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Biographical Sketch 1
Nikolai Karlovich Medtner was born to a privileged and cultured Muscovite
family on 5 January 1880. His father, Karl Petrovich Medtner (1846–1921),
was a merchant and manager of a lace factory, with a strong affection for art and
literature; his mother, Aleksandra Karlovna Medtner née Goedicke (1843–
1918), a younger sister of the composer Fëdor Goedicke, descended from a
family of German origin and was educated as a pianist and singer. Nikolai
had four elder siblings: Emil Karlovich (1872–1936), Karl Karlovich (1874–
1919), Aleksandr Karlovich (1877–1961), and Sof ’ya Karlovna (1878–1943).
His younger brother, Vladimir Karlovich (1882–99?), died at an early age.
Nikolai Medtner began studying the piano at the age of six, taught by his
mother and uncle, and showed early ambitions for composing as well. In 1892
he quit school and enrolled at the Moscow Conservatoire’s junior department,
the same year his cousin Aleksandr Goedicke (1877–1957) took up his studies.
He was instructed in piano by Anatoly Galli and attended harmony classes with
Anton Arensky and Nikolai Kashkin. In the spring of 1894, Nikolai entered
the senior department, studying the piano to great success with Paul Pabst.
After his teacher’s unexpected death in 1897, he continued his education with
Vasily Sapelnikov and, more influentially, with Vasily Safonov, director of the
institution at the time. Under the guidance of Safonov, who had also taught
Aleksandr Scriabin and Iosif Lhévinne, Medtner developed into a promising
young virtuoso. Since he broke off his counterpoint class with Sergei Taneyev
after hardly a year in 1897–98, he did not receive a thorough education in
composition or music theory; and aside from some informal consultations with
1 Parts of the biographical sketch are cited from Wendelin Bitzan, The Sonata as an Ageless Prin‐
ciple. Nikolai Medtner’s Early Piano Sonatas (PhD diss., University of Music and Performing
Arts Vienna, 2018), 11–13.
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Taneyev, his attempts in composition were for the most part self-taught. In
1900, Medtner graduated from the Conservatoire with a coveted gold medal in
piano performance and took part in the 3rd Vienna Rubinstein Competition,
earning only an honourable 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 eldest brother Emil, a lawyer by
profession and a widely educated person, was one of the few to support Nikolai
in the difficult choice of his main occupation.
In 1896, the Medtners became 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 Emil Karlovich, and
her sister Elena had married Karl Karlovich, Nikolai started to develop strong
feelings for Anna. However, she agreed to marry Emil in 1902, and the couple
left Moscow together. It was not before the following summer that Anna and
Nikolai finally acknowledged their feelings for each other and confided in
Emil. The brothers would keep the desperate triangle a secret, and Anna and
Nikolai would not be able to marry before his mother’s death in 1918.
Medtner’s rising career saw him regularly appear in recitals in Moscow,
Berlin, and Saint Petersburg, performing mostly his own piano works, which
were published by Pëtr Yurgenson and, from 1910, in Sergei Kussevitsky’s
Édition Russe de Musique. After extensive travels and concert tours, Medtner
accepted a professorship at the Moscow Conservatory where he had already
taught in 1909–10, now directing a piano class during the 1915–19 period.
Still, he was uneasy with this occupation, which he felt distracted him from
composing, and he would reject several other teaching positions in the future.
One of the leading figures in Moscow’s artistic society during the first two
decades of the 20th century, Medtner saw the basis of his professional career
vanish during the aftermath of the Russian Revolution. As a result of the social
and political turmoil associated with the outbreak of the Civil War in 1921,
Nikolai and Anna emigrated to Berlin. In the following years, they would
frequently change their residence, moving throughout Germany and France,
and eventually making their way to England. While many of his compatriots
were able to establish themselves in Western Europe and America, Medtner,
as an émigré, never regained his former success, and there were few advocates
of his music. He gave an extended concert tour in the Soviet Union in 1927,
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which earned him considerable acclaim, but he never again returned to his
home country.
In 1935, Medtner’s life saw three significant events and changes: With the
support of his close friend Sergei Rachmaninov, he published a book called
Muza i moda [The Muse and the Fashion], illustrating his personal musicaesthetical views; he converted from Protestantism to the Russian Orthodox
faith; and he finally settled in Golders Green near London, where he would
compose his last works, Opp. 56–61. In England, the adopted country of his
late years, Medtner finally achieved a certain recognition. From 1947 he was
supported by an Indian maharajah, Jaya Chamaraja Wadiyar of Mysore, who
funded several recordings of his compositions. Medtner died of heart disease
on 13 November 1951.

