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      Foreword


      

      Nicolas Kent




Nearly twenty years ago, when British troops were fighting in Afghanistan, I had the idea of producing a trilogy of twelve half-hour plays outlining the history of Afghanistan since colonial days. That work, The Great Game: Afghanistan,  came about mainly because, although there were British troops fighting in Helmand, I discovered while talking to many people there was almost no knowledge of Afghanistan’s colonial past, its history or even that there had been previous Anglo-Afghan Wars – one of which resulted in the most comprehensive defeat ever of the British Army.




The public really engaged with this trilogy, and we played it twice at the Tricycle Theatre in London, and subsequently on a tour of four major cities in the United States including New York. Finally, a year later in 2011, through a joint initiative with the British Council, the Pentagon and the UK Ambassador to the US, we were invited back to Washington to present the plays over two days to an audience of 1500 USAID and Pentagon personnel.




About a decade later, after the second Russian invasion of Ukraine, I found that there was a similar ignorance about the history of Ukraine, and more particularly about what had happened in Ukraine since the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Almost no one I spoke to seemed to know much about the Budapest Memorandum of 1994 and its formal security guarantees from Russia, China, France, the USA and the UK for Ukraine’s territorial integrity. Most people seem to be very hazy about the causes of the Maidan demonstrations of 2004 and 2014 and even fewer people – especially among the younger generation – seemed conscious of the fact that, despite the valiant efforts of some journalists to cast more light on this issue, in the last four years over 20,000 Ukrainian children have been abducted by the Russians and placed in schools in Russia for later adoption.




During these conversations in early 2025, the idea of doing something theatrically similar to the Afghan trilogy but about Ukraine began to germinate. I contacted a number of playwrights and particularly discussed the idea with David Edgar, David Greig and Cat Goscovitch, all of whom were very encouraging, and wanted to be part of it. However, given the steep decline in subsidy for the arts over the last two decades, a day-long trilogy on a subject like this was a daunting prospect.




Nevertheless, I pressed on with the idea, and during a lunch with an arts/education philanthropist, an expert on Eastern European politics, we discussed the idea and he asked to read the Afghan plays. A week later came the clincher: he wrote me a very enthusiastic email and made a very generous offer of seed money from which this whole larger project has grown. However, rather than a trilogy it has emerged as just one evening of five plays. This production became a reality when the wonderful Arcola Theatre, which has always been a home-from-home to me, expressed faith in the project on the basis of the first two scripts they were shown, and embraced it with enthusiasm.




I must thank so many people – Ukrainian, European, American and British – who have so generously helped fund this project and worked on it tirelessly to make it happen.




I hope that those seeing or reading these plays will understand this tragic conflict better, and that this theatrical venture can teach us something of the history of Ukraine and help us to empathise with the suffering this war is causing for so many millions of people.




February 2026
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Hotel Ukraina, Maidan Nezalezhnosti, Kyiv, Thursday 20 February 2014, about 8 a.m.


A hotel bedroom, decorated in best Soviet style. The sun is rising through threadbare curtains.


SOFIYA stands in the middle of the room, using the hotel landline.


SOFIYA. Come on. Please.


She waits, listens to the ringtone at the other end.


Please, please. Pick up. Come on.


She waits again.


Come on! I. Just. Want. A – Please!


At which point PETRO re-enters the room. He is holding his mobile.


He is surprised to see her awake and on the phone.


PETRO. Who are you…?


SOFIYA slams the phone down.


SOFIYA. I want a cup of coffee. Don’t you?


PETRO. I can go down.


SOFIYA (angry). What the hell’s room service for? Where are they all?


PETRO. I’ll go down.


SOFIYA. Who were you talking to? Out there.


PETRO. No one.


SOFIYA. Your phone rang, you were out of here. That’s a pretty big no one.


PETRO. Party business, that sort of thing.


He is getting dressed during this.


But she can see he is distracted.


