
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
      [image: alt]
    

      

   


   
      
         
            ANTON CHEKHOV

            Uncle Vanya

            Scenes from Country Life

            in a new version by

DAVID HARE

         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction

         

         Uncle Vanya has always been the most elusive of all Chekhov’s plays. It’s never the same twice. As with certain mysterious films like Citizen Kane, however often you see them, it is especially difficult to hold in your mind the order of scenes and events. Whenever you go back, you’re wrong-footed. When I first saw Michael Redgrave playing Vanya in Laurence Olivier’s production at the Chichester Festival Theatre in 1962, the play itself seemed romantic but seamless. By the time Paul Scofield played the role at the Royal Court in 1970, the tone, in Christopher Hampton’s version, had become far sharper and crueller. When Wallace Shawn appeared in Louis Malle’s memorable film of Vanya on 42nd Street in 1994, the extremes of feeling were rendered feverish through the luscious intimacy of the camerawork. Whole swathes of the play, faithfully translated, nevertheless emerged unrecognisable. And Paul Rhys, in Robert Icke’s Almeida version in 2016, took the central character as near to the madhouse as he’s ever been.

         It’s not just that Vanya soaks up a bewildering variety of interpretations. (All the above productions were, by the way, first-rate.) It’s also that, in the theatre, it’s often hard to discern exactly what it’s about. The sub-title Scenes from Country Life tells us Chekhov is suggesting, at the most satirical level, that the Russian countryside is very far from being the idealised place of art and literature. The land itself is being poisoned and ripped up to no good purpose, and the alternation of extreme seasonal heat and cold can be well-nigh unbearable if you actually have to live there. But critics who go on to  suggest that the play is primarily a tragedy of middle age – about that moment when we are all forced to realise that we have not achieved what we wanted – are making a point as uninteresting as those who write of King Lear as if it were simply a medical drama of senility. It may describe the play, but it doesn’t illuminate it.

         My own approach to making an English-language version of Uncle Vanya has been via my involvement with adapting Chekhov’s younger work. In a season, first at Chichester in 2015, then at the National Theatre the following year, Jonathan Kent directed Platonov, Ivanov and The Seagull so that audiences could see all three in a single day. The first two plays, sometimes sprawling, sometimes unfocused, needed a certain amount of dramaturgical rearrangement, even if the third one was famously perfect. But however discreet my interventions, I wanted to put the three plays together to make the point that Chekhov had usually been admired as a cool writer, perfecting the technique of hiding behind the trelliswork of his characters and lending his own voice to none. However, as a young man, in his furious, desperate heroes Platonov and Ivanov, he had clearly manifested as a very hot writer indeed. The author’s own anger is the fuel for three turbo-charged plays.

         Something of that heat, I hope, has come through in the way I’ve chosen to frame the present play. Chekhov never saw Stanislavski’s Moscow Arts production, and admittedly he was horrified to hear of the final scene between Yelena and Astrov being so over-directed that the doctor came across ‘as a drowning man clutching at straws’. But that particular reservation doesn’t mean that the play elsewhere is not, sometimes comically, full of passion, rage and strong feeling. Because I first worked on Chekhov through his younger work, I was aware how much he used a nineteenth-century convention of direct address when he was young. As he became more  skilful, he abandoned asides altogether in favour of a more complete realism. In discussion with the director Rupert Everett, we decided together to integrate the solo monologues in Uncle Vanya, and to put the characters’ same thoughts and feelings into proper scenes. Our other principal innovation has been to move Acts Two and Three, usually played indoors, and to have them played outside.

         The play’s story can be simply summarised. Into an ordered and regular household come two new inhabitants, an irritable professor and his young wife, who, in the space of a few months, cause chaos, one by their selfishness, and the other by their sexual allure. Between them, they manage, in the time between their arrival and their departure, to have most of the household questioning their purpose in life, their happiness and, at times, their sanity.

         What troubles most people in the play is the question of what they should do. The theme is symphonically stated very early on when Vanya admits to the fact that he now does nothing. Vanya has worked on the estate for many years, facilitating and admiring the intellectual theories of his brother-in-law Professor Serebryakov, and going along with his mother’s obsessive scrutiny of political pamphlets. But, for reasons never wholly explained, Vanya has, during the previous year, become violently disillusioned, unable to believe that the life of the mind has much use or connection in the world at large. He no longer dreams of the realisation of ideas. His only speech of possible fulfilment is when he imagines taking the woman he is in love with into his arms and sheltering her from the storm outside. At other times he is gripped with a fury about his own uselessness and waste which borders on the pathological.

