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Praise for DAVID RABE and THE BLACK MONK


“Rabe’s theatrical universe is at once vivid and mysterious, a pageant and a puzzle, where his bemused characters glimpse only the barest outline of … ‘the unrelenting havoc’ in which they flounder … [His] daringly stylized dramas hover in the realms between the natural and the metaphorical … Rabe is expert at building the awful pressure of impending woe.”


—JOHN LAHR, THE NEW YORKER


“The Black Monk is a great play…. Mr. Rabe has heightened theatrical possibilities by extending descriptive passages into dramatic scenes that catch fire … a heady event.”


—ALVIN KLEIN, THE NEW YORK TIMES


The Black Monk has been called a singular “collaboration” between two writers: Anton Chekhov and David Rabe. Based on Chekhov’s novella of the same name, Rabe’s brilliant stage adaptation tells the story of Kovrin, the young philosophy student who returns from Moscow to the estate owned by Pesotsky, where he spent his youth. Kovrin and Pesotsky’s daughter, Tanya, soon fall in love and plan to marry. But the appearance of an emissary from the unknown—the black monk—threatens to have a devastating effect on them.


Vastly different in their aesthetic, these two highly praised plays embody all of the celebrated hallmarks of David Rabe’s writing and art: unflinchingly honest and perceptive themes, starkly luminous dialogue, and the unsettling humor which have made him an icon of the American theater for more than forty years.
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DAVID RABE is the author of many widely performed plays, including The Basic Training of Pavlo Hummel, Sticks and Bones, In the Boom Boom Room, Streamers, Hurlyburly, and The Dog Problem. Four of his plays have been nominated for the Tony Award, including a win for Best Play. He is the recipient of an Obie Award, the American Academy of Arts and Letters Award, Drama Desk Award, and the New York Drama Critics Circle Award, among others. His numerous screenwriting credits include I’m Dancing As Fast As I Can, Casualties of War, Hurlyburly, and The Firm.


Rabe is the critically acclaimed author of the novels Dinosaurs on the Roof and Recital of the Dog, and a collection of short stories, A Primitive Heart. Born in Dubuque, Iowa, Rabe lives with his family in northwest Connecticut.
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CAST


Principals (in order of appearance)


YEGOR SEMYONITCH PESOTSKY—renowned horticulturist, in his sixties, owner of a flourishing estate.


TANYA—Pesotsky’s daughter, a childhood friend to Kovrin. She’s in her twenties.


ORLOV—a valet—elderly, earnest, and put-upon.


ANDREI VASILICH KOVRIN—scholar and idealist in his thirties, an orphan raised by Pesotsky.
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VARVARA NIKOLAEVNA—strong and bolstering, in her forties or fifties.


Ensemble


NADIA—in her twenties, a friend to Tanya, has a beautiful singing voice.


MIKHAIL—in his thirties, he is Nadia’s companion and a friend to Tanya and Pesotsky; he plays the piano.


YAKOV—in his twenties, a friend to Nadia and Mikhail, he would like to court Tanya.


The following can be doubled using actors playing Nadia, Mikhail, and Yakov, and one or two others:
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ACT ONE



SCENE ONE


Borissovka: the orchard on the estate of YEGOR SEMYONITCH PESOTSKY. Smoke rises from the ground. Peasants tend the fires, heads bowed. Pesotsky, bundled against the cold, stands raising a thermometer attached to the end of a fourteen-foot pole. He raises it high and then lowers and examines it.


PESOTSKY


Terrible, terrible.


His daughter, TANYA, and SERVANT ORLOV arrive, both bundled up, and Pesotsky looks to them.


No, no, it’s coming. The star-filled sky declares it, and look how the thermometer confirms it. Frost will come toward morning.


To Orlov, the servant.


Where is Ivan Karlitch? Why isn’t he here? Bring him here.


ORLOV


But he’s gone. They say he went to town.


