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PROLOG

On 1 October of 2000the Moscow Art Theater (that located at Chamberlain Lane, 3) gave their first performance of Edmond Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac. “In commemoration of O.N. Yefremov and Y.A. Aykhenvald” – the advertising bill stated. Oleg Nikolaevich passed away yet on 24 May of the same year, but he still stood invisibly on the stage during that performance, playing upon the actors (as if they were animated keys of the world’s best piano) his lead-est role, a role that he could never play before. “Cyrano” was the siren song of his stage directorship. It was the last play he rehearsed before the death took him away, and it was his most important letter to people.

The rehearsals began in December of 1999 in Yefremov’s study. Later, when a grave illness prevented him from leaving home, the meetings changed their place to his own apartment at Tverskaya, 9. Oleg Nikolaevich started from acquainting the troupe with Yury Aykhenvald’s (the play’s translator) biography. Polina Myedvyedyeva, an actress, exclaimed “What a nightmare!” during the words “I got arrested in 1949 and exiled to Kazakhstan, and I was kept in Leningrad prison’s psychiatric hospital from 1952 and until the political rehabilitation of 1955...”. Yefremov was explaining to his troupe that one must not perform a play that isn’t comprehensible for the viewers. He tried to start a discussion looking for a way to bring Rostand’s play closer to our current life. He was going to re-write its first scene to erect a bridge between Cyrano’s and our times. But the most important words that O.N. Yefremov said that day was this line: “This play is necessary for us to discover, to open something that we cannot find in our current life”.

What is going on in our life today? What precisely couldn’t we do in 1999, when the work on “Cyrano” started? And who are we? What is the meaning of the last play of the Moscow Art Theater’s main director Oleg Yefremov in the last year of 20 century and the second millennium being Frenchman Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac? The play was written in the end of 19 century, and since then it’s begun to walk triumphally throughout theaters of the whole world.

... Duh, how serious! Even my jaw is cramping from this seriousness. No, this won’t do. Oleg Nikolaevich wouldn’t approve. Tragedian isn’t someone weeping “waaah-imma-so-hapless”. And comedian isn’t a guy whose guffaw can outcry a whole circus. Okay. Let me do this once again.

The media has long since learnt a load of phrases. It knows where to put its subjects and predicates, so folks have grown to think that Yevremov’s works in both “Sovremennik” and the MAT were vital performances about actual situations. They were “right here”, “right now”. “The stage director Yefremov and our modern playwrights” has become some sort of platitude. And, foremost: do not forget to put the word “truth” when talking about him.

This is the final words from his last rehearsal; production still, if I may:

Yefremov O.N.: This scene requires very flexible form.

Myedvyedyeva P.V.: Very good, Oleg Nikolaevich.

Yefremov O.N.: This is set for sure. Fine, let’s end with it. Call the guys to the direction on 26th. “Monastery” at 12 of 25th”.

Rehearsal ended at14:40 of May, 20.

Oleg Nikolaevich Yefremov met his end on 24th May.

The year was 2000.

The rehearsals were recorded by T.L. Zhdanova (from the MAT museum), and published. For a knowing person they are fascinating. But everyone else can’t stand from asking “what are they talking about?”. Why – as if they’re children! – they are reminiscing about the origin of the theater? Why are they acting as if they are seeing each other for the first time? Mammoths, petroglyphs, Dionysias.... And why does Yefremov drops this line out of blue: “You do not understand that all of this can be too late?”? Why “late”? Did he feel the death approaching?

A little before his death O.N. gave an interview to Olga Kuchkina. Clearly (due to the interviewer mistaking Yefremov’s first acting teacher’s patronym), nobody actually proofread the text, so be wary when reading it. Still, it’s one pretty interesting piece:

Kuchkina: Why did you become an actor?

Yefremov: Oh, why we’re talking! This can be topic for a book! There was Luzhkov’s (MAT’s third founder) mansion on Malo-Vlasievskaya Lane. After the revolution, the man got to shrink together a bit, as two of his huge rooms were given to Babanin – another actor, who lived with a nephew. And he was the one to whom my neighbor by communal apartment, Vadim Yurasov, brought me. It was a real attraction: at first you would need to ring the bell, then Garo the wolfhound would start to bark; after, a maid would open the door for us, and we would go by alley of jasmine beside the garden, and finally arrive to the mansion. And I was, what? 5 or 6 years old. Later, after the [19]37, a boy Sasha, son of general Mezhakov-Kayutov (who was just shot down), started to live in the mansion. But in reality he was the son of Luzhkov-junior! I had been coming to them every day, and I had to force that sissy Sasha to climb up to the storage room and snatch away a bottle of whiskey. During the war a part of the mansion has been rented to American naval attaché. Sasha was very afraid, but I had been forcing him anyway. And together with him we would drink the whiskey and have “Camel” fag ends for a smoke...

Kuchkina: This is when you’ve begun to live!...

(May I remind to you: this journalist came to take the man’s last interview – E.C.).

Yefremov: And later Babanin staged for me and Sasha a scene out of the “A month in the country”, and we played it in our school’s meeting hall. After Sasha called me to the Pioneers’ Palace, where Aleksandra Georgiyevna Kudashova was running a theater school. I refused; then Sasha said that there are girls, and I said: “Fine, let’s go”. Later on brothers Sergey and Zhenya Shilovskiys drew me into Bulgakov’s house.... If I weren’t come with them, I, indeed, would become a thug.

Kuchkina: If your father had such a long life, then you too should life longer.

Yefremov: Will see.

Kuchkina: Don’t you fear death?

Yefremov: I have a simple look on it: off you go – and nothing more.

Kuchkina: The unknown is scary.

Yefremov: It’s not “unknown” to me. Just like a surgery: you receive a general anesthesia, and that is all. Pity. I’m feeling pity for my live. So little of it has remained.... This is why I’m so bad”.

So what? Just your average interview. But the last one. And even this last interview couldn’t be published with no mistake! What’s wrong with them.... And Yefremov himself is good too: supports the silly tale about him ending as a thug.

***
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The worldwide famous play of Edmond Rostand. A man loves woman, Cyrano loves Roxana, loses his mind over her – and she takes him as a friend. One-sided love. Well, this is a conflict. Let’s look into it, will we?

Cyrano knows a way with words, as we would expect from a poet. Actually, a lot of ways. Roxana, however, didn’t not sensed Cyrano’s feelings and fell in love with Cristian. Cyrano helped Cristian to find the words of love, so the handsome boy could attract Roxana. Cristian used someone else’s words to marry. Cyrano sacrificed his love. But Cristian almost immediately perished at war. Cyrano was killed at the streets. By a log. Fifteen years after Cristian’s death. So, both heroes died. And only then Roxana realized her mistake. It’s took fifteen years for her to get some wits. The curtain falls.

8 February of 2000. Rehearsal. Yefremov apologizes for him being late, saying that he was in hospital. As always, during every rehearsal (no exceptions) he talks about the day’s events. With no pity to anyone, and no fear of anything.

I like to read about, let’s say, time, when O.N. appeared at Gorbachev’s meeting with the intelligentsia of the Union. It was, indeed, yet at the time of Perestroika. It was 1989; Yefremov had been rehearsing Pushkin’s Boris Godunov. However, at this time he couldn’t actually finish it (Boris Godunov will appear at the scene of the MAT five years after, but then it would have completely another meaning). So, O.N. comes back from the meeting with the brass – and immediately starts to rehearse his favorite Pushkin:

“Yefremov and the actors, who met with him down the entance, came in at 19:35.

Yefremov: I was at the meeting between M.S. Gorbachev and the intelligentsia. A lot of them gave speeches. There are anti-perestroika trends from both the right and the left. Emotionally it came from an overgrown squabble between the writers. There was one particular character who thought that he can speak; I’ve heard about him before, but have never seen him myself. Ivanov Anatoly...

S.V. Mikhalkov made the most cunning piece (About the freedom of word in the Press). He said: “It’s truly shameful, who needs it? “Ogonyok” writes this-‘n’-this about the writers, and then the “Moscow” magazine verbally portrays the editor of “Ogonyok” in such way, as if he worse than Hitler himself. We need to stop it”. Gorbachev: “And what do you suggest?”. Mickhalkov: “Maybe we need to make this disarmament one-sided”.

It was simply unbecoming to talk about these themes. And here was this Ivanov, sitting with a face of total retard. We could show him “as is” from the theater’s scene – a caveman! His Shatrov is Trotskyist, another one is some guy with a brain of petit bourgeois. They were using the terminology of the past. As if someone just said to them: “Go, hold the riffle harder and hole them full!”. You can read everything – it’s going to be published. We were here since 10 o’clock. Marchuck – a kindergartener; maybe this is why he was first.

Then the all-knowing ones took their words. Oleynik, for instance, was talking about Ukraine and, for the most part, about the inevitability of Armenia having a presidential government at Karabakh. And only the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet itself can solve the conflict.

Peters from Latvia was talking about their national problems with a dignity. Serious man. Then there was academician Kudryavtcev, if I remember correctly, from the juridical high school, talking about backward state of the social sciences, saying that changes do appear but there is no manpower to push it forward, because there never was such a philosophy.

Granin was reciting about Leningrad’s society of mercy: “We do no brag about it in the papers; this is a delicate deed”. He told that we were raised on the cries for competitiveness, where the inability to fight meant that you’re no person; so now we have a deficit of mercy...”.

Saying that, the natural fighter Yefremov is boiling, blazing. Perestroika is raising his best, highest feelings. It’s the finest time for him, for socialism, for the Motherland...

... Just like Cyrano had been going to Roxana with his newspapers for fifteen years, Yefremov had been going to his eternal Roxana – the troupe – with his review of the day’s events, telling, where he was, what he saw, and what he thought. He had been open, sincere and wise. And there were no changes in February of 2000.

So, during one of rehearsals Yefremov told to the actors that “the given circumstances are the reality made by us”. “Us”, not “them”. It’s important, because Fatum lies beyond us. Tragic conflict. However, when its reason comes from our own inner – it’s not a tragedy.

