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Patrick H. Domico

MEDTNER THE SYMBOLIST

Russian Symbolism was an early twentieth-century literary and philosophical movement largely
comprised of poets who sought to uncover the religious foundations of human artistic creativity.
They understood humanity and the material world to be infused with divine substance which could
be expressed (or made manifest) through creative acts. As a part of the broader flourishing of
modern religious thought in Russia, Symbolism exceeded the bounds of literature and attracted
artists from other disciplines. The composer, Nikolay Medtner (1879-1951), was a prominent figure
in the musical, literary, and philosophical circles of pre-Revolutionary Moscow. Friends with several
Symbolist figures, most notably Andrey Bely (1880-1934), Medtner cultivated a Symbolist,
“theurgic,” aesthetics in his music compositions and writings. His important book, The Muse and the
Fashion, written years later in exile (1935), should be understood as the concrete extension of
Symbolist religious aesthetics to music. Medtner directly participated in the Muscovite literary sphere
by setting poetry in metrical forms that influenced the Symbolists’ own versification experiments,
like the dolnik. Additionally, I argue that his approach to song composition was itself cultivated
from Symbolist precepts, including the desire to unite music and word and to bring out the hidden
“rhythms” of the poetry. Bely considered song to be the “most Symbolic art,” and he praised
Medtner’s settings of Goethe’s lyrics as authentically Symbolist artworks (despite the German
language). Furthermore, Bely considered Medtner’s music to be a direct expression of the “new
religious consciousness” and placed it at the heart of his theological efforts to interpret Russian art
as the manifestation of Divine Wisdom (Sophia). Medtner was not only a passive recipient of this
praise, but actively pursued Symbolist, theurgic, and Sophianic themes in his music and writings.
While Medtner has traditionally been excluded from the canon of Russian music, I demonstrate that

he deserves pride of place in the historiography as the quintessential Symbolist composer.
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Introduction

...I remember our meetings

On a clear, red evening,

And unending words

About the unspeakably dear.

At the time, the church would shine with gold
In the window above old Moscow,
And the first lacy flock of snowflakes,
Swirling over the frozen pavement,
Would settle into the window...

That secluded study,

And Goethe’s portrait on the wall...
Oh, where are you, golden youth!

Above the rows of gas lamps

A snowstorm begins its sad song...
Alexey Sergeyevich comes to us,

Wryly glancing from his pince-nez,
And smiles at the sunset...

Awakening the soul’s familiar melody,
Your brother plays his C-minor sonata
Behind the wall;

The last chords of the coda

Will pour out, and suddenly break off...
Oh, if only to the old days

We could be carried away, my ancient friend!

—Andrey Bely (1909)"

Andrey Bely (Boris Bugayev, 1880-1934) sent this poem in January 1909 as a letter to his

“ancient friend,” the critic Emil Medtner (1872-1936). Rendering in verse that “one memory in my

soul” which “excites and intoxicates,”” Bely illuminates deeply-seated impressions and important

events from his early career in 1902. The reference to “red” evenings refers to his mystical

experiences of Muscovite sunrises and sunsets shared with friends and symbolized by the image of

the “dawn” in many works—especially within his first published book, the Second Symphony

(1901). Emil Medtner highly prized this Symphony (really a prose-poem) and the phrase

! Second and third stanza of Bely’s poem, “E. K. Metneru (Pis’mo),” in Urna (Moscow: Grif, 1909), 128-129. Originally
sent as a letter to E. Medtner in January 1909, without the line “Byas B Ayrre marres poanoisi,”. See Andrey Bely and
Emily Metner, Perepiska: 1902-1915, 1, edited by John Malmstad and A. V. Lavrov (Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2017),
649-650. “..ITomuro mamm Berpean/ S scupiv, kpacueM Bedepkom,/ Y meckondaemsre pean/ O HeckasaHHO
Aoporom./ Beisano, mepkosb soroturcs/ B okre zaa craporo Mocksoii,/ M nepsas B oxae aoxures,/ Kpyxach Haa
Mep3AOI MOcTOBOI,/ CHEXHHOK KpyzkeBHas cras.../ Yeannennsii kabuner,/ M I'ére na crene noprper.../ O, rae o,
FOHOCTB 30A0Tasl/ Haa nemnpro rasossix orueit/ Iypra yasiao mecus 3aBoant.../ K mam Aaexceir Ceprema Bxoant,/
AyxkaBo rasias us nencHs,/ U yasibaercs sakaty.../ Byas B Ayiue Hanes poanoit,/ Tsoit 6par C-mol'nyro conary/
HaurpsiBaer 3a crenoii;/ [Tocaearne akkopast kodez/ TIpoasrotes, obopsyres Bapyr.../ O, ecan 6 Ham B Ge1AbIe TOABL/

ITepenecrucs, crapuaHbii Apyr!”

2 Ibid., “Mmue meuero nucars; oano/ B ayme moeit Bocnomunanse/ (Boanyer n mpsant ono)/ Tskeroe

BocnomuHaHbe...”” From the first stanza.



“unspeakably dear” is a coded reference to his favorite passage. The invocation of “golden youth”
and the color gold refer to the mystical brotherhood, the “Argonauts,” that Bely formed with his
friends, including Alexey Sergeyevich [Petrovsky], who introduced Bely to Emil in 1901. Bely
formulated the Argonauts’ manifesto in his poem “The Golden Fleece,” dedicated to Emil Medtner
along with the five-part lyric cycle, “Ancient Friend.” Both appeared in Bely’s first book of poetry,
Gold in Azure.

“Snowflakes” and “snowstorms” invoke another favorite symbol and one which Bely
directly associated with the music of Emil’s brother Nikolay (1879-1951)—a composer and the main
subject of this study. The snowstorm’s “sad song” refers to one of Bely’s favorite pieces, Medtner’s
early piano work Op. 1/5, which (along with other works) musically depicts the sound of a blizzard.
“Goethe’s portrait” refers to the Medtner brothers’ love of Goethe, which found musical expression
in Nikolay’s song settings of Goethe’s lyrics (praised in print by Bely). The “C-minor sonata” is
really Nikolay Medtner’s F-minor Sonata, Op. 5—a work Bely first heard in fall of 1902 and which
made a deep and formative impression. The “soul’s familiar melody” refers to Bely’s favorite melody
from the sonata: its plaintive second theme (first appearing in C-minot, so his musical memory was
not so bad). The sources of all these references will be fully examined in the course of this
dissertation, which showcases more than just the importance of Nikolay Medtner’s music for the
Symbolist poet and essayist Andrey Bely—here I show that Medtner himself was a Symbolist.

The Russian Symbolists loved a good mystery, and the most perplexing one of all surely is
the bizarre disappearance of Symbolism’s greatest musical representative from the annals of history.
Absent from scholatly accounts of Symbolism in both literary and musicological studies, Medtner’s
music disappeared from the world along with the gas lamps and bright snowstorms of old Moscow.
Bely heard in his music the icy song of those snowstorms: “The howl of the elements, hostile to

man from time immemorial, sings, screams, and wails in Medtner’s music, complexly layered like the



crosscutting gusts of a whirling snowstorm.”” This richly complex, hermetic music gave expression
to the deepest aesthetic, philosophic, and religious questions of the age. It offers us a tantalizing
glimpse into the apocalyptic visions and mystical ecstasies of Moscow’s intellectual and cultural elite
in the waning years of the Russian empire. Here, in the small world of Russia’s two capitals, emerged
a group of literary, religious, and musical figures with an unprecedented level of immersion in
European culture from all nations and centuries. Russian Symbolism was born of two desires: to
understand artistic creativity as religious creation, and to assimilate the collective achievements of
European civilization into art both new and eternal. Yet, soon they would be swallowed whole by
the violent convulsions of the twentieth-century, condemning them to oblivion.

Medtner’s songs and chamber works taken on their own offer plenty of rewards to the
persistent listener. His sophisticated refinement of tonality—what he considered to be a universal
collective language—represents a continued development of the voice-leading, rhythmic, and formal
practices of the common-practice period. Yet, without closer examination of the historical contexts,
specifically Russian Symbolism, that conditioned Medtner’s compositional approach and beliefs, the
modern listener has no hope of accessing its mystical, philosophical, and literary content. This is not
a matter of diligently amassing quotations from contemporaries to prove a general kinship between
creative artists working simultaneously in different media. The result of such an exercise would only
be to show that the common ideals of a time and place were indeed commonly held. Moreover, it
would risk subordinating Medtner and his music to writers with greater skill at the literary
presentation of such ideals. The point is that Medtner was not merely influenced by Symbolism, but

was himself an active, indeed major, participant in the propagation of its artistic and mystical ideals,

3 Andrey Bely, “Snezhnye arabeski,” Cosemcxan smyserxa 3 (1990 [1911]): 122. Accessible here:
https://mus.academy/articles/snezhnye-arabeski. “Bofi cruxnii, HCKOHU Y€AOBEKY BParKAEOHEBIX, ITOCT, KPHIHT,
POAOCHT B MHOTOCAOKHOH, KaK CETH IIEPEKPEIIHBAIOIINXC PYKABOB METEABHEIX, My3bike Mernepa.”



just like his brother, Emil, who worked as an Imperial censor, cultural critic, and later as the
publisher of the Symbolist house, Musaget.

Emil’s correspondence with Bely, recently published in its entirety in 2017, is of foundational
importance for assessing the Medtners’ involvement with Symbolism and will be used extensively
here. In his unfortunately widely-quoted late memoirs, Nachalo veka (1933), Bely paints a picture of
Emil as kind of mesmerizing monster forcing German music and philosophy on him (likely to
appease Soviet authorities). This picture is not at all accurate—both men had deep and longstanding
interests in German philosophy and culture prior to meeting, indeed that must have been one reason
for their friendship. Emil’s personal and professional interest in the latest developments in Russian
literature and mysticism, and his recognition of Bely’s leading position after the publication of his
Second Symphony in 1902, was the primary reason for the establishment of relations.*

Major elements of Symbolist religious aesthetics, like the doctrines of Sophia (Divine
Wisdom as a mediator between human and divine) and theurgy (divine-human creativity), originated
in the philosophy and mystical poetry of Vladimir Solovyov (1853-1900).> Medtnet’s music was
motivated by these same religious-philosophical premises, specifically his belief in the theurgical
power of art and visions of Sophia as a Muse. Alongside Medtner and Bely, Vyacheslav Ivanov
(1866-1949) and Alexander Blok (1880-1921) were the primary inheritors of Solovyov’s ideas, which
proved to catalyzing for their poetry and prose. Bely himself noted a prophetic, mystical kindship

between Medtner and Blok—the greatest Symbolist poet—and resorted to Blok’s (and Solovyov’s)

4 Their correspondence often takes the form of Bely explaining in remarkably long letters whatever recent philosophy,
mysticism, or occultism he has studied, while Emil encourages him to learn German so he can read Nietzsche and
Goethe in the original (Bely was already familiar with many works in translation by these authors, which he had read on
his own accord). I should note that the unfinished Berlin version of Bely’s memoirs, Nachalo veka (edited by A. V. Lavrov
and published by Nauka, 2014), as well as other earlier memoirs from the 1920s, offers a more balanced picture of the
Medtners—along with considerably more factual information. This greater abundance, however, has caused scholars to
simply mix the two versions together as if they were both equally reliable—see for example, Rosamund Bartlett’s
account of Bely and Emil in her otherwise fantastic Wagner and Russia (Cambridge University Press, 1995), 140-167.

5> The best guide to Solovyov’s ideas on these topics is Judith Deutsch Kornblatt, Divine Sophia: The Wisdom Writings of
Viadimir Solovyov (Cornell University Press, 2009).



poetry to “explain” Medtner’s music. These Symbolist poets sought to instill their creation with
musical rhythms, melodic intonational patterns, and symphonic structures as a means to express
hidden depths lurking behind the poetic image. On the other hand, Medtner sought to bring out
those hidden poetic rhythms and melodies in his song settings. Friends and critics both lauded his
ability to scan verse and reveal latent rthythms. For example, of Medtner’s first cycle of Goethe
lieder, Bely wrote that, “one is involuntarily amazed by the fact that the music for Goethe’s songs
was not written, but rather taken as if from the songs themselves. And yet, within the limits of
Goethe’s melody, the composer freely shapes the music.”

Despite his relatively unknown status today, Medtner was held in high regard by an elite
circle of devoted admirers who appreciated the hermetic complexity, rarefied lyricism, and mystical
content of the music. Yet, the very qualities that entranced his fans precluded his music from
achieving the broad popularity of his friend and champion, Sergey Rachmaninoff (1873-1943), who
stayed somewhat aloof from Medtnet’s Symbolist circles.” The two composers met as early as 1902
when Rachmaninoff invited the younger composer to perform his first piano sonata, and they
formed a close profession relationship in 1909, serving together on the board of Serge
Koussevitzky’s Russian Music Publishing house.® Rachmaninoff was the most brilliant and
precocious product of the Moscow Conservatory, which awarded him its “Great Gold Medal” in
1892 for high honors in both piano and composition. His fast start was soon hampered by strong

criticism in the Russian press, and he faced a crippling crisis of confidence in his abilities around the

¢ See Appendix A for citation and original Russian.

7 Rachmaninoff eventually fell under Medtner’s influence to some extent, adopting a new style of song composition
more Symbolist in character in his Opp. 34 and 38. In a recent article, Philip Ross Bullock traces Rachmaninoff’s
convergence with Symbolism around 1912 and attributes it to the influence of the Armenian poet Marietta Shaginyan.
See Bullock, “Rachmaninoff and the “Vocalise’ Word and Music in the Russian Silver Age,” in Rachmaninoff and His
World, edited by Bullock (University of Chicago Press, 2022), 82-101. He does not appear to realize that at the time
Shaginyan was a protégé of the Medtners, especially Emil, with whom she was living. Furthermore, Bullock invokes
Bely’s writings on Medtner, but dismisses them out of hand as representative of a “metaphorical, not practical” interest
in music (pg. 93).

8 Known in the West as Editions Russes de Musique.



turn of the century—when Medtner was enrolled as a concert pianist at the Moscow Conservatory.
A prized pupil of its director Vasily Safonov, Medtner, upon graduation in 1900, was awarded the
“Small Gold Medal” in anticipation of a bright performance career. Unlike Rachmaninoff, he did
not undergo the conservatory’s composition course. After graduation, Medtner abandoned a
performance career to devote himself to composition, to the surprise of his colleagues and to the
anger of Safonov. Seeking to fill some technical gaps, Medtner sporadically consulted Sergey
Taneyev (1856-1915) on matters of musical form during 1902-03.” Taneyev, typically dismissed in
the music historiography as an arch-conservative, was in actual fact one of the most important
cultural figures of the Russian Silver Age and hosted a popular salon. He was a long-time
acquaintance of Andrey Bely, whom he taught about musical rhythm, and set to music the Symbolist
translations of Bely’s friend Ellis (Lev Kobylinsky, 1879-1947). Nevertheless, Medtner mainly
learned his trade the old-fashioned way—by careful study of the scores of the masters. Beethoven,
Wagner, Schumann, and Chopin were his composers of choice, and the result was a fastidious
compositional style in which harmonic and phrase structural conventions are twisted to the limits of

recognition while ensconced in highly original rhythmic and formal practices.

Medtner published his first opus in the spring of 1903, which was heralded in print by
Andrey Bely, in one of the earliest articles published on the composer.'” Medtner was by no means
prolific, yet by 1906 he had swiftly risen to the top of Moscow’s musical ranks. His early musical

idols were the conductor Arthur Nikisch (under whom Medtner first performed Beethoven’s fourth

9 See Christoph Flamm, Der russische Komponist Nikolaj Metner (Vetlag Ernst Kuhn, 1995), 5-7.

10 Bely’s essay entitled, “On Theurgy.” See Chapter Two for discussion and citation. There are two collections of Bely’s
essays that have appeared in English. The first is Steven Cassedy, trans. and ed., Setected Essays of Andrey Bely (University
of California Press, 1984). The second is Andrey Bely, Between Crisis and Catastrophe: Lyrical and Mystical Essays, trans. Boris
Jakim (Semantron Press, 2016). Jakim, a veteran translator of Russian religious thought, stunningly renders Bely’s
mystical essays into English. While neither collection includes Bely’s writings on Medtner, this latter collection is
extremely useful for those interested in the mystical basis of Russian Symbolism and contains other writings by Bely on
music.



concerto, for which he would later compose cadenzas), the pianist Josef Hofmann (who
championed Medtner’s first piano sonata), and Maria Olenina-d’Alheim (who pioneered the art of
chamber singing in Russia and who would later premiere several of Medtner’s best songs). He was
also deeply influenced by the earlier music of Alexander Scriabin (1872-1915), before the latter left
Russia in 1904 and subsequently developed an idiosyncratic theosophy which prompted him to
gradually abandon tonality.

An important turning point in Medtner’s career was a private recital given in the mansion of
Margarita Morozova (1873-1958) on October 31, 1906 (repeated for the public the following week).
Here he premiered about half of his eleven opuses, including his first book of Goethe lieder."
Goethe was a major “father” of Russian Symbolism, ubiquitously quoted as a source of infallible
wisdom and mystical insight and viewed as a great master of poetic form worthy of emulation. While
Medtner’s use of Goethe’s lyrics was sometimes derided as old-fashioned Germanophilia, it instead
reveals deep awareness of Symbolist versification trends, as well as knowledge of Goethe’s mystical
import. Emil’s own cult of Goethe was matched by Vyacheslav Ivanov’s interest in the German
poet.”” In the early years of the century, Emil certainly tried to expose both Bely and his brother to a
wider range of German culture and literature, especially Goethe, but his most important
contribution at this early stage was that he brought Nikolay and Bely into close contact while they
were both impressionable twenty-two-year-olds. As a result, a certain mutual interpenetration of
ideas and influences developed between Bely’s writings and Nikolay’s compositions. This surely
unique relationship in the history of music and literature no doubt further instigated Bely’s

experiments with the rhythms and melodies of language—what would become the defining element

1 Bely had in April 1906 published a review of Medtnet’s new Goethe lieder, Op. 6, in the Symbolist/contemporaty arts
journal, The Golden Fleece, where Emil worked as a music critic. See Appendix A for text and translation. N. Medtner
would publish his setting of Bely’s poem “Zolotomu blesku veril’ in that magazine in 1908—Dbecoming the first and only
composer to have a score published in a Symbolist journal.

12 See Michael Wachtel, Russian Symbolism and Literary Tradition: Goethe, Novalis, and the Poetics of V'yacheslay Tvanov
(University of Wisconsin Press, 1994).



of his literary style. On the other hand, Nikolay developed an early and unusual love for poetry,
which heavily influenced his musical development and “compensated” for his lack of formalized
conservatory composition training. Medtner’s keen interests in literature and religious mysticism led
him to participate in Moscow’s literary and religious-philosophical circles, and Bely introduced him
to many important figures.

This included Margarita Morozova, perhaps the wealthiest widow in all of Moscow. She was
far more than an arts Maecenas, and it is difficult to overstate her significance in all areas of
Muscovite cultural life. Notably, she founded the Religious-Philosophical Society in Memory of
Vladimir Solovyov in 1905 (a central point of activity for Symbolists) and served on the board of the
Russian Musical Society. Known primarily to musicologists as Scriabin’s generous patron, Morozova
was an intimate friend and supporter of the Medtners and of Bely. Her support undoubtedly helped
to catapult Nikolay to the frontlines of Russian musical life.

As Medtner became firmly established as a major figure in Russian musical life by the end of
1900s, he was frequently compared with Scriabin by critics who viewed the two composers as the
main representatives of different sides of a fundamental dichotomy present in Russian music. In
1911, the critic Yury Engel gave this dichotomy fullest expression, in an article worth quoting at
length due to the myriad ways in which it sheds light on state of Russian music as viewed at the
height of Symbolism before the outbreak of World War I:

Scriabin would like to break from the past altogether, even to upend the old foundations of

harmony. Medtner always leans on the past—from the seeds of which he can, however,

grow fresh new flowers. Scriabin craves an orgy of sounds and colors; the orchestra is no
longer enough for him, and he now wants to add light and even smells! Medtner is content
for now with the piano and voice, and even the violin. Scriabin is a colorist-impressionist
who is able to be not only deafeningly flashy, but also elusively light and airy. With Medtner,
coloring is in the background. Medtner’s strict, mature, even somewhat heavy style could be
likened to a Doric column; Scriabin’s #¢s parfurmsé, in contrast, is like a Corinthian column.

Scriabin is rushing somewhere into the superterrestrial spheres of the “Ubermensch;” Medtner
is on earth. Scriabin’s ecstasy leads to some kind of hashish-fueled vertigo, from which the



mysticism of the Middle Ages and the zeal of the Khlysty"’ emanates; Medtnet’s elevated

pathos pours into a bright, measured dithyramb,' in which there is something akin to the

harmonious strictness of the ancient world and the neoclassicism of Goethe."
To Engel, Scriabin exemplifies the yearning of modernity for new sounds, colors, and experiences.
Whereas Medtner is much more in line with the Symbolists’ retrospective humanism and cult of
form. Engel seems unaware of the deeply mystical basis of Medtner’s “elevated pathos” and, like
most critics at the time, heavily overemphasizes the classical “strictness” of Medtner’s music. Engel’s
review shows the great extent to which the philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche had penetrated
Russian intellectual life in the eatly years of the twentieth century.' While Medtner, Bely, and the
Symbolists were heavily influenced by a Nietzsche’s ideas—which they understood through a
Christian lens—Engel’s use of the word “Zibermensch” as something “superterrestrial” reflects a
popular understand of Nietzsche that had little to do with his actual philosophy. In A/ Sprach
ZLarathustra, Nietzsche develops the concept of the “zbermensch” as a representative of the highest
form of humanity on earth, in opposition to the “superterrestrial” heavens of established religion. It
is this grounded, “earthly” interpretation of Nietzsche that would become essential for the
Symbolists proper, especially Bely and Ivanov, who, in their endless zeal for reconciling modern

European philosophy with Christianity, sought to unite Nietzsche’s cult of the earth with the

13 A rural religious (Pentecostal-type) sect known for ecstatic rituals, whitling dances, and speaking in tongues.

14'The term for a hymn to Dionysus, which in Medtner’s music is stately and exalted rather than frenzied.

15 Yuly Engel, Review of Medtner’s 7 March 1911 recital, reproduced in Flamm, Mezner, 298-99. “Cxpsabun xorea Obl
BOBCE OTOPBATBHCS OT IIPOILIAOTO, AAKE IIEPEBEPHYTh BBEPX AHOM CTapble OCHOBBI rapMOHHHU. MeTHEp Bceraa onupaercs
Ha IIPOIIAOE, U3 CEMAH KOTOPOTO YMEET, OAHAKO, BBIPAIIIUBATH CBEHKIE, HOBBIC LBETHL. CKPAOUH KaKACT OPIUH 3BYKOB H
KPACOK, EMY YK€ MaAO U OPKECTPa, K KOTOPOMY OH CTPEMHTCH IIPHOABUTE CBET 1 Aaxe 3arraxul MeTHep AOBOABCTByETCH
ITOKYAd POPTEINAHO B TOAOCOM, A2 eIrie CKPHUIKOH. CKPAOHH - KOAOPHUCT-UMIIPECCHOHNCT, YMEIOIIHI OBITH HE TOABKO
OTAYIIHTEABHO-OCACIIHTEABHBIM, HO M HEYAOBUMO-ACTKHM, BOSAYIIHBIM. Y MeTHepa KOAOPHT - HA BTOPOM IIAQHE.
Crpornii, BBIACP/KAHHBIH, AdKe HECKOABKO TAKEAOBATHIH CTUAB MeTHepa MOKHO YIIOAODNTh AOPUICKOH KOAOHHE;
CKpAOHHCKHI trés parfumé, B IPOTHBOBEC €My, YITOAOOHTCA TOTAA KOAOHHE KopuH(MCcKoi. CKpsAOHH pBeTcs KyAa-TO B
HaA3EMHBIE, ,,cBepxuesobedeckre” cdepsr; Merrnep Ha 3emae. Dkcra3 CkpAOHHA IPUBOAHUT K KAKOMY-TO TAIITHIIIHOMY
vertige'y (,BepTeKy”’), OT KOTOPOTO BEET MHCTHUKOH CPEAHEBEKOBbS U XABICTOBCKUX PAACHUIT; ToABeM MeTHepa
BEIAHBAETCH B CBETABIH, PAa3MEPCHHBII Am(pnpaMQ B KOTOPOM €CTb HEYTO POACTBEHHOE CTPOMHOM CTPOTOCTH
AHTHYHOTO MHpPa U HEeOKAaccuiusmy ['ere.”

16 For an overview of Nietzsche’s influence, see Bernice Rosenthal’s introduction to Nizetzsche in Russia (Princeton
University Press, 1986).
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Christian heavens. Medtner himself treats Zarathustra precisely in this fashion in a program note for a
1909 song recital (reproduced in Appendix B).

From Engel’s facetious description of both Scriabin and Medtner, it is clear which of the
two has received greater attention in the modern scholarly literature. Indeed, Scriabin has become
the face of musical Symbolism in Anglo-American musicology, while Medtner’s name is nearly
absent. The most important musicological monographs of Silver Age musical culture are Simon
Mortison’s Russian Opera and the Symbolist Movement and Richard Taruskin’s Defining Russia Musically,
neither of which offer more than a passing (and largely dismissive) mention of Medtner. The major
scholarly work on Medtner remains Christoph Flamm’s pioneering German-language dissertation,
Der russische Komponist Nikolaj Metner. Flamm was the first and to this point, only, musicologist to take
seriously Medtner’s relationship with Bely and to try to integrate Medtner into broader Symbolist
contexts.'” The intellectual historian, Rebecca Mitchell, has also examined the Medtner’s brothers in
the context of late-Imperial “musical metaphysics” in her Nzeszsche'’s Orphans.

Generally speaking, the widely held notion of Scriabin as the archetype of the Symbolist
composer has obscured the true historical picture. And yet, the central argument of my dissertation
is that Medtner is more representative of Symbolism’s main religious-aesthetic currents and that
Scriabin is something of an outlier and latecomer. Biographically speaking, this point is obvious.
Medtner was physically present in Moscow during the height of Symbolism as a movement, from

approximately 1903" to its fracturing in 1910. On the other hand, Scriabin left Russia at the start of

17 My dissertation builds directly on his work. Recently, an important collection of essays on Medtner has appeared:
Christoph Flamm and Wendelin Bitzan, eds., Nikolay Medtner: Music, Aesthetics, and Contexts (Olms Verlag, 2021). See also
Wendelin Bitzan’s dissertation on Medtner’s sonatas, available here: https://doi.org/10.25366/2019.15. In Russian,
there is an extensive literature on Emil Medtner and his publishing house Musaget, but the most significant recent
collection of work on Nikolay himself is E. B. Dolinskaya, ed., Huxkoaait Metuep: Hesabsrrere motramser, K 140-Aeturo
xommosuropa (Moscow Conservatory, 2021).

18 In 1903 the poetry of Bely, Blok, and Ivanov (and the music of Medtner) all appeared in print for the first time.
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1904 and moved back in 1910." That year produced the so-called “crisis of Symbolism,” in which
the poet Valery Bryusov defected from the movement with an essay balking at the idea that art
should be yoked to religion. Ivanov, Blok, and Bely all leapt to the defense of their ideals, with the
latter using Bryusov’s own words from earlier in the decade against him.”

The rapid rate of change in the first decade of the twentieth century means that one cannot
speak of the Russian music of 1903 in the same terms as 1913. Yet, scholars like Taruskin and
Morrison write about Medtner’s Op. 1 (1903) as if it should be in the style of Scriabin’s experiments
of a decade later to justify Bely’s praise of it as a major theurgic contribution to Symbolism. Taruskin
claims that the Medtner brothers were “the most conservative musical thinkers of the day,” when, in
1903, Medtner’s music was no less harmonically “advanced” than Scriabin’s. The latter composer
was eight years older and already well established as a Moscow conservatory professor by the time
Medtner graduated from the same conservatory. Bely in 1903 would not necessarily have imagined
that Scriabin would make such extraordinary harmonic innovations in ten years’ time. Taruskin adds
further confusion to the historical picture when he correctly identifies that the Medtner brothers
were “extremely influential among the literati of Moscow,” but then states that the only musicians
who made any effort to navigate the gulf between literature and music were Scriabin and Mikhail
Gnesin.”

In a 1906 article on Medtner, Bely acknowledged Scriabin’s great importance for new
Russian music, while still placing Medtner ahead.” But after Scriabin’s return home in 1910, his fame

in his native country began to increase exponentially as his exotically colorful music and personal,

19 The standard biography of Scriabin is Faubion Bowers, Scriabin: A Biography, Second Edition (Dover, 1996). For recent
perspectives on Scriabin’s music and mysticism, see Kenneth Smith and Vasilis Kallis, editors, Demystifying Scriabin
(Boydell, 2022).

20 All of these respective essays appear translated in Ronald Peterson, ed., The Russian Symbolists: An Anthology of Critical
and Theoretical Writings (Ardis, 19806).

21 Taruskin, Traditions, 780-81.

22 See Appendix A for text.
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syncretic esotericism was easy material for the newspapers. Insofar as Scriabin’s mysticism was not
rooted in Christianity, he was quite distant theologically from even Vyacheslav Ivanov—the
Symbolist who took up Sctiabin’s cause in 1913.” Indeed, Michael Wachtel argues that Ivanov
thought of Scriabin as an artist beyond the bounds of Symbolism, a “true post-Symbolist” for
breaking through the “limits” of art to which Symbolism itself adhered.”

Russian Symbolism is often misleadingly depicted as divided into two generations, with older
Symbolists interested in aestheticism and the younger generation (represented by Andrey Bely,
Vyacheslav Ivanov, Alexander Blok, and Nikolay Medtner) interested in mysticism. This division has
little basis in reality. For example, Valery Bryusov, despite being typically assigned to the first
generation and somewhat of a Francophile aesthete, was in fact the de facto leader of the junior
Symbolists, who were influenced by his mystically-charged programmatic essays outlining the
direction of Symbolism. They were also subject to his masterful organizational and promotional
skills. He controlled the primary Symbolist journal, Iibra, from 1904-1909 and the Muscovite Society
for Free Aesthetics from 1906. Within this latter society all major representatives of literature, visual
arts, and music mingled, lectured, and performed, including Medtner. Bely tried to get Emil Medtner
published in Iibra, but he ended up working for the rival contemporary arts journal The Golden Fleece
instead.

Bryusov, in his 1904 essay “Keys to the Mysteries,” declared that “art is what in other areas
we call revelation. Works of art are doors half-opened to Eternity.”® A year later he penned the
mystic Symbolists’ most iconic manifesto:

Let the poet create, not his books, but his own life. Let him keep the altar fire burning, like
Vesta’s fire, let him kindle a good bonfire, unafraid of burning himself and his life in it. We

23 See Rebecca Mitchell’s Nietzsche’s Onphans (Yale University Press, 2015), for an overview of Scriabin’s many
divergences from mainstream Symbolism (pgs. 98-99).

24 See Wachtel’s editorial commentary in Vyacheslav Ivanov, Selcted Essays, trans. Robert Bird, ed. Michael Wachtel
(Northwestern University Press, 2001), 312-13.

% Bryusov, “Keys to the Mysteries,” in Russian Symbolists, 62.
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throw ourselves on the altar of our divinity. Only a priest’s knife, cutting our breasts, gives
us the right to be called a poet.”

Bryusov’s exhortations are impressively vivid, showing the influence of Solovyov and
especially of Bely’s early essays. His colleagues—younger and older—explored more deeply the
religious and aesthetic implications of this mystical vision of artistic creation. From the very
beginning of Symbolism in Russia, artistic creation was reimagined as a religious act. The first
Russian writer to invoke Symbolism as a new literary movement, Dmitry Merezhkovsky (in his 1892
lecture “On the Reasons for the Decline and the New Currents in Contemporary Russian
Literature”), declared its three main elements to be “mystical contents, symbols, and a broadening of
artistic sensitivity.””” Merezhkovsky, often inexplicably lumped in with the eatlier, supposedly non-
mystical generation of Symbolists, was in fact one of Russia’s most influential religious philosophers.
He conveyed his apocalyptic doctrine of a “third testament” through his novels, poetry, and articles.
Desiring most of all to unite the humanity of paganism with the divinity of Christianity, he believed
that Christianity should not be restricted to just churchly matters, but should actively permeate all
areas of life. This “new religious consciousness” influenced Symbolists and other religious thinkers,
especially the young Andrey Bely (who lived with the Merezhkovskys at various points). Yet,
Merezhkovsky’s eventual abandonment of art for religion and his belief that radical action was
necessary in founding a new church would alienate most of his younger Symbolist colleagues—who
were keen to unite artistic and religious creative activity and who were typically reluctant to break
completely with Orthodoxy.

Bely and Ivanov, the two main theorists of Symbolism, derived its basis from the philosophy

of Solovyov. Most significantly, the latter postulated that there was no hard and fast distinction

26 Bryusov, “Holy Sacrifice,” in Symbolists, 69.
27 Merezhkovsky, “On the Reasons,” in Symbolists, 21. It would take over a decade from the point of this speech for
Symbolism to reach maturity and general recognition as a movement.
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between the material and the spiritual—that the spiritual can be directly perceived within the
material which embodies it. Material reality is ugly and perishable not because it is fundamentally
opposed to the ideal, but due to the imperfect embodiment of the ideal within it. Thus, in
Solovyov’s thinking, the perfect embodiment of the ideal or the divine within material reality would
“spiritualize” or transfigure it, rendering it perfect and immortal. This idea, which he called
“theurgy,” is an extension of the theological basis of Christ’s resurrection and transfiguration to all
of creation. Humanity participates in the creative project of theurgy by striving to more perfectly
embody the divine in the material artifacts of creation. Symbolist art is that which strives to instill
the eternal into the contingent, the spiritual into the material, the divine into the mundane.

While Medtner is unknown as a theorist of Symbolism, his 1935 book, The Muse and the
Fashion, should be considered a major Symbolist aesthetic treatise and the only one concerning
music in any depth.”® Symbolism was part of a broader resurgence of religious thought in Russia that
survived into the emigration. Many of the figures active in pre-Revolutionary symbolist-religious
circles emigrated after the Bolshevik revolution (or were forcibly exiled) and continued their
activities abroad, including Ivanov, the Medtners, their close friend Ivan Ilyin, and the Sophiologist
Sergius Bulgakov. Those who stayed included Blok (who died young in 1921), Bely (who died of
cerebral hemorrhage in 1934), and Pavel Florensky (who was murdered by the Soviets in 1937).
While Medtner’s book was commissioned and published originally by Rachmaninoff, it was reissued
by the YMCA-Press in Paris—the central organ of Russian religious thought abroad. That press was
headed by Nikolay Berdyaev, the most well-known religious philosopher abroad. Thus Medtnet’s

book must also be considered in the context of the development of Russian religious thought in

28 Nikolay Metner, Muza i moda (Tair, 1935). “Tair” was Sergey Rachmaninoff’s publishing company (named after the
first letters of his two daughters’ names). Rachmaninoff initially wanted to issue a new version of Emil Medtner’s 1912
book, Modernizm i mugyka, but Emil declined the offer claiming that his brother had supplanted him as a theorist. The
American musicologist Alfred Swan translated Medtner’s book into English in 1951 and published it as, The Muse and the
Fashion: being a defense of the foundations of the Art of Music (Haverford College Bookstore, 1951).
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exile.” Following in the footsteps of Solovyov, Bely, and Ivanov, Medtner defined “symbolism”
[cumBoAmanOCTB| in his book as the “mystical spiritual significance” of an artwork, claiming that
“genuine symbolism is not a type of artistic thought, but the degree of its spititual penetration.””

The main purpose of Medtner’s book is to develop a Symbolist theory of music as a
language capable of conveying mystical experience otherwise inexpressible in ordinary words—
similar to the Symbolists’ conception of poetic language. This musical language—rooted in tonality,
which Medtner viewed as the manifestation on earth of the heavenly song above—is capable of
producing magical and even spiritual effects upon the world when wielded by a composer deeply
attuned to the mystical sources of music within the soul. Unfortunately, in the English translation
much of Medtner’s thought is obscured by the poor word choice of the translator, Alfred Swan,
who clearly was not steeped in Symbolist religious aesthetics. When I provide quotations from the
book, I use my translations of the original Russian, which I provide in the footnotes alongside
citations to Swan’s translation.

Here I would like to briefly discuss two specific terms Medtner employs which are crucial to
his argument, yet which are translated so pootly that comprehension of the original meaning

>

becomes impossible. The first example is the word “zaklinat™ (and its noun form “zaklinanie”). This
word has a simple meaning of to “cast a spell” or to “make an incantation,” but it can also mean “to
conjure” or even “to exorcise.” At a general level it means to impose one’s will on the surroundings
through magical means.”' Medtner uses it in different contexts to mean all these things, but the

translator consistently renders it as “to exorcize” or “exorcism.” This choice fatally obscures the

primary usage of the term—to indicate the power of music to spellbind audiences and the power of

2 This is especially true given Medtner close relationship with the philosopher Ivan Ilyin—someone equally concerned
with the Christian basis of artistic creation.

30 Medtner, Muse, 128-129 (translation altered). “BeAp MOAAMHHAS CHMBOAUYHOCTD HE €CTh KAYECTBO MBICAH, A CTCIICHD
ee AYXOBHOH IIPOHUKHOBEHHOCTH.”

31T am grateful to Dr. Ivan Pogrebnyak for help with this discussion.
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good thematic material to “inspire” the basic harmonies and formulas of tonal music, transforming
them into powerful incantations.

The second example is, unfortunately, much more egregious as it relates to the fundamental
basis of Medtner’s entire theory of music as a language. Swan translates “smysl” as “sense” when it
should be rendered as “meaning.” Thus, over the entire course of the book, we read about the
“senses” of the musical language, rather than its “meanings,” ironically rendering a large portion of
the book completely nonsensical. Medtner built his theory of music as a language from the same
philosophical sources as Bely did in his many writings on poetic language and Symbolism. In short,
the “meanings” of the musical language are the building blocks of music and correspond roughly to
the words in a poem: Medtner’s reasoning is simple, since the musical language does not have
words, then it must deal directly with the “meanings” instead. He believed that a composer could
express mystical experience of the heavenly song through the musical language and the “meanings”
available to it, just like a poet could express that same experience through combinations of words.
Medtner created an entire musical theory to account for these “meanings,” which emerge from the
rules of tonal voice-leading.

Medtner defined the musical language in clear theological terms: “Just as man is the image
and likeness of God, so too the language of music is, as it were, the image and likeness of praise to
God.”” Composers effectively serve as mystics who possess a special awareness of this heavenly
music within their souls. This is the “original meaning” of music, and one which transforms the
varied history of musical practice into one divine language connecting all of humanity: “Only those

who value this connection are given mastery of the musical language,” and only through the sacred

% From unpublished notes written after Medtner completed his book. Original Russian text (with German translation) in
Flamm, Metner, 246-47. My translation.
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protection of this connection can musical art be created and endure.”” Over the centuries,
composers have gradually uncovered the rules and foundations of the musical language and thus
comprise a mystical community linked across space and time. Individually, composers, through quiet
contemplation and attunement to the soul, can incorporate glimpses of the heavenly music in the
form of inspired musical “themes” into their music. Drawing to some extent on Orthodox ascetic
mysticism, Medtner states that composers must constantly “tune” their inner “lyre” so as to be able
to intone music’s “elementary meanings.”*

Medtner’s emphasis on inner mystical experience as the true content of art is directly
prefigured by Bely’s definition of the symbol. This definition, heavily indebted to Solovyov’s
trinitarian Sophiology, relies on a triadic structure wherein the unity of two opposites is expressed by
way of a third thing.”” To Bely, every symbol is a “triad” (“abc””) made up of three components: an
“image of nature embodied in sound, color, and word” (“b”) which is manipulated so as to
completely express a subjective “experience” (“‘c”’)—this combination of outer image and inner
experience together makes an “indivisible creative unity” (“a”), which takes on its own independent
existence as a symbol.”* As Bely sums it up, a “symbol is an image transformed by experience.”
Symbolism in poetry is thus the expression of inner experience through the manipulation of images

(typically of nature), words, and sounds—which thus come to embody those experiences. Like

Medtner, Bely calls the inner mystical experience of the poet the “melodiousness” of the soul, or a

33 Medtner, Muse, 8 (translation altered). “ToABKO TOMY, KTO AOPOKHUT 9TOH CBA3BIO, AACTCH BAAACHIE MY3BIKAABHBIM
I3BIKOM», I TOABKO IIyTEM CBAILICHHOTO OXPAHEHHA 9TOH CBA3H MOTAO CO3AATBCH M OYACT KUBO My3BIKAABHOE
HCKyCCTBO.”

34 Medtner, Muse, 2 (translation altered).

% For example, in Solovyov’s system Christ is the union of the Logos with Sophia.

36 Andrey Bely, “Simvolizm,” in Arabeski (Moscow, Musaget, 1911), 245. This article was originally written as a lecture in
1909 and is accessible here: http://azlib.ru/b/belyj_a/text_14_1907_arabesky.shtml. “A mockoApky cuMBOA ecTs
00pas, IPETBOPCHHBII IIEPEKUBAHIECM, IIOCTOABKY CUMBOAUCTBI YKA3bIBAFOT HA TPOUCTBEHHOE HAYAAO CHMBOAQ; BCAKUI
CHMBOA €CTh TpuaAa “abc”, rae “a” -- HEAGAUMOE TBOPYECKOE EAMHCTBO, M KOTOPOM COYETAIOTCA ABA cAaraemeie (“b”
00pa3 IPUPOABI, BOITAOIICHHEIH B 3BYKE, KPACKe, CAOBE, U “‘C”’ IIEPEKUBAHIE, CBODOAHO PACIIOAATAFOIIEE MATEPUAA
3BYKOB, KPACOK B CAOB, YTOOBI 3TOT MATEPHAA BCECLIEAO BBIPA3HA IICPCKUBAHHCE). ..”
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“music-generated vision”—which must be given form by being clothed in words, sounds, and
images:”’

The Symbolist is one who involuntarily beholds the very inspiration of poetry in a
music-generated vision; in this he coincides with the Romantic.

The Symbolist is one who encloses a music-generated phenomenon, this flesh of his
song, in a strong word. And that is why he stands for the strong forged word with all his
soul; this forged-ness of the word permits him to be a Classic.

The Symbolist is one who, for the strength and forged-ness of the word, will not
surrender the wordlessness and namelessness of the melodies that sound within him—just as
he is one who, in the name of these soulful stirrings, will not betray the beautiful sound of
the word, taken on its own.™

The Symbolist carefully balance the Romantic’s deep attunement to the musical-mystical movements
of the soul with the formal sophistication achieved through the mastery of Classical methods. A
powerful mystical vision needs a “strong word” to be properly conveyed.

What is astounding, and heretofore unnoticed, is the great extent to which Bely here
prefigures the main points of Medtner’s book, written over two decades later. Just like Bely, Medtner
experienced mystical visions of music within his soul (what he called the initial or heavenly song)
from which he acquired his thematic ideas. These must then be embodied in musical form and
clothed in harmony—the forms and harmonies of which must be organically derived from the
practice of the greatest Classical masters. Medtner’s refusal to abandon tonality emerges directly

from Bely’s desire to “stand for the strong forged word with all his soul”:

Musical content is ineffable. Musical form is nothing other than musical content directed to
our musical consciousness.... The ineffable content of music, indefinable through words,

371 summarize Bely’s discussion of this topic in his crowning essay on Symbolism as an artistic method, the article “O
simvolizme,” which he published in the first issue of Musaget’s magazine Trudy i dni (Jan-Feb 1912). This article is
reproduced with editorial notes in Yu. K. Gerasimov, ed., Literaturnye manifesty i deklaratsii russkogo modernigma: Nanchnoe
uzdanie (Pushkinsky Dom, 2017), 430-446. See especially 436-38.

3 Andrey Bely, “O simvolizme,” in Manifesty, 438. “CHMBOAHCT--3TO TOT, KTO CAMOE BAOXHOBCHBE TIOI3HH
HEIPOU3BOABHO BUAHT B MY3BIKOH IIOPOKACHHOM BUACHIH; B 3TOM OH COBIIAAAET C POMAaHTHKOM. CHMBOAHCT--9TO TOT,
KTO MY3BIKOH IIOPOKACHHOE ABACHBE, 9Ty ITAOTh €IO IIECHH, 3aKAIOYACT B KPEIIKOE CAOBO. M IIOTOMYy-TO 32 Kperkoe
KOBAHHOE CAOBO OH CTOHT BCEH AYIIIOZ; 9Ta KOBAHHOCTb CAOBA IIO3BOASICT €My H OBITh KAACCHKOM. CHMBOAHCT--9TO TOT,
KTO 32 KPEIIKOCTh M KOBAHHOCTb CAOBA HE OTAACT HECCAOBECHOCTH, OEC3BIMAHHOCTI €My 3BYYAIIHX MCAOAUI, KaK U TOT,
KTO BO MIMfA 3THX BOAHEHII HE IIPEAACT ITPEKPACHOM 3BYIHOCTH CAOBA, B3ATOI camoe 1o cebe.” Here Bely relies on the
antinomian logic of Christological theology—in the person of Christ is combined someone one-hundred percent God
(“Word”) with someone one-hundred percent Man (“Flesh”). Christ thus exists as the union of those two persons. This
is the theological origin of Bely’s definition of the artistic symbol.
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demands the most clear-cut form in sounds.... The content of Beethoven’s symphonies,

inexpressibly irrational to the point of intoxication, has become accessible to our musical

consciousness thanks to the divine clarity, the precision of musical form.”

Artistic contents must be expressed in and through form—but what exactly are these
contents? For both Bely and Medtner, the inner perturbations of the soul from which artistic
content emerged were ineffably musical in nature. For Bely, this music was concretely expressed in
the rhythms of poetry—in the movement of words and images rather than in themselves. For
Medtner, intuited snatches of the soul’s melody must be used as thematic material to be developed
in compositions. Thus, the musical theme contains a glimpse of ineffable mystical experience, that
shard of Eternity, the divine within the material. The artist cannot invent themes, but can only
experience them in mystical visions. To facilitate this transmission, the artist must sit patiently,
absorbed in silent contemplation like an ascetic: “Every artist learns primarily from themes that
appear to him in silence. If silence does not reveal anything to him, then he learns nothing.”*
Musical themes are theurgic—they embody that “higher,” divine meaning and thus spiritualize the
musical language’s mundane effable meanings. Medtner writes, that “the most primary, fundamental,
supreme ‘meaning’ of music” is the theme, which is both the “kernel” of form and its “principal
content.” The development of the theme is “the opening up of the kernel, as it were, into the form
of the entire musical composition.”* And, here, Medtner has hit on a precise musical analogue of

Bely’s definition of the symbol. Like it, the musical theme unites form and content into an

“indivisible creative unity” that exists in itself, distinct from either form or content specifically.

% Medtner, Muse, 123 (translation altered). “MyssikarpHOE coaepikaHue ecTb Heckazyemoe. MysbikaabHas popMa ecTb
HHYTO HMHOE, KAK My3BIKAABHOC COACPZKAHUE, OOPAILEHHOE K HAILIEMY My3BIKAABHOMY CO3HaHHIO. .. Heckasyemocts
MY3BIKAABHOTO COACP/KAHHSA, HEOIIPEACAMMOCTD €I0O C IIOMOIIBIO CAOB, TPeOyeT HaHOOAEE OTICTAHBOI (DOPMBI B
3Bykax. ... Coaeprxanme xe BerxoBeHCKHX cM(OHHIA, HECKA3YEMO-UPPALIHOHAABHOE AO OC3YMUS, CTAAO AOCTYIIHBIM
HAIIIEMY MY3BIKAABHOMY CO3HAHHIIO DAAroAapa OOKECTBEHHOM ACHOCTH, YETKOCTH My3BIKAABHOH (hOpMBL.”

40 Medtner, Muse 44 (translation altered).

4 Medtner, Muse, 43 (translation altered). “CocraBAasiss cXeMy OCHOBHEIX CMBICAOB My3BIKAABHOTO SI3bIKA, 5, KOHCUHO, HE
MOT TIO3BOAHTE CeOe IIOMECTHTD B HEHCAMBIH ITEPBHYHBIE, OCHOBHOM, BEPXOBHBIH «CMBICA» MY3BIKIT — TEMY,
ABAAFOIIYIOCH 36PHOM (DOPMBI, TAABHEIM COACPKAHUEM €€, U PA3BUTHUE TEMBI, IPEACTABAAIOIICE CODOM KaK ObI
PACKpBITHE 3€PHA, TO €CTh POPMBI BCEI'O COYMHEHNA.”
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Medtner’s position as a leading Symbolist composer (and Bely’s attempt to forefront him as
such in three articles on the composer) was forestalled in the contemporary public imagination and
in later academic scholarship for three reasons, or what I identify as pervasive critical biases: The
first is the Modernist Bias: As early as 1906 Medtner was dismissed by critics as being born fifty
years too late, as a holdover from the nineteenth century. To such critics, his music offers no value
to historiographical accounts prioritizing new developments of musical styles and compositional
techniques. That this view still stands today is tellingly revealed by the manner in which Richard
Taruskin managed to sneak Medtner into his monumental Oxford History of Western Music (complete
with a score example!). In Taruskin’s account Medtner appears as a representative of a stile antico—as
part of a coterie of composers who persisted writing tonally to ensure popular success with
audiences.”

However, Medtner most certainly did not stick to tonality out of a desire for popular success
(which he never much had), but out of those deeply held beliefs about the religious basis of art
shared among the Symbolists. Indeed, from Medtner’s perspective, his firm commitment to tonality
as the truly communal language of humanity cost him any chance of popularity among European
audiences. Especially after his emigration in 1921, the reality was precisely the opposite: those
modernists who had abandoned tonality were heavily promoted by modernist critics and
programmed by conductors who wanted to attract audiences through novelty or notoriety. While
audiences at large may have preferred to have the classics in their symphony subscriptions, if they
were going to be subjugated to new music, then the latest modernist sensation was vastly preferrable
to a new tonal composition with no chance of scandale. Indeed, in 1925, Medtner’s publisher

Zimmermann, after stating that his payments will need to be dramatically reduced, wrote, “In

42 Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music: Music in the Early Twentieth Century (Oxford University Press,
2010), 555-558.
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introducing your music, we are currently suffering especially from the fact that the current fashionable
trends in music still require #he most modern direction,” and that in most countries, “all still stand for the
direction of Stravinsky.”* Zimmermann then proceeds to “advise” Medtner that he should petform
more, engage in more teaching, popularize his music in broader musical circles, consult with
Rachmaninoff, and to stop sending him songs. To a composer who wrote in the “st#le antico” and
who did not already possess world-wide fame like his friend Rachmaninoff, there was effectively no
available path to success in the European music “industry” without pursuing the latest modernist
fashions. From Medtner’s perspective, it was precisely the modernists who betrayed their values, and
music in general, by selling out to the box office, rather than those who persevered with the tonal
language.* His case is a great counterexample to the thesis common in music historiography and
promulgated here by Taruskin that those composers who stuck with tonality did it for the sake of
popularity or commercial success, while the modernists who believed in their art suffered neglect.

Given that Symbolism is considered a modernist literary movement by present day scholars,
Medtner could certainly be labelled as such. However, to the composer the word “modernism”
denoted quite literally the exact opposite of what he understood true, Symbolic art to be: i.e.,
“modernist” music was secularized, individualized, commercialized music intended to appeal to
changing tastes and fashions and devoid of a true relationship to the divine, collective foundations
of music. As he defined the term in his book:

What is “modernism”? — The fashion for fashion.* “Modernism” is the silent agreement of

an entire age to banish the muse, the former inspirer and teacher of poets and musicians, and
in her place to recognize fashion as the absolute mistress and sovereign judge.** But since

# Letter from Zimmermann to Medtner from which the latter quoted in a letter to Rachmaninoff from 15 Dec 1925.
See Metner, Pis'ma, 313-316. Emphasis added. Zimmermann’s company was suffering from the collapse of the German
economy in 1923.

# There is a recent body of literature on the interrelation between modernism, commetcialism, and fashion. In short, the
fabled modernist disdain for popular audiences was often part of an elitist pose meant to draw a different kind of
audience—high society.

4 The Russian word for fashion, “moda,” is also the root of the word for modernism, “modernizm.”

4 Here “mistress” is used in its older sense of a female master. Medtner understands “fashion” to be a female entity like
the muse herself.
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only that which is generated by fashion goes out of fashion, modernists find themselves
eternal victims of her caprices and betrayals, victims forever condemned by her to
epigonism. Fear of this epigonism compels the cowardly artist to run after fashion, but she
cunningly never stops running, always leaving him behind."’
Medtner’s feminine “Muse”—the “inspirer and teacher of poets and musicians”—is a goddess-like
figure who has her roots in Solovyov’s popularization of Sophia (Divine Wisdom) as an artistic
muse. She is a divine-human figure (identified as female in the Old Testament Wisdom books) who
instills in humanity the ability to participate in God’s creation and guides the artist in the practices
necessary for the spiritualization of artist material, enabling theurgic creation. The female figure of
“fashion” is clearly based on the “whore of Babylon” in Revelation (and in the Wisdom books) who
leads humanity astray. Medtner’s condemnation of modernism was largely prefigured by similar
arguments made by Bely and Emil in the first decade of the century.” Bely especially attacked those
who advocated for the complete rejection of all past forms of art in favor of the creation of entirely
new forms meant to force the spiritual evolution of humanity. As he wrote in a heated debate with
Berdyaev from 1908:
If [Berdyaev] does not see signs of the union of spirit with flesh in living historical reality, his
words are dead.... If heavenly truth is revealed to man at the price of renouncing the world,
if it demands of us that we go into another dimension, we indignantly reject such a
demand.... If Berdyaev were an artist, he would understand that what has been judged for
millennia cannot be scraped out with a pen.*”

The second critical bias which has dogged Medtner’s legacy is the Secularist Bias: until

recently, musicologists showed little interest in the heady mysticism and proliferating esotericism of

47 Medtner, Muse, 100 (translation altered). Uro Takoe «moaepHI3M»Y? — MoAa Ha MOAY. «MOAEPHI3M» €CTh MOAYAAHBOE
COTAQIIIEHHE I[EAOTO ITOKOACHHA — H3THATH MY3Y, IIPEKHIOI0 BAOXHOBUTEABHHILY U YIUTEABHHUILY II09TOB 1
MY3BIKAHTOB, M BMECTO Hee IIPU3HATH MOAY, KAK HECOTPAHIYCHHYIO BAAABIMHILY M BEPXOBHOTO cyAbro. Ho Tak kak u3
MOABI BEIXOAHT AHIIIb TO, 9TO €FO K€ IIOPOKACHO, TO MOACPHUCTHI OKa3bIBAFOTCHA BEUYHBIMH KEPTBAMI €€ KAIIPU30B U
H3MEH, KEPTBAMH, IIOCTOAHHO OOPEUCHHBIME CIO Ha SIINTOHCTBO. BOA3HB 9TOrO SIIMIOHCTBA 3aCTABAACT TPYCAHBOIO
XYAOKHIKA OE#KaTh 32 MOAOM, 4 OHA, KOBAPHASN, HE OCTAHABAHBAACH HA OEIY CBOEM, OCTABASACT €O BCETAA IO3aAN CEOSL.

48 Emil Medtner began his polemical attacks on modernism in 1907 with articles in the Golden Fleece targeting Max Reger
and Richard Strauss. The Medtners toured Germany in 1907 and were horrified by the latest works of those composers.
4 Bely, “Kammenaya ispoved,” Russkaya mys/’ (July 1908). Accessed:
http://azlib.ru/b/belyj_a/text_1908_kamennaya_ispoved.shtml.
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late-Imperial Russia—even Scriabin was routinely dismissed as crazy or delusional, and his
theosophical system was intentionally ignored. Similarly, Richard Taruskin dismissed Bely’s articles
on Medtner as irrelevant for understanding the actual music precisely because of Bely’s conflation of
music and religion.” Likewise, Simon Motrison (as recently as 2019) dismissed Bely’s writings—
specifically his first essay on Medtner and theurgy—as a “caricature of serious religious thought.””'
To Morrison, Bely’s discussions of the symbol “become tangled” with “fantasies of
transubstantiation, magical spells, and occult practices.””* Ada Steinberg claims that the word
“music” for the Symbolists must mean something different than that heard in a concert hall, because
“as soon as the Russian Symbolists touch upon the theme of religion in art, they immediately get
onto music, and vice versa, when speaking of music, they cannot refrain from broaching the subject
of religion.” Yet, as the example of Medtner shows, one can understand music in generalized
religious terms while simultaneously cultivating a profound understanding of the specificity of its
craft. “Music” for the Symbolists was both the real art and a symbol for the religious language of the
ineffable without contradiction. Clearly, many scholars of Russian literature and music seem
unwilling to take the esoteric religious foundations of Symbolism setiously, or even refuse to engage
with them at all—a considerable issue given the fact that the Symbolists themselves viewed their
artistic creations as part of their religious philosophy, and expressive of mystical experiences.

The third critical bias is the Nationalist Bias: the difficulty of fitting Medtner into established
narratives of the development of the Russian national style meant that he was often ignored as an

actual German only incidentally living in Russia—or as a product of the “Germanic” music

conservatories, and thus not worthy of scholarly attention. Such a fate also befell such popular

50 Taruskin, Russian Traditions, 1, 781.

St Morrison, Symbolist Movement, 8. Elsewhere he describes theurgic Symbolism as a kind of “hallucination.”

52 Mortrison, 4.

53 Ada Steinberg, Word and Music in the Novels of Andrey Bely (Cambridge University Press, 1982). This book contains some
unfortunate errors in its description of Bely’s relationship with the Medtners.
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composers as Tchaikovsky and Rachmaninoff in the middle of the twentieth century. Even during
his own time, critics puzzled over exactly what makes Medtner’s music “Russian’ and often
expressed puzzlement about why he composed in “Germanic” styles. The result was that Medtner
earned the common epithet, “Russian Brahms.” The Petersburg modernist critic Vyacheslav
Karatygin even claimed in 1913 that no one occupied a “more isolated place” in contemporary
Russian music than Medtner—due to his support of the “German Classical tradition.””* From the
very beginning of his career critics could not account for Medtner’s place in Russian musical history,
and modern scholarship has largely perpetuated this failure. My primary goal with the present study
is to show that Medtner does deserve a place in Russian music history and that it is quite an
important one.

The primary historiographical thesis of my dissertation is that Medtner was not only
influenced by Russian Symbolism, but should be considered as the major musical member of their
ranks. I substantiate this thesis from three different angles. Chapter One, “Symbolist Song: Nikolay
Medtner, Andrey Bely, and Maria Olenina-d’Alheim,” concerns the importance of art song for
Medtner, the Symbolists, and in the history of Russian music at that time. The singer Maria Olenina-
d’Alheim was credited as the first genuine, accomplished chamber singer in Russia by Mily Balakirev
and Cesar Cui. She was the first in Russia to perform entire programs of lieder and gave sustained
attention to specific composers and poets. Furthermore, she cultivated a novel performance style
centered around affective declamatory singing and gesture, highlighting the meaning of the poetry
and the nuances of the musical setting. Olenina-d’Alheim thus established the basic performance
conditions required for the difficult, yet captivating songs of one of her greatest admirers—Nikolay
Medtner—one of the few contemporary composers whose music she sang. I show how Medtner

created a Symbolist style of song composition with an ear to the nuanced declamation of the poetic

54 Karatygin’s review is reproduced in Flamm, Mezner, 305.
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text, while simultaneously integrating his own vision of the poem’s deeper meaning into the
accompaniment by way of sophisticated thematic techniques typically associated with abstract
musical forms. Another one of Olenina-d’Alheim’s great admirers was Medtner’s friend, Andrey
Bely, who formed something of a cult around her and wrote about her several times (including in his
first ever published article). The singer played a major role in Bely’s early elaboration of his
Symbolist theory and inspired him to dream of a type of religious mystery based not in theater or
opera, but in song. Bely defined song as “the most Symbolic art” and maintained that Medtner’s
song settings and Olenina’s performances were pinnacles of Symbolist culture—song lies at the very
core of how Bely conceptualized Symbolism itself. Overall, I argue that song should be considered
the main vehicle of Symbolist musical expression, due to the way in which it unites word and
music—exemplified by Medtner’s large corpus of song in which the he articulated his mystical
beliefs the same way his Symbolists colleagues did: through the musicalization of poetry.

Chapter Two, “Revealing Divine Sophia: Nikolay Medtner as Theurgist,” explores Bely’s
writings on Medtner, especially his early essay “On Theurgy” from 1903. He makes Medtner out to
be a “theurgist,” i.e., someone who transforms artistic creation into a religious act—one capable of
spiritualizing earthly reality by bringing divine elements down into the phenomenal world. Bely
borrows his notion of theurgy from Vladimir Solovyov, who placed the concept at the center of his
philosophy of the divinization of humanity. In this philosophy, humanity continues the creative
work of God under the watchful supervision of Sophia—a divinely-human mediator who acts as a
muse guiding human artistic creation and as the symbolic object of human art. For Solovyov and
Bely, Sophia represents the perfect humanity of Christ, and what all humans must strive to become.
Theurgy is thus the reconceptualization of all human artistic and cultural creation as religious work
oriented towards God. I demonstrate how Bely interpreted Medtner’s music in theurgic and

Sophiological terms in his letters and essays. In particular, I am the first to note that within his essay,
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“On Theurgy,” Bely offers an explicitly Sophiological reading of Medtner’s first published opus—
arguing that Medtner reveals the Face of Sophia in his music. I also showcase how Medtner himself
took up the mantle of theurgy, using the word himself to describe his music. In the first decade of
the century, the composer explicitly worked on a ““T'heurgische Tondichtung’ for piano quintet which
attempted to harness the power of Christ’s words for music. While Medtner only completed his
quintet in the late 1940s (having dropped the word “theurgic”), this should not be interpreted as his
abandonment of the concept. Instead, as I demonstrate here, much of Medtner’s 1935 book draws
directly on Bely’s theurgic and Sophiological conception of art as a mystical act.

Chapter Three, “East or West?: Uniting German Art and Orthodox Religion, ” examines a
crucial, yet productive, question that preoccupied Medtner and Bely and determined their artistic
trajectory. Like many other Russian intellectuals of their day, they inherited the nineteenth-century
debate between the Slavophiles and Westernizers over whether Russia should integrate into
European modernity or, instead, embrace a Christian nationalism based on the communal
Orthodoxy of the Russian folk. Yet, Medtner and the Symbolists chose neither of these options.
Instead, following Solovyov’s lead, they placed a vision of universal Christianity at the core of their
conception of artistic creation—a vision that demanded the union of East and West. They
understood that Western art, music, and philosophy possesses a universal import which Russia could
not ignore—while nevertheless elevating Russia as the last great reservoir of divine truth and
mystical power in the face of a rapidly modernizing world. Bely’s philosophical and aesthetic
writings are entrenched in German idealist philosophy, and he was a great lover of German music
and culture; however, he believed that the contemporary West had largely destroyed the religious
basis of art and replaced it with a cult of pure form. To both Bely and Medtner, Russia must rescue
the cultural heritage of the West by uniting it with the mystical practices cultivated in the East. As an

example, I explore Goethe’s importance for Symbolism from two angles. The German poet’s use



27

(along with Heine) of a poetic meter known in Russia as the dolnik—a meter more rhythmically free
than standard syllabo-tonic verse but closer to traditional meters than purely accentual verse—was
highly influential on Russian Symbolist poets and the latest developments in versification. The
Symbolists sought to expand the metrical and rhythmic forms available to them and looked to the
German canon for inspirational models. Bely described the cultivation of the dolnik as one of
Symbolism’s premiere accomplishments and directly attributed its use to German influence. I
demonstrate how Medtner’s settings of dolniks by Goethe, Heine, and Bely reveal his deep
engagement with contemporary versification trends and his sensitivity to the shifting rhythms of
chosen poems. This engagement with historical metrics allows me to illuminate Medtner’s
idiosyncratic career trajectory and compositional choices. Furthermore, the Russian Symbolists used
Goethe’s writings to express their own religious aesthetics. Medtner in particular shaped his mystical
vision of art as the transfiguration and resurrection of life (what the Symbolists later called
“zhiznetvorchestvo” or “life-creation”) through the selection and setting of Goethe’s poetry. Yet,
his use of German poetry, combined with the fact of his German ancestry, curtailed Medtner’s
public appeal and distorted his reputation among critics. He was branded as a proponent of that
musical Germanism which Russian music had rebelled against. Nevertheless, I argue that this
perception of Medtner as a pure Westernizer is incorrect—Medtner, along with other Symbolists,
believed that Russia must embrace the humanly heights of Western culture and religion in order to
restore it to its propetly divine foundation—in the process enabling Russian culture to assume
universal significance. Unlike the Westernizers, proper, this new Slavophilism rejected much of
modern Western culture as too beholden to secular individualization and commercialism. Medtnet’s
art must thus be understood within the Symbolists’ multifaced Slavophile intellectual inheritance and

not as a rejection of Russia.
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Chapter 1. Symbolist Song: Nikolay Medtner, Andrey Bely, and Maria Olenina-
d’Alheim

Right here she stands and sings—in pale blue—the pale blue bird of Eternity. We have not
felt such surprise for a long time—we rejoice. Now we are delighted. She hypnotized us. She
has #ransgressed the boundaries of singing and has become more than a singer: she is a special
kind of spiritual guide. She sang songs that no one else sings. She sang in such a way that we
were constantly face to face with our own depths. She sang the very best songs—songs from
the deep.

—Andrey Bely (1902)"

The greatest joy in the perception of a musical work is the unexpected encounter with
forgotten images of eternity. If these encounters are in themselves only momentary, if the
images of eternity are not in themselves eternal, then this instantaneous recollection, through
the perception of music, is nevertheless of infinitely greater value than the instantaneous

entertainment that makes us forget even more firmly what has already been forgotten.
—Nikolay Medtner (1935)

Maria Olenina-d’Alheim’s 1901-02 song recitals created a sensation in Moscow. This
singer—the first genuine “chamber singer” in Russia—cultivated an intensely expressive style of
declamatory singing capable of transforming simple lieder into vehicles of profound emotion.” Her
performances of Schubert turned the venerable champion of Russian musical nationalism, Vladimir
Stasov, to tears:

How could the soul not awaken in everyone—even the most indifferent, most hardened, or

most ordinary person—when this incomparable Russian singer repeated with fiery rapture
the great musical words of the great Franz Schubert: “My heart is yours, my heart is yours,

! Andrey Bely, “Pevitsa,” Mir iskusstra 11 (Dec 1902). “T'ah mpr?.. OTkyAa MBI CMOTPUM®B U BUAUMB APYI'D APyIar..
TOABKO BOTH CTOUT U IOETH OHA Bb 6A'1E,AHor0Ay60MI> - 6A13AHOFOAy6aH rruma Bbusrocrn... AaBHO MBI He YAUBASAHCH
u He papoBaAnck. Tereps Mbl Bocxuinaaucs. OHa 3arunHoTu3nposaa nack. OHa npecmyniia rpanuiml wbHis u crasa
6oabrre wbye nbeuneit: ora ocobaro poaa dyxvsran pyxosodumensnuya. Ona whaa taxis mwbcum, kakis HukTO He HOCT.
Oma wbaa Taks, 4ToGB MBI IOCTOAHHO GBIAU AULIOMD Kb ALY Cb Hamieil rayounoit. Ona whaa ayuruis mberu-~arberm
ommyoa.”

2 Medtner, Muse, 132. Translation altered. “HanGoAbItiei paAOCTBIO B BOCIIPUATHE My3HIKAABHOTO IIPOU3BCACHHSA
ABAACTCA HEOKMAAHHASA BCTPEda € 3a0BITBHIMU 0OpaszaMu BeYHOCTH. ECAM BCTpedH 5TH camMu IO ceOe AUIIb MTHOBCHHE,
ecAr 0Opa3bl BEYHOCTH CaMu IO cebe He BEYHBI, TO BCE K€ 3TO MTHOBEHHOE BOCIIOMUHAHHE B BOCIIPHUATHH MY3BIKI
IIPEACTABASAET COOOFO OECKOHEUHO GOABILNYIO LIEHHOCTD, YEM MIHOBEHHOE PA3BACYCHIE, 3ACTABASIOLICE HAC CIIE
IIpovHee 3a06ITh Oe3 Toro yixe 3adnrroe.”

