisement? Or are they 
light-hearted and comic send-ups of 
incongruities and anomalies of society? 
Chekhov never seeks to answer these 
questions or clarify them. Clearly, 
his intention has been to involve his 
readers and spectators in emotional 
experiences that grow out of the quests 
of characters seeking to impose order 
and meaning and coherence on their 
chaotic lives.

There is an important connection 
between his plays and short stories. 
Some of the longer plays like Ivanov 
and Uncle Vanya grew out of his short 
stories. In addition, understatement, 
the location of meaning in between the 
lines and what is unsaid by characters 
being more important than what is said 
on stage, are also vital signposts to fol-
low in reaching a true understanding 
of his work. 

There are many significant facets 
to Chekov’s stage plays all of which 
cannot be described in a short col-
umn of this nature. Ronald Hingley, 
who has done so much to popularise 
Anton Chekhov in the Anglophone 
world, says that, ‘to probe the nature 
of Chekhov’s mature drama is to be 
forced more and more into negative 
statements. It has been easier to say 
what the plays are not than to say what 
they are; easier, also, to analyse what 
does not happen to the characters than 
what does. 

And we are now, alas, forced back 
to the supremely unoriginal and time-

worn conclusion that Chekhov’s drama 
is essentially a study in moods; moods 
desultory, sporadically inter-reacting, 
half-hearted, casual, yet somehow pro-
foundly moving.’

Anton Chekhov, in addition to being 
a word-class sort story writer and 
playwright was also a world-class letter 
writer. 

He started writing letters as a con-
scious and calculated literary effort 
as a teenager; he wrote thousands of 
them to various correspondents. He 
did not write an autobiography, and 
these letters, taken in their collectivity, 
come close to such an autobiography. 
Because of these letters we are able to 
form a clearer idea of the distinctive-
ness of Chekhov as both a man and a 
writer. 

These letters range from personal 
family matters to perceptive discus-
sions of literature with editors and pub-
lishers and theatre directors. Among 
these letters are his correspondences 
with his actress wife.

 As we read them we become more 
and more impressed by his ability to 
capture a landscape or give permanent 
shape to fleeing memories or his strug-
gle with tuberculosis or manage his 
divided loyalties between medicine and 
literature. The image of Chekhov that 
rises from these letters is one of gener-
ous, caring sympathetic, life-affirming 
person.

There are many aspects of Anton 
Chekhov’s art and vision that invite 
detailed discussion. In this column, 
I wish to focus on four of them that 
should attract more attention than thy 
have. First, let us consider what I term 
his Christian humanism. 

Chekhov was an atheist but at the 
same time was deeply attracted to the 
rituals associated with the Orthodox 
Christian Church. In many of his 
stories there are constant references 
to these. What is interesting about 
his writings is that there is a kind of 
Christian humanism that arises out of 
his desire for redemption, the experi-
ence of melancholy, and the need for 
sympathetic understanding of fellow 
beings and spiritual growth. This 
aspect of Chekhov’s writing has stirred 
the interest of scholars outside the field 
of literature as well.

For example, Cornell West, the well-
known African-American scholar of 

philosophy and religion and an influ-
ential public intellectual states that,’ I 
am a Chekhovian Christian. By this 
I mean that I am obsessed with con-
fronting the pervasive evil of unjusti-
fied suffering and unnecessary social 
misery.’ 

He went on to assert that, the mag-
isterial depictions by Chekhov of cold 
Cosmos, indifferent Nature, uncertain 
Fate and the cruel histories that desper-
ate, bored, confused and anxiety-rid-
den yet people looking out for human 
warmth try to endure against hardships 
ring true to him. Interestingly he sees 
a parallel between Chekhov’s attempt 
to engage human suffering and melan-
choly and the same impulse present in 
American Blues music.

Second, the way that the phenom-
enon of memory informs Chekhov’s 
writings deserves careful study. Indeed, 
this is also an aspect of Chekhov that 
in my judgment has yet to receive the 
kind of sustained attention it richly 
deserves. 

