
Our playwrights. 
 
Adaptor Annie Baker (b. 1981) is an New York Drama Critics Circle Award winning 
American playwright perhaps best known for her Obie-award nominated script Circle, Mirror, 
Transformation (2009) set in a community center drama class, which was the second most 
produced show of the 2010-2011 theater season. Her new version of Anton Chekhov’s Uncle 
Vanya (based on a literal translation by Margarita Shalina) premiered at New York City’s 
Soho Repertory Theatre in June of 2012 to rave reviews and audience demand that twice 
extended its run.  
 
Perhaps it was inevitable that Baker would translate a canonical text of her favorite 
playwright given that she shares so many dramaturgical sensibilities with Chekhov, who is 
credited with fomenting narrative and performance techniques that became the foundation 
for mid-twentieth century theatrical realism. In a 2013 New Yorker profile, critic Nathan 
Heller describes Baker’s approach to writing: 
 

Her goal is to explore what’s left unsaid along the edges of conversation: it’s the principle of looking 
at familiar stars so that the galaxies that can’t be seen head on appear out of the corner of your eye. 
The work requires tight coordination–not just of scripted words and silences but of movements, 
gestures, costumes, music, and the whole immersive apparatus of the modern stage. 
 

Baker’s work also emulates the rhythmic and tragicomic dynamics of another transformative 
playwright: Samuel Beckett. They both explore the incommensurability of language to 
express the complexity of human emotion and frequently place their characters in 
unforgiving situations that invite laughter and tears as we recognize and recoil from their 
behavior. Just do not mistake the deftness with which she negotiates audience empathy for 
her characters for a “feminine” touch. “I’m very interested in cruelty and suffering,” she tells 
The Washington Post’s Nelson Pressley. “But you could say I’m interested in gently looking at 
cruelty.”  
 
Given their shared hand in transforming the modern stage, perhaps it is not surprising that 
Anton Chekhov (1860-1904) shares many biographical features with Henrik Ibsen. The 
middle of six children born to a strict, religious, failed entrepreneur father and a mother who 
encouraged the creative exploits of her children, Chekhov was an average student who 
entertained his teachers and classmates with his quick wit, engaged in amateur theatricals, 
and in grade school wrote brief anecdotal stories that would become the foundation both for 
his writing career and for what we know identify as the modern short story. Like Ibsen, 
Chekhov’s father’s bankruptcy, his family members’ hasty and economically destitute 
relocation from the provinces to the city, and his own pursuit of a profession (medicine) out 
of security and obligation provided formative experiences that would populate creative work. 
The most striking difference between these titans of realist drama is in the dramaturgies of 
their major works. While Ibsen constructs intricately plotted morality tales with critical life 
lessons to learn, Chekhov seems more interested in demonstrating how fundamentally futile 
such instruction can be for characters and audiences whose lives are more likely to consist of 
routine and mundane failures and frustrated pursuits of fame, fortune and felicity.  
 
Chekhov’s plays have very little in the way of driving action. Instead he plots his characters’ 
complex psychologies, their often-circular and funny yet tragic obsessions and 



preoccupations with another individual, place, pursuit or even with the repetitive patterns of 
their own lives. As such, in many of his plays we find the same types of people struggling 
with the same ailments, dysfunctional relationships and laments about choices made and not 
made, whose lives on-stage come to an end but not necessarily a conclusion. Chekhov, in 
this understanding, can be linked dramaturgically to his devotee Annie Baker through 
Beckett. The ironic, even amusing futility of existence that surrounds Chekhov’s characters 
is perhaps most incisively described in these lines from Endgame: 
 

NELL: Nothing is funnier than unhappiness, I grant you that. […] Yes, yes, it’s the most comical 
thing in the world. And we laugh, we laugh, with a will, in the beginning. But it’s always the same 
thing. Yes, it’s like the funny story we have heard too often, we still find it funny, but we don’t laugh 
any more. 

  



Our Process.   
 
The seed of this production was planted last spring when director Jeff Storer asked this 
question to his Senior Colloquium students: “Can we be surprised by classic realism again or 
has it become atrophied, incompatible with contemporary, college-age audiences and 
actors?” This was a question motivated by a larger semester-long discussion about 
continuing controversies over “color-blind” casting, the lack of diversity in available roles for 
actors of color, and the anemic percentages of women artists and artists of color earning 
their living in the theater. Quite frankly, the quick initial answer was that the only reality that 
realism seems to accurately reflect is how limited and homogenous the world on-stage 
appears to to be in mainstream American theater today. 
 
