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NOVELIST, PLAYWRIGHT PAYS TRIBUTE TO LATE AUTHOR 
BY PAIRING NOVELS WITH THEATRE PRODUCTION 

Chicago’s Richard Engling remembers friend Fern Chertkow with the Afterlife Trilogy 
 
EVANSTON, Ill. – It has been almost 30 years since award-winning author Fern Chertkow ended her 
own life, but her legacy lives on through the Afterlife Trilogy, a unique undertaking that fuses her 
writing with the work of novelist, playwright Richard Engling and his creative team at Chicago’s 
Polarity Ensemble Theatre. 
 
Paying tribute to the late author, the trilogy combines two novels – “Visions of Anna” by Engling and 
“She Plays in Darkness” by Chertkow (October 7, 2014, Polarity Ensemble Theatre Books) – with a 
powerful play written by Engling, “Anna in the Afterlife,” which will run April 23 to May 24, 2015. 
The three works span 35 years of creation, offering a multi-sensory experience when taken as a whole. 
 
In addition to a book release event, Polarity will present a number of readings throughout October and 
November at bookstores, libraries and book groups. 
 
“The Afterlife Trilogy is about honoring our lives, our loved ones and our heroes even as they 
pass out of this world,” Engling says. “It is about the sacred qualities of our memories. It is about 
the wounds that become the sources of our greatest gifts. It is about making sense of that which 
cannot be understood.” 
 
Engling and Chertkow became close friends in graduate school studying fiction writing. They had each 
come from other disciplines: music for Chertkow and theatre for Engling. The two spent a year in 
Europe after graduate school and experienced a particularly magical time living as novelists in Paris.  
 
Deeply affected by Chertkow’s death in 1988, Engling used his friend as inspiration to pen his novel 
“Visions of Anna” and play “Anna in the Afterlife,” both touching on friendship, death and self-
destruction. “Anna in the Afterlife” went through an in-depth development process with Polarity 
Ensemble since first appearing in the theatre company’s 2011 Dionysos Cup Festival of New Plays. 
 
Disturbingly prophetic and brimming with lyrical prose, “She Plays in Darkness” is the earliest of the 
trilogy’s works, written by Chertkow just a few years before her death. Chertkow infused much of 
herself in the lead characters, twins Cynthia and Rosemary, slowly revealing a self-destructiveness that 
echoes the mystery of her suicide explored in “Visions of Anna” and “Anna in the Afterlife.” 
 
Engling is the co-founder and artistic director of Polarity Ensemble Theatre in the Windy City. He is an 
actor, director, playwright, novelist and musician. 
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Creators of the Afterlife Trilogy 
 
 

Richard Engling is co-founder 
and artistic director of Polarity 
Ensemble Theatre. He is an actor, 
director, playwright, novelist and 
musician.  
 
His books have been published by 
Penguin/Putnam (“Body Mortgage,” a 
novel) and Polarity Ensemble Theatre 
Theatre Books (“Antigone and 
Macbeth: Adaptations for a War-Torn 
Time,” plays). He played drums for 
10 years with Midnight Blue, a jazz 
quartet.  
 
With Polarity, Engling directed 
“Absolute Macbeth,”  “The Good 
Harvest” and “Macbeth,” and adapted 
and appeared in “Antigone.” He wrote 
and directed “Ghost Watch” and 

appeared in “Hamlet,” “The Rivals,” “Peer Gynt” and “Tom Jones.” The theater company recently won 
a Joseph Jefferson Award for the world premiere of a play that Engling produced, “Never the 
Bridesmaid” by Bill Jepsen. 
 
Engling has a bachelor’s degree in theatre from Northern Illinois University and a master’s in creative 
writing from Indiana University. 
 
He works as a freelance writer and actor, and has performed with Keyhole Theatre, Shakespeare Inc., 
Chicago Actors Ensemble, the IO and others. 
 
 
 
 
Fern Chertkow was a writer and Chicago native. She studied music at the University of Illinois, 
attended graduate school for English and creative writing in Bloomington, Ind., and earned a Ph.D. in 
English from the University of Utah. She spent time in Paris as a novelist and lived the final years of 
her life in Salt Lake City, Utah. Chertkow is the author of “She Plays in Darkness.” She committed 
suicide in 1988.
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Richard Engling’s Novel “Visions of Anna” 
 

“Visions of Anna” by Richard Engling is the story of Matthew Harkin who discovers he has terminal 
cancer. Ill-prepared to meet his death, he makes a pilgrimage to the scene of the suicide of his dearest 
friend, Anna. He has the irrational hope that by investigating her death, he may be able to see into the 
world of the dead.  
 
