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             Premiere Production

         

         Uncle Vanya in this version by Terry Johnson was first performed at Hampstead Theatre, London, on 30 November 2018. The cast, in order of appearance, was as follows:

         
             

         

         Astrov  Alec Newman

         Marina  June Watson

         Vanya  Alan Cox

         Serebriakov  Robin Soans

         Telyeghin  David Shaw-Parker

         Sonia  Alice Bailey Johnson

         Yeliena  Abbey Lee

         Maryia  Kika Markham

         The Workman  Paul Hamilton

         
             

         

         Directed by  Terry Johnson

         Designed by  Tim Shortall

         Lighting by  Ben Ormerod

         Sound by  Emma Laxton

         Composed by  Colin Towns 

      

   


   
      
         

            Characters

         

         
            Serebriakov 

            Alexandre Vladimirovich

            a retired professor

            
                

            

            Yeliena Andryeevna

            (Héléne Lienochka)

            his wife, aged twenty-seven

            
                

            

            Sonia

            (Sophia Alexandrovna)

            his daughter by his first wife

            
                

            

            Maryia

            (Maryia Vassilievna Voinitskaia)

            widow and mother of the professor’s first wife.

            
                

            

            Vanya

            (Ivan Petrovitch Voinitsky)

            her son

            
                

            

            Astrov 

            (Mihail Lvovitch)

            a doctor

            
                

            

            Telyeghin

            (Ilyia Ilyitch, or ‘Waffles’)

            a landowner reduced to poverty

            
                

            

            Marina

            an old children’s nurse

            
                

            

            Workman

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Uncle Vanya

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Act One

            

         

         A garden. Beyond, a house and terrace. We are under an old poplar. A swing hangs from it, and a table has been laid for tea. On one of the garden chairs lies a guitar. It is some time in the afternoon. The sky is overcast. 

         Marina, a small elderly woman, sits beside a samovar, knitting. Astrov is pacing nearby. Marina pours some tea, proffers a glass.

         
            Marina    Here we are. Have a little drink.

            Astrov    Thank you, I’m not really bothered.

            
               The tea remains profferred. He eventually notices and takes the tea.

            

            Thank you.

            Marina    Or perhaps a drop of vodka?

            Astrov    I don’t drink vodka, well, not every day. It’s too hot anyway, too humid.

            
               A pause.

            

            How many years have you known me?

            Marina    Oh, Lord knows. You moved here, when was it …? Little Sonia’s mother was still alive. You were with us her last two winters … That would be eleven years. Or maybe more.

            Astrov    Have I changed since then?

            Marina    Oh yes, you were young and handsome then. You’re older now, and your looks have gone. And you do drink vodka; most of the time.

            Astrov    I know. Ten years and I’m a different man. And why? I work too hard. Morning, noon and night; I never get a moment’s peace. When I finally do get to bed I can’t sleep in case I’m dragged out to a patient. I’ve not had a day’s holiday all the time you’ve known me; of course I look old. I live a tedious, stupid, squalid life and it’s dragging me under. I’m surrounded by eccentrics – everyone I know is an eccentric – and after a few years you look at yourself and voilà: you’re the most eccentric of the lot.

            
               He twists his long moustache.

            

            And I’ve grown a disgusting great moustache, stupid bloody thing. I’m rapidly becoming a complete idiot. I’m not an imbecile yet, the brain still functions but the feelings are somewhat … dulled. There’s nothing I wish for any more. Nothing I desire. No one I love.

            
               Pause.

            

            Except you, of course. I’m head over heels for you.

            
               Kisses her on the head.

            

            I had a nanny myself, when I was a child.

            Marina    Have something to eat.

            Astrov    No, thanks. First week of Lent I went to Malitskoe; the typhus epidemic. Inside you could barely move for the sick. The filth, the stench, smoke everywhere. Some lay on the floor with the animals, the new-born calves, the piglets. I worked all day to treat them; I didn’t rest, I didn’t eat, I finally got home and was I allowed to sleep? No. They arrived with a signalman, injured on the railway. I put him on the table to amputate, I gave him chloroform. He died on me. And just when I could least do with it, I found myself … feeling again. I even found I had a conscience. As if I’d killed the man on purpose. So I sat down, I closed my eyes and I thought: I wonder if those who come after us, those for whom we struggle through all this … will they remember us? Speak kindly of us? Well, Nanny, I don’t bloody well think so.

            Marina    What we forget, God remembers.

            Astrov    Well put.