Here they talk; one can think that their topic is Tour de Nesle, but actually it’s Russia itself. An actor asked Yefremov: what would he start form if he happened to become a president. When I read the answer I understood that, if I could talk with Oleg Nikolaevich not now, but in 1999, we would only be specifying the details, because in general we are agreeing.

He said that mission of Russia is to unify the nations. Said, that after Russia proclaimed its sovereignty, the other countries of the Union followed the example. That Gorbachev almost succeed in forming confederation, there already was the referendum. However, then they split. After there was Belovezha Accords. “This is what SCSE tried to prevent from happening; however, the actions they took were too dull. They had to start by arresting Yeltsin, not Gorbachev. Yet we are, we are living...”. This was told during the rehearsal of “Cyrano” on 8 February of 2000 about the events of 1990-1991. Almost ten years had passed, but these events were still alive for Yefremov, and he had tried to explain to the troupe why he still suffers from the Dissolution. Actors thought they were preparing the performance. It didn’t occur to them, that they were listening to their master’s will. He was dying; at that time, he had only three months and half left to live. He knew about it, because he already underwent treatment at France in 1999; he knew that he had to hurry to tell the main words to the world.

(Anatoliy Efros’s saying: Rehearsal is my love. Same goes for Yefremov. For him, to rehearse meant to explain until even dummies would understand).

His “Cyrano” at the MAT was metaphysically connected with the clash of different worlds, that was killing Yefremov himself, not with some love story.

Nobody understood it. Well, everyone knew that main director is ill. He rehearsed whilst connected to a ventilator. MAT museum’s employee, T.L. Zhdanova, had been writing down everything that would say anyone from the troupe, word-by-word. This is a custom: Stanislavskiy first started to note his rehearsals; however, these notes weren’t just another mundane duty during the rehearsals of “Cyrano” in 2000.

The notes were initially meant to trace creative thoughts, lines, good findings, lucky moments, but there was something else happening with Yefremov during those rehearsals. Like a last wish; like a letter to the future thrown into the ocean sealed in a thick book, as if it is a helluva weighty bottle of rum; like a long SOS from a sailor, who survived a shipwreck and found himself at the coast of uninhabited island. This is what it’s about.

“Yefremov: We have to pull up something serious. It isn’t an entertaining performance, it’s all about the live. This is what would make it interesting to the actors and directors of MAT”.

Isn’t an entertaining performance. But isn’t the world has been thinking otherwise for a hundred of years – isn’t it romance?! Therefore an entertaining performance it is. If you didn’t see it – go to the theater: there have to be some sort of “Cyrano” going somewhere (and somehow).

***
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Cyrano has an immense willpower, but his huge nose hides it for him. How does it sound? If Cyrano hadn’t got his conk-of-a-nose, how would the viewers see the reason for him to achieve a victory upon himself: why does he gives his words and even his voice to Cristian, so the good-looking lad could woo Roxana to marry him? They would raise a question: why can’t Cyrano marry her himself? Oh, ye-e-eah... the nose, you know. Romance!

Rostand was good to find this nose to stick it on Cyrano’s face. Ah, come on: don’t we all know that freaks do not marry? They do write poems, fence, thrust their way through a hundred of foes, sacrifice their loves for the sake of another man, get logged by an actual trunk and nevertheless come to the meeting with their beloved one, mustering their last strength because they promised to come! And don’t forget: dying, they recite the lines of the poet and translator Aykhenvald, former political convict:

Vovyek nyetlyenno to, chto me dorozhe:

Moya dusha.

Moy mech.

Moya lyubov’...

They have talents and souls. Their short adventurous lives end up before the eyes of the woman, who has been failing to see their souls through the façade of their noses, court swords, and other phallic symbols. Funny, isn’t it? No, it isn’t my joke. “Comédie Héroïque en Cinq Actes en vers” is written under the title in original.

... Rehearsal. Actor Victor Gvozditskiy (Cyrano) says, that The Nose isn’t hilarious but scary. The Nose stays between Cyrano and Roxana. Yefremov advises him to look for the humor. It has to be funny: “I don’t care that I have such a nose!”. Yefremov gives a hint: “Do you know what my nose’s worth?”. The nose has to have a special importance.

(Try to watch “Ne hochy byt’ nescshastlivym” – the screen adaptation of Alesandr Volodin’s “Graphoman” short story; there you will see that Yefremov has a Nose too! Not a small one and, as I saw it, a little bit crooked. Maybe he has got it in the North. There is an angle from above on it somewhere in the movie where I saw the nose’s line).

And this is something from the history that Rostand did not include into his play: Cyrano (real one) knew the constitution of human’s soul as a psychologist and the history of the sublunar sphere’s states a sociologist-utopist. The real Cyrano lived in 17 century and was a writer, but he didn’t make it big, so you won’t come across his works in a school curriculum.

Poet and translator Yury Aleksandrovich Aykhenvald (1928-1993) had been working as school teacher for a long time, teaching kids to love literature. For them he added a commentary to the translation of “Cyrano”: “Cyrano de Bergerac passed away in 1656 at Paris to resurrect there in 1898. Resurrect with his huge nose, long court sword, and fearless spirit. Although in this new life he started to speak in verses, because he became the main character of a heroic comedy”.

Out of the four Russian translations Yefremov found only Aykhenvald’s fit for the needs of his future performance. MAT already used Aykhenvald’s translation (although at that time it was Slovenian play “Solo pre bicie”, written by Osvald Zagradnik) for a performance in 1973. Aykhenvald himself loved the “Cyrano” and wished to see his translation of it used for a stage play. Former political convict and dissident, he found such overtones in Rostand’s work that a high-class lady and magnificent translator Tat’yana Shchepkina-Koopernik would never even think to look for. But let us give credits where credits must be done: she was the one who acquainted Russian Empire with Edmond Rostand (and had done it brilliantly) as far back as the end of 19 century.

(She had been welcomed in the best houses of Paris and was personally acquainted with the author. Edmond Rostand was of wealthy, even very wealthy lifestyle).

I heard once how one theater theorist of yet capable mind was complaining heavily: oh, you gotta be kidding, Yefremov went full romantic at the end of the life – who could predict such an occurrence!”. No, Oleg Nikolaevich haven’t done such thing. And, let us be frank: Cyrano himself isn’t much of a romantic. He’s rather a tragic person; although a habit to make a musketeer (who swings with his court sword left and right, and loves only one-sidedly) out of him whilst directing the play swiftly changes it from mature work to some teenage comedic adventure. Indeed, in these cases the play loses all its seriousness. The real Cyrano was somewhat akin to Nostradamus. If you would drop everything that you’re doing now and try to stick your nose into Cyrano’s novel about the Moon, you will get the resemblance for real!

To love means to sacrifice oneself for the partner. Just like Cyrano, who sacrificed himself for the sake of someone else’s love, Yefremov lived sacrificing himself for the sake of theater. And that’s all. You can close the book. Or there is another way: “... to drop clusters of pearls, bouquets of roses from one’s muþ, and lavishly strew the gems of poetry”, as Shchepkina-Koopenik said about Rostand. There is Mockingbird of anesthetics for every pain of this world.

... Until the third bell hasn’t rung and the curtain hasn’t fall, let me explain the situation with the independence of Russia that was touched during the rehearsal by Yefremov. I’ll keep things short, but let me start from a question: when exactly did occur the dissolution of USSR? There are students – I had heard their answers during exams – who don’t even know, when USSR was found. Okay, for the sake of nowadays’ teenagers, miserable victims of current educational standards: USSR was found in 1922. And when was it spirited away? Nowadays it’s become a custom to think that one day Gorbachev suddenly chose to set the country free. As if Mikhail Sergyeivich (Gorbachev) hold a TV translation on 25 December of 1991 (although he kind of did) and said out of blue that he divests himself of USSR president’s authority. Indeed, this tale has almost no connection to the true situation, and it’s important, because wrong “heroes” got themselves monumented. Such occurrences do happen: there is no more inaccurate science than history.

But then why Rostand, a writer, chose to use his play to revive none other than Cyrano de Bergerac, another writer? At the time Cyrano had already been almost forgotten, and then suddenly comes joyful and handsome Rostand to luckily remember him; the viewers are happy, the author is rich and worldwide famous. There were no PR textbooks in 19 century. And no Internet. What “internet” could there be, if even electricity was running inside just several wires! No computers. No planes. No specialists to come with a prediction about the results of manipulating information at global level. Well, even nowadays we still can’t know for sure who, when, and from where hacked someone else’s PC. But then it was yet an un-deodoranted world, where people used all hands, legs, and teeth to make both war and love. A personal contact made comedies touchy without any nanotechnologies. And oil was still sleeping in Earth’s bowels – horses don’t run on gasoline.

I wonder, where had been writers taking their images from? There were no trend-books, no bullying editors.

Edmond Rostand has been called 40 times during the triumphal debut of “Cyrano” on the stage of “Theatre de la porte S’Martin” in 1897th. 40 times! It was one of the biggest triumphs in the whole history of French theater. At the same time MAT was born. The threads of fate intertwine for the upcoming century. Following year Yefremov’s future mother, Anna Dmitrievna Repina, was born.

The end of a century. Fin de siècle. What a beautiful age! Goddesses take the form of mortal women. The air is filled with special states of minds, with subtlety, individualism. This is what Shchepkina-Koopernik says about Rostand’s life: “He was surrounded by antiquities, beautiful fabrics, flowers, magnificent women attires. All of these things were known to him, he loved and cherished every item. He liked to speak about women dressings; if he would happen to find some rare porcelain trinket or an old bracelet at antiquarian shop, then it would make him happy as a small child”.

In 19 century even the mightiest of the men’s minds were blunted down by Schopenhauer’s “Essay on Women”. Anton Pavlovich Chekhov was born at the same year, when Arthur Schopenhauer got free off restrictions of human’s body; at this time disdain to women became a trend. This is what a grown-up Chekhov will write to his friend Suvorin: “Most of all women are unattractive due to their injustice; it looks like justice isn’t a part of their natural traits. Humanity instinctively has never allowed women to participate in the social activities; with a help of the Lord humanity will see my point too. Look at the man of any peasant family: he is smart, reasonable, righteous, and pious; then look at the woman: oh my God!”. Spoiler: Chekhov-man has never backed off his believes, and “the woman” has always been an enemy for him.

