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Foreword





There can be few bodies of work that are as rewarding when read continuously as the plays of Peter Gill. From the beginning of his career, his theatre has been engaged in a Van Gogh-like search, not quite to find the beauty in a pair of old boots, but rather to reveal a beauty that is always present in anything, weathered or leather or otherwise. This hard stare at the ordinary world, his extraordinary way of seeing, connects each new play to the last like beads on a rosary. To read Gill’s plays chronologically is to witness the expansion and unfolding of both a mind and a world, beautiful and distinctive, made richer and more compelling with each new statement.




 





A Provincial Life was an early statement. Written in 1966 because Gill was, as he puts it, ‘incredibly touched’ by Chekhov’s story, it was presented on the set of another Royal Court production for one night. The play came very early in Gill’s career. At the time of writing he was moving in precisely the opposite direction to his hero, Misail, who quits bourgeois society for the ‘real life’ of the country – Gill, who had moved from Cardiff to London, denies realising that opposition as he wrote, but the coincidence is interesting. Throughout Gill’s work, influence and motivation are revealing: the Beckettian idea of ‘no symbols where none intended’ applies, as references bubble up from the subconscious into the dialogue without being planned. He is aware Proust is quoted in Small Change, but denies knowing at the time of writing that the titles of two of his plays – Small Change and The Sleepers Den – are drawn from the poetry of Donne. This is part of what makes Gill so rewarding to read – he is an instinctive writer, and influences in his work are the organisations of the preconscious mind, collecting the nebulous material of a subconscious into a statement.




 





Patterned throughout A Provincial Life are moving examples of Gill’s eye for the minutiae of human life – for care, worry, and love. People reach out to one another throughout Gill’s work, and it is no different here – when Misail’s father asks him, ‘Are you all right? You’re looking pale. Have you been feeling unwell again?’, a distance between two people is revealed, and their attempts to cross it, to care for one another, are shown to be snagged in the inadequate medium of speech. Misail says later in the play to his father, ‘I love you. I am unutterably sorry that we are apart.’ That ‘unutterably’ is at the centre of the play. Characters attempt to put words to the feeling time and again, however, because ‘one must love. We ought to love oughtn’t we?’ This impulse, the need to love, is the motivating power behind Gill’s work, and the materials of his theatre, the elements which complicate and humanise love, are the particularities of everyday life – Gill expresses the emotional trajectory of so much of his writing when he has Misail say, ‘Sometimes I think such marvellous things and dream such brilliant conclusions but my thoughts are always broken by visions of rissoles or bowls of porridge.’ The movement from the idea to the specific that contains but also expresses the emotion recurs in play after play.




 





What we watch in A Provincial Life is a struggle to come to terms with life: an attempt to find meaning in it, to accommodate frustration and bear the fact that life is passing you by each second you are living it. Misail tries to drown his anxieties in work, but the attempt is a vain one. It is among the details of the world, the rissoles and bowls of porridge, that meaning is lost. This ‘drowning’ in life is inevitable. Like any emotion, a life is always caged into the specifics of a body, a home town, a world – but in Gill’s work the way that happens, and the way the emotion and life show through, become the focus of attention, making beautiful a struggle that might at first appear as empty of love as a pair of old boots.




 





This is perhaps the reason Gill has been drawn to Chekhov, as he has been throughout his career. The constant ebb of life, as it flows past and away from his characters, is distinctive in Gill’s treatments and translations. Engaging with Chekhov allows Gill to come to express the idea that life and love are elsewhere, lost in simile, only recognised afterwards, seen across a distance. What meaning there is in Misail’s life becomes all of these when he says, ‘She is like a green parrot that had escaped and used to fly in the gardens of a square where I used to work.’ Life and love seem very far away from Cleopatra when she asks, ‘What is it that stops people from acting as they really desire?’, not knowing that the person she is speaking to has fallen asleep. Gill asks this question in all his work – in Small Change, Gerard asks, ‘What is it, what is it that will find the moment, that will …’ That moment, that meaning, is elusive – but Gill reminds us that it is out there, hidden in the details of living.




 





Barney Norris


February 2012






















Acknowledgements





Peter Gill would like to record with gratitude the members of the cast of the original production of this play at the Royal Court Theatre, London, on 30 October 1966




 





Jean Boht


Pamela Buchner


Richard Butler


George Canell


Oliver Cotton


Anne Dyson


Susan Engel


Bernard Gallagher


Amaryllis Garnet


Jean Holness


Anthony Hopkins


William Hoyland


Peter John


Gillian Martell


Rosemary McHale


John McKelvey


John Normington


Richard O’Callaghan


Shivaun O’Casey


Trevor Peacock


Toby Salaman


Charlotte Selwyn


John Shepherd


Geoffrey Whitehead


Peter Wyatt






















Characters







Misail Alexandrovich Poloznev


Alexandr Pavlovich Poloznev


his father, an architect


Cleopatra Alexandrovna Polozneva


his sister
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Madame Mufke


an amateur actress


Berlichev
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The Governor of the Province


Madame Azhogina’s Daughters


Guests




 





Place: a Russian province in the 1890s






















A Provincial Life








 



















SCENE ONE





Alexandr Pavlovitch Poloznev’s house. Misail Alexandr is reading a play. Cleopatra Alexandrovna enters with a tray.




