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ACT 1

In the park of Sorin’s estate. A broad avenue runs away from the spectators into the depths of the park towards a lake; the avenue is blocked by a rough stage knocked together for amateur theatricals, concealing the lake. Bushes to right and left. A table and chairs. The sun has just set. On the stage, behind the curtain, which is down, are Yakov and other workmen, coughing and hammering. Enter Masha and Medvedenko, returning from a walk.

 



MEDVEDENKO: Why do you always wear black?

 



MASHA: I’m in mourning for my life. I am unhappy.

 



MEDVEDENKO: Why? (reflectively) I don’t understand.... You’re healthy. Your father isn’t rich, but he’s comfortable. My life is much harder than yours. My paycheck comes to twenty-three rubles a month, and they take out money for the pension fund. But still I don’t wear mourning. (they sit)

 



MASHA: It’s not about money. Even a poor man can be happy.

 



MEDVEDENKO: That’s true in theory. But in point of fact, there’s me and my mother, two sisters, and my little brother, and my salary’s only twenty-three rubles a month. You have to eat and drink, don’t you? You need tea and sugar; you need tobacco. That’s a fact....

 



MASHA: (looking round at the stage) The play will begin soon.

 



MEDVEDENKO: Yes. Nina Zarechnaya is going to act in a play by Constantine Treplev. They are in love with each other and today their souls will be joined in a common artistic union. But my soul and your soul have no common ground. I love you. I can’t sit home I long for you so much. Every day I walk four miles here and four miles back and meet only with indifference from you. I understand. I have no money. I come from a big family. Who would want to marry a man who can’t even feed himself?

 



MASHA: That’s silly. (taking snuff) I am touched by your affection, but I can’t return it, that’s all. (offering him the snuff box) Help yourself.

 



MEDVEDENKO: No, thanks. (a pause)

 



MASHA: The air is very close tonight. There’ll probably be a storm. You know, you’re always philosophizing or talking about money. You think there’s nothing worse than poverty, but I think it’s a thousand times easier to wear rags and beg than ... oh, you wouldn’t understand.

(enter Sorin and Treplev)


SORIN: (leaning on a stick) I don’t know why, dear boy, but I never feel at home in the country. And you’re not going to change me now. I went to bed at ten last night and woke this morning at nine, and I felt like my brain was sticking to my skull from too much sleep, and so on. (laughing) After dinner I fell asleep again. I didn’t mean to, but now I’m a mess, like I’m still having a nightmare... or something.

 



TREPLEV: Yes, Uncle, you definitely should live in town. (seeing Masha and Medvedenko) What are you doing here? We’ll call you when the play begins, but you shouldn’t be here now.

 



SORIN: (to Masha) Marya Ilyinichna, I really wish you’d ask your father to unchain that dog in the evening. The howling kept my sister up all night.

 



MASHA: Speak to my father yourself. I won’t. So please don’t ask me. (to Medvedenko) Come on.

 



MEDVEDENKO: (to Treplev) Please let us know when the play begins. (exit Medvedenko and Masha)

 



SORIN: That means the dog is going to howl all night again. That’s how it is! I never get my way in the country. I used to come down here on leave, say for a month’s rest? They annoyed me so much that from the very first day I wished I was home again. (laughing) I always enjoyed leaving the most.... And now I’m retired. I’ve got nowhere to go, so whether you like it or not, I’m here....

 



YAKOV: (from the stage, to Treplev) We’re going for a swim, Constantine Gavrilovich.

 



TREPLEV: All right. But be back at your places in ten minutes. (looking at his watch) We begin very soon.

 



YAKOV: Very good, sir. (exit)

 



TREPLEV: (glancing at the stage) How do you like my theatre? Curtain, two wings, and empty space. No scenery. You look straight out at the lake and the horizon. The curtain goes up at exactly eight-thirty, when the moon rises.

 



SORIN: Magnificent!

 



TREPLEV: If Nina’s late, of course, the whole effect will be ruined. She should have been here by now. Her father and stepmother are always watching her. It’s as hard for her to escape from the house as for a prisoner to break out of jail. (puts his uncle’s tie straight) Your hair and beard are all messy. You should have them trimmed, don’t you think, Uncle?

 



SORIN: (smoothing out his beard) It’s the tragedy of my life. Even when I was young I always looked drunk, and so on. Women never found me attractive. (sitting) Why is your mother so cranky today?

 



TREPLEV: She’s bored. (sitting by him) And she’s jealous. She hates me and my play because Nina Zaretchnaya is acting in it and she’s not. And maybe her novelist might like Nina better. She hasn’t seen my play yet, but she hates it already.

 



SORIN: (laughing) Well, listen to that! Just listen to that!

 



TREPLEV: She’s miffed because even in this anemic little theatre, it’s Nina who’ll have the success and not her. (looking at his watch) My mother is a psychological freak. She’s talented, she’s intelligent, and she’ll cry for a week over a novel. If you’re sick she’ll be the best nurse in the world. But just mention Duse’s name in her presence! Oh! Oh! Oh! You must praise only her. You have to write about her, shout about her, go into ecstasies about her wonderful performance in La Dame aux Camelias or The Fumes of Life. But since she can’t have such intoxications here in the country, she’s bored and spiteful. We become her enemies; it’s all our fault. And she’s superstitious, too, about the number thirteen, or having three candles on the table. And she’s a miser. She keeps seventy thousand rubles in a bank in Odessa. I know that for a fact. But ask her for a loan and she’ll break down crying.

 



SORIN: You’ve got it into your head that she doesn’t like your play, and you are nervous, and so on. Relax, your mother worships you.

