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In the poetics of Chekhov’s prose fiction, there is an algorithm for creating meaning, which is a key to explaining such seemingly different phenomena as the humor in some of his early short stories, and the social criticism and existential investigations in his mature works. The algorithm can be defined through Bakhtin’s theory of utterance (vyskazyvanie). Utterance designates the meaning of a text in a context of enunciation. The text can be repeated, whereas the context is always unique. Therefore, when the same text functions in various contexts, the produced meaning is different. In Chekhov’s

prose fiction, the algorithm of utterance works in the following way: a narrative entity is presented at least twice. The first time phenomenon A is represented in a context B, and the meaning of utterance1 is X. The second time phenomenon A is placed within a

context C, and the meaning of utterance2 is Y. The meaning of the narrative is formed by the comparison between utterance1 and utterance2, i.e., between meanings X and Y.

The character of the context produces three versions of the algorithm of utterance in Chekhov’s prose fiction. The first is used primarily in the earlier, mainly humorous, works. Here the two compared utterances are predominantly cognitive: the inadequate meaning X is compared with and then supplanted by the more accurate meaning Y. This

is the case in “A Bright Personality (The Story of an ‘Idealist’)” (“Svetlaia lichnost’ (Rasskaz ‘idealista’)”) or “Vint” (“Vint”).

The second type of the algorithm has satirical meanings, and is used in later works such as “The Princess” (“Kniaginia”) or “A Nervous Breakdown” (“Pripadok”). Here meaning X stands for an accepted social norm. Conversely, meaning Y brings in an alternative, a deconstruction of the norm.

The third variant of the algorithm of utterance in Chekhov’s later works is based on objective/physical and subjective/existential temporality. The different contexts are functions of objective temporality (measured by watches) compared with subjective temporality (measured by consciousness). Meaning X is biological, whereas meaning

Y is existential reality. Examples of the third type are “Rotschild’s Fiddle” (“Skripka Rotshil’da”) or “My Life” (“Moia zhizn’”).