Cleopatra I’ve brought you something to eat. (Pause.) Father knows you’re back. He’s in the study. (She coughs.) Misail Alexandr, why do you do this to us? You’ve lost your job again. I can tell. It’s too bad of you.


Misail What’s this?


Cleopatra Some cold meat. Did you get any dinner?


Misail No.


Cleopatra There isn’t much there, I’m afraid. But Father said …


Misail Don’t cry.


Cleopatra Think of us. Spare us. Please. You’ve put Father in an awful state and I’m not well. What will happen to you? Please, Misail, please don’t make things worse than they are. Please. In the name of our mama, I beg you.


Misail We should not live in the present what belongs in the past.


Father (off) Cleopatra.


Cleopatra Papa?


Father (enters) Will you get my hat and stick for me, Cleopatra? Then we can go out for a walk.


Cleopatra I can’t.


Father You can’t?


Cleopatra Anyuta Ivanovna said she was going to call, but if you like I can send a note. (She begins to cough.)


Father You mustn’t offend your friends. Her father is a president in court. We mustn’t be rude. Are you all right? You’re looking pale. Have you been feeling unwell again?


Cleopatra No. No. Shall I get your hat?


Father If you please.


She exits.


Father What is this?


Misail Cleo brought it in for me. It’s some cold meat.


Father Don’t let it go to waste. Well, where have you been?


Misail At work. Where else would I be?


Father You were not at work. Why do you lie? At least, you were not there this afternoon. I have here a letter from His Excellency your superintendent. I read. ‘I have only kept him on out of regard for your worthy self. However, in reply to my saying that but for you he would have been free to go long before this, he replied …’ What did you reply?


Misail I said …


Father What did you say?


Misail I said, ‘You flatter me too much, Your Excellency, if you imagine that I am at liberty to do anything at all without my father’s consent.’


Pause.


Father I see now that the hand of providence was in your mother’s death, for let me tell you your behaviour would have made a longer life continually painful. You are not a child. You are gone twenty-five. You are beginning to go grey. And yet you will persist in acting like a schoolboy. At your age you should be holding down a good job like the other young men of your position in the town, but you continue to be an embarrassment, affecting the manners of people who not many years ago were serfs.


Misail Father, when I was younger and you didn’t know what to do with me I went first of all into the army and then into pharmacy and then one by one took advantage of everything that was available to me as your son. You must see that I am unsuited to our kind of life.


Father And what does that mean, I should like to know. That I am to finance you while you continue along the road to God knows where, full of your own importance? That I am to approve of your friends? That I should encourage you to frequent all the low places in town at my expense? You aspire to the literary society, an organisation whose only aim, it seems to me, is to seduce the young people of the town from their religion and their duty. And all I find you do there is help paint the scenery for Madame Azhogina’s amateur theatricals. Well, tomorrow we will go together and you will apologise to the superintendent and promise to work better in the future. You will take up a proper place in society with no further delay.


Misail Papa, Papa. Please. Understand. Can’t you see that what you think of as a proper place in society is only the privilege of money and education? The poor and uneducated have to earn their bread by working hard for it and I don’t see what rights and qualifications I have which should make me an exception to them.


 Father We will not discuss your ideas of what constitutes social progress. Must I explain to you again, you brainless young idiot, that in spite of your inadequacies and apart from your physical strength you have been privileged with the divine spark – a sacred fire which distinguishes you from the beasts of the fields and the fowls of the air in the sight of God? A holy fire kindled in the best of mankind. We are a family. Your great-grandfather who fought at Borodino, your grandfather the poet and orator and Marshal of the Nobility, your uncle the educationalist and myself the municipal architect, have we, have all the Poloznevs, kept the sacred flame alight only for you, you to put it out?


Misail Father, be fair. Millions of people have to work with their hands.


Father Let them. They are fit for no better. Anyone can work with his hands. It is the sign of the barbarian. The sacred flame marks only the few.


Misail And when I sit in that office trying to compete with that typewriting machine. What has the sacred flame to do with that?


Father It is not what I had hoped for, but it seems it has to be enough. Now I warn you, Misail, if you do not go back to work directly and you go on behaving as you have been behaving, you may take it that there will be no room for you under my roof and that I shall have no more to do with you. Nor will your sister, I promise you. And perhaps what will seem more important to you, I shall take steps to see that you get nothing when I die.


Misail Papa, what I have been saying means, don’t you see, that I could never accept an inheritance anyway and that whatever you decide to leave me I shall have to renounce before you die.


Father How dare you.


He strikes him.


How dare you throw all that we have to offer in our faces. You forget yourself. What are you? Who are you? You waster, you blackguard, you fool, you idiot.


