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Alexander Ostrovsky’s dramatic heritage has been primarily regarded as ‘slice- 
  of-life’ plays in the Russian historico-theatrical tradition, due to the detailed 
descriptions of everyday life and sociopsychological characters/types it  represents. 
The very first (and until recently the only monographic) study of Ostrovsky in 
a west European language was Ostrovski et son théâtre de mœurs russes (1912), 
by the French Slavicist Jules Patouillet,1 which gave priority to this point of view 
among Western historians of literature and theater, too.

However, this perspective is rather one-legged and even incorrect. Studies 
by Russian philologists of the early twentieth century (Nikolai Kashin, Boris 
Varneke, Fyodor Batyushkov, Nikolai Piksanov, etc.), who emphasized that 
Ostrovsky’s plays were inscribed in the pan-European theatrical context, were 
well ahead of their time and hence consigned to oblivion.2 At the beginning of his 
anniversary article “Ostrovsky and World Dramaturgy,” Alexander Stein wrote: 
“The topic of Ostrovsky and world culture appears to be much less obligatory 
than Dostoevsky, Turgenev, Tolstoy, Chekhov – and world culture.”3 Meanwhile, 
present-day studies in this field, though largely compelling in their hypotheses 

1 Jules Patouillet. Ostrovski et son théâtre de mœurs russes, 2nd edition. Paris: Plon-Nourrit et 
Cie., 1912.
2 See Nikolay Kashin. Etyudy ob Ostrovskom [Essays on Ostrovsky]. 2 vols. Moscow: Kushnerev 
& Co., Typography of the Literary Fellowship Consolidated by the Imperial Court, 1912; Nikolay 
Kashin. “Ostrovskiy i italyantsy” [Ostrovsky and the Italians]. Teatr i dramaturgiya 4 (1933), pp. 
29–35; Boris Varneke. Zametki ob Ostrovskom [Notes on Ostrovsky]. Odessa: Ekonomicheskaya 
tipografiya, 1912; Fyodor Batyushkov. “Bytovoy teatr Ostrovskogo v osveshchenii frantsuzsko-
go uchenogo. Rets.: J. Patouillet. Ostrovski et son théâtre de mœurs russes. Paris, Plon, 1913” 
 [Ostrovsky’s Theater of Everyday Life from the Perspective of a French Researcher. A Review 
of J.  Patouillet…]. Zhurnal ministerstva narodnogo prosveshcheniya 9 (1913), pp. 163–169; Ni-
kolay Piksanov. Ostrovskiy: literaturno-teatral’ny seminariy [Ostrovsky: Literary and Theatrical 
 Seminar]. Ivanovo-Voznesensk: Osnova, 1923.
3 Alexander Stein. “Ostrovskiy i mirovaya dramaturgiya” [Ostrovsky and World Dramaturgy]. 
Novye materialy i issledovaniya. Kn. 1. Literaturnoe nasledstvo. T. 87. [New Materials and Studies, 
book 1. Literary Heritage, vol. 87.] Moscow: Nauka, 1984, pp. 43–74, p. 43.
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and observations, usually lack a general perspective or consistent position, being 
unable to dispel the established literary ‘myth.’4

Ostrovsky’s personal library materials kept at the Pushkin House in St. 
Petersburg demonstrate that he was engaged in thorough research into the history 
of theater (from ancient times to the present day), not only in Russian but also in 
several European languages. According to the surviving evidence from Nikolay 
Luzhenovsky, a university friend of the playwright’s son Sergey, Ostrovsky’s per-
sonal library contained about 3,000 volumes by the end of his life:

You can find works from all Western stages, all centuries and countries here: Greek trage-
dies translated into Russian, original Aristophanes translated into Latin; original works by 
Plautus and Terence, Calderón and Shakespeare, Cervantes and Gozzi, Corneille and Metas-
tasio, Racine and Goldoni, Scribe and Molière, all the pseudo-classicists, playwrights of 
romanticism, all or nearly all the new French dramatists, such as Augier, Sardou, Feuillet, 
and a lot more – bad and good, mediocre and profound. Russian-language, translated, and 
foreign drama is represented here to its fullest, from scenes of the eighth century, through 
Rossiyskiy Featr, to our most recent productions. […] A separate cabinet is occupied by criti-
cal works, studies in the history and exegetics of theater and its literary luminaries, comple-
mented with a collection of Russian chronicles, songs, fairytales, proverbs, etc.5

As we know, Ostrovsky got tired of theater more than once during his life and 
wanted to quit playwriting, choosing an alternative among lexicography (he 
dreamed of building a vocabulary of the Russian language, similar to that of 
Vladimir Dal, amended and upgraded), history, and translation.

