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From Cathy Bagwell Marsh, Director of Community Services & Chris Perry, 
Archivist and Staff Writer 

Welcome backstage at the Weston Playhouse Theatre Company with our online 
StageNotes. Enrich and expand your WPTC experience as you explore the history 
of the play, read interviews, discover connections and contexts, and learn about 
the playwrights, composers, directors, actors and designers who make your WPTC 
live theatre experience so memorable.  Enjoy the show!   

 

 

 
 
 
 

ñIf anyone takes a life unlawfully, it will be as if he has killed all of mankind. 
And if anyone saves a life, it will be as if he has saved the whole of mankind.ò 

  -- Qur'an, Sura Al-Ma'ida 5:32 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

StageNotes for The Oath were compiled by Lauren Axelrod and edited by Rena Murman and Jennifer Amis. 
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THE OATH  

OVERVIEW  

Originally trained as a facial reconstructive surgeon, Chechen 
doctor Khassan Baiev found himself the only surgeon in Grozny, 
an embattled witness to one of the most devastating wars in 
recent history. Guided by the Hippocratic Oath of giving help to all 
in need, Dr. Baiev treated both Russian soldiers and Chechen 
fighters, with the result that both sides wanted him dead. Based 
on the searing memoir by Baiev with Ruth and Nicholas Daniloff, 
The Oath tells the haunting and powerful story of one man’s 
personal struggle to do the right thing during wartime while 

exploring the tragic human impacts of war.  

 

ABOUT THE PLAY AND PLAYWRIGHT  

The Oath was developed over the past three years with support from 
the Weston Playhouse Theatre Company. A staged reading, directed by 
Malcolm Ewen and featuring Ian Barford (Steppenwolf, AUGUST: OSAGE 
COUNTY) as Baiev, was presented on July 28, 2008 to a standing-room 
only audience at WPTC’s OtherStages.  
 
Gavin Broady (Playwright) was born and raised in Portland, Oregon.  He 
studied creative writing at Kenyon College and is currently a 
contributing writer and editor of The New Professional, a D.C. based 
literary magazine. This is his first professional theatrical production. 
   

t[!¸²wLDI¢Ω{ bh¢9 .¸ D!±Lb .wh!5¸  

I came across Khassan Baiev’s memoir by chance just over three years ago, in a bookstore near 
where I was living in Ohio. The book was so gripping that I read it more or less overnight, and 
before I had even reached the end I had begun to visualize a way to rework the story for the 
stage. The immediacy of it, and the inherent dramatic structure imbedded within it, seemed to 
demand a live, performance-based retelling, just as its deeply personal nature seemed to 
demand the intimacy of a single-actor piece.  
   

I also found myself drawn to the piece because of the complete absence of Chechnya from our 
own national dialogue. Most Americans, myself included, seemed to lack even a fundamental 
vocabulary for discussing it. As I attempted to educate myself further on the issue, and spoke 
more and more about the book to friends and relatives and colleagues, I discovered that, 
almost without exception, everyone with whom I spoke seemed to associate only one thing 



4 

 

Dr. Khassan Baiev  

with Chechnya: the Beslan school siege. In our post-9/11 world, this tragedy had become the 
monochromatic lens by which Chechnya was judged. I felt that in this way Khassan’s story, 
which is weighted throughout by the specter of Beslan, might serve as an effective entrypoint 
into a more sophisticated understanding of the Chechen issue amongst a general American 
audience.  
   

The temptation was great, especially in the early going, to write the piece as a primer for the 
Chechen conflict, a pedagogic work with Khassan’s story as the frame. But over time the true 
heart of the piece emerged, one centered on the singularly incredible story of Khassan’s 
endurance and survival. Ultimately, however, it was the complexity of Khassan’s narrative that 
gave the piece life. Stories of uncomplicated heroism may be inspiring, but they do not make 
for worthwhile theater. What made Khassan’s story truly compelling was the darkness and 
doubt and interior conflict that emerged.  
 
