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PALAIS KRKOSCHKA
Characters

HOUSEKEEPER   


(A voice.)
MARIJE                      


A maid. The type of woman with no 




apparent redeeming features yet men are 




attracted to like flies.
Vaclav (Vasik) KRKOSCHKA     
Engineering Works magnate. Sturdy, stubby man, too perfectly groomed.
ALZBETA                 

His wife. Beautiful but anemic-looking and waiflike, reminiscent of Klimt’s Hope I.

Josef HOFFMANN   

Viennese architect, designer of the Krkoschka Palace and its interior. Only ever dresses in grayscale. Periodically pencils fastidious inspirations in a pocket notebook.
Gustav KLIMT         

Viennese artist. Creator of the elaborate frieze being worked on in the dining room. Hearty physique. Devilish beard
. Generally wears a long artist’s smock he designed himself, with nothing under it.
The AURA      

Alzbeta’s subconscious. Looks like her twin, only saucy and extremely pregnant. Invisible to all but Klimt, at first.
NB: ~16,000 words. I have included references to Klimt works where relevant. These are in case you choose to project or otherwise use the images in connection with the production. However, this isn’t necessary—the play was made to stand alone without them. I have also included references to Wiener Werkstätte objects, for illustration.
ACT I
Scene 1

(Living Room, Krkoschka Palace, Brno, Moravia, spring 1912. Cavernous, sumptuously spare Jugendstil space
 with high ceilings and translucent white marble walls. Facing the audience, a low, oblong, white suede couch with strategically arranged plum, celadon and salmon appliquéd throw pillows. To the left of the couch, a pair of matching armchairs. Center rear, large double doors open into the partially visible dining room. Inside are a stepladder, drop cloths and a tarp-covered banquet table glimpsed from the side. An important mosaic frieze-in-progress 
graces the upper dining room walls. To the right of the DR doors, against the rear LR wall, stands a console table. At the left, somewhat downstage, sits a tall, closed, inlaid wood and gold writing desk with a cuboidal “disappearing armchair
” stowed underneath. 
Centerstage, MARIJE is on her hands and knees, bowl by her side, scrubbing at something on the couch seat.)





HOUSEKEEPER 
(Offstage right)
Is it coming off?






MARIJE

No! What kind of idiot makes a sofa white suede?

HOUSEKEEPER 
Keep working at it.





MARIJE
(Dips rag in bowl and goes on scrubbing)

This is just like last time. How does the mistress not notice?





HOUSEKEEPER

Have you tried peroxide?






MARIJE
No, we used it all up on the dining room rug when the master knocked the ham off the serving tray.  

    

(Sits back on her heels)

Do we tell her? 





HOUSEKEEPER
About the blood? And set off that ruckus right before Herr Hoffmann’s coming? She’ll figure it out, soon enough. Ugh—never mind, leave it for now. I'll send Bedrich to the chemist for more peroxide. 
(MARIJE stands up and looks around, rubbing her knees. She hides the stain with one of the throw pillows, which is now obviously out of place, then exits, upstage right. KRKOSCHKA enters downstage right, immediately sees the pillow is out of place, picks it up to straighten things and discovers the stain.)
 



KRKOSCHKA 
Marije!






MARIJE


(Re-entering)

Yes, sir?





KRKOSCHKA
What is this!






MARIJE
. . . blood, sir.






KRKOSCHKA
Blood? From—





MARIJE
Madame, sir. Just like last time.





KRKOSCHKA
Like last time? You mean—when she lost the baby? But—she hasn’t said anything—this is terrible! And Herr Hoffmann—





MARIJE
—will be here any minute. Yes, I know. It will be clean as soon as Bedrich comes back with the peroxide.





KRKOSCHKA


(Re-covering the stain with the pillow, distracted)
Peroxide on suede? Is that—? 
(ALZBETA enters downstage right in a sack-like, long white dress that is totally plain except for absurdly frilly sleeves
. She is carrying a fledgling knitting project in magenta and gold, and is followed at a discreet distance by her saucy AURA, who is always dressed the same as Alzbeta and reacts to everything derisively.)