SOFIYA. You don’t usually – Tell me. What’s the big secret?


PETRO. Don’t ask. Please.


SOFIYA. Have they found out about Alex?


PETRO. No, no, thank God, not that.


SOFIYA. What then? You’re being – it’s something.


PETRO (dialling his phone). I need to talk to him. Is that alright? If I just talk to Alex?


SOFIYA. He’ll be asleep.


PETRO. The whole place is up and awake. Sofiya. For God’s sake, look!


SOFIYA goes to the window, looks down:


SOFIYA. What’s going on? Something’s happening.


PETRO. Something’s going to happen.


SOFIYA. What? (Urgent.) That’s what the call was about?


A moment. He doesn’t deny it.


He gives up on ringing Alex, switches his phone off.


PETRO. His phone’s off.


SOFIYA. It isn’t. He never turns it off.


PETRO (tensing up). I can’t get him to reply.


SOFIYA. Text him then. What is going to happen?


PETRO. Things.


SOFIYA. For God’s sake, Petro, what?


PETRO. I can’t tell you.


SOFIYA. Oh God. You never used to –


PETRO. I have a role now, obligations.


SOFIYA. Are they sending in troops?


PETRO. Not that. No.


SOFIYA. Christ. Oh Christ.


PETRO. It’ll be okay. He’ll be okay.


SOFIYA. Tanks as well?


PETRO. They’re not sending in the army. No tanks, no soldiers.


SOFIYA. Do you promise?


After a fraction of a moment’s thought: PETRO. Yes. No army. Nothing military.


SOFIYA. Then what?


PETRO. Don’t push me, please, not today.


SOFIYA. He just doesn’t come first with you, does he?


PETRO. Who?


SOFIYA. Your son – for God’s sake. Who else are we talking about?


PETRO. You talk a lot of rubbish these days.


SOFIYA (continuing). You’ve never really cared about him. Never spent time with him. Properly. You don’t ever try to understand him.


PETRO. His stupid protests, living in a tent, eating that slop? What’s so great to understand?


SOFIYA. He’s standing up for the future of this country. Literally. Day by day.


PETRO. The rest of us have to keep the place going. Does he ever think about me? My position?


SOFIYA. Take over a new factory every month, you mean.


PETRO. You’re both quite happy to spend the money I bring home. Don’t see you refusing it.


SOFIYA. That’s cheap. Really cheap.


PETRO (looking for his jacket). I have to go and find him.


SOFIYA. You didn’t use to be like this.


PETRO. You’ve changed too, you know that?


SOFIYA. I’ve listened, that’s all.


PETRO. All this – everything that’s going on down there – you’re so soft.


SOFIYA. All that wonderful money you’ve earned, do you see what it’s done to you?


PETRO. Realistic, that’s all, Sofiya. I’ve just wised up to the times we live in. And I am trying to improve things.


SOFIYA. Sometimes I think you actually preferred the Soviet days.


PETRO. That’s almost offensive.


SOFIYA. Your family did okay.


PETRO. We survived. We managed.


SOFIYA. Plenty of people would’ve been happy to ‘survive’ like that.


PETRO. Can we just bank this, do you think? For the moment. Until we’ve got Alex up here. He needs to eat, get washed. That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?


SOFIYA. You have no idea what Alex is doing down there, have you?


PETRO. He’s been doing it for weeks, they all have. It hasn’t changed anything in months. And it’s sure as hell not going to do anything now.


SOFIYA. It has before. It will again.


PETRO. You’ve spent so long listening to Alex, listening to all his wacko friends, you think we just have to get into Europe and then everything’ll be fine. You want us all to stand around in Kiev’s central square, sing songs, and that’ll make all the problems magically disappear?


SOFIYA. Alex thinks it will.


PETRO. Alex, he has no clue how things work. Alex hasn’t got the first idea.


SOFIYA. He’s better than either of us. So much braver.


During this PETRO has redialled, listened. No reply.


