
Cabinet of Curiosities

"It is not enough to say 'Never Again' - It is just a small step from social exclusion to murder" - Ivan Lefkovits

“Art is not purity: it is purification. Art is not liberty: it is liberation.” - Clarice Lispector


Setting: 

A Museum - the day before opening a new show

Characters: 

ANYA: An Iranian artist on the verge of her first major museum exhibition. 

SAM: A successful television actor best known for playing authority figures in mainstream crime dramas. 

MARA: The Executive Director of the museum hosting Anya’s exhibition. Intelligent, polished, strategic, and emotionally disciplined, Mara has spent years navigating the impossible terrain between radical art and institutional survival. 




ACT I

Sam is locked into his phone and Anya is going through photos - deciding which ones go where. 

Throughout this speech Anya hangs art and Sam scrolls his phone. 


ANYA
Soon as I leave the apartment this morning - this unhoused woman catches my attention. We lock eyes and she says, “Can I ask you a question?” And I’m already done - you know - when your whole body answers before you do? My whole nervous system said ‘no, I don’t have cash, sorry.’

SAM
But-

ANYA
I say -  “Sure.” And she says, not money, she says, “Can you buy me a sandwich?”

SAM
Specific. 

ANYA
Exactly. A sandwich felt… tangible. Like: oh, I can complete that. A game I can win. Then I look over and at this sandwich shop and the line is wrapped around the counter. And I’m counting minutes. Gym. Shower. Snack. Back to the museum. So I say, “I’m sorry, I don’t have time.”

SAM
You did have time.

ANYA
Yes, Sam. Anyway, She points down the block: “Not from here. From the place down there.” And I don’t even look at that place down there. I just go, “Sorry. No cash. Sorry.” And then, the second I turn away, time - slows everything down - and I’m like: Hello, shame.

SAM
So you went back.

ANYA
I went back. Because now I’m starring in my own moral documentary. I see an empty Starbucks across the street. I go in. I buy her a turkey and provolone baguette. And while I’m there, I grab an Impossible Breakfast Sandwich for myself. 

SAM
That fake meat is delicious. 

ANYA
Exactly, you’ll never catch me in Starbucks ordering coffee, but that impossible! 

SAM
Why didn’t you get her an impossible?

ANYA
Exactly, I didn’t even ask what she wanted.

SAM
What if she’s allergic to dairy? Or Turkey? 

ANYA
Yes. I didn’t ask. So, I bring it to her. I hand it to her. She takes it. Says nothing. Nothing. Puts it in her pocket and just looks past me. 

SAM 
No “thank you.”

ANYA
No thank you. Nothing.

SAM
Respect. 

ANYA
And now, more shame. Because I wanted the thank you. I wanted the little receipt that I’m Good.

SAM
Some validation.2 

ANYA
Because the sandwich was partly for her. But I came to her like a fixer. A rescuer. I didn’t ask if she liked turkey. If she could digest cheese. If she wanted it warm. And the worst part? I went back into the Starbucks and I stood there ten more minutes waiting for my own fake meat sandwich. And that made me sick.

SAM
The impossible sandwich. 

ANYA
No - the shame, the shame made me sick. 

The truth sits there. Sam stays locked in his phone. Until he looks up.

SAM
You okay? 

ANYA
I’m about to have this show about liberation. Biggest show of my career. About my grandmother. About being seen. About care and time and I can’t even ask a woman what kind of sandwich she wants. I can’t even get it from the place she wanted it from. 

She places her hand over his phone screen

Can you, can you pause the doom machine for one second? 

SAM
I’m not dooming. I’m documenting.

ANYA
Okay. Documenting. Just pause. For one second. 
(beat)
Shelly told me the network has been calling you and you’ve been ignoring them. 

SAM
Fuck em. Let em call.

ANYA
Sam-

SAM
Let them call. I don’t care anymore. These white people I work with have the audacity to tell me how hard it is to be a white person right now, how hard it is for them to find work. We’re literally working on a TV show when they tell me this. To my face. We are on set! I’m like, Jesus, how much did you work before this?

Anya notices people watching.

ANYA
Keep it down - those are donors.

SAM
And that’s the problem. 

ANYA
The problem is you’re gonna lose your job. 

SAM
I’m already losing it. They’re just waiting for the paperwork and script to match their feelings. As soon as they figure out how to kill and write me off - done! 

ANYA
And that’s winning for you? 

SAM
There is no winning. There are atrocities all over the world. Whole cities without clean drinking water. People are being kidnapped, robbed, \ shot in the streets by their government. White people included - that’s the crazy part. We are in one of the wealthiest cities on Earth and people are sleeping on the sidewalk under billion-dollar billboards. And we’re just walking around like it’s Tuesday. 

ANYA
It is Tuesday and you have posted, what, forty stories since breakfast?

SAM
Fifty-two.

ANYA
Jesus.

SAM
Don’t invoke him. He’d definitely be reposting. That cat would hit this share button so hard. 

Anya holds up two of her photos and Sam picks one. 

Sam starts scrolling again.

SAM
There's just too much - too much of everything. You know Sean - contractor - New Zealand cat? 

She does

Well guess whose home Ryan was working on in the Palisades? Mr. Bezos. Okay, he’s building him another home when they tell him a very important box is arriving and that his only responsibility is to make sure that box made it safely into the room designed specifically for it.

