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The Death of Meyerhold 

  

The world premiere of The Death of Meyerhold was presented by The 

Shotgun Players on December 11, 2003, at the Live Oak Theater in 

Berkeley, CA. The Death of Meyerhold was subsequently produced by The 

Studio Theatre, Washington, D.C., opening January 23, 2005. 

 

Cast of Characters – 9M, 2W, 1 Girl 

 

Two women, one girl, and nine men play the various roles according to 

the following breakdown: 

 

W1 – Actress, Old Woman, Wife, Imperial Bourgeoisie, Maria Babanova, 

Stella Adler, Dresser. 

W2 – Razonova, Woman, Imperial Bourgeoisie, Zinaida Raikh, Phoebe 

Brand. 

 

G1 – American Girl, Granddaughter, Imperial Bourgeoisie, Muscovite, 

Paper Boy. 

 

M1 – Meyerhold, Lee Strasberg. 

M2 – Stanislavsky, First Secret Police Man, Lunacharsky, Muscovite, 

Critic #4. 

M3 – Chekhov, Second Secret Police Man, White Guard Sniper, Kugel, 

Mother, Muscovite, Critic #1, NKVD 1. 

M4 – Danchenko, Husband, Third White Guard, Mayakovsky, Waiter, 

Baker, Critic #5, NKVD 4. 

M5 – Jackson, First Secretive Man, Bolshevik Soldier, First White Guard, 

Garin, Clifford Odets, Critic #2, Yury. 

M6 – Artistic Director, Second Secretive Man, Bolshevik Soldier, Second 

White Guard, Ilinsky, Harold Clurman, Critic #3, NKVD 3. 
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M7 – Kosheverov, Actor, Third Man, Imperial Bourgeoisie, Second 

Prisoner, a student, Sanford Meisner, Gladkov. 

M8 – Counter Revolutionary, Actor Playing Sorin, Suspicious Man, 

Imperial Bourgeoisie, Abrosimov, Tereshkovich, Shostakovich, 

Malcontent. 

M9 – Yakov, Train Conductor, Shady Man, Bolshevik Soldier, First 

Prisoner, Bebutin, Samoilov, Elia Kazan, NKVD 2. 

 

Other characters played by the company. 

 

Notes 

 

All TITLES are to be projected on a screen above the set.  

 

A slash in the dialogue (/) indicates that the next actor should start their 

line, creating overlapping speech. 

 

Regarding the Prologue, the ARTISTIC DIRECTOR’S lines may be 

adjusted to accurately reflect the speech pattern of the Artistic Director of 

the producing organization. This character could also be the Dramaturg 

or some other member of the theater. 

 

Preshow 

 

TITLE: “The Death of Meyerhold”  

 

Joyful, catchy, and heroic Soviet era music plays over the loudspeakers. 

 

Prologue 
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TITLE: “The Death of Meyerhold” 

 

The immediate present. Two chairs in a spotlight DSC of the set, itself a 

useful construction of stairs, platforms, and curtains. Prop tables, 

furniture, and racks of costumes off SL and SR – visible, but unobtrusive. 

The ARTISTIC DIRECTOR of the producing organization and MARK 

JACKSON enter and sit as the preshow music concludes. Over the course 

of their dialogue we gradually become aware of the presence of a ten-year-

old AMERICAN GIRL upstage, who sits watching television in 1953. 

Eventually the presence of numerous other less discernable people can also 

be felt, listening from the shadows of the space. 

 

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR 

So. Evening everybody. Thanks for coming. I assume you know who we are 

since you’re here. But just in case, so you know who’s who, I’m _________ , 

Artistic Director of ___________ , and this is Mark Jackson, writer and director of 

The Death of Meyerhold. Which, for anyone who might have wandered in off the 

street: plays through _________ on this very stage.  

JACKSON 

Yes. 

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR 

So why don’t we start with the big picture and narrow it down from there. 

JACKSON 

Okay. 

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR 

So who is this Meyerhold guy?  

JACKSON 
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Well, this Meyerhold guy was a Russian theater actor and then director during 

the first forty years of the twentieth century, which was of course a very 

interesting time to live in Russia.  

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR 

How so? 

JACKSON 

(laughs) Well, by 1900, sentiments against life under the Tsar had already been 

smoldering for decades; major strikes and protests by workers were all ending in 

bloodshed. A revolutionary group made up of two factions, Mensheviks and 

Bolsheviks, was illegally established under the umbrella name of the Social 

Democratic Party. And in February 1917 the Tsar finally abdicated and the Social 

Democratic Party took over. Then: power struggles within the Party ended with 

the Bolshevik faction, led by Vladimir Lenin, seizing control in October 1917 – 

and so a Civil War broke out, World War One was winding down, and then 

when Lenin died in 1924 Stalin took over and kept the ball rolling in his way.  

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR 

Yowza. 

JACKSON 

Right. So, rewind, back to the turn of the century, when the Tsar was still in 

power: Meyerhold was a young student and then actor in Stanislavski’s 

company, the Moscow Art Theatre. 

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR 

And for anyone who didn’t study theater in college, Stanislavski is the 

granddaddy of what we think of as modern, psychologically realistic, 

emotionally truthful: Acting. 

JACKSON 
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Yes. And Meyerhold felt there was more to theater than just that. So he broke off 

and started doing his own thing, which was much more physically and 

musically based, much more theatrical. And the two of them in their separate 

theaters in Russia basically created what we think of as the modern theatre. In 

fact you could say that Stanislavski brought theater out of the 19th century, and 

Meyerhold carried it into the 20th. And that everything since then is really just a 

repackaged variation of what they essentially came up / with.  

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR 

Right. …Now, you’re a director and writer who’s often going back to the classics, 

but adapting them to a more contemporary American context. Why? What’s up 

with that? 

JACKSON 

It’s called stealing, actually. All my ideas are stolen. It’s easier than comin’ up 

with your own ideas. And of course I only steal from the best. 

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR 

Of course. 

JACKSON 

But, really, you know, Shakespeare, for example, is the most produced 

playwright in America, so clearly there’s something there that Americans 

respond to very deeply. And all the classic plays I’ve been drawn to deal with 

subjects that are meaningful in America now, which is why they still catch our 

attention I think. Somebody said – a buto artist – he said that “cultural exchange 

begins with misunderstanding.” I think that’s very interesting. That impulse we 

have, that need, really, to understand. That we can see ourselves and our country 

in a play written a hundred or four hundred and fifty years ago is very 

interesting, or in somebody’s life who lived long ago in a very different time / 

and place. 
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ARTISTIC DIRECTOR 

Right, right. …So, most people are probably more familiar with the name 

Stanislavski than with Meyerhold. But those who do know of both usually pit 

them against one another – Stanislavski is the wise benevolent sage and 

Meyerhold is the brilliant manipulative dictator. What’s your handle on that? 

JACKSON 

Well, there’s a lot more to Stanislavski than we’ve been shown, certainly in 

America. His portrait has actually been airbrushed quite a bit. But he and 

Meyerhold were essentially approaching the same thing, experimenting from 

very different angles, but heading in the same direction. We conveniently forget 

that, or just don’t pay attention to it, because to actually deal with it would mean 

rethinking what we’ve all spent a lot of time and money learning, and, you 

know, who wants to do that! But the coming together of the two men toward the 

end of their lives is very telling, I think – that moment when two very different 

people could actually have a conversation with one another. How often does that 

happen in the world, on any level? We like to approach the world in a very 

Either/Or way: mind or body, Stanislavski or Meyerhold, Democrat or 

Republican. Everything must be very black or white even though we all know 

the grey area is mmmuch more interesting. More difficult. And more interesting. 

Which is not a coincidence! 

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR 

That something difficult is more interesting than something that’s more 

immediately comprehensible. 

JACKSON 

Exactly. Again it’s that need to understand; it makes us feel more comfortable, 

but ironically we don’t actually like taking the time to understand. It’s too 

exhausting. So we make these plays and TV programs and we shape the news 
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such that it’s Easy to Understand, and so it actually becomes less true. Because 

the world is complicated. It’s grotesque. And Meyerhold knew that. 

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR 

Yeah it’s always interesting how people with different agendas construct 

different versions of history. How does that sort of thing play out with 

Meyerhold? 

JACKSON 

Oh, well, when the Soviet Union collapsed everything got thrown in the air. Now 

we’re trying to figure out: what is Russia exactly? What is “Russian,” meaning 

what can we keep from our view of the Communist period, and what do we 

have to redefine? …Most people probably aren’t thinking about this actually. I 

think the Berlin Wall came down and, you know, “good, there, that’s over. 

What’s next? Oh Saddam, oh okay,” and we moved on. But, in regard to 

Meyerhold, basically there are two camps. One says he didn’t hold any political 

opinions and was just an opportunist. The other claims that he was actually very 

political and in fact had the same totalitarian impulse as Stalin. And the 

academics muse over the “rich complexity” of his art, and write articles about it, 

and the directors and actors read the articles and go off to some room and try to 

work out his techniques. But whatever the angle, there’s still an overall tendency 

to want to figure out whether or not Meyerhold was, really, deep down, a 

Communist.  

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR 

Was he at heart a kind of theatrical Stalinist, or was he just an independent artist 

in political times making the best of the / situation.  

JACKSON 

Yeah. Exactly. And either way, I think the important thing ultimately is Asking 

The Question, which is what made Meyerhold so irritating to Stalin. You see, 
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something we really can’t identify with today, particularly in America, is just 

how important artists were to Russia back then. Art was really seen as a 

functioning arm of society. And everyone knew Meyerhold’s name. Everyone. 

He was a big celebrity. You could go to kiosks on the street and buy souvenir 

combs with Meyerhold’s name written on them. So anything he did was 

extremely influential and the government watched him very closely. Meyerhold 

was making art that invited the audience to participate in the shaping of their life 

experience – economically, politically, their relationship to family, to co-workers, 

to the government. Not an artist you want around when you’re trying to shape a 

nation’s mindset. Now, the tragedy in America today is how we’ve so willingly 

traded our civil rights for good PR. It’s this trend of not discussing serious issues 

without cutting to a joke, or, artificially imposing happy endings. We don’t really 

want to educate people about how the system works. And we don’t really want 

people to question it. So instead we celebrate Individuals. And that way you can 

say that some people are simply lucky and some people aren’t, when the fact that 

12% of the people own 78% of the country is really a question of design not luck. 

Meyerhold was using theater to ask his audience to think. So, you know, 

President Bush, for example, probably wouldn’t like him anymore than Stalin 

did. …I stole all these ideas from Mel Gordon and Peter Sellars, by the way. 

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR 

I knew it. You cheap bastard.  

JACKSON 

Or “adapted” them, rather. 

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR 

That’s right. So, in the end, if he didn’t like him very much, what did Stalin do 

with Meyerhold? 

JACKSON 
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…He shot him.  

 

Sound of a gunshot! Blackout. 

 

TITLE: “Berlin. November 1989” 

 

Followed by Ronald Reagan delivering his famous line, “Mister 

Gorbachev, tear down this wall.” Then cheering that quickly smears into 

1950’s alien-invasion and Red-Scare movie soundtracks mixed with 

gunshots and McCarthy’s voice asking “Are you now, or have you ever 

been, a member of the Communist Party?” followed by the answer “No sir 

I have not” as various PEOPLE escape from one place to another. The 

noise cuts into the short intro theme of a 1953 news program. The 

RUSSIAN PEOPLE all stop to listen. 

 

TITLE: “Salinas, California, March 5, 1953. Eleven-year-old Joanie 

Caswell watches television at home.” 

 

ANCHOR MAN (VOICE OVER) 

Joseph Stalin, Soviet Communist Party leader of the USSR since 1924, died of a 

stroke today in Moscow. The Stalinist era in Russia has come to an end. 

 

The AMERICAN GIRL jumps up and down with joy and cartwheels off 

the stage to extremely grand tragic Russian music.  

 

TITLE: “Moscow” 
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The RUSSIAN PEOPLE wipe tears of shock and sorrow. A COUNTER 

REVOLUTIONARY leaps forward triumphantly and runs up on the 

raised platform. 

 

COUNTER REVOLUTIONARY 

The murderer is dead! The murderer is dead! Let Russia live again! The 

murderer is dead! 

 

The COUNTER REVOLUTIONARY is shot dead by an unknown source 

and falls into the PEOPLE. They catch him, continue to mourn for Stalin 

self-consciously, and drag him away. All of this as the scene changes to… 

 

Act One, 1898-1917 

 

Episode One – The Seagull 

 

During the following, rehearsal furniture and whatnot are set for Act One 

of The Seagull. MEYERHOLD is up on the edge of a platform, perched 

like a young wolf, clocking CHEKHOV who is speaking with 

ROZANOVA, the young actress who plays Nina. OTHERS, including 

NEMIROVICH-DANCHENKO, are bustling about during what appears 

to be a break. 

 

CHEKHOV 

I can hear the audience now.  
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TITLE: “Rehearsal for The Seagull at the Moscow Art Theatre. 

September, 1898.” 

 

CHEKHOV 

“Did you notice darling how the vase of flowers fell over? And how the clock 

ticked? And the crickets? And the thunder? And the rain? And how the harness 

bells tinkled?” And not one word about my play! 

ROZANOVA 

But it’s realistic. 

CHEKHOV 

Realistic! The stage is art, my dear Rozanova. What would happen if you took a 

Kramskoy painting, cut the nose out of one of the faces and substituted a real 

one? The nose would be “realistic,” and the painting would be ruined. 

Stanislavski has ruined my play! 

ROZANOVA 

Careful. He’ll hear you. 

CHEKHOV 

I will write a new play, and the stage directions will begin like this: “How 

wonderful, how quiet! No birds, no dogs, no cuckoos, no nightingale, no clock, 

no jingle of bells, no exploding corn cakes, not one damn cricket can be heard!” 

ROZANOVA 

Anton Pavlovich, you know he plans to bring on the entire household, including 

a woman with a crying child, at the end of the third act. 

CHEKHOV 

What? My god, why? It will be like playing pianisimo on the piano and having 

the lid come crashing down. 

ROZANOVA 
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But in life it often happens that the pianissimo is interrupted by the forte. 

CHEKHOV 

This is not life. It’s a play. As an actress you should make yourself aware of this 

lest you be carted off in a straightjacket. 

MEYERHOLD 

Anton Pavlovich! If I may speak. 

CHEKHOV 

Please. Give me some hope. 

MEYERHOLD 

I think … I feel… Your play- 

 

STANISLAVSKI enters and suddenly EVERYBODY moves into place. 

 

STANISLAVKSI 

Forgive me, everyone. 

DANCHENKO 

Alright then, if we could return to the scene. 

STANISLAVSKI 

Yes, if we could take it from Treplev and his daisy. Sorin, as you were. Aaand 

Vsevolod. …Vsevolod Emelievich. 

MEYERHOLD 

Oh. Yes. Sorry. From? 

DANCHENKO 

Your daisy. 

MEYERHOLD 

Daisy… 

STANISLAVSKI 
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…Something you’d like to say? 

MEYERHOLD 

Me? 

DANCHENKO 

No, Meyerhold: the scene. Begin the scene. 

MEYERHOLD 

Right. (looks to ACTOR PLAYING SORIN) 

ACTOR PLAYING SORIN 

It’s your line. 

MEYERHOLD 

(annoyed smile) Thank you.  

STANISLAVSKI 

Aaaaand commence! 

 

MEYERHOLD begins his monologue, punctuated by the sounds of 

coughing and hammering made from YAKOV behind a curtain. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

“She loves me, she loves me not. She loves me, she loves me not. She loves me, 

she loves me not. You see? My own mother does not love me. Well, why should 

she? She wants to lead a glamorous life, dress like an eighteen-year-old girl, 

make love to that man. And then there’s me, her son, that constant reminder 

she’s no longer young. When I’m not here, she’s thirty-two. When I am here, 

she’s forty-five. This is why she hates me. Besides, I can’t stand her kind of 

theater. She adores the Theátuh, thinks she’s serving the cause of humanity. But if 

you ask me her kind of theater is tired, useless, it’s all worn out. The curtain goes 

up, the lights come on, you’re in a room with three walls, and there they stand: 
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those servants of Art, showing us how people eat, drink, sit, walk, wear clothes! 

And then: they try to wring some nice easy little moral out of it, some little thing 

you wouldn’t mind having around the house! You go, you sit down, and they 

give you the same shit/ 

DANCHENCKO 

/Stuff, stuff, the line is “stuff!” 

STANISLAVSKI 

/ Vsevolod Emelievich! 

MEYERHOLD 

over and over and over! And it makes me utterly sick! I want to run screaming 

from it all and never look back!” 

ACTOR PLAYING SORIN 

“But we need the theater! How could we do without it!” 

MEYERHOLD 

“We need: New Forms! And if we can’t have them then we’re better off with no 

theater at all!” 

STANISLAVSKI 

Stop! 

MEYERHOLD 

“Stuff.” My apologies Anton Pavlovich. 

CHEKHOV 

I like your word better. It’s much more to the point. 

DANCHENKO 

It can’t be said on the stage. 

STANISLAVSKI 

He knows this, Vladimir. You must live the role, Vsevolod, not rewrite it. This 

text is poetry. You mustn’t alter it to your taste. 
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MEYERHOLD 

I know this. It was a mistake. 

STANISLAVKI 

Yes, very well. Well done. I believe you when you speak these words. They leap 

from deep within you. 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. 

CHEKHOV 

Konstantin Sergievich! May I ask a question? 

STANISLAVSKI 

Of course. 

CHEKHOV 

Why is Yakov still coughing and hammering while poor Vsevolod is trying to 

speak? 

STANISLAVSKI 

Why it’s your stage direction, Anton. “Sounds of coughing and hammering.” 

CHEKHOV 

But not through the entire act! Just at the beginning, that’s all it needs. 

STANISLAVSKI 

I’m sorry, Anton, I didn’t understand. Perhaps you could find a reason for Yakov 

to exit a few pages earlier. 

CHEKHOV 

Or perhaps he could shut up! I told you Vladimir: my play will be hissed off the 

stage – again! You’ve lured me back into hell! 

DANCHENKO 

Anton, I promise you, the Alexandrinsky held only eight rehearsals, their actors 

didn’t understand you, their audience came expecting light comedy – how could 
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it succeed? We love your play, we are devoted to it, we understand what you 

have written for us, don’t we Konstantin? 

STANISLAVSKI 

Wwwell- 

DANCHENKO 

Yes, we do! 

STANISLAVSKI 

Yes, we do. Anton, perhaps the play will not provoke storms of applause, but, 

after seeing your play, society women across Russia will be wearing dresses and 

hairdos just like Arkadina’s. 

CHEKHOV 

Do you hear this? Dresses and hairdos just like Arkadina’s. Have I written a 

fashion catalogue?! 

DANCHENKO 

What Konstantin means is that a genuine production, properly prepared, with 

exquisite details and fresh qualities, liberated from routine, will be a triumph of 

art – I guarantee it! 

