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Introduction





The presentation of these three plays in one season at the Chichester Festival Theatre in 2015 represents the fulfilment of a fifteen-year dream. In the late 1990s I was approached by Jonathan Kent to fashion a version of Ivanov for the Almeida Theatre. The resulting production was so outstanding that Jonathan’s co-artistic director, Ian McDiarmid, suggested that I take a look at the six hours of ramblings which we in Britain call Platonov. As soon as I had started, I argued that we should revive Ivanov alongside Platonov and throw in The Seagull as well, since this far more familiar masterpiece represents the point to which the other two plays are heading. At the time practical difficulties prevented the realisation of such an ambitious project. Now, at last, after so many years, in a field in West Sussex, we will finally give audiences a chance to see the first progress of a playwright.


 


In a deliberately provocative essay the critic James Wood compares Chekhov with Ibsen, and, as critics will, finds in Chekhov’s favour. Ibsen, Wood believes, orders life into three trim acts. The Norwegian thinks of his characters as envoys, sent into the world in order to convey the dramatic ironies and ideas of their author. The people in the Russian plays, by contrast, ‘act like free consciousness, not as owned literary characters’. Wood rates Chekhov next to Shakespeare because these two alone, among the world’s great writers, respect the absolute complexity of life, never allowing their creations to be used for any other purpose than being themselves. The special genius of the human beings you meet in Chekhov’s plays and short stories is that they don’t have to behave like people in a purposeful drama. ‘Chekhov’s characters,’ Wood declares, ‘forget to be Chekhov’s characters.’


Who can deny that this is an alluring and obviously potent idea? Who doesn’t love the notion that there once existed an author so free that he was able to summon up men and women who trail a sense of mystery as profound as human beings do in real life? Of course it would be wonderful if plays and books could be written which were seen not to reorder life, but which we were able to experience as if they were life itself. What a marvellous thing that would be! But behind Wood’s apparently novel theory – boiled down: let’s all applaud a writer who is not felt to intervene – you can hear the echo of another critical battle which has been raging for over a hundred years since Chekhov’s death. Wood is firing a fresh round of artillery on behalf of that section of the playwright’s admirers who value him as the ultimate universalist, the man too squeamish to say anything too specific about his own time and his own class. They think of their hero as a portraitist. But Wood ignores that other, equally vociferous section of admirers who prefer to believe that their man was as political, as social and as specific a writer as Gorky or Tolstoy. They think of him as a moralist.


It is my own conviction that we can’t address these contentious questions unless we take time to consider those plays which Chekhov wrote, as it were, before he was Chekhov. The Cherry Orchard, Three Sisters and Uncle Vanya have been in the international repertory ever since they were written, sometimes giving more pleasure to actors who relish their ensemble qualities than to audiences who, in second-rate productions, find them listless. But less attention is paid to the playwright’s earlier work. It is essential to see these vibrant and much more direct plays for what they are – thrilling sunbursts of youthful anger and romanticism – rather than for what they portend.


There is no duller and less fruitful way of looking at the key works of Chekhov’s theatrical beginnings merely as maquettes for the later plays. Certainly, we can all amuse ourselves by drawing up lists of characters and plot incidents in Platonov which recur in The Cherry Orchard and Uncle Vanya. But as we tick off these motifs – the failed suicides, the mismatched lovers, the sales of the estates – then the danger is that we ignore equally powerful material and themes whose special interest is that they never occur again.


No, Platonov does not have the intricate, superbly wrought surface of Three Sisters. Who could possibly claim that so many hours of sometimes repetitive and overwritten speechifying exhibit the faultless literary control for which Chekhov later became known? But Platonov does have, in its very wildness, a sort of feverish ambition, a desire, almost, to put the whole of Russia on the stage, while at the same time focusing comically on one of its most sophisticated victims. Where is the parallel for this, not just in Chekhov’s work, but in anyone else’s?


The text of Platonov is so prolix that the most successful adaptations have, significantly, tended to be the freest. When Michael Frayn wrote his popular comedy Wild Honey for the National Theatre in 1984, he admitted that he treated the text ‘as if it were the rough draft of one of my own plays’. When Mikhalkov made his 1985 film Unfinished Piece for Mechanical Piano, he reallocated lines, banished half the characters, abandoned the substantive plot, and shoehorned in ideas and images of his own. But my strategy, both more and less radical than that of my two gifted predecessors, was that I should try to stick, in architecture at least, to Chekhov’s original plan. I would clear away massive amounts of repetition and indulgence, I would recoin and rebalance much of the dialogue, I would hack determinedly through acres of brushwood, but nevertheless I would aim that the audience should see the play in something recognisable as the form in which Chekhov left it.


It was undoubtedly a risky undertaking. Platonov may seem an odd-shaped play. It can seem like a man who sets off for a walk in one direction, but who is then lured by the beauty of the landscape to another destination entirely. The first act has a gorgeous breadth and sweep which leads you to expect an evening in the company of a whole community. The second introduces an unexpected murder plot. By the time the third is under way, you are witnessing a series of extremely painful and funny duologues, all with Platonov himself as the common partner, and by the fourth, you are, with a bit of luck, adjusting yourself to a climax of feverish hysteria. No wonder commentators dismissed this ambitious story of steam trains and lynchings for ‘uncertainty of tone’. A faithful performance of Platonov will test to the limit the idea that an evening in a playhouse needs to be held together in one governing style.


Even in my compressed version, enemies of the play will call it a ragbag. Let them. For me, something wholly original lies at its spine. The form, often accused of being undisciplined, can more truly be seen as a kind of narrowing, a deliberate irising down on to one particular character. Chekhov sets off to give us a broad-brush view of a society which is rotten with money, drink and hypocrisy. Capitalism is just arriving, and its practices, all too recognisable today, are sweeping aside a privileged class which no longer knows how to maintain its way of life. Ruling-class attitudes have survived long after ruling-class influence has gone. But then, once he has established the context of his vision, Chekhov goes on to embody the contradictions of this superfluous class in one single individual.


The schoolteacher Platonov has squandered his inherited fortune. Again, critics usually portray him as a small-town Lothario, seeking bored amusement in the pursuit of women. But if we examine what Chekhov actually wrote, we will find a hero who is, in fact, surprisingly reluctant to consummate his relationship with at least one of the women who are in love with him. Far from being a determined seducer, ‘the most interesting man in the region’ is, on the contrary, a person to whom things happen – sometimes at his wish, sometimes by accident. In his relationships, he tries not for easy conquest, but rather to discover in love a purpose and meaning which eludes him elsewhere. The tired, traditional notion of the provincial Don Juan suddenly breathes with humanity and contradiction.


It is hard, of course, not to see a wry autobiographical element in the twenty-year-old author’s appraisal of a man whose main problem in life is that women find him irresistible. But no such identification can explain the confidence with which the women themselves are drawn. In the figure of the General’s widow, Anna Petrovna, Chekhov creates one of the great heroines of the Russian stage – an educated, intelligent and loving woman who can find no place in the world for her love, her intelligence or her education. In the compassion Chekhov extends both to Sasha, Platonov’s religiously devout wife, and to Sofya, the idealistic young woman who is set on fire by Platonov’s too-easy radical rhetoric, we find a degree of imaginative sympathy which would be remarkable in a writer twice or three times Chekhov’s age.


