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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, 

òtheurgic,ó 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 Symbolistsõ 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 

òrhythmsó of the poetry. Bely considered song to be the òmost Symbolic art,ó and he praised 

Medtnerõs settings of Goetheõs lyrics as authentically Symbolist artworks (despite the German 

language). Furthermore, Bely considered Medtnerõs music to be a direct expression of the ònew 

religious consciousnessó 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 

 
  
 

 

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

òancient friend,ó the critic Emil Medtner (1872-1936). Rendering in verse that òone memory in my 

souló which òexcites and intoxicates,ó2 Bely illuminates deeply-seated impressions and important 

events from his early career in 1902. The reference to òredó evenings refers to his mystical 

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

the òdawnó in many worksñespecially within his first published book, the Second Symphony 

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

 
1 Second and third stanza of Belyõs poem, òE. K. Metneru (Pisõmo),ó in Urna (Moscow: Grif, 1909), 128-129. Originally 
sent as a letter to E. Medtner in January 1909, without the line òȌȾȯɊ ȭ ȯȾɃȰ ȸȫȺȰȭ Ȼȹȯȸȹȴ,ó. See Andrey Bely and 
Emily Metner, Perepiska: 1902-1915, I, edited by John Malmstad and A. V. Lavrov (Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2017), 
649-650. ò...Țȹȷȸɉ ȸȫɃȳ ȭȼȽȻȰɂȳ/ Ȫ ɊȼȸɆȷ, ȵȻȫȼȸɆȷ ȭȰɂȰȻȵȹȷ,/ ȓ ȸȰȼȵȹȸɂȫȰȷɆȰ ȻȰɂȳ/ ș ȸȰȼȵȫȲȫȸȸȹ 
ȯȹȻȹȮȹȷ./ ȌɆȭȫȶȹ, ɁȰȻȵȹȭɇ ȲȹȶȹȽȳȽȼɊ/ ȍ ȹȵȸȰ ȸȫȯ ȼȽȫȻȹɉ ȗȹȼȵȭȹȴ,/ ȓ ȺȰȻȭȫɊ ȭ ȹȵȸȰ ȶȹȱȳȽȼɊ,/ ȕȻȾȱȫȼɇ ȸȫȯ 
ȷȰȻȲȶȹȴ ȷȹȼȽȹȭȹȴ,/ ȜȸȰȱȳȸȹȵ ȵȻȾȱȰȭȸȫɊ ȼȽȫɊ.../ ȞȰȯȳȸȰȸȸɆȴ ȵȫȬȳȸȰȽ,/ ȓ ȎɋȽȰ ȸȫ ȼȽȰȸȰ ȺȹȻȽȻȰȽ.../ ș, ȮȯȰ ȽɆ, 
ɉȸȹȼȽɇ ȲȹȶȹȽȫɊ!/ Șȫȯ ɁȰȺɇɉ ȮȫȲȹȭɆɀ ȹȮȸȰȴ/ ȚȾȻȮȫ ȾȸɆȶȹ ȺȰȼȸɇ ȲȫȭȹȯȳȽ.../ ȕ ȸȫȷ ȋȶȰȵȼȰȴ ȜȰȻȮȰȳɂ ȭɀȹȯȳȽ,/ 
ȖȾȵȫȭȹ ȮȶɊȯɊ ȳȲ ȺȰȸȼȸɈ,/ ȓ ȾȶɆȬȫȰȽȼɊ ȲȫȵȫȽȾ.../ ȌȾȯɊ ȭ ȯȾɃȰ ȸȫȺȰȭ Ȼȹȯȸȹȴ,/ ȝȭȹȴ ȬȻȫȽ C-mol'ȸȾɉ ȼȹȸȫȽȾ/ 
ȘȫȳȮȻɆȭȫȰȽ Ȳȫ ȼȽȰȸȹȴ;/ ȚȹȼȶȰȯȸȳȰ ȫȵȵȹȻȯɆ ȵȹȯɆ/ ȚȻȹȶɇɉȽȼɊ, ȹȬȹȻȭȾȽȼɊ ȭȯȻȾȮ.../ ș, Ȱȼȶȳ Ȭ ȸȫȷ ȭ ȬɆȶɆȰ ȮȹȯɆ/ 
ȚȰȻȰȸȰȼȽȳȼɇ, ȼȽȫȻȳȸȸɆȴ ȯȻȾȮ!ó 
2 Ibid., òȗȸȰ ȸȰɂȰȮȹ ȺȳȼȫȽɇ; ȹȯȸȹ/ ȍ ȯȾɃȰ ȷȹȰȴ ȭȹȼȺȹȷȳȸȫȸɇȰ/ (ȍȹȶȸȾȰȽ ȳ ȺɇɊȸȳȽ ȹȸȹ)/ ȝɊȱȰȶȹȰ 
ȭȹȼȺȹȷȳȸȫȸɇȰ...ó From the first stanza. 

...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 Goetheõs 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 soulõs 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! 
 
ñAndrey Bely (1909)1 
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òunspeakably dearó is a coded reference to his favorite passage. The invocation of ògolden youthó 

and the color gold refer to the mystical brotherhood, the òArgonauts,ó that Bely formed with his 

friends, including Alexey Sergeyevich [Petrovsky], who introduced Bely to Emil in 1901. Bely 

formulated the Argonautsõ manifesto in his poem òThe Golden Fleece,ó dedicated to Emil Medtner 

along with the five-part lyric cycle, òAncient Friend.ó Both appeared in Belyõs first book of poetry, 

Gold in Azure.   

òSnowflakesó and òsnowstormsó invoke another favorite symbol and one which Bely 

directly associated with the music of Emilõs brother Nikolay (1879-1951)ña composer and the main 

subject of this study. The snowstormõs òsad songó refers to one of Belyõs favorite pieces, Medtnerõs 

early piano work Op. 1/5, which (along with other works) musically depicts the sound of a blizzard.  

òGoetheõs portraitó refers to the Medtner brothersõ love of Goethe, which found musical expression 

in Nikolayõs song settings of Goetheõs lyrics (praised in print by Bely).  The òC-minor sonataó is 

really Nikolay Medtnerõs F-minor Sonata, Op. 5ña work Bely first heard in fall of 1902 and which 

made a deep and formative impression. The òsoulõs familiar melodyó refers to Belyõs favorite melody 

from the sonata: its plaintive second theme (first appearing in C-minor, 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 Medtnerõs music for the 

Symbolist poet and essayist Andrey Belyñhere 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 Symbolismõs greatest musical representative from the annals of history. 

Absent from scholarly accounts of Symbolism in both literary and musicological studies, Medtnerõs 

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: òThe howl of the elements, hostile to 

man from time immemorial, sings, screams, and wails in Medtnerõs music, complexly layered like the 
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crosscutting gusts of a whirling snowstorm.ó3 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 Moscowõs intellectual and cultural elite 

in the waning years of the Russian empire. Here, in the small world of Russiaõs 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. 

 Medtnerõs songs and chamber works taken on their own offer plenty of rewards to the 

persistent listener. His sophisticated refinement of tonalityñwhat he considered to be a universal 

collective languageñrepresents 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 Medtnerõs 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, òSnezhnye arabeski,ó ȜȹȭȰȽȼȵȫɊ ȷȾȲɆȵȫ 3 (1990 [1911]): 122. Accessible here: 
https://mus.academy/articles/snezhnye-arabeski. òȍȹȴ ȼȽȳɀȳȴ, ȳȼȵȹȸȳ ɂȰȶȹȭȰȵȾ ȭȻȫȱȯȰȬȸɆɀ, ȺȹȰȽ, ȵȻȳɂȳȽ, 
ȮȹȶȹȼȳȽ ȭ ȷȸȹȮȹȼȶȹȱȸȹȴ, ȵȫȵ ȼȰȽȳ ȺȰȻȰȵȻȰɄȳȭȫɉɄȳɀȼɊ ȻȾȵȫȭȹȭ ȷȰȽȰȶɇȸɆɀ, ȷȾȲɆȵȰ ȗȰȽȸȰȻȫ.ó 
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just like his brother, Emil, who worked as an Imperial censor, cultural critic, and later as the 

publisher of the Symbolist house, Musaget. 

