
What significance do the title and character names have 

The title- As you might guess, the seagull is an important symbol that recurs 

throughout Chekhov's play, The Seagull. No huge shocker there. Nina calls 

herself a seagull. Konstantin shoots one and leaves it lying around for Trigorin to 

find. Trigorin then recognizes a great image when he sees one; the seagull gives 

him an idea for a story about a girl much like Nina. 

The innocence and freedom of a bird in flight is a recurring image in Chekhov's 

other plays as well (think migrating cranes in Three Sisters). In The Seagull a 

play full of longing and disappointment, though, this beauty is destroyed—literally 

stuffed and paralyzed—by the selfishly destructive actions of characters in love. 

From the book- the famous seagull is meant to be all-embracing, but it points too 

directly to nina, only partly to Treplev, and hardly to all the rest of the group. The 

seagull we take to be is an image of innocent life destroyed by human 

indifference. Treplev by shooting the seagull threatens nina that he will take his 

own life in the same way, obviously he sees himself as the seagull, a young 

creature cruelly handles by his own mum. 

For nina she links it with her own sense of loss: she uses it as a signature to her 

letter to Treplev. For her it symbolizes her childhood attachment to her home and 

to the lake, which she naturally returns. But it also reflects the hold which Treplev 

and Trigorin both selfishly try to exert on her. 

1. Nina Zarechnaya (Нина Заречная) 

● Meaning: Her surname comes from “za rekoj” — Russian for “beyond the 

river.” 

● Symbolism: 

○ Suggests distance, idealism, and yearning — she is “beyond reach,” 

living in a world of dreams and illusions. 



○ It evokes purity and naturalness — Nina is like the seagull, free and 

innocent, but ultimately destroyed by harsh reality. 

○ “Nina” itself is a soft, lyrical name, reflecting her youthful 

romanticism. 

2. Konstantin Gavrilovich Treplev (Константин Гаврилович Треплев) 

● Meaning: Treplev may be derived from “trepet” (трепет) — meaning 

“trembling” or “quivering.” 

● Symbolism: 

○ Suggests nervousness, emotional fragility, and artistic sensitivity — 

all defining traits of Konstantin. 

○ His first name, Konstantin, means “constant” or “steadfast,” 

ironically contrasting his instability and insecurity. 

○ The mix implies the tragic tension between his longing for 

permanence (artistic legacy, love) and his inner fragility. 

3. Irina Nikolayevna Arkadina (Ирина Николаевна Аркадина) 

● Meaning: Arkadina evokes Arcadia — the mythic land of beauty and art. 

● Symbolism: 

○ Reflects her attachment to the theater and aesthetic glamour. 

○ Also ironic: Arcadia is a pastoral paradise, but Arkadina’s world is 

artificial, full of vanity and ego. 

○ Her first name Irina (meaning “peace”) contrasts her manipulative, 

insecure nature. 

4. Boris Alexeyevich Trigorin (Борис Алексеевич Тригорин) 

● Meaning: Possibly from “tri gory” (три горы) — “three mountains.” 

● Symbolism: 

○ Could imply ambition, success, or the burden of fame — he has 



“climbed the mountains” of literary recognition. 

○ The name sounds smooth and rolling, like Trigorin’s polished, fluid 

personality. 

“Boris” (meaning “fighter”) adds another layer: he’s a “fighter” in the 

literary world but morally passive in love. 

5. Polina Andreevna & Masha (Поля, Маша) 

● Masha is a diminutive of Maria (Mary) — traditionally associated with 

sorrow. “Masha s always in mourning” fits perfectly. 

● Polina (from “поле”, field) suggests the earth, fertility, and the natural 

world — fitting her pragmatic, grounded character. 

● 6. Sorin (Сорин) 

● Possibly from “sor” (a root suggesting “grayness” or “old age”) — his name 

fits his melancholy, faded nature. 

● The word “sor” also resembles “soroka” (magpie), a bird — continuing 

Chekhov’s subtle avian motif. 

● 

Who are the protagonist and antagonist, creating the main 

action and counteraction throughout the play 

Protagonist: Konstantin Treplev 

Treplev (Kostya) is the protagonist because: 

● The main dramatic tension follows his struggle to create new art and to win 

Nina’s love. 

● He embodies the play’s central theme: the conflict between old and new 

forms in both life and art. 

● His internal conflict — between idealism and insecurity — drives the 

emotional rhythm of the play. 



● The play begins with his experimental play and ends with his suicide — his 

artistic and emotional journey frames the entire story. 

He wants: 

● To revolutionize art (rejecting his mother’s conventional theater world). 

● To be recognized and loved (especially by Nina). 

Antagonists / Counterforces: Arkadina and Trigorin 

Rather than one villain, Chekhov presents antagonistic forces — people whose 

desires and attitudes undermine Treplev’s hopes. 

1. Irina Arkadina (his mother) 

● Represents the old artistic order — traditional theater, vanity, and ego. 

● She mocks Treplev’s experimental work, wounding his self-esteem. 

● Her possessiveness and emotional manipulation suffocate both Treplev and 

Nina. 

● She’s not evil — just selfish, insecure, and blind to her son’s needs. 

2. Boris Trigorin 

● Represents success and conventional artistic achievement — everything 

Treplev aspires to but can’t reach. 

● He unintentionally destroys Treplev’s romantic dream by seducing Nina. 

● Trigorin is not malicious, but his passivity and self-absorption make him a 

quiet antagonist — the worldly opposite to Treplev’s idealism. 

What are the themes, and the possible main theme or 

Ruling adea/Superobjective of the play. 

