Rosh Ireland

Four Vaudevilles:
Vasilii Shkvarkin’s Comedies of the 1920s

Vasilii Shkvarkin’s career as a dramatist began and ended with the Stalin
period, since his first play was performed in 1925, his last in 1951." While he
has never been regarded as a playwright of the first rank, nonetheless his work
includes two of the most popular comedies of the time — Viednyi element in the
1920°s and Chuzhoi rebenok in the 1930s. He was generally regarded as
outside the mainstream, yet there are many points of intersection between his
comedies and the work of the major writers of those decades. Since Shkvarkin
worked in that difficult and dangerous period (Ardov, referring to the tragic
nature of his biography as a writer, declares that he can be compared only with
Zoshchenko)?, there are features of his work which may well derive from the
pressures of the times.

The first is that he changed genres constantly. He began with historical
plays and clearly retained a penchant for them until the end. He then wrote a
number of comedies which began life as social satires, some of which
underwent transformation on the stage into deliberate imitations of the
traditional vaudeville form or were treated as a variation on the review popular
in the mid-twenties. In 1929, in the face of virulent criticism, he withdrew
from the comedy stage, to attempt, in the early 1930s, to write social drama by
taking the kind of subject required during the period of ‘cultural revolution’
and making it palatable, though hardly credible, by relying on his now well
developed qualities as a dramatist. He then discovered the farce (as defined by
Ben Travers, the author of the Aldwych farces) and enjoyed signal success in
1933 with Chuzhoi rebenok. He continued to work in this vein during the

' The research on which this article is based was carried out with the aid of a grant from
the Arts Faculty of the Australian National University. I acknowledge the generous
cooperation of the manuscript section of the State Bakhrushin Theatre Museum and of
the library of The Union of Theatrical Workers (earlier the library of the All-Russian
Theatrical Society). The references to archival documents are to Shkvarkin’s (® 480)
and Fedor Kaverin’s (® 454) archives in the Bakhrushin Museum.

% B. Apnos. «O xomemusx B. Illksapkunay», unpublished letter to graduate student. @
480, 171.
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’thirties with three popular, but less attractive plays which went on the stage in
1937 and 1939, two of them being subsequently revived in the post-Stalin
period.” Before the war, he returned briefly to the historical genre with a play
about Napoleon III. Then, during the war, he wrote two dramas on the perilous
subject of the Occupation.* His last play was a translation and adaptation of a
comedy by the Ossetian dramatist Asakhmet Tokaev.

The second feature is that not all his plays were published, and many exist
in a number of different versions and with a variety of titles. It has proved
impossible to establish even where and when two of them were first
performed, since published and other information is contradictory.

A Red Douglas Fairbanks

Of Shkvarkin’s four comedies of the nineteen-twenties, two survive only
as typescripts.” The first, Vokrug sveta na samon sebe, is a rambling, uneven
piece. N.M. Radin, who played the film producer in the Korsh Theatre
production of 1927, commented on its lack of any particular merits.® It was not
taken up by any other theatre, though this may be partly due to the success of
his second comedy, which premiered only a month later. Nevertheless it has its
place in the development of Soviet comedy, which David Gutman in the same
year saw as developing from review, through vaudeville, to fully formed
comedy.” It represents also a variation on an archetypal Russian theme.® While

3 See Rosh Ireland. ‘Four farces: Vasilii Shkvarkin’s comedies of the 1930s’,
Australian Slavonic and East European Studies Vol. 16, Nos 1/2 (2002), 55-70.

4 See Rosh Ireland. ‘A Writer of Comedies in Time of War: Vasili Shkvarkin's Dramas
of Life under the Occupation’ in Modern Europe. Histories and Identities, ed. P.
Monteith and F.S. Zuckerman (Adelaide: Australian Humanities Press, 1998).

3 Before the Shkvarkin archive in the State Bakhrushin Theatre Museum became
accessible, the present witer attempted to reconstruct these two plays, then thought to
be lost. See: Rosh Ireland ‘The Lost Plays of Vasilii Shkvarkin’, Australian Slavonic
and East European Studies Vol. 3, No. 1 (1989), 17-28.

¢ Huxonaii Mapuycosuy Paoun (Moscow, 1965), 38. Radin, who had cut his teeth on
French comedy, had the intention of establishing a comedy theatre at the Korsh in the
late ‘twenties.

"I. I'ytman, «K BomeBmitio (B mopsinke obcysxaenus)», JKuzup uckycersa 10 (1927), 4.
8 I am grateful to Elena Fortescue for perceiving here a variant on the device of
«IPBDKOK B HUKYJa», to which the final scene of the comedy gives a literal realisation.
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the plot coincides with one of the recurring ‘outsider’ themes of the 1920s, the
little man dissatisfied with and attempting to break away from the system, the
central character’s adventures take him through a series of discrete scenes,
connected only by his presence, reflecting the review form. The similarity is
reinforced by literary reminiscences evoked by some of those scenes. The play
also marks the first intersection of Shkvarkin’s work with elements of popular
Hollywood cinema, which will reemerge in the last play of the series. One of
the most intriguing aspects of the play was the revision of the ending,
attributed by the critic Mikhail Il'in to the sensibilities of the theatre:

V IllkBapkuna Unmonut pa3buBaeTcsi HACMEPTH MOCIE MPBDKKA CO CKAJIbI.
Tearp He pemumics mokasaTrb CMEpTb Ieposi, HOO B 3pUTEIBHOM 3aJI€ CUIST
Te ke nnosaursl. ..

Whatever the reason, Shkvarkin rewrote the ending — from a defiant and
spectacular suicide to a Hollywood ending — ‘Be my very own Douglas
Fairbanks.’ At the same time, he crossed out the term tragikomediia in the title.

Ruben Simonov, the director, nevertheless appears to have seen the play
in terms of tragicomedy:

I'maBHoe neiictByromee nuno Mean BacumseBny CtpaxoB. Ero Tparemms
3aKII0YaeTcs B OTPHIBE OT OOIIECTBeHHOH cpenpl. CTpaxoB, IMOOBIBaB B
KayecTBe Jlakes B JOME 0OraTtoro KOHIIECCHOHEepa B MOCKBE, IOCTEIICHHO
OITyCKasiCh, TMOMNAJaeT B MUBHYIO, 3aTEM B HOWIEKKY, IJIe €ro MPUTIALIaloT
HAa KHHOCBEMKH JJIsI HCIIONHEHUS TOJOBOJOMHOTO KHHO-TpIOKa. B
OCIEIHEM AKTE MOKA3aHa ChEMKA.

Tparukomenus pasBepTeiBaeTcsi B MOCKBE B HAaIlld JHU, U MHE XOTEJIOCH
pa3BuTh Bce JeiicTBUME mbechl Ha ()OHE TOpoia W TPUTOM ToOpojaa He
OTBIICUCHHOTO, a WMEHHO MOCKBBL, JJsI 4ero s BBOXY HEKOTOpEIC
320CTPSIFOLINE THECY AETallH JKaHPOBOTO XapaKTepa.

Cuenndeckoe JeiicTBHE pa3BepThIBacTcd Ha (POHE KapTHH MOCKOBCKOTO

10
ObITa.

Scene I begins when Ivan Vasilievich Strakhov (played by Vasilii
Toporkov), following an argument at work, accepts an offer from a foreigner to
be his butler. This he discloses to his wife during a domestic dispute in a scene

’ «Xponukay, Hoswiii s3pumens 2 (1927), 14.
10 «Mocksa. Tearp 6. Kopuaw, Kusuo uckycemsa 6 (1927), 20.
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whose construction and dialogue are reminiscent of Erdman. His ideal is
discovered to be the film star Mertsalova, whose poster hangs on the wall,"'
but he is critical of the theatre of the day in a comment which appears to lead
into Scene II:

Teatp... [la 1 TaM Bce HaM3yCTh 3HAIO; CHAYaJIa I10]] BBIBECKOH OYypKya3HBIX
MOPOKOB (POKC—TPOT BO (hpakax MOKaXyT, a MOTOM YECTHBIH paboumii u3
TM00BU K YTHETEHHON TOPHUYHON PEBOJIIOIMIO C/ICNAET.