PETRO. I’m going down, into the Maidan. I have to try to find him.


SOFIYA. I’m coming with you.


PETRO. No. Stay. You’ve got to stay. In case.


And he’s speedily out of the door.


SOFIYA (to the empty room). In case of what?


Then, again, louder:


In case of what?


She walks over to the window, looks down.


Alex, please, be careful. Please.


Now a sudden knocking on the door.


Petro? Is that you?


But she knows it isn’t.


She has to handle this. The knocking continues.


(At the door.) Who’s there? Who is it?


JAROMIR (outside the door). Room service.


SOFIYA. What?


JAROMIR. You ordered room service.


SOFIYA (now standing at the door). It’s not… I didn’t… I didn’t get anyone to –


JAROMIR. We have a breakfast tray here for you. Please.


SOFIYA is opening the door, cautiously.


But as soon as it’s open a crack, JAROMIR is pushing his way into the room.


He is followed by another MAN pushing a trolley, covered largely in a cloth.


Both men speak with a regional accent.


I’m sorry, we need to come in. Now. Thank you. Thank you.


SOFIYA. What are you doing? Stop! Who are you? What are you – ? You can’t just bust your way in here and expect –


The second MAN firmly shuts the door behind them. JAROMIR meanwhile checks the bathroom: it’s empty. He turns back to her:


JAROMIR (drowning her out). My name is Jaromir.


He looks at her, asking her to introduce herself. She blanks him.


He indicates the other man(the SNIPER).


I won’t – maybe best you don’t know his name.


SOFIYA. What are you – who are you?


JAROMIR. Jaromir. And… you?


SOFIYA. I would like you to leave now. Please go. Please just take your trolley and –


The SNIPER turns on SOFIYA threateningly and indicates she should be quiet.


JAROMIR. It’s best – he’s right – it’s best if you’re quiet. He’s right.


Terrified, SOFIYA holds in everything she might say or do. Watching her, JAROMIR double-locks the door.


She watches the SNIPER go over to the window and throw it open: there is a sudden and major rush of noise from the square below.


He cautiously pulls back the net curtains and looks out.


Good?


SNIPER. Perfect. Everything they said.


SOFIYA (trying to pacify them). My husband, he asked for this side so he could see what’s happening. He’s a part of – he’s an MP actually.


JAROMIR. We know.


SOFIYA. You know.


SNIPER (looking out). All the way up to the Cabinet Office, the Parliament. All the way down to the square.


JAROMIR turns to her:


JAROMIR. So where is your husband?


SOFIYA. What are you doing here? You can’t just –


JAROMIR. Where is your husband? Please tell me now.


SOFIYA (starting to go). Right. I’m not tolerating this. I’m going to find someone.


JAROMIR unholsters/shows a revolver.


JAROMIR. You need to sit down. Now.


She does not sit.


SOFIYA (scared but continuing). Who – who are you?


JAROMIR. Please sit. (Pointing with the gun.) Over there.


SOFIYA. I want you to leave.


SNIPER. Sit.


She sits.


JAROMIR nods at her and goes over to the window.


(Looking down.) Are they going to come up this way?


JAROMIR. Bound to try. What is that, two hundred metres?


SNIPER. One fifty maybe. One eighty.


JAROMIR. That’s good.


Then, to their backs:


SOFIYA. He’s probably down there.


JAROMIR (turning back). Sorry?


SOFIYA. My husband. With my son. Our son. My son is, I mean. My husband is with him. Probably is, I mean.


SNIPER. Your son? He’s one of the protesters?


SOFIYA (realising she shouldn’t’ve mentioned Alex). I – isn’t that why you’re here?


JAROMIR. You brought your son here to protest?


SOFIYA (as if). Alex joined last year, you know. Plenty of his friends, they’ve been out since day one, the full three months.


JAROMIR. That’s why you’re here?


SOFIYA. I could call him. Alright? My husband, I mean, call my husband. (Beside the bed.) My phone’s just there.


