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Ivanov

Anton Chekhov, Russian dramatist and short-story writer, was born in 1860, the son of a grocer and the grandson of a serf. After graduating in medicine from Moscow University in 1884, he began to make his name in the theatre with the one-act comedies The Bear, The Proposal and The Wedding. His earliest full-length plays, Ivanov (1887) and The Wood Demon (1889), were not successful, and The Seagull, produced in 1896, was a failure until a triumphant revival by the Moscow Art Theatre in 1898. This was followed by Uncle Vanya (1899), Three Sisters (1901) and The Cherry Orchard (1904), shortly after the production of which Chekhov died. The first English translations of his plays were performed within five years of his death.

Tom Stoppard has made English versions of The Seagull (1997) and The Cherry Orchard (2009). His other translations and adaptations include The House of Bernarda Alba (Lorca), Undiscovered Country and Dalliance (Schnitzler), On the Razzle (Nestroy), Rough Crossing (Molnár), Largo Desolato (Havel), Heroes (Sibleyras) and Henry IV (Pirandello).
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Notes

Words in square brackets may be overlapped or elided.

‘Nicolas’ is pronounced as in French.





Act One

Outdoors at Ivanov’s estate: the house-front with an open window, a terrace, some garden furniture, a suggestion of the garden beyond and an avenue of trees. Evening is drawing in. From the window, the sound of a duet, piano and cello, practising.

Ivanov sits at the table reading a book. Borkin, in high top-boots, with a rifle, appears from the garden. He is tipsy. Catching sight of Ivanov, he tiptoes up to him and, coming alongside him, points the gun at Ivanov’s face.

Ivanov(jumping up) For God’s sake, Misha – what?! – you scared the –! I’m a bag of nerves as it is without you, without your stupid . . .

Borkin(guffaws) Right, right, apologies, sorry.

IvanovYou scared the life out of me and you think it’s funny . . .

Borkin(sits down next to him) Won’t happen again – promise. (Takes off his cap.) Lord, it’s hot. Think of it, dear chap – I’ve covered sixteen versts in three hours, I’m knackered – heart going like the clappers, lend us your hand a minute . . .

Ivanov(reading) I’m reading . . .

BorkinNo, feel my heart –

He takes Ivanov’s hand and puts it to his chest.

Can you feel? Di-dum, di-dum, di-dum, dum-dim – see? Heart disease! I could drop dead any moment. Actually – would you be sorry if I died?

IvanovI’m reading, ask me later.


BorkinSeriously though, would you? If I died would you miss me, Nikolay?

IvanovWill you please stop [bothering me]!

BorkinJust say – would you mind if I –

IvanovWhat I mind is you reeking of vodka.

Borkin(laughs) Do I? I’m amazed. Well, not really. Nothing amazing about it. I ran into the magistrate in town, we knocked back a few or seven or eight. Actually, drinking’s not good for you. It’s bad for you, in fact – wouldn’t you agree? Eh? Bad for you?

IvanovThis really is . . . Can’t you understand you’re driving me [mad]?

BorkinRight, right . . . apologies, sorry again . . .!

He gets up and moves off.

Some people are extraordinary – you’re not even allowed to talk to them.

He returns.

Oh – almost forgot – eighty-two roubles, please.

IvanovWhat eighty-two roubles?

BorkinTomorrow’s wages for the workmen.

IvanovI haven’t got it.

BorkinOh, good. ‘I haven’t got it’! Perhaps you think the men can go without their wages?

IvanovI don’t know what I think. I just haven’t got it. You’ll have to wait till the first of the month.

BorkinWe’re not connecting here – the men aren’t coming for their wages on the first of the month, they’re coming tomorrow [morning].


IvanovWell, what am I supposed to do about it? (Angrily.) And since when do you think you can interrupt me when I’m [reading]?

BorkinLook, I’m only asking – do we give the men their wages or don’t we? Waste of breath. Gentleman farmers! Three thousand acres of scientific agriculture and not a bean to show for it. Like having a wine cellar and no corkscrew. Maybe I’ll just up and sell the troika tomorrow! I sold the oats on the stalk, see if I don’t sell the barley. If you think I’d think twice you’ve got the wrong man.

Shabelsky is heard through the window.

ShabelskyIt’s impossible to play with you! I’ve known stuffed carp with more ear for music.

Anna(appearing at the open window) Who’s that – you, Misha? What are you stamping about for?

BorkinYou’d be stamping about if you had to deal with your cher Maître Nicolas.

AnnaOh – Misha – get them to bring some hay to the croquet lawn.

Borkin(waves his hand dismissively) Kindly don’t bother me now.

AnnaNow don’t get high and mighty – women find it unattractive. Oh Nikolay! – let’s go and do cartwheels in the hay!

IvanovIt can’t be good for you standing at an open window, do go inside, Anyuta darling. (Shouts.) Uncle – close the window!

The window closes.

BorkinAnd another thing – Lebedev’s due his interest the day after tomorrow.


IvanovI know. I’m going over there later – I’ll ask for more time.

BorkinYou’re going when?

Ivanov(looking at his pocket watch) Now – soon –

Borkin(eagerly) Hang on, isn’t it Sasha’s birthday today? Silly me – I almost forgot – what a memory! (Hops about.) Tell you what, I’ll come along with you – (Sings.) I’ll come along with you . . . First a swim, chew some paper, splash on some anti-booze and start off the day again. Mon ange, mon frère, mon petit Nikolay Alekseevich – you’re all jumpy and down in the dumps all the time, always moaning, goodness me – You and me, me and you, what the two of us couldn’t do only the devil could! There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you How about if I marry Marfushka Babakina? Half the dowry is yours. Did I say half? – have the lot!

IvanovDo stop talking rubbish.

BorkinNo, I’m serious, really and truly – Do you want me to marry Marfa? Divvy up the dowry? . . . I don’t know why I bother. (Mimics him.) ’Do stop talking rubbish’! You’re not a bad chap, quite bright, really, but what you need is a bit of get up and go . . . You’re a case, a chronic gloom merchant, which if you weren’t, you could have a million inside a year. Here’s a for instance: Ovsyanov is selling a strip of land on the other bank just opposite, for 2, 300 roubles. If we buy it we’ll own both sides of the river. And if both banks are ours – follow me? – we’d have the right to build a dam. Yes? We start building a mill, and as soon as we tell them we want to make a mill pond, everyone downstream will kick up a fuss and we’ll put it to them straight – kommen Sie hier – if you don’t want the dam, it will cost you. Am I getting through? The Zarevsky factory will be good for five thousand, Korokolkov three thousand, five thousand from the monastery . . .

IvanovThat’s called extortion. If you don’t want a row keep your ideas to yourself.

Borkin(sits down at the table) Of course! I should have known.

Shabelsky comes out of the house with Lvov.

ShabelskyDoctors! – They’re like lawyers, only with doctors when they’ve finished robbing you, you die . . . any doctors present excepted, of course. Bloodsucking quacks. There may be some utopia where exceptions prove the rule, but in my life I must have spent about twenty thousand on doctors and never met one who wasn’t an out-and-out swindler with a licence to practise.

Borkin(resuming, to Ivanov) Yes, tie my hands and sit on your own – that’s why we’re broke.

ShabelskyPresent company excepted, as I say – there could be anomalies . . . (Yawns.) though frankly I doubt it.

Ivanov(closing his book) So, doctor, what’s the verdict?

Lvov(glancing round at the window) No different from this morning – she needs to go south immediately – to the Crimea.

Shabelsky(snorts with laughter) To the Crimea! . . . We should all be doctors! It’s so simple – Madame’s got a tickle in her throat, or coughing for something to do, so grab a sheet of paper and prescribe as follows: take one young doctor, followed by one trip to the Crimea, and in the Crimea, one good-looking Tartar to put the colour in her cheeks . . .

Ivanov(to Shabelsky) Would you stop blathering on! (To Lvov.) To go to the Crimea requires money, and even supposing I find it, she won’t hear of it.


LvovI know.

BorkinI say, Doctor, is Anna Petrovna really as ill as all that? – Crimea and everything?

Lvov(glancing round at the window) Yes, it’s tuberculosis.

BorkinOof! . . . Not good . . . I could see in her face for a while now she’s not long for this world.

LvovPlease keep your voice down – you can be heard indoors.

Borkin(sighing) Life . . .! Life is like a flower in a field – we just have time to come into bloom, then along comes a goat and goodbye flower.

ShabelskyIt’s all nonsense and nothing but nonsense! . . . (Yawns.) Nonsense and humbug . . .

Pause.

BorkinI’ve been telling Nikolay Alekseevich how to make some money. I gave him a wonderful idea, but as ever the powder flashed in the pan. You can’t shift him . . . Look at him – a picture of misery . . . apathetic, worried sick.

Shabelsky(stands up and stretches) You have a fat-headed genius for scheming and telling everybody how to change their lives – but you’ve never once taught me anything – go on, show me how, if you’re so clever – show me the way.

Borkin(moving off) I’m going for a swim . . . Au revoir, gents – I could teach you twenty ways –

Shabelsky(following him) Go on then, show me.

BorkinNothing to it. In your shoes I’d have twenty thousand in a week. (Comes back.) Nikolay Alekseevich, can you give me a rouble?


Ivanov silently hands him the money.

Merci! (To Shabelsky.) You’ve got all the cards in your hand.

Shabelsky(following him) So, what are they?

BorkinIn your place I’d have thirty thousand in a week.

Shabelsky follows Borkin out.

Ivanov(aside) Useless people, useless talk, stupid questions . . . I’m ill with it. I’ve become crotchety, bad-tempered, rude to everyone . . . small-minded . . . I don’t know myself any more. My headaches last for days, I can’t sleep, there’s a buzzing in my ears, and there’s nowhere, absolutely nowhere, I can get away from everything.

LvovI need to have a serious talk with you.

Ivanov(continuing) Nowhere.

LvovAbout your wife. She won’t agree to the Crimea but she’d go if you went with her.

Ivanov turns to Lvov.

IvanovThe cost of both of us going . . . Anyway I can’t get away. I’ve already taken time off this year.

LvovAll right, say you can’t. Next point. The best medicine for TB is complete rest, and your wife doesn’t get a moment’s peace. She’s constantly upset by the way you treat her. Forgive me – I’m upset myself and I have to speak plainly. Your behaviour is killing her. Nikolay Alekseevich – please help me to think better of you.

IvanovIt’s true. It’s all true. I’m terribly to blame no doubt, but my mind is so confused, I’m sick to my soul with a sort of lassitude, I haven’t the energy to make sense of anything. (Glances at the window.) Let’s move off, go for a stroll . . . I wish I could tell you everything from the very beginning but I’d need all night.

They start to move off.

Anna was – is – a rare, remarkable woman. She changed her faith for me, her name – abandoned home and family, gave up her fortune . . . and if I’d asked her for a hundred other sacrifices she’d have made them without a second’s thought. Not like me. I haven’t sacrificed a thing, and there’s nothing remarkable about me. Well, anyway . . . (Ponders.) Well, briefly, I married her because I was madly in love, I swore I would love her for ever, but . . . five years went by, she still loves me but I . . . (Spreads hands in a gesture of helplessness.) And here you are telling me she’ll soon be dead, and I feel no love or pity but only a kind of hollowness. To you it must look awful – I don’t understand what’s happening to me myself . . .

They walk away into the garden.

Shabelsky enters, laughing heartily.

ShabelskyI swear to God, he’s a genius, a virtuoso! They should put up a statue. He’s a walking compendium of contemporary venality – lawyer, doctor, huckster, confidence trickster – (Sits down on the step of the terrace.) And, you know, he never finished school, that’s the extraordinary thing. If only he’d acquired a bit of culture and picked up some science he’d be a master criminal! ‘You, ‘ he says, ‘you could have twenty thousand in a week – you’re holding the ace of trumps, your title: Count!’ (Laughs heartily.) ’Any girl with a dowry would marry you . . . Do you want me to set up Marfa for you?’ he says. ‘What Marfa?’ Oh, of course, it’s that widow whatsername, Babakina, the one who looks like a washerwoman.

Anna opens the window and looks out.


AnnaIs that you, Count?

ShabelskyWhat is it?

Anna laughs.

(With a Jewish accent.) Oy, vy are you laughink?

AnnaI was just remembering what you came out with at dinner. The thief, the lame horse, how did it go?

ShabelskyA Jew baptised, a thief gone straight and a lame horse mended are all worth much of a muchness.

Anna(laughs) Even your little jokes are spiteful. You’re full of spite. (Unsmiling.) No, seriously. Living with you is a bore, it gets one down. You’re always sniping, everyone’s a crook or up to no good. Tell the truth, have you ever had a good word to say for anybody?

ShabelskyWhat is this, a cross-examination?

AnnaIn five years under the same roof I haven’t once heard you speak of anyone without sneering. What have they ever done to you? Do you think you’re better than they are?

ShabelskyNot at all. I’m as big a swine as any swine in a skullcap. I never have a good word for myself either. What am I? I used to be rich, I could do as I liked, I was quite happy . . . and now . . . I’m a leech, a buffoon. If I get angry people just laugh at me. If I laugh, they shake their heads and say the old boy’s past it. That’s when they don’t ignore me.

AnnaThere it goes again.

ShabelskyWhat?

AnnaThat owl . . . screeching, it does it every evening.

