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T’s	BEEN	A	TEMpEsTuOus	yEAR	fOR	AMERICAN- 
Russian relations. But on the third floor of the Meyerhold 
Centre in Moscow, where the 2009 Russian Case festival is 
slowing to a conclusion in mid-April, the U.S.’s relationship 
with Russia may be on reset—at least in terms of theatre 
writing. Thirty-eight-year-old Olga Mukhina is amiably 
and somewhat distractedly fielding questions about her 1996 
play Tanya-Tanya, which is being prepared for its American 
premiere, slated Dec. 3–12 in Baltimore, Md. Across from 
her, browsing through a thickly penciled manuscript of her 
adaptation of that play, is Brooklyn playwright Kate Moira 
Ryan, scribbling notes and pausing to ask prepared questions. 
There are brief interludes, as Yury Urnov, director and de facto 
translator, helps the two negotiate the language barrier. 

Some playwrights defend their scripts like pit bulls. 
Not Mukhina. She tends to veer toward the ethereal as she 
talks about what mood she was in 16 years ago, when she was 
writing this dream comedy of post-Soviet unrequited love. 
She was in a “Mayakovsky state of mind” at the time. Ryan 
doesn’t seem sure what that means. Mukhina injects occasional 
pronouncements about love and death, such as: “We spend all 
our lives looking for love; then when we find it, we throw it 
away.” Or, “My grandmother told me that you don’t change 
when you get older, you just stop looking in the mirror.” 
Thanks to the country’s current political leadership, humor 
and self-deprecation aren’t qualities that Americans usually 
associate with Russians. Mukhina displays both in spades.

Ryan, in a businesslike mode, is clearly trying to keep the 

conversation a little more earthbound. Thanks to vodka and 
cigarettes, the life expectancy of the average Russian male is 
59. Does that mean that Okhlobystyn, the 40-year-old main 
character, would be 50 on an American stage? Mukhina veers 
off to a discussion of romantic hypnosis. Ryan, meanwhile, is 
wondering how, in this elaborately choreographed dance of love 
triangles, Americans are going to tell the characters apart. 

Adapting a somewhat nonlinear, postmodern Russian 
sensibility to the American stage isn’t necessarily easy. But 
the Center for International Theatre Development—which 
enabled this collaboration, among many others—has been 
nurturing dozens of relationships between American and 
Russian theatre professionals over the past nine years. The 
“New Directors/New Voices” project has connected American 
dramaturgs, artistic directors, managers and other theatre 
professionals to counterparts in Moscow and throughout the 
Russian provinces. A central goal has been to introduce the 
American theatre community to a new and exciting genera-
tion of post-Soviet playwrights and directors, all members of 
a “New Drama” movement which, for the past 15 years or so, 
has been attracting attention in Europe and the U.K. 

Thanks to the language barrier and the Atlantic Ocean, 
the voice hasn’t really reached American ears. The truth is, 
despite the amount of time and thought the American media 
devotes to Russia, very little of that country’s contemporary 
culture seems to make it to our shores. Ask an American 
audience at the next revival of The Cherry Orchard to name a 
Russian playwright born in the 20th century, and there might 

A Baltimore workshop of Olga Mukhina’s Tanya-Tanya, directed by Towson University MFA student David Gregory, in 2008. 
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be a long silence. Ask your average American 
about Russians under 40 and they’ll probably 
focus on the tennis stars. 

There’s a problem here, and in 2009–10, 
the Center for International Theatre Devel-
opment will be trying hard to do something 
about it. In the final year of CITD’s “New 
Voices/New Directors” program, the years of 
networking will bear fruit. Five young Rus-
sian playwrights—Mukhina included—will 
be introduced to theatre professionals and 
audiences at U.S. universities, conferences 
and select small theatres. Their work will 
be adapted, workshopped and molded for 
American consumption. Studio productions 
of the work of contemporary playwrights 
will take place at Baltimore’s Towson Uni-

versity—which is currently in partnership 
with CITD—and several other venues in 
Baltimore and elsewhere. The season will 
end May 7–9 with a three-day New Drama 
Conference at Towson, where more than 40 
U.S. directors, dramaturgs, literary managers 
and representatives of the press have been 
invited to a showcase of this new Russian 
theatre in translation. The initiative will 
continue throughout the spring and summer 
as dramatists are invited to other festivals 
and conferences—including the Humana 
Festival of New American Plays in Louisville, 
Ky., the 2010 TCG National Conference 
in Chicago and the Conference of Literary 
Managers and Dramaturgs of the Americas 
in Banff, Canada. 