When one examines his prose care-
fully it would become apparent that 
memory is one of the most powerful 
and determinative motifs in his writ-
ing. Memory is an influential theme in 
many of his stories; more importantly, 
it can be regarded as an organizational 
impulse that inflects the representation 
of time and space as well as his general 
poetics. In stories such as The Lady 
with the Little Dog, The Bishop, The 
Black Monk and House with a Mez-
zanine, which are among my favorites, 
the complex presence of diverse forms 
of memory is clearly evident. In his 
writings, the techniques, no less than 
the content, which carry a poetic shim-
mer reflect the animating presence of 
memory

What is needed, then, is to examine 
how the phenomenon of memory 
informs both the content and represen-
tational strategies of Chekhov’s short 
stories. Any attempt to decode Chek-
hov’s aesthetics must come to grips 
with this complex presence of memory.  
And this memory is vitally connected 
with Chekhov’s ideas of redemption 
and the capacity of the individual for 
spiritual growth. 

In many of his short stories, there 
is an interesting interplay between 
the past that has disappeared and its 
constant return through the power of 

memory. In a story like My Life this is 
most clearly evident.

Third, Chekhov never saw himself as 
a problem-solver; he thought of himself 
as an intelligent and sensitive problem-
presenter. On one occasion, he told his 
publisher Suvorin, ‘you confuse two 
things; solving a problem and stating a 
problem correctly. It is only the second 
that is obligatory for the artist. 

In Anna Karenina and Eugene One-
gin not a single problem is solved, but 
they satisfy you completely because 
all the problems are correctly stated in 
them.’ He also claimed that, ‘the artist 
should be, not the judge of his charac-
ters and their conversations, but only 
an unbiased witness.’ and he emphati-
cally stated that, ‘an artist observes, 
selects, guesses, combines – an this in 
itself presupposes a problem.’ These 
indeed are flashes of insights well 
worth pursuing.

Fourth, the idea of music, I wish to 
argue, is central to a proper under-
standing of Chekhov’s short stories and 
plays. Chekhov was, of course, interest-
ed in music from his young days. And 
his sensitivity to music is connected to 
his deep sense of melancholy. 

A narrator in one of his stories 
says, ‘The subtle and elusive beauty of 
human grief, which it will take men 
long to understand and describe, and 
only music, it seems to me, is able to 
express.’ This statement captures effec-
tively the vision of Chekhov. D.S. Mir-
sky, who has been a most influential 
critic of Russian literature stated that 
the construction of a Chekhov story ‘is 
not a narrative construction – it might 
rather be called musical; not, however, 
in the sense that the prose is melodi-
ous, for it is not. 

But his method of constructing a 
story is akin to the methods used in 
music.’ There is a fluidity and precision 
to his stories that remind one of music, 
and the ending of some stories such as 
‘Gusev’ has a clear musical resolution.

What I have aimed to do in this 
column is to make use of Palitha Gane-
watta’s book as the point of departure 
for some brief reflections on Chekhov’s 
art and vision. Anton Chekhov has 
guided us, inspired us, in interesting 
ways. He has already exercised a pro-
found influence on Sri Lankan litera-
tures; he could do more and we should 
not look for any less.

Re-reading Anton Chekhov...

Wagner’s unsung heroine...
Continued from page 44

The opera house has a plain, almost 
austere, foyer dominated by a tall 
wooden staircase (used as a backstage 
location in the 1994 film *Farinelli*), 
yet once into the auditorium, the walls 
and ceilings erupt in blue and gold to 
create the most elaborate tiered seating 
and standing areas. 

The whole court could be presented 
to the people below with the margrave 
and margravine on display in a box at 
its centre like Apollo and Athena, their 
chosen icons.

Not only was the opera house a 
sumptuous testament to the refinement 
of the new Bayreuth, it had a large 
stage capable of mounting great spec-

tacles and – by design – a set of double 
doors wide enough to allow the mar-
gravine’s coach and four to deposit her 
in the backstage area. It was the size of 
the stage that attracted the attention of 
Richard

Wagner. In 1872, 114 years after Wil-
helmine’s death, the composer arrived 
to see if Bayreuth was the right location 
for the great festival he was planning. 
Wagner wanted a location where his 
audience would not be distracted by 
the opportunity to gamble in a casino 
or linger at a spa. 

