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Characters







Alexander Serebryakov


a retired professor


Yelena (also Hélène)


his wife, twenty-seven


Sonya


his daughter by his first wife


Maria


widowed mother of the professor’s first wife


Vanya (also Jean)


her son


Mikhail Astrov


a doctor


Ilya Telegin (also ‘Waffles’)


an impoverished landowner


Marina


an old nanny


Workman


Watchman (Yefim)


 


The action takes place on Serebryakov’s estate
























UNCLE VANYA

























Act One








A garden. Part of the house and verandah. On the path to the house, under an old poplar tree, is a table laid for tea. Benches, chairs; a guitar on one of the benches. Near the table is a swing. Three in the afternoon. Overcast.


Marina, a plump, slow-moving old woman, sits by the samovar, knitting a stocking. Astrov is pacing.




Marina    (pours a glass of tea) Have some, my Mishka.  


Astrov    (takes glass reluctantly) Not really in the mood.  


Marina    A splash of vodka?  


Astrov    No. I don’t drink vodka every day. And it’s too clammy. (Pause.) How long have we known each other, Nanny?  


Marina    (considers) Sweet Jesus. I’ll have to think. You came here – well, Sonya’s mother Vera was still alive – you saw her in her last winter – and the one before – so that’s – eleven years. (A moment’s thought.) Maybe more –  


Astrov    Have I changed a lot?  


Marina    Yes, you were young and handsome then, now you’re old you’re no looker. And you like a splash of vodka.  


Astrov    Yes. Ten years, I’m a different man. I’m burned out, Nanny. On my feet all day – then nights under the covers, dreading being dragged off to another patient. Not one day off in all the years we’ve known each other. So yes: I grew old. And the boredom of it. The squalor and stupidity, it’s depressing. You’re surrounded by lunatics – unhinged, the lot of them – and after a year or two your own screws loosen a bit, it’s inevitable, you become unhinged yourself. (Twirling his long moustache.) Look at this moustache, it’s like a shrubbery. See, Nyanya, unhinged. But not stupid yet, thank God. The brain functions, it’s my feelings that are – sort of – numb. I don’t want anything, need anything, love anybody. Except you – I think I love you.




He kisses her on the head.





I had a nyanya just like you when I was a boy.


Marina    Something to eat, maybe?


Astrov    No. Few weeks before Easter I went to Malítskoe – outbreak of typhus. Peasants crammed into their huts, muck and stench, calves and piglets lying among the sick. I work my guts out without a poppy seed to eat, and even when I get home it doesn’t stop – some signalman from the railway. I put him on the operating table and under the chloroform he goes and dies on me. And just when I don’t want to feel anything, I begin to really feel – and it’s my pricking conscience, as if I’d deliberately killed him. I sit – shut my eyes – think – in the future, a century or two, will the people for whom we’re beating this path have one good thing to say about us? Bet your life they won’t, Nanny.


Marina    People won’t remember, God will.


Astrov    Thank you. Well said.




Enter Vanya from the house, looking crumpled after a good post-lunch sleep. He sits on the bench, straightens his fashionable tie.





Vanya    Yes. (Pause.) Yes.


Astrov    Nice nap?


Vanya    Yes. Very. (Yawns.) Before the professor and his better half came, life followed a straight path – it’s gone all wonky. I sleep weird hours, I eat spicy food like an Afghani, I’m at the wine. It’s not healthy. I used to not have a spare second – Sonya and I worked and worked. Now Sonya works and I eat, sleep and drink. It’s bad.


Marina    (shaking her head disapprovingly) It’s chaos. The professor lies in till noon and the tea’s been on the boil for him since morning. Before they came, we had lunch at one-ish like normal people – with them it’s after six. He reads and writes into the night – suddenly after one, ding-a-ling – Sweet Jesus, what’s that? – He wants tea – servants hauled out of bed just for him – chaos.


Astrov    Are they staying much longer?


Vanya    (whistles) A hundred years. The prof’s decided it’s home. The lord’s come back to his land.


Marina    And the tea’s been ready two hours and they’re off on a ramble –


Vanya    They’re coming, they’re coming, don’t get into a flap.




Voices are heard. From the far end of the garden Serebryakov, Yelena, Sonya and Telegin return from their walk.





Serebryakov    Exquisite scenery. Outstanding views.


