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Introduction





The seed of The Coast of Utopia was an episode in the career of Vissarion Belinsky, a literary critic who worked in Moscow and St Petersburg in the 1830s and 1840s. In 1847 Belinsky was permitted to travel to Germany for his health. From Salzbrunn he went to Paris, where he found himself among new and old friends from home. They attempted to persuade Belinsky not to return to Russia, where he lived a precarious existence under the malign gaze of the Tsarist secret police, but to remain in Paris, where he would be able to live freely and above all to write freely.


But Belinsky was having none of it. He replied that in St Petersburg, under punitive censorship, the public looked to writers as their real leaders. The title of poet, novelist or critic really counted. In Paris, on the contrary, it was almost impossible to be heard in the general din. In Paris no writing mattered very much, and most writing didn’t matter at all. So Belinsky went home. His name was on a list of people to be arrested, but consumption caught up with him first and he was dead within a year.


This brought something back to mind. In 1977 in Prague during the ‘normalisation’ years of President Husak, I had spent some time with banned Czech writers, and had been made aware of the same irony, that under censorship words which squeezed past the censor, often in samizdat, were valued and read with an attention rarely accorded to anything published in the West. And when I returned to Prague after the fall of the Communists, I found that among the ‘freed’ writers and artists there was a certain nostalgia for that heightened status of literature and art.


So, Belinsky was where I began. But you’d never know it from the trilogy itself. As my reading widened, so did my focus. Bakunin, Turgenev and other equally interesting figures entered the picture. Most interesting of all was Alexander Herzen. A year or so later I confessed to Trevor Nunn, who was to direct the play at the Royal National Theatre, ‘I’m writing three plays called Bakunin, Belinsky and Herzen … I think.’


Isaiah Berlin is the Coast of Utopia’s presiding spirit, but it was E. H. Carr’s The Romantic Exiles, and his biography of Bakunin, which inspired the alarming expansion. (There is no general biography of Herzen in English – a glaring need which promises to be filled by the best possible person to fill it, Aileen Kelly.)


In the event, the first third of The Coast of Utopia (Voyage) is centred on Bakunin and his family; Belinsky appears in Voyage and Shipwreck; and Herzen becomes the main character of Shipwreck and Salvage. Herzen, Bakunin and Turgenev appear in all three plays, which are sequential but (I like to think) self-contained.





In Russia in the early 1830s, among the young men and women of the educated elite, there were two related but distinct responses to the Tsarist tyranny (where there was a response at all), both of them nurtured in the student body of Moscow University. These were the ‘philosophical circle’ and the ‘political circle’, amicably decried by each other as ‘German sentimentalists’ and ‘French frondeurs’. Both circles were tiny. The philosophicals took refuge from unpleasant reality in the ‘inner liberation’ of German ideal ism. Their most famous graduate turned into the anarchist Michael Bakunin. Meanwhile, the politicals studied the French Revolution and the utopian socialists. Their leader was young Alexander Herzen.


The politicals were no match for the Third Section, the prototype KGB established by Nicholas I. In 1834, when Herzen was twenty-two, he and a few others, including his closest colleague, the poet Nicholas Ogarev, were arrested. Herzen spent the next six years in prison and exile. By the time he was deemed to have expiated his sins sufficiently to be allowed to make a trip abroad, Herzen was thirty-four, married to his first cousin Natalie and, by the death of his father, rich. In January 1847 he left Russia with Natalie, their three children, his mother, a tutor, a nanny and two female dependents of the family, ‘in two carriages, padded against the winter cold with fur’. Their ostensible reason for travel was to seek help for one of the children, who was deaf from birth. They might have expected to return in six months, but, of the family, none saw Russia again.


The party was heading – of course – for Paris, the home of revolution (‘I came to Paris as people used to come to Jerusalem or Rome’). Herzen was visiting Italy when revolution broke out in Paris in February 1848, but returned in time to experience, with growing disillusion and fury, the turn of events which were to transform the brave new Second Republic into the Empire of Napoleon III.


In tandem with these public disasters Herzen experienced a series of private tragedies which finally, five and a half years after his leaving home, brought him to England for, as he thought, a few months to lick his wounds. He remained in London for twelve years. Herzen had got his money out of Russia, and when he started the Free Russian Press as a way of re-engaging with the struggle, it was the saving of him in his middle years. After the death of Tsar Nicholas, Herzen’s friend Ogarev and his wife, another Natalie, joined him in London and soon their new journal, The Bell, found its place as ‘perhaps the most effective muck raking magazine in radical history’, in the words of the American critic Dwight Macdonald, an early and rare Herzen fan of modern times.


But by the 1860s Russia’s ‘new men’ were replacing Herzen and The Bell as the centre of gravity of the opposition. When he and Ogarev and their dependents left England, it was partly in an attempt to save their magazine by moving it to Geneva, and by printing a French edition. It didn’t work. The Bell tolled for the last time in 1868. By then Herzen was not just marginalised but openly derided by the ‘nihilist’ generation, and on 14 January 1870 he died, a prophet without much honour in the country of Russian opposition.


