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An interpretation of the life of Rudolf Nureyev 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

NB:  The symbol “/” shows that the speaker that follows begins speaking here with consequent 

overlapping. 



Scene One 

 

Steven: Rudolf was my friend and one time lover. 

 

Rudolf: In the beginning there was my mother.  She was on the Trans-Siberian Express heading for 

some obscure outpost where my father had been billeted.  That was where it began.  I was actually 

born on that train in the middle of the tundra.  It's about as close as you get to being nowhere.  Well 

that was one beginning, the first of many.  Soon there were so many beginnings to choose between 

that it was difficult to know which one I'd finish up with. Sometimes I'd lose count of the 

beginnings but I never lost sight of the end.  Each time I started off afresh I knew that somehow the 

end had drawn nearer. 

 

FX SOUND OF OFFICE AND PRINTERS 

 

Male Londoner: Nureyev? One of the centuries greatest dancers. 

 

Female Brummie: He was a true master of movement. 

 

Female Londoner:  He was obnoxious.  An egotist. An elistist. 

 

FX FADE TO STREETS AND TRAFFIC 

 

Cockney:  And in a Paris hospital when he was only 54. 

 

Geordie:  Aids.  He had, didn't he? 

 

Cockney:  He transformed art. 

 

FX FADE TO SOUND OF COUNTRYSIDE AND DOGS BARKING 

 

Yokel: I reckon he was a coward.  I don't care how great he was. 

 

Old Woman:  He had a lovely figure. A very nice man. 

 

FX CAR PULLING AWAY ON GRAVEL 

 

Aristocrat:  The kind of man that didn't touch the earth. 

 

FX BUILDING SITE 

 

Builder:  An alien.  I wouldn't let my children watch him. 

 

Scouser:  Probably a kiddie-lover as well. 

 

Old Geordie:  He were a kind man.  Always kind. Plumbed an entire island off Italy which the 

government had been planning to do for years. 

 

FX FACTORY 

 

Cornishman:  He more than anyone brought ballet to the people. A natural. 

 

American:  Unnatural.  An animal.  His sort of behaviour is disgusting.  He was an animal.  A beast. 



FX SILENCE  THEN SOUNDS OF ANIMALS GRUNTING 

 

Steven:  Like stags locked in some beautiful and elaborate mating ritual, they spin around each 

other, lock in, then break apart.  It is a breathtaking dance of opposition.  So brutal but wild and 

wonderful to see. 

 

Rudolf:  So many firsts.  So many openings and false starts.  But where to begin. 

 

Steven:  Well it's not for you to choose, is it? 



Scene Two 

 

FX SOUND OF HOSPITAL MACHINERY SWING DOORS AND TROLLEY. 

 

Sarah:  Good morning Mrs Bamber. How are we today? 

 

Mrs A:  I didn't sleep well, nurse.  He snores. 

 

Sarah:  Good morning Mrs Bamber. Tea? 

 

Mrs A:  Can't you put him somewhere else?  He's always kicking off in the middle of the night. 

 

Sarah:  Good morning, Mr Nureyev. 

 

Rudolf:  It's Rudie. It's my heart. She's not functioning properly. Rudie has gone mad. 

 

 

 

Scene Three 

 

FX THEATRE APPLAUSE AND CHEERING AND THEN MUFFLED VOICES OF THE CAST 

AS IF THE CURTAINS HAVE NOW BEEN DROPPED 

 

Dancer 1: Well done Rudolf. 

 

Director:  Excellent.  Excellent. 

 

Rudolf:  Thank God it's finished. 

 

Dancer 2:  Congratulations. 

 

FX CHEERING RISES 

 

Dancer 2:  A third encore 

 

Rudolf:  Here we go again. 

 

FX RISING APPLAUSE FADE OUT 

 

 

 

Scene 4 

 

FX INTERIOR RESTAURANT CUTLERY CHINA CHATTER 

 

Steven:  Sarah was the nurse on Rudolf's ward.  She was very beautiful.  As usual Rudolf had been 

fortunate.  I took her out to lunch.  She wanted to know all about him.  

 

Sarah:  Well, I don't like to pry into the personal life of my patients. 

 

Steven:  Ask me anything. 

 



Sarah: How did you meet him? 

 

Steven:  Well it was like this.  Margot came in.  Margot Fonteyn. And there he was, with her.  I'd not 

seen him before.  I said: Margot, but what a surprise.  And she said: 

 

Margot: Steven. Meet my new porter. 

 

Sarah:  And you were introduced? 

