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Introduction





When I went to work for the Royal Court Theatre in 1968 as their first Resident Dramatist, I was lucky enough to be involved in a radical new initiative, which had been launched there earlier in the decade. Up until then, classic plays in translation were generally performed in the careful academic versions prepared for Penguin Classics or some equally respectable publisher. George Devine and his successor William Gaskill had however decided that the ability to write speakable dialogue for actors was in all probability rarer than the ability to translate knowledgeably and accurately from one language to another. In particular, they decided to apply this theory to Chekhov. Thus, Ann Jellicoe had done a version of The Seagull, and Edward Bond had tackled Three Sisters: now, Anthony Page asked me if I would like to take on Uncle Vanya, to be produced at the Court early in 1970.




 





As it happened, my first encounter with Chekhov (the beginning, though I didn’t suspect it at the time, of a lifelong romance) was a school outing to the Chichester Festival Theatre to see the legendary Olivier production of Uncle Vanya, with Michael Redgrave, Olivier himself (as Astrov), Joan Plowright, Joan Greenwood, Sybil Thorndike and Lewis Casson. Moved and impressed as I was, I couldn’t help feeling the play was, if not sentimental, at least a little soft-centred, and the language a touch stilted and over-poeticised. When I put this to Nina Froud, the kindly Russian woman Anthony Page had brought in to supervise the translation – the editor, as I subsequently deliciously discovered, of the Penguin Russian Cookbook – she immediately agreed. English Chekhov, she said, was infected with a fatal lyricism, an indulgent melancholy quite alien to Chekhov’s brisk, lucid language and sardonic humour; it was our task, she went on, to restore the hard edges of truth, so often blurred by the wistful poeticising that had been the vogue: and this, fortified by many sensational and substantial Russian meals, we set out to do.




 





As if this were not enough of a pleasure and a challenge, I was also vividly aware that Anthony had cast Paul Scofield as Vanya. Scofield was indirectly responsible for the fact that I had wanted to work in the theatre in the first place: his King Lear, in Peter Brook’s ground-breaking production (which I had seen on another school outing) had so disturbed and moved me, I began to think a life in the theatre was something worth attempting. Scofield was forty-seven at the time, precisely the stipulated age for Vanya – and all his immense gifts for conveying thwarted intelligence, sarcastic fury, frustration, dejection and despair were in full working order. I found rehearsals so exciting, I had difficulty breathing.




 





Respect for the text was so much the unquestioned gospel of the Royal Court that Scofield did not ask for a single change in the lines; indeed, when I once managed to ask him why one of his lines was so eccentrically phrased, it turned out I’d inadvertently left out a comma and he was simply observing the punctuation. The play opened briefly at the Nottingham Playhouse and then ran for six weeks or so at the Court. It closed on 4 April, as I recall, when Colin Blakely, who was playing Astrov, was obliged to leave the country for tax reasons. Scofield refused to consider acting opposite anyone else, so that was that. During its short run, I’d seen the play at least thirty times: I can close my eyes to this day and hear Scofield’s astonishing voice, full of a kind of sneering anguish, saying: ‘I was so proud of him and his academic career,’ the last word compressed into a single bitter syllable. It was the first of only a handful of productions I’ve been involved with which soared far above my fondest hopes and imaginings.




 





It’s often said that the best of the Chekhov plays is the one you’ve seen most recently. Uncle Vanya doesn’t have a suicide, like The Seagull, or an adulterous couple and a duel more or less indistinguishable from murder, like Three Sisters; nor does it seem to announce the end of an era, like The Cherry Orchard: all it has is a series of ludicrously bungled attempts at murder and suicide and adultery. Perhaps these failures are what makes it feel the saddest and most truthful of these great tragi-comedies, in which, possibly unique to all drama, not a single word seems redundant or out of place.
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First Performance





Uncle Vanya in this version was first performed at the Vaudeville Theatre, London, on 25 October 2012, produced by Kim Poster for Stanhope Productions, Nica Burns, Robert G. Bartner/Norman Tulchin and Max Weitzenhoffer. The cast was as follows:




 