This is as far as The Coast of Utopia takes the story, but by the end of the 1870s Herzen was being re-read in Russia by ‘the generation which went to the people’. In the fullness of time, he received a casual endorsement from Lenin, which was to cause some difficulty to Herzen’s Soviet editors, for the best-known of his bêtes noires was Karl Marx. Herzen had no time for the kind of mono-theory which bound history, progress and individual autonomy to some huge abstraction like Marx’s material dialecticism. What he did have time for – and what bound Isaiah Berlin to him heart and soul – was the individual over the collective, the actual over the theoretical. What he detested above all was the conceit that theoretical future bliss justified actual present sacrifice. He was original among his contemporaries in facing the situation, as he saw it, almost with relief, even with relish. Wit and courage would be needed. Nothing much could be counted on – only ‘art, and the summer lightning of personal happiness’ – but if nothing were certain, everything was possible.





Herzen puts in two appearances in Voyage – before and after his arrest and internal exile – and Turgenev is introduced, too, as an unknown who would ‘like to write a decent poem one day. Tomorrow, for example.’ But the first play of the trilogy belongs to the future anarchist Michael Bakunin, whose life at different times seems feckless and courageous, ruled by emotional storms and by perceptive analyses. He finally found himself in direct opposition to Marx (and therefore, unlike Herzen, did not have a boulevard in Mos cow named after him). I should record here that Bakunin had five younger brothers in addition to the four sisters who are admitted in the play; seven Bakunins were as much as I could cope with in the first scene. Bakunin père planted a tree for each of his children at the family estate, Premukhino. I was shown them. Michael’s tree had fallen over.


About Turgenev enough has been written elsewhere. In Salvage he meets (in my fiction) the model for the nihilist Bazarov from one of Turgenev’s greatest novels, Fathers and Children. This Bazarov remarks to my Turgenev that he prefers books of ‘practical value’, like Mackenzie’s No More Haemorrhoids (which I didn’t make up), to ‘nonsense’ like Pushkin. In reply, Turgenev observes mildly that in his experience reading Mackenzie made him all too aware of his haemorrhoids, ‘whereas, reading Pushkin, I quite forgot them’.


The lesson comes home. Reading Belinsky is no fun at all. Reading Bakunin can be occasionally invigorating, and Herzen is a prince of memoirists, with a natural gift for polemics. But it is the pure artist among them who brings us closest to the world of the nineteenth-century Russian intelligentsia, and moreover Turgenev’s Sportsman’s Sketches were plausibly said to have done more than anything else to turn the ‘Reforming Tsar’ Alexander II towards abolishing serfdom. Perhaps it is the artist after all, rather than the three publicists of genius, who is the true hero of The Coast of Utopia.


A NOTE ON THE TEXT


This compendium volume has been brought into conformity with the text as performed in New York in the Lincoln Centre production (2006).

























VOYAGE




























First performance





Voyage was first performed in the Olivier auditorium of the National Theatre, London, as the first part of The Coast of Utopia trilogy, on 27 June 2002. The cast was as follows:




Alexander Bakunin John Carlisle


Varvara Felicity Dean


Liubov Eve Best


Varenka Charlotte Emmerson


Tatiana Lucy Whybrow


Alexandra Anna Maxwell Martin


Miss Chamberlain Jennifer Scott Malden


Baron Renne Jack James


Semyon John Nolan


Michael Bakunin Douglas Henshall


Nicholas Stankevich Raymond Coulthard


Masha Janet Spencer-Turner


Vissarion Belinsky Will Keen


Ivan Turgenev Guy Henry


Alexander Herzen Stephen Dillane


Mrs Beyer Janine Duvitski


Nicholas Sazonov Jonathan Slinger


Nicholas Ogarev Simon Day


Nicholas Ketscher Paul Ritter


Nicholas Polevoy Nick Sampson


Natalie Beyer Rachel Ferjani


Peter Chaadaev Iain Mitchell


Stepan Shevyrev Sam Troughton


Dyakov David Verrey


Katya Jasmine Hyde


Pushkin Jack James


A Ginger Cat Richard Hollis


Other parts played by Thomas Arnold, Martin Chamberlain, Sarah Manton, Kemal Sylvester




 





Director Trevor Nunn


Set, Costume and Video Designer William Dudley


Lighting Designer David Hersey


Associate Director Stephen Rayne


Music Steven Edis


Movement Director David Bolger


Sound Designer Paul Groothuis


Company Voice Work Patsy Rodenburg

























Characters







Alexander Bakunin


Varvara, his wife
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Miss Chamberlain, an English governess


Baron Renne, a cavalry officer


Semyon, senior household servant


Nicholas Stankevich, a young philosopher


Michael Bakunin, the Bakunins’ son


Vissarion Belinsky, a literary critic


Ivan Turgenev, a would-be writer


Alexander Herzen, a would-be-revolutionary
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Nicholas Polevoy, editor of the Messenger


Mrs Beyer


Natalie Beyer, Mrs Beyer’s daughter


Peter Chaadaev, a philosopher


Stepan Shevyrev, editor of the Moscow Observer


Katya, Belinsky’s mistress


Pushkin, the poet


Dyakov, a cavalry officer


A Ginger Cat


Servant, Party Guests, Musicians, etc.






