PESOTSKY


Who says? No, no, no. Find him, I say, now!


TANYA


I saw him drive off, Father. He’s gone.


PESOTSKY


What kind of gardener is so idiotic that he leaves at such a moment?


He whirls to Orlov.


Find that miserable fool, I tell you, Orlov, and bring him here!


ORLOV


I will, I will, but I don’t know where he is.


ANDREI VASILICH KOVRIN enters, carrying his suitcase.


KOVRIN


Hello. Hello.


TANYA


Father. It’s Kovrin!


PESOTSKY


Has he come?


Hastening to Kovrin.


There he is! Kovrin!


But after a mere pat, he races on.


Forgive us, but your arrival brings you into the middle of our great anxiety.


KOVRIN


Yegor Semyonitch, whatever your mood, I am overjoyed to see you. What’s the trouble?


PESOTSKY


Our bitter enemy is upon us.


TANYA


It’s the frost, we’re afraid of the frost, and Father says it must come by morning.


PESOTSKY


There is no doubt. And our wretched gardener has abandoned us.


Nearby, a peasant has fallen to his side in sleep, and Pesotsky pokes him with the stick to wake him.


But what else should I expect from these shiftless creatures who care only for vodka and the quickest road away from their duty.


KOVRIN


Tanya, take my hand.


He reaches out and she moves to greet him, but Pesotsky sweeps her away.


PESOTSKY


The hour is most inopportune, Kovrin! The fires must not go out, and so we haven’t a second to attend you fully.


KOVRIN


Ignore me in every way. I don’t care. I am glad to be here, whatever the crisis.


PESOTSKY


Let me hug you. Let me hug you.


Hurrying back to hug Kovrin.


What a fine young man you are!


Studying him.


Kovrin, Kovrin, you have come. What joy I feel. But not now. Tomorrow the sun will shine. But tonight we must take up the struggle.


Moving off.


It’s sad, but the second we turn our backs, the fires will go out.


He spies another peasant fallen to his side and so must rouse him.


These lugs who eat my bread in the name of work they never do would rather sleep than save my trees.


Advancing on another drowsy peasant.


Never mind that damage from the frost could cost me thousands in good money, and then who would buy their bread for them?


The peasant rouses himself as Pesotsky nears.


Not that money can measure the value of the orchard. There’s no fortune in the world, no matter how vast, that could make up for the loss of one little tree!


KOVRIN


What can I do? Assign me a task. I want to help.


TANYA


But you must be ready to drop, Kovrin. You’ve been traveling for days.


KOVRIN


I should be tired, I suppose. But I’m not!


PESOTSKY


Good Lord, she’s right. Be honest—you must be hungry and worn out after your journey. Forgive our rudeness, but we are embattled.


Addressing Tanya.


I’ll take first shift, Tanya, and you see Kovrin to his room.


KOVRIN


Actually, I’m not ready for bed.


TANYA


I’m very much awake, too, Father. I don’t think I could sleep at all right now.


PESOTSKY


No, no, no, Tanya, you look like you haven’t slept in days.


TANYA


You’re the one who looks a wreck, Father. Tell him, Kovrin.


PESOTSKY


Is she right?


KOVRIN


Well, I must—


PESOTSKY


Oh, don’t say it. I surrender. I’m too tired to argue. But I’ll come to you at three o’clock, Tanya.


He hands her the thermometer on the stick.


And then you can sleep in the morning as long as you want.


Picking up the suitcase, and starting off.


Kovrin, come along. If I can’t be the perfect host, at least I can brew some tea and show you to your room.


KOVRIN


Yegor Semyonitch, I guess I didn’t make my point. Just to be here—to see you both—I feel somewhat ardent. Even wild. I want to stay with Tanya.


PESOTSKY


But … you’re our guest.


KOVRIN


I’m asking. You know you’re going to go to sleep and that will leave me all by myself, when all I want is to be with at least one of you now that I am here.