 

Steven:  And then she said:  he is going to be 

 

Margot:  The best that I have ever had. 

 

Sarah:  And in the end?  Was he? 

 

Steven:  The end.  No.  And yes. 

 

Waiter:  Would you care for anything else Sir? Madam? 

 

Steven:  Scones? 

 

Sarah:  Yes, that would be nice. 

 

Waiter:  Thank you Sir.  Madam. 

 

Steven:  The end is in this picture.  Ravaged by illness. He is not beautiful, yet it is not distasteful. 

 

Sarah: It is not at all clear. 

 

Steven:  It wasn't always easy to see,  but really the end,  it was always in sight. Thank you. 

 

Waiter:  Sir.  Madam. 

 

Sarah:   And how did it begin?  I mean before all that. 

 

Steven:  It was a small beginning on the Trans-Siberian Express.  For me it began at eighteen.  He 

was very attractive then.  Very beautiful. And yet disfigured. 

 

FX SHORT EXTRACT FROM ROMEO AND JULIET 

 

Sarah:  But disfigured? 

 

Steven:  Oh yes, terribly disfigured.  His feet.  And Rudolf was never settled.  He never wanted to 

settle.  He had an uprooted childhood.  There was never any firm foundation on which to build a 

childhood,  on which to build his life.  Nothing to look forward to.  He said that dance was his 

foundation. 

 

Rudolf:  Well it's true.  Dance is my home.  There was always going to be dance.  From the moment 

I was accepted at the Kirov Ballet School,  I knew that there was a chance for me to really come to 

life and dance.  But I was never settled there.  I hated dancing for the state.  It was crippling. I 

refused to join their stupid communist youth groups.  But it was with dance that I was never a 

beginner.  Never began.  And even at the Kirov I worked so hard that I progressed in leaps and 



bounds, and was through the school ranks in half the ordinary time.  I suddenly leapt forward and 

began to dance with the ballerina Natalia Dudinskaya.  All the other dancers were screaming at me. 

 

Steven:  Rudolf.  It was the beginning.  It was the first of your legendary performances. 

 

FX BALLET MUSIC CHANGES TO SWAN LAKE 

 

Steven:  Don Quixote, Swan Lake, The Tempest, Romeo and Juliet, The Muppet Show, Natassia 

Kinsky, Valentino, Giselle, Miss Piggy, Sylvie, Guillem, La Sylvide. 

 

Rudolf:  And I guess people have been screaming at me for one reason or another ever since. 

 

FX SOUND OF CARS IN A BUSY STREET AND THEN QUIETLY NAT KING COLE WHEN I 

FALL IN LOVE 

 

Rudolf:  It is my romance that allows me to be outrageous. 

 

Steven:  Your romance? 

 

Rudolf:  My romance.  Yes, yes, my romance with Margot, who else? 

 

Steven:  Ah, but who else. 

 

Rudolf:  I have the charisma, the nostrils and the flair.  I can love myself.  I am crazy, crazy crazy 

and in love with myself.  It is easy for you.  You fall in and out of love at the drop of an innuendo.  I 

cannot ever care for anybody.  And when I do I feel utterly oversexed.  Utterly crushed.  And I 

never want to see them again.  You are the only person  who has ever really cared for me. 

 

Steven: But you know that isn't true, surely? 

 

Rudolf:  But yes, of course I know that.  I just feel that it is always the truth when a relationship is 

through. 

 

Steven:  Do you want to see me again? 

 

Rudolf:  Only on my terms.  I am like I am because I wanted so to be different.  I didn't want to say 

all those splendid meaningless things like; “I love you or me and so and so”.  I want men like I want 

a different hotel room when each show is over.  Every performance demands a new city and new 

audience. 

 

Steven:  But haven't you ever thought of marriage? 

 

Rudolf:  What a proposal!  Was that ever on your mind?  No.  I have not the time nor the disposition 

for marriage and when I can dance no longer it will be too late for marriage.  Anyway,  I am used to 

living.  I don't want to adapt to live or to learn to live with any one … person.  No, darling. I'm 

sorry.  It's simply out of the question.  Marriage would be a dreadful distraction.  I love things, and 

myself and my work.  But when people and things are beautiful, their beauty fads.  And once the 

beauty has faded from these things, these people, I forget them. 

 

Steven:  I don't want to feel I've upset you.  I don't feel upset unless I've caused you pain. 

 

Rudolf:  Do you know what surprised me when I first came over to the west? 



 

Steven:  No, what? 

