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LETTERS FROM MAX had its World Premiere at Signature Theatre, 
New York City (Page Evans, Artistic Director; Timothy J. McClimon, 
Executive Director). The production was directed by Kate Whoriskey 
and assistant directed by Yarin Neuhaus and Polly Noonan, with set 
design by Marsha Ginsberg, costume design by Anita Yavich, lighting 
design by Amith Chandrashaker, sound design by Sinan Refik Zafar, 
projection design by S Katy Tucker, choreography by Warren Adams, 
props supervision by Joshua Larrinaya-Yocom, and casting by 
Caparelliotis Casting. Original music was composed by Ben Edelman, 
Zane Pais, and Max Ritvo. The Production Stage Manager was Shelley 
Miles. The cast was as follows:

SARAH (S) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jessica Hecht
MAX (M) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Ben Edelman and Zane Pais

LETTERS FROM MAX was originally commissioned by the McCarter 
Theatre Center and the Roger S. Berlind Playwright-in-Residence 
Program at Princeton University’s Lewis Center for the Arts and 
developed by McCarter Theatre Center, Princeton, NJ (Emily Mann, 
Artistic Director; Michael S. Rosenberg, Managing Director). The 
dramaturg was Janice Paran.



CHARACTERS
SARAH (S) – a teacher who becomes a student (age roughly between 

thirty-five and forty-five). Soft-spoken.
MAX (M) – a student who becomes a teacher (age roughly between 

twenty to twenty-five). Not soft-spoken.

*I have included ideas to further populate the world in the Afterword.

SETTING
Act One might look vaguely like a classroom.
With Gothic windows and a big chalkboard.
And some chairs. 
Microphones are scattered throughout the stage, 
some on stands, some dropped from the ceiling.

In Act Two, the trappings of the classroom give way to a bare stage.
The chalkboard becomes a sky with a little portal.

AUTHOR’S NOTES
A note on acting styles
The actors should imagine that they are inhabiting the voices of Sarah 
and Max.
And reading the language of Sarah and Max. When I say reading, that 
calls for emotion.
When I say voice, I mean the spirit of the letter.

I don’t mean reading in the dusty intellectual sense; I mean with full heart.
But the actors don’t have to pretend to be Sarah and Max – no need for 
imitation.
The actors don’t have to look anything like the real life Sarah or Max. 
They do need to have humor and a profound connection to language.

And from Max’s literary executor, the poet Elizabeth Metzger, this helpful 
clue: “When Max reads letters, the character is coming to face death, but 
when he transitions to read his poems, the character is not dying but 
being born, coming to life! The shock of Max’s performance style mirrors 
the strange wild aliveness of the poems on the page, somehow startling 
in the context of his illness.” 

And don’t be afraid of humor. Max loved to make people laugh. 



A note on costumes
There are images of the original Max online (and the original Sarah) but 
no need to dress them accordingly as though the actors are impersonating 
characters. Feel free to ransack the closets of the actors themselves. M 
might wear glasses and something with flair; S might wear something 
understated. You can’t costume a relationship. Or a soul.



“Even present tense has some of the grace of past tense,
what with all the present tense left to go.”

– Max Ritvo
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ACT ONE

One

All I want to do is write.

S. Max began as my student. This is how he began his 
application to get into my playwriting workshop:

Enter M.

M. Dear Professor Ruhl,

Thanks for reading this application. My name is Max 
Ritvo – I’m a senior English major in the Creative 
Writing Concentration. All I want to do is write.

S. He said that he was a poet and a comedian, part of an 
experimental comedy troupe called

M. His Majesty the Baby.

S. A poet and he’s funny? Huh, I thought.

I re-read his application, which had been left by the 
teaching assistant to stew in the “no” pile because he’d 
never written a play before.

But – because funny poets are my favorite kind of 
human being, I put Max in the yes pile.

M reacts, with joy, perhaps whispers: Yes!

