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Welcome  

Toska - noun /ˈtō-skə/ - Russian word roughly translated as sadness, 
melancholia, lugubriousness 

"No single word in English renders all the shades of toska. At its deepest and most painful, it is a 

sensation of great spiritual anguish, often without any specific cause. At less morbid levels it is a 

dull ache of the soul, a longing with nothing to long for, a sick pining, a vague restlessness, mental 

throes, yearning. In particular cases it may be the desire for somebody of something specific, 

nostalgia, love-sickness. At the lowest level it grades into ennui, boredom.” 

Toska, this indescribable loss and longing, is Three Sisters. Chekhov’s play is about the tragedy of 

endurance and what it means to remain through the passing of time. It is about the aching for 

memories of the past and the grief for futures that never got to happen. Three Sisters is the 

expression of what it feels like to be limited to one lifetime, feeling simultaneously that there is 

always too much and always not enough.  It is about the inertia of humankind, always stuck still in 

the same place. Chekhov writes truthfully about human beings, capturing every shade of our 

contradictions and irrationalities, our wants and woes, our impulses and choices, our thoughts 

and behaviors. Three Sisters lives in the beauty and the terror of the mystery of our existence, 

ruminating with the truth that we never fully understand why we are, and yet we are.  

 

I began my dramaturgy with questions, asking the play what it means and how we relate to each 

other.  Three Sisters led me to think existentially and to long for meaning, and I have designed the 

actor packet accordingly. This is a photo album, a space of shared memory. Inside, you will find the 

beginnings of building a world for ourselves, a place to start, driven by curiosity. I hope you will 

allow the material to inspire more inquiry and drive you to dig into the deep world that Chekhov 

has given to us. Your own interrogation of this play is vital, and I encourage you to immerse 

yourself in this play as thoroughly as possible. Three Sisters is layered with meaning, asking to be 

interpreted. Let this album be the start to your interpretation, and then make your own.  

 

I am grateful to Chekhov for creating a world so rich for us to play in. I am touched by the tragic 

truth of Three Sisters, and I can’t wait to watch you all bring these words on pages to life.  

 

---Grace Grindell, Dramaturg    
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The Breaking of a Clock: Time in Three Sisters  

The passage of time is the tragedy of Three Sisters.  Wrought with a longing for the past 

and a grief for the imagined memories of the future, Chekhov’s world feels borrowed and 

simultaneously brand new. Living in the parents’ house, quoting old books and poems, recalling 

and failing to recall memories, these characters are refusing to claim the world that is right in 

front of them. They escape not only to the past but to the imagined future as well, philosophizing 

on what’s to come centuries down the line. They are stuck in a stagnant sense of inertia and 

nostalgia, but time marches on. The characters in Three Sisters have to grapple with aging and 

lost youth, and they are paralyzed. It is a play about enduring the passage of time and remaining 

alive, both reliant and slave to the ticking clock.  

 

Timelines 

Time moves chronologically forward in Three Sisters , but the way time lives in each 

character’s individual sense is not so linear. The timelines below show the way time moves in the 

play.  Ask yourself, how does my character measure time? How are my memories organized? How 

do I see the future?  

 

This chronological timeline is simply a direct representation of the real time that happens 

in Three Sisters. The play takes place over about four years, and the time we see between these 

four years cycles through one day, starting at noon and ending at noon. We do not know exactly 

how much time passes between acts, adding to the sense of all time merging together.  
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The “Deep Time” timelines below are representations of all time that is mentioned in the 

play broken down by act. The present is time zero with the past being negative and the future 

positive. In these graphs, you can see where the emphasis of the act lives whether past or future. 

In Act I, there is a balance between past and future. In Act II, there is a trend of looking forward 

and a focus on future. In Act III, the pendulum swings to the past with the characters looking 

backward. In Act IV, a balance returns. Consider why these trends in time thinking are happening 

and what these rhythms mean for the shape of each act. Where is your character living in time? 

And when? And why?  
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Age is also at play in its relationship to time in Three Sisters. For many characters, age is 

unknown. For some, we know age in certain acts and not others. Chekhov does not tell us how 

much time goes by between acts, so I have tried my best to make educated guesses based on what 

we do know. Try your best to track your age, and if it is unknown, make a textually based choice.  
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The Power of Place  
 

The relationship the characters have to place is central to Three Sisters . The Prozorov 

sisters dream of returning to Moscow, and they resent the small town that they live in. They long 

to be closer to the center of things, where culture and vivacity are alive, and where their lives 

began. They used to be close to the epicenter of culture, but now there is a sense of distance to 

their house. They aren’t nearby any bustling city or hub of culture. They are isolated with the same 

people and places that do not offer any sort of excitement or interest to their lives. They are stuck, 

bored and unhappy.  

Our play takes place in a theatricalized now in America. It is a Russian seed planted in 

American soil. It is close to us, not far away and a long time ago. Our play is taking place here and 

now, and Curt Columbus’ translation draws the play to a very American place. Because our 

production is being transplanted, we do not need to oversaturate ourselves with research on 

Russian culture. Instead, we need to distill Russian nineteenth century culture down to its barest 

bones and discover what is absolutely essential to create this play in our world today. We need to 

grasp what the context Chekhov was living in to translate his world to ours.  

Rather than getting bogged down in the Russianness, think about how your character 

relates to location and place. How does your character feel about where they are? Is it heaven or 

hell? Are you lonely here? Do you feel connected here? Where is the center of things? Where are 

you in relationship to that center? Where do you wish to be? Are you bored here? Are you engaged 

here? What do you like about where you are? What do you hate about where you are?  

 

Some Russian Culture 

The Russia that Chekhov knew and wrote about was in 

a moment of transition. His life is flanked by two major events 

in Russian history: the Emancipation of the Serfs in 1861 and 

the Russian Revolution of 1905. James Loehlin writes that 

Chekhov’s Russia was “A Russia still heavily invested in a 

medieval past while on the precipice of revolutionary change; 

a Russia rooted in peasant agriculture but undergoing rapid 

urbanization and industrialization; a Russia ruled by an 

autocratic tsar but already devising the structures of Soviet 

communism.” Loehlin continues saying “During the 
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Anderson's strange and beautiful book made me remember why I'd wanted to be a writer in the 
first place.  

Characters in Context  
 

The characters in Three Sisters exist in a web of relationships, interdependent and 

complicated. The uniqueness of each character’s identity as it relates to time, place, and work 

shapes the play. Their individualities, dreams, wants, and needs are not in a vacuum. Rather, the 

characters inform each other’s identities.  We do not want to take any of the givens of these 

characters for granted. I encourage you to investigate deeply what each part of who you are means 

textually.   

I have given some context below for what some of the Russian societal context was 

surrounding the characters of Three Sisters. Let this be simply a jumping off point and not a 

defining end to who your character is.  

 

Russian Social Structure  

In 1900, when Chekhov wrote Three 

Sisters , much of the societal 

structure of the old world remained 

in place. Even with social progress, 

there was very much a hierarchical 

system at work. Despite this 

stratification, Chekhov wrote about 

people at every level. Below is a 

graph dictating the different groups 

and where our characters fall.  

 
We do not need to follow these rules 

strictly and operate with nineteenth 

century behavior. What we can take 

from this societal structure is that everyone in Chekhov’s world has expectations of where they are 

supposed to fit. There are rules dictating what kind of person each character is meant to be, and 

the sisters seem to be reacting to life’s failure to fulfill their expectations and understandings. The 
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