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First Performance





The Seagull in this version was a co-production between Headlong and The Nuffield, Southampton, in association with Derby Theatre. It was first performed at The Nuffield, Southampton, on 11 April 2013, at the start of a UK tour. The cast, in alphabetical order, was as follows:




Dorn David Beames


Nina Pearl Chanda


Konstantin Alexander Cobb


Arkadina Abigail Cruttenden


Polina Catherine Cusack


Medvedenko Rudi Dharmalingam


Shamrayev John Elkington


Yakov Eddie Eyre


Sorin Colin Haigh


Masha Jenny Rainsford


Trigorin Gyuri Sarossy







Director Blanche McIntyre


Designer Laura Hopkins


Lighting Designer Guy Hoare


Sound Designer Gregory Clarke

























Author’s Notes





The play is set on the stage on which it is performed. At various times this may represent a lake by a house. Or a house by a lake.








At times, the actors address the audience directly.





Actions, pauses, and so on should be inferred from the text. Occasionally, for clarity, these are provided.








A slash mark ( / ) represents the point at which the following character begins to speak.





A dash ( – ) at the end of a line indicates that the speaker has been interrupted, either by another speaker, or a new thought of their own.





Dialogue in parentheses ( ) indicates a change in direction of thought or a switch in the person being addressed.








Songs





At various points, Petr and Yevgeny sing or hum popular songs that might be drawn – in the main, but not exclusively – from their childhood. I have chosen romantic songs tinged with sadness, regret (and not a little quiet anger in at least one instance). Future productions may well wish to use other songs felt to be more appropriate.
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THE SEAGULL





A Comedy





‘I can’t stop them, can I?


So let them translate away;


no sense of it will come in any case.’





Anton Chekhov






























One








A lake. Yakov constructs a set.


A gunshot. A flock of birds disperse.


Semyon.


Enter Masha. A rolled cigarette in her mouth.




Semyon   Oh


Who died?


Masha   Why, I did. Every day, always do, can’t you tell?


Semyon lights her cigarette.


Semyon   Know how much I earn?


Masha   Yes


Semyon   Two-thirty a month, that’s me, my mum, two sisters, I have to take on extra students to even come close


Masha   I know


Semyon   The point –


Masha   Not everything has to be about money


Semyon   No, not unless you want to eat


Masha   You can be poor and happy, it can be done –


Semyon   You’ve read too many books


Masha   Says the teacher – no one’s read too many books


Semyon   I have. That’s my problem. Books on maths, the natural sciences – know those horseflies over there have a life cycle precisely –


Masha   You think he’ll be here soon?


Semyon   Ah yes. Tonight by the light of the moon, the artistic souls of / Mr Treplev and Miss Zarechnaya –


Masha   Artistic souls!


Semyon   – will intermingle in the noblest of dramatic endeavours and become one flesh, their two souls merging in a perfect act of creation


Masha   Yes


Semyon   Who am I kidding? Why would you want to be with someone like me?


Masha   Well, if you put it like that


‘I burn for you. I ache for you. I’d die for you.’


With you it’s all butter and taxes. Have a fag


Semyon   It’s not a cigarette I want. I don’t even smoke


Masha   So why carry a lighter?


It’s closing in on us. Can feel it


My dress is sticking to my thighs


Semyon   Please


Masha   Sorry, that was –


Enter Konstantin and Petr.


Petr   Haven’t the foggiest who I am out here, all I do is sleep. In bed by ten, up at nine feeling like one of those damn birds has shat in my head, it’s endless. Like one of those nightmares you wake from only to find you’re still dreaming – What are those staircases, the ones that go round, begins with an ‘r’?


Konstantin   Escher?


Petr   That’s the chap


Konstantin   You should move into town, bit of life’d do you good


Petr   Life! That sour-faced bastard, whatever happened to him?


Konstantin   Valued members of the audience, so pleased you can make the performance, but until you’re called, I’d be ever so grateful if you could ah –


Semyon   Bugger off?


