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Abstract: 

The paper presents a comparative analysis between George Bernard Shaw and Anton Chekhov, 

two key figures who exerted a great influence on dramatic realism. Dramatic realism is a theatrical 

movement that originated in the mid-19th century and was a reaction against the sensationalism of 

Romanticism and melodrama, to catch the thereness of everyday life, with sincerity. It drew on realistic 

dialogue as well as ordinary characters and dwelt on interpersonal conflicts as opposed to external 

conflicts.Although both playwrights were determined to portray reality, there were a lot of differences in 

their methodologies, focus areas, and theatrical impact.On the one hand, the Irish author and playwright 

Shaw was an advocate of didactic realism, where the idea of his so-called plays of ideas was used crassly, 

as a direct means of social criticism and intellectual rhetoric. He used to make his characters mouthpieces 

of his Fabian socialism views that challenged Victorian morality, as well as promoting reformation. 

Chekhov, the Russian master did in contrast to cultivating a subtle and psychologically-oriented realism. 

His plays were unconventional in dramatic structure as he focused on the inner world of the small people, 

their unfulfilled desires, ineffective communication resulting in unclear tragicomic endings. 

Shaw addressed social evils head-on, in order to educate and challenge the society into making 

a change, through intellectual debate. The way Chekhov developed his style, full of subtext and taking on 

the slice-of-life kind of approach, invited people to ponder on all the ambiguities and complexity of the 

human condition. This comparative analysis has shown that although both playwrights stimulated the 

genre of realistic theatre, Shaw had an overt reformist program compared to Chekhov who was discreet in 

his trend of theatre artism. Their individual contributions also expanded the dramatic realism of 

expression, having made an unforgettable contribution on modern theatrics as well as future generations 

of the theatrics and playwrights. 

Keywords: Dramatic Realism, George Bernard Shaw, Anton Chekhov, The Modern Drama, Social 

Critique, Psychological Realism. 

Introduction: 

In the mid-19th century a radical change swept over the landscape of theatre in the form of 

dramatic realism. Spurred by the existing Romanticism and melodrama theater that had long been 

rigidly holding the stage with its exaggerated emotions, idealized characters and sensational (and 

sometimes rather unconvincing) plots, this movement originated as a confrontational reaction to the 

theatrical trends. Before this transformation theatrical works were flooded with such exorbitant plays 

and extravagant operas, which depicted a world that was mostly alien to the life of ordinary citizens. 

The emergence of realism meant a profound urge to present life as it really is, without pretence or 

exaggeration, without rose-coloured glasses. Through these artistic revolutions something deeper was 

going on than a mere matter of change in style; there were more fundamental changes in society at 

large that were transforming the 19th-century landscape. 
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The emergence of the middle class with its growing power and different interests needed theatre that reflected 

their own situation and not the super heroic feats of aristocracy. Greater scientific thinking at the time also promoted a 

more empirical understanding of the world, and brought with it a tendency to more truthfully and objectively observe 

human and social aspects. Its focus on accounting ‘normal people’ or representatives of the blue-collar, common man 

types also reflected the raging attention to and focus of these new social layers of the population. It was a cultural and 

philosophical reaction to the changing world and was an attempt to stay away from idealized stories that focus on the 

truth of humanity and societal lives as against artistic make-believe. 

George Bernard Shaw (Irish) and Anton Chekhov (Russian) were two of the most influential playwrights in 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries, within this blossoming movement. Both played a vital role in stabilizing and 

enriching the tenets of dramatic realism though they worked under different national settings albeit with the same 

European, cultural linguistic code. Henrik Ibsen greatly impressed Shaw who saw the stage as a very powerful means 

of communicating ideas and this was very much in contrast to the sentimental melodrama about which Shaw was so 

vehement and critical. On the same note, Chekhov stood the test of time in his organisation of early realism and even 

more focus to his work and representation in theatre, in that, he clarified all this and influenced performances to be 

developed with attention to the psychology of the character as well as in the ways in which he maintained social 

situations. 