Strakhov takes up his duties in a series of comic misunderstandings as a
party is held in the house of Shtamm. The foxtrot is indeed demonstrated,
followed by the promised bourgeois corruption, as Shtamm’s wife seduces a
business partner to obtain a deal for her husband and a position for her lover.
The next episode is in such appalling taste that it could well ensure that the
play never appear on the stage again. The highlight of the evening is the
appearance of Velikii Charli, who, to the horror of Ivan Vasilievich, turns out
to be, not Charlie Chaplin, but a gorilla-like boxer (the description ‘negr’ is
added in ink in the text) with speech punctuated by grunts. Ivan Vasilievich's
search for foreign culture, then, is disappointed and there is a shift to the
ideological plane. The collision comes with Ivan Vasilievich's discovery that
he is among people who supported the Entente during the Civil War, in which
he had himself fought.

Boris Alpers finds this, and the whole play, implausible ‘from beginning
to end’.'? In Shkvarkin’s defence, it should be said that, though the exchange is
highly contrived, the nub is that Ivan Vasilievich is convinced that the
westerners would have understood and sympathised with the Bolsheviks, had
they realised the real extent of the suffering imposed on the population. He is
disillusioned by a lady’s (less plausible) statement that she had been well
aware of it and found it amusing.

" While accepting the cinematic pun in the name, one is tempted to note its similarity
to that of D.V. Zerkalova, an actress involved in a scandalous dispute at the Korsh
Theatre in the 1925-6 season. The story might be seen to find partial reflection later in
the third comedy of the series, Jlupa nanpoxam. See JKu3zno ucxyccmea 2.11.1926, 1-3.
"2 B. Amepc. «Bokpye ceema na camom cebey, Penepmyapnuiii 6romemens 4 (1927),
25.
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The connection between the plot and the cinema, and indeed the play
itself, takes a different turn as Shtamm and the film director discuss a film they
intend to make (and which will be made in the fifth act):

ItamMM. MHe HyXeH TPIOK, TPIOK HEOBIBAIBIH... IPEUIOKUTE KaKOMy—
HUOY/b OBIBIIIEMY YEJIOBEKY T'POILIM: JBE, TPH THICSIYH pyOneil 1 OH PUCKHET
Ha 4TO YTOJHO.

Kunopexuccep. [a, Ho... oH ciomaeT cebde miero!

[IItamMm. B Takom ciydae, s 3a GuiabMy 3amiady BTpoe!

As Ivan Vasilievich walked demonstratively out of his flat and marriage in
Scene I, so he marches defiantly out of the Shtamm house, flinging off his
butler’s tails.

Scene III takes Ivan Vasilievich into a poets’ pub (the café-bar
Sovremennost'), where he tries out a ‘free profession’ by replacing the drunken
first violinist in the band, only to make a gesture of protest, and to be thrown
out of the pub in consequence, when Shtamm comes in, demands a foxtrot and
sends Ivan Vasilievich a glass of beer with a coin in it. The central character in
this genre scene is a poet who whispers decadent verse into the ear of his
beloved and is taken by Ivan Vasilievich to be a soul-mate, an individualist and
rebel like himself. Then, however, to Ivan’s disgust, he modifies his verse for
Soviet taste when he performs for the patrons, and for a meal.

Tuxas, 0emnasi, siCHasl...

Tt rpycTuisb... Y kak maMsaTh Jerka,
Ha moxymike ycrano—0e3BnactHast
Benoii nunueil BsHeT pyka...

becomes

Bonpas, cunpHas, kpacHasl.

ThI cTONIIBE HA TTOCTY, y CTaHKA,
Ha pbruar Hanersa TBOs BIacTHas
U1 ¢ mammHo# ciunacd pyka.

Boris Petker, who played the poet, describes the scene:

OcobeHHO mMaMsATHA MHE CIeHa B Ka0auke; B Hell ObUI0 cymMOypHOE
CMCILCHUE JIMTEPAaTypHBIX, MELIAHCKHX, OOreMHBIX CTpacTeil, B Heil
JieficTBOBAIM HOLUISIKU, HAPKOMAHBI, TbSIHUILIBL, ¥ B TO 5K BpeMs B HEii ObUIO
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OLIYUICHHUE KaKUX—TO HOBBIX, €UIC HE OYCHbL ONPEACIICHHBIX JKEeJTaHUH U

yerpemneruii.

This seems to be a further indication that the inventiveness of the production
compensated for an uninspired script. Scene IV finds Ivan Vasilievich in a
doss-house with unmistakable echoes of Gorky. In a memorable spech, a
former deacon recalls his service in a cemetery chapel:

IIponyckHast ciocoGHOCT y Hac Oblia BBIIIE BCAKOW HOpMBL. B 19—om rony
3a CyTKH 10 ABAJIaTH HOBOIPECTaBJCHHBIX MocTynano. IIpsmo maccoBoe
POM3BOCTRO. M mOCIIe 3TOr0 HAC B TyHesACTBE 06BHHsOT.

It is typical of Shkvarkin that the joke extends a sentence longer than might be
expected.

The cinema director enters offering a hundred roubles to anyone who will
dive three hundred feet into water. His reception among the inmates is
predictable. The most dramatic reaction comes from Fedia, appearing in the
cast list originally as vor, overwritten as fokusnik, who advances threateningly
on the director, forcing him to increase the offer and reduce the height. In the
original version he draws a knife, which is taken from him by Ivan Vasilievich.
That variant is crossed out, and he is left merely to make a threatening gesture
and to be restrained by the deacon and Ivan Vasilievich, who accepts the
proposition as the director’s party runs for the door.

After these four genre scenes, Scene V unfolds as a parody of Hollywood:
the Khap-khap redskin tribe has kidnapped a white woman. Ivan Vasilievich is
to rescue her. Then, surrounded by enemies, he has to jump over a cliff to
escape. There are different levels of implausibility here. It is marginally
acceptable that the director should produce an ideological framework for the
scenario: the tribe, as their name suggests, are ‘kulaki and sobstvenniki’, whose
intention is to exploit the lady in any way they can. But that Ivan Vasilievich
should find it impossible to fight, rescue and jump because the heroine is
depressingly plain, and that the director be then able to substitute Mertsalova,
who inspires Ivan Vasilievich to a stunning performance which quite wins her
heart, is beyond consideration in any convention short of parody. In the revised

13 Py6en Cumonos (Mocksa, BTO, 1981), 460.
' These lines are crossed out in the typescript.
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ending, Ivan Vasilievich jumps and is brought back on a stretcher. In the
meantime the set is changed to a ‘magic tent’ and Ivan Vasilievich regains
consciousness in a manner which prefigures awakening of Prisypkin.

Uepe3 HECKONBKO CEKyHJ M3 IOJ NPOCThIHU IIOKa3blBaeTcs pyka VBana
BacunbeBuua, mapuT 1o NnpocThiHE, TAHETCS K Hocy. MBaH BacuibeBuu
CMOpKAEeTCsl, IPUIOAHUMACTCS, CAIIUTCS, O3UPAETCS] U BUIUT 'HIaTep'.

WBan BacuibeBuy. A GOJBIICBUKA HaBpaiH, 4TO 'TOro cBera' HET. Bor
cBonoun! Kyna xe 1 nonan? ... YMep 1 My4eHUUECKOH CMEpPThI0, — 3HAUUT, B
pato. (Budum na cebe npocmuinio). bembie onexpl..CienoBaTenbHO — s
npaBeAHUK... HopT MeHs 3HAET... a BAPYT — CBATOM?

A thousand roubles in the hand confirms Ivan Vasilievich in this belief, until a
smart cameraman suggests that a patent will cost him 800 and the fine 300,
leaving him a hundred in debt. The cameraman hails Ivan Vasilievich’s return
to earth with: ‘Long live the red Fairbanks’. The producer offers him a contract
to work in the west, which Ivan Vasilievich declines in words taken from the
original version:

U ecnu cobepych 3a rpaHully, TO pa3Be ¢ BUHTOBKOM Ha IlepeBec.