Konstantin   Exactly


Petr   Masha, be a dear, ask your father to let that infernal hound off its leash, its yowling kept my sister up half the night


Masha   Do it yourself, you’re his boss. (To Semyon.) Oh come on, you


Semyon   You’ll let us know when – yeah


Exit Masha and Semyon.


Petr   It’s the respect, you see, you can’t buy that


Lifetime in the civil service wishing my life away, for this – country living. Last day of work they gave me a gold watch, a card, told me to sod off. ‘We’ll visit.’ Lying swine


Used to look forward to holidays, was what kept me going, thought of coming here. Never could wait to clear off, away from all the requisitions and stewed coffee and so on but soon as you pitch up, take one look around and … ‘What the hell was I thinking? There’s nothing to do. Except die. And drink more coffee.’ I’m trapped


Yakov   I’m having a swim


Konstantin   We’re about to start


Ten minutes


Yakov exits.


The lake. Such majesty in nature. Eight thirty-one the moon’ll rise over the woods and who needs scenery?


Petr   Magic


Konstantin   Course if Nina’s not here soon, we may as well do it in a bloody theatre. Where’s she got to? Getting her out the house what with her old man and the wicked stepmother, it’s like a prison break


Uncle. Couldn’t you have made an effort?


Konstantin tidies Petr up.


Petr   I thought I had, story of my life. First year I was in the civil service, I was outside the municipal building on a break, holding a cup of coffee, like that. Some cheeky sod popped some coins in. Hadn’t even finished the coffee. Women never looked twice at me, unless it was to laugh. What the hell’s up with my sister?


Konstantin   A heady combination of boredom and jealousy. I made the schoolboy error of casting Nina instead of her. Not that she ever would have wanted to do it, you understand, it’s not proper theatre. Hasn’t even read it, she hates it


Petr   Oh come now


Konstantin   It’s true – you know what Mummy’s like – she’s mental. I mean, brilliant, obviously. One minute she’s crying over some awful train-station novel, next thing she’s leapt on to the stage at a benefit for some cause du jour – reciting political poetry, completely uninvited – prisoners of conscience or the self-actualisation of her vagina. Once, someone collapsed in the audience, she jumped down, gave them the kiss of life, right there and then   


Petr   I remember


Konstantin   She’s more than happy to bare her soul – and the rest, if the lighting’s up to scratch – all in the name of art. But try complimenting another actress. Seriously. Adopt brace position. She’s the only one! No one else! She’s an addict, she feeds off it, remember when she lost out on that award to She Who Mustn’t Be Named?


Petr   I do


Konstantin   I’m not knocking her, I mean audiences adore her, but that’s the problem. Out here she’s no longer Arkadina, grande dame of the stage. Out here she’s just … Irina


Petr   Or your mum


Konstantin   And if the stars aren’t aligned, she won’t lift a finger. All her money goes on charlatans and quacks, but if her only son asks for a small loan, ‘I’m a working actress! I have nothing! Nothing!’ I’ve seen her statements, she’ll be all right. When the time comes, she won’t be retiring on bread and water, put it that way. Where’s Nina got to?


Petr   It’s all in your head, your mother worships you


Konstantin   Let’s see what the gods have to say about that. Heads she does, tails she –


He flips a coin.


Two out of three


Petr   You’re working yourself up over nothing.


Konstantin   You’re right. She doesn’t love me. Why would she? She’s better off without me, that way she can be twenty-nine – when I’m around she has to be thirty-nine, even that’s pushing it. Eternal youth, that’s what she wants, ‘I’m a woman, Kostya, with a woman’s needs’ – well exactly, how d’you think I feel?