 

Rudolf:  Everybody wanted to go to bed with me.  Male and female.  Since I came here everybody 

wants to sleep with me.  It is quite embarrassing.  I was almost a virgin when I defected you know? 

 

Steven: No, I didn't. 

 

Rudolf:  Perhaps we are both a little insensitive. 

 

Steven:  Have I made the right decision? 

 

Rudolf:  (EXASPERATED) I do not believe you. 

 

Steven: Shall we stop for a coffee? 

 

Rudolf:  If I drink any more coffee I will be pissing caffeine. 

 

Steven:  I will write.   

 

Rudolf:  Everybody writes and I dance.  I must go.  And you?  You must write.  I can see now, how 

much we differ.  You will write.  It makes no difference. 

 

FX FADE UP WHEN I FALL IN LOVE AND FADE OUT. 

 

Steven:  So Rudolf never settled.  Many years later I visited him in hospital in Paris.  He did not 

remember me. 



Scene 5 

 

FX SOUNDS AS IN HOSPITAL ABOVE 

 

Sarah:  He is a difficult patient.  He does not get better. 

 

Nurse:  He drives us all mad. 

 

Sarah:  All he wants is more investigations and more bodily investigations. 

 

Doctor:  I see.... Is he very old? 

 

Sarah:  Mr Nureyev?  He is in his early fifties. 

 

Doctor:  And what is his history? 

 

FX RUSTLING PAPERS 

 

Doctor:  Ah so it started when he was 23. 

 

Sarah:  If I can only understand what Mr Nureyev is trying to make us feel or do. 

 

Nurse:  He wants us to perform miracles as he once performed miracles. 

 

Sarah:  He drives us all frantic, playing us off against one another. 

 

Nurse:  Raising our hopes and then / dashing them. 

 

Sarah: Dashing them. 

 

Doctor: I see. 

 

Nurse:   You should have seen him when he had this friend visit.  He just turns his head and says: I 

had forgotten you.  And then:  You're beauty has faded. 

 

Rudolf:  You're beauty has faded. 

 

Sarah:  A very kind gentleman, he was, his friend. 

 

Doctor:  I see.  His memory has deteriorated? 

 

Sarah:  Not noticeably.  The main trouble is Rudie. Rudie, Rudie, Rudie. 

 

Doctor:  Rudie?  And who is Rudie? 

 

Sarah:  Rudie is what Mr Nureyev calls his disease.  That is at the moment a strange disorder of the 

lining of the heart. 

 

Rudolf:  That's the main trouble, Rudie.  Don't you see?  She's not working properly and these 

doctors and nurses, they won't set her right. 

 

Nurse:  Mr Nureyev. 



 

Rudolf:  There is so much pressure on her heart.  She is cramping and seizing all over the place.  

She is ageing, like a … like a mammal. 

 

Sarah:  Mr Nureyev 

 

Rudolf:  It's my heart.  It's my heart. 

 

Sarah:  Mr Nureyev, here are the results of your cardiograms. 

 

Rudolf:  You should do something.  The doctors and nurses don't do enough. 

 

Nurse:  Mr Nureyev the chest clinic report said... 

 

Rudolf:  Or they do it all wrong. 

 

Sarah:  Coffee or tea? 

 

Rudolf:  Is there nobody out there who loves her enough to save her.   

 

Sarah:  Mr Nureyev, a visitor. 

 

Rudolf:  Because they don't try hard enough.  Goodness it's not like I'm asking them to jump 

through hoops. 

 

Steven:  Rudolf! 

 

Rudolf:  Steven!  I had forgotten you. 

 

Steven: Really? 

 

Rudolf: Your beauty has faded. 

 

Steven:  (SOUNDING UPSET)  Yes.  Perhaps.  How are you Rudolf? 

 

Rudolf:  You know very well how I am.  Otherwise you would not have come here.  And now that 

you are here.  Why if you cannot but see how I am. 

 

Steven:  Rudolf, you've got to try harder.  You're being very difficult.  The nurses have been 

complaining.  They were asking me all kinds of questions.  You've been leading them on a merry 

dance. You mustn't let your illness get the upper hand. 

 

Rudolf: What right have they?  I am going to die you know! 

 

Steven:  But you've got to drive yourself a bit.  I know it isn't easy.  God knows! 

 

Rudolf:  It's my heart.  She's driving me mad.  My heart has made me mad. 

 

Nurse:  There's nothing mentally wrong with you / Mr Nureyev. 

 

Sarah:  Mr Nureyev. 

 



Rudolf:  Yes.  It's not me.  It's them doctors. 

