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Introduction





This volume is dominated by Friel’s versions of Chekhov, Turgenev and Ibsen. The other plays included, notably The Home Place, The Yalta Game and Performances, so situated, cry out for interpretation from their juxtaposition with the translations. The latter term is controversial, although, Ireland being bilingual, it often implies two-way traffic of a familiar kind. It also implies skills of a special nature, knowledge of the traffic laws being taken for granted. A translation from the Irish, for example, will not pass muster in Irish literary circles (document translation being of a more lowly order) unless it displays flamboyance alongside driving skills. It has less to do with ‘foreignisation’ than with domestication. For a dramatist as eminent as Friel a translation is by no means a secondary form. He works habitually by inspiration, by finding a spark wherever it is glimpsed or brought to his attention, and by encouraging it to flame with new vigour. Moreover, there seems to be for Friel a relationship between the process of translation and the process of dramatising history. In both exercises (or genres) he plays with the tension between authority and responsibility. Like Shaw, he rather courts anachronism than scrupulously evades it; the last thing Friel wants is costume drama. In that regard, the idiom he develops in both translation and history play is what may be termed modernist.


This volume, then, invites the reader to admire the supreme skills of tact, language and sense of form available within Friel’s highly successful versions – not only imitations in the literary sense of that term but also restatements – as well as in his latest original work. (It may be surmised that there is no great division between the two, as The Yalta Game and Performances demonstrate.) Apart from the early Three Sisters, the translations date from Friel’s later period when his work premiered at the Dublin Gate Theatre, where he found fruitful support from its director, Michael Colgan. The critical argument often encountered that, in general, Friel’s original plays are ‘Chekhovian’ is sometimes extended to the point where he is represented as some kind of clone or ‘double’. This view is highly misleading. There are undoubtedly great affinities between Friel and Chekhov in sensibility and aesthetics, but Friel remains ‘his own man’ for all that, a phrase borrowed from Performances. In the translations/versions Friel’s own voice comes through, his own music, while issues such as love, identity, aspiration and defeat are inflected in ways which bring the reader back repeatedly to his own plays. Like Goldsmith before him, he touches nothing that he does not adorn.


Friel is unsure why he found the Russian playwrights so ‘sympathetic’. It may be, he wrote, ‘because the characters in the plays behave as if their certainties were as sustaining as ever – even though they know in their hearts that their society is in melt-down and the future has neither a welcome nor even an accommodation for them.’1 But as to Chekhov, Friel’s relationship was rather like that of Keats to Shakespeare: he felt drawn to the work as to a master spirit whose comic-tragic vision he understood empathetically. It follows that when he first translated Chekhov, after his fashion, he understood fully Chekhov’s objectivity, his prioritising the claims of art over those of special interests, political in particular, while also understanding that art of the highest kind is necessarily social in essence and effect. No more than Chekhov did Friel believe in ivory towers. In a famous passage Keats describes the burden which lies on every artist ambitious to fulfil his or her vocation: ‘None can usurp this height,’ Keats’s Muse figure warned him in The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream (1819), ‘But those to whom the miseries of the world / Are misery, and will not let them rest.’ Such sentiments were part of the legacy of nineteenth-century Romanticism. Chekhov resembled Keats in more than the coincidence of tuberculosis as their undoing. When Keats declared his belief in the truth of the imagination and the holiness of the heart’s affections he spoke for all serious writers thereafter. He spoke for Friel. Therefore the link between Friel and Chekhov is never parasitic. It is based on recognition of the real thing.2




*





Friel’s approach to translation has always differed from that of his fellow playwrights in Britain. At no point did he commit himself to ‘principles’ like Michael Frayn, for instance.3 He wanted textual equivalence, but his cast of thought has always run closer to indeterminism than stability. This perhaps is the reason why his translations of the Russians are so persuasive. Friel identifies with the frailty of communication itself. (His version of Ibsen is another matter, based on negatives transformed into a positive creed of attention, as will appear below.) Friel chose only Three Sisters and Uncle Vanya as subject matter from Chekhov, apart from his dramatisation of the short story ‘Lady with Lapdog’. The passing over of The Cherry Orchard, in particular, where the political implications might be thought to have been his métier, is significant. Friel is not in any profound sense interested in whatever politics may be said to reside in Chekhov’s complex tragicomedies. What interests him politically is not what interested Thomas Kilroy when in 1981 he transferred the Russian setting of Chekhov’s The Seagull to the west of Ireland some time just before the land wars and Yeats’s participation in Irish cultural nationalism.4 Kilroy’s play is a remarkable, not to say uncanny, exercise in applied hindsight which worked extremely well in its premiere and 1994 revival. It has been described as ‘archetypal as the start of Irish approaches to dealing with Chekhov’,5  but the paradigm does not apply here. Friel’s approach is less radical; he is not interested in adaptation as such but in re-telling. From the start his term was ‘after’ Chekhov, and this means he reserved the right, with due respect, to re-write language and idiom but neither plot nor setting.


Friel wrote his version of Three Sisters having successfully staged Aristocrats (1979) at the Abbey, and while writing Translations (1980) for the newly conceived Field Day Theatre Company. It premiered in 1981. On the face of it, Three Sisters was a strange choice for the Field Day programme. It is only in retrospect, when one looks back through the Field Day productions, that Friel’s motives clarify. The Field Day history includes a number of versions of world classics: Antigone (adapted by Tom Paulin), Molière’s School for Wives (adapted by Derek Mahon), Philoctetes (adapted by Seamus Heaney) and Uncle Vanya (adapted by Frank McGuinness). Each of these had an Irish application, whether linguistic, thematic, or both. Only Paulin’s version of Antigone, however, under the title The Riot Act (1984), emulated Kilroy’s The Seagull in transferring the original to an Irish setting. Accordingly, it is appropriate here to consider Friel’s version of Three Sisters as setting the tone and the template for ‘translations’. (McGuinness’s Vanya was the only true successor, in 1995.) They were to be classics made accessible to audiences to whom the originals were unknown. Three Sisters was announced in a press notice as interpreting Chekhov by ‘conveying not only the meaning of the original words but also the essence and significance of Chekhov’s vision’. This significance was linguistically related to the ‘confusions of life in Ireland today’.6


As is well known, the work of George Steiner, especially in the theory of translation, provided Friel with inspiration. ‘I came to After Babel [1975] because I was doing a translation of Three Sisters,’ he said in interview with Paddy Agnew.7 The ‘because’ is important here. Friel knew that literalism was not what he wanted but a fertile approximation of Chekhov’s dialogue. ‘There are bigger truths beyond that of the literal translation,’ he said in another interview (with Elgie Gillespie). It was a matter of embodying a concept of communication and its frustrations. Friel used six published translations to find his own. No doubt, too, he bore in mind Tyrone Guthrie’s version seen in Minneapolis in 1963, and Guthrie’s indomitable theatricality. Steiner allowed Friel licence: the act of translation, being ‘deeply ambivalent’, torn between the urge towards ‘facsimile’ and the urge towards ‘appropriate recreation’ (p. 235). In staying faithful to Chekhov’s plot structure Friel intuitively recreated Chekhov’s world in a simulacrum of Northern Irish frustrations. The setting is provincial. The main characters yearn for a world elsewhere, a metropolis idealised as a destination for fulfilment; they are in exile, a condition Friel has frequently dramatised. It is perhaps a condition as metaphysical as political, from which deliverance is tragically unavailable. The language for such a state is mainly elegiac, and Friel’s rhythms and phrasing are duly commensurate. Hope provides a counter-language, however, as Vershinin introduces his theory of how suffering in the present will benefit those who come after. Friel’s language here, in Act Two, is distinctive. He calls for Vershinin to speak with passion: ‘We’re never going to know happiness in our time. And we musn’t expect it. Because we have no right to it. Our fate is to work and work and work. Happiness isn’t for us. It’s for our descendants.’8 The short sentences are Friel’s and they add forcefulness. The ‘us’ here includes Friel’s audience, involved in the dilemma of happiness postponed.


In this area Friel is tactful in the extreme. The parallel is available to the condition of the Northern minority in the 1980s but it is scrupulously understated. In a programme note to the premiere of Three Sisters Seamus Deane said that Field Day had already, with Translations, created ‘a consciousness of itself as a force involved with history’. In that case Three Sisters aimed to show history in the form of parable. Hard times must be endured; old codes, traditions such as duelling, looking to violence for solutions, must be re-inspected; upstarts like Natasha (whose use of Hiberno-English is part of Friel’s ambivalence) should be seen for what they are – vulgarians with misplaced energies – while failures like Andrey and to a lesser extent Tusenbach should be seen as responsible for their own destruction. People cannot live on dreams alone. In a later book, Steiner was to claim that Sophocles’ Antigone was ‘of a timeless urgency’ in the twentieth century.9 Friel was inclined to view Three Sisters in a similar, if more crepuscular, light.




*





Although it would make sense here to continue with Friel’s adaptations of Chekhov, there is also a cogent reason to stay with the chronology and turn to his adaptations of Turgenev. The former were a labour of love, the latter of admiration. Friel observed that Turgenev, more than forty years Chekhov’s senior, paved the way for the new dramatic form perfected by Chekhov. He saw the relationship between the two as ‘richly metabiotic’ in the sense in which ‘one organism is dependent on another for the preparation of an environment in which it can live’.10  Similarly it can be observed that the relationship between Friel and both Russians is also metabiotic. It happened that Friel wrote no new play between 1982 and 1987, when in a surprising move his version of Turgenev’s 1861 novel Fathers and Sons was staged by the National Theatre, London, with a stellar cast. The Gate Theatre, Dublin, provided a new production in the following year. Field Day was left aside until Making History was produced in 1988. It seems Friel stood in need of external stimulation, or as he himself worded it, he was unemployed at the time he wrote Fathers and Sons and he ‘wanted to keep the muscles slightly flexed’.11 The text is included in Plays Two, to the Introduction of which the reader is referred (pp. ix–xi). Friel’s modesty can sometimes be misleading. Fathers and Sons is far more than a slight flexing of artistic muscles; its success on stage indicates far otherwise. So also with A Month in the Country (written in 1850 but not staged until 1872): its success ‘after Turgenev’ at the Dublin Gate in 1992, when Friel was again ‘unemployed’, argues a sharing of the credit. Although it may be an exaggeration to claim that ‘Friel’s Russia, in essence, is Friel’s Ireland’,12 it is clear that the appeal of Turgenev’s play for Friel was in part the kinship he felt with the nineteenth-century Russian world. It was also because Turgenev, as Friel read him, ‘was great but flawed; and the flaws allow in – maybe invite – the cheeky translation’.13 As with Ibsen later on, he felt free to reinterpret. The Dublin cast and the director Joe Dowling vindicated the text theatrically.