Dr Astrov Samuel West


Marina June Watson


Vanya Voynitsky Ken Stott


Yelena Anna Friel


Serebryakov Paul Freeman


Sonya Laura Carmichael


Telyegin Mark Hadfield


Madame Voynitsky Anna Carteret


Yefim David Bannerman


Labourer Antony Gabriel







Director Lindsay Posner


Designer Christopher Oram


Lighting Designer Paul Pyant


Music Stephen Warbeck


Sound Designer Gareth Owen
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Characters







Alexander Serebryakov


a retired professor


Yelena


his wife, twenty-seven years old


Sonya


his daughter by a former marriage


Madame Voynitsky


widow of a privy councillor,


and mother of Serebryakov’s first wife


Vanya Voynitsky


her son


Michael Astrov


a doctor


Ilia (Waffles) Telyegin


an impoverished landowner


Marina


an old nurse


Yefim


Labourer




 





The action takes place


at Serebryakov’s country estate

























UNCLE VANYA


Scenes from Country Life



























Act One








A garden. The audience can see part of the house and a verandah. Under an old poplar a table is laid for tea. Benches and chairs, on one of which lies a guitar. There is a swing not far from the table. It is after two o’clock in the afternoon. A dull, overcast day.


Marina, a stout, heavy and slow-moving old woman, is sitting beside the samovar, knitting a stocking. Astrov is pacing up and down.




Marina (pours out a glass of tea) Tea, dear.


Astrov (taking the glass half-heartedly) I don’t really feel like it.


Marina Would you prefer a drop of vodka?


Astrov No. It’s not every day I drink vodka. Anyway, it’s so close today. (Pause.) Nanny, how long have we known each other?


Marina (reflecting) How long? Lord help my memory … Let’s see now, when was it you moved up round here? Sonya’s mother was still alive then. The two winters before she died you used to come and see us … well, that’s eleven years ago, isn’t it? (She considers this a moment.) Perhaps it’s more than that.


Astrov Have I changed much since then?


Marina Oh, yes, a lot. You were a handsome young fellow in those days. Now you’ve got older. You’re not so good-looking as you used to be. And another thing – you like a glass of vodka every so often. 


Astrov Yes. In ten years I’ve become a different man. Shall I tell you why, Nanny? Because I’m overworked. I’m on my feet from morning to night, never get a minute’s peace – and at night I lie in bed terrified of being dragged out to see some patient. In all the time we’ve known each other, I’ve not had one single day off. No wonder I’m getting old. Anyway, I find life here so boring and senseless and sordid – you just get swallowed up by it. You’re surrounded by cranks – cranks, they are, the lot of them – and once you’ve spent two or three years with them, before you know where you are, you gradually turn into a crank yourself. There’s nothing you can do about it. (He twists his long moustache.) Look at this great moustache … ridiculous thing. You see, I’m a crank now, Nanny … I’m not stupid yet, thank God, my brains are still where they ought to be, but I don’t care about things the way I used to. I don’t want anything, I don’t need anything, I’m not even fond of anyone … except perhaps you. (He kisses her on the head.) When I was a child, I had a nanny like you.


Marina Perhaps you’d like something to eat?


Astrov No. Shortly before Easter I went to Malitskoye. They had an epidemic there … typhus. The huts were packed full of sick people lying around in heaps. Filth, stench, smoke, calves lying on the floor with the sick, and pigs … I was slaving away all day, never had a minute to sit down, nothing to eat, and then I wasn’t even allowed to relax when I got home. They brought in a signalman from the railway. I put him on the operating table, and he went and died under the chloroform. And just then, when I least wanted it, my feelings began to thaw out, I had this awful conscience, as if I’d killed him on purpose. I sat down, closed my eyes like this and started thinking. I wondered if in a hundred years’ time the people we’re trying to prepare the way for will remember us and think well of us. They won’t, Nanny. 


Marina People may not remember, but God will.


Astrov Thank you, that’s very well said.


Enter Voynitsky from the house. He has been having a sleep after lunch, and he looks dishevelled. He sits down on the garden bench, straightening his fashionable tie.


Voynitsky Yes … (Pause.) Yes …


Astrov Had a good sleep?


Voynitsky Yes … very good. (He yawns.) Ever since the professor and his wife arrived, the routine here has completely gone to pieces. I’m sleeping when I shouldn’t, eating all sorts of exotic rubbish for lunch and dinner, drinking wine … it’s so unhealthy. Before, I never had any free time, Sonya and I never stopped working. Now Sonya does all the work, I just sleep and eat and drink. It’s not right.


