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Peter Craven talks to celebrated director Lev Dodin
about the unique potency of Russian theatre

WHEN it comes to the world of literature
and drama it can sometimes seem as if the
Russians invented it all. James Joyce said
Dostoevsky, the man who wrote drama in
novel form, was the creator of modern prose.
Without his contemporary Tolstoy, the auth-
or of War and Peace and Anna Karenina, the
man whom critic George Steiner sees as
Homer to Dostoevsky's Shakespeare, we
would have no Gone with the Wind. But then
those historical essays in the midst of War
and Peace seem to anticipate modernism.

And then there's Chekhov, whose 150th
anniversary falls this year. He is the drama-
tist who haunts us more than any other,
apart from Shakespeare. The Maly Theatre of
St Petersburg's Lev Dodin, the man I'm
about to interview, has an intimate associ-
ation with Chekhov. He did a production of
Platonov full of water and sparkle and
fluidity to emphasise the freshness of the

work and the immaturity of its hero, and he
did an Uncle Vanya that captivated 2007
Sydney Festival audiences with its grandeur
and truth to Chekhov's vision.

Russian productions have tended to awe
audiences in this country. The Moscow Art
Theatre production of The Seagull that came
to the Melbourne Festival in 1991 had a
lavishness and elaborateness that Australian
audiences associate only with the commer-
cial theatre, with the Broadway and West
End musicals that are built to last and last.
The great Russian companies tend to re-
hearse for an extremely long time and then
to keep a production like this in repertory,
sometimes for decades. The upshot can be
that rarest thing, the sense of a masterpiece
in what looks like a definitive production.

That has tended to be the pattern of the
Australian reaction to Russian theatre work.
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When the Maly production of Gaudeamus
was in Adelaide and Perth in 1996 audiences
were staggered by the way the rituals of
degradation and the compensatory sensual
horseplay of a group of army recruits could
be so mesmerising, so full of puckish mischief
and stark, sombre feeling as well. That sense
of wonder was there again with Uncle Vanya.
It didn't matter that the play ran for 200
minutes because of the spaciousness of the
production as it unfolded below those
famous haystacks that dominated the set.

The same enthusiasm greeted Declan
Donnellan's cross-fertilisation between the
English language and Russian theatre trad-
itions. In 2008 Donnellan, artistic director of
British company Cheek by Jowl, directed
Three Sisters in Russian (seen in Brisbane)
and brought out that extraordinary Russian
sense of a group of people yearning and
suffering. In 2006 Donnellan's Russian-
language all-male Twelfth Night was acted
with a lightness and grace that seemed to
create the play anew; people speak of it still.

Donnellan, for his part, is eloquent about
Dodin. "When Lev first invited us to see his
company they had never performed outside
the Soviet Union. It was a huge privilege.
Sitting in the cosy theatre that night there
was a real sense of occasion: everyone was
dressed up and you could feel the antici-
pation. Finally the lights dimmed and the
peasant epic Brothers and Sisters unfolded.
Forty actors and a platform which seemed to
spin in the air captivated us for hours. It was
simply the most inspiring theatre Nick

Ormerod [designer and Cheek by Jowl co-
founder] and I had ever seen.

"It was so human. So warm, so light, so
serious, so spiritual, so surprising, so fright-
ening, so full of love, so authentic, and so,
well, human. The images seemed so natural,
the set was a masterpiece of apparent
simplicity, but nothing upstaged the in-
terconnectedness of the acting ... [it]
generated great tidal waves of warmth, a
warmth that was uncontaminated by the
slightest sentimentality. Soon we had both
stopped watching and just lived what was
happening on stage. We both wanted to stay,
and learn."

The Maly, which director Peter Brook has
described as the greatest dramatic ensemble
in the world, is now coming to the Perth
International Arts Festival with Dodin's
31/2-hour adaptation of Vassily Grossman's
epic novel of World War II, Life and Fate.

I stare at photos of Dodin, a man who
routinely is compared to the titans of modern
theatre direction such as Brook, wondering
what he is like. It's the fleshy face of a man
now in his late 60s, white-bearded and dark-
eyed. It could be the face of a King Lear (a
play Dodin dared to do in Russian on the
British stage) or it could be the face of one of
those old avuncular figures in Chekhov.