PESOTSKY


Do you know, I think I said it, but if I didn’t, I will say it now—I’m too tired to argue. Anyway, it’s a fine idea. You will keep her company. But take my coat. It’s cold and getting colder.


Removing his coat, he helps Kovrin put it on.


Look at you. Let me give you one more hug before I go.


And he does.


There, there. Yes it’s you, Kovrin. Goodnight.


Grabbing the suitcase, moving off.


KOVRIN


Goodnight.


PESOTSKY


Yes, yes. Goodnight to the two of you. Protect my wonderful trees. They sprout from my soul, you know.


TANYA


Goodnight, Father.


Watching, as Kovrin looks after Pesotsky.


Welcome to Borissovka. You come for vacation and are put to work without sleep.


KOVRIN


I think it must be said, Tanya, that I volunteered.


TANYA


We both did. Let’s walk. As father said, I must march about as a kind of sentry.


She moves off, and he joins her.


KOVRIN


Well, good. I’m ready for anything. But what is it we’re doing again?


TANYA


Protecting the orchard from the frost.


KOVRIN


By walking about among these trees in their regimented rows?


TANYA


Kovrin, it’s the fires. We need the smoke.


KOVRIN


Well, of course. We must have black thick smoke.


TANYA


Not us. The trees. Kovrin, certainly you remember that cloudy weather protects the trees, because of how it keeps away the morning frost, and so when the sky is clear, we must provide the clouds.


KOVRIN


Was this true when I was a child?


TANYA


Yes, Kovrin. It’s a fact, but apparently one you and your fancy friends at the university have no interest in.


KOVRIN


Halting as she walks on.


I think I need a moment. Have I come to the wrong estate? Who are you?


TANYA


Oh, stop it.


KOVRIN


No, no, I must find out. Such a serious face, a little pale with the cold. Such fine dark eyebrows. Wait, wait—let me look. Good heavens. It’s Tanya Pesotsky, and she’s all grown up.


TANYA


You’ve been gone eight years, you know.


KOVRIN


Seven.


TANYA


Eight, Kovrin.


KOVRIN


Whatever it is—in my mind I see you as I last saw you. Scrawny, long-legged, your hair flopping around your shoulders, so that—


TANYA


I know! So that I looked like a heron.


KOVRIN


Yes, a skinny, long-legged heron!


TANYA


Are you going to start it up again?


KOVRIN


But it is what you looked like.


TANYA


And now?


KOVRIN


No. No more.


TANYA


It bursts out of her.


Are we still your kindred people, Andryusha? I have to know.


KOVRIN


What?


TANYA


You’re off with your wonderful, fascinating life away in Moscow at the university! But please tell me you don’t feel you’ve outgrown us. I want so much to have you still think of us as your family.


KOVRIN


Of course I do.


TANYA


Be honest.


KOVRIN


Tanya, the way your father and you took me in when I had no one, after my mother … I have no other family.


TANYA


Because Father considers you his son—I know it—not his blood son, of course, but somehow his own. I have to warn you not to be too surprised when you see all the photographs. Just be prepared.


KOVRIN


What photographs?


TANYA


Spotting a nearby sleeping peasant.


Look at that sleeping donkey.


She moves to the peasant, pokes him.


You! You! Wake up and stay awake. You cannot let the fires go out!


PEASANT ONE


I’m sorry.


TANYA


Just do your duty.


To Kovrin.


Now you see why we must be out here.


KOVRIN


Tanya. I think I have to know. What photographs?


TANYA


They’re all over the house and all of you. Photographs of you, Kovrin. They’re as plentiful as the leaves on the trees.


KOVRIN


I don’t understand.


TANYA


I don’t either, except I think my father loves you more than anyone else in the world. Because you are brilliant, you are accomplished. And since he raised and educated you, I think he believes your success is at least partly due to his influence.


She spies a sleeping peasant.


Oh, now look. Another sleeping fool.


Rushing over.


