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stories explore life s mysteries and mundanity in equal measure. James Lasdun celebrates Chekhov on the 150th anniversary of his birth. The
canonised writers of the past have a tendency to assume a fixed expression in their readers imag inations. Dostoevsky always appears in the
same aura of morbidly enthralling  hysteria; Proust in the same velvety atmosphere of hyper-attuned sensory receptiveness. To think of Tolstoy
is to conjure, at once, the note of impassive g randeur, as of creation being  set out in g littering  ranks for inspection. Anton Chekhov, whose
short career was as momentous as any of these, has his own distinct tone and manner, but the impression it leaves is curiously elusive,
oIering  reticence and hesitation in place of personality, and a series of moods rather than a discernible attitude to life, even the attitude of
uncertainty. This elusiveness - a feature of both the life and the work - is a larg e part of what g ives him his enduring  fascination, as well as his
striking  modernity. In Chekhov literature seems to break its wand like Prospero, renouncing  the mag ic of artifice, ceremony and idealisation,
and facing  us, for the first time, with a reflection of ourselves in our unadorned ordinariness as well as our unfathomable strang eness.
Ordinariness - the social fabric at its most drably functional - was to some extent his birthrig ht. He was born in 1860, in Tag anrog , a provincial
town on the Sea of Azov. Said to be the shallowest sea on the planet, this minor appendag e to the Black Sea shows up a muddy g rey...
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