CHEKHOV 

How can it be a triumph of art if the actors can’t be heard beneath his constant 

racket? Stanislavski is ruining my play! 

STANISLAVSKI 

Anton, your characters are real people. They must live in a real world. 

CHEKHOV 

They are not real people! They’re characters! And the audience must be able to 

hear them! Coughing and hammering and crickets and thunder, these are not 

realistic! They’re noise! Everything must be simple, do you understand? Like in 

life. Not life! Like in life. It’s theater for god’s sake!!! 
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MEYERHOLD 

I understand you, Anton Pavlovich!  

DANCHENKO 

Be quiet Meyerhold. 

MEYERHOLD 

Why? Why? Are we actors to do nothing but act? 

STANISLAVSKI 

Vsevolod. 

 

CHEKHOV shortly begins to cough. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

We want to be able to think while we act! We want to know why we are doing 

what we are doing! Why does this play matter? Why must the audience see it? 

What is happening in Russia? We must know these things! Only then can we 

convey his ideas! Only then will the audience understand what Anton Chekhov 

has written! With all due respect, Konstantin Sergievich, these realistic 

techniques you worked out years ago which you still employ regardless of 

whether a play is a mood play or a period piece – well I have no need to explain 

why this is simply wrong! 

DANCHENKO 

Meyerhold! 

 

CHEKHOV’s coughing has escalated. DANCHENKO goes to him. 

Everyone else stands frozen with fear while CHEKHOV coughs violently. 

Once the attack subsides... 
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DANCHENKO 

Are you pleased?  

ROZANOVA 

Vsevolod, how could you? 

DANCHENKO 

You could have killed him. 

MEYERHOLD 

I’m sorry, I only wished to- 

DANCHENKO 

Be quiet. This isn’t the Academy, young man. This is the Moscow Art Theatre. 

 

DANCHENKO helps CHEKHOV stand and they exit. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Forgive me. 

STANISLAVSKI 

For a moment I thought you were acting Treplev again. 

MEYERHOLD 

We do need new forms. 

STANISLAVSKI 

And patience. Am I right? 

MEYERHOLD 

Most likely. …Shall we take the scene again? 

STANISLAVSKI 

No I don’t think so. I’ve heard enough for today. And you are correct: actors 

should think. 

MEYERHOLD 
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Konstantin Sergiev- 

 

But the look in STANISLAVSKI’S eye stops MEYERHOLD. A tense 

pause. The OTHERS in the room all take a collective step back. 

STANISLAVSKI walks out after DANCHENKO and CHEKHOV. 

Pause. MEYERHOLD throws down his text. 

 

Episode Two – In The Provinces 

 

TITLE: “February 1902. Meyerhold quits the Moscow Art Theatre and 

sets out on his own to make theater in the provinces of Russia.”  

 

Piano music of great momentum plays under the following onslaught of 

changing locations. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

“Anton Pavlovich. Our season opened today with your Three Sisters. Huge 

Success! Beloved author of melancholy moods! You alone give true delight!” 

CHEKHOV 

“Konstantin Sergievich. The Art Theatre was wrong not to make Meyerhold a 

shareholder in the company. Perhaps he has written you something of his 

success in the provinces. I am glad for him, for a life in art is not likely to 

continue so easily in Kherson. There’s no public for plays there; all they want is 

the next touring show. After all, Kherson is barely Russia, or even Europe!” 

MEYERHOLD 

“And soon we shall add Ivanov, Uncle Vanya, and The Seagull to our repertoire.” 

ALEXANDER KOSHEVEROV 
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And then what? 

MEYERHOLD 

Alexander, don’t worry. 

KOSHEVEROV 

Kherson will think we are The Chekhov Theater. Who is our next author? 

MEYERHOLD 

Ibsen. 

KOSHEVEROV 

Ibsen. Ibsen! Ibsen, everyone, let’s go, Ibsen Ibsen! 

 

As MEYERHOLD calls out titles, the ACTORS reconfigure to various 

Ibsen-esque stage pictures.  

 

MEYERHOLD 

Annnd Enemy of the People! Good! Annnd A Doll’s House! Good! Annnd Hedda 

Gabler! No. No. No. Good! Annnd curtain up! 

 

The ACTORS cycle through all three plays, then bow to applause.  

 

KOSHEVEROV 

Okay! What’s next? 

MEYERHOLD 

Gorky. 

KOSHEVEROV 

Gorky! Which? 

MEYERHOLD 

The Petty Bourgeois. 
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KOSHEVEROV 

The Petty Bourgeois! 

 

The ACTORS arrange themselves accordingly. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

No. More petty. More. Still more. I don’t believe you! 

ACTRESS 

Sorry Stanislavski. 

MEYERHOLD 

That’s not funny. Annnd curtain up! 

 

Applause. Bows. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Well done. I wonder if anybody noticed. 

KOSHEVEROV 

Whew! What’s next? 

MEYERHOLD 

Tolstoy. 

KOSHEVEROV 

Tolstoy! Title? 

MEYERHOLD 

The Death of Ivan the Terrible. 

KOSHEVEROV 

The Death of Ivan the Terrible! 
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The ACTORS arrange themselves accordingly, leaving a conspicuous 

hole in the stage picture. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Something’s wrong. 

KOSHEVEROV 

(pointing to the conspicuous hole) You. 

MEYERHOLD 

No. (Changes someone’s head) That’s right. (Enters the picture as Ivan) Annnd 

curtain up! 

 

Applause. Bows. The ACTORS exhibit signs of fatigue. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Don’t be tired. Smile. You’re actors. 

 

The ACTORS groan; they’ve heard that line before. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

And curtain up! 

 

The ACTORS snap into place and then cycle through all their plays in 

slow motion under the following. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Anton Pavlovich. You are right: there is no audience for plays in Kherson. The 

critics are very complimentary but the number of avid theatergoers in this 
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backwards nowhere fills one house at best. To keep food on our plates we must 

offer them something new each night. It is a furious pace, but: we Must Burn at 

Both Ends if we hope to succeed. For myself, I’ve accomplished little as director 

but to recycle the work of Stanislavski. At least I’m stealing from the best. And 

now Kherson’s local color will suffer no surprises should they ever make a 

cultural expedition to Moscow. But as they don’t seem to like surprises much: I 

trust they’ll be grateful. 

STANISLAVSKI 

Anton Pavlovich. I have read of Meyerhold’s success in Kherson. Hopefully he is 

content. I, meanwhile, am not. Give us a new play, Anton Pavlovich! Save us 

from my boredom. 

DANCHENKO 

Konstantin Sergievich. Regarding your request to Chekhov: I recognize your 

boredom in my own, but I am afraid it is not Chekhov who can help us in the 

end. As our recent Julius Caesar debacle suggests, when it comes to Naturalism 

one size does not fit all. Without bright, truly poetic images our theater is 

doomed to death. Chekhov’s sweet lyrical people are no longer alive. We must 

look elsewhere. Have you considered Symbolism? 

 

Applause. The ACTORS in Kherson collapse after their final bow. 

 

TITLE: “September 1903” 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Anton Pavlovich. We begin our new season with a new name: The New Drama 

Association. We desperately need new forms. (the ACTORS concur) To that end, I 

will experiment with Symbolism – whether Kherson is interested or not. 
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Gunshot!  

 

TITLE: “The illegally organized Russian Social Democratic Party splits 

into Mensheviks and Bolsheviks. The smaller Bolshevik faction is led by 

Vladimir Lenin.” 

 

The music is silent. The ACTORS all look off in the same direction. 

Gunshots continue in the distance. STANSLAVSKI closes his window. 

Silence. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

I feel our nation’s plot thickening. Or perhaps it’s just our patrons’ skulls. I am 

disturbed by my comrades who don’t want to rise above their narrow interests. I 

wish all those who give their lives to theater would become aware of their great 

mission; Russia has a fever and we must look to it. True, the new century has 

only just begun, but I do not see our reality, I do not know this century. I long to 

burn with the spirit of my time. Give me life or death, only not sleep. 

TRAIN CONDUCTOR 

All aboard! 

 

TITLE: “February 1904” 

 

Music again. The ACTORS now perform their repertoire in extreme slow 

motion, offering their first play in the symbolist vein before returning to 

their customary style. 
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MEYERHOLD 

(an abrupt shift of tone) Meanwhile, our tour to the neighboring provinces reveals 

that a lack of taste and curiosity is not limited to Kherson. Symbolism seems to 

escape the provincial senses. I am growing weary of the potboilers and Art 

Theatre knock-offs we must churn out to satisfy the unimaginative local appetite. 

Your new play sounds brilliant, by the way. Does it have a title yet? 

CHEKHOV 

Konstantin Sergievich. Enclosed you will find the completed manuscript of my 

latest endeavor. I hope you enjoy it. And please, not so much noise this time; my 

fate is in your hands. You should know I have also sent a copy to Meyerhold. He 

is a bright young man. Do not mistake my gesture to him as a slight against you. 

Take it as either vanity or desperation that I hope quantity may improve my 

odds for success. Ever yours, Anton Pavlovich Chekhov. 

 

CHEKHOV soon begins to cough again. 

 

STANISLAVKI 

My dear Vladimir, The Cherry Orchard is Chekhov’s finest achievement to date. 

And I am sorry to say that Moscow couldn’t agree less. Apparently it has also 

gone poorly for Meyerhold out in the provinces. I must admit that, like you, I too 

feel heartily tired of the realistic crowd. Our upcoming trio of Maeterlinck plays 

might prove the antidote! Maeterlinck strikes a new note in literature! Though I 

admit I am having trouble making his literature into theater. And I am growing 

desperate for hope. Yours in despair, Konstantin Sergievich Stanislavski. 

DANCHENKO 

Konstantin Sergievich. I read your recent note with sympathy, and encourage 

you to press forward in your struggle with Maeterlinck’s symbolism. The fate of 
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Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard reaffirms my feeling as to the direction of theater in 

this new century. And so perhaps Chekhov has completed his contribution to the 

Moscow Art Theatre repertory. The future belongs to poets, not to Chekhov. 

Yours in certainty, Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko. 

 

CHEKHOV’s coughing reaches a terrible intensity. Everyone looks at him 

and is still. The coughing ends.  

 

TITLE: “July 1904. Anton Pavlovich Chekhov dies from tuberculosis.” 

 

No music under MEYERHOLD’s final letter. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Konstantin Sergievich. In two seasons I have presented over 140 plays. I have 

personally played 44 major roles. I have alternately succeeded and failed, but 

always struggled, in the provinces of Russia. It is clear to me that there is no 

future for Art here, or for me, and so it is with great anticipation that I – accept –  

your invitation to meet in Moscow… The death of Anton Pavlovich saddens me 

more than I can say… Yours, Vsevolod Emelievich Meyerhold. 

 

Episode Three – The Moscow Art Studio Theatre  

 

TITLE: “Moscow. October 1905.” 

 

Moscow music – cut off by a volley of gunshots. The distant sound of 

rioting masses fades with them. 
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TITLE: “Stanislavski plans to liquidate the recently formed Studio 

Theatre, an experimental wing of the Moscow Art Theatre under 

Meyerhold’s direction.” 

 

STANISLAVSKI’s office, where DANCHENKO speaks rather agitatedly 

at STANISLAVSKI, pausing periodically as if engaged in a dialogue 

rather than a monologue. He begins in pause before the first cork pops… 

 

DANCHENKO 

…And if you had shown me what I saw yesterday before seeking my advice on 

what to do, I would have told you at once: the sooner you put an end to this, the 

worst mistake of your life, the better it will be – for the Art Theatre, for you, and 

for your reputation as an artist. …Meyerhold has done nothing but to confirm 

that his idea of Symbolism and the New Theater does not work. We must rid 

ourselves of the entire endeavor. The studio must be closed. …Exactly my point! 

It hasn’t done any good. Meyerhold is a rifle with not a care in the world for aim. 

He just blasts away. And yesterday is what we get for it. What were those actors 

doing exactly? Was that Maeterlinck’s play? No, it was Meyerhold: playing! Yes 

yes yes he came running from the Provinces and severed the chains of creative 

despair from your soul; you were renewed by his passion yes I remember it 

clearly: “Meyerhold! Meyerhold!” (to himself) One hundred and forty plays in 

two seasons. My god. It’s a wonder he was able to drag his bones back to 

Moscow at all. Chekhov did give him The Cherry Orchard (to STANISLAVSKI, 

vehemently) only minutes after delivering it to us. (to himself again) Meyerhold 

must have been doing something right. (back to STANISLAVSKI) Flattery earns 

the favors of any playwright, you know that as well as I; Chekhov was throwing 

Meyerhold a bone. …What is the point in arguing with me? Regardless of what 
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Chekhov, or you, or even I might have once thought of Meyerhold’s potential to 

help usher the Art Theatre into the future, his work has proven otherwise and for 

reasons I need not go on about. …And it has to come from you for the simple 

reason that he doesn’t like me and never has. God knows what he would do. 

 

MEYERHOLD enters. 

 

DANCHENKO 

He’s always been a brazen, burning thorn. (admitting) Talented, passionate. 

(bitterly) Brilliant. (180) Belligerent suspicious hateful and angry! Meyerhold–! 

(notices MEYERHOLD standing there) We were just talking about you. 

STANISLAVSKI 

Vsevolod Emelievich, please, sit down. 

MEYERHOLD 

Thank you but I prefer standing. Besides, I hope to get back to rehearsal as soon 

as possible. 

STANISLAVSKI 

Thank you for taking a break for us. But please, do sit. 

MEYERHOLD 

I’m better on my feet, that’s all. Don’t be offended. 

DANCHENKO 

Tsch! 

STANISLAVSKI 

Very well. You must sense why I have asked you here today. 

MEYERHOLD 

For very different reasons than you asked me here eight months ago, I think. 

STANISLAVSKI 
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Yes. 

MEYERHOLD 

Well let me say that I am neither Konstantin Stanislavski nor Vladimir 

Nemirovich-Danchenko. You asked me to run your Studio. If you wanted it done 

your way you should have run it yourselves. You asked for a New Theater and I 

have done my best to carve this New Theater out of nothing, do you understand? 

A void. The materials I have to work with are old – an irony given their youth. 

Those kids you hand me are schooled in worn out methods and these are new 

ideas what model what ideal could you possibly be holding me to? 

DANCHENKO 

Meyerhold, please, we aren’t the Tsar’s secret police; you are not under 

interrogation. 

STANISLAVSKI 

Allow me to explain my intentions. 

MEYERHOLD 

I think I have never understood your intentions toward me! 

STANISLAVSKI 

Then allow me to explain them… Obviously the Art Theater does not represent 

the last word and has no intention of remaining frozen to the spot. The young 

Studio Theatre, under the roof of its parent, should continue the artistic process 

and move forward. 

MEYERHOLD 

Oh so am I the nanny, then, hired to entertain student actors whilst Father is 

busy doing the real work? You cannot expect an experiment to succeed with 

every trial. Isn’t failure in fact the nature of it? Don’t we fail and fail and fail so 

that one-day we might succeed? 

DANCHENKO 
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Not a very practical plan of action. 

 

MEYERHOLD suddenly moves to attack DANCHENKO, but… 

 

STANISLAVSKI 

Let me be quite plain! …It is the actor I am interested in, not the director. I asked 

you to run an actor’s studio. Quite promptly you instigated a director’s studio. 

Your studio. And during uncertain times such as these, I cannot afford to 

provide you, Vsevolod Emelievich, with a playground for your own betterment. 

MEYERHOLD 

A playground?! 

DANCHENKO 

/ Yes! A playground! 

STANISLAVSKI 

Please Vsevolod- 

MEYERHOLD 

I’m sorry, I have to break the fourth wall for a moment. I’m terribly sorry ladies 

and gentlemen. You may not know this but Russia happens to be in the grip of a 

general strike at the moment.  

DANCHENKO 

What are you doing? 

MEYERHOLD 

The year 1905 kicked off with Bloody Sunday and there have been riots and civil 

disorder ever since.  

DANCHENKO 

What’s he doing? 

MEYERHOLD 
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The Grand Duke Sergei, Governor of Moscow, was assassinated.  

DANCHENKO 

Meyerhold! 

MEYERHOLD 

The battleship Potempkin mutinied in June. Other fleets were sunk in a stupid 

war with Japan.  

DANCHEKO 

Stop that! 

MEYERHOLD 

And the Russian Army was defeated by the Japanese at Mukden.  

DANCHENKO 

Konstantin! 

MEYERHOLD 

The Art Theatre has periodically been shut down and used as a casualty station – 

how fitting, now that I think about it – with our actresses playing the role of 

auxiliary nurses.  

 

DANCHENKO charges MEYERHOLD, stops abruptly when he realizes 

the audience would see anything he might do, shields his face and tiptoes 

back as inconspicuously as possible. MEYERHOLD doesn’t bat an eye. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

We’ve only recently reopened after an Imperial manifesto proclaimed a new 

constitutional monarchy, though we’re all wondering what exactly that means. So 

a lot’s been going on. Meanwhile, the famed Moscow Art Theatre has been 

outrun by the people who populate her balcony, preferring instead to lag behind 

in the 19th century with those who clog up the orchestra. The nation moves 
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forward, and the bastions of Art stand still with their backs to the dawn, clinging 

to their dreams of an old and rotten Russia! (let’s out a huge sigh of release) Wooo! 

My god that felt good. I hate pretending you’re not there. (mocking a blinder w/ 

one hand) “Blah, blah blah blah, blah blah...” 

DANCHENKO 

This childish romantic mockery is unbearable.  

STANISLAVSKI 

Vsevolod Emelievich, if I may interrupt your soliloquy. The Moscow Art Theatre 

stands for Truth in Art, nothing less.  

MEYERHOLD 

Are they less true than your Art? 

DANCHENKO 

Speaking to the audience is neither truth nor Art. It’s conversation! And usually 

one-sided. 

MEYERHOLD 

Why don’t you just rehearse forever then? Why bother with an audience at all if 

you’re not going to speak to them? Why are they here?  

STANISLAVSKI 

To see a play. 

MEYERHOLD 

When they’re stepping through blood and dodging bullets in the streets- 

STANISLAVSKI 

Vsevolod Emelievich, I know I need not explain to you the difference between 

the stage and the street.  

MEYERHOLD 

Russia is changing. 

STANISLAVSKI 
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And it is precisely for this reason that I must close the experimental studio. 1905 

is not the time and Moscow is not the place. Not right now. Not while we’re 

stepping through blood and dodging bullets in the streets. Not when we could 

be shut down at any moment to house wounded imperial soldiers. Not before we 

know who’s won. Do you understand what I am saying?  

MEYERHOLD 

You’re standing backwards. 