Telegin    Aren’t they, professor, outstanding –


Sonya    Tomorrow we’ll go to the tree plantation, Pa. Would you like to?


Vanya    Tea time, ding-a-ling.


Serebryakov    Send mine to the study if you would, please, my friends. I still have a thing I need to see to today.


Sonya    You’ll enjoy the tree plantation –




Yelena, Serebryakov and Sonya go into the house. Telegin sits next to Marina at the table.





Vanya    Sweltering. Sticky as you like. And His Excellency Professor Brains clomps about in overcoat and galoshes, with umbrella and gloves.


Astrov    He takes care of himself, clearly.


Vanya    But Yelena – now she is lovely. Lovely. I’ve never seen a more beautiful woman.


Telegin    (to Marina) Driving across fields, ambling in a shady garden, just looking at this table, Nyanya – I can never find the words for the happiness. Ideal weather. Birdsong. All of us at one with the world and each other, what more could we ask for? (Taking his tea.) Thank you very much, I’m so grateful.


Vanya    (dreamily) Her eyes. Wonderful woman.


Astrov    Come on, Vanya, tell us something.


Vanya    What?


Astrov    What’s new?


Vanya    Nothing. It’s all old. I’m the same as always, worse probably, because I’m a loafer now, do bugger all but bitch. As for my old crow of a mother, still banging on about the rights of women, one eye on the grave, the other scouring her bluestocking books for the key to the door to the new life.


Astrov    And the professor?


Vanya    And the professor is holed up in his study, as always –








Knitting his brow, working his brain,


Writing out matters arcane.


All of his nights and days


Without an iota of praise.











I feel sorry for the paper. He might get somewhere if he wrote his autobiography. Now there’s a subject. Retired professor, you know, stock character, stale and scholarly, desiccated old fish, gout, rheumatism, migraines, liver bloated olive with jealousy. And this dried-up seaweed is living on his first wife’s estate – but not by choice: because he can’t afford to live in the city. And he bitches all day about his bad luck: but the truth is he couldn’t be luckier. (Becoming agitated.) So lucky. The luck. Son of a humble church sexton, little chorister from the seminary, mounts the stairs of the Academy, gets himself a chair, claws his way up the long ladder of ranks, son-in-law of a senator, et cetera – and this isn’t even the point. For twenty-five years, the seaweed has been lecturing and writing about aesthetics – and what does he know about aesthetics? Bugger all. Twenty-five years chewing on other people’s ideas about realism and naturalism and every other kind of ism; twenty-five years lecturing and writing about things which anyone with half a brain has always known and which idiots couldn’t give a toss about. Twenty-five years pouring bollocks from one empty jug to another. And the vanity. The posturing. And now he’s retired, no one’s heard of him, he’s a wholesale nobody – so for twenty-five years he’s had his arse parked in a chair that belonged to somebody else. And look at him, sashaying about the farm like a demigod.


Astrov    I think the one green with envy is you.


Vanya    Oh, I am envious of him. And his luck with women! Puts Don Juan in the shade. Wife number one, my dear sister – the loveliest and gentlest of souls, pure as the blue sky; good and sweet, with more admirers than he’s had students. She loved him as only an angel can love another angel. And my mother worships him, even now she couldn’t make the pedestal any higher. As for Yelena the Beautiful, the Intelligent, wife number two – you saw. She marries him when he’s old. She chucks her youth and beauty and freedom and – I don’t know – all her vitality after him, and what for, why?


Astrov    Is she faithful to him?


Vanya    Yes, unfortunately.


Astrov    Why ‘unfortunately’?


Vanya    Because it’s a sham. The logic is all warped – to cheat on your repellent old husband: that would be immoral. Yet to choke your youth, your feelings, your feelings: that’s moral?!


Telegin    (in a tearful voice) Vanya, I hate it when you talk like this. The fact is someone who cheats on their wife or husband is a two-faced sort of person and could betray their country.


Vanya    (irritated) Put a cork in it, Waffles.


Telegin    I’m sorry, Vanya. The day after our wedding my wife ran off with her – lover – because – because I’m no oil painting. But ever since, I’ve never failed in my duty. I still love her and I’m faithful to her. I help her as much as I can, I’ve given her all I have for the raising of her children – her children by him. They ran off with my happiness, but not my pride. And her? She’s not young now, nature’s seen to it she’s no oil painting herself these days. And the lover? Dead. So what’s she got left?