In short then, we have a great example of Chekhov exposed – not, as in later plays, seeking to hide his personality under the cover of his creations, but more, like Osborne through Jimmy Porter, willing to let his own passion and his own political despair spill on to the stage. This writer is not at all James Wood’s stringless puppet-master, but rather a man unafraid by a mix of direct


address, monologue, farce and tragedy to let us know how strongly he feels about the social decay around him. Perhaps because Rex Harrison played the part at the Royal Court in 1960 when he was almost twice the age the author specifies – he says twenty-seven, Harrison was fifty-two – there is an expectation in Britain of Platonov being played, when the role is played at all, by an actor who is far too old. But this play, above all plays, is a terrible tragedy of youth. Young Chekhov is hotter than old.


 


I’ve tried to be original. I have not introduced a single villain or a single angel (though I haven’t been able to abstain from fools); nor have I accused or vindicated anyone. Whether or not I’ve succeeded I can’t tell. Korsh and the actors are sure the play will work. I’m not so sure. The actors don’t understand it and say the most ridiculous things, they’re badly miscast, I’m constantly at war with them. Had I known, I’d never have got involved with it.


 


Chekhov’s own words about his first performed play Ivanov chime neatly with Maxim Gorky’s observation: ‘How lonely Chekhov is. How little he’s understood.’ With hindsight we know that Chekhov was about to begin the process of banishing melodrama from the nineteenth-century stage, but as a result it has been easy and convenient to forget the fact that he once wrote an exceptionally good melodrama himself. Because he tended to disparage the play in his private correspondence, and because its early performances were so obviously disastrous, the author implicitly gave permission to anyone who subsequently wanted to label it as clumsy. Originally drafted in only two weeks, the play uses monologue and direct address. It features a hero who makes conspicuously long speeches. It satirises a certain layer of society in much broader strokes than those Chekhov later favoured. But what entitles us to think these techniques are not deliberate, and in their way just as skilfully deployed as the more muted strategies the author later adopted? Unless we can admit that Ivanov is not a lesser play, but simply different from his later work, then we will miss its significance.


Nothing has been more damaging to our feeling for Chekhov’s plays than the way his admirers have tended to represent the author himself. I have often had to explain to enraptured young women that the object of their love is actually dead, and has been for a good long time now. Encouraged by suitably enigmatic photographs, we have tolerated the idea that the dramatist was some sort of all-purpose secular saint, living six feet above the rest of the human race, able to observe mankind’s foibles with a medical man’s detached and witty irony. Anyone who has bothered to establish the facts of his life would know how far off the mark this notion is. The real Chekhov is complex, testy and troubled. Indeed, to that tiresome school of academics who believe that literary criticism consists of marking off a writer’s every line against a contemporary checklist of fashionable ‘errors’, the saintly Chekhov comes through with his halo looking distinctly askew.


When we hear this supposedly virtuous playwright saying that when he entered a room full of good-looking women he ‘melted like a Yid contemplating his ducats’ then we may begin to suspect that our man is not quite who he is commonly made out to be. When he elsewhere observes that the most complimentary thing you can say about a woman is that ‘she doesn’t think like a woman’; when we discover him in Monte Carlo, fretfully revising an infallible system and then losing five hundred francs in two days; when we catch him referring to his one-time Jewish girlfriend as ‘Efros the Nose’; when we find him in Sri Lanka ‘glutting himself on dusky women’: then we are already waving a vigorous goodbye to the floppy-hatted and languorous stereotype.


A singular virtue of the play Ivanov is that it gives us a clear sight of this more robust Chekhov, and one who is happy to use some quite orthodox dramatic conventions – each act climaxes with what he calls ‘a punch on the nose’ – to tackle hotly contemporary themes. Here is a full-blooded writer, willing to address the ugliness of Russian anti-Semitism head-on, and dramatising a conflict from within himself in a way which is both deeply felt and funny. For once, his own feelings and thoughts are plainly on show.


It could hardly be otherwise. The dominating theme of Ivanov is honesty. It is hard to see how Chekhov could have written a play which asks what real honesty is, and – just as important – what its price is, without allowing access to his own personality. Although the play, like his later work, may be said to weave together a whole variety of threads, nothing is more striking in it than the deliberate contrast between the self-confident Doctor Lvov and the more cautious Ivanov. The play’s defining argument is between a young doctor who thinks that honesty is to do with blurting out offensive truths, and the central character who insists with a wisdom which is notably pre-Freudian that no one can achieve honesty unless they have the self-knowledge to examine their own motives.


In this debate there is no doubt with whom Chekhov’s sympathies lie. ‘If my Ivanov comes across as a blackguard or superfluous man, and the doctor as a great man, if no one understands why Anna and Sasha love Ivanov, then my play has evidently failed and there can be no question of having it produced.’ But for all his protestations of partiality, Chekhov makes sure to provide Ivanov with an opponent who is, in an odd way, as compelling as the hero, and sometimes almost his shadow. Chekhov leaves us to work out for ourselves whether honesty truly resides in judging others or in refusing to judge them.


Apart from the charge of technical immaturity, the play has also had to survive the impression that, in Ivanov himself, it presents a hero who is excessively, even morbidly self-pitying. Yet in saying this, critics ignore Chekhov’s stated intention to kill off once and for all the strain of self-indulgent melancholy which he believed disfigured Russian literature. ‘I have long cherished the audacious notion of summing up all that has hitherto been written about complaining and melancholy people, and would have my Ivanov proclaim the ultimate in such writing.’ Far from idealising the so-called superfluous man, Chekhov seeks to send him packing. It was Ralph Fiennes who, at the Almeida in 1997, in a moment of striking revelation for the British theatre, finally played the part the way the author wanted, revealing Ivanov not as a landowner lost in useless introspection, but rather a man who found the whole Russian tradition of introspection and self-pity humiliating. As Fiennes portrayed him, Ivanov was not a stereotype. He was a man fighting with all his willpower not to surrender to a stereotype. He was determined to refuse the comfort of falsely dramatising his feelings. Viewed in this light, the play’s tragic ending, which provided the author with so much difficulty, seemed to have a terrible logic.


Ivanov is a play with which Chekhov, for all his rewriting, never felt wholly satisfied. Yet as so often there are ways in which early literary struggle provides an infinitely richer experience than many works which we like to claim as mature.


 


Of all nineteenth-century plays The Seagull is most insistently modern. It is also the most adapted. I would not have dared to add to what is already a long list of brilliant adaptations unless I had wanted to tie these three plays together into a single experience, and to present the final play in an especially illuminating context. Because The Seagull deals with an artistic argument between the avant-garde and the traditional, it updates peculiarly well. Anya Reiss’s recent transposition of the play to the Isle of Man in the present day – people go into town in Land Rovers, not on horseback – seemed to have none of the usual problems of doing what Jonathan Miller calls ‘schlepping a play a hundred miles up the motorway’. On the contrary, it was triumphantly apt and alive. Those reviewers who complained of the presence of fridges, sunglasses and high-heels in Luc Bondy’s stunning production for the Vienna Burgtheater, seemed blind to the beauty of what the director was doing: just nudging a play which is set on the cusp of change into a visual language which made it fresher and more immediate.