It seems that Ostrovsky’s translations have been studied fairly well.6 He 
translated from five foreign languages: he was taught Latin and French at gym-
nasium (French remained his favorite and the most common one: he had plays of 
virtually all world classic authors that had not yet been translated into Russian 
not only in the original but also always in French), while he mastered English, 
Italian, and Spanish independently. In addition, he spoke German, and he could 
read Polish and Czech.

Ostrovsky became concerned about repertoire in the late 1860s, and so he 
plunged into translations, eager to enrich the Russian stage with the best playwrights, 

4 Cf. Stein, ibid., as well as Irina Ovchinina, editor. Alexander N. Ostrovsky: Entsiklopediya [A. N. 
Ostrovsky: Encyclopedia]. Kostroma: Kostromaizdat/Shuya: Shuya State Pedagogical University, 
2012.
5 F. V. Il’ina, editor. Biblioteka A. N. Ostrovskogo: Katalog [Alexander Ostrovsky’s Library: A Cata-
logue]. Leningrad: Nauka, 1963.
6 Vasily Malikov and Roman Tomashevsky. “Ostrovskiy-perevodchik (1850–1886)” [Ostrovsky 
the Translator]. Alexander Ostrovsky. Polnoe sobranie sochineniy [Complete Works], vol 9. Mos-
cow: Iskusstvo, 1978, pp. 599–614.



114   Olga Kuptsova

according to his opinion. Investigating the problem of Russian theater reform in the 
1870–1880s, Ostrovsky often wrote about the need to develop the repertoire con-
sciously and consistently (including its European segment).

However, all of these well-known facts still in a way exist independently of 
Ostrovsky’s literary reputation. Without at all trying to deny Ostrovsky’s merit 
in building the national (local, purely Russian) theater, I suggest approaching 
his works in the light of a search for theatrical universals and identifying at least 
approximately his range of interests in the history of world theater. This article is 
based not only on Ostrovsky’s translations – an important part of his enlighten-
ment mission in theater – but also on the clues to his connection with the pan- 
European tradition that are embedded in his own plays.

Literary and theatrical reminiscences are most abundant in the comedy 
The Forest (Les) and the spring fairytale The Snow Maiden (Snegurochka), 
written one after the other in the early 1870s, one of the critical periods in the 
dramatist’s life. In 1870, Ostrovsky created his most ‘theatrical’ play The Forest, 
which is a concentration of all the previous history of both west European and 
Russian theater. This effect is provided first of all (though not entirely) by the 
characters of two actors, the tragedian Gennady Neschastlivtsev (Unlucky) 
and the comedian Arkashka (Arkady) Schastlivtsev (Lucky). They both behave 
theatrically in real life, and their theatricality is the sum of all the roles they 
have ever played. For Neschastlivtsev, these include, first of all, Shakespeare 
(Hamlet), Schiller (Karl Moor), and Cervantes (the non-dramatic role of Don 
Quixote). Meanwhile, Schastlivtsev, who acts as Sganarelle, the role once 
played by Molière himself, with its roots in French théâtre de la foire (‘fair 
theater’) and Italian commedia dell’arte, impersonates the tradition of all the 
‘comic unfortunates.’

The Snow Maiden, in its turn, was a reminder of dramatic fairytale, féerie, 
comic opera, and fantastic comedy traditions (in particular, those underlying 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream). Repertoir i panteon was a literary and theatrical 
journal published in St. Petersburg in the 1840s and 1850s that aimed to cultivate 
an idea of the best specimens of European and Russian dramaturgy in Russian 
readers and spectators. Ostrovsky was building a pantheon of European theaters 
of his own throughout his creative career – consciously and consistently, some-
times following the common trends and sometimes digressing from them and 
being guided by his own preferences.