Act One



























SUMMER 1833








Premukhino, the Bakunin estate, a hundred and fifty miles north-west of Moscow.


Interior, verandah, garden. There are places to sit in the garden, and a hammock. One setting is intended to serve for Act One.


Family supper is coming to an end. At the table: Alexander Bakunin (sixty-five) and his wife Varvara (forty-two); their daughters Liubov (twenty-two), Varenka (twenty-one), Tatiana (eighteen) and Alexandra (seventeen); and Miss Chamberlain, a young English governess, and Baron Renne (thirty-six), a cavalry officer in uniform. Household servants (serfs), notably Semyon, who is senior, attend the table as may be.


‘English’ dialogue is spoken with a Russian accent, except in the case of Miss Chamberlain. The tempo is lively. Alexander Bakunin’s rule is benign despotism but the family atmosphere is prevailingly democratic.




Alexander   Speaking of which – Liubov, say something in English for the Baron.


Liubov     What do you want me to say, Papa?


Alexander   All my daughters have been educated in five languages – call me a liberal if you like, I read Rousseau as a young man, I was there at the storming of the Bastille, not storming it personally but I remember my feelings were decidedly mixed, that’s how liberal I was when I was nineteen. But education for women, yes indeed! – not just piano lessons and Russian grammar pour les filles Bakunin, though mind you, they write better Russian than I do – what a shame there’s nothing worth reading, (over his daughters’ protests) apart from –


Daughters   Pushkin!


Alexander   – Pushkin. But I tell you, Baron, in choosing my eldest daughter you have chosen the cleverest –


Varvara   I prefer Kozlov to Pushkin.


Alexander   – brains before beauty. I wish I’d done the same –


Daughters   Oh shame! – Shame on you, Papa – I hereby protest on behalf of my beautiful sister. – Don’t you listen, Liubov –


Varvara   Quiet when your father is speaking –


Miss Chamberlain   What did your father say?


Liubov     I took it as a compliment, Papa.


Varvara   So did I.


Tatiana   (to Liubov) The Baron doesn’t think so! (To Renne.) Do you?


Renne   No! No … Liubov is as beautiful as her mother is intelligent.


Alexander   That’s what I said. What a diplomat! Come on, Liubov, my darling, we’re waiting.


Liubov     I’m sure the Baron doesn’t want …


Alexandra   I can, Papa! (She pops up, standing rigid. In ‘English’.) ‘How do you do, Baron Renne! I say, charming weather, you do not think!’ (She sits just as suddenly, and Tatiana follows suit.)


Tatiana   (in ‘English’) ‘The quality of mercy is not strained, it dropping like gentle dew from heaven!’


Tatiana sits. Alexander continues imperturbably.


Alexander   I myself was educated in Italy. My doctorate in philosophy is from the University of Padua.


Miss Chamberlain   Jolly good effort, Tatiana.


Renne   Really? Philosophy?


Varvara   What did she say?


Alexander   Natural Philosophy. My dissertation was on worms.


Tatiana   Shakespeare, Maman.


Renne   Worms the philosopher?


Alexander   No, just worms.


Varvara   I mean Miss Chamberlain, qu’est-ce qu’elle a dit? [What did she say?]


Renne   Ah, the philosophy of worms.


Varenka   Elle l’a felicitée, Maman, c’est tout. [Good effort, Maman, that’s all.]


Alexander   Not at all. Worms have no philosphy as far as is known.


Varvara   (to Miss Chamberlain) How can you teach them anything if you can’t talk to them?


Alexander   Exactly.


Miss Chamberlain   I’m so sorry, what did your mother say?


Alexandra   (in ‘English’) ‘No lessons tomorrow, she said, holiday.’


Miss Chamberlain   I think not, see me afterwards.


Alexander   That’s enough English for now. Anyway, a wife who knows English is not the first consideration for an officer in the cavalry, otherwise you’d be better off with the governess – No, I only have one serious objection to this marriage, my dear Baron –


Daughters   Oh, no! – What’s he going to say next?! – Don’t you listen, Liubov! – Father, don’t –!


Varvara   (raps the table) Enough!


Alexander   Thank you. What was I saying? Oh, well, it’s gone.


Renne   Actually, I have to be going myself while there’s still light in the sky, if you forgive me, it’s a good ride back to camp –


Varvara   Yes, you must, it wouldn’t do to break your neck before the happy day, or after, of course.


Noises of arrival and greeting are heard.


Alexander   What’s going on?


Renne   A thousand thanks – (for Liubov, gallantly) a thousand and one –


Varenka   Someone’s come.


Semyon   (entering) It’s Michael, sir, large as life! He’s come home!


Alexander   It’s my boy, he’s at the Artillery School.


Michael Bakunin is nineteen, in uniform. His entry causes an excited and emotional reunion, as ‘the table’ breaks up.