STANISLAVSKI 

I do not deny reality. On the contrary. It has been my life’s work to seek out 

reality in every moment. But if you wish to fight the army’s battles, join the 

army. If you want to change government policy, don’t direct a play. An artist 

makes art. That is all. And that is quite a great deal. Art feeds the soul. Not the 

stomach. The audience understands this, they don’t come here expecting bread. 

Understand your purpose: we are artists, Vsevolod Emelievich, do not forget. 

The Mensheviks, the Bolsheviks, or the Tsar will not forget. …Your studio is 

closed. Good day.  

 

As STANISLAVSKI turns away he stops and glances over the audience, 

smiles, but DANCHENKO urges him on his way with an abrupt shove of 

disapproval and he exits. DANCHENKO follows after a smirk to 

MEYERHOLD. 

 

MEYERHOLD turns and stands DSC thinking. Upstage of him, an 

ACTOR runs on SL and off SR in the classic Biomechanical run. After 

he’s gone, MEYERHOLD turns to look, then sits on the edge of the stage 

DSC. 
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Snow begins to fall. The stage grows dark and it is night on the streets of 

Moscow. Music – a violin. There is a dreamlike feel to what unfolds. 

 

A SHADY MAN in a long coat stands beneath a street lamp. He is 

approached by a SUSPICIOUS MAN who passes him a package. 

Currency is exchanged. The latter exits quickly and the former stands back 

to lurk in the shadows. 

 

A poor OLD WOMAN and her GRANDDAUGHTER pass by. 

 

TWO SECRETIVE MEN meet and whisper. They move to the side when 

they spot a THIRD MAN whose rhythm and gate makes them uneasy. 

The THIRD MAN meets eyes with the SHADY MAN and each feigns a 

casual air. 

 

A WOMAN with a “baby” moves past but drops her bundle. Oranges 

spill out. She gathers them quickly, as do the TWO SECRETIVE MEN.  

 

The THIRD MAN whistles. Two SECRET POLICE men converge upon 

the scene and the SHADY MAN grabs the WOMAN as hostage. Both are 

shot from an unknown source. The SECRET POLICE men draw their 

guns. Another gunshot and the THIRD MAN is killed. The SECRET 

POLICE run to him. Gunshot. The first SECRET POLICE man falls. A 

HUSBAND and WIFE hurry past. The two SECRETIVE MEN surprise 

the second SECRET POLICE man and knife him. They take some of his 

belongings and search the other bodies as well. The FIRST SECRETIVE 

MAN whistles and they exit. 
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MEYERHOLD has remained seated and lost in thought. Now he stands, 

having reached an epiphany. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Thank you Stanislavski! 

 

TITLE: “1905-1917. Meyerhold’s theatrical career takes off and the 

Bolsheviks climb to power.” 

 

Soviet music. All of this, from staging to costumes, is orchestrated with 

panache by MEYERHOLD, the director. 

 

A line of IMPERIAL BOURGEOISIE arranged just so.  

 

A WHITE GUARD SNIPER positions himself atop a platform. 

BOLSHEVIK SOLDIERS enter, take position, and execute the 

IMPERIAL BOURGEOISIE. It is not to MEYERHOLD’s liking. He 

restages the execution two more times. On the third, one of the 

IMPERIAL BOURGEOISIE says: 

 

IMPERIAL BOURGEOISIE 

God save Russia from these bandits! 

 

 The BOLSHEVIK SOLDIERS’ guns go off and a massive red flag unfurls 

from above, falling over the dead IMPERIAL BOURGEOISIE. The 
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WHITE GUARD SNIPER atop the platform is also shot by the 

BOLSHEVIK SOLDIERS before they exit. MEYERHOLD exits as well. 

 

STANISLAVSKI and DANCHENKO cross by, shielding their eyes so as 

not to witness the carnage. They are met by the BOLSHEVIK SOLDIERS 

who re-enter marching with red flags on poles. STANISLAVSKI and 

DANCHENKO change course, stepping through the dead bodies and 

exiting upstage. The BOLSHEVIK SOLDIERS end standing amongst the 

dead bodies in a poster-perfect tableaux of Bolshevik victory. 

MEYERHOLD enters, now with a red band around his left arm, tidies up 

the tableaux, and greets LUNACHARSKY who also sports a red armband 

and is evidently quite pleased with how everything looks. MEYERHOLD 

and LUNACHARSKY shake hands in a splendid photo opportunity. 

 

End of Act One. 

 

TITLE: “Intermission!” 

 

Act Two, 1919-1928 

 

Episode Four – White you’re right, Red you’re dead. 

 

Music. MEYERHOLD and two other PRISONERS are brought in by 

three WHITE GUARDS and locked in their cells. A round of gunshots 

outside the prison punctuates the end of the music. MEYERHOLD and 

the PRISONERS turn and look. 
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TITLE: “The Bolshevik victory in October of the 1917 Revolution is 

followed by Civil War.” 

TITLE: “In September 1919, at a White Army prison in the coastal town 

of Novorossisk, three Red prisoners await execution.” 

TITLE: “One of them is Meyerhold.” 

 

FIRST PRISONER 

So where was I? 

SECOND PRISONER 

Lenin. 

FIRST PRISONER 

Lenin! Right. So then he says, “If we aren’t ready to shoot a saboteur, what sort of 

Revolution is that?” 

SECOND PRISONER 

Yes but what’s the point then? I mean in the end what does it matter if you get 

shot by a Bourgeois or a Bolshevik? Either way you’re dead. So why make a fuss 

in the first place?  

FIRST PRISONER 

A fuss? You’re calling the Revolution a fuss? 

SECOND SOLDIER 

A dead man builds no road. A dead man bakes no bread. That’s all I’m saying. 

FIRST PRISONER 

Can’t eat that bread walking down that road with White Army snipers at your 

back, now can yuh? Where’s your brain? You’ve got to take the bad with the 

good; we shoot now so we don’t have to later. Besides, you don’t have to worry 

about being shot by a Bolshevik. You are a Bolshevik. 
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SECOND PRISONER 

What I’m saying is: what does it matter if I’m a Bolshevik or a Menshevik or a 

Tsarist or whoever if I’m still getting bullied and shot at? Isn’t a new way of life 

the whole point?  

FIRST PRISONER 

Exactly. 

SECOND PRISONER 

Okay well bullets and being told what to do are nothing new on my street. 

FIRST PRISONER 

You know what you’re problem is? You lack scope. You’ve got to start thinking 

beyond the material world.  

SECOND PRISONER 

No. I’m specifically not to do that. That’s not realistic. That’s bourgeois 

decadence.  

FIRST PRISONER 

Listen, I’m talking about Vision. I’m talking about the new Utopia. We’re 

building a proletariat nation. It’s unprecedented. You can’t expect Lenin to have 

it all figured out in advance. We gotta start somewhere. The Revolution is 

Russia’s second birth. 

SECOND PRISONER 

And I suppose prison is a labor pain. 

FIRST PRISONER 

Very funny. Try being a little more optimistic. …What’s your take, Meyergold? 

MEYERHOLD 

Meyerhold. 

FIRST PRISONER 
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(a joke) Your lips say Meyerhold, but your nose says Meyergold. …Oh come on, 

I’m joking. I thought a theater man like you would have a sense of humor. 

MEYERHOLD 

What would you know about a theater man like me? 

FIRST PRISONER 

Hey. Before I was behind the lines I was in the audience. I’ve seen plays.  

MEYERHOLD 

Have you. 

FIRST PRISONER 

Yep. 

MEYERHOLD 

And what plays have you seen? 

SECOND PRISONER 

Hey I’ve seen plays too. 

FIRST PRISONER 

Be quiet. Yours. 

MEYERHOLD 

Mine? 

FIRST PRISONER 

Don Juan at the Alexandrinsky, 1910.  The Fairground Booth, Tenishevsky Hall, 

1914. Masquerade, the Alexandrinsky, 1917. 

MEYERHOLD 

You saw The Fairground Booth? 

FIRST PRISONER 

Yes I did. I thought it exhibited a stunning use of space. Rather unique in my 

view. A striking juxtaposition of comedy and tragedy one might describe as 
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Grotesque. And furthermore: I found the balance of content and form to be quite 

extraordinary.  

MEYERHOLD 

…Who are you? 

FIRST PRISONER 

I’m a Red Army soldier in a White Army prison. And I like the theater. 

SECOND PRISONER 

I like theater. 

FIRST PRISONER 

Don’t listen to him. He’s from Poltava.  

MEYERHOLD 

Where? 

FIRST PRISONER 

Exactly. He spots a pair of young lovers on a pretty set and happily falls asleep. 

SECOND PRISONER 

I think Romeo and Juliet is well written. 

FIRST PRISONER 

See what I mean. 

SECOND PRISONER 

It’s got everything you need in a good play. Action. Romance. Jokes. 

FIRST PRISONER  

“He’s for a jig or a tale of bawdry, else he sleeps.” 

MEYERHOLD 

Hamlet, act two scene two. 

FIRST PRISONER 

Very good. 

SECOND PRISONER 
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I knew that too. 

FIRST PRISONER 

No you didn’t. So Meyerhold, what are you doing down here anyway? Shouldn’t 

you be up in Moscow makin’ art? 

MEYERHOLD 

I came here for my health. 

FIRST PRISONER 

What’s the matter with you? 

MEYERHOLD 

Tuberculosis. 

FIRST PRISONER 

Well that’s not very original. I thought you were avant-garde. 

MEYERHOLD 

In matters of health I remain embarrassingly passé. Also, I’m told I work too 

much. 

FIRST PRISONER 

Not quite the resort you had in mind, is it? 

MEYERHOLD 

I won’t be staying long. 

FIRST PRISONER 

How’s that? 

MEYERHOLD 

The Moscow Art Theatre stops in Novorossisk on tour. They should have arrived 

yesterday, actually. 

FIRST PRISONER 

Oh. I see. Old man Stanislavski gonna bail you out himself? Where’s my helping 

hand? 
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MEYERHOLD 

I’m sure you know somebody. 

FIRST PRISONER 

I’m the audience, not the artiste. And I came south to fight, not to relax. We’re 

different men, you and I. 

MEYERHOLD 

We have different jobs. We play different roles. But at the end of the day we’re 

both Communists, are we not? 

FIRST PRISONER 

Maybe. 

SECOND PRISONER 

…Mimi dies of tuberculosis in La Boheme, and still manages to get an aria out 

before she goes. 

FIRST PRISONER  

It’s the aria that kills her. 

MEYERHOLD 

It’s the entire last act. She dies of boredom.  

SECOND PRISONER 

Depends on the production! …Tosca isn’t bad. Suicide is always a more satisfying 

way to go. At least you have a say in the matter… Hey Meyerhold. You ever 

directed Puccini? 

FIRST PRISONER 

Puccini! Huh! What a waste! 

SECOND PRISONER 

Puccini’s nice. I like his songs. 

FIRST PRISONER 

You would. Can’t get that provincial mud off your boots, can yuh? 
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SECOND PRISONER 

Hey there’s plenty of mud under the streets of Petrograd. You can pave over and 

over it all you like, my metropolitan friend, but deep down you’ll still have 

Russian mud under foot.  

FIRST PRISONER 

Don’t wag your finger at me. I’m no socialite. I signed up just like you. Did 

nobody tell you, or weren’t you listening: We’re paving over all of Russia. And 

we’ll mix the mortar with blood if need be. We’re building a new world over the 

old with our arms and our brains, where workers get what they work for and fat 

men with monocles and diamond studded wives don’t clog up the doors to life. 

Where you can speak your mind in restaurants without the waiter sending a 

transcript to the Tsar. Where your neighbors don’t disappear overnight. Where 

everyone goes to school. Everyone eats. Everyone thinks. Everyone works. And 

the French and the Germans read our books! Where we drink vodka and dance 

and laugh because we’re happy, not because we desperately wish we were 

happy! I’m on the wrong side of these bars and in a minute or a day I might be 

dead! But I’m not sorry! Because my kids will know why they love their country! 

For the first time in history they’ll know what it means to be Russian, and free!  

 

Two WHITE GUARDS have entered. 

 

FIRST WHITE GUARD 

Borovsky. 

SECOND PRISONER 

Yes. 
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The WHITE GUARDS open the SECOND PRISONER’S cell and lead 

him out. There follows a very long pause. 

 

FIRST PRISONER 

(Derisively) …Puccini. 

 

Another long pause. Gunshot outside. Another long pause. 

 

FIRST PRISONER 

Is he dead yet? (MEYERHOLD looks at him) Puccini. 

MEYERHOLD 

No. 

 

Another pause. MEYERHOLD checks his watch. Then in the far distance 

we can hear “O, Soave Fanciulla” from La Boheme. MEYERHOLD 

and FIRST PRISONER listen to the opening strains before the music 

takes over and the scene transitions to… 

 

Episode Five – October in the Theatre! 

 

TITLE: “Moscow. February 1921.”  

 

A busy theatre. Young actors warming up. ILINSKY, already a student of 

Meyerhold’s, is present to assist. The room is electric with a sense of 

anticipation. Alexander KUGEL, a mature arts critic, chats 

condescendingly with ILINSKY. 
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KUGEL 

It was February, 1917.  

 

TITLE: “Auditions at the State Theatre No. 1 for Meyerhold’s Free Actors 

Workshop – or, depending on who you talk to, for his revival production of 

Mayakovsky’s revolutionary play Mystery-Bouffe.” 

 

KUGEL 

The streets empty, dimly lit, scarce cabbies asking incredible fees, but at the 

entrance to the Alexandrinsky Theatre there stood tight black lines of 

automobiles. All the rich, all the aristocratic, all the prosperous Petrograd pluto-, 

beuro-, and homefronto-crats were out in force. And when that Babylon of 

obscene extravagance otherwise known as Lermontov’s play, Masquerade, was 

unveiled before us I was horrified. I knew – everybody knew – that two or three 

miles away crowds of people were crying “bread” and the Tsar’s policemen were 

getting seventy roubles a day to spray those people with bullets. Where were we 

– Rome after the Caesars? And after the show go feed on swallows tongues while 

the poor starving wretches go on shouting for bread and freedom? 

ILINSKY 

You’ve got it all wrong. Meyerhold knew what he was doing. That production 

was a requiem for the empire, funeral rites for the Tsar and his kids.  

KUGEL 

Of course he says that but of course he has to say that. He may be a petty 

decadent under that leather coat but he’s no idiot. 

ILINSKY 

Hot words for an unexpected guest.  

KUGEL 
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Just talking. 

ILINSKY 

Didn’t know there was such a thing.  

KUGEL 

Well now you know. 

ILINSKY 

Tell me something: you ever directed a play? 

KUGEL 

Nope. 

ILINSKY 

But you write your opinion about other people directing plays. 

KUGEL 

Yes. 

ILINSKY 

Well alright then. Now I know who I’m dealing with. And you can quote me on 

that. 

 

Enter MEYERHOLD and MAYAKOVSKY already talking. 

MEYERHOLD wears the requisite Bolshevik attire: leather coat, boots, 

cap, dark red wool scarf.  

 

MAYAKOVSKY 

But you’ll never guess what happened on my way to the Theatre. 

MEYERHOLD 

Tell me. 

MAYAKOVSKY 



Meyerhold – Jackson. v5 47 

A nudist leapt onto the tram naked from head to toe. “A revolutionary act of 

ideological affirmation” he said. 

MEYERHOLD 

(laughs) 

MAYAKOVSKY 

A dapper fellow to my right complained about indecency. Old brains still having 

trouble wrapping around the new times. I thought it was funny. A naked guy on 

a crowded tram: the comedy writes itself. 

KUGEL 

Comrade Meyerhold, Comrade Mayakovsky. 

MEYERHOLD 

Who are you? 

KUGEL 

Alexander Kugel, Theatre and Art. We’ve met before. 

MEYERHOLD 

You write terribly ignorant articles about my productions and therefore I try my 

best to forget our having met. What can I do for you? I’m very busy, as you can 

see. 

KUGEL 

Yes, auditions, I understand. That’s actually why I’m here. Thought I might get 

an inside look at preparations for the revival production of Comrade 

Mayakovsky’s Mystery-Bouffe. (claps MAYAKOVSKY on the shoulder in 

congratulations) 

MEYERHOLD 

Visitors are not allowed at auditions. Good day. 

KUGEL 

I think my readers would be interested. 
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MEYERHOLD 

Tell your readers we’re not holding auditions for Mystery-Bouffe. We’re 

auditioning students for the Free Actors Workshop.  

KUGEL 

Really? Will Comrade Mayakovsky be auditioning for the workshop then?  

MAYAKOVSKY 

Perhaps I should. I might learn a thing or two. 

KUGEL 

I recall reading something about auditions for the original production of Mystery-

Bouffe not going so well. Actors were a bit hesitant to work for the one director 

and playwright to answer Lenin’s call, and at the last minute you made your 

stage debut by necessity it seems. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

You know Alexander Blok was at that conference too. 

KUGEL 

Okay, two playwrights. 

MEYERHOLD 

And it was Anatoly Lunacharsky who called. I’ve never actually had the 

pleasure of speaking with Comrade Lenin.  

KUGEL 

At any rate: I suppose you can’t blame people for being leery of a brand new 

government. Takes a while to get settled in. A degree of apprehension is natural I 

suppose. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

Depends on your position.  

KUGEL 

Yes. 
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MAYAKOVSKY 

And how are you feeling about Bolshevism these days Comrade Kugel? 

KUGEL 

(to the point) Will today’s new crop of “students” as you call them form the cast of 

Mystery-Bouffe? 

MEYERHOLD 

If they’re lucky perhaps one day they will. But now if you will excuse me I’ve got 

work to do. 

KUGEL 

Likewise. Good day. Comrade Mayakovsky. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

See yuh in the cartoons. 

 

KUGEL exits, glancing about him as he goes. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

My canary looks forward to each of his articles with great anticipation. Ilinsky! 

Shall we commence! 

ILINSKY 

Yes. Ladies and gentlemen, please gather here. You will be called by the Director 

one at a time.  

GARIN 

I’m nervous, Ilinsky. 

ILINSKY 

You should be. 

GARIN 

Is it true he was arrested by the Whites? 
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ILINSKY 

And almost executed. The Red Army saved his neck at the last minute. But you 

should be thinking about your audition, Garin. 

MEYERHOLD 

First candidate! 

ILINSKY 

See. 

MEYERHOLD 

Ilinsky! 

ILINSKY 

Yes. First candidate. Abrosimov! 

 

ABROSIMOV steps forward timidly. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Your name. 

ABROSIMOV 

Abrosimov. 

MEYERHOLD 

Louder! 

ABROSIMOV 

Abrosimov. 

MEYERHOLD 

Louder! 

ABROSIMOV 

Abrosimov. 

MEYERHOLD 
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Dismissed! Next! 

ILINSKY 

Bebutin! 

 

BEBUTIN steps forward timidly.  

 

MEYERHOLD 

Your name. 

BEBUTIN 

Bebutin!!! 

MAYAKOVSKY 

You are a quick study, Bebutin. 

