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1 PREFACE

»Otzhivayut ne formi, a skhemi.«
(21t is not musical forms which obsolesce, but schemes.«)

— Nikolai Medtner in a letter to Alfred and Ekaterina Swan, 1933

Why Sonatas? — This crucial question needs to be posed at the start of an examination dedicated to early-
20"-century music, relating the subject to cultural and historiographic perspectives. The sonata, as a genre
and musical form, has been the predominant paradigm of Viennese Classicism, generating outstanding re-
sults on the fields of orchestral, chamber and piano music, and even having considerable impact on vocal
composition. As a central formal vehicle of instrumental music, the sonata remained the foremost point of
reference in composition throughout the 19" century, regardless of new developments such as the fantasy,
the symphonic poem and, in piano and chamber music, the increasing importance of miniature and aphorism.
This, however, significantly changed during the first decades of the 20" century. In the course of emerging
»Modernist< tendencies in music, composing sonatas was widely abandoned in Western Europe during the
first half of the 20™ century—with a few notable exceptions, such as Paul Hindemith, Erwin Schulhoff, and
Ernst Ktenek, and with some composers, like Richard Strauss or Igor Stravinsky, making only brief reference
to the genre during their early years. Meanwhile, the sonata continued to prevail and flourish in Soviet Russia,
forming a somewhat self-contained space which had composers adhere to the traditional models for ideological
reasons. After 1945, some avant-garde composers, such as Pierre Boulez, Bernd Alois Zimmermann, Gyorgy
Ligeti, and Michael Tippett, occasionally turned back to composing sonatas. However, the sonata never re-
gained the fundamental significance it had enjoyed during the 18" and 19™ centuries; and the few instances of
its use during the past decades have tended to employ the genre independently from its history.

Musical culture is, like other disciplines of art, coined through the aesthetic interaction of form and
content, the relationship of which has been subject to permanent change over time. Hence composers, when
making decisions on the titles, genres, and forms of their creative output, can choose from a large variety of
options. They associate their work with the historical backgrounds and semantics of these categories, and—
consciously or not—place it within aesthetical, social, and political frameworks. The choice of a musical
genre implies a superordinate cultural and narrative dimension: Once a composition is named a sonata, it
relates to both the history of this genre and its current contexts and perspectives in artistic production, per-
formance, and reception.

Since musical genres have always been subject to zeitgeist and fashion, they may become nearly extinct in
the course of music history (which has happened, for instance, to the Renaissance madrigal or the thoroughbass
vocal duet), with the possibility of being reanimated later. The sonata, though, has not >died out«, despite the
aforementioned loss of relevance during the first half of the 20™ century, and it never completely disappeared
from contemporary composers’ catalogues of works. Instead of falling into oblivion, the sonata genre has, just

like the string quartet, remained a hallmark of instrumental music throughout the 20™ century, and continues to
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pose an aesthetic challenge to composers—and be it only for the educational purpose of compositional studies.
Yet when measured by its relevance in musical ceuvres, in concert life, and reception, the sonata might well be
understood as an entity which keeps on growing and developing without aging, and as such deserves every
effort to be explored and surveyed in its various manifestations. Guided by the prepended quote from one of
Nikolai Medtner’s letters, claiming that musical forms generally do not obsolesce, the present study will gain
central stimuli from the question whether the following assertion is applicable: Can the sonata, as a traditional

species observed during a period of transformation and turmoil, be considered an ageless principle?

1 OUTLINE OF THE TOPIC AND BASIC IDEAS

The sonata output of Nikolai Karlovich Medtner (1880—-1951),' spanning eighteen compositions, can be re-
garded as essential within the composer’s ceuvre. Like his contemporaries Aleksandr Scriabin and Sergei
Prokofiev, Medtner dealt with sonata form lifelong and, along with them, cast the genre from the 19" into the
20" century. However, his compositions never received as much attention as those of his famous compatriots.
Medtner’s piano works, although more frequently considered by performers in the past three decades, are
still lacking a thorough appreciation in the domains of musicology and musical analysis. Instead, Medtner has
been repeatedly referred to as a restorer of the formal paradigms of Classicism, and as a conservative figure in
times of ongoing stylistic changes, especially on the field of sonata form. This point of view may prevent us
from acknowledging Medtner’s most flexible and innovative way of handling this traditional genre.

While composing largely autodidactical, Medtner attained a series of individual strategies in employing
sonata form. Incorporating in his music a remarkable variety of outlines and conceptions of musical form, he
turned to single-movement sonata form quite early in his career (in the Sonata Triad, Op. 11). Later, he would
explore other creative solutions rather independent from the classical model. For instance, he implements sona-
ta movements in cycles of character pieces (Forgotten Melodies, Opp. 38 and 39); he develops formal hybrids
ranging between one-piece and multi-sectional conceptions (Op. 22, Op. 53 No. 2); and he extends the single-
movement sonata to an integrative entity of symphonic dimensions (Op. 25 No. 2). Besides his fourteen piano
sonatas, Medtner created three violin sonatas, a Sonate-Vocalise for voice and piano, and a piano quintet, as
well as three piano concertos. Furthermore, he composed a large number of piano character pieces, including a
group of thirty-eight skazki (Mdrchen) as well as more than hundred songs for voice and piano, set to texts by
Goethe, Eichendorff, Pushkin, Tyutchev, Fet, and others. Thus, all of Medtner’s compositions involve a piano
part. Many of these concise works—which prove the composer’s command of formal and contrapuntal refinement
in their scores—bear a descriptive attribute or subtitle. This feature allows for a possible perception of Medtner’s

music as Symbolist art, enriched with poetic, metaphysical, or spiritual aspects which point beyond the music.

1 Medtner’s surname is also spelled Metner, if transcribed literally from the Cyrillic alphabet; the composer himself
preferred the seven-letter form when using the Latin alphabet. Medtner’s first name is usually transcribed Nikolai or
Nikolay; other alternatives frequently found are Nikolaj (in German or Scandinavian languages), Nikolai (in French)
or, in historical writings, idiomatic transcriptions like Nicolas, Nicholas, Nikolaus etc. As for the patronymic name, I
will maintain the English spelling Karlovich.
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1.1 SOURCES AND PRECONDITIONS OF RESEARCH

Measured by the total amount of writings related to Medtner (see bibliography in chapter 4.1), surprisingly
little research has been carried out on his ceuvre in Western musicology. It is still not quite clear why
Medtner is almost completely neglected by many scholars, even by those focusing on Russian or Eastern
European music. Richard Taruskin, in his book Defining Russia Musically (1997), refers to the composer
only once, and with a rather pejorative assessment: »Medtner, the poor man’s Rachmaninoff«.* The Sonata /
Sonate articles from the New Grove Dictionary as well as from both editions of Die Musik in Geschichte und
Gegenwart mention Medtner only in rough enumerations, and in one of the most wide-ranging German vol-
umes on piano music, Harenberg Kulturfiihrer Klaviermusik, he is completely omitted.

Outside Russia, there has been hardly any individual scholarship on Medtner’s music up to the 1990s.
Two memorial volumes with appreciative essays, most of them written by contemporaries and friends of the
composer, were published after Medtner’s death (edited by Holt 1955 and Apetyan 1981). A number of
monographic studies have mainly focused on biographical issues, aesthetics, or aspects of performance, in-
stead of providing comprehensive views of Medtner’s music (Pinsonneault 1956, Swan 1967, Zetel 1981).
The first thorough study to observe the genesis, structure, and reception of a large portion of Medtner’s
works was Elena Dolinskaya’s Nikolai Metner. Monograficheskiy ocherk (1966; a revised and extended ver-
sion was published in 2013), while other Russian contributions from that decade (Vasilyev 1962, Alekseyev
1969) merely gave overviews of Medtner’s piano music, lacking a scholarly approach. A handful of mean-
while outdated academic studies, mainly DMA dissertations or MA theses, have dealt with the piano sonatas
(Yagodkina 1959, Ginsburg 1961, Mochalova 1962, Loftis 1970, Kinley 1970, Keller 1971, Elmore 1972,
Surace 1973); most of these produced rather poor analytic results and failed to embed the works into aesthet-
ical and cultural contexts. Thanks to the contributions of Barrie Martyn—whose book Nicolas Medtner. His
Life and Music (1995) represents the first comprehensive study in English language, making Medtner’s biog-
raphy and ceuvre accessible to a wider public—and of Christoph Flamm, whose extensive study Der
russische Komponist Nikolai Metner (1995) has advanced to the foremost resource in scholarly research on
Medtner, the situation has significantly improved by the last decade of the 20™ century. Since then, the com-
poser’s catalogue of works, his biography and personal relationships, and his position within the cultural
spheres of pre-revolutionary Russia and during emigration have largely been deduced. Some other Russian-
language dissertations have appeared in the following years, incorporating interdisciplinary and
historiographic perspectives (Moskalets 2004, Podporinova 2007), and a number of recent studies have nota-
bly focused on individual sonatas (Vasyutinskaya 2014, Emerson 2016°, Bertin 2018). However, untranslated
Russian sources have not been taken into consideration by most Western researchers. With regard to Medtner’s
piano sonatas, a thorough examination and contextualisation of this corpus of works, drawing on recent ap-

proaches and methods of musical analysis, is still lacking. This niche is going to be closed by the present study.

