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Translator’s Note







When The Seagull was first published in 1896, in the magazine Russian Thought, Chekhov made a few cuts from the original acting edition; the following year, when the play was published in book form, Chekhov removed a few lines which had already been the subject of dispute with the censors or which he feared might cause further difficulties with them. We felt it might be interesting to restore some of these lines and so have included some extra exchanges between Dorn and Polina (from the acting edition) and between Arkadina and Konstantin (from the original magazine edition).


In all other respects, this version follows the full final text approved by Chekhov in 1901. Any minor differences which remain between the text you hold in your hand and Ian Rickson’s production are a result either of changes made during rehearsal at too late a stage to be included here or temporary modifications made in response to specific conditions: the requirements of the set, for example.


The little Russian I once knew has long since faded away; so I have been entirely dependent here (as in my recent version of Three Sisters) on the heavily annotated literal translation provided for me by Vera Liber, to whom I should like to express my gratitude.

























Characters







Irina Nikolayevna Arkadina


an actress


Konstantin Gavrilovich Treplev


her son, a young man


Pyotr Nikolayevich Sorin


her brother


Nina Mikhailovna Zarechnaya


a young girl, daughter of a rich landowner


Ilya Afanasyevich Shamrayev


a retired lieutenant, manager of Sorin’s estate


Polina Andreyevna


his wife


Masha


his daughter


Boris Alexeyevich Trigorin


a writer


Yevgeny Sergeyevich Dorn


a doctor


Semyon Semyonovich Medvedenko


a teacher


Yakov


a workman


A Cook


(male)


A Maid






















Note on the Action and Timing





The action takes place in the house and gardens of Sorin’s estate.


 


There is an interval of two years between Acts Three and Four.





















Act One








Part of the gardens of Sorin’s estate. A wide avenue, leading away from the audience down through the gardens to the lake, is blocked by a stage, hurriedly thrown together for a private performance, so that the lake is no longer visible. Bushes to right and left of the stage. A few chairs and a small table.


The sun has just gone down. Yakov and other workmen are busy on the stage behind the curtain; sounds of coughing and hammering. Masha and Medvedenko enter left, coming back from a walk.




Medvedenko   Why do you always wear black?


Masha   I’m in mourning for my life. I’m unhappy.


Medvedenko   Why? (Thoughtfully.) I don’t understand … Your health is good, your father may not be rich, but he has all he needs. My life’s far harder than yours. I make twenty-three roubles a month, that’s all, not counting pension deductions, and I don’t go round wearing black.




They sit down.





Masha   It’s nothing to do with money. You can be poor and happy.


Medvedenko   You can in theory; but what happens in practice is this: there’s me, there’s my mother, my two sisters and my little brother, and my salary is twenty-three roubles. We have to eat and drink, don’t we? We need tea and sugar, don’t we? I need my tobacco. So there’s not a lot of elbow room.


Masha   (looking over at the stage) The play’s starting soon.


Medvedenko   Yes. Miss Zarechnaya’s acting in it, and Konstantin Gavrilovich has written it. They’re in love with one another and today their souls will unite in an effort to achieve a single artistic goal. Whereas my soul and your soul have no common point of connection. I love you, I’m so obsessed with you I can’t stay at home, so every day I walk four miles here and four miles back and all I get from you is utter indifference. I quite understand. I have no money and a large family to support … Who’d want to marry a man who can hardly feed himself?


Masha   Don’t be ridiculous!




She takes a pinch of snuff.





I’m touched by your love, I just can’t return it, that’s all.




She offers him the snuff-box.





Help yourself.


Medvedenko   Don’t feel like it.




Pause.





Masha   It’s so humid; I expect there’ll be a storm in the night. If you’re not theorising, you’re talking about money. You claim there’s nothing worse than poverty, but in my opinion it’d be infinitely simpler to be a beggar wearing rags than to … Not that you’d ever understand …




Sorin and Treplev enter, right.





Sorin   (leaning on his walking-stick) You know, the thing is, my boy, I’ve never really got to grips with living in the country and, I hardly need say this, I don’t think I’ll ever feel on top of it. I went to bed at ten last night and this morning I woke up at nine feeling as if all that sleep had gummed my brain to my skull, you know what I mean? (He laughs.) Then after lunch I nodded off again, quite by accident, and now I feel shattered, as if I were in the middle of some nightmare or something …


Treplev   Yes, you’d be much better off in town.