BEBUTIN 

Thank you Comrade Mayakovsky! I respect your poems immensely! 

MAYAKOVSKY 

Give him the part.  

BEBUTIN 

(smiles) 

MEYERHOLD 

What have you prepared? 

BEBUTIN 

Uh- Hamlet, Sir!!! 

MEYERHOLD 

Proceed. 

BEBUTIN 

…To be- 

MEYERHOLD 



Meyerhold – Jackson. v5 52 

Thank you. Would you please recite a fable. 

BEBUTIN 

But I haven’t prepared a fable. 

MEYERHOLD 

Dismissed. Next! 

ILINSKY 

Babanova! 

 

Maria BABANOVA steps forward, nervous but present. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Your name. 

BABANOVA 

Maria Babanova! 

MEYERHOLD 

…What have you prepared? 

BABANOVA 

(a bit worried) …Hamlet. 

MEYERHOLD 

You mean Ophelia. 

BABANOVA 

No. Hamlet. 

MEYERHOLD 

…Proceed. 

 

Without speaking a word, BABANOVA enacts Hamlet in its entirety in 

about a minute. It is rather impressive. LUNACHARSKY has entered 
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unobtrusively and watches from the side, near ILINSKY. When 

BABANOVA is done, LUNACHRASKY whispers to ILINSKY. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Your name again. 

BABANOVA 

Maria Babanova. 

MEYERHOLD 

…Very well. Ilinsky. 

ILINSKY 

Uh, Garin. 

GARIN 

Garin!! I mean, yes, hello. 

MEYERHOLD 

You must be Garin. 

GARIN 

Yes. 

MEYERHOLD 

Just Garin? 

GARIN 

Erast Garin. 

MEYERHOLD 

What have you prepared? 

GARIN 

An original monologue. 

MEYERHOLD 

Proceed. 
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GARIN takes a breath and suddenly a voice storms down the aisle. 

 

MOTHER 

Where is this Meyerhold! Where is Vsevolod Emelievich Meyerhold! 

MEYERHOLD 

What is that noise? 

MOTHER 

There you are. I see you. I recognize that Jewish mug. 

MEYERHOLD 

Who let this woman in the theater? 

MOTHER 

Ah! You speak Russian. I thought I’d have to learn German to be understood by 

you, Herr Meyerhold. 

MEYERHOLD 

And who are you? 

MOTHER 

I am Vera Vapidkovska Maximovna! My son auditioned for you yesterday and 

was summarily dismissed! I have come to inform you of your great error! You 

are a fool not to welcome my son onto your stage! I see everything produced in 

Moscow, and I say he is an extraordinary talent. He is perhaps the most talented 

young actor in all of Russia! You should have begged him to join your theater! 

MEYERHOLD 

Madam! How dare you interrupt my work with your petty pro-offspring 

propaganda! Who I do or do not accept into my theater is no business of yours. 

And if you do not leave immediately on your own legs I will have you thrown 

out on your ass. 
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MOTHER 

Oh! …Did you know that my son is a Communist? 

MAYAKOVSKY 

(laughs) Ha! 

MEYERHOLD 

I am a Communist. What of it? 

MOTHER 

Ha! If you must ask than you are not a Communist. 

MEYERHOLD 

That I am a Communist pops a little hole in that theory, doesn’t it?  

MOTHER 

Then you are not a very good Communist. 

MEYERHOLD 

Good? What has good to do with it? I am a Communist because it is the truth – 

that is all. And if you think your child’s Party Card makes him good, or an actor, 

then you are sorely mistaken. Now remove yourself before I have you removed! 

MOTHER 

Well! I assure you I will not be attending your misguided theater in the future. 

MEYERHOLD 

On that we agree. Good day. 

MOTHER 

Guten tag to you, too, Herr Meyerrrhold! 

MEYERHOLD 

I said Good Day!  

MOTHER 

Jewish fraud! 
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And the MOTHER is gone. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

What was that? 

MAYAKOVSKY 

I think that mother was a man.  

MEYERHOLD 

Who let that woman in the theater? Ilinsky! 

ILINSKY 

Yes. 

MEYERHOLD 

Look up my audition notes on this Maximov. Find out why I didn’t hire him. If 

he has half the personality of his mother I’ve made a terrible mistake. 

ILINSKY 

I will do it. And, I beg your pardon / but- 

MEYERHOLD 

/ Comrade Lunacharsky! 

ILINSKY 

Comrade Lunacharsky / is here to see you. 

LUNACHARSKY 

Meyerhold, and Mayakovsky. What are you boys up to this time? 

MEYERHOLD 

Auditions for the Free Actors Workshop. Comrade Mayakovsky was curious how 

they’re done. 

LUNACHARSKY 

Not contemplating a return to the boards, are you? 

MAYAKOVSKY 
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Not if I can help it. Have you ever had to act in one of this man’s plays? They’re 

murder. 

LUNACHARSKY 

Not having trouble finding actors again, are you? 

MEYERHOLD 

Come now, that was 1918. Everyone has realized by now the Revolution is here 

to stay, and if they haven’t: god help them. Or, whomever. (laughs briefly; then, 

moving on) So, what brings you to us today? 

LUNACHARSKY 

I was just in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop in. I know you’re very busy, 

but, I was in the neighborhood. 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. One moment. Ilinsky! 

ILINSKY 

Yes. 

MEYERHOLD 

Run them through the exercise again while I speak with Comrade Lunacharsky. 

ILINSKY 

But I hardly know it myself. 

MEYERHOLD 

Well don’t let them know that. Go. (aside to Mayakovsky) If you spot anyone you 

like, make a note. (back to Lunacharsky) So: what can I do for you? 

 

ILINSKY proceeds to coach the students in the etude “Stab With A 

Dagger,” which it seems they’ve recently learned something of. 

 

LUNACHARSKY 
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Your auditions must be very interesting for Comrade Mayakovsky to take time 

out to watch them.  

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. 

LUNACHARSKY 

Has he finished his revisions of Mystery-Bouffe?  

MEYERHOLD 

He has. 

LUNACHARSKY 

And you’re sure you’re not having trouble finding decent actors? 

MEYERHOLD 

Are you here as Lunacharsky the critic or Lunacharsky the head of the Soviet 

Commissariat of Enlightenment? 

LUNACHARSKY 

Why have you resigned as head of the Theater Section? It’s hardly been a year 

even. 

MEYERHOLD 

You know very well why: it’s a useless appointment for me. 

LUNACHARSKY 

Useless? I can’t think of a more useful appointment for you. You oversee nearly 

every theater in Russia. 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes, nearly. What can I do, how can a theatrical revolution succeed, when you’ve 

roped off in your little museum the Moscow Art Theatre, The Alexandrinsky, the 

Bolshoi, the Kamerny- 

LUNACHARSKY 
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Oh, they don’t need your brand of help. And to be honest I’m protecting them 

from your petty revenge. 

MEYERHOLD 

Petty revenge? I nearly lost my life in that White Army prison and no one from 

the Art Theatre lifted a finger to help me. While they were delivering that tired 

noise they call opera I was down the street listening to bullets crack heads 

against the wall outside my cell. 

LUNACHARSKY 

Vsevolod Emelievich we are talking about theater not the Civil War. And they 

were scared. You would be too. It was war. 

MEYERHOLD 

And the Alexandrinsky remains as bloated today as it ever was. I hated the 

patrons there: stubbornly resisting all my efforts to disturb them. The old 

theatres do nothing for the new men and women of the Revolution, Comrade 

Lunacharsky. They ride on our backs while we work.  

LUNACHARSKY 

Says you. They are doing something you’re not. They are providing a realistic 

foundation on which we are building the culture of Soviet Russia. You should be 

grateful. I am fully prepared to entrust you with the destruction of what is old 

and bad, but not with the preservation of what is old and good, as you seem 

willfully unable to understand the difference. The people understand Realism. 

Lenin understands Realism. It’s practical. 

MEYERHOLD 

It’s boring. It’s out of date. It’s backwards.  

LUNACHARSKY 

It makes sense. You can follow it. You know what’s going on. Half the time I 

haven’t a clue what your productions are up to. Theatrical fits and starts. And 
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yet I believe you are striving to build something new, something born of the 

Revolution. And we need that now. So build, build. Cast Mystery-Bouffe. Do more 

Soviet plays. 

MEYERHOLD 

I won’t do bad plays. We need more Mayakovskies. 

LUNACHARSKY 

Find them. And stop using these student actors. You need real actors. 

MEYERHOLD 

If I knew of any I’d hire them. I don’t have much use for the old actors. I have to 

build them from scratch, you see.   

LUNACHARSKY 

The young boys and girls willing to play your games don’t always make the best 

impression. Talent deserves a role on the proletariat stage.  

MEYERHOLD 

You mean tradition. 

LUNACHARSKY 

Expertise. Everything prior to 1917 wasn’t backwards. Truth did manage to seep 

through the Romanov’s cracks.  

MEYERHOLD 

Hah! What’s that about the Romanov’s cracks? 

LUNACHARSKY 

Vsevolod Emelievich. Let me be frank. When illiteracy is at 80%, and the church 

is no longer viable, theater becomes a very important means of making a culture. 

Art is our machine. We are building a new world. Yes, let’s face forward and get 

to work. But let’s not forget how we got here. There is some good to be found in 

the past. Some foundation for reality. It’s our history too after all. 

MEYERHOLD 
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…You know I was chased out of the Kommissarzhevskaya for daring to breathe 

life into that place – at Vera’s own invitation, by the way. She begged me, wooed 

me. She just couldn’t stand that I got all the attention and not her! 

LUNACHARSKY 

Yes yes, and now it’s 1921. Please reconsider your resignation, that’s all I ask. 

You are the first Communist director. Actions speak. I know that you agree. And 

I don’t make many personal visits. (offers his hand; MEYERHOLD shakes it) …I 

hope you find some promising “students.” 

 

LUNACHARSKY exits. MEYERHOLD wanders back to 

MAYAKOVSKY as the STUDENTS and ILINSKY continue. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Well? Anybody good? 

MAYAKOVSKY 

Babanova. Garin. I still say Ilinsky would play a decent Menshevik.  

MEYERHOLD 

He’s young. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

(shrugs) So he is. 

MEYERHOLD 

So he is. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

Don’t worry. You never know who you might find. When you least expect it. 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. 

 



Meyerhold – Jackson. v5 62 

A waltz begins to play as the STUDENTS continue to work on the etude. 

MEYERHOLD strolls distractedly among them, correcting an arm or leg 

here and there. 

 

Zinaida RAIKH enters. She is striking and confident until she realizes 

that she is late. She sees that the actors are at work and frantically removes 

her coat and hat and prepares to join them.  

 

MEYERHOLD and RAIKH see one another from across the crowded 

room and are stopped for a long time. The STUDENTS continue their 

work. MEYERHOLD and RAIKH eventually approach one another, 

meeting centerstage. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Your name. 

RAIKH 

Zinaida Raikh. I am working class in origin. My father was a railway worker 

who joined the Social Democratic Party in 1897. I was married to the poet Sergei 

Yesenin but our’s was a stormy relationship. Also he was a bisexual, and though 

I actually rather liked that, he left me. Now I work for the Soviet Commissariat of 

Enlightenment and am a member of the Bolshevik Party, having previously been 

a member of the Socialist Revolutionaries from the age of nineteen. 

MEYERHOLD 

Nice to meet you. I am Vsevolod Emelievich Meyerhold. Theater director. 

RAIKH 

Yes. 

MEYERHOLD 
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Are you still married to your poet, Zinaida Raikh? 

RAIKHE 

No. Are you married? 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. 

 

TITLE: “Oh, yeah, sorry. Meyerhold had been married to Olga Munt 

since 1896, but the relationship was marked by long separations and 

breakdowns in communication.” 

 

MEYERHOLD 

I am. But I’ll get a divorce. 

RAIKH 

Am I too late to audition? 

MEYERHOLD 

What have you prepared? 

RAIKH 

Ophelia’s mad scene. 

MEYERHOLD 

Proceed. 

 

RAIKH kisses MEYERHOLD full on the lips. They embrace and the kiss 

continues as the STUDENTS burst into a waltz around them. It all ends 

spectacularly well, with RAIKH dipping MEYERHOLD and the students 

severing the end of their waltz with the stab. 

 

Episode Six – Magnanimous Cuckold rehearsal 
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MEYERHOLD 

Stop! 

 

BABANOVA and TERESHKOVICH stop in the middle of a scene and 

look to MEYERHOLD. RAIKH is present, as well as GARIN, who jots 

down notes on what MEYERHOLD says. ILINSKY sits off to the side, 

apparently agitated. They all remain suspended while the following titles 

click past… 

 

TITLE: “February 1922. Rehearsal for The Magnanimous Cuckold at 

Meyerhold’s Actors Theater, newly formed, with students of the Free 

Actors Workshop.” 

TITLE: “Meyerhold and Zinaida Raikh are now married.” 

TITLE: “Oh, and the revival of Mystery-Bouffe went off very well back 

in May 1921, by the way – though Soviet critics were divided as to the 

play’s political “suitability.” The State Theatre No. 1 was dissolved a few 

months later, at any rate…”  

 

And now the action proceeds. BABANOVA punctuates MEYERHOLD’s 

speech with staccato “yes” and “right” and that sort of thing. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Babanova, it must look easy. The work should always be joyful! An actor playing 

the dying Hamlet trembles with joy! Do you know that in America a lot of 

research by a man named Taylor is being devoted to the possible means of 

incorporating rest into the work process rather than regarding it as separate. 
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Why? It’s more efficient. If we observe a skilled worker we notice in his actions: 

rhythm, stability, good balance, an absence of superfluous movement. The 

worker moves like a dancer. Work approaches art. And the spectacle of an 

efficient worker gives us pleasure. It is the same with the actor. The actor’s 

constant joy and concern is the efficient use of his material – his body. The actor: 

is both the artist and the object of his art. The entire creative act is a conscious 

process. Very scientific. As precise as a clock. With those old acting methods, the, 

“inspirational” method or, the method of “authentic emotions,” the actor is 

always so overwhelmed by his emotions that he‘s entirely unable to coordinate 

around them his body or his voice. He has no control. Consider Pushkin, who 

wrote that “inspiration is as necessary to geometry as it is to poetry, but: blind 

ecstasy is necessary to neither.” That notorious “inner experience,” that: 

“authentic emotion.” It is the system of my teacher, Konstantin Stanislavski – 

who by the way will probably abandon it any day now. A theatre built on 

psychological foundations is as sure to collapse as a house built on sand. But: a 

theatre that relies on efficient physical work is at very least assured of clarity. 

Joy! Work! Ease! There you have it. 

BABANOVA 

So: …how should I do the scene? 

MEYERHOLD 

What have I just explained to you? 

BABANOVA 

Something very interesting, but, not the scene. 

MEYERHOLD 

Try it again. From “Stella Stella.” And! 

TERESHKOVICH 

“Stella! Stella! Adorable girl.” 
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BABANOVA 

“You werewolf! Go to the forest, go there every morning until – 

MEYERHOLD 

Stop! No. Why do we do the exercises all morning? Why? To set them aside and 

then rehearse? No. It is the same. Rhythm. Try it again… Joy, Babanova, joy. 

More theatre. More precise. Try it again… It must be clear. It must be extremely 

Stella. Not a little bit Stella. Very Stella. Try it… Go ahead…  

 

SHE does. It is better right away. MEYERHOLD punctuates the scene 

with cries of “Good!” as it progresses. 

 

TERESHKOVICH 

“Stella! Stella! Adorable girl.” 

BABANOVA 

“You werewolf! Go to the forest, go there every morning until Bruno catches you 

in a trap like a nasty beast. The cowhand was dirty but I prefer him to you. Your 

soul is as dark as soot.” 

TERESHKOVICH 

“Don’t be angry with me. If only I had married you instead of Bruno-“ 

BABANOVA 

“Go away you terrible man!” 

TERESHKOVICH 

“Well. Goodbye then, dear child. My horse is waiting.” 

BABANOVA 

“May it throw you on your ass, you Jackal! Owl! Fox!” (spits) “Thu! Thu!” 

(pause… then again) “Thu! Thu!” 

MEYERHOLD 
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Ilinsky! 

ILINSKY 

This is what I am talking about! It doesn’t work without the backdrop and side 

curtains!  

MEYERHOLD 

Make your entrance! 

ILINSKY 

I’m too far away!  

MEYERHOLD 

So run!  

ILINSKY 

From all the way off stage?  

MEYERHOLD 

No, from right there. 

ILINSKY 

The audience can see me there!  

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. But barely. They’ll be looking at Babanova where the lights are brightest. 

They’ll see you there but barely. 

ILINKSY 

But if they can see me then they can see anyone else, the other actors, the 

stagehands crossing back and forth. 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. It’ll be interesting. The actors will be acting downstage and upstage in the 

half-dark people will move about freely. 

ILINSKY 
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Walking and talking? And drinking tea between scenes! The audience will be 

distracted. 

MEYERHOLD 

That’s fine. Let them drink tea. It’ll be interesting. 

ILINSKY 

That’s impossible! It will destroy everything you’ve been building with us. All 

the details and nuance will be lost. We’ll have to act like street players! 

MEYERHOLD 

Listen to him! If you want aesthetic finery go to the Alexandrinsky! What do you 

want me to do, hang up plush embroidered curtains and backdrops like an 

exhibit in some art museum? 

ILINSKY 

I want you to do something! Hang something behind the set, your mother’s old 

petticoats, I don’t care! I don’t want some stupid stagehand interfering with my 

acting! 

MEYERHOLD 

How dare you talk like that about one of my workers! Get out! 

 

ILINSKY storms off to the side.  

 

RAIKH 

Vsevolod, let me talk to him. 

MEYERHOLD 

Don’t waste your time on that aesthete, that (shouts) childish saboteur! 

RAIKH 

Vsevolod, please. 

MEYERHOLD 
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Babanova! 

 

MEYERHOLD talks to BABANOVA and TERESHKOVICH up close on 

some of their moves. 

 

RAIKH 

Igor, come back to the stage. 

ILINSKY 

No Zinaida, I won’t. 

RAIKH 

Don’t be upset, Igor. 

ILINKSY 

Vsevolod Emelievich should apologize to me himself, not send his wife as 

ambassador. 

RAIKH 

He didn’t want me to talk to you, you heard him. Don’t be angry, Ilinsky. It will 

all work itself out and it won’t be bad. Vsevolod Emelievich will back down if it 

doesn’t work. Of course he doesn’t want to ruin things for you or for himself. 

Trust him. You see he’s working with you and he loves you. 

ILINSKY 

Loves me? He called me childish. And a saboteur. I heard him. 

RAIKH 

You know he doesn’t mean it.  

ILINSKY 

Meanwhile he works poor Babanova like a dog. 

RAIKH 

He wants her to do well. 
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ILINSKY 

Well I need a backdrop to do well. 