 



TREPLEV: (pulling the petals from a flower) She loves me, she loves me not, she loves me, she loves me not, she loves me, she loves me not. (laughs) You see, my mother doesn’t love me. Why should she? She wants to live, to love, to wear fashionable clothes; and I, I’m twenty-five years old and a constant reminder that she’s no longer young. When I’m not there she’s only thirty-two; but when I am she’s forty-three, and she hates me for that. She also knows that I don’t believe in the theatre. She loves the theatre; she thinks she’s advancing humanity and her “sacred” art. But I think the stage today is conventional and predictable. When the curtain goes up on those great talents, those high priests of the “sacred” art, lit by electric light, in a room with only three sides to it, showing how people should eat, drink, love, walk, and wear their clothes; when they try to squeeze a moral out of those flat, vulgar images, those flat, vulgar phrases, a tiny little moral, easy to understand and easily consumed, when they offer me the same thing over and over in a thousand variations, then I take to my heels and run, as Maupassant ran from the Eiffel Tower, its overwhelming vulgarity crushing his brain.

 



SORIN: We can’t do without theatre.

 



TREPLEV: We must have a new theatre. We need new forms. And if we can’t have that, then it’s better to have no theatre at all. (looks at his watch) I love my mother, I love her deeply; but she leads such a stupid life. She smokes, she drinks, and lives openly with that novelist, her name always in the papers. It disgusts me! I suppose it’s just the egotism of an ordinary mortal that makes me wish I didn’t have such a famous actress for a mother. I think I’d have been much happier if she were ordinary, too. Uncle, can you imagine anything more hopeless or absurd than me at home with her, the house always filled with celebrities, actors, writers? The only nobody there was me, tolerated only because I was her son. Who am I? What am I? I left the University without getting a degree, due to circumstances, as they say, over which the editor has no control. I have no talent, I don’t have a kopek, and my passport says I’m a middle-class citizen of Kiev. You know my father was also considered a Kiev petit bourgeois, though he was a famous actor. So when these actors and writers of hers deigned to notice me, I imagined they were merely measuring my insignificance; I guessed their thoughts and felt humiliated.

 



SORIN: By the way, what sort of man is this novelist of hers? I can’t make him out. He never says much.

 



TREPLEV: Intelligent, simple, inclined to melancholy. Quite decent. He isn’t forty yet, but he’s already a name. He’s had everything.... As for his writings ... what can I say? Charming, skillful ... but ... you wouldn’t put Trigorin in a class with Tolstoy or Zola.

 



SORIN: I love literary people, my boy. There was a time when I only really wanted two things: I wanted to get married, and I wanted to be a writer. I didn’t get either. It must be wonderful just to be a minor writer, and so on.

 



TREPLEV: (listening) I hear someone coming. (embracing Sorin) I can’t live without her.... Just the sound of her footsteps excites me.... I’m insanely happy. (Enter Nina. Treplev goes quickly to meet her.)

 



TREPLEV: My darling, my dream....

 



NINA: (agitated) I’m not late.... I’m sure I’m not late....

 



TREPLEV: (kissing her hands) No, no, no....

 



NINA: I’ve been worried all day, so frightened. I was afraid father wouldn’t let me come.... But at last he’s gone out. He left, just now, with my stepmother. There’s a red glow in the sky, the moon is beginning to rise, and I raced my horse as fast as I could. (laughing) But I’m happy now. (squeezing Sorin’s hand heartily)

 



SORIN: (laughing) You’ve been crying, I can see by your eyes.... That’s not nice of you!

 



NINA: You’re right. You see how out of breath I am. I’ve got to go in a half-hour, I must. Don’t try to stop me, for heaven’s sake. My father doesn’t know I’m here.

 



TREPLEV: It’s time to begin, anyhow. I’ll go and call the others.

 



SORIN: I’ll go, I’ll go, right away. (goes, singing) “To France there returned two Grenadiers!” (looks round) I started singing that tune one day, and a deputy who was standing by said: “Your Excellency has a very strong voice.” Then he thought about it, and added, “Strong, but annoying!” (exit, laughing)

 



NINA: My father and his wife won’t let me come here. They say you’re all Bohemians.... They’re afraid I’ll become an actress. But I am drawn to the lake like a seagull. My heart is full of you. (looks round)

 



TREPLEV: We’re alone.

 



NINA: Is someone over there?

 



TREPLEV: No, it’s nobody. (kissing her)

 



NINA: What kind of tree is that?

 



TREPLEV: An elm.

 



NINA: Why is it so dark?

 



TREPLEV: Because it’s evening, and everything looks darker at night. Don’t go away early, please don’t.

 



NINA: I must.

 



TREPLEV: Should I drive over to visit you, Nina? I’ll stand all night in the garden and look up at your window.

 



NINA: Oh, no, you mustn’t. The watchman will see you. And Tresor isn’t used to you yet; he’ll bark.

 



TREPLEV: I love you.

 



NINA: Shh!

 



TREPLEV: (hearing footsteps) Who’s there? Is that you, Yakov?

 



YAKOV: (on the stage) Yes, sir.

 



TREPLEV: Go to your places. It’s time to begin. The moon’s coming up?

 



YAKOV: Yes, sir.

 



TREPLEV: Have you got the methylated spirits? And the sulphur? (to Nina) When the red eyes appear, there has to be a smell of sulphur. You’d better go now, everything’s ready. Are you nervous?

 



NINA: Very nervous. I don’t mind your mother, I’m not afraid of her. But Trigorin really scares me. Acting before him, such a famous writer! Is he young?

 



TREPLEV: Yes.

 



NINA: What wonderful stories he writes!

 



TREPLEV: (coldly) Does he? I don’t read them.

 



NINA: Your play is very hard to act. There are no living people in
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