She knows I don’t respect her career. Thinks she’s serving the eternal flame of high art – high arse more like. I’m sorry, the theatre is stuck. It’s like this thing that’s been around so long everyone’s got used to it and now it’s just here and no one knows why any more


Petr   I know the feeling


Konstantin   I can tell you what’s going to happen in any given play within two minutes of it starting


Petr   Ooh, I love guessing the end


Konstantin   Someone comes on, they do a job – a banker or a doctor or a –


Petr   – state prosecutor in the civil service


Konstantin   Exactly, and their job’s a metaphor for – you know, life – then they meet someone and they fall in love and grow a conscience and feel bad and finally after two hours we can all go home and pretend we liked it ’cause if we didn’t we’d have to admit we wasted a fortune on getting a bad back. Then the critics praise it for its insight, when all they really mean is they agree with whatever trite moral’s being peddled this week. I feel like Maupassant when he saw the Eiffel Tower and ran screaming from the vulgarity of it all


Petr   He was French. Oh come on, you love it, all this. Bit of escapism, we all do


Konstantin   We’re sleepwalking into oblivion! We need to wake up. And it’s not going to happen with the old theatre. That’s why we have to tear it down


Petr   And put what in its place?


Konstantin   I love my mother, but everything she stands for is noise. I’d rather have nothing than live a lie


These days she’s always in the papers with her author. His novels were one thing, but the plays –


Sometimes I wish she wasn’t this thing, that she was just … Mummy. She used to throw these parties – artists, publishers, dancers, and I was the only one had no reason to be there. Torture. ‘What are you working on?’ – Even if I did answer, it was only a matter of time before their eyes would glaze over ’cause someone more famous than me – which was everyone – had strolled in


I mean, it’s desperate, I can hear myself, I feel so stupid, but what am I, really? I’m not a writer – I’m not. I even failed at being a student, got chucked out for being part of a demonstration


Petr   I thought you pissed on a statue


Konstantin   It was a gesture!


Petr   Couldn’t you have written a letter?


Konstantin   Words aren’t enough, not any more. The world is changing, we’re getting left behind. I need to do something, be heard, be someone


Petr   You are


Konstantin   Yeah, a travelling salesman’s son from Kiev


Petr   I saw your father act, Konstantin, and he wasn’t at all bad


Konstantin   Better than we thought as it turns out


Petr   So come on, what’s this author like then? Hardly says a word 


Konstantin   As far as that sort of late-thirties generation goes, I mean he’s he’s he’s good, no, he is. Clever, straightforward, drinks craft beer. Something sad about him. Made a name for himself, anyway. Sort of stuff that wins awards. If you’ve read Tolstoy or Zola, you won’t get much from Boris Trigorin, but he’s, yeah


Petr   Well, I love a literary man, always have. Once upon a time I wanted two things. The love of a good woman and my name on a book. Didn’t manage either. Even a minor author, I’m not –


Konstantin   Ah! It’s like she’s a part of me, I can feel her footsteps up through the ground in my gut


I can’t live without her. Oh God, you mustn’t listen to a word I say, I’m completely mad!


Enter Nina.


Release me from this curse! Release me with a kiss!


Konstantin kisses Nina.


Nina   I’m not late am I, I’m not late?


Konstantin   No, no, we’re fine, it’s all fine!


Nina   I’ve been terrified all day, sat in my room, waiting for my father to take his wife out to their meeting, thought they’d never leave. From my window I saw the sky turning a deep red and the moon on the rise. The moment I heard that door close, I was out, and I ran and I ran and I ran and I ran and


Petr   You’re here now, you’re here now


Nina   I’m so happy!


Petr   There’s no need for that, you’re safe! You’re here with us now!


Nina   Hardly speak, my lungs! Half an hour, that’s it, if they knew I was here –


Konstantin   We should call the others


Petr   You stay, I’ll fetch the troops


Petr sings the opening couplet from ‘Two Little Boys’ by Madden and Morse.


I once sang that at a works do. One of the junior lawyers, nice chap, said, ‘Chief Prosecutor’ – this was before I joined the council – ‘Have you ever considered turning professional?’ I said, ‘No, why d’you ask?’ He said, ‘Well, don’t, you’re bloody hopeless.’ Ta-ta!


Exit Petr.


Nina   My father and his wife think you’re all going to hell


Konstantin   Maybe we are


Nina   They’re terrified I’ll choose the theatre. I can’t keep away. Drawn here. To that lake. Like a bird


Konstantin   Very good


She looks at the lake.


Nina   My heart is full of you


She turns to Konstantin, smiles.