RAIKH 

Ilinsky, maybe there is no money for a backdrop. Have you thought of this?  

ILINKSY 

Please, a backdrop, it’s basic, we can afford a backdrop. 

RAIKH 

Oh really. And what did you have for breakfast today? We can’t even keep the 

theater heated. Do you understand me? Vsevolod Emelievich is doing the best he 

can with what we have.  

MEYERHOLD 

Ilinsky! 

RAIKH 

Do the scene. You can make it work. 

MEYERHOLD 

Ilinksy! We are ready for you! 

 

ILINSKY stands and walks off to make his entrance. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

And what did he say about me? 

RAIKH 

Nothing. I was complaining to him about playing only secondary roles. 

MEYERHOLD 

Zinochka, please. 

RAIKH 

“Please, please.” At least he listens to me. You give the best roles to Babanova. 
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MEYERHOLD 

She is doing well. 

RAIKH 

I would like to do well. Am I not doing well in the training? 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes, you are improving. 

RAIKH 

Improving. 

MEYERHOLD 

Don’t worry, Zinochka. 

ILINSKY 

Are you ready for me or not? 

MEYERHOLD 

I am not only ready but waiting. 

ILINKSY 

You were talking. 

MEYERHOLD 

Ilinsky, before I die of old age, entertain me, please! 

 

ILINSKY hits the scene, enacting with BABANOVA the most grotesquely 

proportioned, extremely physical reunion of two lovers ever seen – bright 

with youthful energy. 

 

ILINSKY 

“Oooooo-ho-ho-ho-ho-ho! Stellums!” 

BABANOVA 

“Oh! My man! My man has come back to me!” 
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ILINKSY 

“Stellakins!” 

BABANOVA 

“My manekins! Oh my snookykins!” 

ILINKSY 

“How sad I have been without you my Stradivaria!” 

BABANOVA 

“More, more kisses, long ones, better ones, and I-love-youses and I-adore-

youses!” 

ILINSKY 

“Oh Columbia, three times America. The newly founded! Let my heart overflow. 

Enchanted enchantress! I will drink your freshness infinitely and be grateful and 

cry yum yum as I would for sweet mountain springs on burning days!” 

BABANOVA 

“Oh my Bruno! My darling husband, my dearest treasure!” 

ILINKSY 

“Let your clouds descend upon me, you heaven full of Stellas, bright with stars!” 

BABANOVA 

“They shine for you Bruno! All for you!” 

 

Spotlights and a roar of applause. ILINSKY and BABANOVA join hands 

and take a bow. ILINKSY steps forward and takes a bow. Then 

BABANOVA steps forward and there is a major whoop and stamping of 

feet throughout the theater. BABANOVA and ILINSKY exit and the 

applause continues. 

 

Episode Seven – The Inspector 
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TITLE: “Four years later, December 1926. Meyerhold’s landmark 

production of The Inspector opens at the Meyerhold State Theatre to 

great acclaim and controversy.” 

 

The cast is now that of The Inspector taking their bows, with GARIN 

singled out. 

 

TITLE: “Meyerhold gives Babanova the secondary role of Maria 

Andreevna.”  

 

BABANOVA enters and gets wild applause for her bow. 

 

TITLE: “Zinaida Raikh is given the leading role of Ana Andreevna.” 

 

RAIKH enters and takes a bow and the applause turns to crickets. RAIKH 

is visibly displeased. The applause returns when she is done. The cast all 

bow once more and exit the stage as music takes over the applause. 

 

And now we’re at a post-performance party already in full swing. Jazz 

playing on an old record. 

 

TITLE: “At a party onstage after the show…” 

 

SAMOILOV 

I read in Theatre & Art today that Meyerhold says he doesn’t need actors.  

MAYAKOVSKY 
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No, he would not have said it. Who wrote that, Kugel? 

SAMOILOV 

All he needs is a number of men and women with this and that characteristic and 

he could train them for any role, from Hamlet to peasant number three, like dogs 

trained for the hunt.  

MAYAKOVSKY 

No, Vsevolod Emelievich loves actors. Good actors.  

SAMOILOV 

Ha! With all due respect, Comrade Mayakovsky, whether a person is good or not 

is irrelevant. This is Soviet Russia, you know. To distinguish between good, bad, 

fair, poor, well that would be an act of discrimination, and what good 

Communist would advocate such a bourgeois and reactionary idea as 

discrimination? Or talent? Everyone is equal. It’s just that some people are a little 

more equal than others. 

GARIN 

Quiet Samoilov. Have another drink. 

SAMOILOV 

“Every actor will be given a role as deemed appropriate.” Ha! Appropriate to 

what? Why his talent, of course. But who decides this? The man in the theater 

who is more equal than anyone else: the director. And if you’re friendly with the 

director, or screwing him in the dressing room  / after the show, you can play the 

lead. 

GARIN 

(laughing) Shhhhhhhh. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

Quiet Samoilov. …You know it is just this “bourgeois reactionary 

discrimination” you talk about that keeps Meyerhold’s theater from 
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degenerating to that mediocrity achieved by those proud Proletarian theaters, 

with their good Communist casting policies. Their shows are crap. All you need 

is a party card or peasant grandfather and you’re an actor. 

GARIN 

Mayakovsky is right. If you want better roles, Samoilov, you should tell him so. 

SAMOILOV 

Tell him? Do you think Maria Babanova needs to tell him? No! Anyone walking 

down the street will tell you Maria Babanova can act circles around Zinaida 

Raikh. But who gets the lead roles? The wife, not the actress. 

GARIN 

You should lower your voice, Samoilov. 

SAMOILOV 

Why? I’m not talking about the distribution of bread. I’m talking about theater. 

Comrade Stalin doesn’t care what some actor who’s played the same little role in 

the same play for two years has to say anymore than Lenin did. 

 

TITLE: “Lenin died of a stroke in January 1924. He was succeeded by 

General Secretary Joseph Stalin.” 

 

SAMOILOV 

Stalin’s got other things to worry about right now, like holding on to his seat.  

 

One of the actors nearby moves away. 

 

SAMOILOV 

If you ask me the theater doesn’t need a director any more than Russia needed 

the Tsar. The director is an old fashioned Imperialist idea. We don’t even need 
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Stalin. What do we need Stalin for? We’re Bolsheviks you know. A dictatorship 

of the people, isn’t that right? Let the people decide. They want Babanova, give 

them Babanova. They want Samoilov, give them Samoilov.  

 

MAYAKOVSKY and GARIN move away, GARIN laughing and 

clapping SAMOILOV on the shoulder as he goes. 

 

SAMOILOV 

Go ahead and laugh. What is the matter with you? You are all afraid. I am not 

afraid. I will tell him… (drinks)  

GARIN 

Maria, congratulations, / you were great tonight. 

BABANOVA 

Oh. Thank you Erast. 

GARIN 

I was just talking with Samoilov. I think he is crazy, you know, but I do agree 

with him: you should be playing the leads. 

BABANOVA 

Oh. 

GARIN 

You heard the audience tonight. Meyerhold is not doing right by you. 

BABANOVA 

Can I tell you something Erast? Will you keep it a secret? 

GARIN 

Of course. 

BABANOVA 

I’m thinking about leaving Meyerhold’s theater. 
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GARIN 

Don’t we all think about it? But we stay. He is terrible, but he is the best. 

BABANOVA 

Ilinksy left. And he is doing very well. 

GARIN 

Yes but Ilinsky left because he is too proud. Oedipus was proud and look what 

happened to him.  

BABANOVA 

You think I am being too proud? 

GARIN 

No. I think you are right. It isn’t fair. 

BABANOVA 

Do you think I am right to leave? 

GARIN 

I think you have to decide.  

BABANOVA 

But I can’t decide. I love Meyerhold. I am grateful. But I hate him. I could play 

Ana Adreevna just as well as Zinaida Raikh. She gets all the leads now, ever 

since he gave her Aksyusha in The Forest. And Alexei Faiko wrote Stefka 

specifically for me, he even told me so, but she played it. Is that what I have to 

look forward to? I am a good actress. I know what I am doing. I can feel that 

now. For so long I thought it was all because of Meyerhold, that as long as I did 

what he told me to do I could fool everybody. But now I think I actually know 

what I am doing. Don’t laugh. Oh! How can I tell him? He would never hear it. 

He loves Zinaida too much, I think, to listen to me. I don’t have the courage 

anyway. 

GARIN 
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Why don’t you get drunk like Samoilov? Vodka makes everything easier.  

BABANOVA 

I ‘m not joking, Erast. 

GARIN 

Neither am I. To the best actress in Russia. 

BABANOVA 

And the best actor. They will write about you in history books after tonight. 

GARIN 

Maybe. But it will be your picture they clip from the magazines.  

 

They clink glasses and drink. MEYERHOLD and RAIKH enter arm in 

arm and there is a whoop of applause and chatter from the ACTORS. 

SAMOILOV becomes very attentive. 

 

MAYAKOVSKY 

Meyerhold! 

MEYERHOLD 

Mayakovsky! 

MAYAKOVSKY 

You have started a long debate tonight, I guarantee it. 

MEYERHOLD 

I expect you to defend me, Vladimir. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

Entire books will be written about this production. That’s defense enough. 

MEYERHOLD 

It pleases me that you are pleased. 

MAYAKOVSKY 
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And you were superb. 

RAIKH 

Thank you, Vladimir. 

MEYERHOLD 

Where is the vodka! 

GARIN 

Here, Vsevolod Emelievich, here! 

BABANOVA 

It went well tonight. 

RAIKH 

Yes. 

MEYERHOLD 

Zinaida, come, have a drink. Does everybody have a drink? 

ALL (except SAMOILOV) 

Yes! Yes Director! Yes Meyerhold! Etc. 

MEYERHOLD 

To Gogol, our master playwright, who despite what the critics might say 

tomorrow would be damn pleased had he lived so long to join us tonight!  To 

Erast Garin! To Zinaida Raikh! To our theater! To the Revolution! …And to 

Samoilov, quickly, before he falls down! 

ALL 

(laughing) Hey! To Samoilov! Etc. 

MEYERHOLD 

Good! Good! As you were! 

 

Different people clap MEYERHOLD and one another on the shoulders 

and continue as they were. MAYAKOVSKY occupies RAIKH in 
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conversation. SAMOILOV still stands rather close. GARIN and 

BABANOVA stand nearby a few steps. MEYERHOLD’s tone during the 

following is an unnervingly pleasant one. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes Samoilov. …? 

SAMOILOV 

I… 

MEYERHOLD 

What did you think of the show tonight? Was it good? 

SAMOILOV 

Yes, of course. 

MEYERHOLD 

Good. And how about Zinaida Raikh? 

SAMOILOV 

She was… very good. 

MEYERHOLD 

You think so? 

SAMOILOV 

Yes. 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes, she is very good. How do you explain the audience then? 

SAMOILOV 

…I- 

MEYERHOLD 

Somebody must have orchestrated such a thing, of course, how else can one 

explain it? 
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SAMOILOV 

Orchestrate it? Who would orchestrate it? 

MEYERHOLD 

(pretends to notice for the first time) Babanova. 

BABANOVA 

Oh. Congratulations, Vsevolod Emelievich. 

MEYERHOLD 

Congratulations to you. If they were still here I believe the audience would say 

the same. 

BABANOVA 

…Oh. 

MEYERHOLD 

Interesting, don’t you think? 

BABANOVA 

What? The audience? Yes. They’re always a mystery. 

MEYERHOLD 

I think they were very clear about themselves tonight, wouldn’t you say? 

RAIKH 

(joining) I am tired Vsevolod. And drunk already. Are we staying here tonight or 

going home? 

GARIN 

We may have no choice at this point. The streetcars have already gone home, I 

think. 

RAIKH 

I don’t want to stay here. Hello Maria. 

BABANOVA 

Hello. 
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MEYERHOLD 

…Is there anything else you wish to say Babanova? 

BABANOVA 

Say? No. …? 

 

SAMOILOV grabs MEYEHOLD by the head, stopping the party dead in 

its tracks. 

 

SAMOILOV 

Well I have something to say! I want to act! Do you understand me? I want to 

act! I want to act! I want to act! 

 

MEYERHOLD breaks free after some spectacular difficulty. There is a 

tense pause before: 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Now that’s what I call an audition. 

 

General laughter. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Who knew you had such passion in you, Quiet Samoilov. 

SAMOILOV 

I am sorry, Vsevolod Emelievich, I, I don’t know what I- 

MEYERHOLD 

Have another drink, Samoilov. 

SAMOILOV 
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I did that already. 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. So tomorrow at rehearsal do that without the drink and you will be an artist.  

SAMOILOV 

Thank you, Comrade Director. I- thank you. 

 

SAMOILOV walks away. MEYERHOLD turns to BABANOVA. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Well. 

 

After an uncertain moment, BABANOVA exits. The music on the old 

record player grows louder as the party breaks up and the scene shifts to… 

  

Episode Eight – Beginning of the end… 

 

TITLE: “January 1928. Late at night in Meyerhold’s office above the 

Meyerhold State Theatre.” 

 

MEYERHOLD at his desk. LUNACHARSKY has just arrived. 

MAYAKOVSKY and SHOSTAKOVICH are already present. 

 

LUNACHARSKY 

I hope I’m not interrupting anything. I was just in the neighborhood and thought 

I’d stop in and see what the midnight oil is burning for these days. 

MEYERHOLD 
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Comrade Shostakovich will be writing music for Vladimir’s new play if I can 

convince Valdimir to write his new play. 

LUNACHASRKY 

Ah, what is the play? 

MAYAKOVSKY 

…Don’t look at me, I haven’t written it. Whatever it is I’m sure Comrade 

Shostakovich will write something quite appropriate. 

SHOSTAKOVICH 

I will try. 

LUNACHARSKY 

It’s good to know you will be producing something new.  

MEYERHOLD 

Everything we do is new. We are constantly new. 

LUNACHARSKY 

You know what I mean. 

MEYERHOLD 

The classics are always new. That’s why they are called the classics. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

The classics are old. That’s why they’re called the classics. 

MEYERHOLD 

Not when I do them. As a matter of fact I’ve just written Picasso again about his 

designing Hamlet for me. That will be something new. 

LUNACHARSKY 

I’ve touched a nerve. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

Easily done. 

MEYERHOLD 
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Nikolai Erdman has been putting “finishing touches” on The Suicide for two 

years. I’ve been begging Vladimir here to give us a new play for ten. The theater 

is dying, I tell him, there are no plays. Finally he agrees.  

LUNACHARSKY 

Good. Your repertoire needs more red blood. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

Soviet blood, why not just say it directly? 

LUNACHARSKY 

(shrugs) My humble attempt at speaking poetically. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

You don’t need to speak “poetically” with us, Anatoly, we’ve known each other 

long enough. Why choose your words so carefully – you’re here, after all. Head of 

the Soviet Commissariat of Enlightenment having a late night chat at the office of 

Vsevolod Meyerhold? The potential for rumor is spectacular. Did you hear? 

Mayakovsky was there. And Shostakovich. Who knows what sort of deviance 

those boys were up to. 

 

SHOSTAKOVICH laughs nervously. 

 

LUNACHARSKY 

Your candor is unparalleled, Comrade Mayakovsky. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

Candor is oxygen. Silence is unbearable. 

 

Silence. 

 

SHOSTAKOVICH 
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…Well, gentlemen- er uh, Comrades. I think I will go. Thank you. I’m glad to be 

writing music for you. 

MEYERHOLD 

We are glad to have you. You will find your way out? 

SHOSTAKOVICH 

Yes. Goodbye. Goodbye Comrade Lunacharsky. Goodbye. 

 

SHOSTAKOVICH leaves. 

 

LUNACHARSKY 

Tense one, isn’t he? 

MAYAKOVSKY 

I think I unnerved him with my unparalleled candor.  

LUNACHARSKY 

What sort of man is he? 

MEYERHOLD 

Very talented. 

LUNACHARSKY 

I mean does he wave the red or the lavender flag? 

MAYAKOVSKY 

If the man stirs his red with a little blue, what of it? He writes good music. 

MEYERHOLD 

(changing the subject) So, how was which theater tonight? 

LUNACHARSKY 

The Moscow Art Theatre. 

MEYERHOLD 

Ah yes. And how is Uncle Vanya doing? 
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LUNACHARSKY 

Fine. No surprises. 

MEYERHOLD 

Naturally. But I can’t imagine you’ve dropped by to talk about Uncle Vanya. 

LUNACHARSKY 

What do you think about Trotsky? 

MAYAKOVSKY 

I think Comrade Stalin doesn’t like Jews. 

MEYERHOLD 

What do you think about Trotsky? 

LUNACHARSKY 

If he was a danger to Soviet unity, then Stalin is probably right to let him go. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

“Let him go.” Listen to you. Your poetics get worse and worse. 

MEYERHOLD 

You came here to talk about Trotsky?  

LUNACHARSKY 

(smiles) No. …I read Maria Babanova’s letter to the press today. 

MEYERHOLD 

Ah. 

LUNACHARSKY 

She will be missed. 

MEYERHOLD 

She will be replaced. I’ve already scheduled rehearsals for Zinaida Raikh to take 

over the role of Stella in Cuckhold.   

LUNACHARSKY 

Zinaida Raikh? 
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MEYERHOLD 

Zinaida will bring out the tragic essence of the play that Babanova could not. 

LUNACHARSKY 

That will be tragic. 

MEYERHOLD 

The company no longer needs Maria Babanova. We haven’t needed her for some 

time now. Her resignation saved me the trouble of having to let her go. …Still 

she might have spoken to me directly rather than going to the pressss. …At any 

rate, life marches on. 

LUNACHARSKY 

 Yes. …I’ve considered handing in my own resignation. 

MEYERHOLD 

Have you. Why is that? 

LUNACHARSKY 

The other day I was asked – quite casually, it seemed – what I thought about the 

idea of an appointment as Ambassador to Spain.  

MEYERHOLD 

Ambassador to Spain. Would you take it? 

LUNACHARSKY 

It hasn’t been offered. And if I resign first, I think it won’t be offered. That’s my 

point. There have been a few “Ambassadors to Spain” already, none of whom 

anyone has heard from again. 

MEYERHOLD 

I see. 

LUNACHARSKY 

Yes. There are people who think I have been too soft, that I lack a proper 

Communist vigilance and don’t understand the significance of class war on the 
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cultural front. These past ten years we have basked in the sunlight of the 

Revolution. Back in 1921, Lenin’s New Economic Policy did sound a bit odd. 

That it would take a dash of Capitalism to get Communism on its feet was an 

irony lost on nobody. But: now the Revolution is on its feet. Industry is on the 

move. And a sharp cold wind is felt all the time… I have not always agreed with 

you, Vsevolod Emelievich, but I have always defended what you are trying to 

do. Your theater is very interesting. It makes one stop and think. Be careful with 

it. 