ALZBETA 

Look, Vasik! I’m making a cap! I know most baby things are white, but I always thought—well, white, for a baby, it’s just so—dull.   
(KRKOSCHKA glances at MARIJE, who shrugs back and exits right.)

KRKOSCHKA
Mila’chku—





ALZBETA
I’m a little afraid to show it to Herr Hoffmann. . . you know what he is. Always fussing about the décor. I mean, I know he designed the place, but it’s yours—ours—now, so why can’t we do what we want with it? Anyway, what harm could a little color do? It’s all so silly.

KRKOSCHKA 
Now, now—I paid to have the most fashionable house in Brno and I intend to keep it that way. Those Viennese know what they’re doing. 
ALZBETA

Yes, of course, Vasik—it’s just that sometimes I feel like I’m living in a shop window. It’s a bit of a strain, that’s all.
(ALZBETA glances at the out-of-place throw pillow.) 
Tsk! I told them yesterday to get the house ready—they never listen.   
(ALZBETA turns her back to the audience in order to adjust the pillows—KRKOSCHKA isn’t quick enough to stop her. We see the spreading red stain on the seat of her dress at the same time as she picks up the errant pillow and sees the red stain on the couch seat.)
What is this? Oh, no—  
(She drops her knitting and starts to sink down onto the couch. KRKOSCHKA quickly steps over to embrace her and keep her standing.)
Not again. . . Marije!
(ALZBETA starts to cry. AURA rolls her eyes.)






KRKOSCHKA
Shhhhh.






ALZBETA
I thought it would be different, this time. . . the doctor said it was just by chance, that sometimes these things happen, and there wasn’t anything really wrong. . .
KRKOSCHKA
Don’t worry—we'll try again.






ALZBETA
No—I—it will never work. I never want to go through this again. 

(MARIJE re-enters stage right with a box of baking soda and another wet rag, and starts scrubbing the couch a little more vigorously than before.)
KRKOSCHKA
Are you going to be all right? Come upstairs. Change your dress.
(ALZBETA twists the back of her dress around to see, then starts crying harder. Muffled voices of HOFFMANN and HOUSEKEEPER can be heard, stage left.)

Damn! It’s Hoffmann! Marije, never mind that. 
(MARIJE heads stage right, then darts back to retrieve the forgotten baking soda.) 
Alzbeta, sit here. 
(As MARIJE hurries out, upstage right, KRKOSCHKA quickly seats ALZBETA exactly on top of the stain. He puts the pillow in its rightful place, whips out a hanky and daubs at her face.) 
Now stop crying and don't move. Work on this! 
(KRKOSCHKA shoves the knitting back at ALZBETA. HOFFMANN strides in, stage left, looking around critically yet with satisfaction. AURA fades into the background.)

HOFFMANN

Grüss Gott! How are my living works of art today? 


(Adjusting the position of one of the chairs, slightly)
Everything looks quite as it should, I see! 
KRKOSCHKA

Welcome, Herr Hoffmann! So good to see you again. How was the train?






HOFFMANN

Truly inspirational! The fresh-plowed fields with all their geometries, threaded with the first scatterings of green. Plus, this time I had the compartment all to myself!






KRKOSCHKA

No chocolate on the seat this time? (Laughing) What luck! And how lucky we are, your mother lives just up the street! Yes, the house is perfect—it has the whole town talking. Everyone’s dying for an invitation to see it—we’re just waiting for the dining room to be finished.





HOFFMANN

Quite so, quite so. Then they’ll see what a total work of art is—the house and everything in it—what is it we say in our brochure? “Exquisitely designed in a harmony of function and aesthetics.” And so it is! Marvelous. Why Alzbeta, what is this?
(HOFFMANN deftly takes Alzbeta’s knitting from her hands, and examines it closely, completely puzzled.)
A very small hat? 





KRKOSCHKA

Yes. My wife is—you know—expecting.