He sees Masha and Medvedenko.





We’ll call you when we’re ready to start, but you shouldn’t be here now. Please go away.


Sorin   (to Masha) Marya Ilyinichna, would you be so kind as to ask your papa to tell them to untie the dog so it doesn’t howl? It kept my sister awake all night again.


Masha   Speak to my father yourself, I’m not going to. Please don’t ask me. (To Medvedenko.) Come on!


Medvedenko   (to Treplev) You’ll be sure and send someone for us in good time?




They both leave.





Sorin   That means the dog’s going to howl all night again. It’s a nonsense really, I’ve never been able to live in the country the way I wanted to. In the old days I used to get a month off and come down here for a rest, you know what I mean, but there’d be so many idiotic little problems to be dealt with, you wouldn’t be here a day before you’d be desperate to escape again. (He laughs.) I’ve always been delighted to get away from this place … But now I’m retired, there’s nowhere else for me to go, when it comes down to it. So on we go, like it or not …


Yakov   (to Treplev) Konstantin Gavrilovich, we’re going for a swim.


Treplev   Fine, as long as you’re back in your places in ten minutes. (He looks at his watch.) It’ll be starting soon.


Yakov   Yes, sir.




He goes off. Treplev looks at the stage.





Treplev   Here it is, our theatre. A curtain, one wing, the other, and beyond that, empty space. No set of any kind. Open view on to the lake and the horizon. We’ll raise the curtain at exactly half-past eight, as the moon is rising.


Sorin   Wonderful.


Treplev   Of course, if Nina’s late, the whole effect will be ruined. She should be here by now. Her father and stepmother keep a close watch on her, and, for her, getting out of the house is like a prison-break.




He straightens his uncle’s tie.





Your hair and beard are a bit of a shambles. Could do with a trim or something …


Sorin   (combing his beard) Yes, it’s the tragedy of my life. I was just the same when I was young, always looked as if I’d been on the bottle, you know what I mean? Women never took to me.




He sits down.





Why’s my sister in such a bad mood?


Treplev   Why? Because she’s bored.




He sits down next to him.





And she’s jealous. She’s anti me, anti the performance and anti my play, because she’s not in it and Nina is. She hasn’t read my play but she already hates it.


Sorin   (laughing) You’re imagining it, honestly …


Treplev   She’s angry that even on this tiny little stage, it’ll be Nina’s triumph and not hers. (He looks at his watch.) My mother’s a real psychological curiosity. Undoubtedly talented, intelligent, capable of crying her eyes out over a book, she can rattle off the whole of Nekrassov by heart or look after the sick like an angel; but just try praising Duse in front of her. Hah! She’s the only one you can praise, she’s the only one you can write about, you have to foam at the mouth about her, you have to rave about her astonishing performance in La Dame aux Camélias or The Ecstasy of Life, but since there’s no supply of this particular drug out here in the country, she gets bored and irritable, and we’re all her enemies, it’s all our fault. Added to which, she’s superstitious, she’s terrified of three candles or the number thirteen. And she’s stingy. She has seventy thousand in the bank in Odessa – I know that for a fact. But try asking her for a loan and she’ll burst into tears.


Sorin   You’ve decided your mother doesn’t like your play, but it’s all in your head, you’re just working yourself up into a lather for no reason. Calm down, your mother adores you.


Treplev   (pulling the petals off a flower) She loves me, she loves me not; she loves me, she loves me not; she loves me, she loves me not. (He laughs.) You see, my mother doesn’t love me. How could she? She wants to live and love and wear vivid blouses, but here I am, twenty-five years old, and a constant reminder that she’s not young any more. When I’m not around she can be thirty-two, but when I am, she’s forty-three, and she hates me for it. She also knows I have no respect for the theatre. She loves the theatre, she seems to think she’s a servant of humanity or the sacred cause of art, whereas, as far as I’m concerned, the modern theatre’s in a blind alley, a fenced-off blind alley. When the curtain goes up and those great geniuses, those priests of sacred art, artificially lit, in a room with three walls, reproduce the way people eat, drink, love, move about and put their jackets on; when they try to concoct some moral out of their crass scenes and dreary lines – some petty, over-simplified moral, some one-size-fits-all moral for handy domestic use; when I’m offered a thousand varieties of the same thing, over and over and over again – then I run for it, run away, like Maupassant ran away from the Eiffel Tower, because its crass vulgarity was pulverising his brain.