 

Sarah:  Or he says; it's matron, or the nurses, or the cooks, or whoever.  Or he says;  

 

Rudolf:  It's not me that's cracking up, it's my body. 

 

Sarah:  Or he says; we can't help her.  Whatever we do we won't succeed, he says.  I am at the end 

of my tether.  I can't stand Rudie any more. 

 

Nurse;  He makes me act out of character. 

 

Sarah:  I don't feel as though it's me that's nursing him at all. 

 

Nurse:  I feel such a bitch.  Sometimes I just snap and it all comes out.   

 

Sarah:  It's not him it's Rudie. 

 

Doctor:  We must help him to live as effective a life as possible within the framework of this 

crippling disease and this personality, this character; Rudie. 

 

Rudolf: It's my heart.  I am going to die of a broken heart. 

 

Doctor:  We all die, Mr Nureyev, but nobody has ever died of a broken heart. 

 

Nurse:  Mr Nureyev, your visitor is here. 

 

Rudolf:  Steven!  Inside I am still 23. 

 

Steven:  Inside what?  Inside the past?  Inside the 1960's?  What Rudolf, you do not realise, is that it 

is never enough to simply feel 23 on the inside, if you cannot at the very least look under 26 on the 

outside also. 

 

Rudolf:  No, no, not in the past.  In my performances.  When I am dancing.  That is ageless.  I don't 

belong anywhere but inside the dance.  I have saved myself for my performances. 

 

Steven:  But why, when you were practically crippled?  Why go on dancing? 

 

Rudolf:  I have always danced with an injury. I have always been in pain. Yet, I planned to dance as 

long as anyone would pay to come and watch.  What else was there.   

 

Steven:  And now? 

 

Rudolf:  And now I will dance with myself.  Inside I will always take the same steps.  Have always 

leaped higher and wilder.  You know that day back in 1962 when I leaped the barrier at Le Bourget 

airport in Paris?  That moment I leaped from East to West?  My leap into instant notoriety?  I was to 

begin a new life.  A wild life.  Some people feel that I am now paying the price for my earlier 

fortune.  My excesses.  And yet nobody realises.  I have always paid.  Was always paying.  And not 

just for the desertion.  I realised later that there never was any difference.  Not really.  East.  West.  

North.  South.   As long as there is love, any kind of love, there will be prejudice.  People take it 

with them everywhere. 

 

Steven:  And so I came and saw him at hospital as often as I could. And more often than not I took 



the lovely Sarah out to lunch.  We talked about Rudolf.  He was the ghost dancing around our table. 

I tried to bring his story alive for her. 

 

Scene 6 

 

FX CAFE AS ABOVE 

 

Steven: Nobody knew he was in so much pain. 

 

Rudolf:  That was because I came to dancing late. 

 

Sarah: But couldn't you see.  Surely it was written all over his face. 

 

Rudolf:  It was written everywhere.  The papers. But my dancing rubbed it out. 

 

Steven:  He became used to it. 

 

Rudolf:  I was using it. 

 

Steven:  It was because / he started dancing when he was seventeen rather than eight which is the 

normal age.   

 

Rudolf:  I started dancing when I was seventeen rather than eight. 

 

Margot:  He came to dancing late. 

 

Rudolf:  I was the wrong shape, the wrong size, but I worked so hard. 

 

Steven:  His muscles became deformed.  He had dance in great pain.  Nobody knew.  The audience 

could not see, even at the end. 

 

Rudolf:  They must not know.  They need not know. When I hear the applause it is as if there was 

never any pain.  And when the applause has died down /  or when the applause / no longer comes. / 

What then?  Then those who knew me, / Those who were with me from the beginning, Iit will be 

our secret. /  I will settle down.  Perhaps even marriage.  I'll live with my beautiful memories.  Until 

they fade they will be my new home, my native land, my final stage.  Just as once they were my 

theatres. 

 

Waiter:  Sir 

 

Steven:  Thank you. 

 

Sarah:  How much. 

 

Steven:  It's Ok. I'll get this. 

 

Sarah:  I'll leave something. 

 

Rudolf:  It will be a real demise. 

 

 

SILENCE 



Steven:  Rudolf was a great dancer.  And there is nothing quite like a great dancer. 

 

Rudolf:  And when I die, the world will be told. 

 

Sarah: And did you?  Write, I mean? 

 

Steven: How could I?  I never wrote, but I never felt that he wanted or needed me to.  And now I 

have written just about everything that can be said.  I am Rudolf's ghost.  His author.  There is 

nothing now left unwritten.  It speaks for itself. 

 

Sarah:  And did you ever see each other again? 