It is definitely no coincidence that Ostrovsky would often be called the 
“Russian Shakespeare” by his contemporaries and successors (and not always 
metaphorically). There can be no doubt that Shakespeare was the most important 
European literary author for Ostrovsky as well as for the rest of his generation, 
i.e. the ’40ers. Indeed, that late-Romantic generation grew up with Hamlet, first 
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played by the Moscow tragedian Pavel Mochalov in 1837, and was the one that 
discovered Shakespeare for Russian culture.

It is revealing that Shakespeare was assimilated through German and French 
translations in addition to the original English at that time. However, this intri-
cate path of learning from the English playwright introduced the pan- European 
context right away, providing an opportunity to compare translation strate-
gies: literal, German/‘free’ (translating the ‘spirit,’ not the words), and French. 
In addition, translations were usually accompanied by a detailed philological 
commentary, facilitating the process of getting to know the alien culture and the 
remote era.

Enthusiasm for Shakespeare not only permeated theater and theater lovers – 
it also became a broader cultural phenomenon. In particular, this resulted in the 
so-called Russian Hamletism, i.e. imitating the Prince of Denmark’s appearance 
and behavior in real life. The ’40ers, in their turn, fell victim to the Shakespeare-
mania they themselves had initiated.

All of Ostrovsky’s translation activities were, in a way, framed by Shakespeare’s 
texts: his first ever experience of translation was Shakespeare’s comedy The 
Taming of the Shrew in the early 1850s (he translated it again later, in 1865 and 
1886, and left two versions, one in prose and another in verse), and his final piece 
of translation at the end of his life was Antony and Cleopatra, which he did not 
complete.

Ostrovsky also used Hamlet and A Midsummer Night’s Dream – the two pivotal 
Shakespeare texts for Russian Romanticists – as a basis for a cross- cultural dia-
logue in his own plays. His Russian Hamlets are always lowered in tone and 
often comic (in various modifications of the comic, from tragicomedy to almost 
farce): these are the “goosey” Kapiton Bruskov in his early comedy Hangover at 
Somebody Else’s Feast (V chuzhom piru pokhmelye), the tragic Neschastlivtsev in 
The Forest, and Paratov in Without a Dowry (Bespridannitsa). All of them illus-
trate the evolution of Ostrovsky’s attitude towards the ’40ers’ creative ‘Hamlet’ 
life–model, which they never digested critically (thus, he would often talk about 
the morbidity of spectators’ exaltation that was developed by Shakespeare’s 
passions). The key component of Ostrovsky’s attitude toward the image of the 
Russian Hamlet was his irony over the romantic air surrounding the character, as 
he highlighted the “degeneration” of Russian Hamlets (both on stage and in real 
life). Ostrovsky’s perception of Russian Hamletism is one of many manifestations 
of his intense personal life-long dialogue with the Romantic era.

A Midsummer Night’s Dream was made part of The Snow Maiden as a specif-
ically built-in narrative plot line in the argument over the “nature of love” (one 
of the points of disagreement between Romanticists and the subsequent gener-
ation of Realists) – not only and not so much with the English dramatist as with 
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the authors of Russian adaptations and translations, from Alexander Veltman to 
Apollon Grigoryev. Another aspect is Shakespeare’s example of historical chron-
icles, which is reflected (through Alexander Pushkin’s Boris Godunov as well) 
in Ostrovsky’s historical plays, first of all in The False Dmitry and Vasily Shuisky 
(Samozvanets Dmitry i Vasily Shuysky).

