

[image: cover]




“I take your hand in mine …”





OTHER WORKS BY CAROL ROCAMORA

Chekhov: Four Plays

Chekhov: The Early Plays

Chekhov’s Vaudevilles

If you require pre-publication information about upcoming Smith and Kraus books, you may receive our semiannual catalogue, free of charge, by sending your name and address to Smith and Kraus Catalogue, P.O. Box 127, Lyme, NH 03768. Or call us at (603) 643-6431. www.SmithandKraus.com





“I take your hand in mine …”

A play suggested by the love letters of Anton Chekhov and Olga Knipper by Carol Rocamora

A SMITH AND KRAUS BOOK





A Smith and Kraus Book
 Published by Smith and Kraus, Inc.
 177 Lyme Road, Hanover, New Hampshire 03755
 www.SmithandKraus.com

Copyright ©2000 Carol Rocamora
 All rights reserved
 Manufactured in the United States of America

Cover and Text Design by Julia Hill Gignoux, Freedom Hill Design
 Photos courtsey of the State Museum of Literature, Chekhov Museum, Moscow

First Edition: November 2000
 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Smashwords Edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press

CAUTION: Professionals and amateurs are hereby warned that the plays represented in this book are subject to a royalty. They are fully protected under the copyright laws of the United States of America, and of all countries covered by the International Copyright Union (including the Dominion of Canada and the rest of the British Commonwealth), and of all countries covered by the Pan-American Copyright Convention and the Universal Copyright Convention, and of all countries with which the United States has reciprocal copyright relations. All rights, including professional, amateur, motion picture, recitation, lecturing, public reading, radio broadcasting, television, video or sound taping, all other forms of mechanical or electronic reproductions such as CD-ROM and CD-I, information storage and retrieval systems and photocopying, and the rights of translation into foreign languages, are strictly reserved. Particular emphasis is laid upon the question of public readings, permission for which must be secured from the Author’s agent in writing. All inquiries concerning rights, other than amateur rights, should be addressed to Smith and Kraus, Inc., PO Box 127, Lyme, NH 03768. Tel. (603) 643-6431, Fax (603) 643-1831

The Library of Congress Cataloging-In-Publication Data
 Rocamora, Carol.
 “I take your hand in mine—”: a new play / by Carol Rocamora. —1st ed.
 p. cm.
 “Based on the love letters of Anton Chekhov and Olga Knipper.”

 1. Chekhov, Anton Pavlovich, 1860–1904—Drama. 2. Knipper-Chekhova, Olga Leonardovna, 1868–1959— Drama. 3. Authors’ spouses—Drama. 4. Authors—Drama. 5. Russia—Drama. I. Title.

PS3568.O3213 I15 2000
 812’.54—dc21 00-050985





Introduction

A few winters ago, Olympia Dukakis, that marvelous American actress, gave me an idea. Like me, she treasures the plays of the great Russian writer, Anton Chekhov. And, like me, she has always been very moved by the love story of the playwright and Olga Knipper, actress of the Moscow Art Theatre. So she suggested I write a play about it. “For Louis and me,” she said. (She and her fine actor-husband, Louis Zorich, have a lifelong relationship with Chekhov’s major plays. They have appeared in virtually all of them at the Williamstown Theatre Festival, during the Nikos Psacharopoulus years. And each of them has directed a number of them, too.)

So I wrote a play. And Olympia and Louis read it to my students at New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts this fall. They were wonderful. And now Marisa Smith and Eric Kraus, also devotés of Chekhov, have published it.

Everybody loves a love story. But this one is special. Special, because it’s one about two extraordinary people in extraordinary circumstances. He, a great playwright and humanitarian, who knew his life would be brief. She, a great actress and founding leading lady of one of the world’s most famous theater companies, who was full of vitality and passion. When they met, he was thirty-eight; she was twenty-nine. They knew each other only six years; they were married for three of them, until his death in July, 1904. (It was the first marriage for each. She lived till ninety-one, and never remarried.) During those six short years, circumstances — his health, her work — kept them apart almost all that time. He was banished to Yalta for medical reasons; she, committed to Moscow for the theater season. And though they were together during the summer, his ever-declining health marred the quality of that precious time.