3 For an account of Olenina’s career with extensive quotations from her notebooks and concert reviews, see Alexander
Tumanov, The Life and Artistry of Maria Olenina-d’Albeim, trans. Christopher Barnes (University of Alberta Press, 2000).
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2

and forever — forever!..” (“Ungeduld”). How could any listener that evening not be deeply
moved when Madame Olenina-d’Alheim, herself deeply moved, sang Schubert’s dark, tragic
words in his wonderful picture of the young man in love making his last will: “And when I

’9’

am gone, bury me in a grave of green turf—my beloved loves the color green so muchl..
(“Die liebe Farbe™).*

Stasov lamented how Olenina lived in Paris with her husband (the musicologist and occultist Pierre
d’Alheim), thus depriving Russia of its greatest singer after Chaliapin. The d’Alheims gained fame
for their dedication and earnest to the promotion of Russian music in France and Belgium through
their joint lecture-recitals devoted solely to Musorgsky’s songs and arias. After these 1896-97
“conferences” she set her sights on her homeland. Yet, it seemed Russia was not ready for Russian
song, and her friend, Mily Balakirev, urged her not to risk a concert tour there, claiming that Russian
audiences would not be interested in song recitals or in Musorgsky.” Her voice was not suited for the
operatic virtuosity in demand at the time, and her popularity was restricted to those who appreciated
her intense vocal and gestural expressionism. Nevertheless, in late 1901 she realized her desire to
perform in Russia and attracted what we today would be called a “cult following”—quite literally so
in the account of an anonymous reviewer:

Madame Olenina-d’Alheim has succeeded in forming around herself a whole crowd of

inspired parishioners here in Moscow; with each concert this crowd of parishioners grows more

and more—the day is not far off when only those with antediluvian notions will be able to
ignore the magic of her singing.’

# Vladimir Stasov, “Po povodu kontsertov G-zhe Oleninoy-d’al’geim,” Novosti i berghevaya gazeta 341 (Dec 1902).
Accessed: http://azlib.ru/s/stasow_w_w/text_1902_po_povodu_concertov_oleninoy.shtml. Slightly abridged from:
“Eirtte 6BI AyIIIE HE IIPOCHYTHCSA Y BCEX, ¥ CAMBIX PABHOAYILHBIX, ¥ CAMBIX 32CKOPY3ABIX, y CAMBIX IIPO3AUKOB, KOTAQ
HECPABHCHHAs PYCCKas [IEBULA ITIOBTOPSAA C OTHEHHBIM YIIOCHUEM BEAUKHE MY3BIKAABHBIEC CAOBA BeAnKoro ®paniia
[Iy6epra: «T'ebe Moe ceparie, Tebe MOe CepAlie, 1 HaBekn — HaBceraal.» (pomanc «Ungeduld»). Erre 651 Bcem
CAVILIATEASIM 8 TOT Bedep He OBITh IAYDOKO IOTPACEHHBIME, KOTAa r-ka OAeHIHA-A’AABIEIIM, CaMa AO TAYOMHEBI AYIIH
IIOTPACCHHAA, IIPOUZHOCHAA MPAYHBIE, Tparudeckue cAoBa Toro ke Ppanrma [Ilybepra, B ero uyaecHOIl KapTHHE
BAFODACHHOTO FOHOIIIH, IIPOM3HOCAIIETO CBOe 3aBernanwe: «/1 koraa MeHs He OYAET, IOXOPOHUTE MCHSA B MOTHAE

13 3eACHOTO ACPHA, — MO BO3AFODACHHAA TaK AFOONT 3eAcHbIi 1Bet!.. He craBpre HAAO MHOFO YepHOrO Kpecra,

HE KAQAUTE Ha HEE BECCABIX IIBETOB, MO BO3AFOOACHHAA Tak AFOOUT 3eAcHsri mBetl..» («Die liebe Farbey).”

5 See Balakirev’s letters to Olenina in Tumanov, Olenina, 85-96.

¢ Quoted in Stasov, “Po povodu.” “I'-sxe OAeHHHON-A’ AABIEHIM YALAOCH COBAATH BOKPYT cebs, y Hac B MOCKBE, LIEAVIO
TOAITY BOOAYILIEBACHHBIX IIPUXOKAH; C KAXKABIM KOHIIEPTOM BCe Ooace 1 HOAee PACTET 5Ta TOAIA IPUXOKAH, H HEAAACK
TOT ACHB, KOTAQ TOABKO AIOAU C AOIIOTOITHBIMU IIOHATHUAMH OYAYT CITOCOOHBI OTMAXUBATHCHA OT BOAIIEOCTBA €€ TeHus.”

Emphasis added.
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Among this enlightened crowd of “parishioners” in 1902 stood two young figures who were
deeply affected by Olenina’s artistry and who would go on to become closely associated with her
activities after she moved back to Moscow a few years later: Nikolay Medtner and Andrey Bely.
Bonding over a mutual appreciation of Olenina’s singing style—one which emphasized the
expressiveness and musical qualities of the poetic text—they each placed song at the center of their
respective artistic practices. Bely elaborated his theory of Symbolism with references to Olenina,
declared song to be the “most symbolic” art, and intentionally infused his poetry and prose with
heightened melodiousness and rhythmic variety.” In his song compositions, Medtner sought to
reveal the rhythms and intonations of the lyric in his rhythmically elastic, declamatory vocal parts,
paired with fully developed accompaniments capable of providing an independent commentary on
the poem.

Olenina’s appearances on the Muscovite stage at the beginning of the century had a
profound effect on the development of Russian Symbolism. After her recitals in autumn 1902,
Medtner praised Olenina in a letter to Emil, placing her in the company of his idol, the pianist Josef
Hofmann.” Meanwhile Bely dashed off a concert “review” (quoted above) that amounted to a
description of mystical visions he experienced under Olenina’s spell. This was his first published
article and contains core ideas which would recur in Bely’s writings over the next several years—
namely the deification of Eternity and the idea that the eternal can be revealed and embodied in art.
Here, the future celebrated modernist author of Pefersburg was captivated by Olenina’s performances
of Glinka, Schubert, Schumann, and Musorgsky. His description reads like the religious awakening

of a young man suffering from existential despair:

7 See Andrey Bely, “Smysl iskusstva,” in Simvolizm (Moscow: Musaget, 1911), section VI. Accessible here:
http://azlib.ru/b/belyj_a/text_08_1907_simvolizm.shtml.

8 Medtner, Pis'ma, 39. Hofmann was a key promoter of Medtnet’s early music, especially of his first piano sonata.
Medtner’s other youthful idol was Arthur Nikisch, under whom he performed Chaikovsky’s first piano concerto in 1902.
Bely would also write in ecstatic terms about Nikisch in his 1904 essay, “The Mask” (Mystica! Essays, 30-31). Emil wrote a
short pamphlet entitled, Meister Nikisch, in 1921, shortly before the conductor’s death.
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Old songs returned to us—echoes of forgotten but significant things (“Echos du temps passe”).’
We rested, remembering our youth, inhaled the fresh “aroma of graceful roses” that flared up
in the snow-white fog. Oh, how we understood the radiant velvet of these words [from
Glinka’s famous romance “The sweetness of being near you”]:

“Unexpected, wondrous star

“You appeared before me

“And illuminated by life...

“Shine, show me the way,

“Lead to inaccessible happiness...”
...Only now, after a long series of years, does the meaning of Glinka’s romance grow before
our spiritual gaze. And these days “Without Sun,” with their dull boredom of flat aimlessness,
turning into the “Songs and Dances of Death”—hasn’t all this beseeched our hearts so that we
may finally wake up to the restrained horror of Schubert’s and Schumann’s melancholy and
from this horror call out to God?"

This impressionistic description glaringly reveals the extent to which Bely’s artistic formation, along
with that of Medtner and Russian Symbolism at large, emerged from a deep, creative engagement
with the great European cultural traditions of the pasz. Symbolism is now referred to by literary
scholars as the first flowering of modernism in Russia, yet the movement was equally captivated by
the eternal as by the purely novel." They wanted, in Baudelaire’s famous formulation, “to distill the
eternal from the transitory.”"

Bely experienced this distillation as a direct revelation of the eternal. Notice how Bely was

struck not only by the music and the affective performance style, but by the selection and specific

9 The French “Echos du temps passe” is the title of a collection of old troubadour songs by Jean-Baptiste Wecketlin (from
which Chaikovsky took the melody for his famous children’s piece “Old French Song”—a piece Bely could easily have
learned during his childhood piano lessons, hence the “old songs returned to us.” Here, as is often the case, one should
take Bely’s rhetorical exuberant statements at their face value).

10 Bely, “Pevitsa.” “Without Sun” is the literal translation of the title of Musorgsky’s song cycle “Sunless.” “Crapsis
rbcHM BO3BpAIIAANCH Kb HAMB--OTIOAOCKH 3a0EITaro, HO BaxHaro AAf Hach (“Echos du temps passé”). Mer oTAbIxaAm,
BCIIOMHUHAs FOHOCTb, BABIXaA cBBxiil “apomam rpaniosusixs poss”, Bebxuysuxs b Obrocabxnoms tymane. O,
KaKb MBI HOHAAH CBBTO3apHsbIl Gapxar sTuxb cA0BD: “Hemaarnoro, uyanoil 38 b3asoro/ Asnaacs ter mpeao muoro/ 1
xusHb ocBBbruAa mMoro.../ Ciaii-ke, ykaseBail myTs,/ Bean kb HeAOCTYIIHOMY C9aCTBIO”...TOABKO OCAD AAMHHATO psisa
TOAOBB 3HaYCHIe poMaHca 'ANHKH BBIPOCTAETD IEPEAD HAIIMMb AYXOBHBIMB B30POMbB. A oTH AHH “0e3 COAHIA”, Cb
TYCKAOH CKYKOH PaBHIHHOM OE3IIPEAMETHOCTH, ITEPEXOAAILIE Bb “nbcan u nasckn cMepTH’, — He 3aIIPOCHAOCH AW
BCE 9TO Bb HAIIIE CEPAILIE, YTOOBI MBI OKOHYATCABHO IIPOCHYAUCDH Kb CACPHKaHHOMY yixacy [IIyMaHOBCKUXD H
[IIyGepTOBCKIXD MEAAHXOALH 1 OT yaca Bo33BaAn kb bory?...”

1 For an account of Russian Symbolism that emphasizes is reverence for past accomplishment and creativity response
to tradition, see Wachtel, Russian Synibolism.

12 Baudelaire, “The Painter of Modern Life,” in Modernism: An Anthology of Sources and Documents, edited by Vassiliki
Kolocotroni, et. al. (University of Chicago Press, 1998): 106.
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ordering of the texts which spoke to the philosophical and religious questions that were currently
preoccupying him. In his mind, the song texts formed a coherent narrative that he interpreted as the
voice of “Eternity” speaking through Olenina-d’Alheim. A voice directly addressed to him and
composed through the interplay of texts, music, and gestures:

When she is before us—this thin, tall woman in blue with intoxicated eyes—we know that

we are being notified. With trepidation we receive signals “from there.” This is Eternity

trumpeting: “Wake up, wake up—rthe world has matured, the world is now radiant and airily

luminous. .. Ob wafke up and be embraced in the light of the world. .. Wake up!”"
Olenina is then pictured as pale-blue and as a bird—images associated with the sky and thus operate
as symbols of Eternity. She becomes his “spiritual guide,” and her songs are transubstantiated into
messages from the “depths.”

For Bely, Eternity was something quite real. Or to be more precise, he understood art to be
a vehicle through which divine Eternity could be made real, i.e. given physical being—this idea lies
at the core of his Symbolist-religious poetics and recurs in many of his writings. Medtner would
articulate similar ideas in his book, The Muse and the Fashion, published many years later:

The main themes of art are themes of efernity, existing in themselves. Artistic ‘discovery’

consists only in the individual disclosure of these themes and in no way the invention of a

non-existent art.... The greatest joy in the perception of a musical work is the unexpected
encounter with forgotten images of eternity."*

By describing Olenina’s recital through the juxtaposition of otherwise unrelated pieces and poems
Bely tries to invoke in the reader a meaningful series of images, themes, and moods. He used this
technique in all his literary and music criticism, generating the impression that all great products of

culture are in secret discourse with each other regardless of space and time. Bely, along with the

13 Bely, “Pevitsa.” “Koraa ITIEPEAD HAMH OHA--3Ta XYAaf, BBICOKAA KEHIIIHA Bb TOAYDOMD, Cb OIIbAHECHHBIMU TAA3AMI--
MBI 3HACMb, YTO HACH #381buyarnms. Cb TPEIETOMD IIPUHAMACMb CUTHAABL “ommydd”’. D10 TpyOoHuTh Bedanocts:
“Ilpocnumecs, npocnunecs: Mips cosplo s, Mips Ay4ucnre 1 6030yuHo-cstomosapers... O, npocrumecs U ye10Kotimecs 6o INuxs
Mipocstomiwixs obwaniaxs’”... “Tlpocrumecs”...”

4 Medtner, Muse, 3 (translation altered). “B mckyccrBe ke TAaBHOH PEAABHOCTBIO ABASFOTCS TeMBL. |’ AaBHbBIC TEMBI
HCKYCCTBA CYTh TEMBI BEIHOCTH, CYILIECCTBYIOIIHE CaM 110 ceOe. XYAOKECTBEHHOE «OTKPBITHE) 3aKAIOYACTCA AUIID B

HHAMBUAYAABHOM PACKPHITHH 9THX TEM, 4 HUKOUM 0OPa3oM He B H300PETEHUN HECYIIECTBYIOIIEIO HCKYCCTBA.”
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Medtners and other Symbolists, believed that all manifestations of “true culture” from any era and
language are part of one large, organic totality and any individual texts may have hidden affinities
with any other. And, as Bely implies here, culture bring its participants closer to the Divine through
the incarnation of the Eternal within art and in one’s own life—a result of the mystical creative
process called theurgy.”

Esoteric ideas also informed Olenina-d’Alheim’s innovative performance style. Her vision of
the mystical union of creative artist, performer, and audience during song performance resounded
amongst Russia’s Symbolist coterie. Olenina maintained that the performer must vacate herself in
order to incarnate the work in her stead. This could produce a profoundly visceral effect on
audience members sympathetic to artistic mysticism. As Alexander Blok put it after a 1903 Olenina
recital, “[My wife] was completely shaken, and it had the same effect on mama. [...] Something
happens to Olenina when she sings. It seems to me that she will not live much longer.”*¢

Opver the next five years Olenina-d’Alheim toured Europe and Russia, building a celebrated
international career before she and her husband moved back to Moscow in 1908. There they
succeeding in realizing their mission to combine artistry and education through their “House of
Song”—an organization that soon occupied a central, if noticeably elitist, position in Muscovite
musical and literary life through its concerts, lectures, publications, and sponsored competitions
(with Bely and Medtner on the judging panel)."” The site of these activities served as an important

place in which the Muscovite literary and musical elite could circulate amongst each other. For

example, the future Soviet composer Nikolay Sizov (1886-1962), the brother of Bely’s close friend

15> Bely derived his understanding of theurgy from the philosophy of Vladimir Solovyov; it will be taken up as the main
focus of the next chapter.

16 Quoted in Tumanov, Artistry, 133. Blok was incorrect as Olenina would live to the ripe old age of 100.

17 Olenina’s hatred of modern commercialism of any kind led her to refuse to sell tickets to concerts, which wete thus
only accessible to subscribers. Furthermore, her notion of the song recital as an intimate, mystical communion between
artistic creator, singer, and audience restricted the size of the hall she was willing to perform in. See Tumanov, Arstry,
156-160.
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and fellow esotericist Mikhail Sizov, was introduced to Medtner at an Olenina concert. Medtner then
took him under his wing as a piano student and provided the conditions for his career to advance. In
his memoirs of Medtner, Sizov notes that Olenina’s concerts were “unfailingly attended” by the
“Argonauts,” Bely’s youthful mystical collective (which included the Medtners)."® Bely’s later
memoirs bear this out with his extensive accounts of Olenina."” Additionally, Medtner’s archive
contains “many years” worth of Olenina-d’Alheim’s concert programs, indicating his great interest
in her performance activities.”

Olenina introduced a new type of chamber singing into Russia that deeply influenced both
Medtner’s own preferences and the very way in which he composed his songs. Indeed, his swift
emergence as a preeminent song composer is unthinkable without the enormous contributions made
by Olenina-d’Alheim to Russian musical culture at large. Many of Medtner’s best songs were
premiered and championed by Olenina because they were written in a musical style (prioritizing
expressive poetic declamation) that conformed in every way to her artistic sensibilities and beliefs—
because those were also Medtner’s sensibilities and beliefs, formed through years of attending
Olenina’s recitals from the age of twenty-two. Bely’s writings on Medtner, Olenina, and song in
particular help to aid the reconstruction of this neglected history. In response to his overwhelming
experiences at the d’Alheims’ lecture-recitals, Bely formulated a conception of a musico-religious
“Mystery” that was neither opera, nor drama, but song—which in his opinion represented the
original synthesis of music and word. Bely made song a vital component of his Symbolist aesthetics,
which formed the basis of his polemics against the competing notion of a Mystery achieved through

Dionysian collective theater—one promoted by Vyacheslav Ivanov and (famously) by Alexander

18 Sizov, “Vospominaniya o N. K. Metnere,” in S7at’, 118. Medtner gave Sizov free lessons for years. Sizov also remarks
how Bely was raised in a family that passionately loved Grieg—his mother sang his songs to the young poet, who would
dedicate his first “Symphony” to the Scandinavian.

19 See especially Andrey Bely, Nachalo veka Berlinskaya redaktsiya (Nauka, 2014), chapter “Dom pesn’.” Accessible here:
https:/ /imwerden.de/pdf/belyj_nachalo_veka_betlinskaya_redaktsiya_1923_2014__oct.pdf.

20 Apetian, Szat%, 311n1.
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Scriabin. Indeed, with its ideal (yet achievable) union of music and word, song emerges as the
Symbolist musical genre par excellence—especially since Scriabin failed to actually complete his
Nietzschean vision of the transformative union of mankind through collective theater. Furthermore,
Bely’s formulations about music and literature clearly had a large influence on Medtner’s own
aesthetic thought and compositional practice, while his own musical and cultural tastes were
developed through his interactions with the Medtner brothers.

Both Bely and Medtner shared a view of artistic creation as the renovation or rejuvenation of
artistic techniques already present in existing forms, and not as complete break with the past.
Medtner rejected the (musical) modernist fascination with new sonorities and harmonies for their
own sake, and instead he pursued the possibilities inherent in voice leading and phrase construction,
as well as in the tonal system itself. Unlike Scriabin, who would later pursue the musical expression
of his mystical vision through new harmonies enabled by the breakdown of the tonality, Medtner
viewed the tonal system as a symbolic language through which eternal truths and mystical experience
could be expressed. He understood basic tonal elements like the interrelation of tonic and dominant
to be divine in origin and, when employed propetly (by a composer mystically attuned to the tonal
language), were capable of spiritualizing music and thus generating an incantational effect on
audiences. This view led Medtner to perceive deep, mystical significance in themes, forms, keys, and
large-scale tonal motions, like the transformation of the minor mode into parallel major. Medtner’s
Symbolist embrace of tonality was thus not a product of innate conservatism, but instead emerged
from the mystical belief that music could bring the transfiguring energies of the divine into the
material world.”" The resulting Symbolist musical style is characterized by the idiosyncratic

employment of traditional tonal procedures that sound at once “classic” and unusual. Through an

2l ' The modernist breakdown of tonality was therefore understood to be an unfortunate consequence of increasing
secularism and alienation in modern Europe.
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analysis of Medtner’s 1913 Pushkin setting, “Zaklinanie” (Op. 29/7)—championed by Olenina and
one of his most famous—I illustrate his musical Symbolism in detail.

Unfortunately, however, musicological studies of the Russian Silver Age have been restricted
to the fruits of the theatrical stage, opera and ballet—genres far from the refined lyric sensibilities of
the Symbolists themselves. And, indeed, ballet was cultivated by Sergey Diaghilev and his friends in
the World of Art movement as a specifically “antiliterary” (in Richard Taruskin’s words) art form—
’Literary things one reads. It is not necessary to hear them spoken on stage,” as Diaghilev told a
New York Post reporter in 1914.* This statement strikes against the very heart of Medtner’s and
Olenina’s project to bring words to the (small) stage through song. And Bely would no doubt have
been enraged at such suggestion, as he embraced the musicality of declaimed or sung poetry.

From the 1890s onward, Russia witnessed an incredible blossoming of song composition in
addition to the beginnings of what would become a strong tradition of chamber singing first
established by Olenina-d’Alheim. Many hundreds of poems, old and new, were set by composers
that have very little name recognition today. Indeed, nearly the entire repertoire has been forgotten.”
Medtner’s 110 songs exhibit extreme nuance in their treatment of the texts themselves and
otherwise display an inexhaustible variety of moods and forms; they certainly represent a pinnacle of
this lost art.** By considering Medtner, Bely, and Olenina-d’Alheim together, the development of the
art of song in the years before 1917 vibrantly unfolds across the domains of performance,

composition, cultural criticism, Symbolist aesthetics, and religious mysticism.

How Song Became (Chamber) Music

22 Taruskin, Traditions, “Antiliterary Esthetics,” 528-535. The Diaghilev quote can be found on page 532.

2 For example, Alexander Grechaninov was one of the most significant composers of song (with over 250 settings,
many to Symbolist poems), and yet few of his scores are easily accessible beyond specialist research archives and only a
small fraction of his songs have been recorded.

24 His main competitor in this arena was Rachmaninoff, but as Gerald Abraham (no particular fan of Medtner’s) stated
in his classic study of Russian song, “Rachmaninoff, with all his lyrical elan, never achieved anything as exquisite as the
best of Medtnet’s songs.” See Abraham, Essays on Russian and East European Music (Oxford University Press, 1985), 32.
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Medtner’s music is very difficult to sing. The vocal line is typically dissonant with the piano
and is sometimes not the structural upper voice of the texture. There are many dissonant leaps and
thythmic subtleties to work through while the lungs are taxed with long phrases.” He often utilizes a
wide vocal range (up to two octaves) and requires pianissimo in the upper reaches of that range. The
vocal melody subtly interacts motivically and rhythmically with contrapuntal lines in the piano and
thus requires the singer to hold the entirety of the music in her mind. And yet, in vain would be any
attempt to find those components of virtuosic displays, like swift scales and arpeggios that allow the
singer to show off an agile voice. Does this mean that Medtner did not know how to composer
properly for the voice, just layering text over an abstract instrumental line? No, his declamatory
vocal lines typically move at a steady syllabic pace, allowing for clear diction and subtle interactions
between poetic and musical meter. Furthermore, most of his songs were first performed by his wife,
Anna, who was actually a former violinist and not a professional singer, yet could tackle his rhythmic
and intonational difficulties.”® Cleatly Medtner’s songs require a different form of training and
attitude towards song performance than might be considered typical.

This fact emerges clearly in Anna Troyanovskaya’s recollections of Medtner’s attempts to
administer her singing lessons. Troyanovskaya was his patroness during the rough years of the civil
war, after the Medtners lost their house to the new regime. She was the wife of the well-known art
collector, Ivan Troyanovsky, and owner of a large house in the village of Bugry—a popular

destination of musicians, littérateurs, and artists which would later become immortalized in Pyotr

%5 This latter point was emphasized by Ekaterina Levental, the first singer to record Medtner’s entire vocal output, in her
liner notes to Medmer: Geweibter Platz, Complete Songs 1'ol. 5 (Brilliant Classics, 2024). Interestingly, Levental states that
only by carefully studying the text could she determine precisely how to maneuver through Medtner’s long phrases
without running out of breath.

26 Sizov, “Vospominaniya,” 120-124.
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Konchalovsky’s painting, “Dacha in Blue.””” The dacha was normally used only as a summer retreat
(since it was without amenities), but during the lean times of the civil war Troyanovskaya lived in it
year-round with Nikolay and Anna Medtner. With only each other for company, both Annas
worked hard learning full song cycles by Schubert and Schumann, with Medtner at the piano. He
gave Troyanovskaya extensive singing lessons, and, in her memoirs, she describes his extraordinary
emphasis on the most subtle details in the performance of lieder, along with his general vocal
preferences:
I received the impression that Nikolay Karlovich was not interested in the voice as such
[literally “vocal material” in the Russian], and he did not value massive voices with a broad
sound. The grainy timbre of a large soprano even bothered him, and he said that with such
voices the intonation was often unclear—an unforgettable sin from his perspective. From a
singer, as well as an instrumentalist, he demanded musicality above all. His requirements for
a chamber performer-singer boiled down to the following: 1) complete fusion of the voice
part and the accompaniment in the auditory consciousness of the singer; 2) a living,
breathing sense of movement, inherent in music as an art flowing through time, and hence
very great strictness in terms of rhythm (how cruelly I was treated in this regard!); 3)
complete fusion of the vocal part with the text, of the soundwave with the syllable.”®
Medtner places great emphasis on rhythm, diction, and articulation as they are essential for the
musical evocation of the poetic text and thus a key component of his Symbolist style. Unfortunately,
many singers are trained to prioritize the rounding of vowels, beautiful legato, and the loud
projection of the voice at the expense of those qualities Medtner desired. His desire for both

accuracy and expressiveness caused him constant anxiety and despair over the performances of his

songs. Of the three traits she outlined above, Troyanovskaya notes that, “Nikolay Karlovich

27 The Troyanovskys were involved with many artistic groups in Moscow, were friends of Serge Koussevitzky, and
participated in Valery Bryusov’s “Society of Free Aesthetics” along with Medtner and Bely. They eventually sold the
dacha to Konchalovsky.

28 Troyanovskaya, “Zhizn’ N. K. Metnera v Bugrakh,” in Szaz%, 139. “V mens caoxuaocs BregaracHue, uro Hukoaait
KapAoBudg He HHTEPECOBAACHA BOKAABHBIM MATEPHAAOM KAK TAKOBBIM, OH HE IICHHA MACCHBHBIX TOAOCOB C IIHPOKHM
3BYKOM; PACCBIIYATHIN TeMOP KPYIIHOIO COIIPAHO AaKE OECIIOKOHA €r0: OH FOBOPHA, YTO B 3TOM CAYYAE 3aIACTYIO
HEfCHA MHTOHALINS - IPEX, C €FO TOYKH 3PCHHA, HEIPOCTUTEABHBIA. OT IIEBLIA, TAK K¢ KAK OT HHCTPYMCHTAAUCTA, OH
TpebOBaA, IIPEKAE BCETO, My3BIKAABHOCTH. Ero TpeboBaHUsA K KAMEPHOMY HCIOAHUTEAIO-IICBIY CBOAHAHCH IIPHMEPHO K
cAeayromemy: 1) MOAHAS CAUTHOCTD MAPTHH TOAOCA B TAPTHH COIPOBOKACHUSA B CAYXOBOM CO3HAHUM IICBIIA; 2) KHBOE,
APBIIIIAIIICE YYBCTBO ABIKCHES, IPUCYIIEE MY3bIKE KaK HCKYCCTBY, IIPOTEKAIOIIEMY BO BPEMEHI, I OTCEOAA OYCHB
GOoABIIAsA CTPOrOCTh B OTHOLICHUH PHTMA (M MKECTOKO K€ MHE IIOIIA- AAAO B 3TOM OTHOLIeHHH!); 3) TOAHAA CAUTHOCTD
HaIeBa C TEKCTOM 3BYKOBOH BOAHEI CO CAOTOM.”
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encountered these qualities among singers twice in his life: in Chaliapin and in Olenina-d’Alheim. He
rated the latter very highly as a chamber singer; he once performed Schubert cycles with her as an
accompanist—a rarity as Nikolay Karlovich usually accompanied his own compositions.””

While Medtner did successfully perform with a handful of other aspiring chamber singers in
the years before the revolution, the lack of a stable tradition of chamber singing in Russia was cleatly
felt, despite a one-hundred-year long custom of romance singing in the country.” By all accounts,
Olenina-d’Alheim was almost single-handedly responsible for creating a song renaissance in Russia.
She both resurrected the nineteenth-century Russian song repertoire and introduced to the public to
several other European song traditions. Indeed, Bely writes in his memoirs that

The role of the d’Alheim couple—the husband as organizer of the House of Song, and the

wife as the sole and unique performer of song cycles for the first decade of the new

century—was enormous. They advanced the musical culture of Moscow. As one recalls,

Olenina first appeared in 1902 and her concerts continued until late 1916 [recte 1918]—

fourteen years of immense labor that resulted in the raising not only of public taste, but of

musical literacy. [They| broadened our familiarity with song literature.... One imagines that
nowhere in the capitals of Europe was the public offered such material...”

But how did the situation become so dire before this point? The problem was largely one of
prestige. As the story goes, for most of the nineteenth-century, even all over Europe, songs were
viewed with a certain disdain as a bourgeois patlor genre alongside the piano character piece. Thus,
the ambitious young composers of the kuchka (“Mighty Handful”) set their sights on large-scale

“public” genres—the opera and symphony—in order to seek acclaim and recognition. As a result,

2 Ibid. “Dru kauecrBa cpean meBroB Hukoaait Kaparosudg Berperua B sxusHu ABa pasa: y Llaasmuaa u y OAeHHHOI -
A'AnbreiiM. TToCACAHIOIO OH OYEHB BBICOKO CTABHA KAK KAMECPHYIO IICBHILY; OH OAHAKABL BEICTYIIAA C HEIO BMECTE KaK
AKKOMIIAHHATOP — OHM HCIOAHAAN HuKABL Lybepra. D10 Gp1AO peakocTsio: Hukoaait KapAosud akkoMIIaHHpPOBaA
OOBIYHO TOABKO cBon counHenus.”” Troyanovsky’s memoirs are drawn from those civil war years of 1919-1921. Medtner
would go on to perform with a few great singers in exile, most notably recording a selection of his songs with Elisabeth
Schwarzkopf right before his death.

30 “Romance” is the Russian equivalent of “lied” or “melodie.” Medtner used the term in the titles of his first two opuses
of Russian-texted songs, the Opp. 3 and 13, and its equivalent “lied” for his Op. 6 and 15 Goethe songs. After that he
switched to word “Gedicht” (and its Russian equivalent “Stikhotvorenie”) for his songs, no doubt to emphasize the deep
importance of the poetic text in his compositional approach.

31 Bely, Nachalo 1 efa, 388. Translated and reproduced in Tumanov, 299. Bely goes on to list the extreme range of
repertoire that Olenina introduced to Moscow audiences.
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these genres became the prime drivers of the new Russian “nationalist” style—one emphasizing
colorful orchestral effects and the use of folk material. And yet, all five members of the kuchka also
composed a many songs throughout their careers, as did their hallowed predecessor Glinka (along
with Dargomyzhky). Furthermore, the kuchka’s conservatory competitors, Anton Rubinstein and
Pyotr Chaikovsky, were equally prolific. But, by the turn of the century, this great tradition had fallen
into obscurity and disrepute as light “filler”” genre to break up variety programs.

There are a few reasons for this. Commercially speaking, the development of a hungry
domestic market for sheet music (the lifeblood of song composition) was late coming in Russia. The
notion of a public recital devoted entirely to song was unheard of.”* Imperial support of Russian
music was largely confined to the theater and concert stage. Even the rise of a new class of
bourgeois-merchant patrons in the 1880s—which had such an extraordinary impact on the future
developments of music in Russia—failed to advance the cause of song. Take the example of
Mitrofan Belyayev, the most important merchant-patron of the fin-de-siecle, who notably managed to
dramatically increase the fortunes of chamber music to conform to his predilections. As Taruskin
notes, Belyayev formed his musical tastes at a German school and, as a violist, was devoted to
chamber music above all. Indeed, to the Muscovite composer Reinhold Gliere, Belyayev declared,
“Chamber music is the highest form of music! It occupies the first place among all the other arts.
After it comes symphonic music, then opera, and only then romances and all that sort of thing.” In
the context of the kuchka’s legacy, this was a stunning reversal of priorities, with the former
champion, opera, demoted not only below chamber music, but below symphonic music as well—

with the romance last either way.”

32 The tradition of public lieder performance had emerged only in the 1870s in Vienna, becoming an important
component of musical life elsewhere in the 1890s.
33 Taken from Taruskin, Traditions, 60.
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But wait! Isn’t song itself a form of chamber music? After all, it literally is performed in an
intimate “chamber” by a small number of performers and for a small audience. In his 1895 book on
the Russian romance, Cesar Cui—the fifth member of the kuchka and the most prolific composer of
song in Russian music history (a huge corpus nearly completely forgotten today)—writes of the
wonders of chamber music as a means through which music lovers outside of the biggest capitals
can experience high quality compositions. Indeed, Cui claims (and Belyayev would no doubt agree)

that, “nearly all of the most brilliant composers expressed their deepest thoughts in chamber

music—their strongest feelings, the most hidden movements of their souls.”*

He then goes on to wonder why song is not considered a form of chamber music. His
comments are worth quoting at some length, as they reveal the extent to which attitudes towards
song differed from his day to ours, and even from his day (1895) to the years of the song renaissance
that followed the d’Alheims’ return to Russia in 1908 to establish their “House of Song”:

Usually, under the rubric of chamber music, in the classical meaning of the word, we
include music written for at least two egual instruments, as in a violin or cello sonata, or trios,
quartets, quintets, etc. Also allowed are works written for one piano, but again only in the
specifically “Classical” form of the sonata. In this exclusivity lies some unintentional, or even
intentional, conservativeness—the result of a misunderstanding, because obviously chamber
music [should] include all music that can be performed anywhere—in any room of a private
apartment with only few performers. Is it logical to allow Chopin’s sonatas on “chamber
music” programs, but not allow his etudes, preludes, nocturnes—even the most brilliant
ones? “Chamber music” should not be such a prim aristocrat and squeamishly avoid
misalliance with her sisters, only because they are not in strictly classical attire. Both the
majestic classical beauty of chamber music itself and the intimate charm of genre music |[i.e.
character pieces] would benefit from their mutual juxtaposition.

An even greater injustice is the exclusion from chamber music of vocal music: romances, duets, and
trios; all of which relate to gpera and the cantata in exactly the same way as sonatas and quartets relate to
symphonies. Here a major, logical, voluntary deprivation occurs—there exist very few good
operas, but a great many excellent romances. As a result of this ostracism, romances have to
be performed in concerts given in large halls, where the most delicate of them, which are

34 Cesat Cul, Russky romans (St. Petersburg: Findeyzen, 1896), 2. “ITowrn Bch campre reHiaAbHBIC KOMIIOSHTOPEL
BBICKA3BIBAAM IMCHHO Bb KAMEPHOH My3bIKD cBOM camblLs TAyOOKis MBICAT, BEIPA’KAAN CAMBIS CHABHBIS YyBCTBA, CAMBL
3aTaeHBIA ABIKEHIA cBoeit aymm.” Accessed: https://imslp.org/wiki/The_Russian_Romance_(Cui%2C_C%C3%A9sar)
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often the best, lose a great deal. And how nice it would be, after stringed instruments, to
hear 2 human voice; how refreshing and how mutually beneficial!®

For Cui, song is excluded from the ranks of chamber music due to its lack of “aristocratic”
garb. Furthermore, the fact that songs do not typically feature two “equal” contributors—with the
singer taking most of the credit (or blame) for the performance—renders it “suspect” from the
perspective of chamber music proper. In this respect, Medtner’s dramatic increase of the importance
and difficulty of the piano parts in his songs clearly indicates a desire to make them more suitable as
chamber works. In his account, Cui also characterizes the divide between chamber music and not-
quite-chamber-music as one of Classicism versus Romanticism. Classical genres like the sonata and
string quartet are permitted in chamber recitals, but those myriad genres of solo piano music
composed by the Romantics—which often contain great formal interest—Ilack the necessary
“aristocratic attire” to be permitted into the small hall and must be banished, along with song, to

more popular venues. Thus song, when performed at all, appeared in variety shows for the public

% Ibid., 2-3. Emphasis added. Abridged from: “OG0BIKHOBEHHO IOA® PYOPHKY KAMEPHOM MY3BIKH, Bb KAACCHICCKOMb
3HAYCHIN 3TOTO CAOBA, IIOABOAATD MY3EIKY, HAIIMCAHHYIO 110 KpaiiHed MBph Art AByXb paBHOIPaBHBIX® HHCTPYMEHTOBD
--8b popmb COHATD -- CKPUIIMYHBIXD B BIOAOHYEABHBIXD, Bb (pOpMB Tpio, KBAPTETOBD, KBUHTETOBD U T. A.
AOIYCKAIOTCA €Ie U COMMHEHIs, HAIIICAHHBIA AAS OAHOTO (DOPTEIiaHo, HO OITB AUIIb BB OAHOM orpeabaennoni
kaaccmaeckoit” popmb coratsr. 1 Toabko. Bb 3TOI HCKAIOUHTEABHOCTH KpOETCsi HBKOTOPOE HEeyMBIIIACHHOE, 2
MOKETb OBITh U YMBIILIACHHOE, KOHCEPBATHBHOE, YTOOBL HE CKAa3aTh KOHCEPBa TOPCKoe, Heaopasymbaie, nbo kamepuas
My3bIKa OYEBHAHO €CTb BCS Ta MY3BIKA, KOTOPas MOKETD UCIOAHATHCS TA'D yroAHO, BB Ar0G0# koMHaTh wacTHOI
KBAPTHPEL U TPEOYETD AUIIb HEMHOIHXD HUCIIOAHUTEACH. /\OTHYHO A AOIIYCKATH HA IIPOIPAMMSI ,,KAMEPHOM My3bIKK
conarst [1lonena, 1 He AOIIYCKATB €IO 3TIOAOBD, IIPEAFOALL, HOKTIOPHOBB, — OBITH MOKETB, cie 6oabe reniaApHbIXB?
He cabayers ,,kameproii My3sixh” GbITh TaKOI YOIOPHON APUCTOKPATKOM 1 GPE3TAUBO CTOPOHUTBCS OTH Me3aAiarca
CO CBOHMH CECTPAMH, TOABKO IIOTOMY, 4T0 OH'B He Bb cTporo xaaccmaeckoms Hapsiak. Orp uxp B3aummHAro obmeHis
BBIHIPAAd OBl M BEAMYIABO KAACCHYIECKAS KPACOTAa COOCTBEHHO KAMEPHOM MY3BIKI, I YBACKATCABHAA, HHTIMHASA IIPEACCTD
KaHpOBOH My3bIku. EIire OOABIIAfS HECIPABEAANBOCTD -- 9TO HCKAIOUCHIE H3D KAMEPHON MY3BIKH MY3BIKH BOKAABHOM:
POMAHCOBDB, Ay9TOBB, TPiO, KOTOPBIE Kb OLICPHOMN B KAHTATHON My3BIKD OTHOCATCS COBEPIICHHO TAKD K€, KAKD COHATEL
1 KBAPTETHI Kb CUMOHIAMB. OTCIOAA IIPOMCXOAUTD KPYITHOE, HI HAYEMDb AOTHYECKH HE OCHOBAHHOE, AOOPOBOABHOE
AMITICHI€; TIOTOMY 9TO, €CAH XOPOIIHUXD OIIEPD OYCHB» MAAO, TO IIPEBOCXOAHBIXD POMAHCOBD BEAMKOE MHOKECTBO.
Beabactsie aToro ocrpakusma IPUXOAUTCS UCIIOAHSTH POMAHCHL Bb KOHIIEPTAXb, AAFOIIUXCA Bb OOABIINXD 32AaXb, TAD
AeAuxatHbiITie H3D POMAHCOBB, YACTO KM CAMBIC AYHIIIE, MHOIO TEPAFOTh. A Kakb OBAO Ok mpifTHO, mocak

CTPYHHBIXb. HHCTPYMEHTOBD YCABIIIATH TOAOCH 4eA0Bb deckiil; kakp 910 Gb1A0 GBI OcBBKITEABHO, 1, OIATH-TaKH, KaKD
3TO GBIAO OB OOOFOAHO BHITOAHO!”
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that took place in large halls.”

The kind of details in which a chamber singer revels would, of course,
be completely lost in such venues, and no doubt the most popular singers of the time performed in
a more operatic style to fill the space. As Medtner complained, most singers’ emphasis on projecting
their voice loudly enough to fill an opera house resulted in endless performances filled with
“unforgivable” errors in intonation, rhythmic accuracy, and diction.

By 1907, despite Olenina’s initial concert tours (she still resided in Paris at the time), the
situation in Russia was pretty grim, and many critics at this point refused to recognize her
contributions. Medtner spent the year in Germany and enjoyed the fruits of the recent craze for
Liederabende. 1n a letter to his brother Alexander (a violist turned violinist turned conductor),
Medtner assessed the situation with his characteristic self-deprecation:

Now a few words about the singing here. I have always heard from everyone here that

nowhere in the world do they sing as disgustingly as in Germany, and since for some reason,

strange as it may seem, everyone considers themselves authoritative and competent about
singing—and since I have never been able to get a taste for our own singing, I have decided
once and for all that I understand nothing about singing. True, one our own singers, d’Albeim,
made a wonderful impression on me, but since no one wanted to recognize her as a singer, I continued to

distrust my understanding |...] The singers I have heard here are not celebrities at all, so when I

speak of them, I can boldly say of the local school that I want to cry with delight.”
Standard notions of vocal “beauty” seemed incomprehensible to Medtner, who found himself at a

loss when faced with the critical rejection of what he considered to be properly musical singing.

What apparently was “disgusting” to others brought him delight. This was due precisely to the fact

36 These programs would feature a very wide range of performers and genres. Even the notion of playing a group of
pieces by the same composer was unheard of, as we will see. Olenina’s insistence on always performing in small halls
must be understood in this context.

37 Medtner’s letter to Alexander 17 Feb 1907, in Pis’ma, 89-90. Emphasis added. Bracketed ellipsis original. “Terreps Aa
CAOBA O 3ACIIHEM IICHHHM. Y HAC fl HOCTOAHHO CABIIIAA OT BCEX, YTO HHIAC Ha CBETE HE IOIOT TAK MEP3KO, KK B
I'epmannm, u T[ak]| k[ak] y HAC OYEMY-TO TAKOE, KAK 3TO HH CTPAHHO, B IICHHH CIHTAIOT CEOS ABTOPHTETHBIMU K
KOMITCTCHTHBIMI PEIIUTEABHO BCE (AQKE H TE, KOTOPBIE OTKPOBEHHO 3aABAAIOT, YTO B My3BIKE POBHO HHYETO HE
ITOHUMAIOT) 1 T[aK| K[aK| g HUKOTAAZ HE MOT BOMTH BO BKYC OTE€YECTBEHHOIO IEHMSA, TO 5l pa3 HABCETAA PEIITHA, UYTO B
IICHUHU HUYEro He MOHUMaro. [IpaBAa, OAHA OTedecTBEeHHAA IIEBULA - A'AABICHM IIPOM3BOAMAA HA MEHS IIPEKPACHOE
BIICYATACHHE, HO TAK KAK HUKTO HE XOTECA B HEH IIPU3HABATH MMCHHO IICBUILY, TO Sl IPOAOAKAA HE AOBEPATH CBOEMY
ITOHUMAHUIO |...] T'e meBUITEI, KOTOPBIX A 3AECh CABIIIAA, BOBCE HE 3HAMEHUTOCTH, T[ak| dU[TO] £, TOBOPA O HUX, CMEAO
MOTY TOBOPHTE: O 3ACIIHEH IIKoAe. MHE IIAaKaTh XOTEAOCh OT BOCTOpra...”
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that he conceived of the voice as not a physiological marvel but as the most pure vehicle available
for the expression of musical thoughts:

Of course, great composers, writing their vocal works, thought precisely about this kind of

singing, thought about the voice as #he most perfect of instruments—one which should be a

conductor of their feelings, their experiences, and in no way treated it as an accessory of

every animal...”

One persistent detail that recurs in reviews of Olenina-d’Alheim’s recitals was the small size
of her voice and its unsuitability for “proper” operatic singing. Her biographer, Tumanov, notes that
most music critics, sympathetic or not, reported that Olenin’s voice was small and unimpressive as 2
voice.” And yet, Cui wrote that she has a “rare ability to impart various timbres to her voice—
sometimes metallic, sometimes gentle and caressing” and that “her technique is superb and resides
in her splendid diction and phrasing.”* After she achieved more widespread fame in Russia in the
1910s, critics became less concerned about vocal “beauty” and began instead to rave about her large
variety of expressive timbres:

Her singing is amazing in its flexibility, mobility, and technique... In the singer’s voice we

can hear now a whisper, now death’s chill voice from beyond the tomb, now the song of

birds in 2 woodland thicket, now the exact sound of a flute—what the French describe as
“voix fliitée’—and now the “mighty might and free freedom” of the song of the dark forest.’

1
Indeed, her fans reacted strongly to the spellbinding range of vocal effects she could draw upon in
service to the text. Emil Medtner’s colleague, the philosopher Fyodor Stepun, said that she was
neither first-class singer nor stage actress, but instead a “real ‘priestess’ of art in the full sense of this

ample word.” He further noted that, “despite the fact that [Olenina had] a very independent

personality, on stage she produced the impression of a medium.”* Corroborating this impression,

38 Ibid. “...KOHEYHO e, BEAMKHE aBTOPHL, IINIA CBOM BOKAABHBIC IIPOM3BCACHUSA, AYMAAY MIMEHHO O TAKOM IICHH,
AYMAAU O TOAOCE, KAK 0 COBEPULEHHENMEM U3 UHCHIPYMEN 108, KOTOPBI AOAKEH OBITH IIPOBOAHHKOM UX YyBCTB, UX
[ICPEKUBAHNH, U YK HUKOHM OOPa3oM HE OTHOCHAMCH K HEMY, KAK K IIPHHAAACKHOCTH K&KAOTO KUBOTHOTO...”

39 Tumanov, 122-23.

40 Ibid., 123.

# Anonymous 1915 review, quoted in Tumanov, 128-29.

4 Quoted in Tumanov, 124, from Fyodor Stepun’s 1956 memoirs. He goes on to claim that Pierre d’Alheim played an
“enormous role” in crafting Olenina’s stage persona as a “medium.”
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the critic Yury Sakhnovsky notes that by the end of her performance of Schumann’s “Die Loreler,”
Olenina was “reborn” as Lorelei, allowing listeners to perceive the fatal sorceress directly. To him,
Olenina was the first singer to reveal the “profundity of Schumann’s talent.”*

Yet, her importance and originality did not only stem from her expressive talents, but also
from how she revolutionized the song recital in Russia. As Cui noted in a review of one of her first
Russian recitals in December 1901, Olenina innovated in four key areas (which I summarize here):

1. She performs the entire recital herself without the standard and expected intermixture of
other soloists in the program.

2. She performs large groups of songs by the same composer, allowing for a “completeness
of impression” of the composer’s personality.

3. She sings everything from memory—Cui mentions that she sang forty songs in one
evening, “which barely accounts for a quarter of her immense repertoire.”

4. She is “an artist of conviction” who does not chase public fashions or material success;
“sufficient to say that—rhborribile dictu—she sings Mussorgsky [who] has been particularly
unsuccessful in St. Petersburg: his operas are forgotten [and] performers of songs are also
no fans.”*

These four innovative practices would turn out to be essential groundwork for the expansion of
song performance and composition in Russia. Clearly any composer who viewed song as a serious
art form would not want to compose songs for a singer who failed to meet these standards. Indeed,
these basic standards made conceivable and realizable the sophistications introduced into song
composition by Medtner and others like Rachmaninoff, Grechaninov, and Taneyev.*

Olenina’s revival of the nineteenth-century Russian song tradition closely parallels the
Symbolist’s own revival of poets like Fyodor Tyutchev and Afanasy Fet who had fallen out of public

favor due to their emphasis on lyricism and metaphysical content (as opposed to the socially

engaged realism demanded by nineteenth-century critics). Olenina’s devotion to Russian chamber

43 Tumanov, 124-25.

# Summary of Cui’s review in Tumanov, 93-94. About Musorgsky’s songs, Cui goes on to say that “Indeed, in his songs
there is so little love (of ten songs performed by Mme Olenina, only one was a love song); moreover, they are so difficult
rhythmically, so difficult in intonation, phrasing, expression.”

4 This is Gerald Abraham’s list of the most notable Russian song composers of the early twentieth century. See
Abraham, Essays on Russian Music, 31. In my opinion, Nikolay Cherepnin’s songs also rank in this list.
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singing and the Russian song tradition no doubt came about through the deep personal significance
of fact that her grandmother was Anna Olenina—the “krasavitsa” celebrated by Pushkin and a
student of Glinka. Yet, Olenina-d’Alheim also felt a deep attachment to the Russian peasantry (and
her mannerisms were described as peasant-like by her contemporaries) which directly fueled her love
of Musorgsky, whose music she felt most perfectly embodied the spirit of the Russian people.*
Indeed, Olenina fell under the spell of renowned peasant singer Irina Fedosova (1827-1899),
especially her prichitaniya (lamentations) and bylina (folk epics). The intense expressivity required of
the folk singer in these genres clearly had a great effect on Olenina’s development as a singer.”’
Fedosova made a legendary tour of Russia in the mid-1890s and was important in the promotion of
folk practices that were by then unknown to the intelligentsia. Olenina describes one of Fedosova’s
recitals as follows:
She sang some widow’s laments. The professor asked the audience to note that after each
“couplet” she performed peculiar “fioriture” with her voice—"What ‘fury-turies’ are you
going on about old fellow?” Fedosova retorted. “Those are tears and sobs.” After that she
sang one of the old epic tales and also repeated it the following day but with a few changes
in the nature description. [When asked about these changes] she said, “Yesterday it was dull,
you see, and rainy. But today there is a bit of sun. And so the story came out different.”*
The influence of folk practices combined with Olenina’s near lack of formal voice training surely
account for the unique performance style she cultivated later.*” She would routinely include folk-
song arrangements in her concerts, including the folksong arrangements of her brother Alexander
Olenin and some of Stravinsky’s Swiss-period “neo-nationalist” creations.

While Medtner did not employ Russian folk sources in his own music, he demanded the

kind of totalizing expressivity (in which the performer seems to transform into a medium) that

46 Specifically the opera Khovanshchina.

47 In this sense, Olenina could be considered a unique part of the revival of folk arts occurring at the time, known as
neonationalism, wherein artists sought to more deeply and completely incorporate folk practices into their own.

48 Tumanov, 63.

4 Olenina claimed that Fedosova “initiated her into the most secret, concealed parts of her performer’s gift. She taught
me what singing is in zafure, in human nature.” See Tumanov, 64.
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Olenina learned from folk practice and which required the abandonment of traditional conceptions
of vocal beauty. Perhaps as a result, Medtner was one of the very few contemporary composers that
Olenina actually performed.” In this 1916 review of an Olenina recital, Medtner’s “Zaklinanie”—
one of her specialties and the subject of the analysis to come—is invoked alongside Musorgsky’s
“Trepak” (from the “Songs and Dances of Death”) as a prime example of how Olenina employed
various “ugly” timbres to mystically transport the audience:
When the artist introduces the names of Mussorgsky, Medtner, Borodin, or Schumann into
her program and plunges into musical depths of passion and haunting spiritual specters, her
voice undergoes miraculous transformations. Depending on the mood experienced, it can be
sharply modified to its physical limits.... [Her voice| can become chesty with sounds that are
hoarse and terrifying at moments of tragedy, in Medtner’s “Zaklinanie” or Musorgsky’s
“Trepak,” for instance. Olenina has yet another timbre, used predominantly in Musorgsky’s
cycles “Songs and Dances of Death” and “Sunless,” which we could describe as mystically
horrified. And here we reach the ultimate limit of artistry, stage play comes to an end and
aesthetic masks fall away.””'
Olenina continued performing Medtner into the 1920s in France. One eye-witness of these later
recitals emphasized how she would flap her arms in her “strange dresses,” with the result that, “she
looked like a bird.” Bely’s mystical vision of Olenina as the “pale-blue bird of Eternity” clearly had a
basis in reality! Our eye-witness continues: “It was very tragic and very impressive... when she did
Musorgsky or Olenin or even Grechaninov [whom]| she didn’t like, or Medtner, it was really
unforgettable.”
For his part, Bely continued to write obsessively about Olenina over the course of his life,

even comparing her favorably to the great basso Chaliapin. She, along with Medtner, cleatly instigated

in him his love of German song cycles (which make many appearances in his writings). In his late

50 After she emigrated she did perform the songs of the younger French composers Darius Milhaud and Francis Poulenc
(Tumanov 208).

51 Tumanov, 128.

52 Tumanov, 134.
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memoirs he gives her a remarkable poetic portrait, in which, for at least small group of Russian

writers and musicians, song finally achieves its due:
One was struck by her stature and the explosive glint of her sapphire eyes. In her intonations
were the whirr of the spinning wheel, laughter, ravens’ cawing, and tears. One song grew out
of another, revealed in song. And significance and meaning grew. And for the first time we
were caught unawares by a recognition that Die Winterreise, a cycle of songs, had a
significance no less than that of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony.”

Here, we have traced the flight of song from the lowest level of the prestige to the highest. In the

recently published 1923 Berlin edition of his memoirs (before he made many distortions in the face

of Soviet pressure), Bely points to another, quite different, facet of Olenina’s significance for the

pre-revolutionary Symbolists (in unfinished prose):
The performer of songs by Mussorgsky, Schubert, and Wolf always evoked a cry of delight
among the “Argonauts”; such a complete performance of songs is unique; yes: whoever has
not heard Olenina will not understand the chill of the blood under the sounds of [Title
missing]™ by Schubert or the contractions of the heart under the sounds of “To you I
appeal” by Mussorgsky.” Everything she did worked: the sparkle of her huge, open eyes, the
stunning shades of her voice... The concert was forgotten, it seemed that we were at a
mystery.”

Indeed, the notion of music performance as a religious mystery was at the heart of much of the

Symbolists’ discourse on the relationship between art, religion, and life. Bely, Medtner, and Olenina

all had somewhat similar thoughts about the mystical import of music and song in particular that

diverged from the more well-known views of Scriabin and to which we shall now turn.

53 Bely, Nachalo 1'efa, 390. Translated and reproduced in Tumanov, 301. Bely also reports that she acts, “just like a holy-
woman. She chatters away, blinks like a bluebird; and she flutters her shawls; suddenly props herself up like a peasant
baba; suddenly shrieks like a2 woman of the people!” (Tumanov, ibid.)

>*The editors note that on the manuscript Bely refers to a poem by Wilhelm Miiller, so the intended song is likely
something from his favorite set, Die Winterreise.

5 From his unfinished opera, Khovanshchina.

5 Bely, Nachalo veka Berlinskaya redaktsiya, 424. “C A'AAbrefimamur ObIA 5l 1 pAHBIIE B CHOILIEHHUN; NCIIOAHUTEABHIIIA
mecer Mycoprckoro, ITlybepra, Boasda Bceraa BrisbBasa B CpeAe «aprOHABTOBY IOYTH BCKPHUK BOCTOPIA; TAKOE
3aKOHYCHHOE UCIIOAHCHHE IIECECH HEIIOBTOPUMO; Ad: KTO He CAblIaa OACHHHOM, TOT He IIONMET XOAOACHIUA KPOBH ITOA
3Bykamu «(- -)» [IlyGepra, cxxaTmii cepAedHBIX ITOA 3ByKamu «K Bam # B3piBaro» Mycoprckoro; Bce B OACHHHO
ACHCTBOBAAO: GACCK Pa3PBIBOB OIPOMHBIX, PACKPBIBILIUXCSA A3, IOTPACAIOIINE OTTCHKA €€ HU Ha YTO HE IIOXOMKErO
FOAOCA, MOKET OBITh, BEIIIETO HEAOCTATKAMHE (AAS AFOOHTEACH «BHPTYO3HOIO», HTAAMAHCKOTO IICHHU); KHEAOCTATKAMED
AciictBoBana ocoberno M. A. Oaenuma; cayrmaa kouuepts! [laasnumna si; u 1 AoaxeH ckasarp, uro Llassmum B
cpasHeHbe ¢ OACHUHOMN HEBEPOATHO IIPOUIPHIBAA; 3A0BIBAACH KOHLIEPT; IIPEACTABASAOCE, 9TO MBI HA MUCTEPHHL...”
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Song as Mystetry

Bely spent much of the first decade of the twentieth century in fierce polemics with his
fellow Symbolists about the exact nature of the relationship between art and religion, debating
whether and how the two could join forces together in the creation of a “mystery.” Such collective
creation would have profound transformative effects on the participants, the audience, and perhaps
even humanity at large. Bely and the Medtner brothers opposed the idea of recreating Dionysian
theater, promoted at the time by Vyacheslav Ivanov. This resulted in the factionalization of both
Symbolism and the Muscovite musical scene that began around 1906 and became increasingly
apparent after Scriabin’s return to Russian in 1910. From the beginning of their careers, Bely and
Medtner elevated the solo song over the theatrical spectacle. For example, in his 1904 essay,
“Window into the Future,” Bely discusses the idea of an artistic mystery centered on Olenina-
d’Alheim and the intimate lieder recital. The basic argument is as follows: Nietzsche identified the
fundamental importance of the union of poetry and music for the enactment of an artistic mystery,
but failed to address the religious aspects underpinning such a union. Wagner himself tried to
address this religious dimension head on with Parsifa/—leading Nietzsche to abandon him and fatally
turn to a positivistic view of the world. To Bely, then, Wagner was looking in the right direction but
ultimately failed to achieve “true tragedy” in his operas due to their monumental complexity:

Tragedy that descends to the depths of mystery is inevitably connected with simplicity. In

antiquity people would gather to pray before the statue of a god. But there is no true prayer

at the present time. If the essence of mystery is religious, it will neither appear in opera nor
in drama.... Because of the complexity of the means necessary to perform them, drama and
opera weaken the immediacy of the stream gushing out of Eternity. Contemporary drama
and opera threaten to collapse under the ever-growing complexity of stagecraft.”

Wagner failed in creating a truly transformative tragedy due to the rampant complexity of his

music dramas, removing them far from the roots of mystery in prayer and weakening their capacity

57 Bely, Mystical Essays, 9-10.
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to provide unmediated experiences of Eternity.” This remarkable rebuttal to Wagner and
Nietzsche’s vision of Dionysian drama emerged out of Bely’s suspicions of theater as too beholden
to money and fashion. What is the solution? Something that can reveal the spiritual potential of the
unification of poetry and music while remaining simple: Song! He claims that the animated singing
of a poetic text deepens its symbols and strengthens their power to express transcendent ideas: “The
poetic symbol—made complex by the relation by the relation of music to it, transfigured by voice,
and shaded by mimicry—expands immeasurably. The idea vividly emerges from the expanded and
deepened symbol.”” But these deepened symbols require more than a singer—someone capable of
remarkable expressiveness, capable of crossing “the boundary between music and poetry.” And, of
course, that singer is Olenina-d’Alheim. Bely understands the emergence of Olenina to be of great
spiritual significance for humanity, someone who represents the emergence of a new priesthood
who and “are destined to unite life with mystery.”® For Bely, the directedness and simplicity of song
serve as a distillation and intensification of “the spiritual potential revealed in opera.” Olenina is
capable of expressing the Symbolic dimension of song and “unfurling before us the depths of the
spirit.” He concludes that “the complexity of the idea-symbols evoked by the singing of Olenina-
d’Alheim makes her a servant of religion.”"'

Bely thought that true source of a poem’s (mystical) meaning lay in the shifting rthythms and
melodies of the text, rather than in the poetic images themselves. As is well-known in the
scholarship, “rhythm” takes on a privileged position in Bely’s theory of Symbolism—denoting both
the musico-spiritual basis of creativity in the movement of the soul as well as its manifestation in the

concrete rhythms of poetic meter.” Yet, to my knowledge, no one has surveyed the great extent to

58 Interestingly, Medtner argued in his book that Wagner actually succeeded in subjugating the sprawling complexity of
his music dramas via thematic coherence.

% Bely, Mystical Essays, 10.

¢ Ibid. He includes Arthur Nikisch and Vladimir Solovyov as other figures with such prophetic powers.

o1 Ibid., 11.

92 Bely’s mystically-derived theory of poetic thythm will be examined further in Chapter 3.
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which song served a similar role in his aesthetic philosophy. For Bely, the melodies of the soul lie at
the root of all creativity in life and art—song symbolizes the free, uncompromised expression of
those soulful melodies. It designates the originary, integral form of artistic creativity before the arts
became crystallized into a vatiety of independent forms.® In the lecture he gave at the first concert
of Olenina’s “House of Song” on November 6, 1908, Bely claimed that, “Song was the beginning of
creativity in art. But now that creativity in art is more and more becoming the creation of dead
forms, song is the first call to create living forms: it is a call to man, summoning him to become an
artist of life.”** Song is thus the ultimate Symbolist art because it unites inner experience (understood
as rhythm and melody) with visible spatial forms, through the musicalization of the poetic image. In
another essay from around the same time, Bely derives his triadic definition of the symbol as the
self-sufficient unity of image and experience from his understanding of song:

Song gave birth to poetry and pure music... In song is contained the symbolic unity “a” of

the triad “abc”, where “b” is the visible image emphasized in the spatial arts, and “c” is the

imageless experience emphasized in music. Therefore, relatively speaking, music is the most

Romantic art (which was noted by both the Romantics and Hegel), sculpture is the most

Classical art, and song is the most Symbolic.”
Thus the symbol itself is ideally and fully expressed through song—the art most capable of
manifesting the ideal and eternal in its products.

Given the close association of his writings on Olenina and song and his development of the
theory of Symbolism, it is difficult to tell which came first. Perhaps the powerful experiences he had

at Olenina’s recitals, where he vividly perceived the unity of word, music, and gesture in her

performances, are the actual source of his theory of the symbol. Medtner also understood artistic

9 For an account of song as the primordial art from which all forms of human creativity emerged, see Bely, “Song of
Life,” in Mystical Essays, 33-49.

04 Ibid., 47.

% Bely, “The Meaning of Art,” section VI, in Simwolizm. “IlecHs HOPOAHAA TO23UFO U YHCTYIO MY3BIKY... B mrecHe
3aKAFOYEHO CHMBOAHYECKOE EAMHCTBO “a” TpmaAsr “abc”, rae “b”, 1. e. 00pa3 BUAMMOCTH, IIOAYCPKHYT B
IIPOCTPAHCTBEHHBIX HCKYCCTBAX, 4 ““‘c”, T. e. 6e306paszHoe ImepeKnuBaHue, -- B My3bike. [109TOMY, YCAOBHO rOBOpS, My3bIKA
-- HANOOAEE POMAHTUIECKOE HCKYCCTBO (YTO OTMEYAAH U POMAHTUKH U 'ereAn), CKyAbIITypa -- HAHOOAEE KAACCHIECKOE

HCKyCCTBO, 4 IIECHA -- HANOOAEE CUMBOAMYECKOE.”
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creativity as the expression of music within the soul, which he understood to originate from divine
song fully encompassing all the possible diversity of music and its meanings. He considered music to
be a language capable of expressing meaning on its own without the need for an accompanying text;
but, nevertheless, the act of uniting music and poetry greatly enhances its spiritual impact on the
world. As Bely wrote in 1906, “If poetry burdens music with images, then conversely music, thanks
to poetry and through poetry, is able to permeate the visible world.”*

For both Bely and Medtner, simplicity is an absolute requirement for art to possess any kind
of spiritual force—song is superior to opera as a symbolic art for this precise reason. For Medtner,
the general law governing all of music is the requirement that all complexity must be coordinated
around a unifying simplicity—one that “unites all individual phenomenon of our art [and]| governs
the process of the artist’s creativity.””” The manifestation of this law in harmonic practice—for
example, the resolution of the dominant (complexity) to the tonic (simplicity)—creates music’s
“incantational” (“zaklinatel’naya”) power. The abandonment of tonality would result in the removal
of music’s unifying center and thus would destroy its magical incantational power over the audience.
Bely anticipates Medtner’s law of the coordination of complexity by simplicity in his 1906 essay on
the composer’s songs, claiming that, “Medtner, employing the most complex techniques, is
nevertheless brilliantly simple in his main themes. And this healthy, integral simplicity—simplicity
through complexity—inseparably connects his work with the general mainstream of music,
represented by geniuses like Beethoven, Schumann, and Wagner.”*

Furthermore, Medtner, like with Bely above, also understands music to be a form of

religious creativity rooted in the simplicity of ancient prayers—a manifestation of the all-

% Bely, “The Principle of Form in Aesthetics,” in Selected Essays, 209.
67 Medtner, Muse, 12 (translation altered).
% Bely, Appendix A.
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encompassing unity of divine song. The great composer is one who is capable of taking the simplest
musical formulae and endowing them with deep spiritual significance:

To what incantatory general musical formula can such contrasting pages of music as the
volcanic, stunning coda of the finale of the .Appassionata [Beethoven] and the enchanting
beginning of Chopin’s A-flat major ballade be reduced? To the same formula: tonics and
dominants, or dominants and tonics. Does this mean that these formulas exhaust the
analysis of this music? No, any analysis begins with them and is comprehended and unified
through them. Does this mean that Beethoven and Chopin had a tendency to think in
primitive patterns? No, it only means that their genius had the ability, like that of ancient
prayers, to spiritualize the simplest formulas, the most basic meanings of music. The fact
that music’s most basic meanings can be spiritualized points to their origins in that
primordial, divine song.”

Truly inspired music forms a direct link with the divine song, descending down onto earth within
the human soul. The human ability to convey meaning through music and thus have an incantational
effect on others is only possible if the composer stays true to the song resounding in the soul and
does not become deafened to it by the cacophony of the physical world. To Medtner, the rules of
tonality have emerged from centuries of humanity’s collective contemplation of this divine song,
and, thus, modernist atonality is a rejection of the soul—a rejection of the divine basis of earthly life.
Fantastically, Bely also anticipates Medtner’s entire religious philosophy of music in his 1906
article on Medtner’s Goethe Lieder:
In joining with the great composers of the past, Medtner is separated from them by the
chaos of the surrounding conditions of modernity. From chaos, as it were, he returns for the
second time to the chastely creative sources of life and music. Pure music is resurrected in him,
promising the unquenchable dawn of life. This glowing background gives Medtner’s music a

special transformative meaning. It is the good news; it is the promise “of the dear and eternally
Jamiliar at all times.”"

9 Medtner, Muse, 47-8 (translation altered). “K kaxoii 3sakAMHATEABHOM OOIIIEMY3BIKAABHOI (POPMyAE MOTYT OBITH
CBEACHBI, HAIIPUMEP, CTOAD IIPOTUBOIIOAOKHBIEC CTPAHMIIBI MY3EIKI, KAK BYAKAHHYECKAA MIOTPACAIOIIAA KOAA (DHHAAL
Appassionat'st u uapyrorree Hauaro As-dur'Hoit 6arrassr [omena? Bee k Toii e dhopMyAe: TOHHKE U AOMUHAHTHIL,
HAM AOMUHAHTBI M TOHHKE. 3HAYUT AM 3TO, YTO STHMH (DOPMyAAMHU MCUEPIIBBACTCA aHAAN3 9TOH Myssku? Her, oH ¢
HUX HAYHHACTCH U UMU OCMBICAUBACTCA, LICHTPAAU3YETCA. S3HAUUT AH 9TO, 4TO berxose u IIomen nMeAr CKAOHHOCTb
MBICAHTH IPUMUATHBHBIMU cxeMamu? Hert, 9T0 03HaYaeT AUIIb, YTO UX IFEHUH 0OAGAAA CIIOCOOHOCTBIO OAYXOTBOPATE
mpocreiimune POPMYABL, CAMBIC OCHOBHBIC CMBICABL MY3BIKH, KAK X OAYXOTBOPSAH ApeBHHE MOAHTBEL HoO 910 03HAUaeT
TAKIKE M CIIOCOOHOCTD 3THX CMBICAOB OBITH OAYXOTBOPSACMBIMU, YKA3BIBACT HA HX IPOUCXOKACHHE OT TOH IIEPBIYHON
rrecHmn.”

70 Bely, original emphasis. See Appendix A.
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By separating himself from the chaos of modernity, Medtner can access the “chastely creative
sources” of music, thus “resurrecting” pure music in his soul. The result is the music takes on
hallowed “glow” and a “special transformative meaning”—the attributes that Medtner likely
understood as “music’s incantational power.” In other words, the composer effectively makes
incarnate in physical music the heavenly sounds in the soul which exerts a positive force on the
world.