            
               Vanya comes out of the house, dishevelled after a long nap.

            

            Vanya    Yes?

            
               A pause. They stare at him.

            

            Yes.

            Astrov    Had a good sleep?

            Vanya    Yes … very good.

            
               He sits on a garden seat and adjusts his tie.

            

            Since the professor and his … wife came to live here, our usual routine has been somewhat … upset. Now I sleep at the wrong times, I eat the wrong things for lunch, and I drink. I drink! It’s not good for me. In the past I never had a free moment; we worked all the hours God sent. Now Sonia works and I sleep. I eat. I drink! I drink wine! All this leisure will be the death of me.

            Marina    I don’t know, I really don’t. The professor don’t get up till twelve so the samovar’s kept boiling. We used to have dinner at dinner time, now we have to have it in the evening. Six on the dot. He spends the night reading, writing, never mind sleeping, then it’s one in the morning and ding ding ding; he wants some tea. So up we get again to boil the samovar. I don’t know, I really don’t.

            Astrov    Are they staying much longer?

            Vanya    Oh, only a century or so. He’s decided to settle. Like sediment.

            Marina    I really don’t! It’s been on the table two hours now, and they’re off walking.

            
               Voices are heard.

            

            Vanya    They’re coming. Yup; they’re coming! Now don’t fuss!

            
               Serebriakov, Yeliena, Sonia and Telyeghin enter from the far side of the garden.

            

            Serebriakov    … It’s beautiful. Beautiful.

            Telyeghin    Oh, the scenery here is unique.

            Serebriakov    Unique to this region, in any case.

            Sonia    Tomorrow we should visit the plantation. Would you like that, Father?

            Vanya    Tea’s ready.

            Serebriakov    My friend, would you be good enough to send my tea to my study? I’m far from finished for the day.

            Sonia    I’m sure you’d find the plantation of great interest. We grow tea now; and perhaps cotton; time will tell …

            
               Yeliena, Serebriakov and Sonia go inside. Telyeghin sits by Marina.

            

            Vanya    It’s sixty degrees in the shade, and the Great Man, our intellectual superior, is in his overcoat and galoshes. He’s carrying gloves and an umbrella.

            Astrov    He’s taking good care of himself.

            Vanya    But how lovely is she? Simply lovely. I have never seen a more beautiful woman.

            Telyeghin    You know, I drive through a field, I take a walk in the shade, or I just stare at this table and you know … I feel indescribably happy. The weather, the birds, sitting here with one another … what more could we need?

            Vanya    Her eyes. Mmm? A wonderful woman.

            Astrov    Talk to us, Vanya.

            Vanya    What about?

            Astrov    Tell us something we don’t know.

            Vanya    There isn’t anything. Nothing’s new but everything’s older. I’m the same as I’ve always been except worse because I’ve grown lazy. I don’t do anything, I just moan about it like some old geriatric. Talking of whom, my mother, the mad old crow, squawks on and on about female emancipation. She’s got one foot in the grave and her head in some erudite tome or another searching for the new dawn.

            Astrov    And the professor?

            Vanya    The professor, invariably, sits in his study all day and all night writing.

            
               He pulls out a passage torn from a publication.

            

            ‘To write is to think. And to think not the commonplace thoughts with which all men might idle away their lives, but those thoughts which herald a new vision for all. To think not for oneself, but for mankind.’ I feel sorry for the paper he writes on. I can’t wait for the autobiography. What a superb portrait that’ll be. A retired academic, a dull man grown somewhat duller and rather dusty, rather brittle, like a dried fish. He’s afflicted with rheumatism and the gout, suffers endless migraine and his liver’s swollen, not with cirrhosis, but with sheer envy. Said fish is high and dry; living on his first wife’s country estate because he can no longer afford to live anywhere else. His favourite pastime is to witter on and on about his great misfortune when in fact he’s the luckiest sod I ever met! Son of a sexton, trained as priest, a university education, God knows how, a professorship. Then the honours, and the good marriage, so on and so forth, but here’s the thing. For twenty-five years this man has been lecturing and writing about art, and for twenty-five years he has failed to learn anything whatsoever about it. For a quarter of a century he has been regurgitating other people’s ideas about realism, naturalism, any other sort of nonsense, and has never written one damn thing an intelligent person didn’t know in the first place. Or that an idiot would ever care about in any case. Twenty-five years of wasted time. A lifetime, wasted. Now he’s retired, not a living soul remembers him. He’s virtually unknown, therefore entirely unentitled to any reputation he did once enjoy, and how does he see himself? How does he behave? He struts around as if he owns the bloody place.