And yet it is through these circumstances that their moving love story is told. For they wrote each other letters — roughly 400 each — during that six-year period when they were mostly apart. Passionate, open, spontaneous letters. The letters were full of longing and love and humor, full of the rich detail of their everyday lives, as artists and ordinary people. These details provide the tapestry for a theatrical “portrait of a marriage.”

So the story of their love can be told in their own voices. And I have attempted to do just that. In this effort, I am indebted to the fine scholarship of Jean Benedetti, whose translations of their selected correspondence, entitled Dear Writer, Dear Actress, pointed the way for me to a number of these letters, in addition to the ones I already knew, as well as to her memoirs. I have myself, of course, retranslated all those letters and reminiscences anew from the original Russian, to mold this little play. I call it “I take your hand in mine …” his way of signing his letters to her during the early months of their correspondence.* And I have occasionally taken “liberties” with the original letters, excerpting them, and, in a few instances, adding dialogue to fill a gap where there is no correspondence — all toward the goal of helping to tell the story dramatically.

In addition, I have tried to incorporate illuminating biographical detail into the play, for the benefit of those readers and audience members who may be less familiar with the lives of Anton Chekhov and Olga Knipper than we theater folk are. I’ve also tried to highlight the connections between their personal lives and his writing, to illustrate how Chekhov took material from this relationship for his last two major plays. Toward this purpose, I’ve incorporated quotes from Chekhov’s plays into the dialogue (again, from my own translations).

For those of you who are interested to learn more about the lives of these two remarkable people, I recommend the following biographies: of Olga, Harvey Pitcher’s Chekhov’s Leading Lady; of Anton, among the many fine ones, Henri Troyat’s lyrical Chekhov is my favorite, Ernest Simmon’s Chekhov and Donald Rayfield’s Anton Chekhov are scholarly and informative, and V. S. Pritchett’s A Spirit Set Free is poetic.

In these biographies, you will find many and varied interpretations of their relationship. Some biographers suggest that the marriage never would have lasted, had they actually lived together. Chekhov himself wrote to his publisher, Suvorin: “Give me a wife, who, like the moon, does not appear in my sky every night.” And in another letter: “Alas, I am incapable of such a complex, tangled business as marriage. And the role of husband scares me — it’s stern, like a military commander’s.” Other biographers suggest that the lady, too, “doth protest too much” — and that, although she reproached herself constantly over her absence from her invalid husband’s bedside, Olga would not have enjoyed a domestic marital routine, either. With her mercurial personality and unpredictable, artistic temperament, she was, above all, an actress, and committed to her work.

In the final analysis, the letters provide the richest material for a play. They speak for themselves. And still, they hold their own mysteries and ambiguities. Reading hers, one has the sense that she writes for posterity. Reading his, one has the sense that he hides, deflects, obscures his feelings — in a truly “Chekhovian” fashion, of course. (“Answer me truthfully, Anton: no jokes!” she often wrote him). For after all, does anyone really know about the true inner workings of a marriage? Anybody’s marriage, no less theirs. Ultimately, the secrets of Anton and Olga’s marriage are known to no one. The truth is left to our imaginations, and the needs and projections of our own hearts.

I dedicate this play to Olympia and Louis, to Marisa and Eric, and to all of us who love the plays of Anton Chekhov, and who love a love story. I hope that I’ve done theirs justice.

Carol Rocamora

December, 1999

* Note: I have translated the excerpts of their letters that appear in the dialogue of this play directly from the following original sources: Polnoe Sobranie Sochineniy (The Complete Collected Works of Anton Chekhov) for his letters to her; and Perepiska A. P. Chekhova i Olgi Leonardovni Knipper (The Correspondence of A. P. Chekhov and Olga Leonardovna Knipper) and Olga Leonardovna Knippera-Chekhova: Vospominania i Stati. Perepiska s A.P. Chekhovim. (Reminiscences and Essays of Olga Leonardovna Knipper-Chekhova. Correspondence with A.P. Chekhov), for her memoirs and her letters to him. (See bibliography on page 49).
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