Cleopatra comes in with a hat and stick.


Thank you. Give me some of God’s air to clear away that fellow’s nonsense. I shall only be gone a little while.


He exits. Pause.


Misail hears piano music through the window.


Misail Where’s that coming from?


Cleopatra Across the street. From the engineer’s house. Dolzhikov’s daughter is home from St Petersburg, I believe.


Misail (mouth full) Oh, this spring. How it bursts each year and how new and extraordinary it always seems. It rained this afternoon.


Cleopatra I know.


Misail That was good. The trees are better for it. Look at the light shifting through the leaves. Listen to the insects. Everyone is out for his walk. Father is just bowing to Anyuta Blagovo.


Cleopatra Anyuta. She is coming to see me. And you.


Misail He is just raising his hat. It looks like one of those black chimneys he patented that he can’t find a market for. Poor Father, how unimaginative he is.


Cleopatra You will not speak like that. He is our father. He is a good man. He’s a good architect. Everyone respects him.


Misail I know. But you must see that he has no imagination. His houses are respected, yes, but they are all like this one. Lots of poky rooms tacked on to a huge hall, by too many doors. His work is muddled and limited. His buildings have hard, stubborn expressions. But for all that, they’re timid with their low roofs. They are all alike and they’re all like him. His style has become the style of this town because people have got used to his lack of any vision. His style has taken root in our lives.


The front doorbell rings.


Cleopatra That will be Anyuta Ivanovna. We have something to say to you.


She exits – he looks at the prompt script. Anyuta and Cleopatra enter.


Misail Anyuta Ivanovna. It’s nice to see you. Take your coat off. Can we have some tea?


Anyuta No thank you. I’m not really making a call.


Misail No?


Cleopatra You met Papa in the street.


Anyuta Yes.


Misail I know – you are on your way to Madame Azhogina’s. We’ll go together. I haven’t been there for weeks.


Anyuta They’ve asked me to take a part.


Misail But I thought you didn’t approve.


Anyuta This is to be a tableau vivant. I am to play Glory.


Misail How splendid.


Anyuta I wish Cleo would come. But she says your father would not like it.


Misail Oh, he thinks it’s all wrong. Why don’t you risk it? He needn’t find out.


Cleopatra I couldn’t.


Misail You’d know lots of the people.


Anyuta I believe Dolzhikov’s daughter will be there tonight.


Cleopatra We heard her piano.


Misail I’ve not met her. Will she take part?


Anyuta Oh no. We are not up to her standard, I’m afraid. She will just sit and watch us. I believe she spent a whole winter in a private opera in St Petersburg.


Cleopatra They say all her clothes are French.


Misail Well, if you’re ready. Do I need a coat?


Cleopatra Anyuta?


Anyuta I didn’t call to ask you to take me to Madame Azhogina’s.


Misail No?


Anyuta No. Cleo is worried because you have lost your job. She asked me to persuade you to do what your father wants.


Misail I can’t. She knows that.


Anyuta Well, if you won’t go back to this job, let us help to find you another.


Misail There are no others.


Anyuta There must be.


Misail She knows that I must work. I don’t know why or for what purpose the thirty thousand people in this town live, but I know I must work.


Cleopatra But that is exactly what Papa wants you to do.


Misail I mean work. I am ashamed at the way we live. At the useless waste and corruption. We live well on capital and official salaries and let the rest of the people scrape their living as best they can. The houses smell of beetroot soup. And on fast days they smell of fish. There is nothing. There is nothing. No theatre. No decent orchestra. The libraries are unused. There are no gardens for the children. The servants are treated to the condition of vermin. The drinking water is filthy and people, very rich people who squander away whole fortunes and estates on one wager, do nothing with it and drink the filthy water themselves because of their stupidity and their meanness and their lethargy. They all take bribes. My father and your father, Anyuta, and they think of it as part of their payment. People in trouble can’t even get advice without paying for it. Last week the military commander’s wife had so many drinks given to her by young officers currying favour that she had to be carried out of church blind drunk. And even if there was something else I could do, it would only be to set your minds at rest. My dears. It is only the girls in this town who have any compassion left in their hearts. Have any honesty. But they will not let them understand this life and cheat you into believing that their attitudes are moral. And when you marry, you grow old quickly and let go and sink in the mud of this town’s vulgar small existence. Tell me, who has ever heard of us? In Kimry I know they make boots. In Tula, they make samovars. What about us? What are we for?


Pause.


Anyuta There is something you could do. They’re opening a telegraph in Dubetchnya near the new railway. My father will talk to Dolzhikov.


Cleopatra You can work the telegraph, Misail. I know you can.


Anyuta Will you go and see Dolzhikov in the morning? I’ll arrange it.


Cleopatra Misail?


Misail I hadn’t thought of the railway.


Cleopatra And will you stop going to Madame Azhogina’s for a little while anyway?


Misail I can’t. They’re starting a new play.


Anyuta I can explain.


Misail I was going to be the prompter.


She takes the script.
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