 

FX SOUNDS OF CHAIRS AND LEAVING CAFE 

 

Steven:  Once or twice we got it together. 

 

Sarah:  And then? 

 

Steven:  And then I faded away. 

 

Sarah:  And you never saw each other again?  

 

Steven:  Yes.  Only much  later.  These last weeks.  When I began to come to the hospital.  When I 

met you.  He didn't want to remember me.  All he sees now is me and his radio.  His last homeland. 

 

SOUND OF DOOR AND STREET 

 

Sarah:  And didn't he ever return to his real homeland? 

 

Steven:  Only once. 

 

Rudolf:  I don't have a nationality. 

 

Steven:  He doesn't belong to any single nation but to movement itself. 

 

Rudolf:  Dancing is where I built my home.  That can be anywhere. 

 

Sarah:  But where did it begin. 

 

Rudolf:  Of course the beginning again. / the past. / A set of steps we rehearse but never become the 

master of. / That dance we recall but whose movements belong to some foreign far off place with 

which we are no longer familiar. / Two steps left.  Two steps back./ The memory of my father. / 

Another step forward approaching the audience and the entrechat and back again. / My first kiss. / I 

attempted the entrechat dix but had neither the inclination nor the skill involved.  Not then.  And 

now a quick run to the fore.  A bourree sur les pointes followed by an heroic attitude. My father 

again.  This time he is telling me that no son of his will ever dance for a living.  A cabriole which 

for me ends in mid air.  The memory of the ballerina Natalia Dudinskaya at the Kirov, Leningrad.  I 

had suddenly leapt forward and begun dancing with her. It was the cabriole.  Or, no.  Perhaps it was 

a Tour en l'air or even a double Tour en l'air.  Then to the Arabesque.  This is my general attitude in 

life.  At school it had always been the Arabesque, just as it would be later on in Paris.  And then of 

course, my grand Jete at Le Bourget airport.  Every step means something.  You must never place 

one foot before the other without first knowing why.  The past.  These steps come to me frequently.  



And always looking back there is a pattern, though you cannot predict before how they will come.   

They are a treasure I rarely count on.  I prefer to be looking for new steps than to be stepping back 

onto old ones.  I feel that before you look for a beginning you must first reach some kind of 

conclusion.  The beginning. I am living with it.  My partner is living with it. Is it true what the 

papers say. 

 

FX THESE SPEECHES SHOULD NOT BE PLAYED OVER THE CONVERSATION ABOVE 

BUT SHOULD OVERLAP SLIGHTLY SO AS TO MAKE BOTH CONVERSATIONS CLEAR 

 

Steven:  Some other time surely. 

 

Steven:  You are late back already. 

 

Steven:  I'll come again. 

 

Steven:  We must begin sometime again. 

 

Steven:  I'll take you out again. 

 

Steven:  Hold onto what we got. 

 

Steven:  What we have lost. 

 

Steven:  At the start.  

 

 

 

Scene Seven 

 

FX SCHOOL PLAYGROUND  FADE IN CHILDREN CLAPPING AND SHOUTING,  

SPLASHING AND LAUGHING AND SHRIEKING. 

 

Rudolf:  I used to jump high over puddles and all the other children would cheer and clap. 

 

FX FROM RUSSIA WITH LOVE 

 

Teacher 1:  His behaviour is appalling, comrade. 

 

Teacher 2:  He drives us all mad. 

 

Teacher 1:  He jumps like a frog, and that is all he knows. 

 

Headteacher:  How old is the child? 

 

Teacher 1:  He is eight, comrade. 

 

Headteacher:  And which form is he in. 

 

Teacher 1:  He is in with Comrade Kaptelinin's, comrade. 

 

Headmaster: (YAWNS) And can she not control him?  What steps has she taken? 

 



Teacher 1: She has kept him in after school comrade. 

 

Teacher 2: We all have. 

 

Teacher 1:  He drives us all frantic and plays us off against one another.  Raising our hopes and then 

/ letting us down. 

 

Teacher 2:  Letting us down. 

 

Headteacher:  What of his parents? 

 

Teacher 1:  He has been brought up by his three sisters.  His father is a soldier and has only just 

returned from his outpost this year.  Wants his son to be an engineer. 

 

THE TEACHERS ALL LAUGH 

 

Headteacher:  And does the child have any idea what he would like to be? 

 

Teacher 2:  He wants to be  dancer, comrade. 

 

MORE MERRIMENT FROM THE TEACHERS 

 

Teacher 1:  He went to the ballet in June last year and has thought about nothing else ever since. 