We can say that audience of “Theatre de la porte S’Martin” applauded not only to Rostand’s penmanship, but also to the fantastical and gorgeous (for them) idea: two men – one of them is pretty and another is talented – could die for a woman (despite her being not the sharpest tool in the box). Furthermore: if one dies almost out of the sheer bad luck at a battlefield, then another nearly does it out of his own free will, saving panache – a turf of ostrich feathers.

But why should we care about this French “fin de siècle”, when the end of 19 century threads Russian ground as if crooked Baba-Yaga travels upon it, following the woolen trail of her magic coil. And it seems like it was guiding her through the Northern regions. Just look at Saint-Petersburg: it’s flooded with dullards and graphomaniacs! The city is sieged by bad debutes: at first Chekhov failed as playwright, and then Rachmaninov did the same, but as composer; the first concert of his First symphony was stomped over in 1897 by renowned Cesar Cui: “If there would be a conservatory in hell, Rachmaninov, without a doubt, would be the first there”. Politicians of all kinds, even those anointed by the Lord, have no luck too. Nikolay 2’s coronation is well-known even today mostly due to the tragic stampede on Hodynka. Also, little bird sang that Nikolay himself axed Rimsky-Korsakov’s “Sadko” opera from being staged at Mariinsky theater, ordering to the theater to show something more cheerful. But this “little bird” was a man who gave the theater’s program to the tzar – to approve or disapprove – in 1896, so it could be just a gossip. Fin de siècle? Looks more like an absolute horror.

As snobby and unkind as Saint-Petersburg was at that time, it went a total frenzy over the geniuses. It didn’t even accept Mussorgsky’s last work (that was finished by his friend Rimsky-Korsakov) “Hovanshchyina”, labelling it as “wrong type of Russian”. But Moscow wasn’t so prudent, and the opera was accepted there by the efforts of Fyodor Shalyapin. His bass won every heart and, as Stanislavskiy confessed himself, he was the one to suggest the idea of theatric revolution to KSS. What do you think were the arch-brave innovations that dazzled the founder of MAT? Don’t know? Because he started to move, turned from a body vestured with cloth into a soul vestured with a body that uses this whole body to sing. As Shalyapin passed through this metamorphose, the theater finally stepped into the 20 century. Yes, it’s a simplification, but still it’s truth.

A cruel city. Cruel 90-s.

(The 90-s one hundred years after “did gud” too, so I dedicate this book to them).

One can say that premiere of the “Seagull” in Saint-Petersburg of 1896 fatally wounded Chekhov. Every journo of the capital tried to outdo their fellow penpushers. “... as if millions of bees, wasps, and bumblebees filled the air of the hall”, “... faces were burning with shame”, “if one would hold in mind all points of view (literary, ideological, dramatical), then it would be clear for them that Chekhov’s play not even “bad”, but “ludicrous””, “the play is too bad to watch”, “... the play has given me dismals, as if it wasn’t a comedy, no, as if it wasn’t even a play”, “... it’s not a “seagull” but a “wildfowl””. After his premiere failed, Chekhov had spent night walking along the riverside; there he decided to never write plays again; and the damp, cold air together with a shock from the reception made his illness grew stronger. He will die less than ten years after, at 1904.

The end of the next (20) century too won’t have got any French subtlety. The “wild nineties” finished off a lot of us, and Yefremov wasn’t an exception – he, just like Chekhov, had bad lungs. But not only his own lungs were preventing him from breathing – the society itself had been tryharding to rob him from air. There is a scary rhyme between the lives of these two great men, and only now I come to understand: this is why Yefremov always thought about Chekhov and staged his plays. They are like brothers: both happened to outlast the end of one century to die in the beginning of the other. They both thought about the irreversibility. They are neighbors at Novodevichie cemetery. Their tombstones share one style.

Oh, one more fact: at Georgia of 1898 an energetic seminarist Jughasvili has already started to study Marxism and to polish his rhetoric with the help of the ears of Caucasian railroad workers. Joseph was an erudite; he read Plato’s works in the original. Was writing poems. Sweet, airy.... For those, who may not (know) remember: later he will take alias “Koba”, that will be changed after the October to “Stalin”.

The golden 19 century was ending over the yet unheard clanging of the iron of 20 century.

History – ends, Europe – meets its sunset, God – dies, a woman is the evilest evil... oh, never mind me – I was just skimming through popular ideas from the interface of the two centuries. Concerning reality fell down upon people who grew up in confessional communities. And that reality was burning their brains. Meanwhile, Russian Empire still had only one “right” religion.

(The last sentence is written for those of us who think that every person is free to choose their believes. No, ma’h dear, it doesn’t work like this. At least not always and not everywhere. And the word “human” not always sounded so proud at Gorky’s squalid flophouse).

Russian translations of the “Cyrano” have been appearing since 1898. First was Tat’yana Shchepkina-Koopernik, a lady from the crème de la crème and also Chekhov’s friend. She was ruthless about Rostand’s success: “Happiness in love, happiness in literature: success, admiration, the Academy’s membership at the age of 37.... His plays have translated to all languages and have staged on all stages of Europe. I translated them for the Russian one. His beautiful poems were to my liking; I liked to recite them in Russian, but they have never excited me, and that chill which appears when you read truly inspirational poems has never been running down my spine when I read them. I wonder: where is the secret of his success?”. And I wonder too.

And where was hidden the secret of Chekhov-playwright, who had been writing everything wrong (in contrast to Rostand). He, who broke every law of the stage, is staged by the theaters of the whole world.

And what is the reason of Yefremov’s success as a director? It’s still hidden somewhere, hidden so well, that when I would tell to someone about me writing his biography, they would almost jump on the spot with wide eyes, and a little thoughtless “Oh!” would escape from their mouth. Why?

(I’m still hearing the voice of Elena Yur’yevna Milliotti in my head. She drops commentaries every second, as if she is afraid me forgetting the most important words: “He is boundless, and so would say anyone who had met him. Because every one of them has got a deep trail... in their... memories, in their persona after those meetings. In their hearts, in their souls. It was them meeting a genius. I think that Oleg was a genius”. This was her words in January of 2020; she was Yefremov’s fellow actress since 1956. Since “Sovremennik”).

And then we have a mind-blowing success of Rostand’s “Cyrano”. “Why?” we ask – and hear the words that we already met before: “It’s all because of his nose! The folks are guffawing for a second century: what a nose! What a comedy! Some couldn’t help but wonder: why heroic? “But hey, it’s no big deal: things much more absurd do happen in these belles-lettres” – could think a jaunty viewer, one of those, who would bravely sympathize to the hero during the last scene only to think “What a weirdo!” to themselves. “Like, he could just tell to Roxana that Cristian is just an impostor who can’t even rhyme a poem; hell, a little rhinoplasty before the wedding shall cut off all the nose-problems. Now we can’t even look at the dying Cyrano with a straight face. Well, he had it coming. Why didn’t he confess? Everyone knows nowadays that you need to speak clearly and loudly if you want to be heard. I mean, if you don’t want to mess with a fair woman’s head for fifteen years straight. I mean, you know, he had many opportunities to... Argh, screw him and his news! What is he, journo?! But I guess we still feel sorry for Cyrano. A talent! Yet we all know, what happens with talents in Russia” and etc.

Yefremov was staging “Cyrano” together with Nikolay Skorik, who was his coworker and grateful pupil. Nikolay Lavrentievich Skorik was telling me about the rehearsals of “Cyrano” twenty years later, during the autumn of 2019; he was telling about them with such details, as if they just gave the performance.

Yefremov instantly appears, when the friends talk about him, and despite the fact of his image being made of their memories, it still feels alive and real. Irina Korchevnikova and Angel Gutierrez, Tat’yana Bronzova and Aleksandr Galibin, Elena Milliotti, Grigory Kataev – we all talked about Yefremov, as if he just went to another room to get a book. Even Yevgeniy Aleksandrovich Novikov, who left Yefremov during the split of MAT to look after Doronina’s troupe, was telling about his former director so vividly that I almost forgot about Novikov being ninety years old. I had a lot of conversations. Three thousands of written sources weren’t much of a help: too florid and long; I find that people actually become more open when communicating verbally.

Nowadays I hear, how people do drop off the patronyms: some Fyodor Dostoevsky and Anton Chekhov is going along journalistic opuses. Like, you know, they are our guys, so why distant ourselves from them? But at the Theater (Bulgakov used to write it like this, and we are following after him) nobody and never called Chekhov just Anton. Russian culture has a renowned Anton Pavlovich Chekhov, and there are no other ways to call him. And we will preserve the Russian manner of addressing in this book. Oleg Nikolaevich Yefremov not only had been leading MAT for 30 years – he become a part of its construction, a bearing column. No matter what people say, O.N. is a polyphony, symphony, and coda of the theatric 20th century.

Oleg Nikolaevich, I have no time to act as if I care about such an idea, as the spirit of the time. After you left as... mmm, how can I put it... the modernity itself became a technology – totalitarian method of the art-management. We call it “trend”. My soul is freezing when I’m reading trend books. Now one simply not allowed to swim out of the mainstream. Do you remember the reason for your rebellion? To portray true state of the modern era; this is why you called the theater “Sovremennik”. The great idea that, how often happens with great ideas, played out, got petrified, and was turned into a statue. This is why I purposely cut off the dates whenever I can. We exist in triune time, where future, present, and past exist only as tenses in our text. For example: I came into a Young Spectator’s Theater... or I came into a hotel room to find that table is already served.... Putting necessary tenses only. But there is no Time as a god in my book. This is why everything can be heard as one accord. There are already to many numbers in my book, so I’m trying to clean it from all unnecessary ornaments. Don’t worry: everything is checked up, nothing important was edited out. Let us, Oleg Nikolaevich, do not talk in lines or by spiral. You are artistic director of our timeless dialog. Our novel has started.