ANYA
Ooh - what’s in the box? 

SAM
Getting there - so, the box arrives by crane. He gets into the room. There’s another box inside that box. Then another inside that box- 

ANYA
What is in the box? 

SAM
And inside the final box… The skull of a Tyrannosaurus rex.

ANYA
No.

SAM
Yes. And he built an entire room, the size of most peoples homes, to house a dinosaur skull in a mansion that he never spends time in. 

ANYA
Fuck.

SAM
This put me down a T.Rex skull rabbit hole -  guess who else bought a 70-million-year-old T. Rex skull at an auction in 2007, outbidding Leonardo DiCaprio. Nic Cage. Except he would invite people over to his house to just sit and look at it…. Sound familiar? 

ANYA
What? 

SAM
Familiar - you are the T.Rex Anya, your Grandma's hands are the ancient thing some rich person can just put in their god damn living room. They are Bezos and Nic Cage and you are a skull to them. 

ANYA
Sam, you got me this show.

SAM
And now, I am regretting it. One of the great sins of our time is to amount to great masses of wealth with no purpose. 
You don’t need these people, bring your art into the streets. Let's start our own museum, one where we steal white people's things and just put them in a box. 

ANYA
The people or the things? 

SAM
Both - who cares. This money disease is destroying us. You want to be part of that?

ANYA
We are a part of it, whether we like it or not.

SAM
We don’t have to be. Imagine if all these old white people just disappeared? Art would die.

ANYA
Don’t be dramatic.

SAM
It’s true. The model is unsustainable. 

ANYA
That might be true, but I’ve worked hard for this Sam, I deserve this. This is my break. 

SAM
That’s what they want us to think, that we need them. They like it when you talk about your oppression, they need you to talk about your oppression and not your joy. And we fell right into their trap…  You don’t look happy.

ANYA
I am happy Sam.

SAM
Okay, sure, maybe, but you don’t look happy. You look stressed and stretched. Before this “big break” you were all light, we were light before we made money from what we love. Let's go back to that. You and me, an empty apartment with a mattress on the floor and books as our little tables. 

ANYA
Sam-

SAM
That was fun right. It was easier then. 

ANYA
Sam-

SAM
Who owns history? Who gets to display our culture? Our stories? Who gets to profit from the preservation of our bodies? You see it right? All this is a rich man's living room. That's all this is. A cabinet of curiosities, some lord's private room full of bones and stolen relics from every corner of the world. The point wasn't to share it. The point was to prove they could have it. Look how much of the world I could afford to own. 

Sam pauses and looks at Anya’s photos, then back at her.

I heard one old white guy say to another old white guy how excited he was to own this. Own you. 

ANYA
That’s great, I’m glad he’s excited. He buys it, I can get another coffee, pay rent, and the museum can invite a high school to come and one little girl sees it and wants to tell her story. That's not bad, that’s why we’re here.

SAM
How would Granmad feel about this? 

ANYA
You are crossing a line. Many lines. 

SAM
We worship our own billionaires who steal from us. 

ANYA
I don’t worship anyone. 

SAM
But you do, we do, with our attention. Where we place our attention. That’s what we’re devoted to … Me too. I have catered to these institutions for so long. 

ANYA
I hear you, but I’m not walking away. Maybe that’s bad, I hear you and here I am. And I think my bibi would be happy on some days and angry on others. Like all of us. It’s a game we all play. 

SAM
Until we’re signing checks. 

ANYA
Until then.  

SAM
Ignorance is bliss. 

ANYA
Yeah. It is. For now. I want to be that person who just does their job, but asks no questions. 

Sam walks around the gallery

SAM
What else do you buy when you can buy nearly everything?

ANYA
A dinosaur.

SAM
A fucking dinasour. 

They share a laugh

ANYA
A Cabinet of Curiosities.

SAM
What?

ANYA
That’s what you called it. 

Sam looks up at her. 

SAM
Yeah… 
 
Sam puts his phone away

I’m okay getting fired, you know. I mean it. It’s just a fucking TV show. I’m an actor who got lucky playing a detective that can solve crimes in 60min. It’s a farce. If I lose it for speaking the truth, it means nothing. There are bigger things at play. I’m tired - of all of it… I want to flip it and I don’t know how. Jessica Chastain looks at a doorknob like it owes her money and suddenly it’s erotic. Like she’s the sexiest thing on earth. You're sexy Anya-

ANYA
Stop. 

SAM
You are. You’re gorgeous - way sexier than Jessica. How boring is the name Jessica? But white people are allowed to  be hot on camera. But not me, not us. Only Jessica’s.

ANYA
She’s nice to you. 

SAM
Fuck nice. I’m serious. They get to desire things like it’s an art form. And we, you and me -  we’re either a trauma slideshow or a spicy side character with no inner life. Brown people don’t get to fuck on screen like it matters. Like it’s human. Like it’s beautiful. They think we don’t fuck. We like to fuck. You fuck - I know you fuck-

ANYA
Sam. 

Anya looks around for the donors and museum curarator. 

SAM
White people have sex and it’s “cinema.” White people get away with murder and it’s self defense. White people steal from faraway lands and call it preservation. White people are gonna come here tomorrow to see your beautiful art, and they will feel less racist because of some existential kink - that they did the work. They supported a Brown woman's art - how amazing are we - we came and supported - maybe we even felt bad about ourselves for not seeing her Grandma and the other Brown Grandmas take the bus 25 miles just to go clean peoples houses. The discomfort becomes the absolution. The worse it makes them feel, the more they’ve apparently done. You sat with it. You paid for the ticket. You did the work.

