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By Volodymyr Serdiuk 




(An Absurdist Play in Two Acts)






PRELUDE

A Curator is in conference with a subordinate undercover Agent.

CURATOR:  Poached eggs—is that some kind of symbol? 

AGENT: Categorically a symbol. 

CURATOR: But what nature? 

AGENT: A violated female honor? 

CURATOR: A diminished masculine fortitude? 

AGENT: Is it even permissible for a single symbol to be universally applicable? 

CURATOR:  Currently, in these times of war, we are increasingly convinced that "balls of steel" is a standard-issue anatomical feature for all Ukrainian citizens. 

AGENT (Cautiously): Is that not an empirically verified medical fact? 

CURATOR: And which of us holds the position of Curator here? 

AGENT: You do, sir. 

CURATOR: I appreciate your situational awareness. However, the power supply is non-existent. 

AGENT: Water utilities are non-functional. Thermal heating in residential units is absent. 

CURATOR: No doubt.

AGENT: And yet, we are mandated to achieve victory. 

CURATOR: Or we could opt for capitulation. 

AGENT: In which case, the titushky and the tonton-macoutes would return. We would once again be killed in our beds solely for the utilization of the Ukrainian language. 

CURATOR: Are we hyperbolizing the narrative, perhaps? 

AGENT: Negative. 

CURATOR: Negative. 

AGENT: We can clearly audibly perceive the next impact of a Russian missile. There is another. 

CURATOR: We are monitoring a sustained series of kinetic impacts occurring today, which initiated during the previous twenty-four-hour cycle. 

AGENT: And what is our survival protocol? 

CURATOR: We are all required to attain the status of heroes. 

AGENT: Heroes tend to terminate. 

CURATOR: Incorrect. Heroes undergo self-sacrifice while performing a feat of preserving others’ lives. You identify as such? 

AGENT: Correct! 

CURATOR: Then why am I in receipt of a report stating that you, using a sheet of paper, swept a serving of poached eggs off a café table? 

AGENT: I am not even familiar with such terminology. 

CURATOR: Are you suggesting a deficiency in your educational background? 

AGENT: I am fully qualified for active duty. You personally ratified my candidacy. Who witnessed this... alleged impolite conduct regarding the "poached"? 

CURATOR: A parallel structure. 

AGENT: Why is the maintenance of these parallel structures deemed necessary? 

CURATOR: So, they may intermittently report to me that my agents are incurring expenses exceeding their official remuneration. 

AGENT: That is a factual discrepancy. They are providing you with disinformation. "Poached” what is that? 

CURATOR: Eggs. 

AGENT: Previously in Beirut, I delivered eggs in a glass as per instructions. But here, in Kyiv... Was I expected to consume them? 

CURATOR: By placing the order, the implication is that you intend to execute consumption. 

AGENT: Did I inadvertently encroach upon foreign Jurisdiction? Were those eggs not allocated to me? To whom did those poached eggs belong? 

CURATOR: To a Snow Quail. 

AGENT: Is she an operative at the National Anti-Corruption Bureau...? 

CURATOR: I shall not specify. Provide your testimony. 

AGENT: My testimony is as follows: I did not consume, either order, or displace any eggs from any table. 

CURATOR: Here is a copy of the report. Read it aloud. 

AGENT: "Using a sheet of paper, Agent displaced from a café table on Prorizna Street, the poached eggs of a Snow Quail." This is not an original transcript. 

CURATOR: Self-evidently. 

AGENT: Permission to exert mental effort. 

CURATOR: Exert away but avoid excessive strain. 

AGENT: ...I approached a table on the sidewalk. It is spotted in shit... 

CURATOR: I beg your pardon. 

AGENT: Bird droppings, not poached eggs! Those morons process their reports through Artificial Intelligence to ensure "proper formatting," and the AI must have amended their phrasing at its own discretion! 

CURATOR: Dismissed. Consider this another successful vetting. 

AGENT: Am I authorized for a period of leave following this? 

CURATOR: Negative. We shall rest post-war. 

AGENT: Snow Quail eggs. I shall not forget them for the remainder of my biological existence!


(Heroic music resonates.)



AGENT (Speaking into a mobile device): Yes, he personally read that gibberish aloud to me. Yes. Confirmed: the disinformation channel is operational. Continue to leak whatever data you desire or deem possible.
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Setting: A theatrical performance space.

Dramatis Personae:

DIRECTOR, self-assured, authoritative.

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR, certain that he will become the Director, but later.

OFF-STAGE VOICE, never certain, occasionally bordering on a whisper.

OFFICIAL, neurotic, authoritative, rapid-paced, but not consistently effective.

MEDIOCRE PERFORMER, fatigued, cautious.

FORMER MINISTER, currently a shadow player, yet still influential.