Though both George Bernard Shaw and Anton Chekhov were instrumental in defining dramatic realism, their 

take on realism differed drastically: Shaw leaned towards explicit intellectual and didactic insight, which evoked social 

liberation through the process of debate, whereas Chekhov saw much more subtle and psychologically-driven realism, 

which explored the labyrinths of human emotion and the gray areas of our day to day lives through dialogue and 

atmosphere. The present paper will contrast and compare their respective approaches to the themes, characterization, 

plot structure and stagecraft in order to show how complementary and yet opposite contributions lead to burgeons of 

expressive possibilities and ultimately to the legacy of dramatic realism. 

Literature Review: 

General Scholarship on Dramatic Realism: 

Dramatic realism, which appeared in the middle of the 19 th century, was one of the responses to Romanticism 

and melodrama, and set out to portray reality as accurately as possible, who it is, on what it focuses. It excluded artifice 

in natural dialogue, did not use asides and did not have soliloquies, instead it used ordinary people, not nobles or myths 

and it focused on personal conflicts with fissured resolutions. 

Prominent playwrights consist of Henrik Ibsen (A Dolls House, Hedda Gabler), a writer whose work had a 

psychological focus and addressing social ills and August Strindberg ( Miss Julie) who touched upon dark side of 

human life and the society. 

Critical Works on Shaw's Realism: 

The dramatic art of George Bernard Shaw is characterized by his realism- portraying life as he perceived it 

and not as he wanted to be. His plays reveal the truth beyond social institutions, conventions and beliefs, through a 

positive and reforming zeal. Plays of ideas Shaw was a pioneer of, explicitly using characters as mouthpieces to explore 

ideological debates, on such subjects as capitalism and class structure, as well as gender and morality. He considered 

theatre as social commentary and not as entertainment. 

Critical Works on Chekhov's Realism: 

Anton Chekhov was a revolutionary in theatre because he did not use a traditional plot but included depth in 

his characters and ordinary life. He is realist in his sensitivity in depicting human emotions and social relations with the 

use of ensemble casts usually in provincial settings. His plays have open resolutions that resemble life in that they are 

vague and evade melodrama by being brief and un-melodramatic.Another important element of Chekhovian realism is 

the presentation of the inner existence of characters feelings of disillusionment, frustrated desires and a pursuit of 

meaning among others. They are transferred with the bare gestures and by the subtext since characters seldom 

communicate their feelings without any reservations. Words full of hesitation and gaps require viewers to read between 

them, and thus such tensions take up central importance to his psychological character. 
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Analysis: 

Shared Foundations of Realism: 

Shaw and Chekhov had a number of common beliefs that aligned them with dramatic realism movement 

despite their differences. Both playwrights deliberately shifted away the theatrical excess appeal prior to their time. 

They shunned the heightened sentiments, superheroic characters and artificial, and at times sensational, dramas of the 

19th century melodrama and Romantic drama. Shaw, to give one instance, suppressed himself in no uncertain language 

in saying that he despised, that he detested, the sentimental melodrama current in his time and Chekhov, to give another 

instance, deliberately repudiated overt moralizing, overt moralising, and portentous plots. Their common purpose was 

to represent life as it was, unglamorised and without any idealising. 

Another important feature in their common approach to the idea of realism was the portrayal of middle-class characters 

and authenticity in daily life. Both dramatists changed the dramaturgical emphasis to real-life characters, the common 

individuals or the person of every day. Shaw often wrote about the lower and the middle classes and their realities and 

struggles especially focusing on their mobility in wealth and status in life. In a similar context, the works by Chekhov 

focus on the lives of common people, struggling against banal adversities of their lives, in the provincial Russia in the 

late 19th century. 

Moreover, both Chekhov and Shaw used naturalistic speech, the feature of realism. True to real-life, the 

manner in which they speak is characterized by colloquialisms, pauses and interruptions, in contrast with the heavily 

poeticized style of much of the theatrical tradition up to this point. This effort to communicate in vernacular language 

added greatly towards the credibility and relatedness of their characters and the real-life scenarios that they depicted. 