Family   Michael! – Oh my, look at you! – Why didn’t you let us know? – So grown up! Look at his uniform! – Let me kiss you! – You’re not in trouble, are you? I prayed and prayed for you. – How long are you staying?


Renne   Of course – the famous Michael.


Liubov     (to Renne) Thank you for your visit, I’m sorry my family is …


Renne   Oh no, you’re all so … wonderfully unrussian …


Michael   And congratulations are in order, I believe. Do I have the honour …?


Liubov     Baron Renne – I present my brother Michael –


Renne   You have been in St Petersburg?


Alexandra   For five years!


Michael   I’m on leave – I came straight from summer exercises! –


Alexander   (to Miss Chamberlain) Run and tell Semyon to bring champagne. ‘Command Semyon to … provision …’


Miss Chamberlain   (running out) Champagne, champagne, I understand –


Tatiana   Our English governess, do you think she’s pretty?


Michael   No, I think you’re pretty.


Renne   (tapping his glass) Ladies and gentlemen! (Addressing Michael.) The Cavalry drinks to the Artillery. But a family reunion is a sacred affair, and I was just saying goodnight –


Alexander   (remembering) Ah, yes. That was it. I have only one serious doubt about this marriage –


Liubov     (tearfully) Father …


Varenka   (to Liubov) It’s a joke.


Alexander   – and that is the difference in your ages.


Renne   But I’m only thirty-six!


Alexander   A good ten years too young for her! The husband should be at least twice the age of the wife.


Varvara   But you’re not.


Alexander   Not now, of course. (To Renne.) Beauty before brains.


Renne   (to Michael) Regimental duties, who understands better than you? So farewell! I embrace you, and am proud to call you brother!


Applause from the family. Michael and Renne shake hands and embrace.


Alexander   Good! Come along, we’ll give you a proper send-off. Semyon! – Pavel! – one of you – his horse – the Baron is leaving! – Family on parade! … Handkerchiefs for waving and weeping –


A general exodus begins.


Alexandra   Are you coming, Michael?


Tatiana   (hanging back) Yes, he’s coming.


Michael   (to Liubov) Do you want to see him off without everybody …?


Liubov     (hastily) No, no, let’s all go.


Alexander   (to Renne) My wife was eighteen and I was forty-two. See my point? – Just when the wife starts getting a mind to kick over the traces, she realises she only has to show a little patience …


Michael, Varenka and Tatiana are left alone.


Michael   Well! He won’t do! Liubov doesn’t love him, that’s obvious.


Varenka   We know that.


Tatiana   She won’t go against Papa, and the Baron is a good match, isn’t he?


Semyon enters with a tray of champagne glasses, and Miss Chamberlain with a bottle. Voices outside: ‘Tatiana! Michael! And where’s Varenka?’


Michael   Thank you, Semyon. Leave us be.


Semyon leaves deferentially. Miss Chamberlain, unwisely, approaches gushing.


Miss Chamberlain   So you are Michael.


Michael   ‘Go away please.’


Miss Chamberlain gasps. The girls are shocked and admiring. Miss Chamberlain runs out. From outside ‘Varenka!’ is called. Varenka runs out.


Michael   I’m speaking of love and you are speaking of matchmaking. Tata, Tata, don’t you know? Dawn has broken! In Germany the sun is already high in the sky! It’s only us in poor behind-the-times Russia who are the last to learn about the great discovery of the age! The life of the Spirit is the only real life: our material existence stands between us and our transcendence to the Universal Idea where we become one with the Absolute! Do you see?


Tatiana   (desperately) Tell it to me in German.


Michael   This marriage cannot take place. We must save Liubov. To give oneself without love is a sin against the inner life which is our only real life. The life of our bodily existence is mere illusion. I’ll explain it all to Father.


Tatiana and Michael are being called from outside. She launches herself at Michael to embrace him, and runs out.


God, I’m starving!


Michael pauses to stuff his mouth with food from the table, then follows Tatiana.
























SPRING 1835








Garden and verandah.


Varvara comes out onto the verandah.




Varvara   Where are you all? The newlyweds are here!


Liubov appears in the garden.


Liubov     Maman, they’ve been married for months.


Varvara   Oh, Miss Know-it-all! You wouldn’t be so calm if you knew what I know!


She sees Tatiana and Alexandra and calls to them before hurrying back inside.


Come on! – Varenka’s here with her husband.


Tatiana and Alexandra enter, making a beeline for Liubov and beside themselves with outrage. Alexandra has a letter.


Alexandra   Liubov! Michael’s in love with guess who, Natalie Beyer!


Tatiana   No, he’s not, she’s in love with him. The nerve of the woman!


Varvara   (reappearing crossly) Tatiana!


Tatiana   We’re coming, Mother, what’s all the fuss?


Liubov     Varenka’s having a baby.


Varvara   (panicked) Who told you?


Liubov     You did.


Varvara   I did not, I did not! You don’t know, do you hear, you don’t know.


She darts back inside.