Friedrich Schiller was another iconic figure for Ostrovsky’s generation along 
with Shakespeare, even echoing him in some way. Ostrovsky never actually trans-
lated German plays, except his poetic translation From Schiller (To an Artist) com-
posed to congratulate Ivan Samarin, actor of the Moscow Imperial Theater, on 
his birthday in 1884. The playwright remained almost untouched by the passion 
for German idealist philosophy typical of his era, however. On the whole, he was 
rather distant from German culture, which was obviously not in harmony with 
his own nature.7 However, his plays refer repeatedly to Schiller’s The Robbers as 
if to a specific sore point that reanimates the idols of youth and knocks off their 
crowns in their smugness (The Forest, An Ardent Heart [Goryacheye Serdtse], In 
a Busy Place [Na boykom meste], the historical drama Voyevoda). Of course, this 
was not only about Schiller as such but also largely about the Russian actors 
Pavel Mochalov and Pyotr Karatygin, who developed a convincing scenic charac-
ter of Karl Moor as a righteous avenger in the 1830s. In particular, Ostrovsky par-
odies the romanticization of “high-souled robbers” in the characters of the tragic 
Neschastlivtsev and comic Schastlivtsev, who play to a virtual Schiller scenario 
in the Penki Mansion (thus, Neschastlivtsev delivers Karl Moor’s incriminating 
monologue as his own at the end).

As we can see, Shakespeare and Schiller were ‘model’ playwrights for 
Ostrovsky’s generation. However, there is another, more subjective and person-
al part of Ostrovsky’s theatrical pantheon. French dramaturgy of the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries was an object of Ostrovsky’s thorough research; French 
books on dramaturgy and theater of that time formed the bulk of his foreign library. 
He studied plays by Alain-René Lesage, Pierre-Augustin Caron de Beaumarchais, 
Pierre de Marivaux, and his nineteenth-century successor Alfred de Musset, as well 
as dozens of less popular authors (such as Nolant de Fatouville, Florent Carton 
Dancourt, Charles Simon Favart, and many others) with a pencil in his hand: there 
are numerous marginal notes. He traced back and analyzed carefully the contin-
uous chains of adapted plays (a common practice among dramatists of the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries) as a centuries-old European tradition. Contrary 
to common belief, Ostrovsky never searched for original plots (on Vissarion 

7 See Nikolay Kashin. “Ostrovskiy i Shiller (posvyashchaetsya akademiku A. N. Veselovskomu)” 
[Ostrovsky and Schiller (to the Academician A. Veselovsky)]. Russkiy vestnik 3–4 (1917), pp. 1–137.
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Belinsky’s advice). Instead, he consciously combined the pre-established plot 
lines in his plays and introduced previous characters, following and develop-
ing the theatrical tradition of cross-national adaptations, imitations, and para-
phrases. For instance, some hints of Fatouville and Lesage (Fatouville’s comedy 
Le Banqueroutier and, related, Lesage’s Turcaret, ou Le Financier) can be seen in 
the plot of his ‘financial comedy’ The Bankrupt (Bankrot); of Beaumarchais, in 
Enough Stupidity in Every Wise Man (Na vsyakogo mudretsa dovolno prostoty); and 
of Musset, in Sin and Sorrow Are Common to All (Grekh da beda na kogo ne zhivet). 
The list could go on and on. In the 1860s to 1870s, Ostrovsky’s quest for ‘nomadic 
plots’ and ‘timeless characters’ received historical and theoretical support from 
representatives of the so-called mythological school (Alexander Afanasyev) and 
the comparative historical school (in particular, in Alexey Veselovsky’s works on 
Molière).

To avoid distorting the idea of Ostrovsky’s dramatic heritage, I should note 
in parentheses that the timeless nonetheless did acquire a pronounced local flair 
in his adaptations. He localized foreign works mainly by adding some concrete 
everyday-life ingredients (e.g. by describing the lifestyle of a specific class, the 
merchants, which also received a precise geographic localization, living not just 
in Moscow but in the specific district of Zamoskvorechye), and a zesty, grassroots 
language.

Full of well-known names, French dramaturgy nonetheless had a climax 
for Ostrovsky, namely Molière’s tradition of high comedy, assimilated by the 
Russian theater in the eighteenth century and reanimated later by Nikolai Gogol. 
Ostrovsky never got the chance to translate Molière, although he dreamed of it 
all his life. A year before his death, he mused in a letter to Anna Mysovskaya, a 
writer from Nizhny Novgorod, despite the recent first ever publication of com-
plete plays of Molière in Russian: “You and I, we will translate all Molière plays, 
you’ll take the verse and I’ll do the prose, and we will make a luxurious publi-
cation. It will be a most precious gift to the public, and we will raise ourselves 
a monument forever.”8 Ostrovsky was first of all interested in the structure of 
Molière’s comedy, his dramaturgical methods and techniques. Not only did he 
read Molière’s plays, but he also studied a vast amount of secondary literature on 
the playwright and the theater of his time (in French first of all). Molière’s ‘code’ 
is present both everywhere and nowhere in Ostrovsky’s plays, being vaguely per-
ceived (as was also mentioned by Patouillet, who referred to Ostrovsky as the 
“Russian Molière”) but still elusive. There have been numerous observations and 