SNIPER. No.


JAROMIR. It’s okay. We can wait.


A moment. Then:


SOFIYA. My husband, he’s not that important, he’s just an –


JAROMIR. Don’t make us silence you.


SOFIYA. Are you with Maidan Self-Defence?


SNIPER. Obviously.


At which point, PETRO tries to come in the door only to find it’s locked.


He knocks and:


PETRO (outside). Sofiya? Sofiya!


SOFIYA. Petro? Petro? You need to –


SNIPER (silencing her). Shhh.


She stops immediately.


JAROMIR (whispering). Let him in. Go on.


The two men pull to one side, out of sight from the door opening.


PETRO (continuing, outside). Sofiya! Are you there? Sofiya!


SOFIYA. Coming. Sorry. I’m coming.


PETRO (outside). It’s madness down there. Total madness.


She slowly unlocks and opens the door.


There’s no point, I couldn’t even get through the police cordon – they’ve got the Berkut guys deployed round the whole hotel.


SOFIYA (trying to limit what he says). Come in, shhh, just come in quickly.


PETRO. Why did you lock the door?


SOFIYA. Just come in and then you can tell me everything.


PETRO enters.


He is now carrying two takeaway coffee cups.


PETRO (continuing). All I want is for him to come up here today.


Why won’t he bloody turn his phone – ?


Now PETRO sees the two men. A short moment.


Then:


Who – Who are you? Sofiya?


JAROMIR. You need to sit down and listen.


PETRO. What the hell are you doing in here? Get out of –


SOFIYA. They’ve got –


JAROMIR shows the revolver.


JAROMIR. Sit. Please.


PETRO. Sofiya, are you alright? (Urgent.) Did they – have they done anything to you?


SOFIYA. No, no, come over here, please, sit down.


PETRO. Have they touched you?


SNIPER. Hey! We’re not monsters.


PETRO. You’re standing there threatening me and my wife.


JAROMIR. We just want to talk.


PETRO. About what?


JAROMIR. Sit down first, okay? (Then:) Okay?


PETRO slowly sits, SOFIYA next to him.


He is still holding the two coffee cups.


SNIPER (approaching). I’ll take those. (The cups.) PETRO. That’s… I… that’s…


SNIPER. Okay, okay, keep one. You share one, we’ll share one.


PETRO. Okay. That one… (The one the SNIPER has taken.) that’s black.


SNIPER. That’s good. Unless you…


SOFIYA. I’m lactose – you know, milk…


PETRO. She can’t… you know.


SNIPER. Okay, swap. Okay?


PETRO. If you’re…


SNIPER (swapping cups). We just need one. Okay?


PETRO. Okay.


SOFIYA. Okay.


The SNIPER takes a sip. And then another.


Meanwhile:


PETRO (to SOFIYA). Drink some.


SOFIYA. I can’t.


PETRO. Please.


SOFIYA. Stop it. No.


JAROMIR has meanwhile also taken a sip, watching them. Now:


JAROMIR. Alright?


PETRO. For what?


SOFIYA. They just forced their way in here, demanding to know where you were.


PETRO. Guys, whoever you are, whoever sent you, I’m just one MP, I’m not even in the cabinet, I’m not –


JAROMIR. Everyone knows you’re a special one. The President gives you deals. He gives you the sweetest deals.


PETRO. I see. Look, I can’t get you any special –


SNIPER (cutting across). This place, it has to be cleared. It’s been going since last year. It’s dangerous, it’s got to finish. Today.


PETRO. The President is going to deal with it.


JAROMIR. The whole square. (Indicating out the window.) The whole Maidan protest camp – the barricades, the tents, the pianos, the canteens, the ‘libraries’, the – all the crazy thousands of people will be gone –


PETRO. People – people will get hurt.


JAROMIR (anger). Look at it. Crammed with people from Lviv and Kherson and Odessa and – That’s Kiev’s main square, the home of government, and it’s one huge protest camp, shitty people tearing up the cobblestones and throwing them.


