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The Crocodile was commissioned by Manchester International Festival









‘Yes, I will always do what I want. I will never sacrifice anything, not even a whim, for the sake of something I do not desire. What I want, with all my heart, is to make people happy. In this lies my happiness. Mine! Can you hear that, you, in your underground hole?’


Nikolai Chernyshevsky


What Is to Be Done?, 1863









Characters


IVAN MATVEITCH, jobbing actor, thirties


ZACK, his best friend, thirties


ANYA, Zack’s girlfriend and Ivan’s ex, thirties
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Setting


A zoo in St Petersburg. 1865.


There are various animals dotted around the stage: birds in cages, a snake on a branch in a glass case, and, stage right behind a low barrier, a huge, still crocodile.


At the back of the stage are some posters for ‘Extraordinary Wild Animals!’ and some red curtains.


Far stage left a piece of tinsel is tied between two poles.


 


 


This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.









Scene One


Animal noises. Slowly merging with the sound of a crowd, cooing and laughing. Lights fade up on the empty stage.


IVAN (off). I mean, what is the world coming to!? Genuinely!


IVAN, in a tweed hacking jacket, enters mid-flow, declaiming to a seemingly imaginary audience. He is followed by ZACK.


When this is the cultural sensation of the age? When this garbage is what passes for entertainment? Some caged cretins napping and pooing! I mean, what are these people doing here? What are they expecting these animals to actually do?


ZACK. They’re not expecting anything, Ivan, they’ve just not seen them before –


IVAN. Oh, this is the end of days! You mark my words. This year will go down in history as the very nadir of human civilisation –


ZACK. You said that last year as well –


IVAN. And we’ve got worse, haven’t we? We’ve fallen further and fouler! You know why that Darwin bloke worked out we came from these fluffy fucks? You know why that’s happening now? Because we’re turning back in to them, mate. We’re devolving. Pretty soon we’ll grow fur and tails and beaks and scales and waddle into the sea and turn back into shells.


ZACK. Yup. Did you actually read Darwin’s book?


IVAN. I, yes, I read the back.


ZACK. Okay, well, either way, please don’t get angry with me about it –


IVAN. I’m not angry with you, Zack, I’m angry in general. I’m an artist. That’s my job.


ZACK. I, is it – ?


IVAN. I’m angry that the masses lap up this crap! I’m angry about how much it cost to get in here. And, to be honest… I’m still angry that all my friends go out for dinner last night and don’t think to invite me!


ZACK. Oh my God, Ivan, please…


IVAN. I mean, how can that happen?!


ZACK. It was an accident –


IVAN. I felt like a goon!


ZACK. I know, I’m sorry –


IVAN. An absolute bloody goon! Plodding past the window with Nikolai Dudin, seeing you, Anne, Pav, Sonya, Andrei polishing off dessert, and Nikolai’s like ‘Aren’t those your friends, Ivan?’ and I’m like ‘Er… yes, Nikolai, they are – ’


ZACK. We couldn’t get hold of you –


IVAN. Horseshit!


ZACK. You weren’t at home –


IVAN. I’m an actor, Zack, I am always at home!


ZACK. It… okay, look, Ivan… there was a reason you weren’t at dinner, that, we… we wanted to –


IVAN. Do you know what I ate last night?


ZACK. Well, no, clearly not –


IVAN. Cheese and turnip.


ZACK. Right, that’s… as in?


IVAN. Some cheese and then a turnip. It’s not even a meal. It’s never even been a meal.


ZACK. Well, okay, you can’t pin that on us –


IVAN. I don’t like being left out. Ever!


ZACK. It was, yes and I’m saying you weren’t left out, per se, it was, we were talking about you, Ivan, about your shows and…


IVAN. Then you bring me here! Rub my face in this shit!


ZACK. I’m not… what? Rubbing your face in what?


IVAN. This is what’s stealing my bloody audience, mate! This bilge. These… (Points at the cockatiel.) lightweight prats. It’s a knife in the nuts bringing me here, it really is…


ZACK. Okay, well I didn’t know that, Ivan. I didn’t know you were in competition with animals now –


IVAN. I’m in competition with everything, man! And whether I like it or not, and I don’t, this the future of showbiz. Right here. Dancing dogs, weird fish, cross-eyed cats. This’ll be the only toss in town before too long, I kid you not. Survival of the bloody blandest. That’s what they want…


ZACK. I’m sorry you don’t like it here, Ivan, I had no idea that zoos make you angry now as well. We can go and get a coffee once Anya gets here if you’d rather do that.