(ALZBETA looks at Krkoschka, bewildered and appalled.)






HOFFMANN

Really? 


(Re-examining the workmanship)

My word, not bad, not bad, Alzbeta! 


(Disposing of the knitting hurriedly on the back corner of the couch)

Though I’m not sure how the color scheme—I’ll have some other cotton sent around, shall I? Say, salmon and plum? 

But a baby! How—extraordinary. I must think exactly how this will fit in—we hadn’t planned for it—miniature humans are so untidy. Ah, but what an excellent challenge! I can see it—a whole line of baby paraphernalia—after all, being surrounded by perfectly crafted objects, right from the cradle—what could better for a child’s formation than that? I’ll set my people to work on the concept as soon as I get back!
So how are you, my dear? Your skin is lovely today—and your dress—I see, the Flöges really know what suits you. Of course, now they’ll have to design a line of maternity clothing—but I’m sure they’ll be quite enthusiastic. You must come to Vienna for a fitting! 
Incidentally, is Klimt here yet? How is that frieze of his coming along?
(HOFFMANN marches into the dining room. ALZBETA starts to rise from the couch to follow but KRKOSCHKA pushes her back down to keep the stain hidden, then hurries after Hoffmann.)





KRKOSCHKA
He’s arriving on the 6:20. With his cat.





HOFFMANN

Good lord, the cat. Gustav brings that filthy beast everywhere. It’s ridiculous! Na gut—there’s no explaining genius.
(Looking up at the frieze) 
Tsk! This tile is crooked. And here’s another!
(Pries them out and flings them to the floor)

Our workmen are highly skilled, but half of them are Serbians. Someone has to keep an eye on things—crack the whip, you might say. Klimt may be sloppy in his person, but where the work’s concerned—I trust him even more than I trust than myself.
(HOFFMANN and KRKOSCHKA continue to tour the dining room. We see glimpses of them inspecting the frieze. Meanwhile, rubbing her pregnant belly, AURA approaches Alzbeta from behind. ALZBETA can hear her, but she cannot see her and doesn’t look her way.)





AURA
Come to Vienna for a fitting? That’s hilarious! 
(Plucking at her gown) 

All the Flöges’ clothes can double as maternity dress to begin with! 

Why are you sniveling? How could you have wanted that baby, anyway? Either of them? Krkoscha doesn’t love you. Just like Father. I don’t understand you. I try to help, but you make no effort to fight! It’s like you’re locked in a dream—with quicksand sucking you down.
What use are you at anything? Might as well end it all this minute. Oh, wait. You tried. Couldn’t even get that right.
(ALZBETA starts to cry again.)

KRKOSCHKA


(Referring to the frieze)
What are these floating heads? I suppose they’re not finished. Still, they seem a bit strange. This is not what I imagined.






HOFFMANN

I should think not! That’s Klimt for you! Isn’t it splendid?

(KRKOSCHKA and HOFFMANN re-enter the living room, see Alzbeta crying. AURA fades back.)

What the devil? Oh, don’t worry, Mein Herr. They do this! My sister cried every day. But only at the start—you won’t have to put up with it for long. Before you know it, she’ll be fat and happy as a krapfen.
I’d best be going. The house looks just as it should—for the most part. Keep up 
the good work! 
(To Alzbeta)

I’ll see you in Vienna, my dear. Don’t get up—I think I can show myself out, ha ha!


(HOFFMANN exits left.)





KRKOSCHKA
Phew! He’s gone. Didn’t even tour the whole house, after all that. Couldn’t you stop your weeping, at least long enough to say goodbye?





ALZBETA

We should have told him! They’ll design all kinds of baby things, and—
KRKOSCHKA
Never mind that—these creative types have minds like sieves. Guaranteed, by the time he gets back to Vienna he’ll have forgotten all about it. Come. In your condition, you should be in bed.

(KRKOSCHKA helps ALZBETA, taking one last look at the stain. They exit downstage right. AURA comes forward.)