ANYA
You done? 

SAM
You don’t get it.

ANYA
I do.

SAM
You don’t. I wish you would. 
I feel like a fucking sea anemone.

ANYA
A cnn enemy?

SAM
A sea anemone - a sea creature… A beautiful sea creature. That’s us. We’re beautiful - we are. But also, we are predators, and when this shit gets close enough to us, we need to bite - we need to eat. We need to kill. 

Anya stares up at the video of her own art - a video piece - her body as land. Her body as a river, the river being trampled upon and dried up. 

Anya
Look, a couple of things can be true here.

SAM 
Enlighten me. 

ANYA
I realize that the same institutions programming “Rivers” are still flying their boards to the Swiss Alps? I know that people love grief if there is free wine and cheese. But I don’t think sharing on social media is the way to do that. It’s just a finger tap.

SAM
You think I’m just a tap? 

Anya
What’s it doing in the grand scheme? You post and it evaporates. It literally disappears in twenty-four hours. It’s a performance. A reflex. Everyone is sharing so let me share. A moment of crisis becomes trendy and people confuse “I posted” with “I participated.”

SAM
You’re tired of trends. I’m tired of bodies.

ANYA
And then what? You want to lose your job because you posted on instagram and then what? Are you some sort of martyr? … You get fired and share your 50 stories and you think you are going to start a revolution. I think there are smarter, better ways. 

SAM
Silence is violence, you heard that one? 

ANYA
What about my life feels silent to you. My family has been persecuted since the beginning of time - my actual family members have been murdered in uprising and downfall after uprising and downfall. I know who I am in this world. I’m doing the opening tomorrow, I have work in this room that’s about genocide. About massacres. That’s in my blood. I fight for it in my work and my being. In how I show up.

SAM
I’m not questioning your work.

ANYA
You kinda are.

SAM
The world is on fire everywhere, so don’t point at one flame.  

ANYA
That’s not what I’m saying. 

She pauses.

I remember being sixteen and taking the train down to Occupy Wall Street. Everyone was there. Artists, students, musicians, professors, unhoused people, people handing out food, people dancing. There was live music and barbecues and drumming circles and joy. Real joy. And I remember standing there thinking two things at the exact same time: This matters.
And… How long can they actually keep this up?
Not very long. Eventually everyone has to go back to work. Back to rent. Back to survival. 
Winter came. People got tired. The cameras left and the whole thing slowly disappeared.
Sam, I’m not - I’m not trying to be cold. I’m trying to be honest. As an artist, we can do things with our actions. Things that last. 

Sam holds up his phone. 

SAM
This is my action. I want to be fired A. I want them to let me go for using my voice.

ANYA
You are losing your job and maybe even your career. 

SAM
Let em.

ANYA
It’s easy to say “let them” when rent is theoretical.

SAM
Oh, so now it’s class analysis?

ANYA
It’s reality. Right now, you can afford it. But maybe one day you will need that money.

SAM
I don’t want Hollywood's money. 

ANYA
Says the guy wearing a 28 thousand dollar Patek Philippe watch that somehow that never makes it in your posts. Yes, people are being annihilated in real time and you being fired for your ideals isn’t gonna change that. And that’s the truth. 

Sam takes off the watch and throws it on the floor - steps on it. 

ANYA
What the fuck! Stop being dramatic.  

SAM
Maybe posting is the lowest form of action. But I think it matters when people know that they’re not screaming into an empty sky.

ANYA
I’m done with this conversation. Please leave. I have to focus.
…  Go… Can you please go? 

SAM
You can’t have a healthy conversation.

ANYA
Your instagram isn’t saving lives Sam. Neither are you. Thank you for helping me get this show. Now get the fuck out and I’ll see you tomorrow. 

SAM
By the way - it’s my name and my instagram that is bringing all these people here to your little show about you, the rivers, and your grandma. 

… … …Sam and Anya just stand there… … … 

I’m sorry. 

ANYA
(quiet) Okay. 

SAM
Really I am. 

ANYA
Okay.

SAM
I’m sorry. 

ANYA
Okay.

SAM
I think the world is poisoning me. I’m trying to keep people alive. We’re both trying to keep something from disappearing.

Anya sits for the first time.

SAM
Can I tell you something without you eating me?

ANYA
Try.

SAM
A signal flare still burns even if it burns out.

ANYA
That’s good.

SAM
Don’t compliment me. It’ll ruin my rage. The most basic form of action is still action.
Maybe I am jealous of you. You’ve always been better than me. A better artist, a better person. We can’t all write a play A, or fly somewhere, or clean the water, or house someone, or have a museum opening, or be this beautiful powerhouse of an artist in life and in practice… I feel pointless… and to me doing something means something… I can’t sleep and I think being fired would help actually. 

Anya hugs him. 

ANYA
Okay. Keep posting if you need to.  But… don’t let them bait you into destroying yourself. 

SAM
You sound like my therapist.

ANYA
Your therapist is probably right.

SAM
Jeremy is the best. 

ANYA
I love you.

Sam puts his phone away

SAM
I love you too. Maybe if you were still by my side these days I wouldn’t have lost it. 