The novel moves through time, showing us scenes from Matthew and Anna’s lives. We see them as 
young writers together in Paris. We see Matthew’s heady experiences in Hollywood as his success as a 
screenwriter grows. We come to understand Anna’s driven, fascinating, twisted soul through her 
journals, her magical practices and her love affairs. 
 
With the aid of a Native American shaman and an ex-lover, Matthew reclaims his life and puts to rest 
the ghost of his friend. In a long and intense ritual, they free her soul from the pain that bound her to 
the earth. 
 
“Visions of Anna” is a sometimes funny, sometimes disturbing work of contemporary American 
magic realism. It’s a story of sex, psychology, art, Hollywood, the Holocaust, reincarnation and love. 
 

Fern Chertkow’s Novel “She Plays in Darkness” 
 
In Fern Chertkow’s “She Plays in Darkness,” a pair of identical twins decide to live separately for the 
first time. Without each other’s presence and support, they veer into disastrous relationships and self-
destructive behavior. The main character, Cynthia, moves to a new town and finds work as a secretary 
in a law firm. Her real love is art, but she spends less time painting and more time drinking and 
imagining love affairs. She gets caught up in the trivial world of the secretarial pool and in her 
elaborate fantasies about a homeless man.  
 
The longer she is apart from her twin, Rosemary, the more she feels a part of herself is missing. She 
tries to fill the emptiness by having an affair with one of the lawyers who is married and confined to a 
wheelchair. Cynthia learns her twin has been murdered by a casual lover, a stranger she picked up on 
the road. She feels profoundly abandoned. Cynthia invites the homeless man about whom she has been 
fantasizing into her car and drives away with him, perhaps to her death. “She Plays in Darkness” is a 
lyrical book about love, dependence, obsession and self-destruction. 
 

Richard Engling’s Play “Anna in the Afterlife” 
 
In the play “Anna in the Afterlife” by Richard Engling, novelist Matthew Harken finds himself in an 
afterlife world where he’s not quite alive and not quite dead. While his body is being worked on by 
surgeons, Matthew must decide whether or not to return to the living. He discovers his dear friend and 
fellow novelist Anna Toyevsky has split into three separate beings. Is that a result of her suicide? He is 
visited by other friends who have passed on, and he witnesses scenes from his life. He discovers that 
even in the afterlife, you cannot always trust everyone you know. 
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Q&A with Richard Engling 
 
How was “The Afterlife Trilogy” conceived? 
 Not long after I’d started writing “Anna in the Afterlife,” I began thinking in terms of the Trilogy. The 
other two pieces existed already, of course. Fern Chertkow had written “She Plays in Darkness” in the 80’s. I 
was at Fern’s apartment in Salt Lake City with her parents after her death at the time of her memorial. They 
entrusted her manuscripts to me to see if I could find a publisher. In the 90’s I wrote “Visions of Anna” with the 
character of Anna inspired by Fern. I think I didn’t want to allow her to be dead. I couldn’t really understand her 
death, so I invented a reason in the book. Also a fictional version of Fern seemed to me to be a perfect tribute to 
Fern. We were both fiction writers. We believed in a truth that reveals itself in fiction. So for people like us, to 
be realized in a fictional character, I felt would be a high honor. 

Then in 2010 I had a new idea about how to approach this material and began writing the play, “Anna in 
the Afterlife.” It wasn’t long into writing the play that the Trilogy occurred to me: What a fascinating experience 
it would be to read “Visions of Anna,” see the play, and read a novel by Fern Chertkow. Originally I was going 
to propose publishing a different one of Fern’s novels, but in rereading the manuscripts, I saw that “She Plays in 
Darkness” had some really fascinating parallels with the works I’d written. Both Anna (in “Visions of Anna”) 
and Cynthia (the protagonist in “She Plays in Darkness”) have identical twins who are murdered. In one case the 
murder happens when they are children, in the other when they are 29. In “Anna in the Afterlife,” Anna is split 
into three versions of herself. The experience of the three works is a little like looking at the same subject matter 
through a series of prisms. 
 
How much of Fern Chertkow’s “She Plays in Darkness” is autobiographical? And “Visions of Anna?” 

Fern’s “She Plays in Darkness” is not an autobiographical novel. She did not have a twin sister. She was 
not a painter, like her protagonist Cynthia. However, she did sometimes work as a secretary in a law office like 
Cynthia. She had studied piano and was an incredibly fast typist like Cynthia. She was fascinated by the canyons 
of Utah and felt a presence of power in the great rock walls like Cynthia. So although it is a completely fictional 
plot, many of Fern’s personal fascinations come through. 