The roots of A Month in the Country lie in traditional comedy, which tends to have a similar form whether English, French or Italian, derived as it was from Roman comedy and seventeenth-century comedy of manners. Turgenev inherited it via French boulevard comedy. As a modernist, Friel tries to turn it into his heart’s delight, a witty discourse on illusion and the shortcomings of human desire. ‘That’s what love does,’ says Vera in Act Two, ‘makes the unreasonable perfectly reasonable.’ The brilliance of Friel’s adaptation lies in its camouflage, its tendency easily to adopt its colouring from its Big House landscape. It has as much in common with The London Vertigo, the adaptation of Macklin, as it does with Turgenev’s world. This is just as well. Otherwise we should be left in the position of finding Friel treading too much in the footprints of his inferiors.


The Irish touches to Friel’s A Month in the Country are exquisite. The play opens rather in the manner of Aristocrats (1979) with piano music offstage, a nocturne which sets the tone for the delicacy with which Friel treats his main characters – the love-smitten Natalya, the besotted Michel, the ingénues Aleksy and Vera, and even the deceived husband Arkady. The piano music is by the Dublin-born composer John Field (1782–1837), Chopin’s forerunner, who travelled to Russia in 1802 and made his career in St Petersburg and Moscow, where he is buried. In the opening scene Michel reads aloud from Laurence Sterne’s comic novel Tristram Shandy (1760), another Irish touch. But the great strengths of the translation lie in two main areas: Friel’s language and his interest here in performance, mainly the idea of the mask. As befits the complex comic plots, operatic in their proliferation from high to low classes, the dialogue is brisk, lively and idiomatic at all times. In pacing it is modern, a language that falls trippingly off the tongue. This is not to say it doesn’t rise to intensity when passion is declared. ‘All love is a catastrophe,’ says Michel in the final scene. By that stage we have heard many professions of love, despair and pathos. Friel is capable of thinking himself so fully into the emotional temperature of a scene that the language seems to create it as it rises and falls. At the end of Act One, when ‘balance’ and ‘equilibrium’ are being lost on many sides and ‘the house is in turmoil’ after Arkady believes he has discovered his wife and Michel in flagrante delicto, Natalya brazenly confronts the young tutor Aleksey, with whom she is passionately in love, and is at first ‘Icy, imperious’ with him. When she sees he is unaware that her ward Vera is in love with him, ‘She smiles. The icy, imperious manner vanishes’ and she gets Aleksey to sit and talk until she can end the scene in an ecstasy of belief that he returns her love. The switches of mood are reflected in her soliloquy, but Friel’s stage directions assert his control.


The other strength, the performance quality, is best indicated by Dr Shpigelsky: ‘If the mask fits, wear it, I say.’ Born a peasant, he has learned to play the clown to his advantage before his social superiors. If his manipulating the old fool Bolshintsov recalls Sir Toby Belch’s milking of Sir Andrew Aguecheek in Twelfth Night, the class difference is subverted. The doctor is needed at the Big House for his linguistic gifts: ‘It’s the words, Doctor, the words! What am I to say to her? Because if I can’t speak, how can I propose to her?’ wails Bolshintsov. In the Big House the doctor plays the clown ‘because that masks how deeply I detest them’, he confesses to the woman he courts there, Lizaveta. He is not a mischief-maker, however, only a joker. It is for the audience to see the politics in this stance.


Because intrigue plays so little part in the play, in contrast to the comedy-of-manners tradition, more inner drama is revealed. Characters are forced to absorb a shock of revelation or recognition quickly and to respond with whatever dignity is left them. If they are not (metaphorically) masked, like the innocents Vera and Arkady, they suffer. Wilde wrote about the ‘truth’ of masks, and Peter Brook points out in The Shifting Point (1989) that in the theatre, in contrast to daily reality, an actual mask is liberating: ‘because here it is not you, and therefore everything about you is hidden, you can let yourself appear’ (p. 231). Friel gives only a virtual mask to his divided characters, like the Private and Public Gar in Philadelphia, Here I Come! (1964), which is similarly liberating. His version of A Month in the Country thus approximates life more closely than the artifice of comedy usually allows. The marriages at the end of that play are built on pragmatism, not romance. Victory goes to those masked against inner turmoil. The love triangle of Natalya, Aleksey and Vera collapses at the end under the weight of Natalya’s ‘game-playing’. If everything is finally about to get ‘back to normal’, as Vera claims, Natalya knows that it’s ‘the normal’ that is driving her mad. The play ends with Vera again playing a Field nocturne off, while her aged suitor listens and is affected (‘Nice … nice …’). Music alone, in Friel, does not lie.


Friel’s version of Uncle Vanya (premiered at the Dublin Gate in 1998) asks to be paired with his The Home Place (2005), while The Yalta Game (premiered at the Dublin Gate in 2001) as a dramatisation of Chekhov’s short story ‘Lady with Lapdog’ asks to be linked to Friel’s Performances (premiered at the Dublin Gate in 2003). All of this traffic carries forward the idea of metabiosis. The fertility of the results does away with thoughts of parasitism. While imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, inspiration stakes its irrefutable claim to originality. Two Plays After (Dublin Gate, 2002), on the other hand, comprising a dramatisation of Chekhov’s one-act The Bear together with Afterplay, a daring bringing together of Sonya from Uncle Vanya and Andrey from Three Sisters in an imagined tête-à-tête, are in a slightly different category. It is to be noted that in first publication The Yalta Game was included with these other two under the title Three Plays After (Loughcrew: Gallery Press, 2002). One must not be confused. Taken together this later flourishing of Friel-Chekhov work marks a high point in theatrical virtuosity.


To take the short pieces first, before Vanya and Performances. Following the success of A Month in the Country, for which he used a literal translation by Christopher Heaney as base text, Friel continued to use a freer, more modern idiomatic style than the 1981 Three Sisters (not based on a literal translation). On balance, Friel goes for a bouncy modern idiom rather than ‘exactitude’. The Bear, based on a literal translation by Una Ní Dhubhghaill, is the easiest example. The little farce is sure-fire, with a situation older than that central to The Taming of the Shrew: stubborn woman meets her match in angry man. Chekhov pared the theme down to its simplest outline, whereby the turnaround in attitude leading to a happy and loving ending is secured. Friel follows in the right spirit, ramping up the energy levels and laying on the outspoken language as the polite woman loses her temper with the ignoramus who breaks in upon her year of mourning with his outrageous demand for repayment of her late husband’s debt. Farce is all about exaggeration. In The Life of the Drama (1967), Eric Bentley calls it ‘the quintessence of theatre’, which is why it is an actor’s delight to play in. Within that framework Friel allows himself linguistic liberties to make the characters and situation entirely alive, persuasive and in the end surprisingly erotic.


The Yalta Game shares in this contemporary, realistic thrust but in a more complex way. To translate from short story to drama is to translate twice. Having made the transition from short-story writer to playwright in the 1960s, Friel knows well how different the forms are. Chekhov’s story about the bored married man on holiday alone in Yalta who seduces a young married woman half his age as a routine conquest and then finds himself ensnared in love is told dispassionately by Chekhov in the third person, with Gurov as the central character. The story turns, like Joyce’s ‘The Dead’, on the gradual deepening of the central consciousness to the point of realising a gulf between his secret life and the routine one, the secret life being the authentic. This gap has always been a feature of Friel’s own writing, as witness the division of his young hero in Philadelphia, Here I Come! into a private and public self played by two actors. In The Yalta Game Friel solves this technical problem by giving both Gurov and Anna two voices, one public, the other private, carefully distinguished typographically in the text. There is soliloquy and there is dialogue. The point is that neither voice is the ‘real’ one: by the end of the play Gurov realises that the public and private are never as distinct as ‘we’ think, here including the audience participating publicly but each with her own thoughts. The technique works wonderfully well because Friel’s Gurov invents a game of people-watching in which he involves Anna: he will single out a fellow guest and begin a narrative about his or her secret life as the opposite to whatever the appearances suggest. This is Friel’s own invention, more Wildean than Chekhovian: everyone is a Bunburyist, a pretender, a leader of a double life. Everyone is masked. In addition, Gurov also gets to narrate his own story only to find himself its prisoner. The game, in short, becomes deadly serious for both Gurov and Anna.


Friel’s version is modern metatheatre. There is and is not a dog on stage. Both characters act as if there is a dog, as Chekhov’s story of course demands, but they mime their responses and at one point, after Gurov has named the dog ‘Yalta’ we have this piece of dialogue:




Anna Yalta – Yalta – come on, girl – come on.


Gurov Who are you calling?


Anna Yalta! We have just baptised her! My dog!


Gurov What dog?


Anna My dog. There.


Gurov (slaps her arm playfully) Will you stop that! You know there’s no dog there.


Anna At your feet. There. Touch her. You are a very silly man.





The audience knows there’s no dog but once the illusion has been created it can be broken and Friel likes to do this in service to his theme. He even invents a piece not in Chekhov in which the dog is lost. At one point, after Anna has left for home on the train, Gurov wonders if the whole affair wasn’t just ‘imagined’ since ‘there was always something elusive, something impalpable about it, wasn’t there?’ The question is to himself but it is also to the audience. Is life an illusion, as theatre is? Or can illusion (memory) sometimes not be the real thing?


