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In Russia, as in Western Europe, the second half of the nineteenth century saw an 

explosion of interest in the psychological life of man. Two dominant discourses led the 

investigations into the human psyche and often competed with one another in the cultural 

sphere: the newly professionalizing sciences of the mind (psychiatry, neurology, 

psychology, etc.) and the psychological fiction of the Russian Golden Age. Both 

discourses claimed special knowledge of the human mind and constructed overarching 

claims as to what constituted psychic and moral health of individuals and extended those 

claims to the health and future survival of nations. As both a practicing physician and the 

last lauded representative of the Golden Age of Russian literature, Anton Chekhov 

provides a fascinating insight into the close relationship between science and literature 

around fin-de-siècle. Taking into account Chekhov’s extensive knowledge of the 

developments in the scientific views of the mind, this presentation explores the extent to 

which he both upholds and challenges those dominant scientific assumptions in his 

fiction. The presentation focuses on Chekhov's characters who, either explicitly or 

implicitly, suffer from neurasthenia, an enigmatic, fashionable nervous disease 

«discovered» in the 1860s and widely spread at the turn of the century. The paper situates 

the scientific and cultural discourses on neurasthenia within the greater context of the 

rapidly evolving theorizations of the nervous system in the nineteenth century. It also 

explores the connections between neurasthenia and present-day trauma theory. 

Ultimately, the presentation pays particular attention to the conflict between the often 

physiologically grounded conceptualizations of the mind predominant in nineteenth 

century sciences and the more psychologically oriented views of the psyche in Chekhov’s 

work, which at times anticipates the later theories of psychoanalysis.     
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 In his scandalous introduction to Therese Raquin, Zola laid out his Naturalist 

method of writing imaginative literature for the first time. These five and a half short 

pages establish Zola’s double professional identities as both physician and artist. But in 

carrying out both of these roles simultaneously, Zola privileges body over mind; for in 

his view, an author must be a “surgeon” who performs analysis on his characters in the 

same way a doctor would do an autopsy on a corpse.  

 Both Zola’s novel and its sensational preface were known to the Russian literary 

scene. My paper examines the implications such an artistic orientation had for the young 

Anton Chekhov, who as both a professional physician and professional artist, seems to 

have responded particularly to Zola’s dual self-posturing and its resulting implications for 

artistic truth. Specifically, I read his 1886 story  “Anyuta” as Chekhov’s very own 

laboratory for testing Zola’s theory. Curiously enough, “Anyuta,” which was written 

during Chekhov’s so-called “Zolaesque period,” takes as its subject the very themes Zola 

outlines above: the consequences of reducing a complex living character to the clinical 

status of a corpse, from the perspectives of both medicine and art. I argue that the 

scientific method of “engrossing oneself” and treating subjects as corpses that was so 



laudable for Zola turns out to have quietly tragic consequences in Chekhov’s artistic 

world. 
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Whenever Anton Chekhov refers to cemeteries, whether in jest or seriously, he is 

considering the question of memory/memorial/what remains when a human being has 

departed. In her Diagnosing Literary Genius (2002), Irina Sirotkina notes Prof. I.A. 

Sikorsky’s opinion about Chekhov and death: in representing death and memory, 

Sikorsky believed, the writer expressed loneliness rather than any kind of empathy in 

human relations, and he considered this to be evidence of end-of-century degeneracy 

(118). 

 

The paper explores the state of mind of Chekhovian characters and narrators who dwell 

on the cemetery and its meaning for their own lives. For example, the narrator in the early 

story “At the Cemetery” (“Na kladbishche,” 1884) almost revels in the passage of time, 

the erasure of fame:  

 

A small wooden cross, dilapidated and covered with once-green moss that had 

turned black from the cold, had a mournful, aged look, as though it were ill. 

“…forgettable friend Mushkin,” we read. 

Time had erased the prefix “un,” correcting the lies of mortal man (Works 

3: 75-6). 

 

In Chekhov’s notebook we also find this “subject for a short story”: “Looking out the 

window at a corpse being carried down the street: ‘…You have died, they’re taking you 

off to the cemetery, and I’m off to breakfast’” (Works 17: 95).  

 

By isolating the cemetery theme in Chekhov, particularly in his early stories, the paper 

will complicate Sikorsky’s diagnosis and deepen V.V. Kataev’s analysis in his article 

“Circuses and Cemeteries: Chekhov’s Topoi” (2012). Attitudes toward death and 

cemeteries, toward memento mori, run through the diaries of Chekhov and A.S. Suvorin 

and reflect conversations and disputes with L.N. Tolstoy. The paper will attempt to sort 

out these attitudes. 

 

 

 


