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In 1923, the centennial of Alexander Ostrovsky’s birth, the Soviet Commissar of Education, Anatoly Lunacharsky, launched a campaign promoting the playwright with the slogan “Back to Ostrovsky!” This appropriation of Ostrovsky was both an endorsement of the political potential of Ostrovsky’s dramatic vision, as well as the product of Lunacharsky’s quest for pre-Revolutionary texts that were still suitable for the Soviet stage. Countless directors would heed the Commissar’s charge in the 1920s, and within this ideological context, Lunacharsky perpetuated Dobroliubov’s myth of Ostrovsky – the socially minded, anti-capitalist playwright working within the tradition of theatrical realism. Because the Soviet establishment affirmed this interpretation of Ostrovsky, it was then solidified by a new generation of theatre critics, practitioners, and audiences. My examination of Ostrovsky’s crucial role in Russian theatrical culture will challenge these long-standing notions by examining two key productions of Ostrovsky’s plays:  Sergei Eisenstein’s 1923 production of Enough Stupidity in Every Wiseman with the Proletkult Theatre and Vsevelod Meyerhold’s 1924 production of The Forest at the Meyerhold Theatre. Both of these productions stand out as examples of textual alteration, and although the directors apply varying degrees of adaptation and deconstruction to Ostrovsky’s original texts, each of them emphatically rejects the realistic tradition of Ostrovsky. Through an analysis of the adapted texts and their originals, it is possible to detect deeply embedded, melodramatic components that historically have been ignored by Ostrovsky scholars and critics.  Ostrovsky’s pervasive melodramatic character types are able to withstand the radical staging techniques of Eisenstein and Meyerhold, and the plays are able to retain an ideological function.  Ultimately, melodrama proves more suited than realism for enforcing the crucial cultural function ascribed to the dramatic stage in the Soviet era: the hyper-real embodiment of ideology.