If The Yalta Game is masterly reinvention, Afterplay is a cheeky piece of smash-and-grab. Friel revisits two of Chekhov’s major plays, Three Sisters and Uncle Vanya, to bring together in a two-hander Andrey and Sonya in a travestied ‘brief encounter’ in Moscow. They are both now in their forties, for it is some twenty years after their premiere appearances. The title Afterplay is a double pun, indicating sequel but also the opposite of ‘foreplay’. In postmodern fiction sequels or prequels are not uncommon practice (consider The Wide Sargasso Sea or The Hours), but in drama such practice is little known, aside from Tom Stoppard’s occasional forays (Travesties, Arcadia). Friel’s experiment, first staged after The Bear in a double bill, works in the context of the old ‘afterpiece’, a lighter note on which to end a night at the theatre. Except that, as with the reverse pun on foreplay, this notion is also subverted. Afterplay is a sad, indeed tragic, imagining of what might have been when two characters (Friel calls them ‘people’) with no more than a virtual shared background meet in a ‘small run-down café’. Friel resurrects them only to bring them face to face with human decay. The Yalta Game it is not; Eros does not preside. And yet it is a playful text, in which both Andrey and Sonya are revealed as storytellers, fabricators and liars. They are in a sense mirror images (with identical canvas carrier-bags).


Friel says in his author’s note that both characters have to stay true to their origins. They cannot escape their ‘determining experiences’. We may take this dilemma as relating to their tragic history. Sonya has a pile of papers and maps of the estate spread out on the café table, as she tries to work out some solution to all the mortgages on the place. It is as if nothing has changed since the ending of Uncle Vanya. But as the evening progresses it emerges that she lives in a fantasy of release. She is more embedded in this private dream (which still includes Astrov) than Andrey is in his. He is far more the flamboyant trickster, clad in identity, his violin case. In his story almost every detail is a lie. Friel has painted such rogues before (for example, Gerry Evans in Dancing at Lughnasa, Jack Donovan in Give Me Your Answer, Do!), always engaging, if weak, figures bordering on the criminal. Their facility in invention brings them close to the role of the artist in society, which may be why Friel invariably presents them sympathetically. At the least, he is implying, such non-conforming figures are entertaining.


Sonya’s history is in some measure to be taken as that of the modern woman, striving for independence, and all the more divided from fulfilment as she adapts to loneliness and duty. We learn little new about Sonya, beyond Chekhov’s skilful portrait of the plain woman scorned, except her incipient alcoholism. But Andrey’s protean features are a revelation. When the mask is off, if it ever fully is, he displays not only the pathetic weakness already revealed in Three Sisters but also a liveliness, a wit, and a resilience not seen in the original. The pedant is long gone, replaced by the operator and con-man. In the end, Andrey is seen as having at least got to Moscow, unlike his sisters, if only to visit his son Bobik, who is now in jail there. Andrey’s lie about Natasha (that she died young) is kinder than the startling facts he confesses later that she lost custody of the children in running off with Protopopov and lives insecurely in a huge mansion, awaiting dispossession in post-Revolution Russia. In contrast, Sonya is trying to move on to tree cultivation in an effort to escape the impending government takeover of the large estates. Both women inhabit a tragic space within Friel’s updated narratives. Some of this thrashing about in the meshes of history will be seen again in Friel’s Irish-set The Home Place, as will appear below. In Afterplay there is but a glimmer seen of what needs must come. For this dark time Sonya exhorts ‘fortitude’ (a virtue that appears again in Hedda Gabler, upheld by Aunt Juliana), but Andrey has no such resource and finishes the play sitting down to write a pointless letter to Sonya, no doubt outlining another futile meeting. Change is not a real prospect for these doomed ‘people’. Yet, for Friel, there is hope in the very act of writing.




*





In being drawn to translate Uncle Vanya, premiered at the Dublin Gate in 1998, Friel may already have had the idea for writing The Home Place, which was also to have its premiere at the Gate (in 2005). But Vanya exists in its own right as well, a successful version of a classic, which had a London production in 2002, directed by Sam Mendes, who subsequently took it to New York, and in September 2013 Joe Dowling also directed a production at the Guthrie Theatre in Minneapolis. In spite of the fact that Friel used, and acknowledged, a literal translation provided by Una Ní Dhubhghaill, one London reviewer said the production was ‘more a Friel-isation than a faithful realisation’ of Chekhov’s play. The Russian consultant for the Donmar, while praising as ‘utterly inspired’ Friel’s ‘distillation of the spirit of the original’, charged that ‘in places it totally ignored historical accuracy’, instancing the mention in Act Four of bills for coils of barbed wire and a thousand fencing posts instead of linseed oil and buckwheat, and seeing this as ‘utterly absurd’ in relation to the black-earth region of Russia in Chekhov’s time: ‘Vanya does not manage a cattle ranch.’14


The point is interesting, as it goes to the heart of Friel’s writing methodology. A similar criticism was made of Translations by historians when that play was first staged, objecting to the sappers’ carrying guns with bayonets and behaving anachronistically. Friel’s response then was that even an historical text is ‘a kind of literary artefact’ and therefore given to invention. Presumably, he felt the same about details in Uncle Vanya. The instance above from Act Four conjures up enclosure, to be sure, but its main purpose is to illustrate, through a graphic image, the sheer waste of resources that Vanya and Sonya must look to expunge. Besides, Friel’s text creates a mistake in the totting up which Sonya corrects – a little invention which brings their task alive. If Friel is an acolyte of Chekhov it is because he too can create poetry out of the stuff of realism. It is never a question of recklessly telling the story in his own words, à la Owen in Translations.


Productions of The Home Place and Uncle Vanya in Belfast, both directed by Mick Gordon, in 2009 and in 2012 respectively, prompt the notion that they can usefully be bracketed together. The Home Place is an Irish history play set in 1878 in the country estate of Christopher Gore, a liberal-minded Anglo-Irish landlord. Although it is political to a degree Chekhov never is, The Home Place is also a modern tragedy with a Vanya figure at its core. The differences between the two plays may be as significant as the affinities of form and feeling. Vanya is about wasted lives, the constant Chekhovian theme. It is also about impossible love. The Home Place is about the fruits of colonialism and the ambiguities of loyalty. At the climax of Chekhov’s play Vanya breaks down in the face of the insufferable humiliations he has been exposed to, accumulating from Elena’s rebuff and preference for Astrov to brother-in-law Serabryakov’s total contempt for Vanya as manager of the estate and mis-manager of his passion for Elena. The broken Vanya joins with his niece Sonya, two losers putting a brave face on things. Nothing has changed, nor is there any prospect of change. Christopher Gore in The Home Place is also deeply and publicly humiliated by his failure to stand up to local, aggrieved tenants and by the scorn this brings both from his contemptible cousin Richard and from Margaret, Christopher’s chatelaine and putative fiancée, who calls him a coward. He is also humiliated by his only son, as weak as himself, when David inadvertently but symbolically daubs Christopher with the white paint used to designate trees that must be cut down. Thus marked as doomed landlord, Christopher collapses in hysterics and can no longer rely for support on the woman he loves. Whereas Sonya infuses hope in Vanya and succeeds in getting him back to working on the estate accounts, Margaret considers her options, and, moved by Thomas Moore’s music sounding across the fields, decides to abandon Christopher and the Big House and return to her own clan. The music represents a moment of truth and of healing: but only for one side, since Christopher is deaf to it. Friel’s ending is bleaker than Chekhov’s, bleaker even than that of The Cherry Orchard. There is no ‘redemptive transformation’ for Christopher Gore, as there possibly is for Vanya.15


Friel’s point, as in Translations, to which The Home Place is a coda, is the fragility of things, communities, civilisations and, of course, relationships. For Gore there is no ‘new life’ hereafter, as Sonya promises Vanya, and no ‘peace’. The future is balanced on a political knife-edge. Since he is a unionist landlord for whom ‘the home place’ is forever England, Gore’s situation is instructive regarding the future history of conflict in Northern Ireland. Unless people change and maintain a spirit of reconciliation, Gore’s collapse is prophetic. As is Friel’s wont, the play uses a double perspective, whereby one time scheme serves to allegorise another: the fictional past, staged for the audience as the present, speaks of a future dilemma beyond the Belfast Peace Agreement.


While not in the least Chekhovian in theme, in its metatheatrical form Performances bears some resemblance to The Yalta Game. It uses ‘play’ and ‘playing’ as metaphor. It calls on the audience to accept that Leon Janáček is both present and not present on stage – for how could he be actually present for a ‘live’ performance of his Second Violin Concerto when the text insists he died in 1928 and the play is set in the present? It also calls on the audience to accept that although the play is set in Brno in the Czech Republic all on stage speak English (the convention Friel had used brilliantly in Translations). This time the postmodernist ‘game’ Friel plays with his audience is of Chinese boxes. His base text is Intimate Letters, a translation into English of the correspondence between the composer and his inspiration or Muse, Kamila Stöslová. The love affair which is recorded in the letters indicates how Janáček came to write his concerto bearing the same name. What the play explores, however, is whether or to what extent the composer merely exploited the woman in order to create his concerto. Such is the argument his antagonistic visitor, the graduate student Anezka Ungrova, ultimately makes. Before that, however, she is content to argue, rather simplistically, that the art work is literally the product of the relationship while the love affair was the more important thing. The debate hinges partly on what Yeats in ‘The Choice’ called the conflict for the artist over prioritising perfection of the work over life itself. For Yeats as for Friel the work comes first but the doubt persists. In Performances Janáček agrees: ‘I never considered the life all that important. I gave myself to the perfection of the work. Did I make the wrong choice?’ Use of Yeats’s title here makes it certain that Friel wanted his audience to enter the debate on his side. Anezka is unable to do so.