The Role of an Artist in Life and in Love 

Chekhov does not simply write about artists and love, he creates the 

embodiment of art and love on stage. Through his characters' particular 

personalities, Chekhov portrays the various manners of being an artist and 



particularly, an artist in love. All four protagonists are artists in love. Arkadina, 

Trigorin, Treplev, and Nina have divergent relationships with their craft and 

their lovers. 

Evaluating the Self 

A distinction can be made about characters in The Seagull as either self- 

aware or completely devoid of self-consciousness. Treplev most harshly 

criticizes his life to the point of ruining it with his high standards for acceptance 

and his vulnerability in the wake of his failures. Sorin playfully assesses his life 

as well, and he reflects on a life quickly fading and expresses his own regrets 

to Dorn and to the others as he witnesses Treplev's struggle. Masha mourns 

her life, feeling sorry for herself without the eloquence of Treplev, nor the 

ability to laugh at herself as Sorin does, but with the matter-of-fact simplicity of 

disappointment and boredom. When challenged by Sorin who enviously 

accuses Dorn of having it all, Dorn expresses aggravation for spending his life 

as a doctor always on call, without a vacation, and at the mercy of others' 

needs. Dorn expresses regret without self-pity. Nina too evaluates herself and 

her goal to become an actress. At first in awe with fame and the theater, Nina 

believes she will love herself and find happiness if she can acquire fame and 

fortune. Later when she returns in Act Four, she exhibits less hope than when 

we first meet her, but she has been enlightened with the knowledge that her 

life is well lived as long as she perseveres, not if she fails or achieves 

greatness. 

Existentialism and Life's Meaning 

The existential thought of the purpose of life with imminent death puzzles a 

few characters in The Seagull. Masha first brings our attention to this theme in 

the beginning of Act One when she claims, "I am mourning for my life." She 



transfers the purpose of mourning for death to life. This point of view sets the 

tone for the play. Masha bemoans her boredom and dissatisfaction with her 

life as she secretly hopes it will be turned around with the love of Treplev. If 

Treplev loved her, her life would suddenly have a purpose and meaning. 

Without the love of someone she loves in return, Masha views life as pointless 

and death-like, a punishment that must be fulfilled. Later in the play, Masha 

changes her mind and marries Medvedenko out of boredom, not love. Her life 

still depresses her, and she still yearns for Treplev. But being a wife and a 

mother give her new things to do and think about to pass the time until her 

death or Treplev's change of heart. Sorin also wonders why he goes on living. 

He and Dorn debate the quality of their respective lives. Sorin sympathizes 

with Treplev because he observes Treplev struggling to fulfill goals like being a 

writer and a lover that Sorin himself once held as his own goals. Sorin 

describes the title of a story about him as "The Man Who Wanted." Sorin 

cannot figure out the meaning of his life. He spent most of it working in an 

office and he does not know why or how that came to happen. "It just 

happened," he says. Sorin never had anything that he set out to get. To Sorin, 

a life without fulfilled goals is an empty meaningless life. 

Treplev and Nina also pursue meaning in their lives, believing they will find 

their identity through their work. Nina longs to become an actress and Treplev, 

a writer. Both believe that accomplishing their goals will give more meaning 

and opportunity to their lives. Both associate a meaningful life with the 

admiration of others. Nina changes her mind about this in Act Four. After she 

settles into a mediocre career, she comes to terms with a new belief that 

endurance is nobler than success. 

The Importance of age 



Nina and Arkadina 

Treplev and Arkadina 

Trigorin and Nina 

Masha and Polina 

Unshared love 

What is the style and form of the play and how they affect 

character and action 

Realism 

Chekhov believed that theater should reflect life. "What happens onstage should 

be just as complicated and just as simple as things are in real life. People are 

sitting at a table having dinner, that's all, but at the same time their happiness is 

being created, or their lives are being torn apart," he wrote. 

In his efforts to craft plays this way, Chekhov meticulously recorded bits of 

conversation and quirks of personality, just as Trigorin does here. It's a good bet 

that Chekhov based Nina's flattery on his experiences with young fangirls, like 

this gem: 

Nina: Oh, but I'd think once you've known the thrill of creation, all other pleasures 

must pale by comparison. (1.139) 

And the moment when Nina gives Trigorin the medallion came right out of 

Chekhov's own life. A smitten young lady once gave him a medallion referencing 

a line from one of his stories—the same line he quotes from Trigorin's fictional 

Days and Nights. 

Chekhov eventually loaned this medallion to the prop master for use in the 

production of The Seagull, and even gave it as a memento to congratulate the 

actress playing Nina. Romantically sensitive? Not so much. Creative use of 

reality? Totally. And there's 



The tone- Tender and Ironic 

Chekhov views all his characters with a half-smirk—a mixture of compassion and 

ridicule—and we really have to choice but to do the same. We admire 

Konstantin's idealism and honesty, but man-oh-man does his whining get on our 

nerves. 

Arkadina is beautiful, charming, and funny, but her powers of manipulation (and 

her anger) is downright scary… but kind of funny: 

Arkadina: And now it turns out he's written a masterpiece! Can you believe this? 

He arranged all this, that foul smell, not as a joke, but as an attack upon me! He 

wants to teach us how to write and how to act… Did he ever think of what I might 

like to watch? No, he gives us some sort of Symbolist raving. (1.112) 

Even Nina, the play's most innocent character, elicits a few amused eye rolls with 

her bumpkinish fawning over Trigorin. She really needs to dial it back a notch. 

By combining virtues and flaws in each character, Chekhov achieves an 

affectionate distance that we in the audience share. 

Style and Form of The Seagull 

1. Realism (Psychological and Social) 

● The Seagull is written in the realist tradition — but Chekhov pushes 

realism further than his predecessors. 