2 Taruskin 1997, p. 318.
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Musical Sources

Virtually all of Medtner’s compositions are available in score, many of them in several editions and reprints.
The first editions of the sonatas appeared at various Russian, German, and English publishers (Belyayev,
Yurgenson, Benjamin, Edition Russe de Musique, Zimmermann, and Novello). The Collected Edition of
Medtner’s works, edited by Aleksandr Goedicke, Aleksandr Goldenweiser et al. (Sobranie sochineniy. So-
chineniya dlya fortep’yano, Vol. 1-4) was, at the instigation of the composer’s widow Anna Medtner, pub-
lished by the Soviet State Music Publishing House (Muzgiz) in 195960, providing corrections of misprints
in the first editions, and adding some insightful notes and subtitlings derived from Medtner’s sketches. The
piano sonatas from the Collected Edition were, with minor changes, reprinted as The Complete Piano Sona-
tas, Series 1-2, at Dover Publications (1998),” initiated by the (now inactive) International Medtner Founda-
tion. This two-volume publication presented the corpus as a whole for the first time, including an introduc-
tion by Eugene Istomin, an editorial note by Marc-André Hamelin and performance notes by Geoffrey Tozer,
as well as Robert Rimm’s translations of the footnotes from the Soviet Collected Edition. The Dover edition
may serve as a sufficient basis for performance and analysis. However, for the purpose of philological preci-
sion, I will for the most part refer to the Collected Edition in the course of this study, and occasionally consult

the first editions and other consecutive prints in order to discuss discrepancies or certain editorial problems.

Performances and Recordings

Some of Medtner’s sonatas belong to his most frequently performed compositions, such as the Sonata-
Reminiscenza, Op. 38 No. 1, an all-time favourite of audiences and performers, and the G minor Sonata, Op.
22. Others, like Opp. 5 and 56, his earliest and latest sonata, are hardly ever programmed. In addition to the
sonatas, many pianists also include Medtner’s skazki or some of his other character pieces in their recitals;
the most frequently chosen ones are the Skazki, Op. 20 Nos. 1-2, Op. 26 Nos. 1-4, and Op. 51 No. 3. Among
the performers programming Medtner’s compositions in recent time are, to mention but a few: Boris
Berezovsky, Ekaterina Derzhavina, Severin von Eckardstein, Jonathan Powell, Paul Stewart, Daniil Trifonov,
Konstantin Shcherbakov, Yevgeny Sudbin, Aleksei Volodin, Aleksandr Karpeyev, Simon Callaghan, Ben-
jamin Grosvenor, Dinara Klinton, Cahill Smith, Frank Huang, Caspar Vos, Lucas Debargue, Florian Noack,
Darya Dadykina, and Vasily Gvozdetsky.

The piano sonatas have been discographically documented in three complete recordings so far. Austral-
ian pianist Geoffrey Tozer made the first one for Chandos Records (1992-98, 4-CD box set published in

1999); the renderings of Canadian pianist Marc-André Hamelin followed in turn on Hyperion Records

3 Digitised versions of most of the volumes of the Collected Edition, split up into PDF files comprising the individual
works, are available online at the Petrucci Music Library: imslp.org/wiki/Category:Medtner, Nikolay (accessed Au-
gust 16, 2018). This note simultaneously serves as a disclaimer for possible copyright issues arising from the use of
digitisations made accessible through this website, which I will not be held reliable for in any country.

4 The only case where the Dover edition deviates from the Soviet Collected Edition is the A minor Sonata, Op. 30. For
a reason unknown to me, the volume relies on a re-release of the first edition (1917) of this work, edited by F. H.
Schneider at Edition Russe de Musique (1922).
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(1996-98, 4-CD box set published in 1998); and live recordings of performances of students of the Moscow
Conservatory (two concerts in 2009) were published as a 4-CD box set on SMC (published 2010).” However,
the most important advocate of Medtner’s music, deserving to be singled out among all other performers
mentioned here, is the English pianist Hamish Milne who played and recorded virtually every of Medtner’s
solo piano works over a period of roughly 30 years. In his journey through the sonatas, Milne only omitted
Opp. 38 No. 1 and 56, while recording the twelve remaining works during 1977-2000, first collectively re-
leased on Brilliant Classics (as part of a 7-CD box set, 2010).° Hungarian pianist Adam Fellegi has recorded
eleven of the fourteen sonatas for Naxos (3 CDs, published 1989-91), omitting Op. 30 and Op. 53 Nos. 1-2.
Japanese pianist Masahiro Kawakami has recorded seven sonatas so far, including Op. 11 Nos. 1-3, Op. 27,
Op. 38 No. 1, Op. 39, and Op. 53 No. 2, published on Harmony and Momonga Records (2 CDs, 2001-04).
Russian pianist Ekaterina Derzhavina has recorded Opp. 11 Nos. 1-3, and both Opp. 38 and 39, for
Deutschlandradio (2-CD box published in 2008 on Phoenix Records), as well as the three violin sonatas with
Nikita Boriso-Glebsky on Profil Edition (2-CD box, 2018); others of Derzhavina’s broadcast recordings,
including Opp. 25 No. 1 and 30, are still unpublished. The Canadian Paul Stewart has started an ongoing
complete recording for Naxos, two discs of which are available so far, including Op. 5, Op. 11 Nos. 1-3, Op.
25 No. 1, Op. 38 No. 1, Op. 56, and the early Sonatina (published 2012—16); Stewart also recorded the violin
sonatas with Laurence Kayaleh on Naxos (2 CDs, 2007-08). More selected sonatas have been recorded by
Severin von Eckardstein, Nikolai Demidenko, Natasha Konsistorum, Geoffrey Douglas Madge, Evgeny
Kissin, Malcolm Binns, Jiirg Hanselmann, Uwe Balser, and some others.”

The only sonatas recorded by Medtner himself were the Sonata-Ballade, Op. 27, and Sonata tragica,
Op. 39 No. 5, as part of a larger recording project funded by the composer’s late patron, the Maharadjah of
Mysore, and produced by His Master’s Voice (1947). Other historical recordings of individual sonatas were
done, starting in the 1940s and 1950s, by the Soviet-Russian pianists Emil Gilels, Maria Yudina, Maria
Grinberg, Vladimir Sofronitsky, Benno Moiseivich, Yakov Flier, Evgeny Svetlanov, Grigory Ginzburg, Gleb
Akselrod, and Sviatoslav Richter. Among the Western pianists to record some of Medtner’s sonatas during

the 1960s and 1970s were Edna Iles, Michael Ponti, Earl Wild, John Clegg, and Daniel Graham.

5 The pianists involved in this recording were: Sergei Neller, Ekaterina Shishkina, Dmitry Krutogolovy, Aleksandra
Solomina, Anton Mikitsky, Anastasiya Zhuralvleva, Yuri Favorin, Sergei Yorov, Grigory Rymko, Ilya Kaigodorov,
Aleksandr Shaikin, Mikhail Turpanov, Irina Chistyakova, and Varvara Tarasova, each of who performed one of the
fourteen piano sonatas.

6 The somewhat conglomerate Brilliant Classics box added the two sonatas omitted by Milne from Geoffrey Tozer’s
complete recording.

7 In no particular order I mention the following pianists: Yevgeny Sudbin, Anna Vinnitskaya, Anna Zassimova, Kon-
stantin Lifshitz, Dmitry Alekseev, Chisato Kusunoki, Veronika Ilinskaya, Irina Mejoueva, Irina Shishkina, Irina
Feoktistova, Irina Ossipova, Olga Scheps, Adam Golka, Yura Margulis, Vladimir Viardo, Vladimir Pleshakov, John
Corrigan, Dmitry Feofanov, Dmitry Paperno, Alexander Vaulin, Alexander Paley, Nigel Hill, Elena Margolina, An-
tony Rollé, Igor Nikonovich, Mikhail Lidsky, Veniamin Korobov, Boris Bekhterev, Gunnar Sama, Alessandro
Taverna, Michael Preiser, and Florian Noack.
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11.11 GOALS AND METHODS OF APPROACH

Unlike music journalism and popular-scientific literature claim once in a while, Medtner has never been an
obscure or >forgotten« composer. Instead, a small but devoted group of performers have continuously advo-
cated his music since his death. Due to the significant increase in performances of Medtner’s works since the
1980s, various attempts to capture the composer’s position in music history and the individual qualities of his
ceuvre can be observed during the following decades. However, many of these efforts have emanated from a
performer’s perspective, tending to fall short of scholarly standards and to lack analytical depth, and their
appearance was nearly exclusively limited to Great Britain, the United States, and Russia. To put it bluntly, a
considerable portion of the previous research on Medtner has been produced by pianists inclined to write
about a composer-pianist whose music they had already been focusing on as performers. And, admittedly, so
am [—even if [ would hardly dare playing Medtner in a public recital; but I believe there is an additional and
yet unachieved quality which I can contribute through my research. Genuine musicological approaches, fo-
cusing on genre history or contexts of music aesthetics, are still underrepresented in Medtner scholarship, as
are multi-perspective discussions of his works, incorporating a versatile application of recent methods of
musical analysis. This poses a distinct desideratum for research.