For both Bely and Medtner then, song is a religious mystery because of its theophanic power
to reveal the eternal and the divine when the composer unites the mystical rhythms of the soul with
visible poetic images. Neither believed that this religious mystery would apocalyptically end the
world through the spiritual evolution of mankind, as Scriabin would set about to do in his own
unfinished “Mystery.” Instead, they viewed music as a means through which humanity and the
material world could become spiritualized, i.e. more divinely perfect. Song both serves as the
ultimate origin of all music and as its most powerful symbolic manifestation on earth. This
interpretation is further corroborated by Medtner’s friend Ivan Ilyin—a religious philosopher
concerned with the development of universal Christian culture—who wrote about Medtner in terms
very similar to Bely’s many years later in 1943 in Zurich:

I call Medtner a seer, because he perceives the musical contents that lie before him as visions

and as vzisions he gives them to us. Visions not in the sense of ghosts or illusions. No, what he

sings of as a [musical| theme is a spéritual reality that appeared to him in the form of a melody,
and he, brightly contemplating and clearly hearing it, first gives it life, and then gives it to others.

His world is Romantically boundless in content and Classically perfect in form.™

The d’Alheims also approached music in song through mystical terms. Bely sought advice on

theosophy and related matters from Pierre, but the d’Alheims more esoteric and spiritualist interests

" lyin, “Nikolay Metner,” in Sushchnost’ i scoeobragie Russkoy kul’tury, 396. Ilyin even adopts Bely’s basic idea that
Symbolism effects the union of (inner) Romantic content with (outer) Classical form. “SI massiBaro Mertrepa nposudyem,
ITOTOMY YTO OH BOCITIPHHIMACT ITPEAAC/KAIIIE €My MY3BIKAABHBIC COACPKAHIA KAK 640er A M KAK 640ertA AAPYET MX HAM.
Buaennsa me B cMbIcAe IpH3pakoB HAM HAAFO3HE. Her, To, 4T0 OH BOCITEBAET KaK TEMY, €CTb 0YX06/4aA peansHocis,
KOTOPpas ABUAACH €My B 0DPa3e MCAOAHI, 4 OH, (8//2/10 C03¢PYasn Y ACHO (Ablla €€, CHATAAA AACT €l JKU3Hb, 2 IIOTOM AAPUT
ee Apyrum. Ero Mup pomanTIdeckn Oe3TPAHHYEH 110 COACPKAHNIO U KAACCHYECKU COBEPIIICHEH 110 hopme.”
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lend their mysticism a rather different slant. They viewed song performance as a kind of resurrection
of the composer/poet through the physical body of the singer. In this way the performer acts as
medium and is thus able to exert tremendous influence over the audience:

The performer’s basic, primary feeling takes on the character of self-abnegation. In fact, his

mission is one of incarnation. He must yield to the work performed and in his awareness he

must live only in and through it. This sense of self-abnegation, as it increases, changes form
and turns into spiritualization—a supreme elevation which, as it increases, becomes an active
force of influence... It becomes clear to him [the performer| what comprises and sums up
his medinmistic mission, and with what reverence he must accept the treasure entrusted to him
by the artist-creator; how he must preserve it, trying to extract nothing from it for his own
benefit; and how he must make the public accept this treasure in all its pristine eternity. |[...]

Here all feelings flow together in a full and final self-renunciation: the artist is dead to the

world, and he lives in a constant, uninterrupted communion with the ideals of his great

teachers.”
What is noteworthy is how little of this really contradicts Medtner’s more explicitly Christian
mysticism. Indeed, at this time Christian, occult, and theosophical ideas all intermixed and are
difficult to distinguish. The Medtner’s themselves were always skeptical of occult practices, and yet,
Medtner’s own account of music as a divine “incantation” (“zaklinanie”) might appear to some as a
form of occult magic (even if it is white magic).

No where is this permeable division between occultism and new currents in Russian
religious thought better illustrated than in the feud that developed between Pierre d’Alheim and
Emil Medtner. The d’Alheims hosted a popular salon in their house that was located right across the
street from the Medtners. This salon served as a hotbed of musico-literary mysticism due to Pierre’s

theosophical interests and his love of interpolating lectures between individual songs in his wife’s

recitals.” This led to animosity between Emil Medtner and Pierre as these two leaders of Muscovite

72 From a “House of Song” bulletin article, written by Pierre d’Alheim in 1910. Quoted in Tumanov, 173.

73 Bely’s account in his unfinished Betlin version of Nachalo veka, 427: “The husband of the famous singer, Baron P.
d'Alheim, sat with the program of the night; penetrating the consciousness of the listeners and working on the
subconscious, he engraved amazingly psychological transitions from song to song, where the song, refracted by the
previous and shaded by the following, grew, acquiring a completely unexpected meaning; where the gradation of songs
revealed the fantasy of the whole, growing out of the fusion of songs, likened only to cosmogony, or the path of
initiation, engraved in the consciousness by the work of d'Alheim.”
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literary life attempted to steer the Symbolist crowd in different directions. In Bely’s later account, the
rivalry reached a fever pitch due to Emil’s hatred of d’Alheim’s particular esotericism and his
promotion of French culture. (ID’Alheim was partly French and promoted French culture while Emil
did the same with German culture.) Here Bely invokes Emil Medtner’s characteristic tendency to
view the world and its inhabitants through the characters of Wagner’s Ring, with the House of Song
as Nibelheim:

[Emil] found the Kabbalistic architectonics of d’Alheim’s views intolerable, along with their

difference in national approach to art. They tore apart the culture of Russia in different

directions: to marriage with Siegfried and to marriage with Roland—but both claimed the
wedding with the princess of Russia (Briinhilde).” The “Dom Pesni” [“House of Song”] was
right across the street, mere feet, from the “Dom Metnerov” [“House of Medtners”].”

Emil had his own Wagnerian vision of a musical mystery—one that placed Nikolay at the
center. Emil imagined his brother would take up where Wagner left off and compose grand
theatrical works without deviating from art’s Eternal laws (as he considered his mortal enemy
Richard Strauss to have done). Such Dionysian works would unite ancient pagan myth with
Christianity in a glorious synthesis of Western culture that would redeem humanity. Emil’s vision of
this Wagnerian mystery was formed under the influence of the Medtner brothers” 1912 trip to see
Parsifal at Bayreuth.” As Emil described it in a letter to Margatita Morozova:

It was there [at Parsifal] that the greatness of Kolya [Nikolay] as a human became clear to

me. In the solitary theater garden, where he quickly ran after the end of the [second] act, I

experienced with him one of the strongest and most wonderful moments of my life. We
were entirely alone. I could not speak a word. Gasping from the unbearable excitement, he

74 Bely, Nachalo veka Berlinksaya redaktsiya, 427. Abridged from, “Omuanro KapAoBudy HEBEIHOCHM OBIA A0CTPAKTHBIH
«MOHM3M» O0ObsicHeHH A'AAbreiima; emy, aAyaaucty (o Kaury) u naropasucry (o I'ére), HerepeHOCHa ObIBaAa
kaOOAANCTHYCCKAS APXUTEKTOHHKA B3TASAOB A'AABrefiMa, OTAHYNE B HALIMOHAABHOM ITOAXOAE K UCKYCCTBY; OBIA
YACTUIO PYCCKUE A'AAbreiim, HO BeAb MeTHep B «HepycCKOM» ObiA HeMely; A'AAbreiiM ke PpaHIlys; U pacTaCKUBAAK
KyAbTypy Poccuu B pasangsbie cTOpOHBI; K Opaky ¢ 3urdppraom u k 6paxy ¢ PoaaHAOM; A2 062 IIpeTeHAOBAAN Ha
cBaAbOY ¢ mapesHoIl Poccneit (BpyHruapaoif); u 3a Hee moaHEMaAN Meun: «Aropasaasm» u «HoTyHII; TapasoKcaAbHO:
«Aom ITecHm» BosHUK IIpOTHB AOMa, TAe 0bmTaA D. K. MerHep; kBapTHPY ero HasbBaAu TOraa «AoMom MeTHepOB» MEI;
TAK YTO OKHA KBAPTUPHL A'AABICHMOB TASACAH Ha OKHA KBapTHPHL J. K.; 1 HOpOIl OTKpBIBaAacH ABEpb: AoMa MeTHepOB,
AoMa A'AAbreiimos, u s, uab [lerposckuii, Pauunckuii, Hararma Typrenesa, [lnerr, mepeberaan a3 AOMa B AOM; HHOTAQ
K€ BOUHCTBEHHO MeTHEp ABASACHA OTCIIKUBATH IIEPEA A'AABIeHMOM; «AOMa» OTACASAUCH ABAALIATHIO AHIIID IIATAMH...
Beceaamu c I1. M. A'Aabreiimom MBI Bce YBACKAAMCH KAK IIOAAHHHBIM IIPOAOAKEHBEM KOHIIEpTa OACHHUHOIA. . ’

75> Ironically, this was the same performance of Parsifal that Stravinsky famously derided in his A#n Autobiography (Simon
and Schuster, 1936), 38-9.
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[Nikolay] spoke words that were unbelievable in their depth and appropriateness and, I
repeat, I could not decide where there was more greatness: on the stage or here in the
experience that was so congenial that Wagner, if he had arisen from the grave, would have
welcomed Kolya as a brother.... This is the secret, brought about through art; this is the
mystery of communion through art; this is true “theosophy.” I have in mind that
transformation, that genuine ecstasy, which seized Kolya through Parsifal. How pitiful and
humorous to me in that moment was Scriabin with his ecstasy..."
This vision of artistic mystery was predicated on the notion that great representatives of humanity
formed a community of being across time and space through the creation of masterworks which
both guided human culture and expressed its fundamentally divine nature. Unfortunately for Emil,
Nikolay seemed unwilling to try his hand at Wagnerian music dramas or in the large scale symphonic
forms that Emil loved. Instead, as we have seen, Medtner pursued his Symbolism in smaller,
intimate chamber forms less conducive to mythogenesis. While Emil was enraptured by Wagner’s
grandiose conflation of pagan myth with Christianity in Parsifal, surely Nikolay, with his composer’s
ears, was ultimately more captivated by those divinely simple, yet endlessly varied, tonal formulae
that appear throughout the celebrated Biihnenweibfestspiel (Stage-consecrating-festival-play).”
While Medtner had no intention of challenging the sorcerer of Bayreuth on his own turf and
did not seem interested in the idea of writing for the stage, he did deeply engage with Wagner’s
harmonic methods. Indeed, in his book, Medtner gives perhaps the most unusual interpretation of
Wagner’s musical significance ever formulated:
Let us recall what Wagner said two years before his death when reading through Palestrina
and Bach. The very same Wagner, who is usually quoted and remembered only as a
revolutionary in music, was, in fact—with all his music, with all his harmony—someone who
showed the deepest connection with Palestrina, and with Bach, and with all music, and with
all of its laws, and, finally, with the fundamental meaning of harmony—the triad... “O was ist
doch solch ein Dreifelang! Alles verschwindet fiir mich dagegen; wenn er wieder eintritt, so ist es nach allem

Toben, Wuten, Irren, wie die Riickkehr von Brabma su sich selbsf””...these words of Wagner,
spoken by him after the composition of “Tristan” (nach allens Toben, Wiiten, Irren), especially

76 Letter from Emil Medtner to Morozova, quoted in Mitchell, Orphans, 123-24.

77 For example, Medtner writes in his book that one of Wagner’s major achievements was “the infinite variety of
interrupted cadences” he employed—an observation far removed from Emil’s concerns. See Medtner, Muse, 37.

78 In Alfred Swan’s translation, “O, what a marvel, such a triad! I feel as if everything disappeatred against it; when it
sounds again, it is as if, after all the madness and anger and fruitless search, Brahma returned to himself.” Medtner, Muse,
108.
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clearly answer the question: what is genuine (non-artificial) evolution [in musical
composition]? The movement of evolution is an eternal encirclement, not an eternal
movement away. It is the movement of life around eternity. Evolution means both forward
and backward, higher and lower, and finally (quite contrary to the opinion of those who
identify evolution with progress and love to use it to justify their continuous movement away
from the center) it means both better and worse, equally.”
To Medtner, Wagner was no revolutionary, but a staunch upholder of the eternal laws of tonal
harmony, as they divinely emanate from the simplicity of the triad.*” Music does not evolve, it simply
reveals different aspects of itself over time as humanity becomes more attuned to the divine song. In
Medtner’s view, the eternal is the true guide to human creative and religious aspirations: “The divine
face of the Muse finds its true reflection only in the distant and quiet waters of the deep lake that is
Eternity.”®' Medtner’s definition of evolution as “the movement of life around eternity” reflects

Bely’s interpretation of Nietzsche’s concept of eternal return as really the periodic “recurrence of

Eternity.”® Bely even depicts Eternity as a feminine goddess, as the object of the Symbolist’s sacred

7 Medtner, Muse, 107-108 (translation altered). “Bcriomamm, aro roBopua Baruep 3a ABa roaa A0 cBOeil cMepTH IIpU
uarennn [Tarectpunsl u Baxa. Tor camsrit Baruep, KOTOPBIH OOBIKHOBEHHO IIUTHPYETCA U BCIIOMHHACTCA AUIID KAK
PEBOAIOIIMOHED B MY3EIKE, HO KOTOPBII Ha CAMOM AEAE BCEH CBOEH MY3BIKOM, BCEM IAPMOHHEN IIOKA3aA CBOIO
raybouaiinyro caaspb u ¢ [larectpruroii, u ¢ baxom, u co Bcell My3BIKOM, 1 CO BCEMH €€ 3aKOHAMH, U, HAKOHELI, C
OCHOBHBIM CMBICAOM IapMOHHH Tpe3y4neMm... «O was ist doch solch ein Dreiklang! Alles verschwindet for mich
dagegen; wenn er wieder eintritt, so ist es nach allem Toben, Wuten, Irren, wie die Ruckkehr von Brahma zu sich
selbst»... D1 caoBa Baraepa, ckasanusie um nocae countenus «I'pucranay (nach allem Toben, Wuten, Irren) ocobento
APKO OTBEYAIOT HAM HA BOIIPOC: YTO €CTh HOAANHHAS (HCHAPOYHTAN) 9BOAIOLUA? ABIKCHICE 9BOAIOLINU €CTh BEIHOEC
OKPYKCHHE, 4 HE BEYHOEC YAAACHHE. DTO ABIKCHHUE JKH3HU BOKPYT BEYHOCTH. DBOAIOLHA O3HAYACT U «BIICPEA», U
«HA33AY, U <BBEPX», U «BHU3Y, M, HAKOHELI, (BOIIPEKH MHECHUIO TEX, KTO Pa3yMEeT IIOA HEH IIPOrpecc U AFoOUT €ro
OIIPABABIBATH CBOE HEIIPEPHIBHOE YAAACHHE OT IIEHTPA) OHA PABHO O3HAYACT U AYHUIIE U XyKe.”

80 Clarifying further his interpretation of Wagner’s music, Medtner writes: “Wagner, who is most often pointed to as an
exemplary revolutionary, was never one. His admiration for Bach, Mozart, and Beethoven was not a cold recognition of
their merits. I£ was a living cult, which shows us his deep connection with previous music. His reform in the field of opera has
nothing in common with musical revolution. As for his harmony, thematic construction, rhythm and, finally, his amazing
development of themes (leitmotifs), here we observe only an individual illumination, a brilliant spiritualization of the same
musical meanings that were the basis of all music.” Emphasis added. Medtner, Muse, 85 (translation altered). “Barnep, Ha
KOTOPOTO 9aIIle BCErO YKA3BIBAIOT KAK Ha IIPHIMEPHOIO PEBOAFOIIMOHEPA, HIKOTAA HA CAMOM ACAE UM He OnrA. Fro
mpekAoHeHue rrepeA baxom, Monaprom n berxoBeHOM He GBIAO XOAOAHBIM IIPH3HAHUEM HX 3ACAYT. DTO OBIA KHBOI
KYABT, KOTOPBIH YKa3bIBACT HAM Ha €rO TAYOOKYIO CBSf3b C IpekHeH My3sikoil. Ero pedpopma B obAacTH omepsl He UMeeT
HIYero oOIIEro ¢ My3bIKAABHON PEeBOAFOIHEH. UTO ke KacaeTcs ero rapMOHNH, TEMATHYECKOTO IIOCTPOCHUS, PUTMA 1,
HAKOHEII, €r0 U3YMHTEABHON Pa3paboTKu TeM (ACHTMOTHBOB), TO 3AECh HADAIOAACTCS AHIID HHAUBUAYAABHOEC
OCBEIIEHIE, TEHNAABHOE OAYXOTBOPEHIE BCE TEX KE MY3BIKAABHBIX CMBICAOB, KOTOPBIE OBIAT OCHOBOM BCEI My3bIKHM.”

81 Ibid., 97 (altered). Medtnet’s statement proceeds from an interpretation of Goethe’s poem, “Spiegel der Muse,” in
which the Muse is admiring herself in the deep waters of a lake and unconcerned by the mockery of the turbulent brook
nearby. “BoxectBenmerii Ank Myser HAXOAUT cebe IIOAAMHHOE OTPAKEHUE AHIID B AAACKHUX M THXHX BOAAX rAyOOKOrO
o3epa — Beunocrn...”

82 See Bely, “Symbolism as a Worldview,” in Selected Essays, 88.
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love: “It is not by accident that the ‘Song of Songs’ opens with the One Countenance of the
beloved—of beloved Eternity, the sole beloved of Nietzsche, the prophet of earth. Revelation
shows us the same countenance in heaven as well: we call this countenance the bride.”®’

Bely’s preoccupation with the Eternal in art saturated his very first published article, the
review of Olenina-d’Alheim’s 1902 song recital quoted above. Disorientated by the mystical visions
induced within him by the singer herself, he exclaims: “Who is this? What is this? Where are we?...
Right here she stands and sings—in pale blue—the pale blue bird of Eternity.”** As Bely would
explain in a letter to Emil Medtner written around the same time as this article, “pale-blue” occupies
the penultimate stage in his eight-step color ladder (prior to the final stage of “colotlessness”) which
represents the “internal ascent of the spirit from oneself to God.”® “Eternity” stands at the core of
Bely’s and Medtner’s mystical Symbolism. It is simply another name for the divine source of life and
art that can be embodied in otherwise transient artistic creations. In Bely’s system, which he derived
from Vladimir Solovyov’s philosophy, the closer the artwork corresponds to the ideal, eternal forms,
the more spiritualized it becomes. Through artistic creation, humanity can transfigure the fallen
material world and eventually bring about the union of heaven and earth as foretold in Revelation.
As Bely wrote in his 1904 essay, “Sacred Colors,” Christ is “Eternity incarnate” and, thus, “We must

make Christ incarnate, just as He made Himself incarnate.”® For Bely, Christ is the ultimate Symbol

of all true art, i.e. all art strives to make Eternity manifest on earth (replicating Christ’s incarnation).

8 Bely, “Song of Life,” in Mystical Essays, 47. The Sophiological basis of this idea will be examined in Chapter Two.

8 Bely, “Pevitsa,” my translation. The “pale-blue” is part of Bely’s elaborate color symbolism derived from his extensive
study of theosophy—the very same sources from which Scriabin derived his system aligning colors and keys, not from
any kind of “synaesthesia” as commonly thought. See Bely’s “Sacred Colors,” in Mystical Essays, 65.

8 Bely to E. Medtner, 30 Nov 1902. Letter #10 in Andrey Beliy—Emil Metner: Perepiska, 1902-1915. At the time Bely was
studying theosophy and goes on to explain that he has been recently informed by Pierre d’Alheim that there are really
nine steps of color in the ascent of the spirit: “Nize will finally illuminate for us the path that we set out on from the
world, and ‘everything will be illuminated by a single final light.” He clearly thus had personal contact with the d’Alheims
from their first concert tour of Russia.

8 Bely, Mystical Essays, 63.
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This mystical preoccupation with Eternity as both the subject and object of artistic creation directly
influenced the development of Symbolist poetics and especially Medtner’s Symbolist musical style,

which we will turn to now.

Svmbolist Music

Like Bely, Medtner describes the creative process as the incarnation of the eternal impulses
of the soul in art. Not only does the artist work with eternal themes, “existing in themselves,” but is
able to incarnate the “impulses of his soul” due to direct mystical connections between the artist’s
soul and the artistic creation:

The main themes of art are themes of efernity, existing in themselves. Artistic ‘discovery’

consists only in the individual disclosure of these themes and in no way the invention of a

non-existent art. “He did not invent gunpowder”: these words of reproach encourage young

musicians, instead of devoting themselves to direct thematic creativity, to invent all sorts of
explosives and suffocating gases—the effect of which is equally destructive not only for art,
but also for the inventor himself, since this dynamite destroys those invisible (but,
nevertheless, quite real) conducting strands [“provoda,”] that connect the soul of the artist
with art itself. No matter how high and significant the impulses of bis soul, they can no longer be
incarnated [“voplotit'sya”] in art when these wires are torn.”’

This passage, from Medtner’s 1935 book, is part of his polemic against musical modernism, which

he felt had severed art from its foundations in religious creativity. While Symbolism is now

considered the first modernist movement in Russian literature, participants certainly sought to

restore their artistic practice to its assumed origins in religious creation. Modernism is often

characterized by the fixation on the purely novel, yet Bely (with Medtner) defined Symbolism instead

87 Medtner, Muse, 3. Translation altered. Emphasis added. “B nckyccrse e raaBHOI peaAbHOCTBIO ABASIOTCH TEMBIL.
I'AaBHEIE TEMBI FICKYCCTBA CYTh TEMBI BEIHOCTH, CYIIECTBYIOLIHE CaMH 110 cebe. XYAOKECTBEHHOE KOTKPBITHE»
3aKAFOYACTCA AMIID B MHAHBHAYAABHOM PACKPBITHH 3THX TEM, 4 HUKOUM 00pa3oM He B H300peTe M
HECYIIECTBYIOLIErO UCKyccTBa. «OH IOPOXa HE BBIAYMAA». DTOT YIPEK IOOYKALET MOAOABIX MY3BIKAHTOB BMECTO TOTO,
9TOOBI OTAABATHCA HEIIOCPEACTBEHHOMY TEMATHYECKOMY TBOPYCCTBY, H300PETATH BCCBO3MOKHEIC B3PBIBYATEIC BEILICCTBA
1 YAYILLIAUBBIC Ia3bl, ACHCTBHE KOTOPHIX PABHO IYOHTEABHO HE TOABKO AASL HCKYCCTBA, HO M AASL CAMOTO H300pEeTaTeAd,
TaK KaK ACHCTBUE 3TOrO AMHAMUTA PA3PYIIACT TC HEBUAUMBIC (HO, TEM HE MEHEE, BIIOAHE PEAABHEIC) IIPOBOAA, KOTOPEIE
COCAMHSAIOT AYIIY XYAOKHHKA C CAMHM HUCKyccTBOM. Kak GBI Hi GBIAN BBICOKH 1 3HAYMTCABHEI IIOPBIBBI €rO AYIIIH, OHFH
HE MOIYT YK€ BOIIAOTHTBCA B FICKYCCTBO IIPH HAAOPBAHHOCTH 9TUX IIPOBOAOB.”



61

as the search for the eternal in the old and its resurrection into the new. In 1912 he penned a
definition of Symbolism along these lines for his and Emil Medtner’s magazine, Works and Days:
In living through the diversity of theory of the recent past, modernity is forced to seek
organic wholeness; this wholeness is a reflection of the efernal on earth. We can either create
this wholeness anew, or we can creatively perceive the efernal in the old. Both of those great
artists who excite us, sages of the recent past, strove for this: Nietzsche and Wagner.
Nietzsche strove for the first; Wagner strove for the second. And in the latter path we see
more greatness.”
It is greater to (creatively) look for the eternal in the old than it is to create it anew. While Bely
elsewhere also recognized the need for new forms of art and life that could free humanity from
ossified expressive forms, he never imagined this would entail a direct break with the past. In fact he
spent a considerable amount of effort studying past poetic forms, especially iambic tetrameter,
examining how the meter could be renewed through old and new rhythmic practices. He frequently
polemicized against those who sought radically new forms of expression that broke from past
traditions, and instead sought to “concentrate entirely on the study of creative techniques within the
limits of existing forms”—as Bely desctibed the purpose of his own branch of Symbolism.”
There is a common misconception in the musicological literature that Symbolists in general
were devoted to “the overthrow of tradition, the freeing of technique, and the dissolution of
‘form,”” as Taruskin put it in his attempt to assess the cultural significance of Symbolism during

Scriabin’s youth.” Yet, while these decidedly modernist ideals apply to some extent to the late music

of Scriabin, their assertion as general principles mischaracterizes what many Symbolists, including

8 Bely, Introduction to Orpheus, Trudy i dni 1 (1912), in Manifesty, 552. “Mzxupas MHOrooOpasue TeOPUN HEAABHETO
IIPOIIIAOTO, COBPEMEHHOCTD BBIHYKACHA HCKATh OPTAHHYECKOH LEABHOCTH; 9Ta LIEABHOCTD MOKET OBITh OTPAKCHHEM
6641020 HA 3EMAC; 9Ty LIEABHOCTb MOKEM HAH 34060 COTBOPUTD; HAM MOKEM MBI TBOPYCCKH BOCUPUHATE 6¢4H0¢ 6 (I7APOM.
K atomy crpemuancs 062 BEAHKIE XYAOKHUKH, MyAPELIEI HEAABHETO, HAC BOAHYIOLIEro npoinaoro: Hurre u Barmep.
K nepsomy nopesasca Hume; mopsisascs Baraep ko Bropomy. M B mocaeAsem myTu Mel ycmaTpuBaeM boace
BeAman.”

8 Bely, “O06 urorax pasBUTHsA HOBOTO PYCCKOrO UCKycctBa,” in Arabeski. Accessible here:
http://azlib.ru/b/belyj_a/text_14_1907_arabesky.shtml. Originally published in 1907. Bely showed disgust at those
purporting to create radically new art works of the future to match the expected imminent radical transformations of
mankind.

90 Taruskin, Traditions, 437.
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Bely and Medtner, were after, which was the exact opposite: the renewal of tradition, the careful
deepening and manipulation of existing techniques, and the search for innovation within and
through established forms. In a study of Bely’s poetry, G. S. Smith concludes that, “Bely’s verse
exhibits certain innovatory features, but that these innovations were the result of the redistribution of
traditional elements of nineteenth-century resources rather than a departure from them ... Running counter to
[Bely’s typographical experimentation] is a tendency toward fraditional strictness of form, expressed at its
fullest in the use of iambic tetrameter and quatrainal stanza forms.””'

Along such lines, Medtner thought that his task as a composer was to participate in
humanity’s eternal renewal of the fundamental laws of musical harmony and musical form—an act
he felt was profoundly opposed to both modernist azd conservative approaches to music:

The new is only a renewal of the “old.” It rejects in the old only what had pulled it away
from its center of gravity. But, in its return to the center it seeks formerly forgotten ways of
encircling it.... We must not return to the former “old” practices of creativity — this would
mean going down the path of fruitless imitation — but we are obliged to return to same
discipline of harmony, with its fundamental laws of which the great masters were educated
and which the young musicians educated today are apparently deprived of.”
Medtner’s Symbolist style is predicated on this idea that the artist should creatively find the new in
the old, should find new ways of expressing the eternal basis of music, and should reject those
elements of traditional and modern practice which have lost touch with the eternal “center.” The
concrete result of this belief is that certain compositional parameters in Medtner’s music are
developed in depth while others are largely ignored. For example, Medtner exhibits great nuance and
variety in phrase construction, rhythmic design, the contrapuntal derivation of harmonies, thematic

development, and large-scale form. These features are emphasized at the near total expense of

precisely the two most celebrated aspects of modernist music of the 1890s and 1900s: colorful

o1 G. S. Smith, “Bely’s Poetry and Verse Theory,” in Andrey Bely: Spirit of Symbolism (Cornell University Press, 1987), 283.
Emphasis added.
92 Medtner, Muse, 64 and 69 (translation altered).
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sonorities (through novel orchestration and chord voicing) and “emancipated” vertical harmonies
(i.e. those not justified by tonal voice-leading practices). Ironically, his intentional neglect of these
two stylistic elements both limited his success with popular audiences (as the orchestra was the
primary vehicle for the introduction of new music at the time) and spurred his rejection by
modernist critics.

Medtner’s infusion of traditional elements of the tonal musical system with deep religious
significance transforms his style into something specifically “Symbolist” rather than just
antimodernist. He believed that the entire tonal system or “language” is symbolic insofar as it exists
to communicate mystical experience and is itself an imperfect incarnation of the heavenly song.
Music generated in conformity to its “eternal laws” thus garners the ability to become spiritualized,
to become an incantation. Medtner cultivates specific tonal devices as musical symbols. As an overt
example, he clearly imbues the parallel relationship between major and minor modes with great
significance and the large-scale movement from minor to major is frequently used to symbolize the
attainment of divine life or the ecstatic expression of sacred love. Musical themes themselves
comprise the fundamental symbolic content of any piece of music as they are derived from the
composer’s mystical vision of the heavenly music in the soul. For Medtner, his themes
simultaneously contain within themselves all the keys to their development and, like pieces of the
divine, act to spiritualize the music within which they reside. Medtner thus tries to fully realize or
manifest these themes in his music by creating s#7 generis formal structures by cultivating a great deal
of variety in the procedures of thematic development, recapitulation, and transformation.

One of the most important musical symbols in Medtner’s harmonic practice is the dominant
chord itself. For context, consider Taruskin’s division of world of early twentieth-century Russian
chromatic harmony into two large camps, based on the prolongational status of the dominant—one

camp, the “Lisztian,” contained the kuchka, and was continued by Rimsky-Korsakov and his
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students (most notably Alexander Glazunov and Anatoly Lyadov). Taruskin’s places in his second
“camp,” the “Wagnerian,” only one member, Scriabin:
[Rimsky-Korsakov], like all Russian composers but Scriabin, remained first and foremost a
Lisztian. The difference between Wagnerian and Lisztian harmony is fundamental and easy
to descry. Wagnerian harmony is essentially dominant harmony, prolonged at times to the
breaking point and often prevented from resolving in conventional ways. However modified
or attenuated, though, the driving force behind Wagner’s tonal vagaries is the same
dominant tension one feels in Beethoven’s retransitions. Lisztian harmony, in contrast, with
its circles of thirds, is harmony that seems at times to deny the existence of the dominant.
And it was this quality, perhaps above all, that appealed so to Russian composers, who in
other ways as well (as in their “modal” folk song harmonizations) tended to avoid or weaken
the dominant function in their music.”
To the extent that these two camps existed, Medtner’s membership is clearly in the “Wagnerian”
circle with his fellow Muscovite, Scriabin. While the lattet’s earlier music was beloved by Medtner,
Scriabin eventually turned toward the “Lisztian” by undermining the dominant with octatonic and
whole-tone harmony in Promethens and other late works.” Medtner, however, never abandoned a
love for that “dominant tension one feels in Beethoven’s retransitions,” and that, coupled with his
ceaseless rhythmic inventiveness and pervasive thematic development, well accounts for that sense
of constant striving which so characterizes his music.
In his book, Medtner placed the dominant at the center of his Symbolist harmonic theory.
As the “coordinate of the tonic and of tonality,” the dominant functions as a genuine “symbol” with
a dual capacity to point in two different directions simultaneously: it is the “symbol of direct
gravitation towards the tonic, as well as the symbol of movement, i.e. a temporary departure from
it.”” As we will see, Medtner’s “Zaklinanie” (to which we will soon turn) itself constantly strives for

the dominant nearly the whole piece, finally attaining it at the end in order to produce the kind of

gloriously climactic cadence on the tonic that both makes this kind of tonal music so satisfying,

93 Taruskin, Traditions, 296-97.
9 See Taruskin, Defining Russian Musically, “Scriabin and the Superhuman,” 308-359.
9 Medtner, Muse, 25-6.
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while also affording Medtner a plethora of ways in which he can use harmonic and tonal processes
to comment on the poetic text. Additionally, his highly personal harmonic palette is peppered with
bizarre and unexpected resolutions of the dominant and of other seventh and augmented sixth
chords. Such chords act as symbols insofar as the use of chromatic voice leading allows Medtner to
use the same chord to either gravitate towards or move away from the tonic, generating semantic
and functional multivalence.

Despite the fact that many critics first notice the difficulty and seeming independence of the
piano accompaniment parts, Medtner’s Symbolist song practice is marked by extreme attentiveness
to poetic detail. Musical thythms typically match or illuminate subtle shifts in poetic thythm and
other deviations from the meter. Instead of balanced musical phrases, he instead employs
continually changing rhythmic patterns for each line of poetry. His phrase structures depart
significantly from tonal models as they conform closely to the text, even to specific vowel patterns.
The “independence” of the piano parts should instead be understood as attempts to illustrate the
text through the procedures associated with “absolute” music like sonata practice. For example, the
development and recapitulation of specific themes in the context of complex tonal designs grant
such themes symbolic character in relation to the song text. In Christoph Flamm’s words, “Medtner
comments on the deeper meaning of the poems by introducing multilayer structures (somehow akin
to the function of Wagner’s orchestra).””® The preservation of the foundations of functional
harmony was the key to Medtner’s Symbolist style, as he employed familiar devices in new and
unfamiliar ways—especially in the service of text setting.

As such, the goal of the following analysis of Medtner’s song “Zaklinanie” (“Incantation”),
one Olenina-d’Alheim premiered and championed, will be to highlight the kinds of harmonic,

thematic, and phrase-structural innovations which comprised Medtnet’s unique Symbolist style, and

% Flamm, “Musical Symbols,” in Nikolai Medtner, 154.
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to indicate the possible ways in which Olenina influenced his declamatory vocal style. Medtner
considered “Zaklinanie” to be one of his most personally significant songs,” and it serves as a great
example of how he manipulated and symbolized traditional tonal parameters. As a Symbolist,
Medtner paid extreme attention to his texts, and so our analysis of his song must begin with the

poem.

Incantation

Pushkin alludes to the Romantic elegy by opening his poem with a melancholic description
of a moonlit graveyard (see text below). Yet what at first seems like an apostrophe to the poet’s
absent lover quickly transforms into an attempt to summon her ghost to him. The poet becomes
captivated by his own subject matter and his tone becomes increasingly frenzied. In the second
stanza he imagines the forms in which his lover might appear—as an apparition or as a corpse.
Turning psychologically inward in the final stanza, the poet reveals his torments and the reason for
which he wants to resurrect the dead: to declare his love and faithfulness. The title of the poem,
“Zaklinanie,” is often translated as “Invocation” or “Incantation.” It is the noun formed from the
verb “zaklinat’,” meaning to “cast a spell,” and is etymologically dependent on “klyatva,” meaning a
“spell” in the sense of an “oath.”® The word indicates a form of magic stemming from the spoken

word, unlike its English counterpart, “incantation,” formed as it is from the Latin “cantare” (“to

sing”).” Indeed, Pushkin incorporates a “zaklinanie” directly into the poem through the use of a

97 According to the memoirs of Medtner’s English pupil Edna Iles. See Apetyan, ed., S7ar%, 174.

98 https:/ /ru.wiktionary.org/wiki/kasrBa. Its usage also extends to related concepts like a “conjuting” ot an “exotcism.”
The term “zaklinanie” plays a central role in Medtner’s conception of music as a capable of magical incantatory power.
9 Many English terms related to magic follow a similar etymological path from the Latin for singing and song, e.g.
enchantment and charm.
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stanza to bring to life the poet’s magical attempt to summon his beloved.

), are repeated at the end of each

Alexander Pushkin, “3akaunnanne”

O, ecAn mIpaBAa, 9TO B HOYH,
Koraa mokosres uBsie,

W c zeba AyHHBIE AyIH
CKOAB3AT HA KAMHH I'POOOBEIE,
O, ecAn mIpaBAa, 9TO TOTAQ
ITycreroT THXHE MOTHABIL, —

51 tewp 30By, f KAy ACHABL:

Ko mue, Moit ApyT, CFOAQ, croAal

SIBucCh, BO3AIODAECHHAS TEHD,

Kax TeI OBIAG TIEPEA PA3AYKOIA,
baAeana, xAapHA, KAaK 3UMHUI ACHD,
McxaxeHa mMOCACAHEH MYKOIL.
ITpuan, Kax AAABHAA 3BE3AQ,

Kak Aerkoil 3Byk HAb AYHOBEHBE,
VA Kak ykacHOE BHAEHBE,

Mmae Bcé paBHO: CrOAQ, croaal..

30By T€OA HE AAFL TOTO,

Y100 yKOPATH AFOAEH, Ubs 34004
Vbuaa apyra moero,

VAb 9100 M3BEAATH TAWHBI IpO0Oa,
He aas Toro, uyro maoraa
COMHEHBEM MYYYyCh... HO, TOCKYH,
Xo4y cKa3arp, 9TO BCE AFOOATO 1,
Yro Bcé s 1BOM. Croaa, croaal

Pushkin, “Zaklinanie” (“Incantation”)

Oh, if it is true that in the night,

When the living are resting,

And from the sky the moonbeams

Slide onto the gravestones,

Oh, if it is true that then

The quiet graves become empty, —

I call the shade, I wait for Leila:

Come to me, my friend, come here, herel

Appear, beloved shade,

As you were before our separation,

Pale, cold, like a winter day,

Distorted by the last torment.

Come, like a distant star,

As a light sound or breath,

Or like a terrible vision,

It doesn’t matter to me: come here, herel..

I call you not so as

To reproach people whose malice

Killed my friend,

Or to learn the secrets of the grave,

Not for that which sometimes

Torments me with doubt... but, yearning,
I want to say that I still love,

That I am all yours. Come here, here!'”

For the three stanzas, Pushkin employs a form associated with the classical ode, where the

stanzas are split into two quatrains with different thyme schemes: (aBaB) followed by (cAAc)."”!

100 My translation.

101 Capital letters indicate feminine rhyme. Michael Wachtel states that the stanzaic form is “odd.” See Michael Wachtel,
Pushkin’s Lyric Poetry (Wisconsin University Press, 2011), 205. Lower case letters indicate masculine rhymes and upper
case feminine. The second quatrain of the third stanza breaks the pattern slightly by introducing a new rhyme for the
inner part of the ring—(c-D-D-c).
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The meter, iambic tetrameter, is the most common in Russian prosody (and the object of
Bely’s extensive investigations in his 1911 book, Simwolizm). To emphasize the opening apostrophe,
Pushkin employs a common deviation from strict iambs by shifting the stress in the first foot to the
first syllable: “O, esli pravda, chto v nochi”—the vocative “O” commands its own stress. The meter
is disturbed by irregularly employed medial caesurae, which in the last stanza generates an excited,
breathless quality. The ellipsis in the antepenultimate line (“Somnen’en muchus’... no toskuya”) is
an aporia, as the poet abandons explanations for desperate pleas of love—generating a massive
upsurge of unmediated emotion that transforms the final quatrain into a genuine climax. Pushkin’s
poem—with its subtle manipulation of Classical forms combined with its extreme expressivity, its
“decadent” subject matter, use of symbolic imagery, and incantational language—is in every way a
proto-Symbolist poem (and one whose subject matter Bely reversed—the poet tries to rise from the
grave—in his famous poem, ‘Zolotomu blesku veril,” also set by Medtner).

Perhaps this explains why the Pushkin text was never used by Russian composers until
Rimsky-Korsakov turned to it in 1882. Indeed, its idiosyncrasies and expressive effects would have
been lost in the balanced lyrical phrases of a Russian romance. The poem actually received its first
treatments in the 1860s by two non-Russian composers. One of these was Spanish singer-composer
Pauline Viardot, who set a couple dozen Russian poems.'”” The other was by Nietzsche himself
using a German translation.'” Viardot’s is a rousing and highly expressive piece that suits the poem,
while Nietzsche’s is an accomplished, yet generic piece in a more subdued early-Romantic lieder
style. Of the latter, Medtner, upon finally acquiring the score in 1925, wrote revealingly to brother
Emil: “Nietzsche’s songs, despite a certain amount of amateurism, nevertheless provide an

opportunity to see a subtle musical soul. [His setting of] Pushkin’s “Zaklinanie” makes a curious

102 The scote to this song is hard to come by, but here is recording: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_OpjfM4{V 3s.
Ivan Turgenev fell in love with her and lived with the Viardots for years.
103 Here is a recording of the Nietzsche by Fischet-Dieskau: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=>5v{fxOjFiJs.
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impression in its naivety. Also amusing is the invincible influence on it of that “alten sichsichen
Weibes” (“old Saxon woman”), as he deigned to christen the greatest creator of songs,
Schumann.”'"*

Taruskin, in his description of Musorgsky’s “melodic recitative” style as a form of
naturalism—due to its attempt to incorporate the natural rhythms of Russian speech—succinctly
sums up two aspects of the declamatory style which Medtner’s employs in the opening of
“Zaklinanie” (Example 1.1):

The first is the manner of starting phrases with anacruses [i.e. upbeats] of a full beat’s

duration, even though this does not naturalistically reflect Russian speech patterns. It

produces, rather, what one Soviet writer has called, “rounded intonational periods,” and its

“natural model,” if such it be, is not conversational speech but the emotionally exalted tone

Russians invariably assume when, even today and in casual surroundings, they recite

poetry.... The other characteristic declamational device has been termed the “mute ending”

(glukhoye okonchaniye): the naturalistic rendering of words that end on unaccented syllables,

producing, typically, a pair of eighth notes (or a triplet) on a beat, with the beginning of the

next beat void.'”
By all accounts, Olenina’s singing style must have been an extreme version of the “emotionally
exalted tone” that Taruskin’s Russians use to declaim poetry, and Medtner opens his setting to
facilitate such a pose. The vocative “O” receives a full quarter note (half of the 2/4 bar), standing
out from the otherwise even stream of eighth notes. While it is not on an upbeat strictly speaking, it
certainly sounds like one at first, since the bass line’s entrance is delayed until the next beat.
Furthermore, at the end of the first line Medtner employs the “mute ending” by giving the feminine

ending’s “extra” syllable its own eighth note. This fact, combined with the lengthening of the “O”,

results in the mute ending limping over into the fifth bar of the phrase. Thus, this already slowly

104 Letter of 4 Feb 1925. Medtner, Pis’ma, 290-91. In addition to Nietzsche’s philosophy, Medtner was influenced by
Nietzsche’s artistic output. Medtner set five of his early poems as his Op. 19 and sought after Nietzsche’s (hard to find)
scores. “HurimeBckue IeCHI CKBO3b U3BECTHYIO AOAFO AMACTAHTH3MA BCE KE AAFOT BO3MOXKHOCTD YBH- ACTh TOHKYEO
My3BIKAABHYIO AyILy. KypbesHoe BIedaTACHME 11O Ha- HBHOCTH IIPOM3BOAUT IYIIKHHCKOE «3akanHanue». Ere 3a6aBHO
HerobeAnmoe BanAHme Ha Hero «alten sichsichen Weibes»®, kak OH H3BOANA OKPECTHTH BEAMYAMIIIETO TBOPIIA ITECEH
[Mlymama...”

195 Taruskin, Musorgsky: Eight Essays and an Epilogne (Princeton University Press, 1993), 221-22.
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paced line thus continues for slightly longer than would be typical (i.e., four bars) conveys the feeling
of expressive breathlessness, as the singer literally runs out of breath. The net result is a subtly

disconcerting sense of imbalance fitting the poet’s mood as he contemplates the graveyard.

H. Mertneps,

N. Medtner, 0P %2 N° 7.
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Example 1.1: Nikolay Medtner, “Zaklinanie,” Op. 29, No. 7, mm. 1-11.

The voice part in the second system highlights Medtner’s sensitivity to not only the poetic
meter but also to the vowel patterning. The unusual phrase structure is a musical equivalent of
chiasmus, as mm. 6-7 is a motivic variant of bars 3-6, while the end of the phrase (mm. 8-10), repeats
the motivic fifth descent (Eb-Ab) of bars 1-2 a third lower. Here Medtner has picked up on the
subtle vowel repetition between the poem’s first and fourth line: compare “O esli pravda, chto v
nochi” with “Skol’zyat na kamni grobovye.” The return of the opening motivic idea to set the
fourth line emphasizes this inner vowel rhyme—explaining the otherwise unusual structure. At the

end of this phrase, the voice descends into a low alto register, lingering on the F# below middle C (a
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full two octaves lower than the final E which concludes the song’s vocal line later on)—allowing an
expressive singer like Olenina-d’Alheim to viscerally invoke the poem’s imagery of moonlight
enveloping the graves.

Medtner’s emphasis on naturalistic declamatory techniques transforms two lines of iambic
tetrameter, which should fit perfectly nicely into four bats of 2/4, into a bizarre five-bar phrase. To
see just how bizarre this is, compare with Cesar Cui’s 1895 setting of the same poem (Example 1.2).
He uses the same declamatory stream of even eighth notes and grants the opening “O” a full quarter
note (so as to invoke that “emotionally exalted tone”). Yet, Cui was smart—he realized that if he
used common time (double Medtnet’s 2/4), the notes would spill over into the third bat. So, he
found the petfect solution: to use 3/2 time! Now Cui had more than enough room to fit the text
into an even number of bars, with the typical results expected of a composer more interested in

symmetry than expressive effect.

y ec - I OpaB- Aa, 4TO BbHO- 9H,

=t

—————
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I — e

Example 1.2. Cesar Cui, ‘““Zaklinanie,” Op. 55, No. 6, mm. 3-0.
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Opverall, however, Medtner’s declamatory style represents a significant departure from the
naturalistic recitative of Musorgsky and the kuchka. The subtle interplay between poetic and musical
meter, so characteristic of Medtner’s songs, can only occur through a somewhat even flow of
syllables. The use of naturalistic, unmetrical speech patterns typical of Musorgsky’s recitative and
arioso would destroy this effect. Musorgsky’s invoked these natural patterns through several
techniques, including the use of a wide variety of rhythmic values in otherwise short phrases,
alternation between duple and triple groupings, an abundance of short rests, rapidly changing
dynamics, and constant small leaps. Rimsky-Korsakov’s 1882 setting dates from the period when he
was still under the influence of Musorgsky’s naturalist recitative (Example 1.3). Here, the frequent
rests and wide variety of note values (combined with the tendency to leave the downbeat vacant and
the metrical changes) work together to create a free-flowing recitative style that, while certainly
expressive, disrupts the sense of poetic or, for that matter, musical meter. Structured like an opera
number, the free recitative yields to a slightly more regular arioso midway through the fourth system.
While Rimsky’s setting is certainly effective and its snappy rhythms break up any monotony that
might result from regular tonic stress, its recitativo is very far from Medtner’s declamatory style

derived from the spoken declamation of poems.'”

106 T emphasize this point because recitative and declamation are often conflated as the same thing.
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Example 1.3. Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov, ‘“Zaklinanie,” Op. 26, No. 2, mm. 1-14.

Comparing Medtner’ piano part (in mm. 1-10) to Rimsky’s and Cui’s will reveal its
remarkable strangeness. It is strange precisely because Medtner uses the traditional building blocks
of tonal music in unusual ways. His idiosyncratic development of the potential inherent in voice-
leading (the art of connecting harmonies linearly) and the extreme deviations he takes from Classical

phrase models are particularly notable. Even though many modernist critics in Medtner’s lifetime
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dismissed his music as a dead relic from the distant past, it is nevertheless clear that no nineteenth-
century composer would ever do what he does in these first ten measures.

Including Rimsky-Korsakov and Cui, who themselves were no strangers to late-nineteenth
century developments in chromatic harmony (indeed Rimsky was a cutting-edge pioneer of the
possibilities inherent in the symmetrical division of the octave). Both of their pieces employ a sparse
chordal accompaniment which crudely and simply exploits the expressive potential of chromatic
effects. For example, in bar 2 Rimsky plops down an unprepared variant of the augmented sixth
chord known as the “diminished third.” This is resolved properly to the dominant of Eb major in
bar 6. In bars 9-13 Rimsky simply repeats his entire harmonic framework of the first eight bars but
transposed into the key of C minor (the relative minor). This kind of “advanced” chromatic
harmony, yet treated strictly via transposition and sequences, is characteristic of Rimsky-Korsakov
and his pupils. Who together comprised the “Belyayev’” school which dominated St. Petersburg
musical culture until Rimsky’s death in 1908."”” In bars 3-4 of his setting, Cui simply decorates a
standard cadential progression with a chromatic predominant. In the next two bars he uses smooth
chromatic voice leading to tonicize iv. This elementary treatment is only worth mentioning due to
how different it is from Medtner’s, given that both composers employ a similar declamatory
approach to the text setting.

In comparison, what leaps from the page in Medtner’s setting is the /nearity of the texture
and the subsequent increase in number of independent voices (of which the voice part itself is just
one). The piano’s phrase is split into three sections that do not align with the voice’s two sections.

Tonally, the first section opens with a tonic chord (C min) that unfolds outward in linear contrary

107 This is the tradition from which Stravinsky emerged after several years of serving as Rimsky’s most eager pupil.
Medtner’s lack of conformity with this tradition is why he is often referred to a fundamentally “German” composer and
why his music was never particularly well received in the Imperial capital. Cui lived on until 1918 but had long since lost
any influence as a composer due to his break with Belyayev and Rimsky. He produces a steady stream of vituperative
music criticism aimed at all and sundry.
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motion to VI (Ab) in bar 3. Medtner gives us a complete contrapuntal complex in the piano
alone—but what, then, is the voice doing? It begins by moving in parallel motion in sixths with the
bass, as if it and the bass are forming their own contrapuntal pattern! Indeed, we get the musical
equivalent of gengma as the bass participates in two different contrapuntal patterns simultaneously.'”
The resulting harmonies are entirely linearly derived, and it would be nonsensical to try to label them
with roman numerals. The second line of the poem enters before the move to VI is completed, after
which the piano pictorially drops out on the word “pokoyatsya” (“resting”).

The arrival of the minor dominant (G min) in bar 5 both completes the phrase and begins a
circle-of-fifths sequence which momentarily tonicizes 111 (Eb) on the downbeat of bar 7. The circle-
of-fifths sequence is the bread-and-butter of tonal harmony, and, yet, here Medtner places one
smack-dab in the break between the two vocal phrases, complete with its own countermelody that is
fully independent from the voice.""” This circle-of-fifths ends on an Eb major chord right in the
middle of the poem’s 3" line, brightening the moonlight referred to in the text (“c neba lunnye”).
The subsequent music proceeds by a 10-5 linear intervallic pattern between the outer voices of the

piano part itself (as the voice descends into a middle voice).'"!

The sequence goes awry on the
downbeat of bar 9, where a chromatic Db appears in the bass before being wrenched up in the next

bar to form a half cadence in the key of the dominant (G min). This passage is difficult to explain

with traditional means.!?

108 T take the V chord (G) on the downbeat of bar 3 as a step on the way to the VI chord, due to parallel motion in the
right hand.

109 Stravinsky would go on to use this technique in his neoclassical music, but in a freer and more dissonant manner.

110 The countermelody (Ab- Bb-G) is an imitative thythmic augmentation (like a drawn-out echo) of the tail motive that
occurs at the end of each poetic line—FEb-F-D in the first two.

11 Traditionally speaking, the voice patt is taken as the structural upper voice in the analysis of songs. This is, however,
frequently not the case in Medtner’s music and is a major indicative factor of his “chamber music” style of songwriting.
112 One could take the bass movement from Ab to Db as implying F minor, an important key for the rest of the piece.
Alternatively, one could read the bass from the Eb in bar 7 to the Db in bar 9 as outlining (through rising thirds) an
augmented sixth (Eb-C#) in the key of G minor.
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The most important innovation Medtner introduces into song composition is the full-scale
importation of the techniques of “absolute” music into his song structures (recall Bely’s claim that
“pure music is resurrected in him”). The use of thematic and formal processes typical of instrumental
music are not an indication of lack of interest in tailoring the music to the text, but, on the contrary,
provide additional parameters through which a poem’s imagery and moods can be expressed.'” To
demonstrate, let’s examine how Medtner treats the second quatrain of the first stanza (Example 1.4).
As you recall, this music follows from the previous system’s half cadence in the key of the dominant
and ensuing long rest. Here, Medtner abruptly returns to the tonic (mm. 12-15) with an exact
repetition of bars 1-3 that then subsequently diverges. This move is reminiscent of his sonata
practice wherein he returns to the main theme in the tonic at the beginning of the transition before
modulating away. Such a repetition (especially in the same key) is unusual in through-composed
songs and does not occur in Cui’s or Rimsky’s settings. Here, it serves to emphasize Pushkin’s own
exact repetition of the opening line in line 5 (the only instance of repetition in the poem outside of

the refrain).
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113 Those critics, though, who were used to having the structure and significance of a song mostly contained within the
voice line, complained about a sense of “contemplative objectivity” in Medtner’s songs—presumably meaning that
“abstract” musical procedures concentrated in the piano part take too large a role in the illustration of the text. For
Example, see Flamm, Metner, 269.



77

S T 4 1 L 1 o |
¥ 151 — I —— 1 r‘x‘ ¥ %i} T = -
- B e o =)
A iy Jle - w - - - a&H: Ko wmu%, MOM
ma dou - ce Lei - - la: Ma bien - - ai -
2 ) s
S = e T = 1 —1
poco a poco crescendo e agitato
! J » B (S 1 y I | Py
Q T - ;j T > | ; —J}V—ﬁ = 3 ? yv—_
- -\_. Foe—o——3 - —i—ﬁ—“‘—.%:“#:
-
S , JFf con moto
T +—= —— ——— (™ 1Y e — I e —
==—===_=1=: === 3
APy, clo - Ia, — ) N (S o
mee, o wiems____ 0 viens/ =
. _ con mpto a, z/tato$ o ;/“b
( e RE ] s e tssist
; " w3 g = s 2 ]
o S ] ) I (3 ¥ Ny | Sy S |
——— ! s A P s »
g Eﬁ:}— = == L', 1
b " - 1 —_— I} { —g 3 1 V
v = i > = ;

Example 1.4. Nikolay Medtner, “Zaklinanie,” mm. 12-27.

This time, however, the poet has a surprise in store, as instead of again mournfully

contemplating the moonlit tombstones, he suddenly realizes that the ghosts (“shades” in poetic

lingo) emerge from their tombs at night and that he can thus call to his dead beloved. Medtner

illustrates this shift masterfully by beginning a new formal section (bar 18) at the seventh line with

the words “Ya ten’ zovu” (“I call the shade”). The musical form thus cross-cuts the stanzaic form in

a way that actually reflects the introduction of the poet’s subjectivity with the sudden and

unexpected first use of the first-person pronoun, “Ya.” Not only that, but by introducing a

countersubject in the bass, Medtner has the shade answer the poet’s call in a duet with a voice, as

Bely would no doubt put it, “from the depths.” Here, Medtner’s skill at handling independent voices

in counterpoint allows him to depict the sudden emergence of the poet’s subjectivity by conjuring

the object of his desire as a second true voice in the piano’s left hand. The right hand’s thickly
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voiced harmony acts as a barrier standing in between the two voices, an effect emphasized by the
persistently repeated Ab “pedal” note. The shade’s voice tries repeatedly to break through this
barrier by leaping up into the middle register, but fails to cross the right hand in this passage. In the
final line the heretofore even declamation breaks down into violent cries culminating in the leap of a
tritone (G-Db) that is also dissonant with the piano on the second “Syuda!” (Come herel!).

After several attempts in which the shade’s voice lurches upward towards the poet, the
second stanza builds up to a climax on the line “Il kak uzhasnoe viden’ye” (“Or as a terrible as
specter”), as the poet urges his beloved to appear to him in any form necessary. Here, Medtner
employs the procedures of sonata development sections in order to generate an exciting drama
between the two voices—represented as themes. For the third stanza, Medtner recapitulates the
opening theme in the tonic, with the shade’s countersubject now in duet directly below the voice in
the piano’s right hand (Example 1.5).""* It is important to note that these thematic processes
involving exposition, development, and recapitulation are not typical of the song repertoire. For
example, both Rimsky’s and Cui’s settings of this poem are completely devoid of such techniques. In
those songs, the notes of the vocal line serve as expressive fodder for the voice and do not combine

into themes (as in melodies which are repeated and varied within a coherent structure) at all.'”

114 Recall that the countersubject was not present in the original statement, only being introduced at bar 18.
115 Instead, certain motives occasionally recur to provide some level of musical coherence.
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Example 1.5. Medtner, “Zaklinanie,” mm. 64-73.

Medtner’s recapitulation presents his themes in rapidly evolving canonic counterpoint with
overlapping entries that serves not to show off some kind of “academic” technique, but instead to
represent an increasingly ecstatic dance between the poet and his dead lover. This dance comes to an
abrupt halt on the ellipsis in bar 80 (the sixth line of the final stanza), as the music takes one more
breath before the final climax (Example 1.6). Unlike the others, in Medtner’s setting the poet’s
maniacal incantations appear to succeed in raising the lover from the dead—depicted in a frenzied
climax in which the piano left hand lurches up and over the right hand chordal “wall” while the
music finally attains a functional root position dominant chord which cadences on a massive C
major (the parallel major of the original tonic, C minor). This modulation brings the piece to close

and symbolizes the journey the poet (and his lover) have taken over the course of the song.'

116 See also Flamm’s brief comments on the bass melody at the end of the piece in Flamm, “’Primeti’,” Nikolai Medtner,
140-41.
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Example 1.6. Medtner, “Zaklinanie,” mm. 79-94.

Medtner’s triumphant attainment of C major at the end was only earned through a dark and
protracted struggle dominating most of the song. It thus is not some simple expressive trick, but a
fitting culmination of a narrative generated both through imaginative text setting and the use of
thematic and formal procedures borrowed from instrumental genres. Here Medtner capitalized on
the potential Symbolism inherent in the duality between minor and major—which effectively serve

here as general musical symbols for tormented chaos and redemptive light, respectively. The
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mystical musings found in Symbolist writings on the transcendent significance of such basic musical
elements as mode thus cannot be taken as a sign of some lack of basic understanding of musical
functions, but instead accord with views held by actual working composers of the time, like
Medtner. For example, the composer’s friend, Ivan Ilyin discussed this piece nearly three decades
after its premiere in a 1943 Zurich lecture on Medtner’s music. He identifies the same triumphant
incantation, specifies the deep importance of key Symbolism, and recalls how audiences in Moscow
were so transfixed by Olenina-d’Alheim’s performance of the song that they unconsciously stood
for the entire performance:

Many [of Medtner’s| songs have a bewitching power; for example, the tragic
“Zaklinanie” to the words of Pushkin (in which the voice of a lonely lover at night, in the
moonlight in a cemetery, conjures his dead beloved to appear to him at least as a shade or a
vision); the verses do not say whether she really appears: but the musical accompaniment
says so. In Moscow, the performance of this song in the Great Concert Hall by a highly
gifted singer [certainly Olenina-d’Alheim| and accompanied by Medtner himself, so
astounded the audience that they rose from their seats and, without noticing it, listened while
standing to the song until the end.

It is noteworthy that the finale of this piece is written in a #ajor key, and more
specifically in C major, for Medtner, like very few great classics, knows that a true tragedy
leading to a truly transformative victory requires not a plaintive minor key, but a life-
affirming, redemptive major. This is a note about the esoteric side of his work.'"”

Indeed, C major itself had a special spiritual significance for Medtner. He would often
reserve it for hymns and more explicit invocations of religious feeling. In the memoirs of his niece,

“Fistya” Tarasova, she mentions how Medtner would always end his working sessions with a C

major cadence, which his dog Flix learned to recognize as the sign of an impending walk, and which

17 Tvan Ilyin, “Nikolay Metner—kompozitor i providets,” in Suchshnost’ i svoeobrazie Russkoy kul’tury (Russkaya kniga,
2007), 396. “MHorune 1mecHI 0O0AAAAIOT 3aBOPAKHUBAFOIIECH CHAOI; HAIIPHMED, TPATMYeCKOe «3aKAHMHAHIE» Ha CAOBA
IMyrknHa (B KOTOPOM FOAOC OAMHOKOTO BAFOOACHHOI'O B HOYH, IIPH AYHHOM CBETE, Ha KAGAOHIIE 3aKANHACT YMEPIIIYIO
BO3AIOOACHHYIO ABUTHCH €My XOTA OBI KaK TCHb, BUACHHC); B CTUXAX HE TOBOPUTCH, ABASCTCH AM OHA Ha CAMOM AeAc: 00
5TOM FOBOPHT MY3BIKAABHOE conpoBoxacHIE. B Mockse ncnoanenue 310# necHu B BOABITIOM KOHIIEPTHOM 32A€
BEICOKO OAAPEHHOH HEBUIIEH, KOTOPOI AKKOMITAHHPOBaA caM MeTHep, HACTOABKO IOTPACAO CAYIIATEACH, UTO 3aA
ITOAHAACA C MECT M, CAM TOTO HE 3aMeYas, CTOS AOCAYIIIAA ITECHFO AO KOHITA. [IpuMedaTeAbHO, ITO (DIHAA 3TON BEIIH
HAITIICAH B Masnope, a KOHKPETHEE—B A0 MaxKope, n60 MeTHep, Kak OY€Hb HEMHOITIE BEAUKHE KAACCHKH, 3HACT, UTO
ITOAAMHHAA TPATCANS, BEAYINAA K IIOAANHHO IIpeoOpakaroIieil mobeae, Tpedyer He aA00HOTO MHHOPA, 4
’KU3HEYTBEPIKAAIOIICTO, H30ABUTEABHOTO MaKOPa. DTO K CAOBY 00 330TEPHUECKOM CTOPOHE €ro TBopYecTsa.”
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would inevitably invoke a chorus of barks. Medtner, as a musical joke, commemorated this daily
event with his “Pantheistic Cantata for three voices (with piano introduction and barking dogs on
the word ‘walk”—in C major."® As I showed earlier, the word “zaklinanie” itself carried great
significance for Medtner’s religious philosophy of music. He believed that only a composer
sufficiently attuned to the origins of music in divine song can transform musical materials into
“incantations.” It is likely that Medtner thought of the conjuring of the dead lover from the grave as
a metaphor for how he “conjures” the eternal elements of musical art (signified most strongly by C
major) into physical form. Unlike in any other setting “Zaklinanie,” Medtner’s ensures that the
poet’s incantations finally succeed in the end—clearly the significance of this text extended beyond
simple aesthetic appreciation. As Bely would put it, “pure music is resurrected in him, promising the

" For Medtner and the Symbolists, the act of setting a text meant

unquenchable dawn of life.
something more than illustrating the words—it meant embodying in some sense the ideas “behind”

the words, which inevitably concern the religious basis of artistic creation itself and its incantatory

power. In the next chapter, we will examine more thoroughly the theurgic basis of this belief.

118 Tarasova, 49-50.
119 See Appendix A.
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Chapter 2. Revealing Divine Sophia: Nikolay Medtner as Theurgist

Symbolism is poetry’s recollection of its original, primordial tasks and means.... The poet
remembers that his calling is to be a religious organizer of life, an interpreter and
strengthener of the divine link with existence, a theurgist.... Poetry strove to become an
incantatory magic of rhythmic speech, mediating between the world of divine essences and
man.... Truly, the lyre’s charms formed stones into city walls, and it is no mere allegory to
say that rhythms were able to heal ailments of the soul and body, to grant victories, and to
quiet internecine strife.

—Vyacheslav Ivanov (1910)"

“Joy returns’—you want to say, delving into the meaning of these musical themes. The
presence of unspoken aspirations makes Medtner’s music a part of those aspirations arising
in the realm of the new religious consciousness of our day. In Medtner’s music these
[religious]| aspirations seem to be liberated from the dogmatic forms and images that violate
us. I would like to declare in passing that all the best that has arisen in my thoughts and
experiences owes much to Medtner’s music, which truly heals the soul with potions known
to it and only to it.

—Andrey Bely (1906)

We seem to have lost faith in the artistic miracle, that is, faith in the ability of the material
element itself to be transfigured through the spirit, through inspiration.... Let us recall the
bottomless depth of the triad in the opening theme of the Appassionata’s first movement and

the stunning tragedy of the diminished seventh chord at the end of the developmentl!!
—Nikolay Medtner (1935)°

In 1901 the “dawns” changed. The twenty-one year old mystic, Andrey Bely, tried to capture
this joyful sense of a new, musical epoch in the experimental prose-poems he called Symphonies. He

also sought out others who had also noticed the changes in the sun. Those who accepted that the

! Ivanov, “Testaments,” in Selected Essays: 1'yacheslav Ivanov, translated by Robert Bird (Northwestern University Press,
2001), 41-42.

2 Bely, “Metnet,” The review was otiginally published in the Symbolist/modernist journal, The Golden Fleece. See
Appendix A for original text and complete translation.

3 Medtner, Muse, 139 (translation altered). “Msl kak OYATO YTPATHAH BEPY B XYAOKECTBEHHOE YYAO, TO €CTh BEpY B
CITOCOOHOCTD CAMOTO 9ACMEHTA IIPEOOPAKATHCS YEPE3 AYX, YePe3 BAOXHOBECHHE. DTa Bepa AHAMETPAABHO
IIPOTUBOIIOAOKHA BEPE B CPEACTBO, TO €CTh B OIIPEACACHHYIO PELICIITYPY CPEACTB, CBOHCTBEHHYIO MOAcpHUCTaM. OHI
FOBOPAT: TPE3BYYNE UAU YMCHBILICHHBIH CEIIT-AKKOPA YCTAPEAH U HE ACHCTBYIOT OOABIIIE, 2 IIOTOMY HAAO H300pETATh
HOBBIC AKKOPABL... BCITOMHIM k¢ OE3AOHHYFO TAYOHHY TPE3By4ns HAYAABHOI TeMbI Apppassionat-bl M IIOTPACAIOIINEIL

1>

TPATH3M YMEHBITIEHHOTO CEITAKKOPAA B KOHIIE pa3paboTku ee 1-oi gacTn!
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new dawns of spring were incomparable to anything that had come before were gleefully welcomed
into his inner circle:
In relation to the trends of 1901 (which I wrote about in my first Symphony, that these were
incomparable days, that a special spring stood over Moscow)—in relation to these trends were built
relationships with people; those who accepted the “dawns” of this incomparable, unique
spring were “ours,” and those who did not accepted the dawns were not “ours” (for me, S. M.

Solovyov, A. Petrovsky, E. K. Medtner and N. K. Medtner, M. S. Solovyov and others

turned out to be ”ours” in Moscow).*

Bely’s “knights” of the dawns included Sergey Solovyov (1885-1942), childhood friend and fellow
Symbolist poet who would later become a theologian and Catholic priest—and who in 1901
invented the pen name “Andrey Bely.”” He and his parents effectively provided a second home for
Bely and introduced him to the mystical philosophy of Vladimir Solovyov (Sergey’s uncle). Then
there is Alexey Petrovsky (1881-1958), Bely’s best friend at Moscow University. Both were studying
the natural sciences but soon their relationship became characterized by lively discussion of a wide
range of topics from Classical Russian literature to the religious sources of life.” Petrovsky would
soon abandon himself to the study German mysticism, eventually falling in with the Theosophist
Rudolf Steiner, whom Bely called “the Doctor” after he became life-long disciple in 1912. Eleven
years eatlier, Petrovsky had gleefully introduced Bely to one his best friends and mentors from
childhood, Emil Medtner. Almost immediately the two felt the presence of a special bond, and Emil

became Bely’s closest confidant—a fact reflected in their voluminous correspondence.’

4 Bely, Vospominanie o Bloke. Accessed: http://az.lib.ru/b/belyj_a/text_1923_vosp_o_bloke.shtml. “ITo orHOmEHHIO K
BesauAM 1901 roaa (o HuX g ucaa B Moe#t iepBoit “Cumgponuu’, XT0 310 GvtA4 1t ¢ YeM He GpasHuMbLe 01, 4110 6ecHa Had
Mocksorw cmosna ocoberras), -- IO OTHOIIIEHUIO K 3TUM BESHUAM CTPOHAN MBI OTHOIIEHHSA K AFOAAM; IIPUABIIUE “30p#” HU C
YeM He CPABHUMOM BECHBI OBIAU -- “wamti/’, 2 He TIPUSABILHE -- He ObAn “Hanumu” (“nanurmu” AN MEHS OKA3aAVICH B
Mocxkse A. ITerposcxmii, C. M. Corosnes, D. K. Meraep n H. K. Meruep, M. C. Coaosbes u Apyrue).”

5> On S. Solovyov and his relationship to Bely, see Magnus Ljungeren, Poetry and Psychiatry (Academic Studies Press, 2014),
10-17.

6 See the last part of Andrey Bely, Na rubezhe dvukh stoletiy, for an account of his university days with Petrovsky.

Accessed: http://azlib.ru/b/belyj_a/text_0010.shtml.