8 Alexander Ostrovsky. Polnoe sobranie sochineniy [Complete Works], vol. 12. Moscow: Iskusst-
vo, 1978, p. 374.
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hypotheses on correlations between Molière’s and Ostrovsky’s characters.9 Yet, 
unlike the Shakespeare component, which is highlighted by the dramatist in 
many ways, the Molière aspect looks deliberately blurred and concealed. It only 
manifests itself once in The Forest, in the recurring name of the comic Arkashka 
Schastlivtsev. The latter is forced to play the role of an alleged servant in real 
life, so he presents himself as Sganarelle to Karp, a real servant in Landlady 
Gyrmyzhskaya’s house. The mention of the mask of Sganarelle created by Molière 
evokes the whole European tradition of comic servants, from the cunning slave in 
comoedia palliata (Ostrovsky translated Terence and Plautus) to Italian comme-
dia dell’arte and Spanish graciosos. This Schastlivtsev-Sganarelle plotline may be 
dubbed ‘the Harlequin line’ and Arkashka’s behavioral model a ‘Harlequinade,’ 
if we understand Harlequin as a broader figure, according to the Silver Age inter-
pretations. Alternatively, in the terms of Vsevolod Meyerhold (who also drew on 
Aleksey Veselovsky’s works), Schastlivtsev demonstrates the opportunities of a 
trickster character when playing Sganarelle.10

Ostrovsky’s interest in Spanish dramaturgy of the Golden Age (Lope de Vega, 
Calderón de la Barca, Cervantes) began to rise in the early 1860s. However, in 
the end he only translated nine interludes by Cervantes. The work took a long 
time, was interrupted for a few years, and then resumed (amending, editing, 
double-checking), lasting until the dramatist’s death. In his unfinished review 
of The Best Mayor, the King (El mejor alcalde, el rey), Ostrovsky draws parallels 
between Lope de Vega, author of this drama, and Cervantes. The plot of the play 
followed the dramatic principles, provided enough space for character devel-
opment, and all in all had an all-human value, but the author, in Ostrovsky’s 
opinion, “approached it from an exclusively national perspective, creating an 
interesting and even moving play for […] the Spanish of the seventeenth century.” 
He continues: “We are interested in what all people are like, not what the Spanish 
wanted to be like […].”.11 Meanwhile, Cervantes, a contemporary of Lope de Vega, 
“involved hidalgos and graciosos but made them look like universal people, not 

9 See, for example, Moisey Kagan. ““Meshchanin vo dvoryanstve” Molyera i “Bednost’ ne 
porok” Ostrovskogo” [Molière’s Le Bourgeois gentilhomme and Ostrovsky’s Poverty Is No Vice]. 
Filologicheskie zapiski V–VI (1914), pp. 776–792; Nikolay Kashin. “Ostrovskiy i Molyer” [Ostro-
vsky and Molière]. Slavia (1926), pp. 107–135; Jules Patouillet. Molyer v Rossii [Molière in Russia]. 
Leningrad: s.n., 1924; Vladimir Rodislavsky. “Molyer v Rossii” [Molière in Russia]. Russky vestnik 
(1872), pp. 38–96.
10 Vsevolod Meyerhold, Valery Bebutov, and Ivan Aksenov. Amplua aktera [Typecasting]. Mos-
cow: State Higher Director Workshops, 1922, pp. 6–7.
11 Alexander Ostrovsky. “Luchshiy al’kal’d korol’” [The Best Mayor, The King]. Polnoe sobranie 
sochineniy [Complete Works], vol. 10. Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1978, pp. 529–532, p. 530.
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Spanish ones.”12 The latter short quotation probably explains why Ostrovsky 
resorts to Cervantes’ interludes (and not to any other texts by Spanish dramatists) 
as his specimen of classical Spanish theater.