SCENE ONE

The upstage, directly facing the audience, is a DIRECTOR. He sits in a director’s chair featuring a prominent plaque labeled "DIRECTOR."

The ASSISTANT DIRECTOR stationed behind the Director, meaning behind a bar counter which holds the following inventory: 

A) A loudspeaker. 

B) A yellow flag. 

C) A red flag. 

D) A white flag.

E) A coffee machine. 

F) A cocktail shaker.

G) A mixer. 

H) A silver ice bucket, from which emerges the corked neck of... 

I) A bottle of champagne!

Action:

DIRECTOR (Pensively): What did he state with this title? 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: To whom are you referring? 

DIRECTOR (Irritated, with loathing): The Author! 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: The Author? He is currently situated directly opposite you, near the far wing... 

DIRECTOR: Location? 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: That heap over there is he. He has sequestered himself under a fire protection blanket. 

DIRECTOR: For what purpose? I issued no directive. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: It appears to be an act of personal initiative. 

DIRECTOR: How can "personal initiative" exist when I am present on the premises! 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Presumably, this is his method of demonstrating that he is in a state of alarm. 

DIRECTOR: I have not yet initiated any intimidation protocols. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: My apologies for the imprecise phrasing. He is, presumably, apprehensive. 

DIRECTOR: Apprehensive of what? Fame? 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Defamation. 

DIRECTOR: Communicate with him that he should cease being apprehensive—there will be no public exposure. We are not predatory. Furthermore, authors in this establishment more often than do not remain insignificant. Statistically, at the very least, he will sustain no physical trauma this time; that is a certainty. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: He is apprehensive that you will initiate an inquiry, requiring him to clarify his authorial concept and define the specific message we intend to project to the audience.

(The Author, like a primary school student, raises his hand, signaling: “Present.”)

DIRECTOR: The determination of what the audience perceives is my sole prerogative. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Nevertheless, he remains apprehensive. 

DIRECTOR (With emphasis): Should I require the Author's services, I shall initiate contact with myself. Now, can you inform me about the nature of today’s proceedings? 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR (Loudly): Act One of the Play!
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DIRECTOR: And what is this? 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: A play of the absurd. 

DIRECTOR: Suppose Ionesco?

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: What? Who is Ionesco? 

DIRECTOR: Ionesco is neither a "what" nor a "who"! This is Ionesco - the Illustrious Dramatist! He authored plays of the absurd. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: And Beckett...? 

DIRECTOR: Which one? 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Well, THAT Beckett. 

DIRECTOR: On whose payroll, are you? 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Ionesco! Understood. Affirmative: Ionesco! Cel mai mare! Eu știu. 

DIRECTOR: Niciodată! Niciodată! 

OFF-STAGE VOICE: Stop! 

DIRECTOR: Reason for the cessation? Who authorized "Stop"? What is the objective of "Stop"? 

OFF-STAGE VOICE: The audio output was incorrect. We are currently replacing the track with an alternative. 

DIRECTOR: Implementing modifications without prior consultation with me? Now we shall modify you presently, we shall...

OFF-STAGE VOICE: On what grounds?


(The Director tenses with indignation. His countenance flushed red, becoming rendered speechless by his outrage.)



ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: For professional negligence regarding the audio output. 

DIRECTOR: For disrespect toward Ionesco’s native language! 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: For contempt toward the language in which he drafted "The Bald Soprano"! 

OFF-STAGE VOICE: French? Because that text originally written in the French Language. 

DIRECTOR: Primarily and most significantly, the language of the text was Romanian! The native tongue of the world's preeminent Absurdist! Proficiency in it is mandatory for us! I shall terminate the filming immediately and compel you all first achieve fluency in Romanian!


(The telephone ringtone resonates. An air-raid siren resonates.)



ASSISTANT DIRECTOR (Leaning toward the Director): It is the Sponsor. 

DIRECTOR: And what is his statement? What are his specific requirements? 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: He is notifying us of his intent to retain an alternative director. 

DIRECTOR: Very well, I have reconsidered. We shall not be conducting Romanian Language studies today. For the time being! 

OFF-STAGE VOICE: Wikipedia indicates it was not even the French Language. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Then which one? 

OFF-STAGE VOICE: In which language did the "U.S.A. G.I.s" communicate during World War II? 

DIRECTOR: That depended on which of the United States they`re conscripted from. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: But there are fifty such States. 

OFF-STAGE VOICE: Fifty-one! 

DIRECTOR: At that time, there was forty-nine! 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: And the Cherokee language? 

OFF-STAGE VOICE: Still excessive. Where am I supposed to procure forty-nine audio tracks? 

DIRECTOR: That is precisely what Ionesco thought!

OFF-STAGE VOICE: And the outcome? 

DIRECTOR: He staged "The Bald Soprano" directly in the English Language to ensure no one would harass him with redundant inquiries. 