Sorin   You couldn’t do without the theatre.


Treplev   New forms. We need new forms and if they’re none to be had, we’d be better off with nothing at all. (He looks at his watch.) I love my mother, I love her very much; but her life is futile, she smokes and drinks and spends all her time fretting over that writer she lives with. Her name is never out of the papers – and I’m fed up with it. Sometimes I feel, you know, just an ordinary selfish impulse, and sometimes I’m sorry my mother is a famous actress and think if she were an ordinary woman, I could be happier. Uncle, could anything be more hopeless and stupid than my situation? I’ll be round at her place sometimes in a room jam full of celebrities, actors and writers, and I’ll be the only one of the lot of them who’s a nobody and the only reason they put up with me is that I’m her son. Who am I? What am I? I left university in my final year, due to causes for which, as they say, the editor accepts no responsibility; I have no qualifications, no money, not one kopeck and according to my passport, I’m a petit-bourgeois from Kiev. Well, my father was a petit-bourgeois from Kiev, although he was also a well-known actor. And when those actors and writers in her drawing room would turn their kind attention to me, it always seemed to me from their expressions that they were just gauging my insignificance – I could guess what they were thinking, it was painfully humiliating …


Sorin   By the way, that writer, would you mind telling me what sort of a person he is? I can’t make him out at all. He never opens his mouth.


Treplev   He’s an intelligent man, unpretentious, a bit, you know, melancholy. Pretty decent. He’s still nowhere near forty, but he’s already famous, his cup runneth over … As for his work, well … what can I say? It’s clever and charming, but … if you’ve read Tolstoy or Zola, you wouldn’t want to read Trigorin.


Sorin   Well, my boy, I love writers. Once upon a time, I had two passionate desires: I wanted to get married and I wanted to be a writer; didn’t satisfy either of them. Yes. Would have been nice even to have been a minor writer, you know what I mean?


Treplev   (listening) Someone’s coming … (He embraces his uncle.) I can’t live without her … Even the sound of her footsteps is beautiful … I’m deliriously happy.




He hurries to meet Nina Zarechnaya, as she appears.





My spellbinder, my dream …


Nina   (agitated) I’m not late, am I? … I know I’m not late …


Treplev   (kissing her hands) No, no, no …


Nina   I’ve been in a state all day, I’ve been so terrified! I was afraid my father wouldn’t let me come … He’s only just gone out with my stepmother. The sky’s red, the moon is starting to rise and I spurred the horse on, I spurred it on. (She laughs.) But I’m happy.




She shakes Sorin’s hand warmly.





Sorin   (laughing) Your eyes, you look as if you’ve been crying … Ha, ha! Not so good!


Nina   It’s nothing … Look how out of breath I am. I have to leave in half an hour, we’d better hurry. I can’t stay any longer, you mustn’t keep me, for God’s sake! My father doesn’t know I’m here.


Treplev   In fact, we should be starting right away. We need to fetch everyone.


Sorin   You know what, I’ll go. Toot suite. (He moves off to the right, singing.) ‘Home to France marched two grenadiers …’ (He looks back.) I once piped up singing like this and one of the prosecutors, colleague of mine, said to me: ‘I must say, Your Excellency, you have a powerful voice …’ Then he thought for a minute and went on: ‘Powerful, but hideous.’




He laughs and goes off.





Nina   My father and his wife won’t let me come here. They say it’s too Bohemian … they’re afraid I’ll be infected and want to be an actress … But I’m as drawn to this lake as if I were a seagull … My heart is full of you all.


Treplev   We’re alone.


Nina   I think there’s someone coming …


Treplev   No one’s coming.




They kiss.





Nina   What kind of tree is that?


Treplev   An elm.


Nina   Why is it so dark?


Treplev   It’s evening, everything’s turning dark. Don’t go away so soon, please, I beg you.


Nina   I have to, I’m not allowed to stay.


Treplev   Suppose I come to your house, Nina? I’ll stand in the garden all night, just gazing up at your window.


Nina   You mustn’t, the watchman’ll catch you. And Treasure isn’t used to you, he’ll bark.


Treplev   I love you.


Nina   Ssh …


Treplev   (hearing footsteps) Who’s that? Is that you, Yakov?


Yakov   (behind the stage) It is, sir.


Treplev   All right, places. It’s time. Is the moon rising?


Yakov   It is, sir.


