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ABSTRACT
This article examines Trevor Griffiths’s 1977 adaptation 
of Anton Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard as a politically 
charged reinterpretation of the original play. While 
Chekhov’s drama has often been viewed as a nostalgic 
representation of a declining aristocratic order, Griffiths 
foregrounds its latent political and ideological dimensions. 
By emphasizing class conflict, social transformation, and 
the historical consequences of the abolition of serfdom, 
Griffiths reshapes the play into a more explicit critique 
of socio-economic inequality and political transition. The 
study focuses on the reconfiguration of key characters 
such as Lopakhin and Trofimov, whose roles are amplified 
to highlight the tensions between the fading aristocracy, 
the emerging bourgeoisie, and revolutionary intellectual 
forces. Through this adaptation, Griffiths challenges 
traditional British interpretations of Chekhov and presents 
The Cherry Orchard as a work deeply engaged with 
questions of power, class, and historical change. 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.21794632



AKSHARASURYA: Peer-Reviewed, Multi Lingual E-Journal.	 E-ISSN: 2583-620X

VOLUME – 17, ISSUE – 04, AUGUST 2026.208

KEYWORDS: The Cherry Orchard, Trevor Griffiths, Anton 
Chekhov, Political Adaptation, Marxist Literary Criticism.

Introduction: 
Anton Chekhov is widely regarded as one of the most 

influential playwrights in world literature. Born during the 
period of Tsarist autocracy in Russia, Chekhov emerged 
from a modest background and rose to intellectual 
prominence within a highly stratified and oppressive 
social order. The late nineteenth century in Russia was 
marked by significant political and social transformation, 
particularly following the accession of Alexander II in 
1855 and the subsequent abolition of serfdom. Although 
emancipation did not immediately eradicate inequality, it 
altered the social landscape and created new opportunities 
for previously disenfranchised groups. 

Chekhov’s literary works reflect the profound 
impact of the political, social, and cultural tensions that 
characterized Russia during this transitional period. His 
plays illuminate the ideological decline of the aristocracy 
and reveal the changing dynamics between the landed 
classes and the emerging social forces that would shape 
modern Russia. Consequently, Chekhov’s oeuvre must 
be understood within its historical and political context, 
particularly in relation to the feudal system, the abolition 
of serfdom, industrialization, urban migration, and the 
gradual disintegration of rural aristocratic estates. 

The Cherry Orchard premiered at the Moscow Art 
Theatre in January 1904, coinciding with the twenty-
fifth anniversary of Chekhov’s literary career. Although 
Chekhov subtitled the play Comedy in Four Acts, early 
critics perceived a contradiction between this designation 
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and the play’s melancholic atmosphere. Nevertheless, 
the play eventually received widespread acclaim and has 
since become one of Chekhov’s most frequently performed 
works. 

Chekhov’s plays have been translated into numerous 
languages and have exerted considerable influence on global 
theatre. In Britain, his works have been regularly staged 
and adapted since the early twentieth century, particularly 
following the appearance of an English translation of The 
Seagull in 1909. Richard Eyre later invited Trevor Griffiths 
to prepare an English version of The Cherry Orchard, with 
the intention of clarifying the political dimensions that may 
have been obscured by censorship in Chekhov’s Russia. 
Griffiths’s adaptation, The Cherry Orchard: An English 
Version of Chekhov’s Play, premiered at the Nottingham 
Playhouse in 1977 under Eyre’s direction. 

Griffiths approaches theatre from an explicitly 
political perspective, echoing Catherine Itzin’s assertion 
that “everything is political” and that “all theatre is 
political” (Itzin x). As a contemporary British Marxist 
playwright, Griffiths sought to reinterpret Chekhov’s play 
by foregrounding its social and political implications. 
Drawing on the assistance of Helen Rappaport in 
translating the original text, Griffiths aimed to challenge 
the conventional British tendency to present Chekhov as 
merely nostalgic and apolitical. Instead, his adaptation 
emphasizes the tensions between the declining aristocracy, 
the emerging bourgeoisie, and the working classes within 
a rapidly changing social order. 
The Political Context of The Cherry Orchard 

The Cherry Orchard is situated within the socio-
political upheavals of late nineteenth-century Russia. The 
abolition of serfdom in 1861 transformed traditional class 
relations and undermined the economic foundations of the 
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landed aristocracy. Chekhov’s original play captures this 
moment of transition through the impending sale of the 
Ranevsky estate, which symbolizes the decline of the old 
social order and the emergence of new economic forces. 