Marina (shaking her head) I don’t know, I think it’s wicked. The professor doesn’t get up till twelve, and the samovar’s on the boil all morning, waiting for him. Before they came we always had dinner at one o’clock like everybody else, but since they’ve been here it’s more like seven. The professor sits up all night reading and writing, and then when it’s nearly two o’clock in the morning, all of a sudden he rings his bell. I think, good heavens, whatever is it, and it turns out he feels like some tea. So you have to go and wake people up and put the samovar on. It’s wickedness.


Astrov Are they staying here long?


Voynitsky (whistles) For ever. The professor’s decided he wants to settle down here.


Marina You see what I mean, that samovar’s been on the table for two hours already, and they’ve gone for a walk.


Voynitsky Here they are, here they are, not to worry.


A sound of voices: returning from their walk, Serebryakov, Yelena, Sonya and Telyegin enter from the bottom of the garden.


Serebryakov Splendid, splendid … beautiful scenery.


Telyegin Yes, Your Excellency, remarkable, isn’t it?


Sonya We’ll go and look at the forestry plantation tomorrow, Father, if you like.


Voynitsky Just in time for tea.


Serebryakov My friends, would you be good enough to send my tea into the study? I still have a few things I must get done today.


Sonya I’m sure you’ll like the plantation …


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


Voynitsky It’s hot and stuffy – but I see the great mind has his overcoat, his galoshes, his umbrella and his gloves.


Astrov Evidently he looks after himself.


Voynitsky But she’s lovely. Lovely! She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.


Telyegin When I’m going for a drive through the fields, Nanny, or walking in a shady garden, or just contemplating this table, I feel quite ravished with joy. The weather is delightful, the birds are singing, and here we all are living in peace and harmony – what more could one wish for? (He takes a glass from her.) I’m infinitely obliged to you.


Voynitsky (dreamily) Her eyes … she’s a wonderful woman.


Astrov Talk to us, Vanya. 


Voynitsky (listlessly) What is there to talk about?


Astrov Is there nothing new?


Voynitsky Nothing. Everything is old. I’m just the same as ever, worse possibly, since I’ve become so lazy. I do nothing, except grumble like an old sour grape. And as for Maman, she’s still burbling on like an old parrot about the emancipation of women. One foot in the grave, the other striding towards the dawn of the new life she thinks she’ll find in all those philosophical tracts of hers.


Astrov And the professor?


Voynitsky And the professor sits as usual in his study writing all day and half way through the night:








‘With tortured mind and furrowed brow


We tirelessly compose,


But never hear a word of praise


For us or for our prose.’











I feel sorry for the paper he writes on. He’d be better off writing his autobiography. Marvellous subject. There he is, you see, a retired professor, an old misery, a kind of educated haddock. He’s got gout, rheumatism and migraine, and envy and jealousy have gone to his liver. Anyway this eminent haddock lives on his first wife’s estate, not because he wants to, but because he can’t afford to live in town. He never stops moaning about his misfortunes, although in fact he’s been exceptionally lucky. (Excitedly.) Incredibly lucky! He’s the son of an ordinary parish clerk, educated at a church school, and he’s managed to get honorary degrees and a university chair, so that he’s now ‘Your Excellency’, son-in-law of a senator, and I don’t know what else. However, all that’s irrelevant: what you’ve got to consider is that that man’s been lecturing and writing about art for twenty-five years without understanding the first thing about art. For twenty-five years he’s been mulling over other people’s ideas about realism, naturalism and all that sort of nonsense. For twenty-five years he’s been lecturing and writing on subjects which are already familiar to the intelligent, and which are of no interest whatsoever to the stupid. In other words, he’s spent twenty-five years flogging a dead horse. And he’s so conceited, he’s so pretentious! He’s retired, no one’s ever heard of him, he’s totally unknown. So all he’s done for twenty-five years is keep a better man out of a job. You wouldn’t think it to look at him, strutting about like God Almighty.


Astrov Anyone would think you envied him.


Voynitsky Of course I do. Look how successful he is with women. More successful than any Don Juan. His first wife, my sister, a lovely, gentle girl, pure as a blue sky, warm-hearted and generous, had more suitors than he had pupils – and she loved him as the purest angels love beings as pure and beautiful as themselves. My mother adores him to this day, he still fills her with awe and reverence. And his second wife, Yelena, who’s a very beautiful and intelligent woman, married him when he was already an old man and sacrificed to him her youth, her beauty, her freedom and her grace. Whatever for? Why?