 

Headmaster:  Wants to be a dancer?  Is that where he gets all his jumping from? 

 

Teacher 1:  Yes, I think so.  At least it started about then. Comrade,  the main trouble is the dancing,  

it's driving us mad.  He makes us act out of character.  I don't feel that I'm teaching him anything at 

all.  It's this dancing.  I'm sure, comrade. 

 

Headteacher:  (SIGHS)  Send the boy in then. 

 

SOUND OF TEACHERS LEAVING. DOOR CLOSING.  THEN  KNOCKING. 

 

Headteacher:  Enter. Enter.   

 

SILENCE 

 

Headteacher:  Nureyev. 

 

Rudolf:  Yes, Sir comrade. 

 

Headteacher: I have had some complaints against your behaviour, boy.  At this school, boy.  What 

do you think about that?  Hmm? Come on then.  Speak up, boy! 

 

Rudolf:  Comrade? 

 

Headteacher:  Your father wants you to be an engineer, boy. 

 

Rudolf:  Yes, Sir. 

 

Headteacher:  So what's all this about ballet, boy? 



 

Rudolf:  Ballet, Sir? 

 

Headteacher:  Yes, Sir! 

 

Rudolf: Nothing, Sir. 

 

Headteacher:  Nothing, Sir?  That's not what I've been told now. 

 

Rudolf:  No, Sir? 

 

Headteacher: No 

 

SILENCE 

 

Rudolf:  I want to learn to dance Sir. 

 

Headteacher:  Dance, Sir? 

 

Rudolf:  Yes, Sir.  That's the main trouble, Sir.  The dancing, Sir.  Don't you see.  I'm not dancing 

properly and these teachers, nobody will teach me right. 

 

Headteacher:  Don't you think you had better stick with our own Tartar folk dances? 

 

Rudolf:  The Tartar folk dances? 

 

Headteacher:Yes, Sir.  We can teach those well enough. Leave the other to the professionals.  Think 

of your father, boy. 

 

Rudolf: Yes, sir. 

 

Headteacher:  There is nothing physically right about you that would lead you to dance.  You've got 

your proportions all wrong. 

 

Rudolf:  Yes, Sir. 

 

Headteacher:  And I don't want to hear any more reports of your sneaking into our Ufa Opera. 

 

Rudolf: What, Sir? 

 

Headteacher: Yes, Sir! 

 

Rudolf:  Yes, Sir comrade. 

 

Headteacher:  That's your one warning.  If it comes to my attention again the consequences will be 

serious.  I've nothing against a boy showing an interest but... 

 

FX FROM RUSSIA WITH LOVE PLAYS MORE LOUDLY OVER HIS WORDS AND THEN 

FADES OUT. 

 

 

 



Scene Eight 

 

FX FADE IN TO THE SOUND OFA CHILD BEING CANE.  THWAP, THWAP, AND YELPING.  

THIS IS FOLLOWED BY THE SOUND OF APPLAUSE AND THEN CONGRATULATIONS 

FROM OTHER ACTORS AS IF THE CURTAINS HAVE BEEN DROPPED JUST AS IN SCENE 

THREE.   THE APPLAUSE GETS LOUDER AS IF THERE IS AN ENCORE AND WHEN THE 

APPLAUSE FINISHESWE HEAR THAT THE CANING HAS RESUMED AND OVER IT THE 

SCENE 

 

Rudolf:  Every step was agony.  Two steps forward.  One step left. 

 

SOUND OF CANE AND YELP 

 

Rudolf: Two steps and a pirouette. 

 

SOUND OF CANE AND YELP 

 

Rudolf:  Two steps and repeat 

 

SOUND OF LAUGHTER 

 

 

 

Scene Nine 

 

FX NO SOUND.  BALLET MUSIC GRADUALLY FADES IN 

 

Rudolf:  The beginning.  Is it true what the papers say?  Every word of praise or criticism was 

agony to read. Now I don't believe any of it.  Anyway it's too late.  Nothing the newspapers ever 

said had more than a little truth in it and not a little fiction too.  There were snippets but they can 

never amount to much and never a life.  Not even a toe.  They made me sound like a shooting star 

and then they made me sound like a monster, but I never sounded like even half a person.  But 

sounds were never very important to me compared to action and movements.  There was never any 

point in putting my ballet performances on the radio.  My performances are visual.  Every step 

forwards or backwards was agony to make.  And yet this was true.  Truth.  These made me more a 

dancer than a monster, more heroic than shooting star.  They gave my body definition.  They made 

me the man I needed to be.  The man on everyone's tongue.  The man of the moment. 