ShabelskyWell, let it. It can’t make things any worse. (Stretches himself.) Oh, Anna, if only my lottery number had come up – a hundred thousand, or two hundred . . . I’d have shown you . . . I’d have been out of here, no more of your charity, the Day of Judgement would have come before you caught me back in this hole.

AnnaOh yes? – and what would you have done with the money?

Shabelsky(having thought for a moment) First I’d have gone to Moscow to listen to some gypsy music. Then . . . then straight to Paris, taken an apartment, gone to the services at the Russian church . . .

AnnaAnd then what?

ShabelskyThen sat by my wife’s grave with just my thoughts, day after day . . . sat there till I snuffed it. My wife’s buried in Paris.

Pause.

AnnaWell, that’s cheered us up. Do you want to try another duet?

ShabelskyYes, all right. Go and get some music out.

Anna goes indoors. Ivanov appears in the garden with Lvov.

Ivanov. . . Yes, but you only qualified a year ago, you’re still young – I’m the wrong side of forty, so I’m entitled to give you some advice. Don’t go marrying a Jewess or a neurotic or a woman with a mind. Find yourself a plain, ordinary girl who doesn’t make any unnecessary noise. Settle into a routine, the duller the better. Don’t try to fight the whole world, don’t butt your head against the walls. And stay clear of scientific farming, progressive education, and public speaking. Find a quiet corner and just get on with the task God gave you – it’s more comfortable, more honest and better for your health. Look at my life – I’m worn down by it, worn away by bad decisions, injustice, incompetence – (Catching sight of the Count, he explodes.) Oh, you again! – Why are you always hanging about and getting in the way? It’s impossible to have a private conversation!

Shabelsky(plaintively) Or to find any peace around here, God dammit!

He jumps up and goes into the house.

Ivanov(shouts after him) I’m sorry! – sorry! (To Lvov.) Why did I have to do that? I’m falling apart. I must do something about myself, I really must.

Lvov(agitated) Nikolay Alekseevich, I’ve heard you out and now, forgive me, I’m going to tell you plainly: your voice, your very tone, never mind the words, it’s all so unfeeling. Someone close to you is dying, in fact she’s dying because she’s close to you, and you don’t show her any consideration, all you do is walk around ordering everybody about, throwing fits . . . I don’t know how to put it, but, well, I just find you appalling.

IvanovYes . . . you could be right. You’re in a better position to judge. Quite likely you see me for what I am. (Listens.) It sounds as if the horses have been brought round. I have to go and get changed . . .

He goes towards the house and stops.

You don’t like me, Doctor, and you don’t bother to hide it. I respect you for that.

He goes indoors.

Lvov(aside) Oh, damn my cowardice! I had another chance to tell that charlatan to his face he’s a selfish, despicable hypocrite, and I didn’t take it! I can’t keep my wits when I talk to him – I hardly get a word out before something in here – (Indicates his chest.) – stops my breath. I’m churning inside, my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth . . . There he goes – off out again when his wretched wife’s only comfort is to have him by her – he says he can’t stay – he’s suffocating here, you see, can’t stay in even for one night – he’d put a bullet through his head just to relieve the monotony. Poor devil, he needs his freedom, doesn’t he? – freedom to find another way to torture her. Oh, I know why he goes to Lebedev’s every evening – don’t think I don’t!

Ivanov, in hat and coat, comes out of the house with Shabelsky and Anna.

ShabelskyReally, Nicolas, it’s inhuman of you. We go to bed at eight o’clock out of sheer boredom. It’s monstrous – it’s no life! Why should you be allowed to go out and not us?

AnnaOh, leave him be, let him go.

Ivanov(to Anna) How could you go anyway? – You’re a sick woman, you’re not allowed outdoors after the sun’s gone down. Ask the doctor. You’re not a child, Anyuta, act your age. (To Shabelsky.) And why do you want to go to the Lebedevs?

ShabelskyI’d go to hell on a crocodile – anything rather than stay here. (Shouts.) I’m bored! I’m stupid with boredom! You leave me at home so your bored wife isn’t bored on her own, and I’m boring her to death.

AnnaLeave him alone – let him go if he wants to go and enjoy himself.

IvanovDon’t say that – you know I’m not going there to enjoy myself. I have to talk to them about the money I owe.

AnnaI don’t know why you’re bothering to make excuses. Off you go! No one’s stopping you.

IvanovCan we not squabble like this? There’s no need.


Shabelsky(in a tearful voice) Nicolas, my dear boy, I beg you, take me with you! I just want to give those frauds and fools a look-over, it might even be amusing. I haven’t been out since Easter!

Ivanov(irritated) Oh, come on then! I’m so tired of this.

ShabelskyCan I really? Oh, merci, merci beaucoup. Can I wear your panama?

IvanovAs long as you’re quick.

Shabelsky runs into the house.

I’m sick of the lot of you! Oh God, what an awful thing to say! It’s not how I used to talk to you. I’m sorry, Anna. I won’t be back late.

AnnaKolya . . . please, darling – don’t go out!

Ivanov(agitated) My sweet love, my poor unhappy darling, I implore you, don’t stop me going out in the evenings. I know it’s unfair, but let me anyway! – I can’t bear being here. The moment the sun goes down, I’m in misery. Don’t ask me why. I’ve no idea. Honest to God, I don’t know why. It’s misery at home, misery at the Lebedevs, misery when I get back – and so on all night long – I don’t know what to do.

AnnaThen you might as well stay at home, Kolya. We’ll talk . . . like we used to – have supper together, read . . . That old moaner and I have learned lots of new duets for you . . . (Puts her arms around him.) Do stay!

Pause.

I don’t understand you. You’ve been like this for a whole year now. Why did you change?

IvanovI don’t know . . . I don’t know . . .

AnnaWhy don’t you want me to come with you any more?


IvanovI’ll tell you why if you really want to know. It’s terrible but better said. When I get into one of my states, I begin to stop loving you. I’m in such misery I have to get away even from you. I have to get away from this house.

AnnaI know something about misery, Nikolay. Let me tell you, Kolya – what you have to do is be the way you used to be – sing, laugh, let off steam. Don’t go. We’ll have a laugh, have a drink, we’ll chase away your misery in a minute. Do you want me to sing for you? Or we could go and sit in your den in the dark as we used to and you can tell me all about your misery! There’s such suffering in your eyes! – I’ll look into your eyes and cry and we’ll both feel better. (Laughing and crying.) How does it go? ‘Flowers return with the spring, but happiness lingers behind.’ Is that it? Oh – all right, go then, just go!

IvanovSay a prayer for me, Anya!

He moves off, hesitates.

No, I can’t!

AnnaThen go . . .!

Ivanov leaves. Lvov approaches her.

LvovAnna Petrovna – you must make it a rule: when the clock strikes six you must come indoors and not go out till morning. The evening air is damp, it’s bad for your chest.

AnnaVery good, sir.

LvovI’m serious.

AnnaI don’t want to be serious. (Coughs.)

LvovYou see?

Shabelsky comes out of the house in hat and coat.


ShabelskyWhere’s Nikolay? Are the horses brought round?

He walks quickly over to Anna and kisses her hand.

Good night, light of my life! (Pulls a funny face.) Gevalt! Exscushe pliz.

Shabelsky hurries out.

LvovIdiot!

Pause. Distant sounds of an accordion can be heard.

AnnaHow unfair! Even the coachmen and cooks are having a party over there. I’m not invited to the ball . . . Yevgeny, what are you marching up and down for? Come and sit down.

LvovI can’t sit down.

Pause.

AnnaThey’re playing ‘The Little Finch’. (Sings.) ’Little finch, little finch, where did you go? Tippling vodka out in the snow.’

Pause.

Do you have a mother and father somewhere?

LvovMy father’s dead, but I have a mother.

AnnaDo you miss her?

LvovI have no time to miss people.

Anna(laughs) ’Flowers return with every spring, but happiness lingers behind.’ Who taught me that? . . . Can’t remember . . . It must have been Nikolay. (Listens.) There goes that owl again.

LvovLet it.


AnnaI feel I’ve been swindled by life. Most people no better than I am are happy and haven’t had to pay for it. But I’ve paid for absolutely everything . . . paid all I have . . . and I’m still getting final demands. Oy vay. Do you know any funny stories?

LvovMe? No.

AnnaNikolay knows lots. You know, another thing – I’m beginning to be amazed by how unfair people are. Why don’t they repay love with love? – instead of lies? How long do you think my mother and father are going to go on hating me? They live only a day from here. but I can feel their hatred even in my sleep. And what am I to think of poor Nikolay? He says it’s only in the evenings, when he’s at his lowest, that he stops loving me. I try to understand, I bear it patiently but suppose he stopped loving me altogether? Of course I know he won’t, but suppose suddenly he did? No – no I mustn’t . . . (Sings.) ‘Little finch, little finch, where did you go?’ (Shudders.) I have such terrible thoughts sometimes . . .

LvovExplain something to me – explain how a decent, honest, almost saintly woman like you let herself be taken in for so long, and dragged into this miserable mare’s nest. Why are you here? What have you got in common with that heartless – no, leaving aside your husband, what is a woman like you doing in this dead end among these no-hopers? – Oh, my dear God! – that endlessly droning, decrepit, crazy old count, and that crook Borkin with his ugly face – just explain it to me. Why are you here? How did you get here?

Anna(laughs) That’s just how Nikolay used to sound . . . exactly like that . . . and when he got worked up his eyes would blaze like coals! Go on talking, don’t stop!

Lvov(stands up and makes a dismissive gesture with his hand) What’s there to say? Please go indoors . . .


AnnaYou say Nikolay is this, that, and the other, but how would you know? Can you know all about someone in six months? What you have to understand is that Nikolay is a great man! I’m only sorry you never knew him two or three years ago. Back then, oh, he was so attractive! I fell in love with him the first time I saw him. I took one look and – snap! – I was caught. He said, ‘Let’s run off . . . let’s go!’ I stripped my life away just like you’d strip the dead leaves off a stem, and I went.

Pause.

How different everything has turned out. He disappears off to the Lebedevs to amuse himself with other women, and I . . . sit in the garden listening to the screeching of the owl . . .

The watchman is heard knocking.

Doctor, have you got any brothers?

LvovNo.

Anna starts to sob.

What is it? What’s the matter?

Anna(stands up) I can’t stand this. I’m going over there.

LvovWhere?

AnnaOrder the horses to be harnessed.

She goes towards the house.

LvovYou can’t go . . .

AnnaLeave me alone – it’s none of your business. I can’t . . . I’m going to the Lebedevs. Get the horses brought round . . .

She runs into the house.


Lvov(following her indoors) No, I absolutely refuse to treat anybody under these conditions. Not getting a kopek is one thing but being turned into an emotional wreck . . .! – No, I refuse: I’ve had enough.

End of Act One.






Act Two

The reception room in the Lebedevs: an exit into the garden, doors right and left, antique, valuable furniture. Chandeliers, candelabra and pictures – under dust covers.

Zinaida sits on the sofa. Elderly lady guests sit on either side of her in armchairs; young people sit on chairs. At the back of the stage, by the exit to the garden, Kosykh, Avdotya Nazarovna, Yegorushka and others are playing cards. Gavrila stands by one door.

There is a long moment of suspension, a tedium, a stasis disturbed only by stifled yawns, small shifts, a card played, a guest wandering in from the garden and wandering out again. A Maid entering to take round a parsimonious dish of nibbles (radishes, celery sticks) is a major event. A crunch of celery draws attention to itself. The hostess, Zinaida Lebedev, smiles and nods here and there. Someone starts humming a tune and stops. The situation – a party that isn’t working – is relieved by the entrance of Babakina.

ZinaidaDarling Marfa!

BabakinaA very good evening to you, Zinaida – many happy returns to your daughter – (They kiss.) – and God grant her . . .

ZinaidaThank you, darling, I’m so lucky. And how are things with you?

BabakinaThank you, I’m very well.

She sits down beside her on the sofa.

Hello, all you young folk!


The guests stand up and bow.

First Guest(laughs) ’Young folk?’ – you’re not so old.

Babakina(sighing) I feel I don’t belong with the youngsters any more.

First Guest(laughing respectfully) What are you talking about? You may be a widow but you can hold your own with any young woman here.

Gavrila brings Babakina some tea.

Zinaida(to Gavrila) What a way to serve tea – Bring some preserves – gooseberry or something –

BabakinaDon’t worry about that, thank you so much . . .

Pause.

First GuestDid you come by way of Mushkino, Marfa?

BabakinaNo – the Zaimishche road is better.

First GuestYes, indeed.

KosykhTwo spades.

YegorushkaPass.

AvdotyaPass.

Second GuestPass.

BabakinaLottery tickets are going like never before. The first draw is up to two hundred and seventy thousand, it’s never been known.

Zinaida(sighs) All very nice for those with plenty of tickets.

BabakinaDon’t you believe it, my dear. The prizes may be going sky high but lottery tickets tie up your capital. The insurance alone is a killer.


ZinaidaThat’s as may be, but all the same, darling, one has to keep hoping . . . (Sighs.) Please God . . .

Third GuestIn my opinion, ladies, there’s no point in holding capital in the present climate. Interest on securities is too low, and speculation too risky. If you ask me, anybody with capital today is in a more exposed position than someone who . . .

Babakina(sighs) I dare say you’re right!

The First Guest yawns.

Is it quite polite to yawn with ladies present?

First GuestPardon, Mesdames . . . Quite unintended.

Zinaida gets up and goes out. There is a prolonged silence.