MEYERHOLD 

Careful? Of what? The truth? Russia is riddled with saboteurs bent on wrecking 

the Revolution from the inside out. The old bourgeois bureaucrats and 

hypocrites have been replaced by Communist bureaucrats and hypocrites. 

Everyone knows, it’s no secret. 

LUNACHARSKY 

It’s one thing to say so here in this room, and quite another to say it on stage. 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes, on stage it’s art. Here it’s conversation.  

LUNACHARSKY 

Vsevolod Emelievich, let me speak with as little poetry as possible: if I resign, I 

will no longer be around to defend you. That is what I am saying.  

MEYERHOLD 

Thank you for saying so. 

LUNACHARSKY 

…Well. (standing) If I were you, and I am not, I would beg Maria Babanova to 

stay. 

MEYERHOLD 

Maria who? 
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LUNACHARSKY 

…Good luck, Comrade. 

MEYERHOLD 

(stands) Good luck to you. 

 

LUNACHARSKY exits. MEYERHOLD sits down again. 

 

MAYAKOVSKY 

It’s late. I’d have gone with him just now only it sounds like it might be better to 

leave some distance between us. 

MEYERHOLD 

Oh, I am disappointed with you. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

My apologies. It’s just that I’d rather not end up Ambassador to Spain. 

MEYERHOLD 

That’s nonsense and paranoia. 

MAYAKOVSKY 

He is right, Vsevolod Emelievich. The wind is cold. And sometimes our Great 

Red Flag seems to me a small white handkerchief trampled to a bloody rag. 

…When even Utopia is stained, where do we find our hope? 

 

MAYAKOVSKY exits. MEYERHOLD collects himself and turns out the 

light, then descends the stairs from his office. The stage is dark, but for the 

ghost light. BABANOVA enters and crosses the stage. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Who is there? 
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BABANOVA 

Oh! Hello. 

MEYERHOLD 

What are you doing here? 

BABANOVA 

I-I was just collecting some things from my dressing room. …I want you to 

know- 

MEYERHOLD 

-Yes? 

BABANOVA 

…You are a great teacher. And I’m grateful. 

MEYERHOLD 

Grateful. 

BABANOVA 

Yes. It’s just time for me to move on.  Thank you for all you’ve done for me. 

 

BABANOVA puts out her hand. MEYERHOLD does not move. 

 

BABANOVA 

…It wasn’t an easy decision to make. …I feel like I grew up here. You’ve been a 

father to me, and- despite everything- …well- …I just thought- …I thought the 

best thing-  …  …I never organized anything against Zinaida. It’s the truth. … 

 

…No response from MEYERHOLD. BABANOVA exits. After a 

moment, MEYERHOLD starts to go himself. The ghost light flickers 

momentarily with a sputtering electrical buzz. MEYERHOLD stops and 

crosses closer to look at it. The ghost light goes out. 



Meyerhold – Jackson. v5 92 

 

End of Act Two. 

 

TITLE: “Intermission” 

 

Act Three, 1930 – 1940 

 

Episode Nine – The Death of Mayakovsky 

 

TITLE: “April 1930” 

 

Sound of a small clock ticking. MAYAKOVSKY enters and ascends some 

stairs to a platform where there is a chair and a small table. He takes a 

seat, then unfolds a letter and looks at it. 

 

TITLE: “To all. Do not blame anyone for my death and please do not 

gossip. The deceased terribly disliked this sort of thing. Mama, sisters, and 

comrades, forgive me – this is not a way out (I do not recommend it to 

others), but I have none other. Do not think me weak-spirited. There was 

nothing else I could do. Vladimir Mayakovsky.” 

 

MAYAKOVSKY sets the note on the table. He puts one bullet in a 

revolver, spins and closes the chamber. He puts the gun to his head and 

pulls the trigger. There is a loud bang and MAYAKOVSKY falls off his 

chair, dead.  
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Episode Ten – New York/Moscow 

 

TITLE: “New York. June 1935.” 

TITLE: “Actors from the Group Theater gather at a restaurant after 

performances of Awake and Sing and Waiting For Lefty.” 

TITLE: “In Moscow, people gather outside State Bakery No. 10 waiting to 

buy bread.” 

 

In Moscow, a line of MUSCOVITES waiting to buy bread. 

 

In New York at a sidewalk restaurant, the Group Theater crowd has 

crammed around a table with wine and glasses. Nearby sits Lee 

STRASBERG shielded by a newspaper. Harold CLURMAN is just 

arriving with Stella ADLER. (Shortly into the scene a WAITER arrives to 

replace an empty bottle with a new one.) 

 

ADLER 

Ladies and gents, Mister Harold Clurman. 

ALL 

/Hey Harry! Clurman! Welcome back old boy! Etc… 

CLURMAN 

Hello Sanford! Phoebe! Hello Cliff! I was just tellin’ Stella: I slipped in at Act 

Two: great show tonight. Not too shabby at the box office, either. Hey Kazan, 

how was Lefty over at the Longacre? 

KAZAN 

Crowd sure is polite on the Broad Way. Yuh ask me I miss 14th Street. But: they’re 

payin’, so who’s askin’. 
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CLURMAN 

You said it. Hey Lee! Strasberg! 

BRAND 

Leave him alone. He likes it that way. 

CLURMAN 

Still, huh? 

ADLER 

You’ll need to go farther than Russia and back to notate any evolution on that 

ape. 

KAZAN 

So? How was it? 

BRAND 

Yeah, give us the dish. 

ODETS 

Say, where’s your fur cap? 

CLURMAN 

Aw thanks ever so much for the ticket Cliff. 

ODETS 

Well I owed yuh one. Two even! 

CLURMAN 

Well it sure was swell o’ yuh. Russia is a fine place to be, ladies and gentleman. 

Music. Art. Theater! My god. Over three hundred theaters in Moscow alone. And 

everybody goes. Three or four times a week they go. Cheering for their favorite 

directors like we cheer for baseball teams.  

KAZAN 

(laughing) Now that’s un-American. 

BRAND 
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Sad but true. 

MEISNER 

You can say that twice. 

CLURMAN 

But get this, even with those figures, Meyerhold still complains about the lemon-

lipped expectations of his audience. From Broadway to Gorky Street, it’s all the 

same. 

KAZAN 

Which one’s Meyerhold again? 

ADLER 

He’s the one who trains acrobats instead of actors. 

CLURMAN 

Stella. I’ll tell you the truth, though: I’d watch Meyerhold’s acrobats over most 

New York actors any day. 

BRAND 

Hey! 

CLURMAN 

Present company excepted of course. 

BRAND 

Of course. 

CLURMAN 

No sir, the Group Theatre’s got no cause to blush in the acting department. But I 

tell yuh this: we got more than Communism to learn from the Reds. The Moscow 

Art Theater alone employs two hundred and forty actors. 

MEISNER 

Two-hundred and forty actors? 

CLURMAN 
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Two hundred and forty actors. 

MEISNER 

Two hundred and forty actors. 

KAZAN 

Now that takes a wad o’ jack. 

CLURMAN 

State money, that’s how they do it. It’s the only way. 

BRAND 

Can you imagine if the Group Theater had two hundred and forty actors? 

MEISNER 

Two hundred and forty actors. 

KAZAN 

Meisner please. 

MEISNER 

“Meisner please.” 

KAZAN 

I said please. 

MEISNER 

Please yourself, I’m in shock. Can’t a fellow go electric when he hears there’s a 

place on earth where one theater gives work for two hundred and forty actors? 

And multiply that by three hundred theaters? Utopia. It bares repeating. 

CLURMAN 

They’re not all that big. That’s the Moscow Art Theatre. And Meyerhold’s 

Theater too. Some of them aren’t much bigger than the cellars we got off the 

beaten track here. But large small or in between they all get money from the 

State. And get this: it’s normal. The people expect it.  

ADLER 
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I should live so long. 

MEISNER 

That’s a lot of men and women collecting a regular paycheck. Here we finally got 

two hits goin’ simultaneous and we’re still just gettin’ by. 

ODETS 

That’s the Depression for you, brother: depressing. 

ADLER 

You should howl Mister Big Shot Playwright. Is that a new hat you’re wearing? 

CLURMAN 

Stella. 

ADLER 

Who’d you have dinner with last night, Greta Garbo? Good dialogue I bet. 

ODETS 

What are you so hot for? You’re makin’ rent on my dialogue aren’t yuh? 

BRAND 

(changing the subject) Eh-ehm! Say Harold I hear those Russian actors get vacation 

time.  

CLURMAN 

Oh yeah, four weeks paid. 

MEISNER 

Four weeks paid? 

CLURMAN 

Four weeks paid. 

MEISNER 

Four weeks paid. 

BRAND 

Gee, can you imagine? I don’t know what I’d do with four weeks paid. 
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MEISNER 

Four weeks paid. 

KAZAN 

I know what I’d do. 

CLURMAN 

Go back to Moscow in a snap. The Russians know how to treat an artist, what art 

can do for a country. And talk about pullin’ up your bootstraps. Cranes 

everywhere, building building and building. It’s incredible the energy. I bought a 

ticket to the new Metro, just opened. And everybody crowding in like a Coney 

Island roller coaster. To see the workers who built this subway, with their rough 

clothes and earthy untutored ways, crowding into these grand, modernistic halls 

they built! It hits yuh between the eyes the inspiring contradiction, the glorious 

and unparalleled paradox of the Soviet Union. A real modern nation of the 

people.  

BRAND 

That’s right. American Comrades don’t know what Communism is. Here the 

Party’s just that: a party. A social club for artists invited in for good advertising 

but they don’t know red from yellow. 

ODETS 

Hey! 

BRAND 

(without apology) Sorry Cliff.  

CLURMAN 

Oh, Cliff, by the way, Stanislavski said to tell you. 

ODETS 

(smiling) Oh yeah?, whad he say? 

CLURMAN 
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I was tellin’ him about our success with Lefty and Awake and Sing and he said: 

“Tell Mr. Odets not to give up acting.  

 

Everyone laughs. CLURMAN clarifies: 

 

Because: “It’ll help his writing. And when he needs time off to write a play, give 

him time off.” 

ODETS 

Thanks, I’ll take four weeks. Paid. 

CLURMAN 

“But let him keep acting.” 

KAZAN 

You keep writin’, Odets. We need yuh behind the pen. 

ODETS 

Yeah, don’t I know it. 

ADLER 

Listen to him. Aren’t we doin’ your plays, Cliff? What you always wanted? 

CLURMAN 

Stella. 

ODETS 

Sure, after Lefty took off like a shot. Until then my mouth was full of nothin’ but 

please. 

ADLER 

You eat off us as much as we eat off you. Without actors your words wouldn’t 

even be plays. 

CLURMAN 

Stella. 
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ADLER 

Stella, Stella. Stop repeating yourself. You sound like Meisner. Don’t Stella me. 

Like a hot-shot he’s been ever since the front-pages fell in love with him. 

Hollywood callin’ regular. They’re callin’ us too, yuh know. You’re not the only 

one hangin’ up on the Warner Brothers lately. We’re all holding tight to the 

Group. You’re no martyr. 

ODETS 

Who said I was? 

ADLER 

Your ungrateful smirk, that’s who. 

ODETS 

You’re tellin’ me ungrateful? Well catch this, Lady Adler: I ain’t no show-shop. I 

don’t crank plays off a conveyor belt like some Henry Ford. It’s hard work 

writin’ plays. 

CLURMAN 

We know it, Cliff, we know it. 

ODETS 

Sure I got some dough now, why shouldn’t I? Lefty’s playin’ in every work hall 

across the country, raisin’ more dust than the wind in Kansas. Why an actor out 

in Hollywood got beat up by some “friends of the New Germany” for doin’ Lefty 

just last week. 

ADLER 

What’s that got to do with anything? So some Hollywood Germans don’t like 

actors with a mouthful o’ Red. That make you special? What are you happy that 

boy got himself in the hospital over your play? 

ODETS 

That’s not what I’m sayin.’ 
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ADLER 

What are yuh sayin’ huh? Not much. 

ODETS 

I’m sayin’ I might not be gettin’ my head cracked open in Frisco or Tennessee 

like a model Comrade, but I’m doin’ somethin’. Everyday you walk down Wall 

Street it’s rainin’ business men. A new set of brains hits the road everyday, they 

gotta scrape’m together like broken pancake batter. America’s black and blue all 

over. Kids like ghosts on every corner sellin’ apples. And people need more than 

a New Deal on Uncle Sam’s lips to put a little red in their cheeks. Hope. Vision. 

Artists to paint the possibilities. Poets spelling it out. Sounds like from what 

Harold here says in Moscow I wouldn’t have to explain that to a fine lady of the 

stage such as yourself. 

ADLER 

So don’t waste your breath. I’ve read Marx. 

ODETS 

You’ve read Marx. We’ve all “read Marx.” Why don’t yuh shut your books and 

volunteer to work the bread line on Sundays like Phoebe and Kazan over here? 

ADLER 

Why don’t you? Ha! Don’t have an answer for that under your new hat, do yuh? 

BRAND 

Welcome back, Harold. Welcome back. 

CLURMAN 

Now if only I could get Strasberg to blow up, everything’d be in order. Strasberg, 

you talkin’ yet? 

ADLER 

Don’t bother. He’s kept his cork on tight ever since Cliff’s plays went off well 

without his help. Got enough steam bottled up inside to power a freight train.  
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KAZAN 

Who’s the pot and who’s the kettle in this scenario? 

ADLER 

Can it Kazan. 

MEISNER 

Hell of a way to spend an evening with friends. 

CLURMAN 

Could be worse. 

BRAND 

How’s that? 

MEISNER 

Yeah, how’s that? 

CLURMAN 

Could be joining the bread line on Sunday instead of workin’ it. 

 

A sobering thought... In Moscow… 

 

BAKER 

(enters) I am sorry. Nothing today. (exits) 

MALCONTENT 

Comrade Stalin is a thief. (spits) 

 

The MALCONTENT’s fellow MUSCOVITES step away from him. 

 

Episode Eleven - Meyerholditis 

 

TITLE: “Moscow. 1936.” 
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Music. A fast-paced montage of theatrical and critical Moscow, 1936. Two 

spotlights help us follow the action. 

 

PAPER BOY 

Pravda, Pravda! Pravda, Pravda! Thank you, sir. 

MEYERHOLD 

And what does Pravda tell us today? 

PAPER BOY 

From an editorial in Pravda, January, 1936: 

 

Sound of applause under the following as RAIKH steps forward costumed 

as Marguerite in Camille. She takes a gracious bow and exits to her 

dressing room, where a DRESSER helps her to change and then exits. 

 

CRITIC #1 

The glorious Zinaida Raikh has yet to fade in her triumphant portrayal of 

Marguerite in Alexandre Dumas fils’ Camille. Since she first astounded Moscow 

with the unexpected brilliance of her performance at the 1934 premiere, Raikh’s 

grace, beauty, and luminous stage presence have given Meyerhold’s otherwise 

useless production a reason to remain in the repertoire.  

MEYERHOLD 

Useless eh? 

CRITIC#1 

For what does he offer his fellow citizens but a decorative, pearl-studded antique 

depicting all the petty concerns of bourgeois women? 

MEYERHOLD 
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It’s about the abuse of women, you idiot! 

CRITIC#1 

Like some European Capitalist of the West, Meyerhold lures his audience with 

sparkle, velvet, and shiny things. Once Raikh has left the stage the spectators are 

left with nothing to applaud but her husband’s decadent nonsense! 

MEYERHOLD 

They love you, Zinochka, but they are very tired of me. 

RAIKH 

They don’t understand you, Darling. It’s their fault, not yours. 

MEYERHOLD 

I know that. But do they? 

RAIKH 

Did you find a new play today? 

MEYERHOLD 

A new play or a good play? 

RAIKH 

Something great to open our new theater. 

MEYERHOLD 

If they ever finish building the new theater. 

RAIKH 

We’ll do Hamlet, like you’ve always wanted to! Picasso will still be willing, I’m 

sure.  

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. And you will make a beautiful Hamlet. 

RAIKH 

Oh, yes, what a success we’ll have! 

MEYERHOLD 
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We could use it now. Too many empty seats these days. 

RAIKH 

Don’t worry. You’ll find a new play eventually, and the repertoire will be as 

fresh as it ever was. 

PAPER BOY 

From an anonymous letter in Pravda, February, 1936: 

CRITIC #2 

One can smell the curdling of the Meyerhold Theater repertoire from here to 

Siberia. Meyerhold offers nothing to champion the new men and women of 

Soviet Russia, only pessimistic jabs at old targets demolished long ago. Camille 

retreats to the bourgeois melodrama of yesteryear. The Inspector skewers the 

long-since-irrelevant bureaucracy of the Tsar. And who knows why The 

Magnanimous Cuckhold, that fossil of frivolity, is performed at all these days but 

to satisfy the vanity of Zinaida Raikh, who fancies herself the ingénue Maria 

Babanova was fourteen years ago. Comrade Meyerhold’s aging repertoire leaves 

us somewhat apprehensive about his future. He has become, in a word: 

unnecessary. 

 

In the halls of the Meyerhold Theatre… 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Gladkov! 

GLADKOV 

Yes, sir! 

MEYERHOLD 

A letter to the editors of Pravda. 

GLADKOV 
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Yes, sir. 

MEYERHOLD 

“Kind sirs, (blows a raspberry). Very truly yours, Vsevolod Emelievich 

Meyerhold” Well? What do you think? 

GLADKOV 

I think you’re joking. 

MEYERHOLD 

Good. Send it. Let’s see if we get a laugh. 

PAPER BOY 

From an anonymous editorial in Pravda, February, 1936: 

CRITIC #3 

It seems Comrade Meyerhold no longer fully appreciates his role in Comrade 

Stalin’s great plan. He stubbornly avoids the comprehensible simplicity of 

Reality as upheld by Stanislavski at the Moscow Art Theatre. And not since the 

late Mayakovsky has Meyerhold offered the people a Soviet playwright worthy 

of the Revolution. Even Mayakovsky was burdened by Meyerhold with the light 

pretensions of Shostakovich, that most questionable of Soviet composers. 

 

Morning in the bedroom of the MEYERHOLD’s flat. SHOSTAKOVICH 

is getting dressed. RAIKH is still in her robe. It has evidently been a night 

of questionable virtue for all three. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Shostakovich! Did you read in Pravda today? 

SHOSTAKOVICH 

Yes, I did. I don’t know what to think. 

MEYERHOLD 
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Don’t let it worry you. They’ve been taking shots at me for years. The trick is to 

keep moving. 

SHOSTAKOVICH 

Doesn’t it make you nervous?  

RAIKH 

Ignorance should make you angry, Dmitri, not nervous. (kisses SHOSTAKOVICH 

on the cheek, then MEYERHOLD.) 

SHOSTAKOVICH 

They want something new – I try something new, but no. You think to yourself, 

“well, if I play by the rules,” but what are the rules?  