Beat. IVAN calms down a bit.


IVAN. What about my shows? You said you were talking about my shows. At dinner. What about them?


ZACK. Yes. And this is, I don’t want to talk about it while you’re… het up –


IVAN. I’m not. I’ve het down now. What were you saying about them?


ZACK. Yeah, okay, look, it wasn’t just that we couldn’t get hold of you last night, it was more that… we didn’t. The truth is Ivan, we, not just me, Pavel, Anya, a few of us, thought we should talk about you and… your work and, first up, you should know, we all think you’re amazingly resilient, how you’ve kept plugging away all these years despite uh, everything –


IVAN. Uh-huh –


ZACK. But the thing is, we, not just me, felt that it had got to the point where we had to… say something.


IVAN nods. Beat. A little smile.


IVAN. You don’t…


ZACK. Well… really?


IVAN. I don’t do it for praise, Zack.


ZACK. Oh. No, what?


IVAN. I’m just a guy.


ZACK. Yes, I know, sorry, I mean it’s not that, it’s more the, the other –


IVAN. Say no more…


ZACK. No, I, I think I have to –


IVAN. You’ll embarrass me –


ZACK. We think you should stop, Ivan. With the shows. We think it’s time you… didn’t do them. That was the… what we were talking about.


Long beat.


IVAN. Okay, well, one, no. And two, what?


ZACK. We know you’ve been finding it tough, money-wise, and –


IVAN. The work is its own reward.


ZACK. Okay. But it’s not though, is it?


You’re eating cheese and turnip –


IVAN. Yeah, by choice. I like cheese and turnip.


ZACK. Okay. That wasn’t the impression you gave me just now –


IVAN. Yes, it was.


ZACK. But, look, that’s not the – we think it’s maybe… bad for you –


IVAN. The turnip isn’t –
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ZACK. The work, Ivan. You have to admit, you’ve become a lot more bitter recently. About people younger than you, people getting more attention than you, about circuses, zoos now, you sound, well… paranoid.


IVAN. Has Anne been saying this?


ZACK. Anya, all of us are worried about you, Ivan, yes. That’s all this is.


IVAN. Well… okay, don’t. Don’t worry –


ZACK. And there comes a point where you have to accept that you gave it a good old go, but it’s just not going to happen for you. And that’s fine. Giving up is also, sometimes, very brave.


IVAN. Yeah, look, Zack, I know I’m hard-up and tired and, yes, okay, intense, at times. I’m not buoyant, like you. I’m complicated. And you’re more, not simple but… simpler –


ZACK. Okay, great –


IVAN. We’re fundamentally different creatures. Is what I’m saying. I’m a lion, and you’re a, you know, a cow. They’re both equally good, they’re just different –


ZACK. Lions are clearly better –


IVAN. And when you’re a lion, as I am, you’ve got to follow your nature.


You can’t just join the herd and grow udders and chew the cud –


ZACK. I don’t know what this is meant to mean –


IVAN. It wouldn’t work. Everyone’d be like, ‘Why is there a lion on the, on your farm?’ And the farmer’d be all, ‘Is it definitely a lion?’ and the, this passer-by figure’d be going, ‘Yes, clearly it is, it’s roaring and yellow and has talent and things to say – ’


ZACK. I think you should abandon this metaphor now, Ivan –


IVAN. I’m not giving up, Zack! I need to perform! Regardless of what’s best for me, I just must.


ZACK. Yes, and Anya felt like that at first, but then she started with the cushions and –


IVAN. I have a duty though! To the people –


ZACK. Well… very few people –


IVAN. And to the truth. And to the justice. To expose what’s really going on in this country.


ZACK. Yes but, are you confident you actually… know what that is?


IVAN. Very.


ZACK. But I mean… should you be?


IVAN. The arsehole Tsar is selling Russia down the river! I cannot and will not stop until I have brought that tyrant to his bloody knees!


ZACK. I know, Ivan, you’ve been saying this since college –


IVAN. Yeah, right, because nothing’s changed, has it?