            Astrov    Envy of course has nothing to do with it.

            Vanya    Of course I envy him! His inexplicable success with women for a start! Don Juan would be in awe. Casanova would take notes. My sister … his first wife was a beautiful creature. Pure as the sky. Gentle and generous and noble of heart; she had more admirers than he’s had pupils. And she loved him as only an angel can love; with a love that should be reserved for one as innocent and pure as themselves. My mother still adores him; she’s besotted. And now … the second wife. Well, you’ve just seen her. She’s intelligent, she’s … beautiful. And she married him. An older man? No; the oldest man she could find, evidently. She has given him her youth, her beauty, and her freedom. Her entire self. Why, for God’s sake? Whatever for?

            Astrov    Is she faithful?

            Vanya    Is she? Yes, I’m sure, I’m sorry to say.

            Astrov    Sorry? Why?

            Vanya    Because it’s not in good faith, is it? That kind of fidelity. It’s just rhetoric. It would be immoral, would it? To be unfaithful to an old man she can’t possibly desire? Then what would it be to stifle the best of yourself; your youth, your vivacity, and deny yourself anything and everything you might someday feel? That’s what’s immoral!

            Telyeghin    Vanya, please don’t say such things. Those who would betray the sanctity of marriage, from within or otherwise, well … they’d be an untrustworthy sort. A damn traitor.

            Vanya    Oh, shut up, Waffles.

            Telyeghin    No, forgive me Vanya, but … My wife ran away the day after our wedding. With the man she loved. I can only imagine my unprepossessing appearance had something to do with it. But I’m proud to say I’ve never failed in my duty towards her. I still love her. And I’ve been faithful to her. And I have spent my last penny educating their children. I have surrendered my happiness but I have retained my pride. She on the other hand – well, her youth has gone, and her beauty has faded, as nature thus ordains. And the man she loved has died. She has nothing left, Vanya. She’s nothing left.

            
               Enter Sonia and Yeliena, followed by Maryia Vassilievna, who sits to read. When tea is put in front of her, she drinks without looking up.

            

            Sonia    Nanny, there are some peasants at the door; please go and deal with them. I’ll pour the tea.

            
               Marina goes out. Yeliena takes her tea to the swing.

            

            Astrov    (to Yeliena) I came to see your husband. You wrote that he was ill. Rheumatism, something else. But I find he’s in perfectly good health.

            Yeliena    Last night he was very depressed. He complained of pains in his legs. He seems happier today.

            Astrov    Well, I only galloped twenty miles to get here. Not for the first time, probably not the last. If I stay over at least I’ll get a good night’s sleep.

            Sonia    Oh, that would be splendid. We see so little of you. Have you eaten?

            Astrov    No.

            Sonia    Then you must dine with us. Nowadays we ‘dine at six’. This tea’s cold.

            Telyeghin    Oh, that’ll be the temperature.

            Yeliena    Never mind, Ivan Ivanovitch, we will drink it cold.

            Telyeghin    Excuse me but … my name’s not Ivan Ivanovitch. It’s Ilya Ilyitch. Ilyia Iliyitch Telyeghin, or as some people call me on account of my face, Waffles. I’m Sonia’s godfather and your good husband knows me well. I live here on the estate. You may have been kind enough to notice that … I dine with you each evening.

            Sonia    Ilya Ilyich is our right-hand man. Let me pour you some tea.

            Maryia    Oh!

            Sonia    What’s the matter, Grandmama?

            Maryia    I forgot to tell Alexandre … I’ll forget my own head … I had a letter today from Paviel Aleksyeevitch, from Harkov. He sent us his new pamphlet.

            Astrov    Is it interesting?

            Maryia    Interesting but odd. He manages to disprove everything he’s maintained for the last seven years. Isn’t that awful? 

            Vanya    Nothing awful about it whatsoever; drink your tea.

            Maryia    No. I wish to talk.

            Vanya    We’ve been talking forever. We’ve been reading pamphlets and discussing them for the last fifty years. Isn’t it about time we all shut up?

            Maryia    I’ve noticed you don’t like listening when I talk. Far be it from me to say so, but you’ve changed a great deal in the last twelve months. I barely recognise you. You were a man of conviction, once upon a time. You were an inspiration.