Next Mertsalova appears, to offer him the role of her lover in a ‘real
picture to be shot in Moscow’. The original ending had been connected, not
with the image of Mertsalova and a Hollywood world which turns out to be
attainable, but with the quest which leads only to the ubiquitous Shtamm.
When Ivan Vasilievich once again defies Shtamm, refusing to accept the
demeaning role in which he is to be cast, and anouncing his intention to return
to Soviet reality, he is blackmailed through his earlier rebellious exclamations
and told that his only course is to go to the west. So he jumps again and is
killed, Mertsalova reappearing too late.

The overt parody in Scene V invites an extension of that approach to the
rest of the play, which then could appear to be a parody on contemporary
Soviet drama, as the critic S. Valerin suggested:

Io Havamny Bcst 9Ta 00pricoBka HOBoro EBrpada u ero 6bITOBOro OKpy KeHUsI
JaHbl BCEPLE3, TaK 4YTO 3PUTEIIb O6MaHyT, — €MY KaXe€TCsd, 4YTO M IIbECa
Bcepbe3. Ho mo mepe ero pasBepThiBaHUsl, 10 Mepe MPOTPECCHBHOIO U TaK
CKa3aTh, JI€MOHCTPATHBHOTO Mejb4yaHus oOpaza Esrpaga, — 3putens
nepecTacT MHTEepecoBaThCst cynnOoit EBrpada — Meana BacuimbeBuua u,
HOHSB 'CeKpeT' MbEeChl, COCPEAOTOUNBACT CBOES BHUMAHHUE (@ 9TO HETPYJIHO)
Ha OTBICKaHHHU B IIbECE €€ OCHOBHOI'O — NMAPOAUIHOCTH.
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OH 3aMedaeT, 4YTO caMoe MocTpoeHue peur nbechl LlIkBapkuHa cienana mo
Opamany, B MaHepe Manjara.

For Valerin the key to this view of the play is the fifth act, in which he sees a
burlesque of Harry Lloyd films."

A less charitable view is taken by N.Volkov, who regards the play as a
series of borrowings from Erdman, Gorkii, Blok and Bulgakov:

Iloptut mbecy u To, 4TO OHA, KaK My3bIKa KalelabMelcTepa, BCs CI0XKEHA U3
qy)HUX MOTHBOB. To 310 — EBrpad, o0ycnoBuBmmii Bech crepxeHb Bokpye
ceema Ha camom cebe, T0 3T0 — Mandam (S3BIK TIEPBOI KAPTHHBEI), TO 3TO —
KyCOYeK M3 TOPBKOBCKOTO /[Ha W naxke OyokoBcKoW Heszmaxomku (IO3T B
MUBHOM)...

[TocraHoBKa.. W MakeToM (B JABYX LCHTPAJbHBIX KapTHHaX) U OOIIUM

HOIXOAOM K IOCTPOCHHIO CLEHYECKHX O00pa3oB 4eM-TO /IO KpalHOCTH

HATIOMHUHAET CTONb COMHHUTEIBHBIIH 00paselt, Kak 3otikuna keapmupa.'®

Lev Gurych Sinichkin

Shkvarkin’s second comedy was one of the most successful of the
‘twenties, establishing his status as a comic writer and still present in the
repertoire of the Teatr Satiry in Moscow ten years later, when its 500th
performance coincided with the 100th of Shkvarkin's best-known comedy,
Chuzhoi rebenok. It was first staged by Fedor Kaverin in the cramped little
Studiia Malogo teatra on the Sretenka in March 1927. David Gutman and
Emmanuil Krasnianskii then produced it in April at the Teatr Satiry in
Leningrad as a review, with music by Dunaevskii. Not until the summer break,
when a group of actors laid off for the summer at the Moscow Teatr Satiry
resolved to spend the time working up a version of the play under the direction
of Pavel Pol, did it enter the repertoire of that theatre.

All contemporary accounts agree that Vrednyi element, like its
predecessor, underwent radical changes while being prepared for the stage. As
the title suggests, it was written as a social comedy (Kaverin calls it a comedy

'S C. Banepun. «Boxpye ceema na camom cebe», IIpozpammpl 20cy0apcmeenibix
axaodemuueckux meampos 7 (1927), 6-7.
' H. BoskoB. «Bokpye ceema na camom cebew, Hseecmus (cutting; no date).
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of manners'’) around the activities of elements of society hostile to the new
order. As in Vokrug sveta na samom sebe, the scenes took place in settings
characteristic for that group: a communal flat (the inhabitants of which include
a prostitute), the Butyrki prison, a casino and a white slaver's flat.

It also contains a number of elements which prefigure specific episodes in
Maiakovskii’s major comedies, among them the bed-bug image, the mock
dancing lesson for the social climber, and the suggestion (acted out by the
speaker rather than turned into an interlude) that a text be reinforced by an
ideological pantomime. As the director Fedor Kaverin records, he took his cue
from the central character, an out-of-work actor in whom Lenskii’s Lev
Gurych Sinichkin was promptly recognised,’® and, with the willing
cooperation of the author, made the few changes needed to transform the social
comedy into an old-fashioned vaudeville, changes involving the addition of the
traditional couplets, handwritten on the left hand pages of the director’s copy.
The published version'® incorporates these changes, though the couplets are
revised and there are numerous discrepancies in the text, many of them
involving changes which remove lines which might offend. The prostitute
Mania, for example, is given a rather desperate change in the tools of her trade
from ‘krovat’ da kushetka’ to ‘gitara da kushetka’.

Kaverin's direction underlined throughout the wvaudeville element,
reinforced by an elaborate musical score, part using popular romances, part in
a circus idiom, by S. Germanov. Markov identifies the two crucial elements of
Kaverin’s direction in general as the use of music and the exploitation of
objects and of the set:

...BEIlIM YaCTO CaMM UIpalOT B Ibecax, Kak UrparoT u jaekopauuu.. Kasepun
3aCTaBIIsCT AKTEPOB JI0 KOHIIA OOBITPUBATH MTPEAMETHI. ..

17 «Bpeonwiil anemenm — B crynuu Mamoro Tteatrpa. becema c pexuccepom P.H.
Kasepunsimy, Ilpoepammsl cocyoapcmeennuvix akademuveckux meamposg 11 (1927), 8.
'8 The allusion is reinforced by the central character’s name, Shchukin, since Boris
Shchukin played Sinichkin in the 1924 production at the Vakhtangov theatre.

9 M. Moanuk, 1927.
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Hcnonb3oBaHue My3bIKM — pa3HOOOpPA3HO: MO acCOLMALUsIM CMEKHOCTH,
CXOJICTBA, IPOTUBOIIOJIOXKHOCTH — My3blka CIyXuT KaBepuHy BMecTO
OTCYTCTBYIOLIIEro CI0Ba pexuccepa.”’

The tiny stage of the studio was made to resemble that of an old-
fashioned theatre, with floats and a prompt box. The old practice that each
actor took centre stage in turn was followed, the numerous acting areas in Act |
being exploited for this purpose. From the opening, when the curtain danced a
polka (a device discovered accidentally when the director pulled the wrong
cord), the elements of the set joined in the action, to the four ten-foot pillars in
the nepman's flat, which drooped and straightened as the mood changed:

Bce 3Ti uyBcTBa TOCKH M BECENbs IO OYEPEH BMECTE C AKTEPAMH JOJKHBI
NEePeKUTh W HAIIM KOJOHHBL YeTbipe paboumx, KaKAbIH y CBOCH PYdKH,
CrepBa MEUICHHO ONyCKal0T MX BMECTE C 3aHABECOM B PUTME TATYYETO
pOMaHCa TpPH YracammeM CBeTe CO(UTOB, MOTOM B BECEIOM ILIICOBOM

HaI€B€ pacKavyuBarOT UX PUTMHUYECKU, BCC yUallas U ydallas pacCKauuBaHUC

CO0BPA3HO MY3bIKATBHOMY POCTY IUISCKHL”!