Tatiana   (sobered) Poor Varenka!


Alexandra   Aunties! What a day!


Liubov     What’s happened?


Alexandra   Michael’s back from Moscow and he’s brought this stupid letter from Natalie Beyer … Listen, it’s to you too, are you ready? ‘My friends! I take up my pen as a duty to myself, to you, and to the Universal Idea. Michael has opened his heart to me. Ah, if only you knew the Michael I know! If only you understood him!’


Tatiana   Imbecile!


Liubov     But in Moscow she was all over Nicholas Stankevich.


Tatiana   It’s because Nicholas Stankevich likes you.


Liubov demurs.


Yes, he does, he led Natalie up the garden – I told you! Go on, Alexandra!


Liubov     (ignored) But did he say he liked me?


Alexandra   ‘With all the love you bear him, you can’t see that Michael’s virile and vigorous nature is being frustrated by your limited progress in transcending the objective reality in which you see him’ – listen to this! – ‘only as your brother –’


Tatiana   Well, he is.


Alexandra   There’s lots more.


But Varenka comes from inside, her eyes brimming with emotion. Her pregnancy does not show.


Varenka   Oh, there you are!


Alexandra   Varenka!


Varenka   It’s just us … Oh good.


Alexandra   Look at this. From Natalie Beyer!


Tatiana   She’s after Michael!


Liubov     Varenka …!


Alexandra   Can you believe the little minx?


Then they recall themselves to Varenka, suddenly shy.


How are you?


Tatiana   Hello, Varenka.


Liubov     We’ve missed you horribly.


Varenka   Oh, so have I! I’ve told Dyakov I’m going to come back again and stay for a few months.


Tatiana   Until the ba—?


Alexandra claps her hand over Tatiana’s mouth.


Alexandra   We don’t know, we don’t know!


The four sisters collapse together in tearful happy embraces.


Alexander appears on the verandah, fulminating.


Alexander   Did you know about this?


Tatiana/Alexandra   No!


Liubov     About what?


Alexander   Where is he? Damnable boy! Egoist!


Dyakov, a cavalry officer, comes out to join Alexander. He is smoking a cigar.


(Reminded.) Oh, congratulations, my dear. – Dyakov told me – very good.


Tatiana/Alexandra/Liubov   (to Dyakov) Congratulations! How lovely! We’re so proud of Varenka!


Dyakov   I’m the happiest man in the world.


Alexander   (resuming) But your brother’s going to end up in the Peter and Paul Fortress under lock and key! Come on, Dyakov!


They go back inside.


Michael, keeping a canny eye out for Alexander, appears from near the house, smoking a cigar. He is in uniform.


Michael   Have you heard? Wonderful news. I’m going to be an uncle! Well, of course you have.


Liubov     Congratulations.


Michael   Thank you, thank you. I haven’t got used to it yet. Yes, it’s an amazing feeling, an uncle at last. Congratulations to you, too, Varenka. And Dyakov, of course. Another cavalry officer! Behind my back while I was serving my country.


Tatiana   Father’s looking for you.


Varenka   (in regard to Alexander) What have you been up to?


Michael   What have you been up to is more like it.


Varenka, speechless for a moment, turns to flee in tears. Liubov, with a reproachful look at Michael, leaves with Varenka, further into the garden.


Michael   (watching them go) Illusion … it’s only illusion. Well … have you read Natalie’s letter?


Alexandra crumples the letter and throws it at him.


Alexandra   There you are, keep it! Natalie Beyer is a pompous impertinent little snot and she’s going to get what for!


Tatiana   Go to her, then – it’s obvious you care more for her than us, she understands you so well.


Michael   So in general you disagree with her analysis.


Alexandra   In general she can go and boil her head. And you should know better. She isn’t even pretty.


Tatiana   Yes, she is.


Tatiana bursts into tears.


Michael   Tata, Tata, my beloved, don’t cry. I renounce all love except pure philosophical love. The so-called love of human animals removes people two by two from the only possibility of happiness, which is the communion of beautiful souls.


Tatiana   No, no – we don’t mind – you’ll meet somebody one day.


Michael   It’s not for me. Don’t be angry with Natalie. She thinks it’s your fault that I couldn’t … that I can’t be …


Alexandra   What?


Alexander, emerging, sees them from the verandah.


No spunk, simple as that! (Explains.) Your brother’s an army deserter!


Michael   (casually) Oh yes, I’ve resigned my commission.


Alexander   He’s refusing to return to duty.


Michael   On grounds of ill health, Papa. I’m sick of the army.


Alexander   No discipline, that’s the problem!


Michael   No, it’s riddled with discipline, that’s the problem. That and Poland.


Alexander   Come inside, sir!


Michael   Poland is simply impossible.


Alexander goes in. The girls escort Michael, chattering anxiously.


Tatiana/Alexandra   Resigned from the army? You haven’t! Oh, Michael, won’t you be in trouble? What did they say? What did you …?


Michael   ‘March here, march there, present arms, where’s your cap?’ You’ve no idea, the whole army’s obsessed with playing at soldiers …


They go together into the house.
