Likewise – and this is the second dimension of the debate – Anezka is unwilling to consider how art transforms reality. She argues that his love for Kamila was but ‘an image’ of her and that Kamila knew that. Janáček denies this as he listens to the music: ‘That’s no image. That’s the real thing.’ Here the debate moves into the philosophical topic of music itself, what it is, what its relationship is to language and to truth. Music is important in many of Friel’s plays, not as background but as an extra-linguistic means of giving expression to feeling. It is always linked to memory, and memory to the truth of experience crucial to identity. To Friel music is more direct a mode of communication than language: ‘because it is wordless it can hit straight and unmediated into the vein of deep emotion’.16 We see this in The Home Place, both at the beginning and end of the play, when Moore’s song, ‘Oft in the Stilly Night’, has a profound effect on Margaret because it is not only her father’s choral arrangement but an echo of youthful, tribal experience. It is because of the music and its nationalist heritage that she decides to leave The Lodge and return ‘home’ (a problematic entity and yet a locus). In Performances the issue is more abstract. Janáček’s own music brings Kamila alive again to the composer. In a 2013 production, directed by Adrian Dunbar, Kamila was dimly seen upstage off, as if in Janáček’s mind while he listens finally to the live performance of his Second String Quartet. That spectral presence reinforces what he had said earlier about his achievement, that he had come to see her ‘as the achieved thing itself! The music in the head made real, become carnal!’ In the programme for the premiere in 2003 Friel acknowledged his indebtedness to the critic George Steiner. A passage from Real Presences seems to throw light accordingly, where Steiner insists that music without words creates meaning, in fact is meaning. ‘In music form is content, content form’ and yet the playing of a quartet can be a ‘somatic, carnal’ experience, employing the bodies of the players.17 It can also be a theatrical experience, and this is Friel’s overall point. Theatre and music are near allied, although not always in the way Wagner insisted. The space they share is indeterminate, literally immaterial, mental.




*





Finally, Hedda Gabler marks a new departure for Friel. He had never tackled Ibsen before. It was another commission from Michael Colgan at the Dublin Gate he could have turned down. Although he disliked the character of Hedda, he was able to create a very successful version ‘after Ibsen’, which following its 2008 Gate premiere enjoyed a well-received revival at London’s Old Vic in autumn 2012 (with Sheridan Smith in the lead). Both productions were directed by Anna Mackmin. As to Ibsen’s play, its power lies in its objectivity. Ibsen here offers no discussion speeches from which leading ideas might be extrapolated, as in A Doll’s House or Ghosts. It is thus open to interpretation as either feminist or anti-feminist in intent. What drew Friel to the Hedda enigma? It is difficult to empathise with her strange combination of fire and ice, her ‘lust for life’ and her enormous cruelty. Hedda is a quasiartist, who primarily observes and arranges experience; she likes spatially to be in the centre in order to control, to spy on and feed off the lives of others. She ends up marginalised, silenced while Tesman and Thea claim centre stage as the admirable restorers of the burnt manuscript. Hedda tries to live as if a puppeteer, only to become the puppet of a man, Judge Brack, all too pleased to make her his plaything. At that point she directs her own exit.


Strindberg believed that Ibsen based Eilert Loevborg on him, and was angry at this portrait of the artist. Friel, who generally tends to see the artist as an ambivalent figure, destructive as well as morally independent, makes a major distinction between the man and the work, as in Performances. In Friel’s version of Hedda, Loevborg is foolishly idealised by Hedda, who sees him as a disciple of Dionysus, whereas, as Thea says, he is actually ‘weak, talented, [and] damaged’. Yet he explains his new book as concerning ‘the power of the arts in our society today’ and ‘the way this society will develop under these artistic pressures’. This emphasis on the arts is Friel’s rather than Ibsen’s. As his work with Field Day testifies, Friel wished theatre and drama to transform versions of the past so that society itself might be transformed or translated. Aesthetes like Hedda, however, are incapable of understanding this role. She represents a corruption of power, a deadliness that society – via theatre audiences – must recognise as viral. Already, in Afterplay, suicide was dismissed as not ‘satisfactory’: Sony a thinks Masha’s shooting herself, again with her father’s (another general) pistol, lacked real ‘fortitude’. The same holds for Hedda. The challenge for Friel, following the representation of the love affair in Performances in which an art object, the Intimate Letters, is acknowledged as the ‘child’ of the lovers, just as Loevborg’s book is the child born of Thea’s love for him, is to confront audiences with the opposite of Janáček’s wholesome understanding of how love underpins the arts. Friel’s Loevborg may be decadent but, unlike Hedda, he has a sense of social responsibility.


Ibsen, on the other hand, could identify with Hedda’s nineteenth-century Bovaryism – ‘Hedda c’est moi’ and all that. Friel, working in a post-Freudian world, is necessarily more analytical in response. The byword for Hedda’s behaviour is ‘mum’s the word’. Let the secret be kept at all costs. When she is finally cornered, Hedda tells Brack she cannot ‘learn to live with what [she] can’t change’. She must hide behind her mask, in the sense Peter Brook deplored; here the secret life is the inauthentic. We see in Friel’s version of Hedda Gabler the difference between a comic mask, which is enabling, and a tragic mask, which is totally disabling. Far from being an Ibsenist New Woman, Friel’s Hedda is a woman pitiably possessed. Thus, she is neither feminist nor anti-feminist but psychologically damaged. There is a new kind of catharsis at work here, as if to say, adapting Arthur Miller, ‘attention must be paid to such a woman’. We learn the guilt of the secret life which has engineered only self-destruction, and are appalled by the knowledge.


Friel’s version of Hedda is entirely true to Ibsen’s tight plot, a little cavalier with characterisation, and gloriously ripe in linguistic elaboration. In the best sense of the word, it is a liberal version. As with his versions of Chekhov, Friel here presents a democratic attitude to characterisation. The class structure is set aside in favour of ease of relationship between high and low. The maid Bertha is given a lot more emotional space in this version than is usual; she is in a sense the norm of human concern and feeling. This brings her constant reprimands from Hedda, who tries to dehumanise her. Friel turns Bertha into a natural standard by which Hedda’s coldness is exposed. She can even pray for Hedda at the end: ‘God forgive the poor unhappy creature.’ Similarly Aunt Juliana‘s sincerity serves to show up Hedda’s insincerity; she is the greater ‘lady’. She can say after her sister’s death, when she resolves to nurse another person, ‘I need someone to live for.’ In the end Aunt Juliana is a yardstick of the moral life that Friel approves. Judge Brack, on the other hand, while remaining the villain Ibsen depicted, is given a new sense of self-parody which is Frielian. Any man who can find furnishings ‘demure’ is definitely ‘razor-sharp’, whatever his use of American slang. Brack is more Hedda’s counterpart than is Loevborg, and can say, ‘At keeping mum I’m masterly.’ He too is well, but comically, masked. George Tesman, Hedda’s husband, is more humanised, an innocent ‘simultaneously admirable and infuriating’, a professor who is the common man rather than the usual comic pedant and bore. Thea Elvsted is raised above her Victorian role as runaway wife, a woman of no importance, through her seriousness, her quick reactions to Hedda’s callousness and her openly declared love and concern for Loevborg. She outclasses the aristocratic Hedda every time.


Friel’s language is probably more liberated in Hedda than in any of his translations of Chekhov. In the Old Vic production of Hedda in 2012, there were little ripples of surprised recognition at the modernised idioms. It is as if working within the iron framework of an Ibsen well-made play allowed Friel scope for more play than usual. There is a passage early on where George admires his old slippers, which Aunt Rena has embroidered annually for his birthday. They are a kind of talisman to him. The passage is itself embroidered by Friel far beyond what Ibsen wrote: to George, the slippers are ‘a chronicle of my life … a record of my deepest emotions, my most opulent memories’. This image offers a key to Friel’s method of translation: not that he constantly adorns what in Ibsen is lapidary but that his intuition is so strong he can elaborate when a new contour, a fresh perspective on character and theme, is required. The aim is clarity through symbol, which Ibsen as poet would approve. At the same time embroidery implies enhancement. At play’s end George says, now that his aunt is dead, that he will embroider the slippers annually himself with fresh blossoms: ‘Traditions must be maintained.’ The older arts must be renewed. It is a minor variation of Loevborg’s thesis. Embroidery implies care, patient attention to design, in contrast to the vandalism of Hedda. This idea goes beyond Ibsen. There is another example of embroidery in Act Four, as George reacts to Hedda’s admission that she is pregnant with an ‘extravanganza’, an extraordinary celebration of life in a play dominated by death. Purists may object to such embroidery, but the result speaks for itself. It is life-enhancing. Friel’s text is eminently playable, and thrilling to the ear. While faithful to the dynamics of Ibsen’s play, then, Friel’s language is a re-minting of idiom and image, so that the re-valued coinage shines out as fresh currency and rings true for our time.


 


CHRISTOPHER MURRAY


Dublin, November 2013
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Andrey Prozorov


Natasha 


his fiancée, later his wife


Olga


Masha


Irina 


his sisters


Fyodor Kulygin


a schoolmaster, Masha’s husband


Alexander Vershinin


a lieutenant-colonel


Baron Tusenbach


a lieutenant


Captain Vassily Solyony
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an army lieutenant
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a second lieutenant
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a second lieutenant
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Time and Place


The action takes place in the Prozorov home in a provincial town in Russia.
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	Autumn, two years later
































Act One








The Prozorov house is situated outside a large provincial Russian town (population 100,000) and close to a river.


It is the month of May, a bright and sunny morning just before noon.


A drawing room with columns, beyond which is a large dining room. In the drawing room there is a draught-screen, a large iron stove, a full-size mirror, a piano.


In both the drawing room and the dining room there are flowers everywhere – flowers on the tables, flowers on the piano, flowers on the mantelpiece, flowers in vases on the floor.


Anfisa is helping two young maids who are laying the dining-room table for buffet lunch.


Olga is wearing the regulation dark-blue dress of a secondary schoolteacher. She is correcting exercise books.


