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Dear Friend,
This issue of Asides highlights Nikolai 
Gogol’s The Government Inspector, one 
of the funniest plays in the classical 
repertory. We read this adaptation in 
our ReDiscovery Series in 2011, and it 

was a rollicking evening in the Lansburgh Theatre. As I 
watched Derek Smith bring Hlestakov to life in front of 
me, I realized I had to see this play in a full production. I’m 
very pleased to welcome back most of the cast from that 
night’s reading, which includes some of the most gifted 
comic actors in Washington, D.C. Nearly all of them are 
familiar faces and old friends of the company.

It also feels appropriate that in this election year we’re 
producing a play that pokes fun at government at all 
levels. In this issue of Asides, Jeffrey Hatcher has written 
a wonderful author’s note on his adaptation, and Anne 
Lounsbery, professor of Slavic Studies at NYU, introduces 
us to Gogol, a strange and gifted man who led a 
fascinating life. 

Through the generosity of the Likhachev Foundation, 
I was lucky enough to be invited to St. Petersburg last 
year. Gogol was everywhere, in the former capital. When 
I returned to the United States I felt compelled to read 
Dead Souls, his odd but charming, comic masterpiece of 
a novel. And now here I am, directing The Government 
Inspector, the first Russian play that we’ve ever presented 
at the Shakespeare Theatre Company.

Please continue to visit Asides Online (Asides.Shakespeare
Theatre.org) for more information about the play and 
production. I hope to see you in the theatre.

Warm regards,

Michael Kahn
Artistic Director, 
Shakespeare Theatre Company
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This is my favorite Russian joke: If you ask a Frenchman, “What do you wish for your 

country?” the Frenchman will say, “I wish for my country the poetry of Rimbaud, the 

beauty of Paris, the majesty of Napoleon.” If you ask a German, “What do you wish for 

your country?” the German will say, “I wish for my country the greatness of Goethe, the 

grandeur of Wagner, the philosophical insights of Nietzsche.” If you ask a Russian, “What 

do you wish for your country?” the Russian will say, “I wish that my neighbor’s cow 

should die!”

There is more to Russia than that, of course—Tolstoy, Chekhov, the Sputnik dog—but it’s 

been argued that the reason Russia seems a bit backwards in comparison with its more 

sophisticated European counterparts is because the Renaissance and the Enlightenment 

skipped Russia completely. Nobody came by to give them the word. This tends to be blamed 

on the country’s vast expanses and terrible weather—destiny as defined by geography 

and mud.

This may explain why Russia, be it Tsarist, Soviet or Putinesque, has such lukewarm respect 

for civic standards, good government and the rule of law, and why the West has always 

looked down its nose at Russia, regardless of its achievements. A nation that has given us 

Pushkin, Dostoyevsky, Tchaikovsky and the Hermitage has reason to be proud, but put all 

that up against just one photograph of Mrs. Khruschev…

SLAVIC SATIRE
The adapter of The Government Inspector discusses the 
play’s Russianness—and its universality * by Jeffrey Hatcher

Photo of the cast of the 2008 Guthrie production of The Government Inspector, directed by Joe Dowling, by Michal Daniel.
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If Russia’s situation is so specific unto itself, 

why is The Government Inspector—surely the 

most Russian of Russian plays—so universal?

One reason is the play’s completely original 

idea. A hapless nobody is mistaken for a 

powerful government official by a gaggle 

of corrupt, small town officials. Another 

reason is that its characters are recognizable 

to anyone in any country of any age who  

has ever attended a city council meeting, 

met a contractor or had an inflated opinion 

of himself.

I first read The Government Inspector in 

college, back in the late 1970s. Our theatre 

department performed the version Peter 

Raby adapted for the Guthrie Theater. I 

played the Judge in that production, and as 

theatregoers know, there’s nothing more 

dramatically persuasive than an old man 

portrayed by a college kid with white gunk 

in his hair. But I knew at the first read-

through 30 years ago that in The Government 

Inspector, Gogol had come up with one of 

the great comic situations—on a level with 

those in Volpone, Tartuffe, The Importance of 

Being Earnest, The Man Who Came to Dinner 

and The Odd Couple.

When later I became a playwright and 

started writing adaptations, I often wished 

I could get a crack at doing a version of The 

Government Inspector. So having the chance 

to write this one for the Artistic Director 

Joe Dowling’s 2008 Guthrie production was 

a real kick. That was an election year, as is 

this one, so I’m sure it will prompt some 

to ask, “Does The Government Inspector have 

contemporary significance?” 

The answer is yes, of course.  But that 

doesn’t mean the script has been updated 

and set in 2012. If I’d placed the story in, 

say, Washington and re-cast its characters 

as recognizable spoofs of John Boehner, 

Joe Biden and Michelle Bachman, its 

sell-by date would be November 12, if not 

sooner. Besides, audiences can see the 

contemporary versions of Gogol’s mayor 

and his cohorts every minute of the day 

on television. They will have no problem 

making the connection between an 

1830s Russian backwater and a House of 

Representatives oversight committee.