In the present study I consider Medtner’s piano sonatas in the context of their genesis, confront them
with other composers’ works, and provide multifaceted and comprehensive analyses of the scores. These are
based on a backview to sonata composition and theory of sonata form in the 19" and 20™ centuries, particu-
larly focusing on Russian music and scholarship. Since Medtner strongly relied on the Austro-German musi-
cal tradition of the Classic and Romantic periods, comparisons to the formal principles of Beethoven, Schu-
mann, Brahms, and Liszt appear most desirable. From a geographical perspective, valuable insights arise
from viewing Medtner in the succession of Anton Rubinstein, Tchaikovsky, Taneyev, Arensky, and Glazu-
nov. Another goal is to regard the piano sonatas in the aesthetic environment of their time, relating them to
the works of his Russian contemporaries, such as Scriabin, Rachmaninov, Myaskovsky, Aleksandrov,
Stanchinsky, Feinberg, and the early Prokofiev. In the light of the predominant assessments of music criti-
cism, considering Medtner a rather conservative artist who strongly rejected modern styles and techniques of
composition, his book Muza i moda. Zashchita osnov muzikal 'nogo iskusstva (The Muse and the Fashion. A
Defence of the Foundations of the Art of Music, published in 1935) serves as an instructive document to un-
derstand the composer’s idiosyncratic position and motivations.

The study is subdivided in three large parts, each of which may also be read separately. Its methodology
is organised so as to gradually focus on its core topic—the detailed analysis of Medtner’s music—in two
inductive steps, proceeding from the general to the specific. The first part does not yet deal with Medtner, but
is devised to give an overview of sonata composition before and during his lifetime, putting his work in a
larger historical context. I will point out stylistic features and lines of tradition among Western European and
Russian composers, and summarise the genre’s reflection in music theory and scholarship of the 19" and 20"
centuries. After that, the second part is dedicated to Medtner’s style and its characteristic features, not yet

concentrating on the piano sonatas, but providing a general approach to his musical language. A number of
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separate chapters will examine the composer’s application of sonata form, as well as aspects of melody,
rhythm, counterpoint, and harmony. Medtner’s ceuvre does not show fundamental stylistic changes in com-
parison of his earlier to his mature compositions as much as, say, Scriabin or Stravinsky. However, some
subtle peculiarities arise in the music written after his emigration in 1921, when confronted with works still
completed in his Russian native country; a survey of these is included later in this introduction. Finally, the
third and most comprehensive part provides analyses of eight of Medtner’s piano sonatas completed during
1903—14, combining aspects of their genesis and reception—such as history of edition, performance, record-
ing, and review—with detailed examinations of the scores. The scope of these analyses will thus be confined
to a group of compositions which emerged within a single decade, roughly delimited by the start of
Medtner’s career and the outbreak of World War I, whereas the general characterisation of his musical lan-
guage is not bound to any particular period, genre, or instrumentation.

11.111  PRELIMINARY NOTES

The information provided in Flamm’s extensive catalogue of Medtner’s compositions is utilised as a general
basis for dates of composition, philological information on drafts and sketches, and the history of edition and
reception.® For many further details on editions, performances, and recordings, I am relying on the invaluable
online resource medtner.org.uk, created and maintained with utmost devotion by Chris Crocker (2006-18).”

The titles of Medtner’s sonatas tend to appear in multiple languages, depending on the country where
publication, performance, and reception have taken place. In this study I will usually unify the nomenclature
of pieces in English language where originally denominated by the term »sonatac and another substantive, but
leave the titles as found in their original appearance if composed of »sonata< and an additional adjective.
Thus, I refer to the individual sonatas as follows: Sonata Triad, Op. 11; Sonata-Elegy, Op. 11 No. 2; Sonata-
Skazka, Op. 25 No. 1;'° Sonata-Ballade, Op. 27; Sonata-Reminiscenza, Op. 38 No. 1; Sonata tragica, Op. 39
No. 5; Sonata-Vocalise, Op. 41 No. 1; Sonata romantica, Op. 53 No. 1; Grozovaya Sonata, Op. 53 No. 2.1
Sonata-1dyll, Op. 56; and Sonata epica, Op. 57.

Romanisation of the Cyrillic Alphabet

I am using the New Grove transliteration system throughout,'> with minor deviations. Thus, the letters of the
Cyrillic script are romanised as follows: aii (as final sound) = ai; ee = eye (two syllables); eii (as final sound)

= ei; & (stressed vowel e) = &; % = zh; 3 = z; uii (as final sound) = y as vowel (rather than iy); it = y as consonant;

8  See the catalogue of works (Werkverzeichnis) in Flamm 1995, pp. 351-571.

9  See the website medtner.org.uk, which comprises a list of works with information on editions and performances, as
well as a number of recordings and many publications available in full text (accessed August 16, 2018).

10 The Russian version is preferred due to the difficulties in translating the term skazka; see chapter 2.5.2.

11 Since the common Italian variant used in the first edition, Sonata minacciosa, and the French variant, Sonate
orageuse, do not quite match the twofold meaning of the Russian adjective >grozovoys, I decided to preserve the
Russian denomination.

12 Established by Gerald Abraham for the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, Vol. 1 (1980), also used in
Grove Music Online.
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X = kh; = ts; u= ch (or tch when used as initial sound); ur = sk; 1 = shch; 1 = i (to distinguish from y);
3 (as initial sound) = é; 10 = yu; a1 = ya; b (soft sign) = ’ (apostrophe); b (hard sign) = *’ (double apostrophe).
In divergence from that system, common personal names are transliterated as most frequently used (unless
included in citations from Russian original sources), such as Tchaikovsky (rather than Chaykovskiy), Mus-
sorgsky (rather than Musorgskiy), Scriabin (rather than Skryabin), Rachmaninov (rather than Rakhmaninov),
Medtner (rather than Metner), and Prokofiev (rather than Prokof’ev); alternative spellings are given in square
brackets. As for the nomenclature of years, all dates—including Russian references to pre-revolutionary
years—are given according to the Gregorian (new style / noviy stil’) instead of the Julian calendar (ancient

style / stariy stil’).
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0 Introduction

As a prologue to the three major parts of this study, the following two chapters intend to open a socio-
historical space for fundamental appreciation and insight into Nikolai Medtner’s music. Even though my
approach is not designed as a biographical study and primarily focuses on analysis and contextualisation of
the body of examined works within genre history, the forthcoming discussion will benefit from a general
clarification of Medtner’s aesthetic position and attitude as a creative artist. I will thus delineate the precon-
ditions of his work on the subsequent pages, shortly summarising the composer’s familial background and
early influences, embedding his activity into social and political contexts, and providing an overview of artis-

tic and philosophical movements of his time.

0.1 BIOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT

Nikolai Karlovich Medtner was born to a privileged and cultured Muscovite family on January 5, 1880. His
father, Karl Petrovich Medtner (1846—1921), was a merchant and manager of a lace factory, with an strong
affection for art and literature; his mother, Aleksandra Karlovna Medtner née Goedicke [Gedike] (1843—
1918), a younger sister of the composer Fédor Karlovich Goedicke and descendant of a family of German
origin, was educated as a pianist and singer. Nikolai, born December 24, 1880, was the youngest brother to
four elder siblings: Emil [Emiliy] Karlovich (1872-1936); Karl Karlovich (1874-1919); Aleksandr
Karlovich (1877-1961); and Sofiya Karlovna (1878-1943). His junior brother, Vladimir Karlovich (1882—
18997), died at a young age.

Nikolai began studying the piano at the age of six, taught by his mother and uncle, and showed early
ambitions towards composing as well. In 1892 he quit school and enrolled at the Moscow Conservatoire’s
junior department, in the same year when his cousin Aleksandr Fédorovich Goedicke (1877-1957) took up
his studies. He was instructed on the piano by Anatoly Ivanovich Galli and attended harmony classes with
Anton Stepanovich Arensky and Nikolai Dmitrievich Kashkin. In the spring of 1894 Nikolai entered the
senior department, studying the piano successfully with Paul Pabst." After his teacher’s unexpected death in
1897, he continued his pianistic education with Vasily Lvovich Sapelnikov and, more influentially, with
Vasily Ilyich Safonov, the institution’s current director. Under the guidance of Safonov, who had also been
the teacher of Aleksandr Nikolayevich Scriabin and losif Arkadievich Lhévinne, he developed to a promis-
ing young virtuoso. Breaking off the counterpoint class of Sergei Ivanovich Taneyev after half a year in 1897—
98, Medtner did not receive a thorough education in composition or music theory at all; and besides some in-

formal consultations with Taneyev, his attempts in composition were to most extent self-taught. In 1900 he

1 Dolinskaya 1966, p. 10, and Martyn 1995, p. 6, assert that Pabst had been a pupil of Franz Liszt. This seems doubtful
as Pabst had first studied with his father in Kénigsberg and later with Anton Door in Vienna, probably having re-
ceived only informal advice from Liszt during a stay in Weimar.
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graduated from the Conservatoire with a coveted gold medal in piano playing and took part in the 3™ Vienna
Rubinstein Competition, but only gained a honorary mention. Some months later he decided, to the dismay of
his teachers and family, not to pursue a career as a concert pianist, but to devote himself fully to composing.
His brother Emil was one of the few to support Nikolai in the difficult choice of his major occupation.