Emilõs correspondence with Bely, recently published in its entirety in 2017, is of foundational 

importance for assessing the Medtnersõ 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 accurateñboth men had deep and longstanding 

interests in German philosophy and culture prior to meeting, indeed that must have been one reason 

for their friendship. Emilõs personal and professional interest in the latest developments in Russian 

literature and mysticism, and his recognition of Belyõs leading position after the publication of his 

Second Symphony in 1902, was the primary reason for the establishment of relations.4 

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).5 Medtnerõs 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 Solovyovõs ideas, which 

proved to catalyzing for their poetry and prose. Bely himself noted a prophetic, mystical kindship 

between Medtner and Blokñthe greatest Symbolist poetñand resorted to Blokõs (and Solovyovõs) 

 
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 Belyõs 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 
Medtnersñalong 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 reliableñsee for example, Rosamund Bartlettõs 
account of Bely and Emil in her otherwise fantastic Wagner and Russia (Cambridge University Press, 1995), 140-167. 
5 The best guide to Solovyovõs ideas on these topics is Judith Deutsch Kornblatt, Divine Sophia: The Wisdom Writings of 
Vladimir Solovyov (Cornell University Press, 2009).  
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poetry to òexplainó Medtnerõs 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 rhythms. For example, of Medtnerõs first cycle of Goethe 

lieder, Bely wrote that, òone is involuntarily amazed by the fact that the music for Goetheõs songs 

was not written, but rather taken as if from the songs themselves. And yet, within the limits of 

Goetheõs melody, the composer freely shapes the music.ó6 

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 Medtnerõs Symbolist circles.7 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 

Koussevitzkyõs Russian Music Publishing house.8 Rachmaninoff was the most brilliant and 

precocious product of the Moscow Conservatory, which awarded him its òGreat Gold Medaló 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 

 
6 See Appendix A for citation and original Russian. 
7 Rachmaninoff eventually fell under Medtnerõs 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 Rachmaninoffõs 
convergence with Symbolism around 1912 and attributes it to the influence of the Armenian poet Marietta Shaginyan. 
See Bullock, òRachmaninoff and the ôVocaliseõ: Word and Music in the Russian Silver Age,ó 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 prot®g® of the Medtners, especially Emil, with whom she was living. Furthermore, Bullock invokes 
Belyõs writings on Medtner, but dismisses them out of hand as representative of a òmetaphorical, not practicaló interest 
in music (pg. 93).  
8 Known in the West as Editions Russes de Musique. 
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turn of the centuryñwhen 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 

òSmall Gold Medaló in anticipation of a bright performance career. Unlike Rachmaninoff, he did 

not undergo the conservatoryõs 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. 9 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 Belyõs friend Ellis (Lev Kobylinsky, 1879-1947). Nevertheless, Medtner mainly 

learned his trade the old-fashioned wayñby 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.10 Medtner was by no means 

prolific, yet by 1906 he had swiftly risen to the top of Moscowõs musical ranks. His early musical 

idols were the conductor Arthur Nikisch (under whom Medtner first performed Beethovenõs fourth 

 
9 See Christoph Flamm, Der russische Komponist Nikolaj Metner (Verlag Ernst Kuhn, 1995), 5-7.  
10 Belyõs essay entitled, òOn Theurgy.ó See Chapter Two for discussion and citation. There are two collections of Belyõs 
essays that have appeared in English. The first is Steven Cassedy, trans. and ed., Selected 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 Belyõs 
mystical essays into English. While neither collection includes Belyõs 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.  
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concerto, for which he would later compose cadenzas), the pianist Josef Hofmann (who 

championed Medtnerõs first piano sonata), and Maria Olenina-dõAlheim (who pioneered the art of 

chamber singing in Russia and who would later premiere several of Medtnerõs 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 Medtnerõs 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.11 

Goethe was a major òfatheró 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 

Medtnerõs use of Goetheõs lyrics was sometimes derided as old-fashioned Germanophilia, it instead 

reveals deep awareness of Symbolist versification trends, as well as knowledge of Goetheõs mystical 

import. Emilõs own cult of Goethe was matched by Vyacheslav Ivanovõs interest in the German 

poet.12 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 Belyõs writings and Nikolayõs compositions. This surely 

unique relationship in the history of music and literature no doubt further instigated Belyõs 

experiments with the rhythms and melodies of languageñwhat would become the defining element 

 
11 Bely had in April 1906 published a review of Medtnerõs new Goethe lieder, Op. 6, in the Symbolist/contemporary 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 Belyõs poem òZolotomu blesku veriló in that magazine in 1908ñbecoming 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 Vyacheslav Ivanov 
(University of Wisconsin Press, 1994). 
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of his literary style. On the other hand, Nikolay developed an early and unusual love for poetry, 

which heavily influenced his musical development and òcompensatedó for his lack of formalized 

conservatory composition training. Medtnerõs keen interests in literature and religious mysticism led 

him to participate in Moscowõs 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 Scriabinõs 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 pastñfrom 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. Medtnerõs strict, mature, even somewhat heavy style could be 
likened to a Doric column; Scriabinõs tr¯s parfum®, in contrast, is like a Corinthian column. 
Scriabin is rushing somewhere into the superterrestrial spheres of the ò¦bermensch;ó Medtner 
is on earth. Scriabinõs ecstasy leads to some kind of hashish-fueled vertigo, from which the 
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mysticism of the Middle Ages and the zeal of the Khlysty13 emanates; Medtnerõs elevated 
pathos pours into a bright, measured dithyramb,14 in which there is something akin to the 
harmonious strictness of the ancient world and the neoclassicism of Goethe.15 

 

To Engel, Scriabin exemplifies the yearning of modernity for new sounds, colors, and experiences. 

Whereas Medtner is much more in line with the Symbolistsõ retrospective humanism and cult of 

form. Engel seems unaware of the deeply mystical basis of Medtnerõs òelevated pathosó and, like 

most critics at the time, heavily overemphasizes the classical òstrictnessó of Medtnerõs music. Engelõs 

review shows the great extent to which the philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche had penetrated 

Russian intellectual life in the early years of the twentieth century.16 While Medtner, Bely, and the 

Symbolists were heavily influenced by a Nietzscheõs ideasñwhich they understood through a 

Christian lensñEngelõs use of the word ò¿bermenschó as something òsuperterrestrialó reflects a 

popular understand of Nietzsche that had little to do with his actual philosophy. In Also Sprach 

Zarathustra, Nietzsche develops the concept of the ò¿bermenschó as a representative of the highest 

form of humanity on earth, in opposition to the òsuperterrestrialó heavens of established religion. It 

is this grounded, òearthlyó 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 Nietzscheõs cult of the earth with the 

 
13 A rural religious (Pentecostal-type) sect known for ecstatic rituals, whirling dances, and speaking in tongues. 
14 The term for a hymn to Dionysus, which in Medtnerõs music is stately and exalted rather than frenzied. 
15 Yuly Engel, Review of Medtnerõs 7 March 1911 recital, reproduced in Flamm, Metner, 298-99. òȜȵȻɊȬȳȸ ɀȹȽȰȶ ȬɆ 
ȭȹȭȼȰ ȹȽȹȻȭȫȽɇȼɊ ȹȽ ȺȻȹɃȶȹȮȹ, ȯȫȱȰ ȺȰȻȰȭȰȻȸȾȽɇ ȭȭȰȻɀ ȯȸȹȷ ȼȽȫȻɆȰ ȹȼȸȹȭɆ ȮȫȻȷȹȸȳȳ. ȗȰȽȸȰȻ ȭȼȰȮȯȫ ȹȺȳȻȫȰȽȼɊ 
ȸȫ ȺȻȹɃȶȹȰ, ȳȲ ȼȰȷɊȸ ȵȹȽȹȻȹȮȹ ȾȷȰȰȽ, ȹȯȸȫȵȹ, ȭɆȻȫɄȳȭȫȽɇ ȼȭȰȱȳȰ, ȸȹȭɆȰ ɁȭȰȽɆ. ȜȵȻɊȬȳȸ ȱȫȱȯȰȽ ȹȻȮȳȳ ȲȭȾȵȹȭ ȳ 
ȵȻȫȼȹȵ, ȰȷȾ ȾȱȰ ȷȫȶȹ ȳ ȹȻȵȰȼȽȻȫ, ȵ ȵȹȽȹȻȹȷȾ ȹȸ ȼȽȻȰȷȳȽȼɊ ȺȻȳȬȫȭȳȽɇ ȼȭȰȽ ȳ ȯȫȱȰ ȲȫȺȫɀȳ! ȗȰȽȸȰȻ ȯȹȭȹȶɇȼȽȭȾȰȽȼɊ 
ȺȹȵȾȯȫ ȿȹȻȽȰȺȳȫȸȹ ȳ Ȯȹȶȹȼȹȷ, ȯȫ ȰɄȰ ȼȵȻȳȺȵȹȴ. ȜȵȻɊȬȳȸ - ȵȹȶȹȻȳȼȽ-ȳȷȺȻȰȼȼȳȹȸȳȼȽ, ȾȷȰɉɄȳȴ ȬɆȽɇ ȸȰ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ 
ȹȮȶȾɃȳȽȰȶɇȸȹ-ȹȼȶȰȺȳȽȰȶɇȸɆȷ, ȸȹ ȳ ȸȰȾȶȹȭȳȷȹ-ȶȰȮȵȳȷ, ȭȹȲȯȾɃȸɆȷ. Ȟ ȗȰȽȸȰȻȫ ȵȹȶȹȻȳȽ - ȸȫ ȭȽȹȻȹȷ ȺȶȫȸȰ. 
ȜȽȻȹȮȳȴ, ȭɆȯȰȻȱȫȸȸɆȴ, ȯȫȱȰ ȸȰȼȵȹȶɇȵȹ ȽɊȱȰȶȹȭȫȽɆȴ ȼȽȳȶɇ ȗȰȽȸȰȻȫ ȷȹȱȸȹ ȾȺȹȯȹȬȳȽɇ ȯȹȻȳȴȼȵȹȴ ȵȹȶȹȸȸȰ; 
ȼȵȻɊȬȳȸȼȵȳȴ tr¯s parfum®, ȭ ȺȻȹȽȳȭȹȭȰȼ ȰȷȾ, ȾȺȹȯȹȬȳȽȼɊ ȽȹȮȯȫ ȵȹȶȹȸȸȰ ȵȹȻȳȸȿȼȵȹȴ. ȜȵȻɊȬȳȸ ȻȭȰȽȼɊ ȵȾȯȫ-Ƚȹ ȭ 
ȸȫȯȲȰȷȸɆȰ, ăȼȭȰȻɀɂȰȶȹȭȰɂȰȼȵȳȰó ȼȿȰȻɆ; ȗȰȽȸȰȻ ȸȫ ȲȰȷȶȰ. ȨȵȼȽȫȲ ȜȵȻɊȬȳȸȫ ȺȻȳȭȹȯȳȽ ȵ ȵȫȵȹȷȾ-Ƚȹ ȮȫɃȳɃȸȹȷȾ 
vertige'y (ăȭȰȻȽȰȱȾó), ȹȽ ȵȹȽȹȻȹȮȹ ȭȰȰȽ ȷȳȼȽȳȵȹȴ ȼȻȰȯȸȰȭȰȵȹȭɇɊ ȳ ɀȶɆȼȽȹȭȼȵȳɀ ȻȫȯȰȸȳȴ; ȺȹȯɅȰȷ ȗȰȽȸȰȻȫ 
ȭɆȶȳȭȫȰȽȼɊ ȭ ȼȭȰȽȶɆȴ, ȻȫȲȷȰȻȰȸȸɆȴ ȯȳȿȳȻȫȷȬ, ȭ ȵȹȽȹȻȹȷ ȰȼȽɇ ȸȰɂȽȹ ȻȹȯȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȰ ȼȽȻȹȴȸȹȴ ȼȽȻȹȮȹȼȽȳ 
ȫȸȽȳɂȸȹȮȹ ȷȳȻȫ ȳ ȸȰȹȵȶȫȼȼȳɁȳȲȷȾ ȎȰȽȰ.ó 
16 For an overview of Nietzscheõs influence, see Bernice Rosenthalõs introduction to Nietzsche 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 Engelõs 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 Medtnerõs name is nearly 