It is hard to imagine now that Max could ever have 
remained in any other pile.
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A shift.

S. Max walked into my first class and it was as though an 
ancient light bulb hovered over his head. (Who is this 
boy?)

M. Dear Professor Ruhl,

I am writing because, before I had even realized that 
this wonderful class existed, I booked tickets for 
Einstein on the Beach –

S gasps.

at the Brooklyn Academy of Music for this coming 
Friday.

S. Little did he know that I had longed to see Einstein on 
the Beach, but it was sold out.

M. I am so so sorry –

S. Nothing could have been more delightful to me than 
a student who had the foresight to book tickets to a 
difficult avant-garde theatrical epic.

M. Might I have permission to miss class?

S. Yes, you must see Einstein on the Beach, as long as you 
write a short report (no more than five minutes) on the 
experience of seeing the show. Maybe you can join us 
for the first part of class, then high tail it to Brooklyn.

M. Dear Sarah,

S. (it took two letters to drop the institutional formalities)

M. The show starts at seven. I’m worried if I leave later I 
won’t have time to properly get from Grand Central to 
eat something! The show is four hours long and I have 
to eat in a really regimented way to keep my weight up 
as a result of the chemotherapy I had in high school – 
more on that some other time.
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S. I now had part of my answer as to why Max was 
different from the other students, why (beyond being 
a poet) he’d already contemplated the big metaphysical 
questions – and why he was so skinny.

A shift.

Max delivered an insightful and detailed sermon to the 
class on Phillip Glass and Robert Wilson.

M. And then a great tower of light descends…

S. He was to have spoken for five minutes –

M. And then this huge metaphysical cage appears –

S. he spoke for about an hour without stopping.

M. The most holy light – and then, in an almost Vedic 
incantation, the numbers begin: 

(Singing or chanting in tone.)

1 2 3 4 –

S. A bright young woman in the class was horrified that 
a man was taking up an hour of her class time with 
Phillip Glass.

M. (Singing or chanting in tone.)
1 2 3 4 5 6 –

S. The irritated young woman would become one of his 
best friends.

A shift.

M. I would really love to take you up on your offer of some 
post-graduating advice. What days are you in New 
Haven, and when would it be convenient for you to be 
a sage for half an hour?

They eat soup.

Or mime eating soup.
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S. We went to the local bookstore café, Atticus, where we 
ate black bean soup. Max ate slowly. You don’t like the 
soup?

M. I love the soup.

S. He explained that in high school he’d had Ewing’s 
sarcoma, and the chemotherapy made his digestion

M. Iffy.

S. Max slowly finished three spoonfuls of soup, then put 
his spoon down. He spoke about his –

M. – dreams of becoming a poet –

S. resting here and there to speak about –

M. – the trials of love.

S. (A girl was probably plaguing him. A girl was often 
plaguing him.)

M. My romantic life is falling apart.

S. The semester wore on, with more deliciously-coined 
phrases from Max in class, like:

M. Theatrical onanism!

S. (Wow!)

And:

M. Lyric complicity.

S. Did you make that up?

He nods.

And more of the same leaves falling on the same Gothic 
campus.

Leaves fall.

Then, this, addressed to me and our teaching assistant, 
Amelia:
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M. Dearest Sarah and Amelia,

Today was my cancer scanning day and an artefact was 
discovered in my right chest. We are waiting for more 
testing and surgical biopsy, but it’s possible that this 
is a recurrence of my cancer. I have every intention of 
carrying on with my work – I just wanted to forewarn 
you there might be some difficulties on the horizon. I 
can’t say how much you’ve both come to mean to me in 
my short time learning from you.

If nothing else, maybe we’ll squeeze a great play out of 
whatever comes of this.

Gratefully, Max
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Two

And a hurricane too?

S. Hurricane Sandy was about to arrive in New York City, 
and Max was about to go into surgery. I was supposed 
to be in rehearsals in New Haven for my play about the 
letters between Robert Lowell and Elizabeth Bishop. 
Instead, I was stuck in Brooklyn.