● There are no heroes or villains, no climactic duels or revelations — 

instead, life unfolds in ordinary moments: people talk, wait, dream, 

quarrel, fail to understand each other. 

● The dialogue often seems casual or irrelevant, yet it reveals deep 

emotional truth. 

Effect on character and action: 

● Characters appear lifelike, with subtle contradictions — Arkadina is vain 



yet loving, Trigorin is kind yet destructive, Treplev is idealistic yet insecure. 

● Because life feels ordinary, action arises from psychology, not plot. 

Emotional undercurrents, silences, and misunderstandings are the drama. 

● The result is what Stanislavski called “the drama of everyday life.” 

2. Subtext 

● Chekhov pioneered subtext — the unspoken emotions and motives 

beneath ordinary conversation. 

○ Example: When Arkadina and Treplev talk about his play, they’re not 

just discussing art — they’re struggling for love, approval, and 

power. 

● What matters isn’t what’s said but what’s meant. 

Effect on character and action: 

● Characters’ inner lives drive the scene more than external events. 

● Action often happens between the lines — a glance, a silence, or a 

change in tone can shift the emotional balance. 

● This makes the play subtle, psychological, and deeply human. 

3. Tragicomedy 

● Though often sad, The Seagull isn’t a straightforward tragedy. Chekhov 

called it a comedy in four acts. 

● He shows the absurdity and pathos of life together — moments of 

humor (Medvedenko’s poverty, Masha’s deadpan wit) coexist with 

heartbreak. 

Effect on character and action: 

● The tragic and comic intermingle, revealing life’s complexity. 

● Characters become both pitiable and ridiculous, which makes them 

more real — they fail, hope, laugh, and suffer in the same breath. 



4. Open Form / Indirect Action 

● Chekhov breaks the rules of Aristotelian structure (rising action → climax 

→ resolution). 

● Key events — like Nina’s affair, her child’s death, and Treplev’s suicide — 

happen offstage or are mentioned casually. 

● Time passes unevenly; characters drift in and out, life continues. 

Effect on character and action: 

● Life feels uncontrolled and ongoing, not neatly shaped into a plot. 

● This “open form” mirrors the characters’ emotional aimlessness — 

especially Treplev and Nina, who never find resolution. 

● The audience must infer what happens emotionally; it’s more reflective 

than explosive. 

5. Symbolism (within Realism) 

● Though realistic, the play uses natural symbols — the lake, the seagull, 

the changing seasons — to suggest emotional and thematic depth. 

● The seagull itself is a flexible symbol: freedom, innocence, art destroyed 

by life. 

Effect on character and action: 

● The symbols give the everyday realism a poetic undercurrent. 

● They link the characters’ fates to nature — change, decay, and renewal. 

Literal meaning of words in the play 
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Act 1 

gardens of Sorin’s estate- His gardens are the landscaped outdoor area of that 

estate — with trees, bushes, grass, flowers, and pathways. 

in mourning for my life.-the character is saying they are grieving for their own 



life, treating it like something already gone. 

twenty-three roubles a month-At that time, 23 roubles was a very small income — 

barely enough to live on. 

elbow room.-physical space to stretch and move freely without feeling cramped. 

In The Seagull, a town would represent a populated area with theaters, social life, 

and culture — the opposite of the quiet countryside where the play takes place. 

There is a curtain at the front, two side wings on either side of the stage, and an 

open, empty area beyond — a simple, minimal stage design. 

Close watch on her(nina)- her parents are really protective and dont want her to an 

actress 

Been on the bottle(sorin says it)-drink alcohol regularly or excessively 

The modern theatre is in a blind alley(treplev)- A “blind alley” (also called a dead 

end) literally means a street that goes nowhere — a road closed at one end, where 

you can go forward but can’t get out or continue. 

Crass scenes(treplev)- Scenes in a play that are rough, unrefined, or in poor taste 

— not subtle or intelligent. 

One-size-fits-all moral(treplev)- A moral that is meant to apply to everyone, without 

variation — like a single rule or message that’s supposed to fit all people and all 

situations. 

New forms- new structures, styles, and methods in the theater. 

Petit-bourgeous from kiev(treplev)- someone who is not poor but not wealthy, 

often concerned with respectability, property, and social appearance. 

gauging(treplev)- Measuring or estimating something. 

An elm- a large tree 

meths(treplev)- It’s a type of alcohol — ethyl alcohol (ethanol) that has been mixed 

with chemicals (like methanol) to make it undrinkable and used instead as fuel or a 



cleaning solvent. 

sulphur- chemical element — a yellow, non-metallic substance found in nature. 

It has a strong, sharp smell, especially when burned (similar to the smell of rotten 

eggs). 

Pip-headedness(polina)- the quality of having a pig’s head.” 

obstetrician(dorn)- baby-delivery doctor 

De gustibus aut bene, aut nihil(shamrayev)- When it comes to taste (in art, 

manners, or style), it should be excellent — anything less is worthless. 

fumigate-to treat a space or object with smoke or chemicals to kill insects, germs, or 

pests. 

pinpricks-a very small puncture or mark made by the point of a pin. 

decadent-decaying, overindulgent, or morally/culturally declining. 

Ah, the wrath of Jupiter(dorn)-Ah, the angry outburst of Jupiter!” 

jeune premier- young leading man. 

millet-a small grain used for porridge, bread, or birdseed. 

Act 2 

Interminable- something that seems to go on forever and never finishes. 

Relevant facts about the circumstances 

1. Historical and Artistic Context (Chekhov’s Circumstances) 

Written and first performed 

● Written: 1895 

● First performed: 1896 in St. Petersburg — a disaster. The audience expected 

melodrama and laughed at the quiet, natural scenes. 