            Vanya    No, no. To be an inspiration it’s necessary to have inspired someone. My life has been so notably uninspired I have failed to inspire even myself. I listen to you for thirty seconds and you say something that would be funny if it wasn’t so deeply bloody hurtful. I’m fortyseven years old. Until recently I had entirely deluded myself (as you still do, aided and abetted by deep literature and shallow pedantry) that life was fine. Never mind the actuality; I followed the light, I jumped through the hoops. But now? I lie awake, night after night, up to my neck in a rank pond of regret. Or in a fury of frustration, that I could have let so much time slip by so stupidly.

            Sonia    Boring, Uncle Vanya.

            Vanya    That if I’d … that I maybe could have had all those things that my age will now forever deny me.

            Sonia    Very boring.

            Maryia    The principles you once held are not to blame. You are to blame. Principles are nothing in themselves. If you held them for no reason you should have abandoned them and done something that mattered. 

            Vanya    Well sadly, nothing matters. Even we don’t matter. Some of us don’t matter at all. Some of us can’t write complete and utter rubbish till the cows come home …

            Maryia    What are you on about?

            Sonia    Grandmama! Uncle Vanya! Please.

            Vanya    Alright! Alright. I’ll hold my tongue. I’m sorry.

            
               Pause.

            

            Yeliena    What a lovely day. Warm, but with a touch of autumn in the air.

            Vanya    Yes. This would be the perfect sort of day to hang oneself.

            
               Telyeghin tunes his guitar. Marina comes out of the house to call the chickens.

            

            Marina    Chook chook chook … Chook chook chook …

            Sonia    What did the peasants want?

            Marina    Same as ever. Why’s that bit of land going to waste? Because it’s wasteland. Chook chook chook chook!

            Sonia    Which one is it?

            Marina    The speckled one. She’s gone off with her chicks. The crows’ll get ’em.

            
               She wanders away.

            

            Vanya    If we sit very quietly, maybe the crows will get us.

            
               Telyeghin plays a polka. They listen in silence until a Workman enters.

            

            Workman    Excuse us. Is the doctor here?

            Astrov    Yes?

            Workman    They’ve come for you, sir. 

            Astrov    Who have?

            Workman    From the factory. Been an accident.

            Astrov    Oh well, that’s just great. Thank you. I’ll have to go.

            
               He looks around for his cap.

            

            Damn it! A bloody nuisance.

            Sonia    It is. It’s annoying. Come back for dinner when you’re finished at the factory.

            Astrov    No, it’ll be too late. I shouldn’t anyway, I shouldn’t. Could I possibly have a glass of something, vodka … perhaps? In any case, I shouldn’t have.

            
               He finds his cap.

            

            There’s a play by Ostrovsky and there’s a man with a huge moustache and very little intelligence, that’s me. Goodbye then, to all of you. Goodbye. (Suddenly, to Yeliena.) If you ever care to look me up, yourself and Sonia here, you’d be very welcome. It’s only a small estate, about ninety acres, but there’s a model orchard and a nursery bar none, if you’re interested. And next to my place there’s a fir plantation, the forester’s ancient and invariably ill so I’m more or less in charge of the whole damn thing.

            Yeliena    Yes, I’ve heard you’re passionate about trees. It’s important, I’m sure, but doesn’t it interfere with your vocation? You’re a doctor, after all.

            Astrov    Well, God only knows one’s true vocation.

            Yeliena    Is it interesting?

            Astrov    Oh yes, it’s fascinating work.

            Vanya    And here we go. 

            Yeliena    You’re still a young man. What are you … thirty-six, thirty-seven? I don’t believe you’re as fascinated by trees as you say you are. Surely if you’ve seen one tree … you’ve seen them all.

            Sonia    No. No, it’s extremely interesting. Mihail Lvovitch plants new forests every year. He’s won awards. He was given a medal. He’s fighting to preserve the old forest. If you listened to him you’d understand, and you’d agree with him. He believes that a forest adds beauty to the countryside, and that natural beauty teaches men to aspire to a loftier way of thinking. Forests make a harsh climate milder and in a mild climate people expend less energy struggling with nature and so they become gentler and more capable of tender feelings. In the countries with forests the people are more sensitive, more beautiful, more graceful in spirit. They move gracefully, they speak elegantly. The fine arts flourish, and science and philosophy and … everybody’s cheerful … and their attitude towards women is greatly refined and far more courteous.

            Vanya    (laughing) Bravo! All very charming, and not in the least convincing. (To Astrov.) Forgive me, my friend but I shall continue to burn innocent maples in my stove and build my barn with slaughtered birch.

