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Khlestakov


a clerk


Osip


his servant
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Anna


the Mayor’s wife


Maria


the Mayor’s daughter
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the Mayor’s servant


Dobchinsky


a landowner
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a landowner


Lyapkin-Tyapkin


a judge


Dr Gibner


Zemlyanika


trustee of charitable institutions


Khlopov


schools superintendent
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ONE







A room in the Mayor’s house. The Mayor stands before Zemlyanika, the Trustee of Charitable Institutions, Khlopov, the Schools Superintendent, Lyapkin-Tyapkin, the Judge, and Dr Gibner. Also the Police Superintendent and two Policemen.


Mayor It’s not good, gentlemen. That’s why I’ve gathered you all here. An inspector is coming – a Government Inspector.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin What? A Government Inspector?


Zemlyanika A Government Inspector coming here?


Khlopov From, from St Petersburg?


Mayor From St Petersburg. And he’s travelling incognito.


Zemlyanika Incognito?


Mayor Incognito.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin This is cause for alarm. Definitely. A grave situation.


Zemlyanika It was going to happen one day, always going to happen.


Khlopov Why incognito, why? What does he want with us?


Mayor Two black rats. A premonition I had last night. I dreamt about two black rats – massive rats – monsters. Never seen rats that size … (Holds out letter.) I got this this morning from Chmykhov, some of you know him. I’m his son’s godfather. He says … where is it …? (Skims letter, reads.) ‘… To warn you a Government Inspector is coming to your province and he’ll be in your district to inspect your town … He’ll more than likely be travelling incognito so keep your eyes open …’ Dum de dum de dum … ‘As public servants, I know you can, from time to time, “fall short” in your public duties so if I were you, I’d lay off all that for a while …’ Anyone not get that?


All look confused except the Judge.


Inverted commas. ‘Fall short’.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin Bribes. He means bribes.


Mayor (gives him a look) He’s writing to me, but this affects all of us. We’re all in this together. (Reads.) ‘I don’t know when he’ll arrive – he may be there already.’


Lyapkin-Tyapkin Good God …


Khlopov Already? He’s here already?


Mayor ‘Your cousin Anna’s been staying with us …’ (Reads.) Haven’t read this bit yet. (Reads.) ‘Her husband Ivan the Obese still can’t play the fiddle.’ (Short laugh.) ‘He was useless; big chubby fingers, couldn’t …’ Anyway, there it is in black and white.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin Indeed. Very much so. Something funny about it, though.


Khlopov Why now? Why our town?


Mayor The finger of fate. It has pointed at other towns in the past – today it has turned and is pointing straight at us.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin I think it’s more serious than that. More important. Political.


Mayor Explain. 


Lyapkin-Tyapkin War.


Mayor War?


Lyapkin-Tyapkin The government want to go to war and this … whoever he is, he’s coming to our town to check the pulse, so to speak. Test the water.


Mayor Check the pulse?


Khlopov Test the water?


Lyapkin-Tyapkin Will we fight bravely for the Mother Russia or are we – you know …


Mayor No, I don’t know.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin Treachery. Treason. Are we a hotbed of treasonous subterfuge? That’s why he’s here.


Mayor Yes, because we’re on the front line, aren’t we? We’re of huge strategic importance …


Lyapkin-Tyapkin I’m only giving you my considered appraisal.


Mayor You’re a judge, you’re a learned man … We live in the provinces. We’re a small town on the fold of the bloody map …! Get on a horse here, it takes three years galloping full tilt to reach the outer fringes of anywhere.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin You don’t understand … these Petersburgers, they’re cunning. That’s exactly what they want us to think. No, no, this is a test. They do it all the time. Across the whole country. Oh yes.


Mayor Are you done?


Lyapkin-Tyapkin Just remember my words, all of you.


Mayor So, I have been warned – we have all been warned – and we must act. Immediately. Hundred to one, he’ll head to the hospital first. (To Zemlyanika.) I want you over there now. I want the place faultless. Strip the beds. Strip the patients. Wash everything. Wash under everything. Sterilise, scrub, scrape, flush. Anything you see. Dr Gibner?


Doctor steps forward.


Talk to me.


Doctor says nothing. The Mayor has sudden idea.