YegorushkaTwo diamonds.

AvdotyaPass.

Second GuestPass.

KosykhPass.

Babakina(aside) Lord, if one died of boredom, one wouldn’t notice.

Zinaida returns with Lebedev.

Zinaida(privately) . . . Sitting out there on your own! Don’t be such a prima donna. Sit with your guests!

She sits down in her former seat.

Lebedev(yawns) It’s God’s punishment for something. (Catching sight of Babakina.) Oh, but my goodness, there sits my little sugar plum, my Turkish delight! How are you, precious?

BabakinaI’m very well, thank you.


LebedevWell, thanks be to God. (Sits in an armchair.) So, where are we . . .? (Calling the manservant.) Gavrila!

Gavrila brings over to him a small glass of vodka and a tumbler of water. Lebedev drinks the vodka and chases it down with water.

First GuestGood health!

LebedevGood health is right. I’m not about to fall off my perch. (To his wife.) Zyuzyushka, where’s the birthday girl?

Kosykh(tearfully) Not a single trick! For God’s sake! (Jumps up.) How the devil did we manage to lose every trick?

Avdotya(jumps up, angrily) Well, don’t play if you don’t know how! What makes you think you can lead with your opponent’s suit! Then you wonder why you’re stuck with your ace!

Both come forward from behind the table.

Kosykh(tearfully) I appeal to you, everyone – I had the ace, king, queen, jack and eight of diamonds, the ace of spades and a low heart, do you follow me? – and she – God knows why, couldn’t declare a small slam. So I declared ‘no trumps’.

Avdotya(interrupting) It was me who bid ‘no trumps’!

KosykhThat’s ridiculous! . . . Let me tell you – you had – I had – no, you had – Lebedev, you be the judge. In diamonds, I had ace, king –

Lebedev(stops his ears) Stop! – Leave me alone! –

Avdotya(shouts) I was the one who said ‘no trumps’!

Kosykh(furiously) I’ll be damned if I ever sit down to play with you again, you old trout!


He rushes into the garden. The Second Guest follows him out. Yegorushka is left at the table.

AvdotyaWell! . . . I’m all upset now. Trout, indeed. Trout yourself!

BabakinaYes, but you lost your temper, too, Granny.

Avdotya(seeing Babakina, throws up her hands with delight) My lovely one and only! Here she is, and I’m such a blind old bat I never noticed her. My little darling . . . my dove –

She kisses Babakina’s shoulder and sits down beside her.

Let me look at you! You’re a snow queen – I’ll stop before I tempt providence – spit, spit –

She spits twice over her shoulder.

LebedevShe’s off again. What you should do, dear, is find her a husband . . .

AvdotyaAnd see if I don’t! Sinner that I am, I won’t go to my grave till I’ve seen her married. And that goes for Sasha too. I won’t rest. (Sighs.) Only, where do you find a real man these days? Look at them – preening themselves like a bunch of cockerels caught in the rain.

Third GuestYou couldn’t be more wrong – young men nowadays want to stay single, and if you want my opinion it’s because of the state of society and the economic –

LebedevYou’ve set him off. We don’t want dissertations on the state of society, thank you.

Sasha enters and goes up to her father.

SashaSuch a lovely evening, and you’re all cooped up in this stuffy room!


ZinaidaSashenka, haven’t you noticed who’s come to visit?

SashaOh – excuse me, Marfa.

She goes up to Babakina and greets her.

BabakinaYou’ve become such a lady, Sasha, you haven’t been over to see me, not once. (They kiss.) Happy birthday, my dear.

SashaThank you.

She sits down next to her father.

LebedevI know what you mean, Avdotya, and it’s not just husbands who are hard to come by – you can’t even find a decent best man. Today’s lot – no offence – have gone off somehow, they’ve turned like milk, poor things, they’re curdled – don’t dance, don’t know how to talk or drink . . .

AvdotyaHumph! They know how to drink, given half a chance.

LebedevDrinking’s nothing, a horse can drink. I’m talking about drinking with a point to it. In my day, you’d slog away at your studies all day, come the evening you’d head for the nearest place with lights in the window and spin like a top till dawn . . . dance the plyaska and have a laugh with all the girls and who’s-for-another, get me? – (He makes the drinking sign.) – and tell stories and philosophise till your tongue fell out. Young men today . . . (Waves his hand dismissively.) I don’t understand them. No use to God or the devil. In the whole district, there’s only one real man, and he’s married . . . (Sighs.) And he seems to be on the slide . . .

BabakinaWho’s that?

LebedevNikolay Ivanov.


BabakinaYes, he’s all right. (Pulls a face.) Not a happy man, though.

ZinaidaYou’re right there, darling, and he’s got enough to be unhappy about, poor fool – (Sighs.) What a mistake that was, married his Jewess and thought the parents would hand over buckets of cash but no such luck. The moment she got herself baptised, they’ve had nothing to do with her, cut her off. So he didn’t get a kopek. He’s regretting it now, too late.

SashaMama, that’s not true.

Babakina(heatedly) What do you mean, Sasha? – everyone knows it’s true! Why did he marry that Abramovna if it wasn’t for the money? Aren’t there enough Russian girls? He made a mistake, darling, and – (Gaily.)– my goodness, is she paying for it! It’s enough to make a cat laugh. He arrives home from somewhere and he’s going on at her from the word go – ‘Your parents swindled me – get out of my house!’ But where could she go? Her parents won’t take her back. She’d have to go into service, I suppose, but she’s never been trained to work. And he never leaves off. The Count has to step in, that’s what I’ve heard – if it weren’t for him, Ivanov would have done for his Anna long ago.

AvdotyaNot only that, he locks her in the cellar and makes her eat garlic till it’s coming out in her sweat.

Laughter.

SashaIt’s all lies, Papa!

LebedevSo what? Let them jabber away, if it makes them feel better. (Shouts.) Gavrila! . . .

Gavrila serves him vodka and water.

ZinaidaAnd now the poor man is going to rack and ruin. He and his Jew-girl would be starving if it wasn’t for Misha Borkin keeping the estate going. (Sighs.) Not to mention how we’re suffering for it, my dear. God only knows the suffering he’s caused us. Would you believe me if I told you he’s owed us nine thousand roubles for three years now?

Babakina(in horror) Nine thousand . . .!

ZinaidaYes, my Pavel, who can’t tell a good loan from a bad one, lent him nine thousand. And it’s not just the capital, may the Good Lord watch over it – but you’d think he might pay the interest when it’s due.

Sasha(heatedly) Mama, we’ve heard this a thousand times before!

ZinaidaWhat’s that to you? Why are you standing up for him anyway?

SashaAnd how have you got the nerve, talking this way about someone who’s never done you any harm? What’s he ever done to you, tell me that?

Third GuestMiss Alexandra, allow me to say a couple of words! I respect Nikolay Alekseevich, I really do, it’s an honour to know him, but entre nous I’d say he’s a bit of a chancer.

SashaOh, would you? – Well, I hope you feel better for it!

Third GuestIf you want proof, consider this for a fact, told me by his bulldog, Borkin. Two years ago he bought cattle in the middle of the epidemic, insured them . . .

ZinaidaYes – I remember that. I heard about it too.

Third GuestHe insured them, then, guess what, he infected them with cattle disease and collected the insurance!


SashaThat’s absolute rubbish! Nobody bought or infected any cattle! It was one of Borkin’s pet schemes, he went around bragging about it. When Ivanov got to hear of it, Borkin spent two weeks grovelling. Ivanov’s only fault is that he’s too kind and didn’t send that Borkin packing. He’s too trusting. People have cheated him out of everything he had. Anyone who feels inclined has made money out of his charitable works.

LebedevCool down, little Sasha – that’s enough.

SashaBut why do they talk such nonsense? It’s so tedious! Is that all they can talk about? Ivanov, Ivanov, Ivanov – (She starts to leave but returns.) I’m surprised at you – (To the young people.) I can’t believe how pathetic you are. Aren’t you bored just sitting around? The air is thick with it! . . . Talk about something! Be some company for us! Laugh or sing us a song, or dance, just do something!

Lebedev(laughs) That’s right, you tell them!

SashaNo, listen, please – listen to me – if it’s too boring to dance or laugh or sing, I implore you for once in your life, just for the novelty, brace yourselves and just come straight out with something brilliant or witty – even something embarrassing or stupid, anything so long as it’s original and gets a laugh. Or if you could just perform some little action, it doesn’t have to be earth-shattering, just anything which passes for an achievement, so these ladies here just for once can say ‘Goodness me!’ You want them to like you, so why don’t you make an effort? You men! – you’re hopeless, you really are!

Shabelsky enters with Ivanov.

ShabelskyWho’s making a speech? You, Shurochka? (Laughs loudly and shakes her hand.) Happy birthday, my angel, may you live long and only the once.


Zinaida(joyfully) Nikolay Alekseevich! Your Excellency!

LebedevWho’s this I see? Count!

Shabelsky, catching sight of Zinaida and Babakina, stretches out his arms to them.

ShabelskyWhat a lovely sight – two moneybags on one sofa!

They greet each other.

(To Zinaida.) Zyuzyushka! (To Babakina.) Good evening, my little pompom!

ZinaidaI’m so happy to see you, Count, it’s been too long. Gavrila, more tea! Sit down, sit down.

She gets up, goes to the door and immediately returns, looking anxious.

    Sasha sits down in her previous place. Meanwhile Ivanov greets everyone in silence.

Lebedev(to Shabelsky) Where did you blow in from? What brought you? I can’t believe you’re here. (Kisses him.) Count, you’re a scoundrel. Normal people don’t behave like this. (Leads him aside.) Why don’t you come to see us? Are you angry with us or what?

ShabelskyHow am I supposed to get over here? On a broomstick? I haven’t got my own horses, Nikolay won’t bring me with him, makes me keep Anna company so she doesn’t get lonely. Send your horses over for me and I’ll be there.

LebedevThere’s the problem. It’s Zinaida, she’d sooner die. You mean everything to me, old chap, more than anyone. We’re the only ones left of the old crowd. ‘In my love for you are all my former griefs, my vanished youth.’ I’m serious, I could weep.

He embraces Shabelsky.


ShabelskyLet go, that’ll do – you smell like a distillery.

LebedevDear chap, you can’t imagine how bored I am without my old friends. I could hang myself. (Quietly.) All the decent folk have been driven away by Zyuzyushka and her money-lending – you can see there’s nobody left but these backwoods Boodkins and Doodkins . . . Well, anyway, have some tea.

Gavrila brings the Count some tea.

Zinaida(to Gavrila) Wake up, what a way to serve tea – fetch some jam, gooseberry or something –

Shabelsky(laughs loudly; to Ivanov) What did I tell you? (To Lebedev.) I bet him on the road, that as soon as we arrived Zyuzyushka would break out the gooseberry jam.

ZinaidaHave your little joke, Count.

LebedevThey don’t know what to do with it all, there’s about twenty barrels of the stuff.

Shabelsky(sitting near the table) Still coining it, Zyuzyushka? Made your first million?

Zinaida(with a sigh) It may look like that to you, but where do people think the money’s coming from? It’s just gossip . . .

ShabelskyOh yes, I’m sure! We know you’ve no talent for that little game! (To Lebedev.) Pavel, be honest, have you got a million?

LebedevMy God, how would I know? Ask Zyuzyushka.

Shabelsky(to Babakina) And our tubby little pompom here is on the way to her first million. So help me, she gets prettier and plumper by the day. That’s what comes with rolling in it.


BabakinaI’ll thank you not to make fun of me, Your Excellency.

ShabelskyYou call that making fun of you, my little moneybags? I speak from the heart. My love for you and Zyuzyushka is boundless. (Gaily.) Oh, the joy of it, the rapture! I can’t look at you without getting giddy!

ZinaidaAnd you haven’t changed a bit. Yegorushka, put the candles out, there’s no reason to have them lit if you’re not playing.

Yegorushka gives a start. He puts out the candles and sits down.

(To Ivanov.) How is your wife, Nikolay Alekseevich?

IvanovNot well. The doctor told me today it’s definitely tuberculosis.

ZinaidaDid he? – What an awful shame. (Sighs.) We’re all so fond of her, you know . . .

ShabelskyNonsense, nonsense! She hasn’t got TB – that doctor’s a quack. It’s just a ploy, so our Aesculapius can hang about the house. It’s a good job Ivanov’s not the jealous type.

Ivanov makes an impatient gesture.

I wouldn’t take her word on anything either. My rule in life is, never trust doctors, lawyers or women. It’s all nonsense – trickery and quackery.

LebedevYou’re a strange specimen, Matvey! You put on this act of hating the world, and parade about like some half-wit with a new toy. You’re no different from anyone else till you open your mouth, and then it’s like you’re spitting out a nasty taste.

ShabelskyWhat do you want me to do? – go about making love to these crooks and impostors?


LebedevWhat crooks and impostors? Where are they?

ShabelskyI’m don’t mean present company, of course, but –

LebedevBut nothing. It’s all put on.

ShabelskyYou say that because you’re lucky to have no sense of the sublime.

LebedevHow can I have a sense of the sublime? All I do is sit here waiting to kick the bucket. There’s my sense of the sublime for you. For you and me, brother, it’s a bit late for a sense of the sublime. (Shouts.) Gavrila!

ShabelskyYou’ve had enough ‘Gavrila’ – your nose looks as if it’s on fire.

Lebedev(drinks) What if it does? I’m not getting married today.