absent. The most important musicological monographs of Silver Age musical culture are Simon 

Morrisonõs Russian Opera and the Symbolist Movement and Richard Taruskinõs 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 Flammõs pioneering German-language dissertation, 

Der russische Komponist Nikolaj Metner. Flamm was the first and to this point, only, musicologist to take 

seriously Medtnerõs relationship with Bely and to try to integrate Medtner into broader Symbolist 

contexts.17 The intellectual historian, Rebecca Mitchell, has also examined the Medtnerõs brothers in 

the context of late-Imperial òmusical metaphysicsó in her Nietzscheõs 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 Symbolismõs 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 190318 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 Bitzanõs dissertation on Medtnerõs 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., Șȳȵȹȶȫȴ ȗȰȽȸȰȻ: ȘȰȲȫȬɆȽɆȰ ȷȹȽȳȳȭɆ, ȕ 140-ȶȰȽȳɉ 
ȵȹȷȺȹȲȳȽȹȻȫ (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 1910.19 That year produced the so-called òcrisis of Symbolism,ó 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 Bryusovõs own words from earlier in the decade against him.20 

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 Medtnerõs Op. 1 (1903) as if it should be in the style of Scriabinõs experiments 

of a decade later to justify Belyõs praise of it as a major theurgic contribution to Symbolism. Taruskin 

claims that the Medtner brothers were òthe most conservative musical thinkers of the day,ó when, in 

1903, Medtnerõs music was no less harmonically òadvancedó than Scriabinõs. 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 yearsõ time. Taruskin adds 

further confusion to the historical picture when he correctly identifies that the Medtner brothers 

were òextremely influential among the literati of Moscow,ó but then states that the only musicians 

who made any effort to navigate the gulf between literature and music were Scriabin and Mikhail 

Gnesin.21 

In a 1906 article on Medtner, Bely acknowledged Scriabinõs great importance for new 

Russian music, while still placing Medtner ahead.22 But after Scriabinõs 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 Scriabinõs 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, 1986). 
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 Scriabinõs mysticism was not 

rooted in Christianity, he was quite distant theologically from even Vyacheslav Ivanovñthe 

Symbolist who took up Scriabinõs cause in 1913.23 Indeed, Michael Wachtel argues that Ivanov 

thought of Scriabin as an artist beyond the bounds of Symbolism, a òtrue post-Symbolistó for 

breaking through the òlimitsó of art to which Symbolism itself adhered.24  

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, Libra, 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 Libra, but he ended up working for the rival contemporary arts journal The Golden Fleece 

instead.  

Bryusov, in his 1904 essay òKeys to the Mysteries,ó declared that òart is what in other areas 

we call revelation. Works of art are doors half-opened to Eternity.ó25 A year later he penned the 

mystic Symbolistsõ most iconic manifesto: 

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

 
23 See Rebecca Mitchellõs Nietzscheõs Orphans (Yale University Press, 2015), for an overview of Scriabinõs many 
divergences from mainstream Symbolism (pgs. 98-99).  
24 See Wachtelõs editorial commentary in Vyacheslav Ivanov, Selected Essays, trans. Robert Bird, ed. Michael Wachtel 
(Northwestern University Press, 2001), 312-13. 
25 Bryusov, òKeys to the Mysteries,ó in Russian Symbolists, 62. 
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throw ourselves on the altar of our divinity. Only a priestõs knife, cutting our breasts, gives 
us the right to be called a poet.26 
 
Bryusovõs exhortations are impressively vivid, showing the influence of Solovyov and 

especially of Belyõs early essays. His colleaguesñyounger and olderñexplored 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 òOn the Reasons for the Decline and the New Currents in Contemporary Russian 

Literatureó), declared its three main elements to be òmystical contents, symbols, and a broadening of 

artistic sensitivity.ó27 Merezhkovsky, often inexplicably lumped in with the earlier, supposedly non-

mystical generation of Symbolists, was in fact one of Russiaõs most influential religious philosophers. 

He conveyed his apocalyptic doctrine of a òthird testamentó 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 ònew religious consciousnessó influenced Symbolists and other religious thinkers, 

especially the young Andrey Bely (who lived with the Merezhkovskys at various points). Yet, 

Merezhkovskyõs 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 colleaguesñwho 

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, òHoly Sacrifice,ó in Symbolists, 69.  
27 Merezhkovsky, òOn the Reasons,ó 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 spiritualñthat 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 

Solovyovõs thinking, the perfect embodiment of the ideal or the divine within material reality would 

òspiritualizeó or transfigure it, rendering it perfect and immortal. This idea, which he called 

òtheurgy,ó is an extension of the theological basis of Christõs 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.28 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 Medtnerõs book was commissioned and published originally by Rachmaninoff, it was reissued 

by the YMCA-Press in Parisñthe central organ of Russian religious thought abroad. That press was 

headed by Nikolay Berdyaev, the most well-known religious philosopher abroad. Thus Medtnerõs 

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

 
28 Nikolay Metner, Muza i moda (Tair, 1935). òTairó was Sergey Rachmaninoffõs publishing company (named after the 
first letters of his two daughtersõ names). Rachmaninoff initially wanted to issue a new version of Emil Medtnerõs 1912 
book, Modernizm i muzyka, but Emil declined the offer claiming that his brother had supplanted him as a theorist. The 
American musicologist Alfred Swan translated Medtnerõs 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.29 Following in the footsteps of Solovyov, Bely, and Ivanov, Medtner defined òsymbolismó 

[ȼȳȷȭȹȶȳɂȸȹȼȽɇ] in his book as the òmystical spiritual significanceó of an artwork, claiming that 

ògenuine symbolism is not a type of artistic thought, but the degree of its spiritual penetration.ó30 

The main purpose of Medtnerõs book is to develop a Symbolist theory of music as a 

language capable of conveying mystical experience otherwise inexpressible in ordinary wordsñ

similar to the Symbolistsõ conception of poetic language. This musical languageñrooted in tonality, 

which Medtner viewed as the manifestation on earth of the heavenly song aboveñis 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 Medtnerõs 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 Swanõs translation.  

Here I would like to briefly discuss two specific terms Medtner employs which are crucial to 

his argument, yet which are translated so poorly that comprehension of the original meaning 

becomes impossible. The first example is the word òzaklinatõó (and its noun form òzaklinanieó). This 

word has a simple meaning of to òcast a spelló or to òmake an incantation,ó but it can also mean òto 

conjureó or even òto exorcise.ó At a general level it means to impose oneõs will on the surroundings 

through magical means.31 Medtner uses it in different contexts to mean all these things, but the 

translator consistently renders it as òto exorcizeó or òexorcism.ó This choice fatally obscures the 

primary usage of the termñto indicate the power of music to spellbind audiences and the power of 

 
29 This is especially true given Medtner close relationship with the philosopher Ivan Ilyinñsomeone equally concerned 
with the Christian basis of artistic creation. 
30 Medtner, Muse, 128-129 (translation altered). òȍȰȯɇ ȺȹȯȶȳȸȸȫɊ ȼȳȷȭȹȶȳɂȸȹȼȽɇ ȸȰ ȰȼȽɇ ȵȫɂȰȼȽȭȹ ȷɆȼȶȳ, ȫ ȼȽȰȺȰȸɇ 
ȰȰ ȯȾɀȹȭȸȹȴ ȺȻȹȸȳȵȸȹȭȰȸȸȹȼȽȳ.ó 
31 I am grateful to Dr. Ivan Pogrebnyak for help with this discussion.  
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good thematic material to òinspireó 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 Medtnerõs entire theory of music as a language. Swan translates òsmysló as òsenseó when it 

should be rendered as òmeaning.ó Thus, over the entire course of the book, we read about the 

òsensesó of the musical language, rather than its òmeanings,ó 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 òmeaningsó of the musical language are the building blocks of music and correspond roughly to 

the words in a poem: Medtnerõs reasoning is simple, since the musical language does not have 

words, then it must deal directly with the òmeaningsó instead. He believed that a composer could 

express mystical experience of the heavenly song through the musical language and the òmeaningsó 

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 òmeanings,ó which emerge from the 

rules of tonal voice-leading.  

