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BREAKING THE SILENCE

First produced by the Royal Shakespeare Company at
the Pit, Barbican Theatre, on 31st October, 1984, with
the following cast of characters:

Polya Juliet Stevenson
Master Alexander (Sasha) Jason Lake
Eugenia Pesiakoff Gemma Jones
Alexei Verkoff John Kane
Nikolai Pesiakoff Daniel Massey
Guard 1 Richard Garnett
Guard 2 Campbell Morrison

Directed by Ron Daniels
Designed by Alison Chitty

Subsequently presented by Frank and Woji Gero,
Frederick Zollo, William Suter and Harold Thau at the
Mermaid Theatre, London, on 28th May, 1985, with
the following cast:

Polya Jenny Agutter
Master Alexander (Sasha) Edward Rawle-Hicks
Eugenia Pesiakoff Gemma Jones
Alexei Verkoff John Kane
Nikolai Pesiakoff Alan Howard
Guard 1 Paul Rattee
Guard 2 Christopher Saul

Directed by Ron Daniels
Designed by Alison Chitty



The action of the play takes place in a railway carriage in
Russia

Time—1920 and 1924

ACTI 1920
Scene 1 100 miles North of Moscow
Scene 2 1,000 miles North of Moscow
Scene 3 100 miles North of Moscow
Scene 4 The same

ACT I 1924
Scene 1 Moscow Railway Shunting Yards
Scene 2 The same
Scene 3 The Border



ACT I*
SCENE 1

A huge imperial-style railway carriage, filling the whole of the stage. 100 miles
north of Moscow

Rich dark wood, a table, chairs set against the walls, at one end a splendid
couch elaborately decorated, which has been converted into a bed, at the other
end two bunks covered in pale velvet counterpanes, a white stove built into the
wall, ornamental woodwork and lamps. Over the beds and on parts of the floor,
there is a coating of dirt, dust, a few bloodstains, some animal droppings,
smudging the atmosphere of magnificence in the carriage. The pale bed
coverings are especially filthy. The blinds across the windows are also stained
yellow and black

There is the sound of people struggling with the door, then it opens, throwing a
little light inside, and Polya and Sasha move into the darkened carriage

Polya is in her early thirties, dressed in a maid’s dress, black with a white bow
in her hair. Sasha at the start of the action is in his early teens, but looks young
for his age, immaculately dressed in a velvet suit. For a second Polya stands in
the doorway staring into the darkened carriage, then she moves in, pulling up
the blinds to let in light. She is carrying two highly polished pigskin suitcases.
Sasha is only carrying some rather grubby toy stuffed animal

Polya Stay there Master Alexander—(as she moves into the darkened
carriage alone)—and don’t touch, you understand, don’t touch anything.

She pulls up the blinds to reveal the state of the carriage, as light floods in

They certainly haven’t bothered to clean it for your father.

Sasha (in the doorway) What an extraordinary carriage Polya . .. What was
it used for?

Polya Don’t comein! I told you, stay there by the door until I know it’s safe
for you . .. there might be something here that can harm you. Something
that could give you a disease. (She moves away from the windows into the
carriage, as an advanced guard) Whatever this smellis . . . I don’t think the
original passengers would have smelled like that.

Sasha (pointing at the floor) What are those?

Polya Animal droppings—they must have used it for transporting livestock
recently. That’s why the beds have been chewed ...

Sasha (moving a little deeper into the carriage) They can’t really mean this
Polya! ... It needs hosing down before it’s nearly ready for Papa. You
must have misunderstood. I am sure they only intend to show it to him.... .

*N.B. Paragraph 3 on page ii of this Acting Edition regarding photocopying and
video-recording should be carefully read.
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Polya (swinging round, loudly) Did I say it was safe for you to come in? No.
Sasha stops

You can stay there now, but don’t move. (She turns back to her beds) Now
don’t you start causing me trouble, they haven’t allowed me any time to
make it fit for the master. (She is rolling up the counterpane) The filth that
is here ... he will never sleep in sheets like this, not under any
circumstances, nobody could make him. I don’t know how I am going to
keep my uniform clean.

By removing the stained counterpanes, the carriage is already looking less
stained

Sasha (as Polya bustles around) Everything is such a hurry now—suddenly
the news that Papa has to leave home, having to pack his things up in a
few hours, I am sure we dropped something on the way here . . . Papa will
demand compensation I expect.

Polya If I can get these out of the way before they come, there must be at
least one clean place for the master—thank God I managed to bring some
extra blankets for him. ) .

