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Close Reading Guide—Conflict in Anton Chekhov’s “Lady with the Little Dog” translated by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky

Note: The following questions can be used to guide a closer reading of the text. Students should read through the story once, framed by an essential question, and then look back through at several of the specific instances, guided by their responses. 

Essential Question: What is the main conflict in the story? 

1. After the first page, explain what Gurov wants. 

2. Describe your impression of Gurov. 

3. What does Gurov’s home life prompt him to do? 

4. What is Anna’s main concern? How is her marriage similar to Gurov’s? 

5. Reread the paragraph that begins, “In Oreanda they sat on a bench.” Explain what the story means by ‘dull indifference’ and the ‘higher goals of being human.’

6. How does Anna’s departure cause Gurov act at the end of section II? 

7. What bothers Gurov back in Moscow?

8. Why does Gurov get frustrated with his partner, the official? 

9. How has Gurov’s desire changed from the beginning? What does it cause him to do? 

10. What pressures are present at Anna’s house? 

11. At the theater, what does Anna do that creates pressure on Gurov? 

12. What forces Anna and Gurov to part? 

13. Why is there no thunder in winter? How does the talk of weather relate to the story?

14. What pressures exists at the end of the story for Gurov?

15. After finishing the story, explain what permanent change took place in Gurov? 

16. Based on specific evidence from the story, explain whether or not Anna and Gurov will find a solution to their problem? 

Responses

1. Gurov wants to get more acquainted with the lady with the little dog. His affairs have become somewhat of a hobby, and he would like to continue having them. 

2. Gurov is dissatisfied. He is an adulterer. He is sexist yet dependent on the opposite sex. He is also fickle in his inability to get through the challenges of being in a relationship. 

3. Gurov’s home life propels him to vacation in Yalta, to be disloyal in his marriage, and which leads to him meeting Anna. Although this pressure gets Gurov to Yalta, the main conflict of the story deals with Anna, so the initial conflict has to come from her.  

4. Anna is worried about cheating on her husband. She says later that the ‘vile one beguiled me.’ Both Anna and Gurov are married to people they do not love. Gurov married young and now cannot stand his wife, who mispronounces his name and considers herself a ‘thinking’ woman. Anna’s husband, she describes, is lackeyish and she too married young. The difference is that Gurov accepts his disloyalty and Anna does not. 

5. It is referring to the ‘dull indifference’ with which the world turns, unhindered by the actions of mankind. Indifferent in the sense that it does not matter one way or another what men do, and dull in the sense that it isn’t exciting; it just is. This connects to the higher goals of being human, i.e. the purpose of mankind, to be, and to be in a manner of refinement, which is essentially what Gurov and Anna are forgetting. 

6.  It pushes him back north, closer to home, but also closer to Anna. 

7. He cannot talk about Anna. He dislikes being at home with his wife, and he is back to his original dissatisfaction, but it is all the more worse this time since he knows he could be with Anna. 

8. Gurov is finally pushed to say something about his experience in Yalta, but his partner does not understand the significance and disregards the statement, replying that Gurov was right about the meal. This contrast shows how much he has changed and also how Gurov is forgetting the ‘higher goals’ of being human. 

9. Gurov desperately wants to be with Anna. In the beginning, he still needed women, but it was not specific to a single one. This time, he wants Anna and it prompts him to find her in Petersburg.

10. Immediately, Gurov notices the fence with spikes. He is worried the husband is in, and getting attacked by dogs. He distinctly hears who he assumes to be Anna playing a piano, the front door opens suddenly, emitting the familiar white spitz, and finally, Gurov puts pressure on himself, believing Anna to have changed her affections for him. In the span of less then a page, all of these factors push Gurov towards a permanent change. 

11. Anna is horrified when Gurov first approaches. She says she has been thinking of him constantly, and at first tells him to leave, then says that she will meet him in Moscow. 

12. “Somebody was climbing the stairs” which forces them to separate. This is a very direct example of how pressure moves characters in a story. 

13. Thunder does not occur in winter because of a lack of humidity. The temperature does not permit water, so the air lacks the medium through which lighting can form. Prior to this, Gurov talks about temperature differences between the earth and the atmosphere, which connects to the idea about winter and lightning. In terms of connecting to the story, Gurov could be seen as lacking the proper conditions to create the ‘spark’ of love until he meets Anna, who similarly could be said the same of. This also brings an interesting perspective to the ‘higher goals of being human’. 

14. Gurov reflects on his age, which is progressing, causing him to loose his good looks. He has also fallen in love for the first time in his life, and being aware of it, he is doing what he can to keep it. Anna is still worried about their relationship, unsure how to proceed, and the story ends with them trying to think up a plan. 

15. The permanent change is Gurov’s ability to love. It did not exist before and now that it has happened, he will not be the same person. 

16. This question could go either way. Since it is easier to argue against the success, here is an argument in favor of them working it out. Gurov tells Anna that “we’ll think up something” that will make their relationship successful. He is determined, and this story is evidence of what Gurov’s determination causes, i.e. getting to be with Anna. They may not have an immediate solution, but Gurov has not failed in this regard to suggest one will not come. 

Vocabulary

Yalta

Spitz

Taciturn

irresolute

Sultry

Timorousness

Angularity 

pathetic 

superfluous