 
ABOUT DR. KHASSAN BAIEV  

Source: http://www.theoathbook.com/author.php 

Khassan Baiev was born in Alkhan Kala, a suburb of the 
Chechen capital Grozny, in 1963. Plagued by illness 
growing up, Baiev was propelled into athletics, in 
particular martial arts, to overcome his frailty. By the 
late seventies he was a black-belt, champion judoist 
who won Russian competitions and faced a promising 
career as a coach in the sports-obsessed Soviet Union.  

Instead, Baiev, whose sisters were nurses and father was an herbalist, 
desired to be a doctor. "However, I never talked about it out loud 
because of my school grades. I was sure people would laugh and think me arrogant if I 
suggested it," he recalls. In 1980 he convinced the Krasnoyarsk Medical Institute in Siberia to 
accept him, despite their efforts to exclude non-Russians. Admitted provisionally, Baiev was 
forced to study and sleep in the waiting room of the local railroad station for the first six 
months.  

Graduating in 1985 and returning to Chechnya in 1988, Baiev became a successful 
reconstructive surgeon, particularly in the aftermath of the Soviet Union's collapse. But when 
President Boris Yeltsin issued the order to invade Chechnya a few years later, Baiev gave up his 
lucrative practice to perform trauma surgery. As the wars raged on, he was persecuted as a 
criminal by both sides. When he treated Chechen fighters, the Russians accused him of being a 
traitor. When he treated Russian soldiers, factions of Islamic extremists accused him of the 
same. Determined to uphold the Hippocratic Oath, Baiev operated on all in need, from Russian 
soldiers to Chechen fighters. But, as he is always quick to point out, it is the civilians caught in 
between who are the main victims.  

http://www.theoathbook.com/author.php
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During the first war (1994-1996), Baiev 
treated thousands of civilians. He also 
operated on and saved a Chechen field 
commander in a secret underground 
hideout with the assistance of a 
Russian doctor the Chechen fighters 
had taken prisoner. When a Chechen 
field commander threatened to kill the 
Russian doctor in retaliation for the 
murder of his brother, Baiev helped 
him escape. Thrown into a pit for nine 
days where the relatives of the field 
commander tried to force a 
confession, Baiev barely escaped 
execution himself.  

During the second war (1999-present), 
Arbi Barayev, a notorious Chechen 
thug, tried Baiev in a kangaroo court 

for treating Russian soldiers. Facing execution yet again, Baiev was saved at the last moment by 
the Russian bombardment of his town. The Russians, in turn, issued their own order for Baiev's 
arrest after he saved the life of Shamil Basayev, one of the Kremlin's most wanted field 
commanders. “With a million dollar bounty on Shamil's head, I could have been a rich man if I 
had let him bleed to death,” Baiev noted.  

Realizing that Baiev was a man wanted by both sides, Physicians for Human Rights helped him 
seek political asylum in the United States. He reluctantly emigrated in 2000, telling The New 
York Times: "Nobody likes to recall that I was saving elderly civilians by the thousands. The only 
thing they remember is that I was the surgeon who operated on Basayev."  

In the past three years Dr. Baiev has become an outspoken advocate for human rights who has  
been honored by Human Rights Watch, Physicians for Human Rights, and Amnesty 
International. He has even returned to competitive sports after a break of 13 years and in 2001 
and 2002 he won the world championship in sombo (a Russian form of martial arts). "If it 
weren't for my athletic training, I don't think I ever would have survived the two Russian-
Chechen wars." Dr. Baiev has also returned to surgery, aiding children with facial birth defects 
around the world through Operation Smile, and the International Committee for the Children of 
Chechnya (ICCC).  To find out how you can donate to the ICCC visit www.chechenchildren.org. 

Dr. Baiev lives today in Massachusetts with his wife and six children.  

 

   

http://www.chechenchildren.org/
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INTERVIEW WITH DR. KHASSAN BAIEV  

Source: http://www.theoathbook.com/interview.php 

Q. Why did you write The Oath?  

A. During the Russian war against Chechnya, I witnessed many 
terrible things as a doctor. During the first war, which began in 1994, 
I just went about my work treating the wounded. When the second 
war began in 1999, I decided the world needed to know what was 
going on in Chechnya so I began keeping a diary. I asked my nephew 

Adam to videotape as much as possible, too. I wanted to document the suffering so everyone 
would know.  