Sasha What are these holes? (He is running his hand along the side of the
carriage) Polya, everywhere here is covered in small holes.

Polya What do you think they are! Bullet holes of course. (She points above
the windows) There’s some marks up there too ... it looks as if it was
shelled.

Sasha They must be going to redecorate it. (Exploring the carriage) What
are these red stains here Polya? It’s splashed all over here, it can’t be what
I think it is Polya, (he pauses) it’s not blood is it?

Polya Yes, it’s blood. The goats they kept, they probably slaughtered them
in here as well.

She looks up to see Sasha is suddenly very animated, searching all the corners
of the carriage

What on earth are you doing? I told you not to touch anything.

Sasha I was just seeing if there was any— (ke stops and faces her)—even the
smallest piece of ... (suddenly shouting) ... FOOD had been left any-
where. (He picks up a glass jar, with one onion at the bottom, and tries to
unscrew the top which is very stiff) There’s an onion here! I'm so—I'm so
hungry Polya. (Suddenly letting his body go limp and falling into her arms)
I'm going to die.

Polya Stand up. (Pulling her body up) Come on stand up. (Firmly) listen
now Alexander Nikolaivitch, don’t you dare show it when they come—
you’re not going to let the Commissar of Labour see the slightest sign you
understand. You don’t want to let your father down. (Holding him) Come
on. You can manage ... you can get through.

Sasha I am going to die before the end of the day, I can feel it.

Polya Well wait till then at least—(turning back to the bed)—the master will
see to everything, remember that.

Eugenia enters. A fine-looking woman about forty. She has a nervous, shy
manner. She is dressed in an exquisite and expensive long summer dress



Act I, Scene 1 3

Eugenia I didn’t imagine it would look like this. (Looking around) This is
rather sordid isn’t it? These beds . .. (She touches them) What a place!
Polya Madame, careful where you move. If you want to sit, I think this

space is safe.

Eugenia (anxiously) T am not sure the master is expecting this . . . have you
all his clothes prepared? (She gets up immediately and moves over) Is this
all there is left? All that remains of his wardrobe. It looks so little suddenly.

Polya We've still got all his English shoes. (She pulls them out of the suitcase)

Eugenia As far as possible everything must go in its proper place. (She turns
suddenly) Do we look all right, Polya, not too pale, tell me honestly—we
don’t seem disgracefully pale do we?

Polya No madame.

Eugenia (smiling) It doesn’t look as if I'm about to collapse at any moment I
hope. (She tries to open the jar with the onion)

Polya (indicating the jar) It won’t open, Madame.

Eugenia (embarrassed, puting the jar down) I never used to eat onions,
anyway.

Sasha is holding his stomach leaning against the wall of the carriage
Sasha! Don’t do that.

Verkoff comes into the carriage, a powerful burly man, utilitarian clothes, a
man in his 40s, working-class accent. He is full of a sudden, unpredictable
energy, mercurial manner. He carries a bag which he throws on the floor

Verkoff We are here! (He turns and looks behind him) Where is he? He was
right behind me. What are you doing out there Nikolai Semenovitch?
(Loudly) Get in here! My time is limited.

Nikolai is in the doorway
What on earth are you looking so reluctant for? Come on in. Take the plunge.

Nikolai is framed in the doorway. He is an imposing figure in his late forties or

early fifties, wearing a truly splendid fur coat, though it is summer, gleaming

polished shoes, and a fine English suit. His manner is extremely authoritative

and dignified, though there is a very distinctive charm and lightness of touch

even when he’s being arrogant. Everything about him is redolent of an old

world, upper middle-class man. The only thing he is carrying is a medium-sized

mahogany box

Nikolai (szaring into the carriage) My God . ..

Verkoff (moving round, touching everything) What’s the matter—you should
feel at home here! Gold-topped taps—what looks like a German com-
mode, right size for one anyway—imperial furniture.

Verkoff, pulling at the bunks, suddenly jumps on to the lower bunk, scattering
dried feathers

A little dirty perhaps, but you could sleep through anything in this—(a
sharp smile)—and you may need to.

Nikolai (moving into the carriage, calmly) Is there anywhere in this carriage
that it is possible to sit?
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Eugenia (nervously) Here ...
As Nikolai sits next to Eugenia, Verkoff has resumed roaming the carriage

Verkoff (suddenly pointing at Sasha) The boy looks terrified, you’ll have to
teach him not to look at people like that—(he smiles)—they could feel
unappreciated. .

Nikolai He is just a little surprised like all of us.