Certainly the voice that greets me in
broken English on the phone from Russia
sounds meek enough but then, as he starts to
give his answers in Russian, for his niece
Dina Dodina (Maly's general manager) to
translate, the voice starts to soar and swell as

if it could shout down any storm.
You can hear that odd Russian combin-

ation of formality and intensity that you get
in their acting (they can seem to be doing
theatre out of a sense of absolute commit-
ment, almost a sense of destiny). Innokenti
Smoktunovsky, the great Russian Hamlet,
had this quality both in his films and on stage
doing Chekhov. Dodin shows his students a
film of Smoktunovsky so they can apprehend
how to register thought when they act.

I ask Dodin about the great contrasted
masters of Russian theatre: Stanislavsky, the
first director of Chekhov (from whom
method acting derives) and Vsevolod Meyer-
hold, the magician of physical theatre.

"When I was 12 our teacher was Matvey
Dubrovin, a student of Meyerhold, who
taught us to be continuously amazed by the
world around us," he says. "He taught us
that though theatre could be telling a story
about the commonplace, the mundane,
theatre should always be above the common-
place in order to be able to tell a story about
it. When I entered the Theatre Institute of
Leningrad, I was taught by Boris Zon, a
student of Stanislavsky. Stanislavsky was a
god to my teacher and he transmitted to us
his admiration. Stanislavsky's ideas about
acting are like Einstein's laws; they work
anyway. And when any actor on any stage in
the world acts well, he acts according to the
Stanislavsky method even if the actor in
question doesn't agree with it.

"That's the paradox. Stanislavsky's main
discovery was that theatre is the eternal
search for the ideal. But for me Meyerhold
comes out of Stanislavsky. It's just that
Meyerhold was looking for a formal sym-
phonic unity and Stanislavsky tried to
achieve this symphonic quality from within.
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"For me the genius of Chekhov is
concentrated in the fact that Chekhov tells us
that the worst ordeal for a human being is life
itself. Not something dramatic like crimes of
passion or murder or treachery but just
living. Chekhov tells us about life: life seems
to be uneventful but is filled with passions,
filled with hopes, with those hopes being
shattered, with illusions destroyed and
attempts to rebuild those illusions. This
makes Chekhov the tragic poet of the turn of
the century."

Fascinatingly, Dodin sees the problem of
doing Chekhov stemming from our tendency
to cut him down to our size. "The eternal
problem . . . is that the actors are always

THERE'S SOMETHING
ALMOST RELIGIOUS
IN DODIN'S DEDICATION
TO THE THEATRE
smaller than the characters. It's true for any
classic play but at least in Shakespeare this
discrepancy between actors and characters is
more self-evident. The pitfall of doing
Shakespeare is thinking that the characters
are so unlike us that we can't even begin to
try and find anything in common. With
Chekhov there's a different fallacy. The
characters seem so like us that we often don't
stop to think that a character written by a
great author is always bigger than us.

"Chekhov's characters know what cul-
ture, religion, excruciating work, decency
and honour are. We know little of these
things. An actor should always feel that the
character is more complex than him, more
alive than him."

St Petersburg is the city Peter the Great
constructed out of the marshes. It is the city
of Dostoevsky who, Dodin remarks, de-
scribed it as "the most devised and the most
preconceived city of Russia". He notes it was
where The Seagull flopped before going on to
triumph in Moscow. "It was the stage for
great and terrifying events: the uprising of
the Decembrists and the communist revol-
ution of 1917."

Nothing could be truer to this aspect of the
Petersburg spirit than the fact Dodin staged
his eight-hour adaptation of Dostoevsky's
The Possessed, the novel that Edmund Wilson
said had prefigured the demonic side of
Bolshevism. But he resists the temptation to
dramatise the place: "For me St Petersburg

is mostly my native city, the place where my
theatre is."

Life and Fate focuses on a scientist who is
saved from the gulags because Stalin wants
the atom bomb. In Dodin's hands it's an epic
representation of the different faces of
totalitarianism, communist and fascist, that
create evil in the name of good. It comes out
of Dodin's sense that oppression rules when
any single person remains persecuted.