7 Andrey Bely, Emiliy Metner: Perepiska, 1902-1915, 2 vols. (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2017).
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During a meeting at an Arthur Nikisch rehearsal in spring 1902, Emil’s improvised
commentary on Nikisch and music’s cultural significance deeply impressed Bely (still a university
student), who recalled in his Berlin memoirs that, “I understood at once: he is a friend in our
aspirations. There is something esoteric in him in relation to the banality of ‘#his age.””® Emil dazzled
Bely with his musical “conducting”—i.e. his creative ability to relate musical themes to topics in
literature and philosophy through a form of improvised lecture. His biographer Magnus Ijunggren
surmises that Bely (who purportedly slept with a copy of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra under his pillow)
might have taken Emil as “something of a Zarathustra figure, a herald of new religious truths that he
himself had thus far brooded upon in monastic solitude.” In turn, Bely bowled him over with his
first published work, titled—Symphony (the 2", Dramatic). Emil, who moonlighted as a newspaper
critic of new trends in Russian literature in order to supplement his daytime income as a censor,"
became one of Bely’s earliest champions and celebrated the attempt to heighten the musicality of
language: “Musicality (not only in the sense of sonority and metrics) is now becoming a property of
the verbal arts to the same degree as picturesqueness, dimensionality, and pictoriality [i.e., elements
from the visual arts]; thoughtful artists, regardless of their specialty, clearly realize that a complete
revision of aesthetics is necessary.”"!

However, Emil was actually quite critical of the notion of the #nion of music and literature,

claiming that the “internal, essential difference between the arts,” renders such attempts impossible.

8 Bely, I ospominanie o Bloke. Accessed: http://az.lib.ru/b/belyj_a/text_1923_vosp_o_bloke.shtml.

9 Magnus Ljunggren, Russian Mephisto (Stockholm, 1994), 15.

10 And some poets sent their work to him in Nizhny Novgorod, rather than to the Moscow or St. Petersburg censor.
Crucially, in this way E. Medtner was able to approve Alexander Blok’s poetry collection Ierses About the Beantiful Lady in
1904 without it being subject to cuts or distortions.

1 Emil Medtner, “Simfonii Andreya Belogo,” Pridneprovsky kray no. 2022-2023 (15-16 Dec). Section II. Accessed:
http://azlib.ru/m/metner_e_k/text_1903_simfonii_andreya_belogo.shtml. “My3pIKaABHOCTD (HE TOABKO B CMBICAC
3BYYHOCTH U MCTPHKH) CTAHOBUTCS TAKUM K€ Ka4ec/760M IPOU3BEACHHI CAOBECHOTO UCKYCCTBA, KAK KHBOILHLCHOCTS,
peAbePHOCTD, KAPTHHHOCTD; BAYMYHBBIE XYAOKHHUKH, HE3ABUCUMO OT CBOEI CIIELINAABHOCTH, SICHO CO3HAIOT, ITO
HEOOXOAHM IIOAHBIH IIEPECMOTP CTETHKM.”
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He argues that Bely fails to justify the title “Symphony,” and it should rather be called a “suite.”"*

Indeed, to Emil, the “Symphony” as a literary form has “no future, but many of its techniques will
be developed and strengthened in the strong hands of the author himself in other works.”"

Bely’s early experiments in enhancing the musicality of prose and poetry arose well before
his acquaintance with Emil, who is often depicted in the scholarly literature as single-mindedly
obsessed with music, or even as a “musicologist.” In fact, he had little technical knowledge of music
and held keen interests in literature, religion, and what might be called the philosophy of culture."
Indeed, the real reason why Emil loved Bely’s Second Symphony was because of its mystical content
and its “prophetic gaze™:

The material of the Second Symphony is extremely rich. It could be called both

philosophical and mystical; and, since this material is set against a backdrop of everyday

reality and even of current events, it is not without journalistic and even polemical fervor.

One cannot help but recall the following words spoken by Ibsen in one of his celebratory

speeches: “I think that poetry, philosophy, and religion will one day merge into a new

categoty, into a new life force, of which we who ate alive now cannot form a clear idea.”"

Now that is the kicker—merging literature with religion and philosophy. That was the idea that
brought Bely and Emil Medtner together, not the idea of reproducing symphonic form in literature.

Indeed, in Bely’s Symphony, Emil thought he perceived a special mystical theme—what he called in

12 Ibid.
13 Ibid. “Byaymaoctn “cumgponus” He nmeer, HO MHOTHE IIPUEMBL €€ PAa3OBBIOTCA U YKPEIIATCA B CHABHBIX PYKaX CAMOTO
aBTOPa B APYIMX €rO IIPOU3BEACHUAX 1 OYAYT CXBAYCHBI U IIPUBUTHI Apyrumu mucateasmu.” Bely would go on to do just
that, but would also try to push to the limits in his later fourth Symphony the kinds of symphonic organizational
structures first explored in earlier symphonies.
14 This fact is especially apparent throughout his correspondence with Bely—music itself was simply not discussed much
and he would frequently deny any expertise in the subject. Emil tried to take composition lessons from his brother
Nikolay but gave them up after some time. The two brothers began living together most of the time in 1906, which
allowed Emil to take more advantage of his brother’s knowledge. His later antimodernist articles targeting Richard
Strauss and Max Reger (from 1907 on) should be understood as part of a broader cultural agenda rather than a purely
musicological one.
15 Emil Medtner, “Simfonii Belogo,” section V. “Marepuaa Bropoii cumdonuu kpaiine 6orar. Ee MoxHO GbIAO OB
Ha3BaTh ¥ (PUAOCO(PHUUECKOIO, I MUCTHYECKOIO; 4 TAK KaK OHA PasbIrpbIBacTCA HA (DOHE OAMKAIIEH ITOBCCAHEBHOM 1
AdzKE 3A000AHEBHOH ACHCTBUTEABHOCTH, TO OHA HE AHIICHA ITYOAUIIICTIYECCKOIO U AAKE IIOACMUYECKOTO 32A0Pa.
HeBOABHO BCITOMHHAIOTCS CACAYIOLIHE CAOBA, BEICKasaHHEIE VIGCeHOM B OAHOI 3acTOABHOMN peunt: 'S Aymaro, 4ro
1109311, (PUAOCO(UA U PEAUIHS COABIOTCH HEKOTAA B HOBYIO KATCTOPHIO, B HOBYIO KH3HEHHYIO CHAY, O KOTOPOH MBI,
HBIHE JKUBYIIHE, HE MOXKEM COCTABUTDH ceOe ACHOroO npeACTaBAeHI/I;I"‘ The editor’s footnote mentions that the Ibsen
quote comes from a speech given in Stockholm on 24 Sep 1887. Along with Nietzsche, Bely would later consider Ibsen
to be a major “Western” Symbolist.
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his review the “theme of Eternity,” one not conceptualized in “the form of cold abstraction... but
in living symbols, the voice of which, even when heard only once, sounds invariably, eternally—not

only in the head, but also in the heart.”"’

Eternity’s motif, for Emil, is manifest in a string of six
neuter adjectives that appears in full form fairly late in the Symphony but is hinted at throughout:
“impossible, tender, eternal, dear, old and new at all times.”"” Of this “theme,” Emil writes that it is “the
most enchanting motif of the Symphony; an attentive reader already senses its approach a few
passages in advance. Verbally the motif changes, and its musical essence is heard between the
lines.”"

But there was a deeper reason why Emil was so affected by the theme of Eternity. As it
turns out, he thought he heard its presence in another work composed about the same time he
encountered the Symphony: his brother Nikolay’s first Piano Sonata in F minor, Op. 5—specifically
the first movement’s second theme. The joy at identifying the mystical connection between the two
works was “terrible and sweet at the same time” and he devised a plan to test his hypothesis.
Anxiously waiting all summer, he was finally able to introduce Bely to his brother in the fall (due to
the Russian habit of fleeing to country estates in the summer) and get him to innocuously listen to
the sonata. As Emil wrote in his diary from 16 September 1902:

When Kolya [Nikolay] began to play his sonata for Bugaev [Bely], I, who had been
tormented all summer by the analogy between the two themes, watched Bugaev... After the
first appearance of the [second] theme, he became thoughtful, but when it appeared again,
he jumped up and looked at me with such horror, as if he had seen a double... There was no

end to his surprise and admiration... Bugaev said that much in his own “Symphony” became
clear to him thanks to this melody..."”

16 Ibid., section VII. “'Hesosmosncroe, nesciwe, seuroe, muioe, cmapoe u o8¢ 60 6ce gpemera’ -- BOT CAMBIEL YAPYIOIINI MOTHB
cuMOHHM; BHUMATEABHBIH YU TATEAD YyE€T €ro IPUOAIIKEHHE YIKE 32 HECKOABKO OTPBIBKOB; CAOBECHO 9TOT MOTHB
M3MEHSACTCA, 4 €O MY3BIKAABHAA CyTh CABILIIATCA MEXKAY CTPOK...”

17 “Hesosmoncroe, neancroe, sevroe, Musoe, cmapoe u 1osoe 60 éce gpemena,” as quoted in Ibid.

18 Thid.

19 Quoted by the editor of Emil Medtner, Simfonii Andreya Belogo, footnote 8. “Koast <...> COYNHHUA 32 9TO BPEMS MEHKAY
IIPOYUM COHATY, B KOTOPOH BTOpas TeMa IIEPBOH YACTH ABASCTCH OCHOBHBIM MOTHBOM 'Cumdonnu' Byraesa. Oto ects
PAaAOCTb CTpALIIHAsA U YEOTHAS B OAHO BpeMs, o0Ias u naTHMHAA... Koraa B mosanporiastit pas Koas Hagaa urpars mpu
Byraese a1y coHary, 1, Bce A€TO IIPOMYYABIINICA AHAAOTHUEH MEKAY OOeMMH TeMaMu, HaOAFOAaA 3a Byraessmm... [Tocae
IIEPBOTO ITOSABACHHA 3TON TEMBI OH 3a8AYMAACH, HO KOTAA € IIPUIIICA YePEA ABUTHCH CHOBA, OH BCKOYMA U B3TASHYA Ha
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Emil’s mystical ability to find such correspondences enticed Bely into a closer relationship. He
became a regular visitor to the Medtners beginning in the fall of 1902. Here, Emil would engage in
his characteristic musical “conducting” where he would freely associate “themes” from composers
like Beethoven and Schumann with his favorite literary and philosophical authors—Kant, Goethe,
Wagner, and Nietzsche.”” He would sit with the two younger artists and have Nikolay play musical
excerpts which would launch Emil into the comparison of musical themes with literary themes and
characters.

But for Emil and Bely, nothing could top that original discovery of “Eternity’s theme” in
Nikolay’s sonata and Bely’s Symphony (in their correspondence they refer to it frequently as “our”
theme). Wondering how both his brother and Bely found the “same” Eternal theme, he asks:
“Didn’t Eternity herself whisper her motif to both of them?”*' In this question, though, lie the keys
to understanding their shared approach to art and mysticism: in both Bely’s six neuter adjectives and
Medtner’s musical theme, Eternity’s motif was rendered into physical form—not “in cold
abstraction” but in “living symbols.” The idea that the eternal could be given life in art, that the
divine could be brought into the physical world, was the central component of Bely’s rapidly
developing theory of artistic mysticism. And, as he defined it, “the incarnation of Eternity is

theurgy.”” He took this term from Vladimir Solovyov’s religious philosophy, which he had been

MEHS C TAKHM y?KaCOM, KaK OYATO OH YBHACA ABOMHUKA... Y AHBACHIIO H BOCXHIIICHUIO €IO He OBIAO KOHIIA... Byraes
TOBOPHUA, YTO €My MHOI'OE BBIICHUAOCH B 'cuM(pOHHM' HAArOAAPs 5TOMY MOTHBY...”

20 While Bely emphasized Emil’s preference for German writers in his memoirs, it should be noted that at this point,
Emil carefully read and appreciated many Russian authors—the many accounts of him as solely interested in German
culture are simply incorrect. In his correspondence with Bely, it is clear that he kept up with the latest Symbolist and
religious journals and early on showed much interest in the neo-Christian writings of Dmitry Merezhkovsky.

2l Emil Medtner, Simfonii Andreya Belogo, Section VII. “Bckope mocae mpodrerns 910l ciM(OHNH i CABIIIAA OAHO
MY3BIKAABHOC IIPOU3BEACHIE OAHOTO MOAOAOTO KOMITO3HTOPA, IIPOM3BEACHHCE, CIIE HE BHIIICALIICE B CBET, OBITH MOJKET,
AQZKE CIIIe HE 3aKOHYCHHOE aBTOPOM, UIPABIINM MHE ero BaepHe. OAHA U3 TEM 3TOrO IPOU3BEACHHS AO CTPAHHOIO
HAITOMHHAAZ MHE ‘HEBO3MOKHOE, HEKHOE, BEIHOE, MIAOE, CTAPOE U HOBOE BO BCe Bpemera.” S mpearokua
KOMITO3HTOPY IPOYECTh HEU3BECTHYIO €My BTOPYIO CHM(DOHUIO, 4 3aTEM IIPOCUA €IO ChIIPATh CBOIO, HUKOMY IIOKA
HEBEAOMYIO BEIIlb, HE3HAKOMOMY aBTOPY cuMdoHuM... Oba coraacuanch co Muoro...He memnyaa au um o60uM cBOI
MOTHB cama BeunocTs?”

22 Bely, Mystical Essays, 60.
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studying obsessively since 1900. And, within a year of meeting Nikolay Medtner, Bely would be
heralding him in print as a true “theurgic” composer.

Theurgy is spiritualization of the physical world via creative acts performed by free human
agency. A theurgist is an artist-mystic capable of creating divine art on earth, in concord with God’s
wishes. Art becomes imbued with the living presence of the divine. This perceptible presence of the
“Eternal” within transient material artworks results in the spiritualization of matter. Ultimately, the
creation of art and life become merged, leading to the deification of humanity. This could be
imagined as a long-term process, or, in a more prophetic sense, as a step towards the establishment
of heaven on earth as foretold in the Book of Revelation. The theology of Christ’s resurrection and
concordant attainment of an incorruptible, spiritualized body is the basis for the conception of
theurgy as the transfiguration of physical being. For Solvoyov, Bely, and Medtner, resurrection was
not only the cornerstone of their mystical Symbolism, but also a power artistic symbol that features
prominently in their creative work.

The theurgist does not work alone. To Emil, “Eternity” operated as a divine figure
“whispering” her motifs to Bely and Medtner—guiding them like a Muse to ensure the success of
their artistic goals. This vision of Eternity as a guide, as an intercessor or mediator between
humanity and the divine, sits at the very core of Solovyov’s thought—he calls her “Sophia,” the
Greek term for “wisdom.” Solovyov claimed to have three visions of Sophia and these mystical
visions formed the foundation of his religious aesthetics. She is the (usually feminine, but not
always) personification of Divine Wisdom whose purpose is to guide humanity on its path to union
with God. To Solovyov and his Symbolist disciples—who were anxious to keep their theurgic
Sophiology within the bounds of Orthodox Christianity—Sophia is not her own divinity, but a part
of God. Indeed, she is often conceptualized as Christ’s perfect humanity, his Flesh, or simply as

Christ himself. It is important to keep that in mind when one considers the enormous amount of
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other names under which she can appear, which originate from various traditions: e.g., from
German Romanticism (e.g. Goethe’s “Eternal Feminine”), from Gnosticism (The Bride of Christ,
the World Soul, the Holy Rose, Achamoth), from the bible itself (Sophia, Mary, the woman clothed
with the sun, the Bride of the L.amb), and from those originating from mystical visions (Solovyov’s
“She,” Alexander Blok’s “Beautiful Lady,” or “Her”). Much of what the Symbolists wrote is
permeated with cryptic references to Sophia in her many forms, and it requires some “initiation”
into Solovyovian thought to recognize them.

The Symbolists were primarily inspired by their own mystical visions of Sophia, and she
readily appears within their artistic and philosophical writings as both the object of sacred love and
as a Muse—the figure who teaches artists to create in accordance with God’s will and to remain true
the divine origins of art (this is how Medtner refers to her in his book). But she is also more than a
teacher—she is the object of artistic creation. The goal of artist is to prophetically reveal her “Face”
[“Auk”]” so that art becomes religious creativity, i.e. theurgy. As Bely summed it up at the end of his
seminal 1912 article, “On Symbolism”:

Remaining an artist, only an artist, I begin to search for the Face of the goal of art. And

having found this Face, I already know that the Face of this goal is the One who leads

humanity through centuries and worlds. And the voice of poetry is only an instrument that
carries the echo of the One Voice, so I understand that without this Voice, all the sounds of
art are thundering brass and clanging cymbals.... As theurgy, Symbolism fights for the

artist’s right to see with his own eyes and capture the Face of the very goal of art, so that we
too may understand: the Face of the goal is the One Face of Life.”

For Bely and others, Sophia is the ultimate symbol—with so many faces that she can appear

everywhere; yet in Russian Sophiological theology she remains part of Christ.

23 Boris Jakim chose to translate this word as “countenance” when it appears in his volume of Bely essays. For example,
see page 92 of Bely, Mystical Essays.

24 Bely, “O simvolizme,” in Manifesty, 444-45. “OcraBasich XyAOKHHKOM, TOABKO XYAOIKHHUKOM, HAYHHAIO UCKATh 5 K /UK
meAn uckyccrsa. M maiiag ator Aux, 51 yxe 3Haro, uto Anx 5101 mean Tot Camerit, KTo BeaeT geaoBedecTBO CKBO3E Be-
Ka ¥ MEPHL ] TOAOC TT033UM AUIIIE MHCTPYMEHT, IPOBOAAIIIIL OT3BYK EAmHOro I'oAroca; Tak MOHUMATO A, ITO 0e3 sToro
Tl'oaoca 1 Bee 3BYKM MCKYCCTB MEAD TPEMAIIAA M KHMBAA 3ByJarinii. ... Kax Teyprus cumBoAnsm Gopercs 3a IpaBo
XYAOKHHUKA YBUACTH BOOYHIO H 3aIICYATACTh /\AMK CAMOI IIEAN UCKYCCTBA, YT0D 1 MBI HoHAAM: Auk nean EAnnbiil Auk
Kuzun.”
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Due to the feminine personification of Sophia-Wisdom in the book of Proverbs (and the
name’s feminine grammatical gender in Russian), Sophia was often depicted in Russian iconography
as 2 woman with a blindingly red “Face.” (see image below).” This icon of Sophia, in the Novgorod
style, depicts her as Christ’s wisdom in the center as a flaming red feminine angel on a throne. She is
flanked one side by the Mother of God with Christ as an infant in the medallion and on the other by
John the Baptist. Above her is the adult Christ—thus all the different types of Christ icons are
brought together in this icon and unified through Sophia.* This type of icon was present in many

churches throughout Russia by the late nineteenth century.

Figure 2.1. Sixteenth-Century Icon of Sophia-Divine Wisdom from the Saint Sophia Cathedral in
Novgorod, Russia (Public Domain, via Wikimedia commons).

% See Judith Kornblatt, Divine Sophia: The Wisdom Writings of 1V ladimir Solovyov, 55-59, for a detailed account of Sophia’s
iconographical history.
26T am indebted to Kornblatt, Sgphia, 58, for this summary.
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Solovyov developed his conception of Sophia in both his philosophy and in his mystical
writings and poetry. The Symbolists were especially influenced by the latter. In his seminal account
of Russian religious aesthetics, Viktor Bychkov emphasizes Solovyov’s decisive influence on the
Symbolists and divides up his philosophy into four especially important components:

[1] The development of the philosophical theory of “positive all-unity,” [2] the
understanding of art as mystical “free theurgy” transforming the world on the path to its
spiritual perfection, [3] the notion that “eternal ideas” can be expressed artistically, and [4]
the mystical vision of Sophia as a cosmic creative principle (his Sophiology) all formed the
basis of many directions of aesthetic philosophy in the early 20th century. In particular, they
significantly influenced the theorists of Russian Symbolism and the entirety of neo-
Orthodox aesthetics, of which he himself was the founder.”’

“Positive all-unity” designated Solovyov’s metaphysical notion that the world is both wholly unified
and infinitely diverse. The basic idea that unifying simplicity can and must be achieved in and
through diverse complexity lies at the core of Medtner’s own musical aesthetics. Of the four
fundamental ideas Bychkov identifies, theurgy and Sophia are the most frequently misunderstood or
outright ignored, especially in musicological wotk on Symbolism.” The main reason for scholarly
confusion over Symbolism’s basic ideas is the fact that it was part of a broader revival of lay religious
philosophy and Orthodox mysticism which began in the nineteenth century and reached full
expression after 1905 due to relaxations in censorship rules. Symbolists held close relationships,

personally and ideologically, with major names in Russian religious thought like Pavel Florensky,

27 1bid., chapter II, second paragraph. “Paspaborannas nm dpurocodckas TEOPHA (IIOAOKHTEABHOIO BCCCAMHCTBAY,
IIOHFIMAHNE UCKYCCTBA B AYX€ MUCTIYIECKOH «CBOGOAHOM TeypIHm», IIPeOOPAKAIOIIEH MUP HA IYTAX K €I0 AYXOBHOMY
COBEPIIEHCTBY, KOHIICIIIHA XYAOKECTBCHHOTIO BHIPAKEHIA «BEUHBIX HACH» 1 MucTHUecKOe y3penue Codpun kak
KOCMHYECKOTO TBOPYECKOIO IPUHINIIA (€r0 CO(PUOAOTHS) ACTAH B OCHOBY MHOTUX HAITPABACHHUH 3CTCTHYCCKIX
nckanuii HadaAa 20 Beka. B wactHOCTH, CYIIIECTBEHHO MOBAHSAN Ha TCOPETUKOB PYCCKOIO CHMBOAH3MA M Ha BCIO
HCOIIPABOCAABHYIO 3CTETHKY, POAOHAYAABHUKOM KOTOPOH OH CaM U ABAAACH.”

28 The best introduction to Sophia is Judith Kornblatt’s Divine Sophia: The Wisdom Writings of 1 ladimir Solovyov (Cornell
University Press, 2009). V. V. Bychkov’s Russkaya tenrgicheskaya estetika (Ladomir, 2007) is an exhaustive treatment of
theurgy in all its manifestations.
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Nikolay Berdyaev, and Sergey Bulgakov,” who could also be considered theorists of Symbolism
insofar as they investigated how the everyday, material world could be spiritualized through theurgic
creativity guided by Sophia.

Solovyov and the Symbolists drew heavily from Christian scripture and theology in their
theoretical essays and literary works; indeed, first time readers of Bely and Vyacheslav Ivanov might
be surprised at the endless stream of bible quotes marshalled in support of their points. They also
drew on the Russian Orthodox monastic tradition, borrowing certain concepts from hesychastic
mysticism—in which the mystic employs certain contemplative prayer techniques to achieve
“theosis,” [deification] or mystical union with God.” However, Ivanov emphasizes that the “true
artist” must be able to descend back down from such mystical heights, so as to “preserve strict
precision in the communication of what he has seen and forbids himself even the slightest degree of
invention, meticulous in his concern that his creation wholly corresponds to his expetience.”' The
artist must become a mystic, but one who remains firmly rooted to the ground and to the rules of
his or her artform so that the religious content can be successfully conveyed to others.” As Patrick
Michelson has shown, mystical practices associated with monastic asceticism became disarticulated
from the idea of achieving ascetic “feats” and thus were able to permeate Russian culture more

broadly.” For example, Bely rooted his conception of theurgy within mystical Christian asceticism—

2 Bely was close friends with Florensky (who was a mathematics student of Bely’s father) and frequently polemicized
with Berdyaev. Florensky created a Sophianic theory of the icon and wrote on the visual arts among many other topics.
Berdyaev made theurgy central to his philosophy of the creative act as the existential purpose of humanity. Bulgakov was
closer to the Medtners and presided over N. Medtner’s conversion to Russian Orthodoxy in the 1930s. In exile,
Bulgakov wrote several books attempting to unite Sophiology with Orthodox dogma.

30 On deification, see Ruth Coates, Desfication in Russian Religious Thought (Oxford, 2019). She discussed the
Merezhkovskys, Berdyaev, Bulgakov, and Florensky, along with their patristic and immediate predecessors.

31 Ivanov, “On the Limits of Art,” in Essays, 71.

32 As I show in Chapter 3, Medtner developed this view of artistic creation as the manifestation and communication of
religious experience many years later in his book.

33 Patrick Lally Michelson, Beyond the Monastery Walls (University of Wisconsin Press, 2017). See especially chapters four
and five.
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as the ability of humans to continue Christ’s “religious work” on earth by imbuing their creations
with God’s “miraculous power”:
Meanwhile, the words spoken by Christ, the apostles, the prophets, possess not only power,
but also miraculons power, capable of raising the dead, stopping the sun; and the word of the
prophets, crushing the rocks, about which the Lord said to Isaiah: “Comfort, comfort my
people....” [These words of the prophets] are not only an appeal to the Lord, not only a clear
vision, but also the ability for clear, that is, radiant religions work—rtheurgy. The presence of this
touch of theurgy determines the miraculousness of some exceptional artistic passages found
in secular writers, for example, in Dostoevsky, Gogol, Goethe. Because in every prayer there
is a possibility of receiving the miraculous power of God, every voice that cries out in the
wilderness to the Lord, every voice that sings clear-sighted praise of the Lotd, is theurgic.™
Bely penned these lines in 1903 in the same essay, “On Theurgy,” in which he declared
Medtner to be a “composer-theurgist”—propelling the composer into the center of Russian
Symbolism as a religious-artistic movement.” Here Bely offers a Sophiological reading of Medtnet’s
recently published album of piano works, the Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1. But, the essay cannot be
considered in isolation, as it was the culmination of months of excited engagement with Medtner’s
music that Bely expressed in letters to Emil and in his memoirs (and even in a few poems). As we
have seen, his first encounter was with what would become the F-minor Piano Sonata, Op. 5. This
piece is the most significant early point of intersection between Bely’s thought and Medtner’s
music—it was here that Bely first head Eternity’s theme of the dawn manifested in music.”

Unfortunately, the sonata was not finished until later in 1903, and, thus, Bely’s plans to write about it

could not be realized at the time he was drafting “On Theurgy” in July of that year. Nevertheless,

3 Bely, “O teurgii,” 371. “MexAy TeM CAOBa, CKa3aHHBIC X PHCTOM, AITOCTOAAMH, IIPOPOKAMH, OOAGAAIOT HE TOABKO
CHAOI, HO U IYAOACHCTBEHHON CHAOH, CIIOCOOHON BOCKPEIIATH MEPTBBIX, OCTAHABAUBATE COAHIIC; 2 CAOBO IIPOPOKOB,
ApO6HH_[€C CKAABI, O KOTOPHIX ['ocioan cxaszaa Mcamm: «VTemmaiite, yTermaiTe HAPOA MOH...» TyT yX He TOABKO o6pame—
Hue K ['0CIIOAY, MAM HE TOABKO SICHOE BUAEHHE, HO U CITOCODHOCTD AACHOTO, T. €. AYIE3aPHOTO PEAHTHO3HOIO ACAAHHSA
— Meyprun. [IpucyrcrBueM sTOro HaAeTa TEYPIHUH OIPEACAICTCA IYAOACHCTBEHHOCTD HEKOTOPBIX HCKAIOUNTEABHBIX
XYAOKECTBEHHBIX MECT, BCTPEUAIOIIUXCA Y CBETCKUX IHcaTeAeH, Harpumep v Aocroesckoro, L'oroas, I'ére, moromy wro
BO BCAKOH MOAHMTBE 3aKAIOUEHA BO3MOKHOCTD ITOAYYEHUSA 3TOM YYAOACHCTBEHHOI CUAB boxmelt, Beakuii raac,
BOIMFOINNI B ITyCTHIHE KO ['OCIIOAy, BeAkoe mpospesarornee xpaseHue 'ocriopa — Teyprugno.”

% Originally published in Merezhkovsky’s New Path 9 (Sep 1903): 100-123. This was the second large theoretical article
he had published.

3 The theme of the dawn was probably the most significant “theme” or symbol in Bely’s work. He refers to the theme
of the dawn in a variety of ways. Of the many dozens of examples in Bely, Mystical Essays, see p. 80, “the dawn voice of
the muse [Sophial,” pg. 87, the “face shining with the dawn,” and pg. 91, the “dawn petals of the eternal rose.”
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Bely’s Sophiological interpretation of the second theme of Op. 5’s first movement provides the
context for his published discussion of Medtner’s music in the essay.

We will first examine Bely’s comments on the Op. 5 sonata itself, before turning to his
published commentary on Medtner’s Op. 1 album. Bely argues that Medtner occupies a privileged
position among all artists of the day, insofar as the composer successfully reveals Sophia in his
music. He also credits Medtner with revealing to him the second major theme (after the “dawn”)
that Bely would explore in his work from then on: the “snowstorm.” Medtnet’s snowstorm theme
was, in Bely’s mind, nearly as important as Solovyov and his theme of the dawn—the dawn
represents Sophia’s heavenly visage while Medtner’s snowstorm represents her emergence from
earthly chaos. At the end of the chapter I will examine the Medtner brothers’ reactions to Bely’s
ideas—as Emil’s recently published correspondence with Bely shows, the brothers readily accepted
the characterization of Nikolay as a theurgist. Indeed the composer independently pursued the goal
of musical theurgy, and in the years following Bely’s article worked on a “theurgic” sonata that soon
became a “theurgic fantasia” for piano quintet.”” Medtner also continued evoking snowstorms and
dawns in his music and used a variety of other imagery associated with Sophia. He thus actively
participated in the Symbolist “knighthood” for Sophia and helped to creatively develop Solovyovian
artistic mysticism in music. By propetly explicating Bely’s heretofore misunderstood music criticism,
I argue that Nikolay Medtner should be considered the preeminent Symbolist composer during its

heyday as a movement.

Dawns of Sophia
In October 1902, Emil departed from Moscow for Nizhny Novgorod to take up a job as

government censor, and Bely began reporting his thoughts, readings, and activities to Emil in

37 This work was left unfinished until the end of his life, when he finally managed to complete it in the late 1940s.
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considerably lengthy letters. Bely continued to visit Nikolay regularly after Emil’s departure. They
were of similar age and the composer was immediately welcomed into the club of those who could
hear the “dawns.” When visiting, Bely would often bring his friend Petrovsky along, and together
they would express admiration of Medtner’s music in extravagantly religious terms (Medtner would
frequently become embarrassed and even angry at the immodest praise). Bely especially valued the
budding composer as someone who had the power to manifest the sound of the dawn within actual
sounding tones:
In 1901[-1902], many listened to the dawns: E. K. Medtner traced the theme of dawn in
musical themes taken from Beethoven to Schumann—and from his brilliant brother N.
Medtner, who brought out the sound of dawn in his first sonata in F, written in 1901-
1902.... We, the youth, tried to connect the sound of dawn with the dawns of Vladimir
Solovyov’s poetry; Solovyov’s quatrain was a slogan for us:

Know then, that today the Eternal Feminine,

In an incorruptible body, comes to earth.

In the unfading light of the New Goddess,

the Sky has merged with the watery abyss.”
“She” is the world soul, united with the Word of Christ.”

Bely’s slogan for his club of the dawns held great significance for the broader Symbolist
movement, being one of the most oft-quoted verses. The author, Vladimir Solovyov, was not only a
philosopher but a poet as well, and in his poetry he expressed his mystical experiences of Sophia
directly. In this 1898 poem entitled, “Das Ewig-Wezbliche (A word of admonition to sea demons),”
Solovyov describes being chased by demons who are trying to kill him, but, fortunately, the Eternal
Feminine descends down to earth (undoing the separation of earth and heaven from Genesis) to

protect him. At the end he mocks the male sea-demons by saying they should not fight woman—a

% From Vladimir Solovyov’s poem, “Das Ewig-Weibliche (A word of admonition to sea demons).”

% Andrey Bely, VVospominanie o Bloke. “B 1901 roay muorue sopsm saumasn: 3. K. MeTHep IIpocAeknBaa Temy 3apu B
Temax mMy3siki: o1 berxosena x [llymany; i aanee k cBoemy reanaspaOMy Opaty H. Mernepy, BoIHyBIIIEMY 3BYK 3apH B
CBOEI IIEpPBOIT coHAaTE cr-MOAB [F-minor|, mamrcannoi B 1901--1902 roaax. 3. H. I'mnmnyc mvenHO B 310 Bpems
IICAAA CBOI APKHI PACCKA3, TAC TPAAAIIUA 30Pb IIPOOETAET IIPEA HAMHU; 4 MBI, MOAOAEKD, -- MBI CTAPAAUCD CBA3ATH 3BYK
3apu ¢ 3opamu 1033uu Baaaumnpa Coaosbesa; uerBepocrurire CoAOBbeBa AT HAC OBIAO AO3yHTOM: 3HaITE Ke,
Beunasn 7KencrBenHocTs HblHe, B TeAe HerAeHHOM Ha 3eMATO HAeT. B cBere Hemepkayrem Hosoit boruau Hebo
CAHAOCH € IyIHHOIO BOA. “OHa” -- MUpOBas AYIIIa, COEAHEHHAS CO CAOBOM XpHcTa.”



97

light touch of irony that Solovyov used to make his mystical poetry more palatable to the general
public (a technique Bely would employ frequently as well).* The crucial point here is that the
Eternal-Feminine [i.e. Sophia] does not remain detached from earth, but, instead manifests in and
through the perfection of earthly forms: the very next stanza reads, “In all ways that the earthly
Aphrodite is beautiful, the joy of homes, and woods, and seas,—the unearthly beauty [Eternal
Feminine] will replace it, but purer, stronger, with more fullness of life.”*' As Solovyov expert Judith
Kornblatt notes, “This Divine Sophia, with her paradoxical ‘imperishable body’ and ‘unfading light,’
will reverse the demon’s actions and #ransfigures rather than debases nature, making earthly beauty, ‘purer,
stronger.””*
Solovyov’s poem is effectively a corrective to another equally influential but much more

famous verse from the bitter end of the bizarre and fantastic second part of Faust. Goethe ends his

play with the famed octet spoken by the “Chorus Mysticus™ high up in the mountains:

Alles Vergangliche All that is transitory

Ist nur ein Gleichnis; Is only a likeness [image];
Das Unzuldngliche, What lies beyond

Hier wird’s Ereignis; Here is made manifest;
Das Unbeschreibliche, What is indescribable
Hier ist’s getan; Here is accomplished;
Das Ewig-Weibliche The Eternal Feminine
Zieht uns hinan. Draws us up high.”

Prior to this invocation of the Eternal Feminine [Das Ewig-W eibliche], Faust had dropped dead trying
to drain the sea to better the lives of his people, while blissfully envisioning their happiness. The
experience of such bliss causes him to lose his wager with Mephistopheles, who claims victory and

Faust’s soul along with it. However, his demons are driven away by rose petals dropped on them by

40 This commentary on the poem is drawn from Judith Kornblatt, Divine Sophia, 79-81.
# For a full translation of the poem, see Ibid.

42 Ibid., 81.

4 My translation. See also Kornblatt’s in Ibid., 76-77.
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angels, who make off with Faust’s soul and bring him to heaven. Mary (the Mater Gloriosa) grants
Gretchen’s [Faust’s tormented lover from Part I] wish to lead Faust’s soul into heaven’s higher
realms.* Symbolist writers often quoted Goethe’s verse directly to show their lineage from the
German author who was considered the father of Symbolism. However, Goethe’s lines, when
incorrectly taken in themselves as representative of the thinking of Russian Symbolists, has been the
source of some confusion about what the Symbolists were after: the famous first and last couplets
seem to imply that the physical world is an insubstantial transience and that only by transcending
this world—through the Eternal Feminine—can one find eternal value.

Solovyov’s directly addresses this issue in his poem by having the Eternal Feminine come to
earth, to humanity, to transfigure and spiritualize the material world. Indeed, Kornblatt notes that in
his unpublished manuscript, The Sophia, Solovyov intentionally mistranslates Goethe’s poem so that
the final line reads “draws us in” rather than “draws us up.”* As such, Solovyov’s Sophia is not a
copy of Goethe’s Ewig-Weibliche. Indeed, the Russian philosopher was critical of his German
predecessor for ascribing to the Eternal Feminine a transcendent, fantastic nature that is separate
from everyday human life and artistic creation. Referring to the “Chorus Mysticus,” Solovyov
writes—

The heavenly powers and “das Ewig Weibliche” appear from above, and thus from without,

rather than revealing themselves from within the content itself.... Just as a ray of light plays

on a diamond, creating pleasure in the viewer but without in any way changing the material
basis of the stone, so here the spiritual light of the absolute ideal, refracted through the

imagination of the artist, illuminates the darkness of human reality, but in no way changes its
46
essence.

Sophia’s divine light of the new dawn must be harnessed to transform reality, not simply illuminate

it. But this is no miracle for which humanity must patiently wait, instead it is the goal of the daily

# Bely also occasionally employs Mater Gloriosa as a name for Sophia.
4 Kornblatt, Sgphia, 77.
4 Quoted in Kornblatt, 78, emphasis added.
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work of the artist, the theurgist—""In its final task, real art must incarnate the absolute ideal not in
imagination alone, but in deed itself. It must spiritualize and transubstantiate our real life.”*’
Goethe’s Ewig-Weibliche, by only drawing us up and not coming down to inhabit earth, fails to reach
the full incarnate reality of Solovyov’s vision of Sophia.

In these early years, Bely was deeply immersed in Solovyov’s philosophy and mysticism,
whose influence upon everything he wrote at this time is overt and obvious. Bely spent many pages
explaining Solovyov’s ideas to Emil, who responded enthusiastically.* These explanations often
included references to those artworks which were deeply important for both. In a letter from
January 1903, Bely expressed his own interpretation of Medtner’s sonata and especially its second
theme. Not only did the composer bring to life the “sounds of dawn,” but he heralded the coming
of Sophia in music just like Solovyov did in poetry:

If the second theme can be interpreted, among other things, as the coming approach of the

Eternal Feminine, the Mystical Rose, the Soul of the World (Chaldean legend): “Know then, the

Eternal Feminine is now coming to earth in an incorruptible body” (Solovyov),” then our attitude to it
is mystical and loving.”

Bely was not the only Symbolist poet deep in the thrall of a Sophia cult. Indeed, his
Petersburg colleague, Alexander Blok, had been writing hundreds of poems with overt and obscure
references to Sophia for years. Blok was Bely’s principal poetic “competition” in the first decade of
the century and Emil Medtner’s favorite of the modern lyricists.” Like that of his second cousin,

Vladimir Solovyov, Blok’s early verse is clearly the product of frequent and intense mystical visions

47 Quoted in Ibid.

4 Emil was much more practical than Bely and occasionally showed signs of worry that Bely’s frequently shifting
obsessions with a diverse range of mystical and theosophical traditions would negatively impact his artistic productivity
(which proved true when Bely gave himself to Anthroposophy in 1912, delaying the completion of Petersburg and
resulting in the abandonment of many other planned Symbolist projects). Nevertheless, Emil was clearly interested in the
actual content explained to him, taking up many ideas in his responses to Bely. Emil would later make the translation of
German mystical texts an important part of his Musaget publishing house under the imprint “Orpheus.”

# Solovyov’s poem, “Das Ewig-Weibliche.”

5 Bely to EKM, 4 Jan 1903, letter #16 in Perepiska.

51 Blok, Bely, and N. Medtner were all about the same age.
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of Sophia, which he calls the “Beautiful Lady” among many other names. Bely was deeply drawn to
him as a kindred spirit and made Blok the next member of his “dawn” collective. Important for our
purposes, is that Bely perceived the theme of the dawn in both Blok’s highly musical love poetry and

in the second theme of Medtner’s F-minor Piano Sonata. In his 1923 memoirs, he declares an

equivalence between Medtner’s sonata theme and one of Blok’s most famous and influential poems:

N.K. Medtner (later a composer), then a young man, had just pulled out of the warm dawn
air the huge, blazing theme of his sonata, which, when put into words, naturally expresses
exactly what Blok’s poem, written on June 4 in the silence of Shakhmatovo (near Moscow),

expressed.52

Since the music supposedly expresses the same idea as the poem, “when put into words,” it
y s ,

thus makes sense to start with the words. Here is Blok’s poem with a translation by Boris Jakim—it

begins with an epigraph taken from a poem by Vladimir Solovyov, before proceeding to what is, in

essence, an anxious mystical vision of an unnamed “You™:

Alexander Blok, “Predchuvstvuyu Tebya”

U msorckuii con scumetickozo cosrarnss
Tz ompaxcens, mockys u A106A.
B. CoaoBbesn

ITpeauyscrsyro Tebs. 'opa mpoxoAsT MEMO —
Bcé B 00anxe oaroM mpeadyBcTByIO Tebs.
Bech ropusoHT B OrHE — 1 AICCH HECTEPIIUMO,
U monua wdy, — mocxyn u 1064,

Bech ropusoHT B OrHe, 1 OAH3KO IOABACHBC,
Ho cmpauro sme: usmennms obaux Tes,

H oepsxoe 6036y0ums nodosperive,

Cenus 8 Korye npusvrunste uepmroe.

O, xax nady — u eopecmmo, u Hu3Ko,

He 00o.1e8 cvmepmenviwre meynmnr!

Kax acen ropusont! ¥ Aygesaprocts 6AH3KO.
Ho cmpauro sme: usmennms obaux Ter.>

Blok, “Presentiment of You” >*

Yearning and loving, you will shake off
The heavy dream of everyday-life conscionsness.
Vladimir Solovyov

I have a presentiment of You. The years are passing by
But I have a presentiment of You in the same single image.
The whole horizon is on fire—and unbearably clear;

And I wait silently—*“yearning and loving.”

The whole horizon is on fire, and Your coming is at hand,
But I am terrified that You will change Your image,

That You will provoke an impudent suspicion

By altering, in the end, Your usual features.

Oh, what if I fall—sorrowfully and low—

Without overcoming the deathly dreams!

How clear the horizon is! The radiance is at hand.
But I am terrified that You will change Your image.

52 Bely, I ospominanie o Bloke. Accessed: http://az.lib.tu/b/belyj_a/text_1923_vosp_o_bloke.shtml. Shakhmatovo was
Blok’s familial estate. He wrote the poem in 1901. “H. K. MeTHep (BITOCACACTBHE KOMIIO3HTOP), TOTAZ MOAOAOH
9YEAOBEK, BBIHYA TOABKO YTO U3 PA30IPETOrO BO3AYXa 30Pb 3aPEBYFO OIPOMHYIO TEMy COHATBL, KOTOPasi, ODAOKH ee

peqb}o, CCTECTBCHHO Bpra}KaeT TO UMCHHO, 9TO BI)IpaSI/IAO CTI/IXOTBOPCHI/IC EAOKa, HANUCAHHOE 4-I0 UIOHA B

6esmoaBun [1axmatosa (toA MockBoit).”

53 T have italicized those lines which have five iambic feet like the epigraph, instead of six.
54 Alexander Blok, Poems of Sophia, translated by Boris Jakim (Semantron Press, 2014), 52-53. The epigraph is from
Vladimir Solovyov’s poem, “Why are words needed? In the azure boundlessness...”
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The poetic subject feels the imminent arrival of “You,” seen so clearly in visions and dreams, but
suddenly becomes worried that “You” will arrive in a form different than imagined. The subject
might then even fail to recognize this “You” of his dreams, despite the clear “radiance” of the
horizon. The time is ripe, after so many years of presentiment, for the arrival of “You,” who will lift
away the “heavy day-dream of every-day consciousness” and presumably reveal the deeper essence
of things to the poet. Blok emphasizes the dream-like state of this consciousness by employing his
signature poetic technique of varied repetition of entire phrases. Like a dream, the horizon is either
“on fire” or is “unbearably clear” or both at the same time. The poem is constructed of phrases
repeated in new contexts or combinations, but with the poet always obsessively returning to the
same image.

In certain respects Blok’s poem is conventional—in the original Russian each of the three
quatrains carries the normal AbAb rhyme scheme (alternating feminine and masculine rhymes). The
meter is iambic and begins with six feet per line but slips into the pentameter of the inscribed
Solovyov poem (italicized lines). The distribution of five-foot lines is not regular or periodic, and, in
fact, Blok carefully aligns the shifts in meter with a corresponding shift in mood. Lines in which the
subject expresses fear and yearning are in the pentameter, while lines describing the radiant horizon
and the mystical feeling of presentiment are in hexameter. The “balanced” hexameter corresponds
to the dream-like, hopeful mystical experience while the subjective feelings of doubt and fear are
reinforced by the dropping of a foot, knocking the meter off-balance. Blok’s metrical play thus helps
to musically reinforce the shifting mood and perspective. The repetition of whole phrases further
reinforces the metrical structure, which crisscrosses the stanzaic structure and creates a kind of
dynamic “inner” form that conflicts with the outer “conventional” form marked by the rhyme

scheme. As should be clear, these kinds of innovations, in which the conventions of traditional
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Russian poetic form are manipulated for expressive ends, can only work when those conventions
and constraints are preserved to a high degree and not undermined through too much
experimentation.

I have gone to such lengths to describe Blok’s formal processes, because these are precisely
the same kinds of formal innovations that we find in Medtner’s music. On the surface Medtner
employs seemingly conventional tonal harmonies and forms, just like Blok uses iambic feet and a
traditional rhyme scheme. Upon closer acquaintance, however, the inner structure of Medtner’s
phrases and their constitutive harmonic progressions are often unlike anything a nineteenth-century
composer would ever do. To illustrate, let us examine the structure of the “huge, blazing theme”

that Medtner “pulled out of the warm dawn air’:
p

100 N cantabile —
|

Example 2.1. Medtner, Piano Sonata No. 1 in F minor, mm. 34-42 (Second Theme, antecedent
phrase).

In this first sonata in F minor, Medtner employs a conventional expositional structure wherein after

the primary theme, the music modulates to the key of minor dominant (C minor) for the second
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theme. The first sixteen bars fit neatly into an expanded parallel period wherein both eight-bar
sections begin with the same melody. The first eight bars, the antecedent phrase, (Example 2.1) ends
with the conventionally expected half-cadence on the dominant (G major). In its character the second
theme is substantially more lyrical and melodic than the turbulent first theme. Nevertheless, the
theme has a melancholic, plangent quality due to its modal character (no leading tone [B natural]
until the last bar) and the initial scalar descent. The swift marcato accompaniment contributes an
undercurrent of obsessive restlessness deriving from the proceeding music that is somewhat at odds
with slow lyricism of the melody itself.

But things become “weird” on the level of the phrase structure. Outwardly, the fact that the
phrase is a nice round eight bars would seem to indicate academic conventionality. However,
Medtner did not undergo academic training at the conservatory—a fact that particularly pleased
Medtner’s early admirer, the great pianist Josef Hofmann, who thought that he would not have
composed this sonata bad he studied composition (Hofmann would go on to perform the sonata in
Europe and America).” Indeed, the structure of these eight bars does not correspond to any kind of
standard phrase model. Most apparent is the fact that the phrase itself is not subdivided into even

divisions. The first bar-and-a-half contains the basic idea, prolonging the tonic. This is followed by a

55 Medtner’s father Katl reported the details of Hofmann’s opinion of the sonata in a letter of 28 Nov 1902 to Emil:
“...Since there is no time to write to Kolya [N. Medtner], I would like to tell you about his interesting visit to Hofmann.
He went to see him at 4 o’clock and returned at 6:12 in an extremely cheerful mood. Hofmann first talked to him,
sometimes in German, sometimes in Russian, treated him to tea, showed him a drawing of his newly invented
automobile, talked about his patents for his various inventions, and then asked him to play the Sonata, which he had
already heard once at Koreshchenko’s on an old and useless instrument. Then Kolya played him his Sonata on a
Bechstein concert grand, and, when Kolya had finished, he asked him to play the Sonata two more times, listening with
great attention, and finally expressed his complete admiration for this work. He said that he constantly received piano
works from almost all contemporary composers, both Russian and from other counttries, that he had accumulated whole
piles of them, and that he therefore had the right to say that Kolya’s Sonata represents the most significant phenomenon
of all the modern piano pieces known to him [...] He praised the Sonata extremely: “Sie ist wie ans einem GufS” [“It was cast
from one piece”’]— was his characteristic saying. When he learned that Kolya had not studied the entire theory of
composition, he said: “Das ist gut, sonst hatten Sie vielleicht diese Sonate nicht geschrieben” [That's good, otherwise you might not
have written this Sonata]. He asked Kolya to be sure to have the Sonata copied out and to deliver a copy to his
impresario in Moscow for forwarding to him as soon as possible, and if the 2nd and 3rd parts were ready, to send them
too.... After hearing the Sonata three times, Hoffmann began to play it himself, in places, of course, and when Kolya
was sutrprised at his memory, he said: “Das was mir gefillt, bebalte ich sebr schnell” [What I like, I remember very quickly]. See
Medtner, Pis’ma, 41n11.
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two-bar contrasting idea that begins midway through bar 36 and ends midway through bar 38, visiting
subdominant harmony while maintaining prolongation of the tonic. The next two-and-a-half bars
develop the contrasting idea over a circle-of-fifths progression. Suddenly, on the downbeat of bar 41
the basic idea returns (transposed up a fifth)—blossoming directly out of the contrasting idea. This
now serves a cadential function taking us to the expected half cadence in bar 42.

It is hard to overestimate the originality of what Medtner does in this phrase: the basic idea is
brought back as a continuation of what was originally the contrasting idea. This is no symmetrical
arch-like phrase, instead it amounts to a complete reinterpretation of the basic idea itself within the
phrase structure. Like in the Blok poem above where short phrases are repeated in different contexts
within the poem, altering their meaning and perspective, Medtner repeats bits of phrases in such a
way that they take on entirely new form-functional meanings. It is as if Medtner reveals to us that
the initial basic idea was actually all along the ending of the contrasting idea. But since the
contrasting idea itself naturally follows the basic idea, the result is some kind of complex circular
form all enacted in only eight bars. But Medtner goes further than this: in the left hand of bar 42, he
brings back the basic idea again in yet another form-functional role: here it serves as a post-cadential
linkage to the start of the next phrase. This time he transposes it to scale degree 6 so that it will

nicely land right on the tonic to begin the next eight bar phrase (Example 2.2).
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Example 2.2. Medtner, Piano Sonata No. 1 in F minor, mm. 43-51 (Second Theme, consequent
phrase—arrows show intrusions of primary theme material).

On a larger level, this next eight-bar phrase acts quite conventionally as a parallel consequent to
the first phrase because it starts again with the same basic idea and ends with a perfect authentic cadence
in the tonic—the strongest type and stronger than the half-cadence which ended the antecedent
phrase. Once again, however, things get weird when you look a little closer. The first four bars here
(mm. 43-46) are nearly identical to the corresponding bars (35-38) in the antecedent phrase. In the
next four bars, however, Medtner creatively unusually introduces the characteristic motives of the
primary theme directly into the second theme as two counter-subjects (See Example 2.3 for original
primary theme). In the left-hand we hear the primary theme’s basic idea, and in the right-hand’s
bottom voice we hear the primary theme’s contrasting idea—all simultaneously while the second

theme’s contrasting idea is developed in the top voice.
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Example 2.3. Medtner, Piano Sonata No. 1 in F minor, mm. 1-6 (Primary theme).

Medtner has completely saturated the texture with thematic material—it has become
completely contrapuntal, albeit not through any kind of “academic” polyphonic form. This whole
contrapuntal complex is repeated sequentially twice, each time up a step (mm. 47-49), before
Medtner breaks the sequence to bring the phrase to a close by cadencing on the tonic (mm. 49-50).
Notably, however, the second theme’s basic idea is not brought back at the end like it was in the
antecedent phrase. Instead, the incursion of primary theme material takes over, as if blocking the
second theme from realizing itself; the momentum subsequently fizzles out rather than driving
towards a marked cadence in the dominant key area. Here Medtner enacts the characteristic conflict
of a two-key sonata—between the primary and secondary themes—during the exposition of the
second theme itself. The Symbolism behind the turbulent primary theme throttling the lyrical
blossoming of the second theme seems obvious.

That Medtner must have a thought of his themes in such symbolic terms is further indicated
by how he treats the second theme in the coda. Here he unites it with a rthythmically augmented
version of the primary theme to form a new theme distinct from both. Leading up to the coda,
Medtner whips up the music into fast flurry of notes evocative of the wind or perhaps a snowstorm.

From this stormy figuration, the new combined melody emerges as accented notes within it. The
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effect is tremendous—the new melody sounds like a distorted echo of the previous music heard
through howling of the wind [Example 2.4, the descending sixth at the start of the second theme is

marked with arrows, it seamlessly follows an augmented statement of the primary theme].

Dpre:to velocigiime

Example 2.4. Medtner, Piano Sonata No. 1 in F minor, mm. 197-210 (Lead-up to coda and its
beginning).

The story of the second theme does not end here. By November 1902, Medtner managed to
finish the sonata’s finale and, there, strove to further expand the symbolic significance of the theme
by subjecting it yet another transformation. He brings it back in the parallel major in full chordal
garb [Example 2.5]. Stripped of the primary theme’s restless presence, the theme is reborn as a
radiant hymn. This is in Medtner’s “dithyramb” style—what he called exalted hymns of praise often

accompanied by bell sounds. When he heard it, Bely was ecstatic—it was this thematic
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transformation that put the idea into his head to write an article on his friend’s music (so as to
promote it to his fellow Symbolists):

The third part [NB: the finale]™ of the sonata (in major) is amazing: the second theme
receives such flexibility (it, purified, is not afraid of a variety of paths), that with all its depth
it becomes universal: the musical space of the finale is literally saturated with it, and only
scraps remain from the first theme (here its role is over). As soon as Nikolai Karlovich’s
album comes out, I will try to write something about it (of course, not from an absolutely
musical point of view, because here I am a layman) in “World of Art 7
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Example 2.5. Medtner, Piano Sonata No. 1 in F minot, Finale, 75" system (Second Theme in parallel
major).

Summing up, both Blok and Medtner use similar formal methods in their respective media.
Within the confines of inherited conventions, phrases and themes are scrambled around in a series
of new contexts and juxtapositions—thus forcing a constant process of reinterpretation based on
the changing position of these themes and phrases within the form. This procedure is underscored
by the use of irregular rhythmic subdivisions of phrases or shifts in meter. I would argue that this
kind of formal innovation lies at the heart of practical Symbolist technique, as the themes and

phrases treated in this manner accrue a sense of permanence and overdetermined significance that

5 At this point Medtner had not yet finished what would eventually become the slow third movement, with the finale
becoming the fourth movement.

7 Bely to EKM, 17 Nov 1902, letter #8 in Perepiska. Bely’s planned article would eventually become “On Theurgy” and
be published in New Path. “Tperps 9acts COHATE (MaKOPHASA) TOPASUTEABHA: 2-aA TEMa ITOAYYIAET TAKYFO IMOKOCTH (OHa,
OYHIIICHHAA, He DOMTCA PA3HOOOPA3UA MY TEH), 9TO IIPH BCEH IAYOHHE CBOEH CTAHOBUTCA BCEOOIIEI: My3BIKAABHOEC
IIPOCTPAHCTBO 3-€if YacTH OYKBAABHO HAIIUTAHO €I, 4 OT IIEPBOH TEMBI OCTAFOTCA AHIIb OOPBIBKA (3AECH €€ POAD
kondveHa). Kak Toapko Beiiaer aabbom Hukoaas Kapaosuaa, s mocraparoch HarmmcaTs 0 HeM 9To-HHOYAB (pasymeercH,
He ¢ 20COAIOTHO MY3BIKAABHO TOYKH 3peHuUs, NOO 3AeCh s - popan) B 'Mupe Hcxyeemsa'.”
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thrusts their presence beyond the bounds of the poem or piece of music. Medtner’s musical themes
thus take on a concreteness or independence that invites interpretation. Indeed, poetic symbols for
the Russians were more often than not hefty, “embodied” symbols that constantly reappear and
make their presence known, rather than vague fleeting things. This distinction must be what Bely
had in mind when he summed up the significance of Blok in his 1923 memoirs:
To understand A. A. Blok is to understand that, for him, everything is an elucidation of the
sound of dawn, and is thus completely real; for him concreteness colors our time; and the
emergence of Blok’s poetry from the philosophy of Solovyov is an emergence of #he fact

of dawn into concreteness; into the embodiment of the Eternal in life: the Symbolists understood
this; the allegorists and decadents did not understand.”

Cleatly, the Symbolists considered their symbols to be real embodied things that hopefully contained
a piece of the divine within them. As such, they could feel possessive over their precious symbols,
endowed for them with immense significance.

Both Emil and Bely were jealously protective of the second theme of Medtner’s sonata—
what they called “ours.” Indeed, they linked this theme with actual embodied people. As mentioned,
Bely perceived the theme of the dawn to be embodied by Margarita Morozova, who served as the
inspiration behind the female love interest of his Second Symphony, named “Fairy Tale,” which
Emil linked to Medtnet’s second theme. Furthermore, in her memoirs, Morozova herself writes, that
“IMedtner’s] second theme, especially beloved by Andrey Bely, merged the image of his ‘Fairy Tale’
with the image of Goethe’s Nymph, which inspired Medtner.”” In his later settings of Goethe’s
texts, it is clear that Medtner views the classical nymph figure as a kind of earthly divinity who offers

comfort and guidance to humankind.”’ Thus, in their conflation of sacred and earthly love, both Bely

58 Bely, Vospominanie o Bloke, “Stikhi o prekrasnoy dame.” “ITonsts A. A. BAOKa -- ITOHATB: BCE €CTh AASL HETO
OOBAICHEHHUE 3BYKA 3apl, COBEPILIECHHO PEAABHOM; KOHKPETHOCTBIO OKPAILICHO AASL HETO HAIIE BPEMS; U BBIXOA ITO93UH
baoxa u3 puaocoduu CoAOBbEBA, €CTh BBIXOA B KOHKPETHOCTU (ak/za 3apH; B 801410ueHA BEIHOTO B KU3HbB: 9TO
ITOHAAM CHMBOAHCTBI; AAACTOPUCTHL M ACKAACHTHI, -- HE IIOHAAML...”

% Morozova, “Metner,” in Nezabytye, 23-24.

0 See Flamm’s commentaty and analysis of Medtnet’s setting of Goethe’s Eznsamkeit, Op. 18/3 in Chtistoph Flamm,
Metner, 171-74. He states that for Medtner, the Muse and the Nymph appear to be synonyms.
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and the Medtners associated Sophia and her alter-egos with both divine and earthly femininity (or
the divine in the earthly).

Following Solovyov, Bely viewed relationships with women ultimately as a symbol for the
relationship of Christ and Sophia (“All love is a symbol of this symbol—at its peak intensity, every
symbol reveals the image of the Bridegroom and the Bride).” In Bely’s correspondence with Emil
Medtner, they both worried how other people might perceive Medtner’s sonata theme—especially
given its association with femininity. Thus, in one of the most bizarre passages of his
correspondence with Emil Medtner, it suddenly occurred to Bely that the regular audience might
interpret the sonata’s theme as expressive of the “wrong” kind of femininity—not as the dawn sun
but as the seductive moon:

The greatest horror sometimes lies in the fact that suddenly your brother’s second theme will

sound to others /ike lunarity, like sleepwalking ... This is horror. The horror of the double of the

second theme. If your brother’s second theme is worldly, then the double, pretending to exist, is

also worldly. If the second theme is rose-colored, delighting in the dawn, then its double,
pretending to exist, suddenly terrifies as #he moon.”>

Soon, Bely’s fear of the dark moon obscuring the radiant dawn would become a different
kind of reality as he faced personal tragedy: the beloved parents of his childhood friend Sergey
Solovyov—who supported his early dreams and aspirations—both died. Not long after this terrible
event, Bely’s own father would pass away. The tragedies forced him to approach the dawns
differently—instead of naive harbingers of Sophia’s coming, Bely learned to seek the dawn through
the dark chaos of night—in his writings he would now emphasize an extra, necessary dimension of

tragedy and chaos that the theurgist must embrace in order to obtain a deeper understanding of

o1 Bely, “Sacred Colors,” in Mystical Essays, 60-61. Here he quotes Solovyov on marriage, “the male sees his natural
complement—the woman—not as an object of external observation; rather, he sees her idea, what she is primordially
called to be... a being capable of being deified.”

02 Bely to EKM, 11 Dec 1902, letter #12 in Perepiska. “Camblit TA@BHBIN y7KaC 3AKAIOYACTCA HHOIAA B TOM, 9TO BAPYT 2-as
Tema Bartiero Opara 3a3BYUUT AAT HEDIX J2YHHONBI0, AYHANMUSMOM ... DTO - yiKaC. YKaC ABOIHHHKA BTOpOIi Temel. Ecan 2-as
Tema Bartero 6para - MEpPOBas, TO U ABOMHUK, #puumysuiuiics, Toxe MupoBoil. Ecan 2-as Tema - po30BoCTS, BOCXHIIIAECT
30per0, TO ABOMHHEK €€, IPHUKUHYBIINCE, BHE3AIIHO Y/KACACT /2)/H010.”
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Sophia. Solovyov’s verse about the imminent coming of Sophia: “Know then that today the
imperishable body of the eternal feminine comes to earth” yields to a new slogan, with which he
concludes the analysis of Medtner’s album in his essay, “On Theurgy™

You are all-radiant, like a polar flame,
A bright daughter of dark chaos.”

Snowstorms of Sophia

On July 18, 1903, Tsar Nicholas II, leaders of the Russian Orthodox Church, and many
thousands of pilgrims converged on the small town of Sarov to witness the canonization of Serafim
of Sarov (1754-1833) and the uncovering of his relics the following day. Reports of miraculous
happenings flooded the newspapers. In the days leading up to the event, Andrey Bely—who had
become a fervent acolyte of Serafim—witnessed bizarre atmospheric events to which he ascribed
mystical significance. Bely looked to Serafim to help him find joy in his suffering, and he imagined
that the opening of relics would produce profound effects on the world, perhaps even raise the dead
from their graves. He eagerly wanted to attend the proceedings with Alexey Petrovsky, but,
nevertheless, chose to stay at home with his widowed mother and to await reports of miracles from
Petrovsky. After the all-important day had come and gone, Bely set down his somewhat
disappointed impressions in a letter to Emil Medtner:

On 11 July a kind of general cleansing discharge of the atmosphere began. There were

thunderstorms of a zerrifying nature, and then, while the ceremonies were taking place, there

was a kind of quieting down. Afterwards was the same thing, but on the nineteenth, there
took place... a rupture... of some sort.... I read about miracles, I say aloud “#hank God,” but
in my soul—sorrow, sorrow... Perhaps I expected something grand (the resurrection of the

dead, a catastrophe), but everything apparently went off a//-right... just a little bit middle of
the road... I don’t know what I was expecting, but I am sad.**

93 The final couplet of Vladimir Solovyov’s poem, “On Saimaa in Winter,” as quoted by Bely in “O teurgii,” in Manifesty,
385. See also Boris Jakim, trans., The Religious Poetry of V'ladimir Solovyor (Semantron Press, 2014), 65.

% Bely to Emil Medtner 25 July 1903, adapted from John E. Malmstad’s translation in “Andrey Bely and Serafim of
Sarov,” Seottish Slavonic Review 15 (1990): 61 (Part 2). See also Bely-E. Medtner, Perepiska, 1, letter #39.
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The discovery of Serafim’s relics at the beginning of the year and the subsequent debates
over his true worthiness to be deemed a saint set off what we would now call a “firestorm” across
Russian print media. To an entire generation of young Russian intellectuals, like Andrey Bely, who
grew up in the rational-minded, secular culture of the nineteenth-century Russian intelligentsia,
Serafim represented a mystical breath of fresh air—the promise of long forgotten spiritual power
rooted in ancient Russian monastic traditions that could be harnessed for artistic creation, religious
experience, and even as a source of national power for Russia herself.

Indeed, Bely’s father was a famous mathematician who studied in Germany with Karl
Weierstrass, and like most professors at Moscow Conservatory, regarded the new “decadence” in
literature with suspicion and disdain. And so, in his teenage years Bely learned to hide his intensive
study of literature, philosophy, and mysticism from his family—only able to share a love of music
with his mother, a pianist. Pulled in two different directions, Bely studied the sciences at university
by day while reading Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, and the Christian mystical philosophy of Vladimir
Solovyov by night.” Serafim—known for miraculous feats of monastic asceticism like standing on a
rock for a thousand days with his arms outstretched, talking to wild animals, and living with nothing
but a single icon of the Mother of God—deeply impressed Bely to such an extent that he would stay
up all night long secretly praying to Serafim for countless hours.” Indeed, in a 1904 essay that would
have horrified his (late) father, Bely placed prayer itself at the center of his theurgic vision of artistic
creation:

As we approach the absolute, we gain knowledge of ideas. Knowledge of an idea is life-

giving. In art, ideas are a source of delight. When they are transformed into symbols which
leads us to goals, art touches religion....Prayer is the condition that transmutes sorrow into

% Solovyov was the uncle of Bely’s close friend Sergey Solovyov, and his meeting with the philosopher shortly before
the latter’s death in 1900 was a crucial formative experience. See Bely, “Recollections of Vladimir Solovyov,” in Mystical
Essays, 77-86.

% Malmstad, “Andrey Bely and Serafim of Sarov,” Scottish Slavonic Review 14 (1990): 36 (Part 2). As Bely wrote to E.
Medtner, even Petrovsky “only vaguely suspects” his hours-long prayer sessions in front of Serafim’s icon.
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joy. Rapture is the rejoicing in ideas. Prayer irresistibly brings ideas into the soul. In prayer,
the peaks of art merge with mysticism. The union of mysticism with art is theurgy.”’

In his lengthy letters to Emil Medtner, Bely regularly invokes Serafim alongside detailed
accounts of his latest studies of theosophy (of the kind that would Scriabin would study later on), his
ecstatic experiences listening to Nikolay Medtner’s music, and Solovyovian musings on theurgy and
Sophia. Bely sometimes associated the saint with Nikolay’s music and with the image of the
snowstorm as a signifier both of death and joyful rebirth. Recalling the recent late-winter funeral of
the Solovyovs and how Serafim granted him the ability to endure the tragedy with joy, Bely wrote of
the deeply personal significance of the snowstorm in this 29 March 1903 letter to Emil:

Those were the days of blizzards, full of noise and whistling—rushing and sweeping by,

blotting out the boundaries between life and death. We endowed this sweet snowy music

with all the significance which it contained: Nikolay Karlovich’s “Snowstorm,” [Op. 1, no. 5]

our own subtly illuminated, new Christian chaos with shafts of azure—His Dear voice from

beyond the storm. They were joyful days. Heaven had come closer. I rejoiced over the

Solovyovs’ grave. Serafim passed by somewhere quite close to me. And it rushed and rushed,
sweeping by, howling and raising blizzardly raptures.®®

Bely endowed the snowstorm with the deepest significance—as a symbol of Russian winter, of
Serafim and Christ, and of the inner mystical “music” that he sought to give expression in his literary
works as well as Medtner’s actual music. For Bely, Medtner succeeded in “illuminating” the snowy
chaos with “shafts of azure”—joyfully revealing the voice of Christ through the storm.”

Serafim famously called every visitor, “my joy” (“Mos pasocts”) and Bely scholar John
Malmstad states that the word “joy” is a code for Serafim in his writings.”” Here and in many place
Bely ascribes in Medtner’s music a deep sense of joy with religious connotations—most clearly in his
1906 article on Medtner’s Goethe Lieder quoted above: “‘Joy returns—you want to say, delving into

the meaning of these musical themes,” and that, “all the best that has arisen in my thoughts and

7 Bely, “Sacred Colors,” Mystical Essays, 59.

% Translated by Malmstad, “Serafim,” 39 (Part 1). See Bely to EKM, 19 Mar 1903, Letter #23 in their Perepiska.
9 Since Bely viewed Sophia as part of Christ, he would sometimes simply refer to the latter instead.

70 Malmstad, “Serafim.”
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experiences owes much to Medtner’s music, which truly heals the soul with potions known to it and
only to it.” It would seem that Bely felt the same religious joy listening to Medtner as he did when
praying to Serafim—both served as the spiritual balm Bely seemed to need during this year of
personal tragedy and swiftly burgeoning fame.

Indeed, at moments of wavering faith in his own mystical beliefs in the impending coming
of Sophia or of Christ himself, Bely would turn to Medtner’s music as he did to Serafim. At his
worst moments even his theurgic ambitions were silenced, as he wrote to Emil in the dark days of
spring 1903:

I'am deeply disappointed (I admit—this is between us) in Solovyov, and in Merezhkovsky,

and in everyone who influenced me. With me are only Nietzsche, Serafim, and Christ. The

weight of the burden is on my shoulders. No one will share it. I will bear it silently, without
shouting and appealing 7z the name of anything. I feel that a period of silent sailing has come for me,

or even total sifence itself. Now I am going to Nikolai Karlovich’s concert. I expect to receive
an abyss of pleasure.”’