Medtner defined the musical language in clear theological terms: òJust 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.ó32 Composers effectively serve as mystics who possess a special awareness of this heavenly 

music within their souls. This is the òoriginal meaningó of music, and one which transforms the 

varied history of musical practice into one divine language connecting all of humanity: òOnly those 

who value this connection are given mastery of the musical ôlanguage,õ and only through the sacred 

 
32 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.ó33 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 òthemesó into their music. Drawing to some extent on Orthodox ascetic 

mysticism, Medtner states that composers must constantly òtuneó their inner òlyreó so as to be able 

to intone musicõs òelementary meanings.ó34  

Medtnerõs emphasis on inner mystical experience as the true content of art is directly 

prefigured by Belyõs definition of the symbol. This definition, heavily indebted to Solovyovõs 

trinitarian Sophiology, relies on a triadic structure wherein the unity of two opposites is expressed by 

way of a third thing.35 To Bely, every symbol is a òtriadó (òabcó) made up of three components: an 

òimage of nature embodied in sound, color, and wordó (òbó) which is manipulated so as to 

completely express a subjective òexperienceó (òcó)ñthis combination of outer image and inner 

experience together makes an òindivisible creative unityó (òaó), which takes on its own independent 

existence as a symbol.36 As Bely sums it up, a òsymbol is an image transformed by experience.ó 

Symbolism in poetry is thus the expression of inner experience through the manipulation of images 

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

Medtner, Bely calls the inner mystical experience of the poet the òmelodiousnessó of the soul, or a 

 
33 Medtner, Muse, 8 (translation altered). òȝȹȶɇȵȹ ȽȹȷȾ, ȵȽȹ ȯȹȻȹȱȳȽ ɈȽȹȴ ȼȭɊȲɇɉ, ȯȫȰȽȼɊ ȭȶȫȯȰȸȳȰ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸɆȷ 
çɊȲɆȵȹȷè, ȳ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ȺȾȽȰȷ ȼȭɊɄȰȸȸȹȮȹ ȹɀȻȫȸȰȸȳɊ ɈȽȹȴ ȼȭɊȲȳ ȷȹȮȶȹ ȼȹȲȯȫȽɇȼɊ ȳ ȬȾȯȰȽ ȱȳȭȹ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȰ 
ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȹ.ó 
34 Medtner, Muse, 2 (translation altered). 
35 For example, in Solovyovõs system Christ is the union of the Logos with Sophia.  
36 Andrey Bely, òSimvolizm,ó in Arabeski (Moscow, Musaget, 1911), 245. This article was originally written as a lecture in 
1909 and is accessible here: http://az.lib.ru/b/belyj_a/text_14_1907_arabesky.shtml. òȋ ȺȹȼȵȹȶɇȵȾ ȼȳȷȭȹȶ ȰȼȽɇ 
ȹȬȻȫȲ, ȺȻȰȽȭȹȻȰȸȸɆȴ ȺȰȻȰȱȳȭȫȸȳȰȷ, ȺȹȼȽȹȶɇȵȾ ȼȳȷȭȹȶȳȼȽɆ ȾȵȫȲɆȭȫɉȽ ȸȫ ȽȻȹȴȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȰ ȸȫɂȫȶȹ ȼȳȷȭȹȶȫ; ȭȼɊȵȳȴ 
ȼȳȷȭȹȶ ȰȼȽɇ ȽȻȳȫȯȫ òabcó, ȮȯȰ òȫó -- ȸȰȯȰȶȳȷȹȰ ȽȭȹȻɂȰȼȵȹȰ ȰȯȳȸȼȽȭȹ, ȳ ȵȹȽȹȻȹȷ ȼȹɂȰȽȫɉȽȼɊ ȯȭȫ ȼȶȫȮȫȰȷɆȰ (òbó 
ȹȬȻȫȲ ȺȻȳȻȹȯɆ, ȭȹȺȶȹɄȰȸȸɆȴ ȭ ȲȭȾȵȰ, ȵȻȫȼȵȰ, ȼȶȹȭȰ, ȳ òȼó ȺȰȻȰȱȳȭȫȸȳȰ, ȼȭȹȬȹȯȸȹ ȻȫȼȺȹȶȫȮȫɉɄȰȰ ȷȫȽȰȻȳȫȶ 
ȲȭȾȵȹȭ, ȵȻȫȼȹȵ ȳ ȼȶȹȭ, ɂȽȹȬɆ ɈȽȹȽ ȷȫȽȰȻȳȫȶ ȭȼȰɁȰȶȹ ȭɆȻȫȲȳȶ ȺȰȻȰȱȳȭȫȸȳȰ)éó 
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òmusic-generated visionóñwhich must be given form by being clothed in words, sounds, and 

images:37  

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 himñjust 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.38 

 
The Symbolist carefully balance the Romanticõs 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 òstrong wordó to be properly conveyed.  

What is astounding, and heretofore unnoticed, is the great extent to which Bely here 

prefigures the main points of Medtnerõs 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 harmonyñthe forms and harmonies of which must be organically derived from the 

practice of the greatest Classical masters. Medtnerõs refusal to abandon tonality emerges directly 

from Belyõs desire to òstand for the strong forged word with all his souló: 

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

 
37 I summarize Belyõs discussion of this topic in his crowning essay on Symbolism as an artistic method, the article òO 
simvolizme,ó which he published in the first issue of Musagetõs magazine Trudy i dni (Jan-Feb 1912). This article is 
reproduced with editorial notes in Yu. K. Gerasimov, ed., Literaturnye manifesty i deklaratsii russkogo modernizma: Nauchnoe 
uzdanie (Pushkinsky Dom, 2017), 430-446. See especially 436-38. 
38 Andrey Bely, òO simvolizme,ó in Manifesty, 438. òȜȳȷȭȹȶȳȼȽ--ɈȽȹ ȽȹȽ, ȵȽȹ ȼȫȷȹȰ ȭȯȹɀȸȹȭȰȸɇȰ ȺȹɈȲȳȳ 
ȸȰȺȻȹȳȲȭȹȶɇȸȹ ȭȳȯȳȽ ȭ ȷȾȲɆȵȹȴ ȺȹȻȹȱȯȰȸȸȹȷ ȭȳȯȰȸȳȳ; ȭ ɈȽȹȷ ȹȸ ȼȹȭȺȫȯȫȰȽ ȼ ȻȹȷȫȸȽȳȵȹȷ. ȜȳȷȭȹȶȳȼȽ--ɈȽȹ ȽȹȽ, 
ȵȽȹ ȷȾȲɆȵȹȴ ȺȹȻȹȱȯȰȸȸȹȰ ɊȭȶȰȸɇȰ, ɈȽȾ ȺȶȹȽɇ ȰȮȹ ȺȰȼȸȳ, ȲȫȵȶɉɂȫȰȽ ȭ ȵȻȰȺȵȹȰ ȼȶȹȭȹ. ȓ ȺȹȽȹȷȾ-Ƚȹ Ȳȫ ȵȻȰȺȵȹȰ 
ȵȹȭȫȸȸȹȰ ȼȶȹȭȹ ȹȸ ȼȽȹȳȽ ȭȼȰȴ ȯȾɃȹȴ; ɈȽȫ ȵȹȭȫȸȸȹȼȽɇ ȼȶȹȭȫ ȺȹȲȭȹȶɊȰȽ ȰȷȾ ȳ ȬɆȽɇ ȵȶȫȼȼȳȵȹȷ. ȜȳȷȭȹȶȳȼȽ--ɈȽȹ ȽȹȽ, 
ȵȽȹ Ȳȫ ȵȻȰȺȵȹȼȽɇ ȳ ȵȹȭȫȸȸȹȼȽɇ ȼȶȹȭȫ ȸȰ ȹȽȯȫȼȽ ȬȰȼȼȶȹȭȰȼȸȹȼȽȳ, ȬȰȲɆȷɊȸȸȹȼȽȳ ȰȷȾ ȲȭȾɂȫɄȳɀ ȷȰȶȹȯȳȴ, ȵȫȵ ȳ ȽȹȽ, 
ȵȽȹ ȭȹ ȳȷɊ ɈȽȳɀ ȭȹȶȸȰȸȳȴ ȸȰ ȺȻȰȯȫȼȽ ȺȻȰȵȻȫȼȸȹȴ ȲȭȾɂȸȹȼȽȳ ȼȶȹȭȫ, ȭȲɊȽȹȴ ȼȫȷȹȰ Ⱥȹ ȼȰȬȰ.ó Here Bely relies on the 
antinomian logic of Christological theologyñin the person of Christ is combined someone one-hundred percent God 
(òWordó) with someone one-hundred percent Man (òFleshó). Christ thus exists as the union of those two persons. This 
is the theological origin of Belyõs definition of the artistic symbol.  