One last thing: I have yet to visit Russia. 

I’ve always wanted to go, and I hope to see 

Moscow and St. Petersburg some day. But 

I grew up in Steubenville, Ohio, a town so 

corrupt, that on election night my father 

used to go downtown to watch the sheriff’s 

deputies dump ballot boxes into the Ohio 

River. “It was a tradition,” he explained.

So perhaps Gogol’s Russia isn’t so far away 

at all.

(With apologies to the entire Russian people. And 

their cows.)

Jeffrey Hatcher is a 
playwright and screenwriter.  
He lives in Minneapolis with 
his wife Lisa and son Evan.

T h e  G o v e r n m e n t  I n s p e c t o r

To read more about The Government Inspector, visit Asides.ShakespeareTheatre.org
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Gogol is perhaps the weirdest of Russian 
writers, and The Government Inspector is 
certainly among the funniest of Russian 
plays. It’s possible that no other work has 
so thoroughly infiltrated the lexicon of 
educated Russians: without The Government 
Inspector, no one would “take bribes in 
borzoi puppies” or be “sort of married,” and 
no one would talk about hospitals where 
the patients are “getting better like flies.” 
As these lines suggest, Gogol’s imaginary 
world is both hilarious and very, very dark.

It’s been said that Gogol hardly has 
a biography: no marriage, no lovers, 
no children, few close friends, an 
unremarkable education, few institutional 
affiliations that might help us locate the 
source of his gift. His background was 
fairly typical of the minor Ukrainian 
gentry, including in its cultural hybridity. 
The family’s official name was Gogol-
Janowski, with Janowski signaling their 
partly Polish heritage (which Gogol later 
denied). They generally spoke Russian 
at home but Ukrainian at times; they 
corresponded in Russian and read in 
Russian, Ukrainian and Polish. They were 
undoubtedly loyal subjects of the Russian 
empire, despite what Ukrainian nationalists 
have occasionally claimed. In fact it was 
only after Gogol arrived in the imperial 
capital of St. Petersburg that he began to 
perceive any potential for tension between 
his Ukrainian and Russian identities. His 
approach to this duality was generally 

pragmatic, even opportunistic: noting the 
capital’s craze for all things “Little Russian” 
(“Little Russia” being a slightly patronizing 
“Great Russian” name for Ukraine), 
Gogol initiated his career by successfully 
exploiting this fad, setting his early stories 
in a folksy Ukrainian village that invited 
urbanized “great Russians” to enjoy what 
they saw as their Ukrainian little brothers’ 
gratifyingly pre-modern ur-Slavicness. 

What Are We Laughing at
When We Laugh at Gogol?
Should we make sense of The Government Inspector?
by Anne Lounsbery

2 0 1 2 | 2 0 1 3  S E A S O N  •  I s s u e  1

Portrait of Emperor Nicholas I of Russia by Franz Krüger, 1852.



Gogol’s origins made him a genuine 
anomaly among the Russian writers of his 
day. In the late 1820s when Gogol (then 
barely 20 years old) began his career, literary 
life was dominated by a tiny minority of 
cultured readers and writers, often referred 
to simply as “society.” These men (and a very 
few women: hence my use of masculine 
pronouns) were almost all aristocrats, born 
to high culture and perfectly at home in 
the salons that served as the main locus 
of literary activity. Gogol, by contrast, was 
not only deeply eccentric by nature but 
also a provincial outsider, alien to this 
worldly milieu where a very specific set of 
manners was deemed indispensable. While 
writers like Alexander Pushkin (Gogol’s 
contemporary and his unlikely champion) 
took seriously the salons’ imperative never 
to appear serious—the goal was to be cool, 
to make everything look easy, right down 
to improvising complex poetry on the 
spot—Gogol was liable to sit silently in a 
corner with his head ostentatiously bowed, 
perhaps responding to attempts at polite 
chitchat with information about the state 
of his bowels or his eternal soul. But thanks 
to his immense and strange talent, he was 
nonetheless welcomed into the highest 
circles of Russian cultural life.

Furthermore, despite his willingness to 
capitalize on his Ukrainian ethnicity, Gogol 
identified fully with the Russian imperial 
project: he wanted to be a great Russian 
writer. And despite his participation in the 
salons—where “literature” was largely an 
oral affair, and the lines dividing readers 
from writers were by no means clear, and 
professionalization was frowned upon—
Gogol cast his lot with printed texts. His 
career spanned a period of important 
reorganization in Russian literary life, a 
period when the salons’ influence was 

declining and books were being ever 
more widely distributed to an ever more 
sizable and diverse readership. This was 
the audience that Gogol chose, even as the 
literary establishment wrung its hands over 
the commercialization of literature and 
new readers’ abysmal taste. He was keenly 
aware that in the brave new world of printed 
books, the Russian author who published his 
works sent them out into a world of largely 
incompetent readers, whose responses he 
could neither predict nor guide. But he also 
knew that an author, by renouncing control 
over the book he sends out into the world, 
confers upon it a new power, simply by 
allowing it to circulate widely.