In that concert (26 March 1903), Nikolay gave a full evening recital including some selections from
his Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1. This recital likely redoubled Bely’s desire to write an article on Medtner’s
music—the “silence” did not last long—and he would soon turn towards writing about the Op. 1 in
explicitly theurgic and Sophiological terms. His faith in those who influenced him had been quickly
restored, it would seem. The fifth piece of Medtner’s collection bears an inscription from
Lermontov’s poem, “Metel’ shumit” (““The blizzard is roaring”) wherein the sounds of funeral bells
can be heard through the howling of the blizzard. Notably, the extant program for Medtner’s recital
did not include this particular piece, testifying to Bely’s deep knowledge of the set from time spent

with Medtner personally. In “On Theurgy” Bely developed this image of the snowstorm and

"1 Bely to E. Medtner, 26 March 1903 (Letter #25). “SI rayboko pazodapoBaAcs (IIPU3HAIOCH - 3TO MEKAY HAMH) U B
ConoBbese, 1 B Mepe:KKOBCKOM, U BO Beex, KTO Ha MeHA BAHAA. Co muOM ToABKO Hure, Cepadpum n Xpucroc.
Trxects HOIM Ha MOMX TAedax. Huxro me pasaeanT ee. ByAy e u f HecTH ee MOAYAAMBO, O€3 KPHUKOB 1 B3BIBAHIN 60
uM#A 4eeo 0wz 710 1t O62.40. TyBCTBYFO - HACTAAA T AASl MCHSA ITOAOCA MOI4ANNUE020 NAABANNUA, & TIOPOH U YMOAYAHUA.

Ceituac uay Ha koHuepT Hukoaas Kapaosuaa. OxnA2I0 TOAYIHTS OE3AHY HACADKACHHA.”
72 Concert #15 in Flamm, Metner, program on page 576.
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associates it with Sophia, distinguishing the deathly storms of mid-winter from the snowstorms of
early spring. It is the latter he hears in Medtner’s music: “the howling of the blizzard no longer
sounds like cries of anger, but like the first sacred, springtime glorifications of Eternity ...a
confirming sign of hope, sounding to us in the retreating chaos with such sweet coziness.”

Bely’s praise of his composer friend was not the result of quickly fading youthful ardor—
indeed, the ideas formed during this time of his early twenties would provide the mystical bedrock
of his later, more complex philosophy. After his 1906 article on the Goethe Lieder, he returned to
Medtner’s music in a third article, entitled “Snowy Arabesques,” in 1910. Here, he revisits several of
the ideas from his 1903 “On Theurgy,” positing again that Medtner’s music itself is intrinsically
related to the snowstorm—indeed Bely perceives the presence of snowy arabesques in the music’s
very texture:

Medtner’s melodies are not immediately heard by the ear; first our ear encounters the richly

varied development of his musical themes: the thoughtful night puts on a veil of snow;

and—images fly: snowy flames and swords piercing the heart, a silver current of screaming
swans. Medtner’s music is snowy arabesques: but underneath them is a single, thoughtful night.

Medtner’s themes at first seem dissolved in development; and the melody seems to exist only

for the sake of harmony; but, when we look closely at the harmonic complexity, this

complexity is made up of arabesques of snowy lace; in each curve of the lace, then, is an
arabesque—single and unchanging.™

Despite the difficulties of the poetic language, Bely appears to be pointing out how Medtner often
forgoes a homophonic, melody-and-accompaniment texture for one of more contrapuntal
sophistication, wherein individual lines retain motivic significance (i.e. the “harmonic complexity” is
made up of “arabesques of snowy lace”). The fact that Medtner’s melodies are often not
“immediately heard by the ear” (due to the thematic complexity) gives the music an evocative

shadowy depth that rewards careful attention. The themes only become apparent to the listener on

73 Bely, “O teurgii,” 385.

74 Bely, “Snezhnye arabeski.” This article was not published in Bely’s lifetime and was later published in Sovetskaya
mnzyka 3 (1990), accessible here: https://mus.academy/atticles/snezhnye-arabeski. The quoted Russian text appeats on
page 121.
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repeated acquaintance—something also true of Bely’s own work, as he warned his readers in the
preface to his Fourth Symphony: A Goblet of Snowstorms (1908). Here, Bely explains that his Symphony
must be carefully studied multiple times in order for its themes to emerge. This is due to the fact
that he explicitly used musical techniques in its construction:
I have attempted most of all to be precise in the exposition of the themes, in their
counterpoint, coherence, and so on... I attempted to introduce a structure of phrases and
images such that form and images were predetermined by their thematic development and,

as much as possible, make image subordinate to the mechanical development of the
themes.”

Bely dedicated his fourth Symphony to N. K. Medtner “with great admiration,” and declared
that it was he “who inspired the theme of the Symphony.””® Bely confirms that Medtner was the
first to reveal to him the theme of the snowstorm—all the way back in Medtner’s Op. 1.”” He writes
here that the snowstorm theme came to him in 1903 as a symbol depicting “sacred love”—just like
the theme of the dawn. To Bely, sacred love is a bridge between humanity and the divine. It is love
directed towards Eternity—the incarnation of which is theurgy. The primary way to symbolize
sacred love is through the symbolization of Sophia and her divine-humanity. Sophia is guiding
humanity to achieve truly theurgic art, and Bely writes in a letter to Emil that once theurgy is
attained, the delights of purely aesthetic art (i.e. “art for art’s sake”) will fade away into nothingness:

No matter what summit aesthetic art reaches, it will no longer satisty us with #he final sweetness,

the final freedom that theurgic, religious art gives, i.e., the art of relating through Her, the speedy

Intercessor and Helper, to God, such art is already a religion, and every religion obliges us to

something infinitely greater, to embrace life, to a holy canse, to calls for prayer. 1 do not

demand limitations for art, I only bow before every work of art, and before Her or before
Christ 1 fall prostrate.”

75 Ibid., 268-69.

76 See Bely, The Symphonies, trans. Jonathan Stone (Columbia University Press, 2021), 267.

77 Medtner also included snowstorm effects in two Pushkin settings composed in 1903-04: Op. 3/2 and Op. 13/1.

8 Bely to EKM, 4 July 1903, letter #37 in Perepiska. “Kaxoii Obl BepILUHBL semenmuueckoe XYAOKECTBO HI AOCTHUIAAO, OHO
VK HE YTOAUT HAC OKOHYAMeAbHOl CAa00cHb10, OKOHYAmensHOl 800000, KOTOPYEO AA€T TEYPIUIECKOE, PEAUTHO3HOE
HCKYCCTBO, T. €. UCKYCCTBO omHocumben uepes Hee, cxogpoii Sacmynnuyss u I lomomnuyss, k bozy; Takoe e HCKYCCTBO €CTh YIHKE
peANTHS, a BCAKAs PEAUTHA OOA3BIBACT HAC K OECKOHEYHO DOABIIIOMY, OXBATBIBACT JKH3HB, K (64770M) 061,

K Mostmee B3pIBACT. S| He TpeOyIO OrpaHUYEHHA HCKYCCTBY, il TOABKO IIPEKAOHAIOCH IIPEA BCAKUM XYAOMKECTBEHHBIM
npousseacHueM, nepeA Heit xxe man nepea Xpucrom 4 nadaro nuy.”
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Furthermore, at this point in time, Bely believed that Sophia herself may actually be soon coming to
earth as a kind of emissary to prepare for Christ’s own second coming. Due to this belief, he began
to perceive indications of Sophia’s coming as veiled symbols within poetry of the past. In “On
Theurgy” he analyzes the “veiled” appearance of Sophia in Lermontov, while perceiving her

presence more directly in Medtner’s music—behind the snowstorms.

“On Theurgy”

Bely’s essay is divided into six sections, of which the fifth is on Medtner’s music. Written in
June-July 1903 for Merezhkovsky’s journal New Path, it reflects the mystically optimistic mood he
cultivated as a reaction to the recent tragic deaths he endured. Prior to this point, Bely’s interest in
theurgy was part and parcel of his interest in an extremely wide range of mystical, theosophical, and
philosophical traditions. His decision to place theurgy at the center of his emerging Christological
philosophy of aesthetics (what his “Symbolism” ultimately was) would motivate much of the
massive glut of essays that would soon follow in the next decade. Interestingly, the poet Valery
Bryusov (the organizational leader of Russian Symbolism) criticized Bely’s essay as a “schoolboy
exercise” and that “its existence does not exclude the need to say and write about the same thing
again.”” Bryusov’s criticism seems to be a reaction to the unusually forthright clarity of the article
(for Bely) and its methodical presentation. In any case, Bely certainly would go on to write about the
“same thing again” as he built up his theory of Symbolism into an imposing philosophical edifice.

“On Theurgy” showcases the astounding range of thinkers Bely had managed to absorb in

his twenty-three years. Most influential are Solovyov, Nietzsche, and Schopenhauer, but equally

7 Quoted in the editot’s note to Bely’s “O teurgii,” in Manifesty, 389. Recall that this was only his second large essay on
Symbolism.
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important to his argument are quotations drawn from various Symbolist poets, from Lermontov,
and from both testaments of the bible. It also must not be forgotten that like his friend Alexander
Blok, Bely was, in essence, a religious mystic.”” As we know from his letters to Blok, Morozova, and
Emil Medtner, alongside his latter unpublished “notes for an autobiography,” since at least 1898,
Bely routinely underwent profound, ecstatic mystical experiences that directly informed his creative
writing.*' In his essays, these mystical experiences are often described in vivid detail—indeed, Bely
often presents such experiences as physical facts upon which to base arguments and ideas. This also
partially explains why he felt a strong need to develop a theory of art that could adequately account
for an artist’s mystical experiences. Solovyov had defined theurgy as “the union of mysticism with
art”—a definition which Bely repeatedly employed.” During the first years of the new century, his
mystical visions (of the dawns and the snowstorms) were so intense and formative that he would
revisit them in his prose writings for the rest of his life.

It was in such a mystically receptive state that Bely first experienced Nikolay Medtner’s
music in the winter of 1902-03. The music had a powerful physical effect on him. As he wrote to
Emil, “I recently visited Nikolai Karlovich, who amazed me to death with the rapturous joy of the
finale of his sonata. This is an unprecedented phenomenon, worthy of Beethoven’s 9th Symphony
(true). I was not myself all day and, it seems, offended Nikolay Katlovich with stupidly immoderate
praise.”’ At this point Medtner was (naturally) hardly known to the general public and Bely wanted to
help promote him in Symbolist and religious-philosophical circles. He could not fulfill his plan to
write about the sonata, as it was still unpublished as of summer 1903. Instead Bely turned to

Medtnet’s Acht Stimmungsbilder [“Eight Mood-Pictures”], an album of piano miniatures drawn from

8 John E. Malmstad summarizes Bely’s many mystical experiences in “Serafim.”

81 Indeed, many of the incredible visions that populate his essays seem to have been actually experienced in real life.
82 Bely, Mystical Essays,59. From his 1904 essay, “Sacred Colors.”

8 Bely to E. Medtner, 30 January 1903 (#18).
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youthful material begun as eatly as 1896.* It was partially premiered only in January and March of
1903 and published the next month.* In any case, Bely’s narrative reading of Medtnet’s album—
which refers to the specific pieces in the order in which they appear—expands upon the
Sophiological ideas and imagery that he used in his private discussions of the sonata’s second theme,
reviewed above. The narrative itself should not shock anyone with familiarity of Bely’s writings. In
summary, the poetic subject cries out to God, finds the life-giving light of prayer in the despair of
night, and, striving through chaos rather than turning away from it, finally perceives the Face of
Sophia within the snowstorm, and celebrates the new dawn through the “chaotically joyful” song and
dance of snow flurries. All of these images are linked to specific gestures or characteristics in the
music. This Sophiological reading, with its attendant symbols of the dawn, night, chaos, and the
snowstorm, places Medtner’s music at the very center of the religious and artistic concerns of the
Symbolists in 1903.

In the musicological literature Bely’s essay has received some attention, no doubt due to its
discussion of real music and its programmatic title—tantalizingly suggesting that therein one might
learn what theurgy is and how it relates to real artworks. And Bely tries to oblige by offering one of
the most well-organized and easy-to-read pieces he ever wrote, complete with several clear
definitions of theurgy. And yet, the essay has not elicited much sympathy by those scholars who,
interested in music and Symbolism more broadly, try to account for it. Indeed, the conclusion is
swiftly reached that Bely must have conceived of music so generally or idealistically that it did not
really matter which particular piece of music he bothered talking about. As Richard Taruskin

concluded, in Bely’s writings on music, “we shall search in vain for any specific insight into its

84 Ironically, this same title was used for a set piano miniatures by Richard Strauss (Op. 9) composed in 1884. Strauss
would soon become the Medtners’ bete noire for his modernist emphasis on colorful orchestration and harmonic
extravagances.

85 Flamm, Metner, 358-59.
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powers.”* Simon Morrison calls the essay, “the most perversely intriguing Symbolist rumination on
music,” but complains of the same problem Taruskin had, i.e., that the Symbolists cared only about
“Music, the metaphysical experience, as opposed to usic, the art or craft of composition.” They both
accuse Bely of giving too little musical detail, rendering the essay unhelpful for the investigation of
compositional practices or in assisting with hermeneutical approaches.®” After reading the essay,
neither scholar is any closer to understanding what makes Medtner’s Op. 1 theurgic, and Morrison
simply throws in the towel. He turns to a passage from an unpublished doctoral dissertation for a
solution to the puzzle—unfortunately what he quotes is nonsensical.* Even Rebecca Mitchell, a
historian well versed in Symbolist literature, makes no effort to explain Bely’s Sophiological
interpretation of the music, simply noting that he “celebrates the ability of Nikolay’s music to
overcome the ‘division’ of modern life.”

The reasons for this failure to come to grips with the essay are two-fold. The most obvious
one is that the entire religious-philosophical framework within which Bely worked is unfamiliar to
most scholars, even to some specialists of Russian Symbolist literature (who often refuse to engage
with Bely’s mystical “trappings” despite the fact that his entire oeuvre cannot be understood

90

otherwise).” Unsurprisingly, confusion over what the word “theurgy” means reigns supreme,

86 Taruskin, Traditions, 437.

87 Mottison, Symbolist, 8-10.

8 The passage by Ryan Rowen appears on Morrison, Symbolist, 9. Rowen accounts for the “theurgic” nature of the first
piece by claiming the key of four sharps (E major) represents the cross and the use of triplets represents the trinity. I
know of no evidence to suggest Medtner ever understood triplets to represent the trinity; indeed, it is hard to imagine a
working composer could invest something so common with such a lofty meaning. Medtner did have a sort of key
Symbolism, but the most “divine” key was C-major due to it having no accidentals. Keys extremely distant from C
major, like E-flat minor (a favorite key), could also gain symbolic meaning due to their distance. However, either way, E-
major likely had no significant meaning for Medtner, and there is certainly no evidence to suggest that it would.

8 Mitchell, Nietzsche’s Orphans, 130. It must be said that in this essay, Bely does not talk of overcoming a “division” of
modern life, although, as an interpretation of his apocalyptic thinking, it is not unreasonable. Mitchell makes no mention
at all of Bely’s Sophiological interpretation of Medtnet’s music.

% One of the most prominent examples of this in Russian literary studies is Leonid Livak’s In Search of Russian Modernism
(2018), wherein he repeatedly claims that Bely’s essays on Symbolism are incomprehensible and that modern day
scholars should stop using the term “Symbolism” in favor of “modernism.” To Bely and many others during the first
decade of the century, “modernism” was largely a pejorative term indicating valueless products of the secularized,
commercialized, individualistic West.
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magnified by a typical lack of attention paid to Sophia and her centralizing importance. For example,
Richard Taruskin, in his seminal work on the cultural contexts that informed Stravinsky’s early
career, defines “theurgy” as “a divine agency of revelation and prophecy and a path to a
transcendent metaphysical truth.”””! This definition is misleading as theurgy (to the Symbolists) is a
mystical creative act undertaken in the real world by real human agency. As such, theurgy is
governed just as much by the rules and traditions of human culture as it is by prophetic intuition. In
Bely’s words from the section of his essay dealing with Medtner, the theurgist must be “ordained”
within the “mainstream of humanity’s spiritual culture,” which “supports and nourishes the creator
with the consciousness of communal goals and communal paths shared with the greatest spiritual
leaders of culture.”” When Taruskin instead writes that the theurgist desires “the overthrow of
tradition, the freeing of technique, and the dissolution of ‘form,” he is clearly not drawing from
Bely’s essay (which he does cite). Morrison simply dismisses Bely’s theurgy as part of what he
considers to be “the Symbolist caricature of serious religious thought.”” But, to reiterate my basic
claim: Symbolism cannot be understood as anything other than religious thought (that took itself
very seriously).”

The second reason why Bely’s essay has evoked such bewilderment has to do with the issue
of prestige—or, Medtner’s lack of it. The simple fact that Bely praised Medtner as his theurgic
composer of choice, itself condemned the essay in the eyes of musicologists—to whom Medtner has
long been a non-entity. With no justification, Taruskin states that Bely’s “improbable focus” on

Medtner could “only puzzle a musician.”” His amusingly written dismissal of the composer is based

9 Taruskin, Traditions, 1, 437.

92 Bely, “O teurgyii,” 382, my translation.

93 Mottison, Symbolism, 8.

94 Mitchell has a discussion of Solovyov’s theurgy on pages 32-33 in her Nietzsche’s Orphans, although without the
presence of Sophia—a crucial component of Solovyov’s mystical thought.

9 Taruskin, Traditions, 781, 437. Taruskin does not show any specific knowledge of Medtner’s music in this text.
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entirely on Medtner’s reputation, his absence in the traditional Russian music historiography, and an

ensuing assumption of insignificance:
Consider Andrey Bely, who alone among the theurgic Symbolists possessed some technical
knowledge of music, and who was the one most inclined self-consciously to preach (and
even, as in his verbal “Symphonies,” to practice) formal correspondences between poetry
and the art of tones. Bely, it turns out, had no interest at all in the poet-musician whom
Vyacheslav Ivanov called “the ultimate artistic genius of our time.” [i.e. Scriabin]| ... Ifit
astonishes us that he chose as a paradigm an innocent, early, and innocuous set of character
pieces (Stmmungsbilder, Op. 1) by Nikolay Medtner, the poor man’s Rachmaninoff, that only

goes to show that for a theurgic Symbolist even a tepid piece of music was warmer than a
hot poem.”

Surely Bely should have written about Scriabin instead if “kindred theurgic spirits inevitably
recognize each other”’? To Taruskin, the answer is clear—they do not.”” This leads him to dismiss
Bely’s statements on music as irrelevant nonsense or as motivated by personal loyalties. The fact that
Ivanov began writing about Scriabin only after his death in 1915 and Bely wrote his essay in 1903
seems not to matter (and one wonders why Ivanov’s essays taken seriously and Bely’s not, especially
when only the latter held “technical knowledge of music”).”

The idea that Scriabin should have been the “natural” choice for Bely just does not fit the
facts: in 1903, Scriabin was not closely associated with any Symbolists and, let us not forget, was
eight years older than Bely. Scriabin (who had been publishing compositions for over ten years at
this point) must have seemed to Bely like a member of the previous, pre-"dawns” generation.
Sciabin had just quit his job as a piano professor in the Moscow conservatory with his eyes set on an

early “retirement” in Switzerland, and would live abroad during Symbolisms’ heyday from 1904 to

1910. Furthermore, Scriabin’s own non-Christian mysticism did not closely resemble that developed

% Taruskin, Defining Russia Musically, 317-18.

97 Taruskin, Traditions, 1, 782.

% Mortison, on page 11 of Russian Opera and the Symbolist Movement, claims that Ivanov wrote extensively about Scriabin in
his 1910 article, “The Testaments of Symbolism.” There is no mention of Scriabin in that article. Ivanov did not become
acquainted with Scriabin until he moved to Moscow in 1913. Ivanov’s fascination with Scriabin conflicts with the
retrospective humanism he cultivated at the same time. Indeed, Michael Wachtel suggests that Ivanov thought of
Scriabin as an artist beyond the bounds of Symbolism. See his commentaty to Ivanov’s 1915 essay, “Scriabin’s View of
Art,” in Selected Essays, 312-313.
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by the Symbolists or Solovyov.” Morrison writes that, “from its 1903 conception to its ultimate
abandonment, the Mysterium did not and could not exist in this world.”"" Scriabin’s ambition to
transcend the material world and usher in the spiritual transformation of humanity is quite different
from Solovyov’s conception of theurgy as the gradual spiritualization of the material world and of
humanity. Indeed, the material world is the object of theurgic creation, which seeks to incarnate the
divine within it. As I hope to have made clear by now, Scriabin was in fact an unlikely target for
Bely’s praise.

“On Theurgy” was written under the exuberant sway of music. Bely recognized the magical
hold it has over him: “Music is real, elemental magic.” He thought that humanity was reaching a full
understanding of its power, and, therefore, that “the ability to spontaneously influence, subjugate,
and enchant is undoubtedly growing.”'"! But, magic is not what Bely wants. Even if all great music is
magical, he says, “then not all of it is theurgic.” This is dangerous because magic has the ability to
“control the elements through the sounds of the soul.” But, to engage in such practice for oneself
and not for the Glory of God is “a sin and a horror.” True theurgy is magic “addressed to the
Lord.”"” The theurgist, crying out to the Lotd, transforms art into prayer, imbuing it with magical
power over the soul. The theurgic artist need not adopt a religious subject matter, but must harness

for their purposes the power of prayer: “The presence of this touch of theurgy determines the

9 For a discussion of Scriabin, see Mitchell, Orphans, 68-73. In the 1910s, many critics would begin to describe Scriabin’s
music in theurgic terms, even if his own personal brand of mysticism was far from Solovyov’s conception of theurgy.
See Mitchell, “Scriabin and the Russian Silver Age,” in Demystifying Scriabin, 26-45.

100 Mottison, Symbolism, 147.

101 Bely, “O teurgii,” 374. “Mysbika 3T0 ACHCTBHTEABHASA, CTUXMITHAA Maruf. My3bsika AoceAe ObIAa BIIEpEAN
€BPOIICHCKOIO YEAOBEUECTBA. DBITh MOMKET, AUIIb B HACTOALIYIO MHHYTY OHO HAYHHACT BIIAOTHYIO IIOAXOAHTD K
My3BIKE, BOHpas B ceOs ¢¢ CTUXHIHYIO MATHYECKYIO MOIIb. CIIOCOOHOCTD CTUXHIHO BAHATD, HOAYHHSATD, 3a9aPOBBIBATH
HeCOMHEHHO pacreT. Tak 6yAer u BripeAp.”

102 Tbid., beginning of section IV, 376. Bely thus calls theurgy “white magic.” “Ecau Bcakas raybokas MysblIKa, TaK HAN
MHaYe BOITAOIIAEMAdA, B OCHOBE CBOCH MAIHYHA, TO AAACKO HE BCAKAA TeypruvHa. Teyprus ¢ 9TOH TOYKH 3peHHA
ABAAETCA Kak Obr OeAo# marmeit. Ecan roBopres mpopokam, xoadrm mepea I'ocrmoaom: «Vrermaiire, yrermaite HApoOA
MOID», TO, HAODOPOT, K Maram, BAAACIOIIIIM TAHHON COCTABACHHA KHEEKEAHEBHBIX COUYETAHMI» ITIOBCCAHEBHEIX CAOB, HO
He oOpareHHBIM K L'ocrioay, orHOCHTCH rposHOe: «TepadUMEl TOBOPAT IIYCTOE, U BEIIYHBL BUAAT AOKHOE...», T. €.
YMEHHE MATHYIECKH YIPABAATD CTUXUAMHU ITOCPEACTBOM 3BYYaHHUIT AYII HE BO cAaBY boxuro — rpex u yxac.” In 1909,
he would return to the topic of magic, publishing perhaps his most famous essay, “The Magic of Words.”
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miraculousness of some exceptional artistic passages found in secular writers, for example, in
Dostoevsky, Gogol, Goethe, because in every prayer there is a possibility of receiving the miraculous
power of God.”'” As such, theurgy has the potential for far greater power in comparison to magic
which is not addressed to God: “The strength and advantage of theurgy over magic lies in the fact
that the former is entirely permeated with ardent love and the highest hope for God’s mercy. That is
why the consolation of magic, no matter its power, is always the consolation of emptiness.”'"*

But how can the artist imbue their art with prayer; to propetly orient it towards the Lord? To
do so, Bely says, one must reveal Eternity within it, to reveal the Face of art—Sophia. To illustrate
this idea, he decides to analyze and compare the work of two different artists from two different
centuries: first the poet Mikhail Lermontov and then the composer Nikolay Medtner. In Lermontov,
Bely perceives a fiery magic, but one which always turns away from true theurgy and becomes
hopeless. Theurgy demands a kind of eternal, sacred love for God. This divine love must supersede
Eros. In practical terms, this means transforming love poetry into the expression of a generalized,
symbolic, sacred love."” Lermontov, in his love poetry, reveals his search for Eternal love over and
above human love:

The search for eternal love is the feeling that made Lermontov turn towards his beloved

with a request to destroy his hopes “with a cold gaze.”'" Fear and awareness that every earthly

love is transient, together with the search for a reflection of Eternity in a loved one, liberated

by memory from the shackles of the accidental and transient—in Lermontov this results in
the combination of the search for efernal love with the search for love in Eternity. From here,

103 Bely, “O teurgii,” section II. “IIprcyrcTBHEM 3TOrO HAACTA TEYPIHH OLIPEACAACTCH IYAOACHCTBEHHOCTD HEKOTOPBIX
HCKAFOYHTEABHBIX XYAOKECTBEHHBIX MECT, BCTPEYAFOIIIXCA Y CBETCKUX IHCATEACH, Harrpumep v AocroeBckoro, I'oroa,
I'ére, moTOMY 9ITO BO BCAKOM MOAHTBE 3aKAIOYUEHA BO3MOKHOCTD ITOAYIECHHUA 3TOH YYAOACHCTBEHHOH CHABI bokuer...”
104 Ibid., end of section IV. “Craa u IpenmyIecTBo Teypruu IepeA Marreil 3aKAFO9aeTCs B TOM, ITO IIepBas BCA
IIPOHU3aHA IIAAMEHHOM AFODOBBIO M BBICOUAMIIIEH HAACKAOHN Ha MEAOCTD Boxkuro. Bor modemy yremrenue marueii,
KAKOIO OBI ITOCACAHAS HH OOAQAAAQ MOIIBIO, €CTH OIATH-TAKH YTEIICHHE IIyCTOTOO. ..”

105 Love poetry treated in this way is one of the major ways in which “Sophia” is imagined by the Symbolists. Another is
through nature poetty, i.e. pastoral tropes of nymphs and beautiful nature—this approaches Sophia in her guise as the
“World Soul”. A third way is to employ biblical imagery like the dawn and the “Face in the Sun” to express Sophia
directly and in more overtly religious terms.

106 Bely here refers to Lermontov’s 1830 poem, “Crracu60” (““Thank you”), where the poet enthusiastically thanks a
women for shattering his hopes and dreams with a cold glare.
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there is only one more step—and the beloved creature becomes a bottomless symbol, a
window into which looks in an Eternal, Radiant Friend—the Beloved..."”

Bely is disappointed in Lermontov, however. He did not take that final step—thinking his vision of
Eternity was “incorporeal,” Lermontov “breaks off the shoots of his insights, which could have
turned into lush plants touching the heavens.” As such he remained a “disappointed demonist” [i.e.
magician| and failed to turn into Pushkin’s famous “poor knight” who saw “one vision,
incomprehensible to the mind.”""

Here, Bely quotes from a poem that serves as one his major Sophianic creeds and a good
practical example of the kind of love poetry he demands from Lermontov, Pushkin’s “The Poor
Knight”—about a knight who crusades for Mary, the Mother of God, rather than for any earthly
maidens like the other knights. In battle the paladin yells a Latin phrase popular invoked by the
Symbolists (and a code for Sophia): “Lumen coelum, sancta Rosa)” [“Light of Heaven, holy Rose!”]."”
In the poem the knight prays only to Mary and refuses all other religious sacraments. Thus, at death
Satan is ready to take his soul to hell for his doctrinal sins, but Mary intercedes and welcomes him to
her kingdom. To Bely, Mary is Sophia, as he confirms in a letter to Emil, “I knew what I was doing
when I confused Sophia with Maria, but in the plane on which I stood (symbolic, not embodied), o7e

can and shounld confuse Sophia with Maria.”'' Medtner used this poem as an inscription to his “Fairy

Tale,” Op. 34/4. This piece easily accommodates a Sophiological reading, as it features one of

107 Bely, “O teurgii,” section IV. “Vckanue Be4HON AIOOBU BOT TO YyBCTBO, KOTOPOE 3aCTABAAAO AepMOHTOBA
00parmaThCs K AFOOMMOH MKEHIIIUHE C IIPOCHOOIH «yOUTh XOAOAHBIM B30POM» HAACKABL DOA3SHD U CO3HAHIE, UTO KAMKAAL
3eMHasA AFOOOBB IIPEXOAAIIIA BMECTE C HCKAHIEM B AIOOHMOM CYILECTBe OTOACCKa Bednoctu, 0cBOOOKAAEMOTO ITAMATHIO
H3-TIOA OKOB CAYHYaiHOTO M IIPEXOAMAIIETO, BCE 9TO COYETACT Y /AePMOHTOBA MCKAHUE BEYHON AFOOBH C MCKAHHEM
Ar00BH y Beanocru. OTCrOA elrie OAMH IIar i AFOOMMOE CYIIECTBO CTAHOBHTCA AUIID OE3AOHHBIM CIMBOAOM, OKHOM, B
KOTOPOE 3arAfIABIBACT Kakas-TO Beunas, Aydesapras [Toapyra - Bosarobaennas...”

108 Ibid. “EcAn 661 AepMOHTOB CO3HAA, YTO €rO BUACHBE HE OECITAOTHO, 4 OECIIAOTHA Ta TIOAYMACKA, H3-II0A KOTOPOI
OACCHYA €My AYY JKH3HH BEYHOMN, TO U3 PAa30YaPOBAHHOIO ACMOHHCTA OOPATHACH OB B TOIO PHIIAPA DEAHOTO, KOTOPOTO
ITyIIKeH 3aCTABHA YBHACTD OAHO BUACHBE, HEITOCTIKHOE YMYy», U yiKe, OUYCBHAHO, O3 BCsAKoil moaymacku. Ho storo me
OBIAO ¢ AEpPMOHTOBBEIM U BOT OH OOPBIBACT POCTKU CBOMX IIPO3PEHUIT, MOIYIIIIE OOPATHTHCA B IIBIIITHBIE PACTCHIA,
BEPIIIIHON KacaroIueca Hedec.”

109 This is also a saying associated with the Rosicrucians, and Bely would patticipate in the early twentieth-century revival
of this medieval Christian esotericism.

110 Bely to EKM, 10 November 1903 (letter #54).
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Medtner’s ecstatic codas where the formerly minor-mode musical material transforms in the light of
the major mode, accompanied by the ringing of bells. In general, Medtner’s “knightly”” pieces fit in
easily with Bely’s and Blok’s frequent image of the medieval knight as a servant of Sophia (derived
from Solovyov), and, thus should not be considered idiosyncratic to the composer, but part of
Symbolist practice.'"!

Bely demands from Lermontov ozne more step: one which would have resulted in his
recognition in “the light breath of the breeze the dawn greeting of Her, Whom he had sought all his
life and almost found so many times.”"'? Here Bely quotes from one of the primary biblical sources
of Sophia, The Wisdom of Solomon, in which “Wisdom?” is referred to in explicitly feminine
language. This passage is worth reproducing because it presents one of the clearest possible
definitions of how Sophia enables humans to engage in theurgic creation:

For she is the reflection of eternal light, the pure mirror of the active power of God and the

image of his goodness. Although she is only one, she can do all things; while unchanging

herself, she makes all things renewed. Generation after generation she enters into holy souls,

and turns them into friends of God and prophets. [...] She is more beautiful than the sun
and outshines every constellation of the stars. In compatison with the light she is higher..."

3
Sophia enters into souls, giving humanity a reflection of divine power. She turns regular folk into

prophets, i.e. artists into theurgists. To Bely, the artist must recognize Sophia’s presence in the soul

and then, explicitly or implicitly, address their creations to Her.""*

11 This is especially apparent in his early Op. 14 set of two “Fairy Tales.” The first, entitled “Ophelia’s Song,” invoking
Shakespeare’s Ophelia—a common name for Sophia used by Alexander Blok—is followed by Medtner’s spectacular
“Ritterzug” (procession of the knights).

12 Bely, “O teurgii,” section IV. “Eine mrar, erre oAMH TOABKO ITar AepMOHTOB y3HAA OBI B AETKOM AYHOBEHHH BETEPKA
3apeBoil npusetr Toi, KoTopyro oH ncKkaA BCIO ’KU3HD U CTOABKO Pa3 IIOYTH HAXOAHA. ..”

113 Wisdom 7:26-27, 29. New Catholic Bible translation, slightly altered to fit Bely’s quote.

114 Bely often lists all of his favorite names for Sophia in one sentence. Here he does so in his discussion of Lermontov
(in section IV of “O teurgii”): “She is the idea of the universe, the Soul of the world, whom Solovyov calls Sophia, the
Wisdom of God and Who embodies the Divine Logos... Medieval hymns are addressed to Her: ‘Mater Dei sine spina—
pecaetorum medicinal. ...”” Bely mined many western European religious and mystical traditions for material, as his use of
Latin shows.
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Unfortunately, in the end, Lermontov always turns away from Sophia. But, Bely is quick to
say that this was not entirely his fault. She had not fully revealed himself to him. But, there is way
young artists can avoid falling into the same error:

She, whom he sought all his life, did not reveal herself to him completely, but did not remain

a mask either. She was hidden from him by only a half-mask. What Lermontov did not

resolve calls out in our souls. We must either close our eyes to the spirit’s urge for eternal

love, or, tearing off the half-mask, find Eternity, so that at last a “vision incomprebensible to the
mind” may flash upon us poor knights.'"’

Bely clearly viewed himself and his friends of the “dawn” as knights of Sophia. Theurgists who
reveal the image of Her in their art. He now turns from Lermontov to the work of one of those
tellow knights, Medtner, and his S#mmungsbilder. To Bely, the eight works of the album reveal “the
freshness and density of remarkable talent and impeccable completeness of form.” But, more
importantly, they are “characterized by their theurgism.”""*

Bely bestows his highest honor on this “composer-theurgist” in whom he sees so much of
himself, his desires, and his “awaiting moods.” Crucially, he sees such a resemblance to Medtner
precisely because of the composer’s lack of modernist experimentation. The boldly novel use of the
everyday and familiar is the key to make magic happen—not the anxious desire to create a new
language. The properly new can only be expressed in the familiar:

Here you will not find any cacophony, or morbidly nervous twitchiness, or the gaudy

dilution so characteristic of our young and sometimes talented composers. The form is

crystal clear everywhere, and yet the ideas touched upon are completely new and desirable.

Our expectations, our struggles are crystallized in their typical features. Listening to what

sounds to us in the works of Mr. Medtner, we involuntarily sort out our feelings, using the
composer’s ideas as a kind of spiritual guidance.'"”

115 Bely, “O teurgii,” end of section IV. “T'a, KOTOPYIO OH BCIO KU3HB HCKAA, HE OTKPBIAACH €My AO KOHIIA, HO M HE
OCTAAACh B MacKe. Best MyqHTeABHOCTD €ro HOpbIBaHUN K BedHoCTH 3aKAIOYMaeTCA B TOM, 9TO HEeKOTOpEIe YepThl Ee
6b1A AocTyITHBL eMy. OHa OBIAA 3aKPHITA OT HETO TOABKO IToAyMackoil. HepasperienHoe AepMOHTOBBIM B3bIBACT B
HAIINX AyIIax. Mbl AN AOAZKHBI 3aKPBITh TAA32 HA IIPOPBIBAHUE AYXd K BEUHONH AFOOBH, AU, COPBAB IIOAYMACKY, HAWTH
Beunocrs, 4ro0B HAKOHEIT OACCHYAO HAM - OEAHBIM PHILIAPAM «BHACHBE, HEIIOCTH/KHOE YMY»...”

116 Tbid., beginning of section V.

17 Thid. “3aech He HAFACIID HU KaKO(POHNH, HI OOAE3HEHHO-HEPBHON H3AEPraHHOCTH, HH AAATIOBATOMN
PA3KEDKEHHOCTH, CTOAD XAPAKTEPHOH AAS HAIIHUX MOAOABIX H ITOAYAC TAAAHTAHBEIX KOMIIO3HTOPOB. Popma Besae
KPUCTAABHO YNCT4, 4 MEKAY TEM 3aTPATHBACMBIC HACH COBEPIICHHO HOBBI 1 KeAaHHBL. Harmm oxuaasms, GopeHns
HAIIN KPUCTAAAM3OBAHbI B UX THIIMYCCKHUX YepTax. [ IpHCAyIIMBaAch K TOMY, 9TO 3By4NT HAM B IIPOU3BEACHUSAX I.
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Medtner has a theurgic effect on Bely and, precisely for that reason, he wants to compare the
composer’s music to Lermontov’s almost-but-not-quite theurgic verse. It is unclear to what extent
Bely’s decision was fueled by the fact that Medtner himself used inscriptions from Lermontov in the
set. As Christoph Flamm shows, Medtner worked closely with Lermontov’s poetry as he composed
his earliest music—in addition to the two poems which appear as epigraphs in Op. 1, Medtner set
two other Lermontov poems to music (one of which was published as Op. 3/1) and had the famous
“Rusalka” in mind for his Op. 2/1.""*

This means that both Bely and Medtner were both in the thrall of Lermontov when they met
in fall of 1902, but it is not clear the extent to which they may have discussed interpretations of the
poetry. Nevertheless, Bely uses references to Lermontov to explicate his narrative reading of
Medtner’s Op. 1—one that fits perfectly well with the two epigraphs in the score. Overall, Bely’s
narrative closely fits the actual ordering of the pieces in the set to such an extent that it is certainly

plausible Medtner viewed his own music along similar lines. Let us examine the set now.

Theurgic Beginnings

Here we have youthful works that, despite their occasional clunkiness, show many of the
stylistic features what would come to define Medtner’s music.'” The set already amply shows
Medtner’s perhaps most distinguishing trait as a composer—the ability to write in an astonishingly

large variety of moods, styles, and forms. Indeed, most of the pieces do not belong to any kind of

MerHepa, MBI HEBOABHO Pa3OHUPaEMCsl B HALIIUX YyBCTBOBAHUAX, IIOAB3YACH HACAMH KOMIIO3UTOPA KAK CBOEIO POAQ
AYXOBHBIM PYKOBOACTBOM.”

118 See the extensive discussion in Flamm, Me#zner, 144-162. In 1903 Medtner “abandoned” Lermontov, but would return
to the poet in his late works which show a rapprochement with his youth in general.

119 The pieces are often dated to 1896-1897, i.e. when Medtner was only sixteen or so. As Christoph Flamm shows,
however, such an early date can possibly apply to only certain preliminary sketches. The album represents a selection and
refinement of the mass of early material composed through 1901 (notably a set of (unpublished) preludes from 1897
contains earlier versions of some of the final works). Medtner kept working on the set through 1902, which should thus
be considered the terminal year of composition. See Flamm, Mener, 358-59.
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schematic form, testifying to Medtner’s already highly developed formal creativity. They exhibit a
boldness of conception that belies their youthfulness. Despite its combination of pieces conceived
of in different years, the album is not randomly assembled. The order of the eight pieces is governed
by key relationships, as well as stylistic and programmatic factors (See the Table 2.1 for piece titles
and keys). These relationships indicate a deeper substructure. The pieces are organized in pairs
related by key. All piece pairs after the opening (so, III & IV, V & VI, and VII & VIII) have the first
piece in a minor key and the second in its relative major.

Table 2.1. Nikolay Medtner, Acht Stinmungsbilder, Op. 1, Overview.

Piece Designation Key (secondary key) | Lermontov Inscription

I. Prologue E-maj “An Angel flew across the midnight sky and
he sang a quiet song...”

II. Allegro con impeto G#-min (B-maj)

III. Maestoso freddo Eb-min (Db-maj)
IV. Andantino con moto | Gb-maj (Bb-min)
V. Andante Bb-min (D-min) “The blizzard is roaring and snow is falling,

but through the noise of the wind a distant
ringing sometimes breaks through,
humming—that’s echo of a funeral.”

VI. Allegro con humore | Db-maj (Bb-min)

VII. Allegro con ira F#-min

VIII. Allegro con grazia A-maj
(quasi valse)

Medtner places an epigraph by Lermontov on the first and fifth pieces, separating the album
into two distinct halves. These first and fifth pieces, related in key by a tritone, feature diametrically
opposed content, as defined by the inscriptions: the first poem depicts an angel singing while
bringing a young soul to earth and the second depicts funeral bells ringing through the wail of a
blizzard (indicating the opposition—a soul ascending to heaven). Additionally, certain pieces share
motivic similarities; for example, the fifth and sixth works have a similar quick triplet piano
figuration, both evoking the snowstorm mentioned in the Lermontov inscription, but in different

moods. Furthermore (and this will be important for Bely’s reading), the final three pieces are all
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short and dance-like (performed at various shades of “Allegro”) and feature the kinds of rhythmic
and metrical complexities that are typical of Medtner’s dance music. We can thus assume that
Medtner took the precise ordering of the pieces seriously, likely to support a narrative reading of the
album similar to that which Bely supplies.

The first piece, the “Prologue,” has received some attention in the Medtner literature due to
its epigraph from Lermontov’s poem “Angel,” which he later placed at the head of his book. In fact,
this piece is a word-for-word setting of the poem, and Medtner would later go on to publish it again

in revised form with the vocal part and text added.'®

Like all Symbolists, Medtner communicated his
aesthetic and spiritual ideas through quotations of poetry, and this poem is a profound expression of
those ideas. Unfortunately, however, commentary on this piece has been plagued by several
misconceptions and factual errors; Bely’s commentary will help us clear up one of them. The first
misconception is one of those classic “biographer’s myths” that gets endlessly recycled by scholars
looking for a fun story (but who should know better). As the story goes, Medtner only “discovered”
after the fact that the melody line perfectly fits the text.'” As Christoph Flamm shows, however,
Medtner actually wrote a draft setting of the poem first, which he later turned into the solo piano
version published in Op. 1."** This fact explains the form of the final piece—a through composed
setting of the four quatrains.'” The first quatrain features the opening melody played twice (with

variations), corresponding to the two couplets. The second quatrain follows suit with its own

melody. These melodies are recapitulated in the fourth quatrain, one for each couplet. The third

120 Published by Jurgenson in 1909 as Op. 1bis. Medtner transposed the key down an augmented 24, to D-flat major,
probably to place it in a more comfortably vocal range. He also changed notes in the vocal line in the third quatrain.

121 This myth originated in Bernard Pinsonneault’s 1956 French-language biography of Medtner. It was reproduced in
Martyn, Medtmer,17, and even in Mitchell, Nietzsche's Orphans, 118.

122 See Flamm, Metner, 358. He even reproduces a facsimile of the early draft on page 662.

125 Rebecca Mitchell’s assertion that this first piece is in a “simple ABA form” is incorrect, as there is no self-contained
“B” section in the piece. See Mitchell, Nieszsche’s Orphans, 116-119, for her comments on the work.
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quatrain, turbulent and modulating, develops its own material before retransitioning back to the

tonic.'?*
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Example 2.6. Medtner, Acht Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1, 1. “Prologue,” mm. 1-0.

This piece is often held up as a prime example of Medtner’s characteristic rhythmic

complexity (see Example 2.6). Indeed, the score itself is eye-popping, with four different rhythmic

subdivisions operating simultaneously: eighth-note triplets, half-note triplet, straight eight notes, and

the irregular subdivision dotted quarter + dotted quarter + plus quarter [3+3+2]. Unfortunately,

however, this is really just an illusion based on ovetly pedantic notation. In practical terms there are

only two competing rhythms: following the groupings of figurations, the pianist will feel the right

hand in three groups of four and the left hand in three groups of 3+3+2. The 4/4 bar is thus

subdivided into three beats, but the beats in each hand do not align after the first. Indeed, the left

hand lags further and further on beats 2 and 3. The left hand melody should thus sound as a

124 The form could thus be schematized as AA’BB’CDAB, with each letter (typically) eight bars.
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' Overall, this calculated rhythmic effect cannot be said to be

lengthening echo of the right hand.
characteristic of Medtner’s compositional practice, as he otherwise shuns such “artificial” schemes.
Indeed, Medtner was often lauded for his rhythmic ingenuity, but his creations tend to be fluid and
nuanced without the repetitive or algorithmic schemes that characterize his countryman Stravinsky.
The later dances in the album are more characteristic of Medtner’s mature rhythmic practice.

Now we have arrived at the third and final misconception of this work, and one that Bely
can help us with—i.e. what does it mean? The poem which it sets, Lermontov’s “Angel,” is about an
angel singing a heavenly song while carrying a young soul down to earth. On earth, the suffering
soul can still feel within itself the sound of that heavenly song, “wordless, but alive.” Trying to find
“songs of the earth” that could rival the heavenly song. Languishing on earth, and “full of wondrous
desire,” the soul can never be satisfied with the “dull songs of the earth.”'* Not surprisingly,
commentators focus on the “heavenly song” aspect of the poem—typically reading it as an example
of his religious-aesthetic theory of the “initial song” that resounds in the human soul and of which
the composer must contemplate in order to create true music. Thus, the poem is considered to be
the “basis on which Medtner’s lifelong aesthetic philosophy rested,”’*” and the song is taken to be a
musical depiction of the heavenly song itself. While the former claim is indisputable, the latter claim
demands further investigation. Here is Bely’s own interpretation of the piece in “On Theurgy:

The first number of the album expresses precisely the feeling that pushed Lermontov to

write his famous lines:

I go out alone on the road.

The flinty path shines through the fog.

The night is quiet, the desert listens to God,
And star speaks to star.

But this dichotomy between nature, solemnly calmed in the embrace of the night’s dark blue
ether, and the soul standing above the abysses, stirs somewhere deep, deep, when you hear

125 This extremely nuanced effect requires utmost precision from the performer and has thus never been propetly
captured in recordings. Like with many of the pieces in this first album, the ideas are interesting, but the pieces risk
coming off as clunky if not performed with the utmost nuance.

126 Quotes taken from Michael Wachtel’s translation. See Wachtel, Introduction to Russian Poetry, 85.

127 Martyn, Medtner, 17. Mitchell also makes the same claim, discussing Medtner’s ideas in the context of Platonic theories

of remembrance—see Mitchell, Orphans, 118.
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the flowing chords, as if hovering in the sky... As if two air currents collided in the heights,
and then came forth waves. Yearning sorrow frozen in the depths. It is lulled by ethereal-
flowing waves, washing away every grief. Perhaps the line of pain was crossed... Someone
could not bear it and was already sobbing... Tears were already clouding their vision...
Someone threw their head back to the sky and froze, seeing that “an angel was flying across the
midnight sky and singing a quiet song’... And the soul asked to fly, even if it was threatened by
the stirring chaos.'”

Musically speaking, Bely takes note of the rhythmic complexities and the atmospheric effects
they create (“flowing chords, hovering in the sky... currents colliding in the heights,” etc.). Notably,
Bely associates the music with a different Lermontov poem (although he also references the epigraph
in the quoted italics). This other poem has a similar setting: nocturnal imagery of the clouds and the
heavens. Yet, here, the subject is a human being standing firmly on the earth, longing for heaven,
rather than an Angel carrying down a human soul for a “world of sadness and tears.” Indeed, Bely’s
interpretation emphasizes the fundamentally #7agic nature of Lermontov’s poem, as the soul is cruelly
separated from heaven by the angel, condemned to earthly suffering until death. Bely hears this pain
in the music, one which promotes a longing for the heavens—one that stimulates in the soul the
desire to fly aloft, even if it means having to come face to face with chaos.

Musical details in the text setting indicate that Medtner held a similarly tragic sense of the
poem. Take the setting of the poem’s third stanza: “He catried in his embraces a young soul / For
the world of sadness and tears; / And the sound of his song in the young soul / Remained—

wordless but alive.”'” Here, Medtner builds up to a tragic climax right on “tears.” What Medtner

128 Bely, “O teurgii,” Section V, in Manifesty, 384. Bely quotes an untitled Lermontov poem from 1841. “ITepserii HOMep
aABOOMA BBIP@XKAET KaK Pa3 TO IyBCTBO, KOTOPOE 3aCTABUAO A€PMOHTOBA HAIIICATH CBOU 3HAMEHUTHIE CTPOKU: 'BBIxOKY
oAnt st Ha Aopory./ CKBO3b TyMaH KpeMHHCTHIH 1yTh 6Aectnt./ Houb Tnxa, nycreims suemaer bory,/ U 3Besaa c
3Be3A0F0 roBopuT.” Ho 3T0 pasaBoeHIE MEKAY IIPHPOAOIH, TOPKECTBEHHO YCIIOKOCHHOM B OOBATHAX HOYHOTO, TEMHO-
cuHero 3upa, U AYIIOH, CTOAIICH HAA IIPOBAAAMHE, IIIEBEAUTCH TAC-TO TAYOOKO, TAYOOKO, KOTAQ CABIIIIHILD IIAABHBIC,
OyATo mapsue B HeOe, AKKOPABL... Kak OYATO B BBIIIIHMHE CTOAKHYANCH ABA BO3AYIIIHBIX TEICHHUSA, I BOT ITOIIIAM BOAHBL.
Tocka 3amepaa B raybnue. OHa 3a0arokaHa 3(PUPHO-ITAABHBIME BOAHAMI, OMBIBAFOIIIMHE BCAKOE rope. borrs mozxer,
reperiaeHa depTa 00Am... KT0o-TO He BBIACPIKAA M yiKE PBIAAA... YIKE CAE3BI TYMAHHAH B30p... KTO-TO OmpokmHyA roAoBy
Kk HeOy, Ad TAK M 3aMeP, BUAA, 9TO «II0 HEOY IIOAYHOYH AHIEA ACTECA H THXYIO IIECHIO OH IeAx... K ayIia sampocuaach
AETETh, XOTA OBI € yTPOMKAA 3AIIEBEANBIINNCH Xa0C.”

129 Translation by Wachtel, Introduction, 85.
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does next is surprising: for the following couplet about the resonance in the soul of the heavenly

song, “wordless but alive,” Medtner makes no attempt at all to illustrate such a song. Instead, he

does something frankly bizarre—he sets the entire couplet on one single note with no change

whatsoever. You cannot get less “songlike” than that."” Under this insistent note, the left hand

presents some faint motivic echoes of the earlier melody, in the form of chords (Example 2.7).
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Example 2.7. Nikolay Medtner, Acht Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1, 1. “Prologue,” mm. 37-42 (repeated

notes pointed to with arrows).

The drama of Medtner’s setting thus arises from the stark difference between the esquisite and

ethereal opening music and the tragic climax in which the state of humanity as fallen away from the

divine and its song is emphasized. The heavenly song remains a faint memory present in the soul

and constantly threatened to be drowned out by the “dull sounds of the earth.” Only the quasi-

ascetic practice of the composer-theurgist can infuse earthly songs with divine beauty. Even so, the

gulf between the heavenly and earthly can only instill a painful yearning.

130 In the 1908 song setting, Medtner gives for these bars an actual melody (although still chant-like) as an ossa,
presumably to liven up the piece. In the original Jurgenson edition, Medtner also sets the first couplet of the third
quatrain with a single repetitive note as well (mm. 33-36). The melody was changed in the collected Soviet edition.
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Bely continues his narrative with this yearning of the soul to fly, to unite with God. The
second Stmmungsbild is a bizarre piece where the music repeatedly and violently lurches towards a
cadence. This fatalistic striving is briefly interrupted by a contrasting melody in the relative major,
one which, however, is forced back into the minor after only four bars (the promise of a B section is
quickly obliterated, leaving just a small fragment). But Bely notes this small section, calling it a “white
vein” (the color “white” is, for Bely, heavily invested with Symbolism of the divine—as part of his
extensive theosophical color symbolics):

The intense power of the soul rushing into space, flying through chaos and abysses to God,

reaching colossal strength... There is something incredible in the titanism of aspirations—

titanism that has not rejected God. Here, some white vein clearly shines through, affirming

and not destroying hopes. Here, at the moment of the greatest tragic tension, wings grow,

carrying away."”!
An “obvious” interpretation of this piece would be the suffering of earthly souls as they continually
and fruitlessly strive until death (hence the unusually high level of repetition). Bely, clearly inspired
by his overtly Christian reading of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra and the idea of the Ubermensch,"” instead
perceives “titanism” in the soul’s aspiration to “colossal strength” and to eventual unity with God—

notably, not “titanism” in the more typical sense of overthrowing the gods. The “white vein” is thus

a symbol of union with God (Example 2.8).

131 Bely, “O teurgii,” in Manifesty, 383. “B AaabHEHIINX OTPHIBKAX aABOOMA HAIIPAKCHHASA MOILb PUHYBILICHCH B
IIPOCTPAHCTBO AYIIIH, CKBO3b Xa0C 1 OE3AHEI AeTAIICH K Bory, AocTuraetT KOAOCCAABHON CHABL... DTO YTO-TO
HEBEPOATHOE 10 TUTAHU3MY CTPEMACHUH -- TUTAHU3MY, He OTBEprHyBIIeMycs oT bora. TyT AACHO CKBO3UT KaKas-TO
OeAast KUAKA, YTBEP/KAAFOLIIAA, 4 HE Pa30HBAIOIIAsA HAACKABL TYT, B MOMECHT BEAHYAMIIIEIO TPATMYECKOTO HAIPSKCHHU,
BBIPACTAFOT KPBIABA, YHOCAIIHE.”

132 Bely’s Christian reading of Nietzsche is most overt in his widely anthologized essay, “Symbolism as a Worldview,”
written shortly after this one.
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Example 2.8. Medtner, Acht Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1, I1. Allegro con impeto, mm. 13-20 (the “White
Vein” begins at arrow).

The third piece, a slow march in one of Medtner’s favorite keys, Eb-minor, is one of the best
pieces of the set. The opening, while heavily chromatic, exhibits a chromaticism that constantly
returns to the dominant through passing motion—thus avoiding the kind of endless, non-functional
chromatic slip-and-sliding in which many other late-Romantic composers indulged. Indeed, much of
Medtner’s chromaticism is derived from stepwise linear movement of individual voices, rather than
through symmetrical chromatic sequences. The structure of the opening phrase is bizarre—it begins
with a 7-bar phrase (missing its anacrusis) ending on a half-cadence. Then the final four bars are
repeated, but altered to cadence on the tonic. Bely’s calls this passage “striving through chaos” and
the lack of any kind of symmetrical or conventional phrase structure could be seen to support that
notion. The music then takes up a polyphonic hymn in the relative major—the ostentatious imitative
counterpoint is typical of his “dithyramb” style and is meant to produce a quasi-archaic, yet exalted,
tone of praise. It is, however, constructed from the same motivic material as the opening march. For

Bely, the soul has now truly reached a “titanic” state, as he perceives Prometheus himself “striding
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through chaos” while singing an “infinitely powerful, unnaturally restrained” hymn."”” With this
“Promethean” hymn of prayer, Medtner attains true artistic theurgy (Example 2.9)—unlike
Lermontov, who for Bely always failed to achieve theurgy at the last moment. Medtner attains
theurgy not simply by offering a hymn of praise, but by first “striding through™ dark chaos in order
to find an “elusive, captivating, unexpectedly-sacred, new tone” in which to sing prayers:

And where Lermontov either turned away, or, surrounded by chaos, had dark forebodings—
there in Mr. Medtner there is a desire, inspired by love, to break through this hanging fog.
And as every deep, effective, real (and not imaginary) striving for light is already a prayer,
and every prayer deepened by power is theurgic, Medtner’s works are also theurgic. But in
otder for this theurgism to finally sound with an elusive, captivating, unexpectedly-sacred, new tone,
what degree of duality must the best of us have gone through, with what force must others,
having ascended to the summit of their unconquered aspirations, have cried out: “I await the
call, I seek an answer, the sky darkens, the earth is silent... Have mercy, God, on the night
souls” (Blok), so that the rapture of the inviting prayer, all the fervor of world flight, is finally
granted. Truly, here, in this music, one can hear the promise of certain wings—perhaps
those which, according to D. S. Merezhkovsky, are necessary to fly over history?™*

Maestoso freddo. (m. M. é:s0)
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133 Bely, “O teurgii,” 383. “AaAbliie Bce IEPEXOAUT B KAKOH-TO OECKOHEYHO MOIYYHI, HECCTECTBCHHO CACP/KAHHEBII
THMH IIECTBYIOIIETO CKBO3b Xaoc [Ipomeres.”

134 Ibid. “ Tam, rAe AepMOHTOB HAH OOPEIBAA (€4 KU3HB, KAK IIOCMOTPHILBY U T. A.), AU, OKPY/KCHHBII Xa0COM,
rpeAckaseBaa (« 3HAA, 4TO TOAOBA, AFOOHMAs TOOOI, C TBOCH ITPYAH HA IIAAXY IIepeHAeT»), — Tam y . MeTHepa
OKPBIACHHOE AFODOBBIO CTPEMACHHE IIPOOUTHCA U3 9TOr0 BUCHYIIEro TymaHa. [ kak BeAkoe raybokoe, AeHCTBEHHOE,
ACHCTBHTEABHOE (2 HE MHHMOE) CTPEMACHHUE K CBETY -- Y7KE M MOAMTBA, 4 BCAKAA YTAYOACHHASA CHAOM MOANTBA --
TEyprUvHa, Teypru<Hsl U mpousseAcHus Meraepa. Ho AAst Toro, 4To0bI 3TOT TEypPIrU3M MOT HAKOHELL 3a3By4aTh
HEYAOBHMO ITACHSAFOIIINM, HEOKHAAHHO-CBAIIICHHBIM, HOBBIM OTTEHKOM, KAKYEO CTEIIEHDb PASABOCHHOCTH AOAKHBI OBIAT
IIPOMTH AYYIIIHE U3 HAC, C KAKOH CHAOM APYTHE, B3OMASA HA BEPIITHHY UX HEIIPEOAOACHHBIX CTPEMACHHH, AOAKHEBI ObIAI
BO33BaTh: «/l JKAY IPH3EIBA, HIIy OTBETA, TEMHEET HEOO, 3eMAA B MOAYaHbE... [ Tomuayi, Boxe, nounsie Ay (bAok),
ITOOBI HAKOHEI] OBIA AAPOBAH BOCTOPT IIPU3BIBHOM MOAMTBEI, BECH Kap MHIPOBOro rmoAeTa. Boucrumy TyT, B 9T0I
My3BIKE, KaK ObI CABIIIIHE OOCIIIAHNA KAKUX-TO KPBIAHIL - HE TeX AH, KoTopbie, 1o croBaM A. C. MepexkoBckoro,
HEOOXOAUMBI, 4TOD ITOAETETh HAA HCTOPHEI?”
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Example 2.9. Medtner, Acht Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1, I11. Maestoso freddo (Prometheus “Striding
through Chaos,” mm. 1-11, and then the “Theurgic Hymn,” mm. 12-22).

The fourth piece, a beautiful, lyrical song in the relative major of number three, is the most
formally complex of the bunch. It moves to the second, wistful, theme in the minor mediant which
then builds up to a joyful climax on the way back to the opening melody (and tonic). At the end, the
second theme is brought back in the tonic major, transforming its character. This is a fascinating
piece, as it shows Medtner’s early willingness to incorporate elements of sonata practice (like the
return of the second theme in the tonic) into song forms that are otherwise not sonata-like at all.
This effectively demonstrates that Medtner creatively synthesized his understanding of formal
procedures from the study of the classics. Bely perceives this piece as evocative of that “precious”
joy that can only be attained from traversing the path “through despair, through the gaping horrors
of tragedy.” Perhaps he had in mind the transformation of the minor-key second theme into major

after the climax, or perhaps his thinking was more generalized at this point. In any case, he
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compares this precious joy to that the mountain traveler feels while bravely facing death in order
cross the alpine pass:
It is precious because #o? even every mountain traveler is capable of conquering it, surrounded
by chaos that has burst forth from the gaping abysses of our drama. A firm foot and a
fearless gaze are needed here. That is why it is so charming, our joy—our dear, drunken,
eternally fearless readiness for death. I am sure that far from everyone understands what I am

talking about, where I am speaking from, taking for an allegory what really, in reality, happens to

mountain travelers.'>

The fifth piece is the central turning point of the collection, as the following three pieces are
shorter dances. Not only is this one headed with the other Lermontov epigraph, but it unusually
pictorial in nature.” The poem, “Metel” shumit” (“The blizzard is roaring”) the first stanza of which
is inscribed, depicts a raging snow storm through which the distant echo of funeral bells can be
heard (for the full text of the inscription see Table 2.1). The music illustrates this stanza fairly
blatantly. It opens with a blizzardly gust which then subsides. Slow, solemn bells are heard in the
depths of the piano, over which the gales whip up again. Curiously, a short fragmentary mournful
song emerges from the icy winds. The bells return (transposed), the blizzard rages, but then the
quiet, mournful song emerges a second time—now in major—unfurling into a full phrase to the
accompaniment of the funeral bells. One final gust and the piece ends in quiet stillness. I believe it
here, in this stormy piece, that Medtner tried to symbolize the emergence of the heavenly song from
the howling chaos of earthly winter—theurgically instilling a faint glimmer of the divine eternal into

the “dull songs of the earth.” Indeed, here the song emerges from cruel winds and tolling bells

135 Ibid. “Omna AparoreHHa TeM, 9TO AaiKe He BCAKAN TOPHBIN Iy TEIIECTBEHHNUK CITOCODCH €€ 3aBOEBATh, OKPY/KCHHBII
X40COM, BEIPBABILIIMCS U3 3UAIOIINX IIPOIIACTEH HaIIel Apamel. TyT Hy:KHa TBepAas HOIa M OecCTpallHbii B3op. Bor
I10YeMy O0AATEABHA OHA, HAIIA PAAOCTD -- Harra MuAas [Cepadum], baHas, BEUHO OECCTpaIIHAS TOTOBHOCTD K CMEPTH.
S yBepeH, 94TO AAAEKO HE BCE IIOHUMAFOT, O YEM Sl TOBOPIO, OTKYAA 5 TOBOPIO, IIPHHUMAS 334 AAACTOPHIO TO, YTO
ACHCTBHTEABHO, HaABY IIPOMCXOAUT C TOpHBIMH TyTernecTseHrnkamu.” Perhaps this paragraph is responsible for
Medtner’s 1907 setting, dedicated to Bely, of Heine’s “Der Bergstimme,” in which a mountain traveler dies trying to make
his way home (Op. 12/3).

136 Medtner frequently employed pictorial imagery and word painting throughout his entire career, although certainly not
to the same degree as in this early work.
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completely unexpectedly, with no clear source and (furthermore) no corresponding line in

Lermontov’s poem (Example 2.10).
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Example 2.10. Nikolay Medtner, Acht Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1, V. “Metel’ shumit,” [“The blizzard
roars”’], mm. 35-46 (The tail end of a snowy gust in the right hand, the funeral bells in the left, and
the first part of the mournful song in long held noted between the wing and the bells).

While the first piece in the album concerns humanity’s yearning for heavenly life, this one is
about death and the dark earthly misery of winter. And yet, as Medtner wrote in his program notes
to his 1909 House of Song recital, “The earth is God’s temple; earthly life is a symbol of Divine life.
There is no way to Heaven except through the earth; Without participation in earthly life with its joy
and suffering, struggle and death, there is no communion [rpuuacrus] of eternal life.”””” The
heavenly song must be found symbolically within and through the earth and earthly life. This is the
most fundamental point animating this chapter—the Symbolists did not try to reach the heavens by

abandoning the earth, by rejecting human life, but tried to bring the divine down to earth. This is

137 Medtner, House of Song Program Note, see Appendix B.
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also the point Bely makes in the next stage of his narrative reading. Here he, finally introduces
Sophia herself by way of a Vladimir Solovyov poem. It turns out it is her voice singing the song
from behind the chaos of the blizzard. Medtner has found Eternity through chaos, he has found the
dawn in the midnight snowstornz:

What joy sounds in the following lines of one of Solovyov’s poems, beginning to see how
the muddy waves retreat, how the defeated chaos becomes clear and the screeching of the
snowstorm no longer sounds like cries of anger, but like the first February, sacred, spring
praises of Eternity:

You are as immaculate as the snow behind the mountains,

You are as thoughtful as a winter night.

You are all on fire, like a polar flame,

A bright daughter of dark chaos."
What is this She, who gives help from there, from behind the chaos, shining with the dawn,
we now, it seems, are already beginning to understand, and our dull eyes light up with an
unprecedented brilliance..."”

This “She” is Sophia, the divinely-human muse who helps humanity to find the true
religious, theurgic path of artistic creation. Here she is equated with that Eternity which the artist
must embody within their art. Symbolized by the dawn, she can only be found in and through “dark
chaos” (i.e. the earthly). She gives help from “there,” i.e. from those abysses which (to Bely)
dangerously impinge on human life but which must be confronted directly. The vision of Her “lights
up our dull eyes with unprecedented brilliance.” This is what Medtner calls the “miracle of art,” that
is, “the ability of the material element itself to be transtigured through the spirit, through

inspiration.”™"

138 Vladimir Solovyov, “On Saimaa in winter,” 1894. Saimaa is a lake in Finland (then part of the Russian empire) not
too far from Petersburg.

139 Bely, “O teurgii,” 385. “Kaxas paAOCTb 3BYYHT B HUKECACAYIOIIHUX CTPOYKAX OAHOTO U3 cTUXOTBOpeHnit COAOBBCBA,
HAYMHAFOIIETO BHACTD, KAK OTCTYITAFOT MyTHBIE BOAHBI, KAK ITODEKACHHBIN XA0C IPOCBETAACTCA M BH3T METEAH YKE
3BYYNT HE KPHKAMH 3AO0BI, 4 ITEPBBIMU (DEBPAABCKIMH, CBAIEHHBIMI, BECEHHIMH CAABOCAOBUAME Beunoctn: “Tnr
HEIIOPOYHA, KaK CHer 32 ropamu,/ Thl MHOrOAYMHA, KaK 3UMHsA HO4b./ Best Ter B orme, kak moaspuoe maams,/ Temuoro
xaoca cBeraast A04b.” (Coaosres) Uto a10 32 OHa, Koropas moaaeT momonts OTTyAa, U3-3a Xa0Ca, oAects 32PETO, MbI
TEIIePb, KAKETCA, Y2KE HAYNHACM IIOHUMATD, B HEBUAAHHBIM OACCKOM 32KHIAIOTCA HAIIN ITOTYXIIHE OYH...”

140 Cited at the top.
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The final three dances in the album are earthly dances, celebrating the vision of Sophia in the
snowstorm of number five. Indeed, in number six, the snowstorm figuration reappears, now
transfigured into what Bely calls the joyful, bright snowstorm of early spring—accompanied with the
earthliest of earthly dances, the Habanera.""' The eighth piece featutres another such dance—the
waltz. These fill Bely with those images of joyful apocalyptic ecstasy that are typically of his youthful
writings:

And so the subsequent numbers [i.e. #6-8] of Mr. Medtner’s album sound precisely like this

post-Lermontovian, chaotically joyful song of a snowstorm, when pale whortls of snow so

tenderly kiss, circle, sweep and fly further and further, now knocking on the gates, now

raising the black hands of trees—the sacred herald of the great day of resurrection from the
dead that is invariably coming upon us.'*

As Bely said in a letter to Emil, the seventh piece was his favorite."* This piece features the most
striking rhythmic complexities of the bunch. Here Medtner offers an exercise in complex metrical
subdivisions, syncopation between hands, and odd meter. While still dance-like, it does not readily
evoke any traditional genre-dance; however, within these twisted rhythms one can perceive a
distorted reflection of the Habanera rhythm of the previous piece. Unlike piece number one, the
rhythmic complexities are real and not the result of notational contrivances and contrasting static
patterns (Example 2.11). In this passage, the opening phrase—with its subdivision of 4/4 time into a
syncopated 3+2+3 (eighth-note groups)—slips imperceptibly into 5/8 (2+3), before a new melody

emerges sitting comfortably within the odd time.

141 Medtner uses the characteristic Habanera rhythm, also known as a Tango rhythm.

142 Bely, “O teurgii,” 385. “l BoT aaApHedIIIEe HOMEpa aAbOOMa I. MeTHepa 3BydaT MMEHHO 9TOH IIOCAE-
ACPMOHTOBCKO, HAIlIeH XAOTHYCCKN PAAOCTHOH IIECHBIO METEAH, KOTAA OACAHBIC CBUTKH CHETOB TAK AACKOBO LICAYIOT,
KPYIKaT, 3aMETAIOT U AAABILIC, M AAABIIIE ACTAT, TO CTy9a B BOPOTA, TO BO3ABIMAS YCPHBIC PYKU ACPEB, -- CBALICHHBIC
rAaIaTail HEM3MEHHO HAYIIETO HA HAC BEAUKOIO AHS BOCCTAHHSA U3 MEPTBBIX.”