Konstantin   It’s just us


Nina kisses Konstantin, then immediately breaks off.


Nina   What’s that tree?


Konstantin   Elm


Nina   Why is it so dark tonight?


Konstantin   So the vampires feel safe. Stay


Nina   I can’t 


Konstantin   What if I came to you? By the light of the moon, when your parents are asleep? Show you my fangs


Nina   The dog would bark


Konstantin   I love you


Nina puts a finger to her own lips, shushes Konstantin with another.


Who’s there?


Yakov?


Enter Yakov, shirtless, wet from the swim. He stares at Nina. She returns his gaze.


Frightened me half to death


It’s nearly time. The moon’ll be up


Are the meths and the sulphur ready?


Yakov   Yes


Konstantin   When we see the devil’s eyes, I need them to breathe him in, to ingest him, yes?


Yakov exits.


Why are you laughing? You nervous?


Nina   A little. More than a little, I’m terrified


Konstantin   Don’t worry about Mummy, she’s –


Nina   Not your mother – Boris Trigorin. Butterflies in my tummy, I feel ashamed


Konstantin   Don’t be


Nina   It’s thrilling. An actual writer, here. Is he young?


Konstantin   Suppose so


Nina   Don’t you think he’s good?


Konstantin   Well, you’d think so from the interviews he gives


Nina   There’s no actual characters in your play, why is that?


Konstantin   Actual –? This is – I’m not doing that, anyone can do that. I’m not writing how things are or how they should be, it’s an invocation, ushering in a new consciousness, an entire new way of seeing the world!


Nina   Some of it’s difficult to say, it doesn’t sit right in your mouth. Can I change some of the words?


Konstantin   No!


Nina   You talk about it living


Konstantin   You can’t just change the words


Nina   Why not?


Konstantin   ’Cause then it’s something else


Nina   What about the movements, can I change those?


Konstantin   Which movements?


Nina   I don’t know, that’s the point


Enter Yevgeny.


Your play leaves me cold, there’s no love in it


Konstantin   No love? What does that even mean, no love?


Exit Nina and Konstantin.


Enter Polina.


Polina   Where’s your wellies?


Yevgeny   Don’t do that!


Polina   You’ll catch your death


Yevgeny   I’m burning up as it is


Polina   You do this on purpose, trying to drive me to an early grave – well, it’s working, your feet are soaked!


Yevgeny   (half sings, half hums) ‘What do you get when you fall in love?’


Polina   Last night you sat out on the terrace with the grande dame herself all evening just to spite me


Yevgeny half sings/half hums the second verse from ‘I’ll Never Fall in Love Again’ by Bacharach and David, a line at a time. He omits the reference to a phone, humming it rather than singing.


Yevgeny   (half sings, half hums)


Polina   Last night you sat out on the terrace with the grande dame herself all evening just to spite me


Yevgeny   (half sings, half hums)


Polina   So wrapped up in tales of her latest theatrical exploits, didn’t notice the damp


Polina   You like her, don’t you?


Yevgeny   I’m fifty-five


Polina   You need to look after your chest


It’s different for men, you only get better looking as you get older, it’s not fair


He leads her in a gentle dance.


Yevgeny   Tell me what to do


Polina   What is it with men and actresses, send you all gaga, soon as you lay eyes on one, your brains go to mush?


Yevgeny   (half sings, half hums)


If society elevates artists and treats them differently from say, plumbers or even doctors, well what’s that apart from a sort of idealism?


Polina   And women flinging themselves at you, that’s a sort of idealism too, is it? And don’t sing, I’m immune. Had all my jabs


Yevgeny   Once upon a time, I was the only decent obstetrician round here


Polina   And we’re all ever so grateful


Yevgeny   I don’t recall any complaints


Polina   And why do you think that was?


Yevgeny   Doctor’s hands. Plus I was always straight with people. Curtain up


They part, quickly.


Enter Ilya, Irina, Petr, Boris, Semyon and Masha.