Masha is dressed in black; her hat on her lap; reading.


Irina is in a white dress. She has a basket filled with flowers and is arranging them in vases around the room.


Silence except for the sound of Andrey playing the violin in his room off right.


Olga stops working.




Olga   Hard to believe it’s only a year since Father’s death, isn’t it? Twelve months to the day. The fifth of May. Your name-day, Irina. Do you remember how cold it was? And there was snow falling. I thought then I’d never get over it. And you collapsed – d’you remember? – just passed out. But a year has gone by and we can talk about it calmly now, can’t we? And you’re wearing white again and you look … radiant! (Clock strikes.) The clock struck twelve then, too. Remember the band playing when they were carrying the coffin out of the room here? And firing the salute in the cemetery? General Prozorov, Brigade Commander! All the same, very few local people turned up. But it was a terrible day, wasn’t it? All that rain and sleet and –


Irina   (closing her eyes) Olga, please!




Baron Tusenbach, Doctor Chebutykin and Captain Solyony enter the dining room and talk in undertones among themselves. Chebutykin is engrossed in his paper, Olga opens all the windows. As she does so:





Olga   There’s real warmth in the air today, isn’t there? It’s such a relief to be able to fling the windows wide open. And we won’t feel until the birch trees are in leaf. I’m sure they’re already in leaf in Moscow … D’you remember the day we left there? Eleven years ago. I remember it as if it were yesterday. Father had finally got his brigade and we were posted here. Early in May. Just like now. And it seemed as if everything was just about to … to blossom. And Moscow, beautiful, beautiful Moscow, was bathed in sunshine and warmth. Eleven whole years. What happened to them? But when I woke this morning and saw the heat-haze I knew that finally, finally spring had come. And I felt elated. No, exalted! And suddenly and with all my soul I yearned to go back home again.


Chebutykin   (tapping his paper) Rubbish-rubbish-rubbish …


Baron   You’re right, Doctor. Only words – all rubbish.




Masha, absorbed in her book, whistles softly through her teeth. 





Olga   Masha, would you mind … please … My migraine’s back. All day at school and all evening at this – (Corrections.) It’s turning me into a crabbed old maid, isn’t it? Four years in that secondary school and every day, every single hour of every day, I feel my youth and my energy draining away. All I’m left with is a resolution, a determination, a passion –


Irina   To go back to Moscow.


Olga   Yes!


Irina   To sell this house, to pack up here and to go home to Moscow.


Olga   Yes! Yes! Home to Moscow! But it must be soon, Irina! It has got to be soon!




Chebutykin and the Baron both laugh.





Irina   Once Andrey becomes a professor he won’t stay on here. So there’ll be nothing to stop us – (Remembering.) Except poor Masha.


Olga   Masha’ll come and spend the summer in Moscow – the whole summer, every summer!




Masha whistles softly.





Irina   I hope to God it all works out. (Runs to the window and looks out.) Isn’t it a wonderful day! I don’t know why it is but I feel so – so joyous! (Turning round again.) I’d forgotten all about my name-day until I woke this morning and suddenly I felt so happy, so happy! I just lay there thinking about when I was young and Mama was alive and life was so simple and there was so much happiness; and just to think about them made me so excited again.


Olga   You really are radiant today. I’ve never seen you look so beautiful. Masha’s beautiful too. And Andrey would be quite handsome if he lost some of that weight. I’m the only one of the four of us that – that’s standing the times badly. Oh yes; I know I’ve become lean and hard – I suppose because those girls at school make me so irritable. But today I’m free. And at home. The migraine’s suddenly vanished and I feel younger than I felt yesterday. I’m only twenty-eight, amn’t I? So. All’s well. Everything’s in God’s good hands. All the same I’d prefer to be married and be at home every day. If I had a husband I would really love him.




Baron Tusenbach breaks away from the others and comes down to the drawing room. As he descends:





Baron   Talk-talk-talk. Endless silly talk. That’s all they do is talk. I meant to tell you: you’re having a visitor today – our new battery commander – Lieutenant-Colonel Vershinin.




He sits at the piano and begins playing ‘Won’t You Buy My Pretty Flowers?’ His playing is heavy and enthusiastic. Masha turns away as if to avoid the sound.











(Sings.) ‘There are many sad and weary


In this pleasant world of ours …’











Irina   Oh my God. What’s his name?


Baron   Vershinin.




(Sings.) ‘Crying every night so dreary,


Won’t you buy my pretty flowers?’





Irina   I’m sure he’s ancient.


Baron   (stops playing) Sorry?


Irina   I said I’m sure he’s ancient.


Baron   Somewhere between forty and forty-five. Is that ancient? I think you’ll like him. Talks too much but he’s a decent man. 


Irina   I’m sure he’s a bore.


Baron   No, he’s not! Let’s see: married – this is his second wife and he has a mother-in-law and two young daughters. You’ll hear all about them. He’s going round the town making courtesy calls and everyone’s being told about ‘my wife and my two little girls’. The wife has nervous trouble: wears her hair in a pigtail like a school-girl and every so often makes a stab at killing herself – just to keep him on his toes, I suspect. If she were my wife I’d have left her years ago. But he endures it. It gives him a valid reason for feeling sorry for himself.




Solyony and Chebutykin come down. Chebutykin is engrossed in his paper and pays no attention to Solyony. As they descend:





Solyony   With one hand I can lift only half a hundredweight. Right? But with two hands I can lift a hundredweight and a half. So what does that suggest? That two men aren’t just twice as strong as one man but three times as strong, maybe four or five times as strong. Isn’t that a reasonable deduction?


Chebutykin   (reads) ‘A cure for alopecia.’ (He produces a notebook and pencil.) Must make a note of this. (Reads.) ‘Mix two ounces of naphthalene with one half-pint of surgical spirits. Apply daily and dissolve.’ Apply daily and diss— Shouldn’t that be ‘Dissolve and apply daily’? Why would I write that nonsense! Rubbish-rubbish-rubbish.




Irina runs to him and catches both his hands.





Irina   Darling Doctor, dozy Doctor.


Chebutykin   What is it, little sweetheart?


Irina   You’ll know the answer.


Chebutykin   Of course. What’s the question? 


Irina   Why am I so happy today? I feel as if I had become ethereal – as if I were gliding along with the great blue sky above me and huge white birds all around me!




He kisses her hands tenderly.





Chebutykin   You’re my beautiful white fledgling –


Irina   D’you know what happened to me this morning just after I’d washed and dressed?


Chebutykin   Tell me.


Irina   I had a revelation!


Chebutykin   Good.


Irina   A genuine epiphany. Everything made immediate sense. Suddenly I knew how life would be lived. Suddenly I possessed profound wisdom. Are you listening to me, dozy Doctor?


Chebutykin   Avidly.


Irina   Man must work. He must toil by the sweat of his brow. That’s the only thing that gives life purpose and meaning. That’s the only thing that guarantees contentment and happiness. My God, what I’d give to be a labourer with the council, up at the crack of dawn and out smashing stones! Or a sheep-farmer. Or a bus-driver. Or a teacher slogging away, expanding young minds. Because if I’m just a slut having my breakfast in bed and then spending a couple of hours dithering over what I’ll wear, then wouldn’t I be far better off being a carthorse or an ox – anything at all just as long as I can work, work, work. You know how you’d give anything for a cool drink in the middle of a hot summer day? Well that’s exactly what I feel about work – I thirst for it! So from this moment, dozy Doctor, if I’m not up at dawn and out there toiling, never ever break breath with me again.





Chebutykin   Never ever.


Olga   We were all up at seven when Father was alive. Irina still wakes at seven but somehow she never manages to rise for at least two more hours. But then she’s having revelations.




Everybody laughs.





Irina   You think it’s funny when I’m serious because you consider me a child. But I’m twenty, Olga.




The Baron gets up from the piano.





Baron   Irina’s right. My God, how well I know that thirst for work. And why do I know it? Because in all my life I’ve never done a hand’s turn! I’d come home from cadet school. A footman to pull off my riding boots. Me making it difficult for him. And Mother gazing at me in admiration and actually offended when others didn’t find me quite as engaging as she did. The point is: I was shielded from work. But: we can’t be shielded finally because we are on the threshold of a revolution. An avalanche is about to descend on us. A tremendous hurricane is about to rise up. And all the laziness, complacency, rottenness, boredom, shirking of work – all are going to be purged out of society as we know it now. So not only am I myself absolutely determined to work, but in another twenty-five or thirty years, everyone everywhere … will work.


Chebutykin   Except me.


Baron   You don’t count.


Solyony   (smiling at the Baron with icy sweetness) In twenty-five years’ time you won’t be around, thank God. Some happy day soon you’ll have a coronary. Or maybe I’ll get really angry with you and – (He mimes putting a revolver to his head and pulling the trigger.) Phwt! (Looking around.) When he stands there like that doesn’t he remind you of a duck? (To the Baron, softly and with accompanying gesture of his left hand.) Quack-quack, quack-quack, quack-quack.




He takes a bottle of eau de cologne from his pocket and sprinkles some on his hands.





Chebutykin   Now that I think about it – I’ve never worked either! Never lifted a finger since the day I graduated! Never even opened a book! The only thing I read now is newspapers. See? But of course I extract lots of very profound information from these same newspapers. For example I see here that there is a critic called –




Knocking from below.





Ah! Wanted downstairs. Somebody wants to consult me! (Calls.) Coming! Coming!




He leaves.





Irina   He’s up to something.


Baron   (knowingly) It wouldn’t surprise me if he were away to get your name-day present.


Irina   Oh no. Stop him, Olga.


Olga   How do you stop a stupid man being stupid?


Masha   




‘A green oak grows by a curving shore


And on that oak a gold chain hangs;


And on that oak a gold chain hangs.’





Olga   You’re very quiet today, Masha.




Masha, humming, puts on her hat.





Where are you going?


Masha   Home. 


Baron   Aren’t you going to wait for your sister’s party?


