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(protagonists/pieces – in alphabetical order) 
Bertolt Brecht
Edward Estlin Cummings
Dwight Eisenhower
Julia Gillard
Joseph Goebbels
Percy Grainger
Megyn Kelly
John F. Kennedy
David Malouf
Thomas Mann
Michelle Obama
Jackson Pollock
Dmitri Shostakovich
Susan Sontag
Joseph Stalin
Donald Trump
Ai Wei Wei
Gough Whitlam
Frank Lloyd Wright
Maria Yudina
Mao Zedong

*This work has been nominated for consideration in the Contemporary Masters Award 2019, which is
generously supported by friends of Stephen McIntyre AM.

ABOUT THE MUSIC 
Composer Robert Davidson says: 

It has been a fascinating journey creating Stalin’s Piano, kicking off from a fascination with the 
courage of Maria Yudina in her artistic resistance to tyranny. Sonya and I first really started 
talking about it on our long bus trips while touring with Topology in North Queensland, so the 
piece will forever be associated with the image of looking out the window at cane fields, 
glorious mountains and giant sculptures of cane toads. It’s been a genuine composer-performer 
collaboration, with Sonya’s creative vision very much tied to my own in selecting what stories to 
weave together. It’s a complex interplay between the roles of creative artist and politician – 
roles that seem often to overlap and mingle in diverse ways, from artists informing public 
policy, to politicians getting involved in artistic projects, to artists being subjugated to political 
agendas, to politicians seeing themselves as artists working with populations as modelling clay. 
There’s no set meaning to the piece, but there are many linkages between the works. The hope 
is that audience members find dense layers of meaning for themselves in considering these 
striking slices of history.

Part of the project is also about finding empathy. When we focus on words, as our thinking 
brains are so much in the habit of doing, we sometimes miss the deeper, emotional 
communication that is going on behind the words in the intonation of speech – the melodies, 
rhythms and timbres that communicate a lot more than just the dictionary meanings of words 
(as Oliver Sacks so eloquently described in The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat). I find that 
hearing the speeches as music assists me in hearing these meanings, and hearing the person 
rather than just their words, or the category they represent. 

>>



PRINCIPAL GOVERNMENT PARTNER

We acknowledge the traditional owners on whose land Melbourne Recital Centre stands – we pay 
our respects to Melbourne’s First People, to Elders past and present, and to our shared future.

How does speech become music? It’s not through editing the speech, forcing it into a 
pre-conceived musical mould – rather, it’s done here through carefully attending to the speech, 
finding the music that is there, and using the piano as a frame in which to place the music I find –
creating an accompaniment that primes perception to hear the music that was always there. To 
me, it’s a kind of portrait, making careful observation of a person’s voice (rather than their face) 
and a kind of extraction of the essential, distinctive musical style they project into the world. It’s 
treating everyone as a composer – they create melodies spontaneously, unconsciously, with their 
spoken utterances. Sonya’s piano helps the rest of us hear those melodies.

ABOUT THE ARTISTS
Praised by The New York Times and The Age for her 'dynamic' and 'powerful' performances, and by the 
Woodstock Times for her 'miraculous keyboard technique and musicianship', Sonya Lifschitz debuted 
with the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra at the age of 18 and is currently working across many contexts, 
with repertoire spanning from the 15th century to works written for her today. She is internationally 
recognised for her fiercely imaginative, daring collaborations across film, animation, spoken word, visual 
and performance art. In 2017-2019 seasons, Sonya made a critically acclaimed solo debut at one of the 
world's most prestigious venues, the Barbican Centre in London, as well as in Rotterdam's De Doelen and 
New York's iconic BargeMusic series. Other highlights include performances at the Melbourne (MIAF), 
Adelaide (AF), Brisbane (BIAF), Canberra (CIMF), Darwin, Metropolis and MONAFOMA Festivals; and 
venues such as City Recital Hall (Sydney), QPAC Concert Hall (Brisbane), the National Gallery of Australia 
(Canberra), Elder Hall (Adelaide) and Detroit Institute of Art (Detroit, U.S.A.).

sonyalifschitz.com

Robert Davidson is a prolific composer, bassist, lecturer and founder and artistic director of Topology. He 
studied composition with Terry Riley in California before completing a PhD at the University of 
Queensland, where he is currently Head of Composition and Senior Lecturer. He previously studied South 
Indian vocal music in Kerala, India. With Topology he has released 12 albums and a DVD, and has directed 
numerous artistic collaborations with such artists as The Brodsky Quartet, Katie Noonan, Taikoz, The 
Kransky Sisters and Kate Miller Heidke. The ensemble has won numerous awards for excellence in music 
performance, composition, music education and recording, including APRA Art Music awards, Sydney 
Opera House and ARIA awards.
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