Little Dunce, what are you doing? Let me help you.


Turning to Kovrin.


They are like children. Or clumsy puppies. This is my life, Kovrin. Thank God you’ve come.


KOVRIN


Tanya. I must tell you. It’s so amazing. I was with a doctor friend, who was advising me that in his opinion the thing I needed most was a chance to get away, to spend time in the country. No sooner had I returned to my apartment than I found your letter inviting me to come here for a visit.


TANYA


On that very day, Kovrin?


KOVRIN


Yes!


TANYA


Because I was thinking about you constantly. Even in dreams. I had to write that letter, I had to send it.


KOVRIN


He sings very softly, shyly.


“Onyegin, Onyegin, I won’t conceal it; I madly, madly love Tatiana …” I feel blessed to be here and to see you in this place with its smoke and stink and lazy peasants. I cherish it all. Every little—


PESOTSKY


Calling from offstage.


Tanya! Kovrin!


Pesotsky enters far from them.


TANYA


Father, we’re over here!


PESOTSKY


I don’t see you.


TANYA


Waving.


Here! Here!


PESOTSKY


Ah, yes, I have found you. You’ve done your work well, Tanya. You may sleep at last.


TANYA


He’s very good company, Father. The hours flew by.


PESOTSKY


Good, good. Still, you need your sleep.


Retrieving the thermometer on the stick.


And you, Kovrin, it’s a wonder you can keep your eyes open.


KOVRIN


Actually, Yegor Semyonitch, I’m wide awake.


PESOTSKY


You can’t mean it. How can that be?


KOVRIN


I don’t know. But it’s true. I’ll stay with you now.


TANYA


I’m tempted to stay up, too, but I know I’ll fall apart tomorrow if I don’t get some sleep.


As she heads off.


Goodnight to you both.


PESOTSKY


Goodnight, my perfect daughter.


Tanya waves as she goes.


KOVRIN


Yes, my little heron-no-more, goodnight to you.


Kovrin watches her go, then looks back to see Pesotsky raising the thermometer to the farthest inch possible.


PESOTSKY


So this is the sad story, Kovrin. The surface of the ground is covered in frost; but stick a thermometer fourteen feet up into the air and it’s warm. Look.


As he lowers the thermometer to show to Kovrin.


Do you see?


KOVRIN


Why does that happen?


PESOTSKY


I must say that, with all your education, I’d hoped you might tell me. But then, a man can’t know everything. The biggest brain can’t find a box in it for every fact. So what is your brain full of these days, in the sense of—what is your main interest at the university?


KOVRIN


Well, Yegor Semyonitch, philosophy, of course.


PESOTSKY


Philosophy still?


KOVRIN


Yes. I do some psychology, but mainly it’s—


PESOTSKY


And it does not bore you?


KOVRIN


Bore me? No. I love it.


PESOTSKY


Well, then you’re a lucky man. An unusual man, and lucky.


KOVRIN


It’s difficult, however, you must understand. I have adversaries who condemn my principles. Entrenched scholars who oppose me and say I am too original—why can’t I adopt the established methods? It wears me out.


Two sleepy peasants, heads down, are dragging a large bale of dung straw. Each has a rope over his shoulder attached to the straw as they trudge wearily along behind Pesotsky and Kovrin.


PESOTSKY


You must stand up for yourself.


KOVRIN


I know.


PESOTSKY


No easy thing in philosophy. It’s all in the air. Where is it?


KOVRIN


But that’s its joy. Its greatness, because it’s in the unknown—the eternal, and—


As Pestosky sees the dung straw being dragged by, the two men collide with a tree, one man going to the right of the tree, the other going to the left so that the bale bumps into the tree.


PESOTSKY


My God! MY GOD, NOO! NOO!


KOVRIN


What is it? What?


PESOTSKY


God forgive us all! THESE WRETCHED SCOUNDRELS ARE TANGLED IN MY TREE!


Racing toward them.


