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            Premiere Production

         

         Visit from an Unknown Woman, based on the short story by Stefan Zweig, was first performed at Hampstead Theatre, London, on 21 June 2024. The cast was as follows:

         
             

         

         Young Marianne  Jessie Gattward

         Johann  Nigel Hastings

         Stefan  Thomas Levin

         Marianne  Natalie Simpson

         
             

         

         Director  Chelsea Walker

         Designer  Rosanna Vize

         Lighting Designer  Bethany Gupwell

         Sound Designer  Peter Rice

         Composer  Max Perryment

         Movement Director  Michela Meazza

         Casting Director  Arthur Carrington

          

         
             

         

         The play was commissioned by the Theater in der Josefstadt, Vienna, where it was first performed (in a translation by Daniel Kehlmann) on 20 March 2020.viii
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            Introduction

            Christopher Hampton

         

         When I began to study German at school in the early 1960s, the first literary texts we were given to read (on the grounds of their simplicity and lucidity) were Kafka’s The Trial (from which I later wrote a libretto for Philip Glass) and Vier Novellen (Four Short Stories) by Stefan Zweig. Letter from an Unknown Woman was not one of the four, but my interest in Zweig was sufficiently piqued to prompt me to seek out some more of his stories. Although at that time Zweig was no longer a fashionable name (he must have been an enthusiasm of my German teacher), I soon discovered that in the 1920s and ’30s – not unlike his British contemporary Somerset Maugham – he had been one of most popular and respected authors in the world. Now, like Maugham, his reputation was still overshadowed, not to say tainted, by his extreme bestsellerdom. This was of no interest to me and I continued to read his stories with increasing pleasure and involvement; and the story I found most memorably haunting was this apparently simple tale of a young woman’s hopeless love for a commitment-phobic author. Later, I tracked down Max Ophüls’s 1948 Hollywood version in one of those decrepit but wonderful London cinemas (now vanished) that showed classic films; and I found it overwhelmingly moving.

         I’d had at the back of my mind for some time the idea of dramatising the story for the stage; but it was only when Herbert Föttinger, artistic director of the Theater in der Josefstadt in Vienna, a theatre with which I’ve had a long and very fruitful relationship, suggested I might like to adapt something from their local author (Zweig’s Vienna apartment is no more than two streets away from the theatre) that the idea became a practical reality. There was some concern about xmy choice – the story is a monologue in which the shadowy figure of the writer scarcely exists except through the eyes of his worshipper – but once it occurred to me that the writer (known in the story only as R.) might be someone very like Zweig himself – and there are unmistakable autobiographical elements in the story – I was able to persuade Herbert to trust me (given that I have some form in adapting epistolary fiction) to find a workable theatrical structure for the piece.

         Zweig wrote the novella in 1922; and Ophüls had moved it back to c. 1900, to a Vienna of duels and elegance, waltzes and fiacres. I decided, on the contrary, to move the events forward to the 1930s, at a time when Stefan (as I christened the Zweig-like author in the play) could scarcely hope (despite an instinct to bury his head in the sand) to be unaware of the dangers beginning to threaten a Jewish writer in the Vienna of 1934. In this way, I was able to align the play with two other recent pieces of work: Youth Without God (also a commission from the Josefstadt theatre) adapted from the novel by Ödön von Horváth; and a monologue, A German Life, written for Maggie Smith and inspired by a documentary about one of Goebbels’s secretaries, interviewed when she was a hundred and two by a collective of Viennese filmmakers headed by Christian Krönes. Thus, Visit from an Unknown Woman is the final panel of an informal triptych, concerning itself principally with life in the German-speaking world between the election of Hitler and the outbreak of the Second World War. It’s no doubt unnecessary to explain why, in this age of crude populism, systematic misinformation and irrational enthusiasm for the most obviously inadequate, self-serving and malevolent narcissists available, that particular historical period should tend to prey on one’s mind.
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         A comfortable apartment in Vienna, 1934.

         At present, the apartment is in darkness; after a moment, the light in the stairwell goes on, illuminating the top of the stairs and a fragment of the landing leading to the front door. Presently, Stefan appears: he’s a handsome man of forty, elegantly dressed and groomed, a small, neat moustache and a heavy overcoat flecked with snow. He pauses on the landing and speaks:

         
            Stefan It’s this floor.