● Revived in 1898 by the Moscow Art Theatre (MAT), directed by Konstantin 

Stanislavski, where it became a triumph and helped launch modern realist theatre. 

Chekhov’s artistic goal 



● He wanted to reform drama, moving away from melodrama and contrived plots. 

● He called The Seagull a “comedy”, but in his sense — not meaning “funny,” but 

showing the everyday absurdity of human life. 

● His aim: truthfulness to ordinary life, with characters who talk, feel, and dream as real 

people do. 

Influence and style 

● It became the model for modern psychological realism. 

● Introduced subtext, indirect action, and ensemble structure (no single hero, 

everyone’s story matters). 

● Set the pattern for later plays like Uncle Vanya, Three Sisters, and The Cherry 

Orchard. 

2. The Circumstances within the Play’s World 

Setting 

● A country estate in rural Russia, near a lake, in the late 19th century. 

● The isolation of the countryside contrasts with the glamour of the city and the theatre 

world (Moscow), creating tension between art and life, dream and reality. 

Social background 

● The play reflects the changing Russian society of the 1890s: 

○ The gentry’s decline (Sorin’s decaying estate). 

○ The rise of the intelligentsia and artists (Treplev, Nina). 

○ The search for new artistic and emotional meaning in a world losing its old 

certainties. 

Time span 

● Takes place over two years: Acts I–II in one summer; Acts III–IV two years later. 

● This passage of time shows the erosion of dreams — especially for Treplev and Nina 

— and gives the play a quiet tragic rhythm. 



Mood and atmosphere 

● The environment mirrors the characters’ emotional states: 

○ The lake reflects longing and illusion. 

○ The seagull becomes a symbol of innocence and destruction. 

○ The estate feels both familiar and stagnant — a world where people are 

trapped by boredom and unfulfilled hopes. 

3. The Dramatic Circumstances (Emotional Setup) 

● Treplev wants to create new art and win Nina’s love. 

● Arkadina, his mother, clings to fame and youth, mocking his ambitions. 

● Trigorin, a successful writer, drifts into an affair with Nina. 

● Nina dreams of acting greatness but is destroyed by disillusionment. 

● Around them, other characters — Sorin, Masha, Medvedenko, Dorn — lead quiet 

Themes, Motifs, and Symbols 

Themes 

The Role of an Artist in Life and in Love 

Chekhov does not simply write about artists and love, he creates the embodiment of art and love on 

stage. Through his characters’ particular personalities, Chekhov portrays the various manners of 

being an artist and particularly, an artist in love. All four protagonists are artists in love. Arkadina, 

Trigorin, Treplev, and Nina have divergent relationships with their craft and their lovers. Arkadina and 

Nina romanticize acting, placing it on a pedestal higher than the everyday affairs of life. Arkadina 

places herself on this same pedestal using her identity as an actress to excuse her vanity. Nina exalts 

acting as well, but, contrary to Arkadina, she endows acting with nobility, sacrifice, and privilege. In 

writing, Treplev compulsively paralyzes himself in the pursuit of perfection, while Trigorin obsessively 

gathers details from his life and the lives around him for his work without allowing the work to affect 

his life. 

 Chekhov does not present an opinion about the artist or the artist’s role in life and in love. No one 

character is all good or all evil, and Chekhov depicts these protagonists so that we sympathize and 

question their actions and words. He presents several takes on love and the artist, allowing his audience to 



take what they will from the examples that may or may not mirror their own lives and those of their loved 

ones. All four characters pursue art to some degree because it boosts their ego to be admired and 

respected for their work. Treplev in particular longs equally for admiration for his talents and for his self. 

His ego is wounded by his mother and by Nina. Success in love and in writing are equally important to 

him though he is successful in neither arena. Trigorin has the satisfaction of success in his writing, though 

he is never satisfied, and as he says, always starts a new story once the old one is finished. In love, 

Trigorin pursues Nina because he feels he might substitute the satisfaction and sense of completion that 

he lacks in his work with a love that would fulfill the void he felt as a youth. In some sense the 

satisfaction these characters obtain from being artists becomes equivalent with their feeling of being 

loved. 

Evaluating the Self 

A distinction can be made about characters in The Seagull as either self- aware or completely devoid 

of self-consciousness. Chekhov’s setting on Sorin’s estate provides an inactive backdrop for his 

characters to dramatically explore their thoughts and opinions on life and themselves as they pass the 

time telling each other stories and dreams. With next to nothing to do, the characters explore their 

lives and their selves. Treplev most harshly criticizes his life to the point of ruining it with his high 

standards for acceptance and his vulnerability in the wake of his failures. Sorin playfully assesses his 

life as well, and he reflects on a life quickly fading and expresses his own regrets to Dorn and to the 

others as he witnesses Treplev’s struggle. Masha mourns her life, feeling sorry for herself without the 

eloquence of Treplev, nor the ability to laugh at herself as Sorin does, but with the matter-of-fact 

simplicity of disappointment and boredom. When challenged by Sorin who enviously accuses Dorn of 

having it all, Dorn expresses aggravation for spending his life as a doctor always on call, without a 

vacation, and at the mercy of others’ needs. Dorn expresses regret without self-pity. 

Nina too evaluates herself and her goal to become an actress. At first in awe with fame and the 

theater, Nina believes she will love herself and find happiness if she can acquire fame and fortune. 

Later when she returns in Act Four, she exhibits less hope than when we first meet her, but she has 

been enlightened with the knowledge that her life is well lived as long as she perseveres, not if she 

fails or achieves greatness. 