You’re devils, a plague! They have spoiled it completely; nothing is left but filth and devastation. The orchard is ruined, the orchard is lost. My God, I—I—


At the cowering workers.


YOU ACCURSED FOOLS, WHAT AM I TO DO?


WORKER


Master, we were dragging the dung straw for the fires and—


PESOTSKY


Kovrin, listen to him! What’s he saying? I don’t understand him! What am I to do with these hopeless people? He tells me he’s dragging dung straw—yes, I know that, I see that. But he does not say why he must collide with the tree. Why do they not walk on the same side? Nothing more is required! WALK ON THE SAME SIDE OF THE TREE! Drag the dung, BUT AVOID THE TREE!


Touching the tree tenderly.


Look how their ropes lashed into it. These wounds in the bark. Do you see them?


WORKERS ONE & TWO


Forgive us, sir!


Please.


Having untangled the ropes, the workers are going.


PESOTSKY


Calling after them.


Hanging is too good for both of you!


And to Kovrin.


I can’t beat them. I want to, but I am too kindhearted. They take advantage of me. Anyway, what am I to do?


Weary, looking for a place to rest.


I’m thirsty, and still half asleep. The little sleep I managed was all broken up, and …


But looking at Kovrin, he is full of feeling.


God bless you, God bless you! I’m very glad you are here.


Moving to Kovrin, embracing him.


But it’s more than glad. I don’t have the words. I am indescribably glad. Thank you.


Looking up.


Ah! The sun. Morning, morning. Look how the garden welcomes the light.


Gazing at the sunlight he loves.


In the night the clear sky is a villain, but in daylight, well, it’s a wonder.


Starting to go.


Come, let me show you my new greenhouses, there’s three of them, and the covered garden…. Every visitor who beholds them calls them “the marvel of the century.”


He stops, seeing that Kovrin hasn’t moved but stands looking up into the light.


What’s wrong? Is something wrong?


KOVRIN


No, no, it just struck me. Once I was a little boy running and playing in this orchard. I was happy here.


PESOTSKY


You’ve come for the whole summer.


Returning to him.


What am I doing? We can see the greenhouses and all that later.


Moving toward the house.


Come. We’ll have some tea.


KOVRIN


I remember wonderful antique porcelain teacups. Do you still have them?


PESOTSKY


Without a doubt.


KOVRIN


I would like tea in them. Tea with cream and rich shortbreads.


PESOTSKY


We’ll have it all. Tea and cups and cream and shortbreads. Yes, yes.


Pesotsky goes, and Kovrin, lagging behind, turns to the audience, speaking to them.


KOVRIN


Isn’t it this way always? Always and for everyone forever. We go home and it happens. Some slight detail transports us.


As music starts—a piano—Kovrin moves downstage to a small extension that juts out from the front edge of the stage. It is a miniature thrust that seems to separate him from the world. He continues to the audience, as to a friend.


Trifles arise and fill us, overtaking us with our childhood.


Pesotsky steps back out.


PESOTSKY


Kovrin, what are you doing? Come along.


KOVRIN


Yes, yes, Yegor Semyonitch. I’ll be there.


To the audience once more.


Tomorrow I know what I’ll do. Walking quickly off that way will bring us to the river.


Pointing off.


A steep clay bank. Pine trees tower. Sandpipers fret along the shore. Gazing into those dark waters, one is overtaken by the desire to sit down and write a ballad.


Once more, Pesotsky is seen, calling.


PESOTSKY


Kovrin, Kovrin, you silly boy, come! I demand it.


KOVRIN


Yes, yes!


To the audience.


My vacation has begun.


He turns and hurries off.


As the music continues, with perhaps singing added in.


SCENE TWO


The music continues, bridging with the change of light into the Pesotsky home. There are chairs, a couch, and Tanya is found near the piano with visiting neighbors, MIKHAIL, NADIA, and YAKOV. One plays the piano, another the violin. Nadia sings beautifully. Pesotsky is seated on the couch facing out and happily listening, as the song comes to an end.