The journey to stage was a long one.
"I also teach acting at the Theatre

Academy of St Petersburg. So in 2004 when I
took a new batch of students for the course I
thought of the novel which I'd first read in
1982 and which had impressed me so
profoundly. So I said to my first-year acting
students, We have this great novel of the
20th century and you're going to live it for
the next five years. I don't think we'll end up
doing it on stage because it's virtually
undoable, but you'll have the luxury of
researching this novel and living with its
characters.' The first thing we did was to sit
down and read the novel aloud. As you
know, it's a brick of a book - 900 pages -
and my students were duly shocked at the
length and complexity of it. "I honestly
believe that since the metier of an actor is to
shock and impress others, it's very important
for the actor to have the ability to be shocked
and impressed. After that we started the long
business of research: reading history books,
reading the related Russian literature.

"Simultaneously with the research we
started the rehearsing. I didn't do an
adaptation - I didn't even know how to at
that stage - so we were just rehearsing
whole chapters, attempting to learn more
about the characters, improvising.

By the third year of their studies with us
and after a 15-hour run-through of the whole
novel I knew it could become a performance
and I asked older actors of the Maly company
to join the rehearsals. Then we went on a
series of research trips. We took our students
to Poland, to Auschwitz, then we to them to
Norilsk, a city in the subpolar region of
Russia, the site of Stalin's former gulags."

Dodin explains how he concentrated the
action of Life and Fate in order to dramatise
it. "I had decided that although all the
plotlines of the novel were incredibly
important, Viktor Shtrum - the protagonist
- and his family were the plot thread we
could pursue with most narrative effect. I felt
Shtrum's house was a place where his family
members could talk and think about all those
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places Grossman brings to life in the novel:
the Moscow Nuclear Institute where Viktor
works on creating the atomic bomb for the
Soviet regime and where he first feels the
effects of the state's anti-Semitic policy, the
ghetto where the Nazis killed Viktor's
mother, a Jew ... a Stalinist gulag where
Viktor's brother-in-law does forced labour,
the battle of Stalingrad ..."

It becomes clear why Brook sings Dodin's
praises to the sky. Dodin returns the
compliment. "I think that none of the serious
directors of my generation or younger would
be here now but for Peter Brook. When I
remember my most intoxicating, my best
evenings of seeing theatre, I remember
Brook: his Chekhov, his Shakespeare. I

remember when Brook's Cherry Orchard
finally made it to Leningrad and Moscow in
Soviet times. I still remember how Ranev-
skaya rushed into her family home after
returning from Paris. The joy of being home
at last: the lightheadedness. They were were
all so charming and light together and the
director was light along with them."

Dodin says non-Russians often fail to
grasp that the Maly is a repertory company.
(Donnellan says that when he first went to
Russia it was "like coming home. I didn't
need to explain things that were very
important for me: for example, how a
company is not formed by individual stars
but by an ensemble.") We have a company
of actors who have been us for 30 or 25 or 20
years." says Dodin, "and we have a
permanent repertory of 15 productions
which stay in the repertoire for decades and

which are regularly performed, usually at
least twice a month." (Such a system is what
made possible a month-long retrospective of
Maly's work held in Paris in November.)

Dodin says his company attempts to reach
perfection. But, he adds, it's unachievable,
and this stops Dodin's remarks about the
political history dramatised in Life and Fate
from sounding facile in the manner of so
many ideas directors. He says that, as a Jew,
"I'm genetically wired to feel for Jews", but
then adds, with specific reference to Life and
Fate, "Suffering has no nationality."

There's something almost religious in
Dodin's dedication to the theatre.

"Religion is a quality of the soul's
existence. And theatre is a journey of the
soul, a search into your own soul, into
somebody else's soul, into the human soul. A
performance should be the product of love in
its highest, biblical sense. And, if there's not
enough love, something will be missing in
the performance. People make theatre and
see theatre because they want to know more
about the mechanics of their own souls.

"And because we are too shy to discuss
our own passions and our own hopes and our
own vices, we get together in a rehearsal
room to discuss those of other human beings,
namely the characters. It doesn't get more
confessional than this, trying to figure out
the movements of the character's soul by
revisiting your own," he says.

"In no way does it guarantee that the
performance will be good, but it's a start."

Life and Fate, Perth, from February 17.

Life and Fate director Lev Dodin Three Sisters in 2008
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