143 Bely to E. Medtner, 9 April 1903 (#27). Here Bely describes Medtnet’s playing at his recent concert in overtly
Symbolist terms: “As for me, I am delighted with his playing—*“&nowledgeable,” ““winking’—and at the same time
surprisingly noble and correct.”
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Example 2.11. Medtner, Acht Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1 No. 7, mm. 11-18 (repeat of opening phrase in
4/4 that then dexterously slides into 5/8 section with a new melody at arrow).

Theurgic Endings

The Medtners’ responded positively to Bely’s article—after all it was written during a period
of extensive engagement among all three. Emil Medtner wrote to Bely, that “the ‘theurgism’ of
Kolya’s [Nikolay’s] works is a formula that is clear to me,"** and specifically about Bely’s essay that,
“What you wrote about Kolya is delightful, I have nothing to object to this.”'** After reading “On
Theurgy,” Emil decided to write a large polemical article in the form of an unsent letter, in which he
argued the following points: that not all art must necessarily aspire to theurgy and that music should

146

not be placed in privileged position in comparison to other art forms. ™ Emil did not dispute

144 E. Medtner to Bely, 9 August 1903 (letter #41).

145 E. Medtner to Bely, 20 October 1903 (letter #50).

146 E. Medtner to Bely, 15 October 1903 (letter #47). E. Medtner revised this unsent letter in anticipation of publishing it
alongside Bely’s article when it was reissued. Unfortunately this never happened, so E. Medtner’s atticle never saw the
light of day.
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anything else, remaining in agreement with Bely’s definition of theurgy and his Sophiological
interpretation of his brother’s music.

Furthermore, Emil Medtner, out of dedication to new literary and religious currents in
Russia (and the desire to earn some extra cash), frequently attempted to review the latest issues of
New Path and World of Art in the newspaper Duieper Region."” Taking advantage of Bely’s discussion
of his brother’s music in “On Theurgy,” Emil placed an anonymous notice in the newspaper entitled
“Theurgic Composer.” He wrote, “In New Path Andrey Bely provides an interesting characterization
of the works of the young composer, Mr. Medtner, recently collected in an album entitled,
Stimmungsbilder””'** He followed this with extensive quotations from Bely’s article. Emil Medtner
himself promoted the notion that his brother was specifically a #heurgic composer. As such, Bely’s
interpretation of Medtner’s Op. 1 must be taken seriously as something the composer himself could
have agreed with.

And we now know that he did. Over the next few years, Nikolay Medtner took up the
banner of theurgy. He worked on what he called a “theurgic sonata” which included an instrumental
setting of Luke 6:21: “Blessed are ye that hunger now: for ye shall be filled. Blessed are ye that weep
now: for ye shall laugh.”"*’ This verse, part of the Beatitudes, indicates the power of God to
materially and spiritually transform humanity through Christ—the attainment of such transfiguration
was the central goal of theurgical creation. The theurgic sonata was left unfinished, and Christoph

Flamm postulated in his 1995 dissertation that Medtner quickly abandoned the idea of theurgy in

147 T say “attempted” because some of writings were blocked by the censor due to the ban on discussing Merezhkovsky’s
religious-philosophical society. He could not publish in Nizhny Novgorod newspapers because that was where he
worked as a censor himself. The relaxation of censorship restrictions after the 1905 revolution helped to increase public
discussion of Symbolism and religious philosophy.

148 Quoted in footnote 10 to letter #50, Bely i Metner, Perepiska, 1, 359. Emil published the note in the 1 October 1903
edition of Duieper Region.

149 King James Translation. See Flamm, Mezner, 665-66, for a facsimile of part of the unpublished draft, showing the
gospel text set syllabically above the melody. The title on one of the pages appears to have been “Theurgic or Liturgical
Sonata Fantasia,” but is partially crossed out. The drafts are for both piano solo and piano quintet and are dated 1904-
05. See Flamm, Metner, 539-542, for description and discussion of drafts.
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1904, assuming perhaps that the youthful influence of Bely had worn off." The recent publication
of Bely and Emil Medtner’s extensive correspondence proves otherwise.
In what is certainly an astonishing revelation for those interested in Medtner today, Emil
reported to Bely in January 1907 on his brother’s latest compositional project:
Kolya [Nikolay] is busy working on a theurgic fantasy (probably: Eine theurgische Tondichtung
fiir Pianoforte, zwei Geigen, Alt, Cello or yet more instruments; in Russian it would simply be
called a piano quintet or sextet or septet); this piece will serve as a natural transition from the
final limits of subtlety and sonority he has achieved in his pianistic style to an orchestral
style—which he intends to develop entirely on his own and independent of “fashionable”
Wagnerian instrumentation; the themes of this Theurgic work are unusually transparent,

distinct, joyful, and original.—Yes! He and You are all that gives me the strength to bear my
wretchedness."!

Simply put, this shows that Nikolay Medtner was more actively involved in the artistic and religious
pursuits of the Symbolists than has been thought. Medtner typically only appears in accounts of
Russian Symbolism as the passive recipient of Bely’s praise or as Emil’s famous brother."” Yet,
Medtner’s book, The Muse and The Fashion (written many years later in 1935), should be considered a
Symbolist treatise on the religious aesthetics of music—one which must be understood in the
context of Symbolist theory developed in the first decade or so of the century. This letter shows that
Nikolay was not simply a disciple of Emil and was, on the contrary, quite receptive to the kind of
religious thought promoted by Bely and other Symbolists.

Emil’s comments about Medtner’s theurgic ambitions also forces other revisions in the

current scholarly picture of Medtner—unambiguously showing that Medtner was actually interested

150 Thid.

31 E. Medtner to Bely, 12-17 January 1907 (Letter #133 in Perepiska). The phrase in parenthesis is Emil’s own: “Koas
3aHAT Teyprudeckoll (panTasueit (BeposrHo: Eine theurgische Tondichtung fiir Pianoforte, zwei Geigen, Alt, Cello uan
erie GOABIIIE HHCTPYMEHTOB; IIO-PYCCKU OYAET HA3BIBATHCS IPOCTO (DOPTEIIHAHHBINA KBHHTET HAU CEKCTET HAH CEIITET);
9Ta BEIIb IOCAYKHT ECTCCTBCHHBIM IIEPEXOAOM OT AOBEACHHOTO MM AO IIOCACAHUX IIPEACAOB TOHKOCTH U 3BYIHOCTH
pOPTEHAHHOIO CTUAS K CTHAIO OPKECTPAABHOMY, KOTOPBII OH HAMEPEH Pa3BUTH COBEPILECHHO OT CeOs U HE3aBHCHMO
OT “MOAHOIT” BATHEPHAHCTBYIOIIEH HHCTPYMEHTOBKI; TEMBI T eypruaeckoil HeOOBYIANHO IIPO3PAYHEI, OTICTANBEI,
pasoctabl 1 opuraHAABHEL - Aal OH Aa Ber - BOT Bee, 9TO MHE AQ€T CHAY HECTH MOE yOOKeCTBO.”

152 Emil was directly involved in Symbolism in many ways, but most notably as the founder and editor of the publishing
house Musaget (1909-1914).
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in the problem of orchestration from near the beginning of his active career (and indeed that he

tried to develop a specifically modern, anti-Wagnerian aesthetic).'”

Medtner’s failure to develop this
theurgic orchestral style and the extreme difficulties he would soon come to face while trying to
orchestrate his piano concerti no doubt were responsible for his later rejection of sonority as a
fundamental element of music.”™ As he wrote in his book:
Sonority can never become a theme. While other elements appeal to our spirit, soul, feeling,
thought—sonority itself, as a quality of sound, appeals to our auditory sensation, to the taste
of our external ear. Sonority in itself is capable of only increasing or weakening our pleasure
in the qualities of the object, but can in no way determine its essence or value. Having
recognized this, and, at the same time recognizing that the essence of music is not of a

material-sensory, but of a spiritual order, we have to classify this notorious “sonority” as a
service element.'”’

In 1907, then, Medtner was either interested in the problem of orchestral sonority on deeper level
than he was in 1934, or his experiments with a new anti-’Wagnerian” method of instrumentation
were intended to actively oppose the contemporary interest in using the orchestra as a well-spring of
new instrumental combinations and sound colors. Either way, at some point in 1908 Medtner gave
up finishing his “Theurgische Tondichtung’ and abandoned his efforts to create a theurgic orchestral
style.

Nevertheless, it remained his most personally meaningful project, and he made sure to
complete it near the end of his life as a kind of summation of his career—taking the final form of a
Piano Quintet (Op. posth.). The early “Theurgic Sonata” on Luke’s gospel became the first

movement. For the middle slow movement, Medtner transformed a setting of Psalm texts for voice

153 Something his countryman Igor Stravinsky would actually succeed in doing in his neoclassical music of the 1920s,
with its heavy emphasis on winds.

154 See the section on “Sonority” in Muse, 51-55.

155 Medtner, Muse, 5 (translation altered). “3By4HOCTD HUKOIAA HE MOMKET CTATh TEMOM. B TO Bpems Kak Apyrue 3ACMEHTHI
AITEAAHPYIOT K HAILIEMY AYXY, AYILC, YYBCTBY, MBICAU 3BY9HOCTb CaMa I10 ceOe, KaK KAYECTBO 3BYKa, AIIEAAUPYET K
HAIIIEMy CAYXOBOMY OILYIICHUIO, K BKYCY HAILICTO BHEIIIHETO CAYXd, KOTOPBIH caM II0 cebe CIIOCOOCH AHUIID YBEAUYNTS,
AMDO OCAAOHTPD HAIIIE JAOBOABCTBHE OT KA4CCTB IIPEAMETA, HO HUKOHM ODPAa3OM HE OIPEACAATH €O CYIIHOCTH HAN
nennoctu. ITpru3nas 970 1 OAHOBPEMEHHO IIPU3HAB CYLIHOCTb MY3BIKH CYLIHOCTBIO HE MATEPHAABHO-YYBCTBEHHOIO, 4
AYXOBHOIO IIOPAAKA, IIPHXOAHTCA OTHECTH Ty IIPECAOBYTYIO «3BYIHOCTE» K 9AEMEHTAM CAYKECOHBIM.”
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and piano from 1906: Psalm 25:11,16 “For thy name’s sake, O Lord, pardon mine iniquity; for it is
great. Turn thee unto me, and have mercy upon me; for I am desolate and afflicted.”" Medtner
frequently turned to penitential song texts (i.e. those expressing sorrow and regret) in his work, and
the idea that art can serve as a means to attain God’s grace and mercy is also intrinsic to Bely’s
definition of theurgy, which is “entirely permeated with ardent love and the highest hope for God’s
mercy.”"’

Furthermore, Medtner incorporated into all three movements of the Piano Quintet other
themes of great personal significance used previously in his career: the medieval Catholic requiem
chant Dies irae (in 2 major mode) and his own so-called “Muse” theme. This latter melody first
appeared in his 1913-14 Sonata-Ballade, Op. 27, which used as a hidden program Afanasy Fet’s
religious poem, “Kogda bozhestvenny bezhal” (“When the Divine One fled”), about Christ’s
temptation in the wilderness by Satan. As shown by the sketches, the melody in question was a
setting of the fourteenth line of the poem, in which Fet quotes Christ’s command to Satan to
“Kneel down before God the Lord” [“Pred bogom gospodom lish’ preklonyay”]."”* Medtner is quite
literally doing as Bely prescribed in “On Theurgy”: invoking the “miraculous power” of Christ’s own
words within his music.

Around the same time he composed the Sonata-Ballade, Medtner used the same melody in a
setting of Pushkin’s poem “The Muse” (“Muza”), Op. 29/1. This poem held great personal
significance and Medtner would later place it at the head of the first chapter of his book. The first

stanza depicts the Muse teaching a young shepherd how to play on the pan-pipes both “solemn

156 KJV. Flamm also reproduces a facsimile of the draft of this work as well, on page 667 of Metner.
157 Bely, “O teurgii,” in Manifesty, 381.
158 See Flamm, Metner, 436-40, for an account of the genesis of the Sonata-Ballade.
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hymns inspired by the gods” and simple shepherds tunes. In the second, the Muse takes the pipes

for herself and performs heavenly music for the enraptured shepherd.

Alexander Pushkin, “Muza” Alexander Pushkin, “The Muse”

B MaaseHwecTBe MOEM OHA MeHS ATOOHAA In days when I was young, her love to me she gaveth.

M ceMICTBOABHYFO IIEBHHUITY MHE BPYIHAA. The pipes with seven tones, the shawm to me she tendered.
Omna BHIMaA2 MHE C YABIOKOM — U CAETKa, She heard my melodies and smiled,

ITo 3BOHKHMM CKBKHHAM IIyCTOTO TPOCTHUKA, And with lightest touch upon the dear and penetrating reeds
Vixe HAUTPBIBAA 1 CAAOBIMI TIEPCTAME I oft did strive to play with weak and childish fingers:

W rumHBI BasKHEIE, BHYITIEHHBIE OOTAMH, The hymns magnificent, inspired by gods immortal,

W mecuu MupHbie PPUIHHCKHX HACTYXOB. The songs serene and pure by Phrygian shepherds sung.

C yrpa A0 Bedepa B HEMOI TeHH AyOOB From morn till eventide in silent shade of oaks

IIpuAeKHO 5 BHIMAA YPOKAM AEBBI TAHHOIA, With zeal I heard the laws told by the mystic virgin.

M, paayst MeHS HATPAAOIO CAYYAHOM, Rejoicing in my young heart with recompense most rare,
OTKHHYB AOKOHBI OT MHAOTO Y€AQ, And tossing cutling locks from a clear and lovely brow,
Cama U3 pyk MOHX CBHPEAb OHa Opaaa. Herself from out my hands the shawm she gently took:
TpocrHuK ObIA OxuBACH OoxecTBeHHBIM AbixaHbeM | The reeds were filled with life, exalted by her spirit.

M cepAlle HAITOAHAA CBATHIM OYAPOBAHBEM. My heart was filled with wondrous joy and holy rapture.

Here Pushkin writes what to the Symbolists could only be the most overtly theurgic poem
imaginable. He depicts “Sophia” herself as a Muse teaching the shepherd how to play the hymns of
gods, and, not satisfied with just that, has her take up the flute to reveal to the pupil the rapturous
sounds of heavenly music itself. The translation was done with Medtner’s approval by his British
student Edna Iles for his recording session with he great German soprano Elizabeth Schwarzkopf in
the late 1940s. Words in bold are not present in the Russian original and clearly demonstrates
Medtner’s Sophianic understanding of the poem, as the English emphasizes the divinity of the Muse.
The musical setting begins with the dark melancholy of the modal minor and slowly transforms by
the end into the ecstatic jubilation of sacred love, complete with bells. Clearly much of Medtner’s
music offers a striking parallel with the early Sophianic poetry of Bely and Blok.

Medtner deepens the theurgy already present in the poem by using the same melody to
which he set Fet’s quotation of Christ’s words commanding Satan to kneel before God. This melody

first appears with these words from the first stanza, “and solemn hymns inspired by the gods™ (i

gimny vazhnye, vhushennye bogami”), and then again in climactic fashion at the end of the piece on
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the final line “and filled my heart with holy rapture.” The melody itself has a stately, chant-like air to
it (See Example 2.12). The three anacrusis beats step up to a held D, before firmly leaping down a
sixth—in the original Fet setting, this opening motive accompanied the words, “Before God your

Lord” (“Pred bogom gospodom”).
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Example 2.12. Medtner, “Muza” (“The Muse”), Op. 29/1, mm. 9-12 (at the line “and solemn hymns
inspired by the gods”).

The “Muse” theme is perhaps the strongest indication that Medtner subscribed to some
version of Bely’s Sophiology, as he used the same theme for Christ’s words as he did to invoke the
Muse. We can conclude that, for both Bely and Medtner, Christ is the ultimate source of the power
of art, and He appears in the form of Sophia/Muse to instruct humanity on the proper path of
artistic creation as religious creation, as theurgy. It is unclear how early Medtner composed the initial
sketch of this theme as a Fet setting, but when he turned back to his “Theurgische Tondichtung’ at the

end of his life, he had to include within it his most theurgic theme. When he finished this quintet in
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the late 1940s, he dropped the word “theurgic” from the title, but at the same time he finally fulfilled
the theurgic dreams instilled in him by his friend Bely over four decades prior.

In this next chapter, we will examine how Medtner and the Symbolists took up Western,
specifically German, versification practices as a means to renovate the inherited Russian poetic
tradition. Medtner deftly set German and Russian poetry in metrical forms which the Symbolists
popularized. The Symbolists, unlike their Slavophile forebearers, embraced the idea that Russia must
unite with West rather than turn away from it. Concordantly, they freely welcomed Western artistic
and philosophical influences. Unfortunately, Medtner’s participation in this project of cultural union
between East and West largely resulted in misunderstanding by Russian music critics and the public,
who viewed his music fundamentally German in nature, despite his close connections with new

trends in Russian religious thought and Symbolist aesthetics.
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Chapter 3. East or West? Uniting German Art and Orthodox Religion

Germany, the classical country of geniuses, will persist in decadent Russia—the coming
country of prophets. There is something uniting Germany with Russia in the amazing sonata
of Nikolai Karlovich (after all, there is much that is purely Russian-mystical in it along with
the Germanic, just as in the album).

—Andrey Bely (1903)"

We must salute this intelligent selection and ordering of Goethe’s songs in such profound

musical settings as one of the few manifestations of true culture.

—Andrey Bely (1906)°

If we consider Medtner’s musical form, he seems Germanic; if we listen to the content of his

themes that fly into the soul, he is Russian: his arabesques, with their expansive depth and

prophecies of a better future, are like the most tender lyrical outpourings of [Alexander]

Blok, while their strictness of form brings us closer to Kant. And so the most tender tremors

of lyricism sound forceful, like a musical imperative dictating something to us. Medtner is

neither here nor there—homeless, like his music!

—Andrey Bely (1911)°

The Symbolists’ theurgic vision of the spiritualization of mankind through artistic creation
imagined all of humanity to be collectively working together to accomplish the task. An artist
working in complete isolation could never be a theurgist, and neither could the requisite universality
be found within a single national tradition. Yet, for the Symbolists, this did not mean that all

individuals or nations would play an equal role. Following Solovyov, they believed that Russia, as a

sprawling country encompassing East and West, would serve as a leader in the coming unification of

! Bely to EKM, 4 July 1903, letter #37 in Perepiska. The sonata is Op. 5 and the album is Op. 1. “I'epmanns,
KAACCHYECKas CTPaHA ICHIEB, IIPOAOAKUTCH B ACKAACHTCKOM Poccuu - rpsiayieit crpane mpopokos. Hedro,
coeannsromiee I'epmannio ¢ Poccueit, ects B usymureapHoii conate Hux<oaan> Kapaosuda (BeAb ecTp e B HEH
MHOTO YHCTO PYCCKO-MHCTHYECKOTO HAPAAY C TEPMAHCKHM TOYHO TaK e, Kak 1 B AApOoMe).”

2 See Appendix A for attribution, “VMHbII TOADOP U PACIIOAOMKEHHE TETEBCKAX IIECCH B TAKONW YTAYOACHHOI
MY3BIKAABHOH OIIPaBE MBI AOAKHEI IIPUBETCTBOBATD, KAK OAHO M3 HEMHOTUX IIPOSBACHUI NCTUHHOM KYABTYPHL.”

3 Bely, “Snezhnye arabeski.” “Musical imperative” is a reference to Kant’s “categorical imperative.” “Ecan
paccMaTpUBaTh My3BIKAABHYIO (popMy MeTHEpa, OH OKa3BIBACTCH TEPMAHLIEM; CCAH IPUCAYIIATHCH K COACP/KAHIIO €r0
BACTAFOIIUX B AYIIY TEM, OH — PYCCKHUE: ITHPOTA, AAAb, IIPOPOUECTBO O AYUIIIEM OYAYIIEM YIIOAOOUT ero apabecku
HE/KHEHIIINM AMPIICCKAM N3AUAHUAM BAoka; crporocts dopmer mpubAnsuT Kk KauTy; u HeKHENAIITHE TPEITeTAHIA
AUPHKH IPO3BYYAT IIOBEAUTEABHO, KK YTO-TO BMCHAIOIIUE HAM MY3BIKAABHBIN nmrrepatus. M Hu 3aech, HUI TaM
Mernep. 1 ero myssikaApHOE AeAO — Takoe bespomHoe!”
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humanity under the universal symbol of Christ. But this meant that Russia would have to overcome
the central question that had long riddled its cultural and intellectual history: the question of “East
or Westr” This old debate between Slavophiles and Westernizers asked whether Russia should adopt
the forms of modern European civilization or if it should instead embrace the deeply spiritual and
communal life of the Orthodox Russian folk. Medtner and the Symbolists wanted to have it all—
they wanted to place the great accomplishments of Western culture on Eastern religious
foundations.

Fearing that the rise of secular individualism in the West threatened the spiritual foundations
of art and life, the Symbolists viewed Russia—with its vast population of Orthodox faithful—as a
reservoir of mystical truth and divine energies. At the same time, they felt that the cultural
achievements of nineteenth-century Russia, while great, were not sufficiently universal to express the
full depths of Christian truth. Thus, cultural forms and artistic techniques developed in the West
must be united with Russian achievements and both traditions must be reevaluated in terms of
spiritual meaning and mystical content. Western artists who were seen to possess profound insight
and articulate spiritual depths—e.g. Goethe, Beethoven, and Nietzsche—were understood to be
mystical Symbolists themselves and, thus, direct precursors to the Russian Symbolists. Similarly, the
latter re-imagined the history of nineteenth-century Russian literature, restoring forgotten poets like
Fedor Tyutchev and Afanasy Fet to prominence while characterizing novelists like Dostoevsky and
Tolstoy as religious prophets and martyrs instead of socially-committed realists.

Medtner’s use of Classical and Romantic German poetry for most of his lieder compositions
in the first decade of the twentieth century clearly mirrors the wider Symbolist interest in the same
corpus. Symbolists were not only influenced by the mystical themes and images of poets like
Goethe, Novalis, and Heine, but they also turned to the German canon for technical guidance in the

handling of poetic meter and rhythm. Specifically, the borrowing of freer German (and French)
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approaches to meter was seen as a means to break free from the restrictive Russian syllabo-tonic
tradition and constituted much of the Symbolists’ poetic experimentation. Specifically, they took up
the “dolnik” in earnest—a meter defined by a regular number of stresses per line separated by an
irregular amount of unstressed syllables (usually one or two). The dolnik thus sits as a kind of
intermediate between strict syllabo-tonic verse and completely free accentual verse. Through analysis
of Medtner’s settings of Goethe and Bely, I show how he participated in the Symbolist turn towards
the dolnik and accentual verse within his song settings—which all reveal a deep understanding of,
and a nuanced approach to, poetic rthythm and meter. Approaching Medtner’s songs from the
perspective of historical metrics, as I do here, highlights his deep engagement with Symbolist
poetics, casts light on Medtner’s unusual early career trajectory, and illuminates the meaning of many
specific compositional choices in his early songs. Goethe was also a major influence on the
Symbolist’s theoretical writings, and I show how Medtner articulated his own mystical philosophy
through the creative appropriation of Goethe’s poetry.

Yet, Medtner’s decision to set thirty of Goethe’s lyrics in the original German, combined
with the fact of his German ancestry, curtailed Medtnet’s public appeal and distorted his reputation
among critics. He was branded as a proponent of that musical Germanism which Russian music had
rebelled against. Naturally, most music critics were ill equipped to understand the connections
between Medtner’s art and the new Russian trends in literature, especially since he did not use many
contemporary poems as lyrics. Nevertheless, I argue in this chapter that the common perception of
Medtner as a pure Westernizer is incorrect. He premiered his first set of Goethe-lieder, opus 6, at
the mansion of Margarita Morozova, whose circle, which included Bely, largely adhered to
Solovyov’s refiguration of Slavophile thought—i.e., that Russia must embrace the humanly heights
of Western culture and religion, while restoring it to its properly divine foundation. Unlike the

Westernizers, proper, this new Slavophilism rejected much of contemporary Western culture as too
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secularized and commercialized and preserved Russia’s messianic role in the world as a special
source of divine truth.

In his article on Medtner’s Goethe-lieder, Bely declares the composer to be the direct
descendent of Beethoven, Schumann, and Wagner, while also explicitly placing Medtner at the
forefront of new Russian music (alongside Scriabin) and of the “new religious consciousness.” This
recently coined term refers to the idea, commonly held at the time among the Russian cultural elite,
that artists should be prophet-mystics, acting to bring about divine revelation in art and life. As Bely
explains, in Medtner’s Goethe settings, “the promise of the ineffable gradually resounds for us, now
resurrected again in our souls and objectified by us in religious forms and images.” Ultimately,
however, this Symbolist account of Medtner’s union of East and West did not penetrate into the
broader musical sphere, where he seemed permanently branded as a academicizing Germanic

composer in the orbit of Brahms.

Svmbolism, East and West

From the very beginning of their careers, before 1905, both Medtner and Bely were
preoccupied with the question of uniting German art with Russian religious mysticism. In 1903,
Medtner argued (in an unsent letter to Emil) that artists must believe in the spiritual depths of their
own art as a means through which the divine can be experienced. In short, Medtner conceptualized
the artist as akin to the Orthodox mystic, who strives to directly perceive the divine through spiritual
contemplation. This thought brought him to the realization that there must existence a fundamental
affinity between German art and Orthodox religion:

It is not good when an artist loses faith in art, that is, the kind of faith which, for example, a

person has in God when he clearly senses Him with his spirit, and does not only recognize

Him as some kind of transcendental idea. In this way an artist should also believe in art....

But I just want to say that... isn’t it true that German art and the Orthodox religion have so
much in common? In the last few weeks I could not have had more joy from, or enough
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delight in, Goethe and Beethoven, whom I am predominantly reading, and in Serafim of
Sarov, about whom so much is written now....*

At the time both Medtner and Bely were enthralled by Russia’s own Orthodox mystical heritage,
symbolized by the figure of Serafim, Russia’s greatest saint and who Nikolay Berdyaev would
describe in 1911 as the “peak of eastern Christianity and the key to understanding the mystical
mission of Orthodox Russia.”” Despite Serafim’s great importance—worthy of inclusion in a short
list with Goethe and Beethoven—his monastic asceticism meant that he never embodied his
mystical experiences into artistic forms. Nevertheless, for Medtner, a clear parallel exists between the
process of artistic creation and Serafim’s insight into (and experience of) the divine. Even if Goethe
or Beethoven may not have had the same depth of mystical insight into the divine as Serafim, they
nevertheless succeeded (in Medtner’s view) in bringing eternal truth down to earth and into the
imperfect artistic forms of humanity.

This, of course, was the artistic-religious mission of all Symbolists and why non-Russians like
Goethe and Beethoven were considered direct precursors. Yet, while the Symbolists proudly
imagined that the nineteenth-century Russian literary heritage could rival the West’s in quality and
depth, they held the Russian musical legacy in much lower esteem. Not only the Medtners, but Bely,
Blok, and Ivanov all deeply revered German music as the pinnacle of the art. Furthermore, they
understood music to be a more powerful means of conveying inner mystical experience than any
other art form. Thus, this musical inferiority was a sign of cultural underdevelopment—it pointed to

a disturbing gap between the profound mystical experiences of Russian artists and the sophistication

4 Unsent letter from Nikolay to Emil Medtner written 2-5 Aug 1903, in Pis’ma, 50. “Hexoporrio, Koraa XyAOKHHK TepsaeT
BEPY B HCKYCCTBO, T[0] e[cTh| Kakyro Bepy... S, HanprMep, IIOHNMAIO TOABKO TaKyIO BEPY B OOTra, KOrAa Y€AOBEK AYXOM
CBOHM €O COBEPILEHHO OTYCTAUBO OCA3ACT, 4 HE IPU3HACT €rO TOABKO KaK KAKYIO-TO 3300Aa4HyIO HACIO. Tak ixKe
XYAOKHIK AOAKCH BEPHTH U B UCKYCCTBO. ... HO s TOABKO XOUYy ellle cKasath, 9TO... He IPABAA AU, KAK MHOTO ODIIIEro
MEKAY HEMELIKUM FCKYyCCTBOM H IIPABOCAABHOM peAnrueii? S kak pas mocaeaHee Bpems HE MOTY AOCTATOYHO
HAPaAOBAThCA, HaBe- ceAnThCs Ha 'ete ¢ BeTXOBEHOM, KOTOPBIX IIPEUMYIIECTBEHHO ynTaro, 1 Ha Cepaduma
CapoBcKOro, 0 KOTOPOM TEIEePh TAK MHOTO IHIIyT |...]”

5> Nikolay Berdyaev, “The Problem of East and West in the Religious Consciousness of Vladimir Solovyov,” in The

Brightest Lights of the Silver Age, 96.
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of the human forms within which they should be expressed. The attainment of a genuinely theurgic,
universal Christian culture required the closure of this gap—a project designed to combat the
commercialization and mass production of secular culture on the rise in the West.

Symbolist poets adopted musical techniques—those perceived as Western—to facilitate the
vivid expression of mystical experiences. The notion that music is a language of mystical experience
prompted experimentation with poetic meter, phonetic structure, and form. Bely sought this
musicalization of poetry through a wide range of techniques, including the grafting of German
symphonic form onto poetic structure (as a means of infusing it with mystical content). Medtner was
also fundamentally concerned with music’s power to convey these same mystical experiences. He
posited the divine basis of musical forms and practices that emerged in the West and argued that this
divine basis had been recently corrupted in the same West through the introduction of modernism.
Both his book and much of later music composition proceeded from the explicit goal of purifying
his inherited musical practices of modernist, secular perversions—and thus allowing the divine basis
of music to resound unhindered. As a result, practical concepts like the interrelation of tonic and
dominant, the resolution of dissonance to consonance, the differentiation of scales and modes, the
sonata’s themes and their development, cadence and modulation, zuzer alia, became imbued in
Medtner’s thought with the deepest and most significant mystical meaning—enabling the tonal
system to act as a language of the divine in the same way as other Symbolists perceived the
(musicalized) language of poetry. Thus, Medtner’s idiosyncratic adoption and extension of the
Western tonal system itself was motivated by the Russian Symbolist desire to express the ineffable in
art.

Already by June 1903, Bely affirmed that Medtner had succeeded in uniting the “purely
Russian-mystical” East and the “Germanic” West in his music. In a letter to Emil, he wondered

what exactly was that essence which originated in Goethe and, passing through Nietzsche, now
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“dwells hidden in the Russian people.” Nevertheless, he asserted that this essence can be found in
Medtner’s music:

My thesis: from Goethe to Nietzsche (who showed the secret illness of Goetheanism in

himself) and from Nietzsche to The Unknown, there is something which, more so than

Dostoyevsky, always dwells hidden in the Russian people. What I mean is—Germany, the

classical country of geniuses, will be continued in decadent Russia—the coming country of

prophets. That “something” which unites Germany with Russia is within the amazing sonata

of Nikolai Karlovich (after all, in the sonata there is much that is purely Russian-mystical

along with that which is Germanic, just like in the A/bum).°
Just as Medtner perceived a hidden affinity between German art and Orthodox religion, Bely feels
that the mystical basis which had served as a well-spring for German artistic “geniuses” was now
available to Russian “prophets,” who would continue to cultivate artistic creation as a form of
religious creativity without sacrificing the sophisticated technical achievements of elite art. Therein
lies the appeal of Medtner’s music for Bely—it satisfied his love of high German culture while
funneling into it a large dose of Russian mysticism. Bely and Medtner were united in this joint
mission—one that actually bypassed Emil to some extent, as he frequently maintained that his
brother was a completely “German” composer.

Much of Bely’s creative work thematizes the tensions between German individual “genius”
and Russian collective mysticism. In 1910 he published his first novel, The Silver Dove, as part one of
a planned trilogy which he boldly labeled “East or West.” While this first novel is about the “East,”
the sequel would be concerned with the “West,” and the third novel would bring about the desired
union of East and West. In The Silver Dove he set out to depict the inhuman East by sending his

Muscovite poet-protagonist Daryalsky out to the countryside to join a Dionysian mystical sect

known as the “Doves.” The fatal tragedy that befalls Daryalsky is reflective of the greater tragedy

¢ Bely to E. Medtner, June 2-4, 1903 (#37). “Moii tesuc: ot I'éte k Hurme (mokasasmem Ha cebe, deM TaiiHO GoAeA
rérusm) n ot Hurre x Tomy HeusBectHoMy, KOTOpEIT AaAbIie AOCTOEBCKOTO, BCETAA MKUBYIIIETO CKPHITO B PYCCKOM
HapoAe. Mam: I'epmanms, kaaccmdaeckas CTpaHA TEHHEB, IIPOAOAKUTCH B ACKAACHTCKOM Poccmu - rpaAyImeit crpare
mpopokos. Heuro, coeannsrormee I'epmannro ¢ Poccredt, ects B maymureapHOIT corate Huk<oaas> Kapaosuaa (Beab
€CTb 7K€ B HEHl MHOT'O YHCTO PYCCKO-MHUCTHIECKOTO HAPAAY C TEPMAHCKIM TOYHO TaK K€, KaK U B A.1s00Mm6).”
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inherent in the sharp divide between individualistic artistic creation and communal mysticism. In the
sequel (which would become his famous novel Pezersburg) Bely satirizes the godless West in the figure
of Senator Apollon Apollonovich Ableukhov, who is constantly dreaming of geometrical forms and

the rationalization of government bureaucracy.

The trilogy never received its unifying conclusion; nevertheless, Bely’s decision to title it
“East or West” garnered much discussion in reviews of The Silver Dove, as he hit on the central
animating theme of the Russian intelligentsia at the time. In a review entitled, “East or West”,
Dmitry Merezhkovsky seemed to misunderstand the purpose of Bely’s satirical caricatures, claiming
that Bely made the mistake of “all Slavophiles old and new” by making out the “Russian East” to be
a land of “religious plenitude” and equally caricaturing the “European West” as “empty space.”
Instead, Merezhkovsky believes that the East has “trampled” the individual personality by way of
“pseudo-collectivity.” In his view, the West contains the truth about man and the East contains the
truth about God. Thus, Merezhkovsky posits that the only solution to the question “East and
West?” is to deny it altogether, instead embracing “East and West.”” Of course, Merezhkovsky
expresses what was Bely’s deeper intention all-along.

Merezhkovky’s ideas concerning the union of East and West derive directly from the
philosophy of Solovyov—from whom Bely was also heavily indebted. In a 1911 article, Berdyaev
frames the contemporary problem of FEast and West in the context of Solovyov’s influential writings:

This Russian longing for universal humanity, for universality, serves as the basis for posing

the problem of East and West. The problem of East and West, the problem of unifying the

two worlds into a Christian all-unity, into a divine humanity, was Solovyov’s fundamental
problem, and it tormented him his entire life. But what makes Solovyov great, as well as

greatly significant, is the fact that the problem of East and West is not only his fundamental
problem, but also Russia’s fundamental problem.”

7 Dmitry Merezhkovsky, “Vostok ili zapad,” (1910). Accessible here:
http://azlib.ru/m/merezhkowskij_d_s/text_1910_vostok_ili_zapad.shtml.
8 Berdyaev, “East and West,” in Szlver Age, 88.
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According to Berdyaev, Solovyov’s contribution to the problem was to move beyond the
nineteenth-century debate between the Slavophiles and Westernizers by reframing the debate away
from Christian nationalism towards a Christian universalism (in which Russia would still play an
important role): “Russia’s great mission was to over-come by love and self-renunciation the sin of
the millennium-long conflict between East and West, to overcome this enmity which more than

anything else was preventing Christ’s work from being accomplished on earth.””

Solovyov believed
that the East was marked by the “dominance of divinity over humanity” while the West was marked
by the “dominance of humanity over divinity.” He instead called for the “perfect union of divine
and human” or what he called “divine-humanity.”"

Given that the Symbolists were artists rather than monastic ascetics, and thus worked within
the very “human” forms of art, they could not turn away from the accomplishments of humanity in
their pursuit of mystical experiences. Nor could they abandon what they believed to be the mystical
foundation of art for the aestheticist cultivation of “art for art’s sake.” Thus, Solovyov’s vision of an
equal emphasis on the human and divine, and the concordant unity of East and West, lay at the core
of Symbolist religious aesthetics. In his 1909 essay, “The Present and Future of Russian Literature,”
Bely provided a manifesto for the future of Russian art built around the union of East and West. He
argued that due to “modern Western individualism,” literature in the West has become a “profound
cult of form,” in which the “the hidden potential of creativity” is now obscured by an overemphasis
on formal technique. Bely asserts that Russians must accept the Western emphasis on formal
perfection but only insofar as “form is considered the product of religious creativity—and literary

technique the external expression of a living confession.”"

9 Ibid., 91.

10bid., 91. Solovyov’s central concept of “divine-humanity” is sometimes also translated as “Godmanhood.” The idea
expresses his metaphysical belief that all of humanity is both human and divine, like Christ.

1 Andrey Bely, “Hacrosimee n Gyayriee pycckoit anreparypsl,” Becez 2, 3 (1909). Reprinted in Bely, Lug Zeleny (Al’tsiona,
1910). Accessible here: http://az.lib.ru/b/belyj_a/text_0440.shtml. Text abridged from: “B cBere coBpemennoro
32ITAAHOIO HHAUBHAYAAU3MA AHTEPATYPA €CTh TOABKO 0CO0as POPMa HCKYCCTBA; HO CMBICA AUTEPATYPHI, OYAYYH H3BHE
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But how is religious creativity actually expressed in artistic form? The answer for Bely was
simple: rthythm. Bely believed that the deep melodiousness of the soul was expressed through
rhythms. The temporal nature of rhythm meant that the temporal arts of music and poetry were
most suited to the mystical expression of the rhythms of the soul. But for Bely, rhythm was not just
cosmic or metaphorical, but was specifically the movement through time of artistic elements in
poetry or music—which should correspond to the composer’s own inner “rhythms.” In Bely’s
thought, then, rhythm is both the mystical content of the soul and its concrete manifestation within
temporal art forms."” This is the reason why he began to devote himself to the study of metrics in
poetry: he wanted to understand the difference between rhythm as a free expression of the poet’s
soul and meter as a crystallized form:

The first pressing task consists in precisely differentiating between rhythm and meter.

Strange though it may seem, these two areas continue to this day to be blurred and confused.

Rhythm is the actual expression of the natural melody of the poets soul (the spirit of music);

meter is the precise, crystallized artistic form of rhythmic expression.”

In his 1910 book, Symbolism, he devoted much space to the study of the most common and
celebrated meter of Russian poetry—iambic tetrameter. He noticed that much of the time, lines
would not feature all four stresses. Due to the nature of the Russian language, pyrrhic feet would

often be substituted for iambic feet. Bely defined poetic rhythm as the deviations from the meter,

with sustained deviations called “melody” (in a reference to Wagner’s “endless melody”). His

dopmaneH, peaurnoser u3sHYTpH. Aasce: hopMa HEOTACANMA OT COAepiKaHus. ¥ 3aITaAHOEBPOIICHCKII CHMBOAM3M
CKPEITYIO IIOTEHIIMIO TBOPYECTBA pasaaraeT Ha dopmy. Peaurus -- yrAyOAeHHBIH KyABT DOPMBL. 3aAa9a COBPEMEHHOM
PYCCKOI AHTEPATYPHI -- IPUHATH IIOAOKEHIE 3AIIAAHOCBPOIICHCKON 9CTeTHKI: (DOpMa HEOTACAHMA OT CoAeprkanms. Ho
C BBIBOAOM H3 3TOI'O IIOAOMKEHHSA PYCCKAsl AUTEPATYPa HE COrAACUTCH HUKOrAd. PopMa ecTb TOABKO IIPOAYKT
PEANTHO3HOrO TBOPYECTBA. K1 AHTEpATypHBIN IIPHEM €CTh BHEIIHEE BHIPAKCHHIE KUBOIO HCIIOBEAAHMA.”

12 For scholarship on Bely’s conception of rhythm, see John Elsworth, “The Concept of Rhythm in Bely’s Aesthetic
Thought,” in Andrey Bely Centenary Papers, ed. Boris Christa (Verlag Adolf Hakkert, 1980), 68-80; and Mikhail Gasparov,
“Bely-stikhoved i Bely-stikhotvorets,” in .Andrey Bely: Problemy tvorchestva, eds. Lesnevsky and Mikhailov (Sovetsky pisatel’,
1988), 444-460.

13 Bely, “Lyric Poetry and Experiment,” in Sekcted Essays, 245-46. He goes on to write, “I once had occasion to talk at
length with a well-known musical theoretician, [the composer] S. I. Taneyev, who was studying the rhythmics of by/iny. 1
was forced to concur with him that, without any knowledge of the musical laws of rhythm, it is hardly possible to follow
the genesis of metrics.”
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research resulted in the discovery of all the rhythmic forms possible in iambic tetrameter and he
tried to characterize different poets by their rhythmic preferences. Bely’s desire to see maximum
deviation from the ostensible meter influenced his own poetry and led him to the cultivation of rare
rhythmic forms. Ultimately, his desire to have the rhythms of the soul break free from the strictures
of meter led him to occasionally experiment in accentual verse instead of the foot-based metrical
system (i.e. “syllabo-tonic”).

One of the most characteristic achievements of Bely and the Symbolists, however, was the
cultivation of a poetic meter in between the strictness of syllabo-tonic verse and the unconstrained
liberty of accentual verse: the “dolnik™ (recall that this refers to verse with a fixed number of stresses
per line, but with varying numbers of unstressed syllables in between). The dolnik thus represents a
kind of union of rhythmic freedom with metrical regularity.'* The Symbolists borrowed the dolnik
from Classical and Romantic German poets. Alexander Blok made equirhythmic translations of
Heine’s dolniks and became the most celebrated master of the meter in Russian (leading the
Symbolist poet Vladimir Pyast to say that Blok approached Russian poetry as if it were German)."
The Symbolist cultivation of the dolnik cleatly reflects their desire to adopt Western artistic formal
practices as a means to expand their ability to convey mystical content. In Bely’s thinking, the dolnik
literally allows for greater expression of mystical experience due to the wider range of rhythmic
patterns available—the long hegemony of syllabo-tonic meters in Russia had begun to restrict such

expression.

14 For scholarship on the dolnik as a poetic form and its development by the Symbolists, see Marina Tatlinskaja,
“Metrical Typology: English, German, and Russian Dolnik Verse,” Comparative Literature 44, no. 1 (Winter 1992): 1-21;
Vera Polilova, “Crux I'efine B HayIHBIX AUCKYCCHAX M PyccKO repeBoadeckoit npaktuke (1910—1930-e roawr),
Baarniicknit aknent 14, no. 4 (2024): 222-235; Sergei Liapin and Igor Pilshchikov, ““Ein Fichtenbaum steht einsam’ and
the typology of the Russian dolnik (following Osip Brik’s, Boris Jarcho’s and Andrei Fedorov’s remarks on the Russian
translations from Heine),” Studia Metrica et Poetica 2, no. 1 (2015): 58-80.

15 Cited in Georgette Donchin, “French Influence on Russian Symbolist Versification,” The Slavonic and East European
Review 33, no. 80 (Dec 1954): 161-187 [170]. On Blok’s dolnik practice, see James Woodward, “Rhythmic Modulations in
the dol’'nik Trimeter of Blok,” The Slavic and East European Journal 12, no. 3 (Autumn 1968): 297-310.
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In 1932, Bely described the expansion of rhythmic variety within iambic tetrameter and the
cultivation of the dolnik as the two major accomplishments of Russian Symbolism as a poetic
movement. He used the term “pauznik” to describe the dolnik, because he understood the meter to
be derived from triple meters with unstressed syllables sporadically removed—with the end result
“close to Heine: (note how Bely dresses up his account of the historical development of
versification in Soviet lingo):

The degeneration of Russian academic verse reflects the decline of the nobility and the rise

of the merchant class; The strong triple meter verse of Nekrasov replaced the withering

iambic verse of Pushkin, and became laced with the motifs of populist poetry. The

Symbolists turned Nekrasov’s practice into a pauznik, bringing it closer to Heine’s... The

Symbolists brought to light the [thythmic] modulation in the Classical iamb and the pauznik

in triple meter; by this they expanded the sphere of meter..."

Medtner contributed to both of these Symbolist accomplishments. In his song settings, his
handling of poetic meter is extraordinarily nuanced. Fluidly employing a wide variety of rhythmic
patterns, Medtner sensitively highlights shifts in poetic thythm and other deviations from the
prevailing meter, like iambic tetrameter. As a result, his music was universally admired for its
rhythmic inventiveness and complexity—in many songs each poetic line might receive a subtly
different musical rhythm, highlighting the “melody” of the verse. For this reason, Medtner’s settings
effectively constitute rhythmic scansions of each poem. On the other hand, his settings of German-
and Russian-language dolnik and accentual poetry positioned his songs as a part of Symbolist poetic
experimentation. The dolnik was predominantly associated in Russia with Goethe and Heine. In his

first two collections of German lieder (featuring both of those poets), Medtner showcased the

dolnik—including a setting of Heine’s famous three-stress dolnik, “Ein Fichtenbaum steht einsam”

16 Andrey Bely, “Poema o khlopke,” in Nopy Mir 11 (Nov 1932), 230-31. “BeipokAcHEE PYCCKOTO aKAACMIYECKOTO
CTHXA OTPAKACT SITOXY CHIKCHHA ABOPAHCTBA, YCTYIIAFOIIIErO MECTO KYIIILy; KPEIKUI TpexAOApHEK Hekpacosa ABracsa
Ha cMeHy 3axupenriemy AMOy [lyriknna; oH crraeAcs ¢ MOTHBAMI HAPOAHMYECKOI ITO33HM; CHMBOAHUCTBI €0
IIPEBPATHAN B IAY3HUK, IPUOAH3UB K TPEXAOABHHKY ['etine...CHMBOAKCTBI BBIABUAN MOAYASLIIOHHOCTD B
KAACCHYECKOM AIMOE U ITAy3HOCTD B TPEXAOABHHKE; 9TUM OHH PACIIupuAn cdepy merpa...”
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(Op. 12/2). He also set Bely’s “Zolotomu blesku veril” (Op. 13/2) and originally planned to include
it in the same opus as the Heine settings.'” Bely’s poem is also a three-stress dolnik, in which he
“turned Nekrasov’s practice into a pauznik, bringing it closer to Heine’s.” From his very first
published song opus, Medtner displays a Symbolist concern for the deft handling of poetic rhythm
and meter, and the peculiar progression of his eatly career is easily explained by ever deeper
engagement with the intricacies of Symbolist poetics. Let us now examine that engagement and its

results.

Reading Poetry

With one published opus under his belt, Nikolay Medtner decided to make a serious study of
poetry. Finding himself alone on the outskirts of Moscow in the summer of 1903, he acquired the
latest Symbolist collections published by the Muscovite houses “Griffin” and “Scorpion.” Scorpion
was headed by Valery Bryusov and had released almanacs with new poetry for the previous couple
of years. Griffin was a new rival house that had just issued its inaugural almanac—with the first
published poetry of Bely and Blok. Clearly well aware of literary trends, Medtner also acquired new
collections of the poetry of Fyodor Tyutchev (1803-1873) and Afanasy Fet (1820-1892)—these
older poets, ignored by the socially-committed realist critics of the latter half of the nineteenth
century, were experiencing a revival at the hands of the Symbolists, who perceived them as
forerunners." Sweating over this new modern verse, Medtner developed a certain technique in

assessing poetic form. And when he subsequently turned to the family’s beloved Goethe, he was so

17 For the details concerning Medtner’s original plans to publish the Bely and Heine settings together, see Flamm, Mezner,
386-87. He otherwise never intermixed different-language poems in his published song opuses.

18 For the revival of Tyutchev and Fet, see Pyman, Russian Symbolism, 10-14. Vladimir Solovyov was partially responsible
for the rehabilitation of Tyutchev with a 1895 treatise on the poet. Fet’s poetry and his translation of Schopenhauer into
Russian captivated Bely in his youth.
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astounded at the latter’s poetry that he wrote a lengthy unfinished letter to his brother (now living in
Nizhny Novgorod and working as a censor):

Yes, so about Goethe. The thing is that I have recently forced myself to read poetry
properly. First I read a little Tyutchev, then the poetry of “Scorpion” and “Griffin,” and now
in the summer I have looked through Fet’s collection properly. And what happened? My
cold attitude to poetic verse has not changed in the least, either thanks to Tyutchev and Fet,
or to “Scorpion” and “Griffin.” But, thanks to them, or rather thanks to the fact that I read
them so intensely—especially “Scorpion” and “Griffin,” over which I sweated so much
trying to catch, grasp, or feel in them at least some semblance of human form—thanks to all
this I acquired a certain technique in reading poetry in general. This is the technique I
previously lacked in order to appreciate poetry propetrly. And yet, I now understand that a
certain technique in reading poetry is just as absolutely necessary as in reading music. And
now, when I turned to Goethe, I positively went mad with delight. No, really, let’s take
Tyutchev or Fet—although they are talented, one still feels to a certain extent that poetic
form is a burden for them. There is no creativity in form, but only in thoughts and moods.
And if you think about it carefully, if you look closely, then perhaps it will turn out that
Russians generally have little creativity in artistic form. For them, form always seems to be
only a burden, a lesson that they have learned, and it’s a good thing if they did! I'm not
talking about Pushkin—reading him, I never had this feeling—creativity is felt in all parts of
his work."

Medtner’s disappointment with the formal sophistication of Russian poetry was not total,
with Pushkin exempted from all criticisms.” These eatly impressions would change in time, and
after thirty Goethe settings, he then turned towards the verse of Tyutchev and Fet for many of his

best songs.” Therefore, both Medtner’s music and Russian Symbolist poetry flowed from similar

19 N. Medtner to E. Medtner, 5 August 1903 (unsent), in Pis’za, 49. “Aa, Tax BoT 0 I'ete. AeAo B TOM, 9TO B ITOCACAHEE
BpEMs A 3aCTABHUA CeOf KAK CACAYCT BYHTATHCA B CTHXOTBOPHYIO 1109310, CHaYaAa IIOYHTAA HEMHOTO TToTYeBa, IOTOM
mroazuro “Ckoprmona” u “I'pudpa” u Termepp AeTOM IIPOCMOTPEA Kak cacayeT cooprnk Pera. M wro xe? Moe xoA0AHOE
OTHOIIICHHE K CTUXOTBOPHOI IIO33UH HUCKOABKO HEe H3MEHHAOCH HI OAaroaaps TroraeBy ¢ @erom, Hu “Croprmony” ¢
“I'pudom”. Ho 3ato Gaaroaaps um nAn, BepHee, GAArOAAps TOMY, 9TO f TaK HAIIPHKECHHO YUTAA UX U B OCODEHHOCTH
“Croprnona” ¢ “I'pudom”, HaA KOTOPBIMHE i CTOABKO IIOTEA, TIIACH YAOBHUTH, CXBATHTH, OCA3ATh B HUX XOTb KAKOE-
HHIOYAB IIOAODHE YeAOBEIECKON POPMEL, -- OAATOAAPA BCEMY 9TOMY fl IPHOOPEA HEKOTOPYIO TEXHUKY B YTCHUN CTUXOB
BOODIIIE. DTOM-TO TEXHUKU MHE PAHBIIIE HEAOCTABAAO AASl TOTO, YTOOBI OLICHUTh CTUXOTBOPHYIO ITO33HI0. A MEKAY TEM
1 BUUKY TEIICPb, YTO 3ACCh H3BECTHAS TEXHHKA TAK K¢ OE3yCAOBHO HEOOXOAUMA, KAK B UTCHHM HOT, My3bIKH. V1 BOT
TeIepb, KOTAA i OTKPHIA L'eTe, f IIOAOKHTEABHO COIIIEA € yMa OT BocTopra. Her, mipaBo ke, -- BO3bMEM XOTB TOTO Ke
Trordesa uan ®Pera -- XOTA OHU M TAAAHTAHBEL, HO BCE JKE YYBCTBYETCA AO M3BECTHON CTEIICHH, YTO IIOITHYCCKAS
dopma AAs Hux Gpems. Her tBopuectsa B dopme, 2 TOABKO B MBICASIX M HACTPOCHMSAX. V] Kak ITOAYMACIIIb XOPOIIICHBKO,
pasbeperibes, TO, OKAAYH, OKAKETCH, YTO Y PYCCKUX BOODIIE AOBOABHO MAaAO TBOPYeCTBA B popme nckyccrsa. Aast
HIX BOOOIIIE U BCerAa popmMa ecTb TOABKO OpeMs, YPOK, KOTOPBIF OHH BBIYIHAHU H XOPOIIIO erre, eCAn Beryanan! S me
roBopro 1po IlyIknHa — 9nTad ero, A HUKOIAA HE MMEA 3TOrO OINYIICHHUSA -- § HErO TBOPYECTBO IyBCTBYETCA BO BCEM.”
20 Indeed, he would later argue to Emil that Pushkin was a greater poet than Goethe. See Flamm, Mezner, 178.

2l Medtner employed several Tyutchev and Fet poems that had never before been set to music, including a few that were
widely quoted in the Symbolist literature as programmatic: for example, Tyutchev’s “Aenp u HOup” [“Day and Night,”
Op. 24/1] and “O gem 181 Boews, Berp Hounoir” [“Why do you howl, night wind?” Op. 25/2 and Op. 37/5].
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literary sources, i.e. German Classicism and later Romantic currents in both Russia and Germany.
Yet, he never became wholeheartedly enthusiastic with the idea of setting the poetry of his
contemporaries, preferring to stick with those poets whom the Symbolists declared as their direct
predecessors (e.g. Goethe, Tyutchev). Medtner’s careful study, however, of his contemporaries’
poetic experiments informed how he read verse and assessed its form—one enhanced by his later
close association and engagement with these authors. As his letters make clear, he continued to read
Symbolist periodicals and attended lectures and poetry recitations at gatherings like Bryusov’s Society
for Free Aesthetics and Morozova’s own religious-philosophical society. He also read Bely’s literary
criticism and theoretical articles on Symbolism, which Emil would report to Bely about—Ieading the
latter to exclaim in sarcastic frustration that Nikolay was his “only reader in Moscow.”* That his
compositional approach to text setting was deeply molded by his engagement with literary
Symbolism explains why Medtner’s songs were perceived as bizarre by contemporary music critics—
as Grigory Prokofiev put it in a 1906 review of Medtner’s Goethe Lieder, Op. 6, “the listener is
surprised by his strange attitude to the meaning of his words: Medtner hears and understands poetry
differently than an ordinary person.”” Of course, this assessment could also be made of the
Symbolists as a whole, given their ubiquitous tendency to retrospectively read Classical and
Romantic poetry through the lens of Symbolism itself.

From his studies of poetry, Medtner acquired (as he confessed to Emil) the “very serious

symptoms of a passion for Goethe,” which he admitted must be “our family’s hereditary disease.”

22 See Bely-E. Medtner, Perepiska, 11, 254-55.

23 Grigory Prokofiev, Review of Medtner concert of 7 November 1906, reproduced in Flamm, Mezner, 269. “Uro
kacaercst MeTHepa, Kak BOKAABHOI'O KOMIIO3UTOPA, TO TYT YAHBAACT CAYIIATCAA, CTPAHHOE OTHOIIIEHHE K €I0 CMBICAY
cA0B: MeTHep CAyIIIAeT U IIOHHUMACT CTUXM HE TAK, KAK OOBIKHOBEHHEBII YeAOBeK.”

24 N. Medtner to E. Medtner, 4 August 1903 (unsent), in Pis'ma, 48-9. “Toraa, T[o] [cTb] ABe HEACAH TOMY Ha3aA, MHE
XOTEAOCH COODIIHUTH TeOE, UTO 5 OTKPHIA B ceDe BEChbMa CEpbe3HBIC CUMIITOMBI cTpacTH K Lere.... VIMeHHO crpacrh.
Paneiire 66140 He TO. T'BI, BEPOATHO, 3aMETHA 3TO. A TEIEPb S BIKY, YTO, BEPOATHO, CTPACTD (OIATH-TAKH UMECHHO

HAaCACACTBCHHAA 60/\€3Hb, ¥ HUYETO TyT POBHO HE HOAC/\aeLHb!..”
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Seeking to defuse this “passion,” Medtner told his brother that he had just set Goethe’s “Auf dem
See” [“On the Lake”] along with Pushkin’s “fI mepexxua cBon xeaanps” [“I have outlived my
desires”’]—these two wete paired with an earlier Lermontov setting and published as Op. 3. In the
Pushkin setting Medtner employs his characteristic snowstorm pictorialism, in which the image of a
storm rustling the last leaf on a bare branch is meant to invoke the frustrated isolation and imminent
death of the poetic subject. After the end of the second stanza in which the poet asks if his “end will
come,” Medtner (Example 3.1) drums up a blizzard in the piano “underneath” the voice, as it sings
the opening of third stanza: “So, stricken by the late cold/ as the whistling winter storm is heard.”*
With its whirling triplets and the blatant contrast between the slowly moving voice and swift,
pictorial piano writing, this song serves as a kind of prototype for his subsequent “snowstorm”

songs (Op. 13/1 and Op. 12/2) which Bely especially enjoyed.
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% The Lermontov is a setting of “Y Gpar obyrean cBaroir” [“At the gates of the holy monastery”] and incorporates a
chant-like motive from his youthful setting of Lermontov’s “Moantsa” [“SI, maTeps 60xua”’]—indicating an early
interest in the salvific power of the Mother of God. See Flamm’s illuminating discussion and analysis of all three Op. 3
romances in Christoph Flamm, “‘Primeti” Musical Symbols in Medtner’s Songs,” in Nikolay Metner: Music, Aesthetics,
Contexts, 120-130.

26 Pushkin, “fI mepexua cson sxeaanps” (1821). “Tak, mosaHuM xA2A0M rTopakéHnbl,/ Kak cabimen sumueit Gypn
cuct,/ OAMH Ha BeTKe OOHAXKEHHOIT/ Tperreruer 3a03AaABI AKCT.”
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Example 3.1. Medtner, “Ya perezhil svoi zhelan’ya,” Op. 3/2, mm. 17-21.

Medtner later rejected this Pushkin setting—the only time he did so for a published work—
and reset the text as Op. 29/5. Careful attention to his treatment of Pushkin’s poetic thythms within
the iambic tetrameter reveals why Medtner ultimately chose to revisit the text. In the Op. 3/2
setting, Pushkin’s shifting use of pyrrhic feet (between the first, second, and third foot of the iambic
tetrameter line) sometimes results in the misalignment of poetic and musical rthythm due to the use
of a periodic phrase structure with repetitions of motivic ideas—i.e. the first time a motive appears,
the musical and poetic stresses will align, but not necessarily when it is repeated—something entirely
normal within the romance tradition, of course. But, in Medtner’s second setting from 1913, he
employs an expanded range of rhythmic patterns to accommodate Pushkin’s text—clearly he had
well learned the lessons of Bely’s investigations into the varying rhythms of iambic tetrameter.

Medtner’s first Goethe setting, Op. 3/3, with its cheerful serenity, sits rather on the opposite
end of the spectrum of nature pictorialism in music to blustery blizzards. Goethe’s subject, in “Auf
dem See,” enjoys Edenic bliss in the bosom of nature while rowing on a Swiss mountain lake, and
Medtner’s accompaniment succeeds in evoking the gentle lapping of waves against a boat (Example

3.2). The gently rocking vocal part is first presented in the piano within a contrapuntal framework
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made up of slowly moving lines and pedal points, suggesting the unity or wholeness of nature. In the
middle of the song, the poetic subject becomes temporarily excited by the sublimity of the
surrounding mountain heights and even higher stars, but the peaceful mood of the opening returns
as the subject embraces earthly life— the dream of the heavens fades away and the subject is now
content with the reflection of the mountains, stars, and “ripening fruit” in the lake itself. This poem,
with its point of finding divinity present or reflected within earthly nature (rather than abandoning
the earth for the heavens), expresses the basic premise of Medtner’s religious-aesthetic beliefs, and

of Symbolism more broadly.
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Example 3.2. Medtner, “Auf dem See,” Op. 3/3, mm. 1-10.

Nikolay turned to the poem as a means to stem his burgeoning obsession with Goethe: “my
passion for Goethe was resolved in a romance to his words (‘On the Lake’).””” And yet, as he

exclaimed to Emil, his interest in Goethe was largely induced by an appreciation of the craft of

27N. Medtner to E. Medtner, 5 August 1903 (unsent), in Pis’za, 50. “Mos crpacts k I'ete paspermaace poMaHcoM Ha
ero caroBa («Ha osepe»).”
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versification: “I now understand that a certain technique in reading poetry is absolutely just as

necessary as in reading music. And now, when I turned to Goethe, I positively went mad with

delight.” Medtner explained that he now perceived in Goethe’s verse a certain creativity in the

treatment of poetic form itself and expressed dismay that, to his mind, only Pushkin seemed to

match Goethe in this capacity. The very first creative result of Medtner’s joyful discovery was his

setting of “Auf dem See,” and, indeed, the poem has an interesting, su generis form. Here is the text

along with Afanasy Fet’s (nearly) metrical translation—which Medtner ultimately used as the basis

for his song, perhaps because the other two in the opus were to Russian texts.

Goethe, “Auf dem See”

Und frische Nahrung, neues Blut
Saug’ ich aus freier Welt;

Wie ist Natur so hold und gut,
Die mich am Busen hilt!

Die Welle wieget unsern Kahn
Im Rudertakt hinauf,

Und Berge, wolkig himmelan,
Begegnen unserm Lauf.

Aug’ mein Aug', was sinkst du nieder?
Goldne Triume, kommt iht wieder?
Weg, du Traum! so Gold du bist;
Hier auch Lieb’ und Leben ist.

Auf der Welle blinken
Tausend schwebende Sterne,
Weiche Nebel trinken

Rings die tirmende Ferne;
Morgenwind umfligelt

Die beschattete Bucht,

Und im See bespiegelt

Sich die reifende Frucht.

Fet, “Na ozere”

W cuay B TpyAB, I CBEKECTh B KPOBb
ABIXaHBEM BOABHBIM ABIO.

Kak caaako, MaTh-IIpHpPOAA, BHOBB
ViacTe Ha IpyAb TBOIO!

Boama Aaapro B pasmep Becaa
Kauaer u mecér,

W BBIIITHEIX TOP CBIpas MrAa
Hascrpeuy Ham ITABIBET.

Bsop moii, B30op, 3aueM CKAOHATHCA?
WAau cuer 3AaTBIE CHATCA?

ITpous T8I COH, XOTH 30AOTOIA, -
3aech AFOOOBB U KH3HB CO MHOI!

Ha Boamax cBepkaroT
TricAYN 3BE3A COTPACCHHBIX,
B ApmMHOM HEOE TarOT
ITpuspaxu rop OTAAACHHBIX.
Berepox crpyures

Haa paBHEHOIO BOA,

W B 3aAmB TAABTCA
A03peBaroruii mAoA.

Goethe, “On the Lake”28

And fresh nourishment, new blood
I suck from the wide world;

How beautiful and good is nature
Which holds me to her breast!

The waves rock our boat

In rhythm with the oars,

And mountains, with clouded peaks,
Meet our course.

Eye, my eye, why do you lower?
Golden dreams, will you return?
Go away, dream! golden as you are;
Here too is love and life.

On the waves twinkle

A thousand floating stars,

Soft mists drink up

The towering distances around;
The morning wind flies around
The shaded bay,

And the lake mirrors

The ripening fruit.

Goethe’s “Auf dem See” does demand a “certain technique” in reading to appreciate that all

three stanzas are in different meters. The first octave is in mixed iambs (fout-stress lines alternate

with three-stress) and the ensuing quatrain is firmly in trochaic tetrameter—Fet’s translation

28 Translated from the original German as that was the text Medtner originally examined.
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reproduces both meters. The final octave, however, appears to be in three trochees per line, but in
every other line the second trochaic foot is replaced by a dactyl. Thus, it could be considered a
dolnik due to the varying number of intra-ictic unstressed syllables. Interestingly, Fet’s (almost)
“metrical” translation of the final octave preserves the dolnik meter, but not the exact distribution of
unstressed intra-ictic syllables! The second and fourth line of the octave feature dactyls for the first
two feet instead of trochees. Perhaps Fet thought that any three-stress dolnik form would be

suitable because ultimately, in the Russian view, the meter is still the same.

Medtner’s setting stays true to Fet’s text and shows clear awareness of the metrical
complexities. He uses different rhythmic profiles for each change of poetic meter (Example 3.3).
Medtner sets the iambs of the first octave in a steady stream of eighths with an upbeat so that the
metrical stresses fall on the strong beats of the bar. Had he continued in this manner for the
subsequent trochaic quatrain, the only difference would be the lack of upbeat—only a careful
listener would detect the change in poetic meter. Instead, he changes the division of the bar into
triplets so that each stressed syllable receives an agogic accent in addition to the metrical accent—
altering the rhythmic profile of the music to match the new meter. This corresponds to a change in
mood, as the poetic subject becomes excited at the realization that “Here too is love and life,” and

he no longer needs to dream of mountain peaks shrouded in heavenly mists.
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Example 3.3. Medtner, “Auf dem See,” Op. 3/3, mm. 20-31 (End of iambs and beginning of
trochees).

a | S—
L | -

Medtner rhythmically unifies the song in the final dolnik stanza (Example 3.4) by combining
the duple subdivision (from the iambic passage) and triple subdivision (from the trochaic passage)
together into a complex hemiola. Similar to how the dolnik can resemble but does not quite
conform to strict meters (effectively intermixing duple and triple feet), Medtner’s rhythm alternates
between different rhythmic patterns and metrical subdivisions. He even goes so far as to highlight
the empty (pyrrhic) foot in Fet’s translation of the first line of the dolnik stanza (“Na volankh
sverkayut,” bar 35) with a triplet missing the downbeat. (For the corresponding line in bar 38,

Medtner alters the rhythm to a pair of eighth notes to match the trochaic foot.)
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Example 3.4. Medtner, “Auf dem See,” Op. 3/3, mm. 35-40.

Medtner’s study of Goethe forced him to reevaluate his priorities as a song composer. No
doubt realizing the need to preserve Goethe’s own words, poetic forms, and the exact rhythms and
images from which they were constructed—all of his future settings were done in the original
German. Suffering from the symptoms of Goethe-passion more than ever, he immediately set about
drawing up a list of poems to use for future settings, along with motivic sketches.” The subsequent
thirty settings over the course of three opuses would contain poems in dolnik and in free accentual
verse. He also turned to another highly regarded master of the dolnik by the Symbolists—Heinrich
Heine, whose famous “Fichtenbaum” played an important role in the Russian development of

dolnik theory in early twentieth-century formalist debates over its translation.” Medtner’s setting of

2 For a description of this eatly list and sketches, see Flamm, Mezner, 561. Some of these poems were set in Opp. 6 and
15 and some never revisited.
30 See note 14.
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this poem is another example of his snowstorm pictorialism, whipped up in a long coda as an
accompaniment to the spruce tree’s winter dreams of fiery sun and palm trees. He dedicated this
song along with two other Heine settings to Bely as his Op. 12.

Medtner’s turn towards Heine at this point has previously been a major mystery; indeed, the
poet was dismissed by Emil due to his Jewish heritage in letters to Bely.”' Yet, Heine was one of the
most important influences on Symbolist versification, and my emphasis on the importance of
historical metrics for the study of Medtner’s music showcases his shared interests with his literary
colleagues. Another mystery in Medtner scholarship was his original plan to include his setting of
Bely’s “Epitafiya” (i.e., “Zolotomu blesku veril”) in the same opus as the Heine settings, despite the
difference in language. Yet, the examination of the meter of Bely’s poem makes the answer the clear.
It was originally published in the pages of the magazine, The Golden Fleece (where Emil worked as a
music critic), as the last of four “Epitaphs.” Emil reported to Bely that it instilled in Nikolay the
desire to set one of his poems for the first time.”” While the first three “Epitaphs” are in regular
iambs, the last one is a dolnik with incredible rhythmic diversity. Its meter thus likely played a part in
Medtner’s sudden inspiration. I have added stress marks to the poem to make the rhythmic variety
apparent (note that the opening stanza is ambiguous as to whether the grammatical subject is an “I”

or a “he”):

31 In the early years of the twentieth-century, Emil became increasingly under the influence of antisemitic Aryanism and
of Wagner’s writings on Judaism. He began to reformulate Symbolism in racial terms and developed a quasi-religious
cult of Goethe and German culture in which he advocated that the redemption of humanity lay in the leadership of the
Aryan race. This racialist thinking was grafted onto the Christian universalism that informed Symbolist aesthetics. Emil’s
antisemitism was a major part of his antimodern opposition to the commercialism and mass production of art, which he
described as the “Judaization of the stage” in a 1909 article, “Estrada,” later republished in his Modernizm i muzyka
(Musaget, 1912). Bely (along with Alexander Blok and Vyacheslav Ivanov) shared in Emil’s antisemitism and promoted
Emil’s ideas about culture, race, and mass culture in various essays from the end of the decade. For a biographical study
of Emil Medtner, see Magnus Ljunggren, Russian Mephisto. There is no extant evidence that Nikolay himself shared in
Emil’s Aryanism, and his choice to set Heine implies that he may have disagreed with his brother (although antisemitism
did not stop Blok from devoting himself to Heine’s verse).