***

[image: image]


Source criticism considers memoirs of the coevals to be the least trustworthy source: they are biased. The biographical fate of Natalya Nikolaevna Pushkina is the most illustrative example for this thesis, as every moment of her life got garbled. What can we do? People do cut the truth just as they do cut comedy. Everyone plays his one fiddle. Their music is interesting, but dangerous. Lies tend to sound brighter than the truth. They have deep plot containing a part of their narrator’s personality; different narrator – different story. After reading all the memoirs about Yefremov I understand that I need to ask the truth from Oleg Nikolaevich himself, and even then I need to be cautious. A lot of the myths about Yefremov came out of the slips of his own tongue. A talented imagemaker he was indeed.

(Here’s a big secret for you. Firstly, there are no such thing as 100% truthful biography, as the genre itself placed between questionaries and novels. Try to write your own biography if you hesitate to agree with me here. Just one day, a span between two mornings would be enough. Let Plutarch and Suetonius be my witnesses: biography is a genre of a PR fiction. And an actor’s biography is three times less truthful, because an actor’s “matryoshka” contains uncountable amount of individuals. If one would reach the undividable core of an actor, to the seed of his role, a petite bead of polished wood, they won’t be thanked for that. Why bother? You like a bright-colored matryoshka for other things.

Secondly, regular contacts are dangerous: a love follows after them. Dependency comes later. And then – a grief of the loss. A hero transfers from his tale to his writer’s house. He doesn’t ask for vengeance, unlike Hamlet the Senior. Rather he hangs around the house, smokes, and chuckles.

Thirdly and most importantly, there was... a birth... of an interesting, sometimes funny, thoughtfully made, terribly clever, and a little naïve book about a book: How I was writing Oleg Nikolaevich Yefremov’s biography using real documents. Every other mission to choose would be a venture. Actor is indescribable).

The most upsetting thing for me is the witnesses lie convincingly. One could see something once and make a groundless conclusion, taking this one particular occasion for a regularity: NN saw O.N. drinking port wine before a filming. And here we have MM, who insist that O.N. had been drinking only cognac, and they (the memoirist themselves) used to pour it into his glass. Here we find ourselves in a cocktailed mire, which’s composition and consistency totally leave no room for a doubt. Everyone has seen and heard it with their own eyes and ears. Well, let professor Shiller speak in my stead. In the beginning of the 20century he said: “Yet in the ancient times we find fake sources, because even at that time motives, that had been giving reasons for historical falsification and garbles of kind, have already existed. These motives are: hunger for fame, false patriotism, interest of other parties, malevolence, vengeance, ambition of a scientist or less harmful love of fantasizing; finally, all the motives, that exist in the huge section of the historical treasures purely to deceive those, who were taking close interest in them, and this is why these motives distort the truth. But all of those falsehoods are nothing in comparison to the falsehoods of the Middle Ages or the modern age. Statues, vases, coins, medals are sometimes forged professionally by profiteers, who can deceive not only gullible and ignorant amateurs, but even serious scientists. <...> It isn’t uncommon for literary works to be falsified too. For instant, colossal hoaxes are created first in the epoch of Carolingians and then in the age of humanists; 19 century too had a lot of them...”.

Memoirists are good guys, but their memories are selective. Even the closest, most loving, most loyal ones do mix up dates, wives, and their own loyalty. Anastasia, a daughter of Oleg Nickolaevich, was right: the sense of humor has to have the first place when writing a book about Yefremov. After writing this book three times, erasing everything, and writing from zero, I agree with Anastasia Olegovna: humor is the breadth of life for this book. Stern seriousness makes it hard to breath, especially on the word “MAT”: one’s face grow big like MAT’s green lobby. Schechtel would have been pleased. I’m going to the mirror. I think that my eyes are dark-green. But my husband thinks they are hazel. Confusion. And the same goes for the all these coevals: even if X and Y are always together, each of them can’t know nothing aside from hypothetical poems from “Aibolit”. One can imagine themselves in someone else’s shoes, and one select their own facts when retelling. Facts are toothless, limp, cross-eyed. Every fact would dry out and go to dust without all those rephrases that magnify these facts to the size of Events. In best case, the un-exalted facts shall turn into mummies. Therefore, I don’t believe to memoirists. I’m looking for the truth myself. For example: what is the color of your eyes, reader? Color of eyes is important: it’s a questionary item, a part of biometrical data. And Soviet people weren’t fooling with questionaries. Some of them tried to hide their noble pedigrees or them being under Nazi occupants during the war. And no sane person would try to joke about the color of their eyes, because it would only create a bunch of problems. So here what I was leading you to: Yefremov had been writing in Soviet questionaries (before going abroad) that he has green eyes. However, one memoirist wrote: “... pointed his hazel eyes on me...”. O.N. wore no lenses. And who do I have to believe? Well, I did my choice. Then suddenly a quote pops up before me like Jack-in-the-box: “Everyone choices based on themselves”. And here we sink into a maelstrom that hasn’t let anyone to escape without getting shocked: what is the freedom of that anyone, who choses based on themselves and for themselves?

Everyone lies thoughtlessly and purposely. One of the myths tolls like a big bell: as if as Ryazanov looked at Yefremov’s photos from various roles whilst searching for the actor to portray Yury Detochkin in “Watch out for a car” and dropped the next phrase: “This is a real wolf in sheep’s hide, but our Detochkin is naïve romantic, who sincerely wish to punish the evil and all wrong-doers with it. Or at least fakers and bribetakers. And this one is going to screw off their heads. Not for nothing he started from playing young Dzerzhinsky!”.

Yefremov debuted not with Dzerzhinsky but with a movie “First echelon”. He played a Komsomol leader there. Ryazanov mixed up the facts, made a mistake – and then come to conclusion based on his own mistake! O.N. really played the role of Felix Dzerzhinsky in Yutkevich’s “Tales about Lenin” (1957).  I found and watched this movie three times. It was an episodic role. Dzerzhinsky was but a kind fairy there. After watching such a fairy tale, you gonna follow Lenin, Stalin, and this kind, soft, well-educated, barely coughing Dzerzhinsky.

What’s going on? Ryazanov (in his “Watch out for a car”, 1966) took Yefremov not for the role of Detochkin, but to play investigator Podberezovikov – and he took him based on the wrong premise of a wolf in sheep’s hide that was based on the ten years old photo. And this random phrase went into media. Say, Yefremov is a wolf in sheep’s hide, so he plays investigator, whilst Detochkin is portrayed by soft Smoktunoskiy. How pretty everything worked together!

In reality, I believe, Ryazanov thought about Yefremov after he (Ryazanov) suddenly saw O.N. playing Dzerzhinsky. At that time there was a cliché that only man of similar nature can play such a person, as the founder and leader of the All-Russia Extraordinary commission (“Cheka”). And Eldar Aleksandrovich Ryazanov thought Yefremov has a wolf’s soul, that he was a bloody man-eater, like a true chekist. But Ryazanov was wrong: Dzerzhinsky himself wasn’t a man-eating wolf. A lot of things on our Earth don’t correspond with our believes. Darwin wasn’t a Darwinist. Marx wasn’t a Marxist. Every bright idea is going to be turned inside out – usually by its followers, apostles – and escalated until it will become ridiculous. It’s too difficult and bothersome to look for the sources. Why?! It’s just a common knowledge.

Profanes drink from secondary sources, and this is why they think Darwin suggested our specie coming from monkeys. Nope, he didn’t – I’ve read his works. Social Darwinism with its theses (a-la “survival of the strongest) isn’t Darwin’s fault. It’s just got assigned to him. What was Cervantes saying? “... one, who publishes their book, puts themselves to the biggest risk, as no one can write a piece that would satisfy every reader”.

Ryazanov too had his own background knowledge. Well, despite all of them “Watch out for a car” turned out to be a masterpiece. But its following was our own fault: we use to think that if one can create a masterpiece, then they are always right (even if we cannot understand their “righteousness”). And therefore such “Yefremov = wolf in sheep’s hide” is left alone to the delight of the paparazzi. Furthermore, they use such erroneous statements as a base for their further conclusion. Alas, a mere human strives for a simpler thinking.

Where is logic? In the documents? No, they are vague too.

Yet Tynyanov – and he did his share of work with the docs – warned everyone: “A statement about our full life being documented is baseless: there can be years without documents’. Aside from that, there are documents that note states of wife’s and kids’ health whilst the man himself is absent from them. And then we have a human factor: we hide so much that sometimes our letters look like hasty chits! A person never tells nothing important, and the things that one considers important have things of bigger importance behind them. So we have to do their jobs and finish their words after them, putting even the smallest documents to use...”.

Let’s remember Tynyanov’s words for them being but a painful truth. There are several riddles in Yefremov’s filmography. To one of them I still can’t find the answer: where is the movie “Ah, zachem eta noch...” (1997)? It just disappeared. There are credit titles, but no movie itself. Judging by the published titles, at this movie play both the father and son Yefremovs – Oleg and Mickhail. I wanted to see it – didn’t happen. There is a hypothesis that producer was American and took the film to the States and vanished.

Aside from that there is a strange case of “Tugoi uzel”. It appears in the lists. It got stuck, did stick to the paper, turned into digits – and was left there. Who is going to actually check it, when it’s much easier to just continue put it in the lists? Look for yourself: during the Perestroika there were a lot of religious and ideological believers (the strongest demographic boom of 20th century happened during the Perestroika, when the women believed to Gorbachev’s promise about “socialism with human face” with their hearts). Historians-political writers-sociologists were looking for the promising parallels daily to provide the analogy. For some reason they thought that Perestroika is similar to the Thaw. “Tugoi uzel” (a movie adaptation of Vladimir Tendryakov’s novel of the same name) was filmed at 1956 to be banned until the 1988. The intelligentsia was searching for anything similar to the reform’s system, promising to a private individual respect to their persona. The brass denounced the movie as “ideologically depraved”, and soon it got re-made, but the new version turned out to be too dark and got a small release under the title “Sashka vstupayet v zhizin” (other source call it “Sashka vhodit v zhizin”, this is important, you know: “come in” and “enter” are different words”).