More importantly, the playwrights made use of their drama to respond to their social and political preoccupations 

during their times. Not only did Shaw explicitly address themes of class inequality, women s rights and the hypocrisies 

of capitalist systems, but he was active in bringing in or facilitating change to the system perceived to embody these 

ills, such as through the Women s Franchise and in the Womens Cooperative Guild respectively. Chekhov presented a 

realistic picture of the late 19th century congruity of socio political forces in Russia, the fall of the aristocracy, clash of 

classes, and other segmented trends brought about by the contrast between the tradition and the modernist. The 

consensus on rejecting theatrical artifice and as to showing things as they are indicates a similar philosophical 

background of relying on scientific and sociological changes of their times. This shows that there is some core 

conception of what the term realism was to these two playwrights at the time and it implies that there was something in 

the zeitgeist of the era to find a more realistic image of human life that was less ideal. Their contrasts are therefore 

more a matter of degrees of a similar theme than matters of principle in the sense of agreeing or disagreeing with the 

main principle of realism. 

Divergent Approaches to Realism: 

Although Shaw and Chekhov both adhered to the style of realism, the methodology employed by these 

playwrights, as well as the overall effect of their works, differed greatly notably in themes of narrative, character, and 

presentation of the plays. 

Didacticism vs. Subtlety: 

Shaw was a realist, but his realism was highly instructive, with a definite social and political agenda. He did 

not consider theatre as a simple source of entertainment but as a place where he could introduce the evils he saw before 

the people. His plays are often called plays of ideas as they were clearly aimed at educating and enlightening the 

audience instead of entertaining the reader. Shaw applied the intellect and humor to think differently and challenge the 

status quo and used satire to highlight the ills being perpetuated to the society and sought to correct this through his 

satire. His characters some of whom are in lengthy, philosophical discussions and debates are also used as mouthpieces 

to the ideas and Fabian socialism held by himself. The dramatic conflict is also frequently the cause of the collision of 

opposites in ideas and world-views. His reformatory zeal was that his realism had in it a constructive plan, to tear 

asunder the mask of idealism, and to face upWhat should we call the practical concern over reality, which sees in it a 

constructive plan and which, therefore, faces up To illustrate, Pygmalion is a basic lesson book and, as compared to 

inciting intense feelings, it is aimed at bringing people to reflect on the influential role of economy in social life. Shaw 

had a tendency to be didactic to the point that it was possible to see that he turned characters into talking machines to 

make his social points foregoing what has been called organic character development. It can be seen in criticisms that 

his characters can be viewed as shadows and are unrealities or mere types which are simply mouthpieces of his own 
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ideas. This hints at one such trade off, that, the more direct the didactic message, the more likely it is that characters 

may serve the message above and beyond being full-fledged, independent personalities, which in turn may be 

interpreted as a shortcoming in the realist paradigm, emphasizing a realistic portrayal of humans. 

In sharp contrast, Chekhov’s style is characterized by conciseness and restraint. The noteworthy thing is that 

he did not want to turn into a moralizer and epicist and thus, he wanted to embrace the subtleties of human behavior as 

well as the nuances between people and their surroundings. Meaning can often be achieved through subtext and the 

theme of ineffective communication is ever present in Chekhov plays. The characters in his plays seldom talk in plain 

terms of the most crucial emotions, and in the great and tragic and climactic moments things happen beneath the 

surface of the apparent trivialities that are being talked. His speech is full of pauses, hesitations, and unspoken phrases 

making the listeners force themselves to study the text several times to detect the real personality and character of the 

characters. Introducing this subtlety produces what has been described as a sort of theatre of mood and submerged life 

in the text, and this invites profound reflection on what it is to be a human being This dependence of Chekhov on 

subtext and the unsaid has to do with a much more realistic sense of human psychology, of hidden or incomplete 

expressions of authentic emotions and motivations. By drawing attention to the silence, Chekhov invites the audience 

to be more involved in inner life of characters and the latent conflicts, and this leads to the more realistic and 

psychologically veridical picture of human existence than could be provided through dialogue. 