 

Steven:  Rudolf was always on the news. 

 

Scene Ten 

 

FX TRAFFIC, BUSES, CARS, HORNS, CAMERAS, PRESS 

 

Reporter 1:  Is it true, Mr Nureyev,  that you are going to leave London to become director of the 

Paris Opera Ballet? 

 

Rudolf: It is true. 

 

Reporter 2:  Is it true, Mr Nureyev, that you left the Paris Opera Ballet after being accused of 

throwing vacuum flasks at the heads of your dancers? 

 



Rudolf:  (INCREDULOUS)  Were those dancers? 

 

Reporter 3:  Is it true, Mr Nureyev,  that you are visiting Eric Bruhn in Paris. 

 

Rudolf:  Yes.  It is true. 

 

Reporter 1:  Is it true,  Mr Nureyev, that you were refused entry to Spain under HIV regulations? 

 

Rudolf:  That is true. 

 

Reporter 3: Is it true that Eric Bruhn is dying? 

 

Rudolf:  That is also true. 

 

Reporter 1:  Mr Nureyev,  can I ask why you are leaving the Royal Ballet, Sir? 

 

Rudolf:  They treated me like a tea cosy, Sir. 

 

Reporter 1: Like a tea cosy, Sir? 

 

Rudolf:  Yes, Sir. 

 

Reporter 1:  A tea cosy, Sir? 

 

Rudolf:  They were using me to warm up audiences, Sir. 

 

Reporter 2:  Mr Nureyev,  is it true that the police were seen chasing you and Margot across the 

roofs of San Francisco after a party? 

 

Rudolf:  It is true. It is true.  We were all there.  That last time.  You were there. We danced and 

smoked and drank.  And the police were called.  We were all caught, though only a caution. You 

remember?  Surely? Somehow you all look the same now.  Faded. 

 

Reporter 1:  Mr Nureyev,  is it true that the Royal Ballet were using you to warm up audiences. 

 

Rudolf:  Yes.  Unfortunately, it is true.  Every bit. 

 

Reporter 3:  Mr Nureyev, is it true that you never sleep? 

 

Rudolf:  I'm tired.  No more questions please.  I decline to ask any more questions, thank you. 

 

Reporter 1:  Mr Nureyev, is it true that your older sister was the first Russian woman astronaut. 

 

Reporter 2:  Mr Nureyev, is it true that you have more pairs of Calvin Klein underwear than Calvin 

himself? 

 

Reporter 1:  Mr Nureyev, is it true that your younger sister was the first Russian woman. 

 

Reporter 3:  Mr Nureyev, is it true that your left foot is larger than your right foot. 

 

 

 



Scene Eleven 

 

 

FX MARKET, FRENCH VOICES, TRAFFIC 

 

Steven:  Shall I walk you back? 

 

Sarah:  Really, it's not far...  OK that would be nice.  Tell me again / from the beginning. 

 

Margot:  From the beginning we found / that we could breath together. 

 

Rudolf:  That we could breath together and that is vital between a ballet dancer and his partner. 

 

Margot:  I was like mutton dancing, breathing, dancing with / lamb. 

 

Steven:  Venison.  

 

Rudolf:  You were there from the beginning, that is all that matters.  I was never alone.  Not always.  

Not for long.  You and Bruhn were what if anything I could describe as a personal life.  And when 

you had gone, I invented my own.  What could be more personal than that?   I mean, what is a 

personal life?  Describe where it begins or ends.  You and Bruhn were all my own.  The greatest 

dancers the world had ever seen.  That has to be better than any marriage.  To have and to hold.  To 

honour and obey.  Dancing is the ultimate commitment, the greatest love.  I could never have found 

time for anything less than dance.  And now that I can dance no longer... Now.  It is late.  It is 

getting late.  It is too late.  I am too used to going for it.  To going it alone.  I had to grab life by the 

throat.  Even when I was getting started in Russia, I had to grab life by the throat. 

 

SOUNDS AS IF RUNNING BETWEEN THE MARKET STALLS OR ANY BUSY PLACE 

 

Sarah:  He was strangled? 

 

Steven:  He was 23 inside. 

 

Sarah:  (BREATHLESS)  He was breathing. 

 

Steven:  (LAUGHING BREATHLESSLY) In tights.  He wore tights! 

 

Rudolf:  Tights maketh man. 

 

Sarah:  (LAUGHING)  He strangled the life out of himself! 

 

Steven:  How so? 

 

Sarah:  The tights. 