From the side of cultural linguistic it’s very good and cute change: here we have “Sasha” (unisex name), and “life” (that is, you know, better than death), and the verb “enter” was associated with some good, socially approved behavior: enter the Komsomol, enter the party etc. “Come in” – fi, it smells like a door or gate. Yes, “enter” is better, but it still can’t outpower the “tight knot”.

Then, at the time of Perestroika, which a lot of people confused with another thaw (Yefremov accepted both the thaw and Perestroika), the movie was excavated from the depth of the banned films, has got an annotation, and was tried to make it big. Well, it hasn’t go too well, even though nowadays Internet users write out of thin air that “Tugoi uzel” (both the movie and the novel) was the first herald of Khrushchev’s Thaw. And as if yet young Oleg Yefremov took his part in the creation of this movie. In reality, however, the “Tugoi uzel” was a debut in cinema, made by another Oleg – Oleg Tabakov, which is a fact from his biography, which is deeply connected to the biographies of Yefremov and the MAT itself. Yefremov, who didn’t play a role in this movie, has its title noted in every (but MAT’s one) biography of his. People from the MAT care about their former leader with a piety, so they actually did check his filmography. What do we have in the end: one could spend years to correct one typo or mistake, find the truth, that is going to be questioned. You could go wherever you want with this truth, live on welfare alone, ask for changes. To return the truth! Verity! Humanity!

Now let’s touch the myths and small lies. Just touch them. Caress. Walk our hands around them.

For instance: Oleg’s father, Nikolay Ivanovich Yefremov, didn’t work for GULAG. Journalist’s phrase “hexed himself to be a bookkeeper in GULAG” sounds taunting; it has low, cold-blooded, and bloodthirsty undertone (something like “what could he, a father of the wolf in sheep’s hide, count in GULAG?”). “Near, around, at the same time – screw the difference!” the simpletons-middlemen think because, as you all know, the folks will eat up every sensation. Guys, financier is not a bookkeeper. I know that NKVD is associated with GULAG as firmly as Lenin with his monuments. But NKVD also managed the borders, registry offices, firefighters, etc.

Tender, sincere man, Nikolay Ivanovich preserved his son’s archive with care, as if he was throwing a bottle with a syphered note into the ocean. I understood his stubborn thriftiness when I was working with the original. I thought Nikolay Ivanovich waited for someone to come and write the truth about his Oleg’s work and life.

Another lie, which was denounced with the help of the documents, is the tale about the fox’s skull. The paper knows that Yefremov didn’t spend his adolescence in concentration camps of Vorkuta. It was a tale that he made up for the sake of a story. He had been lying from time to time, could tell malarkey for hours. You know, sometimes it’s just what you need to woo a girl. And Yefremov had an interest for women. Not in the scale that was inflated by journalists, who copy the names and mistaken dates from each other. Everything was different. I dug up the truth of his relationships as far as it was possible to dig from his incredible, old-fashioned, and simply impossible for theatric environment secretiveness. Nobody in the whole world had never completely knew about his sexual life for certain, firsthand. He had never been talking about it in men’s – and any other – company.

There is a famous incident was described by A.M. Smyelyanskiy, when provocative Yefremov swears in the office of one high-level member of the party to help him understand the creative concept of the future performance faster; this whole scene doesn’t answer to the requirements of any questionary, however, it’s like a thick scum of the metaphorical coffee. It tells about uninhibited and risky ways that Yefremov had been using in communications with the higher-ups. There was a case when, hearing his superior’s words, O.N. turned to his girlfriend and said out loud: “let’s fuck somewhere else”. But the boss talked and talked. Yefremov’s methods was miraculously working for a half-century: his theaters were staging plays that he found necessary to stage. Yes, there were exceptions, bans, scandals, but there also was the Theater.

(Did you come to conclusion? Then you can close the book. I promise: every further page will be painful. Your stereotypes gonna be crushed).

What a joke: once upon a time a director N, a man of completely different psychological type, decided to ape Yefremov’s bashful manner, but took only that scum without knowing how to blend the coffee itself; he swore a little during a conversation with a person of higher hierarchy. The person turned blue, then green, then kicked the unlucky copycat out (how dare you!) and banned his performance dead. Poorly played! Only Yefremov could swear like Yefremov. There is no place for dilettantism in such questions (and that question was a vital one: how to push a performance through the ideological censure).

(Charisma is not some dimpled red cheeks. It is a special weapon. Spies is taught to be charismatic. Kids, if you ever heard that someone has a charisma, attractiveness, charm – be wary: you’re about to meet a human tank!”).

Soviet person of art and their Fronde – or their conformism – is an engrossing theme. Our current youth sometimes don’t know about it, or don’t understand, or even wonder: why do they need to know about it? Well, it was a thing. Now it isn’t. During exams, some students say that they didn’t live at the time of Ivan the Terrible, so they can talk about it.

What kind of man was this wonder-worker, who was building the theater and holding its high standards under the rule of Khrushchev, Brezhnev, Andropov, Chernenko, Gorbachev, and Eltsin? Six rulers, three epochs with poetic titles (thaw, Perestroika, the wild nineties), one period of time known as “Stagnation”, two theaters to hold up, hundreds of fates, and one idea: the life of human spirit. How did he manage to do it? Putin came to Yefremov’s memorial service with flowers. It was his first year of being a president.

I couldn’t find the answer in the printed sources. The notes of the conversations of his late colleagues told me more. Some of them I actually heard personally. The truth was oozing, like a blood is oozing through the bandages, through the letters and diaries of young Oleg. I read in archives his own works. O.N. started to write in the young age, wishing to become a writer. After reading the original documents the same question has begun to appear before me every day: what should I write in the book? True facts? Legends? Maybe I could decide later? What was his engine composed of? Then again, why do modern youth need to know about it? It’s harder than to explain the meaning of the word panache with one word. As I come to think after the last year, my words about young Oleg’s writing dreams had been a sensation for his friends. I was met with laughs and waving hands: writing! “He never wrote a thing!” – his acquaintances had been exclaiming. And I say he was: there are novels, poems, plays. One of mine opponents  got lost in thoughts, then after a small pause she said: “Ah, what a soft-spoken one...”.

By the way, it’s important to know about Yefremov, because the coming totalitarianism is tougher than the Soviet one: the power of artificial intelligence. You could look at this book as if it’s a collection of lifehacks. A tome of useful tips about the ways to survive living a creative life, when the obstacles keep popping out by default.

Well, when I think of it, didn’t the collective soviet party intelligence become an artificial one in the end? It was embodying the artificial idea about the coming communism and the world revolution. It polished welds on the chests filled with ideologemes until they have started to cast sunlight upon the edges, and no one could escape from the soviet regime, because it became accomplished. Paper templates turned into reality, just like homunculus during a black mess. Something akin to this is shining from our future, when the sun of almighty AI shall raise upon our lives, yet we still don’t know, who is a human and why do we need love. Think you know? Send your definition. I’ve read a lot of them, and I couldn’t find a common one, accepted by all people.

There is no human in people. No – and live with it! Yefremov was fighting against this riddle, got beat up, and then the riddle itself got abolished in the last decade of his life. The reformers gave an important thought – one piece – to the people: it was about money. Who could not suffocate after such a hasty turn of neck?

Servile passion for biographies in questionary forms flew from the soviet times to our in its full volume or even in worse one. “Send your CV to us”, “how to write a CV”, “learn the way of CV-writing” and other attributes of enslaving are firmly standing on the guard of your psychic just to make sure that you won’t escape from the market, that you will learn the most important thing: the right way to sell yourself.

You can’t imagine how many times Yefremov had been filling questionaries. He was spoiling from the questionaries to the freedom, there, where the life is true, where the theaters are shrines, where the legacy of Stanislavskiy is a religion of a free person.... Deed! A man of action, man of a deed – oh goodness, how it is beautiful. What illusions! How much blood!

He started to rehearse “Cyrano” after his return from France, where he was treated, but hasn’t got a surgery performed upon his lungs – it was too late. Cyrano became his requiem. The last word of the late artist. His Cyrano could have been translated only by Aykhenvald – no more Shchepkina-Koopernics. Comparative analysis tells: different translation = different play. Every translator found their own meaning in ”Cyrano”. The words Aykhenvald found in 1964 turned into seeds when “Cyrano de Bergerac” fell into Yefremov’s hands for the first time, and they started to grow. Young Oleg wanted to play Cyrano in 1948, but it didn’t happen. But the thought “he is me” stayed in his mind.

Here I shall remember Stanislavskiy’s words: “You will never learn how much blood, how many nerves and health the director is losing and how strong is the agony of his soul when he seats at rehearsal table, if you aren’t going to try this yourself”.

The most important part of Rostand’s Cyrano – panache – his last word, that none of 4 translators managed to translate adequately. Panache, a turf of ostrich feathers on knight’s hat. A symbol of pride, an eye-candy, or so we think. A key. A key is needed. No, everything is wrong. A riddle, a puzzle. But what kind of thing was panache of the historical Cyrano?

Gorky wrote to Chekhov that we need to “live like Cyrano”. Today Russia has 2 MATs: Chekhov’s one and Gorkiy’s one. And they both share the spirit of Cyrano. Surprise, isn’t it? We used to see seagull both on the MAT’s curtains and in its repertoire. When we hear the abbreviation “MAT”, we are putting on a beard, eye-glass, and a dead-pan expression of ill doctor. Best of all – there is unfinished “A dead man’s memoir” (another title is “Theatrical novel”), an acrimonious, depressive work of not the most radiant writer, who also had bad blood with the Theater.

***
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Shchepkina-Koopernic: “At the dinner I sat near Gorky, watched him, and couldn’t help but reminiscent about Rostand, about whom Gorky was talking with such an admiration. I was asking myself: would Rostand understand Gorky and think so highly about him? What polar opposites are they! Delicate, effeminate Rostand, who looks like a silhouette from Gavarni’s drawings, and a young hero Gorky in his working robe...”.

And I wonder too: would he understand? How are related Rostand’s effeminate delicacy, Gorky’s heroic youthfulness, Chekhov’s gynophobia, Yefremov’s resourcefulness, MAT’s wild and twisted history? Completely or not at all?

Let ask him.