fOR	pHIlIp	ARNOulT,	fOuNdER	ANd	

director of CITD, summer 2009 is the calm 
before the storm. Sitting in a small Viet-
namese restaurant in northeast Baltimore in 
late July, he speaks in the measured tones of 
someone more interested in results than in 
high-flown ambition about what he expects 
to accomplish. “In five years, I want to hear 
the voices of these playwrights on American 
stages, in American actors’ mouths, and 
listened to by American audiences. This is 
going to be the first step.” And when they 
do make it to U.S. stages, he’s confident that 
American audiences will find something 
infectious and galvanizing about this group 
of distinctive writers. 

For two decades since he founded CITD, 
Arnoult has become a living, breathing Rolo-
dex for international theatre. Founder of 
Baltimore’s Theatre Project in the ’70s and 
an actor and director himself, Arnoult has 
turned his focus to networking and seeding 
relationships between American, European 
and African theatre professionals. He dates 
his current involvement in Russia to 2001, 
when he went to Moscow to research pos-
sibilities for an exchange of directors between 
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the two countries. When he met Moscow 
Times theatre critic and arts editor John 
Freedman on that trip, he learned about a 
new and exciting generation of playwrights 
that had suddenly grown in a country where, 
for about 70 years, playwrights had been 
largely silent.

Freedman, bearded and with longish, 
curly hair, has witnessed the emergence of 
these new voices from a position that few 
other Americans have. In 1988, while in 
Moscow completing his doctoral thesis on 
playwright Nikolai Erdman, he fell in love 
with the country and, eventually, the Russian 
actress Oksana Mysina; he has lived there ever 
since, working since 1992 as theatre critic for 
the English-language Moscow Times.

“New Drama,” especially after 15 years, 
isn’t easy to categorize. When it developed 
in the mid-’90s, the principal bond was 
generational: young writers who, thanks to 
the emergence of several small theatres in 
Moscow, suddenly had a platform for their 
work. Challenging a theatre establishment 
where directors were the visionaries, the 
young dramatists began to touch on topics 
that had generally been considered off-limits: 

political and cultural instability, gang wars, 
terrorism, life in the provinces and sex.

Mukhina, like many of her peers, grew 
up in a society whose ideological and eco-
nomic foundations were crumbling. She spent 
most of her childhood in the ’70s, in Ukhta, 
a petroleum-mining town of about 100,000 
in northwest Russia, which was also the site 
of one of Stalin’s notorious gulags. Says 

Mukhina, “The town itself was built by camp 
laborers. When I was a child, whenever they 
started to build anything, they would put a 
fence around it. Because the moment anyone 
started to dig, they would find the bones. So 
this was a city built on bones.” 

In the Brezhnev years, politics was too 
boring to discuss. “We all thought he couldn’t 
die. We thought he was a god.” By the mid-
’80s, with the beginning of glasnost, politics 
became the only topic of conversation. “Sud-
denly, people were all walking around with 
radios next to their ears, listening to what 
Gorbachev was saying.” When she began 
to write plays in her early twenties, Russia 
had slipped into its “wild west” period. The 
economy collapsed; two coup attempts fol-
lowed. She recalls hearing sniper fire on the 
streets outside her house in 1993. Her play 
You, significantly, features six young Russians 
huddled in their Moscow apartment, trying 
to live their lives without being all that sure 
of what’s going on around them. 

Mukhina recalls the emergence of “New 
Drama” as a sudden liberation. “Suddenly, 
playwrights had the right to talk. They went 
up to the microphone in their dirty shoes. 
They started using language that Russians 
used in their stairwells and in the provinces. 
Before that, the theatre was supposed to be 
a cathedral. You would prepare to work hard 
all your life and the doors would never get 
opened. So there was a revolution.”