ZinaidaIt’s ages since Doctor Lvov was here. He’s forgotten us.

SashaI can’t bear him. Uprightness in boots. He can’t ask for a glass of water without pushing his honesty in your face. A walking, talking advert for honesty, it’s stamped on his forehead, ‘Solid Honesty’. He’s a bore.

ShabelskyHe’s a prig and a bigot. (Mimics.) ’Make way for honest speech!’ Preaching non-stop like a parrot, and anyone who doesn’t preach along is a cad. The profundity of his thoughts is astounding. If a peasant has done well for himself and lives like a human being, that means he’s on the fiddle and a scrounger. If I wear a smoking jacket, and have a servant to help me dress, I’m a worthless exploiter. He’s got honesty coming out of his ears. I don’t know – you only have to look at him sideways and he’s quite liable to take hold of you and call you names because it’s his moral duty.


IvanovHe’s tiresome, but still, I quite like him, he’s completely sincere.

ShabelskyOh, I’m sure he is! He came up to me last night and out of nowhere he said, ‘You know, Count, I find you deeply repugnant!’ Well, thank you very much. And it’s not simply personal, oh no, there’s bigotry there, his voice trembles, his eyes burn, his knees shake . . . To hell with his gimcrack sincerity. I may be repugnant to him, that’s fair enough, I don’t need telling, so why does he have to tell me to my face? So I’m worthless, fine, but when all’s said and done, grey hairs deserve respect. His honesty is as mindless as it’s merciless.

LebedevOh, come on – you were young once . . .

ShabelskyYes, I was a young hothead in my time – a second Chatsky outfacing the frauds and philistines – but I never called a thief a thief to his face, or mentioned rope in the house of a hanged man, I was properly brought up. But that boneheaded quack thinks he’ll have served his purpose in life if he could haul me up in public and, in the name of his humane and idealistic principles, put his boot in where it hurts.

LebedevI had an uncle, when he was a young man he was a Hegelian, and he’d invite people to his house and when he’d had a few drinks he’d get up on a chair, like this, and harangue them about being ignoramuses and forces of darkness – announcing the dawn of a new age and blahdy-blah . . .

SashaWhat did the guests do?

LebedevIgnored him, of course – carried on drinking. I challenged him to a duel once – my own uncle! We fell out about something or other in Francis Bacon. What happened was, I was sitting where Matvey is sitting, and uncle and the late Gerasim Nilych were standing there, about where Nikolay is standing – well, Gerasim Nilych goes and asks a question . . .

Enter Borkin dressed in his best clothes, with a package in his hands, bouncing up and down and humming. There is a buzz of approval.

LadiesMisha! Mikhail Mikhailovich!

LebedevMichel Michelich! – Listen to this . . .

BorkinI’ve arrived!

ShabelskyNow the fun starts!

Borkin(runs up to Sasha) Noble signorina, may I be so bold as to congratulate the universe on the birthday of its loveliest flower . . . and as proof of my esteem, present you - (Hands her the package.) – with these fireworks and sparklers of my own manufacture. May they light up the night as you brighten the gloom of this realm of darkness.

He makes a theatrical bow.

SashaThank you.

Lebedev(laughs loudly; to Ivanov) Why don’t you send the rogue on his way?

Borkin(to Lebedev) Pavel Kirillich! (To Ivanov.) And my guv’nor . . . (Sings.) Nicolas – voilà, hi-de-ho! (Goes round to everyone.) The most respected Zinaida Savishna . . . The divine Marfa Yegorovna . . . The ancient Avdotya Nazarovna . . . His exalted Excellency.

Shabelsky(laughs loudly) The life and soul . . . He walks in and the mood brightens. Notice that?

BorkinPhew, I’m exhausted . . . I think that’s everyone. Well, what’s the latest, ladies and gents? Any news to set the ears waggling? (To Zinaida, eagerly.) Something for you, Mama dear. When I was on my way here . . . (To Gavrila.) Get me a glass of tea, Gavryushka, only skip the gooseberry jam . . . (To Zinaida.) Yes, on my way to you just now, there were some peasants by the river stripping the bark off your willows. You should have those willows farmed out to somebody.

Lebedev(to Ivanov) Throw the Judas out on his ear.

Zinaida(alarmed) He’s right! I never even thought of it.

Borkin does ‘physical jerks’.

BorkinMust exercise, can’t get by without it. Mamasha, haven’t you got a new game we can play? I’m on top form, Marfa, I feel inspired.

ZinaidaYes, organise something – we need you.

BorkinWhy’ve you all got your tails between your legs? You look like a jury, sitting there. Let’s have a think. What do you fancy? Forfeits? Skip-rope, dancing, fireworks?

Ladies(clapping their hands) Fireworks! Oh, yes – fireworks!

They start hurrying out into the garden.

Sasha(to Ivanov) Why do you look so unhappy?

IvanovMy head aches, Sasha, and, besides, it’s all so boring.

SashaCome into the drawing room.

They go next door, while everyone follows Borkin into the garden except Zinaida and Lebedev.

ZinaidaThat’s my kind of man – a young fellow who’s hardly here a minute and he’s cheered everyone up. (Turns down the large lamp.) No point in burning oil for nothing while they’re in the garden.

LebedevZyuzyushka, we must give our guests a bite to eat.


ZinaidaLook at all those candles . . . No wonder people think we’re rich.

She puts them out.

LebedevZyuzyushka, for goodness sake, we must give these people some food . . . young people get hungry . . . Zyuzyushka . . .

Zinaida(leaving) The Count didn’t finish his tea. What a waste of sugar!

Lebedev(following her) Yes, dear, but . . .

Sasha comes in with Ivanov.

SashaThey’re all in the garden.

IvanovSo that’s how things are, Sasha. When I used to be working and thinking all the time, I never got tired. Now I don’t do anything and don’t think about anything, and I’m weary in body and soul. I’ve got a bad conscience awake and asleep, I feel everything’s my fault, but as to what’s my fault and why it’s my fault, I’ve no idea. And then there’s my wife’s illness, and money problems, the constant bickering and the rows and pointless conversation . . . and that fool Borkin . . . I’ve come to loathe being at home, it’s torture. I tell you frankly, Shurochka, even being in the same room as my wife, who loves me, it’s become unbearable. You won’t be angry with me for telling you. I came to see you to cheer myself up but I’m already longing to go home – Forgive me, I’m going to slip away.

SashaNikolay – I do understand – it’s loneliness that’s making you so unhappy. You should be with someone who loves you and understands you. Only love can save you.

IvanovWhat are you talking about, Sasha?! A love affair is all I need, a bedraggled old crosspatch like me. God save me from that! No, my little bright spark, a love affair is not the answer. I can bear anything – despair, ruin, losing my wife, feeling lonely and old before my time – anything but my self-disgust – that’s the thing I can’t live with. I could die of shame that a strong healthy fellow like me has turned into a sort of hangdog parody of a literary cliché – the superfluous guest!

Sasha(lightly, on the brink of tears) Nikolay, let’s run away to America.

IvanovI haven’t got the strength to run as far as that door, and you talk of America. (They go towards the garden.) It’s not easy for you being stuck here. When I look at who’s around, I worry about you – who is there to marry here? Your only hope is for some passing lieutenant or student to steal you and take you away . . .

Zinaida enters with a jar of jam.

You go ahead, Shurochka, I’ll catch you up . . .

Sasha goes out into the garden.

Can I ask you something, Zinaida?

ZinaidaWhat is it?

Ivanov(hesitates) Well, the thing is, the interest on the loan is due the day after tomorrow. I’d be awfully grateful if you could defer it, or let me add it to the lump sum. I have absolutely no money at present.

Zinaida(alarmed) How can I do that, Nikolay? What sort of business arrangement is that? No, don’t even think of it, for God’s sake, don’t upset me like this . . .

IvanovI’m sorry, I’m sorry . . .

Ivanov goes out.

Zinaida(aside) Dear God, he gave me a fright! I’m shaking like a leaf.


She goes out.

    Kosykh enters, crossing the stage.

Kosykh(aside) I had the ace, king, queen and seven showing in diamonds, the ace of spades . . . and one low heart, but she, God rot her, couldn’t declare a small slam . . .

He goes out. Avdotya and First Guest enter.

AvdotyaI’d like to rip her to pieces, the old skinflint . . . It’s beyond a joke, I’ve been sitting here since five o’clock and she hasn’t so much as offered me a stale herring. What a place! What a way to keep house!

First GuestI’m so desperate I’m about ready to start howling like a wolf and biting lumps out of people.

Avdotya. . . rip her to pieces, the old sinner.

First GuestI’m going to have a drink and then – off home! And don’t bother to line up those brides you promised me – I can’t think about love when I haven’t had a drink since my dinner.

AvdotyaLet’s go and sniff some out, then.

First GuestShsh! . . . I think there’s some schnapps in the sideboard in the dining room. Let’s get hold of Yegorushka . . . Shhh!

They go out. Anna and Lvov come in.

AnnaDon’t worry, they’ll be delighted to see us. There’s no one here. They must be in the garden.

LvovI’d like to know why you’ve brought me to this vultures’ nest. Honest people like you and me can’t breathe in this atmosphere.

AnnaOh you, Mr Honesty! If you’re going to keep a lady company, it’s really not nice to talk about your honesty the whole time – honest though it may be. Never tell a woman your virtues. Let her find them out. When my husband took me out, he’d sing and tell stories, and all the women would know what kind of man he was.

LvovI don’t want to hear about your husband. I know only too well what kind of man he is.

AnnaYou’re a decent man at heart, Doctor, but you don’t understand anything. Let’s go out in the garden. Nikolay never talked the way you do – he left the zoology out of it. When he lost his temper with someone, he’d say to me, ‘Oh, Anya, that was unfair of me, ‘ or ‘Now I feel sorry for him . . .’ But not you . . .

They go out.

    Avdotya and the First Guest enter.

First GuestIf it’s not in the dining room the only other place is the pantry. Yegorushka will know . . .

AvdotyaI could rip her to pieces, really I could . . .

They go out.

    Babakina and Borkin run in from, the garden laughing. Shabelsky minces in after them, also laughing and rubbing his hands.

BabakinaWhat a bore! (Laughs.) Everyone standing around as if they’d swallowed a poker. My bones are stiff with boredom. (Jumps about.) I have to stretch them . . .

Borkin grabs her around the waist and kisses her on the cheek.

Shabelsky(laughs loudly and snaps his fingers) Devil take it!

BabakinaLet go of me! You’re shameless! God knows what the Count will think. Let go!

BorkinMy heart’s angel, my treasure! . . . Lend me two thousand three hundred roubles.


BabakinaCertainly not. Say what you like, but when it’s money – thanks all the same – so let go of my arms.

Shabelsky(minces round and about) My little pompom – She’s quite good looking in her own way . . .

Borkin(seriously) Right, enough of that, let’s get down to business. I want a straight answer. No messing about. Yes or no. (Indicates the Count.) He needs money, three thousand a year, minimum. You need a husband. Want to be a Countess?

Shabelsky(laughs loudly) He really takes your breath away!

BorkinWant to be a Countess? Yes or no?

Babakina(agitated) The things you come up with, Misha, really . . . You can’t deal with these sorts of things on the spur of the moment . . . The Count can ask me himself if he wants to . . . and I don’t know – It’s all a bit sudden –

BorkinDon’t confuse the issue. This is a business proposal. Yes or no?

Shabelsky(laughing and rubbing his hands) Well, how about it? Damn me, do I have to deal with this sordid little business for myself? Eh? Come here, my little pompom . . . (Kisses Babakina on her cheek.) My charmer, my little cucumber!

BabakinaStop it, stop – you’ve got me all upset . . . Get away from me! – No, don’t go away . . .

BorkinHurry up! Yes or no? We haven’t got all night.

BabakinaI’ll tell you what, Count. Come and stay in a day or two . . . It’s fun at my house, not like here . . . Come tomorrow . . . (To Borkin.) Is this a joke?

Borkin(angrily) Would I joke about anything as serious as this?


BabakinaOh, stop, stop – oh, I’m feeling awful . . . A Countess . . . I don’t feel well . . . I’m going to faint . . .

With a laugh, Borkin and the Count take her under the arms and, kissing her on the cheeks, lead her out.

    Ivanov and Sasha run in from the garden.

Ivanov(clutching at his head in despair) No, it’s impossible! Don’t, Sasha, don’t – you must stop this!

Sasha(letting it all pour out) I’m madly in love with you. Without you my life has no meaning – no joy or happiness! You’re everything to me . . .

IvanovBut what’s the use? Why are you telling me? Oh God, I don’t understand what’s going on. Sasha, you mustn’t . . .

SashaFrom when I was just a little girl, you were the light of my life. I loved you body and soul, more than my life. But now . . . I love you, Nikolay Alekseevich. I’d go with you anywhere you like – the other side of the world – or to the grave. Only, for God’s sake, quick or I’ll stop breathing . . .!

Ivanov(bursts into happy laughter) What’s happening? Can it mean I can start again? A new life? Is that it, Shurochka? . . . Oh, my blessed one! (Pulls her towards him.) Your’re my lost youth, my innocence . . .

Anna enters from the garden and, catching sight of her husband and Sasha, stops as though rooted to the spot.

IvanovDoes it really mean I can start to live again? – does it? To live and work as I used to?

They kiss. Then Ivanov and Sasha see Anna.

(Horrified.) Anna!