These new conditions help explain the 
pedagogical impulse that motivates much 
of Gogol’s work, including his funniest 
work. The Government Inspector is a very funny 
play, but it’s meant to be an edifying one as 
well: as the Mayor says to us, the audience, 
at the end, “What are you laughing at? 
You’re laughing at yourselves!” While 
Gogol’s didacticism took different forms 
over the course of his career, from the 
straightforward to the mystical, virtually 
all of his writings work hard to teach us 
something. Yet given how elusive his art 
tends to be—permeated by complex irony, 
minimally concerned with psychology or 
plotting—the nature of this “something” is 
always difficult to pin down.

Like virtually everything Gogol wrote, 
The Government Inspector is built around 
the slimmest of plots: corrupt officials 
in an unnamed Russian town mistake a 
dimwitted young visitor from St. Petersburg 
for a government inspector. The provincial 
malefactors, having realized that the capital 
has turned its eyes upon them, are both 
anxious and deeply gratified. In their far-off, 
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anonymous city, they fear the accusatory 
and unmasking gaze of St. Petersburg—but 
they long for it as well, because, it seems, 
their manifestly insignificant lives promise 
to take on meaning when subjected to 
the capital’s discipline. They dream of the 
capital not only because of its associations 
with power and money, but also because of 
the capital’s ability to confer significance. 
One character sums up the provincial view 
of the capital’s signifying power when he 
begs the visitor Hlestakov to inform St. 
Petersburg that he exists:  “in Petersburg 
tell all the various bigwigs … that in 
such-and-such a town there lives Pyotr 
Ivanovich Bobchinksy.” In The Government 
Inspector the capital looks (occasionally, 
and unpredictably) at the provinces in 
order to inspect, indict and control; the 
provinces look back in order to imitate, to 
see themselves reflected in the eyes of the 
powers-that-be (thereby confirming that 
they actually exist), and to formulate alibis 
as needed. 

Gogol’s play—again, like a number of his 
other works—imagines a world of plot-
mongerers and conspiracy theorists, 

the fundamentally unstable kind of 
world he feared was being shaped by 
the promiscuous circulation of printed 
“information.” The result is interpretive 
anarchy. In The Government Inspector the 
townspeople’s energetic lying, fawning 
and bribing inspire Hlestakov to improvise 
his own fantastically comic lies about 
himself and about life in the capital. In St. 
Petersburg, Hlestakov crows, a watermelon 
weighs 700 pounds, he’s on intimate terms 
with Pushkin and 35,000 government 
messengers once came running through 
the streets to find him. But Hlestakov is by 
no means tricking the locals: he’s simply 
telling them what they already believe. 
He’s responding to their image of St. 
Petersburg, an image that’s quite capable 
of accommodating the idea of, say, a 
700-pound melon. Hlestakov tells stories of 
being “taken for” an important official in 
St. Petersburg, and the provincial mayor’s 
wife is duly impressed: in a world where 
being “taken for” a V.I.P. is just as good as 
being one, a belief in the capital’s essential 
superiority is merely what we might call 
these characters’ foundational mirage, 
the delusion that generates all their other 
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The Bolshoi Theatre in which French-inspired forms of theatre such as ballet and opera were performed. 
Painting by Mihály Zichy; 1856.



“If we exclude one medieval masterpiece, the beautifully commodious thing about 

Russian prose is that it is all contained in the amphora of one round century—with 

an additional little cream jug provided for whatever surplus may have accumulated 

since. One century, the 19th, had been sufficient for a country with practically no 

literary tradition of its own to create a literature which in artistic worth, in wide-

spread influence, in everything except bulk, equals the glorious output of England 

or France, although their production of permanent masterpieces had begun so 

much earlier.”  

Vladimir Nabokov, Lectures on Russian Literature
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delusions. There’s nothing to suggest that 
this conviction has any more basis in reality 
than does Hlestakov’s fantastic melon. In 
fact, until perhaps the very last lines of The 
Government Inspector, when the arrival of the 
real government inspector is announced, 
it’s virtually impossible to locate any 
standard against which we might judge 
what we are seeing.