Character and Plot: 

The manner in which Shaw approached plot structure tended to define intellectual dialogue more than 

conventional narrative. His plots have often been stated to be, simple and consisting of very scanty elements with an 

informed lack of complexity in the events. He deliberately makes action smaller in order to leave space to discussions. 

Shaw disliked the hero-villain relationship, and regarded conflicts based on social, moral and political issues as being 

more real and dramatic. This is also the case of the story of Mrs. Warren’s Profesion as the action of the play is 

character-driven in that little plot development is observed as the conversations shift back and forth across the players. 

In like manner, Major Barbara is being literally called a discussion play as the attitude and mood of the characters 

change with the confrontations, they receive and are forced to accept the new ideas with the dialogue. The de-emphasis 

by Shaw of the plot and character-driven traditional action of drama in favor of intellectual argument, pre-figures the 

their exploitation in post-dramatic modern drama of today where the plot may be passive or even small compared to the 

meaning of the play. This rejection of Aristotelian plot structures, which mainly emphasize a powerful and climactic 

narrative arc, ports towards a theatre of ideas where the key action is ideational rather than kinetic and/or emotional. 

This looks ahead to the theatrical avant-garde that that would further break with traditional plot, orienting instead to 

ideas and discussions above traditional narrative, therefore making Shaw seem a trailblazer in ways beyond realism. 

The plays of Chekhov, by contrast, have traditionally been said to feature an absence of dramatic plot structure and an 

almost studied elimination of the classic dramatic arc of rising action, climax and resolution. Rather his works provide 

an aspect of greater realism and nuance in general life. The plots of such stories tend to involve a series of so-called, 

seemingly unrelated events or encounters that then slowly develop to culminate into what appears as an epiphany or 

turning point to the characters and not necessarily an obvious conflict or resolution. Chekhov makes his characters 

ordinary people who have extraordinary psychological depth that can expose the inner conflicts, desires and 

weaknesses. They are always depicted as complex and many-sided. A unique aspect of characterization developed by 

Chekhov is his use of group casts of characters where no one character stands out above the other due to their own 

importance and weight. To offer an example, The Cherry Orchard is based on the dangling uncertainty of what is going 

to happen to the estate rather than an intense climactic plot. Uncle Vanya portrays characters that live through the 

painful process of waiting as time goes by and struggle with disappointment and desire to have something better. The 

sense of the real life as integrated in the ambivalent conclusion and rejection of conventional plot, and the conflict in 

one self which Chekhov advocates also reflects the modernist thinking about the absence of nice key conclusions and 

big narratives of the real life. The challenge of genres posed by The Cherry orchard and its tendency to associate 

surface realism and the symbolic with the methods of the great literary modernists of the 20th century indicates that the 

fidelity of Chekhov is not just realism as a faithful representation. By rejecting neat solutions and stressing the 

continuity, imperfection of human lives, he achieves a greater existential reality about life in line with modernism 

philosophies of fragment, ambiguity. 
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Stagecraft and Atmosphere: 

Shaw had a wonderful mastery of the stagecraft, and had developed a technique of his own to fit his purpose 

and he frequently adapted techniques which he picked up elsewhere, notably those of Ibsen. One of the characteristics 

of his stagecraft was the commitment to such things as elaborate stage-directions which could be used to create 

adequate atmosphere of stage-settings, comment upon the stage-settings and to interpret characters properly. These 

instructions were frequently used as a novel, ble 

nding with the role of a play as an instruction, giving a lot of details of how the world of the play works. 