In 1896 the Medtners had become acquainted with the family of Anna Mikhailovna Bratenshi (1877—
1965), a young violinist who was three years Nikolai’s senior. After she had become close friends with the
eldest brother Emil Karlovich, and her sister Elena had married Karl Karlovich, Nikolai started to develop
strong feelings for Anna. Once the Medtner brothers’ mother became suspicious of a growing relationship
among the two adolescents, she prohibited contact between Anna and Nikolai.> In turn, Emil, a lawyer by
profession and a widely educated person, was offered a job in Nizhniy Novgorod, and asked Anna to come
along and marry him. She agreed, not knowing that Nikolai’s affection towards her had not ceased, even
though he had been engaged to another girl in the meantime. Emil’s and Anna’s wedding took place in Octo-
ber 1902, and they left Moscow together. In this turbulent state of mind, Medtner sketched and composed his
first published Piano Sonata, Op. 5 (see figure 0.1). It was not before the following summer that Anna and
Nikolai finally revealed their attitude to each other, and in turn entrusted themselves to Emil who appeared
full of understanding, but asked Nikolai not to bother their parents with this unfavorable connection. The
desperate affair was going to be kept secret by the brothers, even after their mother gained insight into the
true nature of this love triangle. Due to these circumstances, Anna and Nikolai would not be able to get mar-

ried before Aleksandra Medtner’s death in 1918.

P, Sonate.
L N. Medtner, Op. 5.
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Figure 0.1: Medtner, Sonata, Op. 5, first edition (Belyayev 1904), pp. 1-2

2 See Swan 1967, p. 68ff., and Martyn 1995, p. 14f.
3 For a detailed account of these biographical implications see ibid., p. 27f.
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Medtner’s rising career saw him regularly appear in recitals in Moscow, Berlin, and Saint Petersburg, for the
most part as performer of his own piano works which were published by Pétr Yurgenson and, from 1910, in
Sergei Kusevitsky’s Edition Russe de Musique. After extensive travels and concert tours, and having already
composed nine of his fourteen piano sonatas up to Op. 30, Medtner accepted a professoral position at the
Moscow Conservatory where he had already taught in 1909-10, now directing a piano class during the years
of 1915-1919. Still, he was uneasy with this occupation and would reject several other teaching positions in
the future. As a result of the Russian Revolution and the outbreak of the Civil War in 1921, Medtner and his
wife Anna emigrated to Berlin. In the following years they would frequently change their residence, continue
living in Germany and France, and eventually move to England. As a composer, Medtner enjoyed only mod-
erate success in Western Europe during the 1920s, and there were few advocates of his music; on the con-
trary, he was highly acclaimed on his first return to the Soviet Union in 1927 where he performed on an ex-
tended concert tour. In 1935, Medtner’s life saw three significant events and changes: With the support of his
close friend Sergei Vasilyevich Rachmaninov, he published a book named Muza i moda (The Muse and the
Fashion) illustrating his personal music-aesthetical views; he converted from Protestantism to Russian Ortho-
dox faith;* and he finally settled in Golders Green near London where he composed his late works, Opp. 56-61.
From 1947 Medtner was supported by an Indian maharadjah, Jaya Chamaraja Wadiyar of Mysore, who funded

several recordings of his compositions, before the composer died of a heart disease on November 13, 1951.°

0.2  QUESTIONS OF STYLE AND AESTHETICS

Stylistic considerations in music are, as almost always when discussing artistic production, a controversial
issue. In general, it seems hardly possible to outline a »personal style« without considering other develop-
ments ongoing at the same time. In order to characterise aspects of musical language, such as specific fea-
tures of melody, harmony, or counterpoint (see introduction to part 2), the confrontation with other compos-
ers’ music will be indispensably required. Yet this must not automatically imply an assessment of quality—
and this is exactly what many of the past evaluations of Medtner’s role in music history have suffered from:
a lack of neutrality, and a tendency to judge his music as more or less valuable, compared to that of his con-
temporaries, which has lead some authors to diagnose an alleged >retrospective« or >restorative< style. From

such assessments, two perilous aesthetic misleadings may arise:

e A work of art may be well done (id est, ingeniously conceived, or cunningly crafted from a technical
point of view), but as its stylistic features seem outdated in comparison to other works, the work itself
cannot be valued.

e A work of art is remarkable in itself and can be appreciated as such, but it would appear more remarka-
ble if it were created earlier.

4 A possible parallel can be drawn to Arnold Schoenberg’s conversion to Judaism in 1933, even if this was for the
most part induced by his opposition towards Nazi Germany, whereas Medtner’s transformation was rooted in his
personal beliefs and the wish to correspond to his wife’s faith. See Martyn 1995, p. 218.

5 More detailed accounts of Medtner’s biography are found in Swan 1967, pp. 65-116; Flamm 1995, pp. xvii—xxiv;
and throughout in Martyn 1995.
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The common basis to both notions is the conception of art history as a process of continuous improvement,
developing from simple structures to ever-increasing complexity. Under this precondition, works which
seemingly or obviously contradict the belief in the necessity of progress will be depreciated. Facing this risk,
a stylistic evaluation of Medtner’s ceuvre must also take into consideration his aesthetic roots and cultural
sphere; and, in order to be fair against his music and its peculiarities, an assessment free of any value judg-
ment, measured by position in an alleged >historical progress¢, is required. This applies all the more when
bringing to mind that Medtner himself stood remarkably faithful to his aesthetic values, and thus to his gen-
eral idea of composing music, throughout his lifetime. He did not cease to carefully control his individual
musical thought, and never made compromises, nor would he give in to influences from outside. At the same
time, his decent personality restrained him from writing for the purpose of making a particular effect, or to
meet the demands of audiences or critics. This attitude can be considered as profoundly honest—and the

same may be expected of the evaluation and analysis of his music.

0.2.1 BETWEEN TRADITION AND MODERNISM

As with most polarising pairs of terms, this antagonism construes two extreme positions, suggesting a dual
alternative which is not necessarily reflected in reality. In the discussion of Medtner’s person and ceuvre, the
repeated attribution of >traditionalisme, as opposed to »modernism, is evident already in contemporary writ-
ings and reviews, and continued after his death. However, being »firmly rooted in tradition«,’ as Eric Blom
put it, is not necessarily a negative ascription, as seen in two representative statements: The Russian musi-
cologist Leonid Sabaneyev referred to Medtner as »a faithful soldier of the ancient musical faith«;” and the
German critic Rudolf Walther Hirschberg saw him as a »conscious anti-Modernist, Classicist, or neo-
Romantic, but by no means an epigone«.® Both authors thus tend to interpret Medtner’s rejection of >modern-
ism¢ as a certain quality—a confession or creed derived from artistic integrity, and a means of persistently
demonstrating his commitment and indebtedness to his musical ancestry, which helped him resist the tempta-
tion of simply following momentary trends and fashions.

While still living in Russia, Medtner’s musical language all in all matched the expectations of audiences
and reviewers, regarding the question of how contemporary music should sound like—with a notable excep-
tion, the influential critic Vyacheslav Karatygin, who appeared particularly adverse towards Medtner. How-
ever, the largely positive reception of his music considerably changed after his emigration. During his time
in Berlin and Paris in the 1920s and 1930s, from when Sabaneyev’s and Hirschberg’s assessments date, the
composer himself became well aware of »not being modern¢, and one of the most frequently quoted self-

testimonies is his 1925 statement that he felt like being hundred years late: »I can add about myself [...] that

6 Blom 1954, p. 649.

7 Sabaneyev 1927% p. 143.

8 My translation of Hirschberg 1931, p. 100: »Ja, Medtner ist bewuBt antimodern. Er ist klassizistisch oder neoroman-
tisch eingestellt, aber er ist kein Epigone.«
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I was born [...] with a delay of a century«,” an impression derived from the fact that he could not overcome
himself and float with the current of modern trends. The inclination to define his own attitude in opposition
to adverse tendencies was most symptomatic of Medtner’s perception of his role in musical life, and grew
more intense during the years of emigration. This caused him to ostentatiously confirm his >traditionalist¢
attitude in a number of compositions of the 1930s which, by intentional simplicity and anti-complexity, cul-
tivate a quasi-nostalgic tone.'” Turning away from the »eternal¢ principles of composition, as he considered
was the case in the »Modernist< tendencies of his time, seemed pointless and decadent to Medtner. Before
broadly expressing his opinions on the music of his contemporaries in his 1935 book Muza i moda, this atti-

tude had already become clear in a 1924 interview:

»l am not a modernist, you see. [...] This does not mean unwillingness to listen what the moderns have to say. I
do listen and try to find something in it to arouse feeling and sympathy, but always fail to find these or anything
that appeals. It all seems to be useless and futile.«''

Another ascription circulating throughout writings on Medtner is the epithet »The Russian Brahms«, denoting
both retrospectivity and an aesthetical affinity to Brahms’s style and techniques of composition. The Russian
music critic Grigory Prokofiev seems to have been the first to assume the alikeness of the two composers,
noting »If we want to approximate him to any other composer, one should think of Brahms« and »I have
already pointed out [...] Medtner’s mental proximity to Brahms«;'* but it was indeed Karatygin who, having
variously stated Medtner’s indebtedness to both Schumann and Brahms, wrote in 1913 that »Glazunov and
Taneyev are but Russian analogies to Brahms; though the single and typical >Russian German¢, the
Brahmsian of our country, is Medtner.«"? This proclamation seems to have been simplified in turn, with the
abovementioned epithet ceaselessly protruding from writings of the successive decades, and constituting
Medtner as a »Russian version< of the German who was nearly fifty years his senior.