I took a pack of cigarettes. A bus rode in instance. I went to Novodevichiye. It was a beautiful sunny day, 11 August of 2019. Sat onto curb. We smoked. We were talking in the Year of the Theater. It was an endless dialog. Stanislavskiy was lying nearby. Against – Bulgakov. Ten steps to the side – Chekhov, further – Gogol.

Stanislavskiy’s soul-freezing confession was reverberating in my memories: “Say according to your conscience: how many actors in the troupe are can and able to work by themselves? How many images and insights do they bring onto the scene without the director’s imagination? We even got such a comic opinion as some axiom: “it is normal for our theater; this is how it’s supposed to be”. No, that is wrong for one to do the work of tens.

It’s difficult to find an image for yourself, even though who, if not the actor himself, should know their scene material and soul qualities.

And much more difficult to find that image for another person, whose material can’t be sense by the director.

How difficult it is to create tens of such images and put them on tens various artistic material.

But here we have new difficulties: have these images, that were found by directors instead of actors, been easily adapted and accepted by the actors?

Aren’t they merely taking the shallow parts, or aren’t they being capricious about them (even those, who don’t work on their roles at home)?”.

Hey, let me grab a magic wand! It’s too late to be serious: USSR, where the ideology was a part of the Constitution, went into history together with its granitic collectivism, social stratification, soviet style (the enemy of theaters and theatric schools of the thaw). After (due to Perestroika) the style has changed, and with it got changed irreversibly both lexicon and semantics. Workers of the world disunited. Nobody will reproach me if I choose to use one of the achievements of the nineties in public. I’m talking about visiting the astral plane. Or fifth (or even eleventh, if you like it more) dimension. There are no differences. There are – or there will be – all of us, we are one, even though every one of us in on their own plane and co-depended to the others, but there we all are going to fly once time through those indescribable events noted by saint Theodora. When profanes say that everyone is going to end there, they can’t even imagine the true meaning of their words.

Oleg Yefremov went after the actors’ communication by the rules of Stanislavskiy not for rehearsal alone: atmosphere of cozy study (which was the only atmosphere of “Sovremennik”) with explanations about the meaning of each role, “who” and “how” to play – and most importantly “why” – was his guiding star until the last breath. Yefremov made an energetic net out of his deeds, magical passes, and alchemical charm. Novodeviechie guards his sleep already for 20 years, but the living ones still feel the presence of this net. They were telling to me about it – telling with joy. A miracle. Testimony.

For the young ones: 19 century is ruled by the theater of actors; Stanislavskiy creates the theater of a director, teaching actors to understand the role and get into it, to live through the events of play together. Later Yefremov himself would write in his diary and talk about it during rehearsals: it is important to communicate on scene. Communication is usually underlined. Everyone thinks: why? Isn’t it natural: came in, ensemble, communication, idea, supermission – and everyone plays-sings-talks, so the viewers could respond to the message. Well, it seems like this last piece is the biggest problem. Using youngsters’ slang – “gacho bad”. Nowadays we can take for a granted something that our grannies would find simply unnatural.

***
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– There is a wall of white stele with a Russian orthodox crucifix. Saw it, when I came to talk with you. Indeed, a question popped up. I was writing a book about you in the year of Theater, so I couldn’t leave aside the problem of faith and lack of it. Oleg Nikolaevich, the viewers got used to your fanatical contemporaneousness, even “soviet-ish-ness” – and here you have a crucifix on your grave.

– As a kid, I was baptized in the first, historical Cathedral of Christ the Savior. Nanny managed to took me there in secret before it got blown up. My father had a financier job in a closed institution. He wasn’t a member of a party, but he was a communist inside, he wouldn’t let – I think – to baptize his son. Indeed, the same goes for mother. He was short-tempered, devoted to me, but she was too doting. I am her second son; first, Yura, died in infancy. After she lost him, Anna Dmitrievna concentrated on me, so it’s should be understandable that I have always been trying to break free from her care – by any means. Nanny understood it and solved the problem in her own way. So yes, I’m baptized.

– The role of your parents in your personality became clear to me after reading your diaries and your parents’ letters to you and to each other. Since 1946 you were noting down everything related to the two themes: to theater and to love. I’ve read tens of your notes, papers, scattered pads that no longer were named “Diary”, as it has ended in 1965. Later there were only notebooks, daily logs, scratches of paper – whatever you could find. You were always writing, and the handwriting would correspond to your mood. I understood that even you don’t know all about yourself. For example, you didn’t know that your father, whose love to you was unparalleled in the whole world, was actually a pious man, who came from a family of believers. You couldn’t know about it at all. At some moment he stopped from using “may the Lord save you” and “let the Lamb of God hear you” even in the letters to his wife. Nikolay Ivanovich Yefremov knew his country no worse than you, as well as the saddening circumstances of its spiritual ways. Your household didn’t force you to believe in god. You, a naughty kid with a hot temper (that’s how your relatives would describe you) was creating problems for your parents by your mischiefs, so they had no time to preach you about the church, sin, repentance. Even the time of your childhood was very sensitive to the word “god”. By the way, you were baptized “officially”. Not by the secret efforts of your nanny alone: your whole clan was looking after your birth, baptism, growth, food, and behavior. They were serious, caring people.

– When the father got old and we started to live together I already could see him believing in God. It won’t even come to my mind when I was young. I took the Bible in my hands for the first time in 1999. I had a little more than a half-year. Suddenly I felt that it’s good to live. I never understood it before and then I got it. I was losing my breath, but I found the meaning of life. Before I thought that my life is theater. Art. I was writing poems, stories, plays during my adolescence, but it wasn’t right as Chekhov’s characters like to say.

– I concur: it wasn’t right. But your first writing attempt was tender and heartwarming. There definitely was a touch of Chekhov about you. I was afraid to make an awkward move – so fragile was the sheet of paper. I read it and started to cry. Do you remember your first story? He is sitting on a park bench. She is sitting on the opposite one, across the road. Suddenly he looked at her, and – boom! – a storm of high and pure feelings wrecked the park. He sees her as an embodiment of his dreams and etc. Dreams, wishes, delights – everything is exploding, brimming with exultation. Then another guy passes by and takes her away, and you (He) continue to sit on the bench. Your angel was taken away from you.

– I do remember. It was written at Pechorlag. Until the autumn of 1943 me and my father were in the North, in the village Abezi. My first woman was older than me. I met here there, in the North. She was working at a creamery. Once she lured me into the forest. After – I think she did it out of good will – she gave me a little piece of butter. I didn’t know what to do with it, where to put; naturally, I couldn’t bring it home and show it to the father, because at that time butter was a rare product, almost gold – where could I take it from? I hadn’t thought of anything better than to bury it there, in the forest. I never dig it back.
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– Your first prose had a note of things untold in it, or some aspects of them. Now I understand the plot of your story with that poor park bench.

– Yes. I had been inscribing poems to women. There was a classmate of mine, Kirill Kavyerznyev, who later moved to Leningrad; he too was writing poems, so I shared some of my pieces with him, and then he started to ask about my luck with poetry, but I already knew that it’s not much, so soon enough he stopped to ask.

– Your poems would come after the prose. Frankly, Oleg Nikolaevich, these poems were pretty rugged. It’s good that you have never published them. But hot they were! Especially the one with dedications, which I managed to decipher. You spent a long time preparing to become a writer...

–... but stopped in the right time. If you read my archive, then you should saw that I tried myself in all genres, including dramaturgy. The poems and the prose – I knew about their imperfection – were finished with when I started a real work – theater (and I made of Art Theatre from head to toes), however, my, so to speak, dramaturgy had got a tragic end.

– You mean the tragedy that you wrote and started to rehearse in “Sovremennik” but never actually finished? I was surprised when I’ve read about it in your diary but never found any tragedies in “Sovremennik”’s program. I come to a dire assumption: your ideal instrument – your ensemble theater – in reality was quite unyielding. Not like that piano you played on with such an easiness during your school years.

– It’s easier with piano. You are alone with the keyboard; the fingers are yours. Dramatical story of my tragedy (don’t look for it – I threw it away) had given a start to my mature understanding of the way that success changes people. People of art aim immensely at personal success, and that’s only natural. At first, I didn’t understand it. Maybe this was the departing point, when my and “Sovremennik”’s road made a fork, although in 1964 I didn’t even think of it. What did I think? There is a theater of like-minded people, my ideal, best happening (according to Stanislavskiy) in the whole Universe. I lead it, we all love and understand each other. I wrote a soviet tragedy to play it with our orchestra, to play on our ideal instrument. I thought, that during the thaw, with that not “friendly” but “familial” ensemble (my wives were in it), with that family of like-minded people we will handle even a soviet tragedy as highest, most important phase of our work, its pinnacle. I was too young and failed to understand that troupe elated by its first successes – yes, we already started to get invites from cinema, journalists started to conduct interviews with us, the success was growing higher (and tickets queues longer) as the days passed, the press was in ecstasy over our performances – cannot have any tragic apprehension. Happy and young people cannot have it and would not try to get it. So they showed complexes and unnatural, even bad acting during the rehearsals. I had to give up on my conception and never return to it again. In 1964, I and Igor Kvasha directed Rostand’s “Cyrano” in Aykhenvald’s translation, and it too became my tragedy, even though the troupe never noticed it. At that time Cyrano was played by Kozakov, and Roxana was played by Liliya Tolmacheva, my first wife. To the winter of 1999, when I was stuck with emphysema and tuberculosis, I came to the thought that my tragedy remained my tragedy. I was breathing through the ventilator, but the play was staged.

– Oleg Nikolaevich, that tragedy isn’t just yours. All people of Soviet Union – what an antique saying – passed through the tragic apprehension due to the horrific discovery, that united, happy, just, creative type of collectivism promised by Bolsheviks, which cultivates harmonic persons, is simply impossible. Who knows: was it impossible for 20century, or is it impossible at all? And today we have this in papers: “... many years of testing show that not only the level of historical knowledge is dropping in Russia and other post-soviet countries, but the whole social standard changes: in comparison to the older ones, younger generations tend to confess about them not knowing the history easier and do not feel any strong emotions about the events of the past”.