Presented, as on this occasion, as the climax to his work as a young man, then you may notice what is hardly apparent in a stand-alone production. The bones of the plot are pretty routine. A promising young woman is casually ruined by an older man, and cast aside. Her dreams and those of her despairing boyfriend are brutally destroyed. We are, if you care to notice, once more in the realm of melodrama, as we were in Platonov and Ivanov. For the third time, there will be a death in the final moments of the play. But now, in this climactic work, something new has arrived, which is not purely a matter of technique. Chekhov has found a sophisticated way of burying meaning deep in texture, of leaving as much unsaid as said. But also, instead of giving us single characters striving for individual self-expression, he has found a marvellous ability to suggest something beyond them, something inexpressible. His characters are starting to be victims of events and changes in themselves which it is almost impossible for them to recognise or understand. He is putting them under the eye of eternity.


Anyone who wants single-mindedly to obey the implications of Chekhov calling his play a comedy will find plenty of material in the characters’ self-ignorance. At one level, Arkadina can’t accept her career is on the slide; however much he discourses on the subject, Trigorin can’t accept he’s second-rate; and Konstantin can’t accept that he can’t write. But at another level, these truths are partial, speaking as much to the characters’ fears as they do to the reality. And as the play deepens, then easy judgements become hard. Is Nina a good actress or is she not? Is Arkadina really a terrible mother, or is she not dealing with a son whose downward path is predestined and whom nobody can save from himself? Masha’s decision to abandon all her romantic hopes and longings may seem expensive. But did she ever, at any point, have any real choice?


It is the unknowability of fate which pulls this play towards greatness. The balance in writing here has changed, but there is enough of Chekhov’s early romanticism still showing to make it the most perfect, and most perfectly achieved, play he ever wrote. Are the characters victims of their traits, or are they choosing paths which might have led elsewhere? In Platonov, time is something which stretches ahead, meaningless. In Ivanov, it represents waste, like an abacus of failure. But in The Seagull, with its clever structure of inter-act jumps, time represents something infinitely more powerful: both the element in which we act out our own misfortunes, but also the reason for so many of them. This is a play about young people. Even Arkadina is only forty-three. But the whole set of characters seem to be struggling against some terrible force which strips them and robs them, however they behave. Angry at having to explain to a young woman how punishing his profession is, Trigorin launches into an affair for no other reason but because he can. Yes, of course, it has a terrible effect on Nina, its victim. But it also leaves Trigorin sadder, diminished, a husk.


The Seagull was famously a play made by a great second production. On its first outing, in an indifferent production, it flopped. This seems to me hardly a coincidence. With The Seagull, Chekhov is for the first time beginning to write plays which crucially depend on how you do them. At the outset, as a short-story writer, he palpably condescended to the form of theatre, vowing each time never to go anywhere near a theatre again. But by the time he writes The Seagull, you can feel his increasing fascination with the form, and a new desire to advance the history of that form. He begins, in short, to take theatre seriously. On the surface, The Seagull is a play about theatre, and most certainly about art. For that reason perhaps it has a history of encouraging exceptional performances. It is a play in which actors as diverse as James Mason, Penelope Wilton, Vanessa Redgrave, George Devine and Carey Mulligan have all done among their greatest work. But the struggle to create something lasting and worthwhile in life is what really drives the play. Theatre is only the metaphor. Chekhov’s own youth is ending and it is ending with a new determination not to knock away the past but to try, in however doomed a fashion, to find his way to some sort of future. It is a very long distance in this trilogy of plays from the character of the criminal Osip in Platonov who lives in the forest like a medieval thief to the young Konstantin dreaming of an art which has never been seen before. As we watch, or as we read, we are moving from the nineteenth century to the twentieth, and, implicitly to our own. We are seeing the birth of the new.


DAVID HARE  

















PLATONOV


adapted by David Hare from a literal translation by Helen Rappaport























Note







‘If anyone still lives who needs proof of Chekhov’s genius, let him go and see Platonov.’ Kenneth Tynan


In the West, we generally believe that Chekhov wrote the seven hours of material once called Play Without a Title while he was a medical student, aged about twenty. His brother Mikhail transcribed them, and the would-be playwright offered the manuscript to the leading actress Maria Nikolaevna Yermolova in the hope of a production at the Maly Theatre in 1881. She turned it down. The work was abandoned and never staged. The text we have, lacking a title page, was discovered almost twenty years after the author’s death – in Moscow in 1923.


When the Soviet State Publishing House for Literature brought out the collected works in 1933, the play was taken – and is still believed by some – to be a reworking of a teenage project, Безотцовщина, which Chekhov is known to have destroyed. It was therefore given the title Fatherlessness, even though fatherlessness is not obviously one of the play’s main themes.


There are references to performances in German in 1928, and in Czech in 1929, but the first widely noticed production was in Stockholm in 1954. John Cournos had made the first English translation in 1930 under the title That Worthless Fellow Platonov, while in 1952 Basil Ashmore called it Don Juan (in the Russian Manner). Jean Vilar’s 1956 French production, Ce Fou de Platonov, with Maria Casarès as Anna Petrovna, was wrongly billed as a ‘premièremondiale’. The first American text, Firework on the James, transposed the action to the deep South. By the time the play reached New York in 1960, it was in a different version entitled A Country Scandal.


It was only when Rex Harrison played Dimitri Makaroff’s translation at the Royal Court Theatre, also in 1960, that the play acquired its familiar English title, Platonov. The first act, hitherto omitted, was now restored. Faithful translations by David Magarshack, for the BBC, and Ronald Hingley, for the Oxford Chekhov, have followed the same practice.


In 1984, Michael Frayn argued that Platonov was a misleading title – the play is about a group, not an individual – and that, anyway, no English speaker knew how to pronounce it (the name should be accented on the second syllable). Frayn called his own National Theatre version Wild Honey, and noted it was ‘a different play, a new play’. Nikita Mikhalkov’s 1976 film Unfinished Piece for Mechanical Piano, with Aleksandr Kalyagin as Platonov, made huge changes in storyline. In England, at the National Theatre, Trevor Griffiths used the film as the basis for his 1990 play Piano.


In 2001, the Almeida presented my more faithful adaptation. Aiden Gillen played Platonov. The opening night was on 11 September, to an understandably distracted audience. This reconceived version aims to advance a task which perhaps may always be unfinished.




















First Performance





Platonov in this English adaptation premiered at the Almeida Theatre, London, in 2001. It was first performed in this revised version at the Festival Theatre, Chichester, on 5 October 2015. The cast, in order of appearance, was as follows:


 


Anna Nina Sosanya


Nikolai Joshua James


Porfiri Jonathan Coy


Sergei Pip Carter


Bugrov Brian Pettifer


Platonov James McArdle


Sasha Jade Williams


IvanTriletsky Nicholas Day


Maria Sarah Twomey


Yakov Nebli Basani


Vasili Mark Penfold


Sofya Olivia Vinall


Shcherbuk David Verrey


Osip Des McAleer


Kiril Mark Donald


Katya Beverley Klein


Marko Col Farrell


 


Director Jonathan Kent


Set Designer Tom Pye


Lighting Designer Mark Henderson


Music Jonathan Dove

















Characters







Mikhail Vasilievich Platonov 


schoolteacher, twenty-seven


Sasha Ivanovna 


wife to Platonov, daughter of Colonel Ivan Triletsky


Nikolai Triletsky 


doctor, son of Colonel Ivan Triletsky


Colonel Ivan Triletsky


Anna Petrovna 


young widow to General Voynitzev


Sergei Voynitzev 


son by General Voynitzev’s first wife


Sofya Yegorovna 


wife to Sergei


Maria Grekova 


chemistry student, twenty


Porfiri Glagolyev 


neighbour, landowner


Kiril Glagolyev 


his son


Pavel Shcherbuk 


wealthy merchant


Timofei Bugrov 


merchant


Osip


horse thief


Yakov


servant


Vasili


servant


Katya 


maid to Sofya


Marko


writ-server for the regional magistrate
























Act One








June 1881. The estate of the late General Voynitzev in a southern province of Russia.