            Marianne appears. She’s a very beautiful woman of twenty-eight, tastefully and expensively dressed, but, surprisingly, without a coat or gloves, just a light shawl over the bare shoulders exposed by her evening gown. She pauses for a moment as she arrives on the landing, looks into the darkness to the right, away from Stefan’s front door, which he’s in the process of unlocking.

            Marianne Yes.

            Stefan This way.

            Inside the door, he turns the light on to reveal a large, well-furnished, book-lined living room, good pictures on the walls, some Far Eastern ornaments and a Roman bust, rugs on the wood floor, a small dining table, a large, untidy writing desk in the window and, near the entrance to the apartment, an occasional table with a blue crystal vase containing white roses. There’s a kitchen to one side of the living room and a bedroom leading off the other side. Marianne stands in the doorway taking it all in.

            Come in, come in.

            She advances a couple of paces, hangs up her shawl on the coatstand.2

            You must be freezing. Don’t you have a coat?

            Marianne I left it at the Tabarin.

            Stefan Oh.

            Marianne My friend, the … man I was with, he had the cloakroom tickets. I didn’t think it would be very tactful to ask him for mine.

            Stefan No, I see. Well, come in and get warm.

            Marianne advances into the room, looking around her.

            Don’t they know you at the Tabarin?

            Marianne Not really.

            Stefan I hope I haven’t got you into trouble.

            Marianne It doesn’t matter.

            There’s a kind of weary melancholy in her voice that catches his attention. He crosses to her and takes her in his arms.

            Stefan Oh, you are cold.

            He looks down at her for a moment, then kisses her on the lips. The response is rather more ardent than he was expecting and when they break apart, he’s trying to conceal his pleasure and surprise.

            Have you eaten? Would you like something?

            Marianne No, I’ve had dinner, thank you.

            Stefan Some champagne, perhaps?

            Marianne I’ve probably had enough.

            Stefan smiles and produces a silver cigarette case, which he offers to her. She shakes her head.

            I don’t smoke.

            Stefan Do you mind if I …?3

            Marianne Of course not.

            Stefan lights himself a cigarette; then he leads Marianne over to the sofa and, once she’s settled, sits next to her. He looks at her for a moment.

            Stefan You’re very intriguing.

            Marianne In what way?

            Stefan How’s your friend going to react to your going off with a stranger?

            Marianne Not very well, I suspect.

            Stefan I just thought … you know, if I were lucky, that you might agree to give me an address or a telephone number. I never imagined you would leave with me.

            Marianne I wanted to.

            Stefan Well, I’m very flattered.

            Marianne Seemed to me as if it might be something that happened to you quite often.

            Stefan No, I assure you.

            Marianne The way you looked across at me from your table.

            Stefan I was very struck by you. I was wondering why we hadn’t run into one another before.

            Pause. Marianne’s smile is slightly twisted.

            Marianne Yes, that is strange.

            Stefan You live in Vienna, do you?

            Marianne Oh, yes.

            Stefan Of course, I travel a lot.

            Marianne What … do you do?

            Stefan I’m a writer.4

            Marianne Oh? What sort of thing do you write?

            Stefan Novels. Biographies. I started out wanting to be a playwright, but …

            Marianne But what?

            Stefan My first two plays, one was set up here, the other in Berlin, both with very famous actors. And they both died during rehearsals, believe it or not. So I thought maybe the theatre was trying to tell me something.

            Marianne To write for younger actors, perhaps.

            Stefan Yes. Or possibly not to depend on other people.

            Silence. Marianne looks around the room. Stefan stubs out his cigarette.

            Marianne Beautiful roses.

            Stefan Yes. Something of a mystery.

            Marianne What do you mean? In what way?

            Stefan Every year, on my birthday, somebody sends me a bunch of white roses.

            Marianne You don’t know who?

            Stefan No idea.

            Marianne So, is it your birthday?

            Stefan Yesterday. I was forty.

            Marianne Did you have a big celebration?

            Stefan doesn’t answer for a moment; he takes her hand.

            Stefan No. I was saving that for tonight.

            He stands, drawing her up. He leads her towards the bedroom.

            Blackout.

            5
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