Existentialism and Life’s Meaning 

The existential thought of the purpose of life with imminent death puzzles a few characters in The 

Seagull. Masha first brings our attention to this theme in the beginning of Act One when she claims, “I 

am mourning for my life.” She transfers the purpose of mourning for death to life. This point of view 

sets the tone for the play. Masha bemoans her boredom and dissatisfaction with her life as she 

secretly hopes it will be turned around with the love of Treplev. If Treplev loved her, her life would 



suddenly have a purpose and meaning. Without the love of someone she loves in return, Masha views 

life as pointless and death-like, a punishment that must be fulfilled. Later in the play, Masha changes 

her mind and marries Medvedenko out of boredom, not love. Her life still depresses her, and she still 

yearns for Treplev. But being a wife and a mother give her new things to do and think about to pass 

the time until her death or Treplev’s change of heart. 

Sorin also wonders why he goes on living. He and Dorn debate the quality of their respective lives. 

Sorin sympathizes with Treplev because he observes Treplev struggling to fulfill goals like being a 

writer and a lover that Sorin himself once held as his own goals. Sorin describes the title of a story 

about him as “The Man Who Wanted.” Sorin cannot figure out the meaning of his life. He spent most of 

it working in an office and he does not know why or how that came to happen. “It just happened,” he 

says. Sorin never had anything that he set out to get. To Sorin, a life without fulfilled goals is an empty 

meaningless life. 

Treplev and Nina also pursue meaning in their lives, believing they will find their identity through their 

work. Nina longs to become an actress and Treplev, a writer. Both believe that accomplishing their goals 

will give more meaning and opportunity to their lives. Both associate a meaningful life with the 

admiration of others. Nina changes her mind about this in Act Four. After she settles into a mediocre 

career, she comes to terms with a new belief that endurance is nobler than success. 

Motifs 

Unrequited Love 

Ironically, unrequited love is the structural glue that sticks most of the characters in The Seagull 

together. Medvedenko loves Masha, but Masha loves Treplev. Treplev does not love Masha back, he 

loves Nina. Nina loves Treplev briefly but then falls madly in love with Trigorin. Arkadina loves Trigorin 

but loses his affections to Nina. Paulina loves Dorn though she is married to Shamrayev. Dorn 

sometimes shares an affection for Paulina, but his apathy for her appears to have begun before the 

play started and continues to fade during the course of the play. The couples and the unrequited 

lovers resonate and reflect off of one another, serving as parallels and mirrors of each other in the 

play. They represent different stages of life and of love. The clearest parallel involves Paulina and 

Masha. Masha’s unrequited love for Treplev and decision to marry Medvedenko seems to mirror her 

mother’s unhappy marriage to Shamrayev and her unrequited love for Dorn. 



Existential Crisis 

Masha, Sorin, Treplev, and Trigorin have existential crises in The Seagull. Masha hates her life and 

does not know why she goes on living a boring, unhappy life. She sniffs snuff and drinks heavily to 

hide from her pain and disappointment. Sorin encounters something of a mid-life crisis and an 

existential crisis though his life is more than half over. He questions what he did with his life and 

regrets his lack of attempting to meet his goals in youth. Treplev lacks direction in his life. He thinks he 

is talented and creative, possible of greatness, but does not have a precise goal in mind or point to 

make. He allows his ambition to overwhelm his ability. His loss of Nina’s love, his failure at impressing 

his mother, and his life in the shadow of Trigorin’s success eat away at his spirit and will to live. 

Trigorin has an existential crisis when he becomes excited in the prospect of an affair with young Nina. 

Trigorin was not actively questioning his life or his life choices at the beginning of the play and seemed 

content. But Nina’s interest in his work and in a relationship with him force him to think about his life 

and its present meaning. Nina represents a second chance at youth to Trigorin. He selfishly pleads 

with Arkadina to allow him to be with Nina so that he can relive his youth that was spent seriously 

writing, not frolicking with young girls. Trigorin wonders what he missed in life as a youth because of 

his writing and what else he missed. Nina’s love for Trigorin opens his eyes and creates a new sense of 

awareness about himself that he had not experienced before meeting Nina. Once he recognizes his 

loss in the past, Trigorin cannot believe in a future that does not include the risk of a new experience. 

His life in the past loses meaning and his future threatens to only have meaning if he attempts to have 

an affair with Nina. 

The Banality of Existence 

Chekhov emphasizes the mundane in life repeatedly throughout the play. This pattern of routine 

emphasizes the life-altering events that happen amidst ordinary experience and the ordinary 

experiences common to us all. Moments like going to dinner, playing cards, reading out loud, putting 

on a bandage, asking for a drink of water etc, continuously emphasize the everyday customs of being 

human and the uniqueness of moments that are not mundane but change our lives forever. 

Symbols 

The Seagull 

The seagull is the first symbol Chekhov used to title a play, written before The Cherry Orchard. The 

image of the seagull changes meaning over the course of the play. First, in Act One, Nina uses a seagull 



to describe the way she is drawn to the lake of her childhood home and her neighbors on Sorin’s 

estate. In this case, the seagull represents freedom and security. 

In Act Two, Treplev shoots a seagull and gives it to Nina. Treplev tells her that one day he will be dead 

in Nina’s honor just like the seagull. Later, Trigorin uses the seagull as a symbol for Nina and the way 

he will destroy her, as Treplev destroyed the seagull. Treplev mentions that after Nina had the affair 

with Trigorin, she has written him letters signed, “The Seagull.” In Act Four, Nina returns to the estate 

and calls herself the seagull then corrects herself, describing herself as an actress. The seagull 

changes its meaning from freedom and carefree security to destruction at the hands of a loved one. It 

symbolizes freedom at first and then dependence. The seagull also serves as a foreshadowing device. 