Verkoff So I can see! (He turns) You do understand Nikolai Semenovitch
what is happening to you—(Stopping and staring at him) You are now a
Government employee with all the responsibility that entails. You will
take up the position—as of now (clicking his fingers) of Telephone
Surveyor of the Northern Railway.

Nikolai (looking up) Telephone Surveyor?

Verkoff Yes, Surveyor. (Pulling at pieces of the carriage, touching every-
thing) You don’t like it? He doesn’t like that title, then we can change it
... (a sharp smile) . .. the only thing that can be changed ... Telephone
Examiner is acceptable ... you have just become the first Telephone
Examiner of the Northern District.

Silence

Nikolai I thank you for this unexpected offer, for making the journey
specially.

Verkoff Which I haven’t ...

Nikolai But of course it is completely out of the question, I will have to
refuse.

Pause

Verkoff (loudly) You will have to refuse!

Nikolai (calmly) I am much too busy I'm afraid.

Verkoff Too busy, I don’t believe this! You have just been sitting here in the
country ... this is not an offer, Nikolai Semenovitch, there is no refusal
possible. You are MADE Telephone Examiner, it has been decided, once
you’ve been selected and put on board, there is no alternative, no
argument—the matter is completely closed.

Nikolai (calmly) 1 see. (After a pause) 1 will still have to refuse.

Verkoff Idon’t think we understand each other, Nikolai Semenovitch. I am
a busy man and have very little time.

Nikolai (incisive tones) But I have told you what I need. I made repeated
representations to you and your staff, and was made to wait on more than
one occasion, sitting on the floor outside your door. I travelled no fewer
than six times to your office, I made it absolutely clear what I had to have.

Verkoff (with a slight smile) Remind me what this was.

Nikolai It was a very modest request, the bare minimum in fact. A room of
my own in Moscow, apart from living quarters for my family of course,
for the sake of argument say five rooms, a proper staff of my own
prepared to work, and sufficient time free of interruption and official
interference—to think.

Verkoff (incredulously) To think!
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Nikolai Of course. I have some specific ideas of the greatest importance, I
thought I gave your advisers all the indications they needed. And I have
to admit I fail to see what the problem is, you have my word for it that
you will not be wasting your time. What more do you need?

Verkoff Nikolai Semenovitch——

Nikolai (carrying straight on) Furthermore, you gave us absolutely no
warning that this was about to happen, you suddenly inform us that you
will be taking over our whole house.

Verkoff (ebullient) Warning! You don’t get any warning, you know about it
when it happens to you.

Nikolai (in an amazed tone) And why me? How was I chosen? I'm afraid I
am not the right person to watch telephone poles being erected.

Eugenia (nervously) My husband means that he——

Nikolai (calmly) In the chaos of a new filing system it is obvious there must
have been a mistake, stumbling on me to be Telephone Surveyor is not a
rational act, do I look a likely candidate? It is not disgrace to admit there
has been an error and have it rectified —immediately.

Verkoff (with a mercurial smile) There is no possibility of an error I assure you,
I'made the decision personally—you were after all supposedly head of your
family’s engineering firm were you not? How many times you were ever
there is another question of course.

Nikolai We did not concern ourselves with telephone poles.

Verkoff Don’t try to test my patience—it can have dramatic results. (He
points at the women and Sasha) You three will pack up all your belongings
(a slight smile) in that sizeable house of yours, which I am told the army
needs. Be ready to move immediately he returns.

Eugenia (very nervously) Move where, comrade?

Verkoff You will all live in here, of course.

Nikolai (after a momentary pause) That is clearly impossible. In no circum-
stances can I allow my wife to live inside here.

Verkoff (loudly, very animated) Listen to him! My God, there have been
people dying all along the line, whole households starving, wiped out, and
he complains about being here. (His bulky shape moves about the carriage,
his hand jabbing out) 1 have many urgent calls to make before the light
goes ... NOW, this is where things get serious. There are certain things
you have to know and do, so you better be listening— (he suddenly swings
round and shouts)—are you comrade?

Nikolai looks up in surprise
Because these matter.
Nikolai is impassive

Eugenia Of course . .. we do realize.

Verkoff (staring at them) GUNS—(he pauses)—there must be no guns of
any sort kept here. You are civilians—as you know, new laws have been
passed—any civilian found with firearms or explosives will be executed.
(A sudden sharp smile) If you have any, this is not a time to be shy, give
them to me and no action will be taken.
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Nikolai That is the law? I had no idea.

Verkoff Are you going to give them to me? I urge you to take this seriously
comrade, otherwise the consequences for you and your family could be
disastrous.

Silence

Nikolai Quite. Thank you for your warning. There is no need to labour the
point. What is next?