PESOTSKY


Wonderful, wonderful, my angels. What’s next?


MIKHAIL


Let’s play the Schubert.


NADIA


No, not that.


YAKOV


What do you want?


NADIA


The Serenade by Braga.


TANYA


I’m not in the mood.


NADIA


Well, I am.


PESOTSKY


It’s lovely. Please do it. Where’s Kovrin? Where is that boy? Tanya, make him come join us.


TANYA


I tried. But he was looking for something and he couldn’t be bothered.


PESOTSKY


He adores the music.


TANYA


I know, but he’d lost a very important book. It was very important.


PESOTSKY


Books. The boy is a bedlam of books. And work.


Several books lie on the couch and he picks one up.


But then they are his work, these books. And he never sleeps. I go to bed at night and he’s awake.


Rising with the book, pacing to the guests, entertaining them.


I rise with the chickens and there he is, so I start to think that he never sleeps. Except that, upon occasion on this very couch—


Returning to the couch.


—where I am sitting now—where I am about to sit. Tilting into sitting. It is the wine that makes me tilt, along with the axe of the years cutting away at my knees.


But he manages to sit.


But I was saying something else. My subject was a splendid matter. Far better than this discourse on age and knees and tilting, but I have no idea what it was.


As Kovrin walks into the room carrying a book, a manuscript.


Oh, yes! It was Kovrin! And the way I find him sleeping right here on this couch. By accident in the afternoon. I’ve seen him. And the dire consequences of such a nap is that he stays awake all night. Sleepless until morning.


Back up on his feet, he approaches Kovrin.


And then he finds himself wide awake and cheerful, as if it’s all just the way he wants it. It’s a great mistake on God’s part, I say, to waste such energy on a scholar. Drink some wine. I wanted your company.


KOVRIN


Now you have it. I’d like a cigar.


PESOTSKY


That’s right. You work too hard. The girls want you out here. They need some charm to distract them from the wearisome noise I’ve been making, which they politely—


KOVRIN


Listen to him!


To everyone.


One of the most distinguished men in all of Russia and he’s begging for a compliment!


PESOTSKY


I am a doddering composition, and these beautiful young girls are bored with me.


KOVRIN


I think they hang on your every word. Nadia. Sit next to Yegor.


Laughing a little, Nadia hurries to Pesotsky.


And smile and ask him to tell you about his hothouses and his covered garden and—


PESOTSKY


No, no, no. Don’t start making mischief.


To Nadia, beside him.


But I will tell you one thing I am completely correct about and there can be no argument.


To Kovrin.


You work too hard!


Back to Nadia.


He works without rest.


KOVRIN


With wine and cigar.


I must admit there’s no restraining me. I’ve come to the country to rest, but I’m as passionately immersed in my work as I was at the university. Even more so. I read and read, I make a note, and then I read some more. There are not enough hours in the day—and when I have a spare minute, I use it to study Italian.


NADIA


Buon giorno, dove stai?


KOVRIN


Caro mio ben.


NADIA


Mangi e beri tutti i giorni.


KOVRIN


Si. Vuol balare senor contigo.


Everyone is very entertained by this, as if by a party trick.


PESOTSKY


Look at that. Soon they’ll be able to converse in that delightful language.


Nadia stays close to Kovrin, following him as Tanya watches.


It’s as if I’m happy here, Yegor Semyonitch. And it’s all so simple. Each morning I have coffee. I chat with Tanya, as she drinks her tea, and we talk. Little things. This and that. Nothing really. Then I go for a long walk, and I know that soon I’ll be at my desk. My powers of concentration have become the strongest they’ve ever been in my life. I take good clear notes. I read. I think. And there are moments when I stop. Everything. I sit and I look out the window, and this may sound unusual, it is strange—but my body fills with delight. I feel as if I might evaporate.
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