ZACK. Well no, of course it has, he’s freed the serfs for one thing –


IVAN. Oh, open your eyes, boy! They’ve not been freed, they’ve just been released into the free-market feast. Tossed into the jaws of the flesh-eating foreign fat cats. I swear, Zack, when I think about what that man’s done to the serfs it makes me physically vomit.


ZACK. But you… why though, Ivan? You don’t know any serfs –


IVAN. I know serfs, lad! Don’t you worry about that. I’ve met three of them!


ZACK. You live in the city. And you hang out in cafés, wearing that bloody English hunting jacket!


IVAN. It’s a hacking jacket.


ZACK. Moaning about the evil tax-dodging foreign bastards, while blithely buying up their stuff…


IVAN. This was a present from my father –


ZACK. Which you asked for –


IVAN. Which I, this is a very well-made piece of clothes!


ZACK. But you must see the hypocrisy of it, Ivan… you must see that…


Beat.


IVAN. Do you actually believe in me, Zack? In my work?


ZACK. I… if it’s not changing anything, if you’re not getting anywhere, if the audience for the last one was made up of me, Anya, and that man with the dog, then why… don’t keep doing it! Don’t keep getting cross with the public because they’d rather watch a bear balancing on a ball than a grown man pretending to be a potato –


IVAN. I wasn’t pretending to be a potato! Thank you. I was portraying the famine in Northern India from the point of view of the crops – it was highly theatrical. And I’m not cross with the public, I’m cross with the famine. I’m cross it happened –


ZACK. You’re cross that you’re not famous, Ivan. Be honest. Aren’t you?


IVAN. No, I… fame is a curse and I’ve actively tried to avoid it.


ZACK. Well, congratulations, you’ve certainly managed that –


IVAN. They don’t want me to be famous, Zack. Because I confront things. Because I’m dangerous. Because I have integrity. You may have heard of it. Even in the legal world…


Beat. ZACK turns away frustrated.


And don’t describe Mr Poborsky as ‘that man with the dog’, please –


ZACK. He has got a dog –


IVAN. You’re trying to run down my fan! Make him sound like a vagrant –


ZACK. How am I meant to describe him then? I don’t know his name –


IVAN. Well… ‘the retired headmaster’.


ZACK. I don’t know that either –


IVAN. Or maybe ‘the distinguished-looking gentleman with the limps’.


ZACK. Okay, fine! I didn’t mean to… sorry, limps? He’s got limps, plural?


IVAN. Yes. One in each leg. Hence why I often delay the start of the show while he’s dealing with the stairs.


ZACK. Okay. And do you think that maybe… do you think about that?


IVAN. About what?


ZACK. The fact that, and I don’t mean to be blunt, Ivan, that after eight years doing shows, your audience has more limps than paying punters.


IVAN. Do you believe in me, Zack? Cutting to the crap for a sec: do you, my best friend, believe in what I do?


ZACK. I… Ivan, that’s not the –


IVAN. Do you actually like it?


Beat.


ZACK. Yes, I…


IVAN clutches ZACK’s shoulder. And smiles at him.


IVAN. Alright then.


ZACK. The early stuff with Anya, the song-and-dance stuff, was good, but, you know, it’s different now, you’re not getting any younger –


IVAN. I feel like I am actually… I am full to the brim of beans –


IVAN starts doing some dance steps.


ZACK. Everyone’s settling down now. Pav and Sonya are having a baby, Andrei’s moving out of the city, you’re not twenty-five any more, you can’t keep doing this, on your own, to a handful of people, slumming it in a tiny flat, into your forties, it’s not healthy, Ivan, it’s not workable…


IVAN. Mm. They were good, weren’t they?


ZACK. What… what’s that?


IVAN. The shows with Anne.


ZACK. Oh, yeah, they were great. That wasn’t my point though, per se –


IVAN. I’ve still got the maracas somewhere. Do you think she would – ?


ZACK. No. Ivan.


IVAN. Because you’re right, I shouldn’t be doing this on my own –


ZACK. Anya makes cushions now –


IVAN. Yeah, I mean, we can fit it in around the cushions, Zack, you can move cushions around, famously –


ZACK. She’s moved on.


IVAN. You never really move on –


ZACK. She has, she’s –
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IVAN starts busting out a few dance moves. And sings.


IVAN. ‘Don’t fear, my dear, the war in the Crimea. We’re sending you some cheer and beer and gear from over ’ere…’ You’re getting married?
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