ANYA
I am by your side, just… different. And you still would have lost it. 

Sam's phone pings.

SAM
Shit, I should take this. 
Sam walks out 
Mara, the museum executive director walks by:
MARA
Anya - what do you think? Listen: 

Good evening, everyone. Welcome. Welcome, welcome. Thank you for being here tonight. What a gorgeous turnout for a gorgeous artist. We’re so grateful you’re here, and we are honored to celebrate this exhibition and the artist behind it, Anya Bahari, whose work speaks so powerfully to this moment. Speaks to the need to remember our shared humanity. To remember that what we choose to do and say makes a difference.

Before we begin, we want to acknowledge that we are gathered on the ancestral homelands of - of the - god damn it - 

She looks down at her phone.

O’odham… Akimel O’odham and Pee—Pee-Posh… O’odham… Akimel O’odham and Pee—Pee-Posh. 

I can never remember this… Three times: O’odham… Akimel O’odham and Pee—Pee-Posh
O’odham… Akimel O’odham and Pee—Pee-Posh
O’odham… Akimel O’odham and Pee—Pee-Posh

Three times, that is how you lock it in. 
The Salt River Pima-Maricopa and the Gila River Indian Community. We recognize the ongoing impact of colonization and commit to listening, learning, and doing better.

Thank you. Tonight is a celebration. A chance to be in conversation, to be in community, and to honor work that asks us to see one another more clearly. Let's raise our glasses - To Anya Bahari, to art, to dialogue, to shared humanity, and to the belief that what we choose to do and say makes a difference. 

What do you think?
ANYA
Ah, yeah, beautiful. Mara, it really is a dream come true to be here. Thank you.
MARA
Thank you. 

ANYA
Ah, one thing - do you think we can change my Grandmothers in the catalog please back to the written - فره or فر, . 
MARA
I’m sorry?
ANYA
In the catalog. It says my grandmother's name was Farah. But I want it in Persian, in the alphabet. 
MARA
Right. I thought we all agreed that the catalog team wanted consistency with previous documents.
ANYA
Yes, but the previous documents were wrong.
MARA
Yes. And that’s important. Absolutely. We can correct it in the digital version.
ANYA
But not the printed one.
MARA
Unfortunately the printed catalogs are already- 
ANYA
Printed.
MARA
Yes. Exactly. 
Mara looks at the exhibit. 
MARA
This photograph. The hands in the sink. Everyone who walks through stops at this one. 

Mara reads the note by it- 

“My grandmother cleaned women’s houses for forty years and not one of them knew her birthday. My grandmother’s hands smelled like bleach, onions and other people’s soap.”
Your grandmother was a remarkable woman. A resilient woman. 
ANYA
She hated the word resilient.
MARA
Oh.
ANYA
She did. She thought it was something people called you when they had no intention of helping. 
MARA
I see you in her. 

beat
ANYA
Her name was in my original wall text.
MARA
I don’t have that in front of me.
ANYA
You had it for eight months.
MARA
Anya… the spirit is there. The spirit is here. 
Anya looks at her.
ANYA
The spirit?
MARA
The essence. The emotional truth.
ANYA
Her name is not an essence.
MARA
Of course it’s not. 
Mara tries to reset.
This is exactly why this work matters. It opens these necessary conversations.
ANYA
Necessary for who?
MARA
For all of us.
ANYA
All of us who?
MARA
Anya-
ANYA
No, I’m asking. Who are all of us?
MARA
The audience. The community.
ANYA
The funders?
Small shift in the room.
MARA
Sure. 

Anya
Donors? 

MARA
Donors and funders are part of the community Anya.
ANYA
Course. 
MARA
I know there were conversations around language. Around framing. Around the title. This happens with every show. I’m sorry, it isn’t just yours. Not everyone speaks or reads Farsi, so we went with the translated name. We are trying to invite people in, not exclude them. By providing access.
ANYA
Access to her life but not her name.
MARA
Access to everyone who keeps this place from becoming a luxury condo or a pharmacy or another room people like us can never enter again… I think you’re excited about tomorrow and we need to be careful not to turn this into a…
ANYA
A?
MARA
Confrontation…  I am here to honor the work. And I’m sorry, but I don’t think this is productive the day before opening… A word of advice, we don’t make people uncomfortable in a way that makes them unable to hear you.
ANYA
Comfort first.
MARA
You’re twisting my words. I don’t think accusation is the only path to transformation. Sometimes it closes people down. That’s not our goal here. This is not some evil machine designed to destroy the truth. This is a museum. A flawed museum, yes. A compromised museum, sometimes. A museum that exists in the actual world, not the beautiful imaginary one where no one has rent or insurance or payroll or electricity bills. Those people that we don’t want to exclude paid for the lights currently making your grandmother visible. They paid for the wall your work is hanging on. They paid for the school groups coming tomorrow morning - the ones you wanted so badly. They paid for the registrar, and the preparators, and the shipping, and the guards downstairs who make less than everyone in this room. We make choices. We frame. We soften. We invite. Because if no one comes in, nothing happens.
And - you agreed to this. You wanted this room. You wanted these walls. You wanted the scale. You wanted the reviews. You wanted the people with money to stand in front of your work and say yes, this matters, and also buy your art. Don’t feel about this. You deserve this. She deserves this. She is being seen.