Nina fulfills Trigorin’s prophesy of destroying her just like the seagull and Treplev kills himself in 

Nina’s honor at the end of the play when she still does not love him. 

The Lake 

Chekhov’s setting of the play around a lake repeats and emphasizes its purpose with Treplev’s setting 

of his play by the lake in Act One. The lake represents both Treplev and Chekhov’s desire to move to a 

more naturalistic theater not limited by three walls. The lake means several different things to the 

play’s characters. The lake is a place of reflection, respite, and escape. Trigorin goes there by himself 

to fish. Treplev goes to the lake to mope and reflect, perhaps also, to get attention for his bruised ego. 

To Nina, the lake magnetically draws her to it. It is a place to roost, to feel secure and at home when 

there is no home to be found. To Nina the lake also represents curiosity and exploration of childhood. 

She tells Trigorin that she knows all of the little islands on the lake. Treplev tells Nina that losing her 

love feels like the lake sunk into the ground. To him, losing her affection feels like losing a 

recognizable place, a place of peace and renewal. Treplev’s metaphor describes a life-source—the 

lake—drying up and disappearing. This is how Treplev feels about his own life in relation to his loss of 

Nina. 

Weather 

Chekhov uses weather to create the tone for his stories and in his plays. The weather reflects the 

characters’ state of mind and foreshadows upcoming events. For instance, before Nina returns to visit 

Treplev the weather is stormy and windy as if the storm conjured up Nina and brought her to the 

estate. Storms usually reflect a change in temperature and likewise, weather is a signal for change in 

The Seagull. 

Analysis 
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Historical Context 

In 1896, the same year Chekhov's The Seagull premiered, Nicholas II of the Romanov 

dynasty ascended as the last czar of Russia, which then had a population of approximately 

128 million. The vast nation was dominated by the Russian Orthodox Church, an inefficient 

bureaucracy, and a deeply rooted landed aristocracy. It appeared to be in a stagnant, 

twilight phase, resistant to political reform and social progress. Although many in the 

educated class saw the need for change, they were largely ineffective until the Bolshevik 

Revolution of 1917 brought significant transformation, ushering Russia into the modern era. 

Prior to this, despite occasional unrest like the failed 1906 rebellion, Russia remained a 

dormant giant, slow to embrace the industrial revolution that had already begun 

transforming its European neighbors into burgeoning industrial powers. However, despite its 

backwardness and isolation, Russia produced some of the era's most outstanding writers, 

composers, and artists, with Chekhov being a prominent figure. Russian cities such as 

Moscow and St. Petersburg were significant cultural hubs and breeding grounds for new 

ideas among a growing number of disillusioned intellectuals. Yet, these cities also faced 

severe issues such as inadequate housing, healthcare, and transportation, along with 

rampant poverty and disease—including tuberculosis, the illness that was slowly claiming 

Chekhov's life as he wrote The Seagull. 

While the modern age was advancing more swiftly in the United States and European 

countries like England, France, and Germany, rapid changes awaited inventions and 

discoveries that were just beginning to emerge in 1896. That year, Henry Ford drove his 

first car through the streets of Detroit, and German scientist Wilhelm Roentgen discovered 

x-rays. Additionally, the dial telephone and electric lamp were patented in America, and the 

first movie was shown in the Netherlands. In the same year, the first modern Olympic 

Games were held in Athens, signaling the start of internationalism and the breakdown of 

national isolation in the postindustrial age. 

Apart from the transformations brought about by science and technology, social and political 

shifts were also imminent. The influence of two prominent thinkers—Karl Marx and Charles 

Darwin—continued to resonate across various domains, including politics, religion, art, and 

literature. In the 1890s, a third influential figure, Sigmund Freud, began developing his 

psychoanalytic method, offering new and sometimes unsettling insights into human 

behavior. Freud's theories would profoundly impact both literature and art, which, during 

the same period, were already seeking new directions and the "new forms" referenced by 

Konstantine in The Seagull. 

The fin de siècle artists of the 1890s, though diverse in their approaches, were united in 

their quest to replace the traditional with the novel and different, experimenting with form 

and technique. Although Chekhov was not prone to the personal excesses of many of his 

contemporaries, his later plays particularly reflect this drive to innovate and create anew. 

Style and Technique 

Allusion 
The Seagull employs allusions to literary works that enrich the texture of Chekhov's play 

through their suggestiveness. A primary example is Shakespeare's Hamlet, from which 



Konstantine and his mother quote lines that help define their relationship. Konstantine 

resents his mother for her attachment to Boris Trigorin, whom he intensely dislikes, much 

like Hamlet's disdain for Claudius. Similar to Hamlet, Konstantine erupts in anger towards 

his mother, driven as much by her selfishness as by her attachment to Trigorin. The 

Seagull, like Hamlet, invites a Freudian, Oedipal interpretation of the relationship between 

Treplyov and his mother, a view supported by similar readings of the relationship between 

Hamlet and Gertrude. 

Another allusion in The Seagull references a story by the French writer Guy de Maupassant, 

a highly successful proponent of realism in fiction—a relatively "new form" in Chekhov's era, 

though contemporary trends were already shifting away from it. There are also several 

allusions to the Russian theater of the time, which offer insights into the characters who 

make them. However, these references are more topical and less memorable than those to 

Shakespeare. 

Comedy of Manners 
The Seagull, though different in mood and theme, shares some similarities with a comedy of 

manners—those amoral drawing-room pieces of the English stage in the eighteenth century. 

In such plays, love intrigues are central for both the dramatists and characters, with 

adultery often condoned if not practiced. Characters, often libertines, find themselves in 

triangular relationships that require resolution through wit, clever strategies, or even 

character reform. Clever young rakes typically manage to satisfy their hearts while 

replenishing their empty purses. 