19 
 

 

demands the most clear-cut form in soundsé. The content of Beethovenõs 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.39 
 
Artistic contents must be expressed in and through formñbut 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 poetryñin the movement of words and images rather than in themselves. For 

Medtner, intuited snatches of the soulõs 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: òEvery artist learns primarily from themes that 

appear to him in silence. If silence does not reveal anything to him, then he learns nothing.ó40  

Musical themes are theurgicñthey embody that òhigher,ó divine meaning and thus spiritualize the 

musical languageõs mundane effable meanings. Medtner writes, that òthe most primary, fundamental, 

supreme ômeaningõ of musicó is the theme, which is both the òkerneló of form and its òprincipal 

content.ó The development of the theme is òthe opening up of the kernel, as it were, into the form 

of the entire musical composition.ó41And, here, Medtner has hit on a precise musical analogue of 

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

òindivisible creative unityó that exists in itself, distinct from either form or content specifically. 

 
39 Medtner, Muse, 123 (translation altered). òȗȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȰ ȼȹȯȰȻȱȫȸȳȰ ȰȼȽɇ ȸȰȼȵȫȲȾȰȷȹȰ. ȗȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȫɊ ȿȹȻȷȫ ȰȼȽɇ 
ȸȳɂȽȹ ȳȸȹȰ, ȵȫȵ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȰ ȼȹȯȰȻȱȫȸȳȰ, ȹȬȻȫɄȰȸȸȹȰ ȵ ȸȫɃȰȷȾ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȷȾ ȼȹȲȸȫȸȳɉé ȘȰȼȵȫȲȾȰȷȹȼȽɇ 
ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȮȹ ȼȹȯȰȻȱȫȸȳɊ, ȸȰȹȺȻȰȯȰȶȳȷȹȼȽɇ ȰȮȹ ȼ ȺȹȷȹɄɇɉ ȼȶȹȭ, ȽȻȰȬȾȰȽ ȸȫȳȬȹȶȰȰ ȹȽɂȰȽȶȳȭȹȴ ȿȹȻȷɆ ȭ 
ȲȭȾȵȫɀé. ȜȹȯȰȻȱȫȸȳȰ ȱȰ ȌȰȽɀȹȭȰȸȼȵȳɀ ȼȳȷȿȹȸȳȴ, ȸȰȼȵȫȲȾȰȷȹ-ȳȻȻȫɁȳȹȸȫȶɇȸȹȰ ȯȹ ȬȰȲȾȷȳɊ, ȼȽȫȶȹ ȯȹȼȽȾȺȸɆȷ 
ȸȫɃȰȷȾ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȷȾ ȼȹȲȸȫȸȳɉ ȬȶȫȮȹȯȫȻɊ ȬȹȱȰȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȴ ɊȼȸȹȼȽȳ, ɂȰȽȵȹȼȽȳ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȴ ȿȹȻȷɆ.ó 
40 Medtner, Muse 44 (translation altered).  
41 Medtner, Muse, 43 (translation altered). òȜȹȼȽȫȭȶɊɊ ȼɀȰȷȾ ȹȼȸȹȭȸɆɀ ȼȷɆȼȶȹȭ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȮȹ ɊȲɆȵȫ, Ɋ, ȵȹȸȰɂȸȹ, ȸȰ 
ȷȹȮ ȺȹȲȭȹȶȳȽɇ ȼȰȬȰ ȺȹȷȰȼȽȳȽɇ ȭ ȸȰȴȼȫȷɆȴ ȺȰȻȭȳɂȸɆȴ, ȹȼȸȹȭȸȹȴ, ȭȰȻɀȹȭȸɆȴ çȼȷɆȼȶè ȷȾȲɆȵȳ ñ ȽȰȷȾ, 
ɊȭȶɊɉɄȾɉȼɊ ȲȰȻȸȹȷ ȿȹȻȷɆ, ȮȶȫȭȸɆȷ ȼȹȯȰȻȱȫȸȳȰȷ ȰȰ, ȳ ȻȫȲȭȳȽȳȰ ȽȰȷɆ, ȺȻȰȯȼȽȫȭȶɊɉɄȰȰ ȼȹȬȹȴ ȵȫȵ ȬɆ 
ȻȫȼȵȻɆȽȳȰ ȲȰȻȸȫ, Ƚȹ ȰȼȽɇ ȿȹȻȷɆ ȭȼȰȮȹ ȼȹɂȳȸȰȸȳɊ.ó 
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Medtnerõs position as a leading Symbolist composer (and Belyõs 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 Taruskinõs account Medtner appears as a representative of a stile anticoñas 

part of a coterie of composers who persisted writing tonally to ensure popular success with 

audiences.42  

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 Medtnerõs 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, Medtnerõs publisher 

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

 
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 the most modern direction,ó and that in most countries, òall still stand for the 

direction of Stravinsky.ó43 Zimmermann then proceeds to òadviseó Medtner that he should perform 

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 òstile anticoó 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 òindustryó without pursuing the latest modernist 

fashions. From Medtnerõs 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.44 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 òmodernismó 

denoted quite literally the exact opposite of what he understood true, Symbolic art to be: i.e., 

òmodernistó 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 òmodernismó? ð The fashion for fashion.45 òModernismó 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.46 But since 

 
43 Letter from Zimmermann to Medtner from which the latter quoted in a letter to Rachmaninoff from 15 Dec 1925. 
See Metner, Pisõma, 313-316. Emphasis added. Zimmermannõs company was suffering from the collapse of the German 
economy in 1923. 
44 There is a recent body of literature on the interrelation between modernism, commercialism, 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 
audienceñhigh society.  
45 The Russian word for fashion, òmoda,ó is also the root of the word for modernism, òmodernizm.ó 
46 Here òmistressó is used in its older sense of a female master. Medtner understands òfashionó 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.47 
 

Medtnerõs feminine òMuseóñthe òinspirer and teacher of poets and musiciansóñis a goddess-like 

figure who has her roots in Solovyovõs 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 Godõs creation and guides the artist in the practices 

necessary for the spiritualization of artist material, enabling theurgic creation. The female figure of 

òfashionó is clearly based on the òwhore of Babylonó in Revelation (and in the Wisdom books) who 

leads humanity astray. Medtnerõs condemnation of modernism was largely prefigured by similar 

arguments made by Bely and Emil in the first decade of the century.48 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 deadé. 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 
demandé. If Berdyaev were an artist, he would understand that what has been judged for 
millennia cannot be scraped out with a pen.49 

 
The second critical bias which has dogged Medtnerõs 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). ȢȽȹ ȽȫȵȹȰ çȷȹȯȰȻȸȳȲȷè? ñ ȗȹȯȫ ȸȫ ȷȹȯȾ. çȗȹȯȰȻȸȳȲȷè ȰȼȽɇ ȷȹȶɂȫȶȳȭȹȰ 
ȼȹȮȶȫɃȰȸȳȰ ɁȰȶȹȮȹ ȺȹȵȹȶȰȸȳɊ ñ ȳȲȮȸȫȽɇ ȷȾȲȾ, ȺȻȰȱȸɉɉ ȭȯȹɀȸȹȭȳȽȰȶɇȸȳɁȾ ȳ ȾɂȳȽȰȶɇȸȳɁȾ ȺȹɈȽȹȭ ȳ 
ȷȾȲɆȵȫȸȽȹȭ, ȳ ȭȷȰȼȽȹ ȸȰȰ ȺȻȳȲȸȫȽɇ ȷȹȯȾ, ȵȫȵ ȸȰȹȮȻȫȸȳɂȰȸȸȾɉ ȭȶȫȯɆɂȳɁȾ ȳ ȭȰȻɀȹȭȸȹȮȹ ȼȾȯɇɉ. Șȹ Ƚȫȵ ȵȫȵ ȳȲ 
ȷȹȯɆ ȭɆɀȹȯȳȽ ȶȳɃɇ Ƚȹ, ɂȽȹ Ȱɉ ȱȰ ȺȹȻȹȱȯȰȸȹ, Ƚȹ ȷȹȯȰȻȸȳȼȽɆ ȹȵȫȲɆȭȫɉȽȼɊ ȭȰɂȸɆȷȳ ȱȰȻȽȭȫȷȳ ȰȰ ȵȫȺȻȳȲȹȭ ȳ 
ȳȲȷȰȸ, ȱȰȻȽȭȫȷȳ, ȺȹȼȽȹɊȸȸȹ ȹȬȻȰɂȰȸȸɆȷȳ Ȱɉ ȸȫ ɈȺȳȮȹȸȼȽȭȹ. ȌȹɊȲȸɇ ɈȽȹȮȹ ɈȺȳȮȹȸȼȽȭȫ ȲȫȼȽȫȭȶɊȰȽ ȽȻȾȼȶȳȭȹȮȹ 
ɀȾȯȹȱȸȳȵȫ ȬȰȱȫȽɇ Ȳȫ ȷȹȯȹȴ, ȫ ȹȸȫ, ȵȹȭȫȻȸȫɊ, ȸȰ ȹȼȽȫȸȫȭȶȳȭȫɊȼɇ ȸȫ ȬȰȮȾ ȼȭȹȰȷ, ȹȼȽȫȭȶɊȰȽ ȰȮȹ ȭȼȰȮȯȫ ȺȹȲȫȯȳ ȼȰȬɊ. 
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. 
49 Bely, òKammenaya ispoved,õó Russkaya myslõ (July 1908). Accessed: 
http://az.lib.ru/b/belyj_a/text_1908_kamennaya_ispoved.shtml. 
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late-Imperial Russiañeven Scriabin was routinely dismissed as crazy or delusional, and his 

theosophical system was intentionally ignored. Similarly, Richard Taruskin dismissed Belyõs articles 

on Medtner as irrelevant for understanding the actual music precisely because of Belyõs conflation of 

music and religion.50 Likewise, Simon Morrison (as recently as 2019) dismissed Belyõs writingsñ

specifically his first essay on Medtner and theurgyñas a òcaricature of serious religious thought.ó51 