This label has been subject to broad discussion. Of course, the definition of a role model in headline
style as seen here, expressed in dependence from an idealised predecessor, is highly problematic. Not only is
Brahms’s complex artistic profile reduced to exemplary aspects of style and compositional technique; but
also is Medtner considered a mere epigone of these, prompting Blom to remark that »this designation is in

itself contradictory«, and whereas »Medtner is undoubtedly a modern descendant of the Beethoven-Brahms

9 My paraphrase of a passage from Medtner’s letter to Grigory Beklemishev of November 3, 1925: »Ot sebya v vide
»avtobiograficheskoy« zametki mogu podavit’, chto rodilsya v 1879 g[odu] s opozdaniem na odno stoletie, chto
zaklyuchayu iz togo obstoyatel’stva, chto nikakimi sud’bami ne mogu zastavit’ sebya plit’ s sovremennimi
muzikal nimi techeniyami i vse vremya prinuzhden plit’ protiv techeniya.« See Apetyan 1973, p. 307.

10 See Flamm 2006, p. 3: »Besonders seit den 30er-Jahren zeigt sich ein »nostalgischer« Zug«. However, this mainly
applies to Op. 54, Op. 55, and Op. 56; the comparatively simple textures of this group of works was also motivated
by Medtner’s publisher Zimmermann’s request for some easier, good-selling compositions. See also Flamm 1995,
p. S16f.

11 Musical America, November 8, 1924, p. 24, as quoted after Brower 1925, p. 11; see also Yasser 1924.

12 My translation of two of Prokofiev’s critiques, dating from 1907, in Flamm 1995, pp. 269 and 272: »Esli ego
priblizhat” k kakomu-nibud’ iz kompozitorov, to pridetsya vspomnit’ Bramsa«; »Mne uzhe prishlos’ [...] na
dukhovnuyu bliznost’ g[ospodina] Metnera Bramsu.«

13 Karatygin 1913 in Flamm 1995, p. 305: »Glazunov i Taneev—tol’ko russkie »analogii« Bramsa. Edinstvenniy zhe
tipichniy »>russkiy nemets, otechestvenniy bramsianets—eéto Moskvich Metner.« See also Pott 2013, p. 3.
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line [...], he is not therefore more like Brahms than the latter is like Beethoven«.'* Neither of the two com-
posers’ reception can possibly profit from this unfortunate comparison, nor could any other. In the light of
alleged analogies to Brahms—which were also assigned to Sergei Taneyev and Aleksandr Glazunov, clearly
demonstrating the arbitrariness of this insinuation—, Dorothee Eberlein notes that the epithet »Russian
Brahms«< might just as well have been attributed to any other composer who showed Classicist tendencies in
his music."> Medtner himself rejected this obtrusive comparison, though rather subtly, in a 1920 letter to his
brother Emil where he referred to Brahms as a »colossal master«, and just shortly after declared: »I am
speaking merely of my muse, which everyone for some reason has decided to consider the sister or even the
daughter of Brahms, which I cannot accept at all, and the longer, the less«.'®

However, all these attributions or self-perceptions, regardless of whether they be allegations of »tradi-
tionalism« or notorious comparisons to one particular predecessor, are not really useful for a discussion of
Medtner’s music. It will not be the goal of this study to assign certain features of his style to either »tradition-
alism«< or ymodernismg, or to generally deduce these from a single historical role model or archetype. On the
contrary, I will aim to describe the traits of Medtner’s musical language (see part 2) as unbiasedly and neu-
trally as possible, and without judging their progressivity, relying only on evidence taken directly from the
scores. In this respect, I will essentially follow the idea that one does not need to be »modern« in order to be
innovative, in compliance with Harold Truscott’s proclamation that »contemporary implies a state of mind,
not the use of a certain type of harmony rather than another«.'” For similar reasons, neither of the terms >ge-

nius< or ymasterpiece« will be employed throughout this study other than in quotes.

0.2.2 NATIONAL IDENTITY

Growing up at the outermost temporal edge of the Russian Empire, in an atmosphere of social and political
transformation which already saw the legitimacy of the Tsarist monarchy dwindle, Medtner was entrenched
in the cultural sphere of his home country. A crucial part in the development of the young composer’s aesthet-
ic values played his eldest brother Emil, a lawyer, publicist, and music critic, who inflicted Nikolai with his
affectation for German poetry and philosophy and, due to familial ancestry, claimed himself to be a general

advocate of Germanic culture in Russia. The other most influential figure in the young Medtner’s environment

14 Blom 1954, p. 649; see also Milne 1980, p. 23. For Medtner’s claim that he was »Beethoven’s pupil, see chapter 1.1.

15 See Eberlein 1978, p. 106: »[Man] kann [...] zu dem Schlufl kommen, wer in RuB3land nur irgendwie klassizistische
Ziige in seinen Kompositionen zeigte, wurde [...] als eine Analogie zu Brahms empfunden«. This seems at least
disputable as the epithet has never been given to Sergei Rachmaninov whose musical aesthetics might appear even
more related to Classicism than Medtner’s. On the other hand, the notion of sentimentality, or an alleged likeness to
bourgeois salon music as often recognised in Rachmaninov’s music, has not been attributed to Medtner.

16 Excerpt from a letter to Emil Medtner of June 7 and 20, 1920; see Apetyan 1981, p. 186: »On ogromniy master!—
govoryu lish’ o svoey muze, kotoruyu pochemu-to vse sgovorilis’ schitat’ rodnoy sestroy ili dazhe docheryu Bramso-
voy, chego ya nikak ne mogu priznat’ i chem dal’she, tem men’she.« Translation quoted after Martyn 1995, p. 120.

17 Truscott 1961, p. 117, also expressing the following thoughts: »Medtner did not like contemporary music, and said
so, but this has been construed at times to mean something he did not say. He did not say that he had no sympathy
with what contemporary composers were trying to say, merely that he did not like their way of trying to say it. [...]
Musicians a hundred years ago [...] would still have been puzzled by the content of this music, perhaps the more so
because so much of its language would have been understandable.«
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was the Symbolist poet and theorist Andrei Bely (1880—1934, pen name of Boris Bugayev) who, through his
close relationship with the Medtner brothers, provided a link to the Symbolist movement and its predominant
ideas in the framework of the Russian Silver Age. Bely’s exchange with Nikolai served as »an important and
mutually fruitful friendship which left its marks in the ceuvres of both«.'® Due to these influences, Medtner can

be considered an artist of dual heritage, or a representative of both Russian and German cultures.

German Legacy and Russianness

Both of Medtner’s parents had roots in Germany. The ancestors of his father Karl Petrovich Medtner, alleg-
edly originating from a Danish family settling in Schleswig-Holstein around the turn of the 19™ century, had
immigrated into Russia via the Baltic countries, while his mother Aleksandra Karlovna Medtner, née
Goedicke, stemmed from the Gebhard family, a Thuringian dynasty of pastors and musicians, with acquaint-
ances to high-ranking German intellectuals of the 19" century."’

The role of Emil Medtner’s worldview and largely ideological philosophy on Nikolai’s artistic sociali-
sation can hardly be overestimated. The elder literally placed his cultural hopes on his younger brother, see-
ing him as the heir of Austro-German musical tradition which he expected him to continue. In his manifesto
Modernizm i muzika (Modernism and Music), Emil commented on Nikolai’s approach in a way that »|[...] he
wholly associates himself to the Germanic line of creative thought from the 18" century to Wagner and
Brahms. Consequently, Medtner is categorised in the repertoire lists as a German composer and author of
Goethe songs.«’’ Emil thus considered his brother’s work an ideal case of contemporary composition,”
based on and supported by his own thought to an extent that »the bonds between the composer of philosophy
and the composer of melody [were nowhere] closer than in the life of the composer-pianist Nikolai Medtner
and his brother, Emil«.”> Rebecca Mitchell analyses the triangle relationship of Nikolai, Emil, and Anna
Medtner as a source of philosophical thought which was reflective, and to some extent depreciative, of the
developments of their time:

»By combining the writings of all three Medtners, a well-developed philosophical aesthetic emerges, addressing
both questions of compositional specifics and metaphysical symbolism. [...] Committed to a vision of music as
the unifying thread of contemporary culture, the Medtners sought to recapture an aesthetic sense based upon

emotion, intuition, and a recognition of eternal laws that they believed underpinned all artistic expression, Niko-
lai was expected to resurrect those ideals in music.«*

18 My translation of Flamm 1995, p. 69: »Zwischen Andrej Belyj und Nikolaj Metner [hat] eine bedeutende, wechsel-
seitig befruchtende Freundschaft bestanden [...], die in den Werken beider ihre Spuren hinterlieB.« See also ibid., p.
491f., for a detailed examination of Bely’s influence on Medtner. However, the friendship began to dwindle in the
early 1910s, resulting in Bely eventually breaking off the connection to the Medtners in 1913. For more details see
Ljunggren 2014, p. 101ff.