Because you turned her into art Anya. You did that. 
That lands.
You. Not me. Not the board. You photographed her. You framed her. You selected which version of her pain would be beautiful enough to hang. You watched her too. You observed her. You translated her. You took her likeness knowing one day it might become a door to your own notoriety. You’re not innocent in this. That’s okay. 
Do you know how many artists would kill to be where you are sitting right now? You don’t get to be the only honest person in the room. You’re not outside the thing you’re critiquing. None of us are. That is not evil. That is adulthood. That is collaboration. That is how anything lasts.
ANYA
Lasts for who?
MARA
For the people who come after you. People whose work was ignored for generations. Anya, let me share something with you in total honesty: This - compromised, gross, donor-rotten room is one of the only places in this city where your grandmother's hands get to be twelve feet tall. I am a Black woman in a world of white men who are afraid of our excellence. But I’m not complaining, even though every other museum director that’s a man is making 60k more than me. Because you are here. I spent fifteen years busting my ass getting people like you into this room. Fifteen years of dinners with exactly the men you want gone, smiling, asking, begging, so that one day a girl with a Farsi name and a beautiful grandmother could hang her truth on a wall. You think that isn’t work? You think that doesn’t cost me something? Do you know what it takes to get a show approved? Do you know how many meetings? How many people I had to charm who thought your work was “too severe,” “too specific,” “too much”? 
I played the game. I’m still playing the game. 
We are women of color Anya. We plant deep and fast so they cannot pull up what we plant, because it has already rooted. If you push too hard you give them ammo and they would rather see the institution fail than succeed on our watch. I promise you. They are not scared that we cannot do the job, they are afraid of their own obsolescence. It’s the last gasp, they know their time is coming, but right now they will do anything to hold on. Anything. 
You want to burn the institution down? Fine. But don’t pretend you didn’t ask me to get you inside first. It’s dangerous when you can't tell the difference between the cage and the only door out of it...
Okay - Anya, can we please start again. I am going to chalk it up to nerves and we will move on. I love you and am grateful to make work with you. 
Mara turns to leave - she turns back -

Congrats on tomorrow, it’s going to be great.
Mara leaves as Sam enters. 
Mara stops him 
MARA
Sam.

SAM
Mara.

MARA
Anya, you should know - he did not stop talking about you until I listened. For years, he told me about this artist he knew. She didn’t just shoot photographs or make art, she lived it. She embodied it. For years I didn’t listen. Then he brought me to that dinner you hosted, and you gave us all balloons and told us to fill them with what we no longer needed. That was it, in your presence, I felt what Sam had been telling me all along. This woman is special. This woman is honest. This woman can wake us up. Could help us remember that it doesn’t have to be this way. And I will crawl and steal and fight for this woman… Thank you, Sam.
Mara leaves. 
SAM
It’s true, I did call her a lot. 

… You okay? 

ANYA
Yeah. 

SAM
Spoke to the network. Well, I spoke with my agents who spoke with the network.  

ANYA
And?

SAM
“Effective immediately.” “Violation of conduct.” “Contract terminated.”

ANYA
Sam-

SAM
It’s funny. I thought it would hurt more.

ANYA
I’m sorry.

SAM
Writing on the wall. 

ANYA
I told you so? 

SAM
That’s funny… 
I’m free A… And I’m only a little terrified.

ANYA
What do you need right now?

SAM
Phase 2

ANYA
Phase 2 of how many phases? 

Sam looks out at the museum: walls, art, perfect lighting, price dots. 

SAM
I want you to do something tomorrow. We can do something tomorrow.

ANYA
Like what?

SAM
I don’t know, when you give the welcome toast… you don’t just thank them. You tell the truth. You stage a scene. Light your hand on fire and see if they think it’s art or someone lighting their hand on fire. 

ANYA
Trauma bonding. 

SAM
I’m being serious. You are already here and any press it good press. Make them uncomfortable.

ANYA
Sam, no more okay. 

SAM
Just imagine it. Please. If all these people on the donation plaques just disappeared? 
Just imagine it with me Anya… How do we change things if things don’t change. What if we were the check signers, not just Jessica Chastain? 

ANYA
I don’t know why you hate her-

SAM
Come on, you’re better than me at everything. Just imagine it. Please. Please. 

ANYA
Fine. I will imagine it…

Anya closes her eyes and grabs Sam's hands. She prays, she manifests, she taps in, she breathes and is breathed. 

Take them. Take them… 
All the donors and investors. The old last guard. The check signers hanging on with their last breaths. The system that rewards them. Those who love the existential kink of supporting the wound without working towards the scar. Take the check-signers. The name-on-the-wall. The East Wing, made possible by. The ones who buy the room and then build a smaller room inside it for skulls. Take the allies. The ones who say, important and necessary. They know words like, holding, brave, centering, harm, repair, and you use them in rooms but nothing changes. Take those who only want to feel changed for seventy-five minutes. Take the boards and the board members and patrons - all of them - that poison my rivers and poison the little Brown girls who forget they are beautiful... Take the plaques. Take the little brass names and the cold it leaves behind-

SAM
(quiet) Anya.

ANYA
Take the ones who look at something and still don’t see it. The one who think they own our memories, our past, and then say, ‘don’t worry, you can come and see them anytime.’ Take those that sever our body into pieces, and then say, ‘you can come visit your limbs.’ How do we get there? 