AURA

(Addressing audience)

Can you believe her? Playing house like this? We used to ride and shoot. It’s embarrassing. I mean, knitting! For the spawn of that bastard husband of hers—vulgar little man. I guarantee you, he’s shtupping the maid.
(Parenthetically)

I know—shtup: isn’t that a magnificent word? I learned it from one of the stable boys—and could he ever! 
But anyway, I try to warn her about such things—and she does nothing! I feel I’m screaming into an abyss—it makes me want to slit my own throat and cut out my voice box just to stop the appalling echo. I’ve watched over her for years. She’s been pushing me away for awhile now. But before, at least, we stuck together. Lately, things have gotten so bad, I’ve even had to grow my own body. 


(Indicating her belly)
If only this monstrosity would go away! It’s so unfair. She gets her figure back and for some reason, I’m still stuck with this! Why she got herself pregnant again—well, it’s just typical. I suppose the idea of cranking out a life makes her feel less dead. But is that a good reason to bring another brat into the world? 
(Holding up the knitting and slowly unraveling it with grim satisfaction)

Good riddance, I say. 
Scene 2
(That night, ALZBETA alone in her bedroom. Same marble walls with perfectly square casement windows edged in verdigris. There is a door, stage right and a Sitzmaschine armchair
, stage left. She drags herself out of bed, kicks the white-on-white appliquéd Wiener Werkstätte duvet onto the floor, cranks open a window and peers out into the darkness.)

ALZBETA



(To herself, in vague confusion and passive despair)
Why do I feel so sad? I don’t even know how I’d take care of a baby. I just—there’s something wrong with me. I don’t see virgins or crosses up there. All I see are poor stars churning and churning darkness to a kind of black pudding—a blood porridge, waiting to swallow.

Sometimes I dream I’m diving backwards, over a velvet rope—a slow and beautiful dive—into the orchestra. But then, just beyond the point of no return, a lone violoncello strings out truth. Bodies pile up: debutantes, harlots, mothers
, death-heads. Skulls that grin—they have no lips to prevent it.
We only see ourselves as we are now. Former selves, we forget. Future selves, we can only estimate. So we drift—scene to scene, wish to wish, love to love. . . in my case, I don’t want to keep falling, but how can I stop?

The priest talks about “soul.” What is that? I used to think I knew, but now. . .

And in my fall, I am naked. Men are watching, but their first thoughts are never to save me. I don’t blame them—they are what they are. I blame demons for raising that wall of fear that breaks me. No, I blame myself—for allowing it. 

Though, in a way, the bleeding’s reassuring. Tonight, at least, I know I am wholly in the flesh. 

(AURA comes out of hiding and speaks to Alzbeta. ALZBETA can’t hear her.)
AURA
That’s something to celebrate? Now, all of a sudden? How many nights did you beg me to take your place? To lie in your flesh and receive the attentions you still won’t acknowledge? I paid the price while you stood and looked the other way. Like they all did—the servants—they knew, too, and did nothing. 





ALZBETA


(Still talking to herself)
Sometimes I have thoughts so vivid I mistake them for memories. I’m back in my old bed, in my father’s house. I lie so still I can hear the barn owl's talons scrape the attic floor. If I hold my breath, I can even feel the threads in the coverlet thinning. Nothing stirs. Then suddenly, the moon clouds over and raw silk gives way to cigars and the stench of fighting cats and a pressure and wrenching in my belly I think will split my body right open. I try to move but nothing will obey—all I can do is listen to the pounding of my ear pressed against the pillow. It makes no sense.





AURA
Really? You can’t figure that scenario out? You’re more pathetic than I thought. Sooner or later, though, someone will sniff out the skeletons in your closet—how crazy you are. Then you’ll need me back. To prove you’re not. 
Scene 3
(Next morning. Klimt’s provisional studio chez KRKOSCHKA. Same walls and windows as elsewhere; light filtering in. Huge grandfather clock. Open trunks overflowing with Turkish costumes and kimono fabrics. Papers strewn across a large table and the floor. AURA, in an exotic, translucent negligee, is posing provocatively on a chaise longue. A cat is curled up beside her. KLIMT is sketching at an adjustable easel. As the lights come up, a pencil rolls off the table onto the floor.) 
KLIMT

(Mock horror)
Less than a day, and already—look at this place!
AURA

Positively shameful!