Anna faints

End of Act Two.






Act Three

Ivanov’s study. A desk on which papers, books, official packages and knick-knacks and revolvers lie in disorder; among the papers is a lamp, a carafe of vodka, a plate with salted herrings, pieces of bread and pickled cucumbers. On the walls, maps, pictures, guns, pistols, sickles, whips and so on. Midday.

Shabelsky and Lebedev sit on either side of the desk. Borkin is in the middle of the stage, astride a chair. They sprawl, somewhat in their cups, like lords of the earth, ruling on the great issues of the world. Pyotr stands by the door.

LebedevNow France . . . France has a clear-cut and definite policy . . . Your Frenchy knows what he wants. He wants to kick the tripes out of your German sausage-maker, simple as that. But Germany’s whistling a different tune, my friend. Germany has plenty of other geese to cook besides France.

ShabelskyYou’re talking rubbish. If you ask me, the Germans are cowards, and so are the French. They’re pulling faces behind each other’s backs, but take my word for it, that’s as far as it will go. They won’t fight.

BorkinBut what I’m saying is, there’s no need to fight. All these rearmament congresses and vast expenditure . . . it’s completely unnecessary. You know what I’d do? Round up every dog in the country, give ‘em a good dose of rabies and let them loose across the border. The enemy will be frothing at the mouth in a month.


Lebedev(laughs) There’s a billion brilliant ideas swimming about in that little head, one for every fish in the ocean.

ShabelskyHe’s a genius.

LebedevGod bless you, Michel Michelich! You’re a hoot. (Soberly.) However, gentlemen, here we are jawing away and hardly a mention of vodka. Repetatur!

He fills three glasses.

Here’s to us.

They drink and eat.

Salted herring, Lord love it – greatest snack there is.

ShabelskyNo – cucumber. The best minds have been thinking about this since the world began and they haven’t come up with anything to beat a pickled cucumber. (To Pyotr.) We need more cucumbers, Pyotr, and tell the kitchen to do four onion pasties. Make sure they’re hot.

Pyotr goes out.

LebedevAnother snack vodka’s good with is caviar. I’ll tell you what, though, it requires intelligence. You take four ounces of caviar, two spring onions, some olive oil, mix it well and serve with a squeeze of lemon. The aroma by itself is enough to make you swoon.

BorkinTo follow a shot of vodka, fried gudgeon makes a nice little snack, I find. Only, you have to know how to fry it. You clean it, dip it in breadcrumbs, and fry till crisp – it’s got to be crunchy to the bite, crunch, crunch.

ShabelskyThat was a good snack at Babakina’s yesterday – white mushrooms.

LebedevOh, yes, indeed –


ShabelskyBut to a special recipe, you know, with onion, bay leaf, different kinds of herbs . . . The steam when they took the lid off the pan had a fragrance that was pure joy.

LebedevWho’s for another? Repetatur, gentlemen!

They drink.

Good health. (Looks at his pocket watch.) I’m going to miss Nicolas by the look of it. I must be going. So – white mushrooms at Babakina’s, is it? Is that why you’ve taken to calling on Marfutka all the time?

Shabelsky(nods at Borkin) It’s him – he wants to marry me off to her.

LebedevReally? . . . How old are you?

ShabelskySixty-two.

LebedevJust the right age for marriage. And Marfa’s just the woman for you.

BorkinThis is not about Marfutka, it’s about Marfutka’s cash in the bank.

LebedevIs that all you’re after? You might as well ask a goose for its liver.

BorkinJust wait till he’s married, it’ll be goose liver galore and you’ll be licking your lips in envy.

ShabelskyMy God, he’s serious. This genius here really thinks I’m going to do what he says and get married.

BorkinWhat do you mean? You’re already sold on it, aren’t you?

ShabelskyYou must be off your head . . . When was I ever sold on it?

BorkinWell, thanks very much! You mean you’re going to back out? First he’ll marry her, then he won’t marry her . . . Let the devil work it out. And I’ve given her my solemn word. So you won’t marry her, is that it?

Shabelsky(shrugs his shoulders) He’s serious. Extraordinary chap.

Borkin(indignant) If that’s the case, what was the point of getting an honest woman all excited for nothing? She’s mad keen to be a Countess, she can’t sleep or eat. Is that your idea of honourable behaviour?

Shabelsky(snaps his fingers) All right then, supposing I take the plunge into this dung-hill . . . eh? Just for the hell of it. Yes, all right. I’ll do it. Word of honour. What a lark.

Lvov enters.

LebedevAh, Aesculapius, we’re honoured . . . (Shakes hands with Lvov and sings.) ’Oh save me, Doctor, dear Doctor, I’m dying and scared to death . . .’

LvovIsn’t Ivanov here?

LebedevNot yet – I’ve been over an hour waiting for him, too.

Lvov paces up and down the stage impatiently.

LebedevHow is Anna Petrovna?

LvovShe’s bad.

Lebedev(sighs) Would it be all right to look in on her, just to show we –

LvovNo, please don’t. I think she’s asleep now.

Pause.

LebedevShe’s a nice woman, I like her . . . (Sighs.) When she fell down in a faint that day on Sasha’s birthday, I took one look at her face and I knew she hadn’t got long. I never understood what made her faint just then. I run in, I take one look, there she is, pale as death, lying on the floor, Nikolay on his knees beside her, also gone white, and Shurochka in tears. It shook us up for a week.

Shabelsky(to Lvov) Here’s one for you, as one of the medical priesthood. Who’s the genius who worked out that women with bad chests might benefit from frequent visits from a young doctor? It’s a great discovery. A breakthrough. Does it come under homeopathy or allopathy, would you say?

Lvov makes to answer, but gestures contemptuously and goes out.

What’s known as a withering look.

LebedevStill, that was uncalled for. Why insult him?

Shabelsky(irritably) Because he’s a liar. ‘Tuberculosis – no hope – death’s door’ . . . It’s just lies and I won’t have it.

LebedevWhat makes you think he’s lying?

Shabelsky(stands up and walks around) I refuse to accept that somebody all of a sudden and for no particular reason can just die. Can we drop the subject?

Kosykh runs in, catching his breath.

KosykhIs Nikolay Alekseevich here? Good morning, good day, everyone.

He quickly shakes hands with everyone.

Is he at home?

BorkinNo, he isn’t.

Kosykh(sits down and then jumps up) In that case, I’m off! (Drinks a shot of vodka and takes a snack.) Must get on. Things to do . . . I’m so tired I can barely stand.


LebedevWhere’ve you come from?

KosykhBarabanov’s. Been playing cards all night, just finished. Lost my shirt. That Barabanov plays like a blacksmith. (In a tearful voice.) Just listen to this. I was holding hearts from the off.

He turns to Borkin, who jumps back from him.

He leads diamonds – I follow with hearts – and he plays another diamond! I didn’t get a trick. (To Lebedev.) We play four clubs. I had ace, queen, five, and in spades, ace, ten, two . . .

Lebedev(stops his ears) Spare me, for the love of Christ!

Kosykh(to the Count) You understand. Ace, queen and five of clubs – ace, ten and two of spades –

Shabelsky(pushes him away) Go away. I’m not listening.

KosykhAnd then disaster – my ace of spades trumped in the first round –

Shabelsky(grabs a revolver from the table) Go away or I’ll shoot!

KosykhBloody hell, can’t one even have a conversation? It’s like living in Australia. No community spirit, every man for himself. Anyway, I’ve got to go – (Grabs his cap.) time is precious –

He gives Lebedev his hand.

Pass!

Laughter. Kosykh goes out and in the doorway bumps into Avdotya.

Avdotya(shrieks) Hey you! You nearly knocked me off my feet!

AllAh – here she is again – you can’t get away from her! She’s everywhere!


Avdotya(shaking hands) So this is where you’ve got to. I’ve been all round the house. Hello all, you young hawks – bon appétit.

LebedevWhat brings you?

AvdotyaBusiness, my friend! (To the Count.) Concerning you, Your Excellency. (Bows.) I was told to give you her regards and enquire after your health . . . and I have orders from my little darling to tell you if you don’t come to see her this evening, she’ll cry her little eyes out. She says to me, ‘Get him alone, my dear, whisper it in secret.’ But we’re not stealing the chickens, it’s all above board and true love on both sides – so what’s the big secret? I never touch a drop, sinner though I am, but on an occasion like this, I think I’ll have one.

LebedevSo will I. (Pours out.) You haven’t changed, you old hen – I remember you as an old lady thirty years ago.

AvdotyaI’ve lost count of my years . . . I buried two husbands and would have married again if I’d found someone to take me without a dowry. I’ve had eight children, too . . . (Takes the glass.) Anyway, we got off to a good start with this business, and God willing we’ll end it well. They’ll be happy enough, and we’ll look on and be happy for them. Here’s to love and good friends to help it run smooth. (Drinks.) I say, this vodka’s strong stuff.

Shabelsky(laughing loudly, to Lebedev) And, you know, the remarkable thing is, they seriously think I’m going to . . . Amazing! (Stands up.) All the same, Pasha, should we go ahead with the dirty deed, eh? – just for the hell of it? How about it, then, you old dog, what do you say, Pasha?

LebedevYou’re not making any sense. Our only business – yours and mine – is to prepare our minds for falling off the bucket – for kicking up the daisies – you see what I’m saying, it’s all too late for us and Marfa’s millions.

ShabelskyYes – I’m going to do it. My word of honour, I’ll do it.

Enter Ivanov and Lvov.

LvovI just need you for five minutes.

LebedevNicolas! (Goes to meet Ivanov and kisses him.) Hello, my dear chap . . . I’ve been waiting an hour for you.

Avdotya(bows) Good day, Your Honour.

Ivanov(annoyed) You’ve turned my office into a bar room again, I’ve asked you a thousand times not to do this.

He goes over to the desk.

Look at this – you’ve spilled vodka all over my papers – crumbs, cucumbers . . . it’s disgusting, it really is!

Pyotr enters with a plate of pasties.*

Pyotr(entering) Pasties.

IvanovWhat?

PyotrOnion pasties. The Count . . .

ShabelskyAre they hot?

Ivanov snatches the plate and flings it at the wall. Pyotr leaves. Ivanov stands trembling.


LebedevIt’s all my fault, Nicolas . . . I’m sorry. But I need to have a chat about something of great importance.

BorkinSo do I.

LvovIvanov, may I have a word with you?

Ivanov(to Lebedev) What is it?

LebedevWould you mind . . .? Gentlemen, I need to speak to Nicolas in private.

The Count goes out with Avdotya, followed by Borkin and Lvov.

IvanovPasha, you can drink as much as you like, it’s your funeral, but I ask you not to encourage my uncle. He never used to drink, and it’s not good for him.

Lebedev(alarmed) My dear fellow, I had no idea – I wasn’t even paying attention . . .

IvanovIf that old booby died on you, God forbid . . . So what do you want?

Pause.

LebedevWell, let’s see . . . I don’t know how to start, I don’t want it to come out all tactless – this is so embarrassing. I’m all tongue-tied, but, dear friend, put yourself in my place – you have to see I’m just an errand boy, a doormat – forgive me –

IvanovWhat are you talking about?

LebedevMy wife sent me. Do me a favour, as a friend, please pay the interest! I’m worn out with her nagging me about it – For God’s sake get her off my back – pay her!

IvanovPasha, you know I’ve got nothing to pay with at the moment.


LebedevI know, I know, but what am I supposed to do? She won’t wait. If she takes you to court, Sasha and I will never be able to meet your eye ever again.

IvanovI feel so ashamed, Pavel, I wish the earth would just swallow me up. But where am I to get the money? Just tell me. There’s nothing for it but to wait till I can sell the grain in autumn.

Lebedev(shouts) She won’t wait!

Pause.

IvanovIt’s an awkward situation for you, but mine is worse. There’s nothing I can think of . . . nothing I could sell . . .

LebedevMilbach owes you sixteen thousand, you must go and ask him.

Ivanov flaps his arm in a hopeless gesture.

All right, here’s what, Nicky . . . I know you’ll start objecting but . . . just humour an old soak, between friends, all right? Look on me as a friend. We were students together, liberals together, we had the same ideas. Moscow University is our alma mater –

He takes out his wallet.

So, look, here – I’ve got a secret stash, no one at home knows about it. Take it as a loan.

He takes out money and lays it on the table.

Swallow your pride and take it as an act of friendship. I’d do the same for you, cross my heart.

Pause.

Here it is on the table. Eleven hundred. You can drive over today and hand it to her in person. ‘Here you are, Zinaida Saveshna, ‘ you can say, ‘and may it choke you!’ Only, for God’s sake don’t let on you borrowed it from me, or I’ll be gooseberry jam. (Stares at Ivanov’s face.) All right, all right, no need for that -

He quickly takes the money from the table and puts it back in his pocket.

Forget it – I was only joking. I’m sorry, oh Christ, I’m really sorry!

Pause.

It’s all getting you down, isn’t it?

Ivanov waves his hand dismissively.

I know, what a business . . . (Sighs.) A time of pain and sorrow. You know, old friend, a man is like a samovar. For much of the time he’s put away on the kitchen shelf, cold and empty, but there comes the moment when he’s taken down, filled with hot coals and – psht, psht – he’s in business! Actually a man is not like a samovar, you’re right, it’s balls, I just couldn’t think of anything a man is like. (Sighs.) Ill fortune tempers the soul. I’m not offering you my pity, Nikolay, you’ll bounce back and things will come right. But I get angry when I hear what people are saying. It hurts me. Can you please tell me what’s behind this gossip about you? There are so many rumours going around the district, one half expects you to be arrested. People are saying you’re a murderer, a bloodsucker, a robber. . .