– Tragedy is individual. It’s personal. Here we have a hero – and here we have his insuperable circumstances, his Fatum. When it isn’t individual – it’s a catastrophe. When someone managed to dodge and someone didn’t even have time to think about it. Hamlet understands that something is rotten. Were Hamlet to have a twin-brother – it would be completely different play. Mayhap a vaudeville.

– True: when idea of a genius happens to duplicate with the help of talented ones, it turns into a farce. A lot of our people who grew thinking with socialistic formula “From each according to their ability, to each according to their contribution” have sincerely mixed it with the communistic one: “From each according to their ability, to each according to their needs”. Once upon a time I was telling to my students about those mottos of communism and socialism – naturally, those kids never heard of them – and suddenly one of them exclaimed: ah, wouldn’t it be great! What a young gung-ho! Nobody says or write in such key about your tragedy. Although, two women from two different sources wrote (one – compassionately, second – haughtily): he devoted himself to the communistic idea! They both are inexcusably smart; high-ranked professional of their respectable spheres: of theater studies and of acting. Yet they failed to understand that your ideal isn’t kolkhoz but collegiality; but you had never used that word, so how could they see the true colors of your collectivism. You couldn’t put in in words. You had been repeating the words of Stanislavskiy about the life of human spirit. Did you ever listen to these words attentively? Where did a human gets the spirit? From Spirit itself. You almost never shared your tragic shock of 60-s, when the troupe couldn’t perform your tragedy, and not because you didn’t want people to know about the tragedy of your penmanship, but rather because happy people do not write novels. You told about it only twice: to your diary in 1964, and to your colleague and kindred soul, stage director Angel Gutierrez. He told me about hearing about the unperformed tragedy from you, when you were visiting him in Spain. At that time, you two talked a lot about everything untold, undid, and just sad.

– Angel is highly important to me. He understands me. We could talk for hours. He thinks as Russian. Made Chekhov Drama Theater in Madrid, stages Chekhov, thinks about Chekhov. There no better playwright than Chekhov. Chekhov and Pushkin. Although around May of 1949 I wrote that “my tragedy is my figure. Shcherbakov, Zolotuhin, Davydov – they have it. I wish I have one. Now I thinking about it, and I always have to overcome the lack of it. And today...”; this was written in my diary, when I considered myself tragically ugly.

– I read it. Laughed and cried. That year I spent with you has pulled a complex of emotions I’ve never felt before from me. I covered a parquet in my apartment with drawings. I grew flowers on a windowsill. Had to rethink everything that I knew about a tragedy; and had to re-discover Chekhov. And I found him being completely another person that has nothing common with his typical reader book portrait. Even in our time Chekhov is still isn’t perceived as someone of his figure should. A big, strong man; but what made of him his goatee and pince-nez, and what made of him his sister Maria Pavlovna! You have a lot in common. An awful lot. I told to Angel Gutierrez that I see you as Chekhov’s reincarnation. He thought that it was a metaphor. Yet I can prove that it can be a valid hypothesis, although those of more materialistic values definitely will find a reason to drop a hammer on me. But let’s step away from the formalities of dogmas. I had to come to understanding: why did you have been working with Chekhov for your whole life? This was the reason for me questioning Angel. We were talking for five hours. He invited me to talk more sometime later, in Madrid or in Moscow. And then I felt that legendary Angel is a part of your metaphysical ensemble. Three of you now stand before my eyes like one message. Three of you – trio – one message. This miracle had to happened, and need to be understood. But social comprehension left the culture un-comprehended as there were dire socio-political circumstances, especially those of them that keep veiling historical conscience of our people under the alias “the wild 90-s”.

– However, before there were 80-s. Perestroika added wings to us. I sincerely believed.

– In the socialism with human face? Right, one sally director once said that “if only socialism had the face of Yefremov, everything would be good”.

– I think it was Ursulyak’s  joke. It was a serious time for me – Perestroika. I felt the new breath, an opportunity to correct the mistakes of socialism, say something new about a human. The hope was intoxicating. My friends felt the same. I thought that time came for the idea to fly, and the long-awaited purge of socialism... argh, it’s all empty words now!

– In the most inspiriting year of Perestroika – in 1987 – a famous event, which some call “divide”, others – “dissimilation”, and some even say that it was “destruction” of the MAT. A lot was said about this explosion of human feelings in media, no fewer is left in people’s memories, but I have to ask you to define something about the legend, from which I succeeded to dig up the truth. First of them is about the “blood oath”. This one I cracked using your own notes. Oleg Nikolaevich, may I read my commentaries about them to you?

– Fine, I suppose. Are you gonna tell me what I did on 29 March of 1947 and what no one else knows? Well duh, there was no blood oath. It’s just a legend.

– Yes, I know, and my respect to you was growing with every note about studying as a beginning of service that you wrote. 40 years before the divide of MAT you, for the first time, tried the idea of creative unity by... hm... biting it. You gave a speech before your fellow students with a memo, where was written about the service.

– Service is the key word, yes. To the Art, to the creative work, to the Theater. Who else could I serve to?

– To the human beginning in human. Or, more precisely, to the sparkle of God in people. You didn’t serve to the godhood in godly creatures; you served, as Stanislavskiy was saying, to the search of the live. Search of the human live in the theater. Nowadays this saying is considered classic. However, feeling conceptual and theological incompleteness of this formula, from time to time you would add something to it; sometimes it was “real life of the human spirit”, sometimes – “animated”, and sometimes it would be something enhancing. You couldn’t go with vanilla “life of the human spirit”, especially as the years passed. It was enough only at the time when you were a member of Komsomol.

– Serving ”to”, “through”, and “by virtue of” the MAT – or, if I may be historically correct, to the Art Theater – was my religion during the time of me studying in the MAT theater-school. I ardently wished to unite us all, lure into the common to all of us Cathedral of MAT. I fell in love again on March of 1947, but there was one problem that outbalanced everything.

– May I tell about it? You were called the leader of the course. Young Yefremov could smile in such manner that all the girls would melt away; however, he was after the unapproachable ones. Those, who wouldn’t melt. I got a bit of understanding of your tier-list only after reading your early prose. You sought unapproachable, exceptional girls, and the word slut in your notes is the most estimate swear. And the most frequent. You were dreadfully afraid of adultery. It concerned you all.

– Absolutely right. This conception didn’t change until the end of my life. And there, on March of 1947, were total mess in both my course and my soul. I thought that my fellow students are betraying the very idea of Art. I advanced a thesis that our preparation to the spring session is our contribution to the serving to the Art, serving to the Art Theater. For us, students of the MAT theater-school, it has to be a sacred duty! Three girls supported me. Not all but a lot of boys agreed. Alexey Adzhubey looked haughtily, ruining the atmosphere. Well, he didn’t end the course with us. Married Rada Khrushcheva in 1949 and went into journalism – how could he serve to the Art Theater. Although he never felt the way I did. I was worried that group is spaced out, that spring is coming, and we can screw up the session, so I made up a memo for my fellow students. A friend of mine typed it on a typewriter, but not in the day of our meeting on 29 March – a week later. I was going to give a copy to everyone, so it would lie in our pockets and remind that student do not wait for the session but serves to the Art. However, everything got dragged on due to the printing, and we couldn’t arrange another meeting, so I didn’t manage to share the memo with everyone – and this is how my first attempt of creation a group of like-minded individuals went down. At that time, I still believed that there are such forms of discipline, friendship, comradery, that clean off scum from the human relationships all by themselves. The second attempt organized the Theater-school of Young Actors – troupe, which would latter turn into “Sovremennink”. And the last time I attempted to create this group in the MAT. And if at the time when the MAT was located at Tverskoi boulevard I yet had been fantasizing about the ensemble theater, then when we moved to Chamberlain Lane – which I used to see as the greatest achievement of me leading the MAT – I had too little of time to spend it on daydreaming: 4 years were remaining until our world would collapse. The nineties came, rode over us, as would say our nouveau riche in their raspberry-colored jackets. But these jackets were just a result, no need to overthink them.

– And I think that, in the end of all, you were killed by the nineties. This tectonic-like ethical shift. Vesuvius. Pompeii. The Flood. Not the trauma you got in youth, not the “piece of lime” you took with you from the North in your lungs, as you wrote in your diary. And not even your notorious 2-packs-o-day smoking was the main culprit of your death.

– The nineties were dirty, thievish years. Original accumulation, so to speak. There was killed the idea of human that I have spent I my life serving to, was destroyed our common home. But my personal evolution has started in March of 1947, when I came to think for the first time how hard it’s to gather everyone around one idea. Metamorphoses of this idea took away a half-century of my life. At that time, in March of 1947, it was just a course meeting. A small group of selfish youngsters; each of them have passed through a huge competition in May of 1945 to enter the MAT theater-school. Each of them had personality and talent. Each had their own war; some fought at the frontlines. I, on the other hand, was too young and naïve. Believed that it’s better to be in group. What am I if not the part of big and friendly Yefremov clan, when everyone was thinking about their relatives with prayers, care, and tenderness.

– I remember how Aleksandr Sherel, a professor of MSU, asked you during an interview: “What do Boris Godunov, Bulgakov’s Moliere, Don Quixote, Tuzenbach, and Cyrano have in common?”. Your answer was “revelation”.

– Sherel had been writing a lot about me in different years as a theatrologist and journalist. In good way. He couldn’t entirely get me, but he was a good man.

– A month after your burial he published an article in the newspaper “Trud” titled “Arbatskiy intelligent v rabochey shapochke”. During your lifetime you wouldn’t let to such a title to appear. Though maybe it wasn’t his fault but the newspaper’s. Four words, and none of them is right.

– It’s nothing. Don’t need to react on such trifles. There were griefs of much more gravity.