DIRECTOR: Absolute asylum. Meaning, when international peacekeeping forces finally deploy to Ukraine, we will also be able to stage performances for them in their respective Native Languages. 

DIRECTOR: Out of professional courtesy to the viewer, yes. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: And if they are, for instance, Indian troops? What will our communication be like? 

DIRECTOR: Indians are Indo-Europeans. If one monitors their conversations attentively, one will always detect Ukrainian words. I presume this is our common heritage. I believe Indian Soldiers find our performances here easily comprehensible. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Soldiers prefer tranquility and beer during performances. They prefer a stage where nothing "thumps." Soldiers appreciate such productions. Would you prefer lemonade or coffee? 

DIRECTOR: Recess! 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Lunch break? 

DIRECTOR: Negative! 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Coffee consumption? 

DIRECTOR: Negative!

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR (Doubting): And the rationale for this? 

DIRECTOR: I am engaged in cognitive processing! 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Regarding the stage of this play? 

DIRECTOR: No. Regarding chilled beverages! 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: From your lips, that sounds like poetry. 

OFF-STAGE VOICE: Actually, I terminated alcohol consumption a long time ago. I am maintaining a sober lifestyle. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Well, how can we not have a drink to celebrate that fact? 

OFF-STAGE VOICE: What? 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: A plague. 

DIRECTOR: On both your houses!


(A significant pause for five seconds.)



ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: This shall be a play of the absurd. 

DIRECTOR: On what basis? 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Because the absurd represents the pinnacle of dramaturgy. 

DIRECTOR: Who provided you with this data? 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: A certain professor. 

DIRECTOR: You were a student of this professor. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Correct. Is there an issue with that? 

DIRECTOR: The issue is that said the professor knew from the very inception that you would not offer any opposition. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Why was he certain of that? 

DIRECTOR: Because you required to pass his examination, and you understood he would retaliate for any insolent attempt to disagree with him. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Very well, then what style currently occupies the pinnacle of Dramaturgy? 

DIRECTOR: High Style. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Come now! That is not contemporary. Is it true? 

DIRECTOR: Yes. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Tragedy? 

DIRECTOR: Yes. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Why? The public generally has no affinity for tragedies! 

DIRECTOR: Precisely. They have no affinity because tragedy demonstrates to people what they refuse to hear. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: What? 

DIRECTOR: The grandeur of the human spirit. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: But people enjoy comedies! 

DIRECTOR: Precisely. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Why? 

DIRECTOR: Because comedies show people exactly what they desire to see. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: And what is it they desire to see? 

DIRECTOR: A Gentleman in a tuxedo treading upon a banana peel, falling, fracturing a mirror with his forehead, and, during his descent, dragging down some esteemed Lady whose skirt consequently hoisted. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Understood: Tragedy is the high genre; comedy is the low. Where does the absurd fit between them? 

DIRECTOR: Nowhere. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: How can it be "nowhere"? 

DIRECTOR: It is not a genre. It is merely another method of communication through truncated phrasing, a habit instilled in humans by the telegraph. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: The telegraph existed long ago. It even became obsolete long ago! 

DIRECTOR: Now, its position is occupied by SMS and various memes. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: Atrocious. 

DIRECTOR: No, not atrocious, merely a standard sign of the times. 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: And how does one depict war on stage? 

DIRECTOR: I shall terminate your employment because of a lack of intellectual agility! Picasso took it upon himself and depicted war when required—are you suggesting you are incapable? 

OFF-STAGE VOICE: And how did Picasso depict war? 

DIRECTOR: He took it upon himself and painted the canvas "Guernica"! 

ASSISTANT: That simplistic? 

DIRECTOR: That. There, on that single canvas, he did not merely depict war. He rendered ALL THE HORRORS OF WAR! 

ASSISTANT: So, are you assigning us a task? 

DIRECTOR: Which one? 

ASSISTANT: Which one? 

DIRECTOR: Depict Guernica!


(All immediately and silently, each according to their capacity, depict the painting "Guernica".)
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Prorizna Street sidewalk in Kyiv. Autumn. A café with outdoor seating. Sunny, yet cold. Leaves are falling. Individuals resemble high-ranking government officials, though their status is ambiguous. B. and C. seated at separate tables, focused on their mobile devices.

A. continuously paces between them, carrying a phone and various documents. A. intermittently halts to deliver lines.

The dialogue lacks clear addressing. The conversation shifts fluidly between personal, professional, fabricated, and factual realms.

––––––––
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SCENE ONE

DIRECTOR: Character A speaks! 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR: In what manner? 

A. (Suddenly, loudly, distinctly, as if describing a recollection or a cinematic frame): ...The footwear was beige. The skirt was ivory. The blouse was the color of the whole milk. (Proceeds with pathos, as if delivering an indictment): You? Poached? ...Consumed? 
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