Chekhov's comedy is much heavier, and its outcome starkly different. In The Seagull, the 

quest for love is thwarted, and triumph over financial adversity remains an unrealized 

dream. The potential for any form of self-fulfillment simply erodes over time. However, 

compared to much nineteenth-century melodrama, The Seagull shares with the earlier 

comedy of manners a complex intrigue plot, a degree of amorality, a focus on social mores, 

and a setting—a country estate—ideal for the various character encounters necessary for 

the intrigue. Like some of those earlier plays, The Seagull also exhibits an apparent 

shapelessness. 

Conflict 
The Seagull lacks a central conflict involving a protagonist battling an opposing force. 

Instead, it features minor conflicts stemming from characters' desires clashing with the 

needs or ambitions of others. These conflicts primarily revolve around love, which is often 

unreciprocated in the play. The narrative explores the frustrations of most main characters, 

their futile attempts to attain their desires, and in some instances, like Konstantine's, their 

disillusionment upon achieving a semblance of success, whether in love or fortune. 

Some conflicts are familial, such as the tension between Konstantine and his mother, but 

more frequently, they arise from unrequited love. This leads to the pervasive unhappiness 

and misery affecting all but the more detached characters, like Dorn and the waspish 



Shamreyeff, who remain aloof from romantic entanglements. Ultimately, these conflicts are 

left unresolved, at best only fading or weakening with time. 

Farce 
The Seagull employs minimal low comedy, a contrast to the abundance of such elements in 

some of Chekhov's earlier one-act plays. However, there are farcical moments that remind 

the audience that the play is a comedy and that some character behaviors are mere 

posturing. For instance, Masha's expression of unhappiness in the opening dialogue, where 

she states, "I am in mourning for my life," and dons Hamlet's "inky cloak" as a symbol of 

her claimed inner sorrow, appears insincere, especially to Medvedenko. 

How seriously should the audience take Masha or other sorrowful characters like 

Konstantine and Nina? The Seagull can be staged as a somber melodrama or, as Chekhov 

likely intended, more as a comedy. The play sometimes oscillates between these two 

moods, such as in Konstantine's failed suicide attempt. The serious nature of this act is 

comically undercut when he reappears with a comically oversized bandage on his head. By 

juxtaposing mundane observations or events with heartfelt expressions or serious actions, 

Chekhov reminds the audience that life is neither purely comedic nor tragic. He often 

employs comic bathos, contrasting the absurd with the profound. 

Fin de siècle 
In the realm of art, fin de siècle embodies both the concept of art for art's sake and, rightly 

or wrongly, a sense of decadence. This term described artists across various genres who 

were challenging traditional norms, creating works that defied conventional morality and 

avoided didactic purposes. Many of these artists led controversial lives, openly defying 

societal norms, much like the free-spirited Oscar Wilde. Konstantine, in his pursuit of "new 

forms," fits this bohemian archetype, full of disdain for tradition and eager to dismantle 

Russia's old theatrical conventions with his avant-garde art. 

Foil 
A common technique in drama to highlight character traits is the use of character foils. This 

method is particularly effective in plays, which are brief and transient experiences when 

performed. By presenting characters with stark contrasts, the playwright can emphasize 

their differences, making each character more distinct and memorable. In The Seagull, 

Sorin's ineffectualness is not merely a result of his age and increasing frailty; it is 

accentuated by the disobedience and surliness of his steward, Ilya Shamreyeff. Similarly, 

Konstantine Treplyov's imaginative yet volatile nature is made more pronounced when 

contrasted with Semyon Medvedenko, who is far more stable and rational and never 

succumbs to fits of rage. Irina Arkadina, who often protests excessively, finds a foil in Nina, 

a younger version of herself whose youthful beauty serves as a reminder of Arkadina's 

fading looks. Chekhov skillfully uses such contrasts to reveal deeper aspects of his 

characters. 

Oedipus Complex 
Much has been discussed about the relationship between Konstantine and his mother, Irina 



Arkadina. Drawing loose parallels and even references to Shakespeare's Hamlet, Chekhov 

creates an angry young man whose disdain for his mother's companion and lover, Boris 

Trigorin, goes beyond mere artistic jealousy fueled by his rebellious disdain for the older 

man's talent. Konstantine's hatred for Trigorin is intense, even to the point of wanting to kill 

him, suggesting more than just disgust at Trigorin's success as a writer. Although 

controversial, the Freudian explanation of a subconscious sexual jealousy holds weight. The 

Oedipus Complex involves a male's latent affection for his mother and corresponding 

animosity towards his father, whom he sees as a rival for his mother's love. This hatred can 

be redirected towards a surrogate figure, particularly if, like Boris Trigorin in Chekhov's play 

and King Claudius in Hamlet, that person takes the father's place in the mother's bed. 

Soliloquy 
Interestingly, Chekhov employs the soliloquy, a technique that seems contrary to realism. 

Traditionally used in theater, a soliloquy is a spoken monologue revealing a character's 

inner thoughts and emotions while they are alone on stage. Although hidden listeners might 

overhear it, as seen in Hamlet, it primarily exposes the character's inner self to the 

audience. Realists argue against this device, believing that people rarely speak their 

thoughts aloud unless they are mentally unstable. Chekhov uses soliloquy sparingly, 

possibly to hint at a character's mental and emotional turmoil. In act 4, Konstantine, briefly 

alone, discontentedly reflects on "slipping into routine" just before Nina appears and rejects 

his love again, leading to the play's enigmatic conclusion when Konstantine shoots himself 

once more. 