No one knows what they want. They don’t even know!


SOFIYA. Actually, it’s the new Ukraine. It’s a real community they’ve created. Everyone is working together, helping each other, building a future.


SNIPER. Your son. With all his crazy people.


PETRO. We came here to try and get him to take a break. In fact.


SNIPER. Uh-huh.


SOFIYA. We just want him to –


PETRO (continuing, over her). He’s been down there over a month, maybe a bit longer.


JAROMIR. He comes up here, washes, eats something proper, goes back down nice, clean and refreshed, right?


PETRO. Everyone does that. Nearly everyone.


JAROMIR. Doesn’t he have a job?


SOFIYA. He’s a student. They’ve given – he’s taken time off.


JAROMIR. Kiev National? Taras Shevchenko?


SOFIYA. He’s… he’s studying at Rotterdam. (Condescending.) It’s in the Netherlands.


JAROMIR. Got it. (He too with a smile.) Europe.


SOFIYA. He won’t – he says he can’t go back until we have the right country. A normal country.


JAROMIR. That’ll happen today. Yanukovych is taking back control. Everything’s finally going back to normal.


PETRO. Why are you here? You’re not going to get me to – [talk to anyone important.]


JAROMIR. Patience, please. We’re just waiting for the signal.


SOFIYA. Who are you? You’re not from Kyiv, you’re not – you don’t belong here.


PETRO. What are you doing here? Why do you need to – ?


JAROMIR (showing his phone). Waiting. Yes? Now be patient.


PETRO. The square’s been cleared before. Last year, again this year. The protesters just come back, more of them, each time.


SNIPER. The police will use bulldozers. Push everything out. And do it properly this time. Fence it off.


PETRO. You can’t – you try to push these people, they’re going to get hurt, killed. You can just shoot your way in. Send in bulldozers. People will die.


JAROMIR. Only if they refuse to shift.


SOFIYA. Who are you working for? Where are you from?


JAROMIR. We’re talking to your husband.


SOFIYA (snobbery showing through). Are you from Luhansk, Donetsk? Some where like the East?


JAROMIR. We’re trying to have a conversation here – (With Petro.)


SOFIYA. Look, this protest, this whole… everyone camped out in the Maidan down there. It’s about making somewhere we can all –


JAROMIR. Yanukovych was elected President, madam. Your husband is a member of his party, gets his nice deals from him.


SOFIYA. My son has been down there since December – he has rights too. He’s – he thought people should actually do something about it, show they want to create the future we all deserve.


JAROMIR. It?


SOFIYA. Europe, joining Europe. Making Ukraine a better place. Proper democracy, a real country, talking to itself. Ukraine needs to be part of Europe. Is a part of Europe. I mean, that’s how this whole thing started.


JAROMIR. This is a democracy. Right? We have elections? Yes? We elected Yanukovych as President. So he gets to do the choosing.


SOFIYA. Yanukovych only got elected because he said he’d join Europe! Promised. Three months ago, at the big EU Accession thing – Georgia signs, Moldova signs, Yanukovych says he won’t.


JAROMIR. He had to listen to what Putin was saying. This way we get to rejoin the Russian Federation.


SOFIYA. The Russians?!


JAROMIR. We can’t have independence without Russia.


SOFIYA. We did, in ninety-one. That’s twenty-two years ago. Every region voted for independence. Ninety per cent voted to become independent. Every single oblast wanted it, even you guys in the East – even Crimea voted for it by sixty per cent – sixty per cent! It finished the Soviet State!


SNIPER. Only a third of Crimea turned up to vote. And even then it was only fifty-five per cent.


SOFIYA. Fifty-seven per cent actually.


PETRO (some surprise). I never realised you followed all this – Sofiya?


SOFIYA. What the hell do you know about me these days? I came here in November, you never knew. Three different times! You never even asked where I was.
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