What about writing the patients’ details on a card …! Yes yes yes! Type of illness if you know it – if you don’t, write something else. Write it in Latin or Greek or … and tie them to the end of the bed. The cards, not the patients. Also also, yes, write their date of birth on the card … and, and the day they were admitted and the day they’re leaving … and, and comments, write some comments: ‘Patient delighted with treatment, patient always cheerful,’ whatever you can think of. Got all that?


Doctor just looks at him.


No no, wait wait wait – he’ll want to speak to them and we don’t want him to speak to them, we’re buggered if he speaks to them. Shit. Get rid of them, round them up, pile them on to carts, send them home – but leave a few, we need a few, but, but knock them out, up their medication, I want them flat out, I want them comatose ’cause if it goes down in his report, you’re finished. (Indicates Doctor.) And so’s he. Who, God forbid, I really hope is a Doctor ’cause I haven’t seen any tangible evidence of it whatsoever; never once seen him speaking to a patient. (Sighs.) This may all be too late …


Zemlyanika Relax. The Doctor and I have it in hand. I’ll inform this Inspector that Dr Gibner and I have introduced some new initiatives. That is – in layman’s terms: let Nature take its course. We’ve found expensive medicines can take the onus off the patient. And to be honest, when your time comes, your time comes, am I right? Shoulder to shoulder on this, aren’t we?


Doctor nods.


And by the way, the Doctor doesn’t understand Russian, doesn’t speak a word – so you can’t really expect him to walk round the wards talking to the patients …


The Doctor lets out a sound. Mayor turns back to Lyapkin-Tyapkin.


Mayor Right, next. Courthouse. The geese. Tell whoever owns them to get them out of there. I’ve had complaints from petitioners for a while now, tripping over them, standing on their babies … not babies, what’re they called? Goslings. I meant to talk to you about this months ago but I keep forgetting.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin I’ll have them rounded up and cleared out today. How about we have one for dinner tonight?


Mayor And clear out the courtroom, clear out all your hunting and fishing paraphernalia, your rifles – and the hunting whip you have, get it out – doesn’t exactly suggest fair hearing, does it? And that Clerk of Court, whatsisname, he still stinks of vodka. Cheap vodka. I can smell him from here.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin Nothing works. He blames his mother. She dropped him on his head when he was a baby and he’s had a whiff of vodka about him ever since.


Mayor Doctor, don’t you have a carbolic or antiseptic or something?


The Doctor lets out another sound.


Zemlyanika Sir. No Russian.


Mayor Moving on. Right, yes, falling short. I mean, inverted commas, ‘falling short’ … I admit, I myself, as a public servant, can, inverted commas, ‘fall short’ from time to time – as we all do. So, stop it. From today. Until further notice. All right?


They all look at him as before.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin Bribes. He means bribes. Just say it.


Mayor We don’t take bribes. That’s official.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin I take bribes.


Mayor No, you don’t.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin But only pedigree puppies. Borzoi puppies. And they count as a gift.


Mayor For services rendered …


Lyapkin-Tyapkin Frisky little rascals. Oh, the coats on them, when you brush them, how they shine …! And I do accept pheasants and … well, most game birds, actually. Don’t you just love that dark meat?


Mayor Can we just …


Lyapkin-Tyapkin But actually a proper bribe, in the classic sense –


Mayor Shut up.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin – is someone accepting a fur coat worth five hundred roubles and then demanding a shawl for his wife as well …


Mayor At least I still believe in God! And still pray! That church hasn’t seen you or your wife in years. Me and my wife? Every Sunday, every Sunday, faithfully. And your free-thinking ideas …


Lyapkin-Tyapkin I call it thinking for yourself. Scientific –


Mayor I call it too much thinking. Better not to think than think like that … Better to think about people whispering how the Judge has made the courthouse into his own private hunting lodge and tavern. That you’d find more justice in a serf’s armpit than there … Right. Khlopov.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin Is that what they’re saying?


Mayor (to Khlopov) Schools. Teachers.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin Hunting lodge?


Mayor Shouldn’t knock them, I know, they’re intelligent, educated people, passing on knowledge to the younger etc., but my God. Where did you dredge them up from? There’s one I’m thinking of, name escapes me, jowly, thick neck? I’ve watched him take a class. When he talks his face … it … Like this. (Makes a face.) He looks insane.


Khlopov I know, I know …


Mayor Is it a tic? Some kind of tic? It looks like a tic.