THE	OTHER	plAywRIgHTs	wHOsE 
work will be showcased over the next year in 
the New Directors/New Voices project also 
emerged from this revolution, each with a 
unique voice and background. Thirty-four-
year-old Yuri Klavdiev, whose Martial Arts 
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Tanya-Tanya at Towson, in a workshop directed by MFA student carmela lanza Weil.
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will be featured at the conference, grew 
up as a gang member and crime journalist 
in the “Russian Detroit” of Togliatti. His 
plays feature young Russians searching for a 
moral compass in a post-Soviet society rid-
den by violence and gang wars. Vyacheslav 
Durnenkov, 36, also born in Togliatti, will 
present his play Frozen in Time at the May 
conference; it focuses on the harsh realities 
of life in provincial small towns that are 
responding to social and global pressures. 
The Ukranian-born Maksym Kurochkin, 
whose plays The Education of Bento Bonchev 
and Vodka, Fucking and Television will be given 
studio productions at Towson, offers sharp 
and sometimes surreal comic takes on the 
chaotic cultural landscape of the 21st century. 
The Presnyakov brothers, although not part 
of the conference, will have their play Playing 
Dead produced in February at Baltimore’s 
Single Carrot Theatre. The Presnyakovs 
are arguably the biggest names in “New 
Drama”—their work burst on the scene in 
2000 with Terrorism, a darkly funny take on 
social chaos that drew international notice. 

As “New Directors/New Voices” heads 
into its final year, the project has accumu-
lated enthusiasts across several generations 
of American theatre professionals. After two 
CITD-funded ventures to Russia, Linda 
Chapman, a director at New York Theatre 
Workshop, says that the “New Drama” writers 
remind her a little of her early years in New 
York City. “It’s reminiscent of that time in 
the ’60s when you had an explosion of new 
writing. I think there’s an excitement about 

these writers that is contagious.” Twenty-
something artistic director J. Buck Jabaily, of 
Baltimore’s Single Carrot, finds characters in 
these new Russian plays that remind him of 
Gen-X slackers. “These characters are trying 
to figure out where their place is. There’s one 
character [in Playing Dead] who does a huge 
amount of work in order not to work. His 
girlfriend is pressuring him to marry. He’s 
smart. That’s just like a lot of people I know.” 
Robyn Quick, who teaches theatre history 
and dramaturgy at Towson and visited two 
festivals under CITD fellowships, says that 
the appeal of these new playwrights is one 
that will easily translate to American audi-
ences: “These young writers are approaching 
adulthood at the same time that their society 
is going through this major transition.”  

Along with the enthusiasm, though, 
there’s a cautionary tale. On the walls of 
the Meyerhold Centre, not far from where 
Mukhina is prepping the translation, there are 
mug shots of the visionary director Vsevolod 
Meyerhold, taken shortly after his arrest in 
June 1939. That alone serves to remind one 
how influential—and how fragile—new voices 
have always been in Russia. According to 
director Yury Urnov, a husky and amenable 
fellow who has already spent an extended 
time in residence at Towson, the threats to 
“New Drama” are more subtle, illustrated by 
such events as the expulsion of the famous 
director Anatoly Vasiliev or the force of an 
economic crisis that leaves many Russians 
turning inward. Urnov hints that while social 
instability has in some ways galvanized this 
group of playwrights, it could also silence 
them. “I don’t think that we’re going to get 
shot. But the problem is much deeper. It’s that 
people don’t give a shit about what is going 
on in the political/cultural/social world if it 
doesn’t touch them personally.” 

That, too, may explain how important 
next year’s effort could be. New dramatists 
are at a turning point at which they either 
find new audiences—as they expect to in 
America—or become a fleeting “movement.” 
“They are speaking about Russia and the 
world,” says Freedman, “at a time when their 
entire past is being thrown out the window. 
They are basically trying to capture the world 
they live in before it goes away—and they’re 
trying to capture the future as it’s being cre-
ated.” For Freedman, and for CITD, these are 
voices we can’t afford to lose.  

John	Barry	writes	about	theatre	and	

the	arts	in	the	d.C.	and	Baltimore	area.
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A russian poster for Tanya-Tanya.
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