Gogol’s play debuted in 1836 to great 
success (the tsar sat front and center, 
applauding enthusiastically at what he 
assumed was an indictment of those 
who failed to uphold his autocracy’s high 
standards). Gogol, however, felt that the 
play was not fully appreciated—though 
what might have constituted adequate 
appreciation to him at this point in his 
life is unclear, since his goal seems to have 
been nothing less than the instantaneous 
moral and spiritual regeneration of all 
Russia. In fact, his dissatisfaction with the 
public’s response to The Government Inspector 
convinced him to decamp to Rome, where 
he was to spend much of the rest of his 
life writing his masterpiece Dead Souls 
while giving himself over to increasingly 
grandiose ideas about the message he was 
destined to convey to his countrymen. The 
Government Inspector’s success derives in part 
from its ability to imply (without stating 
outright) the presence of this message, and 

to suggest that it somehow concerns Russia 
and Russianness. Here as in Dead Souls, we’re 
persuaded to experience our own confusion 
as a testimony to some fundamental 
mystery; as Gogol’s admirer Ivan Aksakov 
said upon his death, we “cannot yet” assess 
“the whole vast sense of the life, suffering, 
and death of our great author,” nor his 
“deep and severe meaning.”

“Interpreting” Gogol presents much the 
same problem today as it did 150 years 
ago. We can side with the 19th-century 
critics who saw him as a realist devoted to 
exposing social injustice, or we can side 
with the modernists who emphasized all 
that’s surreal and grotesque in his work. 
Much of his enduring fascination derives 
precisely from this ambiguity, which in 
turn relates to one of the fundamental 
problems (and joys) of classic Russian 
literature. Russian writers are famously 
willing to ask big questions—leaving it up 
to us to decide to what degree we want to 
connect their “eternal” questions to the 
particular historical circumstances that led 
Russians to pose them with such urgency. 

Anne Lounsbery is Associate Professor of 
Russian Literature at New York University.

All Russian translations are the author’s own.

T h e  G o v e r n m e n t  I n s p e c t o r



The Godfather of
Russian Literature 
 Gogol’s place in writing and Russia * by Laura Henry Buda

9

In Russia, Gogol’s name is as important 
as Shakespeare’s. This may surprise 
many who are unfamiliar with Gogol 
and his work, but the writer’s influence 
transformed Russian art just as 
Shakespeare’s writing changed the face 
of English drama and language. His work 
was so unique in style that it rippled 
throughout the history of Russia and 
Europe, shaping movements from the 
realistic novel to avant-garde art. But to 
truly understand Gogol’s significance in 
the literary world, we must understand the 
unique circumstance of Russian literature.

Vladimir Nabokov, writer and scholar, 
believed that non-Russians think of 
Russian literature as something finished, 
a flourish of artistic output that has 
ended. Russia’s greatest writers, the 
names we know and study, all wrote 
between roughly the years of 1830 and 
1930: Pushkin, Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, 
Chekhov and, of course, Gogol. Culturally 
delayed due to tsarist control and basic 
facts of geography, strangled artistically 
after the Russian Revolution and the rise 
of Stalin in the 1920s, the golden age of 
Russian literature occurred in a stunningly 
compressed amount of time. Only during 
that limited era did artists have the 
freedom to write and the public freedom 
to read. A complex national literature 
evolved at lightning speed, thanks to a 
handful of visionary literary demi-gods.

Pushkin was the first demi-god of Russian 
literature—the first to fully embrace the 
nuances of his native tongue and manage 
to escape the strictures of European 
neoclassicism that had dominated Russian 
writing for the last century. Building on 
his compatriot’s advances in poetry, Gogol 
revolutionized Russian prose. All of his 
works, whether short story, drama or epic 
novel, share singular qualities. Written in 
vibrant language that sometimes becomes 
detailed to the point of absurdity, Gogol’s 
lines burst with wit and whimsy but also 
suggest an ominous darkness at their core. 
His works summon pictures of Russian life 
that are so vivid as to convince countless 
readers they finally see the real Russia. 
Gogol’s prose conjures from thin air. Take 
this sentence from Dead Souls, Gogol’s 
greatest masterpiece: 

“The day was neither bright nor gloomy 
but a kind of bluey-grey tint such as is 
found only upon the worn-out uniforms 
of garrison soldiers, for the rest a 
peaceful class of warriors except for their 
being somewhat inebriate on Sundays.” 

In Gogol’s hands, a description of the 
weather suddenly explodes into a 
personality: a sloppy, drunken soldier. 

Gogol’s best works, written in the 1830s 
and 1840s, ignited a storm of controversy 
in the Russian public and shaped the 
newly-born national literature—when it 
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seems he was simply attempting to write 
whatever he dreamt up, and to be liked 
for doing it. Far from political, he thirsted 
for critical approval and popular success. 
However, when The Government Inspector 
premiered in 1836, theatregoers assumed 
that the sharp caricatures were meant to 
pillory government officials. Gogol was 
scorned for his apparent satire, but his 
ingenious sense of the ridiculous still made 
it the most popular Russian play until 
Chekhov. Audiences couldn’t get enough. 
The writer, however, was so appalled 
that people thought he had criticized the 
government that he fled to Italy, where 
he wrote countless letters and sequels to 
attempt to remedy his mistake. But no use; 
the damage was done. Anti-imperial factions 
read his play as a biting satire, earning him 
their adoration. In the early 20th century, 
avant-garde artists and writers would  
take up Gogol again as an example of  
social literature.