There can be no argument that the play contains elements traditionally
regarded as belonging to the vaudeville. The aging actor, in a bid to conjure up
an audience, however ersatz, advertises his flat for rent and plays a role for
those who come to view it. Receiving a deposit, he goes off to play it and
eventually lose it in a frowsty NEP casino, where he is arrested with his fellow
gamblers. In the Butyrki, where the prisoners trade identities against their
probable sentences, he assumes the identity of the white slaver and is released
with that identity. He then is invited by the latter’s wife to play the part of her
husband, which he does with such aplomb that he wins her, while her former
husband goes off to administrative exile.

The signals given by Shkvarkin at the beginning of the play are
contradictory. To begin, splendidly, with the bed-bug image, the actor gazing at
the audience through opera-glasses:

Anekceit HI/IKOJIaeBI/I‘I, BCIb OTO KJIOIIBI. CMOTpeH, CMOTPCI, KTO 3TO CI/I,Z[I/IT?
B3sti1 GMHOKIIE — KIIOIBI HA CTCHE.

2 I1. Mapxos. «®.H. Kasepuny», JKusuo uckycemsa 13 (1928), 8.
2o, Kagepun, A. Ilonos, Cnexmaxne na manoti cyene (MockBa. TeakuHomeyars,
1929), 54.
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would seem to indicate that the author was to pursue the notion of socially
harmful elements. The following exchange with the budding novelist,
culminating in Shchukin’s solo pantomime to music of the fall of capitalism,
seems to point to satire of good quality. Then, however, the jokes become
almost purely ‘stage’ as a second actor enters in a manner reminiscent of
Ostrovskii’s pair of itinerant actors, having escaped the collapse of his troupe
with little but what he is wearing: Pierrette’s cape over the uniform of General
Trepov (‘Razdet'sia ne mogu: arestuiut’). His emploi has been the topical, if
uncomfortable, role of the tyrant’s corpse spurned by the mob.

Where Shkvarkin creates an opening for visual humour and for satire on
the current spate of historical drama, the first set of vaudeville couplets are
then sung by the actor Nadryv-Vechernii, establishing now that convention and
making a return to social satire virtually impossible:

Bce, uro xu3Hb cMena, Kak BeTep, —
Me1 BBEnU B penepryap:

3p1ech — Ha XOyJIAX J0OpOaeTenb,
A TaM — napuusH Oyayap...

[lornsaeBuin Ha TUPaHOB

Ort [letpa 1o HamMX JHEH,
3putens ObET B JaIOUIH PHSIHO
N xpuunt: «Jlaews napei».

The rest of the act, though it touches tangentially on social issues which
could be dealt with in a less flippant manner — prostitution, procuring, the
housing crisis and unemployment — remains in that light vein, perhaps making
acceptable the absurd resolve of Shchukin to use a deposit received during his
charade of letting the flat to gamble at the casino.

There is little that is original in the casino scene which opens the second
act. Shchukin appears, to let his modest neighbour play his money and win;
then to let his head be turned by two attentive ladies, and finally to lose it
himself. The casino is raided and Shchukin finds himself with the white slaver,
the stock exchange rigger, the casino operators and a habitual criminal in the
Butyrki. Their neighbours in the cells are the black market and the racetrack. It
is in this scene that the duality of the play is most marked. The prisoners
discuss their status:
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Sl cebe MBICTIO TaK: MPECTYMHHUK IMOJUTHYCCKHHA — 3TO HMHTEIUTUTCHT.
[IpecTynHUK yronoBHBIN — 3TO GaHmUT. A KTO Takoe MbI? MbI — 30i0Tas
cepenuHa. CrenoBaTenbHO, Mbl IIPECTYIHUKU 3KOHOMHUeckue. Bce scHo!
Ho B Takom ciyuae, nouemy Hac He mocaauiu panbiue? S nporecryro!

There is here, of course, another echo of Mandat. The absence of any law
covering their offences is discussed:

Cratpro? Konexc? 3akonsl? ... Cyaps CMOTPUT Ha Bac M roBoput: '10 met!'
Cmotpur Ha Bac: 'S ner!' A eciii y Bac COBEPIICHHO YECTHOE JIUILO, HY
TOT/Ia BCETO HA TPHU rojia.

A touching reception for the prosecutor is rehearsed, services to the revolution
recalled:

Ilyxun (mpunoMuHas). Yduics B TMMHA3uH, urpail Ha cueHe. OtObIBan
BOUHCKYIO IIOBUHHOCT...

Cronbuk (c Hagexmoi). Moxer ObITh, B ITpadHOI poTte?

lyxun (ropno). B 7-om Ynanckom xopons Angonca XIII monky.

Kpymse. 51 cam TpuHaguaTs Jet ObLT a1OHCOM U TO HE XBacTalo.

The prisoners form a group to compose a letter to the prosecutor in a pose
that reproduces Repin’s painting The Cossacks Write a Letter to the Sultan:*

Cronbuk: Ilo pycckoit mocioBuie ecid (akTOB HET, UX HAIO B3STh.
(Cmotputr HaBepx.) I[lummte! (BpoxHoBenHo.) [lummre Tak, 4YTOOBI
npokypop (xuromaet cede 1o 10y) Tponyics!... [Ipunanas k BammM KpacHbIM
cromaM.. MBI  KpacHBIE JKEPTBBl  COBETCKOM  3aKOHHOCTH.. IO
HEJOPAa3yMEHUIO  JIMIIEHHBIE  HEBHHHOCTH.. IIPOCHM  BOCCTaHOBHUTH
YKa3aHHYI0 HEBUHHOCTb... ITyT€M Balllero BXOXJCHUS B Hallle OE3BBIXOIHOE
nosoxxenue. Jla snpascreyer MOIIEP!

Finally, all are given chits with their sentences, pronounced without a
court appearance. There is a discussion on the relative merits of Narym and
Solovki which, seen in retrospect, carries grim overtones:

Cron6uk. S Bac undopmupym... (Ero okpyxaror). Uro takoe Hapbim? —

Bosbias HEMPUATHOCTD U NepeMeHa Kiumarta. Ho eciu y Bac ecTh cpeactaa
— Hapeim 310 — 30510TOE AHO: BBl MOBOpaumBaeTech JUIOM K JACPEBHE M

22 A copy of the painting is glued in the left hand page of the director’s copy, with
actors’ names attached to individual portraits in the painting. (@ 454, B. Kasepun.
«Pexuccepckuii sx3emMmisip komeanu LlkBapkuna Bpeouwiii anemenmy, 72).
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CKyMaeTe Mexa; 3aTeM MOBOPAYMBACTECh JHMIIOM K TOPOLY U OTIPABISCTE
Mexa B MOCKBY.

Hagaxxun. A ConoBku?

Cronbuk. ConoBku? Tam He TO, YTO KOMMEPCAHT, TaM Ja)X¢ COJIHIIC HE
nenaer Hukakux oboportoB! CHauvanma TamM 4-MeCSYHBIA paboOuYMid JeHb, a
noToM 8-mecsuHasi paboyasi HOUb.

Since Shchukin has heard that Solovki boasts a theatre,” he is persuaded to
change identities, and thus sentences, with the white slaver, who prefers
Narym and its commercial opportunities. When a telephone message frees the
latter, it is Shchukin who is released with his new identity. The speculator then
concludes that Narym is a genuine sentence, whereas Solovki represents
merely a judicial admonishment — (‘Solovki — eto tak, dlia moral'nogo
strakha’) — and ends the act by seeking an exchange amongst the audience:

«[aro Hapeim, 6epy ConoBku!»

The banter amongst the NEP-men, a mixture of jokes and puns, is more
specific to the setting than in the first half of the play, and reflects a situation
peculiar to the period, even although the participants, at least in historical
terms, cannot be aware of the gravity of their position.

