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Music from the Whirlwind had its premiere performance at the Hole in the Wall Theatre, Perth on Thursday 6 June, 1996 
(after two public previews). The production was directed by Raymond Omodei with James Sollis as Dmitri Shostakovich. 
 Musical director  Ian Grandage 
 Music performed by Ian Grandage and Richard John  
 Audio Visual Design Robert Lawson 
 Props and costumes  Margaret Anketell 
 Stage Manager  Jenny Poh 
 
 
 
A radio adaptation was commissioned by ABC Audio Arts for broadcast on ABC Classical FM. It is the most repeated radio 
play broadcast on the ABC over the last decade.. 
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Prologue 
 (Projections of the skyline of old St Petersburg. Suggestions of domes and icy sheets of 

water and geometrically straight boulevards disappearing into infinity. White 
Glistening light.) 

 (The sound of water lapping on stone. A man wearing a well worn suit enters and gazes 
moodily at the scene. His eyes glisten through spectacles with metallic frames.) 

DMITRI. The old town … a city of cold stone. They say that Petersburg was built on a 
muddy swamp. Well, they can say anything they like. The city of stone was also built 
on the corpses of two million slaves. Some morning you can imagine the foundations of 
some decaying palace shifting slightly … and a few more souls come bubbling up 
through the mud. 

 (Sonorous music sounds … perhaps the pulsing chords from the Fifth Symphony by 
Shostakovich.) 

 They buried the writer Nikolai Gogol over there. The body wouldn’t lie still. Why 
should it after all? Gogol was never one to lie still in life. So they came and dug down 
through the mud and found that his head was missing. Now that caused a bit of a panic. 
It wouldn’t have mattered if it had just been any old head on the loose. But Gogol’s 
head? That was nearly a national emergency. You see, Gogol knew about these things. 
He knew what kind of damage a head could do if it arrived at the wrong wedding 
reception. Or imagine a loose head testifying at some murder trial. I based my opera 
The Nose on Gogol’s story of the same name. 

 (Music from The Nose. A gaggle of voices from one of the crowd scenes.) 
 Some of the audiences thought that The Nose was a kind of a joke. One day a man 

wakes up … 
 (DMITRI feels his face.) 
 …  and he’s lost his nose. I don’t’ see anything funny about a man without a nose. Now 

if he’d woken up with his prick that would’ve been an entirely different matter. At least 
he’d still be able to cover up his embarrassment .. though his wife would probably have 
something to say about it. 

 (Pause. He looks at the audience balefully.) 
 However a nose on the loose is something else. A nose can dress up in front of a mirror, 

put on a hat and go to the office. You can imagine the kind of damage a nose could do 
before morning tea … an independent nose with flaring nostrils… 

 (He flares his nostrils.) 
 … doesn’t have responsibility for a shambling frame. (Pause.) Actually the whole of 

the teeming bureaucracy of our city sitting on layers of souls is over-populated with 
noses. The other day a nose chaired a meeting on civil defense and nobody thought 
anything of it. (Pause.) It’s amazing what you can get away with when you’re a nose. 

 (He looks across the city.) 
 Out great Leningrad poet Anna Akhmatova wrote these words:  
   Westward the sun is dropping 
   The roofs of towers are shining in its light 
   Already death is chalking doors with crosses 
   And calling the ravens and the ravens are in flight … 
 Looking back, I can see nothing but mountains of corpses. 
 (The lighting changes and DMITRI moves into an area that is like an apartment over-

looking the Nevsky Prospect. Great damp patches have stained areas of peeling plaster. 
This area contains old furniture, boxes and wooden toys in a pile. A window over-looks 
a tumbling city-scape. None of this should be very realistic … A grand piano glistens in 
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the gloom. DMITRI walks over to the piano and tinkles the keys. The Music of Dances 
of the Dolls begins to emerge. 

 After a short while he moves away from the piano but the music continues.) 
 Sometimes I strain to remember my early days. They say that the greatest event to 

happen to me then was the arrival of Lenin at the Finland Station. He’d traveled in 
disguise all across Germany. Well … I remember marching down there with a class of 
children from the Shidlovskaya Gymnasium. A lot of bright socks in tattered shoes. I 
don’t remember much else. If I’d know that such a luminary was steaming into the 
station I would’ve paid more attention. Something else happened that year that I’ve 
never been able to forget. 

 (Music from the Fifth Symphony.) 
 There was another crowd up the street and Cossacks thundering through the snow. 

There was a flash of light and a small boy was cut to ribbons. Strips of red flesh were 
lying in the snow. Later I tried to write a funeral march for that boy on the piano. The 
music came seeping back in the eleventh Symphony. 

 (Music from the Eleventh Symphony under.) 
 In a sense I spend the rest of my life writing an unfinished funeral march for the boy in 

the snow. Later the crowds parted and a sleigh with jangling bells came flashing across 
the ice. It had been piled high with the bodies of children. They’d been shot so quickly 
that most of them were still smiling. 