Enter Sonya and Yelena; a little later enter Maria with a book; she sits and reads; she is given tea and drinks without looking up.





Sonya    (hurriedly) Nanny, there are some peasants at the door. You talk to them, I’ll do the tea.




She pours tea. Marina leaves. Yelena takes her glass and drinks, sitting on the swing.








Astrov    (to Yelena) So. I’m here. Your husband? You wrote he was very sick – rheumatism and something else. Seems in the peak of health.


Yelena    He was depressed last night, complained of leg pain. Today nothing.


Astrov    And I’ve just galloped full pelt for twenty miles. Well. Not the first time. I can stay over and get a proper night’s sleep.


Sonya    Yes. Good. You hardly ever stay the night. Have you had lunch?


Astrov    No.


Sonya    Then you’ll have it with us. We have it after six these days. (Drinks.) Cold tea.


Telegin    It can’t keep its heat for ever.


Yelena    Never mind, Ivan, we’ll drink it cold.


Telegin    Oh. I beg your pardon, it’s, it’s not Ivan, it’s Ilya – Ilya Telegin. Or, to a few, Waffles. Because of my blistered face. I’m Sonya’s godfather, you know; your husband knows me well. I live here now, madam, on your estate, madam. Perhaps you’ve been kind enough to notice me at lunch with you every single day?


Sonya    We couldn’t get by without Ilya, my godfather and everyone’s right-hand man. (Tenderly.) Here, more tea.


Maria    Oh!


Sonya    What, Granny?


Maria    I completely forgot to tell Alexandre – memory’s going – I got a letter from Kharkov today, from Pavel. He sent me his new pamphlet.


Astrov    Anything interesting?


Maria    Yes – and peculiar. He attacks the very thing he supported seven years ago. What about that?


Vanya    What about it? Drink your tea, Maman.


Maria    But I want to talk.


Vanya    We’ve been talking and reading pamphlets and talking for fifty years. Time to stop.


Maria    You just don’t like it when I talk. I’m sorry, Jean, but I don’t know who you are any more. You’ve changed beyond recognition this past year. You used to have convictions. Your soul had spark.


Vanya    Right, my soul had spark, I used to fire-up everyone’s day. (Pause.) My ‘soul had spark’. Bloody poisonous thing to say. I’m forty-seven. Till last year, I was like you, kidding myself with your opinions so I didn’t have to see life as it truly is – I thought I was doing the right thing. Now – you’ve no idea – I can’t sleep for anguish, for sheer rage at how soft in the head I was, soft to let time slip away when I could have had everything that forty-seven now denies me.


Sonya    Oh, Uncle Vanya, this horse is dead.


Maria    (to her son) You seem to have it in for your old convictions – as if they’re to blame for anything! They’re not, you are. Convictions themselves are just howls in the woods when no one’s listening. Deeds, my boy. Action: you should have gone out and done something.


Vanya    Done something? We can’t all be round-the-clock writing contraptions like your Herr Professor.


Maria    What does that mean?


Sonya    (implores) Granny. Uncle Vanya. Please.


Vanya    I’m mute. Mute and sorry.




Pause.








Yelena    This weather is perfect.




Pause.





Vanya    Perfect weather to hang yourself.




Telegin tunes the guitar. Marina paces by the house, calling the chickens.





Marina    Here, chook, chook, chook …


Sonya    What did the peasants want, Nyanya?


Marina    Same old thing, asking after that plot of waste land again. Here, chook, chook, chook …


Sonya    Which one are you calling?


Marina    Speckles, she’s gone off with her chicks. The crows might eat them.




She walks away. Telegin plays a polka; everyone listens in silence. Enter the Workman.





Workman    Is the doctor here? (To Astrov.) Beg your pardon, Dr Astrov, someone’s here for you.


Astrov    Where from?


Workman    The sawmill.


Astrov    (annoyed) Well, thank you very much. Duty calls. (Glances about for his cap.) Pain in the bloody neck …


Sonya    Yes, a pain. Come back from the sawmill for lunch?


Astrov    It’ll be too late. Well, well, well. (To the Workman.) Tell you what, sweeten the pill, get me a glass of vodka.




Exit Workman.