M. Wish me luck as they cut me open and fill me with 
opium and hand down the unappealable verdict!

I will get everything in, perhaps just not in a timely 
fashion. I might want to do a cancer One Act. And I 
might want very much not to do a cancer One Act.

In the meantime, I thought you might enjoy a 
few poems I’m working on: proof of a fecundity, if 
unsoundness, of mind. I’m clinging more and more to 
my writing as my panic is increasing…

Music.*

M goes to a microphone and reads a poem.

Scan

Lie flat,
comes the command,
from a voice unsinging.
the voice starts to weep
and I blow it kisses.

S. Dear Max,

I loved your poems. You have such a beautiful singing 
ear, and such a mind.

I want you to write in any way that makes sense to you 
this semester.

* See the Music and Third-Party Materials Use Note on page iii.
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You must feel a little like Job stuck in the hospital 
during a hurricane. Like come on, what gives? And a 
hurricane too? I’m happy to visit the hospital if you’re 
up for visitors, or do you need books? I probably can’t 
get to you until the subways are more under control. 
Can I do anything for your mom?

We are all rooting for you.

M. Sarah,

I can’t tell you how much your note means to me. 

Today was mostly breathing exercises and limping and 
coming off of the opiates. Strange dreams with lots 
of focus on skin texture. My uncle has flown in from 
Israel – he gave me some acupuncture which unblocked 
a very preverbal chunk of fear and rage – I felt like I 
was a prophet channeling my tumor.

It would be great if you visited the hospital. It would be 
nice to spare you the childhood chemo ward (which is 
horrific) and the least functional part of my day and see 
you in the afternoon. Bring me a book and inscribe it! 
Reading is good. Writing is about all I have.

A breath.

S. After the hurricane, I was madly baking at home 
(luckily we had power) and creating apartment-wide 
scavenger hunts to entertain the children.

On Halloween, Max sent me a photo of himself from 
the hospital, dressed as –

M. Yabadabadoo –

W. Wilma Flintstone, with full makeup, and his chemo 
port visible above his animal pelt. It was captioned:

M. Space age chemo for a Stone Age lady.

S visits M.
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S. When the subways worked again, I visited Max.

(To M.) I brought a noodle kugel.

M. Holy shit! You’re such a Midwestern goy! How do you 
know how to make kugel?

S shrugs.

This would pass the muster of my Israeli mother!

S. I saw that Max’s mother was brilliant, and beautiful. 
And she’d been through hell.

M. Thank you for coming.

You are such a specific helpfulness in my life.

A shift.

S. Max was still very much my student – I gave him notes 
like:

M. “Put that speech in iambic pentameter.”

S. Or, cut that monologue down by twenty-five percent!

Max handed in his play at the end of the semester, 
telling me

M. “I am adamant that something extravagant and silent 
happens.”

S. His play begins at an altar. A sick boy goes to get a 
tattoo, and the tattoo artist is something of an analyst, 
and something of an angel. The boy and the tattoo 
artist speak in iambic pentameter. The boy says to the 
tattoo artist:

M. “So I have brought inside my little pouch,

a little draft of a Hokusai crane.”

S. Max got a bird tattoo after every surgery. Each bird was 
inspired by a different artist.
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M. The tattoo artist finishes, and picks the boy up, very 
gently like an angel helping another angel. She offers 
him a compact mirror gently like an angel offering a 
compact mirror to another angel. He smiles and begins 
to check it out.

Something extravagant and silent happens.

S. Then the boy says:

M. “It’s dope. I really love it in this light.”
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apply for a license to perform this show (if it’s 
available), or to explore hundreds of similar titles. 

www.concordtheatricals.com

www.concordtheatricals.co.uk

To be the � rst to know about new books, licensing 
releases, and anything theater-related, follow us 
on our social media channels.

@ConcordShows and @ConcordUKShows on 
Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.