AUTUMN 1835








Liubov and Varenka ‘return’ to the garden. Varenka is eight months pregnant. Liubov has a book.




Liubov     That was the last time everything was all right, when I was engaged to Baron Renne. When we were all on the same side in everything, the way we’d always been. I would rather have married him if I’d known what terrible rows …


Varenka   (lightly) Where was Michael when I needed saving? But Dyakov’s all right, if it wasn’t for … and that’s not his fault, we can’t all be philosophers when it comes to love. This has been a godsend, even the feeling sick part, not having to want to. Did you ever want to with Baron Renne?


Liubov     Oh no!


Varenka   It’s the spurs.


Liubov     Oh, Varenka.


They hug each other, laughing and weeping.


(Pause.) Do you think it’s ever wonderful, apart from in stories, like in George Sand?


Varenka   I wouldn’t mind it with … Eugene Onegin! If it had been me in Puskin’s poem I would have run off with him!


Liubov     (shocked) Varenka! (They giggle complicitly.) Don’t you think Nicholas Stankevich looks like Onegin ought to look?


Varenka   Yes, he does! How long have you known you love him?


Liubov     (caught, confused) I didn’t say I – (Confesses.) From the first moment – by the skating pond in Moscow last year. I was carrying Natalie’s skates and he took them from me.


Varenka   ‘To follow our heart wherever it leads us! To love where we may, whomever we may, to let love be our guide to the greater good!’


Liubov     (pause) George Sand doesn’t tell you the things you want to know, though.


Varenka   I’ll tell you if you want.


Liubov     No. Well … go on then.


Varenka   You have to ask.


Liubov     I can’t.


Varenka   Remember that time the tinker’s jackass got into Betsy’s paddock?


Liubov     Yes!


Varenka   Like that, only you’re lying on your back.


Liubov     Oh …


Varenka   Not as big as that.


They laugh complicitly, through Liubov’s confusion. Voices are heard within.


Michael is seen indoors, with Nicholas Stankevich, a beautiful dark-haired young man, aged twenty-two. Michael, hearing the laughter, has gone to the window.


Stankevich   The laughter of women is like the spiritual communion of angels.


Liubov     Is that them? Don’t look.


Michael   It’s Liubov. Varenka’s with her.


Stankevich   Women are holy beings. For me, love is a religious experience.


Varenka   I don’t think he does it.


Liubov     Varenka! … (Anxiously.) Don’t you?


Varenka   Nicholas Stankevich is keeping himself for you. The next step has got him baffled. But Michael says Nicholas has the most brilliant mind in the Philosophical Circle so perhaps an idea will come to him … Ask him if he’d like you to show him the –


Liubov     The what? The fishpond? (Suddenly.) Promise not to tell – I’ve got his keepsake!


Liubov retrieves from ‘next to her heart’ the keepsake, a miniature penknife, an inch or two long when folded.


Varenka   Well, why didn’t you say?!


Liubov     (laughing, embarrassed) Right next to my heart!


Varenka   What did he give you? His penknife?


Liubov     Oh, no … he didn’t give it, I … He dropped it and I found it. (In tears.) I’m a fool. Natalie Beyer was just making mischief.


Liubov makes to flee. Varenka catches her and hugs her.


Indoors Michael and Stankevich, pupil and guide, sit at the table with their collection of books.


Stankevich   Schelling’s God is the totality of Nature struggling towards consciousness, and Man is as far as the struggle has got, with the animals not too far behind, vegetables somewhat lagging, and rocks nowhere as yet. Do we believe this? Does it matter? Think of it as a poem or a painting. Art doesn’t have to be true like a theorem. It can be true in other ways. This truth says there is a meaning to it all, and Man is where the meaning begins to show.


In the garden, Liubov and Varenka have settled on two chairs. Varenka stands up decisively.


Varenka   I’m going to ask him.


Liubov     No!


Varenka   Well, stay here where he can see you reading.


Liubov     I won’t fling myself at him.


Varenka   Loosen your hair a little.


Liubov     Varenka, don’t …


Varenka   I won’t, I won’t.


Varenka leaves. Liubov sits and opens her book.


Stankevich   The world outside of me has no meaning independent of my thinking it. (Pausing to look.) I look out of the window. A garden. Trees. Grass. A young woman in a chair reading a book. I think: chair. So she is sitting. I think: book. So she is reading. Now the young woman touches her hair where it’s come undone. But how can we be sure there is a world of phenomena, a woman reading in a garden? Perhaps the only thing that’s real is my sensory experience, which has the form of a woman reading – in a universe which is in fact empty! But Immanuel Kant says – no! Because what I perceive as reality includes concepts which I cannot experience through the senses. Time and space. Cause and effect. Relations between things. Without me there is something wrong with this picture. The trees, the grass, the woman are merely – Oh, she’s coming! (Nervously.) She’s coming in here –! I say, don’t leave! Where are you going?


Michael   Father’s looking for me anyway … (Gloomily.) I’ve had to ask him to settle a few debts here and there in the world of appearances, so now he’s been busy getting me a job.