Masha   Party? (Suddenly remembering; to Irina.) Of course. Of course. I’ll be back this evening. ’Bye, love. (Kisses her.) And once more – all the happiness in the world. (To everybody.) In the old days when Father was alive we always had thirty or forty young officers here at our name-day parties. Remember the mad fun there used to be? Now we’re reduced to one man (Baron) and one boy (Solyony) and a house as quiet as a library … Sorry. I’d better go. Pay no attention to me. I’m so depressed today I almost – I – I’m – (She laughs through her tears and hugs Irina.) We’ll have a chat later. See you all then. I’ve got to get out, out, away –


Irina   Masha, are you sick?


Olga   (crying and embracing Masha) I know exactly how you feel.


Solyony   (smiling his icy smile) When a man attempts to philosophise, the chances are you’ll hear something approaching philosophy – or at least a kind of sophistry. But when a woman attempts to philosophise – or better still a pair of women – d’you know what you get? You know, Baron. (The hand gesture and his face close to Tusenbach’s face.) Quack-quack, quack-quack, quack-quack.


Masha   You really are a twisted little pup!


Solyony   Me? ‘Tweedle-de-dum and tweedle-de-dee / Is there a bird as happy as we?’


Masha   (angrily to Olga) Stop snivelling, Olga!




Solyony crosses the stage silently, miming his duck sounds with his mouth and his left hand. Enter Anfisa and Ferapont with a large cake. 





Anfisa   Come on, slowcoach – hurry up – move, move, move! Your boots are clean enough. (To Irina.) A name-day cake from Mr Protopopov!


Irina   (puzzled) Is it for me?


Anfisa   Well it’s not my name-day. From the county council – from Mr Protopopov, the chairman.




Irina takes the cake.





Irina   (to Ferapont) Thank you. And thank Mr Protopopov for me –


Ferapont   Wha’s tha’, Miss?


Irina   (loudly) Please thank Mr Protopopov for me.




Ferapont is bewildered and looks from Anfisa to Irina and back.





Olga   Give him a cup of tea, Nanny. (Loudly.) Anfisa will get you something to eat in the kitchen, Ferapont.


Ferapont   Wha’s tha’, Miss?


Anfisa   Come on! Come on with me! (As she leads him off she looks back.) Old people!




They exit.





Masha   I don’t like that Protopopov. He shouldn’t be invited here.


Irina   Who’s invited him?


Masha   Haven’t you?


Irina   Never.


Masha   Good.




Chebutykin enters, followed by an orderly carrying a silver samovar. A buzz of surprise and dismay at the inappropriateness of the gift. 





Olga   Look at what he’s got her! A samovar! Oh my God!


Irina   That’s what you give to old maids!




Olga goes up to the dining room and busies herself.





Baron   (laughs) Didn’t I tell you!


Irina   Darling, dozy Doctor, why did you do that?


Masha   Because he’s beyond talking to – that’s why.


Chebutykin   Because, my darling girls, you’re all I have. Because you’re more precious to me than anything in the world. I’m nearly sixty, a lonely old man, a useless old man. But if there’s anything good about me, it’s my love for you three. If it wasn’t for you, I – I’d – I’d have packed it in long ago. (Quietly to Irina.) And because I loved your mother – loved her with a great, great… may God have mercy on her soul. (To all.) I used to rock her to sleep in my arms. Yes.


Irina   You have got to stop buying me these expensive presents. There’s to be no more!


Chebutykin   (wiping his eyes and angrily) Who gives a damn about expense! (To Orderly.) Take that damned thing in there! (Imitating her.) ‘Expensive presents’!




The Orderly takes the samovar into the dining room. Anfisa enters – carrying a tray.





Anfisa   Colonel Somebody-or-Other has arrived. He’s taken off his coat if you don’t mind and he’s on his way upstairs. Irina, you behave yourself now, madam.




Pause as she goes up to the dining room.





And I suppose you’re complaining that your lunch is late. Well, I’ve only one pair of hands, you know!


Baron   Must be Vershinin. 




Vershinin enters.





(He bows) Colonel Vershinin, Sir.


Vershinin   (to Masha) May I introduce myself? My name’s Vershinin. It’s a great pleasure to be here at last, a very great pleasure. God, how you’ve changed! My God, I would never –




Suddenly realising what he is saying he breaks off. An awkward silence.





Irina   You’re very welcome, Colonel. Here – sit down.


Vershinin   (with great animation) It really is a great, great pleasure to see you again. But there were three of you, weren’t there? Three sisters? I distinctly remember three little girls, Colonel Prozorov’s three little daughters. The faces – they’re gone. But that there were three of you – oh, yes, I’m sure of that. (Indicating three small children.) Where have the years gone to?


Baron   Colonel Vershinin’s from Moscow.


Irina   You’re from Moscow!?


Vershinin   I served in the same brigade as your father when he was battery commander there. (To Masha.) There is something about your face that I seem to remember.


Masha   I’ve no memory of you.


Irina   Olga! Olga! Come here, Olga!




Olga comes down to the drawing room.





This is Colonel Vershinin – my sister, Olga. And she’s Masha. And I’m Irina. And guess what, Olga! – He’s from Moscow!


Vershinin   That’s where I joined up. I’ve been stationed there ever since. Then this posting came up and I escaped. Actually I don’t really remember you. I just remember that there were three sisters. Your father – oh, I remember your father all right. (He mimes a large, straight man.) Oh, yes, the general I remember vividly. I was a regular visitor in your house in Moscow.


Olga   And I thought I remembered everybody and every tiny detail. But now – suddenly –


Vershinin   Vershinin? Alexander Vershinin? Lieutenant Vershinin in those days?


Irina   And now Colonel Vershinin. And from Moscow. Olga, it’s an omen!


Vershinin   It’s a –?


Olga   What she means is – we’re moving to Moscow. We’ll be there by autumn. That’s our home – Moscow. That’s where we were born. In Old Basmanny Street.




Olga and Irina both laugh.





Masha   Out of nowhere – someone from home walks in. It’s so – (Suddenly and eagerly.) Yes, I do remember! Olga, d’you remember the man they used to call the Lovesick Major? (To Vershinin.) That’s you! You were a lieutenant then. And you must have been in love. And everyone took a hand at you and called you Major for some reason!


Vershinin   (laughs) Unmasked! The Lovesick Major – that’s me!


Masha   You had a moustache in those days. Lord, how you’ve aged! (Through her tears.) Good Lord, how you’ve aged!




She suddenly realises what she has said. A momentary awkward silence. 





Vershinin   Yes … well … the Lovesick Major was a young man then, wasn’t he? … And in love … That’s all finished now, isn’t it?


Olga   There’s not a grey hair in your head. And of course you’re older – aren’t we all? Nowadays we call that ‘a mature look’.


Vershinin   It would need to be: I’ll soon be forty-three. Is it long since you left Moscow?


Olga / Irina   Eleven years.




They laugh with embarrassment.





Irina   Masha, what are you crying for? (Beginning to cry.) Now look what you’ve done: you have me crying, too!


Masha   Who’s crying? Tell me, where did you live in Moscow?


Vershinin   Old Basmanny Street.


Olga   That’s where we lived!


Irina   I’ve told him that, Olga.


Vershinin   I used to live in Nyemetsky Street. I could walk to the Red Barracks from there. And on the way you had to cross this black bridge and underneath you could just hear the water – a kind of throaty, strangled sound. It wasn’t the liveliest place to pass on your way to work every morning by yourself. (Sudden interest in the view from the window.) Well, look at that! And the river! Isn’t that a really beautiful view!


Olga   It’s cold. It’s always cold here. And the midges would devour you.


Vershinin   You have the ideal Russian climate here. And you have the forest and the river and – those are silver birches over there, aren’t they? Gentle, modest birch trees; they’re my favourite. You don’t know how lucky you are to be living here. But would someone please explain something to me? Why is the railway station fifteen miles from the town! Nobody seems to know!


Solyony   I do. (Everybody looks at him.) Because if the station were here, it wouldn’t be fifteen miles away. However, if it were fifteen miles away, as it is – (Pause.) Then it can’t be here, as it isn’t.




Solyony’s explanation is received in total silence..





Baron   (to Vershinin) Solyony’s sense of humour is … his own.


Olga   I’m sure I remember you now. I must remember you. Yes. I do.


Vershinin   I knew your mother well.


Chebutykin   Ah! Their mother … May God have mercy on her soul.


Irina   Mother’s buried in Moscow.


Olga   In the old cemetery.


Masha   I can hardly remember what she looked like. Isn’t that strange? Not that we’ll be remembered either. We’ll be forgotten, too.


Vershinin   Nothing you can do about that. Even the issues we consider so ‘serious’ today, in time they’ll be completely forgotten. (Pause.) The trouble is, we’ve no way of knowing now what will be thought serious or significant and what will seem frivolous and trivial. Look at Columbus. Look at Copernicus. People dismissed them as cranks. And yet the rubbish spouted by some fool who was a contemporary of theirs – that was hailed as a revelation! God alone knows how the way we live will be assessed. To us it’s – it’s how we live. But maybe in retrospect it will look foolish. Maybe even … morally wrong. Well …




He spreads his hands in dismissal of his solemnity.





Baron   You have a point. On the other hand perhaps our age will be called a great age and looked back on with admiration. We’ve no torture chambers, no public executions, no invasions. On the other hand there is still an unacceptable level of human suffering and –


Solyony   Quack-quack, quack-quack, quack-quack. Our Baron’s a philosopher, a real ideas man.


Baron   Leave me alone, Solyony. (Moves away.) I’m asking you. Please.


Solyony   (smiling, softly) Quack-quack. (Then two more quacks in mime.)


Baron   My point is simply this: that the suffering we see around us – and God knows I deplore it as much as anybody – but the fact that it is only suffering and not actual –




Out of the corner of his eye he sees Solyony miming a quack-quack at him and his line of thought is gone.





What I’m suggesting is that it is no worse than suffering – that our society has in fact developed to a higher plane of moral awareness and sensitivity than obtained … a higher level of morality than that same society, in other words this society, had reached – has reached – is now – is … (He is lost.)