To Morrison, Belyõs discussions of the symbol òbecome tangledó with òfantasies of 

transubstantiation, magical spells, and occult practices.ó52 Ada Steinberg claims that the word 

òmusicó for the Symbolists must mean something different than that heard in a concert hall, because 

òas 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.ó53 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. òMusicó 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 seriously, or even refuse to engage 

with them at allña 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 Russiañor as a product of the òGermanicó music 

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

 
50 Taruskin, Russian Traditions, I, 781. 
51 Morrison, Symbolist Movement, 8. Elsewhere he describes theurgic Symbolism as a kind of òhallucination.ó 
52 Morrison, 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 Belyõs 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 Medtnerõs music òRussianó and often 

expressed puzzlement about why he composed in òGermanicó styles. The result was that Medtner 

earned the common epithet, òRussian Brahms.ó The Petersburg modernist critic Vyacheslav 

Karatygin even claimed in 1913 that no one occupied a òmore isolated placeó in contemporary 

Russian music than Medtnerñdue to his support of the òGerman Classical tradition.ó54 From the 

very beginning of his career critics could not account for Medtnerõs 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, òSymbolist Song: Nikolay 

Medtner, Andrey Bely, and Maria Olenina-dõAlheim,ó concerns the importance of art song for 

Medtner, the Symbolists, and in the history of Russian music at that time. The singer Maria Olenina-

dõAlheim 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-dõAlheim thus established the basic performance 

conditions required for the difficult, yet captivating songs of one of her greatest admirersñNikolay 

Medtnerñone 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 Karatyginõs review is reproduced in Flamm, Metner, 305. 
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text, while simultaneously integrating his own vision of the poemõs deeper meaning into the 

accompaniment by way of sophisticated thematic techniques typically associated with abstract 

musical forms. Another one of Olenina-dõAlheimõs great admirers was Medtnerõs 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 Belyõs 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 òthe most Symbolic artó and maintained that Medtnerõs 

song settings and Oleninaõs performances were pinnacles of Symbolist cultureñsong 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 

musicñexemplified by Medtnerõs 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, òRevealing Divine Sophia: Nikolay Medtner as Theurgist,ó explores Belyõs 

writings on Medtner, especially his early essay òOn Theurgyó from 1903. He makes Medtner out to 

be a òtheurgist,ó i.e., someone who transforms artistic creation into a religious actñone 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 Sophiaña 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 Medtnerõs 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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òOn Theurgy,ó Bely offers an explicitly Sophiological reading of Medtnerõs first published opusñ

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 òTheurgische Tondichtungó for piano quintet which 

attempted to harness the power of Christõs words for music. While Medtner only completed his 

quintet in the late 1940s (having dropped the word òtheurgicó), this should not be interpreted as his 

abandonment of the concept. Instead, as I demonstrate here, much of Medtnerõs 1935 book draws 

directly on Belyõs theurgic and Sophiological conception of art as a mystical act.  

Chapter Three, òEast or West?: Uniting German Art and Orthodox Religion, ó 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 Solovyovõs lead, they placed a vision of universal Christianity at the core of their 

conception of artistic creationña 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 ignoreñwhile nevertheless elevating Russia as the last great reservoir of divine truth and 

mystical power in the face of a rapidly modernizing world.  Belyõs 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 Goetheõs importance for Symbolism from two angles. The German poetõs use 
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(along with Heine) of a poetic meter known in Russia as the dolnikña meter more rhythmically free 

than standard syllabo-tonic verse but closer to traditional meters than purely accentual verseñwas 

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 

Symbolismõs premiere accomplishments and directly attributed its use to German influence. I 

demonstrate how Medtnerõs 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 Medtnerõs 

idiosyncratic career trajectory and compositional choices. Furthermore, the Russian Symbolists used 

Goetheõs 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 

òzhiznetvorchestvoó or òlife-creationó) through the selection and setting of Goetheõs poetry. Yet, 

his use of German poetry, combined with the fact of his German ancestry, curtailed Medtnerõs 

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 incorrectñMedtner, along with other Symbolists, 

believed that Russia must embrace the humanly heights of Western culture and religion in order to 

restore it to its properly divine foundationñin 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. Medtnerõs 

art must thus be understood within the Symbolistsõ 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-

dõAlheim 
 

 
 

Right here she stands and singsñin pale blueñthe pale blue bird of Eternity. We have not 
felt such surprise for a long timeñwe rejoice. Now we are delighted. She hypnotized us. She 
has transgressed 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 songsñsongs from 
the deep. 
ñAndrey Bely (1902)1 
 
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. 
ñNikolay Medtner (1935)2 

 

 

 Maria Olenina-dõAlheimõs 1901-02 song recitals created a sensation in Moscow. This 

singerñthe first genuine òchamber singeró in Russiañcultivated an intensely expressive style of 

declamatory singing capable of transforming simple lieder into vehicles of profound emotion.3 Her 

performances of Schubert turned the venerable champion of Russian musical nationalism, Vladimir 

Stasov, to tears: 

How could the soul not awaken in everyoneñeven the most indifferent, most hardened, or 
most ordinary personñwhen this incomparable Russian singer repeated with fiery rapture 
the great musical words of the great Franz Schubert: òMy heart is yours, my heart is yours, 

 
1 Andrey Bely, òPevitsa,ó Mir iskusstva 11 (Dec 1902). òȎȯ̲ ȷɆ?.. șȽȵȾȯȫ ȷɆ ȼȷȹȽȻȳȷɅ ȳ ȭȳȯȳȷɅ ȯȻȾȮɅ ȯȻȾȮȫ?.. 

ȝȹȶɇȵȹ ȭȹȽɅ ȼȽȹȳȽ ȳ ȺȹȰȽɅ ȹȸȫ ȭɅ Ȭȶ̲ȯȸȹȮȹȶȾȬȹȷɅ - Ȭȶ̲ȯȸȹȮȹȶȾȬȫɊ ȺȽȳɁȫ ȍ̲ɂȸȹȼȽȳ... ȏȫȭȸȹ ȷɆ ȸȰ ȾȯȳȭȶɊȶȳȼɇ 

ȳ ȸȰ Ȼȫȯȹȭȫȶȳȼɇ. ȝȰȺȰȻɇ ȷɆ ȭȹȼɀȳɄȫȶȳȼɇ. șȸȫ ȲȫȮȳȺȸȹȽȳȲȳȻȹȭȫȶȫ ȺȫȼɅ. șȸȫ ȺȻȰȼȽȾȺȳȶȫ ȮȻȫȸȳɁɆ Ⱥȸ̲ɐɊ ȳ ȼȽȫȶȫ 

ȬȹȶɇɃȰ ɂ̲ȷɅ Ⱥ̲ȭȳɁȰȴ: ȹȸȫ ȹȼȹȬȫȮȹ Ȼȹȯȫ ȯȾɀȹȭȸȫɊ ȻȾȵȹȭȹȯȳȽȰȶɇȸȳɁȫ. șȸȫ Ⱥ̲ȶȫ ȽȫȵɐɊ Ⱥ̲ȼȸȳ, ȵȫȵɐɊ ȸȳȵȽȹ ȸȰ ȺȹȰȽ. 