            Astrov    Burn turf in your stove, build your barn of stone! Alright, if people really need it, cut wood, but why destroy entire forests? The Russian forests are literally groaning under the axe. Millions of trees destroyed, the habitats, the animals, the birds … The rivers are drying up, wonderful scenery is disappearing forever, and all because people are too lazy or too stupid to bend over and pick up their fuel from the ground. (To Yeliena.) You must agree. A man who burns beauty in a stove, who would destroy what he cannot create, is an uncivilised imbecile. Man was endowed with reason so that he could enhance the natural world and all he does is diminish it. The forests tumble, the rivers run arid, species face extinction, the climate’s ruined and the earth grows poorer and more repugnant every day. (To Vanya.) I know what you’re thinking and I know what you think of me. And maybe I am … peculiar. But when I walk through the woods, when I walk through a wood I saved … when I hear wind in the leaves of trees that I planted with these hands … I realise that the earth itself, to some small but I hope not insignificant extent, is also here. In these hands. And if there’s any happiness to be had in a thousand years time then yes, a little of that as well. I plant a small birch and return to see it growing green and swaying in the breeze … it fills my heart, it … And then I …

            
               He sees the Workman with vodka.

            

            Astrov    In any case … (Drinks.) I’m just an eccentric.

            Maryia    I entirely concur with all you say. Although …

            Vanya    Oh please, Mother; don’t go on.

            Maryia    I don’t believe Alexandre was taken his tea.

            Vanya    Just … Please … Sit down …

            Maryia    No, I wish to talk.

            
               She leaves.

            

            Astrov    I really must be going. Farewell to you all.

            
               He goes towards the house. Sonia takes his arm.

            

            Sonia    When shall we see you again?

            Astrov    I’ve no idea.

            Sonia    Well, don’t leave it a whole month this time.

            
               Astrov and Sonia go inside. 

            

            Yeliena    And you, Vanya, have behaved abominably.

            
               She heads for the terrace. He follows her.

            

            Vanya    Moi?

            Yeliena    Why does it amuse you to annoy your mother? Do you really think everything my husband writes is utter rubbish? And do you have to argue with him every lunchtime? It’s all so trivial.

            Vanya    It’s not trivial. I detest him.

            Yeliena    How can you detest him, he’s just like the rest of you. Honestly; you’re all as bad as one another.

            Vanya    Oh, if you could see your face. If you could step outside yourself, and see what we can see … It’s as if you can scarcely be bothered with life.

            Yeliena    I can’t be bothered. I’m bored with all of it. Everyone disparaging my husband and patronising me. Old enough to be her father. Oh, the poor little thing. As Astrov said: cut down the trees and the earth becomes infertile and barren. Well, undermine other human beings, make a habit of it, and sooner or later there will be no loyalty, no integrity, no self-sacrifice, nothing. And I’m not fooled by your compassion either, because I know it for what it is. Why are you all incapable of looking at a woman with indifference unless she’s yours? I’ll tell you why. He’s right. There’s a devil of destruction in all of you. You belittle each other, you trample your women, you shoot the birds – the little birds – right out of the trees. It’s a poor way of life.

            Vanya    Well, if that’s your philosophy …

            
               A pause.

            

            Yeliena    I like the doctor’s face. It’s weary and sensitive. It’s an interesting face. Sonia’s attracted to him; she’s in love with him. I can see why. He’s visited the house three times since I’ve been here but I’ve barely spoken to him. I’m shy. He must think very little of me. Perhaps the reason you and I are friends is that we’re both extremely tiresome and very boring. Well, you at least. Don’t look at me like at.

            Vanya    How else should I look at you …?

            Yeliena    I don’t like it.

            Vanya    I love you. You’re my happiness, my life. You look at me, I’m young again. I know the chances of you ever feeling the same are negligible. There is no chance whatsoever you’ll ever feel the same. I therefore want nothing from you.

            Yeliena    Shhh …

            Vanya    But if I can look at you, if I can hear your voice –

            Yeliena    They might hear you.

            
               She goes towards the house. He follows.

            

            Vanya    Don’t push me away! These words are my only happiness. To speak these words, to speak of love, is all …

            Yeliena    … is torture! Don’t you see? You torture me!

            
               They enter the house. Telyeghin plays a polka. Maryia makes notes in the margin of her pamphlet.

            

            
               End of Act One.
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