Liubov enters from the garden, with her book.


Liubov Oh!   – (Noticing Stankevich.) Excuse me –


Michael   Nobody seems to understand Stankevich and I are engaged in a life or death struggle over material forces to unite our spirit with the Universal – and he has to go back to Moscow tomorrow!


As Liubov makes to leave:


No, it doesn’t matter now. (To Stankevich.) The Provincial Governor is Father’s friend, so it follows that I should have an inky job in the civil service, and think myself lucky after my distinguished career in the military.


Liubov     You’ll only be in Tver, we’ll see you often.


Michael   Alas, it is not to be. Nicholas and I intend to go to Berlin, to the fountainhead.


Liubov     But how will you live?


Michael   Oh, I can teach … mathematics, I don’t know, what does it matter? (Earnestly) You see, Liubov, I’m one of those who are born for their time. I must sacrifice everything to my sacred purpose, until I can say, ‘Whatever I want, that’s what God wants.’ (Leaving, airily.) I’ll explain it all to Father.


Michael goes out. Stankevich is at a loss, Liubov no less so. Stankevich tidies up his books. Presently there are faintly heard the sounds of a gigantic row from a distant room. It goes on for some time, then stops. Liubov is on the point of speaking when the door is flung open and Tatiana and Alexandra rush in speaking over each other.


Tatiana   Oh, Liubov! – Did you hear? Michael and Papa – Oh! – sorry!


Alexandra   It’s nothing –!


They are hardly in before they’re out.


Stankevich is about to speak when Varvara hurries into the room.


Varvara   (without pausing, to Liubov) Now he thinks he’s God!


Varvara crosses the room and leaves. Stankevich loses his nerve and makes to leave.


Liubov     So you’re going to Moscow tomorrow.


Stankevich   Yes. (Blurts.) It’s a long time since you came to the Philosophical Circle. We miss the … feminine viewpoint.


Liubov     (haplessly) Doesn’t Natalie Beyer still go?


Stankevich   (mistaking her, coldly) I … I understand your meaning …


Liubov     (panicking miserably) I didn’t mean any meaning!


Stankevich hastily starts gathering his books. Liubov snatches one up at random.


May I borrow this? To read. (She examines the title.) Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten. Is it good?


Stankevich   It’s in German.


Liubov     Ich weiss. [I know.]


Stankevich   Yes … yes, of course, if you wish. But you have a book. Is it philosophy?


Liubov     No. I don’t know. It’s only a novel, by George Sand.


Stankevich   The philosopher of love.


Liubov     Yes, she says love is the highest good.


Stankevich   Perhaps in France. Kant says, the only good actions are those performed out of a sense of duty, not from emotion … like passion or desire …


Liubov     So to act out of love can never be good?


Stankevich   Kant says you cannot take moral credit from it. Because you are really pleasing yourself.


Liubov     Even if it gives happiness to another?


Stankevich   Yes. Consequences don’t come into it.


Liubov     And to act out of a sense of duty, even if it leads to unhappiness …?


Stankevich   Is a moral action, yes.


Liubov     (timidly) In Germany.


Stankevich   (insistently) In the system of Kant a man is judged only by his intention.


Liubov     (still timidly) A fool can mean well.


Stankevich   (bursts out) And usually does! How was I to know that Natalie Beyer mistook my intentions? I only talked to her about philosophy!


Liubov takes the little penknife from her pocket and holds it out to him.


Liubov     Yes, only a fool would make that mistake. I found this. I think it’s your penknife.


Stankevich   Mine? No, it’s not mine.


Liubov     Oh. Didn’t you lose one?


Stankevich   No. (Pause.) Perhaps I should have one.


Liubov     Yes. Well, you can …


Michael bursts in with a bulging satchel over each shoulder.


Michael   We’re leaving!


He puts one satchel over Stankevich’s shoulder, as Tatiana, Alexandra and Varenka rush in, talking over each other, while Michael gathers up the books, thrusting them at Stankevich.


Varenka   Michael – just for once –


Tatiana   Don’t go, don’t go! What will you do? We’ll all beg –


Alexandra   Father –


Stankevich   What happened?


Michael   (to Stankevich) Dahin! dahin! Lass uns ziehn! [‘There, there lies our path!’]


Tatiana   When will you come back?


Michael   Never!


Michael starts pulling Stankevich through the door to the garden.


I’ve sent Semyon to hold the mail – I’m leaving for Moscow!


Varvara rushes into the room and joins the rout.


Varvara   You have broken your father’s heart! When you get to Moscow, go to Pliva’s and tell them to send another metre of the grey silk – will you remember? – the grey silk!


Michael, Stankevich, Varvara, Varenka, Tatiana, Alexandra, and now also two Serfs with bits of baggage, stream across the garden amid general lamentation and rebuke.


Michael   I don’t need parents! I renounce them! They don’t exist! They’ll never see me again!


The chaotic exodus moves out of sight and then out of earshot.


Liubov, alone, sits down at the table.