 (The music stops.) 
 I was afraid of corpses when I was a child. I thought that they would jump out of their 

graves and grab me. Now, I know that corpses … unfortunately … don’t jump out of 
their grave. Except for Gogol maybe. There was another time in the late thirties when 
they dug up his grave and the whole corpse had gone. They cordoned off the area and 
sent out search parties. There was an uneasy feeling over the whole city. Well, there 
would be wouldn’t there? You wouldn’t want to meet a corpse in Marinsky Lane even 
if it was cracking jokes. At least Gogol knew a lot of jokes. 

 (He looks around.) 
 The old house in Podolskaya Street … my family was always discussing the 1905 

revolution. One day the Okhrana arrived with steaming boots looking for my sister 
Nadia … 

 (He looks out of the window.) 
 There were always crowds of prostitutes like tattered pigeons servicing the soldiers on 

the Nevsky Prospect. Lifting their skirts in broad daylight … I always had the idea that 
they were trying to swallow the wind. 

 (Looks at a portrait of himself as a child.) 
 I was a sickly child. I remember having my trousers taken down at the Smolnsky 

Gymnasium to the sound of merriment all round. 
  (There is a clanging noise at some distance … like tubular bells being struck in the 

wind.) 
 I could never push my way onto trams … so I ran alongside in the slush watching the 

windows throwing boxes of light on the ice. 
 (Rectangles of white light flash intermittently on gauze.) 
 (DMITRI crosses over to the piano and begins to play music typical of the silent movie 

era. On the gauze at the back the flashing squares of light dissolve into a movie screen 
showing dislocated images from a romantic silent film. He moves away from the 
piano.) 

 I’ve written a lot of music for the cinema and when I was a lad I played the piano at the 
old bright Reel Picture Palace. (Pause.) Keeping up a tinkling river of notes under the 
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massive heads of people slobbering all over each other. As I thumped the keys until my 
finger nails broke, rats would scurry across my feet and there were times when I was 
sure that something was nibbling at my cock … but I had to play on, servicing the river 
of dreams. (Pause.) Commentators have said that this period was very important to my 
subsequent career. That’s a load of horse shit of course. It was disgusting work and it 
kept my family hungry since I was hardly ever paid. The owner of the bright Reel was a 
ludicrous figure in a Tsarist frock coat who ran a ballet school so that he could keep an 
eye on the forming arses of young girls. When I asked for my money Volynsky swirled 
about and bawled: “Dmitri m’dear boy, I’m amazed at you. I’ve given you the 
opportunity to serve at the altar of High Art and you besmirch the Goddess by bringing 
up filthy lucre!” Well, the Goddess never did anything for the pit in my stomach so a 
few years later I went out and disrupted Volynsky’s funeral. 

 (For a moment DMITRI is lost in his thoughts and some of the slow, pulsing music from 
the First Movement of the Fifth Symphony filters in. he looks out of a window.) 

 The stern dark city of many waters … 
 (He crosses to the piano and plays the Fifth Prelude from Five Preludes.) 

My father, who always filled the apartment in Nikolayeskaya Street with jokes and 
laughter, suddenly took to his bed and died of a brain haemorrhage. (Pause.) For a time 
I hope that he’d come climbing up the stairs covered in mud laughing about the mistake 
that had been made. 
(The music stops.) 
Suddenly we weren’t sure how we would get through the winter. I gathered firewood 
and sold raw alcohol to one of my teachers at the Leningrad Conservatoire … 
Alexander Glazunov. I’ll tell you more about him later. (Pause.) We’re always doing 
that to the people we’ve known … they die and we sling them unceremoniously onto 
the banqueting table and serve them up to posterity. We put our napkins on and we slice 
off the tenderest parts. The tongue … the liver … the testicles. Corpses as you know 
have a habit of cooling off too slowly. They’re burning hot … so they’re turned into 
aspics by pouring memories over them … the best form of gelatin. Deceased greats are 
too big. So they have to be cut down, the ears, the cock. The nose is served separately. 
That’s how you get yesterday’s classic … a tongue freshly cooked in aspic. With a side 
dish of hoofs from the horse he used to ride. (Pause.) Well, I want to serve you my 
memories without the aspic. 
(Blast of music from the First Symphony.) 
I had my First Symphony premiered at the conservatoire and that brought me a 
modicum of fame. And then musicians wanted to perform my work. At first I had to do 
a lot of screaming just to get my point of view across. I don’t really like rudeness. 
Lenin wrote a letter saying that Stalin’s only bad quality was his rudeness … well then, 
we’d have to say that rudeness brought death to fifty million Russian souls. 
(He picks up an antique 78rpm recording.) 
I hate Toscanini. He had the audacity to send me his versions of my symphonies … 
they were like bread puddings with treacle sauce poured over them. He screamed and 
ranted and raved at the members of his orchestra and he was celebrated all over the 
world for it. He was a terrible hack and I wrote and told him so. Some time later I 
received a letter from America telling me that I’d been appointed to the Toscanini 
Society. Revenge? Parcels of his latest recording started to arrive. 
(He goes to smash the 78 record, than has an obvious change of heart.) 
Then I thought … I’ll keep them and use them as birthday presents. Not for my friends 
of course … the odd acquaintance, the occasional nose. Oh yes, I could imagine them 
in the evening sitting back with a glass of vodka, immersing themselves in the sweet 
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sauce of Toscanini. (Pause.) No, there’s absolutely no need to be rude to people … 
unless they ask for it. One evening at a reception my friend Sollertinsky cut an awful 
woman down to size. She was the wife of an official of the Leningrad Opera. He rushed 
up and blurted: “My dear Irena, tonight you look absolutely ravishing.” But before he 
could enlarge on his dithyramb she replied: “I wish I could say the same about you.” 
Sollertinsky pursed his purple lips and said: “Just do what I do? Lie!” 
(He looks out of the window.) 
Memory slips through the fingers like sand … 
(He crosses to the piano and begins to play a passage from the slow movement of the 
Second Piano Concerto. He moves away from the instrument and the music continues. 
Strings creep in.) 
I think that Pushkin once wrote: “Oblivion is the natural lot of anyone who is not 
present.” Horrible. Take Miaskovsky for instance. He wrote many symphonies … once 
the air was full of them … Now he’s never played. (Laughs.) I remember he used to tell 
his students: “What you have there isn’t polyphony, it’s muchyphony.” Of course he 
himself gave muchphony its due .. but he shouldn’t be forgotten. (Pause.) People have 
suffered, they’ve worked … made discoveries … and then they’re forgotten as soon as 
they die. We must fight to keep their memories alive … we must remember. We must 
remember … 
(The lighting fades.) 
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ACT ONE 
Scene One 