% For a discussion of the contexts of Bely’s poem and an analysis of Medtner’s setting in light of the latest sources, see
Flamm, “Pomancst Hukoaas MetHepa Ha caoBa AsApes Beaoro,” in Nikolay Metner: Nezabytye motivy, 239-261.
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Andrey Bely, “Epitafiya IV”’33

3OAOTO,My 6Aéc1<y BépHA

A ymMep OT COAHEUHBIX CTPEA.
Ayzvlon Bexa I/ISMepI/IA

A JKH3HB IIPOKHTH HE CYMCA.

He CMeHTer HAA MEPTBBIM osTOM,
Crecure eMy IIBETOK.

Ha xpecte u SUMOIL, I ACTOM

Moii (pap(popom)m BbETCA BEHOK.

LIBersr Ha HEM no6n THL.
O6pa301< HOAMHSIA.

TrxéAsre AT

H(Ay:, 9100 HX KTO’—HI/I6yAb CHIAA.

AIOBHA TOABKO 3BOH KOAOKOABHEII
U saKar.

OT9ero MHe TaK 6C;AI)HO, Tak GOABHO?
S e BHHOBAT.

[omanciite, HpI/IAI/ITe——
HchTpeqy BCHKOM MCTHYCb.

O, ArOGITE \/IeHﬂ oAroGuTe:

ITpocnycs...

51, GBITE MOJKET, HE yMep, OBITH MOXKET, BepHycs.

Bely, “Epitaph IV”

Believed in the golden shine,

And died from the sun’s arrows.
Centuries were measured with a thought,
But life was unable to be lived.

Don’t laugh at the dead poet,
Bring him a flower.

On the cross in winter and summer
My porcelain wreath batters.

The flowers on it are broken.

The icon has faded.

The tombstone is heavyl!

I’m waiting for someone to take it off.

I'loved only the tolling of bells
And the sunset.

Why is it so painful, so painful?
It’s not my fault.

Have pity, come here—

I'll throw you my wreath

O, love me, love me.

Maybe I haven’t died, maybe I'll return.
I'll wake up...

“Epitafiya” largely consists of lines with a fixed number of stresses: three. Some lines, taken
individually, conform to specific metrical forms (e.g., line 2 and 5 are in amphibrachic trimeter),
while other lines are only possible in a dolnik. Bely cleatly tried to maximize the diversity of different
metrical forms, and the first four quatrains all consist of lines with different rhythms (the final stanza
becomes overwhelmed by anapests, rhythmically emphasizing the poet’s increasing desperation and
struggle against the tombstone). Recall that, for Bely, the shifting rhythms of poetry are what express
the poet’s inner mystical experience. The greater the freedom and variety, the more the poet has

been “liberated from the dogmatic forms and images that violate us,”

3 Bely wrote the poem in eatly 1907 while recuperating from surgery in Paris and later changed the title to “Druz’yam”

(“To Friends”) and lightly revised the text when he republished it in his collection Pepe/ (Ashes).

3 Appendix A.

metrical forms included.**
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Another factor motivating Medtner’s interest in the poem must have been the thematic
focus on the resurrection of the artist. As mentioned, resurrection was one of the primary
theological concepts underlying the Symbolists’ theurgic notion of the transfiguration of the world
and of humanity, and as an artistic theme it features prominently in Bely’s and Medtner’s work.
Indeed, in a program note intended to explain the symbolic meaning behind his Goethe settings,
Medtner appended a description of his settings of the Heine and Bely poems explicitly in terms of
resurrection:

Two songs by Heine and an “Epitaph” by Andrei Bely are also closely related to the set of

thoughts outlined. All three depict “gloomy guests on the dark earth.”” One yearns for

destruction and meekly puts up with it (“Lieb’ Liebchen” and “Bergstimme”);** others,
rushing towards the Sun past the Earth (“3oaoromy Oaecky Bepua”), die from the arrows of
the Sun and from the grave send their love for the Earth and the thirst for reconciliation
with it—the hope of resurrection.
Thus Bely’s poem is a perfect encapsulation of the Symbolists’ turn towards the “human” forms and
practices of the West, like the dolnik, in order to convey a type of religious, artistic mysticism with
clear origins in Russian religious philosophy and the Russian folk veneration of the earth.

Medtner’s setting of this Bely poem highlights the extreme rhythmic diversity with an
accomplishment of his own: no poetic line is set to precisely the same rhythm, and yet the song is
heavily unified motivically. Notice the exaggerated sing-song melodiousness of the melody line—
perhaps an attempt to capture somewhat Bely’s own notoriously melodic “singing” of his own
poetry (Example 3.5). Like other pieces we have analyzed in the first two chapters, the phrase
structure is difficult to parse, even though the opening phrase actually fits into a 4+4 bar structure.
After beginning on a tonic 4/2 chord, the music progresses to a vi chord (a minor) in bar 2. A

contrasting idea then occurs over predominant harmony that moves to a proper V-I cadence in bar

4. This cadence is echoed in bar 5, which launches the next phrase with a varied repetition of the

3 A line from Goethe’s “Wandrers Nachtlied I,” which Medtner set as Op. 15/1.
3 Op. 12/1+3
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basic idea. The basic idea is then repeatedly fragmented until a phrygian half cadence in the key of iii
(e minor) is reached at the end of bar 8. This is yet another great example of how Medtner seems at

first to employ conventional phrases that nevertheless do not conform to any Classical phrase type.

Andante eon moto
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Example 3.5. Medtner, “Epitafiya,” Op. 13/2, mm. 1-10.
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Medtner conveys the poet’s attempt to break free from the grave and the “hope of
resurrection” with spectacular climax at the end of the piece (Example 3.6). The middle of the work
had featured a “failed” climax wherein Medtner depicts the poet’s rattling of the gravestone (and
porcelain wreath) with increasingly violent dotted rhythmic figures in the bass (not shown). After

this he returns to the opening material (always subtly varied in accordance with Bely’s rhythms) and
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ratchets up the tension yet again. As the singer screams about their desire to return from the grave
on a high A (mm. 34-35), the piano part builds up to a powerful climax that finally lands on a
glorious C major tonic chord (bar 36). Except, take a look at how Medtner actually arrives at the
major tonic: the previous chord is a 114/3 chord (end of bar 35)—«clearly an applied dominant of V!
The music simply proceeds directly from there to the tonic and is not a tonal resolution by any
stretch. While the effect is tremendous (and certainly not something one would ever find in the
music of Medtner’s predecessors), the meaning is clear—the tonic has not been attained by

egitimate tonal voice leading, an e “hope of resurrection” must remain exac at.
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Example 3.6. Medtner, “Epitafiya,” Op. 13/2, mm. 33-39.
Martha M. F. Kelly, in her Unorthodox Beauty: Russian Modernism and Its New Religious Aesthetic,

showcases how Russian artists at this time were much more familiar with Orthodox customs and

rituals than much scholarship implies, and that in Silver Age poetry one can easily perceive
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“profound attention to and innovative use” of Orthodox liturgy and culture, like “icons and Easter,
monks and baptisms, incense and annunciations.””’ We find similar imagery in Bely’s poem—the
poet’s grave is clearly an Orthodox one with its icon and porcelain wreath hanging on a cross. The
clanging of the porcelain wreath on the cross represents a kind of undead inversion of the ringing of
church bells—a comparison that Medtner underscores in his own setting by the use repeated-chord
accompaniment figures for both. Furthermore, Kelly highlights the importance for Russian Silver
Age poets of the old Orthodox doctrine of deification (#heosis) as a form of salvation with “emphasis
on the restoration—indeed divinization—of the body along with the soul.” Due to this emphasis on
physical resurrection, “Russia’s artists in this period became fascinated with images of the
transfigured body and its implications for the redemption of materiality.””® Medtnet’s emphasis on
resurrection as a core element of his Sophiological aesthetics—and the manipulation of tonal
practices to depict its success or failure—thus places him firmly within what Kelly calls Russian
modernism’s “Sophianic task.”

Bely himself also placed Medtner at the center of what is now called Russian literary
modernism. At the start of his 1906 essay on Medtner’s Goethe lieder, he surveys the current state
of Russian music, identifying Rachmaninoff, Scriabin, and Medtner as the best of the moderns.
Under the impression that Rachmaninoff has stopped developing, Bely focusses instead on the latter
two composers. He compares Scriabin’s and Medtner’s accomplishments to those in literature,
writing that “there is a parallel between the conquests in the field of literary form and the
development of young Russian music.”

Medtner and Scriabin bring us a new word. This new word is expressed both by conquests in

the area of musical form and in the elaboration of the eternal goals and aim set for music by

the great composers of the nineteenth century.... But culture and seriousness completely
separate these two composers from groundless originality. There is a parallel between the

37 Martha M. F. Kelly, Unorthodox Beanty: Russian Modernism and Its New Religions Aesthetic (Northwestern University Press,
2010), 18.
38 Ibid., 21.
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conquests in the field of literary form and the development of young Russian music....

Medtner and Scriabin are completely opposite from each other. If we allow comparisons,

this opposition is analogous to the incommensurability of the impeccable masculine verse of

Bryusov with the falsely feminine, melodious line of Balmont.”

The identification of Medtner with Bryusov and Scriabin with Balmont is an invidious comparison
intended to bolster Medtner. Balmont was certainly the most popular Symbolist poet and his
melodious verse was favored by composers like Rachmaninoff and (later) Stravinsky for texts. Yet to
younger Symbolists like Bely, Bryusov was the greatest poet of the modern era and Balmont was
considered already past his prime by 1906. Bryusov was also a major formal innovator (before Blok
and Bely came of age) in the dolnik and in free accentual verse forms borrowed from French and
German practice. Bely’s emphasis on “conquests in the field of literary form™ clearly mirrors his
attribution to Medtner of “conquests in the area of musical form.” Yet, like Medtner himself, Bely
understood the new development of music to be rooted in the elaboration of the “eternal goals and
aims” already set by the “great composers” of the nineteenth century—all Germans in Bely’s
estimation (he especially mentions Beethoven and Schumann as Medtner’s predecessors).

While Martha Kelly emphasizes the great extent to which the images of Orthodox liturgy
and practice pervade Silver Age poetry and act as the material basis for the expression of Symbolist
artistic mysticism, it is my purpose to note the great extent to which Western artistic practices were
used for the same. Not only did the Symbolists turn to Western versification practices to expand the
rhythmic musicality of their verse, they also turned to German literature as an alternative source of
imagery to express their religious aesthetics—most obviously with Goethe’s Eternal Feminine, but
also for their ideas about resurrection and the transfiguration of the Flesh. As Bely states, “In

Goethe the promise of the ineffable gradually resounds for us, now resurrected again in our souls

and objectified by us in religious forms and images. The new religious consciousness in its secret

% Appendix A.
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sources is providentially connected with Goethe.” As we will see below, Medtner also uses Goethe’s
poetry to express his idea that the artist must venerate the earth as the spiritual basis of humanity

and the source of its mystical power.

Goethe in Russia

Medtner spent the winter of 1903-04 living in Nizhny Novgorod with Emil and Anna, and
under his brother’s eye he composed the first of nine settings to be included in his Op. 6 Goethe
collection. This first collection already shows Medtner’s tendency to mix of well-known staples of
the lieder repertoire with nearly unknown texts chosen for their formal sophistication or how well
they express some aspect of his artistic philosophy or mystical beliefs. Showing the characteristic
brashness of a young composer, Medtner placed at the opening of the collection his setting of one
Goethe’s absolutely most famous poems, the second “Wandrers Nachtlied” (“Uber allen Gipfeln ist
Ruh”).

In his review, Bely gleefully noted Medtner’s use of Goethe’s original text, and not the much
more well-known (in Russia) version “so unsuccessfully translated by Lermontov,” entitled “Gornye
vershiny.”* Apropos, we can recall Medtner’s youthful exclamation to his brother that “poetic form is
a burden” for many Russian poets, who seem to possess “no creativity in form, but only in thoughts
and moods.” Medtnet’s extreme subtlety with the smallest details of text setting as a means of
generating musical expression demanded the use of the original German. Bely expressed amazement
at the specific way in which Medtner sets Goethe’s poems, claiming that musical rthythms seem not
invented but discovered within the verse itself: “Following the melody and accompaniment during
the performances of Medtner’s romances, one is involuntarily amazed by the fact that the music for

Goethe’s songs was not composed, but, on the contrary, was taken as if from the songs themselves.

40 Bely, see Appendix A.
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And yet, within the limits of Goethe’s melody, the composer freely shapes the music.”*! Bely
perceives Medtner as kind of medium who channels Goethe’s true melodies to the audience. Thus
the composer garnered a substantial amount of respect from professional poets in his handling of
poetry—cementing his place among the Symbolist ranks.

Following Bely’s lead, we will compare of Goethe’s “Wandrers Nachtlied II”” with
Lermontov’s translation. This exercise reveals a striking difference in approach to poetic form that
clearly resonates with the Symbolists expansion of the domain of thythm and meter through the
absorption of Western influence. Lermontov took the unique form and irregular rhythms of
Goethe’s original and put them into trochaic trimeter—thus imposing the “dogmatic form” that
Bely felt was violating his ability to express inner rhythms on one of the greatest achievements in
German accentual verse. Nevertheless, Lermontov achieves a sumptuous expressiveness through
vivid imagery and sonorous detail while engaging in an impressive amount of rhythmic variety for
such a short poem. Goethe instead manipulates rhythmic and other formal parameters with a greater
degree of freedom, but has less poetic imagery overall. Let us look at the Lermontov first—after all,
he was Medtner’s favorite poet in his youth, and it is not inconceivable that Medtner may have had

his eye on this famous Russian text for use in a romance:

Lermontov, “Iz Gete” Lermontov, “From Goethe”
I'opubie BepIIIIHEL Mountain peaks

CrrsT BO ThbME HOYHOI; Sleep in the darkness of night.
Tuxue AOAUHEBL Quiet valleys

TToAHBI cBEIKEN MIAOIL; Are full of fresh mist.

He msianT Aopora, The road is not gathering dust,
He ApoixaT AUCTEL.. The leaves are not trembling.
[ToaowAn HEMHOTO, Wait a little,

OTAOXHEIID 1 THL And you too will rest.

4 Ibid.
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For his two quatrains Lermontov employs the common rhyme scheme of AbAb CdCd (with
alternating feminine and masculine rhymes). In trochaic trimeter, he employs two distinct rhythms
for each half. The first quatrain employs trochees for the first foot, which are replaced by pyrrhics in
the second quatrain, speeding it up. The enjambments in the first quatrain align with and thus
reinforce the rhyme scheme. The overall melodious lilt of the poem is impeded by consonant
clusters in the first (“Spyat vo 'me”) and third (“svezhey mgloy”) lines which slow down the reader
and perhaps serve to musically illustrate the calm darkness of night. This effect is reproduced in the
final line (“Otdoxnyosh’i ty””), wherein Lermontov suddenly addresses the reader—somewhat of a
shock after the serenely peaceful descriptions of nature. In the imagery of the poem, the reader is
located in-between the mountain peaks and quiet valleys—thus within the peaceful bosom of nature,
where the night traveler will find restorative rest. The poem is subtly inventive and certainly colorful,

but could appear conventional when placed next to Goethe’s original:

Goethe, “Wandrers Nachtlied 117 Goethe, “Wanderer’s Nightsong II”
Uber allen Gipfeln Above all the hilltops [peaks]

Ist Ruh, Is peace,

In allen Wipfeln In all the treetops

Sptirest du You can feel

Kaum einen Hauch; Hardly a breath;

Die Vogelein schweigen im Walde. The little birds are silent in the woods.
Warte nur, balde Just wait, soon

Ruhest du auch. You too shall rest.

Most obviously, Goethe does not employ a regular meter. While the poem is constructed
from recognizable patterns, the final result is a demonstrably unique form. The most regular formal
feature present is the rhyme, which in the first quatrain conforms to the same scheme used by
Lermontov, AbAb. The rhyme scheme changes to cDDc in the second quatrain, but this is
undermined by the enjambment between lines four and five. Thus, the phrase structure does not

exactly map onto the stanzaic structure—the punctuation implies a more natural dividing line at
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“Hauch.” The rhyme, instead of generating a sense of regularity, now works against the reader, who
must press on through line five and cannot linger on “du.” As we will see in Medtner’s setting, “du”
is placed in the middle of a musical phrase ending on “Hauch.”*

The metrical structure is strange, and, indeed, the exact scansion of the text is debated
among Germanists.” Judith Ryan suggests that the text was constructed to give the impression of
“unconstrained speech, in spite of the verbal, rhythmic, and motivic patterns” that Goethe used to
construct it.* The poem is built largely from duple feet shifting between iambs and trochees, with a
sudden incursion of dactylic feet in line five (“Vgelein schweigen im”). Thus, the lengthy line five
stands out both visually and aurally. The irregular meter creates a musical problem for the composer,
as one cannot simply create a balanced period structure with each phrase corresponding to a line, as
one could with Lermontov’s translation.” Goethe addresses his reader earlier (than Lermontov) in
line four—introduced into the landscape as a perceiving subject who can “feel hardly a breath.” Tall
trees and even taller mountain peaks loom overhead, but, when compared to Lermontov’s
beautifully illustrated natural scene, Goethe is sparser with his imagery. Indeed, he uses a strikingly
small amount of imagery—only lines 1, 3, and 5 refer to nature at all (whereas in Lermontov’s
translation the first six lines do). This “dryness” is compensated by Goethe’s constantly varying
repetition of similar sounds and subtle metrical shifts, producing a mesmerizing effect which Bely

and Medtner no doubt perceived as the expression of that soulful “melodiousness” that comprises

the true content of all Symbolist poetry.

4 Notably, Schumann actually emphasizes the rhyme of “Ruh” and “du” with a rest and a motivic echo in the
accompaniment.

4 For a sampling of possible metrical interpretations, see Judith Ryan’s short discussion of the poem in The Canbridge
Introduction to German Poetry, 83.

# Ibid., 82.

4 See, for example, Alexander Varlamov’s setting of Lermontov’s poem. Here is a recording:
https://youtu.be/T2IBfs3buYg?.
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Medtner had the good fortune to premiere his setting of this text, along with the rest of his
Op. 6 Goethe lieder and other piano works, at Margarita Morozova’s opulent Smolensky Boulevard
mansion on 31 October 1906.* Welcomed by Morozova into the highest echelons of Muscovite
merchant-class society, as well as into the world of Russian Symbolism and religious thought,
Medtner’s reputation among the leading composers of Moscow was sealed on the basis of a
relatively small amount of works composed to that point (eleven opuses, of which five were even
premiered in this concert).” In her memoirs, Morozova described the concert as a great success:
A large number of people were invited, and Nikolay Karlovich had great success. There
already existed a circle of special lovers of his art, who later became somehow especially
united. Their number expanding, of course, over the years and at his concerts and other
performances, these lovers of his art gave him a warm welcome and ovations. At Medtner’s
concerts there was always great excitement and high spirits, which was accompanied by
warm applause and endless demands for encores. Everyone was always delighted with his
works and his wonderful playing. He played his music perfectly, with some kind of subtle
mastery.*
Morozova states the she first met the Medtners in 1902 but became closer to them in the
years 1905-1907, while under the “influence” of Andrey Bely, with whom “all the Medtners were
enchanted.”” In the spring of 1906, she would stay up all night in conversation with Bely or with E.

Medtner, and then, in the early morning, would go out into the garden to inhale the lilacs, listen to

the birds, and observe the dawns. She also had “the good fortune to take lessons from Nikolay

46 Morozova, Metner, 21.

47 All the works on the program were first premieres, which Medtner repeated on 7 November for the public. The
program for that concert, as reproduced in Flamm (pg. 578), included the A-major Piano Sonata Op. 11/1, the “Sonata-
Elegy” Op. 11/2, the Marchen (“Tales”) Opp. 8+9, and the Dithyrambs Op. 10 (along with the Goethe lieder). Medtner
played a major role in the Symbolist revival of the dithyramb (along with Ivanov), yet his name is unfortunately missing
from Katherine Lahti’s The Russian Revival of the Dithyramb: A Modernist Use of Antiquity Northwestern University Press,
2018).

48 Morozova, Metner, 21. “Hapoay GbIAO IIpurAaiiieHO o4eHb MHOTO, 1 Hukoaait Kapaosuda numea GoabImoi yemex. ¥V
HETO YK€ TOIAA HAMEYAACH KPYT OCOOBIX AFOOHTEACH €0 HCKYCCTBA, KOTOPEIE IIOTOM KAK-TO OCODECHHO CIAOTHAMCH,
YHCAO UX PACIINPUAOCH, KOHEYHO, C TOAAMH, M Ha €rO KOHIIEPTAX M BCIOAY, TAC OH BEICTYIIAA, 9T AFOOUTEAH €O
HICKYCCTBA YCTPAUBAAU €My ropsduii mpuem u oarmn. Ha konreprax MeTHepa Bceraa DapuAo GOABIIOE OKHBACHUE,
IIPAIIOAHATOE HACTPOCHIUE, KOTOPOE COIPOBOKAAAOCH TOPAYNMHI OBALIUAMU B OCCKOHEYHBIMH BbI3OBaMU. Bee Beeraa
OBIBAAU B BOCTOPIE OT €rO IIPOU3BEACHHI U OT €r0 YyACCHOM UIphL. MrpaA OH CBOH IIPOH3BEACHHUS COBEPIIICHHO, C
KAKHM-TO TOHKHM MacTepcTBOM. OCOGEHHO 3aMEYaTCABHBL H CBOCOOPA3HBL 3 €0 IIPOU3BCACHUIN CKA3KH, COHATHL I
rrecHmn.”

4 Morozova, “Metner,” 28. Bely formally met Morozova in the late spring of 1905.
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Karlovich for almost three years, which, of course, brought us very close and gave me the
opportunity to understand and appreciate his love for Classical music, especially Beethoven.””
Bely—true to form as someone obsessed with the union of East and West—describes her as
simultaneously both deeply connected with the Russian people and also truly Germanic:
“Everything in her was Russian; her soul sang to me with the Russian soul, with the life of the
people (folk); and at the same time: there was something clearly Germanic in her: the Valkyrie rose
up; M. K. Morozova empathized with the people (folk) like no one else; she understood Zarathustra
like no one else. And a feeling for Nietzsche lived in her.””' Thus Motrozova provided a major link
between Bely, the Medtners, and the neo-Slavophile belief in the resurrection of “Holy Rus™ she
promoted at her Religious-Philosophical Society.

Bely’s relations with Morozova began well before he ever met her. Since 1901 he had
occasionally sent her flowery, courtly love letters (anonymously signed “Your Knight,” having first
glimpsed her in the distance at concerts) in which he declares her to be Sophia’s “earthly icon™:

The leitmotif of my mystical love for M. K. MJorozova] grows and begins to cover

everything; the poetry of Fet and Lermontov sounds figurative to me; in all of Fet’s love

poems there is a reflection of one love: the World Soul’s love for her knight; I feel myself to

be this knight—simultaneously the knight of the Heavenly Vision and Her earthly icon; this
earthly icon is M. K. M[orozova].”

5 Morozova, “Metner,” 22. Given that the Medtners left for Germany in December 1906, she could have taken lessons
with Medtner for a maximum of one-and-a-half years if she began in summer 1905. Therefore, if her memoirs can be
trusted on this point, she must have resumed lessons in 1908 after Medtner’s return for at least a year.

51 Bely, Nachalo veka, Berlinskaya redaktsaya, “Morozova.” “Bce GBIAO - B Hell PyCCKOE; MHE 3aII€Ad AYILA €€ AYIIION
PYCCKOII, HAPOAHOIO JKU3HBIO; M BMECTE C TEM: B HEH OBIAO YTO-TO H ABHO I€PMAHCKOC: IPUIIOABIMAAACH Baabkupus; M.
K. Mopo30oBa BYyBCTBOBAAACH B HAPOA, KAK HUKTO; IIOHIMAAA OHA, KAK HUKTO, «3apatyctpy». 1 uysctBo k Hure B Heit
KIAO.”

52 The quotation is from Bely’s unpublished “Material towatrds a biography” and is found on page 6 of the editors’
introduction to Andrey Bely, “Vash Rytsar”: Pis'ma & M. K. Morozovoy, edited by A. V. Lavrov and John Malmstad
(Progress-Pleyada, 2000), my translation. «... BBIpaCcTaeT M HAYMHAET BCE IIOKPBIBATD ACHTMOTHB B MOEH MICTHYECKOMH
Aro6Br k M. K. M.; mossusa ®era m AepMOHTOBA MHE 3BYYHT IIPOOOPA3OBATEABHO; BO BCEX AFOOOBHBIX CTUXOTBOPEHUAX
®era - 0TOAECK OAHOH ATOOBH: AF0OBH MupoBo# AyIIN K PEILIAPIO; A OLIYINAIO CEO ITHM PHILAPEM - OAHOBPEMEHHO
poimapem Hebecroro Buaenus n semuoit ukonoit Ee; ora 3emuan nkona - M. K. M.
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Morozova is Sophia (or her “icon”) and he would soon include her in his Second Symphony as the
character called “Fairy Tale.”” But Morozova did not mind these letters because she herself was an
ardent reader of Vladimir Solovyov. Bely made her into a living human symbol of the kind of art he
hoped to produce. Art in which the presence of Sophia was universal: “By means of marble, paints,
and words, art creates the life of the Eternal Woman; religion rips off this veil. One can say that Her
smile reposes on every statue made of marble, and conversely that She is the Madonna sculpted in
the ages. The primordial chaos...is deified and becomes Her body.”*

The idea that “primordial chaos” or “earthly chaos” would need to be prepared for Sophia’s
descent directly mirrors the more straightforward notion that the artist transforms the “chaos” of
their physical materials into the eventual art work, which would then become a suitable vessel of
spiritual content (or an “icon” of Sophia). In many places Bely directly associates the (Dionysian)
“primordial chaos” itself with Russia, its countryside and people, and the (Apollonian) “shaping
techniques” that the artist uses to sculpt this chaos into Sophia with the West. This idea was
common among Morozova’s circle, with those emphasizing the refinement of artistic technique
associated with German (or French) culture and those with an eye to the chaotic sources of art more
associated with neo-Slavophilism. Morozova was personally very close to Emil, with whom she
created a large and unfortunately unpublished correspondence. Yet, as she wrote to the Solovyovian
philosopher Evgeny Trubetskoy in 1913, “at its root, [Emil’s] view of art is foreign to me: he is more
of an aesthete and ‘Apollonian,” while I cannot accept art in any way other than through the religious

and ‘Dionysian’ in it, which seems to me to be closer to the wortld soul.”” Clearly there was

disagreement as to the extent to which Western forms were needed for the expression of the

53 He also included her in his great natrative poem, “Pervoe svidanie” (“First Encountet”), twenty years later as the
character with the surname “Zorina” (“zorya” was the way he spelled the Russian word for “dawn,” typically zarya). She
was the “dawn” of 1901 for him in a very real way.

54 Bely, “Apocalypse,” in Mystical, 92.

5 Quoted in Mitchell, Orphans, 132. The “world soul” is another Solovyovian term for Sophia.
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“religious and Dionysian” content of art—the philosophers in Morozova’s circle were ultimately less
interested in Western artistic forms than the Symbolists themselves, who had to find ways to actually
shape mystical visions and Dionysian chaos into recognizable forms.

A fundamental aspect of Symbolist theory concerned precisely this problem of how to come
back down “to earth” from the heights of mystical experience, so that actual human art could be
created and those experiences given earthly form. The question becomes how to intelligibly convey
mystical insight without sacrificing it to purely formal aesthetic concerns. Medtner himself stressed
this exact point late in life in his notes on what to revise in his book: “All our art should be nothing
other than parables accessible in form to everyday understanding. But the words of these parables
should not lose their original divine content. Parables should not be understood as religious
preaching. Many religious sermons use worn-out empty words and are devoid of divine content.””

Bely himself stresses this point in his article on Medtner’s Goethe lieder. While he had some
musical literacy from childhood piano lessons, he certainly did not feel comfortable discussing music
in any kind of technical depth. He instead embarks on a discussion of the similar mystical
inclinations that Medtner and Goethe both express within their creative work, despite their temporal
distance. He first claims that Goethe succeeds in bringing the “ineffable” stuff of the heavens back
down to earth—clothing it with comprehensible “earthly” words and clear “religious forms and
images” for the benefit of normal folk. Surprisingly, Bely does not think that Beethoven
accomplished the same task, declaring that the great German composer never descended from the

heavens.” Thus Medtner is Goethe’s true musical “contemporary’ rather than Beethoven:
y

5 Medtner, “Postscript to Muza i moda,” from Medtner’s Moscow archive—teproduced with attribution in Flamm,
Metner, 246-47. “Bce Harre HCKyCCTBO AOAMKHO OBITH HITYEM HHBIM KaK IIPUTIAMI AOCTYIIHBIMHU II0 (DOPME KHTEHCKOMY
ronuMaHno. Ho cAOBa 9THX IIPUTY HE AOAKHBL yTPAYHBATH CBOCIO HAYAABHOIO DOKECTBEHHOIO CoAepanms. [Toa
LIPATYAMH HE CACAYET Pa3yMETh PEAHTHO3HYIO IIPOIOBEAb. MHOTIHE pEAHUIIO3HBIC IIPOIIOBEAR ITOAB3YIOTCH HCTCPTHIME
ITyCTBIMU CAOBAMI M AHIIIEHBI OOKECTBEHHOIO COACPKAHIA.”

57 Medtner would certainly not agree with this characterization of Beethoven’s music as detached from earthly forms and
images. Nevertheless, Bely’s assessment of Beethoven seems indicative of a broader opinion of Beethoven as an
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There is something in Medtner’s music that involuntarily links it with Goethe’s poetry.
Beethoven did not genuinely coincide with Goethe. Beethoven dwelled in the “stars,”
without the promise of descending down to earth. In Goethe, on the contrary, the promise
of the ineffable gradually resounds for us, now resurrected again in our souls and objectified
by us in religious forms and images. The new religious consciousness in its secret sources is
providentially connected with Goethe. He possesses a prophetic, immortal, cheerful
seriousness. It is with this cheerful seriousness that Medtner’s talent is endowed. [In “Selige
Sehnsucht”] Goethe speaks as if of this seriousness:

And as long as you do not have it—

This: die and becomel!

You are only a gloomy guest

On the dark earth.”

That is why Medtner’s choice of Goethe’s songs for romances is not accidental. It is caused

by a familial attraction to Goethe. Medtner and Goethe have an involuntary coincidence in

their experiences.”

Both Medtner and Goethe successfully accomplish the Symbolist imperative of both
“resurrecting” the ineffable within their souls and then “objectifying” in the forms of art. East and
West are united in their art. To Bely, they also share a similar approach to life which they express in
art, a certain “prophetic, cheerful seriousness” that he perceives in Goethe’s poem “Selige
Sehnsucht” [“Blessed Yearning”]. Here he quotes the final stanza, which is difficult to interpret on
its own. In the poem Goethe praises “the living thing that yearns for death in the flames,” just like a
moth, “eager for the light,” is burned in the candle’s flame. Those who are overcome by a “strange
feeling” in the presence of a “gleaming quiet candle,” no longer remain captive by the surrounding
shadows and are drawn upward by “new desires.” Goethe directly juxtaposes the candle’s light with
the dark gloom of night. Those without this deep mystical desire for the light will thus remain in
darkness, a “gloomy guest on the dark earth.” It might be natural to interpret this poem in light of a

dichotomy between radiant heavenly life and gloomy earthly life, and thus to think that earthly life

should be abandoned in an ascetic embrace of the spirit. However, this is not how Bely understood

extremely difficult and unapproachable composer. Both Bely and Margarita Morozova expressed in their memoirs that
Medtner helped them to “understand” Beethoven.

58 Bely had the original German.

5 Bely, see Appendix A.
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the message. Rather the opposite—the yearning for heavenly life is precisely what enables joyful
participation in earthly life. It enables the artist to develop “cheerful, prophetic seriousness” towards
life (in Bely’s Nietzschean formulation). The twin imperative, “die and become!” signifies the
attitude required to become something more than a “gloomy guest”—to instead become a full
participant in earthly life as a step on the way to heavenly life. Needless to say, this full participation
required the embrace of Western philosophy, poetry, and music as the fullest expression of
humanity on its way to becoming divine. The job of the creative artist is to spiritualize the earth, to
find the reflection of the heavens within it, to bring the eternal into the transient, to ultimately create
“heaven on earth.”®

This is precisely how Medtner understood his own job as a Symbolist composer. In print, he
repeated and expanded upon these very same ideas, while explaining the hidden mystical content
behind his Goethe settings in a program note for his 1909 House of Song recital. This short essay
(reproduced in Appendix B) is indisputable evidence that Medtner himself was not only intimately
acquainted with Symbolist and Russian religious thought,” but conceived of his music as direct
expression of it. Surveying songs from several different opuses, he places them all within a
Sophiological narrative in which each song serves as a step in the progression of the attainment of
mystical knowledge of, and union with, the earth. Medtner also reiterates Solovyov’s philosophy of
divine-humanity, in which humankind simultaneously participates in divine and earthly life—and
shows how Goethe anticipated the idea. Medtner also references the same Goethe poem, “Selige

Sehnsucht,” as Bely did above:

0 Bely was heavily influenced by the final chapter of Revelation and the idea of the coming union of heaven and earth in
the city of New Jerusalem. This book is a major source of his Sophianic imagery. For example, see Bely, “Apocalypse in

Russian Poetry,” in Mystical Essays.

¢! Indeed, the program note shows considerable debt to a variety of Bely’s essays, especially his Sophiological manifesto,

“Apocalypse in Russian Poetry,” which can be found in Mystical Essays, 87-104.
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“Be true to the earth, my friends!” — Nietzsche’s slogan® was inherited from Goethe.
The earth is God’s temple; earthly life is a symbol of Divine life. There is no way to Heaven
except through the earth;” Without participation in earthly life with its joy and suffering,
struggle and death, there is no communion [mpraacrtus] with eternal life. Man is the supreme
creation of the Earth; humanity is the highest expression of earthly life. “The more you feel
like 2 human being, the closer you are to the gods”—in the words of Goethe.**

Goethe’s work shows the struggle for achieving this worldview. The first “Wandrers
Nachtlied”® expresses the state of the soul, tired of wandering in search of its fatherland, “a
gloomy guest on the dark earth,” sadly haunting the thresholds of life and powetless to
cross them (“An die Thiiren will ich schleichen”),*” passing by the eatthly in aesthetic
contemplation (“Im Voriibergehn”)....”

But the soul, which for a moment comes face to face with death, finds the strength
to partake of true life. “The fogs have broken, the sky has cleared... the distances have
converged, the earth is now visible!” (Gliickliche Fahrt).”

What follows will be a blessing, a consecration of the earth, the earthly, the human—
as a prototype of the Eternal Being (“Gleich und Gleich”, “So tanzet und springet™)”, a
solemn epithalamium for the matriage union with the earth (“Gefunden”).” The mother’s
chest is not crowded for her son and there is no need for trees to grow into the sky: isn’t the
Earth itself in Heaven?

But with true greatness, the poet meets and accepts death as both a rest (“Wanderers
Nachtlied II”;”* in contrast to the line, “There I rest with a brief silence,” in “So lasst mich
scheinen...”)” and as a return to the fatherland, and from there the poet sends greetings to
the living (“Geistesgruss™).™

Goethe’s poetry is thus used to express Medtner’s interpretation of what Martha Kelly deemed
Russian modernism’s “Sophianic task,” the transfiguration of the earthly material world into

heavenly, “holy flesh.” There are many pitfalls possible in this task—Medtner’s mentions falling into

2 From the third chapter of the prologue to Nietzsche’s Alo Sprach Zarathustra. Bely himself had a couple months eatlier
quoted this exact line from Nietzsche in his own House of Song lecture, a Sophiological piece entitled “Song of Life.”

93 Vyacheslav Ivanov also frequently put forth similar ideas in his lectures and writings. For example, in his 1905 “The
Symbolics of Aesthetic Principles,” he wrote: “We who are born of the earth are able to perceive Beauty only in the
categories of earthly beauty. The Soul of the Earth is our Beauty. Thus there is no beauty for us if we break the
commandment: ‘Remain faithful to the Earth.”” See Vyacheslav Ivanov, Sekcted Essays, 8.

%4 This quote is the second half of Goethe’s aphorism, “Halte dich nur im stillen rein, Und laB3 es um dich wettern; Je
mehr du fihlst, ein Mensch zu sein, Desto dhnlicher bist du den Géttern.” It was one of Emil Medtnet’s favorite quotes.
See his letter to Bely of June 3-8, 1905, in Bely-E. Medtner, Perepiska, 1, 518-523.

% Medtnet’s Op. 15/1.

% Goethe’s “Selige Sehnsucht,” final stanza.

o7 Op. 15/2.

8 Op. 6/4.

® Op. 15/8.

0 Op. 15/11 and 15/5.

 Op. 6/9.

2 0p. 6/1.

73 Medtner’s note. He did not set this famous poem, in which the subject does not accept death, wishing for eternal
youth.

7 Op. 15/12.
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pure “aesthetic contemplation” in which the divine source of earthly beauties is forgotten. But,
Goethe helps us to achieve the proper “worldview”—to attain “true life” which entails the
“consecration” of the earth as a symbol of Heaven and its ultimate union with it.

Here Medtner refers Goethe’s “Wandrers Nachtlied II”” (examined above) as the expression
of the acceptance of death—thus confirming that he interprets the word “Ruh” to be a metaphor
for death, which the poet “meets and accepts with true greatness.” By placing the poem in the same
context as “Selige Sehnsucht,” Medtner constructs a broader worldview out of Goethe’s poetry. The
mantra from this latter poem, “Die and becomel,” must be embraced in order to not be a “gloomy
guest on this dark earth,” but to instead partake in earthly life as a “prototype for Eternal being.”
This embrace of the possibility of spiritualized and transfigured life leads to what Bely identifies as
Goethe’s (and Medtner’s) “cheerful, prophetic seriousness.” In the program note, Medtner
compares the embrace of earthly life (“with its joy and suffering, struggle and death”) as the way to
heavenly life; whereas, “yearning for destruction” or “rushing to the Sun” can only result in the
denial of both heavenly and earthly life. The rejection of Western, “human,” culture for the embrace
of Russian, “divine” monastic aestheticism can only lead to destruction.

In his setting of Goethe’s “Wandrers Nachtlied II,” Medtner expresses this cheerful

seriousness and “blessed yearning” with an interesting harmonic trick (Example 3.7).
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Example 3.7. Medtner, “Wandrers Nachtlied IL,” Op. 6/1, mm. 1-6.

The song begins with three bars on the tonic, Eb major, with slow, soft echoing effects in the piano
generating a sense of quiet stillness. The voice enters on hypnotically-repeated B-flats™ and reveals
Medtner’s characteristic attentiveness to the rhythm of the text, as he uses a duple grouping for the
second beat of the 9/8 bar. Actually, this is more than simple “attentiveness,” but constitutes an
intriguing and unusual scansion that can be seen as part of his interpretation of the text. Consider
that Schubert, in his famous setting (Example 3.8), places “liber” on the downbeat with agogic stress

on the first syllable.”” Here, Medtner places “liber” on an offbeat and gives slightly longer note values

75 This is likely an homage to Schubert, who also opens his vocal line on repeated B-flats, despite the fact that the song is
in a different key.
76 Schumann in his setting does so as well.
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to the following word, “allen.” Furthermore, Schubert (and Schumann as well) places the first
syllable of “Gipfeln” on an elongated strong beat, whereas Medtner quickly runs past the word,
landing with extreme stress on “Ruh.” Thus Medtner’s rhythmic reading subtly emphasizes the
conceptual idea that “...all ... is peace” at the expense of the landscape imagery of “Over...the
mountain peaks.” This is further emphasized by the sforzando on “Ruh” and the repetition of “ist

Ruh” without the preceding words in mm. 5-6.”
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Example 3.8. Franz Schubert, “Wandrers Nachtlied,” Op. 96/ 3, mm. 1-7.

The intrusion of chromatic notes in bar 4 of Medtner’s setting (Example 3.7) leads to the
chord circled in red. This chromatic chord resolves by way of diminished third to the tonic (E-flat
major) on the downbeat of the next bar. A diminished third chord is the inversion of the more
common augmented sixth chord. Either way, both of these chords are classified in tonal theory as
predominants. That is, they are used to establish the dominant chord (which in this song would be
Bb major) in a cadence. The musically-attuned ear would thus hear the E-flat major chord on the
downbeat of bar 5 as a dominant triad (of IV) rather than a tonic triad. Medtner, however, continues

the music as if Eb is still the tonic (here heading back to the same diminished third chord again in

77 Neither Schubert or Schumann repeat these words, although the repeat other parts of the poem.
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bar 6). The result—which anyone can easily hear—is that the Eb tonic resounds with the brightness,
directedness, and tension of a dominant, rather than the calm relaxation of the tonic. The “peace” of
the tonic is combined with the dominant’s sense of movement. Medtner employs this same

harmonic twist again at the end of the song, at the culmination of a large climax (Example 3.9).
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Example 3.9. Medtner, “Wandrers Nachtlied II,” Op. 6/1, mm. 13-18.

The idea of employing a triple forte climax in a song about the peace and stillness of
nature—indeed, right on the words “Soon you to shall rest’—certainly would not occur to most
composers (indeed, Schubert “crescendos” from pianissimo to piano). However, to Medtner, this
song is not really about the peace and stillness of nature, but about the attainment of death and

resurrection in and through nature—about “rest and a return to the fatherland.” The reprisal of the
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circled chord at the height of climax further imbues that glowing brightness and energetic
movement typically associated with the dominant, that feeling of movement beyond, into the feeling of
“rest” characteristic of the tonic itself—JS%rb und Werde

In his House of Song program note, Medtner constructs a Sophiological theory about the
importance of union with the earth for religious salvation based in the transfiguration of the earthly.
In his theory, he posits several different kinds of relationships that one can have with the earth, all
of which he depicts in his music. In Russian Symbolism, the earth is often understood to be
inhabited by feminine “World Soul,” or Sophia, as the object of humanity’s sacred love. Indeed,
most or all of Medtner’s nature and love poetry settings serve as religious metaphors for mankind’s
relationship with the earth and employ many common symbols of Sophia—e.g. as muse, as nature
herself, as a flower, as the dawn.”® His settings of love poetry can also be read in this context, with
elegiac expressions of love lost representing humanity’s separation from the earth or from Sophia,
and ecstatic expressions of love gained as reunion with the earth or Sophia. This is precisely how
Medtner’s interprets his own song settings in the program note.

He explains that there are obstacles to the establishment of the proper relationship between
humanity and the earth. When a poem depicts one of these obstacles, Medtner will treat it in a tragic
ot elegiac manner. The “gloomy guest on this dark earth” could be “sadly haunting the thresholds of
life, powerless to cross them.” Perhaps this tired wanderer has succumbed to viewing the earthly
Sophia as an aesthetic object rather than the object of genuine, mystical union. Or perhaps the earth
is viewed as a “trifle, as amusement—an attitude towards the earth not as 2 mother and bride, but as

a harlot.”” The “soul” must give rather than take. The proximity of death can help: “But the soul,

78 Flamm also recognizes the fundamental nature of Medtnet’s choice of poetic subjects as religious metaphors, but he
does not perceive the Sophiological dimension to Medtner’s work. See Flamm, Metner, 177.

7 The biblical image of the harlot (or whore) from Revelation 17 appears in Bely’s “Apocalypse in Russian Poetry” as
the enemy of Sophia and again in Medtner’s book as the enemy of the Muse.
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which for a moment comes face to face with death, finds the strength to partake of true life....the
earth is now visible!” Then there follows the consecration of the earth—the “prototype of the
Eternally Existing.” Marriage with the earthly Sophia brings about the union of heaven and earth—
”isn’t the Barth itself in Heaven?”™

Peculiarities in Medtner’s songs can often be explained by reference to this Sophiological
scheme. Medtner’s setting of Goethe’s “Mailied,” the second song in his Op. 6 collection, is a great
example of this, and precisely the kind of text setting that confused Medtner’s critics, who viewed
his approach to poetry as bizarre. In Goethe’s poem we have what seems like a happy and carefree
pastoral love ditty, in which the subject is searching for his love at home and in the fields. The
beauty of nature reflects his buoyant mood and he seems to find his love snoozing in the grass at the

end:

Goethe, “Muailied’ Goethe, “May Song”

Zwischen Waizen und Korn,
Zwischen Hecken und Dorn,
Zwischen Baumen und Gras,
Wo geht’s Liebchen?
Sag mir das.
Fand mein Holdchen
Nicht daheim;
MuB das Goldchen
Draul3en sein;
Grlint und blihet
Schon der Mai,
Liebchen ziehet
Froh und frei.
An dem Felsen beim Fluf3,
Wo sie reichte den Kuf3,
Jenen ersten im Gras,
Seh ich etwas!
Ist sie das?

Between wheat and corn,
Between hedges and thorns,
Between trees and grass,
Where are you darling?
Tell me that.
1 did not find my little one
at home;
The little golden one
Must be outside;
Greening and blooming
Beautiful is May;
My darling frolics
Happy and free.
On the rock by the river,
Where she gave a kiss,
Right there in the grass,
I see something!
Is that her?

As we will see, however, Medtner sets this poem as a subtle tragedy. The music opens with a peppy
pastoral jaunt in E-flat major (Example 3.10). It is extremely folk-like as the melody is built from

short repeated motives with a compressed range, over a tonic pedal. Metrically, Goethe’s first three

80 All quotations drawn from my translation of Medtner’s House of Song program note in Appendix B.
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lines resemble a dolnik as the meter is irregular and an extra intra-ictic stress is inserted between the
second and third beat. Medtner’s subtly illustrates this poetic thythm by adding a sixteenth-rest on
the second eighth-note), so that the third poetic stress will fall on a strong beat (“Zwischen Waizen
... und Korn”). This effect creates a jittery feeling and prevents a smoothly flowing line. The
harmonization above the pedal constantly emphasizes ii (f-minor), generating a subtly melancholic

tinge and lack of harmonic motion that Medtner will soon transform into full-blown sadness.
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Example 3.10. Medtner, “Mailied,” Op. 6/2, mm. 1-8.

After a half-cadence in bar 12 (not shown), Medtner begins the phrase again (Example 3.11). This
time the little ditty builds up “con violenza”|!] to a cadence that spaces out in dreamy melancholy over
predominant harmony (mm. 15-17), slowing down the music tremendously. So far, the lack of
harmonic motion and functional fifth-relations in the bass has made this music sound distinctly folk-
like. Clearly, the poetic subject has stopped swiftly wandering in the wheat and corn and has turned

inward with anxious hope. Note that the Db in the vocal line in bar 14, while ostensibly part of the
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V7/IV harmony, sticks out like a sore thumb (and resolves to the omnipresent f-minor, ii7). At the
end of Example 3.11, notice the key change. Here, Medtner does something quite unusual (for
himself): he modulates with no preparation to a completely unrelated key: C#-minor.” This tonic
note is the enharmonic equivalent of the mysterious Db from bar 14, so he did hint at what was to
come. The next section (bar 20) begins with another “stanza” with no vocal part, reflecting the

poetic subject desperately rushing to and fro in search of the beloved.
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Example 3.11. Medtner, “Mailied,” Op. 6/2, mm. 13-22.

81 Typically Medtner accomplishes his modulations with smooth voice leading. The extra sharp in this case indicates C#-
dorian.
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This piano interlude and the poem’s inner octet (offset in chart) is set in this distantly related C#-
minor, with the pastoral mood evaporating (Example 3.12). Harmonically, he does something
extremely “Russian”: the music alternates between the tonic, C#-minor, and the major subtonic
(bVII), B-major. This rocking back and forth between major and minor key centers a whole step
apart is one of the most distinctive practices of Russian folk song commonly employed by the
mighty kuchka. Furthermore, our C#-minor is technically in the Dorian mode (sharp scale degree-

6)—another Russian folksong touch.
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Example 3.12. Medtner, “Mailied,” Op. 6/2, mm. 28-31.

After this episode in C#-minor, Medtner returns back to tonic to recapitulate the opening material.
This time he does not repeat the opening phrase, but instead drives directly to another “con violenza”
climax (Example 9), with temporal stretching. This is similar to its equivalent in Example 2, but with
one major exception—right at the moment when the dominant is resolving to the tonic (mm. 51-
52), Medtner introduces a big, honking Db in the bass (ILH). This may not look like much on paper,
but to the seasoned ear sounds something like getting jabbed with a needle. Cleatly the poetic
subject did not find his lass. This Db is, of course, the same note as C# from the song’s B section—

providing an “organic” coherence to the music’s form.
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Example 3.13. Medtner, “Mailied,” Op. 6/2, mm. 46-55.

With this Goethe setting, Medtner transforms what should be a little love lyric into a subtly
orchestrated tragedy of hope, doubt, anxiety, and despair over not finding one’s loved one
anywhere. Bely claimed that this song “reveals Nietzsche’s demonism (which spontaneously grew
out Goethe).” By “demonism” Bely refers to Goethe’s notion of the “demon” as a supernatural
being of the earth who is neither good nor evil, but otherwise detached from the divine source of
life—an eternal wanderer. In Medtner’s scheme, the subject is a wanderer on the earth, perhaps a
Goethean “demon,” in search of love as a “trifle, an amusement” and refusing to heed the call of the
Earth as divine “mother and bride,” instead continuing to search for something else to no avail—
this is “the state of the soul that takes, but does not give itself.”

With this early Goethe setting, Medtner employed a musical style with elements drawn from

the nineteenth-century Russian folk-song tradition and expressive of a Sophiological theory

82 Appendix A.
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developed by Solovyov and his Russian followers. He did this through the setting of an obscure
Goethe text with enough deviations from the prevailing trochaic meter so at to give the impression
of a dolnik or accentual verse. Medtner’s adoption of Goethe did not constitute a rejection of his
homeland, but was reflective the Symbolist’s syncretic embrace of Western forms of art in order to

convey the religious foundations of life.

A Russian Brahms?

Medtner’s love of Pushkin (and later of Tyutchev and Fet, along with Lermontov) reflected
the Symbolist’s reevaluation of their own poetic heritage, as they prioritized those metaphysical and
lyrical poets who suffered at the hands of socially-committed realist critics in the 1860s-80s. Medtner
did not, however, attempt a similar revision of the Russian musical canon. He applied the same
standards of formal creativity to his evaluation of Russian music as he did of poetry, and he did not
find much to appreciate: in the same 1903 letter to Emil quoted above, Nikolay declared that even
his great nineteenth-century predecessors, Tchaikovsky and Musorgsky, seemed “burdened” by
form, as if it was “a lesson they learned.”” While he appreciated much of Russian literature, he
turned to the West for its musical heritage. This preference for German music over Russian was not
unusual for Medtner’s literary milieu and was actually standard among the Symbolists. Rosamund
Bartlett notes that, “while [Vyacheslav] Ivanov adored the music of Beethoven more than any other,
and Bely worshipped Schumann, Blok would have unhesitatingly declared that Wagner was his
favorite composer.”™ Thus, to love German music was a perfectly “Russian” thing to do at the time,

not something restricted to the Medtners with their German heritage.

8 N. Medtner to E. Medtner, 5 August 1903, Pis’za 49. This evaluation, of course, was extremely common and was a
major reason why Russian music in general struggled to gain a foothold in the German-centered scholarly canon of
Western music. Later in his life, Medtner embraced his Russian predecessors as great composers, but still never elevated
them to the level of Beethoven or Wagner.

8% Rosamund Bartlett, Wagner and Russia (Cambridge University Press, 1995), 195. As for Bely, his love of Schumann and
other German composers (Schubert, Beethoven) was enhanced through his friendship with the Medtners, but even
before he met them, Bely already loved Wagner and Grieg.
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Nikolay’s assessment of German composers was based entirely on the professional
evaluation of innovative handling of musical form—recall that for Bely, the Western mastery of
artistic form was precisely the reason why its heritage must be studied and adopted by Russia for the
expression of mysticism and prophecy. Medtner’s discussion of his favorite composers almost
always centers around their mastery of form. As he wrote to Emil, his most beloved musical idols
were Beethoven and Wagner, “who were themselves positively form in the flesh, whose every step
becomes an archetype, a clearly tangible form—and even if they break the law, the result becomes
the law, that is, if they deviate from a form they have already exhausted, it is only in order to create a
new one.”® This idea that Beethoven was “form in the flesh” whose every step resulted in the
creation of new forms, strongly prefigures Bely’s own programmatic declaration at the end of his
1907 lecture, “The Art of the Future.” Here Bely solves the problems of Symbolist artistic creation
in one fell swoop: “Here is the answer for the artist: if he wishes to remain an artist but not cease to
be a man, he must become his own artistic form. Only this form of creation still holds out the
promise of salvation.”® Was the “art of the future,” then, actually with us the whole time? Bely
actually declares a resounding “yes” to this question at the end of his 1909 essay “The Emblematics
of Meaning” (in which he tried to systematically ground his theory of Symbolism in Neo-Kantian
philosophy). He concludes that, ““The novelty of contemporary art lies precisely in the enormous
quantity of past material that has all at once emerged before us. We are experiencing today, in our
art, all ages and all nations. The life of the past is now actually rushing by right before us. This is

because we are now standing on the edge of a great future.””’

8 N. Medtner to E. Medtner, 5 August 1903, Pis'ma 49. “berxoseny, Baraepy, KoTopbie ObIAH IOAOKHTEABHO CAMH
opMOIT BO TIAOTH, Y KOTOPBIX KAXKABIN IIIAT €CTh 00pas3, popmMa, COBEPIIIEHHO OTIETAHMBO OCA3AEMASA, Fl €CAH OHH AAKCE
COBEPIAIOT OE33aKOHME, TO ITO 3aKOH, T[0] [CTB] €CAM OHHM OTCTYIIAFOT OT (DOPMEI, KOTOPYIO YK€ HCUEPITAAH, TO TOABKO
AASL TOTO, 9TOOBL CO3AATH HOBYIO.”

8 Bely, Selected Essays, 202.

87 Ibi., 197.
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In the same vein, Blok penned the lines, “I seek strange and new things on the pages/ Of
old and familiar books.”® And, indeed, his favorite “old and familiar books” were the librettos to
Wagner operas (in both German and Russian), which he memorized and quoted in his poetry.*”” At
the turn of the century, Wagner was in vogue in Russia, and Blok never missed a performance
(seeing his beloved Sophia in Briinnhilde).” The Medtners’ Wagner-mania (including trips to
Bayreuth) was thus not particularly unusual. What was unusual, however, was the way in which
Nikolay accounted for Wagner’s significance—holding him aloft as a principled master of form (in
the same breath as Beethoven, no less). This is one of Medtner’s most idiosyncratic, but revealing,
opinions.”" At the time, Wagnet’s music dramas were often characterized as formless expanses of
meandering tonalities and endless chromatic sequences—the point of the music lay not in its form
but in its colorful effects and direct emotional impact. Medtner’s criticism of contemporary
modernism was based precisely on the dislike of these same attributes popularly ascribed to Wagner.
Instead, he found in Wagner’s scores (which he studied at the piano) a new level of formal cohesion
built from extensive thematic development.

Such a view would have stumped Russian music critics at the time, who ubiquitously the
following basic dichotomy between Brahms and Wagner as a means to categorize new musical
trends. The “Brahmsian” approach prioritized strict form and contrapuntal writing (often seen as
boring), while “Wagnerians” pursued coloristic and harmonic effects (fun). Thus, Medtner was
always and explicitly lumped in with the Brahmsians—much to his own personal frustration and

dismay.” But, there is 2 more obvious reason why critics would never think to place Medtner within
y > y

8 Blok, Poems of Sophia, 102. The poem was written in 1902.

89 He also carefully studied Wagner’s theoretical writings and based his own theoretical articles on them. See Rosamund
Bartlett, “Wagner and the Russian Symbolists: Aleksandr Blok,” in Wagner and Russia, 195-217.

% Indeed, in a letter of June 1903 to his fiancée, Blok wrote that his “Lady” is like that “naive and uncultured, ultra-
German passion, i.e., the German passion of the Valkyries and the Gods.” See Bartlett, Wagner, 201.

91 He repeats this assessment in his book thirty years later, as well.

92 Medtner frequently disavowed any affinity between his work and Brahms’s in his letters. Although his judgment was
surely motivated to some extent by the desire to break free from being constantly stereotyped as Brahmsian.
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the Beethoven-Wagner tradition. As Finnish composer and critic Ernst Pingoud put it in 1910,
“Characteristic of Medtner’s essence is the avoidance of the orchestra, this giant instrument that
every musician today aspires to and for which every ‘modern talent’ believes he can only create...
From the outset, Medtner’s piano music must seem somewhat strange in Russia, because it does not
have the full, rich sound of Russian masters.”” Since Beethoven and Wagner were masters of the
orchestra in their day, and all the trends of modern music were predicated precisely on the massively
expanding capacity of the orchestra at the turn of the century, Medtner’s rejection of that “giant
instrument” was almost tantamount for many critics to the rejection of music itself, especially of the
Russian variety.

Despite the fact that the mighty kuchka (and Glinka himself) all wrote songs and piano
music, continuing to do so in the 1900s was not only a sign of Germanness, but the wrong kind of
Germanness. Indeed, the question for Russian critics was not solely “German versus Russian,”
but—which kind of Germanness (Brahms or Wagner)? And, despite Wagner’s later association with
German nationalism in its most vile form, before World War I it was he who seemed (much) closer
to Russian hearts. Indeed, to the critic Boris Popov, the question was one of “blood”: “There is too
much German blood in Medtner. Not that Wagnerian blood which slowly flamed with the
boundless languor of Tristan, but good, healthy German blood—alien to the Slavic, almost
Chopinian sophistication of the aristocratically-refined Scriabin...”””* As we know from Bely’s letters

with Emil, he was outraged by Popov’s assessment, and, in response, he penned a powerfully

9 Pingoud, “Metner,” in Flamm, 281. “Es ist charakteristisch fiir Medtners Wesen, daf3 es dem Orchester, dem
Rieseninstrument, zu dem jeder Musiker von heute hinstrebt und auf dem jedes ,,moderne Talent” glaubt nur schaffen
zu kénnen, firs erste aus dem Wege geht, Klaviermusik und Lieder schreibt dieser Kunstler. Von vornherein muf3
Medtners Klaviermusik in Rufiland etwas befremdend wirken, denn sie hat durchaus nicht den vollen satten Klang
russischer Meister.”

% Botis Popov, “Pis’ma o muzyke, II. Noyabt’eskiya rosy,” 60. “Bb Meruepb canmxoms muoro mbmenxoit kposu. He
ol BaraepoBCKO# KpOBH, KOTOpast MEAACHHO IAaMeHbaa HeoObsATHBIMD TOMACHIeMD TprcTana, 2 XOPOLIEH,
3A0pOBOI HBMELKOI KpOBH, KOTOPOIT OAMHAKOBO UyKABL U CAaBsiHCKas, moutn [lonenoBckas yronaenHoCTb
aApUCTOKpaTHYecKu-n3bickaHHaro CkpabuHa, B :KaAHBIA aAKaHiA PeOnkosa.”
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evocative attack on critics of all kinds entitled, “Artists to Insulters.” Bely takes his religious
conception of artistic creativity to the absolute extreme, comparing artists with the crucified Christ,
and implicitly referencing Popov’s “analysis” of Medtner’s blood. Here is the opening salvo:

We, artists, address a word to you, the insulters. You have seen our dreams. You have fed on

our flesh. You have drunk our blood. You have turned our crucifixion, our unquenchable

fire, our pure prayers into mere seasoning for your bland days. Our spilled blood boiled with
the fire of creation: before you we presented our blood. At best you only liked the taste of
our blood. Now we hurl you our contempt, our rage, our indignation. Our blood, defiled by
you, cries out for vengeance!”

Whether in terms of “blood” or not, critics often associated Scriabin with Wagner and
Medtner with Brahms. They perceived Medtner’s mastery of musical form but typically failed to
perceive any kind of “Russian” or Symbolist mystical depth lurking behind it, which is, of course,
much more overt in Scriabin’s music to begin with. The comparison of the two morphed into a
dichotomy in which each composer was associated with diametrically opposed traits. Comparisons
between the two composers became common enough that by 1911, the critic Yury Engel declared:
“After Scriabin, Medtner. The two names that first come to mind when you think about the best in
contemporary Russian music, and when dreaming of its future.””® Of course, Engel’s own reviews
helped to generate this impression, as he never missed the chance to compare the two composers. In
1906, he first drew the battlelines between the two camps:

Scriabin is close to Chopin and Wagner; in his music, subjective above all, one almost always

hears some kind of breakdown, some kind of pathos, not always deep, but always ardent,

poignant. Medtner’s music is distinguished, on the contrary, by contemplativeness. ..
everywhere in him one senses some kind of objectivity, I would even say restraint,

% Andrey Bely, “Xyaoxuuxu ockopbureanm,” in Iesy, no. 1 (Jan 1907): 53-56. “MsbI, XyAOKHHKH, K BAM, OCKOPOHTEAM,
obparraeM cA0BO. Bel BuaeAn Haru cHbL Ber murasucs Hareil maoturo. Ber mman Hamry kposs. Ber oGpatuan B
IIPHUIIPABY K IPECHBIM AHAM BAILINM HAIIN KPECTHBIC MYYCHNS, HAIIl HEYTACHMBII OTOHb, HAIIH YHCThIe MOANTBBL. Harmra
IIPOAUBAEMAS KPOBb 3aKUIIAAA OTHEM TBOPYECTBA: IIEPEA BAMH MBI OOHAKAAH KPOBb. B AydIliemM caydae BaM HPaBHACH
TOABKO BKyC Haieil kposu. Heiae GpocaeM BaM Harlle IIpespeHne, HaIIy SpOCTh, HAIIIEC HeroAoBanue. Kposp Haima,
OCKBepHEHHAs Bamu, o mineHuu Borwmet!” Accessible here: http://azlib.ru/b/belyj_a/text_14_1907_arabesky.shtml.
For Emil and Bely’s discussion of the Popov, see letters #131, 132, 136 in Bely-E. Medtner, Perepiska, 1.

% Yuly Engel, Review of Medtner’s 7 March 1911 recital, reproduced in Flamm, Mezner, 298. “3a Cxpabumsim MetHep.
ABa MMEHM, KOTOPBIC B YHCAC IIEPBBIX IIPUXOAAT B TOAOBY, KOTAA AYMACIIb O AYYIIIEM HACTOAIEM PYCCKOH MYy3BIKH,
MedTaerb 00 ee Oyayrem.”
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reminiscent of the classics. In this respect, Medtner is closest to the German neoclassicist,
the “serious, severe” Brahms.”

Another anonymous reviewer of the same concert combined Engel’s “contemplativeness” and
“objectivity” into one, expressing surprise that a young composer could even possess such an
attribute: “the general character of the composer’s work is objective and contemplative (Brahms),
but not personal and Romantic, to which most new composers are attributed.”” Given that
Medtner’s Symbolic mysticism was always expressed through the subtleties of form, meter, and
thematic transformation, rather than through large orchestras awash in colors and gesturing to the
beyond through novel harmonies.

Bely celebrates this austere quality of Medtner’s music as a necessary component of his
Symbolist expression. He argues that there is always a danger for the “genuinely new” to be
confused with that which only seems new due to particularities of appearance. Thus, Medtner’s
continued cultivation of Classical form is an integral component of the music’s novelty: “In order
not to confuse the genuinely new that Medtner’s work gives us with the musical anxiousness and
nervousness that surrounds us, the young composer clothes it in a strict, completely definite form.”””
To Bely, then, the “objective-contemplative,” formalist element in Medtner’s music serves as
important “clothing” for its novel mystical content, which is contained in the musical themes:

Medtner is a true tragedian in music, just as Beethoven was. This element of pure tragedy

imparts a prophetic, providential meaning to his themes. Only where there is fazth in values is
struggle possible, and tragedy is a flight through horror. Medtner’s themes soar wingedly

97 Yuly Engel, Review of Medtner concert of 7 November 1906, reproduced in Flamm, Mezner, 262. “Cxpsbun
npumbikaet k [Ilomeny u Baruepy; B ero mMyssike, CyObeKTHBHOI IIPEKAE BCETO, TIOYTH BCETAA 3BYYHT KAKAA-TO
HAAAOMACHHOCTB, KAKON-TO 11achoc, He BCErAd PAYOOKHIA, HO BCETAA IIBIAKUI, ocTpbiil. Myssika MeTHepa oTamuaeTcs,
HA000POT, CO3EPLATEABHOCTBIO; AACT AU ABTOP KAPTHHKH HACTPOCHUS, HU3AUBACT AM CTPACTD CEPbE3HBIM A3BIKOM
COHATHI, IIOBECTBYET AM CKA3KH UAH ITOCT AU(HUPAMOEL, -- BE3AC YYBCTBYETCA B HEM KAKaA-TO OOBEKTHBHOCTD, f OBI AdKe
CKAa3aA CTPOTrOCTb, HAIIOMHIHAIOIIAA KAACCHKOB. B aTOM oTHOImIeHnn MetHep OAmke BCEro K HEMEIIKOMY HEOKAACCHKY
,»ceppesHomy”” Bpamcy, B HeM Aaie eCTh 9epTa CyXOCTH, CTOAD XapakTtepHad Ard Bpamca.”

% [N. N.], Review of Medtner concert of 7 November 1906, reproduced in Flamm, Mener, 264. “V13 Bcero Takoit BEIBOA:
fe1s)inszars XAPAKTEP TBOPYECTBA KOMIIO3UTOPA 061>eKTHBH0—c03epuaTeAmeﬁ (bpamc), HO He AMYHO-POMAHTHYIECKHUIH, K
KOTOPOMY IIPUYHCAAIOT OOABILIMHCTBO HOBBIX KOMITO3HTOPOB.”

9 Ibid.
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over the insurmountable abysses of the spirit. Medtner is perhaps the only Russian composer
who affirms rather than destroys life."”

With this Nietzschean discussion of Medtner and tragedy, Bely invokes the language and ideas of his
earlier essay “Symbolism as a World View.”'""" Here, a “tragedian” is defined as someone who
perceives the essential (Dionysian) chaos of life bubbling beneath the calm superficiality of surface
forms.'"” Medtner grants us artistic images “whose purpose is no longer to arouse a feeling of
beauty, but rather to develop the observer’s capacity to see for himself the prototypical meaning of
these images in the very phenomenon of life.””"”

While few other critics perceived the “prototypical meaning” of Medtner’s themes and his
ability to transform chaos into artistic forms of life, some did register that the music was seemingly
about something “other” than the musical surface itself. The recycled trope that Medtner’s music is
“objective-contemplative” refers to the perception that Medtner’s music is about “ideas” rather than
“sensations.” It tries to depict something “behind” the music rather than to only please the audience
with beautiful sounds and colors. As Grigory Prokofiev explained it in a review of Medtner’s January
1909 premiere of, inter alia, his second album of Goethe lieder (Op. 15): “I have to note the
objective-contemplative nature of Medtner’s art: he does not speak about his experiences, he does
not convey the mood of the text, but illuminates it in light of a general view of life and creativity, of

which each song is a separate manifestation.”'™ Here Prokofiev unconsciously hits on the idea that

Medtner’s music is symbolic—expressive of a deeper, quasi-religious worldview. Of course Medtner

100 Thid.
101 Written in 1903 after he wrote “On Theurgy” and published a year later in Worid of Art. See Bely, Selected Essays, 73-
92.