A blazingly hot day. An enormous green garden leading down to the river. A summerhouse beyond. Blankets, chairs and tables being prepared for lunch.




1 Anna Petrovna is playing chess with Nikolai.


Nikolai   Any chance of a cigarette, mon ange?


Anna   Take the lot if it means you won’t ask again.




She hands the cigarettes across. He takes the chance to kiss her hand.





What’s this? My annual check-up?


Nikolai   It’s not your pulse I’m after. Wonderful hands. Like kissing swan’s down.


Anna   Quarter past twelve.


Nikolai   What are the chances of lunch?


Anna   Not good. Chef got drunk to celebrate our return and he’s still flat out on the kitchen floor. No doubt our guests will be starving.


Nikolai   Well, if I’m anything to go by.




He contemplates his move.





Anna   What are you doing? What’s the point of playing if you don’t think? Look, think, move. Frankly, the last thing you need is another meal. Look at you!


Nikolai   I don’t understand you, Anna. A woman of your sensibility who’s not interested in food. A discerning stomach is as important in life as …


Anna   Oh, not an aphorism, please!


Nikolai   Why not?


Anna   They’re banned. As are jokes. Especially yours. Does no one tell you? Your jokes aren’t funny.


Nikolai   They go over your head.




He hesitates over a move.





Anna   So. Is she coming today?


Nikolai   Of course she’s coming. She promised. She gave her word.


Anna   Tell me, I’m interested, where do you put Maria Grekova?


Nikolai   Where do I put her?


Anna   Yes. In the scale of things. Serious? Not serious?


Nikolai   What can I say? I call on her every day. We talk. We walk in the woods. Is it boredom? Is it love? All I know is that come the afternoon I miss her. I miss her terribly.


Anna   Love, then.


Nikolai   Perhaps. She’s a nice girl.


Anna   Oh yes, she’s nice all right. Does she still study chemistry?


Nikolai   Yes.


Anna   That pointy little nose: She’ll make an excellent scientist. Prim, proper and less humour than a dead horse. No, really. I like her. But I’m sorry for her, too.


Nikolai   Why?


Anna   Because I know you. You’ll get her excited, you’ll fill her head with nonsense, you’ll bend her backwards over the chaise longue, then suddenly you’ll stop and say. ‘Oh God, commitment.’


Nikolai   Yes, but how do I decide what’s best? It’s a big decision.


Anna   Well then, be sure to ask around. Whatever you do, Doctor, don’t rely on your own judgement. That’s the worst mistake you could make.




Nikolai makes his move.





Nikolai   She may not come anyway.


Anna   Why not?


Nikolai   Why do you think? Because Platonov’s coming. Misogyny on wheels. For some reason he’s decided she’s stupid. So he uses her for target practice.


Anna   I haven’t seen him for six months. How is he?


Nikolai   The schoolroom shutters were closed when I passed. On his own clock as always.


Anna   Yes, but how is he? I’m longing to hear.


Nikolai   I’m sure he’s fine. When is he anything but?


2 Porfiri Glagolyev and Sergei Voynitzev arrive, Porfiri already talking.


Porfiri   Oh yes, Sergei Pavlovich, in our day we treated women as gods. We regarded them as superior beings.


Anna   Hold on, how did that get there?


Nikolai   You put it there yourself.


Anna   You’re cheating.


Nikolai   I’m not cheating.


Sergei   What extraordinary days they must have been!




Porfiri looks round.





Porfiri   Ah yes, ladies and gentlemen, the old days: they didn’t just seem better. They were better. Last year in Moscow I went to the opera. A young man in the audience began to cry. All around, people sniggered as though there must be something wrong. As though to have feelings were wrong! As though to be moved were wrong!


Sergei   Ridiculous.


Porfiri   When I was young, people were not ashamed. When you cried, you cried. When you laughed, you laughed.


Nikolai   Old days, new days, dear God, who cares? Who cares?


Porfiri   When you loved, you loved. When you hated, you hated.




Anna suddenly gets up.





Anna   I can’t go on. Really! The smell of cheap scent is unbearable.


Nikolai   Cheap? Very far from cheap, let me tell you.


Anna   And I’d rather listen to what my dear neighbour Porfiri Glagolyev has to say.


Nikolai   When she’s winning you can’t get rid of her. She starts losing and suddenly it’s ‘Porfiri Glagolyev!’ If you don’t come back at once, I shall claim victory.


Anna   Claim! Claim!




She has gone to sit with Porfiri.





Sergei, do your dear stepmother a favour, give that idiot three roubles.


Sergei   Three?


Nikolai   Isn’t this the way to live? Fleecing innocent women at games?




He takes Sergei’s roubles.





Anna   So, Porfiri Semyonivich, it’s your view, is it, that women are superior beings? No doubt that means you enjoy great success with them?


Porfiri   In women, Anna Petrovna, I discern all the virtues of the world.


Anna   You discern them, yes. But are they there? You want women to be special and so you convince yourself that they are. But is it true?


Porfiri   Anna Petrovna, one need only look at you.




Anna smiles. Sergei is back.





Sergei   He’s a romantic.


Anna   Plainly.


Porfiri   Is that such a bad thing?


Sergei   I didn’t say it was.


Porfiri   This is what you all want nowadays. To remove the illusion from life. To rob it of romance. Very well, take romance away, but what then do you put in its place?


Anna   Knowledge.


Porfiri   In fact, Platonov put this rather well. I remember he once said: ‘We have advanced in our attitude to women. But even advance turns out to be a kind of retreat.’


Nikolai   Yes, well, that sounds like pure, unadulterated Platonov. What was he? Drunk?


Anna   What do you think, my friend? What is your view of Platonov?


Porfiri   Platonov, madam? Oh fascinating, of course. He’s a brilliant man. But he exemplifies the modern vagueness, the modern malaise. No point, no purpose.


Anna   He’s kind. He’s decent. Underneath.


Porfiri   Oh yes, underneath, we’re all kind, we’re all decent. It’s the surface that worries me.


3 Bugrov arrives, sweating profusely.


Nikolai   And here comes our grocer friend, puffing like a steam train!


Bugrov   Such heat, my friends! It must break soon.


Nikolai   Everyone, please, the view from the high street: the heat will not last for ever. One day the heat will end.


Bugrov   Thank you, Nikolai.


Nikolai   On the contrary, thank you, Bugrov.


4 Platonov and Sasha arrive across the fields in Russian national dress.


Platonov   Civilisation! At last! We have arrived at last!