Reception and Appreciation
Medtner studies in musicology and music theory are not an established field
outside Russia. Western scholars of Russian music have often neglected or even
omitted his biography and work, which may have been considered marginal or
less interesting than some other prominent figures of the Silver Age or Russian
émigré culture. As a result, outside of circles specialised in Russian piano mu‐
sic, Medtner has remained a somewhat obscure composer during the decades
following his death. A probable reason for this disregard is Medtner’s dual
heritage: his upbringing in Moscow coincided with his rootedness in German
music and literature, which has hindered a clear attribution to either Russian
or German cultural ancestry. Also, Medtner’s conservative views led to critical
assessments of his music, stating that his musical style did not significantly
change over his lifetime, which made his music appear less noteworthy than
that of his popular compatriots. In terms of harmonic language, Medtner cer‐
tainly does not go beyond what is seen in the music of his contemporaries; yet
with regard to musical form and genre, his oeuvre demonstrates fascinating
strategies and developments, leading to intriguing and highly individual solu‐
tions that in many respects depart from the established compositional models.
While Medtner never fell into oblivion completely, his music has only
recently gained more popularity in concert life. Performers have become in‐
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creasingly aware of his music since the 1990s, and academia has also produced
a significant number of studies on Medtner, most of them in Russian and En‐
glish. 2 Yet the majority of these appear to focus on performance-related aspects
of Medtner’s music, while in-depth musicological studies are still underrep‐
resented. The present volume, published in the year of the 70th anniversary
of Medtner’s death, appears to be the first scholarly collection in the English
language that is fully dedicated to his life and work. Its twelve contributions
are subdivided into four thematic sections, offering a variety of approaches
to Medtner’s life and music, ranging from analyses and interpretive studies
to further hermeneutical contexts, including insights into his teaching and
aesthetic thought.

Subject Areas
The first section of the volume is dedicated to Medtner’s solo piano works.
Benjamin Bertin examines the unequal pair of Sonatas, Op. 25, against the
background of opposing creative principles (Apollonian and Dionysian) and
their relation to German and Russian aesthetic ideals and traditions. Tatyana
Shevchenko analyses Medtner’s system of performance indications with spe‐
cial attention to the Sonata-Reminiscenza, Op. 38 No. 1. The narrative struc‐
ture and hermeneutical dimensions of the three cycles of Forgotten Motives,
Op. 38–40, are thoroughly studied by Nicolò Rizzi, who also contextualises
the music with contemporary poetry and philosophy. Subsequently, Wendelin
Bitzan discusses Medtner’s blending of sonata form and other genres, as well as
his penchant for poetic elements in his piano music in general, and puts these
into perspective with Symbolist art.
The second section focuses on the composer’s vocal music, starting with
Christoph Flamm’s investigation of the symbolic layers in Medtner’s songs,
which often approach their poetic sujets from a highly abstract perspective.

2 For an overview of previous publications and recordings, see Bitzan, The Sonata as an Ageless
Principle, 5–7. An extensive bibliography of writings up to the mid-1990s is included in
Christoph Flamm, Der russische Komponist Nikolaj Metner: Studien und Materialien (Berlin:
Ernst Kuhn, 1995), 643–60.
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Benjamin Brinner gives an in-depth analysis of Medtner’s treatment of three
rarely seen Goethe ballads from Opp. 15 and 18, comparing their formal struc‐
ture, harmonic language, and interpretation of the lyrics. Nathan Uhl explores
the unique Sonata-Vocalise, Op. 41 No. 1, in formal terms, and at the same time
reveals the poetic narration behind the music.
The third section deals with Medtner’s piano concertos, which were hardly
ever chosen as the subject of musicological study. Alexander Karpeyev presents
a multifaceted approach to the 2nd Concerto, Op. 50, that considers the com‐
poser’s performance remarks as handed down by his pupil Edna Iles, as well as
differences in the printed editions, informed by the author’s own experience as
a performer. Kelvin Lee then unfolds the multidimensional formal strategies
of the 1st Concerto, Op. 33, which turns out to be a synthesis of a symphonic
concerto and virtuoso concerto.
The last section addresses general aspects of Medtner’s music and philos‐
ophy. Kateryna Pidporinova regards Marc-André Hamelin as an aesthetical
heir of Medtner and discusses parallels in their compositional output. Patrick
Domico examines the extent to which the Russian philosopher Ivan Ilyin, a
close friend of Medtner’s before and after the revolution, influenced the com‐
poser’s thinking as an émigré. Finally, Lesley Day considers the relationship
between Medtner and Edna Iles as a mutually beneficial one that went far
beyond piano playing, e.g. when Medtner was evacuated and hosted by Edna’s
family during World War II.

Transliteration and Reference Style
For Russian terms and text passages, the Grove Music Online transliteration
system is used throughout. 3 Also in accordance with Grove Music Online,
common personal names are transliterated in their most established English
spelling (unless included in citations from Russian original sources), such as
Tchaikovsky (rather than Chaykovskiy), Mussorgsky (rather than Musorgskiy),
Scriabin (rather than Skryabin), Rachmaninov (rather than Rakhmaninov),
3 See https://www . oxfordmusiconline . com / page / gmo - users - manual / grove - music - online users- manual#transliteration.
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and Prokofiev (rather than Prokof ’ev). Alternative spellings are given in square
brackets. Dates, including Russian references to pre-revolutionary years, are
given according to the Gregorian calendar (new style) instead of the Julian
calendar (old style).
References in the footnotes and in the bibliography are formatted according
to the Chicago Manual of Style. Some Russian and Soviet journals do not use
a volume count with years, but a continuous numbering of issues – those are
referenced 〈title〉, issue 〈no.〉 instead of the common numbering 〈title〉 〈no.〉.
In these cases, all other specifications, such as volume numbers and monthly
or quarterly issue counts within a certain volume, are included in brackets
together with the year.