Q. So you are bearing witness to the horrors of war?  

A. Yes. I am against using force to settle disputes. It is ordinary citizens who mostly suffer, not 
the military. For example, my nephew Adam was murdered for sending his videotapes to the 
British news agency Reuters.  

Q. What was the most difficult part of being a doctor during this conflict?  

A. When I graduated from medical school, we were all required to pledge ourselves to the 
Hippocratic Oath: do no harm and help everyone in need. I did just that. I treated all civilians 
who came to my hospital for help. I also operated on Russian soldiers, and Chechen fighters.  

Q. So you operated on both sides in the war?  

A. Yes, and that got me into big trouble. A few of the Chechen extremists considered me a 
traitor to their cause. The Russians also considered me a traitor. Both wanted to kill me. In the 
end I had to flee.  

Q. How did the war between Chechnya and Russia start?  

A. For many, many years – actually for 400 years – the Chechen people have been struggling for 
independence. When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, Chechnya declared itself 
independent. The Russians went along with this for a while, but they decided to use force to 
bring Chechnya back into the fold in 1994.  

Q. Why weren't the Russians willing to let Chechnya be independent, like say Armenia or 
Georgia which were also part of the Soviet Union?  

A. It's a complicated question. The Russians were afraid if Chechnya seceded, other ethnic 
regions of the Russian Federation would follow and Russia would break into a number of 
different states. Russia also wanted to secure the oil that lies beneath Chechnya; they wanted 

http://www.theoathbook.com/interview.php
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to preserve the big oil refineries they had built there. And, finally, the Russians didn't like the 
encroachment of western nations like the U.S., Britain, France and others into the Caspian Sea 
and Caucasus region. They wanted to make sure they controlled all that territory.  

Q. How did you become a doctor?  

A. In my youth, I was a serious athlete and an average student. But I 
came from a family where medicine was very respected. My father is 
an herbalist. My sisters are nurses. I had a secret desire to find a 
career in which I could help people. So when I graduated from high 
school, I applied to the Krasnoyarsk Medical Institute in Siberia.  

 

Q. Why did you choose a medical school so far away?  

A. I had been to Krasnoyarsk before as an athlete, and I was really attracted to the place. The 
people in Siberia are very friendly. I loved the scenery and the winters.  

Q. You say you were an athlete. What kind of sports did you go in for?  

A. We Chechens love all the martial arts. I went in for judo, tae kwan do, wrestling and sombo.  

Q. What is sombo?  

A. That is a martial art which was developed in Russia after the 1917 revolution. It is a self-
defense sport based on judo. It is gaining popularity now in America. By the way, in America I 
took up sports again after a break of 13 years and won the world championship in sombo in my 
weight class in 2001 in Albuquerque, and defended successfully in Shreveport in 2002. I fought 
under the Chechen flag and that gave me a lot of 
satisfaction.  

Q. You write about saving a Russian doctor during 
the war. Please describe that.  

A. In 1995, Chechen fighters asked me to save the 
life of one of the injured field commanders, Salman 
Raduyev. They took me to a secret underground 
hideout in the mountains. There I found the 
commander with a very serious wound – a bullet 
had gone in one side of his face and out the other.  
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Q. And you were able to save him?  

A. We saved him, but I told the fighters I needed to have an assistant for the operation. They 
brought in a Russian doctor whom they had captured as a prisoner. We worked well together 
and after the operation I got him transferred to my hospital as a doctor-prisoner. Everything 
went well until a field commander decided to kill him out of revenge for the murder of a 
relative by the Russians. I helped the doctor escape. But then extremists arrested me, held me 
in a pit for nine days and threatened to kill me. I denied helping the doctor escape, and in the 
end my captors released me without any explanation.  

Q. Do you have a family?  

A. Yes, I have a wife named Zara and six children.  

Q. Where were they during the war?  

A. Mostly they were far from the fighting. When my town of Alkhan Kala was surrounded by 
Russian forces and heavily bombarded, I managed to get them out to Ingushetia, the 
neighboring province to Chechnya.  