Take the write-offs, the lies they call preservation. Take the ones who love and fund the bleeding and skip the healing. My grandmother burned what she couldn't carry. Letters. A scarf. A curtain. We can't carry their weight anymore.

Very quiet, almost tender

Gone. Gone. Gone beyond. 

She opens her eyes. Calm. Certain. Frightening.

Gone. Gone. Gone beyond. 

Blackout.



ACT II
Setting: A Museum - the day of opening.

Characters: 

ANYA: An Iranian artist on the verge of her first major museum exhibition. 

SAM: A successful television actor best known for playing authority figures in mainstream crime dramas. 

MARA: The Executive Director of the museum hosting Anya’s exhibition. Intelligent, polished, strategic, and emotionally disciplined, Mara has spent years navigating the impossible terrain between radical art and institutional survival. 

GLORIA: The woman Anya gave a sandwich to and never looked at. The only person in the play who isn't afraid of what the world just became.

The screen that held Anya's rivers - her body as land, her body as a river trampled and dried - now holds the cold blue of a news studio. 
A CHYRON glows under an empty anchor desk: BREAKING. UNEXPLAINED ABSENCES REPORTED AMONG PROMINENT PHILANTHROPISTS. AUTHORITIES URGE CALM.

ANCHOR (CHUCK)
And again, we are asking everyone to stay where they are. What we can confirm at this hour: beginning around four o'clock this morning, a number of people have been reported missing. No signs of struggle. No bodies. No demands. Simply missing. 

The missing appear to share a profile. They are, almost entirely, the named donors, trustees, and benefactors of artistic institutions - museums, theaters, operas, galleries, venues of all kinds. The people whose names are on the buildings.

In the last twenty minutes we've had the same report from The Met. The Getty. The Louvre. The Tate. A board of forty in London, gone. A family in Geneva who funded six museums on three continents, the housekeeper says she set the table for breakfast and there was no one to sit in the chairs.

We're also receiving, and I want to be careful, we're receiving reports that the names themselves are… not there. Engraved plaques. Donor walls. Witnesses say the brass has gone blank. Wiped. The whole “made possible by” section - gone. .

At 10:02am., in a quiet office above a theater that had not produced a profitable show since 1987, a fax machine turned on by itself. It printed a single page. No sender. No header. No signature. Just one sentence: YOU ARE WELCOME.

The markets have dipped and then they recovered and they have dipped again. Harder this time. 

Lets go out into the streets, where Megan is with Rafael, an intern at Long Dwarf theater. Megan- 

Cut to Megan outside a theater with an intern RAFAEL holding the painting of a horse. 

MEGAN
Yes, I am here with Rafael, Rafel just started here eleven months ago. Tell me Rafael, what is happening inside? 

RAFAEL
It’s actually really sad this is happening. Of course it had to go down like this, we have no more chill, extremes are destroying our country. Why couldn’t we ever find a middle way? All or nothing. There’s no such thing as moderation anymore. Look at the way we consume, this is why we can’t have nice things.

MEGAN
Rafael, what is this painting? 

RAFAEL
Oh, this belonged to one of our donors and I am just keeping it safe for them. It’s cute right? 

MEGAN
Back to you in the studio Chuck-

CHUCK
Thank you Megan. This just in: an assistant to a collector in Connecticut told the press that her boss was found wandering barefoot through his wine cellar last night repeating the words, “You can’t own anything. You can’t own a memory.” His assistant clarified that he owned six Basquiats and three funerary masks.

A property manager in the Pacific Palisades called in to say the owner of the residence is gone, the staff is gone, and there is, in his words, "a dinosaur in the living room and no one to feed it."

Producers all over the country are wondering, “Does this count as Force Majeure? Insurance covers this, yes?”

We don't… we don't have a framework for this. We keep waiting for the part where someone explains it.

They're just… gone. Gone. They're gone.
The screen dies. Black.
Then, a single emergency light. Low. Amber. The museum. The grand room from last night, but wrong. Half the track lighting is dead. The price dots still glow on the wall like small eyes. The twelve-foot photograph of the grandmother's hands in the sink is barely visible, lit now by one failing fixture that buzzes and dims, buzzes and dims.
ANYA stands in the middle of the room. 
SAM is on the floor against the wall, phone in hand, staring at it. He is not scrolling. 
SAM
No signal.
There's no - I can't post. There's nothing to post to. The whole thing's just… spinning.

ANYA
Mm.

SAM
I had something to say at the opening tonight. I had the perfect thing, I've been writing it in my head all night and there's nowhere to put it.

ANYA
Did I do this? I didn’t do this. 

SAM
You prayed and the donors of every museum on Earth evaporated overnight.

ANYA
It's a coincidence.

SAM
Yeah, it's a coincidence.

ANYA
People don't disappear because someone closes her eyes in a museum.

SAM
Sure… also, maybe you just did the biggest thing anyone has ever done and now you want to be all, "weird how that happened." I was here. I held your hands. You said take them. You said gone, gone, you said gone a lot. And then the sun came up and they were-

ANYA
Gone.

SAM
Gone.

The light over the grandmother's hands buzzes, dips almost to nothing, and recovers. They both look at it.

ANYA
The lights are going.

SAM
The grid's a mess, everything's a mess.

ANYA
No. The lights are going because they paid for the lights. Mara said it. To my face. Yesterday. She stood right there and said the people I want gone are the reason my grandmother still has a voice. They paid for the wall. They paid for the bulb. I took the men. The bulb goes with the men.