The main characters of Matthew and Anna in “Visions of Anna” are inspired by Fern and me. There are 
some scenes, particularly in Paris and in graduate school, that recall real experiences. But then other huge parts 
of the book are completely fictional. I needed to feel some distance from Matthew, so a lot of him is invented. 
All of the Hollywood stuff (I’ve never written a screenplay), all the prostate cancer stuff, the huge ritual with the 
shaman in the desert, his ex-wife, and his romance with Natalie are all completely invented. So much of Anna is 
invented, as well. What I know of myself and of Fern were starting points. The book is fiction. 
 
Is “Anna in the Afterlife” an adaptation of “Visions of Anna?” Why write the play when you’d already 
written the novel? 

“Anna in the Afterlife” is not an adaptation of “Visions of Anna.” It shares the same source impulse, but 
it’s written from the sensibility of a man who is twenty years older than the man who wrote “Visions of Anna.” I 
think I felt robbed of something by Fern’s death, and I wasn’t quite done with it as an artist. But “Anna in the 
Afterlife” invents an entirely different world than the novel. Matthew is hanging between life and death. He’s 
having an experience of the afterlife while his body is on the operating table. Anna’s soul has somehow been 
split into three parts. The play does visit a couple familiar moments in their lives: graduate school and Paris, but 
even those scenes are quite different and include different characters. The presence of mortality is much more 
intimate in the play. In many ways I think it’s a more poignant work. It acknowledges the many inevitable 
failures in life. 
 
This is such a unique undertaking – two novels and a play all connected beautifully. Can they each be 
enjoyed on their own? What would audiences get by experiencing all three of these works that they would 
not get from just one? 

Each of these works was written to stand on its own. None of them depend on the others to make sense. 
But each would be enhanced by experiencing one or more of the others. Polarity Ensemble Theatre is planning 
special events for readers, theatre goers and book groups who would like to experience the Trilogy more fully. 
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Q&A PAGE 2 
 
 
 
The character of Anna in “Visions of Anna” spends a great deal of energy recovering memories of early 
childhood sexual abuse, but then the book suggests her trauma really was inherited via reincarnation 
from a previous life. Is there any evidence that either of these sources was responsible for the depression 
that caused the novelist Fern Chertkow to take her life? 

There is no clear evidence. Fern struggled to make sense of her own depressions. Much of what is in the 
works is invented. For instance, Fern had no twin sister who died. She was never a school nurse. Family and 
ancestor history in both the play and the novel are inventions.  
 
You have written short stories, novels, plays, worked as an actor, director, founded and run a theatre 
company and played drums in a jazz quartet. Is there one form that you identify with most? 

The first art form I practiced in high school was acting. I worked with a little troupe of high school 
actors at a coffee house. I began writing with that group because we needed material to perform. I love the 
experience of acting, but what I have done most consistently through my life is write.  
 
The Paris section of your novel is particularly vivid. And some of the same ground is covered in the play 
“Anna in the Afterlife.” Does that section reflect your shared experience with Fern Chertkow? 

That section is probably most closely reflective of our real history. But it is still “enhanced” as fiction. 
 
You wrote an elaborate ritual scene in the desert to free the soul of Anna. Is that ritual based on anything 
in reality? 

I have been interested in ritual since I was an altar boy going to Catholic school. That interest widened to 
a study of world mythologies and ritual practices as I grew older. For nearly 20 years I’ve been attending Robert 
Bly’s annual Minnesota Men’s Conference. I’ve met a number of native teachers there including two striking 
practitioners of indigenous ritual, Martín Prechtel, who brings rituals from the Mayan culture in Guatemala and 
Malidoma Somé of the Dagora people of West Africa. The ritual in the desert is an invention, but it has its 
inspiration from the powerful rituals I experienced working with those two teachers and reading their books. 
 
Why did you choose to give the main character Matthew terminal prostate cancer? Is his treatment for 
cancer realistic? 

Giving Matthew prostate cancer was a way of “raising the stakes” in the book. It made everything matter 
more because he was facing his own mortality. The symptoms of his disease and the side effects of his drugs 
gave him more obstacles to overcome. Ironically, a few years after writing the book, my father was diagnosed 
with prostate cancer. All the research I’d done on the disease and its treatment became really useful in helping 
my dad navigate his care. What is presented in the book is realistic for the treatment of prostate cancer in the 
90’s. There have been advances since then, but I have not updated the book. It is a document of its time. 
 
You have a character named Kolelo in “Visions of Anna” who appears to be the same character as Dipoko 
in “Anna in the Afterlife.” Why two names for the same character? 

Mbella Sonne Dipoko is a wonderful African poet and novelist who was a friend and mentor during my 
time in Paris. Kolelo in “Visions of Anna” is a composite character based on Dipoko and some other people I 
have known, so it was only right to give him another name. Dipoko in “Anna in the Afterlife” is based solely on 
Dipoko. The real Dipoko passed away a few years ago. Giving him his own name in the play was my small way 
of making a tribute to a wonderful man and artist. 