Kaverin, perceiving that the scene might become one of relatively heavy
humour, took steps to make the set convey as little as possible the confining
and depressing character of the prison cell. The open wall towards the
audience was reinforced by a skewing of the perspective which provided an
open ceiling, and the inmates jostled to ogle women prisoners through the bars
of a frameless window suspended above the forestage. The positions adopted

2 Shehukin, or the author, may have read a reference in JKusno uckyccmsa 12 (1926),
9-10, to an issue of Hoswie Conosku, published by the camp administration, in which an
article «ConoBeukuit pabounii Tearp» and a review «Tearpanbnas Henmens» list current
productions, including Manoam, 3azoeop umnepampuyet, The Count of Luxemburg and
an evening in memory of Esenin organised by the one-time editor of Pamna u scusno
Boris Glubokovsii. Strangely, Kaverin’s copy does not mention the theatre at Solovki.
Shchukin’s line here is: «3a to Ha ComoBkax W maek, u momerienue (this last word
crossed out), a uro s Oyny B Hapeime nenats?» (84)
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by the inmates also suggested freedom of movement in space, rather than
constriction and confinement.*

In contrast, the third act is predominantly in the vaudeville mode. It
depends on Shchukin’s playing the role of Navazhin so well that he frustrates
the wicked schemes of Navazhin’s brother-in-law and acquires Navazhin’s
wife (a lady with an independent income), and, by contrast, on Navazhin’s
utter failure in the role of Shchukin. Absurdities, games and frequent couplets
well outnumber the few semi-serious interludes, so much so that the balance of
the play as farce with some serious social shading reasonably maintained in the
prison scene, tips over into clowning, musical numbers and undemanding
vaudeville. The ending is pure vaudeville, since it produces a double wedding.
One character perceives the irony:

Hanpsis-Beuepuuii. ToBapumu. Iloroaute xanomu Hagesats!... (Lykuny)
Yto ke, CTOJKHOBEHHE KJIACCOB BBl XOTHTE CBaAb00H KOHYNUTH? Bacs, 310 u
BCSI TBOSI MI€0JIOTHs?

Bce. /la Beap 3TO e BOICBHIIB!

Markov, reviewing Kaverin’s production for Pravda, saw the third act as close
to operetta.” Within that framework, however, there are elements verging on
the sinister which could have brought the comedy closer to the genre of
Zoikina kvartira. Shchukin’s daughter, discovering that her father is
supposedly to be exiled, accepts the offer of Navazhin (conveyed through a
procuress) to become one of his kept women. Shchukin is asked by Navazhin’s
wife to continue to play her husband in order to complete a business deal. The
deal turns out to be a project to set up a chain of opium dens which would also
provide girls procured from impoverished intelligentsia families. The girl who
gives Shchukin-Navazhin his lesson in social graces and in the fox-trot, in
which the histrionics are provided by him, not, as in Maiakovskii’s version, by
the teacher, is seeking protection to enter a ballet school.
Once again Kaverin’s set and props reinforced the vaudeville aspect:

Heucromumble TPIOKM — CMEILIHBI U HaWBHBI: Iy HAa IMTapax, OpUTBa-
THraHT, TpyOka TenedoHa, C KOTOPOH TYJSIOT MO CleHe, OyAWIbHUK B

2 See ©. Kasepun, A. Ilonos, Cnexmaxnv na manou cyerne (Mocksa. TeokuHomnedaTs,
1929), 52.
5 1. MapxkoB, «Bpednuiii anemenmy, Ipasda 20 (1927).
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KapMaHe pOCTOBLIMKA, TAHIyIOIMe MOpTdenu B pyKax NPeACTaBUTENs
OXpaHBI ¥ TIOpsKa. 2°

Recording the transformation of a comedy of manners into a vaudeville, the
critics perceived the friction engendered between the contemporary references
and the deliberately old-fashioned form chosen by Kaverin.”’ Most gave
Shkvarkin credit for understanding and reproducing effectively the vaudeville
form, for a series of lively miniatures, for witty and inventive dialogue and for
writing parts attractive to actors. If one excludes the extremely hostile
reviews,” then the most serious criticism of the play referred to looseness of
structure:

Henocratok BooOuie Beex nbec IIIkBapkrHa 3aKIIFOYAETCsl B TOM, YTO B HUX
HET TOH ApaMaTHYeCKOi CIafKu U TOro Pa3BUTUS HHTPHUIH, KOTOPBIC MOXKHO
ObLTO OBI TPEOOBATH.

B pesynbrare 3TOro mojy4aercs pa3apoOIeHHOCTb JACHCTBHUS M OTCYTCTBHE
KPENKOW BHYTPEHHEH cHailki MEX/y OTJEIbHBIMU €ro 4acTsAMH, KaXaas u3
KOTOPBIX, B35Tast TIOPO3Hb, MOXKET IPH CPABHUTEIBHO HEOONBLINX YCHIIMAX
pekHCccepa PeICTABIATH 3aKOHUCHHYIO OTACIBHYI0 MUHHATY Y.

No doubt in part for that reason, David Gutman in Leningrad described
the play as a review and played it in five scenes, each with a catchy subtitle:

Kaprtuna 1. [lorubaer npousBeaeHne uckyccral

Kaprtuna 2. Kaszuno paboraet kpyrislii ron!

Kaprtuna 3. Yto s310? «Kpects» unu GecripaBHast AHTIus?
Kaprtuna 4. Huuero ctpamHoro!

Kaprtuna 5. U B BogeBuiie 3T0ro He no3Bosior.

Gutman, in fact, saw Soviet comedy as developing from the popular review
form, as it cast off ephemeral elements and became more tightly constructed
round a given subject:

%6 C. Mapromuk, «Bpeouwiii anemenmy», Beuepusas Mockea, 16 111 1927.

2 B. Amnepc, «Bpedusiii anemenmy», PerepTyapHbIii GIOTIETEHb XyH0KECTBEHHOTO
otmena I'TIII, 2 (1927) , 27.

8 See, for example: Mux. ITaszo, «Hax kem cMeetecs?» Pabouuii u meamp 21 (1927),
11. Mux. Unbun, «Bpeduwiti anemenmy», Hoswvuii spumens 12 (1927), 8.

* M.B. (B. Mazunr), «Bpeouwiii anemenm. CTymas Maoro teatpa.» JKusHb uckycemea
12 (1927).

39 poster for Leningrad production. JKusus uckycemea 20 (1927), 23.
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Byner nu sto komenus? BepositHo, na. Ho ckopee, uem xomenus, Oynaer
CO37IaH BOJICBHJIb. DTO — MEHEe OTBETCTBCHHAs 3ajada, U OHa, KOHEYHO,
Oyner pemieHa ckopee. OT 0003peHHsT K KOMEIAWH Yepe3 BOICBHIL — BOT
BepOﬂTHblﬁ IyTb ABUXKCHUA HALIETrO Teana.31

Boris Alpers regarded Vrednyi element, with Mandat, as an indication that the
vaudeville form and contemporary material were incompatible:

OnbiTr Manoama wu Bpeowoeo Onemenma, TOBUAUMOMY, TOBOPSAT O
HEBO3MOXXKHOCTH HCIIOJIB30BaHHS B COBPEMEHHOIl IIbece BOACBHIIBHON

(hopMmel...

whereas Emmanuil Krasnianskii, involved with the Teatr Satiry in Moscow,
where the play was produced by Pavel Pol for the following season, and co-
director of the Leningrad production, took the view that Viednyi element was
the first proof that the vaudeville form could accomodate contemporary

material.*?

Shapka vodevilista

Vrednyi element marked the beginning of the long association between
Shkvarkin and the Moscow Teatr Satiry. Later in the same season,
Krasnianskii and Gutman staged Shkvarkin’s third comedy, Lira naprokat,
with music by Dunaevskii. This is the other comedy long thought to have been
lost. There is a typed copy in the Shkvarkin archive, stamped by
Glavrepertkom with the date 10/1I/28.%> There are twenty cuts in red pencil
with the Glavrepertkom stamp and run over in ink, ranging from four words to
two and a half pages, although most are short. This comedy is also described
as a vaudeville. There is a handwritten note in pencil on the page following the
list of characters, signed by Shkvarkin:

Kymutetsr — kpome niposiora u ¢uHana — He Mou. 3aboieB, s BOoOIIe HE MOT
00paboTaTh mbecy.