Anna   You’re a ruthless man, Platonov. To have made me wait so long.


Platonov   It was not at my wish. Never at my wish.




He kisses her hand.





Anna   And Sasha! Dearest Sasha!


Sasha   A pleasure to be here, Anna Petrovna.




Anna kisses Sasha.





Anna   You survived the winter?


Platonov   The two of us slept through the winter like bears, huddled  in our den.


Anna   It sounds enchanting.




Platonov goes round shaking hands.





Platonov   And up next, the dodgy doctor, scribbling prescriptions and fake cures.


Nikolai   Welcome my friend! And welcome, Sasha.




Nikolai kisses the top of Sasha’s head.





Sasha   What on earth is that smell? Is it scent?


Platonov   And your brother has an expensive haircut by the look of it. I bet that cost a rouble or two.


Nikolai   I never pay. Women stand in line to cut my hair.


Platonov   Greetings, Porfiri Semyonovich …


Sergei   Good Lord, Sasha, you really have filled out. Do you two do nothing all winter but eat?


Anna   Come, sit down. Tell us what’s been happening.


Platonov   And I can’t believe it. Can this be little Sergei? Anna, your stepson is changed beyond recognition. Where’s the long hair? The short trousers? Youth’s piping treble.


Sergei   (laughs) He always does this. He always does it!


Anna   Everyone, please, do sit.


Platonov   Sasha, do you recognise the smell?


Sasha   What smell?


Platonov   The matchless smell of humanity! And there – look – remember, Sasha? – the chair in which I sat last year, discussing the meaning of life, day in, day out, with the beautiful Anna Petrovna …


Anna   Was the winter really that bad?


Platonov    Bad?


Sasha   We got by. It was boring, of course.


Platonov Boring? The word ‘boring’ could never begin to convey it.


Sasha   It was fine.


Platonov   Just to see you, Anna Petrovna, after such an eternity, after such an Antarctic of boredom, just the sight of you: yes that is compensation enough!


Anna   Then have a cigarette.


Platonov   Enchanté.




They light up.





Sasha   You got here yesterday?


Anna   At ten o’clock.


Platonov   I saw your lights at eleven but I didn’t dare call.


Anna   I can’t think why not. We sat up talking till two.




Sasha is whispering in Platonov’s ear.





Platonov   You’re right, my God, I forgot, you should have reminded me earlier. And you, Sergei, you didn’t say a word.


Sergei   What?


Platonov   Marriage!


Sergei   Oh yes. You’re right. I forgot. I married. What can I say?




Platonov bows.





Platonov   I would never have expected it. The irrevocable act! And performed at such speed!


Sergei   It’s true. One day in love, next day married. Quite a shock.


Platonov   Forgive me, I’ve known you ‘in love’ once or twice, but it’s the marriage bit that’s new. Have you found a job?


Sergei   To be honest, I have been offered a teaching job, but the pay’s not what I’m looking for.


Platonov   Ah yes, perfect excuse. ‘Pay’s bad, can’t do it.’


Sergei   Also: I’m interested in philosophy, the life of ideas.


Platonov   What, three years out of university, is it, and now – what – you’ll hang around for three more?


Anna   You haven’t explained, Sasha, why you were so late. Why you were so long coming.


Sasha   Oh … well, Misha was mending the birdcage and I was in church.


Porfiri   Not Sunday, is it?


5 Ivan Triletsky comes out to join them.


Ivan   Well, well, well … if it isn’t my very own daughter and my son-in-law. Greetings from Planet Triletsky. Has anyone noticed how extraordinarily hot it is?


All   Everyone.


Platonov   Good morning, Colonel. In good spirits, I see?


Ivan   Never better. Praise the Good Lord for his protection.




They embrace. Then he kisses Sasha and sits down beside her.





Sasha   Father.


Ivan   A thousand times I’ve intended to come and see you both, and play with my little grandson.


Sasha   He sends his regards.


Ivan   Really?


Sergei   I think she means metaphorically.


Ivan   Ah well then, send mine back ‘metaphorically’. I live for the day when I can take my own grandson shooting.


Anna   Isn’t he an angel? The Colonel is taking me out to shoot quail on St Peter’s Day.


Ivan   I can hardly wait. Goddess of hunting, the Divine Diana!




Ivan kisses her hand.





Anna   The Colonel has a new double-barrelled shotgun.


Ivan   English, of course, and lethal at a hundred paces.




Ivan smells her shoulder.





Ah, smell this woman! Smell her! May the Lord forgive me for what I say now, but emancipated women are the best. Guns in their hands, and the whiff of cordite on their flesh! Give this woman a pair of epaulettes and she will subjugate the world. Boadicea! Alexandra of Macedonia!


Platonov   Drinking already, Colonel?


Ivan   Drinking? What else should I do?


Platonov   Doing the trick, is it? Loosening your tongue?


Ivan   I got here at eight this morning. I had to do something. A bottle of Madeira before breakfast. Three glasses for this luscious Amazon and the rest for me.


Anna   Wonderful. Thank you. Now everyone knows!




Nikolai turns to Bugrov.





Nikolai   Bugrov, perhaps you can bring some of your merchant wisdom to answer the most pressing question of the morning.


Bugrov   I can try.


Nikolai   When are we going to get something to eat?


Anna   Oh, please. Why can’t you wait like everyone else?


Nikolai   For I have seen a pie – yes, my dear Bugrov, such a pie, layered with the very flora and fauna of the world –


Anna   What a bore he is! How rude he is!


Sasha   He doesn’t want to have lunch, he just wants to make trouble.


Nikolai   Everyone’s starving and I’m trying to make a joke of it. I don’t think, fatty, you’re in any position to criticise.


Platonov   If it’s meant to be a joke, why is no one laughing?




There is a silence. Anna looks round.





Anna   I’m going to see to it now.


6 Anna Petrovna gets up and goes into the house. Nobody speaks.


Platonov   Though I admit I’m a little peckish myself.


Sergei   I really don’t understand. Where on earth has my wife got to? I’m longing for you to meet her.


Platonov   Why, yes. I was wondering …


Sergei   What?


Platonov   No, just a fancy.


Sergei   What?


Platonov   It might be amusing, that’s all, if you didn’t introduce us. Because in fact – probably she hasn’t mentioned it – I once knew your wife. Slightly. When I was a student. See if she remembers me.




Sergei smiles.





Sergei   This man knows everyone! He knows everyone! How on earth does he find the time?


7 Sergei goes out, laughing. Maria Grekova, the young student, arrives.


Platonov   And now, Nikolai, this looks like the object of your affections.


Nikolai   Maria Yefimovna! What a pleasure! What an absolute pleasure!




Maria gives Nikolai her hand, then nods to the others. Nikolai takes off her cape.





Maria   Good morning, Nikolai. Good morning, everyone.


Nikolai   Here. Let me help you with that. Tell me how you are. How are you feeling today?


Maria   Oh. Pretty much as usual, thank you.




She sits in an agony of embarrassment. Nikolai sits next to her.





Porfiri   Good morning, Maria.


Ivan   My goodness, so this is Maria Grekova. Forgive me, I scarcely recognised you.




Maria moves her hand away.





Maria   If you don’t mind, I prefer my hand not to be kissed. I can’t explain, but there’s something about it I find creepy.