IvanovIt’s all nonsense . . . and I’ve got a headache.

LebedevThat’s from thinking too much.

IvanovI’m not thinking anything at all.

LebedevAnyway, don’t take any notice of all that – come over to us. Shurochka is fond of you, she appreciates you. She’s a good honest girl, Nikolay. Unlike her mother. Or her father. Perhaps he was a passing stranger . . . Sometimes I look at her and I can’t believe an old soak with this drunk’s nose on my face could own such a treasure. Drive over and have some intelligent conversation, you’ll enjoy it. She’s a true friend to you.

Pause.

IvanovPasha, my dear chap, leave me alone . . .

LebedevFair enough, quite understand . . .

He hurriedly looks at his watch and kisses Ivanov.

Goodbye, I have to go, they’re consecrating the new school.

He goes towards the door and stops.

She’s so clever. Yesterday we were talking and she came out with a gem: ‘Daddy dear – they say glow-worms shine in the dark so the night-birds can see to eat them. Well, good people exist for the same reason, to be easy meat for gossip and slander.’ What do you think of that? Another George Sand!

IvanovPasha! (Stops him.) What’s wrong with me?

LebedevThat’s what I’ve been wanting to ask you, but frankly I was too embarrassed. I wish I knew, old chap! On one hand it looks as if it’s just bad luck getting the better of you. On the other hand you don’t seem to be the sort to lie down under your troubles. So I don’t think it’s that, but I don’t know what it can be exactly.

IvanovI don’t know either. Sometimes I think –

Pause.

Well, what I was going to say was . . . I used to have a workman called Semyon, you remember him – well, at threshing time once, to show how strong he was, to impress the girls, he hoisted two sacks of rye on his back and something gave way inside. He died not long after. That’s what it feels like with me. First there was school, then university, then farming, then starting up the village school and all sorts of projects . . . I had different ideas from other people, didn’t marry the usual kind of girl, got carried away by things, took risks, threw my money away, as you well know . . . I’ve had more good times and bad times than any man in the district. These were my sacks of rye, Pasha. I hoisted them up and something gave way inside. When we’re twenty there’s nothing we can’t take on, we’re all heroes, and at forty we’ve had it, no good for anything. What’s the reason for this utter weariness? Well, anyway, that’s probably not what it was at all. Go on now, Pasha – goodbye and God be with you, I didn’t mean to bore you.

Lebedev(eagerly) Do you know what I think? You need a change of scenery.

IvanovThat’s silly, and not very original. Off you go!

LebedevYes, that was really silly. Very, very silly, I can see that. I’m off – I’m going . . .

Lebedev leaves.

Ivanov(aside) Well, what a miserable, pathetic, contemptible creature I am! Only somebody as sozzled and played out as Pasha could have any respect left for me. Oh God, how I despise myself! I hate the sound of my voice, my footsteps, hate my hands, these clothes, my very thoughts . . . It’s ridiculous, isn’t it? – It’s infuriating. Hardly a year ago I was a fit man, cheerful, always on the go . . . I was good with my hands, I could talk to bring tears to the eyes, even of some loutish peasant. I could weep myself when I saw suffering – and get angry when I saw wickedness. I knew inspiration, knew the charm and poetry of quiet nights when I’d work at my desk till dawn, or let my mind go wandering. I had faith, I looked at the future as trustfully as I’d look into my mother’s eyes . . . and now, oh God, I’m so tired, I believe in nothing, idling away the nights. My brain, my hands, my feet won’t do what I tell them. The estate is going to ruin, the woods fall to the axe. (Weeps.) My land looks back at me like an abandoned child. I’m not hoping for anything, I’m not sorry for anything, and I dread every new day. And then there’s Anna. I’ve watched her fading away, worn away by her feelings of guilt, and still – God knows – never a glance or a word of reproach! And now I’ve fallen out of love. How? Why? What for? I just don’t understand it. And here she is, dying in pain, and here am I, running away from her pale face, her sunken chest, her pleading eyes, like a complete coward. It’s beyond shame.

Pause.

And now Sasha – a mere child . . . feeling sorry for me and thinking she’s in love with me – and suddenly I’m intoxicated, I forget everything, like someone carried away by a piece of Beethoven or something, shouting about happiness and a new life, and next moment I have about as much belief in this happy new life as I have in fairies. What is wrong with me?! What is this edge I’m pushing myself over? Why am I so helpless? What’s happening to my nerves? If my sick wife says a word out of place, or a servant annoys me, or a book goes missing, I explode, I’m horrible to everyone, I don’t recognise myself any more.

Pause.

I simply don’t know what’s going on with me. I might just as well put a bullet in my head!

Lvov enters.


LvovWe have to have a few words, Nikolay Alekseevich!

IvanovIf we’re going to have to have a few words every time we meet, it’ll be more than flesh and blood can stand.

LvovWill you listen to me?

IvanovI listen to you every day, and so far I haven’t understood a thing. What exactly do you want from me?

LvovI always express myself precisely and clearly. Only someone whose heart is closed could fail to understand me.

IvanovI understand that my wife hasn’t got long to live. I understand that I am irredeemably guilty. I understand that you are an honest, upright fellow. What else do you want to tell me?

LvovI find human cruelty shocking, you know. The woman is dying, and you openly and for reasons obvious to everybody abandon her every day to go over to those Lebedevs.

IvanovAs a matter of fact, I haven’t been there for two weeks.

Lvov(not listening to him) With people like you, one has to speak plainly and get straight to the point, and if you don’t like it, don’t listen. I’m used to calling things by their proper name. You need her to die so that you can move on to fresh conquests. So be it, but can’t you show a little patience? Do you think you’ll lose the Lebedev girl if you let death take its natural course – instead of harrying your wife to the grave with your bare-faced cynicism? You’ll have no trouble turning some young woman’s head for a dowry, so what’s the hurry? Why do you need your wife to die now and not in a month or a year?


IvanovThis is unbearable. You’re a pretty poor doctor if you think a man can control himself indefinitely – I’m making a huge effort not to give your insults the answer they deserve.

LvovOh, you can drop that pose, Pushkin! I’m not taken in by it.

IvanovIf you’re so clever, consider for a moment. You think it’s a simple matter to understand me, do you? I married Anna for her money; I didn’t get any of it, so now I’m hastening her death so I can try someone else. Simple! What a simple machine is man. But there’s too many cogs and springs and wheels within wheels for such easy judgements. I don’t understand what’s going on inside you; you don’t understand me, and neither of us understands himself.

LvovDo you really think you’re so complicated, and I’m so simple, that I don’t know wickedness when I see it?

IvanovIt’s a waste of breath. So for the last time, and without going off at a tangent, tell me exactly what you want me to do. What are you driving at? And, incidentally, am I addressing the public prosecutor or my wife’s doctor?

LvovI am a doctor, and as a doctor I ask you to amend your behaviour. It’s killing your wife.

IvanovBut what do you wish me to do? If you know something about me that I don’t, just spell it out.

LvovAt least don’t be so indiscreet about . . . you know who I mean.

Ivanov(enlightened) God Almighty, do you know what you’re saying? Get out. I’m a sinner a thousand times over, but I’ll answer to God. No one has given you the right to hound me day after day.


LvovAnd who gave you the right to destroy my belief in human nature? Until I met you, I could accept that people can lose their minds and do wicked things when they couldn’t help themselves, but I never knew there were wicked people who could consciously and wilfully commit evil. You’ve poisoned my faith in humanity.

IvanovYou should see a doctor.

Lvov sees Sasha entering; she is in a riding habit.

LvovReally? Well, now I hope we understand each other perfectly!

He shrugs his shoulders and goes out.

Ivanov(alarmed) Sasha – what are you doing here?

SashaHello. Did you think I wouldn’t come? Why have you kept away all this time?

IvanovSasha, for God’s sake, this is crazy. If my wife knew you were here, it would be the finish of her.

SashaShe won’t see me. I came in the back way. I’ll only stay a minute. I was worried about you. Are you all right? Why haven’t you come to see us?

IvanovMy wife is upset with me as it is, she’s almost dead and you show up here! Oh, Sasha, that was thoughtless and selfish.

SashaWhat else could I do? I haven’t seen you for two weeks, and you haven’t answered my letters. I was at my wits’ end. You could have been ill or dead for all I knew. I’ve hardly slept. Well, I’ll go now – just tell me you’re all right.

IvanovWell, I’m not, I’m exhausted. People won’t leave me alone. I’m out flat. And now you show up. This is all wrong, it’s not right. Oh, Sasha, I’m to blame for everything!


SashaHow you love to say all these doomy things. Blame for what? What are you supposed to have done?

IvanovI don’t know, I don’t know . . .

SashaThat’s no answer. You must know what you feel guilty about. Have you been forging banknotes or what?

IvanovDon’t joke.

SashaAre you guilty of not loving your wife any more? I don’t see how that’s your fault, you didn’t want to stop loving her. Or do you feel guilty because she saw us when I told you I loved you? – but you didn’t ask for that to happen either.

Ivanov(interrupting) And on and on . . . I fell in love, fell out of love, didn’t want to stop loving her . . . One shop-worn banality after another, none of it helps –

SashaIt’s so tiring talking to you. (Looks at a picture on the wall.) I like the painting of the dog. Was it done from life?

IvanovYes, it was. And our love affair is banality from beginning to end. He had lost heart, he felt himself drowning – then she appeared, so full of life and strength, and held out her hand to him . . . Very nice, but it’s only in novels, not life.

SashaIt’s life, too.

IvanovOh, I can see what a profound knowledge you have of real life. My moping around moves you to admiration and awe, you think you’ve found your very own Hamlet. As far as I’m concerned, my case and all its symptoms are the stuff of comedy and nothing more. People should be laughing themselves silly at my carrying on – but not you, you want to leap to my rescue, and save me by some act of heroism. God, I’m in such a fury with myself today, something’s got to give – maybe I’ll smash something or . . .


SashaThat’s it, that’s just what you should do – break something, smash up the place, scream your head off. You’re angry with me. It was stupid of me to come. So get angry, shout at me, stamp your feet, what are you waiting for?

Pause.

Well?

IvanovYou’re very funny.

SashaBetter! I think I saw a smile. Could you manage another. Just to please me?

Ivanov(laughs) Whenever you start trying to save me, your eyes become wide and so deep, as though you were gazing at a comet. Don’t move, your shoulder is all dusty. There. A man with that look looks like a cretin, but women have a way of making it seem kind and warm, instead of moronic. Why do you girls always turn aside healthy, cheerful men and as soon as they start going downhill you’re all over them. Is it really better to be a sick-nurse to a bleating failure than to be married to some fit, strong fellow . . .?

SashaYes, much better.

IvanovWhy?

SashaThere’s a lot that men don’t understand. Every girl is drawn to a man who needs her, because what we’re looking for is love that gives us something to do. Not passive love. Do you see? Active love. Men put their work first, love has to take second place – a chat, a walk in the garden, some pleasant times, a few tears on her grave, and that’s about it. But for us, love is the reason for living. Loving you means dreaming of curing you of your unhappiness, of following you to the ends of the earth. Where you go, there I’ll go – to the mountaintop or into the abyss. I’d love more than anything to spend all night doing your paperwork for you, or to walk by your side for miles and miles. Once, about three years ago, at harvest time, you showed up all covered in dust and sunburnt, you were exhausted, and you asked for a drink of water. I brought you a glass, but you were stretched out on the sofa, dead to the world. You slept the whole day, and I stood by the door keeping watch so that no one came in. I felt so happy. The more you do for love, the more love you feel.

IvanovActive love . . . huh! . . . Is it a mutation? – a schoolgirl’s daydream? – or is it love as love ought to be? (Shrugs his shoulders.) Who knows? (Cheerfully.) Sasha, God’s truth, as a man I’m as decent as the next. I know I sound off on all kinds of things but never in my life have I said, ‘Our women have got something wrong with them, ‘ or, ‘That woman there is going to come to no good.’ Heavens, all I feel is gratitude for them. You’re a dear, good girl, and you cheer me up, too. (Walks quickly off to one side.) You’ve got to go, Sasha! We’re forgetting ourselves.

SashaYes, it’s time to go. I’m afraid that honest doctor of yours might think it’s his duty to tell Anna Petrovna I’m here. Listen – go to your wife – now, this minute – and sit by her and keep sitting by her – for a year if you have to – or ten years. Be sad with her, beg her forgiveness, cry with her. Do your duty. And – most important – don’t neglect your work!

IvanovNot for the first time, I feel I’ve eaten the wrong kind of mushroom.

SashaWell, God bless you, Nikolay! Put me out of your head. Write me a line in a couple of weeks – I’d be grateful. I’ll write to you, too . . .

Borkin looks in through the door.


BorkinNikolay, may I? (Seeing Sasha.) Oh, excuse me – (Comes in.) Bon jour! (Bows.)

Sasha(embarrassed) Hello.

BorkinYou’ve put on weight, pretty one, it suits you.

Sasha(to Ivanov) Well, I’ll be going now, Nikolay Alekseevich . . . I’m off.

Sasha leaves.

BorkinShe’s a vision! I came on a prosaic matter of business and found poetry. (Sings.) ’You appeared like a bird towards the light . . .’