102 Ibid., 84.

103 Ibid., 79.

104 T'oraa e MHE IIPHIIAOCH OTMETUTH OOBEKTUBHO-CO3EPLATCABHBIN XapakTep TBopuecTBa MeTHEpa: OH FOBOPHUT HE O
CBOMX IEPEKUBAHUAX, OH IIEPEAACT HE HACTPOEHHE TEKCTA, 4 OCBEIIACT €r0 CBETOM ODIIETO B3TASAA HA KU3HB 1
TBOPYECTBO, OTAEABHBIM IIPOABACHUEM KOTOPOTO ABAACTCA AAHHAA IeCHA.”
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conveys “experiences” and “moods” in his text settings, but not necessarily the ones that the
audience (not privy to the inner significance of the text) would be expecting.

However, some critics viewed Medtner’s music as purely far too beholden to Western forms
and to German classicism, and thus, in direct contradiction of Bely’s view, utterly detached from the
creative tensions and possibilities inherent in the modern condition. This is precisely the argument
that the music critic Boris Popov put forth in his review of Medtner’s November 1906 concert,

/) 105

published in the Symbolist magazine Pereva/’. This angry little essay was really a disguised polemic

aimed at Bely’s article on Medtner’s Goethe lieder from April. Popov was a proponent of the latest
musical modernisms, and, like all modernist critics, he had his own pet composer he wanted to
promote—Vladimir Rebikov (and he would soon abandon Team Rebikov for Team Scriabin).
Outraged at the attention Medtner was receiving in contemporary literary circles, and equally upset

that his music was sometimes lambasted by conservative critics as “decadent” when it does not

“deserve” it,'"

Popov tried to set the record straight:

The name of this composer, the name of Medtner, is often mentioned in one or two (non-
musical) magazines, where he is considered an innovator; in some circles, again unrelated to
music, Medtner is compared with Scriabin and even with Rebikov. Professional musicians,
keepers of ossified traditions, in the vast majority know nothing about Medtner or speak of
him half-condescendingly, half-contemptuously, grumbling about this dangerous “young
man,” who allegedly encroached upon the established boundaries. And completely
undeservedly!"”

105 Boris Popov, “Pis’ma o muzyke, II. Noyabr’eskiya rosy,” Pereval/ 2 (Nov 1906), 58-61.

106 Indeed, early reviews of Medtner’s work lumped him with the degenerate youth breaking all the rules of musical
composition. Like Rachmaninoff, Medtner was often condemned as either disturbingly modern or hopelessly
anachronistic. For a famous example, here is Cesar Cui’s condemnation of Rachmaninoff’s 15t Symphony (premiered in
1897): “If there were a conservatoire in Hell, if one of its talented students were instructed to write a program symphony
on ‘“The Seven Plagues of Egypt,” and if he were to compose a symphony like Mr. Rachmaninoff’s, then he would have
fulfilled his task brilliantly and delighted the inmates of Hell.” Rejected by both the conservatives and the modernists
alike, Rachmaninoff suffered from mental illness impeding his creativity. See Peter Franklin, “Reading the Popular
Pessimist,” in Rachmaninoff and His World, ed. Philip Bullock (University of Chicago Press, 2022), 2-25. The Cui quote can
be found on 24n19.

107 Boris Popov, “Pis’'ma o muzyke, II. Noyabt’eskiya rosy,” 59. “Mwms storo kommosuropa, ums MerHepa 9acto
HA3BIBAFOTD Bb OAHOMB, ABYXb (HE MY3EIKAABHBIXD) KYPHAAAXD, €IO TAMb CIUTAIOTH HOBATOPOMD Bb HBKOTOpPEIXD,
OIITH TAKH HEIPHYACTHBIXD Kb My3bIKB Kpyraxn MeTHepa comocTaBAfIOTD cO CKpAGHHBIMD 1 A2KE Cb PeOUKOBBIM®.
[MpodeccionarbHBIE My3BIKAHTBL, XPAHHTEAH OKOCTEHBBIINXD TpaAuLiil, Bb OrpOMHOMB GoAbIIHHCTED Huuero me
3HarOTh 0 MetHepb HAM OT3BIBAFOTCA O HEMD IIOAYCHUCXOAUTEABHO, IIOAYIIPE3PH TEABHO, OPIOXIKATD HA OIIACHATO

“MOAOAOTO,” IKOOBI IIOCATHYBIIATO 32 ycTaHOBACHHBIE Tpeababt. 1 coepruenno mesacayxenno!”
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On the contrary, for Popov, Medtner “knows nothing of the present” or of the “tension of the
modern soul.” This new modern life demands immediate expression in new forms of creativity—
dissolving the old rules and conventions which can no longer contain the “nightmarish appearances
of everyday life.”"” Bely’s demand for Dionysian chaos, for mystical visions of Eternity, to be
revealed in and through the highly developed Western formal heritage seems lost on Popov, who, in
any case, clearly does not perceive such depths in Medtner’s music.

Comparing Medtner to Rebikov and Scriabin, it becomes clear that Popov is sick and tired
of musical “form” in general. In a great illustration of the difference between Symbolists and
genuine modernists, Popov seeks formal dissolution and a complete break with the established
genres of the past:

But Medtner does not even know that refined languor in which the delicate, yearning soul of

Scriabin dissolves conventional forms.... Medtner will not follow Rebikov, he will be afraid

of cold whole-tone nightmares; he will carefully put a full-stop where Rebikov freezes with

the howling question of bold dissonance. Feeling as such is alien to Medtner, only feeling,
which Rebikov wrote on his banner, breaking forever with the architectonics of the
sonata.'”
Of course, Medtner and the Symbolists would be incredulous at Popov’s claims. One can image
their rejoinders: surely Pushkin felt the same “refined languor” as Scriabin? Surely Bach himself

engaged head-on the “howling question of bold dissonance”? If the modern soul is indeed faced

with ever more encroaching chaos and despair, then now is not the time to abandon the

108 Ibid., “Bb HAIIN TPEBOKHBIC AHH, KOTAQZ CYMEPKH OOrOBH CHOBa OIIyCTHAHCH HAa 3€MAFO, METHEpPD TUYErO HE 3HACTD
o HacroseMb. OHD He CABIHUATD, 9TO HAIPSKCHHOCTb COBPEMEHHOM AVIIIH, APOKAIICH, KAKD HATAHYTAsA CTPYHA,
30BETH Kb BBLBACHHO HOBBI (pOpMBI TBOpuecTBa. OHD He IOHNMAETD, YTO KOILIMAPHBIA BHBIIHOCTH ITOBCEAHEBHOCTH
CAHIIIKOMbB 32AABHAHM 3Ty AYIIY H 9TO OHA AOAYKHA, HAKOHEL[b, IIPOPBATHCA U 3aCBEPKATh HOBOH MY3BIKOH, MY3bIKOM
cebraaro, uerkaro prma, ApKOI 1 ACHON MOAOAIH, CTHXINHON mbsHOCTBIO AjoHHCa, KOTOparo nposuabas Hume...”
19 Ibid., “Ho MerHeps He 3HACTH AaKe U TOTO PaPUHUPOBAHHATO TOMACHIS, Bb KOTOPOMbB PasCTBOPACTH YCAOBHBIA
dopmer ToHKas ToCKyromas Ayina CkpsaouHa. ... MeTHeps He IOHACTD 332 PeOUKOBBIMD, OH'B IIOOOHTCH XOAOAL

B AOTOHHBIXD KOIIMAPOBD; OHD AKKYPATHO IOCTABUTH TOYUKY TaMb, IAD PeOHKOBD 3aCTBIHETD PHIAAFOIIIMD
Borpocomb cmbaaro Aucconarca. MeTHepy 9yKAO UYBCTBO, KAKD TAKOBOE, 72015K0 4)6¢160, KOTOpOe PeGHKOBD
HAITMCAAD HA CBOCMb 3HAMCHH, HABCETAA IIOPBABD Cb APXUTECKTOHUKOH COHATHL.”
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“architectonics of the sonata,” but to instead acquire the mastery to express modern chaos in and
through the strongest, the most classic, form.

In fact, this is precisely how Popov describes Medtner’s compositional practice. Despite his
prejudiced dismissal of him, Popov was the only critic at the time (that I know of), who actually
perceived in Medtner’s music a debt to Wagner—but the way in which Medtner uses Wagner strikes
Popov as utterly perverse:

Medtner is not afraid of Wagner. He does not fear chaos|!]. He closed the windows, he lit

the candles, and now calmly works through the legacy of Mozart and Haydn in his study,

turning it upside down beyond recognition. He studies Beethoven, takes, like everyone else,
something from Wagner (it is impossible not to do so these days), and writes... sonatas,
boldly vying with harmony. Medtner is not afraid of such consonances that would seem
incredible to the Classical sonata specialists, but he writes precisely sonatas.'"
Somehow, Popov, in his sarcastic frustration, has penned what most people would take as a
compliment—Medtner not only demonstrates mastery of Classical forms, but also boldly innovates
within in them by borrowing techniques from opera and fusing them into sonata practice. Clearly
Popov had some familiarity with the methods of the Symbolists, not surprising since he is publishing
in one of their journals. His complaint has nothing to do with the quality or effectiveness of
Medtner’s music, indeed he even acknowledges along with Bely that Medtner “does not fear chaos.”
But, like a typical modernist, Popov just cannot believe that someone could possibly write “sonatas”
in 1906 (did someone inform Scriabin?), for no reason other than sonatas have gone out of fashion.
Such a view was sacrilege to Medtner, who perceived sonata form as the direct, logical outgrowth of

the song—the true formal and mystical basis of all music, which itself grew organically from the

rules of tonal harmony: “The flowering of harmony inaugurated the flowering of song forms, from

10 Tbid., 60. “Merreps He Gomrest Barnepa. Ero me nyraers xaocs. OHDb 3aKpBIAD OKHA, OHB 32Ker'b CBBun 1 criokoino
nepe6npaeﬂ> BB cBoemMb kabmueTh HacabacTBO Momapra u 'afiama, mepeBepTrBas €ro A0 HeyzHapaemoctu. OHD
nsy4aeTb Berxosena, 6epers, kakp 1 BCh, koe-aro y Barnepa (neapss ke Bb Haw Bbkb 6€3b 9T0I0), M IHIIETD...
conarsl, cMmbAo coneprmvas cb rapmownieii. MeTHeps He GOHTCHA TAKUXD CO3BYHIN, KOTOPBIA IOKA3AAUCEH OB

HCB'EPOHTHBIMI/I KAACCHUKaM'b COHATHI, ITO OH'b ITUILIECTH UMEHHO conamet.”’
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which the sonata form gradually blossomed. The greatest representative of this form, Beethoven,
sang his sonatas and symphonies as a single song...”""!

Despite Emil’s outrage at Popov’s review, he likely would have agreed with the critic’s
assessment of Nikolay as a composer renewing the legacy of the German classics. Indeed, Emil not
only continually insisted that Medtner was a German composer, but that he was the only one who
could bring “Germanic” culture to its culmination, to a perfect end—by finishing in music what
Goethe had started in words. In Emil’s mind, Goethe’s greatest achievement was the Chorus
Mysticus at the end of Faust Part II. As discussed in Chapter Two, the Chorus Mysticus was one of
the primary German Romantic sources of Solovyov’s Sophiology. While Bely had begun to equate
Sophia with Russia herself in his theoretical essays, Emil sees Goethe’s “Ewig-Weibliche” (the Eternal
Feminine) as Germanic. In his mind, the only possible competitors to Faust for the title of pinnacle
of Germanic culture are Wagner’s Parsifal and Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, but neither of them attained
the complete perfection of Goethe himself. To Emil, apparently, only his brother can accomplish
the “Unbeschreibliche” and grant musical form to that eternal feminine who will “zieht uns hinan.”
He laid bare his expectations in a 1909 letter to his brother:

But only you can write the Chorus Mysticus. Be careful, don’t mess around! And may God

grant that I to live to see that moment when you will be the absolutely real conclusion of

Germanic creation; and then let everything perish in this terrible confusion of languages, this

ethnographic chaos called Europe (+Russia). Parsifal, of course, is Parsifal and not Faust;

Parsifal is the last great Germanic creation (or the penultimate, if we count Nietzsche’s

Zarathustra). But neither Parsifal nor Zarathustra are complete perfection, since the first was
created in [exhaustion], and the second is like a fishing pole for catching those inclined to

1 Medtner, Muse, 62 (translation altered). “Pacuer rapMoHIE O3HAMEHOBAACSH PACLIBETOM IIECCHHBIX (DOPM, 13
KOTOPBIX ITOCTEIICHHO paclBeAa U coHaTHAA (popma. Beandaiimuii mpeacTaBuTeAb 910H popmer berxosen BrIeBaA
CBOH COHATHI B CUM(POHHH KaK CAMHYIO IecHro...” Medtner affirms the idea that the sonata grew organically from the
song elsewhere in his book, e.g., pg. 49: “The complexity of a sonata is genetically linked to the simplicity of song form;
song form is linked to the construction of a period; the period—to the phrase; the phrase—to the cadence; the
cadence—to the construction of the mode; the mode—to the tonic.” The eatly nineteenth-century German music
theorist A. B. Marx developed an entire theory of sonata form as an organic outgrowth of simpler forms called
“Liedformen.” Perhaps Medtner’s views are indicative of the use of Marx’s ideas in Russian conservatories.
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pure individualism. Perfection is Faust in music; Germany (The Germanic) comes to an
112
end.

Unfortunately for Emil, Nikolay seemed more interested in exploring the union of Germanic art
with Russian Orthodox mysticism (and would eventually convert to Orthodoxy after emigration),
than in achieving the pinnacle of Germanic culture itself.

But, unlike Popov and Emil, certain critics began to perceive Medtner’s development of
these Germanic formal practices as its own particular kind of Russianness. Noting that
contemporary German artistic life seemed more and more distant from the heady days of Goethe
and Beethoven, the great German cultural heritage seemed up for grabs. An anonymous critic
writing in 1910 suspects that there is something “not entirely German” precisely in Medtner’s ability
to keep the old German culture “alive and fresh”: “There is probably more German blood in
Medtner’s veins than Russian, and yet he cannot be considered entirely German in his music. He
even departs significantly from contemporary musical Germans. In him, that idealism which artistic
and creative Germany has already outlived, seems to be alive and fresh.”'"” Along similar lines,
Engel suddenly (in 1913) expressed patriotic pride in Medtner’s Germanic form—even seemingly
abandoning his earlier love of Scriabin due to the latter’s increasing obsession with his “Mystery.”
This was Scriabin’s polarizing project to bring about the spiritual evolution of humanity through a

multimedia, collective musical performance, in which all conventional musical form and harmony

112 B, Medtner to N. Medtner, 15/16 February 1909, reproduced with German translation in Flamm, Mezner, 250. “Ho
Chorus mysticus MOXEIIIb HAIIICATh TOABKO ThI OARH. CMOTpH, He oOMaHu! 1 Aaff 60T MHE AOMKHTB AO 9TOIO MOMCHTA,
KOTrA2 OYACIIIb COBEPIIEHHO HACTOAIIEE 3aKAFOYCHHE TEPMAHCKOIO TBOPYECTBA; IIyCTh IIOTOM BCE THOHET B 5TOM
V/KACHOM CMEILICHHH A3BIKOB B 9TOM 3THOIPadpUHYeCKOM Xaoce KOTopbiil HasbiBaeTcs Esporroit (+Poccneit). [Tapcudans-
-korewHO [Tapcudans, Ho He Paycr; [Tapcudanp mocAeAHee BeARKOE FepMAaHCKOE TBOPEHNE (HAH IIPEAIIOCACAHEE,
ecan canrate 3aparycrpy Hure). Ho u IMapcudans n 3aparycrpa He 3aBepIieHNU, T. K. IEPBBIA CO3AAH B YTOMACHHH
(?); BTOpOE KaK yAOYKa AASl CKAOHCHHSA Ha CBOIO YHCTO HHAMBHUAYAABHYIO ANHIIO. 3aBepieane--Paycr B MysbIke;
I'epmanns (repmasHckasn) KoH9IaeTCA.”

113 IM.], “Sochinenya N. Metnera,” reproduced in Flamm, Metner, 283-84. “B xurax Mertrepa, BeposiTHO, HoAee
HEMEIIKOH KPOBH, YEM PYCCKOI, 2 TEM HE MEHEE HEAB3S IIPH3HATH €I0 B €r0 My3bIKE BCereAo HemIiieM. OT COBPEMEHHBIX
K€ My3BIKAABHBIX HEMIICB OH OTCTYIIACT AQKE 3HAUUTEABHO. B HeM Kak OYATO 3KUB U CBEK TOT HACAAU3M, KOTOPBIH ViKe,
KXKETCA, IIEPEKUT XYAOKECTBEHHO-TBOPYECKOH [ epMaHmeil 1 yCHANSA BOSPOAUTH KOTOPHII OCTAIOTCA B HEH ITOKa
TINETHBIMH.”
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would be dissolved.' Failing to heed Bely’s Symbolist demand for the union of strong formal
procedures with the primordial chaos of creativity, Scriabin thus failed to “descend” back down to
earth and “objectify the ineffable” in “religious forms and images, and the Mystery lay unfinished.
The dichotomy between Medtner and Scriabin seemed stronger than ever, and Engel shows here
that he had become a good student of Symbolist theory:

In our time, form in music tends to be given the last, least noticeable place; there are even

daredevils who dream of a complete “dematerialization” of sound. But in Medtner, form is

materialized with the heavy hardness of iron, with the clear sharpness of marble. His unique

sober modernism!" is flesh and blood of the best precepts of German Classicism. And

perhaps among all the famous composers Germany has produced since the time of Brahms,
including the illustrious Richard Strauss and Max Reger, there is not a single one in whom
the holy flame of these ancestral precepts burns so brightly and so purely as in Medtner,
whose birthplace is Moscow.'"®
Aside from anticipating the type of discourse that would surround Stravinsky’s turn to
Neoclassicism a decade later. Engel could not be more proud that the new home of the “best
precepts of German Classicism” was now firmly planted in Russia.
During the winter of 1910-11, Bely was inspired to write his longest article on Medtner,

“Snowy Arabesques.”""” He takes up the methods he used for the Sophiological analysis of Russian

poetry in his 1905 essay, “Apocalypse in Russian Poetry,” and directly applies them to Medtner’s

114 See Mitchell, Nietzsche’s Orphans, Chapter 2.

115 As this example shows, after 1910 the use of the word “modernism” in a positive sense become more common in the
critical press (although it still would frequently appear in its normal pejorative sense of anti-Western commercialism).
Nevertheless, the designation of “sober modernism” for Medtner’s music did not seem to catch on with other critics, as
far as I can tell.

116 Yury Engel, Review of Medtner’s concert of 9 February 1913, reproduced in Flamm, Mezner, 309-10. “B namte pems
dopme B My3EIKE CTPEMATCA OTBECTH IIOCACAHEE, HAMMEHEE 3aMETHOE MECTO; €CTh AAKE CMEABYAKH, MEUTAIOIINCE O
ITIOAHOM “AeMarepuasmsarun’ 38yka. A y MeTHepa ¢popma MaTEpPHAAN30BAHA C THKKOH TBEPAOCTBIO KEAE34, C
ACHOCTBIO Mpamopa. Ero cBoeoOpasHEIi TPe3BIl MOACPHH3M IIAOTB OT ITAOTH U KPOBb OT KPOBH AVHUIIIHX 32BETOB
HEMEIIKOTO KAaccunmama. M, Moxer ObITh, CPeAr BCeX 3HAMEHHUTBIX KOMIIO3HUTOPOB, BRIABHHYTHEIX CO BpeMeH bpamca
I'epmanmeit, BRAFOUASA CFOAQ B TAKHAX IIPOCAABEHHBIX, Kak PuxapA [Itpayc m Makc Perep, HeT HI OAHOTO, B KOTOPOM
CBATOE ITAAMA 9THX HACACACTBEHHEIX 3aBETOB TOPEAO OBI TaK SPKO U TAK YHCTO, KaK B MeTHepe, pOAHHA KOTOPOro
Mocksa.”

17 It appears Bely finished this article in early 1911. It was rejected by the newspaper Morning of Russia due to its “non-
newspaper” nature—and E. Medtner mentions in a letter that he sent the piece to the contemporary arts journal Apolion,
but, if so, they rejected it as well and it lay unpublished. See Bely-E. Medtner, Perepiska, 11, 94, 113 (letters #207, 215).



214

music.'"® Here Bely defines the “image of Russian poetry” as the “Face” of Sophia, which in the past

had been “invisible behind the blizzard; the chaos of snowstorms still forms a veil around Her.””'??

Medtner reveals her Face, the true Face of Russian art, within his “snowy arabesques”: Thus Bely
claims for Medtner a genuine “Russianness” in his mystical inspiration. It turns out the snowstorm is
itself a symbol of this Russianness, this creative chaos that must be shaped: “The howl of the
elements, hostile to man from time immemorial, sings, screams, and wails in Medtner’s music—it is
as complex as the whirling, intersecting streams of snow in a blizzard.”"* Furthermore, Bely
acknowledges that Medtner’s “Germanness” and his mastery of compositional technique is essential
for this task (and here he rebuts Popov’s demand for “only feeling”):
The content of Medtner’s music is a song of triumphant “madness”... and the greatest
madman in art now must be its most perfect technician. To overwhelm technique with
feeling means that reason is overwhelmed by the infantile emotional agitation, thus reason is
darkened and feeling is castrated... Musical “impressionism” is guilty of both. Musical
impressionism is the slogan of all modernist music. Medtner’s music has nothing in common
with such musical impressionism. Technique, perfection, and continuity take the place of the
profound pronouncements of modern musical innovators... thus Medtner’s music, resolving

technique with technique, transforms technique itself into the transparent cover of profound
121
content.,

118 The basic argument goes thusly: the artist takes the unformed chaos of the earth and shapes it into the body of
Sophia so that her Face (countenance) can descend from heaven and take human form, spiritualizing the world. Thus,
ecstatic mystical visions of the heavenly Sophia must be balanced by attention to artistic practicalities of her earthly
being. Artist creativity becomes the shortest path to religious creation. See Bely, “Apocalypse,” in Mystical Essays, 92-93.
119 Ibid., 93. Bely first began his longstanding Sophiological project of the interpretation of Russian poetry in his 1903
“On Theurgy,” as seen in Chapter 2. Thus, Medtner’s music always lay at the core of Bely’s Sophiological and theurgic
musings from its inception. The 1911 article, “Snowy Arabesques,” thus does not represent a departure from Bely’s
thought but a return to its most profound roots.

120 Bely, “Snezhny arabeski.” Summarized from: “Bo#t cruxuii, HCKOHI 9€AOBEKY BPaKACOHBIX, ITOET, KPUYIHT, TOAOCHT
B MHOTOCAOKHOM, KaK CETH IIEPEKPEIIUBAFOIINXCA PYKaBOB METECABHBIX, My3bike MerHepa. Camblil BOAOIIAA 3BYKOB,
HU3BEPIarOINUICH HA HAC, HAITOMHHACT Xa0C.... HO B OpBI3rax sTHX IIOTOKOB BCTAET IIEPEA HAMU CCAMHIIBETHAA PAAYTa.
CeAMHIIBETHAS PAAYTA KAXKETCSA HAM CIIEPBA IPOU3BOABHBIM ITOPOKACHUEM X20C4, CAYIAHO HAYCPTAHHBIM HA €rO
peByImx BoAHaX. HO 3aKOHBI IIPeAOMACHMS CBETA, HO CBA3H CBETA C TEIIAOM H ABIDKCHHIEM IAYOKE BCKPBIBAIOT IIEPEA
HAMH TAHHBIH CMBICA MUPOBOTIO Xa0Ca: 9TO €rO U HET OOABIIIE; YTO X40C €CTh TOABKO HE YCABIIIAHHBIN TAPMOHHH
ITOAHO3BYYHBIH XOp MHPOBOM. Paayra HensOerkHa TaM, TAC PEBET IIEPEA HAMH XaOTHYECKHI BOAOIIAA. Xaoc Oe3 cera
cBer Oe3 Xaoca Terepb HEBO3MOMKHBL Xa0C Oe3 CBeTa M CBET O3 Xa0ca He CO3AAAN OBl HAM TEKYILEIO MUPA CEI0; XA0C
€cThb IAOTE cBeTa. AyX O€3 IIAOTH 1 IAOTH O€3 AyXa — MEPTBEIE OTBACYCHDA OCCCHABHEIX ITOTYTOB YEAOBEUECKOTO yMa.
DTO €AMHCTBO CBETA U TBMBI, CAOBA U OECCAOBECHOTO, HAYAAA M KOHIIA, Xa0CA U €rO CBETAOH AOYEPH HEBOABHO U
ITOAYEPKUBACTCS IIEPEA HAMH, KOTAA MBI CAYILIAEM My3bIKy MeTHepa.”

121 Bely, “Snezhny arabeski.” “CoaeprkaHie METHEPOBCKOM MY3bIKU — IIECHb TOP/KECTBYIOILEMY «OC3YMBIO»... X
HaHOOABINNIT OE3yMeIl B ICKyCCTBE OTHBIHE — COBEPIIICHHENTITHH TeXHIK. [1000pOTh TEXHHKY 4yBCTBOM — 3TO
3HAYHUT: TOOOPOTH Pa3yM MAIACHUCCKIMH BOAHCHHUAMH 9YBCTB, TAK 3ATCMHACTCA Pa3yM H OCKOIIAICTCS 4yBCTBO;
IIPO3PaYHAs IIYCTOTA PA3yMa KaKeTCA HAITOAHCHHOMH COAEP/KAHBEM; IyBCTBO TACHET B IIOTYIE IAYOOKOMBICACHHO
ckasaTbCs. TeM M APYIHM IPELIHT MY3BIKAABHBIN «HIMIIPECCHOHU3M». My3BIKAABHBINR HMIIPECCHOHU3M — AO3YHI BCCH
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Great madness requires great technique. The depths of “Russian” mysticism demand the heights of
“Germanic” forms. East and West must be united. And yet, surging nationalist tensions would soon
rip apart the Symbolists” dream of human all-unity and the cultural interchange at the heart of

Symbolism would soon become impossible.

MOAEPHUCTUIECKOH My3bIKH. C TAKIM My3BIKAABHBIM MMITPECCHOHI3MOM My3bIKa MeTHepa He MMeeT HI9IEro oOIIero.
TexHIKa, 33KOHICHHOCTD, IIOCACAOBATCABHOCTD CTAHOBATCA HA MECTO IAYOOKOMBICACHHBIX BEITTAHNI COBPEMEHHBIX
HOBATOPOB MY3BIKIL.. TAK My3bIka MeTHepa, pazpernas TEXHUKY TEXHUKOM, ITPEBPAIIAET CAMYIO TEXHHKY AHIID B
IIPO3PAYUHBIH IIOKPOB TAYOOKOIO COACPIKAHHA.”
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Conclusion

We ask only one thing: that you believe us, that you believe our confession is a living
confession. There is something in common between us, writers and readers—all of us reside
in the hungry, barren Russian plains, where evil spirits have led us from time immemorial.
—Andrey Bely (1907)

If the history of Russian music is the history of Russianness in music, then at first glance
Nikolay Medtner seems to have no place. Indeed, what place could a composer, whose music was
frequently characterized as Germanic by friends and foe, have in such seminal musicological works
as Richard Taruskin’s Defining Russia Musically or Marina Frolova-Walket’s Russian Nationalism from
Glinka to Stalin? Is Medtner’s music just not Russian enough? After all, certain markers of
“Russianness” in Medtner’s music do exist for those who wish to find them.” Yet, compiling lists of
national stylistic markers runs into a deep problem—by employing the methods of Russian musical
nationalism, we would continue to elevate and legitimize the kind of nationalist discourse which
condemned Medtner to obscurity in the first place. As Taruskin argues, “as long as we see
nationalism as the issue dividing Russian musicians, we are still in the ghetto that nationalist
discourse has created for us.”> And, as he observes in the case of Tchaikovsky, “there is only one
thing worse than being confined to a ghetto, after all, and that is being judged a bad ghetto citizen.”*

If Tchaikovsky is not Russian enough for the nationalists, then what hope could the Medtner

possibly have?® After all, he could trace German lineage on both sides of his family—one which

! Andrey Bely, last lines of “Nastoyashchee i budushchee russkoy literatury.” “Mpl, nucaTeAn, Kak TEOPETUKH UMEEM
IIPEACTABACHHUE O OYAYIIIEM, HO KAK XYAOKHUKH, TOBOPSA O OYAYIIIEM, MBI TOABKO AFOAM, TOABKO HIIYILINE; HE
IIPOIIOBEAYIOIIUE, 2 NCIIOBEAYIOLIHE. MBI IIPOCHM TOABKO OAHO: ITOOBI HAM BEPUAH, ITO HAIIA HCIIOBEAD -- KUBAS
ncroseAb. Ectp 00Imee B HAC, IIUIIYIUX M YUTAFOIIMX, -- BCE MBI B TOAOAHBIX, OECIIAOAHBIX PABHHHAX PYCCKUX, TAC
HCKOHU BOAHUT HAC HEYUCTAA cUAQ.”

2 Frequent pervasive use of the lowered leading tone being the most obvious.

3 Taruskin, “Non-Nationalists, and Other Nationalists,” in Russian Music at Home and Abroad, 33.

4+ Ibid., 37.

5> The Soviets certainly tried to apply nationalist criteria to Medtner’s music in a small amount of scholarship produced
the 1960s-80s, which emphasized his Russianness and even “discovered” debts to folk song in his melodies. But, as a
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tried to preserve the language and culture of old Germany, despite being present in Russia for
generations.” As Frolova-Walker notes, the large German populations of Russia’s capital cities were
“perhaps the most heavily exploited in the process of constructing Russian national identity (as a
negative image, of course).””” It is no surprise, then, that critics frequently characterized Medtner’s
music with age-old stereotypes about German culture (e.g. well-crafted, masculine, dry, objective,
Hellenistic—all common tropes). Yet, by the end of the nineteenth century, the Medtners were
already partially Russianized and communicated in that language—Emil remarked that his German
was worse than his father’s,” and Nikolay always referred to himself as a “Russian” [“russky”]
composer. He explicitly emphasized his status as a Russian in an open letter he sent to newspapers
in 1910 following a spat with the Dutch conductor Willem Mengelberg during a rehearsal of
Beethoven’s Piano Concerto No. 4 in St. Petersburg. Feeling belittled by Mengelberg’s
condescension and refusal to adopt his tempos, Medtner quit the performance and wrote at the end
of his letter, “Not only was a soloist, that is myself, insulted by an overreaching conductor, but,
more importantly, a Russian artist was insulted by a visiting foreigner.”

As his status as a Russian Symbolist composer makes clear, Medtner belongs to the history

of Russian music, even if he does not easily fit into historical narratives dominated by Russian

result of his 1921 emigration and the subsequent ban from entering the country in 1933, Medtner’s music did not profit
from the kinds of heavy state promotion that Scriabin, Prokofiev, or even (his fellow émigré) Rachmaninoff received.

% On his mother’s side were the Thurginian Gebhards—organists and actors who may have been acquainted with
Gocethe—and the Baltic-German Goedickes, also a musical family of organists and including Medtner’s cousin, the
composer Alexander Goedicke (Gedike). His father came from a family of Lutheran, Muscovite merchants and he
himself held amateur interests in literature and music. For an overview of the family history, see Flamm, Mezner, 2-4.
Emil and his siblings grew up with old first editions of German literary classics, like Goethe’s Faust, which promoted in
him a sense of living connection with his ancestors.

7 Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism, 18.

8 For Emil’s complex and evolving sense of national identity, see Kirill Postoutenko, “E. K. Metner: Metamorfozy
natsional’noy identifikatsii,” in Baokosckuit cooprux. XIII. Pycckas kyaprypa XX B: MeTpomoans u aAnacropa, 165-69,
accessible here: https://www.ruthenia.ru/reprint/blok_xiii/postoutenko.pdf. In shott, he considered himself Russian in
his youth and only began to think of himself as purely German in adulthood.

9 See Metner, Pis’ma, 129-130, here “B Moem AuIle OBIAO HAHECCHO OCKOPOACHHE COAUCTY CO CTOPOHBI 3aPBABILICIOCH
AFPIKEPA U, ITO EIIE BAKHEE, PYCCKOMY apTHCTY CO CTOPOHEI 3ae3xero maocrpania.” Obviously this letter may have
been motivated by insecurity about his ethnic status in the turbulent final years of the Russian empire, but Medtner did
continue to refer to himself as “Russian” in correspondence, especially after emigration.
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nationalist discourse. Mitchell suggests that Medtner should be considered an archetypical example
of what she calls an inclusive, “Imperial” Russian [“Rossiysky”’] national identity—as opposed to an
exclusive, ethnically Russian [“Russky”] identity."’ Unfortunately, I know of no examples of
Medtner, his friends, or even his critics ever using the governmental, bureaucratic word
“Rossiysky”’—instead they exclusively using the standard, everyday word for “Russian” [“Russky”’].
Furthermore, there is no evidence that Medtner conceived of himself as Russian in a different way
than Andrey Bely, say, thought of himself as Russian. Mitchell’s use of this dichotomy, however
helpful it may be as a scholarly lens, must be considered anachronistic.

The obvious solution to the historiographical headaches caused by nationalist musical
discourse would be to seek other contexts within which Medtner’s music emerges as significant—
which I did by looking at the central role he played in the cultivation of twentieth-century Russian
art song, his role in the early development of Russian theurgic aesthetics, and his involvement in the
Symbolist expansion of Russian versification techniques. Another possible area of study would be to
trace Medtner’s importance in the early reception history of musical Neoclassicism prior to
Stravinsky’s monopolization of that term in the 1920s. Medtner, due to his use of sonata form and
the cultivation of what Flamm calls his “Grecian-bucolic” style, was often labelled as a neoclassicist
in the 1910s.

Medtner’s status as a “bad” nationalist does not mean he lacks importance for the history of
Russian musical nationalism itself. On the contrary, his sheer uniqueness within the Russian musical
scene meant that critics were forced to twist and contort the discourse of musical nationalism in
order to account for him (if they did not want to deny his Russianness altogether). Medtner’s
fundamental belief in the need to artistically unite East and West under a universal Christian culture

placed him squarely amongst the Symbolists and other heirs of Solovyov’s ideas. Yet, his use of

10 Mitchell, Nietzsche’s Orphans, 106-07.
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Germanic musical forms and genres caused music critics constant consternation as it contradicted
the dominant discourse of Russian musical nationalism. Medtner’s case shows the great extent to
which issues of national identity at the time transcended questions of personal identity and instead
treated nations as integral entities with divinely-ordained purposes on the world stage.

Opver the course of this dissertation, I have argued that Nikolay Medtner should be placed
within the ranks of the Russian Symbolists and that his music is expressive of its core religious
philosophy and aesthetic positions. He helped transform song into the Symbolist artistic genre par
excellence and subsequently became the premiere Russian composer of song in the first two decades
of the twentieth century—even influencing Soviet song composition through the 1930s, despite his
ban from the Soviet Union under Stalin."' His music reflected and articulated the theurgic ambitions
of the age, as conceptualized by Bely and Solovyov, and which Medtner himself carried into
emigration. Finally, he managed to productively transfer Symbolist poetics into the realm of music,
reflecting deep knowledge of his contemporaries’ theoretical works, and put forward a Sophiological
account of his own song settings that can be extended across his oeuvre. Medtner’s music was
certainly less influential on succeeding generations of composers than Scriabin or Stravinsky due to
his unwillingness to abandon tonal voice leading practices; nevertheless, it rewards careful study for
those seeking insight into the blossoming culture of late-Imperial Russia—one shrouded from view

today by subsequent war, revolution, and emigration.

1 Medtner’s name was discussed in the context of Soviet music through at least the 1937 Pushkin centennial celebration,
when many composers turned to song composition and needed models.
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Appendix A

N. METNER. “9 Songs of Goethe for Voice and Piano, Op. 6
By Andrey Bely'

All the works of Nikolai Medtner bear the stamp of exceptional artistry. Medtner is a first-
class composer. If we follow the works of young Russian composers over the past ten years, we will
find it difficult to point to anything truly outstanding, except for the works of Rachmaninoff,
Scriabin and Medtner. However, the three composers named are incommensurable. While the
original talent of Rachmaninoff, having acquired deserved recognition everywhere, does not deepen,
remaining within comparatively modest shores, Medtner and Scriabin bring us a new word. This
new word is expressed both by conquests in the area of musical form, and in the elaboration of the
eternal goals and aims set for music by the great composers of the 19th century. In Medtner and
Scriabin, talent is combined with culture and formative education. They are refined cultural talents.
Scriabin and Medtner now concentrate in themselves everything that young Russian music can be
proud of. They move forward, they are filled with musical thought and an orientation to the future.
But culture and seriousness completely separate these two composers from groundless originality.
There is a parallel between the conquests in the field of literary form and the development of young
Russian music. True artists of literature correspond to these serious talents in music.

Great names like Bryusov, Merezhkovsky, and Vrubel are linked together with Medtner and
Scriabin.

Medtner and Scriabin are completely opposite from each other. If we allow comparisons,

this opposition is analogous to the incommensurability of the impeccable masculine verse of

! First published in Zo/otoe runo 4 (1906): 105-107, with parallel French translation. Christoff Flamm reproduced the
original text in his Der russische Komponist Nikolaj Metner (Verlag Ernst Kuhn, 1995), 264-268. Bely republished the Russian
text in his Arabeski (Moscow: Musaget Publishing House, 1911). Russian text follows.
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Bryusov with the falsely feminine, melodious line of Balmont. Apart from its superficiality, this
analogy does not touch upon the elements of Scriabin’s and Medtner’s work. Medtner is not
Bryusov; Scriabin is not Balmont.

Scriabin’s creative domain is the most refined, though not always deep, with always complex
themes clothed in an original form and requiring a thoughtful approach. Medtner, employing the
most complex techniques, is nevertheless brilliantly simple in his main themes. And this healthy,
integral simplicity—simplicity through complexity—inseparably connects his work with the general
mainstream of music, represented by geniuses like Beethoven, Schumann, and Wagner. Medtner is a
serious fighter for the freedom of pure music, something so pitifully withered among modern
composers, who are often enslaved by tendencies alien to pure music (R. Strauss). In order not to
confuse the genuinely new that Medtner’s work gives us with the musical anxiousness and
nervousness that surrounds us, the young composer clothes it in a strict, completely definite form.
That is why, regardless of the depth and richness of the musical themes cultivated by Medtner, we
welcome in Medtner the nobility and severity of his talent as a guarantee of truly major conquests in
the field of pure music.

The musical themes cultivated by Medtner, being impeccably simple and strict, in their
content give something positive, affirming the values of existence.

Medtner is a true tragedian in music, just as Beethoven was. This element of pure tragedy
imparts a prophetic, providential meaning to his themes. Only where there is fzith in values is
struggle possible, and tragedy is a flight through horror. Medtner’s themes soar wingedly over the
insurmountable abysses of the spirit. Medtner is perhaps the only Russian composer who affirms
rather than destroys life. And only such a creator (theurgist) can a true tragedian be. Medtner closely

resembles Beethoven and Schumann. He attracts our attention: we can either pass him by,
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completely failing to notice the depth of his talent, because his ingeniously simple themes require the
most serious attention; or he captivates us forever. There can be no middle ground with him.

But in joining with the great composers of the past, Medtner is separated from them by the
chaos of the surrounding conditions of modernity. From chaos he returns to the chastely creative
sources of life and music, as if for the second time. Pure music zs resurrected in him, promising the
unquenchable dawn of life. This glowing aura gives Medtner’s music a special transfigurative
meaning. It is the good news, it is the promise “of the dear, eternally familiar at all times.””

“Joy returns’—you want to say, delving into the meaning of these musical themes. The touch
of unspoken aspirations makes Medtner’s music akin to the aspirations arising in the realm of the
new religious consciousness of our day. In Medtner’s music these [religious] aspirations seem to be
liberated from the dogmatic forms and images that violate us. I would like to declare in passing that
all the best that has arisen in my thoughts and experiences owes much to Medtner’s music, which
truly heals the soul with potions known to it and only to it.

There is something in Medtner’s music that involuntarily links it with Goethe’s poetry.
Beethoven did not genuinely coincide with Goethe. Beethoven dwelled in the “stars,” without the
promise of descending down to earth. In Goethe, on the contrary, the promise of the ineffable
gradually resounds for us, now resurrected again in our souls and objectified by us in religious forms
and images. The new religious consciousness in its secret sources is providentially connected with
Goethe. He possesses a prophetic, immortal, cheerful seriousness. It is with this cheerful seriousness
that Medtner’s talent is endowed. Goethe speaks as if of this seriousness:’

And as long as you do not have it—
This: die and becomel!

You are only a dull guest
On the dark earth.

2 Reference to the passage from Bely’s Second Symphony that led to the formation of his friendship with Emil, who
linked it with the second theme of N. Medtner’s first piano sonata.
3 In his poem “Selige Sehnsucht.” This is the fifth stanza.



223

That is why Medtner’s choice of Goethe’s songs for romances is not accidental. It is caused
by a familial attraction to Goethe. Medtner and Goethe have an involuntary coincidence in their
experiences.

Following the melody and accompaniment during the performances of Medtner’s romances,
one is involuntarily amazed by the fact that the music for Goethe’s songs was not written, but rather
taken as if from the songs themselves. And yet, within the limits of Goethe’s melody, the composer
freely shapes the music.

The cycle begins with the famous “Uber allen Gipfeln ist Ruh” (so unsuccessfully translated
by Lermontov in “Gornye vershiny.”). This is followed by the dazzlingly sunny music of “Mailied”
and the lunar “Elfen-liedchen.” In this sunny and lunar beginning, the music reveals Nietzsche’s
demonism (which spontaneously grew out of Goethe). “Im Vortbergehn”: Here Goethe’s magic
reaches extraordinary power in simple words. Goethe describes how he wanted to pick a flower, but
the flower asked Goethe to transplant it by the roots. Then Goethe passed by. In addition, Goethe
wrote a corresponding poem beginning with the same line as in “Im Voriibergehn,” but ending with
the poet transplanting the flower into his garden. Medtner sensitively perceived the full magical
depth of the difference in the otherwise external coincidence of these poems. The setting of ”Im
Vortibergehn™ is deeply tragic. It brilliantly depicts Goethe’s passing by a flower. The second poem
“Gefunden” is a solemn epithalamium. The poignancy of the music [i.e., the accompaniment] here is
reminiscent of the procession from Parsifal, while the melody is completely independent.

We must welcome the clever selection and ordering of Goethe’s songs with such profound

musical settings as one of the few manifestations of true culture.
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Mertnep H. 9 necen I'éte aast roaoca u poprenssaao. Cod. 6.
Anpapes beaoro

Ha Bcex npomnsseaennax Hukoaas MeTHepa A€KHAT IIEYATh HCKAFOUYNTEABHOM
XYAOKECTBEHHOCTH. MeTHep -- KOMIIO3UTOP IEPBOKAACCHBIN. EcAan mpocaeAnTs 32
IIPOM3BEAECHUAMH MOAOABIX PYCCKHX KOMITO3UTOPOB 32 IIOCAEAHHE AECATDH AET, TO MBI 3aTPYAHAEMCS
VKa3aTh Ha 9TO-AHOO ACHCTBHTEABHO BBIAAIOIIICECS, KpOME IIpousBeAcHuE Paxmannnaosa, CkpsaduHa
u Metraepa. OAHAKO TpH Ha3BAHHBIX KOMIIO3UTOPA HECOU3MEPHMEL B TO Bpems, Kak CaMOOBITHBIH
TaAaHT PaXMaHHMHOBA, CTAKAB CeOE BCIOAY 3aCAYKEHHOE IIPU3HAHKE, HE YTAYOAAETCH, OCTABAACH B
CPaBHUTEABHO CKPOMHBIX Oeperax, Mernep n CKpAOHH HECYT HAM HOBOE CAOBO. DTO HOBOE CAOBO
BBIPAKACTCA KAK 3aBOCBAHUAMH B OOAACTH MY3BIKAABHOI (DOPMBI, TaK U B pa3pabOTKE BEYHBIX 33Aa,
ITOCTABACHHBIX My3BIKE BeAHKHMH KommosuTopamu XIX croaerus. B Meraepe u Ckpsadune
COCAMHUANCH TAAAHTHI C KYABTYPOIT B OOPa3OBaHUEM. DTO -- OOPAOOTAHHBIE KYABTYPHBIE TAAAHTHL
Ckpsabuna u MeTHEp COCPEAOTOUYHBAIOT HBIHE B C€OE BCE TO, €M MOKET TOPAUTBCA MOAOAASA PyCCKas
Mmy3bika. OHH HAYT BCE BIIEPEA, OHU UCIOAHEHBI My3BIKAABHOI MBICABIO 1 OyAyrnnM. Ho kyabTypa
U CEPbE3HOCTH BIIOAHE OTACAAIOT HA3BAHHBIX KOMIIO3UTOPOB OT OECITOYBEHHOTO
OpUIHHAABHUYAHBA. ECTh ITapaAAeAb MEHKAY 3aBOEBAHUAMU B OOAACTH AHTEPATYPHON (DOPMBI U
PasBUTHEM MOAOAOH PYCCKOU MY3BIKU. VICTHHHBIM XyAOKHHKAM AHTEPATYPHI COOTBETCTBYIOT
Cepbe3HbIE TAAAHTE B MY3BIKE.

Mmena bprocosa, Mepexkobckoro, Bpyoeas coeaunnmsr ¢ nmenamu Meraepa u Ckpadunma.

Mernep un CxpsAOHH BIIOAHE IPOTHBOIIOAOKHBL. EcAnM AomyckaTh cpaBHEHUA, 514
IIPOTHBOITIOAOKHOCTh aHAAOTHYHA HECOU3MEPUMOCTH OE3YKOPHU3HEHHOI'O MYKECTBEHHOI'O CTHXA
bprocosa ¢ HeBepHO-KEHCTBEHHO, ITeBy4Yell CTpoYKor baabmonTa. Kpome mosepxuOcTHOTO
HABEACHHS AHAAOIHUA 9Ta HE 3aTPATUBACT IAEMEHTOB CKPAOMHCKOTO M METHEPOBCKOIO TBOPYECTBA.

Mernep ne bprocos, Ckpabun ne baabmomT.
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Obaactp TBOpuecTBa CKpAOMHA -- YTOHYCHHEIIIIINE, HE BCEIAA TAYOOKHE, BCETAA CAOKHBIC
TEMBI, OOACUYECHHBIC B OPUTMHAABHYIO, BCETAA TPEOYIOIIYIO BAYMYHBOIO OTHOIICHHUS (POPMY.
MertHep, TOAB3YACH BCEI CAOKHOCTBIO TEXHUKH, B CBOMX OCHOBHBIX TEMAX I€HHAABHO IIpocT. 11
5Ta-TO 3A0POBAas, IIEABHAS IIPOCTOTA -- IIPOCTOTA Y€PE3 CAOKHOCTD -- DE3PABACABHO CBS3YET €ro
TBOPYECTBO C OOIIKIM PYCAOM MY3bIKH, IIPEACTABACHHBIM TeHHAME Bpoae berxosena, [llymamna,
Baruepa. MetHep -- cepbe3Hblil OOperr 32 CBOOOAY YHCTOIH MY3BIKH, TAK JKAAKO 3aXHUPEBIIIIO ¥
COBPEMEHHBIX KOMIIO3UTOPOB, YaCTO ITOPAOOIEHHYIO ayKABIME el TeHAeHnuamu (P. [ tpayc).
YTOOBI HE CMEIIATh TO HOBOE, YTO AACT HAaM TBOPYECTBO MeTHepa, ¢ OKpy:KaroIei Hac
MY3BIKAABHOH H3ACPIaHHOCTBIO, MOAOAOH KOMIIO3UTOP OOACKAET €rO B CTPOIYIO, COBEPILICHHO
onpeaeAeHHYIO popmy. BoT mouemy He3aBUCHMO OT TAYOHHBI U CAEPKAHHOCTH MY3BIKAABHBIX TEM,
paspaboranabx MeTHEpOM, MBI IPUBETCTBYeM B MeTHEepe OAarOPOACTBO B CTPOTOCTH €O
AAPOBaHUA KaK 3aA0OT ACHCTBHUTEABHBIX KPYIIHBIX 3aBOEBAHUIT B OOAACTH YHUCTON My3BIKH.

MysbikaAbHBIC TEMBI, paspabaTeiBacMbie MeTHEPOM, OyAyIN OE3yKOPU3HEHHO IIPOCTHL 1
CTPOTH, IO COACP/KAHHIO CBOEMY AAFOT HEYITO IOAOKHTEABHOE, YTBEPKAAFOIIEE IIEHHOCTH OBITHA.

MeTHep UCTUHHBIN TPAruK B My3bIKe, KAKUM ObIA berxoBen. DTOT 2AeMeHT UncToro
TPAru3Ma U COODIIAET €ro TEMaM KaKOW-TO BEINHUIA, IIPOBUACHIIMAABHEIN CMBICA. TOABKO TaM, TAe
€CTb 6¢pa B IIEHHOCTH, BO3MOKHA OOPBOA, TPAru3M -- IIOAET CKBO3b yixac. Tembr MerHepa
OKPBIAEHHO HECYTCA HAaA HEOOOPHBIMU IIPOIACTAMU AyXa. MeTHEp -- EANHCTBEHHBIH, OBITH MOKET,
PYCCKHI KOMIIO3UTOP, KOTOPBIH JTBEP/KAACT, 4 HE PA3PYIIACT KU3HB. A TOABKO TAKIM CO3HAATEACM
(Teyprom) MoKeT OBITh HCTHHHBIN Tparuk. MeTHep BIIAOTHYIO IIpuMbIKaeT k berxoseny u [llymany.
OH OCTaHABAMBACT HAIIIEC BHIMAHIE: MIMO HETO MAHM MOKHO IIPONTH, COBEPIIICHHO HE 3AMCTHB
TAYOHHBI €I'0 TAAQHTA, IIOTOMY YTO T€HHAABHO IIPOCTBIE TEMBI €0 TPEOYIOT CAMOIO CEPbE3HOIO

BHUMAaHUA; MAH )K€ OH ITACHACT HABCECTAA. CpCAHCI‘O OTHOIICHUA K HEMY OBITH HE MOMKET.
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Ho npumbIkas K BEAMKIM KOMIIO3UTOPAM IPOIIAOTO, MeTHEp OTAEAEH OT HUX XaOCOM
OKPYKAFOIITUX YCAOBHI coBpeMeHHOCTH. OH U3 Xa0ca Kak OBl BTOPUYIHO BO3BPAIIIAeTCA K
LIEAOMYAPEHHO TBOPYECKUM HCTOYHHKAM KU3HU U MY3BIKU. B Hem sockpecaens ancras mysbika, cyAs
AKU3HH 3aPIO HEYTACHUMYIO. DTOT 3apeBoii poH coodrmaet My3sike MeTHepa 0CcOOBII
peobpasyroruit cMeicA. OHa -- OAaroBecTre, OHA -- OOCTOBAHUE ‘O MUSOM, 6¢UHO HAKOMOM 60 6c¢
épemeria’.

“Bosspaugaemea padocny” -- XOUEIIb CKa3aTh, BHUKAA B CMBICA 3THX MY3BIKaABHBIX TeMm. Haaer
HECKA3aHHBIX YagHUNI POAHHT My3bIKy MeTHepa ¢ YafsHHAME, BOSHUKAIOIIIIMU B 0OOAACTH HOBOI'O
PEAUTHO3HOTO CO3HAHNSA HAIINX AHCH. B Hell gasHus 511 Kak ObI OCBOOOKACHBL OT HACHAYIOIIHX
Hac AorMaTadeckux popm 1 00pa3oB. Mue xodercd 3asfBUTH ITOIYTHO, YTO BCE AYYIIIEE, YTO
BO3HHUKAO Y MCHS B MBICAAX U IICPEKUBAHNAX, HEMAAO OOSA3aHO My3bIke MeTHepa, BOMCTHHY
LIEAAIIIEH AVIIY €l K TOABKO €l H3BECTHBIMHI CHAAOOBAMIU.

Ectp B Mmyseike MeTHEpa HEYTO, HEMPOU3BOABHO POAHAIIEE ee ¢ rmoasnen 'ére. berxosen
He coBIrapaA ¢ ['ére. berxoBeH BUTAA B “3Be3AHOM’ ) HE CXOAA HA 3eMAIO ODeToBaHueM. Y ['ére,
HA00OPOT, IOCTEIIEHHO 3BYYUT HAM OOETOBAHHE HECKA3aHHOI'O, HBIHE BHOBb BOCKPECIIIEE B AYIIIAX
HAIIIIX 1 OObEKTUBHpyeMOe HaMu B hopmax u oOpasax peaurnosusx. Hosoe peaurnosnoe
CO3HAHHE B TAMHBIX HCTOYHHUKAX CBOMX IIPOBHAEHIIMAABHO cBA3aHO ¢ ['ére. Ectp y ['éTe Bermas,
OeccMepTHAdA, BECEAAS] CEPBE3HOCTD. DTON-TO BECEAON CEPBE3HOCTBIO HAACACH TaAaHT MerHepa.
Kak 6yaTo 06 sT0li ceppesnoctu ropoput I'ére:

Und solang du das nicht hast

Dieses: Stitb und Werde,

Bist du nur ein triiben

Gast Auf der dunkler Erde.

Bot nmouemy BBIOOp IéTEBCKHUX IIECEH AASl POMAHCOB He cAy4daecH y Mernepa. OH BbI3BaH
poactBeHHBIM npuTmKeHueM K I'ére. Ecte y Mernepa u y I'ére Hempon3BOABHOE COBITAACHHE B

IIEPEKUBAHMSAX.
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CAeast 32 MEAOAMEIT T AKKOMITAHEMEHTOM BO BpeMs HCIIOAHEHUIT poMaHcoB MeTHepa,
HEBOABHO ITOPAKACIIILCA TEM, YTO My3bIKA K ITeCHAM ['éTe He Hanmcana, a Kak OBl BEIHYTA U3 CAMHX
rreceH. VM tem He MeHee B ITpeAeAax I€TEBCKOI MEAOAUN KOMIIO3HTOP CBOOOAHO PACIIOPSKACTCH
MY3BIKOH.

Haunnaerca nuka nsBectasmv “Uber allen Gipfeln ist Ruh {Tak Heyaauno mepeBeAeHHBIM
AepmonToBbiM “T'opHble BepIiuabl”. }. 3aTeM CACAVIOT OCACIINTEABHO COAHeUHas My3bika ““Mailied”
n AyuHad “Elfen-liedchen”. B coaHeuHOM 1 AYHHOM Ha9aA€ MY3BIKA BCKPBIBACT HUIIIICBCKHUI
AEMOHH3M (HeIpou3BOAbHO BeIpociuii u3 I'ére) “Im Vortibergehn”. 3aecs marusm I'ére coocturaer
B IIPOCTBIX CAOBAaX CHABI HEOOBI4arHOM. ['€Te onmceBaer, Kak 3aXOTE€A OH COPBATh IIBETOK, HO
LBETOK ITPOCHA, 9T0OBI I'€Te niepecaana ero ¢ kopuem. Toraa I'ére mpormea mumvo. Kpome toro,
I'ére HammcaA COBEPIIIEHHO aHAAOTHYHOE CTUXOTBOPEHHE, HAYHMHAFOIIEECH TOFO K€ CTPOKOM, KaK B
“Im Vortibergehn”, HO KOHUYarOIIIEECA TEM, UTO ITO3T IEPECAKUBACT IBETOK B CBOH caA. MeTHep
YYTKO IIOYYBCTBOBAA BCIO MATHMYECKYIO TAYOUHY PA3AMYHUA IIPH BHEIITHEM COBIIAACHUU 3THX
cruxortBopennii. AkkomnanemenT “Im Vortbergehn ™~ rayooko Tparmden. I'ennaspHO n300pakeHO
cAOBHO mpoxokAcHIe ['ére Mumo mBetka. Bropoe cruxorsopenne “Gefunden” -- TopikecTBeHHAS
srnrasama. | [pOHHMKHOBEHHOCTD My3BIKH 3A€Ch HartoMuHaeT mrectsue u3 “Tlapcudpansa”, mpu
ITOAHOM CAMOCTOATEABHOCTH B MEAOAU.

VMHBII TOAOOP H PacIIOAOKEHHE IETEBCKUX IIECEH B TAKOH YIAYOACHHOH MY3BIKAABHOI

onpaBe MBI AOAKHBI HpI/IBCTCTBOBaTb, KaK OAHO M3 HCMHOTHX HPOHBACHI/Iﬁ HUCTHHHON KyAbTypr.
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Appendix B

The Songs of Nikolay Medtner'
By the author.

“Es ist dafiir gesorgt, dass die Baume
Nicht in den Himmel wachsen.”
--Goethe. Motto from Der Dichtung und Warbeit, 3" part.”

Taking advantage of the warm invitation of the House of Song, which also placed at my
disposal the pages of its program, I will try to outline in a few words my understanding of Goethe. 1
hope that in this way I will be able to more clearly present the connection and unity of my songs
performed today.

“Be true to the earth, my friends!” — Nietzsche’s slogan was inherited from Goethe. The
earth is God’s temple; earthly life is a symbol of Divine life. There is no way to Heaven except
through the earth; Without participation in earthly life with its joy and suffering, struggle and death,
there is no communion [mpuuacrtus] with eternal life. Man is the supreme creation of the Earth;
humanity is the highest expression of earthly life. “The more you feel like a human being, the closer
you are to the gods” — words of Goethe.

Goethe’s work shows the struggle for achieving this worldview. The first “Wanderers

Nachtlied” expresses the state of the soul, tired of wandering in search of its fatherland, “a gloomy

! Medtner’s program notes for a 8 January 1909 concert held at the Moscow Conservatory entitled, “The Eighth
Evening of the House of Song—Dedicated to the works of Nikolai Medtner”. Notes appeatred in Russian and French
and are reproduced in Flamm, pgs. 241-243. I reproduce the Russian text below as it appears in Flamm. The concert
included the premieres of Medtner new Goethe lieder, Op. 15 (without #4); two of the three Heine poems, Op. 12; the
Bely setting op. 13/2; and two further Goethe songs that would become Op. 18/1+2. Also on the program wete lieder
by Schumann, Brahms, and Wagner. Medtner himself accompanied Maria Olenina-d’Alheim and Anna Stenbok. Flamm
reproduced the program on pg. 581.

2 “It is ensured that trees will not grow into the heavens.”
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guest on this dark earth,” sadly haunting the thresholds of life, powetless to cross them (“An die
Thiren will ich schleichen”), passing by the earthly in aesthetic contemplation (“Im Voriibergehn”).

There is on the path to the establishment of the earthly, another attitude towards the latter
that must be overcome, namely, as a trifle, as amusement (“Die Sprode”); an attitude towards the
earth not as a mother and bride, but as a harlot. “Der untreue Knabe” is the state of the soul that
takes, but does not give itself. “Die Bekehrte” is the drama of a flower stolen from its native soil and
powertlessly withering. In “Vor Gericht” the poet challenges this attitude towards the earth as a
harlot.

“Meerstille” is a dead point in the open sea of life; no support underfoot, no connection
with the ground; confusion, wandering, melancholy, and pleasure -- everything that replaced real life
tell away, died away in one piercing feeling of horror before emptiness and lifelessness, “Terrible,
deathly silence!” But the soul, which for a moment comes face to face with death, finds the strength
to partake of true life. “The fogs have broken, the sky has cleared... the distances have converged,
the earth is now visible!”” (Glickliche Fahrt”).

What follows will be a blessing, a consecration of the earth, the earthly, the human—as a
prototype of the Eternal Being (“Gleich und Gleich”, “So tanzet und springet”), a solemn
epithalamium for the marriage union with the earth (“Gefunden”). The mother’s chest is not
crowded for her son and there is no need for trees to grow into the sky: isn’t the Earth itself in
Heaven?

With true greatness, the poet meets and accepts death as both a rest (“Wanderers Nachtlied
I1”’; cf., “There I rest with a brief silence” in “So lasst mich scheinen...”)’ and as a return to the

fatherland, and from there he sends greetings to the living (“Geistesgruss”).

3 Medtner’s note. He did not set this famous poem, in which the subject does not accept death, wishing for eternal
youth.
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This is the understanding of Goethe that guided me in writing the songs I perform today. It
also reflects the stages of my own development, as they found their expression in art.

I also want to say a few words about opening this cycle of Goethe’s songs with Lermontov’s
Angel. Understood as a prologue to earthly life, it was originally written in the form of an abstract
piece of music, without words. It seemed that every word would be too earthly and heavy, too
burdensome for the heavenly flight of the soul. But as this construction of abstraction was
overcome, the word — this faithful connection with the earth — increasingly turned out not to be a
burden, but an obligation, a necessity. Nowadays this prologue is sung and has therefore become a
song.

Two songs by Heine and an “Epitaph” by Andrei Bely are also closely related to the set of
thoughts outlined. All three are “gloomy guests on the dark earth.” One yearns for destruction and
meekly puts up with it (“Lieb’ Liebchen” and “Bergstimme”); others, rushing towards the Sun past
the Earth (“3oaotomy Oaecky Bepua”), die from the arrows of the Sun and from the grave send

their love for the Farth and the thirst for reconciliation with it — the hope of resurrection.

Nikolay Medtner
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[Tecnsa Huxkoaas Meruepa.
Or aBTOpA.

Es ist dafiir gesorgt, dass die Béume

Nicht in den Himmel wachsen.

Goethe. Motto zum 3-ten Theil der Dichtung und Wahrheit

[Toapsysck paasymaemv npuraarmesnem Aoma [lecan, IpeAOCTaBUBIIIIM B MOE
PACIIOPA/KEHIE TAKKE U CTPAHUIIBI CBOCH IPOIPAMMEL, f IOIBITAIOCh OYEPTUTH B HECKOABKUX
caoBax Moe nonnmanue l'ere. SI HAA€FOCE, UTO TAKHM IIyTEM MHE YAACTCA OOAEE BEIIIYKAO
IIPEACTABUTH CBA3b I CAMHCTBO HCIIOAHACMBIX CETOAHA MOUX IICCCH.

«byapTe BepHBI 3eMAe, APY3bA Moub -- 910T A03yHT Hurmre macaeaosaa ot I'ere. 3eman —
Boxnit xpam; 3emHas Ku3Hb — CUMOOA xu3Hu bokecrsennon. Mumo 3eman — Her rytu Ha Hebo;
ITOMHMO ITPUYACTHA KU3HU C €€ PAAOCTBIO U CTPAAAHUEM, OOPBOOH U CMEPTBIO, -- HET U
[IPUYACTHA KUSHU BEIHON. YeAOBEK BEPXOBHOE IOPOKACHHIE 3EMAM; Y€AOBEIHOCTD — BBICIIICE
BBIPAKEHHE 3eMHOM ku3HM. «dem Doaee IyBCTBYEIID TH CeOA YEAOBEKOM, TEM THI OAHMIKE IIOAOOEH
Horam» -- caroba ['ere.

TsopuectBo I'ete ykaswBaeT Ha OOpBOY 32 AocTUrHyTOE MEPOBO33penue. [leppas «Hounas
[Tecup CrpaHHMKa» BEIpaKaeT COCTOSHHE AYIIIH, YTOMACHHON CKHTAHBEM B IIOMCKAX CBOCTO
OTEYEeCTBA, <XMyPOH I'OCTBH HA TEMHON 3€MAE», TOCKAUBO OOHBAOINEI IIOPOTH KU3HU B OECCHAAT
rrepectynutb ux (“An die Thiiren will ich schleichen”), B acTeTraeckom cosepriaHuu MIPOXOAAIICH
mumo 3emuoro (“Im Vortbergehn”).

Cy1ecTByeT M AOAKHO OBITH IIPEOAOAEHO HA IIYTH K YTBEPKACHHIO 3€MHOTO €ITIe 1 MHOE
OTHOIIICHIE K ITOCAGAHEMY, 2 IMEHHO, KaK K Oe3aeanire, k 3a0ase (“Die Sprode”), orHorenue k
3EMAC HE KaK K MATEPH U HEBECTe, HO Kak K OAyaHuIle. “Der untreue Knabe” — cocrosmue Ay

Oepyrueii, HO He oTAaformeil ceos. “Die Bekehrte” — Apama coBpaHHOro ¢ pOAHOI IIOYBBI U



232

OeccuapHO Banymero nserka. B “Vor Gericht” most OpocaeT BEI30B TAKOMY OTHOIIICHHIO K 3€MAE,
KaK K OAYAHHIIC.

“Meerstille” — mepTBasg TOYKa B OTKPBITOM MOPE KU3HH; HUKAKOH OIIOPHI IIOA HOTAMH,
HUKAKOH CBSI3U C 3MACH; CMATEHBbE, CKUTAHbE, TOCKA U 320aBa, -- BCE, YeM IIOAMCHIAACH TIOAANHHAS
’KHU3HB, OTIIAAO, OTMEPAO B OAHOM IIPOHH3BIBAFOIIIEM UYBCTBE YKACA IIEPEA IIYCTOTOH 1
6esxuszaeHHOCTHIO, “Todesstille furchterlich!” Ho ayrra, craBrmmas Ha MrHOBEHHE AUIIOM K AHIIY C
CMEPTBIO, HAXOAUT CHABI IIPUYACTUTHCA HCTUHHOM KU3HU. «['yMaHBI pa3opBaHbl, HEOO
IIPOACHUAOCE... AAAH IIPUOAUSHAUCEH, BUAHA Yk 3eMAsAb (Glickliche Fahrt”).

Aanpreliee GyaeT OAATOCAOBEHHEM, OCBSAIIICHHIEM 3€MAH, 3¢MHOIO, Y€AOBEYIHOIO, -- KAK
rpoo6paza Beuno-Cyrero (“Gleich und gleich”, “So tanzet und springet”), Top:xecTBeHHasA
snmTasaMa Ha OpadHbiil coros ¢ 3emAci (“Gefunden”). Ha rpyAn maTepu He TECHO AAS CBIHA 1
ACPEBBAM HE3a4eM IIPOPOCTaTh B HEOO: passe cama 3emad He Ha Hebe?

C HMCTHHHBIM BEAUYHEM BCTPEYACT U IPHHUMACT IIOIT CMEPTD, KaK OTABIX (Bropas «Hounas
[Tecup Crpannukay; cp. “Dort bleib ich eine kleine Stille” B “So lasst mich scheinen...”) u kak
BO3BpAIlICHHUE B OTEYECTBO, H OTTyAA IIAeT IpuBet :kuBomy (“Geistesgruss”).

Bot To nonumanue I'ere, KOTOpOE PyKOBOACTBOBAAO MHOJO IIPU HAITHMCAHHH HCITOAHACMBIX
ceroaHs receH. OHO Ke OTPAXKACT M 3TAITBI MOETO COOCTBEHHOTO PAa3BUTHA, IIOCKOABKY OHH HAIIIAL
CBOE BBIPAKEHHUE B UCKYCCTBE.

S xo4y erre cka3aTh HECKOABKO CAOB OO OTKPBIBAOIIIEM ITHKA IIeceH l'ete B
Aepmonrockom Anreae. [ToHATHIN Kak IIPOAOT K 3€MHOM KU3HI, OH OBIA IIEPBOHAYAABHO
HaIuCcaH B pOPME OTACICHHOIO MY3BIKAABHOTO IIPOMU3BEACHHA, Oe3 cA0B. Kasaaocs, ¥To Besikoe
CAOBO OYAET CAHIIIKOM 3€MHO U IPY3HO, CAHIIIKOM OOpeMeHuT HebecHbIH noaet Ayim. Ho mo mepe

TIPEOAOACHHS 3TOTO ITIOCTPOCHUA OTBACICHHOCTH, CAOBO — 9TAa BEPHAA CBA3b C SeMAefI, -- Bce DoAee
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OKa3BIBAAOCH HE OpeMEHEM, a 00A32TEABCTBOM, HEOOXOAUMOCTBIO. HEIHE 9TOT IpoAor moercs u
IIOCTOABKY CTaA IIECHEIL.

Ase mecuu I'efine n «Onnradus» AHApes BeAoro Takke TECHO IPUMBIKAIOT K
H3AOKEHHOMY KPYTy MBICACH. Bee Tpu — «xMypEIe roCTbr Ha TEMHOM 3eMAe». OAUH KamKAYT
yHIHYTOKEHHA U TOKOpHO Mupstcs ¢ HuM (“Lieb’ Liebchen” u “Bergstimme”); apyrue,
ycrpemuBIiuch K CoaHy MuMO 3eMAR («30A0TOMY OAECKY BepHAY»), TOTHOAIOT OT crpeA CoAHIIA 1

3 MOTHUABI IITAFOT CBOXO AI-O6OBb Kk 3emae u KAKAY HPI/IMI/IPCHI/IH C Hel — HAACKAY BOCKpCC@HI/IH.

Hukoaait Metnep.
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