Acknowledgements
The editors would like to thank Ulrike Böhmer for her kind and helpful
editorial assistance, and Kristin Fehlauer for proofreading and proficient lin‐
guistic advice. Special thanks go to Tanja Geschwind for the new engravings
of the musical examples, to Rebecca Mayr for reviewing the bibliography, and
to Sophie Braun for indexing. We are grateful that this publication has been
supported and funded by the Vienna University of Music and Performing Arts
and the Robert Schumann Hochschule Düsseldorf. Moreover, we would like
to thank publisher Georg Olms AG for accepting this volume as part of their
musicological series.
Christoph Flamm wishes to point out that Wendelin Bitzan not only had
the initial idea for this project, but also took on the main burden of organising,
communicating, and editing. This book is the fruit of his endeavours.
Berlin and Heidelberg, June 2021

12

1
Piano Music

Cosmos and Chaos
Unifying Dionysus and Apollo in Medtner’s Piano Sonatas,
Op. 25
Benjamin Bertin

1 Aims, Influences, and Beliefs of a Russo-German Composer
The inherent tension of Medtner’s mixed heritage has long been a contentious
subject: Was he more Russian or German? Numerous critics from his day to the
present have attempted to define Medtner as either a German composer born
in Russia, or as a Russian composer with German roots.
The contemporary preoccupation with defining true musical ‘Russianness’ was
particularly striking in relation to the figure of Nikolai Medtner. While prerev‐
olutionary critics often dismissed Nikolai as a ‘German’ composer, both Soviet
musicologists and Russian émigré audiences later embraced the ‘fundamentally
Russian’ basis of his creative output. 1

This persistent debate exemplifies a musical inscrutability not unlike that of
Frédéric Chopin, whose French and Polish heritages were also given equal
weight in his compositions. Medtner remains a paradox, difficult to neatly clas‐
sify both as a man and as a composer. As his song settings bear witness, Medtner
was equally attracted to Russian and German subjects: Aleksandr Pushkin, Fë‐
dor Tyutchev, Afanasy Fet, and Mikhail Lermontov alongside Goethe, Heine,
Nietzsche, and Eichendorff. The quintessential German genre of the sonata
is taken up more than twenty times (when factoring in the concerti, violin
sonatas, and Sonata-Vocalise), while the inherently Russian genre of the skazka
proved – as the mazurka was autobiographical to Chopin – to be Medtner’s
most intimate medium which he returned to throughout his life. Critics have
1 Rebecca Mitchell, Nietzsche’s Orphans: Music and the Search for Unity in Revolutionary Russia,
1905–1921 (PhD diss., University of Illinois, 2011), 241.
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attempted to define Medtner by singular criteria, ascribing him either to the
Russian or German tradition, but rarely to both. Yet Medtner’s music is indeed
a deliberate attempt to merge these two musical cultures and not, as so many
would have it, an abnegation of one in favour of the other. The reasons for this
decision are not merely due to subconscious heritage.

1.1 A Russian Orpheus? Unmet Expectations
At the turn of the 20th century, Russia’s intelligentsiya had come under the
profound influence of Friedrich Nietzsche, whose translated works first began
to circulate in the 1890s. Of particular interest was The Birth of Tragedy (first
published in 1872), which expounded Nietzsche’s ideas on the opposing yet
complementary natures of Apollonian and Dionysian aesthetics. According to
Nietzsche, the attributes of Dionysus, the god of wine, festivals, and music,
and of Apollo, the god of light, structure, and art, were combined to reach
the highest state of artistic achievement in the tragedy plays of ancient Greece.
The Dionysian in his interpretation represented a natural and metaphysical
state of being – one of collectivity, without boundaries or individuality, and
full of orgiastic ecstasy. Conversely, the Apollonian was extended to repre‐
sent individuation, delineation, and formal ordering – a stabilising foil to
the Dionysian. Nietzsche criticised late Greek and successive societies for a
preoccupation with an individualised Apollonian aesthetic while ignoring the
existence of Dionysian chaos lurking just beneath the surface. In his view,
this veil of restraint and moderation over civilisation could not be sufficiently
appreciated “until one became aware of another side of Greek culture that was
barbarous by comparison and found expression in the Dionysian festivals.” 2
This view of an Apollonian façade ordering society while suppressing
underlying Dionysian realities was highly attractive to avant-garde thinkers
among the Russian intelligentsiya, who drew impassioned parallels to their
own circumstances. Faced with the manifold disparities and disfunctions of an
emergent yet purportedly backward nation, the poets Vyacheslav Ivanov and

2 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy and The Case of Wagner, trans. Walter Kaufmann
(New York: Random House, 1967), 10.
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