Moreover, the prefaces were the essential component of the dramatic art of Shaw as the purpose of his plays and their 

messages were explained there. This is true on all levels not only does it correspond to the practical purpose of the 

extensive stage directions and prefaces that Shaw often provides, but in these, too, one can discern a didactic tendency, 

his own insistence on how the reader/audience should understand him. This implies that Shaw as an ideas person did 

not leave a lot to interpretation when presenting his plays. His theatricality was not only designed to create a believable 

environment, but to manage the audience response to his intellectual and social criticism, which was an aspect of his 

didactic program. Chekhov, on the contrary, also stressed the need to construct a particular mood and ambiance 

throughout the plays. This was not accomplished by direct teaching, but by hinting gestures, silence and what is not 

said. As well as his partnership with Konstantin Stanislavski and the Moscow Art Theatre helped his vision and ideals 

come to a stage performance. Stanislavski had invented a revolutionary acting technique, perfectly suited to naturally 

realistic scripts, one that stressed the inner life of the character, as well as motivation and emotional truth. Chekhov, the 

student of Stanislavski, further perfected these techniques starting with the emphasis on imagination and modification 

through psychological gestures and the construction of atmospheres permeating the playing-space. Also, the stagecraft 

of Chekhov depended on nuance and subtlety, in which the actors had to express the complexity of individual feelings 

and relations with the help of small nuances of gestures, facial expressions, and pronunciation. The communication 

technique of using silence and pauses was also very strategic in bringing alive the wealth of subtext by enabling 

expression of all that the characters wanted to, were afraid to, and regretted not doing. The so-called stagecraft of 

Chekhov, especially in his collaboration with Stanislavski was thought-provoking because he embraced inward 

expressiveness overt the theatricality of the stage and enriched the identification of the audience to the inner dimensions 

of the characters. This is a step to abandon scored, extra shy performance in favor of an incredible inward quest into 

character. This focus on a psychological well-founded approach to acting under the influence of the insightful writing 

of Chekhov enabled a more organic and realistic insight into the human condition and created further potential to make 

the silent legible and ensured a richer, more relational view by the audience into the inner life of the characters. 

Conclusion: 

Although both George Bernard Shaw and Anton Chekhov worked with dramatic realism and due to this fact 

shared a great deal in common, they also developed significantly different and equally important paths in the 

movement. Their works, despite the lack of resemblance between them, were immensely complementary to each other, 

together broadening the expressive repertoire of the genre. Shaw was essentially a didactic realist whose intellectual 

approach to realism was intended to produce social reform through the sharp containentia of his wit and direct 

ideological argumentation. His plays became a kind of a social venue where he could challenge the social codes and 

practice reformism proving that theatre could be an effective tool of social criticism. He showed that through drama one 

could engage in direct intellectual argument and reformist propaganda, and expand upon the definition of what could be 

defined as theatrical.In comparison, the realism of Chekhov was distinguished by great depth of characterizations, and 

heightened sensitivity to human experience, in which meaning was suggested by tones, atmosphere, and even silence 

around it. His tragicomic slice-of-life plays were provocative ones that had the reader, or audience, look within himself; 

they were not prescriptive, but exposed the confusion and conflicting dimensions of the human condition. The 

revolutionary idea of subtext in Chekhov, his emphasis on what goes on in the mind and heart rather than what is done 

with your hands, as well as his ideas about ensemble acting advanced the depth with which the realism treatment of 

human behavior allowed capturing the nuances of the human mind.The life works of Shaw and Chekhov remain a 

timeless legacy to the modern drama as well as acting approach and life of human being. The idea of the drama of ideas 

inspired other playwrights, such as Arthur Miller and Bertolt Brecht to employ the stage to enlist obvious social 

commentary. At the same time, the psychological realism and the focus on ensemble acting that Chekhov pioneered in 

his work, and the same ethos that in a greater form underpinned the creation of the Stanislavski method had become a 

staple of acting training around the world and how actors prepare themselves to perform. The wielding power of the 
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intellectual rigor of Shaw, and the emotional subtlety of Chekhov created the sort of comprehensive backing of the 20th 

century drama. This twofold heritage enabled later theatrical writers to appeal to both traditions, and through them to 

expand the range and the depth of current drama by proving that realism might at the same time be a form of direct 

social criticism and a means to the subtle representation of the psychic condition. Their works are still considered 

canonical and provide insightful observations to the society and the human spirit and still strike a cord with the current 

audience and artists because of the complex interrelation of societal and psychological influences in a person. 
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