31 B. I'yrman, «K BozeBumio (B mopsiake obcyxaeHus)», Kusns uckycemsa 10 (1927),
4.

321, Kpacustuekuit, Cryeu mpex mys (Mocksa. Mckycetso, 1987), 113.

3 @480, 12.
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One is tempted to see the play as Shkvarkin’s Bagrovyi ostrov. The plot
follows the misadventures of a theatre electrician who writes a play and has it
accepted by a theatre. He defends his lack of literary training:

Cnpocute y camoro JIbBa ToscToro, uem oH pasblie 3aHumaincs. — Ha
KaBKa3CKOM (DPOHTE 30JI0TOMOTOHHHKOM ObLI. [la 3HAaeTe JM BbI, YTO JaXKe
Beaukuii  JIoMOHOCOB 10 JBajuartd JieT Ha Iuisbke bemoro  mops
Oecnpu30pHUKOM Oerall.

Here the go-between is the zavlit, who announces that the play has been
accepted but ‘requires certain changes’ (these words are crossed out in red). He
then suggests himself as co-author. The theatre itself is introduced by the
doorman, Galunov, with a once well-known monologue contrasting the
cloakroom of the past with that of the present:

...A mpexne, ObIBano, B KaKUX MeXax B Tearp e3awnu... [Ipumems Takne
co0o0JIs, CHET OTPSAXHEIIb, ITOBECHIIb, Ja IIyOe—TO elle MOKJIOHHIIBCS. ..
CyHynes s pa3 K OXHOMY KyIIly C HOMEPKOM, a OH HOMepa He B3I H
obuencs: Tbl, TOBOPHUT, MO0 IIy0y NOIKEH B JIMIO 3HaTh. [IpaBmibHO.
I'nsirems, ObIBazO, HA BEIIAJIKY — M BHAWING OJEXKH Pas3HbIC, KaK JIEOIU
MEXAy co00H pasroBapuBaroT. 31ech Iryba ¢ JaMCKUM MaIbTOM IIOJ PYKYy
B3SUTHCB. 371eCh — IpyTas K POTOH/E CKJIOHHWJIACh: HAIIENITHIBACT. .. A Teleph
gyro. OmexxeHka cepas, CMpaJHas... NUXaellb ee Ha I'BO3Ab 0e3 BCaKOro
yYBa)XEHHS ¥ CHAMIIB caM, Kak Ha 6apaxonxke. Her, moru6io uckyccrso.

This monologue was inserted by Shkvarkin in the course of rehearsals.
Krasnianskii uses it to demonstrate Shkvarkin’s growing confidence in the
troupe, describing him as an author jealous to an extreme of his text and
unaccepting of the liberties the actors of the theatre were wont to take with
their scripts.

Bacunuit BacunueBny peBHHBO OTHOCHIICS K CBOeMy Mpou3BeaeHunio. OH He
BBIHOCHJI TIPOM3BOJBHBIX M3MEHEHMI TEKCTa, JaXe MEePEeCTaHOBKH CIIOB B
¢paze. A HamM aKTephl IPUBBIKIH B 0003pEHUSIX CBOOOTHO 0OpamaTecs ¢
TEKCTOM, IT0—CBOEMy «oboramare» M BuAou3MeHsATh ero. s IlIkBapkuna
3TO OBLIO HEBBIHOCHMO. ..

W neiicTBUTENbHO, B XOAE PENETHLHUH, aKTephl CaMH YOCAMJIHMCH, HYTO
MIPUNHKCHIBATh, MNPHOABISATE YTO-TO CBOE K IIKBAPKHHCKOMY TEKCTY
coBepIieHHo OeccmbiciaeHHo. [IkBapkuHCKas (pasa npeaenbHO TOYHA.
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As the actors acquired confidence in the author, so the author came to accept
their good faith, and wrote in a number of interludes, including the doorman’s
monologue.**

The casting of Mitia’s play in the khudsovet appears to carry a
reminiscence of the Zerkalova affair.*® There are two candidates for the role of
the niece — Iunona Antonovna, the director’s wife, and the younger Graal-
Garemnaia. Perhaps mindful of the zav/i’s axiom:

B yacTHO# XU3HH BBl MOXETE MOCTYNAaTh 110 COBECTH, HO B OOLIECTBEHHON —
HHKOT/A...

the council decides for Iunona. Then an affair between the director and Graal-
Garemnaia produces an ultimatum to the former: ‘Break with her and marry
me’. The director complies, and the council decides that its wording in the
minutes ‘director’s spouse’ now applies to Graal-Garemnaia.

Act II begins with a scene between Mitia, the would-be playwright, and
his wife, which one would regard as highly reminiscent of Erdman’s style and
rhythm in Samoubiitsia, were it not that Lira naprokat was completed and
performed early in 1928:

Murtst (BO CHE KpUUUT). PeXyT, pexyT...

Jlro6a. Tebe 6Ganmutel npucHWINCh. (MuTst cagurcs) Kto Tebs pexer?
Murs. He mens, neecy pexyt. (xymaer) Uto, Oulb, s 1o/pkeH crenatsb. Ja,
HOT'Y 3aKpbITh.

JIro6a. Mwutst, TBl Oymail mpo Japyroe wid rasery npountail. Tebe
pa3Biedbcs HaJl0, TOrIa HOTU caMu COOO0# 3aKPOFOTCSL.

Murts. Uro—xke B rasere BECENOTO.

JIro6a. Tam Bcs )KU3HB, KaK B 3epKajie HA000pOT OTpaXkeHa.

Act II is the most inventive section of the comedy. Mitia is asked for
bytovye tipy and Liuba suggests fininspektor. Mitia closes his eyes to imagine
and a flesh-and-blood finance inspector enters. The act is broken by an
interlude in which the zavlit, Sasha Bystryi, receives dramatists. A woman
playwright proposes a melodrama in five acts from the life of the Samoyeds

371, Kpacusaeknit, 240-241.
35 See above note 5. Ironically, the play once again brought Shkvarkin and Radin
together, since Radin staged it in Krasnodar.
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with the aurora borealis, psychology and dancers. The zavlit predicts a subject
of the type satirised by Bulgakov in Bagrovyi ostrov:
On pazobradaer miamMaHa, CTapHKH XOTAT €ro youTs, [aBpuiy cracaer
MOJoJas1s CaMOCIKa... Onn 6eryT Ha ojeHgX... Ha Hux nmagarT Oenble

MenBeIu... ['aBpuiIa TOBOPUT MM pedb M MEIBEAW U3 OCNBIX CTAHOBSTCS
KpacHbIMU!

The set now begins to play an active role, as Mitia’s involvement with the
theatre, and with Graal-Garemnaia, prompts his wife to leave him. Lamps light
up around the stage as Mitia speaks a monologue:

Iloka s mromei ocBemman — BbIXOJUJIO, @ KaK HavdaJl MpOCBCIIATh — HU 4YOpTa
HE IIOJIy4aeTCs.

He writes a suicide note, blaming no-one for his death ‘except Sasha Bystryi,
Gnomov, my mother-in-law and others’ and wonders how it might be
explained.

«BBI He 3Haere TMPUYUHBL CMCpTI/I?» — «OOBIKHOBEHHAS HUCTOpHUA, HEUCM
JKUTHb U LICH3Yypa.»

Act IIT has the theatre rehearsing Mitia’s play, which is wrecked by the
rival actresses. Graal-Garemnaia sets a candle to drip hot wax on the face of
the tragik as Iunona recites a monologue over him. Iunona hides Graal-
Garemnaia’s dancing shoes. Saturn Ivanych is reconciled with Iunona, and the
misunderstanding between Mitia and his wife is resolved. Mitia concludes that
he has something else to teach the actors, as an electrician:

Kaxk y Hac cuena ocsemaercs... B ocBemenue Hajo qymry BKJIAAbIBaTb.
Cama BricTperii. A BBI, TOBapuIl JpamaTypr, cMmeerech. Cusiete, Kak Ha
MOXOPOHAX LEH3YPHI.