(The apartment in Leningrad. Pale dusk light filters into the room. The spacious 
apartment is in a particularly chaotic state. Books and papers are scattered everywhere 
and a kitchen annex is overflowing with the debris of forgotten meals. Two large doors 
dominate. A bed occupies an alcove next to the windows. There is the sound of loud 
spasms of coughing and a shape stirs in the bed. Suddenly the figure sits bolt upright. 
Coughing violently, DMITRI reaches for a small container on a bedside table. At the 
same time an alarm clock goes off belatedly. As the alarm rings rather forlornly 
DMITRI coughs sputum into the container. The coughing fit eases and he reaches 
shakily for a packet of cigarettes. He lights up and this seems to soothe him. He climbs 
out of the bed and is assailed by another fit of coughing, not as severe as the first. He is 
wearing a thick pair of pyjamas. Obviously very cold, he reaches for a dressing gown 
and looks at the audience.) 

DIMITRI. In a few hours I am going to America. (He looks at the clock.) In a short while the 
black cars will be coming for me. For more than twenty years I’ve waited for them to 
collect me for the executioner’s yard. And now I’m being sent to the land of the ‘free’ 
… 

 (He chuckles sardonically and then looks absent-mindedly about the apartment.) 
 Nina! Nina …? (Pause.) Of course … I sent her to Moscow … with the children. You 

never know what will happen … or who will come for you up the stairs. 
 (Music: muffled drums and muted trumpets from the Eleventh Symphony.) 
 (He looks at the double doors.) 
 For several years, at the height of the Terror, I got into the habit of sitting out in the 

hallway next to the elevator so that when they came for me Nina and the children 
would be left out of it. There is only one fact that you can be sure of: they always come 
at night. Never, never during the daylight hours. Now I can only sleep … fitfully .. 
during the sixty cigarette nights. Waiting for the slam of a car door in the wind, the 
thundering of boots on the stairs. After so many years of waiting you become almost 
addicted to the cold scent of urine billowing up from the constipated landings. (Pause.) 
My head has become a huge hollow sounding box painfully sensitive to the sounds of 
the night. The grating of frozen pipes. The strangled cry of a woman from the other side 
of the city. The cracking of the ice when the Neva thaws in spring. So many friends … 
people you’ve known and loved taken in the night. I think about that a lot and it seeps 
everywhere into my music … 

 (Music: muffled drums and muted trumpets from the Eleventh Symphony.) 
 I’ve written a lot about people waiting for the morning of their execution. So many 

times … when I’ve been listening in the night I’ve heard a footfall on a lower landing. 
Maybe it’s a dog. Maybe it’s Major Beria himself leading a tightly knit knot of 
psychopaths … their faces glowing in the dark. I’ve thought about this a lot sitting at 
the top of the stairs with my suitcase packed. When you first hear the footfalls on the 
stairs there is an insane moment of … euphoria. Irrational thoughts flood the brain. You 
knew that they’d come! You haven’t been left out. Josif Vissarionovich Stalin has 
thought of you … the Leader and Teacher is aware of your existence. You are a man of 
consequence. You matter! Of course the sublime moment vanishes with the first curtain 
of blood that covers your vision … 

 (Music.) 
 Nina Varzar in Moscow … (He smiles.) Many years ago my young wife was a kind of 

sanctuary from the dissolute wreckage of the life I’d been living in the Twenties. 
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