Chebutykin   I know what your point is, Tusenbach. This is a great era. It’s just people who are small. (He rises and stands to his full height.) Not the height of tuppence. But all you have to do is tell me I live in a great age and I’ll believe I’m a giant.




Sound of a violin being played offstage. 





Vershinin   You have a musician in the house?


Masha   Andrey, our brother.


Irina   Andrey’s going to be an academic.


Masha   That was Father’s wish.


Irina   We think he’s destined for a brilliant career as a university professor.


Olga   In the meantime he’s in love. We’ve been teasing him all morning.


Irina   A local girl. You’ll probably meet her later.


Masha   With her poor-but-honest provincial face. And be dazzled by her yellows and greens and purples.


Olga   She dresses … distinctively.


Masha   I know nobody who risks so many startling combinations of colours. Miss Natasha’s taste is … peccable.


Olga   She’s –


Masha   Vulgar, for God’s sake! Downright vulgar! Andrey in love with her! Come on, Olga; he’s got some taste. He’s teasing us. I know he is: somebody told me yesterday she’s going with that Protopopov creature, the chairman of the county council. Sounds a perfect match. (She crosses to a door right.) Andrey, have you a moment? Could you come out for a moment, Andrey?




Andrey emerges awkwardly, his face half averted. Masha hugs him warmly. He is in his twenties; plump; thick glasses; very shy. He is both cosseted and overwhelmed by his three sisters.





Masha   Our Tchaikovsky!


Vershinin   My name’s Vershinin. 


Andrey   Prozorov.




Pause. Andrey mops his face with his handkerchief. Nobody speaks. Then simultaneously:





Vershinin   I was –


Andrey   You’re just –




Again a silence. Then:





Vershinin   Sorry?


Andrey   You’re the new battery commander here, aren’t you?


Olga   Colonel Vershinin’s from Moscow, Andrey! Isn’t that wonderful?


Andrey   Yes? Ah. Well. In that case God help you. You won’t get a moment’s peace from my darling sisters.


Vershinin   I’m afraid your darling sisters are already bored with me.


Irina   Look what Andrey gave me today – this little picture frame. (She hands it to Vershinin.) He made it himself.




Vershinin looks at the frame. He does not know what to say.





Vershinin   Well. That – that’s very – that would certainly – frame a picture, wouldn’t it?


Irina   And the one on top of the piano – he made that too.




Andrey makes an impatient gesture and moves away.





Olga   Andrey’s a scholar and a musician and an artist. He has all the talents. No slipping away, Andrey. Come back here, Andrey! 




Masha and Irina run after him and arrest him. Laughing, they lead him back to the centre of the room.





Masha   No, no, no you don’t.


Andrey   Please … please … please …


Irina   (child’s chant) ‘Andrey is huffing! Andrey is huffing.’


Andrey   Please …


Masha   They used to call Alexander the Lovesick Major and he didn’t huff – did you?


Vershinin   Never!


Masha   So I’m going to christen you the Lovesick Fiddler.


Irina   The Lovesick Professor.


Olga   Poor little Andrey’s in love. Are you madly in love, Andrey?




By now the three girls have encircled him and dance aound him, repeating: ‘Andrey is huffing! Andrey is huffing’ and ‘The Lovesick Fiddler’ and ‘Poor little Andrey. What does it feel like, little Andrey?’ And now Chebutykin comes up from behind and puts his arm round Andrey’s waist.





Chebutykin   




‘For love alone did nature make us


That it might bend and try to break us.’







He returns to his chair and his paper. Andrey breaks away from his sisters.





Andrey   All right – all right. Come on. That’s enough. Please … please … (He wipes the perspiration off his face.) I’m not feeling too well today. Didn’t close an eye all night. I sat up studying till four and then when I went to bed my mind was too active –


Irina   (coyly) Ah-ha!


Andrey   Then when I was about to drop off, suddenly it’s daylight and the sun’s pouring in the damned window.


Vershinin   What are you studying?


Andrey   An English text I’m hoping to translate over the summer.


Vershinin   Do you know English?


Andrey   And French. And German. We all do – don’t we? Irina’s fluent in Italian too. Father had a mania about ‘learning’. ‘The lightest load you’ll ever carry,’ he used to say.


Masha   You can imagine how useful it is to be able to speak three languages in a town like this! Like having a sixth finger. Everything we know is … useless.


Vershinin   Oh, come on! (Laughs.) That’s just not true. Educated, intelligent people are valuable in every community, even more valuable in a place like this. What’s the population of this town? One hundred thousand? And there are three of you. Three Prozorovs encircled by one hundred thousand ignorant uneducated people. Of course you’ll be eroded bit by bit, day by day, until finally the one hundred thousand will overwhelm you. But the fact that you’re swallowed up doesn’t mean you’ll have made no impact. Because you will. You’ll have influenced perhaps – let’s say six other people. And in turn those six will influence twelve more. And that twelve another twenty-four. Until finally, finally people like you will be in the majority. Until finally in two or three hundred years’ time the quality of life on this earth will be transformed and beautiful and marvellous beyond our imagining. Because that’s the life man longs for and aspires to. And even though he hasn’t achieved it yet, he must look forward to it, dream about it, prepare for it. But he can prepare for it only if he has more vision and more knowledge than his father or his grandfather.




Again he spreads his hands in embarrassment and apology.





Well … (Laughs. To Masha.) Just because you said that nearly everything you know is … what was it? – ‘useless’?




Pause, Masha looks at him. Then, still looking at him, she resolutely takes off her hat.





Masha   I’m staying for lunch.


Irina   (to Vershinin; in awe) Do you know something? Every word you’ve said should be written down.




Andrey has slipped away unnoticed.





Baron   Your point is that in some future time life on this earth will be beautiful and marvellous. That is possible. But: if we are to have a part in it now, even at this distance, we must prepare for it, we must work for it, we must –


Vershinin   (cutting him off) Indeed. My God I’ve never seen so many flowers. The whole place – it’s so elegant; it has the whiff of women about it. I spend my life flitting from one shabby flat to another. A couple of chairs, a camp bed, a stove that always seems to smoke. Flowers! That’s what’s been missing from my life! Flowers like these!


Baron   No doubt about it – work is the answer. And if you think that’s just Baron Tusenbach indulging in German sentimentality, you’re wrong. Despite the name I’m one-hundred-per-cent Russian. Don’t even speak a word of German. In fact my father was a practising Orthodox long before –


Vershinin   (walking around the room) Did you ever wonder what it would be like if you could begin your life over again – with the knowledge that you have now? Supposing you could just put aside the life you’ve already lived, as if it were just a try-out, and then start the other one, the real life. D’you know the first thing you’d do? You’d make absolutely sure you wouldn’t repeat yourself. You’d try to create a different environment for yourself: a house like this, spacious, lots of light, flowers, the whiff of women … I should have told you: I’m married. I’ve two little girls. My wife is … delicate. But the first rule must be: never repeat yourself. Oh, no. Never. Never.




Enter Kulygin wearing a schoolteacher’s uniform.





Kulygin   Ah! The name-day girl herself! May I wish you, dear Irina, from the bottom of my heart a most happy occasion and whatever it is a young woman of your age wishes for herself – and I suspect that may well be robust good health. Am I right? And may I present to you this little volume. (Hands her a book.) A history of our secondary school, covering the past fifty years. Written by yours truly. A modest little enterprise executed in moments of leisure but still worth a casual perusal. Good afternoon, everybody! (To Vershinin.) Kulygin’s the name. By profession a teacher in the local secondary school. And for my sins a humble member of the county council. (To Irina.) Consists of lists of all the pupils who have passed through our hands in the last fifty years. Feci quod potui; faciant meliora potentes. I have done what I can; let those with more talent do better. (He kisses Masha.) 


Irina   You gave me a copy of this last Easter, Fyodor.


Kulygin   (laughs) I didn’t – did I? In that case give it back to me or, better still, give it to the colonel. (He presents it to Vershinin.) There you are, Colonel. Dip into it when you’ve nothing better to do.


Vershinin   Thank you. (Preparing to leave.) I’m very glad to have met you all.


Olga   You’re not leaving already, are you?


Irina   Stay and have lunch with us. Please.


Olga   Yes; everything’s ready.


Vershinin   I feel I’ve intruded on a family –


Olga   Please.


Vershinin   Well …




He looks directly at Masha. She holds his look for a second; then turns away.





Why not! I’d love to. And a very happy name-day, Irina.




He and Olga go into the dining room.





Kulygin   Sunday, gentlemen! The day of rest! So we must all relax and enjoy ourselves with as much brio as each of us is capable. Those carpets will have to be lifted for the summer and put away until next winter. Must remember to get mothballs or naphthalene; they’re equally effective. Why were the Romans a healthy people? The Romans were a healthy people because they knew how to work and how to rest. In consequence mens sana in corpore sano. Their life had pattern, form. As our headmaster says, the most important thing in life is its form; that which loses its pattern cannot survive. Isn’t he right?




He puts his arm around Masha’s waist and laughs. 





Masha loves me. Yes. My wife loves me. Yes. And we must put those winter curtains away with the carpets. I’m really happy today; joyous in fact. Masha, we’re invited to the headmaster’s house at four this afternoon. An outing has been arranged for the teachers and their families.


Masha   I’m not going.


Kulygin   (dismayed) My darling – why not?


Masha   We’ll talk about it later.


Kulygin   But arrangements have all been –


Masha   (angrily) All right – I’ll go – I’ll go! But for God’s sake leave me alone now, will you … please …




She moves away from him.





Kulygin   And after the outing we’ll spend the rest of the evening with the headmaster. Despite his indifferent health he is a man of enormous integrity, of enviable perspicacity. Do you know what he said to me after the staff meeting yesterday? ‘Kulygin,’ he said, ‘Kulygin, I am tired.’ (He looks at the clock and then at his watch.) Your clock is seven minutes fast. Yes; his precise words – ‘I am tired.’