Griffiths’s adaptation intensifies these political 
dimensions by making explicit the class tensions that are 
often treated more subtly in Chekhov’s text. The cherry 
orchard itself becomes a powerful metaphor for a society 
undergoing irreversible change. The aristocratic characters’ 
inability to adapt to new economic realities contrasts 
sharply with the practical and entrepreneurial outlook of 
Lopakhin, who represents the rise of a new bourgeois class. 
Through this contrast, Griffiths underscores the historical 
inevitability of social transformation and the displacement 
of feudal privilege by capitalist enterprise. 
Lopakhin as the Representative of Social Change

Lopakhin occupies a central position in Griffiths’s 
political reinterpretation of The Cherry Orchard. As the son 
of a former serf who has become a successful merchant, 
Lopakhin embodies the social mobility made possible by 
the abolition of serfdom and the expansion of capitalist 
relations in Russia. His business acumen distinguishes 
him from the other characters, many of whom remain 
emotionally attached to the declining aristocratic order. 

Griffiths amplifies Lopakhin’s significance by 
presenting him not merely as a prosperous businessman 
but as a representative of a new social class that challenges 
traditional hierarchies. His proposal to divide the estate 
into summer cottages reflects a pragmatic response to 
changing economic conditions, whereas the aristocratic 
characters’ resistance to this plan reveals their inability to 
adapt to modern realities. Lopakhin’s eventual purchase 
of the estate symbolizes the transfer of power from the 
hereditary aristocracy to the commercially successful 
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middle class. 
At the same time, Griffiths presents Lopakhin as 

a complex figure whose success is accompanied by an 
awareness of his peasant origins. His recollection of 
childhood humiliation at the hands of his father highlights 
the historical injustices associated with serfdom and 
underscores the dramatic transformation of his social 
position. Through Lopakhin, Griffiths illustrates the 
contradictions of capitalist progress: while it enables 
individual advancement, it also produces new forms of 
social tension and emotional dislocation. 
Trofimov and Revolutionary Consciousness 

Another significant aspect of Griffiths’s adaptation is 
the enhanced role of Trofimov, the “perpetual student” who 
articulates a vision of social and moral renewal. In Chekhov’s 
original play, Trofimov functions as an intellectual critic of 
the aristocracy and a spokesperson for progressive ideals. 
Griffiths, however, accentuates the political implications 
of Trofimov’s character by emphasizing his revolutionary 
consciousness and his critique of historical oppression. 

Trofimov’s speeches in Griffiths’s adaptation are 
marked by a stronger emphasis on struggle and social 
transformation. His condemnation of the exploitation of 
serfs and his call for a new social order align the character 
more closely with Marxist ideals of class consciousness and 
collective action. By strengthening Trofimov’s role, Griffiths 
shifts the focus of the play toward a more overt examination 
of political resistance and historical responsibility. 

The contrast between Trofimov and Lopakhin 
is particularly significant in Griffiths’s interpretation. 
Whereas Lopakhin represents practical capitalist 
advancement, Trofimov embodies ideological critique 
and revolutionary aspiration. Together, these characters 
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represent different responses to the changing social order: 
one grounded in economic enterprise, the other in political 
idealism. Their juxtaposition highlights the complexity 
of Russia’s transition from feudalism to modernity and 
underscores the multiple forces shaping historical change. 
The Reconfiguration of Ranevsky and the Aristocracy 

Griffiths’s adaptation also reconfigures the role of 
Madame Ranevsky, the aristocratic owner of the cherry 
orchard. In traditional interpretations of Chekhov’s play, 
Ranevsky is often portrayed as a sympathetic figure whose 
emotional attachment to the estate evokes nostalgia for a 
lost social order. Griffiths, however, reduces the sentimental 
emphasis on Ranevsky and instead foregrounds the 
broader socio-economic implications of her decline. 