MEYERHOLD 

Wasn’t it Beethoven who once wrote: “there is no rule that cannot be broken for 

the sake of the beautiful.” By the way, how’s that new production of your opera?  

SHOSTAKOVICH 

(dismayed) Beautiful, I’m afraid. 

PAPER BOY 

From an anonymous review in Pravda, March 1936, of Shostakovich’s opera: 

CRITIC #4 

Shostakovich’s opera is a mess! From the first moment, opening-night listeners, 

among them Comrades Stalin and Molotov, were flabbergasted by the 

intentionally dissonant, deviant, unnatural squeals of the orchestra. This avant-

garde monstrosity is entirely alien to genuine Soviet art, and bears the most 

negative traits of Meyerholditis, a disease afflicting far too many impressionable 

young artists these days. We recommend that Comrade Shostakovich reflect 

more seriously on questions of Soviet musical culture, and that he would do well 

to decline any further influence from the school of Meyerhold. The Soviet people 

have no need for such vulgar perversity. 
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SHOSTAKOVICH collapses on a staircase, face in his hands, wracked 

with nerves.  

 

PAPER BOY 

At the All-Union Conference of Theater Workers, March, 1936 

 

MEYERHOLD steps up to a podium to a mix of boos from deterrents and 

his name chanted by supporters (the irony of which he appears to enjoy) 

all gathered below. RAIKH stands nearby him. GLADKOV writes 

everything down. The CROWD periodically makes its opinion known. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Comrades, fellow workers in art, and kind Critics. No doubt I am expected to 

devote this speech to an unsparing criticism of myself, and a plea that I be 

forgiven for my work and allowed to move on. I would point out that my entire 

career has consisted of nothing but constant self-criticism, and that in my work I 

have always moved on. The artist today indeed does not divorce himself from 

Reality, but rather knows he is here to help build the Communist path brick by 

brick. Should I renounce my 1922 production of The Magnanimous Cuckhold, a 

production that helped to bring Revolutionary zeal off the street and into the 

theater? Without the unrestrained, youthful energy of Cuckhold in 1922, there 

would have been no sober critique of counter-revolutionary bureaucracy in The 

Inspector in 1926. Without The Inspector, there would not have been the precise 

balance of art and ideology in Cammille in 1934. One brick follows another, and 

slowly the path is built. …And as for “Meyerholditis,” I cannot take credit for the 

many ignorant and clumsy imitations of my work by others. Neither can I 
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denounce the masterful adaptations of it by the likes of my former teacher, 

Stanislavski, nor the application of it by my former student, Sergei Eisenstein, to 

his great cinematic works. …Recently, anonymous pens have condemned 

Comrade Shostakovich as vulgar and perverted… 

 

The spotlight picks out SHOSTAKOVICH for a moment and he laughs 

nervously. The spotlight returns to MEYERHOLD. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

…blaming me for the corruption of this fresh young musical talent. I say 

Shostakovich is a brilliant artist, and whether certain critics comprehend this 

today matters little to the fame he will no doubt be awarded tomorrow when 

reflection sees fit to honor his great contribution to Soviet life. As Comrade Lenin 

once told us, “Art belongs to the people, and must be loved and understood by 

them.” What is important today is that my intentions be understood by those 

who would reduce my art to some flamboyant disease. The Party, led by our 

great Comrade Stalin, has made a stirring demand for artists to pursue the 

simplest and most direct path to Reality. But in this search for simplicity, one 

cannot deny one’s own identity. I am a Communist. I am an Artist. I am 

Vsevolod Emelievich Meyerhold. Comrades: do not mistake me for anyone else. 

Thank you. 

 

The gathered crowd turns in silence and faces out to listen to CRITIC #5, 

a particularly humorless figure. MEYERHOLD and RAIKH slowly 

descend the stairs together. 

 

CRITIC #5 
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It has become quite clear that Meyerhold cannot and apparently will not 

comprehend Soviet Reality. His entire career has amounted to a struggle against 

the realistic theater on behalf of a stylized theater. His rendition of The Inspector 

was decidedly unsettling and unnatural. In 1932 he stubbornly tried to stage the 

play The Suicide, a hostile slur on Soviet ideals by that enemy of the people, 

Nikolai Erdman. And despite her success in Camille, he has favored his wife 

beyond her abilities and to the artistic detriment of countless productions. 

Systematic deviation from Soviet reality, distortion of that reality, and hostile 

slanders against our way of life have brought his theater to total ideological and 

artistic ruin, as well as shameful bankruptcy. I ask you: does the Soviet public 

really need such a theater? 

 

MEYERHOLD and RAIKH now walk past the line and each person either 

turns, looks, or steps away, and disperses. 

 

Episode Twelve – After dinner at the Meyerhold’s… 

  

GLADKOV, GARIN, and RAIKH in the sitting room of the Meyerhold’s 

flat. Though they have been drinking they appear to be holding their liquor 

fairly well. 

 

Four NKVD men lurk in the shadows outside the space of the Meyerhold’s 

sitting room. 

 

GLADKOV 

Well, it is late.  
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TITLE: “March 1936. At the Meyerhold’s flat on Brusov Street.” 

 

GLADKOV 

I had better go. 

GARIN 

/No, Gladkov. One more drink. 

RAIKH 

Aleksandr, no, have another drink with us. 

GLADKOV 

You are very generous, but I think if I have any more cognac I’ll forget I exist. 

RAIKH 

It’s bad enough the others left after dinner, Aleksandr, please stay. Garin is 

staying, aren’t you Garin?  

GARIN 

Of course.  

RAIKH 

And Vsevolod is fixing coffee. 

GARIN 

Have you ever had coffee by Vsevolod Emelievich? 

GLADKOV 

No I haven’t. 

GARIN 

One cup and you’ll be saying “cognac? What cognac?” 

GLADKOV 

I really shouldn’t. 

 

MEYERHOLD enters with a tray of coffee cups. He is performing. 
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MEYERHOLD 

Madam et Messieurs, le café est servie! 

RAIKH 

Ha ha, too late.  

MEYERHOLD 

Votre café, Madame. 

RAIKH 

Merci Monsieur.  

GARIN 

We are in Paris now. 

MEYERHOLD 

Oui, où autrement? 

GARIN 

It’s just that it’s a long way to travel for coffee. At dinner our waiter was German.  

MEYERHOLD 

(quick sound of airplane as he spins in place) Mein Herrn, unsere ist eine Gaststätte 

der Welt. Kaffee für Sie? 

GARIN 

Viel Dank. 

MEYERHOLD 

(quick sound of airplane as he turns to GLADKOV) Et Monsieur. …Pourquoi hésitez-

vous? Prenez-le! 

GLADKOV 

Thank you. (sits) 

MEYERHOLD 

Mon plaisir. Madame, Messieurs: Bon appétit! 
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MEYERHOLD exits in character with his tray. 

 

GARIN 

You see? If you leave early you’ll miss something for your book. 

GLADKOV 

Not a book. I just keep notes. 

RAIKH 

What is your title now? Do we have a title for you? What are you? 

GLADKOV 

Today? I don’t know. Research Assistant? Literary Manager? Assistant Director? 

MEYERHOLD 

(entering) Right Hand Man. Gladkov will write my memoirs for me because I am 

too lazy. 

GLADKOV 

No, no. 

MEYERHOLD 

Well? How is the coffee? Is it good? 

ALL 

Very good. Excellent. Good, thank you. Etc. 

MEYERHOLD 

Good. So, Zinaida, tell our friends about the guest you received in your dressing 

room  after Cammille the other night. …Go ahead. They’re our good friends. 

GARIN 

Who was it? 

RAIKH 

…A personal assistant of Comrade Stalin’s. 
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GLADKOV 

/ Really!  

GARIN 

Stalin came to the theater? 

MEYERHOLD 

No. 

RAIKH 

No. He has never come. That was the point. We have no official box for him and 

therefore he does not come. This is what the assistant told me. Otherwise he was 

certain that Stalin would without question love Camille and that it could have 

major consequences for the Meyerhold Theatre and for Vsevolod himself. 

MEYERHOLD 

He said there might be a possibility of Stalin receiving me so that I might express 

to him my needs. He said he could try to arrange it. 

RAIKH 

He couldn’t promise anything in advance, of course. 

MEYERHOLD 

Well I think an autographed photo of you might have taken care of that. He was a 

rather star-struck Personal Assistant of Comrade Stalin’s. 

RAIKH 

Perhaps the most star-struck Personal Assistant of Comrade Stalin’s one has ever 

seen. 

GARIN 

Would you want a meeting with Stalin? 

MEYERHOLD 

…I am sharing this with you both as friends, of course, whom I trust completely. 

GARIN 
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/ Yes, yes, of course. 

GLADKOV 

Of course, Vsevolod Emelievich. 

MEYERHOLD 

And I trust, Gladkov, none of this will go down in any of those little notebooks 

you have tucked away in your pockets. 

GLADKOV 

Of course. 

MEYERHOLD 

…Yes, I would consider it. I would consider it. You see, ever since I defended 

Shostakovich at that conference– 

RAIKH 

Ever since you stepped foot on the Russian stage, Vsevolod. People have been 

clawing at Vsevolod all his life. Stupid and ignorant people who know nothing 

about the theater. 

MEYERHOLD 

Zinochka, please. 

RAIKH 

I should have told that man to arrange a meeting with Stalin right away. You 

should meet with Stalin. 

MEYERHOLD 

It can still be arranged. 

GARIN 

What would you say? 

MEYERHOLD 

That is my question. I am hoping for some good advice from the both of you. 

When faced with Stalin, what does one say exactly? …Gladkov? 
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GLADKOV 

Oh. Shit. Well? Uh. First of all I, I think you certainly must meet with him. And, 

that you should tell him about the problems with your theatre, how inadequate 

and cramped it is, and maybe ask him to step up the construction of the new 

theater. And you should explain to him your own point of view so that he 

understands it correctly rather than how Pravda puts it. And also the 

misconceptions of art in general! It would be an opportunity to go straight to the 

top! And who else if not you, a Communist and a leading director of our time, 

can tell the entire truth to Stalin about how his incompetent assistants are 

compromising the true meaning of Party policies in art!! …That’s what I think. 

RAIKH 

I think Aleksandr is right. Only I think you absolutely should not talk on behalf 

of other people like you did for Shostakovich. Only time and his own work can 

help him. You should defend yourself and your own theater. 

GARIN 

I don’t agree with either of you. I think you absolutely should not meet with 

Stalin because nothing good will come of it anyway. Did Boris Pasternack not tell 

you how he telephoned Stalin after the poet Mandelshtam had been arrested, 

and Stalin simply hung up on him mid-sentence? It is unworthy of you to talk to 

Stalin, you, Vsevolod Emelievich Meyerhold, to go to Stalin like some petitioner, 

which is all it would be. A Stalin and a Meyerhold should speak to one another 

as equals or not at all. An artist is not a begger. The Revolution needs the theater 

to uplift the masses. To teach and to guide them. There is no church anymore. 

Art is the church of the Revolution. Stalin should thank you and we know that if 

you meet him now he will not. Therefore I say do not beg to an ungrateful, 

ignorant man! 

MEYERHOLD 
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…You are right. Now is not the time.  

RAIKH 

Vsevolod, wait, think about it a few more days. 

MEYERHOLD 

No. He is right. And we should all forget about what has been said tonight. 

RAIKH 

But think what it could mean if– 

MEYERHOLD 

Zinochka, it will all work itself out. Let’s forget about it. Who needs more coffee? 

 

Suddenly there is a loud pounding at the door. Everyone, including the 

NKVD, turns and looks. Pause. The knocking pounds again. 

MEYERHOLD, RAIKH, GARIN, and GLADKOV look at one another. 

 

RAIKH 

What time is it? 

MEYERHOLD 

Maybe it’s Shostakovich. I told him to come by after his rehearsal if he was 

feeling up to it. 

 

Pounding again, and MEYERHOLD stands. Pause. MEYERHOLD exits 

to answer the door. A very tense pause. RAIKH stands, nervous, looking 

after MEYERHOLD. Pause. Suddenly SHOSTAKOVICH bursts in, 

followed by MEYERHOLD, in a very anxious and distracted state. 

 

SHOSTAKOVICH 
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I have to sit down! I have to clear my head! I don’t know if I can- Oh! Hello. I’m 

very sorry. I don’t mean to interrupt your party, please, keep talking. Drink, 

drink. Talk. 

RAIKH 

Dimitri, what is the matter? 

SHOSTAKOVICH 

I’ll write another symphony. I’ll write a different one. 

MEYERHOLD 

(touching him) Dimitri- 

SHOSTAKOVICH 

(startled) AAH! …I shouldn’t be seen with you. 

MEYERHOLD 

By whom? Zinaida Garin and Gladkov? 

SHOSTAKOVICH 

I should not have come here.  

MEYERHOLD 

Please, sit down. 

SHOSTAKOVICH 

No, I’m sorry, I should have gone straight home. Wait: now if I leave I will be 

seen leaving. I’m trapped. No, I just want to be left alone, to the peace of my 

music and this destiny to which I must resign myself. 

RAIKH 

Dimitri you are scaring us, please! 

MEYERHOLD 

What has happened? 

SHOSTAKOVICH 

I just came from rehearsal at the Philharmonic. 
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MEYERHOLD 

(brightly) Oh, how’d it go? 

RAIKH 

Vsevolod! 

MEYERHOLD 

(sotto voce) I didn’t mean / it like that. 

SHOSTAKOVICH 

Apparently there is a rumor going around that my Fourth Symphony is 

“diabolically clever,” and “riddled with decadence.” The orchestra has been 

practicing with nervous fingers all week.  

RAIKH 

Who is saying this? 

SHOSTAKOVICH 

A man from the Composers’ Union and another man from Party Headquarters 

came to the Philharmonic today. They spoke with Renzin the director and Fritz 

Stiedry the conductor for over an hour. After they left Fritz told the orchestra to 

go home, and when I arrived Renzin told me that my symphony will not be 

performed. 

GARIN 

That’s ridiculous. Based on rumor? 

SHOSTAKOVICH 

Where did I put it? Where’s that piece of paper? I am supposed to see a man 

named Zakrevsky or Zanchevsky or Zakovsky. Something. I am supposed to 

report to the NKVD office tomorrow and meet him. He wants to ask me about 

Tukhachevsky. 

GARIN 

Who is Tukhachevsky? 
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SHOSTAKOVICH becomes increasingly more excited, eventually 

scrambling all over the set looking for safety. The NKVD watch him 

attentively and openly, unseen by the others. MEYERHOLD slowly and 

soberly sits down, and as SHOSTAKOVICH climbs the heights of his 

horror, MEYERHOLD closes his eyes and turns his head away. Intense 

music builds throughout the speech. 

 

SHOSTAKOVICH 

He is my protector in- UH UH my friend in the military who was arrested and 

shot I think! Elena Konstantinovskaya and Galina Serebryakova have also been 

arrested. This Zanchevsky or Zakovsky or whomever will ask me about them too 

no doubt.  The last time I saw Tukhachevsky was at dinner back in, I don’t know, 

I need to remember, what did we say what did we say? We talked about music! 

What else would we talk about? The Revolution? Stalin? The second Five-Year 

plan? The glory of Communism? I am going to be arrested, don’t you see? If I 

meet with this man I am going to be shot! That is what happens! Names are 

dropping like flies! My god! Why does one person get killed and another only 

exiled? What are the rules? Why is this note bad and that one good? Who decides 

these things? Someone in a leather coat likes your apartment and a few days later 

you are arrested and that leather coat is hanging in your closet by nightfall! This 

is what happens! Who is running this country? Who is in the audience? Who are 

the people on the streets? Who are the critics who write in Pravda and show up at 

public debates to scream about the use of this or that major or minor key? What 

has this Party of yours become? Nothing but a herd of sheep! Is that Russia? Is 

that what you fought for? They intend to create on the bones of millions 
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something impossible to create! My god! How sad is our country! How sad is our 

Russia! I only wish to make music and to live!! 

 

And tremendous music has indeed filled the air to capacity. 

MEYERHOLD stands, turns, and walks slowly toward a very old 

STANISLAVSKI. They meet center stage to greet one another and when 

their hands finally connect – 

 

Episode Thirteen – The Death of Stanislavski 

 

– the scene has suddenly changed to the home of STANISLAVSKI. The 

NKVD men remain lurking attentively in the shadows. 

 

STANISLAVSKI 

You must sense why I have asked you here today. 

 

TITLE: “January 1938. At Stanislavski’s home on Leontevsky Lane.” 

 

MEYERHOLD 

For very different reasons than you asked to see me thirty years ago, I think. 

STANISLAVSKI 

Thirty-three. But who is counting? Please, sit down. Or do you still prefer to 

stand? 

MEYERHOLD 

Thank you. 

STANISLAVSKI 

I am very sorry that your theater has been closed.  
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MEYERHOLD 

Zinaida has been very distressed. She fainted after the final performance of 

Camille. The theater was packed! 

STANISLAVSKI 

Well, Kerzhentsev was very wrong to do it. 

MEYERHOLD 

Kerzhentsev is a very determined man, I fear. To be honest, I miss Lunacharsky. 

STANISLAVSKI 

I think many people miss Lunacharsky. Many people miss a lot of things. Most 

people miss the point of much of what happens in life. It’s not just actors who 

need to learn how to observe Reality, because it’s not just actors who have 

learned to create Reality. But, who has the patience today? I look at young 

people, people who grew up after the Revolution, and they seem to me entirely 

New People. It takes time to understand the truth about anything. …Do you 

know why I work from home so much these days? 

MEYERHOLD 

Your health. 

STANISLAVSKI 

Yes. My health. Comrade Stalin has been very gracious to me. He attends all my 

productions. He is very supportive. And he has seen to it that I get the doctors I 

need. I am very well preserved. …I have never pretended to be a political man. I 

see the world as an artist. They think I don’t know that I have been made the 

featured exhibit in this Museum I call home. Look what fine props and set pieces. 

Look at my costume. How authentic. How real. Don’t I look just like Stanislavski. 

And if you are an internationally reputable Soviet such as yourself, or from 

America or Europe, the doors are open. Otherwise I am afraid I am too ill to see 

you today. 
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MEYERHOLD 

You must have some control. 

STANISLAVSKI 

Yes, yes, of course. And I am old. It’s true. They will keep me alive as long as they 

can. And I thank them, because I still have so much I want to do. One thing I 

have learned: Truth and Reality are two different things. The truth is already 

there, immovable, as obvious as it is buried. One can build Reality. We need 

something more than Reality in order to get to the Truth. I know you understand 

this. 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. 

STANISLAVSKI 

They have closed your theater. It is a terrible thing. Perhaps more terrible than 

anybody realizes. So. I am asking you to come work for me. The Moscow Art 

Theatre needs you, Vsevolod Emelievich. I need you. Nobody else understands 

what I am trying to do. I have spent my life in search of the truth and so have 

you. 

MEYERHOLD 

You are offering me a job? 