19 See Martyn 1995, p. 1f., and Flamm 1995, p. 2f.

20 Emil Medtner 1912 [under his pen name Vol’fing], p. 1983: »[...] primikaya vsetselo k idushchey ot nachala XVII
veka do Vagnera i Bramsa germanskoy tvorcheskoy linii. Sovershenno pravil’no takzhe N. Metner otnesen v reper-
tuarnikh spiskakh k nemetskim kompozitoram, kak avtor Goethe-Lieder.« See also Flamm 1995, p. 45; Flamm
20027 p. 188; and Mitchell 2015, p. 134f.

21 See Flamm 1995, p. 45ff.

22 Marsrow 2008, p. 89.

23 Mitchell 2015, p. 112.
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In his Nationalist attitude, Emil even anticipated that Nikolai would arise as a blend of Dionysian and Apol-
lonian character, a notion derived from Nietzsche’s philosophy which was highly popular in Russia at that
time,** and as »a perfect synthesis—both racially and musically—of Russian and German temperaments«.>
The dark sides of Emil’s orientation were his fanatic nationalism, viewing Germanic culture as superior to
Russian,”® and also a growing inclination to racist and anti-Semitic ideas, absorbed through the writings of
Wagner and Chamberlain. Even though there is not a single indication that Nikolai shared the latter tenden-
cies,”” he seems at least to have adopted Emil’s idea of German cultural hegemony and was himself an ardent
exponent of >anti-modernism¢ (see chapter 0.2.1). Due to Emil’s influence, Nikolai elected Beethoven,
Schumann, and Wagner as his musical idols; and while the latter, during emigration, gradually lost impor-
tance as a source of inspiration, it was Beethoven in particular who remained a principal point of reference
throughout the composer’s life.

Notwithstanding this clear orientation towards German musical legacy, some aspects of Medtner’s mu-
sical language are unmistakably Russian, despite this fact was neglected or even denied by some scholars.
Michel Calvocoressi wrote that »the German classical idiom is the natural vehicle of his musical thought,
and [...] he could no more felt at home in the Russian vernacular than Borodin or Mussorgsky in the idiom
of Brahms and Reger«,”® whereas Richard Anthony Leonard, somewhat maliciously, asserted that »Medtner
(who had in fact German blood) was at times completely indifferent to his Russian heritage, and composed
as if he was a nineteenth-century German«.” Yet many instances of a particular »Slavic tone< can indeed be
found in Medtner, though not so much in his sonatas but rather in the skazki and songs.”

To name but a few examples which express Russianness through a particular type of melody, intention-
ally devised as to sound like Russian folk song (narodnaya pesnya), the initial subject and theme of the B
section from the Russian Skazka in F minor, Op. 42 No. 1 (1924) spring to mind, conveying a melancholic

and wistful tone as found in many traditional melodies. As a striking resemblance of the melos of Orthodox

24 Emil had apparently made similar attributions towards Bely; see Ljunggren, p. 17: »[...] both had something Dio-
nysian about them, but Nikolai was considerably more reserved than the volatile Belyi«. As for the Dionysian side
of Nikolai’s character and music, another contextualisation might arise from his use of the term dithyrambos, a type
of ancient Greek choral poetry associated with the praise of Dionysus, as a musical genre—for instance in the Three
Dithyrambs, Op. 10, the finale of the 1 Violin Sonata, Op. 21, or in the Danza ditirambica found in the 3" set of
Forgotten Melodies, Op. 40 No. 6. For a general discussion of the Nietzschean Apollo vs. Dionysus polarity in
Russian Symbolism, see Deppermann 1984, p. 89f.

25 Bertin 2018, p. 37. See also Alenskaya 2003: »Heir to two currents of western [sic!] music—Russian and German«.

26 Regarding Emil Medtner’s view of the cultural-historical position of both countries see Ljunggren 1994, p. 20:
»Germany [...] had been chosen to achieve spiritual hegemony«, while Russia »represented an immature cultural
stage in need of German discipline.« See also Flamm 1995, p. 90: »Emilij Metner [sah] in seiner fanatischen Ger-
manophilie nur in der Aneignung deutscher Kultur eine Zukunft der russischen [...] und [diirfte] das seinem Bruder
eingeschdrft haben«. However, Redepenning 2008, p. 67, somewhat attenuates this evaluation: »Nikolaj Metner
[teilte] den Kulturpessimismus, nicht aber die penetrante Germanophilie seines Bruders«.

27 See Flamm 1995, pp. 37 and 71ff.

28 Calvocoressi 1944, p. 84, referring to Medtner as »musically non-Russian« and belonging to a group of »non-
nationalist« Russian composers in differentiation to »The Five« (moguchaya kuchka) and other alleged »lesser na-
tionalists« such as Lyadov and Glazunov.

29 Leonard 1956, p. 342.

30 Bertin 2018, p. 20, embraces the thought that the piano sonatas are Medtner’s most »German< works, while the
skazki stand for the Russian side of his personality, in analogy to the mazurkas representing Polishness in Chopin in
comparison to his sonatas.
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chant, the serene variation theme from the 2" movement of the 2™ Violin Sonata, Op. 44 (1923-26; see ex-
ample 2.2.1) should be mentioned;’' or, as prominently found throughout Russian art music, allusions to
church bells, such as in the B minor Skazka »Campanella¢, Op. 20 No. 2 (1908-09).>* Other connections can
be established by references to modal scales or stereotypes of dance, as seen in the Skazki, Op. 51 (1928), the
dedication of which (»To Ivan the Fool and Cinderella«) directly hints to the world of Russian folk tales.”
These examples give proof of a tangible stylistic trait related to a national idiom, possibly derived from other
composers’ music which had earlier adhered to folklore earlier. Particularly often, a »Slavic tone« is found in
Medtner’s settings of Russian poems, such as the Tyutchev song Sizhu zadumchiv i odin (Absorbed and
Alone), Op. 28 No. 6 (1913), or Pushkin’s Ekho (The Echo), Op. 32 No. 1 (1915). As Hamish Milne ob-
served, »his Russian songs crystallise the Russian melos as vividly as do the folk-song settings of, say, Bala-
kirev or Lyadov«.”* Even more examples of obvious reference to Russian folklore occur in Medtner’s works of
the 1940s, such as the Chorovod (Russian Round Dance) for piano duo, Op. 58 No. 1 (1940) and the 3™ Piano
Concerto, Op. 60 (1941-42), which is essentially based on a narrative derived from Lermontov’s poetry.
However, it would be misleading to assume a proximity of Medtner’s music to Russian folklore in such
a way as to expect discernible quotations of melodies. losif Yasser, in his extensive discussion of those influ-
ences, stated that even »some of the avowed admirers of Medtner have been wary of recognising his music
as specifically Russian in character and texture,” and traces passages from Medtner’s instrumental music to
phrases from similarly-sounding traditional tunes. Lastly, to put it straight, indisputable quotations from the
world of Russian folk song are virtually non-existent in Medtner, particularly when compared to the way
more obvious instances in the music of Tchaikovsky, »The Five¢, or Stravinsky. Thus, the passages where
Medtner sounds >Russian< or >Slavic< have comparatively little to do with authentic folklore, and may rather be

considered a refined approximation, or mimetic adoption, of a distinctly national melodic idiom.

Inspiration through Literature

Since the Medtners were highly appreciative of Germanic culture, Johann Wolfgang Goethe, as the foremost
representative of German Classicist literature, served as a kind of household deity in the family. After initial
engagement with Mikhail Lermontov, a classic of Russian poetry whose lyrics affected Medtner’s earliest
published works, Opp. 1 and 3 (1901-1903), Goethe naturally provided a principal source of inspiration for

the young composer’s vocal music. Among Medtner’s songs, Goethe holds the most prominent position,

31 See Yasser 1955, p. 63.

32 See Hamilton 2017, p. 29 and p. 49.

33 Alekseyev 1969, p. 251, mentions both these works to indicate that Medtner had remained an entirely Russian
composer: »To nazvaniem p’esi [...], to posvyashcheniem tsikla [...] on kak bi khotel podcheknut’, chto ostalsya
russkim kompozitorom.« See also ibid., p. 256, again referring to the Russian Skazka, Op. 42 No. 1: »It is the narra-
tive character of Medtner’s music which most convincingly suggests the proximity to Russian folk song« (»Imenno
v povestvovatel'nosti muziki Metnera osobenno otchelivo skazalas’ ee bliznost’ k russkoy pesennosti«). See also
Yasser 1955, p. 591.