Ranevsky’s inability to manage her financial affairs 
and her reluctance to confront the impending sale of the 
estate reflect the limitations of the aristocratic class in 
adapting to new economic conditions. Her emotional 
attachment to the cherry orchard symbolizes a refusal to 
accept historical change, while her dependence on others 
for financial support reveals the erosion of aristocratic 
autonomy. By presenting Ranevsky in a less sentimental 
manner, Griffiths encourages the audience to view her 
predicament not simply as a personal tragedy but as a 
manifestation of a larger historical process. 

The decline of the aristocracy is further emphasized 
through the character of Gayev, whose rhetorical flourishes 
and impractical behavior contrast with the pragmatic 
concerns of Lopakhin. Together, Ranevsky and Gayev 
represent a social class that is unable to respond effectively 
to the demands of a changing world. Their attachment to 
the past serves as a counterpoint to the forward-looking 
perspectives of Lopakhin and Trofimov, thereby reinforcing 
the play’s central theme of historical transition. 
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Minor Characters and Social Perspectives 
The minor characters in The Cherry Orchard 

contribute significantly to Griffiths’s political interpretation 
by representing diverse responses to social change. Firs, 
the elderly servant, embodies attachment to the old order 
and expresses nostalgia for the hierarchical relationships 
associated with serfdom. His reluctance to embrace 
freedom reflects the psychological impact of long-standing 
social dependence and highlights the complexities of 
historical transformation. 

In contrast, characters such as Dunyasha and 
Yasha reveal aspirations and anxieties associated with 
the changing social environment. Dunyasha’s desire to 
emulate upper-class manners and appearance suggests 
the influence of social mobility and shifting cultural 
values. Yasha’s pretentious behavior and detachment from 
traditional norms indicate the emergence of new forms of 
social identity in a rapidly modernizing society. 

Through these minor characters, Griffiths broadens 
the political scope of the play by demonstrating that social 
change affects individuals across different classes and 
occupations. Their varied reactions to the decline of the 
aristocracy and the rise of new economic forces illustrate 
the uneven and often contradictory nature of historical 
transformation. 
Political Theatre and Adaptation 

Griffiths’s adaptation of The Cherry Orchard 
reflects his broader commitment to political theatre. By 
foregrounding class conflict and historical change, he 
challenges interpretations of Chekhov that emphasize 
melancholy and nostalgia while downplaying political 
content. Griffiths argues that Chekhov’s original play 
contains latent political meanings that were constrained 
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by censorship and by subsequent theatrical traditions. 
The adaptation can therefore be understood as an 

attempt to recover and amplify these political dimensions. 
Griffiths’s Marxist perspective informs his emphasis on 
social structures, economic relations, and the historical 
forces shaping individual lives. His version of The Cherry 
Orchard invites audiences to consider the play not only 
as a study of personal loss but also as a critique of class 
inequality and a reflection on the dynamics of social 
transformation. 

Moreover, Griffiths’s adaptation demonstrates the 
capacity of theatrical reinterpretation to generate new 
meanings from canonical texts. By reshaping character 
emphasis, dialogue, and thematic focus, Griffiths transforms 
The Cherry Orchard into a work that speaks directly to 
contemporary concerns about power, class, and political 
responsibility. His adaptation illustrates how classic plays 
can be reimagined to address changing historical and 
ideological contexts. 
Conclusion 

Trevor Griffiths’s adaptation of The Cherry Orchard 
offers a compelling political reinterpretation of Anton 
Chekhov’s original play. By foregrounding class conflict, 
social transformation, and historical responsibility, Griffiths 
challenges traditional readings that present the drama 
primarily as a nostalgic lament for a declining aristocratic 
world. His reconfiguration of characters such as Lopakhin 
and Trofimov emphasizes the tensions between capitalist 
advancement and revolutionary consciousness, while his 
treatment of Ranevsky and the aristocracy underscores 
the historical decline of feudal privilege. 

Through this adaptation, Griffiths demonstrates that 
The Cherry Orchard can be understood as a work deeply 
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engaged with the political and social realities of its time. 
The play becomes not merely a portrait of personal loss but 
a broader commentary on the transition from feudalism to 
modernity and the shifting balance of power within Russian 
society. Griffiths’s version thus reaffirms the relevance of 
Chekhov’s drama to contemporary discussions of class, 
ideology, and historical change. 
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