Dead Souls, Gogol’s last and greatest work 
published in 1842, chronicles a man’s 
journey through the provinces to buy 
“dead souls”, or serfs that had died since 
the last census and were therefore still 
alive on paper. Vissarion Belinsky, the most 
prominent critic of Gogol’s era, hailed the 
realism of the novel. He championed Gogol 
as the voice of a new movement devoted to 
detailing the minutiae of everyday life in all 
its banality and ugliness. It was Belinsky’s 

enthusiasm that launched the Natural 
school, a precursor to Russian Realism 
and the epoch of Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky and 
Chekhov. Meanwhile, conservative critics 
derided Gogol’s subject matter; in their 
opinion, showing the dirt and misery of 
life and glorifying the lower classes was a 
subject entirely unfit for literature. From all 
accounts, the controversy simply bewildered 
Gogol. Late in life, he retreated into religious 
zealotry and burned all drafts of the second 
volume of Dead Souls, fearing the Devil 
played a part in their creation.

Gogol always wanted to be lauded as the 
father of Russian prose, but it happened 
in ways he never could have imagined. His 
legacy overshadows the nation’s entire 
literary tradition. Building on his work, 
Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky perfected realistic 
fiction with novels like Crime and Punishment, 
War and Peace and The Brothers Karamazov. 
Symbolist poets during the Revolution were 
inspired by his satire and peculiar style. 
But Gogol’s “real” Russia was imaginary: 
according to Nabokov, Gogol barely visited 
the provinces, and hardly knew Russia.  
Without even realizing, Gogol created 
Russian literature—and ever since, Russian 
literature has created Russia.

Laura Henry Buda started as STC’s Education 
Coordinator in April and was STC’s 2011–
2012 Artistic Fellow. She holds an MFA in 
dramaturgy from the A.R.T./M.X.A.T. Institute 
at Harvard University.
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“I am thrilled to be a member of this wonderful company.” LIAM CRAIG (OSIP)
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cast spotlight
 Get to know the cast of The Government Inspector

 “I was in The Government Inspector on Broadway 
20 years ago. Tony Randall played Hlestakov. I 
vividly remember loving it and making a mental 
note that when I was right for the part one day, 
I must play it. Michael Kahn is perfect for this 
comedy, and Jeffrey Hatcher’s adaptation is the 
only one to use. It’s wildly funny, but it’s also a 
social and psychological play... I think finding 
the darkness in the play and using it as a truthful 
springboard for comedy is the journey.”  
DEREk SMITH (HLESTAkOV)

 “It’ll be my 62nd 
production at STC. Hope 
folks will remember me! 
Excited to be appearing 
with Derek again—he was 
Prince Hal to my Falstaff 
in 1994. Long time ago. 
And Floyd! And Nancy! As 
you say, Old Home Week…
We’ll have fun.”  
DAVID SAbIN (JuDGE)

T h e  G o v e r n m e n t  I n s p e c t o r

“I was in the first play in the Lansburgh and the first play in the Harman. Coming  
back to STC always feels like coming home.” CRAIG WALLACE (SCHOOL PRINCIPAL)

Craig Wallace, David Sabin and Derek Smith in STC’s Henry IV, Parts 1 and 2, directed by Michael Kahn in 1994. 
Photo by Carol Pratt.
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 “STC is always full of top-
notch collaborators, and 
with all these people in 
the same room… Circle the 
wagons! We’re surrounded 
by comedians! I know 
my sides will be aching 
from the first read on. 
Since most of the cast 
has worked at STC before, 
it’ll be a relief not to have 
anyone stumbling into 
the wrong dressing room. 
And have you seen the 
costumes? I’ll admit I have 
something of a middle-
age paunch, but I want 
everyone to know—that’s a 
fat suit I’m wearing!”  
RICk FOuCHEux (MAyOR)

“It has taken me 34 years as a 
working Washington, D.C.,

 actor but I finally made it on 
to the Shakespeare Theatre 
Company stage.” HARRy A. 