 

Steven:  Ah the tights, of course. 

 

Sarah:  He was an animal. 

 

Steven:  A stag. 

 

Rudolf:  Life is about oneself.  And it is to satisfy yourself,  that inner animal or whatever it is 



inside / which is hungry.  And the rest of the world need not exist. 

 

Steven:  Inside he was 23. 

 

Sarah:  But you never wrote then.  Why write now? 

 

Rudolf:  I danced but you didn't write. 

 

Steven:  Somehow I had to keep my part of the deal. 

 

Rudolf:  Yes, that's it.  Say something about yourselves.  Say why they read all that they did.  

Plagued me.  Explain all those people saving clippings in dog-eared scrapbooks. 

 

Steven:  We made an unwritten pact that afternoon. 

 

Sarah:  I see. 

 

Rudolf:  Ah! 

 

Steven:  Just as he had made a pact with the world and the press that fateful afternoon at Le Bourget 

airport.   

 

Rudolf:  That again! 

 

Steven: Anyway, I needed to write.  And people needed to read about him too.  It was never easy.  I 

didn't know where to start. 

 

Rudolf:  Aha! 

 

Steven:  I wanted to write,  but I had nowhere to begin.  I sat and watched the children jump among 

the dead leaves in the street gutters. 

 

Sarah:  I see. 

 

Rudolf:  Who were they dancing for?  What kings?  What their giant leap?  And the puddles.  They 

jumped the puddles.  Like me.  Whose reflections did they find?  Frogs or friends? 

 

Steven:  I wanted to write. 

 

Rudolf: Life among the leaves.   

 

Steven:  I wanted to write.  But it was the search for the right words and not what I found that gave 

me the inspiration.  The words were always the same.  And I was left to express dance through 

sound.  And I was left to express life through death.  And finally having wanted to express 

everything, all that I knew, every last detail.  I was left expressing nothing.  Nyet. 

 

Sarah: I see. 

 

Steven:  And what I realised is that this is not about beginning and it is not about finishing, it is 

about making ends meet. 

 

Sarah:  No, I am sorry. I can't see what you mean at all. 



 

Rudolf:  Dance is my art.  I can't just let these things, or anything else, get in the way.  Nobody 

wants their life taken over by a virus. 

 

Steven:  And Rudie voiced these conflicts when Rudolf was not enough to do so.  Rudolf, always 

the entertainer, became a ventriloquist. 

 

Rudolf:  As a man I am no longer functioning properly. 

 

Steven:  And that is how he died.  Neither a puppet or a man. 

 

Sarah:  I see. 

 

Steven:  This is not about heroes.  English theatre, world Ballet, is not yet fit to speak of them.  Nor 

is it about pirouettes or jetes, nor anything about steps, choreography, stage, screen or classicism 

except death.  Above all I am concerned with dancing, concerned with beginnings.  But my subject 

is making the ends meet.   That and the pity of death.  The movements and the sequences are in that 

pity.  Yet these movements belong in no sense to today's ballet, though they may belong to some 

ballet of the future.  All that a dancer can do is dance and a writer, write.  And in that there is a 

warning.  No.  This is not about dancers.  Neither is it about writers or words.  It's about us.  About 

ordinary people.  It's about time ordinary people started dancing.  Started dying.  It's about time 

somebody came along and didn't cope. 

 

Rudolf:   This is not about me.  And yet it has always been about me.  I am not a hero and yet...  … I 

am not monster... neither am I a shooting....  Somehow they don't listen... don't you see; nobody 

listens... / they don't listen … it doesn't matter to them... 

 

 

Steven:  They don't listen 

 

Steven:  Watch my words and see if they don't. 

 

Scene Twelve 

 

FX NO SOUNDS 

 

Presenter:  To mark the end of this broadcast we are now going to show you the final scene from 

Tchaikovsky's Swan Lake with Rudolf Nureyev as the Prince and Margot Fonteyn as Black Swan 

Odille White Swan Odette.  Watch how Rudolf manages to pull off the magical movements in the 

Black Swan “Pas de Deux” sequence with remarkable ease. 

 

FX BALLET MUSIC AND SPOKEN CREDITS 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Some references: 

 

The bulk of the biographical material for this piece was found in the press in the weeks following 

Rudolf Nureyev's death.  Much of this from tabloids and the Mail or Express newspapers.  Other 

information came from an article written by Rudi van Danzig, Rudolf's autobiography and various 

ideas from articles in the Nursing Times.  There are also one or two literary references the most 

important of which is the Preface from Wilfred Owen. 