STANISLAVSKI 

Tell me that you will accept it. 

MEYERHOLD 

Are you… Are you not – concerned-? 

STANISLAVSKI 

-About the truth, yes I am. That the Moscow Art Theatre has been robbed of its 

vitality in exchange for certain privileges, yes. That I have agreed to allow my 

books to be edited and translated abroad in the most haphazard manner because 



Meyerhold – Jackson. v5 124 

I’ve needed the money, yes. That my name is no longer mine but rather a 

nation’s official acting technique, one I do not even fully believe in, yes, I am 

very concerned. They don’t like it that I practice yoga. They don’t like it when I 

talk about the spirit or the soul. The soul, it seems, is too mystical for the new 

Reality. I have been packaged up in red ribbons and locked away. And my life’s 

work will soon be buried beneath History’s books. Help me to tell the truth. Help 

me to keep my theater alive. Tell me that you will do this. 

MEYERHOLD 

…I will. 

STANISLAVSKI 

Good. I will have it announced right away.  How surprised they will be. The 

world would love for Meyerhold and Stanislavski to be enemies. What fun we’ll 

have confounding them all. 

MEYERHOLD 

(Laughs hard; then…) …I don’t know what to say… (laughter still, through tears:) 

Do you know: people cross the street now to avoid being seen walking past my 

home. I don’t know why I’m laughing. It’s terrible. 

 

MEYERHOLD’S laughter subsides with some heavy, short breaths. 

 

STANISLAVSKI 

…We will astonish all of Moscow. 

MEYERHOLD 

I should hope so. 

YURY 

(enters) Comrade Stanislavski. It is time for your tea. 

STANISLAVSKI 
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Thank you, Yury. (YURY exits. Then, to MEYERHOLD) Yury is a fine dramaturg. 

He works with me here at the house. You will like him. (stands) …So. We will 

talk more. I am working out Rigoletto and I need your advice. I will call you and 

we can talk about it. 

MEYERHOLD 

I look forward to it. 

 

STANISLAVSKI sits and leans back in his chair. GLADKOV enters, and 

now we are on the empty stage of the Meyerhold Theatre. GLADKOV and 

MEYERHOLD are alone.  

 

GLADKOV 

And have you talked about it yet? 

 

TITLE: “A few days later. On the stage of the former Meyerhold Theatre, 

now empty…” 

 

MEYERHOLD 

What? Oh. Yes. It will be a very exciting production, I have no doubt.  

 

YURY enters with STANISLAVSKI’S tea, sees the old man is sleeping, 

exits and hands off the tea to an NKVD man. After a short exchange we 

cannot hear, YURY returns to take MEYERHOLD’S chair. 

 

STANISLAVSKY 

Yury. 

YURY 
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Yes sir? 

STANISLAVSKY 

We must take care of Meyerhold. He is my sole heir in the theater. 

YURY 

…Yes sir.  

 

 STANISLAVSKY closes his eyes. After a moment, YURY leaves with the 

chair. 

 

GLADKOV 

…They’re probably finished by now. 

MEYERHOLD 

What? 

GLADKOV 

I said they’re probably finished. Assigning the actors to new theaters. I would 

think you’d want to take part in that. 

MEYERHOLD 

Oh, let them go where they like. …Oddly enough, I will miss this drafty 

auditorium, the broken seats. It always felt very authentic. 

GLADKOV 

Yes. Did you read Danchenko’s comment about the closing of the theater? 

MEYERHOLD 

(smiles) What did Danchenko say? 

GLADKOV 

A journalist asked him what he thought. He said that to ask him about 

Meyerhold is the same as to ask the Grand Duke Nikolas Nikolaevich about the 

Revolution. … 
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A long pause. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

What is today? 

GLADKOV 

January something. The twenty-eighth. (surprised) Almost February. 

MEYERHOLD 

(smiles) Did you know: February is my fatal month. 

GLADKOV 

Your fatal month. 

MEYERHOLD 

I was born in February. My father died in February, the same February in fact 

that I made my stage debut. In February 1902, I left the Moscow Art Theatre. 

February 1917, my production of Masquerade coincided with the February 

Revolution. Zinaida Raikh and I were married in February, 1922. Mayakovsky’s 

play The Bedbug, with music by Shostakovich, opened in February 1929. …This 

time I didn’t last ‘til February. Either that or Fortune in her old age has become 

careless. 

GLADKOV 

Then again, now you will be working with Stanislavski. 

MEYERHOLD 

True… Gladkov, let me see your notebook. 

GLADKOV 

You want to see my notebook? 

MEYERHOLD 

What did I just say? 
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GLADKOV 

I don’t think you will be able to read my writing. 

 

GLADKOV hands over his notebook, which he has in fact been jotting 

notes in as MEYERHOLD has been speaking. MEYERHOLD leafs 

through a few pages. He finds something that he reads carefully. He closes 

the notebook and hands it back to GLADKOV, looking at him quite 

directly. GLADKOV is struck by all of this, and by what MEYERHOLD 

says: 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Thank you. … I suppose I should show my face at that meeting before I go. 

GLADKOV 

Shall I see if it’s still going on? …I’ll go see. 

 

GLADKOV exits. MEYERHOLD is alone in his theater. 

STANISLAVSKI is very still. The NKVD men creep up to 

STANISLAVSKI and lean in very close. STANISLAVSKI’S hand falls 

from the armrest.  

 

TITLE: “August 1938. Konstantin Stanislavski dies at the age of seventy-

five.” 

 

The NKVD look up and read the title, then immediately go into action. 

 

Episode Fourteen – Terror 
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The NKVD men converge on MEYERHOLD, three of them aiming rifles. 

 

NKVD 1 

Comrade Meyerhold. 

 

TITLE: “June 1939. At the Meyerhold’s flat on Brusov Street.” 

 

MEYERHOLD looks at NKVD 1, then up at the title. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. 

NKVD 1 

You will please come with us to Party Headquarters.  

MEYERHOLD 

May I ask why? 

NKVD 1 

You are under arrest for crimes committed against the Soviet people. 

RAIKH 

(entering) Vsevolod, what is going on? 

MEYERHOLD 

These men want to ask me some questions, Zinochka, it is alright. 

NKVD 1 

Please come with us. 

RAIKH 

Where are you taking him? 
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NKVD 1 and 4 take MEYERHOLD by the arms, while NKVD 2 and 3 

push past RAIKH to search the house. 

 

RAIKH 

No. What are you doing? You have no right to come in here like this! 

NKVD 2 

We must make a search of the premises. It’s procedure. 

RAIKH 

Get out of our house! You haven’t any right! Stop! Where are you taking him! 

Vsevolod! 

MEYERHOLD 

Zinochka, please. Write a letter to Stalin. Tell him what is happening. Somebody 

has got to tell him what is happening. 

RAIKH 

No! Please! You can’t take him! He hasn’t done anything! 

MEYERHOLD 

Write to Stalin, Zinochka! Tell him! He will help us! 

RAIKH 

Vsevolod! 

MEYERHOLD 

Do as I say! Everything will be alright! 

 

MEYERHOLD and the NKVD men are gone. RAIKH turns and faces the 

audience and dictates her letter. 

 

RAIKH 
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“Comrade Stalin. I am writing with great urgency to tell you that Vsevolod 

Emelievich Meyerhold has been arrested without cause or reason. The police 

broke into our home and took him without warning. My husband is not the first 

to fall victim to these saboteurs who would wreck Soviet Russia and pull our 

country up by the roots. I beg you to return him to the theater where he has 

devoted his life to the Revolution, and still has so much to give. …Why, when 

actors don’t interfere in politics about which they know nothing, do politicians 

interfere in theatre about which they no nothing! It must stop! You are the only 

one who can do it! I beg you to help him! Only you can save him. …I await your 

answer. Zinaida Raikh.” 

 

TITLE: “Lubyanka Prison. Moscow.” 

 

RAIKH exits. MEYERHOLD is ushered in by the NKVD men and 

roughly placed into a chair at a table. 

 

NKVD 1 

In a confession given by Yoshido Yoshimasu, a Japanese actor who was captured 

crossing the Soviet border, you are accused of working on behalf of Japanese 

Intelligence in a plot to assassinate Comrade Stalin when he visited your theater. 

MEYERHOLD 

Comrade Stalin never came to my theater. 

NKVD 1 

So your plot failed. 

MEYERHOLD 

There was no plot. I don’t even know that / actor. 

NKVD 1 
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In a confession given by the journalist Mikhail Koltsov you are accused of having 

relations with French Intelligence as well as the British journalist Fred Grey who 

was expelled from Russia for espionage in 1935 and subsequently wrote 

numerous articles in favor of several enemies of the Soviet people. Is this true? 

MEYERHOLD 

I knew Fred Grey as a journalist / but- 

NKVD 1 

And you supplied him with information for his articles? 

MEYERHOLD 

No.  

NKVD 1 

You are further accused of involvement in a counter-revolutionary conspiracy 

led by enemy of the people Leo Trotsky in which you planned to stage the 

harmful play The Suicide by enemy of the people Nikolai Erdman.  

MEYERHOLD 

There was no conspiracy. The Suicide was a good play. A soviet / play. 

NKVD 1 

Is it not true that you are of bourgeois, Jewish, and German origin? 

MEYERHOLD 

My parents came from Germany, yes. 

NKVD 1 

And they were very well off. 

MEYERHOLD 

My father owned a vodka distillery in Penza. 

NKVD 1 

And he was not a Russian citizen. 

MEYERHOLD 
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No. I took Russian citizenship myself in 1895. 

NKVD 1 

And before converting to Lutheranism your father was a Jew? 

MEYERHOLD 

What has all this to do with anything? 

 

NKVD 2 grabs MEYERHOLD by the hair and throws him to the floor, 

pulls him up and back into the chair and throws his head forward against 

the table. MEYERHOLD is quite shaken. 

 

NKVD 1 

…We will give you one week to consider your confession to these crimes, at 

which time Comrade Kobulov will help you formulate your official statement. 

MEYERHOLD 

Who is Comrade Kobulov? 

 

But the NKVD men have left. MEYERHOLD is alone. Distraught, 

RAIKH lights a candle and paces at home; there is a sitting chair with a 

small table next to it. It is night. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

What have I done? …What have I done? 

RAIKH 

What have I done? 

MEYERHOLD 

It serves me right. 

RAIKH 
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I should not have written that letter. 

MEYERHOLD 

I was too proud, too arrogant. (slams his fist on the table) … So: this is the way it has 

to be. Tell them what they want and they will let me go. Shostakovich was taken 

in and they let him go. …Zinochka. Write the letter, Zinochka. Everything will be 

alright.  

 

NKVD 2 and 3 enter. 

 

NKVD 2 

Please come with us. 

MEYERHOLD 

I would like to send a message to my wife.  

NKVD 2 

Stand up please. 

MEYERHOLD 

Will you help me get a message to my wife? 

NKVD 2. 

We will get a message to your wife. This way please. 

RAIKH 

I should never have written that letter. 

 

MEYERHOLD is led out. Silence. Two flashlight beams in the dark. The 

sound of something knocked over, and the flashlights go out. 

 

RAIKH 

Who is that? …Who is there? 
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Whispering. RAIKH sets the candle on the little table and hides behind the 

chair. We can see her face in the light of the candle. The NKVD men enter 

the room. It is very dark and we can hear them better than we can see 

them. RAIKH peeks from around the chair and then stands up suddenly. 

She starts to run. NKVD 2 grabs her and forces her into the chair where 

he holds her down. NKVD 1 stabs her repeatedly with a long knife. With 

their flashlights, NKVD 3 and 4 illuminate NKVD 1’s back as well as 

catching the knife blade each time it rises above his head. RAIKH’S hands 

fumble about his face and neck but he continues to stab her until she goes 

limp. Flashlights out, NKVD 3 and 4 exit quietly. NKVD 1 blows out the 

candle.   

 

TITLE: “July 1939” 

 

MEYERHOLD is hauled in by NKVD 3 and 4. A chair is placed and he is 

roughly put into it. He looks disheveled and delirious, his shirt soaking 

wet and speckled with blood. 

 

NKVD 3 

You admit that you are a spy. 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. 

NKVD 3 

You confess that you willingly associated with embittered and villainous enemies 

of the people. 

MEYERHOLD 
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Yes. 

NKVD 3 

You admit to having such people to dinner at your home for the purpose of anti-

Soviet discussions that undermined the Soviet system. 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. 

NKVD 3 

You admit that you are a follower of Trotsky. 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. 

NKVD 3 

And you will sign a confession to these and the other crimes charged against you. 

 

No answer. NKVD 4 punches MEYERHOLD hard in the stomach. After 

another pause, MEYERHOLD answers vacantly. 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. 

 

MEYERHOLD falls off his chair to the floor. 

 

NKVD 4 

…This is no good. He doesn’t know what he is doing. We could lose him.  

NKVD 3 

If you refuse to write it down, we will beat you again. We will leave only your 

head and right hand and turn the rest of you to bloody, shapeless meat! Do you 

understand me? 
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MEYERHOLD 

…Yes.  

NKVD 4 

No. He needs to rest. He needs to go to the hospital.  

NKVD 3 

I think you are right. …Okay.  

NKVD 4 

I know, I know, more paperwork.  

NKVD 3 

No, it’s not the paper work. I’m just tired. 

 

And they have exited, taking the chair. MEYERHOLD is alone on the 

floor. After a moment, a title appears: 

 

TITLE: “August 1939” 

 

MEYERHOLD 

…Yes. 

TITLE: “September 1939” 

 

MEYERHOLD 

…Yes. 

 

TITLE: “October 1939” 

 

MEYERHOLD 

…Yes I am a spy. 
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TITLE: “November 1939” 

 

MEYERHOLD 

…Yes I have committed slanders. …Yes I have made mistakes. I put on: bad 

plays. Forgive me. …Forgive me, Zina. Zinochka. I miss you. I miss you like a 

blind man misses light. You are my wife, my sister, my mother, my friend, my 

beloved. Wait for me. Do not leave me. Nothing in the world could be more 

terrible than that. Rest, my beloved. Get well. And strong. Soon we will be 

together again. Everything will be alright. I love you. I embrace you. I kiss you. 

…All my love. Vsevolod. 

 

TITLE: “Vsevolod Emelievich Meyerhold.” 

 

MEYERHOLD 

(stands) …Yes. 

 

TITLE: “On this day, February 1st, 1940, you stand accused of crimes 

against the Soviet people.” 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. 

 

TITLE: “How do you plead?” 

TITLE: “How do you plead?” 

 

MEYERHOLD 
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Not guilty. 

 

TITLE: “Then you deny the accusations made against you?” 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes. 

 

TITLE: “You deny the confession that you yourself have written and 

signed.” 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Yes, I do. 

 

TITLE: “The court finds you guilty as charged.” 

TITLE: “You are to suffer the extreme form of criminal punishment by 

shooting.”  

TITLE: “The sentence is final and not subject to appeal.” 

 

MEYERHOLD 

Is it not strange that a man my age should testify not to the truth but to a lie? 

 

TITLE: “The sentence is final and not subject to appeal.” 

 

MEYERHOLD 

I lied about myself because I was beaten into it. 

 

TITLE: “The sentence is final and not subject to appeal.” 
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MEYERHOLD 

I was beaten across the bare soles of my feet. I was beaten across my back and 

my head. My legs were beaten with a rubber lash until they turned red and then 

yellow under the skin. I screamed and wept with pain. I discovered the capacity 

to tremble and cringe and squeal like a dog being whipped by his master. My 

eyes found endless streams of tears.  “Death, oh surely, death is better than this!” 

says the prisoner to himself. I too said this! I denounced my friends. I accused 

myself of the most reprehensible crimes my interrogators and I could think up. 

And I signed my name to every last word. Well here is my confession! I am 

guilty of nothing. I was never a traitor. I never committed a single act against my 

country! I curse the Jew Trotsky! I am a Communist. I have a wife who is a 

communist and whom I love. I believe in the truth and not in God. I made 

mistakes in art and for that I was deprived of my theater and my actors and my 

reputation and that is enough! I renounce the confessions that were beaten out of 

me! And implore you! Save me! Give me back my freedom! I love my country! 

And I will devote to it all the forces of my last years of life! 

 

With NKVD 2 standing to the side, MEYERHOLD is shot in the head by 

NKVD 3. 

 

Episode 15 – The Death of Meyerhold 

 

MEYERHOLD bursts into tear-stung laughter. The music, which has 

been building, explodes. MEYERHOLD is both the director and a 

participant in the mayhem that swirls around him almost regardless of his 
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presence. There is a desperate air about him throughout. Similarly, the 

CAST scramble to keep up, and manage to do a good job of it. 

 

The CAST barrel through a couple of their plays from the Provinces of 

Episode Two. 

 

As in Episode Three, IMPERIAL BOURGEOISIE are executed, along 

with the WHITE GUARD SNIPER, and Red flags are marched across the 

stage. Some people scatter as in the Prologue, while STANISLAVSKI 

crosses, shielding his eyes from the violence, and the PAPER BOY from 

Episode Eleven also passes by with his paper held aloft. 

 

BABANOVA and ILINSKY charge through the major moves of their 

scene from The Magnanimous Cuckhold. MEYERHOLD shakes hands 

with ILINSKY. BABANOVA offers her hand. MEYERHOLD shakes it. 

 

BABANOVA and GARIN twirl about in a graceful waltz as 

MEYERHOLD and RAIKH meet one another for the first time. As they 

step nearer one another MEYERHOLD cannot hold back his tears and 

RAIKH reaches out to wipe them and whispers comforting words in his 

ear. MAYAKOVSKY and STANISLAVSKI take up positions on the 

stairs and enact the aim and stab from the etude, “Stab With The 

Dagger,” their final stab coinciding with: 

 

SHOSTAKOVICH suddenly bursts in. NKVD 1 leads NKVD 2, 3, and a 

BOLSHEVIK SOLDIER, rifles aimed, after SHOSTAKOVICH as he 

scrambles about the set as he did in Episode Twelve. 
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The entire CAST runs onstage from all directions, joining hands and 

surging forward in a line to take a bow. MEYERHOLD cheers for them 

from the side. RAIKH steps out of the line and gestures toward 

MEYERHOLD. The CAST applaud him in slow motion. Still in real-time 

himself, MEYERHOLD crosses to center, takes a bow, turns to the CAST, 

bows to them, then joins them in a group bow at which point their tempo 

immediately returns to real-time as well. The CAST runs offstage in all 

directions. 

 

Seeing the rest have gone, MEYERHOLD turns to the audience, steps 

forward to take one last bow, and when he comes up NKVD 2 and 3 are in 

place as before, 3 with a gun to MEYERHOLD’S head. The gun goes off 

as before only this time MEYERHOLD falls limp to the ground in a harsh 

spotlight. The music is silent. The NKVD men walk away, leaving 

MEYERHOLD alone in the spotlight. 

 

Blackout. 

 

The End 
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