Ilya   Twenty years ago, her Ophelia at the Poltava Festival was the best I’ve seen


Irina   Twenty years, you must be thinking of someone else


Ilya   Pavel Semenych Chadin, there’s another one


Irina   What is he talking about, you’ve completely lost me!


Ilya   In Krechinsky’s Wedding, with nothing but a look, an eye patch and an ill-fitting grey suit he brought the house down. Don’t make ’em like old Pavel any more


Irina   Darling, these are names from another lifetime


Enter Konstantin.


Ilya   Where did he go, that’s what I want to know? A look. Back then, mighty oaks. Now – stumps. Madam, you’re a throwback to a golden age


Yevgeny   There are fewer star turns these days, I’ll give you that, but overall the standard’s much higher 


Ilya   Stick to what you know, Doctor, that’s my advice. In the kingdom of the one-eyed man, he who has both eyes has the last laugh over the man with one eye


Irina   Kostya darling, are we starting?


Konstantin   In precisely forty-six seconds, so if you would all be good enough to take your places, we’ll –


Irina  








‘Oh Hamlet, speak no more!


Thou turns’t mine eyes into my very soul;


And there I see such black and grained spots


As will not leave their tinct’














Konstantin  








‘You are the queen, your husband’s brother’s wife;


And – would it were not so! – You are my mother’














Ye ancient gods of this wood, this lake! Lead us now into the realm of dreams so we may see what will be of this earth two hundred thousand years from now!


Petr   Two hundred thousand years, this’ll all be razed to the ground


Konstantin   Then that’s what you’ll see


Irina   After that bloody dog of yours kept me up, a realm of dreams sounds very tempting, I must say


The Birdwoman (Nina) emerges from the lake. It has the body of a woman and the head of a giant bird. It wears a light white dress, rendered sheer by the water. It holds aloft a prism.


Birdwoman   I howl into the void. And hear nothing back


All living creatures. Antelope and eagle. Hummingbird and lion. Mollusc and rat


Bone


Stone


Gone


None remains, except I –


I am Mars. I am Venus. I am Alexander. I am Joan


Man, Woman, Beast


The consciousness of every living thing


What was, what is, and is to come


Irina   It’s very German, isn’t it?


Birdwoman   I am beyond comprehension


Irina   Oh come on, give us a chance


Konstantin   Mummy –


Birdwoman   My adversary the devil – father of eternal matter – is lonely


He wanders the void, an outcast, adrift in this quintessence of dust


Matter and spirit must become one flesh, the universal soul


Life itself must be reborn


I must bear his heir or there will be no air to breathe for all eternity. See!


His crimson eyes – his essence!


I offer myself. A virgin sacrifice to fill this earth anew


I fuck the devil


I fuck the devil


Nina writhes and groans.


Horror! Horror!


A quiver of life


My cunt is angry


Irina   Furious, one imagines


Birdwoman   Something moves inside me


I feel you growing in my belly


I part my lips to speak


Nina births a child.


Irina   Is that an eggy smell?


Konstantin   Sulphur


Irina   It’s an effect


Konstantin   Please


Birdwoman   A new dawn. But wait!


The devil devours his child!


Polina   (to Yevgeny) Your hat, you’ll catch cold


Irina   Well, I was taught it’s good manners to take one’s hat off when someone’s eating, especially when the lord of eternal matter’s popped in for tea


Konstantin   All right, show’s over, that’s it


Irina   We’re in the middle of the play, you can’t just –


Konstantin   I said show’s over


Exit Nina.


I apologise, the the the the nerve of even contemplating –


Irina   Oh come on


Konstantin   – to violate the sanctity, the monopoly, the chosen few, the – amateurs!


Exit Konstantin.


Irina   What was that about?


Petr   Irina, for goodness –


Irina   No – no – will someone please tell me what –


Petr   He’s a young man


Irina   He said it was a bit of fun and that’s how I approached it


Petr   You offended him


Irina   No one told me I was watching a masterpiece, I know exactly what he was up to, he was teaching us a lesson on the true meaning of theatre, it was a wilful attack. He’s a self-centred petulant little boy and he needs to bloody well grow up
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