Verkoff You are required to keep ledgers, official records that must be up to
date. The exact times and places, and the progress you find. I am giving
you ten thousand roubles. (He throws the money which is in a bag on the
floor of the carriage, at Nikolai’s feet) This will be used for railways
business only, the bonus scheme we have in operation for rewarding good
work, all the usual things.

Nikolai What is usual for a Telephone Examiner?

Verkoff You will take this first trip, which will be a gruelling one, and then
you will wait in a siding for further instructions.

Nikolai In a siding? That can’t be necessary ...

Verkoff (ignoring this) If you ever wish to summon a locomotive in an
emergency, you will walk the eighteen miles down the line and use the
railway telephone to the depot. (He points suddenly at Eugenia) What’s
your name?

Eugenia (nervously glancing about her) My name ... you mean me? It’s
Eugenia Michailovna.

Verkoff (staring straight at her) You think he’s been listening Eugenia
Michailovna? You ought to make him, people have been turned off trains
before now, in the North, and made to walk the thousand miles home.
(Lightly) I wonder how he’d manage.

Nikolai is sitting impassive in his fur coat

(Suddenly turning towards Polya) And you, what’s your name? What is
your position here?

Polya I am the second chamber maid, comrade—I mean I was in Moscow,
there was me and Anya .. . (suddenly nervous) . . . and Luiba who cooked.
(She looks away embarrassed) 1 . . . I was going to be married to the porter
of an apartment block in Moscow but we lost touch ... with all the
moving round the country. (She stops) I'm sorry, my name’s Polya.

Verkoff And you’re going to stay with this lot?

Polya Yes comrade, I have nowhere else to go. (Looking down at the floor)
At the moment anyway.

Verkoff (moving swiftly across the carriage to Nikolai) Your pass and badge
of office. Wear that at all times.

Nikolai (as it is pinned on his fur coat) My dear fellow, I assure you this is a
major blunder, I urge you to reconsider while there’s still time.

Verkoff (turning at the door of the carriage) 1 almost forgot the most
important thing—what about food?

Sasha (from the heart) Food!

Verkoff (with a mercurial smile at Sasha) Yes, do you remember what it was
like? (To the adults) Have you got enough, do you need some?
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An agonized look from Sasha. Eugenia looks at Nikolai and then away. They
wait for Nikolai. Silence

Nikolai No that will not be necessary.

Verkoff You're sure? You wouldn’t be stupid enough to be too proud to
ask—I’d have no patience with that. (He watches their faces as he
mentions each piece of food) 1 can supply some eggs, meat, fresh cheese,
smoked fish, fresh bread, (ke smiles) that would mean soft doughy bread,
baked today, like these rolls. (He produces large rolls out of his deep
pockets)

Eugenia and Sasha turn away trying not to look at them

(Holding out the bread) Everybody looks away do they?

Sasha (desperately) Maybe we . ..

Verkoff (sharp, moving) So you have managed to farm all your own food,
unlike. nearly everybody else in this area. I'm delighted to hear it. (He
leaves the bread lying conspicuously. Pointing at Eugenia) You look
magnificent madame. (He stops in the doorway) You are now working for
me Nikolai Semenovitch—the Northern Railway and me. I don’t know
when we’ll be seeing each other again but we certainly will be. (With
feeling) 1 hope you’re not going to let me down.

Verkoff exits

As soon as he’s gone, Sasha bolts over and gets the bread he left behind.
Eugenia also makes a move, less violent but almost as eager

Nikolai Don’t disgrace yourself Sasha—charging after food like a starving
dog.

Eugenia (taking the bread) Shall I? 'l divide it up.

Nikolai (waving his portion away) We do not need food from him. We are
certainly not going to accept food like beggars.

The women and Sasha feast on the bread
I will provide all the food we need and more.
Sasha licks every crumb that is left

Polya Make it last . .. not so quick Sasha, make it last as long as you can.

Eugenia (smiling) One’s body can’t cope with the shock at all. (She leans
against the wall)

Nikolai (calmly) It appears we have been selected to spend time in these
surroundings—something I didn’t anticipate. So on my return we will
divide it up. Eugenia .. . this will be your room. (He indicates an area in
the middle of the carriage) The child will be over there—(pointing to the
bunks)—Polya’s quarters will be down there—(pointing to the area near
the bunks)—and the rest will be for my use, study, bedroom and morning
room combined. (He indicates the whole rest of the carriage) We will keep
to these. We may be able to arrange partitions when I return . ..

The noise of a locomotive approaching is heard in the distance—calling down
the line
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