WINTER (DObCHINSky)

“What excites me 
about being in 
The Government 
Inspector? In a word: 
Nancy Robinette. 
And Rick Foucheux. 
And of course Craig. 
And Tom. And 
Hugh and Larry and 
Harry. And the STC 
regulars like David 
and Floyd… And on 
and on. What a great 
group of actors.” 
SARAH MARSHALL 

(GRuSHA/

INNkEEPER’S 

WIFE/CORPORAL’S 

WIDOW)

 “I’m excited to be working with dear friends.” 
NANCy RObINETTE (ANNA)

 “Given the list of actors in this cast, I look 
forward to an insane and inspiring process.” 
CLAIRE bROWNELL (MARyA)

Nancy Robinette, Rick Foucheux and Tom Story in STC’s 2009 
production of Twelfth Night. Photo by Carol Rosegg.

Sarah Marshall in STC’s 2004 
production of Pericles. Photo 
by Richard Termine.

Claire Brownell in STC’s 2010 production of 
An Ideal Husband. Photo by Scott Suchman.
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Hugh Nees (Bobchinsky) and Harry A. Winter (Dobchinsky).

All rehearsal photos by Nicole Geldart.

Tom Story (Doctor).

Claire Brownell (Marya) and Derek Smith (Hlestakov). Gus Heagerty (Assistant Director) and Michael Kahn 
(Director).

T h e  G o v e r n m e n t  I n s p e c t o r

Sarah Marshall (Grusha). Nancy Robinette (Anna) and David Sabin (Judge).

Play in Process



To see more photos and renderings, visit Asides.ShakespeareTheatre.org

Costume renderings of Merchant, Hlestakov and Marya by Murell Horton.

Claire Brownell (Marya), Derek Smith (Hlestakov), Lawrence Redmond (Hospital 
Director) and Rick Foucheux (Mayor).

Craig Wallace (School Principal).
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During The Government Inspector, Anna, the 

Mayor’s wife, asks Hlestakov, “So, what’s 

it like to be a sophisticated gentleman 

stuck in a country backwater?” Anna’s 

question captures the desperate desire felt 

by 19th-century Russians to experience 

the life, culture and civilization of the 

capital city, St. Petersburg, and points 

further west. The desire for approval from 

the capital, felt by all of the townspeople 

in the play, mirrors Russia’s own slowly 

evolving and contradictory attitudes 

toward western Europe. Russia possesses 

a famously forbidding geography: the 

country spans nine time zones and more 

than 6,600 miles—a third of the world’s 

circumference. In Gogol’s 1830s, before the 

construction of the Trans-Siberian Railway, 

it was essentially an ungovernable expanse, 

a loose conglomeration of more than 160 

ethnic groups, speaking up to 100 different 

languages. How could one person hold 

absolute authority over all of that? And how 

could they bring such a huge country in 

line with the rest of the world?

When Peter the Great became tsar in 1696, 

Russia was still a regional power, stuck 

between the east and the west. In Peter’s 

mind, in order to engage with Europe—in 

war or in peace—Russia would have to be 

more like Europe. He built St. Petersburg in 

the style of great European cities, shifting 

the capital there from Moscow, to the 

westernmost part of the country. He also 

ordered his male courtiers to shave their 

beards and ordered his court to adopt 

European fashions. Hoping to surpass other 

European countries, he made education 

compulsory for children of nobility, 

government clerks and minor officials.

More than 50 years after Peter’s reign, 

Catherine the Great (ruler from 1762–1796) 

also aimed to Westernize Russia. A foreign 

empress, Catherine grew up in Prussia with 

a French governess and tutors, and brought 

a learned, European pedigree to the throne 

as tsarina. She corresponded with Voltaire, 

founded the first schools for women, 

regulated governance in the provinces  

and constructed a system whereby serfs 

could lodge formal complaints against  

their masters. 

T h e  G o v e r n m e n t  I n s p e c t o r

Raising Russia: From
serfdom to superpower
Russia’s modernization, from Peter the Great to the Age of
the Tsars * by Theresa J. Beckhusen



Catherine’s last reform was the most 

needed—and the least successful. 

Despite periodic attempts at cultural 

enlightenment, Russia’s economy 

continued to depend on serfs, a feudal 

system in which the lower classes were tied 

to the land as the literal property of the 

landowning gentry. This dependence on 

free labor kept the country entrenched in a 

medieval mode of production. 

By the early 1800s, Russia’s artistic identity 

was blossoming, and, in Russian cities, 

theatregoing was de rigueur for nobles 

and the middle class alike. However, the 

dichotomy between old and new Russia 

persisted. The Decembrist Revolt of 1825 

(depicted above) led to the deaths of almost 

3,000 reform-minded protestors. Many of 

them were aristocratic soldiers who had 

returned from the Napoleonic Wars with 

sophisticated democratic ideas, but Russia 

was more interested in maintaining the 

status quo. Gogol picks up this thread in 

The Government Inspector. No character in the 

play—including Hlestakov—possesses an 

interest in anything “higher” than wealth, 

status, sex or food. 