From that question was born “The Picnic Project”. The ten class members, from a wide array 
of different personal backgrounds/identities and theatrical foci, were cast in scenes from 
Kansan William Inge’s 1953 play, Picnic. Multiple actors played the same roles but not in the 
same scenes to thwart any comparison between this Hal or that Hal, this Millie or that Millie. 
Instead pivotal scenes from each act were played by a constantly re-arranging spectrum of 
Hals, Millies, Helens and Alans, forcing the class to confront the idea of realism as an 
approach to staging rather than the self-evident revelation of reality on-stage. When they 
evaluated what was compelling about a character’s journey or an actor’s embodiment of a 
moment, they no longer enjoyed the comfortable connection between one body/voice and 
one role. They had to pay closer attention to what was said and done not simply concentrate 
on who was saying and doing and whether they found them “believable” or not.  
 
There were two take-aways from this experiment. First, while dated, elements of classic 
realism still resonate even with Millennials. These plays endure because the questions they 
put to us about who we are, why we are alive, and what we might/should/will do with our 
lives continue to haunt, flummox, and tantalize us. Second, classic realist plays are only as 
reflective of the twenty-first century world as artists choose to make them. If we are not 
attentive to the realities of our historical moment and unthinkingly replicate an early-century, 
mid-century, or even late-century worldview in the name of realism, we should not expect 
that contemporary audiences, with many choices of entertainment at their literal fingertips, 
will be motivated to investigate that world no matter how much they might discover beneath 
its surface. 
 
When conventions that we now assign to realism began to appear in the late nineteenth-
century, audiences were accustomed to plays where subject matter and performance 
sensibility enacted ideals of behavior, social hierarchy, and communal morality. There was no 
concern with a character’s internal psychology; social role and costume dictated posture, 
vocal tone, even content of speech. Characters did not so much converse as inhabit the same 
stage space. Actors declaimed their lines out to the audience but without the awareness of 
breeching the fourth wall that Bertolt Brecht would seize and fashion for his own purposes 
in the mid-twentieth century. Strict adherence to Aristotelian unities of time, place, and 
action constrained plays’ dramaturgical structure to one plot, one place, in one day. It seems 
inconceivable for us to imagine what audiences so engrained in this performance tradition 
might have made of their first experience of a play like Uncle Vanya with its meandering 
dialogue, its un-ideal characters, its naturalistic staging, and its largely event-less plot. What 
we can know is that apparently the new “reality” that Chekhov brought to life was so 



appealing that it became the touchstone for multiple new strains of modern playwriting as 
well as directing and acting that contemporary audiences have come to recognize and expect 
in their theater-going experience. 
 
As we found with “The Picnic Project,” however, these expectations run the risk of 
perpetuating a new homogenous ideal. All too often, contemporary productions of Chekhov 
try to replicate not only the playwright’s historical moment but also the theatrical sensibilities 
from which he was extricating himself. His late-career collaborations with actor/director, 
and father of psychological realism acting training, Constantin Stanislavski, reflected 
Chekhov’s own awareness of the tension between realism and theatricality. As 
actor/director, Vsevolod Meyerhold, another Chekhov collaborator, observed: 

 
One of the actors remarked that it would be nice to have the singing of frogs, the clattering of 
grasshoppers, and the barking of dogs in the background of The Seagull. [Chekhov] asked him in 
an irritated voice, ‘Why would we need all this?’ The actor answered, ‘To make it more realistic.’ 

Chekhov smiled and after a short silence replied, ‘What do you mean by ‘realistic’? Theater is a 
form of art. Our painter Kramskoi, has a wonderful painting with striking faces in it. What if you 
were to cut off one of the painted noses, and replace it with a real, human nose? The nose would be 
real, but the painting would be spoiled by it.’ 

The production you will see tonight has taken what many might consider to be liberties with 
a Chekhov play. In the lobby you can track the “ancestral” lineage of our approach 
particularly Louis Malle’s Vanya on 42nd Street, Donka: A Letter to Chekhov by circus artist 
Daniele Finzi Pasca, the Rude Mechanicals’ The Method Gun, and Chekhov’s own treasure 
trove of comic one-acts. There you can also examine the DNA of the text that we uncovered 
after ten weeks of physical and literary study. We have employed the internal repertory of 
actors switching roles from “The Picnic Project.” We have done away with all the naturalistic 
trappings of staging in favor of a more self-consciously theatrical relationship with our 
audience. We have mined both the content and stylistic elements from vaudeville in ways 
that influence both our sounding of comedic strains too often muted in Chekhov’s late plays 
and the music/sound environments brought to life by on-stage performers. We are 
encouraged in our efforts by the words of director Sam Gold who directed Annie Baker’s 
version of Uncle Vanya at Soho Rep in 2012. That production, while 180 degrees in contrast 
to the one you will see tonight, shares with ours a keen desire to see this 115-year old text in 
a brand new light but without artificially “updating” or doing a “take” on the story. As Gold 
notes,   
 

I don’t know why productions of Chekhov plays often have a similar look or a similar approach, 
when the play is 100 years old and there should be a million different ways to approach it.  

 
We invite you to enjoy our one in a million different ways into Uncle Vanya. 
 
     -- Jules Odendahl-James, Production Dramaturg 