(Finds his cap.) In Ostrovsky … forgotten the play, there’s a character with a mighty moustache and no talent. Me. Well, I’ll say my – (To Yelena.) If you’d like to drop in one day, you and Sonya, I’d be delighted. Mine’s a small estate, ninety acres, but if you’re interested, there’s a first-class orchard and nursery, nothing like them for six hundred miles. I’m next door to a government tree plantation. The forester’s decrepit now, so the work falls to me.


Yelena    I’ve heard all about your love of trees. I’m sure you do lots of good, but doesn’t it get in the way of your real calling? You are a doctor.


Astrov    God only knows what our real calling is.


Yelena    Is it interesting?


Astrov    Yes.


Vanya    (ironically) Scintillating.


Yelena    (to Astrov) You’re youngish. What, about thirty-six? Can’t be as interesting as all that. Forest after forest. Sounds monotonous.


Sonya    No, no, it’s fascinating. Dr Astrov plants new forests every year; he’s got a bronze medal for it – and a certificate. He works so hard to stop the old forests being razed. Listen to him, he’ll make you see. He says a forest is a garland on the world. It teaches men to understand what’s beautiful, to inspire finer feelings. Forests soften a harsh climate, and in countries with mild climates they don’t fight nature so desperately, so people are beautiful, happy-go-lucky, sensitive; they talk elegantly and move gracefully and sciences and arts flourish, they’re less pessimistic, they treat women courteously, and –


Vanya    (laughing) Bravo, bravo – charming – charming bollocks. (To Astrov.) Listen, crony, you let me keep burning logs in my stoves and building my barns out of planks of timber.


Astrov    You can burn peat in your stoves and build your barns out of stone. Fine, chop trees if you have to, but why wipe out the Russian forest? Axemen are executioners; millions of trees are dying, wild animals’ and birds’ homes are being destroyed, rivers are becoming shallow or drying up completely, our exquisite scenery is vanishing for ever, and all because this loafer doesn’t have the brains to bend over and collect the peat beneath his feet. (To Yelena.) Right? You’d have to be a thug to burn something so beautiful in your stove – to destroy what we can’t create. Don’t we have wits about us, imagination? Can’t we make new things out of nature’s gifts? – Yet we never create, we only kill. There are fewer and fewer forests, rivers are drying up, wild animals are becoming extinct, the climate’s had it and every day the earth gets poorer and uglier. (To Vanya.) And you stand there sneering, as if I’m spouting some fashionable fairy tale. Well, maybe I am, but when I walk past the peasants’ woodland, woodland I’ve saved from the axe – when I hear young trees I’ve planted with these hands rustling in the wind – I realise that the climate is to some extent in these hands – and if in a thousand years, men and women are happy, then it’ll be partly because of me. When I plant a birch and see it growing green, quivering in the breeze, I’m proud to my –




He sees the Workman, who has brought a glass of vodka on a tray.





Well. (Drinks.) Time the lunatic was off. Goodbye.




Sonya takes him by the arm and walks with him.





Sonya    When will you be back to see us?


Astrov    Don’t know …


Sonya    Another month?




Astrov and Sonya go into the house; Maria and Telegin remain at the table; Yelena and Vanya walk towards the verandah.








Yelena    As for you, Vanya, impossible behaviour – again. Did you have to goad your mother with all that rubbish about writing contraptions? And you argued again with Alexandre at breakfast. It’s so petty.


Vanya    And what if I hate the bloody old –


Yelena    There’s no point hating Alexandre, he’s just like everyone else. No worse than you.


Vanya    If only you could see your own face. Watch how you carry yourself. As if the very requirement to live is too much to ask. The malaise, the strain –


Yelena    It’s a huge ask and a huge bore. Everyone lays into my husband and looks at me with such pity: the poor maiden with her doddery old man. I know exactly what that pity’s about. It’s just like Astrov said, you’re all axe-happy, wildly swinging at the trees, and soon the earth’ll be bare. And in precisely the same way, you’re swinging the axe at humans, and soon, because of you, there’ll be no loyalty, or purity, no room for anything selfless anywhere on earth. Why can’t you look at a woman and if she isn’t yours not mind? Because – and the doctor’s right about this – there’s a thuggish little goblin of annihilation inside every one of you. You have no pity for the trees, the birds, women, or each other.
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