Summary

Act one

Kudrjàš, who is having a conversation with Glaša, is admiring the Volga. Their conversation is interrupted by a quarrel between Dikoj and Boris. After Dikoj has retired to his house, Boris tells how fate has brought him from Moscow to the countryside and made him fully dependent on his uncle. In the meantime, Kabanicha, Tichon and Varvara and Kàt’a return from church. Kabanicha, Tichon’s mother, blames her son that he loves her less since his marriage. Kàt’a tries to refute this, but in vain. Varvara takes her under her protection against the reproaches of Tichon and Kabanicha.

Kàt’a describes her happy youth to Varvara, full of dreams of God and nature. She loses herself in her memories and cravings, even to the extent that she confesses her love for another man to the caring Varvara. Varvara tries to dispel her dread of sin. Being in inner conflict Kàt’a embraces Tichon on his entering and begs him not to travel to Kazan without her, despite his mother’s instructions. Tichon refuses and admonishes her to be obedient.

Act two

Kabanicha reproaches Kàt’a that she did not agonizingly weep upon Tichon’s departure. When Kabanicha leaves, Varvara hands over the key of the garden gate to Kàt’a, so that she can have her date with her beloved. Kàt’a hesitates, but finally accepts the key and hides it from the returning Kabanicha. Dikoj comes on the scene and is drunk. He kneels in front of Kabanicha and they go to bed. 

Night has fallen. Kudrjàš is expecting Varvara and is singing a joyful love song. Boris appears and wants to chase Kudrjàš: the latter one warns him, however, that Kàt’a’s love will only bring him bad luck. A love song announces Varvara’s arrival: she disappears with Kudrjàš to the river. Kàt’a reluctantly enters the garden: she confesses to Boris her dread of sin but she cannot resist his love and embraces him. She associates her act of love with the thought of death while Boris is singing the praises of life. They both disappear into the dark. Varvara and Kudrjàš return and far off they can hear the delights of a love longed for and dreamt of for so long. A few moments later Kudrjàš calls that it is time to turn back; Varvara sneaks into the house, Kàt’a, who is broken by fate, enters the garden, Boris stays behind all alone. 

Act three

People are sheltering from the imminent thunderstorm. Dikoj reproaches Kudrjàš that he is being blasphemous, because he explains lightening as an electric discharge and not as a punishment of God. Varvara describes Boris how Kàt’a has plunged into madness after Tichon’s return. The nature-cleansing thunderstorm coincides with Kàt’a’s penance: when Dikoj, Kabanicha and Tichon enter she falls to her knees and confesses her sin: every single night during his ten days’ absence she spent with Boris. After the harsh words uttered by Dikoj and Kabanicha she runs off into the storm. 

Dusk is falling. Kudrjàš and Varvara have decided to flee in great haste to Moscow as a way out to a new life. To Kàt’a, now being despised by everyone, the remote voices sound as tempting voices coming from the river; but first she wants to bid Boris farewell. They meet but have to face the hopelessness of their love, because Dikoj forces his nephew to leave for Siberia. Kàt’a immediately rejects the idea to flee with him. He leaves. As in a trance, she is singing one more song from her carefree childhood to seek out death in the river. Kuligin sees how she throws herself in the water and cries for help. People are running forward while Dikoj lays Kàt’a’s body onto the ground. 

Only now does Tichon gather strength to rise against his mother: “It is you that killed her!”. Kabanisha thanks the onlookers for their help.