(AURA shifts her pose to be even more provocative.)
KLIMT

No, don’t move! Wait, yes. . .

(KLIMT grabs a fresh pencil and sketches away madly for a few strokes, clearly getting more and more worked up. Then he throws his pencil down and embraces AURA, caressing her belly.)
“Joy, beautiful sparks of the gods!” Schiller had it right: a woman with child—such fantastic inspiration. Like the Madonna—only nearly naked! And just look at the light in here!



(A knock at the door.)
ALZBETA



(Offstage)

Herr Klimt? May I come in? It’s Panyi’  Krkoschka.
(KLIMT quickly turns his easel so ALZBETA won’t be able to see the sketch. AURA dumps the cat on the chaise and slinks off to a dark corner in a huff.)
KLIMT


(Adjusting the front of his smock)

Please! Of course!


(ALZBETA, even paler today, enters, carrying a coffee tray.)

Grüss Gott, Madame. 
ALZBETA

Good morning. Please forgive the informality, but since I was barely able to greet you last night when you arrived, I told Marije I would bring your coffee myself. Are you settling in all right? 
KLIMT

Why certainly, Madame. Especially now that you’ve brought coffee—that smells delicious! You will join me, of course?



ALZBETA
I’ve only brought one cup.
(ALZBETA looks around, bewildered by the mess.) 

Have you everything you need? My husband said you prefer to keep your studio locked, but if you want a girl to clean it. . .
KLIMT

No need, no need! I know, I’ve been here not one day and already there is nowhere to put the tray. . .
(KLIMT takes the tray and clears a spot for it on the table. He then empties a mug containing something he uses for his art into a convenient receptacle.)
Please, sit down.  


(Shooing the cat)
Kätze, weg! 
(Laughs, ushering ALZBETA toward the chaise.)
Funny, asking you to sit, in your own home.  
(ALZBETA looks at the chaise dubiously, but feeling a little woozy, decides to sit. KLIMT pours coffee into cup and mug, automatically adding plenty of cream and sugar. He hands her the cup.)
My God, you have a beautiful face. So— sad. 
(He grabs the mug and sits down next to her on the chaise, only slightly uncomfortably close.) 
But why are you sad? 

(Alzbeta almost starts to cry. Again.)



ALZBETA
(Nonplussed)

I’m not—sad—





KLIMT 
No? Excellent coffee—is this Arabian? Almost as good as in Vienna! 
(Drinks) 

Well, naturally, a baby will in some ways limit your life—yes, Josef—Herr Hoffmann—told me—but, how exciting! A little you! Proof that you exist!





ALZBETA

But I don’t! I mean, the baby—I lost it. Yesterday. Good gosh, why have I told you that.





KLIMT

Schade! Ending so quickly? Though I suppose it’s better that way. . . Well, at least that explains it.






ALZBETA

Explains what?





KLIMT

Why I don’t feel it. 

ALZBETA

Feel what?

KLIMT

A new life about you.
ALZBETA

How would you?

KLIMT

I don’t know, but I always can. And death nearby. But with you, I don’t. Well, maybe a little. Of both.
(ALZBETA gets up.) 

ALZBETA

Marije will come for the tray. 


(KLIMT gets up quickly.)

KLIMT

Please. Forgive me. I’m just an awkward Burgenländer at heart—with fanciful imaginings. I mean well, truly. You have a fascinating—aura. Come sit for me later, today or tomorrow. I must paint you!
ALZBETA

There’s nothing to paint, Herr Klimt. Even you, sir, must find me as blank as the canvas you’re hoping to fill. White paint swimming free toward the infinite—not much art to that, I’m afraid. Marije can bring you lunch. Dinner’s at nine.