Sounds of the violin being played offstage.





Olga   Come and eat, everybody! The food’s going cold.


Kulygin  Coming, Olga! Yesterday I worked from early morning until almost midnight and I can tell you I was just spent. But today? Exuberant! The most astonishing thing about the human spirit is its resilience.




He goes up to the dining room.





Chebutykin   Did someone say food? Excellent.




He puts away his paper and combs his beard. 





Masha   Remember – just because it’s a name-day doesn’t mean you can take a drink.


Chebutykin   Me?


Masha   You can’t handle it.


Chebutykin   I never think of it. I’ve been dry for five hundred and ninety-seven and a half days now.


Masha   For your own good.


Chebutykin   ‘My own good’! Who gives a damn about that, my love?


Masha   I do. And well you know it.




She takes his arm. She speaks quietly and angrily.





Another boring evening at the headmaster’s!


Baron   If I were you, I just wouldn’t go.


Chebutykin   He’s right, my love. Don’t go.


Masha   ‘Don’t go’! Hah! Damn this – this – this bloody, dreary, grinding life.




She goes up to the dining room, Chebutykin follows her.





Chebutykin   Easy, my love, easy …




As Solyony passes the Baron:





Solyony   (barely audible) Quack-quack, quack-quack.


Baron   Leave me alone, Solyony. I’m asking you. Formally.




Solyony responds with his left-hand mime and his icy smile. Only Irina and the Baron are left in the drawing room.





Kulygin   Your very good health, Colonel. I’m Masha’s husband. A schoolteacher by profession and happily by inclination and, if I may say so myself, very much an integral part of the household here. As for Masha, my wife, Masha is the very personification of kindness and consideration and –


Vershinin   I’ll try some of this dark vodka, I think. (Toast.) To the Prozorov family. (To Olga.) I’m very happy to be here with you all.




Welcoming sounds. General talk, Olga serves the meal.





Irina   (to Tusenbach) Masha’s in bad form today. She was only eighteen when they got married; and at that age he probably seemed the cleverest man in the world. Things have changed. He’s a very kind man but hardly the cleverest.


Olga   Andrey! Are you coming or are you not?!


Andrey   (off) Coming.




He enters and goes straight to the table.





Baron   What are you thinking about?


Irina   Just that I don’t like your friend, Solyony. There’s something sinister about him. I think I’m frightened of him.


Baron   He’s an odd fish. I’m equally sorry for him and irritated by him. No, that’s not accurate. I’m more sorry than irritated. I think he’s shy. When we’re alone together he’s quite normal – very relaxed, even warm. But when there are others around he becomes aggressive and –




Irina moves towards the dining room.





Don’t go in yet. Wait till they’ve all sat down. Let me just stand beside you for a while. (Pause.) What are you thinking about? (Pause.) You’re only twenty and I’m not thirty yet and stretching out before us, waiting for us, are all those years – days and days to be filled with my love for you and –


Irina   Please – please don’t talk like that. I –


Baron   I have two great passions: my thirst for life, for work, for challenges; the other is my love for you. And somehow these two passions have fused and become one: life is beautiful because you are so beautiful. What are you thinking about?


Irina   ‘Life is beautiful’ – you say it so easily. Life for us three sisters hasn’t been very ‘beautiful’ so far, has it?




She is fingering flowers in a vase and now picks out a withered one.





Life can stifle, too, you know. Look – it never got a chance to blossom. And now I’m crying. Stupid, amn’t I?




She hurriedly wipes away her tears and tries to smile.





What we must do is work, and work, and work. If we’re unhappy it’s because we don’t know what work means; and we don’t know what it means because we’re descended from people who despised it.




Natasha enters wearing a pink dress and a green sash.





Natasha   Sweet Mother of God, I’m late – they’re at the dinner already! (Quick look in the mirror. She adjusts her hair.) It’ll have to do now.




She sees Irina and goes to her. Her accent becomes slightly posh.





Irina darling, many many happy returns.




She gives Irina a vigorous and prolonged kiss.





And look at the crowd of guests! Goodness gracious, I could never face in there! Baron, how d’you do.




Olga comes down from the dining room. 





Olga   Ah, Natasha. How are you, Natasha?


Natasha   All right, I suppose. (They kiss.) God, but that’s a terrible big crowd, Olga. I could never face that crowd.


Olga   Of course you can. They’re our friends. (Quietly.) And you’re wearing a green sash. That’s … unusual.


Natasha   You mean it’s unlucky? Is it a bad omen, Olga?


Olga   It’s just that against the pink – it’s quite distinctive.


Natasha   (tearfully) You’re right. It’s wrong. But it’s not really a greeny green, is it? Like I mean it’s more a sort of kind of neutral green, isn’t it?




She follows Olga into the dining room. The drawing room is now empty.





Kulygin   And now, Irina, what you have got to do is seek out an eligible young man for yourself. Isn’t it about time you were contemplating matrimony?


Chebutykin   Isn’t it about time Natasha found herself an eligible young man, too?


Kulygin   My spies tell me that Natasha has already found her man. Am I correct, Natasha?




Masha deliberately drops her plate on the table.





Masha   I want some wine! Why are you keeping the damned wine hidden up there?


Kulygin   Language, Masha, language! Black mark, my darling.


Vershinin   Try this. This is very good. What is it made of?


Solyony   Crushed cockroaches.


Irina   My God, you’re disgusting.


Olga   Tonight we’re having roast turkey and apple pie for dinner. I’m free as the wind today and I’m going to do all the cooking myself. So I want you all to join us again tonight.


Vershinin   (to Masha) Does that include me?


Irina   Of course it includes you.


Vershinin   Good.


Natasha   (coyly) We don’t stand on ceremony in this house, do we?


Chebutykin   (into Audrey’s ear.)




‘For love alone did nature make us


That it might bend and try to break us.’ (Laughs.)





Andrey   (angrily) For God’s sake! Do you never get sick of your own jokes?




Enter Fedotik and Roddey, two young lieutenants. Between them they are carrying an enormous wicker basket full of flowers, Fedotik also carries a camera mounted on a tripod and Roddey a guitar, Roddey speaks with an affected lisp.





Fedotik   We’re late. They’ve already begun.


Roddey   You’re right, my petal. We are late.




Fedotik mounts his camera.





Fedotik   Look this way everybody, please!




A response from the group – a mixture of surprise and delight and embarrassment, Fedotik disappears behind his black cloth.





Roddey   I think they’re all just lovely!


Fedotik   Only take a second. Big smile. Come on – you can do better than that! Smile, Andrey! Smile! Yes! Lovely! Terrific! 




He takes his picture – a puff of smoke from his camera. A response to this.





Don’t move – one more – just one more. That’s it. Hold it there. That’s perfect.


Roddey   They all look just divine, don’t they?


Fedotik   What are the sad faces for? Come on, Irina! That’s more like it. Terrific! Terrific!




Another puff of smoke. Laughter. Clapping. The group begins to break up. Roddey and Fedotik go up to the dining room where they are greeted noisily.





Roddey   Irina, my petal, many, many happy returns and may all your sweet little dreams come true. And what a day for celebration! Magnificent, isn’t it? You’d never guess where I’ve been all morning – out with the boys from the secondary school! Jogging – as we call it!


Irina   Roddey, you’re –!


Roddey   I’m their instructor in physical education – didn’t you know?




Another puff of smoke – Fedotik has taken a picture of Irina alone.





Fedotik   Thank you, Irina. That’s all. Relax now. My God, you’re looking terrific today.


Roddey   (drily) We all know that. Now go away and snap somebody else.




Fedotik is fumbling in his bag.





Fedotik   Wait – wait – wait – wait. (Produces a tiny top.) Here we are. Happy name-day.


Irina   What is it?


Fedotik   A top. A spinning top. A top that … spins. 


Irina   Thank you, Fedotik.


Fedotik   This is how you work it.




He demonstrates.





Masha   




‘A green oak grows by a curving shore


And on that oak a gold chain hangs;


And on that oak a gold chain …’





Those lines of Pushkin have been haunting me all day. Why is that?


Kulygin   Ah-hah! Thirteen at table!


Roddey   Good heavens, the man’s superstitious! You’re surely not superstitious, are you?




Laughter.





Kulygin   If there are thirteen at table it means that somebody’s in love. It wouldn’t be yourself, Doctor, would it?




Laughter.





Chebutykin   That’s all in the past for me. But Natasha’s a fine healthy colour. Why’s that, Natasha?




Loud laughter, Natasha rushes down to the drawing room, Andrey follows her. As he does:





Andrey   Nastasha – please – don’t listen to them –




They are now both in the drawing room.





Wait – please – wait – don’t go away –


Natasha   (crying) What did I do that for – making an eejit of myself before everybody. (To Andrey.) Because they make fun of me all the time – that’s the why! I know it was shocking bad manners – I know that! – but I couldn’t help myself, Andrey. Honest to God I just couldn’t – I couldn’t –




She covers her face with her hands.





Andrey   Shhh, my darling, shh – shh – shh. Please don’t cry. They were only teasing; they meant no harm. They’re good, generous people. They’re fond of us both; I know they are. Come over here to the window. They can’t see us there.


Natasha   I’m just not used to mixing with posh people like –


Andrey   Posh! Oh my God, you’re so innocent, so beautiful, so magnificently innocent. Please don’t cry. If you only knew – if I could only tell you – how I feel about you. I’m wildly in love with you. I’m besotted by you. (He takes her in his arms.) We can’t be seen now. (As he kisses her face and hair and neck.) Where did we meet? How did I come to fall in love with you? When did it happen? I don’t know. I know nothing any more. All I know is that I love you, love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone in my life. Will you marry me, my beautiful innocent? Please, will you marry me?




They kiss. As they kiss Fedotik and Roddey come down to the drawing room and stare at them.





Roddey   Oh my goodness me! Just look at those two happy petals!




Quick black.


End of Act One.
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