Sam looks up at the failing fixture. The hands flicker.

MARA enters. 

MARA
The guards are gone.

ANYA
What?

MARA
Downstairs. The guards. They left. Why would they stay? Who's paying them? I came in through the loading dock. The door was open. Anyone could walk in here right now and take whatever they want and there is no one to stop them.

Fifteen years I could not get the board to approve a second guard for the late shift. And now the building is just… open. To everyone.

She laughs. It is not a good laugh.

SAM
Mara-

MARA
Did you do this? 

ANYA
What? 

Mara walks to the donor wall,  a long panel of engraved names. She runs her hand across it. It is blank. Smooth brass. Nothing.

MARA
I knew every name on this wall. I knew their wives. I knew which ones I could call after nine and which ones needed three weeks' notice and a tasting menu. I knew the one who cried at the Rothko and the one who only gave to get back at his brother. (beat) I knew them. I spent my life learning them.

Something shifts in her. She stops at a small brass plate beside the grandmother's hands.

There's still a name here. This exhibition made possible by the…

She turns to Anya-

This is the one funding your show. This is the single hand keeping the single light on over your grandmother. Everyone on Earth went into the dark this morning. Except the one paying for you.

SAM
You took every donor in the world. The Met. The Louvre. Strangers. People you'll never meet. And you couldn't take the one that pays for you. 

ANYA
Shut up Sam, I didn’t do this. 

SAM
Maybe you did, you are the only art left. You are neo, the one. 

ANYA
Sam - stop. 

MARA
Do we… still open?

Sam laughs

SAM
Do we still-

MARA
It's a real question.

SAM
Do we still open? The richest people on the planet went up like steam off a manhole. There's a Tyrannosaurus rex starving to death in a living room in the Palisades. A fax machine in a dead theater just thanked the entire human race on behalf of nobody. And Mara, Mara wants to know if we put little cheese cubes out.

MARA
We are here aren’t we. We paid for that caterer- 

SAM
Not the hummus! 

MARA
Until somebody official tells me the world has ended, the world has not ended. It is just severely understaffed and underfunded. 

A woman has walked in and no one sees her except Anya

ANYA
Guys? 

MARA
Fifteen years, something goes wrong, you call a name on this wall. Pipe bursts, you call Lenny. Pollock needs cleaning, you call the Hoffmans. There's no one to call.

SAM
Stop being this and just be a person. 

MARA
I have been just a person, it didn't pay well. 

ANYA
Guys? 

SAM
What?

They all turn and a WOMAN is standing in the room. Unhoused. A heavy coat in a warm season. She is looking up at the twelve-foot hands.

Anya knows her instantly. It is the woman from the sandwich event earlier. 

ANYA
That’s turkey and cheese.

SAM / MARA
What? 

ANYA
The sandwich lady.

SAM
Oh.

WOMAN
Door was open.

MARA
Ma'am, the museum is - we're not actually -

ANYA
Welcome-

WOMAN
The door was open. First time. I been walking past this building for eleven years. Every day. 

She taps the floor with her foot, testing it like ice

Today the door was open. So.

She looks around.

You all having a bad one too.

SAM
Yeah. Yeah, we're having a bad one.

WOMAN
Whole city's having a bad one. People out there crying in the bank. Grown men. Crying at the bank. Like the machine's gonna look up and go, There, there… There, there.

MARA
Anya. Do you-

ANYA
I gave you a sandwich.

WOMAN
People give me a lot of things.

ANYA
Turkey and provolone. From Starbucks. Across from the - I bought you a sandwich. Yesterday. You don't-

WOMAN
You want me to remember a sandwich.

ANYA
No, I -

WOMAN
You do. It's okay. Honey, everybody wants me to remember the sandwich. 

back to the hands piece on the wall

Whose are these?

ANYA
…My grandmother's.

WOMAN
She cleans houses?

ANYA
Yes. Forty years.

WOMAN
It's the knuckles. You can't fake the knuckles. Bleach does that. Bleach and the hot water.

She lifts her own hands, looks at them.

Mm. 

She holds her hands up beside the photograph. 

You took her picture?

ANYA
I did-

WOMAN
You took her picture and you blew her up to the size of a bus. 

Y’all been in here the whole time? They sold everything out there. They sold the air - they got a guy who sells you the air now, the clean kind, in a can. They sold everything. Everything but me.
she looks at the red dots glowing on the wall
All them little dots. What do they mean? 
ANYA
They mean they are sold or for sale.

WOMAN
I been standing in rooms my whole life. Ain't nobody ever put a dot on me.

ANYA
What's your name?

WOMAN
Huh. 

ANYA
Your name? 

WOMAN
Yesterday you didn’t want to hand me a sandwich, and then you did, and now you want my name. Life moves fast. 

ANYA
Please.

WOMAN
…Gloria.

ANYA
Gloria.

GLORIA
Don't wear it out. 

GLORIA
What’s you name? 

ANYA
Anya. This is Sam and that’s Mara. 

Gloria looks around

GLORIA
I like this, this is cool. Maybe you can take my picture one day. 

ANYA
I would love that. 

GLORIA
Whose this for? 

ANYA
Good question. You. Us. 

GLORIA
My friends outside? 

ANYA
Uh - sure. 