Q. Did you have trouble getting supplies during the war?  

A. Yes, a lot of trouble. I did amputations with lidocaine, a local anesthetic used in dentistry. I 
had to borrow a carpenter's saw to cut limbs, because I had no surgical saw. I ran out of surgical 
thread and had to use ordinary household thread to sew up wounds.  

Q. How did you escape to America?  

A. I was warned that the Russians were trying to arrest me, and I had help getting out of 
Chechnya. Physicians for Human Rights, a human rights organization based in Boston, invited 
me to the United States in April 2000. The American Embassy in Moscow gave me a visa and I 
flew to Washington D.C. before the Russians' arrest order could be executed. Once in the 
United States, I applied for political asylum which I got very quickly. About 10 months later, I 
got my family to the States.  

Q. Have you had difficulty adjusting to America?  

A. It has not been easy. I suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder. I have had difficulty 
learning English. But America has given me a very good welcome. Even after 9/11, I haven't 
suffered any discrimination because I and my family are Muslims.  
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Nicholas Daniloff  
Photo from usnews.com 

Ruth Daniloff  
Photo provided 

ABOUT IAN BARFORD 
 
IAN BARFORD Broadway: August: Osage County (winner of 5 Tony's 
- also London's Nat'l Theatre), The Rise And Fall Of Little Voice.  As a 
Steppenwolf ensemble member, Mr. Barford has appeared in 
numerous productions over the last 20 years including Endgame, 
Betrayal, The Libertine, Three Days Of Rain and many others. In Los 
Angeles: The Weir, God's Man In Texas, Take Me Out at the Geffen 
and Dead End at the Ahmanson. Film: The Last Rites Of Joe May, 
Road To Perdition, 13 Going On 30. TV: The Beast, Numbers, 
Medium, Without A Trace and many others. For my beloved wife 
and children.  
 

 

 

ABOUT NICHOLAS AND RUTH DANILOFF  
 
NICHOLAS DANILOFF is a professor of journalism at Northeastern 
University. Daniloff is a graduate of Harvard College and Oxford 
University. He spent his career covering the Cold War from 
Washington and Moscow between 1961-1986.  While in the Soviet 

Union, he and his wife, RUTH, took a 
special interest in the peoples of the North 
Caucasus region. After meeting Dr. Khassan 
Baiev in April 2000, they decided to help 
him write his biography describing the two 
wars Russia waged against Chechnya’s 
efforts to become independent. The book, 

The Oath, is also an account of Dr. Baiev’s 
effort to help everyone in medical need. 
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 Malcolm Ewen, Director  
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Thoughts on The Oath by WPTC Producing Director Malcolm 
Ewen 

It is with a great sense of excitement that we embark on the 
production of The Oath.  This is the first time that the Weston 
Playhouse has produced the world premiere of a play.  Those of 
you who are not in theatre may be wondering why that should be 
exciting, and how it will differ from producing an existing script. 

The exciting part is pretty easy to understand – the audience here in Weston will be the first 
people to sit in a theatre to hear the story of Dr. Khassan Baiev through Gavin Broady’s words.  
None of your friends can tell you about the show in advance – they won’t have seen it on 
Broadway and won’t have read The New York Times review.  Everyone who sees the show in 
Weston will get the chance to respond honestly to it with few preconceptions.  And that’s a 
rare gift – to actually be there at the beginning. 

Secondly, the process of producing a world premiere is probably more complicated than you 
imagine.  Gavin has adapted the material for the play from Dr. Baiev’s autobiographical book of 
the same name (co-written with Ruth and Nick Daniloff).  In writing for the stage, Gavin has had 
to make a lot of choices about what to include and what to leave out from the book – it is 
impossible to include everything or the evening would be way too long.  That’s a difficult task - 
what’s the best way to structure (or restructure) a chronological biography into a living piece of 
theatre that can hold an audience’s attention?  Remember, when you read a book the images 
evoked by the author form in your mind, but when you watch a performance of a play, the 
choices of what you see are presented to you (and are controlled by others).  The visuals of a 
production may not match the images that you formed in reading the book.  Think about it, 
how many times have you been disappointed after seeing a movie version of a book you that 
had enjoyed?  Our job is to make the best choices we can so the images on stage for The Oath 
are absolutely appropriate. 