Krasnianskii, who staged the play in the same mode as Kaverin had
Vrednyi element, saw the play as a satire on the ways of the old theatre. Hostile
critics saw it as a lampoon on Soviet theatre or an affectionate reconstruction
of the archetypes of the old theatre, which the author would have been wiser to
expose to the sharp light of the present. Krasnianskii recalls one particularly
hostile review which read the title as a variant on ‘cobbler, stick to your last’.
Many years later, Krasnianskii bearded the critic, who admitted that the
production was an interesting one and well acted. His motive for the review
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had been to wean the theatre from its fondness for staging such vaudevilles.*®
One is tempted to identify that critic as Mikhail II'in, writing in Novyi zritel':
3pI/ITCJ'IIO npeanojaracTes CAejaTb U3 HEro COOTBETCTBYIOUIUE BbIBOJBI:
a) HMCKYCCTBO — pEMECIO OCOOCHHOE, CTOPOHHEMY UYElIOBEKY K HEeMy
HIpUKACaTbCA HEIb34, n6o Y HEro B 3TOM ClIy4dac «BCC Hp06KI/I eperopAa™,

0) akTepbl — HApOJ MWIBIH W 3aHATHBIA, W €CIM MM He OyIyT MemaTh
CKBEPHBIN 3aBIUTUACTBIO U KEHBI JUPEKTOPA, TO BCE MOHAST XOPOIIIO. ..

The critic adds three considerations: plays by people of all kinds of
backgrounds are staged; Mitia’s theatre belongs to an earlier age; and

I'ma3 y Bacunus LllkBapkuna nypHoii. OH KpHB, OH CMOTPHUT CO CTOPOHBI; U3
yI71a 0uCHb GIH3KOrO K JIOrOBY MEIIAHUHA. '

In view of what would follow a year later, a very hostile review by Beskin in
very much the same terms must be noted.*®

Shkvarkin finds amusement in the absurdities of Soviet theatre just as in
the perennial and familiar quirks and intrigues of theatre people. With
justification, Shtok describes the play as a ‘kapustnik’.”’ The pedestrian and
anodyne final couplets (Shkvarkin’s) confirm that the play has offered no
subtext whatsoever:

MBI OTBITpai aKT (PHHANBHBIH,
VX0IUM MEeCTPOO TONIOM.

U BoT yk 3aHaBec NpoILaIbHbIN
[ymut Hax Hamiel rojxoBoOM.

Harry Piel

Less than a year later, in January 1929, Shkvarkin returned to the Studiia
Malogo teatra with Shuler. If Viednyi element was sucessful, then it was for its
vigour and colour and for the opportunity it provided for Kaverin to display his

367, Kpacustackuit, 116-7.

37 Mux. Unsus. «/Iupa nanpoxamy, Hoswiii spumens 5 (1928).

3 OM. Beckun. «/Jupa na npokamy», Beuepuas Mockea (undated cutting). Both the
Moscow and Leningrad productions were unfavourably reviewed in JKusus uckyccmea
6,39 (1928).

¥ W. IItok. «Komeamorpad Bacumit Llksapkum», Teamp 8 (1958), 128.
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inventiveness,” not for any qualities connected with the structure or plot.
Shuler is more ambitious, in that the action flows from a central paradox. At
the same time, the array of characters, the comic situations and the verbal
exchanges are by contrast muted, as if the author had wished the play to stand
as a social comedy far less dependent on comic elements not integrated with
the plot. The fundamental comic situation is a variation on a well-known and
much-used plot. A young man despatched from Moscow home to the provinces
into administrative exile (rounded up, like his predecessors in Vrednyi element,
in a casino raid), discovers that his family and friends will only accept him in a
role which they, learning of his arrest, have invented for him — that of the
gentleman thief (and worse) played on the screen by Harry Piel. The
identification is made in a conversation between the hero and a maidservant,
enraptured by Piel on the screen and perceiving in Bezvekov an equivalent
‘elegantnaia groza bogatykh kvartalov’ *!

Pavel Markov relates the plot to J.M Synge’s The Playboy of the Western
World, translated by Kornei Chukovskii five years earlier.” The young man,
while waiting to be rehabilitated and allowed to return to Moscow, is pressed
to assume that role by local NEPmen, by the local thief and by a romantically
inclined young lady who turns his head. He has a rival, a local merchant's son,
whose efforts to match the exploits of Aleksei Tolstoy’s Kniaz' Serebrianyi in
order to meet the wild expectations of the same young lady are in absurd
contrast, until the hero is rehabilitated by a telegram amongst the engagement
party greetings. He is then promptly rejected both by the lady:

[Nama, on oOMaHyT MEHs, OH HE TepOii, OH IPOCTO YECTHBII OOBIBATEIb.

and by the local business community, to whom an honest man is anathema. He
is promptly stripped of his tails and, like Ostrovskii’s actors, sent off with only
the bundle with which he arrived. Then the merchant's son, his name change to
Leopardov recorded in Izvestiia, can step in to claim the lady.

Shkvarkin, perhaps to compensate for a lack of vigour and verbal sparkle
in the play, arranges for a number of spectacular set pieces: a party in the

OHA. CwmupHoBa, Bocnomunanua (Mocksa. BTO, 1947), 410.
*! Piel, of course, served as the model for Prisypkin’s whiskers.
“2 1. Mapxos, «IIlynep», Cospemennwiii meamp 4 (1929).
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opening scene to introduce all the cast (except the hero) amongst the dancers; a
roundabout with the main characters whirling round the stage mounted on
appropriate animals; a fire off-stage which rates nineteen lines of detailed stage
instructions to convey entirely through sound effects the whole process of the
destruction of a house by fire; and a disrupted engagement party as a final
scene.

One must believe that the opportunities so offered were well exploited by
the theatre, since E. Mandelberg’s set was praised by many critics:

C TOYKH 3peHHs PEKUCCEPCKOH MaHO TaKoe COeAWHEHHE OQOPMIICHUS
(Onectsame cpemaHHOTO XyIOKHUKOM MaHnens0epromM), IIaCTUIECKOTO
IBIDKCHHS, BBIPA3UTEIFHOCTH CJIOBA M MY3BIKaJbHOTO COIIPOBOXKACHHUS,
KOTOPBI TMOJBIMAET CIOBECHBIM Marepuan (B o0OmeM [JaJeko He

o 9 43
6C3pr€‘IHI>II/I) J0 CTCIICHU OOIIBIION BbIPA3UTCIBHOCTH.

However, the costumes chosen appear in illustrations to have been quite
exaggerated, a point also made in reviews:

YcnoBHbIE, I[BETHBIE KOCTIOMBI HE BSDKYTCS HH C COBEPIIEHHO PEallbHBIM,
JKaHPOBBIM XapaKTepPOM TEKCTa, HU C OOLIEH TPAKTOBKOM CHEKTaKIs MU
OTAENBHBIX POJIEH, KOPHH KOTOPBIX €CTECTBEHHO YXOJST B COBEPIICHHO

KOHKPETHBIE OBITOBBIC HBJ’ICHI/ISL44

In his own introduction to the play, Kaverin claims to have been attracted
its very ambivalence, its balance between comedy and drama and its readiness
to slide from farce almost into tragedy. Hence he attempted to take the play
rather more seriously, as a piece in which tendencies to romanticisation
identifiable in the provinces were taken to a level of absurdity, that absurdity
being demonstrated by the second, also absurd, personality constructed for the
hero:

B nameil pabote Hambosee MHTEPECHBIM HaM KaXKeTCs TO, YTO CHEKTaKIb
BCe BpeMs OalaHCHpyeT Ha TPaHH KOMHYECKOTO M JAPaMaTHYECKOTro.
@dapcoBoe TONOXKEHHE HEOXKHIAHHO TOPOXKIAET MOYTH TPAarndecKHe
3aJepXKKH M, TaK CKa3aTh, CO3HATEJFHO pBaHAs M CyMOypHas HapTUTypa
CIIEKTAKISI JOJDKHA CBSA3aTHCS B OJHO MPOHU3aHHOE ONTHMH3MOM IEIOe. ..
M5! uieM Ut CIIeKTaKIIsl HECKOJIBKO HHOTO 3BYYaHHMs, 4eM Te 0e33a00THBIe

3 H. Pasuu, «HoBsle ocTaHOBKI», KusHo ucxycemea 10 (1929), 8.
4 Jles IllatoB, «[Ilynep B Ctymun Manoro Teatpaw, Hoewii spumens 5 (1929).