Wilhelmine’s determination to build 
on such a scale in the depths of Franco-
nia suited Wagner, but her opera house 
was clearly going to upstage any work 

performed in it. Besides, the orchestra 
were on the same level as the audience 
and the conductor was required to face 
the margravial box and keep his back 
to the singers.

Undeterred (not much deterred 
Wagner) the composer found a loca-
tion on a hill just outside the city.  On 
May 22nd, 1872 Wagner conducted 
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony at the 
old opera house in a fund-raising 
exercise for his new temple of the arts 
and in 1873 the Festspielhaus opened. 
Without Margravine Wilhelmine and 
her ostentatious opera house it is safe 
to assume that Bayreuth would never 
have attracted Richard Wagner and, 
without Wagner, the provincial city 

would never have gained the interna-
tional profile it enjoys today. Of course 
Wagner was always a double-edged 
sword. 

Had it not been for him, Bayreuth 
would not have meant so much to the 
National Socialists and the RAF and 
USAF would not have bombed it so 
heavily over three nights in 1945 in an 
action that had more to do with sym-
bolism than strategy. 

Much of Wilhelmine’s rococo 
Bayreuth – 4,500 houses – was 
destroyed in those raids but miracu-
lously neither opera house, Wil-
helmine’s nor  Wagner’s, sustained any 
damage.

- HistoryToday

 Lydia Davis, the shortest of all short 
story writers, whose works can be as 
brief as a single sentence, has won the 
fifth Man Booker International Prize.

The influential American writer 
accepted the £60,000 honour, which is 
presented every two years to a living, 
non-UK author for a body of work 
published in English, at a ceremony 
held at the Victoria and Albert Muse-
um in London.

Davis, 65, was chosen from a heavy-
weight list of ten contenders including 
U.R. Ananthamurthy of India, Chi-
nese writer Yan Lianke and Vladimir 
Sorokin of Russia.

The Massachusetts-born Davis is 
best known for her short stories, a 
number of them among the shortest 
ever published. She has been described 
as “the master of a literary form largely 
of her own invention”.

Her work, closer to essayist poems 
and philosophical monologues than 
conventional short stories, includes the 
story collections Break It Down(1986), 
Samuel Johnson Is Indignant (2002) and 
Varieties of Disturbance (2007)..

Typically her stories run for between 
three and four pages. But many are as 
brief as a paragraph, or a sentence.

The New Yorker praised her “lucidity, 
aphoristic brevity, formal originality, sly 
comedy, metaphysical bleakness, philo-
sophical pressure, and human wisdom.”

Davis, who is married to artist Alan 
Cote, has influenced a generation of 
writers including Jonathan Franzen, 
David Foster Wallace and Dave Egg-
ers, who wrote that Davis, “blows the 
roof off of so many of our assumptions 
about what constitutes short fiction.”

Currently professor of creative writ-
ing at the University at Albany, the 
capital of New York State, Davis is due 
to publish her next collection of short 
stories, Can’t and Won’t,  in June 2014.

Davis is also well known for her 
work as a translator of French litera-
ture and philosophy. Her translations 
include Marcel Proust’s  Du Côté de 
Chez Swann (Swann’s Way) and Flau-
bert’s Madame Bovary.

Announcing the winner, Booker 
judge Professor Sir Christopher Ricks 
said: “Lydia Davis’ writings fling their 
lithe arms wide to embrace many a 
kind. Just how to categorise them? 
Should we simply concur with the 
official title and dub them stories? 
Or perhaps miniatures? Anecdotes? 
Essays? Jokes? Parables? Fables? Texts? 
Aphorisms, or even apophthegms? 
Prayers, or perhaps wisdom literature? 
Or might we settle for observations? 
“There is vigilance to her stories, and 
great imaginative attention. 

Vigilance as how to realise things 
down to the very word or syllable; 
vigilance as to everybody’s impure 
motives and illusions of feeling.” Davis 
has previously won major American 
writing awards, including a MacArthur 
Fellowship for fiction and was named a 
Chevalier of the Order of Arts and Let-
ters by the French government.

The Booker International prize has 
previously been awarded to Ismail 
Kadaré in 2005, Chinua Achebe in 
2007, Alice Munro in 2009 and Philip 
Roth in 2011...

- The Independent

Lydia Davis wins Booker 
International Prize 2013
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