(Turning back, on her way out the door)

A country bumpkin, you say? My eye! You’re Viennese, born and bred—Herr Hoffmann told me. 
(ALZBETA leaves. KLIMT sinks down on the chaise, deep in thought. AURA emerges from the shadows and sits on his lap.)



KLIMT

How intriguing! Have I totally ruined my chances?





AURA

Chances for what? She has zero to offer!





KLIMT

Liebling, she’s more like you than you think.

AURA


(Jumping up)
What! No will, no desire—passive, blind—I don’t understand her at all. 

KLIMT

Hostile powers have taken her over.

AURA

Well she should take herself back! I’ve tried to help, I really have, but I’m fed up. It’s exhausting! Like trying to light a wet pile of logs without any tinder—in a fireplace with the damper closed.

KLIMT

Ha ha! The ultimate virgin!
AURA
That’s her game, anyway. Don’t waste your time. 
KLIMT

No? But she’s your—sister. And it seems to me, you’ve got enough passion to share!
(KLIMT reaches for AURA, who playfully dodges him a few times before allowing him to catch her. They embrace.)
Scene 4
(Alzbeta’s room, that evening just before dinner. MARIJE is buttoning Alzbeta into another Flöge creation. ALZBETA is brushing her hair. AURA is lounging on the bed, bored.)




ALZBETA
(Peering in the mirror)
Do I look sad? How does sad look? I don’t want to look sad.





MARIJE

Not crying so much would be a good start. Your eyes are always red and your skin is splotchy. 



(MARIJE takes the brush from Alzbeta and starts working on an updo.)






ALZBETA

I don’t seem to be able to help it. Something sets me off and I’m like the Svarcava when the ice dams break. Suddenly, everything I know disappears and the world is a frigid tangle of rootless trees and flowy grasses. 






MARIJE

Uh huh. 






ALZBETA

It’s strange, though. Sometimes I think I could lie right down in the middle of the flow. The current feels like ice and it’s dragging at my chest and my thighs, taking me—I don’t know where. All I can do is stare at an early pair of cormorants sliding like shadow puppets across the blue heaven. 






MARIJE

Perhaps that’s what you were thinking when you “fell” off the Long Bridge in the middle of winter. 

(AURA scrambles over the bed and makes like she’s about to punch Marije. But of course, no one can see Aura so she flops back down in disgust.)



ALZBETA



(Quietly)

I have no idea what I was thinking. I don’t remember doing it at all.






MARIJE



(Finishing up with the hair, which doesn’t look right)

Well that’ll have to do, Madame. I’m needed in the dining room.






ALZBETA

Thank you, Marije. 

(Marije exits. AURA gets up, shaking her head, undoes Alzbeta’s hair, and starts re-doing it. ALZBETA continues talking, to herself.)

It’s frightening not to remember. The things I may have done! There’s the bridge, of course—I recall gray sky and a cold roughness in my hands. Next thing, I’m lying in snowy, wet leaves on the bank with the postman dripping over me, wrapping me in his heavy coat. I know it smelled like wet wool. And sweat and smoke. And—wurst. 






AURA

How romantic. A real picnic.






ALZBETA

And I remember my whole life at that time seemed to hinge on having that baby. But the thing is, where that baby came from in the first place is a complete mystery to me. It’s absurd! I know it wasn’t Vasik’s—Marije could barely button my wedding gown. But then, whose was it? I could have sworn I was a virgin. 





AURA

Ha!






ALZBETA

But I knew that was unlikely and anyway, I remembered when that girl Sofia tried to pull off such a tale, and they drummed her out of the parish. So I kept my mouth shut.
(ALZBETA gets her shoes, sits on the bed and starts putting them on.)

Herr Klimt is an odd person. Sort of forward. 






AURA

Finally, an interesting topic.






ALZBETA

I wonder how he’ll make me look? I’m a little bit scared. I’ve heard he does faces alright but the rest—you never know. 






AURA

Yes, my darling self, he paints whole worlds of women—ecstasies of breasts, buttocks and stars, heaped in orgies of glitter and florality
.






