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In its nearly 200-year history, scholarship on Griboedov’s play Woe From Wit has been dominated by a few main trends. In the first few years of the play’s circulation, it sparked debate between conservative critics and Decembrist-Romantic writers about the stylistic merits of the play and its depiction of Moscow society. The ideologically progressive critics of the mid-to-late 19th century, such as Belinsky and Dobroliubov, praised the work as one of the first sobering depictions of Russian realities, a tradition that, according to them, was continued by Pushkin and Gogol. Many have viewed the work as a Decembrist manifesto and its hero Chatskii as the clearest and best literary icon of the movement. Some literary historians, such as the Formalist Iurii Tynianov, have focused on the historical prototypes for the play’s characters. Modern western scholarship is relatively scant, but has included some reevaluation of the play’s characters and analysis of its meter and language. However, the main feature of the play – its mixed genre of tragic-comedy – has to my knowledge received little attention. Chatskii’s incongruous sermonizing and failure to connect with any characters suggest that, far from being the irreproachable hero esteemed by Decembrist and positivist critics of the 19th century, Chatskii is himself an object of satire. The absence of a positive hero with whom the authorial viewpoint can be identified, as well as a general disconnect between all characters in the play, anticipates the work of Anton Chekhov, evoke a tragicomic mood, and raise epistemological questions. Griboedov then should be credited as a pioneer of the tragicomic genre in Russian letters, which would later be brought to perfection in Chekhov’s work. This in large part explains the play’s continued literary relevance in contrast to more traditional neoclassical satire.