         In contrast, the person who conspicuously does spend his life doing things – at least until this fated summer – is  the doctor, Astrov. But, as Yelena realises, it is almost impossible for anyone to deal on a daily basis with the real problems of Russia without becoming coarsened and cynical at the scale of the task. At a time when life expectancy in France was forty-seven, in Russia it was still only thirty-one for men, and thirty-three for women. Half of the children born in the late nineteenth century were dying before the age of five. And the insanitary conditions in which peasants lived meant they were prey to cholera, typhus, dysentery, worms, syphilis, diphtheria and malaria. No wonder the professor’s wife, Yelena – on the page, far more intelligent and acute than in some misleading stage portrayals – reacts in disbelief to the idea of going out and helping. Only in literary novels, she says, do people go and minister to the poor.

         Astrov starts the play implicitly alcoholic, and haunted by the memory of a recent patient who has died on the operating table under anaesthetic, possibly when Astrov was drunk. Both he and Vanya appear traumatised, one by a real death and the other by a death of belief. Astrov is therefore throwing himself with even more determination into rewilding. He sees human beings as in danger of consuming their own future. The most practical thing anyone can do in response to the devastation of the environment is to ensure that, even if this generation cannot be happy on a planet they are forced through their own ignorance and need to destroy, nevertheless they can serve, by creative replanting, to ensure the happiness of future, more enlightened generations.

         It is this contrast between an intellectual class which looks only to its own ideas and a larger Russia which is mired in squalor and disease, which gives the play its special bite. It goes without saying that it is this contrast – a contrast of extreme inequality – which also makes the drama distinctively modern. Chekhov admired people who do, and mistrusted people who just talk. One of his  most important works is the report he wrote when he went to Siberia to expose the full horror of prison conditions there. Clearly, in his fiction, Chekhov never tells you what he would like you to believe. He wrote to a psychologist friend: ‘A psychologist should not pretend to understand what he does not understand. Nor should he convey that impression. We shall not play the charlatan, and we shall declare frankly that nothing is clear in this world. Only fools and charlatans know and understand everything.’ But this characteristic refusal to tell audiences what they should think does not include any reluctance to tell them what they should be thinking about. On the contrary.

         Look at your own life, he’s saying. What use is it? And what can you do?

         David Hare

June 2019


      

   


   
      
         

             Premier Production

         

         Uncle Vanya in this version was first presented by Jonathan Church and Danny Moar at the Theatre Royal Bath on 18 July 2019 as part of the theatre’s summer season. The cast was as follows:

         
             

         

         Alexander Serebryakov  Michael Byrne

         Yelena  Clemence Poesy

         Sonya  Katherine Parkinson

         Maria Voynitsky  Marty Cruickshank

         Ivan Voynitsky (Vanya)  Rupert Everett

         Mikhail Astrov  John Light

         Telyegin (‘Waffles’)  John Standing

         Marina  Ann Mitchell

         Ensemble  Allegra Marland, Rob Pomfret

         
             

         

         Director  Rupert Everett

         Set Designer  Charles Quiggin

         Costume Designer  Fotini Dimou

         Lighting Designer  Rick Fisher

         Associate Director  Lloyd Wood

         Literal Translation  Helen Rappaport

      

   


   
      
         

            Characters

         

         
            Alexander Serebryakov

a retired academic

            Yelena

twenty-seven, his wife

            Sonya

his daughter by his first marriage

            Maria Voynitsky

widowed mother of Serebryakov’s first wife

            Ivan Voynitsky

‘Vanya’, her son

            Mikhail Astrov

a doctor

            Telyegin

‘Waffles’, a bankrupt landowner

            Marina

the old nanny
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               Act One

            

         

         June. The garden of Serebryakov’s country estate, the veranda of the house visible beyond. A table and garden chairs set for tea, under a poplar. There’s a guitar on one of the chairs, and a swing not far from the table. It’s between two and three p.m. on a cloudy afternoon. Marina, ageing, substantial, slow on her feet, is knitting while Astrov paces up and down. She pours tea for him.

         
            Marina    Have some tea.

            Astrov    It’s the last thing I need.

            Marina    I suppose you’d prefer vodka.

            Astrov    What makes you say that? I’m not dependent, you know. I’m not addicted. It’s too hot anyway.

            
               There’s a moment’s silence.

            

            I’m trying to work out how long we’ve known each other, you and I.

            Marina    How long? Lord knows. Well, when you first arrived in these parts, Sonya’s mother was still alive, wasn’t she? And probably Vera lasted a couple of years afterwards. And that would be – what? – eleven years ago? Maybe more.

            Astrov    And do I seem much changed?

            Marina    You were never going to keep your looks. Face it, you were so ridiculously attractive, how could it possibly last? It never does. And in those days, you didn’t drink.

            Astrov    It’s impossible to practise medicine without alcohol. The workload is inhuman. I’m on my feet all day, then I lie awake at night, just knowing some wretched patient is going to wake me up. I don’t sleep. Properly. I don’t believe I’ve had one entire day off in all the years I’ve been here. And the way of life is squalid and repetitive. Up to your arms in – et cetera. And the people in our world are such cranks – I can’t think of anyone normal – after a couple of years you become eccentric yourself, without even noticing. Hence this ridiculous moustache. Which is growing like a bush on my lip. The only things I’ve held on to are my brains – I’m sharp, trust me – but my heart is harder, no question about that. I don’t feel much. I’m not driven by desire any more – except for you, perhaps. I am fond of you.