ALZBETA

And what was that about him being able to see life and death? He almost had me convinced. 






AURA

It’s true!






ALZBETA

I’m not sure I’d want to see that about people. Death must touch so many more than we realize. But then, there’s life also. To see the LIFE in people—in everything—perhaps that’s what makes an artist.
(We hear a really obnoxious cuckoo clock strike 8. Apparently, it’s tucked in somehow, obscured by the dressing table. Alzbeta flips around to watch it, almost happy for a moment.)






AURA



(Highly amused)

What! You saved our cuckoo clock! I can’t wait to see Hoffmann’s face when he finds that!
Scene 5
(Living Room, a little later that evening. ALZBETA is sitting in an armchair. KRKOSCHKA, also in evening dress, is pacing about. The dining room ladder and drop cloths are gone. The table is set for dinner.)
KRKOSCHKA

What did the doctor say?

(ALZBETA shrugs.)

We can try again?






ALZBETA

I suppose we could, but I’m not sure I want to.






KRKOSCHKA

Nonsense! Of course you do. It’s your main duty as a wife—to produce heirs. Every woman wants children. That’s the simple way of things.






ALZBETA

Well, I—






KRKOSCHKA

No discussion. I absolutely expect it. But don’t worry—you just need to get your strength back. Then you’ll be ready as a race horse. 
(ALZBETA makes some noncommittal sound/gesture. A clock chimes three quarters past the hour.)

Speaking of strength, I’m starving. Where is Klimt? I suppose he’s lost track of time. Great artists are like that.

ALZBETA

I had them put Grandmama’s clock in the studio.





KRKOSCHKA

Herr Hoffmann approved?

(ALZBETA shrugs again.)
Anyway, what’s for dinner?

ALZBETA

Pork. And turnip soup with dumplings. Klimt wants me to sit for him.





KRKOSCHKA 


(Pauses)

Sit for him—what do you mean? Oh, of course! I think that’s a brilliant idea. After all, there’s a huge empty wall in the gallery—waiting to be filled. We must both have portraits done. It’s traditional—we’re the first of a dynasty!
ALZBETA

I’m not positive it’s respectable. 

KRKOSCHKA 

Portraits? Nonsense. The aristocracy always—well anyway, I had completely forgotten but Hoffmann recommended we have portraits done months ago when Klimt first agreed to come and stay.

ALZBETA

Have you seen his work?

KRKOSCHKA 

Hoffmann’s?

ALZBETA

Klimt’s! My cousin in Vienna wrote me, it can be quite scandalous. The women are mostly naked. 

KRKOSCHKA 

Really, Alzbeta, he’s terribly famous—and expensive. I’m sure he can manage a decent portrait. And, believe me, you’ll want to get it out of the way before motherhood—before you lose your looks.
(KLIMT, now dressed in slightly rumpled street clothes, enters downstage right with AURA, both giggling. When KRKOSCHKA greets Klimt, AURA retires resignedly to the background, then slinks offstage.)

KRKOSCHKA 

There you are, Mein Herr! How was your day? Productive, I trust! Shall
 we go in? Hedvika will never forgive us if we let her liver dumplings get cold! 
(KLIMT bows slightly to ALZBETA, and then to KRKOSCHKA. KRKOSCHKA herds ALL into the Dining Room.) 
What do you think? Now that you’ve had time to inspect it properly, is the frieze up to snuff? My wife says you are to do our portraits. Splendid! By the way, what is the idea behind these weaving heads? 





ALZBETA



(Slightly excited)

They’re lovely. Like vines or grasses waving in water.






KRKOSCHKA

My dear, don’t be ridiculous! Why would vines have heads? Forgive my wife, Herr Klimt—she is given to peculiar flights of fancy.

Soup?

ACT II
Scene 1
(Later that week, Klimt’s studio. ALZBETA is posing on the couch, looking stiff and uncomfortable. Beyond her, AURA is posing in almost the same position, looking relaxed and seductive. KLIMT is at his easel, obviously sketching the Aura.)