Ivanov walks up and down the stage agitatedly. Borkin sits down.

She’s got something about her the others haven’t got – don’t you think so, Nicolas? Something special, something not of this world . . . (Sighs.) As it happens, she’s the richest match in the district, but her mama is such an old bag, no one is willing to pop the question. Everything will go to Shurochka, but till then – ten thousand and a couple of ladles, and she’ll have to beg for that. (Rummages in his pocket.) Care for a cigar? De los Majores. (Holds out his cigar case.) They’re good.

Ivanov goes up to Borkin, catching his breath with rage.

IvanovGet out of this house, this instant!

Borkin pulls himself up slightly and drops his cigar.

Out! Now!

BorkinNicolas, what does this mean? Are you angry about something?

IvanovWhere did you get hold of those cigars? And don’t think I don’t know where you take that old man every day, and what you do there!


Borkin(shrugs his shoulders) And what’s that got to do with you?

IvanovYou bastard! You’ve given me a bad name all over the district with your crooked schemes. We have nothing in common and I’m asking you to leave my house right this minute.

BorkinI’m not angry with you, because I know you don’t mean it; you’re just irritable about something. Insult me as much as you like. (Picks up the cigar.) But it’s about time you got out of your sulk – you’re not a schoolboy.

IvanovDid you hear what I said? Do you think I’m an idiot?

Anna enters.

BorkinWell, your wife’s here now . . . I’ll leave you to it.

Borkin leaves.

    Ivanov stops near the table and stands with his bead banging down.

Anna(after a pause) What was she doing here?

Pause.

I said – what was she doing here?

IvanovDon’t ask me to explain, Anyuta.

Pause.

She’s not to blame. You can make me pay any way you like, I won’t complain . . . but don’t ask me about her, I haven’t the strength.

Anna(angrily) Why did she come here?

Pause.

So now I know. Now at last I know what kind of man you are. A man without honour. Everything you told me about truth and goodness and your high-minded plans was a lie, and I believed every word . . .

IvanovAnyuta, I have never lied to you.

AnnaI’ve lived with you for five years, I’ve been sick with anguish about giving up my faith, but I loved you and never stopped loving you for a single minute. I idolised you. And all for what? You were deceiving me the whole time and not caring who knew it.

IvanovAnyuta, don’t say things which aren’t true. I made mistakes, I know, but I’ve never told a lie in my life . . . Don’t you dare accuse me of that.

AnnaEverything’s clear now. You married me thinking my parents would forgive me and you’d get a large dowry – that’s what you thought.

IvanovOh God, not you too!

AnnaBe quiet! When you realised there wasn’t going to be any money . . . you had to think again . . . I can see it all now. (Weeps.) You never loved me and were never faithful to me – never! . . .

IvanovAnna, that’s not true! Say anything you like, but don’t insult my honour with these lies.

AnnaYou have no honour to insult, you’re a swine. You owe money to Lebedev and to get out of paying you’re trying to seduce his daughter – to deceive her just like you deceived me. That’s the truth, isn’t it?

IvanovStop it, for God’s sake! I won’t answer you, you’re making me so angry I’ll say something I’ll wish I hadn’t.

AnnaIt’s not just me you’ve managed to fool –

IvanovAnna, please stop it –


AnnaAll those shady deals you blame on Borkin –

IvanovLeave me alone or I won’t be responsible for what I say –

AnnaIt wasn’t Borkin –

IvanovI mean it, I’m just about ready to –

AnnaIt was you all the time –

IvanovOh, shut up, you silly yid, just –

AnnaNo, I won’t shut up! It’s too late for that –

IvanovWon’t you? Oh – God –

Anna– so you might as well go over to the Lebedevs and carry on making a fool of him –

Ivanov(cries out) What do you care?! – You’re a dead woman! The doctor says you’ll be dead before . . . before . . .

Anna sits down. Her voice drops.

AnnaWhen did he say that?

Pause.

IvanovThat’s the worst thing I’ve ever done.

Ivanov sobs.

End of Act Three.

* The re-entrance of Pyotr with the onion pasties – though at a later moment in the scene – was the irresistible innovation of David Hare’s translation for Jonathan Kent’s production of Ivanov at the Almeida Theatre, London (1997).






Act Four

A year later.

A reception room in the Lebedev house, decorated for a wedding party. There is an upright piano, and on it a violin and a cello by the piano. Guests can be heard and seen, coming and going in the background.

Lvov enters, looks at his pocket watch.

Lvov(aside) It’s gone four. It’ll be time for the blessing, then off to the altar. The triumph of virtue. Ivanov and the Lebedev girl, of course. He got nothing out of the first one, and now it’s the next one’s turn to be robbed and sent to her grave. The same old story of grab what you can. He’s beside himself with happiness. He’ll live comfortably to a ripe old age and die with a clear conscience. Well, not if I have anything to do with it. Once I’ve torn away the mask and people see what kind of jackal he is, he’ll go from seventh heaven into the pit where all the powers of hell can’t drag him out. As an honest man, it’s my duty to say ‘enough’, and open people’s eyes. So I’ll do my duty and get out of this horrible district first thing tomorrow. (Thinks for a moment.) But how? Tell the Lebedevs what I know? Pointless. Challenge him to a duel? Make a scene? God, I’m feeling as nervous as a schoolboy. I can’t think straight. So what’s it to be? A duel?

Kosykh enters.

Kosykh(to Lvov) Yesterday I declared a small slam in clubs and made a grand slam! Only, Barabanov made a mess of it again. We play. I bid: no trumps. He passes. Two no trumps. He passes. I go two diamonds . . .


LvovI’m sorry, I don’t play cards so I can’t share your pleasure. Is it nearly time for the blessing?

KosykhIt must be. They’re trying to talk sense into Zyuzyushka. She’s having a weeping fit.

LvovLosing her daughter?

KosykhNo, the dowry. And she’s extremely pissed off about him getting off paying what he owes her, now he’s going to be her son-in-law.

Babakina enters, dressed up to the nines. She self-importantly passes across the stage past Lvov and Kosykh, who laughs into his fist. She looks round.

BabakinaGrow up!

Kosykh prods her waist with his finger and laughs out loud.

Oaf!

She continues out.

Kosykh(laughs) The old girl’s never been the same since she got her sights on being a countess. She’s off her chump, you can’t go near her now. (Mimics.) ’Oaf!’

Lvov(agitated) Tell me, what’s your opinion of Ivanov?

KosykhUseless. Plays like a blacksmith. Take what happened last year – me, the Count, Borkin and him. I’m dealing –

Lvov(interrupting) Is he a good person?

KosykhIvanov? The morals of a magpie. He and the Count are birds of a feather. They’ll take anything there for the taking. With the Jewess he got less than he bargained for, so now he’s making his move for Zina’s cash box. Sasha’ll end up begging in the street within a year, the devil take me if I’m wrong. Ivanov will stitch up Zyuzyushka, and the same thing with the Count and Babakina. They’ll take the money and live like lords. You’ve gone pale – are you all right? You look terrible.

LvovIt’s nothing, I drank too much yesterday, that’s all.

Lebedev enters with Sasha.

LebedevCome in here, Sasha, where we can talk. (To Lvov and Kosykh.) Go and join the ladies, you two, we need to talk in private.

Kosykh(going past Sasha, snaps his fingers admiringly) Pretty as a picture card – she’s the queen of trumps!

LebedevOn your way, you Neanderthal.

Lvov and Kosykh go out.

Sit down, Shurochka, that’s right. . . over here. (Sits down and looks round.) Now listen to me carefully and remember I’m your father. The fact is, your mother has asked me to tell you something. This is not me speaking, I’m just doing what your mother –

SashaOh, please get on with it, Papa.

LebedevThere’s fifteen thousand silver roubles put aside for your dowry. So let there be no argument about that later on. No, don’t interrupt – that’s not the whole story. There’s fifteen thousand which is yours, but seeing that Nikolay owes your mother nine thousand, it’s coming off your dowry. Not only that . . .

SashaWhy are you telling me? Lebedev Your mother said I had to.

SashaWell, leave me alone. If you had any respect for me, or yourself, you wouldn’t do this. I don’t want your dowry. I never asked for it, and I’m not asking now.

LebedevWhat have I done? If you think you’re so emancipated . . .


SashaI can’t understand why you have to insult my feelings with this penny-pinching arithmetic.

Lebedev(exploding with rage) I give up! I’ll end up sticking a knife in my guts – or someone’s. If it’s not her out there raging non-stop, nagging me about every kopek, it’s her in here, the so-called intelligent, liberated one, God help us, feeling insulted because she can’t understand her own father. Well, let me tell you. I came in here to insult your feelings because out there I was being torn limb from limb and drawn and quartered! ‘Can’t understand’! I feel dizzy, I’m losing my mind. So to hell with you.

He goes towards the door and stops.

But I don’t like what’s going on. I don’t like any of it.

SashaWhat don’t you like?

LebedevAll of it!

SashaAll of what?

LebedevDo you think I’m going to sit you down and spill everything? I don’t like anything that’s going on . . . I mean, this wedding.

He goes up to Sasha and speaks gently.

I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Shurochka. Perhaps this marriage of yours is a good idea and honest-to-God, but there’s something about it that just isn’t made in heaven. It’s not like other marriages. You’re so young – as clean as a pane of glass, and so lovely. And he’s a widower, all patched up and threadbare . . . and I can’t make him out, God help him.

He kisses his daughter.

Forgive me, Shurochka, but something is not quite decent about it. People are talking . . . about how his wife died, and then suddenly he sets his cap at you for who-knows-what reason . . . (Briskly.) I’m talking like an old gossip. I’m an old woman in a crinoline. Don’t listen to me. Don’t listen to anybody. Listen to your heart.

SashaNo, I’ve had the same feeling . . . that something isn’t right. It’s true, isn’t it? If only you knew how unhappy I am. It’s horrible. I’m frightened to admit it. Dear darling Daddy, make me feel better, tell me what to do.

LebedevWhat are you . . . What do you want me to

say?

SashaI’ve never been so scared. I feel I don’t know him, and never will. All the time we’ve been engaged, he’s never once smiled at me, or looked me in the face . . . complaining all the time, reproaching himself for this or that, dropping hints about some guilt he carries . . . His hands never stop shaking . . . I’m worn out with it. There are even times when I feel . . . that I don’t love him as much as I should . . . and when he comes to see us and talks to me, I find myself getting bored. What does it mean, Papa? I’m scared.

LebedevMy little dove, my only child – listen to your father. Give him up!

Sasha(alarmed) What are you saying?

LebedevIt’s the right thing to do, Shurochka. There’ll be a fuss, tongues going like clappers in a church bell for miles around – but better put up with a bit of scandal than ruin your whole life.

SashaDon’t say it – don’t say that, Papa! I don’t want to hear it. I have to fight against these gloomy thoughts. He’s a good, unhappy, misunderstood man. I’m going to love him, and put him back on his feet. It’s my duty, I’ll do it, and that’s all there is to be said.


LebedevThat’s not duty, that’s obsession.

SashaI don’t want to talk about it. I told you something I didn’t even want to admit to myself. Please don’t tell anybody else, just forget about it.

LebedevI’m lost. Either I’m getting stupid or everyone else is getting cleverer, but I’m damned if I understand anything any more.

Shabelsky enters.

ShabelskyTo hell with everybody, me included. It’s an absolute disgrace.

LebedevWhat is?

ShabelskyNo, I mean it – whatever the consequences, I’m going to have to do something so vile I hate myself for it, and so will everyone else. But on my word of honour, I’m going to go ahead with it. I’ve told Borkin he can announce my engagement. (Laughs.) I can be just as rotten as the rest of them!

LebedevIf you go on like this they’ll lock you up with the loonies.

ShabelskyThe loony bin can’t be any worse than this place. Take me to it, you’ll be doing me a favour. What a bunch of third-rate, small-minded dolts, and I’m as bad or worse, I’ve stopped believing a word I say . . .

LebedevWhy don’t you just set fire to a mouthful of meths and blow it in their faces? Alternatively, get your hat and go home. There’s a wedding going on here, everybody’s enjoying themselves, and you’re going around cawing like a crow. Or –

Shabelsky drapes himself over the piano and sobs.

Oh, Lord . . . what’s up, Matvey? . . . Count! . . . What’s the matter? Matyushka, dear fellow, my angel – was it something I said? You mustn’t mind an old soak like me. Drink some water . . .

ShabelskyNo.

LebedevWhat are you crying about?

ShabelskyIt’s really nothing . . .

LebedevDon’t fib, Matty – tell me what it is.

ShabelskyI looked at this cello just now and it reminded me of that little Jewess.

LebedevHonestly, what a time to bring her up. May she rest in peace in Abraham’s bosom, but this isn’t the time or place –

Sasha starts sobbing.

ShabelskyWe used to play duets together. A good and lovely woman.

Lebedev(to Sasha) Not you too! Oh, please stop crying. Oh God, now they’re both howling. What should I . . .? At least go somewhere you won’t be seen by the wedding guests.

ShabelskyPasha, one can be happy in a graveyard when the sun shines. While there’s hope, being old doesn’t matter. But I have nothing to hope for, not a single thing.

LebedevYes, you’re right about that. No children, no money, no prospects . . . but what’s to be done? (To Sasha.) And what’s your problem?

ShabelskyPasha, give me some money. I’ll pay you back in the next world. I want to go to Paris.