șȸȫ Ⱥ̲ȶȫ ȽȫȵɅ, ɂȽȹȬɆ ȷɆ ȺȹȼȽȹɊȸȸȹ ȬɆȶȳ ȶȳɁȹȷɅ ȵɅ ȶȳɁȾ ȼɅ ȸȫɃȰȴ ȮȶȾȬȳȸȹȴ. șȸȫ Ⱥȶ̲ȫ ȶȾɂɃɐɊ Ⱥ̲ȼȸȳ--ȶ̲ ȼȸȳ 
ȹȽȽȾȯȫ.ó  
2 Medtner, Muse, 132. Translation altered. òȘȫȳȬȹȶɇɃȰȴ ȻȫȯȹȼȽɇɉ ȭ ȭȹȼȺȻȳɊȽȳȳ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȮȹ ȺȻȹȳȲȭȰȯȰȸȳɊ 
ɊȭȶɊȰȽȼɊ ȸȰȹȱȳȯȫȸȸȫɊ ȭȼȽȻȰɂȫ ȼ ȲȫȬɆȽɆȷȳ ȹȬȻȫȲȫȷȳ ȭȰɂȸȹȼȽȳ. Ȑȼȶȳ ȭȼȽȻȰɂȳ ɈȽȳ ȼȫȷȳ Ⱥȹ ȼȰȬȰ ȶȳɃɇ ȷȮȸȹȭȰȸȸɆ, 
Ȱȼȶȳ ȹȬȻȫȲɆ ȭȰɂȸȹȼȽȳ ȼȫȷȳ Ⱥȹ ȼȰȬȰ ȸȰ ȭȰɂȸɆ, Ƚȹ ȭȼȰ ȱȰ ɈȽȹ ȷȮȸȹȭȰȸȸȹȰ ȭȹȼȺȹȷȳȸȫȸȳȰ ȭ ȭȹȼȺȻȳɊȽȳȳ ȷȾȲɆȵȳ 
ȺȻȰȯȼȽȫȭȶɊȰȽ ȼȹȬȹɉ ȬȰȼȵȹȸȰɂȸȹ ȬȹȶɇɃȾɉ ɁȰȸȸȹȼȽɇ, ɂȰȷ ȷȮȸȹȭȰȸȸȹȰ ȻȫȲȭȶȰɂȰȸȳȰ, ȲȫȼȽȫȭȶɊɉɄȰȰ ȸȫȼ ȰɄȰ 
ȺȻȹɂȸȰȰ ȲȫȬɆȽɇ ȬȰȲ ȽȹȮȹ ȾȱȰ ȲȫȬɆȽȹȰ.ó 
3 For an account of Oleninaõs career with extensive quotations from her notebooks and concert reviews, see Alexander 
Tumanov, The Life and Artistry of Maria Olenina-dõAlheim, trans. Christopher Barnes (University of Alberta Press, 2000).  
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and forever ð forever!..ó (òUngeduldó). How could any listener that evening not be deeply 
moved when Madame Olenina-dõAlheim, herself deeply moved, sang Schubertõs dark, tragic 
words in his wonderful picture of the young man in love making his last will: òAnd when I 
am gone, bury me in a grave of green turfñmy beloved loves the color green so much!..ó 
(òDie liebe Farbeó).4 
 

Stasov lamented how Olenina lived in Paris with her husband (the musicologist and occultist Pierre 

dõAlheim), thus depriving Russia of its greatest singer after Chaliapin. The dõAlheims 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 Musorgskyõs songs and arias. After these 1896-97 

òconferencesó 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.5 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 òcult followingóñquite literally so 

in the account of an anonymous reviewer: 

Madame Olenina-dõAlheim 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 moreñthe day is not far off when only those with antediluvian notions will be able to 
ignore the magic of her singing.6 
 

 
4 Vladimir Stasov, òPo povodu kontsertov G-zhe Oleninoy-dõalõgeim,ó Novosti i berzhevaya gazeta 341 (Dec 1902). 
Accessed: http://az.lib.ru/s/stasow_w_w/text_1902_po_povodu_concertov_oleninoy.shtml. Slightly abridged from: 
òȐɄȰ ȬɆ ȯȾɃȰ ȸȰ ȺȻȹȼȸȾȽɇȼɊ Ⱦ ȭȼȰɀ, Ⱦ ȼȫȷɆɀ ȻȫȭȸȹȯȾɃȸɆɀ, Ⱦ ȼȫȷɆɀ ȲȫȼȵȹȻȾȲȶɆɀ, Ⱦ ȼȫȷɆɀ ȺȻȹȲȫȳȵȹȭ, ȵȹȮȯȫ 
ȸȰȼȻȫȭȸȰȸȸȫɊ ȻȾȼȼȵȫɊ ȺȰȭȳɁȫ ȺȹȭȽȹȻɊȶȫ ȼ ȹȮȸȰȸȸɆȷ ȾȺȹȰȸȳȰȷ ȭȰȶȳȵȳȰ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸɆȰ ȼȶȹȭȫ ȭȰȶȳȵȹȮȹ ȟȻȫȸɁȫ 

ȣȾȬȰȻȽȫ: çȝȰȬȰ ȷȹȰ ȼȰȻȯɁȰ, ȽȰȬȰ ȷȹȰ ȼȰȻȯɁȰ, ȳ ȸȫȭȰȵȳñȸȫȭȼȰȮȯȫ!..è (Ȼȹȷȫȸȼ çUngeduldè). ȐɄȰ ȬɆ ȭȼȰȷ 
ȼȶȾɃȫȽȰȶɊȷ ȭ ȽȹȽ ȭȰɂȰȻ ȸȰ ȬɆȽɇ ȮȶȾȬȹȵȹ ȺȹȽȻɊȼȰȸȸɆȷȳ, ȵȹȮȯȫ Ȯ-ȱȫ șȶȰȸȳȸȫ-ȯõȋȶɇȮȰȴȷ, ȼȫȷȫ ȯȹ ȮȶȾȬȳȸɆ ȯȾɃȳ 
ȺȹȽȻɊȼȰȸȸȫɊ, ȺȻȹȳȲȸȹȼȳȶȫ ȷȻȫɂȸɆȰ, ȽȻȫȮȳɂȰȼȵȳȰ ȼȶȹȭȫ ȽȹȮȹ ȱȰ ȟȻȫȸɁȫ ȣȾȬȰȻȽȫ, ȭ ȰȮȹ ɂȾȯȰȼȸȹȴ ȵȫȻȽȳȸȰ 
ȭȶɉȬȶȰȸȸȹȮȹ ɉȸȹɃȳ, ȺȻȹȳȲȸȹȼɊɄȰȮȹ ȼȭȹȰ ȲȫȭȰɄȫȸȳȰ: çȓ ȵȹȮȯȫ ȷȰȸɊ ȸȰ ȬȾȯȰȽ, ȺȹɀȹȻȹȸȳȽȰ ȷȰȸɊ ȭ ȷȹȮȳȶȰ 

ȳȲ ȲȰȶȰȸȹȮȹ ȯȰȻȸȫ,ñȷȹɊ ȭȹȲȶɉȬȶȰȸȸȫɊ Ƚȫȵ ȶɉȬȳȽ ȲȰȶȰȸɆȴ ɁȭȰȽ!.. ȘȰ ȼȽȫȭɇȽȰ ȸȫȯȹ ȷȸȹɉ ɂȰȻȸȹȮȹ ȵȻȰȼȽȫ, 
ȸȰ ȵȶȫȯȳȽȰ ȸȫ ȸȰȰ ȭȰȼȰȶɆɀ ɁȭȰȽȹȭ, ȷȹɊ ȭȹȲȶɉȬȶȰȸȸȫɊ Ƚȫȵ ȶɉȬȳȽ ȲȰȶȰȸɆȴ ɁȭȰȽ!..è (çDie liebe Farbeè).ó 
5 See Balakirevõs letters to Olenina in Tumanov, Olenina, 85-96. 
6 Quoted in Stasov, òPo povodu.ó òȎ-ȱȰ șȶȰȸȳȸȹȴ-ȯõȋȶɇȮȰȴȷ Ⱦȯȫȶȹȼɇ ȼȹȲȯȫȽɇ ȭȹȵȻȾȮ ȼȰȬɊ, Ⱦ ȸȫȼ ȭ ȗȹȼȵȭȰ, ɁȰȶȾɉ 
ȽȹȶȺȾ ȭȹȹȯȾɃȰȭȶȰȸȸɆɀ ȺȻȳɀȹȱȫȸ; ȼ ȵȫȱȯɆȷ ȵȹȸɁȰȻȽȹȷ ȭȼȰ ȬȹȶȰȰ ȳ ȬȹȶȰȰ ȻȫȼȽȰȽ ɈȽȫ ȽȹȶȺȫ ȺȻȳɀȹȱȫȸ, ȳ ȸȰȯȫȶȰȵ 
ȽȹȽ ȯȰȸɇ, ȵȹȮȯȫ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ȶɉȯȳ ȼ ȯȹȺȹȽȹȺȸɆȷȳ ȺȹȸɊȽȳɊȷȳ ȬȾȯȾȽ ȼȺȹȼȹȬȸɆ ȹȽȷȫɀȳȭȫȽɇȼɊ ȹȽ ȭȹȶɃȰȬȼȽȭȫ ȰȰ ȺȰȸȳɊ.ó 
Emphasis added. 
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Among this enlightened crowd of òparishionersó in 1902 stood two young figures who were 

deeply affected by Oleninaõs 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 Oleninaõs singing styleñone which emphasized the 

expressiveness and musical qualities of the poetic textñthey 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 òmost symbolicó art,  and intentionally infused his poetry and prose with 

heightened melodiousness and rhythmic variety.7 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.  