Alexander II freed the serfs in 1861, but 

the country continued to struggle. After 

the revolution in 1917, the Bolsheviks 

prioritized industrialization, hoping to 

catch up to Europe yet again. Throughout 

Russia’s history, the tsars, the communists 

and, today, Putin and his cabinet have 

sought to shape Russia according to 

their ideals, whether that means moving 

toward a European model or a uniquely 

Russian one. But, like the characters in The 

Government Inspector, who look to Europe 

with both fear and envy, this conflict 

illuminates how Russia views itself. All of 

the characters in The Government Inspector 

embody Russia’s Janus-like identity: 

looking inward while simultaneously 

looking out.

Theresa J. Beckhusen is STC’s Artistic 
Fellow and graduated summa cum laude 
from Susquehanna University with a dual 
degree in theatre and creative writing.
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Decembrist Revolt, by Vasily Timm, 1853.

1816 Russian Ruble, showing the double-headed 
eagle first introduced by Peter the Great.



Holding a Funhouse
Mirror Up to society 
Political Controversy and The Government Inspector 
Through History * by Hannah J. Hessel

Over the years The Government Inspector has become a political Rorschach 
test, perhaps because it is sly in its political message. There is a universal quality 
to the humor; audiences roar with the recognition of their local bureaucratic 
mismanagement. But The Government Inspector stays off of the edge of pointed 
political satire. Originally performed for an audience that included Tsar Nicholas I, 
the play was never censored, despite Nicholas I’s proclivity for imposing 
restrictions on artists and the audience’s criticism. From the play’s genesis until 
today it has angered nearly as many as it has thrilled. 

“If everyone praises your production, almost certainly it is rubbish. If everyone 
abuses it, then perhaps there is something in it. But if some praise and 
others abuse, if you can split the audience in half, then for sure it is a good 
production.” Vsevolod Meyerhold

In 1926 Moscow, Soviet director Vsevolod 
Meyerhold made the 1836 play speak to 
a changed society. Meyerhold’s theatre 
company was embracing experimentation 
along with a city of artists in the new post-
revolution country. Beginning his career 
as an actor in the Moscow Art Theatre, 
Meyerhold played Treplev in the 1898 
revival of Chekhov’s The Seagull under 
the direction of Konstantin Stanislavsky. 
His work at the theatre made him eager 
to find new systems for creating work and 
new voices to produce. Despite a rocky 
relationship with Stanislavsky he 
was given command of Theatre-Studio, 
the experimental wing of the Moscow 
Art Theatre. 

After the Bolshevik revolution, Meyerhold 
founded his own theatre where he 
developed the biomechanics acting 
system, today considered to be the genesis 
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Photo of Vsevolod Meyerhold preparing for his role as 
Konstantin in the Moscow Art Theatre’s 1898 production 
of Anton Chekhov’s The Seagull. Taken at Pushkino 
during rehearsals, 1898. Unknown photographer.
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of physical theatre training. Reviving 
The Government Inspector became 
the highlight of his directing career. He 
found in it the chance to explore new 
ideas. 

Meyerhold writes about The 
Government Inspector:

“What is most amazing is that 
although it contains all the elements 
of...plays written before it...there can 
be no doubt—at least for me—that 
far from being the culmination of a 
tradition, it is the start of a new one.”  

His dark and symbolist take on the play 
was indeed the start of something. 
The production ran for 11 years 
touring the U.S.S.R. and Europe. His 
macabre approach to the comedy was 
described by Harold Clurman, in his 
unpublished journal, as a “masterpiece, 
but somehow not, [a] warming one: 
it leaves one slightly uncomfortable.” 
The discomfort made Meyerhold’s 
production revolutionary. He took a 
well-known classic and brought it to 
life by stripping away the realism and 
allowing it to become a grotesque look 
at the world. The final performance 
took place the day the Stalinist 
government shut down his theatre. A 
little more than a year later Meyerhold 
was arrested, and in February of 1940 
he was executed. 

Adaptations have continually 
sprung up worldwide. The seeming 
universalism of government mockery 
has led to film and stage versions in 
locations as disparate as Indonesia, 
Italy, Mexico and Taiwan. In a 1994 
interview, Irish adapter Marie Jones 
commented that the play perfectly 
matched the Irish experience: “All that 
Kow-towing, that paranoia, it’s what 
colonialism has done to the people of 
Ireland.” 

More recently in Russia, following a 
performance in 2004, Sergei Ivanenko, 
the then-leader of the opposition 
Yabloko party, said: “There’s no doubt 
about it. It is not about 19th century 
Russia...It’s about our Russia. It is about 
Putin.” Here in Washington, D.C., how 
will viewers respond to Gogol’s play? 
Maybe some will feel our own city’s 
issues of mismanagement are being 
ridiculed while others will laugh at 
those outside of the beltway. Wherever 
the laughter is directed, it is clear there 
will be laughter. Writing about the 
play’s detractors, Gogol noted, “They 
rail at me and run off to the play; it’s 
impossible to get tickets.”