34 Milne 1980, p. 23.

35 Yasser 1955, p. 56f., referring to Medtner’s adoption of Russian melos as »ethnographic trimmings<« (in quotation
of the composer’s own expression) which he would use »in some special cases only«. See also Yasser 1981, p. 203.
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with three opus numbers comprising twenty-seven songs exclusively dedicated to his poetry: Opp. 6, 15, and
18 (1903-1909). Goethe’s works also affected some of Medtner’s instrumental music, such as the Sonata
Triad, Op. 11 (1904-08), and the three Nachtgescdnge for violin and piano, Op. 16 (1907-08), both of which
were ascribed with lyric mottos.’® Besides Goethe, Medtner also resorted to three poems by Heinrich Heine
in his Op. 12 (1907), and to five poems of the young Friedrich Nietzsche, Opp. 19 and 19a (1909-10).
Christoph Flamm distinguishes three main stages in Medtner’s vocal music, delimited by the choice of
texts.”” After the period of »Germanic years« from 1904-09, also shaped by an extended journey to Munich
in 1907, he somewhat abruptly turned to setting Russian poems from 1910 onwards, leaving Goethe behind
for more than a decade. In the following period, he concentrated on the works of national poet Aleksandr
Pushkin and the Romanticists Fédor Tyutchev and Afanasy Fet, publishing six opus numbers devoted to
these three (Opp. 24, 28, 29, 32, 36, and 37; 1911-18),”® until he left Russia in 1921. Literary references are
also evident in the E minor Sonata, Op. 25 No. 2 (1910-12), which is inscribed with an epic motto by
Tyutchev, and the Sonata-Ballade in F§ major, Op. 27 (1912—14), subtly alluding to a Fet poem (see the cor-

responding analyses in chapters 3.4 and 3.6). In succession, German poetry returns during the long period of
»Years of wandering and inner emigration« from 1922—51, as seen in Op. 46 (1924), which employs poems
by Goethe, Joseph von Eichendorff, and Adelbert von Chamisso, and with the Goethean sujets inherent in
the Sonata-Vocalise and Suite-Vocalise, Op. 41 Nos. 1 and 2 (1922-27). However, non-Russian poets did not
play such a dominant role in Medtner’s music as before—except for Goethe, the occupation with whom al-
ternates with settings of Russian poems, as in Opp. 45 and 52 (1924-29), which again resort to Pushkin and
some Tyutchev. In Medtner’s last songs, published posthumously as his Op. 61 (1954), a bundle of seven
songs of various origin were disparately combined, set to texts by Eichendorff, Lermontov, Pushkin, and
Tyutchev, and summing up Medtner’s output to a total of 107 published songs.

The most important caesura in Medtner’s creative life, roughly dividing his ceuvre in two halves (Opp.
1-40; Opp. 41-61) is marked by his emigration from Russia in September 1921—a delayed reaction to the
1917 revolution and the start of the Russian Civil War. The decision to leave his home country coincided
with personal consequences the family had to face in the post-revolutionary years, such as repression, loss of
possessions due to expropriation, and destruction of their cultural environment. It is hardly imaginable that a
composer of Symbolist orientation, with his innermost creative thought being connected to a quasi-religious
conception of the nature of art, could have continued working under the instrumentalising and exploitative
attitude of Soviet cultural policy. Nevertheless, a possible stylistic change due to the experience of revolution
and emigration is not as clearly discernible in Medtner’s music as one might expect. His >exile style< can
however be delineated by a few observations on how his later compositions differ from the earlier works

written in Moscow. First, the distinct Russian tone evident in the abovementioned examples from the Skazki

36 For an overview of all of Medtner’s compositions inspired by Goethe, see Flamm 2002°, p. 194f.

37 Flamm 1995, chapter »Lieder und literarische Inspiration«, pp. 163-209.

38 The only exception from these three poets is a song after Valery Bryusov, Tyazhela, bestsvetna i pusta (Heavy is the
gravestone), Op. 28 No. 4 (1913). At the same time, the Bryusov song is one of the only two cases that Medtner turned
away from classical to contemporary poetry, with the other example being his setting of Bely’s Epitafiya »Zolotomu
blesku veril« (»I believed in the golden shine«), originally titled Druzyam (To the Friends), Op. 13 No. 2 (1907).
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of the 1920s, Opp. 42 and 51, allows for the conclusion that »the national traits in Medtner’s music became
more and more apparent over the time. It is almost as if one feels how he is longing for his homeland while
living in diaspora«.” This aspect partly corresponds with an increasing interest in modal diatonic scales (see
chapter 2.2.2). Second, there is a noticeable tendency to produce textures of greater clarity and simplicity in
some of the piano works of the 1930s, namely Opp. 54-56 (as mentioned before in chapter 0.2.1). All in all,
we might conclude that Medtner, while restlessly moving from one place to another through Germany,
France, and England, chose to express the agony of his artistic isolation by subtle, yet significant and recur-
ring allusions to the culture of the country he had left behind—showing a trait of his musical language which

had not played such a significant role before.

0.2.3 SYMBOLISM AND RUSSIAN SILVER AGE

In order to assess Medtner’s position in the context of artistic developments of his time, we will have to con-
sider his relationship to the Symbolist movement as one of the major directions in European intellectual his-
tory of the early 20" century, and in particular its manifestations within the Silver Age (serebryaniy vek) of
Russian literature and music. In a short backview to the emergence, expansion, and decline of these currents,
I will highlight a number of aesthetic preconditions for Medtner’s creative activity.

The expressions fin de siecle (>end of the century«, cf. also belle époque), and décadence, employed
both as period terms and denominations of a cultural worldview, stand for an aesthetic climate in European
art which served as a basis for movements such as Symbolism and Expressionism. The former, which will be
primarily regarded here, originated in France, defining itself by rejection of the trends of Naturalism and
Realism, which it aimed to replace with ideas of spirituality and personal imagination. In the domain of lit-
erature, French Symbolism was initiated through the poetry of Charles Baudelaire, and essentially formed by
Paul Verlaine, Stéphane Mallarmé, and Arthur Rimbaud as its main exponents. These poets tended to make
use of linguistic symbols as signifiers independent from their traditional semantics, and sought to create mean-
ing by combining iconic fragments of Realist language to produce a newly conceived experience of poetry.

The ideas of the French Symbolists were in turn transferred to Russia, where the abovementioned poets
were strongly absorbed, and a parallel movement was initiated by Dmitry Merezhkovsky’s treatise On the
Reasons for the Decline of Contemporary Russian Literature (1892). This development took place in the
framework of the Russian Silver Age (a period term conceived in response to the Golden Age of Russian
Poetry during c. 1800—50), which united a number of stylistic trends in literature at the turn of the 20™ cen-
tury, gaining significant stimuli from the writings of Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, and Solovév. The Russian
Silver Age not only incorporated Symbolism, but also other tendencies in literature and the fine arts. In music,
the term may be applied to the music of composers born between c. 1870-90, a generation which increasingly

recognised their influential predecessors, namely Tchaikovsky and the Petersburgian school of »>The Fiveq, as a

39 My translation of Alekseyev 1969, p. 251: »S techeniem vremeni natsionalnie cherti muziki kompozitora vistupali
vse bolee opredelenno. Chuvstvuetsya, chto, nakhodyas’ vladi ot rodini, on tyanulsya k ney.«
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»Classical periods, or Golden Age, of Russian music.* These sought to find new paths in composition as op-
posed to the aesthetic paradigms of the 19™ century, largely turning away from the genres of opera and ballet.
Generally speaking, »music in Russian Symbolism advanced to the rank of a philosophical category«,* and
this statement aptly describes the artistic environment of the Medtner family. Yet, after being one of the fore-
most aesthetic forces in Russia during the first decade of the 20 century, the Symbolist movement declined
around 1911, giving way to the avant-garde movements of Futurism (represented by poets such as Vladimir
Mayakovsky and Velimir Khlebnikov) and Akmeism (Osip Mandelstam, Anna Akhmatova, and others).

Among the Russian Symbolists, two generations of poets may be differentiated, with their periods of
work partly overlapping. Important figures of the earlier generation were Fédor Sologub, Konstantin Bal-
mont, Innokenty Annensky, Zinaida Hippius, and Valery Bryusov; the latter, with his almanac Russian Sym-
bolists (1894), advanced to become the spokesman of the movement. The works of the abovementioned au-
thors were typically committed to philosophical and metaphysical sujets, tending towards a self-stylisation of
the poet as a mystic medium. The younger group, with Aleksandr Blok and Andrei Bely as its main expo-
nents, was significantly influenced by the ideas of the poet and religious philosopher Vladimir Solovév. As a
consequence, their poetry is characterised by spirituality and mysticism, particularly reflecting the pre-
revolutionary upheavals in social life and politics. An idea common to the Russian Symbolists is the belief to
live at the verge of their era, or even contribute to a final epoch of artistic eschatology. Blok’s and Bely’s
ceuvre coincides with the atmosphere of the collapsing Russian Empire, expressed through a rich system of
lyrical imagery, and indicating societal change and overthrow by the metaphoric depiction of natural phe-
nomena, such as thunderstorms or blizzards.