            
               He kisses the top of her head.

            

            I had a nanny myself when I was young.

            Marina    If you won’t have tea, at least have something to eat.

            Astrov    I couldn’t. Something strange happened to me this spring. It was the third of week of Lent and I had to go to Malitskoe. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen a typhoid epidemic, but the peasants were piled up, lying on the floors of their huts, among the animals, among the pigs, among the filth. And everywhere, smoke and the smell of burning. I went at it all day, as best I could, not a moment’s break. I’d had nothing to eat, and when I got home, things still didn’t let up. They brought me a signalman from the railway, I put him on the table to amputate, I administered the anaesthetic. And he died. He died in my hands. And that’s when my feelings did come flooding back. With a vengeance. Because I felt … I felt I’d murdered him. I sat down, closed my eyes – just like this – and I remember thinking: we’re trying, we’re trying here to clear some sort of path for the people who’ll live in a hundred years’ time, or in two hundred. That’s what we’re here to do. But will they ever spare us a thought? Let alone a kind thought? I don’t think so.

            Marina    Perhaps human beings won’t remember, but God will.

            Astrov    I’d love to believe it. I’d love to.

            
               Vanya comes out of the house after his siesta. He looks rumpled. He sits down on the bench, adjusting his fashionable tie.

            

            Vanya    Yes.

            
               There is a silence.

            

            Yes.

            Astrov    You slept well?

            Vanya    Too well, actually. Ever since the Professor and his wife descended on us, everything has been all over the place. I go to sleep at the oddest times. And we have to eat all this spicy oriental muck and drink wine with it. It’s incredibly unhealthy. Before they arrived, Sonia and I used to work day and night. Now Sonia does all the work. And I do nothing but eat and sleep and drink. It’s not fair to her.

            Marina    You’re right. We always had regular hours in this house. But the Professor gets up at noon, and has his dinner at six in the evening. When it was just us, it was always bang on one. Then the professor starts reading – and maybe writing – and then the bell goes at one o’clock in the morning. What’s he wanting? Tea! So everyone has to get up and light the samovar in the middle of the night. It’s a madhouse.

            Astrov    How long are they due to stay?

            Vanya    You haven’t heard? They’re staying for ever. The Professor’s decided to make his home here.

            Marina    And what I’m saying – look – I put the tea out two hours ago. And where are they now? Going for a walk.

            Vanya    Get used to it. Here they come.

            
               Voices are heard from the bottom of the garden. Serebryakov, Yelena, Sonya and Telyegin return from their walk.

            

            Serebryakov    Magnificent! The lake! The views alone.

            Telyegin    They are special, aren’t they, Your Excellency?

            Sonya    We’ll go tomorrow and see where the new woods have been planted, Papa, if that suits you?

            Vanya    Now everyone’s back, let’s have some tea.

            Serebryakov    Forgive me, I’m going to have mine in my study. I still have a lot of work to finish.

            Sonya    The new woods really are worth the effort.

            
               Yelena, Serebryakov and Sonya go into the house. Telyegin goes up to the table and sits down next to Marina.

            

            Vanya    And even in this heat, the great public intellectual goes out in his overcoat and galoshes. Not forgetting his umbrella. Not forgetting his gloves.

            Astrov    Fair enough. He looks after himself.

            Vanya    And walking beside him – probably the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my life.

            Telyegin    I’ll tell you something interesting, Marina. I can be sitting here in this garden, I can be walking across the fields, either way I am filled with the most inexpressible joy. Birds singing, weather perfect, all of us living in harmony and contentment. What do we lack? Nothing!

            
               He takes his tea from her.

            

            I can’t thank you enough.

            Vanya    Have you seen her eyes? Amazing.

            Astrov    Come on, tell us what’s going on, Ivan.

            Vanya    What sort of ‘going on’?

            Astrov    Give us your news. Update us.

            Vanya    Nothing’s going on. Everything’s at a complete standstill. I’m who I’ve always been, except maybe less so, if anything, because I’ve stopped actually doing anything. I just vegetate and whinge. My madcap mother is still dedicating her life to the absolute perfection of her feminist theories, when the only place she’s going to be able to deploy her feminism is in the grave.

            Astrov    And the Professor?

            Vanya    He writes. That’s what he does. He’s a professor and he writes. All night, all day, he gives the world the benefit of his thoughts and the world maintains its complete and heartfelt indifference. You have to feel sorry for the paper. Forced to be the medium for all that nonsense. What he should really do is write his autobiography. It’s an incredible story. It’s got everything – gout, rheumatism, migraine, cirrhosis. All the elements of a bestseller. The hero is a retired professor, a sort of dried fish, so broke he can’t handle Moscow property prices any more, but by chance he was previously married to a woman who has a rather nice country estate. And of course, he complains all the time about how he never has any luck.
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