Platonov has got up to greet Maria.





Platonov   Greetings, Maria Grekova, let me kiss your hand.


Maria   snatches her hand violently away.


Maria   What are you doing? Why don’t you listen?


Platonov   My mistake. You obviously consider me unworthy.


Maria   I don’t consider you anything. You know as well I do, you just do whatever you think will most annoy me.


Platonov   Do I? Really? Why do you say that?


Nikolai   Platonov, please leave her alone.


Platonov   In a moment, I will. But first, about the bedbugs …


Maria   If you start, if you start this again …


Platonov   Isn’t that what you’re up to? Your latest scientific experiment. In the bedbug field, aren’t you? Adding to the sum of human knowledge by distilling the essence of bedbug.


Maria   Why do you do this? Why do you always do this?


Platonov   My own area of research is the diagnostic hunt for a sense of humour. I look for it everywhere. I go to the ends of the earth, but in some people, no, I just can’t find it.




She turns to Nikolai.





Maria   You promised! You promised he wouldn’t be here.


Platonov   That was wrong of you, Nikolai. You lied.




Maria has begun to cry.





8 Maria runs up the lawn. Anna Petrovna is arriving with Yakov and Vasili who prepare the lunch table. Anna shakes Maria’s hand.


Anna   Ah, welcome, how wonderful to see you Maria Yefimovna. This is such a pleasure. What on earth’s the matter?




Maria is crying into her handkerchief.





Nikolai   I have to warn you. Do this once more and our friendship is finished.


Anna   What happened? What’s going on?


Platonov   My friend Nikolai is in love. He plans to upturn the bedbug on her back.


Porfiri   You must apologise, Platonov.


Platonov   Apologise for what?


Porfiri   You know full well.


Sasha   Say you’re sorry or I shall leave at once.


Porfiri   Apologise, damn you.


Sasha   I don’t understand. Why do you do this? What do you do it for?




Platonov walks across to Maria.





Platonov   Maria.


Maria   Yes?


Platonov   I am all contrition. No man on earth more abject than I. Lift your foot. Give me the dirt from beneath your sole. And I will eat.




Platonov takes her hand and kisses it.





Friends?


Maria   Yes. Friends.


9 Maria buries her face in her handkerchief and then runs back into the house. Nikolai follows her.


Anna   I must say, Mikhail …


Porfiri   Sometimes you go too far.


Platonov   You think so?


Porfiri   Dammit, you go too far.


Anna   It was wrong of you, Mikhail.


Platonov   And haven’t I said I was sorry?


10 Sergei reappears with Sofya Yegorovna.


Sergei   And now, ladies and gentlemen, in person, the woman you’ve been waiting for. No less, no other than –


Anna   Ah, at last, Sofya, please, sit down over here.


Sofya   What a ravishing garden!




She sits down just a yard away from Platonov.





Porfiri   Sergei …


Sergei   Yes?


Porfiri   Your beautiful wife has promised me that you will all come over to my place on Thursday.


Sergei   If that’s what she said, then that’s what we’ll do.




Nikolai comes back out.





Nikolai   ‘Oh women, women!’ said Shakespeare. But wouldn’t ‘Oh God, women!’ sum things up better?


Anna   Where’s Maria?


Nikolai   In a darkened room.


Porfiri   If you think this garden is ravishing, Sofya, you should see mine. It’s superior in every way. My river is deeper, and I also have exceptional horses.


Anna   We’ll need to know how to get there.


Porfiri   Oh …


Anna   Through Yusnovka?


Porfiri   No, that’s miles out of the way. You go through Platonovka.


Sofya   Platonovka?


Porfiri   Yes.


Sofya   It still exists?


Porfiri   Yes. Why should it not?


Sofya   I once knew its owner.


Porfiri   Did you? Did you really?


Sofya   Where is he now? Do you know what happened to him?


Sergei   Give us a clue. Tell us his first name, and then we might be able to help.




Everyone laughs.





Sofya   You’re all laughing, but I’ve said nothing funny.


Anna   Oh for goodness’ sake, do finally recognise him, or he’s going to burst.




Platonov stands. Sofya stands to look at him. A silence. Sofya reaches out her hand.





Sofya   You’ve changed.


Platonov   Yes, almost five years have gone by. Look at me! I know! As if my face had been eaten away by rats!


Sergei   leads Sasha over to meet Sofya.


Sergei   And this is Mikhail’s wife, Sasha, sister to that well-known wit and gourmet Nikolai Ivanych.




Sofya shakes hands with Sasha, then sits.





Sofya   I’m delighted to meet you. So you’re married too? How much can happen in five years!


Anna   Typical Platonov. He goes nowhere, yet he knows everyone.


Platonov   How have you been?


Sofya   I?


Platonov   Yes.


Sofya   My health?


Platonov   Yes.


Sofya   Not good. Everything else fine. You?


Platonov   Oh. Well, as you see, a victim of fate.


Sofya   In what way?


Platonov   You always said you thought I was going to be Byron, if I remember. And I thought I was going run the country with my left hand. What happened? I’m a schoolmaster.


Sofya   I don’t believe you.


Platonov   It’s so.


Sofya   But why?


Platonov   If there were a simple answer.


Sofya   You got your degree?


Platonov   No. No. I quit without.


Sofya   But you’re still …


Platonov   What?


Sofya   You’re still … part of the struggle?


Platonov   Well, loosely.


Sofya   I expressed myself badly. You still work … you work on behalf of other people. For their betterment, I mean. For progress. For emancipation. For women’s liberation, for instance. Nothing stops you, I hope, pursuing ideas.


Platonov   No. Nothing stops me. You’re right. Nothing stops me. But nothing moves me either.


11 Pavel Shcherbuk arrives, riding whip in hand.


Shcherbuk   Don’t give oats to my horses, they don’t deserve them.


Anna   Ah, at last! My white knight has arrived.


All   (greeting him) Pavel Shcherbuk.


Anna   He even punishes his horses.


Shcherbuk   kisses Anna and Sasha’s hands, then Anna leads him to Sofya.


Shcherbuk   Why not indeed? Punishment and reward, I believe in it. How else does a horse improve? How else does a horse know to do better? Horses need lessons like everyone else.




Anna takes him by the arm and leads him to Sofya.





Anna   Pavel Petrovich Shcherbuk. Distinguished cornet of guards. Ex.


Shcherbuk   Madam, once more I am the lonely Darwinist in a house full of liberals. Natural selection! The survival of the fittest! That’s my creed.


Anna   I’ll start again. Shcherbuk: our friend, our neighbour and, most of all, our creditor.


Shcherbuk   Thank you. More to the point, companion-in-chief and fellow adventurer with this dear lady’s late husband, the General. Many hours spent happily with that incomparable gentleman in the conquest and subjugation of women.




He bows.





If you would. Your hand.




Sofya holds out her hand. Shcherbuk kisses it silently. He indicates Platonov.





And look at this lad. Whom I also knew in his green youth. Look at him now! What would you call him? Handsome? Full-grown? Why aren’t you in the army?


Platonov   Thank you. I have a weak chest.


Shcherbuk   Says who? My God, I hope you haven’t been consulting that appalling quack.


Nikolai   Pavel, you are not to start. I forbid you to start.