Lebedev(appalled) You want to go to Paris?

ShabelskyTo visit my wife’s grave. I’ve a right to ask – I’ve given to others in my life – gave away half my property. Anyway, we’re friends, aren’t we?


Lebedev(embarrassed) Honestly, I haven’t got a kopek. Well, look, all right, all right – no promises, mind, but . . . Oh, all right, then . . .! (To himself.) They’ve all worn me down.

Babakina enters.

BabakinaWhere’s my cavalier got to? Count, how could you leave me alone! Oh, you naughty man!

She whacks the Count on his hand with her fan.

ShabelskyGo away! You disgust me!

Babakina(taken aback) What?

ShabelskyLeave me alone!

Babakina(sinks into an armchair) Oh!

She bursts into tears.

Zinaida(enters, sobbing) The best man’s on his way – the time has come . . .

Sasha(sobbing) Mama!

LebedevNow it’s a quartet. Oh do stop, you’re making everything damp. Matvey . . .! (Sobs.) Oh Lord, now you’ve got me at it.

Zinaida(sobbing) If you don’t want your mother any more and won’t obey her, I’ll do as you wish – have my blessing . . .

Enter Ivanov in a tailcoat and gloves.

LebedevThat’s all we need. What do you want?

SashaWhat are you doing here?

IvanovPlease excuse me, everyone, but I need to talk to Sasha in private.


LebedevYou’re well out of order – seeing the bride before the wedding! You’re supposed to be on your way to church.

IvanovPasha – I implore you . . .

Lebedev shrugs his shoulders and goes out, with Zinaida, the Count and Babakina.

Sasha(sternly) Well?

IvanovI’m boiling with anger but I’ll try to stay calm. Listen. I was just getting myself ready for the wedding, I looked in the mirror and I saw . . . grey hairs. My temples were grey. Sasha . . . You don’t have to go through with this! Let’s put a stop to this farce while there’s still time. You’re so nice and so young, you have your whole life before you, not like me . . .

SashaI’ve heard all this before, I’ve heard it a thousand times and I’m fed up with hearing it. Go to church, you’re keeping everyone waiting.

IvanovNo, I’m going home now, and you can tell everybody the wedding is off. Explain it any way you like. But we have to come to our senses. This provincial performance of a hand-me-down Hamlet and his awestruck disciple –

Sasha(flaring up) Is that a way to talk to me now? I won’t listen.

IvanovYes you will, and I’m not finished.

SashaOh, why did you come? You’re making me ridiculous with your moaning and groaning.

IvanovI’m done with complaining, but yes, I want you to see you’re ridiculous, and I wish I could make myself a thousand times more ridiculous, make myself a laughing stock to the whole world. When I saw myself in the mirror it was like a shell exploding in my conscience. I started to laugh; I nearly went out of my mind with shame. (Laughs.) The melancholy Dane! ‘What a noble mind is here o’erthrown!’ ‘I have of late, wherefore I know not, lost all my mirth.’ The only thing missing is writing rotten poetry. Well, I’ve done with that – the griping and whining about my wasted life that’s all gone to seed and rust, up to my neck in sick-hearted morbid misery while the sun shines and even an ant dragging its load is content – it’s not for me, not any more; to be seen as a fraud by some, as a mental case by others, and by others yet – this is the worst thing – who think there’s matter in these sighs and look at me as though I’m a Messiah about to reveal a new religion . . . No thanks very much: I kept laughing at myself all the way here, and the birds seemed to be laughing at me too, even the trees . . .

SashaThis isn’t anger, it’s a nervous breakdown.

IvanovNo, I haven’t lost my mind, it’s as clear as your conscience. We love each other, but there’ll be no wedding. I poisoned my wife’s last year. While you’ve been engaged to me, you’ve forgotten how to smile, and you look five years older. Your father used to see life so plain, and now, thanks to me, it’s got him completely baffled. No, don’t interrupt. I sound vicious because I’m furious with myself and I don’t know how to sound any different. I never used to blame life for my problems, but since I started bitching about everything, without thinking or even noticing I’ve begun to curse life, and everyone around me is infected with the same disgust and has started cursing it too. What a wonderful attitude! – as if I were doing life a favour by going on living. So to hell with me!

SashaStop . . . Listen to what you’ve been saying! You’re now tired of complaining and you’re ready to start a new life! That’s good!


IvanovWhat’s good about it? What new life? I’m spent. Done for. It’s time we both understood that. A new life!

SashaNikolay, get hold of yourself! Who says you’re done for? Don’t be so defeatist! No – enough talk – I’m not listening. Go to church!

IvanovI tell you I’m finished!

SashaStop shouting, the guests will hear you.

IvanovWhen an intelligent, educated, healthy man begins to fall apart for no reason and starts on the downhill slide, he’s going to slide till he hits bottom and there’s no saving him. What could I grab hold of? I can’t drink for courage – it gives me a headache. Write rotten verses? – don’t know how. Make an icon of my spiritual despair and my idleness and convince myself it’s rather noble? I can’t do it. Idleness is idleness, weakness is weakness, I don’t have any other names for them. It’s over for me, all over, and that’s that. (Looks round.) They’ll come back in a minute. Listen. If you love me, help me. This minute. Break off our engagement. Give me up. Be quick.

SashaOh, Nikolay, you don’t know how you’ve tired me out. Is it fair to put all this on me? There’s not a day that you don’t ask something of me, some task, each one harder than the last. I yearned for active love, but honestly this is love for martyrs.

IvanovAnd when you’re my wife, it’ll get worse. So break it off! It’s only your misplaced sense of loyalty that’s stopping you. Do you see?

SashaWhat a desperate and illogical argument. I love you. You have no one – no mother, no sisters, no friends. You’re ruined, your estate has been eaten away, everyone around you is saying horrible things about you . . . and you expect me to give you up? How can I?


Ivanov(aside) I should never have come here. I should have done it my own way.

Ivanov takes a revolver from his pocket. Nobody sees this because Sasha has turned towards Lebedev’s entrance.

Sasha(runs to meet him) Papa – Oh, God – he came bursting in here like a lunatic, torturing the life out of me! He wants me to break it off – he says he doesn’t want to ruin me. Tell him I don’t want his selfless gestures! I know what I’m doing.

Ivanov puts the gun back into his pocket.

LebedevI don’t understand anything . . . What selfless gestures?

IvanovThere isn’t going to be any wedding!

SashaYes, there is! Tell him, Papa!

LebedevWait a moment, wait . . . Why don’t you want there to be a wedding?

IvanovI’ve told her why. She refuses to understand me.

LebedevNo, don’t tell her, tell me. And explain it so I can understand it. Honestly, Nikolay, you turn life into a sort of modern art gallery – I look at things and don’t know what to make of them . . . It’s a punishment for something. Well, what’s an old fellow like me supposed to do about you? Challenge you to a duel or what?

IvanovA duel won’t be necessary.

Sasha(walks up and down the stage in agitation) Oh, it’s all so dreadful! – He’s like a child.

LebedevI’m throwing in my hand. Listen Nikolay, to you this is all very ‘psychological’ and intellectual, but to me it’s just bad behaviour and you’re causing a scandal, so for the last time, listen to an old man. I’ve got one thing to say, which is this: calm down and see things as others see them. In this world, things are very simple. The ceiling is white, boots are black, sugar is sweet, you love Sasha, Sasha loves you. If you love her, marry her. If you don’t, don’t, and no hard feelings. See how simple? You’ve both got your health, you’re intelligent, decent people, you’re not starving, you’ve got clothes on your back. What more do you need? Money? Money doesn’t make you happy. Of course, your estate is mortgaged and you can’t keep up the payments, but – well, I’m her father and I’m on your side – her mother can do as she likes, if she won’t give you the money that’s up to her – Sasha says she doesn’t want a dowry – it’s all about principles and Schopenhauer – rubbish if you ask me – but I’ve got my own private ten thousand in the bank from Granny. (Looks round.) Not a soul knows about it . . . so it’s yours. Take it. Only one thing, promise to give Matvey a thousand or two . . .

IvanovPasha, you talk far too much. I’m doing what I think is right.

SashaSo am I! I don’t care what you say, I’m not letting you go. Papa – it’s time for the blessing! – I’m going to get Mama.

She leaves the room.

LebedevModern art again.

IvanovListen, my old friend . . . I’m not going to try to explain myself to you – whether I’m straight or devious, sick or sane, you wouldn’t take it in. But once I was young, up for anything, sincere, intelligent.

LebedevYes, you said.

IvanovI loved, hated, believed – not along with the crowd, I was my own man, and I worked like ten men with enough optimism for all of them, tilting at windmills, knocking through walls with my head –

LebedevYou said, Nicky.

Ivanov –and I did it all unmindful of my strength or –

Lebedev– weakness.

Ivanov –weakness, not thinking, knowing nothing about life, I took the weight. And it wasn’t long before my back gave way –

LebedevIt’s me, Nick!

Ivanov –my spine just broke. I’d used up my youth in a rush, got drunk, over-excited, and worked without knowing my limits. But how could I have done otherwise?

LebedevYou couldn’t.

IvanovThere are so few of us and so much to be done! My God, so much to be done! And life got its own back.

LebedevIt’s Pasha.

IvanovI’d defied life and life avenged itself without mercy. At my age I’m like an old man in a dressing gown nursing a hangover. My head feels like lead, my spirit is crushed, I’m tired out and broken down –

LebedevI’ll be back.

Lebedev leaves.

Ivanov(not noticing) – with no beliefs, or love in my heart, or aim in life. I hang around people like a shadow, not knowing who I am, or why, or what I’m doing there. I’ve arrived early at the knowledge that love is a joke, love-making is ridiculous, work is meaningless, speech-making and tub-thumping are vulgar and out of date. My woeful countenance of discontent and self-disgust goes with me wherever I go.


Lebedev returns.

I’m a ruin of a man –

Lebedev leaves.

– before his time – worn out, disillusioned, flattened by his feeble efforts, burning with –

Lebedev returns.

– shame at his –

Lebedev –weakness.

Ivanov –weakness – and yet what’s left of my pride revolts, suffocating me with my rage! And to add to that –

Lebedev(shouts) Shut up, for God’s sake!

Ivanov(swaying) I’ve overdone it. I can’t even stand up.

Lebedev, contrite, holds Ivanov up.

LebedevI’m sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it – my angel, my cabbage – You’re all right –

IvanovWhere’s Matvey? Tell him to take me home.

Shabelsky(entering) Here I am – in a borrowed second-hand tailcoat . . . no gloves . . . putting up with sneers and smirks from those country bumpkins.

Voices(off) The best man’s arrived!

Borkin enters quickly with a bouquet. He wears a tailcoat and the best man’s boutonnière.

BorkinUgh! Where is he? (To Ivanov.) They’ve been waiting ages at the church and here you are philosophising, it’s a joke. You’re not supposed to be with the bride, I have to drive you separately and then come back to fetch her. Did no one ever tell you?


Lvov(enters, to Ivanov) So you’re here? (Loudly.) Nikolay Alekseevich Ivanov, I hereby publicly declare to your face that you are a swine!

Ivanov(calmly) Thank you very much.

General confusion among the gathering onlookers.

Borkin(to Lvov) Sir, you are a contemptible cad and I am calling you out.

LvovMr Borkin, I’d find it degrading to fight you or even notice your existence. As for Monsieur Ivanov, he may demand satisfaction from me whenever he likes.

ShabelskyIn that case, I will fight you, my dear sir!

But Shabelsky clutches his heart, staggers, collapses; unnoticed.

Sasha(to Lvov) What did you do that for? What do you mean by insulting him? Excuse me, gentlemen, but please let him answer me!

LvovAlexandra Pavlovna, I had my reasons. I came here as an honest man to open your eyes and I ask you to hear what I have to say.

Lebedev notices the Count and goes to him. He speaks his name: ‘Matty . . .?’ He sees that Shabelsky is dead. He does nothing. After a while he closes Shabelsky’s eyes.

Sasha(during this) What have you got to say about anything except your honesty? The entire world knows about that. You’d do better to tell me whether with all your honesty you know what you’re doing. You walk in here and publicly insult him – I nearly died. And before, when you were spying on him and meddling in his life, you were just as convinced that you were only doing your duty as an honest man! You’ve been spreading lies, and slandering him whenever you had the chance, you’ve bombarded me and all his friends with anonymous letters, all in the name of your honesty. You’re so convinced of your honest, upright integrity you even persecuted his sick wife with your suspicious mind – There’s no meanness or cruelty you’re incapable of, and you still believe you’re the most honest and upright man anyone could be.

Ivanov(laughing) This isn’t a wedding, it’s a public meeting! Bravo, bravo!

Sasha(to Lvov) So think about that. Are you getting it yet? Oh, the callous stupidity of people!

She takes Ivanov by the hand.

Let’s go, Nikolay! Come on, Papa!

Lebedev is deaf to it all.

IvanovGo where? There isn’t anywhere to go. Just wait a moment, I’m going to put an end to all this! I can feel my youth coming back – this is the old Ivanov speaking!

Ivanov takes out the revolver.

Sasha(shrieks) I know what he’s going to do. Nikolay, for God’s sake!

IvanovI’ve been sliding down long enough – it’s time to stop. Time to go! Stand back! Thank you for everything, Sasha!

Sasha(shouts) Nikolay – don’t! For the love of God! Stop him!

IvanovLeave me alone!

Ivanov shoots himself.

Curtain.
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