Symbol 
The Seagull features a central symbol, as suggested by its title. The seagull, which 

Konstantine shoots and places at Nina's feet in act 2, holds a special meaning for her, yet 

its significance in the play remains elusive and debatable. There is no straightforward 

explanation for its purpose. Chekhov seems to introduce it almost whimsically, challenging 

the reader or viewer to derive any meaning from it. Even Nina initially admits that the 

symbolic meaning of the seagull is beyond her comprehension. Symbols often provoke 

discussion without definitive answers because they can represent different things to 

different people. What is evident is that Konstantine is a skilled marksman, and his failed 

suicide attempt appears more like a bid for sympathy. He associates the bird's death, a 

beautiful creature, with his own depressive state. He recalls past events, including the 

failure of his play—aborted by his mother's harsh criticism, akin to the seagull's life being 

cut short. He also tells Nina that he has burned his play's manuscript, deliberately 

destroying what he considered a thing of beauty. 

Other symbols in the play include the estate's lake, which, like the seagull, holds different 

meanings for different characters. Dorn views it as magical and dream-inducing, while 

Trigorin sees it practically as a place to fish, and Nina perceives it as a catalyst for her 

ambition to become an actress. Flowers also play a symbolic role in the play. Their fleeting 

beauty represents the fragile dreams of the characters, which, like the flowers, are either 

deliberately destroyed or succumb to the passage of time. 



Compare and Contrast 

1890s: Long-distance travel is challenging, primarily relying on rail, horseback, or horse-

drawn carts, carriages, and sleighs, often on roads that are impassable for half the year. 

Though the telephone is available in some European and American cities, it has yet to reach 

rural estates like Sorin's. While these estates may be relatively close to towns with railway 

connections to Moscow and other major cities, many people live their entire lives without 

venturing more than a few miles from their birthplace. 

Today: Modern technology enables even the most isolated communities to stay connected, 

not only with the world's urban centers but also with each other. Nowadays, people in 

remote wilderness outposts or traveling through secluded regions can easily communicate 

with family or friends, with reunions only a few hours or, at most, a couple of days away. 

1890s: Medicine, on the cusp of significant breakthroughs, remains a highly imperfect 

science. There is minimal understanding of the nature of most diseases or the bacteria and 

viruses causing them, so treatments focus on managing symptoms rather than addressing 

causes. Medicine is also unregulated, with many doctors, including some quacks, relying on 

homeopathy and herbal elixirs passed down through generations. Alcohol and opium 

derivatives are common painkillers, prescribed without awareness of their addictive 

properties. Patients are often sent to hospitals not to recover but to die. By the end of the 

nineteenth century, the average life expectancy in the United States is in the mid-forties, 

and even lower in Russia. 

1890s: Class distinctions remain deeply ingrained in the minds of the populace, despite the 

emancipation of serfs several years prior and the rapid emergence of a middle class. 

Today: While many democratic societies still hold onto a residual sense of class differences, 

the power tied to class and hereditary rights has significantly waned. Modern class 

distinctions are generally based on wealth, education, or professional status, and they 

manifest more in aspects like country club memberships and cultural preferences rather 

than the size of one's property or the number of household servants. 

Setting 

The setting of "The Seagull" unfolds entirely on the Sorin farm, a backdrop that Anton 

Chekhov meticulously arranges to reflect the transformative journey of its characters. This 

locale serves not merely as a static stage but as a dynamic environment that shapes and 

mirrors the internal struggles and aspirations of its inhabitants. Chekhov initiates the play 

on the farm's back lawn, where a makeshift stage stands amidst a path leading to a lake, its 

view obscured by a curtain—an emblem of the unseen and unexplored possibilities lying 

ahead. 

The opening act introduces us to Konstantin, an ambitious young writer, who hosts a 

performance aimed at challenging the conventional tastes of his audience, which includes 

his mother, the celebrated actress Irina Arkadina. Utilizing the natural grandeur of the 

moonlit lake, Konstantin seeks to enhance the avant-garde nature of his creation, though it 

bemuses rather than captivates. His muse, Nina Zarechnaya, whose very name suggests 



her connection to the natural world "beyond the river," delivers the play's dense prose. 

Having grown up by the lake, Nina is driven by a fervent desire to tread the path of an 

actress, a yearning underscored by the play's setting. 

As the narrative progresses into the second act, the setting becomes a crucible for 

Konstantin's turbulent emotions. In a symbolically charged gesture, he presents Nina with a 

dead seagull he has shot—a foretelling emblem of her fate. This seagull signifies not only 

Nina’s dreams but also the destructive capacities of unrequited love and ambition. She 

becomes enmeshed with Trigorin, Arkadina’s lover, who is inspired by her to conceptualize a 

plot about a girl enamored with the lake, only to have her life upended by a man's whims. 

Trigorin's seduction of Nina, followed by his abandonment, illustrates the fragility of her 

aspirations against the harsh realities of life and love. 

The final act transitions to the confines of a parlor, transformed by Konstantin into a study. 

Here, the constriction of the setting reflects the stifling stagnation of his life, having never 

departed from the farm. Two years later, the characters reunite, their lives irrevocably 

altered by time and circumstance. Nina's unexpected return, soaked by autumn rain, brings 

with it tales of hardship and loss, yet she clings to her passion for acting, driven by 

nostalgia for her simpler past by the lake. Her departure leaves Konstantin in a chasm of 

despair, culminating in his tragic suicide—a pivotal event left to the audience's imagination, 

occurring beyond the visible action. Chekhov masterfully juxtaposes this profound moment 

with the mundane distractions of the remaining characters, underscoring the poignancy and 

subtlety of life's dramatic turns. 
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