Khlopov Oh, I know …


Mayor Can’t keep my eyes off it, wondering what makes him do it. Has to be a tic, right? ’Cause if he does all that jerky stuff in front of the Government Inspector …


Khlopov I know. Oh, I know. Any suggestions gratefully received … Because I’ve spoken to him about this as I informed you previously. Several times. I thought it was just the pupils but he … ticked … just like that in front of one of the trustees – who ducked, who actually ducked, thought he was being attacked.


Mayor I tell you who else. That history teacher.


Khlopov Oh, I know.


Mayor I watched him teaching the pupils about the Assyrians and Babylonians, all fine – but when he got to Alexander the Great it was … chaos. I thought it was a siege. Desks piled up, he even broke a chair … That’s public money, you know.


Khlopov I know … I’ve spoken to him as well – as I informed you at the time. But he’s a fiery one. He says when he teaches history, he lives it. He’s there on the battleground with Alexander the Great.


Mayor What is it with us? It’s inexplicable. Anyone of real intelligence here is either a drunk, a suicide or incapable of normal behaviour.


Khlopov I know. Oh, I know, I know … God help you if you’re a teacher. You can’t turn round without people interfering or criticising or telling you …


Mayor Incognito. Incognito, incognito. You’d better distinguish yourself, gentlemen, ’  cause this is a test, this is an almighty test that we cannot fail. Do you understand? He could be outside that door right now …


Knock on the door. Silence.


Yes?


Postmaster Postmaster.


Mayor In. Quick.


Postmaster (looks around at them all) It’s true then – there’s an inspector coming, or it could be he’s here already.


Mayor What have you heard?


Postmaster There’s an inspector coming, or it could be he’s here already.


Mayor See? Confirmation.


Postmaster If you’re asking me. It’s war. War with Turkey. 


Lyapkin-Tyapkin Gentlemen, remember my –


Mayor It is not war! There is no war!


Lyapkin-Tyapkin Try telling the French that. The bastards.


Mayor Forget the French. Forget the Turks. We’re fighting a war right here right now against an unseen enemy. What do you think?


Postmaster What do I think? You’re Mayor. What do you think?


Mayor I’ll tell you what I think. It’s the shopkeepers. The small traders.


Khlopov Oh, I know …


Mayor The butcher, the baker, the cooper, the draper, the jagger, the plumber, the roper and the chandler. All those decent and honest and hard-working citizens … My arse. It was them. They brought this down on us. They’ve lodged an official complaint – the bastards have gone to Petersburg behind our backs. (Aside to Postmaster.) Listen, I need you to keep an eye on the mail, all right? What comes in, what goes out. Nothing too heavy-handed, just open them gently– steam’s good – and tweezers, tweezers – skim through them for any accusations or, you know, personal attacks on me. Open them, read them.


Postmaster I do. I do it all the time. I know how to open a letter, sir. So many go through my hands, I began wondering what all these people have to write about. Just simple human curiosity, isn’t it? Fellow-feeling. Empathy. It touches me, really does, what people write to each other. Can really get you here. Whole lives and worlds and feeling and tragedy and joy all captured so delicately in blue or black ink. And I know most of the people who’ve written them, and who are receiving them, so it makes it all the more personal, you know? Keeps me up to date as well. Deaths, marriages, who’s carrying on with who, what’s happening in town. There’s too much reading in a newspaper, I find, don’t you think?


Mayor Any mention of an inspector?


Postmaster No, not that I recall. Not this district anyway. Kostroma, yes. Saratov, yes … There was a nice letter from a lieutenant in the army actually, describing wonderfully, wonderfully, a ball he’d been to. The glittering lights, the fish canapés, the orchestra playing a waltz, society ladies in their sparkling finery and oh, all the flirting that was going on … I was right there. I was him. I kept that one. Meant too much to send on.


He opens his coat, the letter is inside.


Could I read it to you?


Mayor No, we’ll leave it for now. I’ve a few other things on my mind … Complaints, all right? Or personal attacks. Straight to me.


Postmaster You can rely on me, sir.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin I’d watch it with that kind of business. If it gets out …


Mayor If it gets out, we’ll control it. Letters are being opened by an unknown party, we’re doing our best to root them out.


He sees the others haven’t moved.


You’re still here! Why are you all still here? Shift your arses.


Lyapkin-Tyapkin Meant to say, do you want one of my borzois? They’re cracking hunting dogs – the rabbits on my estate – decimated … 


Mayor Those black rats. Massive black rats … Monsters. I could hear their claws scritch-scratching at the door …


The door bursts open.
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