GLORIA
Now that the door is unlocked. 

ANYA
Do you have friends who would come? 

GLORIA
Sure do.

MARA
Anya- 

ANYA
Good, bring them.

GLORIA
You think I can be up on a wall? Twelve feet up where I can't get down?

ANYA
You can. 

GLORIA
Look at her. Beautiful. Famous. But she can't leave, she’s trapped. You hung her up there and she don't ever get to leave. Me, I walk out that door right now. Nobody owns me. Nobody bought me. No dot. I stay free. 

ANYA
Will you bring them? Your friends. The door's open. Bring them in.

MARA
Anya-

ANYA
It's my show. And now it’s free. Bring them in.

Gloria looks at her for a long moment. Then she turns, not to Mara, not to Sam, to the house. To the actual room. 

GLORIA - into the house, easy, like she's done it a thousand times
Well. Y'all heard her. Door's open. First time in eleven years. It's free. Everything in here is free now, ain't nobody left to charge you. 

she finds a face 

You. C'mon. Come up, come see it. Mind the step.

She brings someone up from the audience. A real person, from real seats. Anya, at the center of her own opening for the first time, puts out her hand.

ANYA (to whoever it is)
Hi. Welcome. Thank you for coming. What’s your name? … Thanks for being here. 

GLORIA (already on to the next, waving them up) 
You too. Bring your friend. We got room. We got nothing but room. 
Take your time, baby. Ain't nowhere to be anymore. That's the good news.

ANYA (to whoever it is)
Hi. What’s your name?  … Thanks for being here. 

People are coming up now. Onto the floor. Into the art. Mara invites people up, as does Sam. They introduce themselves.

GLORIA
Y'all got food in here? My people been outside a long time. Some of 'em ain't ate today.

MARA
Oh yes, of course. 

Mara goes and gets the hummus and cheese. 

MARA
I have wine too. Cases of it. It'll go bad. I’ll be back. 

Mara goes. Comes back with a cart of rinks. Sam pours the wine into little plastic cups and passes them to folks.

Anya stands among them, in the middle of her own opening.

SAM
This. This is an opening. 

Anya looks at the brass plate. Then at the room.

ANYA
Welcome everyone. 

Anya raises her little plastic cup of donor wine. 

Her real name was [ANYA SPEAKS HER GRANDMOTHER'S TRUE NAME — out loud, to a full room, for the first time in the play.] She cleaned other people's houses for forty years so I could stand in one with my name on the door. She cleaned rivers too. She picked up trash in the street. She wanted to leave a room nicer than she found it. 

As you all know, the world is strange outside. I think I called in some sort of vanishing, but I’m not sure the people missing are the problem. It’s the systems who don’t see us. I feel like with some clarity we can clean things up, like my bibi did. We can start again. We can bring them back together, but only if we get clear. 

Gloria, you have the freshest eyes. What’s missing? 

GLORIA
I need a chair. 

If you sit, you talk. Somebody's been talking too long, they give it up. That's the rule. Ain't no other rule.

FACILITATION NOTE FOR PRODUCTION: this moment is genuinely open, not scripted audience participation dressed up as spontaneous. Anya, Sam, Mara, and Gloria each hold two or three real, specific proposals and questions in their pockets - not slogans, actual structural changes debated in the arts-funding world, and volunteer them only if the room stalls, never to close a question down. Examples to seed, one at a time, never all at once. The actors' job is to keep the temperature exploratory, not to win the argument, and to let the empty chair actually keep turning over. If it turns over three or four times and the audience is still generating ideas on its own, the actors go quiet and just referee.

After the chair has turned over a few times, to whoever's sitting in it now-

You keep that thought. Write it down before you forget it, you will forget it, out there, tomorrow, with the bills. Everybody forgets by Tuesday. That's the whole trouble with a night like this. It's a beautiful room. Then everybody goes home.

ANYA
What do we do about that?

GLORA
We leave something on the wall that ain't a name.

Gloria crosses to the blank brass donor plaque, the one that never went dark, the one funding this show. She takes a piece of chalk from her coat pocket and holds it out, she writes one loving thing down that she remembers that was said by an audience member.

GLORIA
Whoever's got the next idea. Come write it. Small letters, there's a lot of us.

STAGING NOTE: the donor wall is dressed in chalkboard paint or wet-erase laminate for this production. As the scene closes, real audience members, as many as time allows, come up in ones and twos and write short phrases directly on the wall where the donor names used to be: not slogans, closer to what they'd actually want an art institution to adopt and care about. The wall is photographed after each performance and the accumulated phrases posted somewhere public before the next show, so the 'ending' is different, and slightly larger, every night.

At some point, Anya will ask to take folks' hands and she will begin to pray the donors back into existence using some of the things she is reading and remembered being spoken about. 

ANYA
A possible prayer: 

Call them back. Call them back, but only into the one open chair. Nobody gets to buy the whole room again. Call back the allies. Call them back with sight, with care, with love and the patience to listen and be spoken to and with, not just speak. 

Call back the boards. The patrons. Call them back the way you call someone back into a house they left a mess in, invite them to clean it up. Call them back - come and see what we imagined and became while you were gone.

My grandmother burned what she couldn't carry, but she never said don't come back. She said come back differently, there is always room to clean it up. To begin again. 

Here. Here. Here now.


Whatever light is left holds on the full room.

End of Act II.

