Shcherbuk   This man calls himself a doctor. I went in with a bad back, I came out with a bad back. I said to him, ‘Why is yours the only profession in which there is no such thing as payment by results?’


Nikolai   Platonov, you’re closest. Hit him.


Sasha   Father, you mustn’t fall asleep. It’s rude.




Ivan wakes briefly, shaken by Sasha, but then falls asleep again.





Shcherbuk   Time was, I was a friend of your father’s.


Platonov   My father never lacked for friends. Friends and more friends. Leeching off him. The house full of them all day. Carriages parked in the drive. Carriage after carriage. Loaded with friends.


Porfiri   Did you have no respect for them?


Platonov   How can one believe in men whose great boast in life is that they do neither good nor bad, that they are neither good nor bad? But always lukewarm.


12 Osip appears.


Osip   My privilege, Your Excellency, to congratulate you on your safe arrival. I wish you everything that you would wish from God. 




Everyone laughs.





Platonov   Here he is, back among us. Welcome, indeed!


Osip   Thank you.


Platonov   The fiend in human form. The walking dead.


Anna   Now I think we may say the party is complete.


Osip   I came only to pay my respects.


Anna   Pay them by all means. And then leave.


Platonov   This is rare. Someone must have wrenched open the graves. Normally you never see 666 out by day.


Osip   (bows) I bid Your Excellency welcome. And also I congratulate you, Sergei Pavlych. May your wedding bring you happiness.


Sergei   Thank you.




He turns to Sofya.





The family scarecrow.


Anna   (to Osip) Tell them in the kitchen to give you a slice of pie. My God, look at his eyes, they’re glowing. Tell me, just how much of our forest did you steal this winter?


Osip   A few trees only. Three, maybe four.




Everyone laughs.





Anna   Three! Maybe thirty, more like. How could you afford that watch? Gold? A gold watch, is it?


Osip   It’s gold.


Anna   Did I pay for it? Was it paid for in timber?


Osip   May I kiss your hand?


Anna   Kiss.




Osip kisses her hand. Platonov then turns him round to display him.





Platonov   Ladies and gentlemen, my pleasure to welcome one of the most interesting carnivores in the contemporary zoo. Osip. Horse thief. Parasite. Contract killer. Conceived in violence, and no doubt destined to end the same way. My God, look at that face. A ton of iron went into the construction of that face. When you look in the mirror, tell me what you see.


Osip   A man. Like any other. No better. Perhaps a little worse.


Platonov   Osip, the true spirit of Russia: the headless peasant, the fabulous warlord, up to his elbows in blood. And making the rest of us – the talkers, the non-doers – look pretty silly.


Osip   Well, that’s your view, not mine.


Platonov   By the way, just asking, but why aren’t you in prison at the moment? You usually are.


Osip   Only in the winter.


Platonov Ah yes, of course, it’s cold in the forest. That’s when you fancy a nice snug jail.


Osip   I’ll tell you. Everyone knows I’m a thief, but they can’t prove it. That’s the problem with the ordinary Russian peasant. So cowardly, so stupid, that he can’t be bothered, he doesn’t have the will – the simple willpower – to gather the case against me. What does that tell you about the Russian peasant? He has no one to blame but himself.


Platonov   Russia, you see? Even the thieves have theories. Doesn’t that sum us all up? Thank you for that load of equivocating crap.


Anna   Please!


Osip   You think I’m the only one?


Platonov   No.


Osip   You think I’m the only thief here?


Platonov   Not at all.


Osip   If we’re talking about thieves: Pavel Shcherbuk.


Platonov   Ah well …


Shcherbuk   Leave me out of it.


Osip   Why? You’re no different from me.


Platonov On the contrary. He’s quite a lot different. He holds parties. People go to them. He gives money to charity. He buys up everything he can lay his hands on. He doesn’t want one shop, he wants fifty shops. He wants a chain of shops. And a chain of bars. And a chain of hotels. His tentacles reaching out across the country. And for that people respect him. Shcherbuk has grasped the governing principle of Russian life. Crooks die in the forest but they prosper in the drawing room!


Anna   Please, Platonov, you must stop!


Platonov   Make enough money and no one will say a word against you.


Anna   Stop! It’s enough.


Sergei   Calm down, Mikhail. (To Osip.) Osip, out! You bring out the worst in him.


Osip   I bring out the truth in him.


13 Osip goes out.


Shcherbuk   Please. If I’m to be lectured, it won’t be by you. I’m a citizen. A father. Making a useful contribution. And what are you? A scoundrel, a wastrel. Born to wealth and threw it away.


Platonov   If you’re what’s called a citizen, that makes ‘citizen’ a pretty dirty word.


Anna   Please, I’ve already told you. Are you determined to spoil our whole day?


Sergei   She’s right. Anna is right.


Shcherbuk   Morning till night, he pursues me. What have I done to him? The man’s a phoney.


Sergei   Please!




There’s a silence. Platonov speaks quietly.





Platonov   Nobody looks. Nobody thinks. Nobody sees. We go through life and we don’t see. The honest man and the honest woman hold their tongue and say nothing. Why? Because we owe him money. Everyone owes him money. Decency flies out the window.


Anna   This is last year’s business. Let’s not go over it again.


Platonov   Fine.


Shcherbuk   Fine.




Yakov appears and hands Anna a card.





Anna   What’s all this about? Count Glagolyev? Why all the ceremony? Of course, let him in.




Yakov goes. Anna turns to Porfiri.





Porfiri Semenych, your son is here.


Porfiri   My son? He can’t be.


Anna   I thought he’d left us for ever. That’s what he told us. He was leaving Russia for ever.


Porfiri   He’s abroad. Surely he’s abroad?


14 Kiril Glagolyev comes in. A few moments later, Yakov appears.


Anna   My dear Kiril, we’re delighted to see you.


Kiril   Mesdames, messieurs, un honneur de vous revoir. I cannot tell you how uncomfortably hot it is in Russia after Paris. Et je dois dire, what an extraordinary city Paris is.


Sergei   Please. Why doesn’t our Frenchman sit down?


Kiril   I’ve just dropped by, that’s all, for a quick word with my father. Which I’m afraid to say isn’t going to be entirely pleasant.




He turns to Porfiri.





Porfiri   Kiril. What’s this?


Kiril   You know what it is. You know full well.


Anna   Why don’t you just sit down and tell us about Paris?


Kiril   I can tell you three things about Paris. It is a great city. It is a modern city. A sparkling city which makes Russia seem like the medieval backwater it is. But one further thing: it is a city in which it is impossible to survive without money.




There is a response from everyone to this.





Anna   Oh I see …


Porfiri   Now I see …


Anna   Here we go …


Yakov   Lunch is served, madam.




Kiril turns appealing to the whole group.





Kiril   Six thousand! Six thousand he sends me! You really think a man of my standing can survive in Paris on six thousand a month?


Porfiri   Of course. Why not? It seemed quite adequate.


Kiril   Do you have no idea, do you have any idea, you pitiful idiot, of how much you need to be a gentleman in Paris?


Nikolai   I think you should calm down, Kiril, or else we’ll call the police and get you charged with impersonating a count.




But Kiril stands, shouting at his father.





Kiril   Give me my money! Give me my money!


Anna   Everyone, luncheon is ready. Come now, Monsieur le Français, let me take you to lunch and you can tell us about Paris.


