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Many scholars have noted that Chekhov had a complex relationship with Tolstoy. A particularly fruitful theme has been Chekhov’s reaction to the manuscript publication of Tolstoy’s Kreutzer Sonata (KS). However, the scholarly understanding of Chekhov’s reply to Tolstoy remains incomplete. The first reason is that, while some of the stories Chekhov wrote in the aftermath of the KS have already been identified, there are many that have yet to be studied. The second is that the criticism divides Chekhov’s response to Tolstoyan sexual morality into two categories; that is, works that are in dialogue with KS have been understood as fundamentally separate from those in dialogue with Tolstoy’s earlier fiction, such as Anna Karenina (AK). Such a split assumes that Chekhov considered the author of the reactionary KS to be radically different from the author of AK. However, closer scrutiny reveals that Chekhov’s stories do not always fit into such a tidy dichotomy. In this connection, this study argues that the little-known novella Story of an Unknown Man represents a comprehensive rejoinder on Chekhov’s part to Tolstoy’s views on human sexuality.

What little scholarship that does exist on Unknown Man has dismissed it as weak and politically motivated. In re-evaluating Unknown Man, this study contends that the novella’s Tolstoyan elements, such as dialogues, love triangles, and plot sequences that have been adapted both from AK and KS, are too powerful and too pervasive to be ignored. Through a close-reading analysis of these elements, my aim is two-fold. First, I will show how Chekhov engages both AK and KS in an attempt to reconcile these two very different parts of Tolstoy’s artistic personality. Second, I will shed light on the methods by which the ever private and enigmatic Chekhov developed his views on the social and political issues of his time.