Alexander enters the room, sees her, and sits next to her. As would have been indicated in the previous  scene, Alexander has been ageing noticeably since we first saw him only two and a half years earlier. He is half blind, and now also three-quarters spent.


Alexander   I myself am a Doctor of Philosophy. We did not chatter about some inner life. Philosophy consists in moderating each life so that many lives will fit together with as much liberty and justice as will keep them together: and not so much as will make them fly apart, when the harm will be the greater. I am not a despot. My son tells me I persecuted you, in the time of your betrothal to Baron Renne. He says I persecuted you. You, my beloved daughter. Can it be true?


Liubov weeps into his breast.


How the world must have been changing while I was holding it still.
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Garden and interior.


A Nurse (a serf) pushes a baby carriage with a crying infant across the garden, away from the house, going out of view.


Alexander and Liubov are where they were, her head against his breast, his fingers searching her hair.




Liubov     Ooh, lovely, you can scratch a bit harder.


Varenka enters from the further garden carrying the mewling baby, with Tatiana pushing the empty pram and Alexandra dancing attendance, all of them making for indoors.


Alexandra   You don’t have to go indoors to feed the baby, we’ll tell you if anybody comes.


Varenka   Little greedy boy, aren’t you?


Alexandra   Will you let me have a little go, Varenka?


Tatiana   Don’t be stupid! How can you …


Alexandra   Stupid yourself! I mean just to see what it feels like.


Varenka takes the baby into the house. Alexandra goes with her. Tatiana takes a basket of strawberries from the pram, then notices pipe smoke coming from the hammock. She approaches the hammock stealthily.


Varvara enters the room with a jug.


Varvara   Where did Michael go? He bothers Masha to make lemonade and then disappears.


Liubov     He’s somewhere in the garden, working.


Varvara   We should light a candle.


From a distance, Tatiana lobs a strawberry into the hammock without result.


Liubov     He brought home a magazine with an article he wrote.


Alexander   The final straw. Journalism.


Varvara   What’s all this?


Alexander   She’s got nits.


Liubov     No, I haven’t.


Alexander   I can see their little arms and legs.


Liubov hastily disengages from him.


Liubov     You couldn’t see them if they were as big as ladybirds.


Varvara   What magazine?


Alexander   My nurse washed my hair in water strained through the ashes from the kitchen stove – deadly for nits.


Liubov     I haven’t got nits! (Giving the magazine to Varvara.) The Telescope!


Alexander   He hasn’t written it, he only translated it – another German windbag.


Liubov     Well, he got paid, thirty roubles! And at the Telescope office he met a publisher who gave him money in advance to translate a whole history book!


A book and a pencil are flung out of the hammock. Michael sits up, smoking a pipe.


Tatiana   The first strawberries.


Michael   Thank you. Oh, Tata, you’ve made me happy again!


Tatiana   Well, your letter was horrible.


Michael   I was suffering, that’s why.


Tatiana   You were suffering because I had a suitor?


Michael   Count Sollogub was not for you, my beloved.


Tatiana   And now you’re happy because you made me return his letters? – You don’t even know him!


Michael   Count Sollogub powders his hair and writes bad novels. A critic I know told me so – what else is there to know?


Tatiana   Who will marry me now?


Michael   I will!


They embrace. He pulls her into the hammock, laughing. They remain visible. She feeds him a strawberry.


Varvara   (laying the magazine aside) Well, I wouldn’t give thirty kopecks for it.


Alexander   After all these years, intellectual soulmates.


Tatiana’s laughter attracts Varvara to the window.


Varvara   You all get happy and silly when Michael’s home, until disaster strikes. Tatiana had a letter for the post boy, to Count Sollogub.


Alexander   I don’t know why Michael had to run away to Moscow in the first place.


Varvara   A really thick envelope, she must have written Count Sollogub pages and pages.


Liubov     Don’t get your hopes up there, Maman.


Varvara   Why, what has she told you?


Alexander   His friend Stankevich has gone coughing to the Caucasus. That doesn’t sound good. Michael’s asked another friend to come and stay in the summer, a critic on the Telescope.


Varvara   What sort of critic?


Alexander   Poor as a mouse.


Varvara   Well, that’s no use. (To Liubov.) You don’t mean Tatiana was sending Count Sollogub’s letters back?


Liubov is upset by the reference to Stankevich.


Liubov     (sharply) You must ask her, Mother.


Liubov stands up abruptly and looks out at the garden.


Tatiana lets herself down from the hammock.


She picks up Michael’s book and pencil and gives them to him.


Tatiana   Well, get to work. We’re not going to translate it for you.


She tips Michael out of the hammock. Liubov comes into the garden.


Liubov! Have you heard? Michael’s translating a history book for four hundred roubles!


Liubov     There’s lemonade.


Michael   (cheerfully) You can all help. Liubov, did you read my article in the Telescope? I got led astray by Schelling. He tried to make the Self just another part of the world – but now Fichte shows that the world doesn’t exist except where I meet it – there is nothing but Self. Now I know where I was going wrong.


They all three go companionably to the house.
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