Nikolai   Lunch at last, my God.


Bugrov   You could actually starve to death waiting for lunch in this house.


Nikolai   To lunch! Food! Food, everyone. At last we eat.




Anna leads Kiril out. Everyone goes.


Platonov offers Sofya his arm.





Platonov   Yes. It’s as bad as you think it is. A world made up only of the utterly third-rate. That’s who we are. That’s what we are. What beautiful eyes you have.




He smiles at her as they go to lunch.





Shcherbuk   I told you.


Porfiri   And you were right.


Shcherbuk   A phoney, through and through. A thorough-going phoney. Someone needs to deal with him.




Sergei is waking Ivan Triletsky.





Sergei   Ivan Ivanych, it’s lunch.


Ivan   (jumps up) What? What’s happening?


Sergei   Lunch. That’s all. That’s all that’s happening.


Ivan   Lunch. Splendid.


15 Ivan and Sergei go, so only Shcherbuk and Porfiri are left on the lawn.


Shcherbuk   I have a question. Is it really going to happen?


Porfiri   If I knew what you’re talking about, then maybe I could tell you.


Shcherbuk   You’re going to marry her?


Porfiri   I haven’t asked her.


Shcherbuk   But you think there’s a chance?


Porfiri   How can I say? Nobody can know the soul of another.




He goes. Shcherbuk alone.





Shcherbuk   He doesn’t seem to realise. A marriage isn’t just between two people. The woman owes me, for God’s sake. She owes me money. If she marries Porfiri, then I get to be repaid.


16 Anna Petrovna leaves the table to call Shcherbuk to lunch.


Anna   Shcherbuk, you’re joining us?


Shcherbuk   In a moment. First, I wonder, could I make a small suggestion?


Anna   As long as it’s quick.


Shcherbuk   I was hoping you might make progress towards repaying your debt.


Anna   That’s not exactly a ‘suggestion’. How much do you need? A rouble? Two?


Shcherbuk   Anna, I can paper the walls with your IOUs.


Anna   Is this still the sixty thousand? Why do you go on like this? What on earth do you need the money for?


Shcherbuk   What do I need it for? I need it because it’s mine, that’s why I need it.


Anna   You only have our IOUs because you wangled them out of the General when he was dying.


Shcherbuk   Who was the General’s best friend? Who closed his eyes when he was dying?


Anna   Dying and drunk, I may say.


Shcherbuk   Please tell me: what’s the point of an IOU if you never pay up?


Anna   Let me just explain to you, I know you find this difficult to grasp, that’s what an IOU is. It means I owe you money. That’s what it means! Sue if you like, it doesn’t bother me at all.


Shcherbuk   Another question.


Anna   What this time?


Shcherbuk   I need you to tell me: do you have feelings for Porfiri Glagolyev?


Anna   Why do you ask? Oh I see. Money again. You want me to marry him, do you? What, just so your pockets can once more be stuffed to overflowing?




Shcherbuk looks at her a moment.





Shcherbuk   You should be careful, Anna. You’re proud and arrogant. Pride is a sin.


17 Shcherbuk goes to table. Anna stands for a moment. Then Platonov joins her.


Anna   Oh it’s you.


Platonov   Let me kiss your hand.




He kneels and kisses her hand.





Throw them out. Cast them all out.


Anna   If I could.




She shakes her head.





The text for today is decency. The sermon will be given by Mikhail Platonov.


Platonov   Forgive me. I got carried away.


Anna   What does it mean to say we want to be decent? How can we be decent when we’re in debt? One word against these people and they can cut me off and leave me for dead. And they would do it too. I owe them all money, every one of them. Oh yes, decency’s a fine thing. But if I have to choose between decency and losing the estate –




Nikolai calls from the table.





Nikolai   You two, why don’t you come and eat?


Anna   You and I, we’ll go riding this afternoon. Don’t you dare go away.




She puts her hand on his shoulder.





Why don’t we live? Why don’t we live just a little?




She goes out. Platonov looks across to the table.





Platonov   Just as I thought. She’s wondering where I am. Looking round with those beautiful velvet eyes. Just the sight of her. Among these terrible people. How lovely she is. And how unchanged!


18 Sergei comes across, wiping his mouth with a napkin.


Sergei   Come on, where have you got to, Platonov? Come and drink Sofya’s health.


Platonov   I’ve been looking at your wife, Sergei. You’re a fortunate man.


Sergei   Well, not until now. But in this one thing.


Platonov   My only regret is that you never knew her before.


Sergei   Why does that make you sad?


Platonov   Why? She’s beautiful now. But once she was even more beautiful.


Sergei   More?


Platonov   Yes.


Sergei   I don’t believe you.


Platonov   It’s true. Her eyes.


Sergei   Her hair.


Platonov   Yes. And what about my own wife? There she is, sweating and flustered, hidden behind the vodka bottle. Her blunt, peasant features blushing red. In agony, as always, over my behaviour.


Sergei   Forgive me, but, tell me, are you happy with your wife?


Platonov   She’s my wife. That’s all you need to know. Without her, I’m lost. One day you’ll understand family. How important family is. I wouldn’t sell Sasha for a million roubles. Think about it: she’s stupid and I’m worthless. Put it another way, we’re perfectly matched.




Nikolai comes back, slapping his stomach with satisfaction, carrying a bottle.





Nikolai   Come on, a little drink, everyone, to celebrate the homecoming.


Platonov   One thing I meant to ask …


Sergei   Yes?


Platonov   That advertisement today in the paper.


Sergei   Oh yes.


Platonov   An auction? Are things really that bad?


Sergei   I don’t think they’re bad. As I understand it’s not a proper auction, it’s more some sort of commercial fiddle. Porfiri will buy the estate and that way the bank will leave us alone. And we’ll pay him interest. Or something. It’s sort of technical, I think.


Platonov   Whose idea is it?


Sergei   Oh. Porfiri’s. Wasn’t it?


Platonov   But ask yourself: why’s he doing it? What’s in it for him?


Sergei   I can see what’s in it for us. We keep the estate and we pay Porfiri money. The advantage being we’re shot of that blasted bank.




He takes Platonov by the arm.





No more business, come on, let’s all drink and be friends.




He takes Nikolai by the other arm.





What do we say? I’ll tell you what we say. We say, ‘Let the world go to hell.’ Does money matter? No. People matter. As long as we’re alive and Sofya’s alive and Anna Petrovna’s alive, that’s what matters.


Anna   Oh, just look at them! The team of three.


(Sings.) ‘Find me a harness for my three fine horses …’


Nikolai   (sings)


‘My horses gallop in a team of three …’




The men raise their glasses and sing.





Men




‘Find me a harness for my three fine horses


My horses gallop in a team of three


Speed my horses through the darkening forest


Ride through the night and return to me







‘Nothing in my heart I have not shown you


Nothing in my soul you cannot see


Fly the course, advance, surrender


Ride through the night and return to me







‘Shallow is the grave I’ll one day sleep in


Certain is the death I know must be


Drive my horses to embrace our ending


Ride through the night and return to me.’











OEBPS/new_logo_online.png
it

FARBRER & FABRER





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png








OEBPS/9780571313037_cover_epub.jpg
fi

PLAYS

Anton Chekhov

in versions by David Hare