KLIMT
So, Alzbeta. What does woman want?





ALZBETA
I beg your pardon? I’m not sure what you mean.






KLIMT

What do women want? It’s a simple question. . . Don’t be shy. We Viennese are excellent listeners and quite impossible to scandalize.
(From here on in, AURA behaves more and more provocatively, earning more and more of KLIMT’s attention. ALZBETA, on the other hand, remains oblivious to their interactions.)






ALZBETA
I don’t know.






KLIMT

No one ever does. But I can’t work with empty faces, so I always ask my models something confusing—it forces them to think. Except for a few, who panic when they don’t know the answer. That makes them interesting also, as long as they can still sit still. So—what do women want?





ALZBETA
I don’t know. . . To be useful? To decide things? Something to do with freedom. 





KLIMT

Freedom! To act? What a brave challenge. Freedom is so frighteningly real! There’s no getting away from freedom—so many choices, so many ways to be either right or wrong. 

Unless, of course, you mean freedom to think—to create. Or dream! Illusion breeds pleasure, even from pain.





ALZBETA

I don’t dream at all. I used to, but not anymore. I feel—I feel like an old man
. 






KLIMT
Old men don’t dream? You don’t look like an old man. 

(KLIMT can’t resist anymore and goes to AURA. Exactly what they are doing is obscured by the couch and Alzbeta, but it is clearly very naughty. ALZBETA remains oblivious and keeps talking to Klimt as if he were still at his easel.)






ALZBETA


(Dreamily)

Like an old man struggling to dream of past loves I know I once had—but can’t recall. My mind is bare. Not just my mind, but no matter what I do or how hard I try to remember, my whole body refuses to respond. To anything.


(AURA is definitely responding.)

And even if I did remember, no matter how sweet or beautiful the visions, even if they mirrored each of my past loves exactly—one hundred percent faithfully reproduced in the flesh—even then, my body would stay cold. Grass could grow on it; dust would settle. 
KLIMT

Some seeds need cold ground. Monkshood, bloodroot, belladonna—must freeze before they germinate. Then, when the thaw comes, green spurts everywhere with violent abandon. Perhaps, if you simply hold out—?
ALZBETA



(Almost in a trance)

Time slips—and expands. Days feed each other like a snake swallowing itself. The scales are dry and smooth as marble—it’s all I can do, not to slide off.





KLIMT



(To Aura, as much as to Alzbeta)

But think—in the end, what do you want?



(There is a slight pause.)






AURA

Come on, Stavi, you know what I want—just give it to me!





ALZBETA
I just want to feel. Anything at all. 
(KLIMT and AURA climax. In the end, KLIMT grabs ALZBETA, too. She freezes for an instant, as if a hand from some other world has momentarily touched her. Slowly, ALZBETA turns and looks behind her, sees Aura and Klimt together, stops dead, then quickly turns forward again. NB: Suggested lighting change for AURA—from here on in, ALZBETA will be able to see her.) 

(Somewhat flustered)
And even if I knew what I wanted, if I received it, I could never hold onto it. There isn’t enough of me to hold onto anything. 
(AURA, righting her clothes, staggers off into obscurity. KLIMT stumbles back to his easel, mops his face with his smock, then recommences work deliberately, silent for a time.)  





KLIMT

Alzbeta: when you sit for me, I need you to understand—you are everything. I pick up my pencil or my brush and I don’t even know time. My world is you. And after you leave, the next morning, after coffee, I see you better and better. You are an oasis, and I populate it. I cram the canvas with more than you’ll ever want or need. I make you my Egyptian queen, with all her treasures—only you are not dead, you are alive! I paint unconscious elixir, I paint you forever. Because death and life are the same—one is not more agreeable. They are black and red, shadow and form, need and desire—all parts of the driving force.
ALZBETA

I want—

(ALZBETA jumps up and tries to look at the portrait. KLIMT, though exhausted, manages to hide it with his body.)


Never be afraid of your thoughts, Alzbeta. That’s all for today.
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