In general, Symbolist works tend to share and exchange ideas from different art forms, and to create
approximations between music, poetry, drama, and visual arts, forming a network of versatile mutual influ-
ences. This phenomenon may primarily become apparent at the surface—that is, in the titles of works; there
are Symbolist paintings named like pieces of music, and musical works with titles derived from literature or
the fine arts. In this context, the intellectual sphere of Symbolism produces a fruitful exchange between
styles and disciplines, something which can be referred to as an early manifestation of »intermediality<. Two
examples of works by Eastern European artists strongly affected with Symbolist ideas shall illustrate this
tendency here. First, there was the predilection of Medtner’s friend and creative stimulator, the poet Andrei
Bely, to transfer principles of musical form to literature, which determined the choice of titles of four of his
early epic works, named >symphonies<. The earliest and most popular of these is the four-»movement< Se-
cond »Dramaticc Symphony (published in 1902; see figure 0.2). Second, a considerable portion of the ceuvre
of the Lithuanian painter and composer Mikalojus Ciurlionis, who received his musical education in Warsaw
and Leipzig, is characterised by intermedial tendencies—he created a number of painting cycles named >sona-

tas¢, including the diptych Stellar Sonata (1908), which comprises two separate ymovementsc« titled Allegro and

40 See Redepenning 2008, p. 47: »Was die Musik betrifft, so palit der Terminus >Silbernes Zeitalter< insofern, als sich
die Phase der sogenannten Petersburger Schule und Cajkovskijs im Riickblick wie ein >Goldenes Zeitalter< auszu-
nehmen und in eine >russische Klassik< zu verwandeln begann.«

41 Deppermann 1984, p. 93: »Musik riickt im russischen Symbolismus in den Rang einer philosophischen Kategorie ein. «
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Andante (see figure 0.3).* Also, the artistic visions of the late Aleksandr Scriabin, whose drafts for an interdis-
ciplinary Mysterium (1903—15) aimed to synaesthetically merge the spheres of music, poetry, dance, light, and

odour, delineate an utopia of multi-sensual inspiration much representative of Symbolist transdisciplinarity.

PART ONE 4. But the other did not bother even to wipe his face with a
handkerchief; he had withdrawn into the depths, plunged into the
fathomless.

1. A season of sweltering grind. The roadway gleamed blindingly. 5. And the victor threw himself back in his chair, his good-natured,

2. Cab-drivers cracked their whips, exposing their worn, blue backs to stupid eyes peering out at the silent one through golden spectacles.
the hot sun. 6. He knew nothing of the removal of the final veils.

3. Yard-sweepers raised columns of dust, their grime-browned faces 7. And in the sweltering streets, in the blinding whiteness, men in dark-
loudly exulting, untroubled by grimaces from passers-by. blue jackets drove by on water-carts.

4. Along the pavements scurried heat-exhausted intellectuals and 8. They sat on barrels which gushed out water underneath.
suspicious-looking citizens.

5. All were pale and over everyone hung the light-blue vault of the sky, . o " . .
now deep-blue, now grey, now black, full of musical tedium, eternal 1. ;—llgh b:llfimgs towered like a spread of bristles, puffed up like
tedium, with the sun’s eye in its midst. attened pigs.

6. Streams of white-hot metal poured down from the same spot. 2. One moment they would wink their countless windows at the timid

pedestrian, the next they would flash him a blind wall as a sign of

7. Noneknew where they ran to or why, fearing to look truth in the eye. contempt, then they would sneer at his hidden thoughts with

belching columns of smoke.
L . sees N 3. On these days and at these hours documents and memoranda were

1. A poet, writing 2 poem about love, was having difficulty with the N s an N
choice of thymes. And dropped an ink-blot, and, turning his eyes being co:\posed in offices, and a cockerel led hens around the paved
towards the window, took fright at the tedium of the sky. courtyard.

2. The grey-blue vault smiled at him with the sun’s eye in its midst. 4. Two grey guinea-fowl were in the courtyard too.

5. A talented artist had painted a “miracle” on a large canvas,? and
twenty skinned carcases hung in the butcher’s shop.

1. Two men were arguing over a cup of tea about people great and small. . . .
Their cracked voices had grown hoarse with debate. 6. And evgrybody knew this, an.d everybody concealed it, fearing to

turn their eyes towards the tedium.

2. One sat with his elbows on the table. He raised his eyes to the 7. And herei . e i .
window. He saw. He broke all threads of the conversation. He had - Andyet thereit was, shadowing everyone, a misty, invisible outline.
caught the smile of eternal tedium. 8. Although the water-cart men were consoling each and everyone by

3. The other was leaning his short-sighted, pock-marked face towards spreading mud everywhere, and children bowled hoops along the
his antagonist, spattering him with spittle, as he finished bawling out boulevard.
his objection.

is objection 9. Although the light-blue vault laughed into everyone’s eyes, the

terrible, grey-blue vault of the sky with the sun’s eye in its midst.

Figure 0.2: Bely, Simfoniya 2-ya, dramaticheskaya (Second >Dramaticc Symphony), beginning of 1% part (1902)*

Figure 0.3: Ciurlionis, ZvaigZdziy sonata (Stellar Sonata), Allegro and Andante (1908)

42 Another work illustrative of these tendencies is, though rather belonging to the aesthetics of Futurism, the cross-
medial stage composition Pobeda nad solntsem (The Victory over the Sun, 1913) which was collaboratively created
by the four artists Kazimir Malevich, Mikhail Matyushin, Aleksei Kruchénikh, and Velimir Khlebnikov.

43 Quoted from Bely 1902, pp. 19-20, in the 1986 translation by Roger Keys.
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Other elements central to Russian Symbolism are imagery of colours and synaesthetic perception, that is, the
spontaneous association of sensory impressions from different fields, which may collectively act as means of
artistic expression. Synaesthetic thought is vividly expressed in Vasily Kandinsky’s famous aphorism »Col-
our is the keyboard, the eyes are the hammer, the soul is the strings«.** However, synaesthesia is too vaguely
defined, and too inconsistently conceived, to be considered a sustainable artistic category. It is rather a symp-
tom, an indicator of Symbolist zeitgeist, and as such but one of several features of this interdisciplinary
movement, which Leonid Sabaneyev conceived as a »demand for mystic, orgiastic, and even »satanic< per-
ceptions of art«.* What is more, several Russian artists of the early 20™ century showed an affinity to the
intellectual movements of theosophy, anthroposophy, mysticism, occultism, and to psychoanalysis. There
were intense relationships and exchanges of thoughts between Andrei Bely and Rudolf Steiner, Emil
Medtner and Carl Gustav Jung, Aleksandr Scriabin and Helena Blavatsky, and between the philosopher Ivan
Ilyin, one of Nikolai Medtner’s most devoted advocates, and Sigmund Freud.*

In the light of all these developments and tendencies, Dorothea Redepenning’s assessment that
»Medtner showed hardly any interest in Symbolism«*’ seems not quite accurate as it wouldn’t seem viable to
have escaped from this network of aesthetic inspiration conveyed by his friends and family. As Amanda
Marsrow states, »there was perhaps no composer of the Silver Age more thoroughly integrated into the liter-
ary and philosophical milieu of Moscow’s Symbolist circles«.*® Even if Medtner himself showed no ambi-
tion to produce interdisciplinary or cross-medial works, and—apart from Muza i moda as his written contri-
bution to aesthetic discourse—never quite transcended the realm of pure sound, his music features numerous
allusions to other disciplines and art forms, continuously crossing borders on the field of musical genres (see
also chapter 2.5). In this sense, a »scent of interdisciplinarity< is in fact inherent to Medtner’s music. His per-
sonal approximation of Symbolism is not so much defined by the use of Symbolist poetry (there are only two
poems by Andrei Bely and Valery Bryusov which he set to music), but by a subtle dimension of immersion
into poetry, spirituality, or metaphysical thought, as seen in some of his instrumental works like the Sonate-

Ballade in F§ major, Op. 27 (see the corresponding analysis in chapter 3.6), or the Piano Quintet in C major,

Op. posth. A statement by Elena Dolinskaya adequately grasps Medtner’s relationship to Symbolism:

»Maybe it were only the creative efforts of a group of Russian Symbolist poets (Bryusov, Bely, and Vyacheslav
Ivanov) which proved, to some extent and in a certain period, similar to Medtner’s state of mind during the first
decades of the 20™ century. [...] In particular, the Symbolists’ subjectivist attitude apparently resonated with
Medtner’s creative quest during that time.«*’

44 Vasily Kandinsky, Uber das Geistige in der Kunst, Bern 1911, p. 91f.

45 Leonid Sabaneyev, Geschichte der russischen Musik, Leipzig 1926, p. 167.

46 See Ljunggren 2014, pp. 107133, for a detailed examination of the interactions between Russian artists and the
protagonists and masterminds of these movements.

47 Redepenning 2008, p. 67: »Gleichfalls [wie Gliér, Stejnberg, Cerepnin und Gre¢aninov] kaum Interesse am Symbo-
lismus zeigte der deutschstimmige Nikolaj Metner«.

48 Marsrow 2008, p. 93.

49 My translation of Dolinskaya 1966, p. 46: »I, pozhaluy, tol’ko tvorcheskie ustremleniya gruppi russkikh poétov-
simvolistov (V[aleriy] Bryusov, A[ndrey] Beliy, Vya[cheslav] Ivanov) do nekotoroy stepeni i lish’ na opredelennom
étape okazalis’ blizkimi nastroeniyam Metnera pervikh desyatiletiy XX veka. [...] Spetsificheski sub’’ektivistskoe
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Even though the most intense period of Medtner’s identification with Symbolist literature and philosophy
seems to have been limited to the years of c. 1902—08,” he had thoroughly absorbed the idea that musical
works meant more than they revealed on their outer surface, and implied a hermeneutic perspective which
went beyond that of the audience and the performer. This quality, be it an apparent feature conveyed by de-
scriptive titles or poetic epigraphs, or be it enigmatically hidden behind the musical score, is one of the most
characteristic features of Medtner’s music—though underestimated in previous scholarship—and as such
constitutes a genuine aspect of Symbolism in music. Yet Flamm’s 1995 evaluation, pointing out that
»Medtner’s position in the history o