Hannah J. Hessel, STC’s Audience 
Enrichment Manager, is in her second 
season at STC and holds an MFA in 
Dramaturgy from Columbia University.
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Drew’s Desk
Thoughts, notes and Queries from Drew Lichtenberg

Inspiration can be a funny thing, especially in the 

theatre. We all know that Shakespeare took his plots 

where he could get them. From All’s Well That Ends 

Well (based on a tale in Boccaccio’s Decameron) to 

Troilus and Cressida (inspired by Chaucer and Homer), 

it’s hard to find a play of Shakespeare’s that doesn’t 

have the ghosts of other authors, often great ones, 

lurking somewhere behind it. We closed last season 

with The Merry Wives of Windsor, which has often been 

identified as Shakespeare’s only completely original 

plot, but even that play cannot be ascribed solely to 

him. There’s a legend that Queen Elizabeth herself 

gave Shakespeare the idea for the play, wishing to see 

“Falstaff in love.” As a matter of fact, many academics 

(and directors) now believe this theory to be true.

Like Shakespeare, Nikolai Gogol was a bit of a 

magpie when it came to collecting ideas. He 

adored medieval folktales—he was briefly a 

professor of medieval history at St. Petersburg 

University—and many of the short stories 

published early in his career have a grotesque 

and fanciful quality, as if they were passed 

down from generation to generation as 

campfire tales. According to Gogol scholars, in 

fact, they were passed down to young Nikolai 

from his Ukrainian grandmother. 

The Government Inspector, Gogol’s most famous play, has a similar folktale quality, and it 

was also passed down to him, by one of the most famous authors in Russian literature. 

The Government Inspector belongs to that special fraternity of plays: those conceived by 

one playwright and written by another.

In 1835, Gogol was desperate to break into the theatre. He had previously started 

two satirical comedies, only to discontinue them, frustrated with the obviousness 

of their targets. He had also quit his post as a university professor. He needed money 

and, more importantly, a plot. “Do me a favor,” Gogol wrote on October 7, 1835, to his 
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‘‘The Government 
Inspector belongs 
to that special 
fraternity of plays: 
those conceived by 
one playwright and 
written by another.”

Gogol Portrait, c. 1840, artist unknown.
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acquaintance, the poet and playwright Alexander 

Pushkin. His tone was desperate and pleading:

Send me some subject … an authentically Russian 
anecdote. My hand is itching to write a comedy... 
Give me a subject and I’ll knock off a comedy in five 
acts—I promise, funnier than hell. For God’s sake, do 
it. My mind and stomach are both famished.

Pushkin, who came from the aristocracy, had been 

mistaken for a government inspector as a young 

man, and an outline in his Collected Works is eerily 

similar to that of The Government Inspector: 

Krispin arrives in the Province ... he is taken for 
[illegible] ... . The governor is an honest fool—the 
governor’s wife flirts with him—Krispin woos the 
daughter.

Gogol didn’t stop at taking Pushkin’s ideas. In the play, Hlestakov brags to Marya (the 

Mayor’s daughter) about knowing all the St. Petersburg authors, including Pushkin. He 

adds insult to injury by claiming to have written his masterpiece of Romantic verse, 

Eugene Onegin. “Well, I’m not saying Pushkin didn’t write some of it,” Hlestakov admits, 

before proceeding to enact a parodic version of Gogol’s own desperate, pleading letter: 

We were strolling ’long the Nevsky one day, and I said, “Push! How’s the book?” “Ivan, 
I am so blocked.” Long story short: The duel? Mine. The “You loved me but I didn’t love 
you now I love you and you can’t have me” bit? Mine. Royalties and reviews? Him. But I 
don’t begrudge. He’s working on another one now, by himself. I just hope it’s “gudenov.”

As so often, comedy deflates tragedy, and art imitates life. In the hands of Gogol, 

Pushkin’s “authentically Russian anecdote” would become a classic of the Russian 

stage, a chestnut revisited by every successive generation of actors and directors.

As for Pushkin, he was wary ever after about giving ideas to his friend Gogol. “You’ve 

got to be careful with that Ukrainian,” he is said to have remarked to his family. “He 

plucks me clean before I have a chance to cry out.” Pushkin would know. After all, in that 

same letter from October 7, 1835, Gogol wrote to Pushkin that he had completed three 

chapters of Dead Souls, his only novel. The idea? It had come from a poem. By Pushkin.

Drew Lichtenberg is the Literary Associate at STC and production dramaturg for The 
Government Inspector. He holds an MFA in Dramaturgy and Dramatic Criticism from Yale 
School of Drama.

Pushkin Portrait, c. 1827, Orest Adamovich.
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