– You’re right: it’s nothing. But the falsehood still cuts ears. Over this year of our unending conversation I has started to be offended with such a rollicking journalistic nonsense. Let’s go to the beginning of the nineties, when this pungent journalism only started to form up. On December of 1992 you performed “Vozmozhnaya vstrecha”. There is a video record, but it doesn’t give the same. Nevertheless, I watched: it was a thunder, but with music, – a manifesto of the time, a protest. You weren’t understood, but still got covered with flowers. Getting covered by bouquets not for your actual merits was your ordinary drama. Our conversation, Oleg Nikolaevich, is going to be read by your fans and haters, acquaintance and strangers to you. For all of them 1992 is somewhat important, although not everyone knows why. At that time you –  like a seer – made this “Vozmozhnaya vstrecha” not as director, but as the head of the theater. It was directed by Vyacheslav Dolgachev. This play of Paul Barz is a dialog of two titans, who never met in their lives: Bach and Handel. In the play, however, under the guidance of Paul Barz they did meet, had a dinner and a serious talk. I watched the performance only now, because at that time, on December of 1992, I had my own performances: there was a Congress of People’s Deputies of RSFSR going on in the Big Kremlin Palace, where attendees chose Chernomyrdin over Gaydar to be a prime minister. I was a parliamentary reporter and have spent this day in Kremlin, not at the Chamberlain Lane. Watched the play of ministers and deputies.

– My deputy-ship was over together with USSR. I was looking at prime-minister’s shows of the nineties from a side – my main side – of Chamberlain Lane and “The Cherry Orchard”. I was helpless.

– You were a cool deputy. We have a custom of not praising them, and we simply can’t, and in this sense we all live after 1993 year. But your generation lived after 1945, when the Victory occupied the first line. Later there were 1953, 1956, 1968, but after 1993 has come everyone suddenly realized that living-hot dates, that were changing generations after themselves, went to history. The Parliament of RSFSR was shot at twice: by tank shells and by media filth. Since that time our image of deputy goes alongside with corruption, stupidity, misunderstanding of everything in the world; therefore our everyman doesn’t want to her about parliamentarism in Russia, and when he will change his mind, you’re going to be welcomed to the minefield of long-since-prepared forms, where the word “deputy” is similar to the “official” by its insolent and argumentproof defectiveness. Although we still have those who are wishing to become a deputy, yelling about fair elections and such. Later, according to matrix, it’s important to re-count the votes and look for infractions, frauds, and then our lawyers is going to... well, we all know the drill. But in 1993 we still had to learn it.

– Oh, on 1October of 1993 we opened the shopping center “Tea, coffee, and other colonial goods” with a philologist Klyusa Maria Mikhailovna as a director. A miracle!

– You’ve tried to organize a theatric-chekhov-ish corner of Moscow at Chamberlain Lane. To pour the living theater on the street to turn everything into the MAT. Some people thought that you planned the transfer of the MAT to Chamberlain Lane to 1987 so it would coincide in time with your 60 and the Revolution’s 70-s anniversaries. No one could think that this holiday of October would become the last official jubilee of the Revolution. At that time, you would go almost daily to look after the repair of the MAT building and after the construction of the new scene. Did you feel the upcoming tempest?

– In 1987 I was frequently saying to the media that we are ardently looking for changes. It was long until I would feel the catastrophe. To the end of eighties we came to the understanding that an instant change from talking to doing is impossible, and in the beginning of the nineties the changing has begun but it took us to the wrong ”doing”, not to the one we was talking about during the Perestroika.

– I read the original of your deputy folder. In the last minutes of existence of USSR you were helping to people. You provided them with a real help. Nobody knows about this side of yours. Veterans, the victims of political repressions, old artists – a whole chorus of real voices could tell about it. Someone had been waiting for the lodgings and then decided to send a letter to you. The help came just a half-hour before the final. And I also read how you was answering to the letters of the viewers. In 1989 two sisters, a teacher and a doctor from Ryazan, have sent a letter asking to help them to get the tickets during the spring school vacation. They even noted the dates:24, 25, and 26. March. You replied them through the assistant, saying, that there will be tickets. The assistant, Irina Yegorovna Grigor’yeva, wrote to them in February, 8. “O.N. Yefremov read your letter and asked to answer to you. The program...” and later she pointed where are you going to play. During that week at the spring vacation you played only Moliere in Bulgakov’s “The Cabal of Hypocrites”. Sisters came to Moscow from provincial Ryazan to see the performance. At that time the delights of Perestroika have already come to the end, shop counters went empty. The tempest was coming. I can imagine their (sisters’) feelings, when they got three pairs of tickets – to all performances that were going to be played in these three days: 24th of March – “Amadeus”, 25th of March – “The Old New Year”, 26th of March – “The Cabal of Hypocrites”. You cared about your viewers. And you also cared about to those who sought you as a deputy. Apartments, the land for the veterans, cancelations of illegal deprivations of property.... But your behavior as a deputy impressed me the most. It was simply fantastic...

– During the rehears of “Boris Godunov”, that I couldn’t stage in 1989, I told to the troupe about the meeting of M.S. Gorbachev with the intelligentsia: “A lot of them gave speeches. There are anti-perestroika trends from both the right and the left. Emotionally it came from an overgrown squabble between the writers. There was one particular character who thought that he can speak; I’ve heard about him before, but have never seen him myself. Ivanov Anatoly...”. Minds had difficult states, as if Perestroika was spinning around. You know what joys were encouraging us even stronger at that time? On October of 1989 Slava Yefremov from Kuybyshev, a relative of mine, send me a postcard with a sort of review:

Dva dnya v Moskve kak son promchalis...

Spasibo, mily Charodei!

Spektakli MHAT v dushe ostalis,

Osobo chudo – “Amadey”...

And etc. Yefremovs always were supports to me. They loved me. When Perestroika was going to its end, the whole country was walking along the streets of cities and villages with radio around the ears: everyone listened to the Congress of People’s Deputies of USSR. As if they all were watching a movie together. Nobody never took examples from history. Indeed. The people’s memories keep all the congresses mixed up, but if one would happen to figure it out at least a little they will get a clear and horrifying result: zilch and maunder.

– But couldn’t you agree that synchronization between the premiere of yours and Smoktunoskiy’s “Vozmozhnaya vstrecha” of Bach and Handel at Chamberlain Lane and that tomfoolery with the prime ministers in Kremlin at the neighboring street is pushing a thought that an artist who strains their brain cells thinking about the current situation is going to end up one day reaching a paradoxically global result. Everything around that artist – the country, the world – comes to their home – and your homes were both the MAT and your apartment at Tverskaya, 9 (right across the theater) – and brings an event. And nobody says that this event is going to be a happy one. Lexicon, heat, and everything else lay on each other, turning impossible meeting into the possible meeting. Is this really important to step together with the time, Oleg Nikolaevich?

– I have two tragic thoughts for an answer. First, as we already established, is about the low sustainability of the ensemble of like-minded actors. Second is about the truth, the loyalty of an artist to his age. As we surprised to find out, there is no truth and no age.  Therefore, there can’t be an ensemble of like-minded individuals... School taught dialectics to us with their signature idea of simultaneous unity and conflict of opposite powers.

– My head was refusing to understand this. But there also was another philosophy, which wasn’t related to the dialectical materialism: not the omni-unity of Vladimir Solov’yov, but omni-distinction of the forgotten philosopher Yakov Abramov. Abramov thought that it’s abnormal to simultaneously unite and oppose people along the lines of their strata, race, nationality, because this is what essentially caused all the tragedies and catastrophes of 20 century. Just think of the acute sedition of this ideas that we just shared, and yet the global market didn’t give a damn about them, when it began its conquest of our country in 1992, starting from a man-made catastrophic inflation and ended... well, it’s still going.

... but there is also a fondly commemorative domestic rumor. In the same 1989, after the death of Nikolay Ivanovich Yefremov, father of Oleg, the relatives from Kuybyshev wasn’t informed immediately, but when they did hear about it, they had sent such an unorthodox letter that I just have to quote it. Offering his condolences to the children and relatives of the deceased uncle Kolya, his nephew Vyacheslav Vladimirovich Yefremov wrote:

Skorbit dusha, na serdtse tyazhelo —

Rodnykh, lyubimykh my lyudey tyeryaem...

Znat', vremya uhodit' im podoshlo,

My gruz zabot i del ih podnimaem...

Uvy, ushol iz zhizni  C h e l o v y e k,

Talantlivyi, nadyozhnyi, skromnyi, milyi...

S dostoinstvom prozhil pochti chto v y e k,

Zabotlivyi otets, pradyed i dyed lyubimyi...

Zaslug i del yego nye pyeryechest',

Oni tyeplom v dushe lyudei ostalis',

Za eto i hvala emu, i chyest'!

Kak zhal', chto my ne chasto s nim vstryechalis'...

This is just a small part of the poem the loving nephew mailed to O.N. After that – still in verses – Vyacheslav tells about their family matters, and it was hard for me to read it without cry – so strong was the love of every Yefremov to the others! They loved each other so strongly that poetry was the only medium they could use to describe it. O Goodness, how lucky was Yefremenush (O.N.) to be born in this family! The last stanza of Vyacheslav Yefremov’s poem tells more about the family spirit that any researches on this theme:

Iskra nadyezhdy vsyo zh nye pokidayet,

I Vryemya – luchiy lyekar’ – nas tselit...

Tak pust’ sud’ba v igru svoyu igrayet,

Byt’ mozhet, Bog nas shchastiem odarit!

On 1 October of 2000 the muscovites have forgotten about TV with its show “Eh, Syemyonovna”, talk-show “Women’s stories”, and even “Yeralash” (I checked the TV program of that evening) to go to Chamberlain Lane, where they could watch something that never happened: Cyrano was born and died in one evening. He is mysterious; nobody knows all of his secrets. He didn’t fly to the Moon in his 17 century, but he described its country in his novel. Cyrano didn’t love Liliya Tolmacheva in 1964 nor Polina Myedvyedyeva in 2000, but everyone believed that he did. Misha Yefremov, who played Pyetya Kopeykin, a boy-poet from the movie “Kogda ya stanu velikanom” – Cyrano’s story of 1978 – has already grown up and learned how to fight. Watch that movie about Misha-Pyetya-Cyrano – and you will understand the truth beneath the secret of another boy, who was born on the same 1October, but the year was 1927. Yefremyonysh, Alik, Olezhka, O.N. He.
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