Treplev   Do you have the meths? And the sulphur? When the red eyes light up, there has to be a smell of sulphur. (To Nina.) Off you go, everything’s prepared. Are you nervous?


Nina   Very. I don’t mind your mother, I’m not afraid of her, but Trigorin is here … acting in front of him makes me feel frightened, mortified … a famous writer … Is he young?


Treplev   Yes.


Nina   His stories are so wonderful!


Treplev   (coldly) I wouldn’t know. I’ve never read them.


Nina   Your play’s difficult to act in. There aren’t any living characters.


Treplev   Living characters! You have to show life not as it is, not even as it ought to be, but as you see it in your dreams.


Nina   Yes, but there’s not much action, is there, it’s just a lot of speeches. And I think you always have to have love in a play …




They go behind the stage. Polina Andreyevna and Dorn appear.





Polina   It’s getting damp. Go back in and put on your galoshes.


Dorn   I’m hot.


Polina   You won’t look after yourself. It’s sheer pigheadedness. You’re a doctor, you know perfectly well damp air is bad for you, you just want to make me miserable; yesterday you deliberately spent all evening sitting on the terrace …


Dorn   (humming) ‘Where is my youth . .?’


Polina   You were so engrossed in your conversation with Irina Nikolayevna … you didn’t notice the cold. Tell the truth … you find her attractive.


Dorn   I’m fifty-five.


Polina   That’s nothing, that’s no age for a man. You’re extremely well-preserved and you’re still attractive to women.


Dorn   You’d rather I wasn’t?


Polina   You’re all dying to bow down and worship an actress. All you men!


Dorn   (humming) ‘Here I am at your feet …’ If people love actors and treat them differently from, say, businessmen, that’s just the way things are. It’s called idealism.


Polina   Women were always falling in love with you and clinging round your neck. Was that idealism as well?


Dorn   (shrugging his shoulders) What’s it matter? There’s a lot to be said for the way women felt about me. What they liked most about me was that I was an excellent doctor. Ten or fifteen years ago, if you remember, I was the only decent obstetrician in this whole area. Also, I’ve always been honest.


Polina   (seizing his hand) Darling!


Dorn   Quiet. They’re coming.




Arkadina comes in, arm in arm with Sorin, followed by Trigorin, Shamrayev, Medvedenko and Masha.





Shamrayev   In 1873 at the Poltava festival, she gave the most amazing performance. Pure pleasure! Wonderful performance! And the comic actor, Chadin, I don’t suppose you know what’s become of him? He was incredible in Krechinsky’s Wedding, even better than Sadovsky, take my word for it, dear lady. But where is he now?


Arkadina   You keep throwing these prehistoric names at me. How should I know?




She sits down.





Shamrayev   (sighing) Pashka Chadin! There’s no one out there to touch him. The theatre’s on its last legs, Irina Nikolayevna! Once upon a time, there were mighty oaks, now all you see is tree stumps.


Dorn   It’s true there may be fewer genuinely brilliant individuals these days; but the general standard of acting is far higher.


Shamrayev   I can’t agree with you. Although, of course, it’s a matter of taste. De gustibus aut bene, aut nihil.




Treplev emerges from behind the stage.





Arkadina   (to her son) Ah, my son; when’s it starting, dear?


Treplev   In a minute. Just be patient, please.


Arkadina   (quoting from Hamlet)








‘O Hamlet, speak no more:


Thou turn’st mine eyes into my very soul,


And there I see such black and grained spots


As will not leave their tinct.’











Treplev   (from Hamlet)








‘Nay, but to live


In the rank sweat of an enseamed bed,


Stewed in corruption, honeying and making love


Over the nasty sty …’













A horn sounds from behind the stage.





Ladies and gentlemen, we’re ready to begin. Your attention, please!




Pause.





I begin. (He taps a stick on the stage and speaks in a loud voice.) Oh, you honoured ancient shades, floating above the surface of the night lake, lull us to sleep and let us dream of what will come to pass two hundred thousand years from now!


Sorin   Two hundred thousand years from now, there’ll be nothing.


Treplev   Then let them show us this nothing.


Arkadina   Yes, let them. We’ve been told to go to sleep.




The curtain rises, revealing a view of the lake; the moon is above the horizon, its reflection in the water; Nina Zarechnaya, all in white, is seated on a large rock.