FOUR VAUDEVILLES: VASILII SHKVARKIN’S COMEDIES 91

M INAJIOBJIUBBIE TOHA, K KOTOPBIM IIPUBBIK 3PUTCIIb HAUIUX KOMe)II/II‘/)IHle
1'10CT3.H0130K.45

Markov sees the cast as being unable to maintain the manner asked for, the
manner of Mandat, and thus losing the play:

e aKTCpCKI/Iﬁ CTHJIb KOJIEOAaJICsS U BMECTE C HUM KO0JIe0asIcs BeCh TBCpIIOBCK.

He was also concerned that the central figure, who cannot remain a cipher of
the Khlestakov type since he must be conscious of and pained by the dual role
he has to play, is left too vague a figure to carry the weight of the play:

Tak n YXOAUT 3TOT LIYJIEP HCpaSraﬂaHHOﬁ 3ara)1K0171, OCTaBasiCh B TCUCHHUC

o 46
BCEil IbeChI ee HanboJee TYMaHHbIM 00CTOSATEIHLCTBOM.

Other critics agreed that the play was too slight a thing to bear Kaverin’s
declared approach or to warrant consideration as satire:

DTO0 HEIJIOXO MPUIYMaHO WU, BEpHEe, repecka3aHo... Ho, momunyii xe, rue
3/1eCh HAMEK Ha Hally '0eIHYI0' COBETCKYIO JEHCTBUTEILHOCTh...? Pa3Be Ha
9TOM JIETKOMBICIICHHOM aHEKAO0T€ MOXHO CTPOMTh Ty MW3JEBKY Haj
YeJIOBEYEeCKUM OajlaraHOM HHU3MEHHBIX CTpacTeii W TO pasobiaucHue
MHUMOH POMA@HTHKH, KOTOpPhIE HECOMHEHHO OIPENeISId MMOCTAHOBOYHBIN
wian @. KaBepuna? [Ipamaryprudeckuii MaTepuai sIBHO HE BBIAEPKall 3TOH
HArpy3Kd M pacchllancs NOpoil mieOHeM CIIOBEYEK, PEIUIMK M IIEKOUTYIINX
CUTYyalu.

M. Zagorsky perceives a parallel with Kataev:

PaGotare Hax [Ilynepom, Kak Hall COBETCKOW CaTHpPOMH, Takas e OIIMOKa,
Kak pabotats Han Keadpamypou Kpyea, Kak HaJ KOMCOMOIBCKOH IBECOM.
OG6e 3TH IBeCH, IO CYLIECTBY, IEPEBOJHBIC U CTABUTh MX HAJ0 B TPAAUIMAX
JOOpPOTHOTO BOJACBHJIA... HE 3aJyMbIBasCh, He Mopma 106 Hu He
¢unocoderBys. Mexny Keaopamypou kpyea n Lllynepom — opraHmdeckoe
poactBo. Oba OHHM BBIITIAAAT HACTOSIIUMHU (ppaHITy3aMH Ha COBETCKOI
creHe, 00a MPeKpacHO BIAACIOT JHAIOTOM, HHTPUTOH, 00a paau KpacHOroO

4
CJIOBIA HE IMOXKAJICKT pOAHOIO OTIA U, HAKOHEII, 00a YMEIOT CMEATHCA. 7

4 (K MOCTAaHOBKE THECHI Llynep B ctyaun Maioro teatpa. Pexxuccep ®@. Kasepun o
nwsece.» Hoswuii spumens 5 (1929).

“ 1. Mapxos, «IIlynep (Ctymust Masoro Teatpa)y, Cospemennuiii meamp 4 (1929).

7' M. 3aropckuii, «/3 Breyatnennit. [To moBoxy meecs Llynep.» Cosemckuii meamp 5
(1929).
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As might be expected, Beskin’s review was vicious:

OueHb yX 3TO, B KOHIIE KOHILIOB, IycTas LIyTKa, 0e3 riyounsl. M tema —
TacKaHHas, IepeTackaHHas... HUKaKoil CBsI3M ¢ COBPEMEHHOCTBIO y Hee HET,
a COBPEMCHHbIC CJIOBEUKH JIMOO NPUKIICEHBI K CTAPEHBKUM IIOJOXKECHHAM,
60 Ty IIIeHbI He Ge3 HEKOTOPOH JOH 0BBIBATEIBCKOTO eXHACTBa.

«Bon n3 MocKBBI!»

Shuler had premiered in January, 1929 (authorised by Glavrepertkom on
30 October, 1928), less than two years after Vokrug sveta na samom sebe. The
Leningrad premiere (at the Teatr Satiry) did not take place until the new season
in October. Throughout these two years, Shkvarkin had been the target of
unremittingly hostile criticism from left-wing critics, which verged on
denunciation in political terms. 1929 was, of course, the archetypal year of
mobilisation of Soviet society, the first year of the five-year plan. The literary
world was rapidly coming under the control of RAPP, which could now turn its
attention to the theatre. Hence negative comment on a comedy in the
vaudeville mode set in a provincial town of the Stargorod type could be
expected to dominate. Indeed it is surprising that there were so many generally
favourable reviews, in which the craft and wit of Shkvarkin were as well
received as Kaverin’s direction and Mandelberg’s set.

There are in the Shkvarkin archive verses dated 24 July, 1929, entitled
Makhindzhauri and described as poema liricheskikh otstuplenii. An early verse
indicated where Shkvarkin saw his enemies:

[a 3npaBcTByeT cobaka B TpyIme!
Teneps u biitom u beckun B kyne
ITycTs narot, mpeIrast Ha CTEHHI,
OTBETHUTH €CTh KOMY CO CICHBI.

The verses end as Shkvarkin signals a withdrawal:

Eme munyTy, rocroga —

51 Toxe ckopo OTOBIBaIO,
Urox Ha TpsIyIIue rojga

51 camomy cebe xenaro?
W3pyranuslii B euaty, 37104,

8 3m. Beckun, «Lynep (Ctymus Manoro tearpa)», Beuepuas Mockea 9-11-29.
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VYcraBumii oT MOCKBBI HaXaJlbHON
MockBbI ByJIbIapHOH, T€aTpaabHOM,
Xouy, npuexan, KaK JOMOH,

3neck OTIOXHYTh OT 3UMHEH Oypu.
[a 3apaBcTByoT Maxusnmpxaypu!

Shkvarkin’s next play would carry the dateline ‘Makhindzhauri’, but a year
later, in July-August 1930. After completing six plays in four years, he appears
to have stopped writing for the stage for two years. This would mark a change
in Shkvarkin’s approach, as he brought out two dramas on the approved, if not
mandatory at that time, subject of spies and wreckers in higher education and
in medicine. While his comic skills intruded into both plays, and each presents
memorable lines and even whole scenes, their plot and structure are so
implausibly contrived that they could with justification be regarded as an
aberration on the author’s part. Where the ’twenties comedies were, with the
exception of Lira naprokat, hybrids of social comedy and vaudeville, these
were far less comfortable hybrids of social melodrama and elements in the
farce idiom.

While hybrid forms would return in Shkvarin’s work, with a much later
attempt to write plays on the dramatic, topical and perilous subject of the
occupation, he would turn in 1933 to a pure farce form with his best-known
and most successful comedy, Chuzhoi rebenok, to follow it with three more
popular, but less accomplished examples of that genre during the ’thirties.