Astrov Is she faithful to the professor?


Voynitsky Yes, unfortunately.


Astrov Why unfortunately?


Voynitsky Because her faithfulness is a complete travesty. It’s just an empty gesture, there’s no logic in it. She actually thinks it’s immoral to be unfaithful to an old husband she can’t stand – but to try to suppress her youth and liveliness, oh no, nothing immoral about that.


Telyegin (tearfully) Now, Vanya, I don’t like it when you say things like that. Whatever next? Anyone capable of marital infidelity is quite untrustworthy, the sort of person who might betray his country.


Voynitsky (annoyed) Dry up, Waffles.


Telyegin Excuse me, Vanya. My wife ran away from me with the man she loved the day after our wedding, because of my unsightly appearance. But notwithstanding, I have never failed to do my duty. I still love her, I’m faithful to her, I help in every way I can, I’ve spent all my money on the education of the little ones she had by the man she loved. I may have lost my happiness, but I’ve kept my pride. Whereas she has lost her youth, nature’s laws have caused her beauty to fade, and the man she loved is dead. So what has she got left?


Enter Sonya and Yelena, and, a little later, Mrs Voynitsky, with a book. She sits down and reads. Tea is passed to her, and she drinks it without looking up.


Sonya (hurriedly, to Marina) Nanny, there’s some peasants here. Could you go and talk to them? I’ll look after the tea.


Marina goes out. Yelena takes her cup and sits on the swing to drink.


Astrov (to Yelena) I’ve come to see your husband, you know. You told me in your letter he was very ill – rheumatism and something else as well – but there doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with him at all.


Yelena He wasn’t well last night, he was depressed and complaining of pains in his legs, but he’s all right today.


Astrov And I’ve driven flat out for more than twenty miles. Ah well, there we are, it’s not the first time. Tell you what, I’ll stay the night here to make up for it, and catch up on all the sleep I need.


Sonya Oh, good, that’s excellent. It’s not often you spend the night here. I don’t suppose you’ve had dinner, have you?


Astrov N-no, I haven’t. 


Sonya Oh, well, have dinner with us, then. We usually have it about half past six nowadays. (She drinks.) This tea’s cold!


Telyegin Yes, the temperature in the samovar has dropped quite noticeably.


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


Telyegin I beg your pardon, my name is not Ivan Ivanich, it’s Ilya Ilyich. Ilya Ilyich Telyegin, or, as I am sometimes known because of my pockmarked face, Waffles. I stood godfather at Sonya’s christening, and His Excellency, your husband, knows me very well. I live here now on your estate … and I don’t know if you’ve noticed it, but I dine with you every evening.


Sonya Ilya Ilyich helps us, he’s our right-hand man. (Tenderly.) Let me pass you another cup, Godfather.


Mrs Voynitsky Oh!


Sonya What is it, Grandmother?


Mrs Voynitsky I forgot to tell Alexander … my memory! … I had a letter today from Kharkov, from Pavel Alexeyevich. He sent me his new pamphlet.


Astrov Interesting?


Mrs Voynitsky It is interesting, but it’s rather curious. He seems to be attacking the precise theory that seven years ago he was supporting. It’s terrible.


Voynitsky There’s nothing terrible about it. Now drink your tea, Maman.


Mrs Voynitsky But I want to talk.


Voynitsky We’ve been talking and talking and reading pamphlets for fifty years. It’s about time we gave up.


Mrs Voynitsky You don’t like listening to what I have to say, I can’t think why. If you’ll forgive me saying so, Jean, you’ve changed so much over the past year, you’ve become almost unrecognisable. You used to be a man of principle, your ideals were so inspiring.


Voynitsky Inspiring? You just tell me who was inspired by them. (Pause.) Inspiring! You couldn’t have made a more vicious joke if you’d tried. I’m forty-seven now. Up until last year I was like you, I deliberately tried to delude myself with all that pedantic rubbish so I wouldn’t see life as it really is, and I thought I was doing the right thing. But now, you’ve no idea what it’s like! Night after night I can’t sleep, I’m so frustrated and angry, it was so stupid to waste all that time, when I could have been getting myself all the things I’m too old for now.
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