It should be noted that Ostrovsky made a historical and realia-commentary 
to Cervantes’ interludes. A lot of value (in historical and theatrical terms) can 
also be found in his observations on the ‘nomadic plot’ that Cervantes used as 
the basis for his The Cave of Salamanca (La cueva de Salamanca). Ostrovsky 
traced the sequence of theatrical transformations from the fabliau Le pauvre clerc 
to the comic operetta Soldat magicien, and then to Moskal-charivnyk (Muscovite 
Wizard), an operetta by the Ukrainian playwright Ivan Kotlyarevsky, in which 
Mikhail Shchepkin played a successful part. However, Ostrovsky’s interest in 
Cervantes was not limited to all of the above. According to the testimonies of his 
contemporaries, he was going to translate some chapters from Don Quixote and a 
couple of Cervantes’ short novels.

Besides, Ostrovsky’s own Don Quixotes are at least as curious as his Hamlets. 
One of the examples is the same tragic Neschastlivtsev from The Forest, who is a 
Hamlet and a Don Quixote in one.13

The Italian segment of Ostrovsky’s European theatrical pantheon is represent-
ed first of all by Carlo Goldoni (translations of La bottega del caffè, Raggeratore, 
and Il vero amico – the latter two were lost and remained unpublished) and – quite 
unexpectedly – Carlo Gozzi. In January 1883, Ostrovsky wrote to Pyotr Veinberg, 
editor of Izyashchnaya literatura, who specialized in literary translations:

Finally, after twenty-five years of futile search all over the Italian libraries, I have found a 
copy of the complete works by Carlo Gozzi. This curious dramatist is completely unknown in 
Russia, and even in Europe he is more known for his memoirs than for his plays. Schiller trans-
lated one or two, and there are also five or six prosaic translations into French –  meanwhile, 
he is author to fourteen volumes.14

In the letter to Anna Mysovskaya mentioned above, Ostrovsky compares Gozzi’s 
talent to that of Molière.15 Gozzi’s fantasies accorded with Ostrovsky’s interest 
in dramatic fairytales (The Snow Maiden, Ivan-Tsarevich). He translated at least 
one of Gozzi’s fiabe, of which he notified Pyotr Veinberg in one of his letters, but 
literary historians have not reached a consensus as to which of Gozzi’s plays he 

12 Ibid., p. 532.
13 For an overview of critical comments on the Quixotic Neschastlivtsev, see Vsevolod Bagno. 
“Don Kikhot” v Rossii i russkoe donkikhotstvo [Don Quixote in Russia and Russian Quixotism]. 
Saint Petersburg: Nauka, 2009, pp. 123–124.
14 Ostrovsky, Polnoe sobranie sochineniy, vol. 12, p. 148.
15 Ibid., pp. 373–374.
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was talking about; no finished translation of Gozzi was preserved in Ostrovsky’s 
archives. Pieces of translation can be found in Il re cervo and La donna innamora-
ta da vero from the collection of Gozzi’s plays preserved in Ostrovsky’s personal 
library. More importantly, Russian theoreticians of literature and theater attri-
bute the discovery of Gozzi’s dramatic heritage to Vsevolod Meyerhold’s circles 
(in the magazine Lyubov k trem apelsinam), dating it back to as late as the 1910s. 
However, we can see now that Ostrovsky was a step away from this discovery 
thirty years before that, and only “embarrassment,” as he wrote to Veinberg, kept 
him from publishing an imperfect, in his view, translation of a dramatic fairytale 
by Gozzi.

To sum up, I should say that the theatrical pantheon Ostrovsky created in 
his translations, articles, and plays embraces virtually all the eras of European 
theater from ancient times to the present day, and involves all national schools. 
His point of view was close to the contemporary understanding of the classi-
cal heritage. European dramatists selected by Ostrovsky form the basis of the 
so-called classical repertoire of modern Russian theater. Being the foundation of 
the Russian national repertoire, Ostrovsky’s plays at the same time represent a 
method, or form, of digesting the pan-European theatrical heritage.