As we rehearse the play, we are going to discover ways to say things more clearly or concisely 
and, working with Gavin, change the script significantly along the way.   

And most importantly, telling the story of Khassan Baiev is significant.  We have an obligation to 
try and tell his already compelling story in an equally compelling and theatrical fashion.  This is 
the story of how a doctor courageously persevered through a cruel war and stayed true to the 
Hippocratic Oath.  By bringing his story to the Weston audience, we can honor Dr. Baiev and all 
of the other unsung heroes who work for the good of all mankind.  

If we do our job right, and you will be the ultimate judge of that, I hope you’ll be in for an 
exciting evening of theatre. 

 

 



11 

 

VOCABULARY 

Kontraktniki  -- Russian mercenaries and killers freed from prison 

Shaitanchik – “my little devil”  (Khassan's stomach ulcer) 

Zachistka --  brutality (rape and other horrors) following an assault 

 

RESOURCES 

THE HIPPOCRATIC OATH – Classical and Modern 
Versions 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hippocratic_Oath 
   

HISTORY OF THE CHECHEN CONFLICT  

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/country_profiles
/2565049.stm  

   

TIMELINE: CHECHNYA  

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/country_profiles
/2357267.stm  

 

THE MASSACRE AT SAMASHKI 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samashki_massacre 

   

 
THE BESLAN SEIGE  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beslan_school_hostage_

crisis 

   

BASAYEV CLAIMS BESLAN  

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/3665136.stm  

   

SHAMIL BASEYEV: TERRORIST OR HERO?  

http://www.rferl.org/content/article/1069732.html  
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/4727935.stm  

   

THE INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE FOR THE 
CHILDREN OF CHECHNYA  

http://www.chechenchildren.org/  

WEBSITES  
OFFICIAL WEBSITE FOR THE OATH BOOK  

http://www.theoathbook.com  

   

OFFICIAL WEBSITE FOR THE PAPERBACK VERSION: 
GRIEF OF MY HEART  

http://www.griefofmyheart.com/  

 

FURTHER READING  
Khassan Baiev. The Oath: A Surgeon Under Fire.  

Anatol Lieven. Chechnya : Tombstone of Russian 
Power  

Paul J., Ph. D. Murphy. The Wolves of Islam: Russia 
and the Faces of Chechen Terror.  

Olga Oliker. Russia's Chechen Wars 1994–2000: 
Lessons from Urban Combat. (A strategic and tactical 
analysis of the Chechen Wars.)  

Anna Politkovskaya. A Small Corner of Hell: 
Dispatches from Chechnya  

Valery Tishkov. Chechnya: Life in a War-Torn Society   

 

VIDEOS  
THE LOST CHILDREN OF CHECHNYA  

Recent film in which Chechen surgeon Khassan Baiev 
discusses his ordeal during the war and returns to 
war-torn Grozny to help the youngest victims.    

PART 1  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yWe8O
-FxtTY  

PART 2  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HLgVO
8jo5vg  

   

INTERVIEW WITH BASAYEV POST-BESLAN   August 
2005  

Basayev is Russia's most wanted man, responsible 
for Beslan and the Moscow theatre siege. In his first 
interview since Russian troops went back into 
Chechnya, Shamil Basayev gives his account. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SlJsh32Knn0  
   

PUTIN’S HIDDEN WAR: CHECHNYA  May 2004 

For Chechen civilians, Russia's 'clean-up' operations 
amounts to little more than genocide. Even Russian 
soldiers condemn their actions in Chechnya. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MHVKSW6NKPk  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hippocratic_Oath
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/country_profiles/2565049.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/country_profiles/2565049.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/country_profiles/2357267.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/country_profiles/2357267.stm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samashki_massacre
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beslan_school_hostage_crisis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beslan_school_hostage_crisis
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/3665136.stm
http://www.rferl.org/content/article/1069732.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/4727935.stm
http://www.chechenchildren.org/
http://www.theoathbook.com/
http://www.griefofmyheart.com/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yWe8O-FxtTY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yWe8O-FxtTY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HLgVO8jo5vg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HLgVO8jo5vg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SlJsh32Knn0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MHVKSW6NKPk