Nina   Human beings, lions, eagles and partridges, antlered deer, geese, spiders, fish, silent beneath the waters, starfish and invisible microscopic creatures – all living things, all living things, all living things, their tragic cycle finally complete, are now extinct.


For thousands of centuries, no living species has moved across the face of the earth and this poor moon has shone her lamp in vain. The cranes no longer wake whooping in the meadow and in the lime groves the May beetles are silent.


Cold, cold, cold.


Bleak, bleak, bleak.


Petrifying, petrifying, petrifying.




Pause.





The bodies of all living creatures have crumbled into dust, and the eternal laws of matter have transformed them into rock, into water, into clouds, and their souls have melted into one soul. And I … I am that universal soul. The souls of Alexander the Great, of Caesar, Shakespeare and Napoleon and of the lowliest leech are all within me. Human consciousness and animal instinct are combined in me and I know everything, everything, everything.


I live each life anew within myself.




Will-o’-the-wisps appear.





Arkadina   It’s one of those decadent things.


Treplev   (imploringly and reproachfully) Mother!


Nina   I’m alone. Once in every hundred years, I raise my voice to speak and the sound echoes melancholy through the void and no one hears … Not even you hear me, pale fires … The stagnant marsh pushes you out into the darkness and you wander until dawn, unthinking, unconsenting, lacking the vital spark. And for fear that life might quicken within you, the devil, the father of eternal matter, shuffles your atoms in continuous flux and reflux, as he does in rock and water, so that your fate is never-ending change. Through the whole universe everything changes, everything mutates but the spirit.




Pause.





Like a prisoner thrown into a deep, empty well, I don’t know where I am or why I’m waiting. Everything is hidden from me but the knowledge that in my stubborn, brutal struggle with the devil, the origin of all material forces, I am destined to conquer, and when I do, matter and spirit will merge in glorious harmony and the kingdom of universal freedom will be born. But this can only come to pass inch by inch, through many long millennia, after the moon and brilliant Sirius and the earth itself have come to dust … until then, the horror, oh, the horror …




Pause; two red spots appear against the lake.





See, my mighty adversary, the devil, draws near. I see his fearsome crimson eyes …


Arkadina   There’s a smell of sulphur. Is that intentional?


Treplev   Yes.


Arkadina   (laughing) I see, it’s an effect.


Treplev   Mother!


Nina   Without man, he is lonely …


Polina   (to Dorn) You’ve taken your hat off. Put it on, you’ll catch cold.


Arkadina   The Doctor’s taken his hat off to pay his respects to the devil, the father of eternal matter.


Treplev   (flaring up, loudly) That’s it! The play’s over! Curtain!


Arkadina   Why are you getting so exercised?


Treplev   That’s it! Curtain! Lower the curtain! (Stamping his foot.) Curtain!




The curtain falls.





I apologise! I forgot that writing plays and acting in them is reserved for the elite. I’ve broken the monopoly! I … I …




He wants to say more, but instead goes out left with a dismissive wave of his hand.





Arkadina   Whatever’s the matter with him?


Sorin   Irina, my dear, a young man’s pride, you must be a little more careful.


Arkadina   Why, what did I say?


Sorin   You hurt his feelings.


Arkadina   But earlier on he told us his play was a joke, so I treated it like a joke.


Sorin   All the same …


Arkadina   Now it turns out he’s written a masterpiece! Really! And he’s put on this exhibition and fumigated us with sulphur, not as a joke, but as some kind of provocation … He wants to teach us how to write and what to act. I’m bored by all this. These continual sneers at my expense, these constant pinpricks, say what you like, they’re enough to try anyone’s patience. He’s a moody, arrogant boy.


Sorin   He was trying to please you.


Arkadina   Is that right? Then why didn’t he choose an ordinary sort of play, rather than making us sit through this decadent gibberish. Not that I mind listening to a bit of gibberish if it’s a joke, but no, what we have here is pretending to be a new form, a new era in art. If you ask me, far from being a new form, it’s just bad manners.


Trigorin   Everyone chooses his own subject and writes to the best of his ability.


Arkadina   Let him choose his own subject and write to the best of his ability; and then let him leave me out of it.


Dorn   Ah, the wrath of Jupiter …


Arkadina   I’m not Jupiter, I’m a woman. (She lights a cigarette.) And I’m not angry; I’m just irritated that a young man chooses to pass his time in such an uninteresting way. I didn’t mean to hurt his feelings.
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