Oleninaõs 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.8 Meanwhile Bely dashed off a concert òreviewó (quoted above) that amounted to a 

description of mystical visions he experienced under Oleninaõs spell. This was his first published 

article and contains core ideas which would recur in Belyõs writings over the next several yearsñ

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 Petersburg was captivated by Oleninaõs 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, òSmysl iskusstva,ó in Simvolizm (Moscow: Musaget, 1911), section VI. Accessible here: 
http://az.lib.ru/b/belyj_a/text_08_1907_simvolizm.shtml. 
8 Medtner, Pisõma, 39.  Hofmann was a key promoter of Medtnerõs early music, especially of his first piano sonata. 
Medtnerõs other youthful idol was Arthur Nikisch, under whom he performed Chaikovskyõs first piano concerto in 1902. 
Bely would also write in ecstatic terms about Nikisch in his 1904 essay, òThe Maskó (Mystical Essays, 30-31). Emil wrote a 
short pamphlet entitled, Meister Nikisch, in 1921, shortly before the conductorõs death.  
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Old songs returned to usñechoes of forgotten but significant things (òEchos du temps passeó).9 
We rested, remembering our youth, inhaled the fresh òaroma of graceful rosesó that flared up 
in the snow-white fog. Oh, how we understood the radiant velvet of these words [from 
Glinkaõs famous romance òThe sweetness of being near youó]: 
 òUnexpected, wondrous star 
 òYou appeared before me 
 òAnd illuminated by lifeé 
 òShine, show me the way, 
 òLead to inaccessible happinesséó 
éOnly now, after a long series of years, does the meaning of Glinkaõs romance grow before 
our spiritual gaze. And these days òWithout Sun,ó with their dull boredom of flat aimlessness, 
turning into the òSongs and Dances of Deathóñhasnõt all this beseeched our hearts so that we 
may finally wake up to the restrained horror of Schubertõs and Schumannõs melancholy and 
from this horror call out to God?10 
 

This impressionistic description glaringly reveals the extent to which Belyõs 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 past. 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.11 They wanted, in Baudelaireõs famous formulation, òto distill the 

eternal from the transitory.ó12 

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 òEchos du temps passeó is the title of a collection of old troubadour songs by Jean-Baptiste Weckerlin (from 
which Chaikovsky took the melody for his famous childrenõs piece òOld French Songóña piece Bely could easily have 
learned during his childhood piano lessons, hence the òold songs returned to us.ó Here, as is often the case, one should 
take Belyõs rhetorical exuberant statements at their face value). 
10 Bely, òPevitsa.ó òWithout Sunó is the literal translation of the title of Musorgskyõs song cycle òSunless.ó òȜȽȫȻɆɊ 

Ⱥ̲ȼȸȳ ȭȹȲȭȻȫɄȫȶȳȼɇ ȵɅ ȸȫȷɅ--ȹȽȮȹȶȹȼȵȳ ȲȫȬɆȽȫȮȹ, ȸȹ ȭȫȱȸȫȮȹ ȯȶɊ ȸȫȼɅ (òEchos du temps pass®ó). ȗɆ ȹȽȯɆɀȫȶȳ, 

ȭȼȺȹȷȳȸȫɊ ɉȸȹȼȽɇ, ȭȯɆɀȫȶ ȼȭ̲ȱɐȴ òȫȻȹȷȫȽ ȮȻȫɁɐȹȲȸɆɀɅ ȻȹȲɅó, ȭȼȺɆɀȸȾȭɃȳɀɅ ȭɅ Ȭ̲ȶȹȼȸȱ̲ȸȹȷɅ ȽȾȷȫȸȰ. ș, 

ȵȫȵɅ ȷɆ ȺȹȸɊȶȳ ȼȭ̲ȽȹȲȫȻȸɆȴ ȬȫȻɀȫȽ ɈȽȳɀɅ ȼȶȹȭɅ: òȘȰȱȯȫȸȸȹɉ, ɂȾȯȸȹȴ ȲȭȲ̲ȯȹɉ/ ȪȭȳȶȫȼɊ ȽɆ ȺȻȰȯȹ ȷȸȹɉ/ ȓ 

ȱȳȲȸɇ ȹȼȭȽ̲ȳȶȫ ȷȹɉ.../ ȜɐɊȴ-ȱȰ, ȾȵȫȲɆȭȫȴ ȺȾȽɇ,/ ȍȰȯȳ ȵɅ ȸȰȯȹȼȽȾȺȸȹȷȾ ȼɂȫȼȽɇɉó...Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ Ⱥȹȼȶ ̲ȯȶȳȸȸȫȮȹ ȻɊȯȫ 
ȮȹȯȹȭɅ ȲȸȫɂȰȸɐȰ Ȼȹȷȫȸȼȫ Ȏȶȳȸȵȳ ȭɆȻȹȼȽȫȰȽɅ ȺȰȻȰȯɅ ȸȫɃȳȷɅ ȯȾɀȹȭȸɆȷɅ ȭȲȹȻȹȷɅ. ȋ ɈȽȳ ȯȸȳ òȬȰȲ ȼȹȶȸɁȫó, ȼɅ 

ȽȾȼȵȶȹȴ ȼȵȾȵȹȴ Ȼȫȭȸȳȸȸȹȴ ȬȰȲȺȻȰȯȷȰȽȸȹȼȽȳ, ȺȰȻȰɀȹȯɊɄɐȰ ȭɅ òȺȼ̲ȸȳ ȳ ȺȶɊȼȵȳ ȼȷȰȻȽȳó, ñ ȸȰ ȲȫȺȻȹȼȳȶȹȼɇ ȶȳ 
ȭȼȰ ɈȽȹ ȭɅ ȸȫɃȰ ȼȰȻȯɁȰ, ɂȽȹȬɆ ȷɆ ȹȵȹȸɂȫȽȰȶɇȸȹ ȺȻȹȼȸȾȶȳȼɇ ȵɅ ȼȯȰȻȱȫȸȸȹȷȾ ȾȱȫȼȾ ȣȾȷȫȸȹȭȼȵȳɀɅ ȳ 
ȣȾȬȰȻȽȹȭȼȵȳɀɅ ȷȰȶȫȸɀȹȶɐȴ ȳ ȹȽ Ⱦȱȫȼȫ ȭȹȲȲȭȫȶȳ ȵɅ ȌȹȮȾ?...ó 
11 For an account of Russian Symbolism that emphasizes is reverence for past accomplishment and creativity response 
to tradition, see Wachtel, Russian Symbolism.  
12 Baudelaire, òThe Painter of Modern Life,ó 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 òEternityó speaking through Olenina-dõAlheim. A voice directly addressed to him and 

composed through the interplay of texts, music, and gestures: 

When she is before usñthis thin, tall woman in blue with intoxicated eyesñwe know that 
we are being notified. With trepidation we receive signals òfrom there.ó This is Eternity 
trumpeting: òWake up, wake upñthe world has matured, the world is now radiant and airily 
luminousé Oh wake up and be embraced in the light of the worldé Wake up!ó13 
 

Olenina is then pictured as pale-blue and as a birdñimages associated with the sky and thus operate 

as symbols of Eternity. She becomes his òspiritual guide,ó and her songs are transubstantiated into 

messages from the òdepths.ó 

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 beingñthis 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 eternity, existing in themselves. Artistic ôdiscoveryõ 
consists only in the individual disclosure of these themes and in no way the invention of a 
non-existent art.é The greatest joy in the perception of a musical work is the unexpected 
encounter with forgotten images of eternity.14  
 

By describing Oleninaõs 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, òPevitsa.ó òȕȹȮȯȫ ȺȰȻȰȯɅ ȸȫȷȳ ȹȸȫ--ɈȽȫ ɀȾȯȫɊ, ȭɆȼȹȵȫɊ ȱȰȸɄȳȸȫ ȭɅ ȮȹȶȾȬȹȷɅ, ȼɅ ȹȺɇɊȸȰȸȸɆȷȳ ȮȶȫȲȫȷȳ--

ȷɆ ȲȸȫȰȷɅ, ɂȽȹ ȸȫȼɅ ȳȲȭɄ̲ȫɉȽɇ. ȜɅ ȽȻȰȺȰȽȹȷɅ ȺȻȳȸȳȷȫȰȷɅ ȼȳȮȸȫȶɆ òȹȽȽȾȯȫó. ȨȽȹ ȽȻȾȬȳȽɇ ȍȰɂȸȹȼȽɇ: 

òȚȻȹȼȸȳȽȰȼɇ, ȺȻȹȼȸȳȽȰȼɇ: ȷɐȻɅ ȼȹȲȻȶ̲Ʌ, ȷɐȻɅ ȶȾɂȳȼȽɅ ȳ ȭȹȲȯȾɃȸȹ-ȼȭ̲ȽȹȲȫȻȰȸɅ... ș, ȺȻȹȼȸȳȽȰȼɇ ȳ ȾȼȶȹȵȹȴȽȰȼɇ ȭɅ ɈȽȳɀɅ 

ȷɐȻȹȼȭȽ̲ȸɆɀɅ ȹȬɅɊȽɐɊɀɅó... òȚȻȹȼȸȳȽȰȼɇó...ó 
14 Medtner, Muse, 3 (translation altered). òȍ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȰ ȱȰ Ȯȶȫȭȸȹȴ ȻȰȫȶɇȸȹȼȽɇɉ ɊȭȶɊɉȽȼɊ ȽȰȷɆ. ȎȶȫȭȸɆȰ ȽȰȷɆ 
ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȫ ȼȾȽɇ ȽȰȷɆ ȭȰɂȸȹȼȽȳ, ȼȾɄȰȼȽȭȾɉɄȳȰ ȼȫȷȳ Ⱥȹ ȼȰȬȰ. ȠȾȯȹȱȰȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȰ çȹȽȵȻɆȽȳȰè ȲȫȵȶɉɂȫȰȽȼɊ ȶȳɃɇ ȭ 
ȳȸȯȳȭȳȯȾȫȶɇȸȹȷ ȻȫȼȵȻɆȽȳȳ ɈȽȳɀ ȽȰȷ, ȫ ȸȳȵȹȳȷ ȹȬȻȫȲȹȷ ȸȰ ȭ ȳȲȹȬȻȰȽȰȸȳȳ ȸȰȼȾɄȰȼȽȭȾɉɄȰȮȹ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȫ.ó 
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Medtners and other Symbolists, believed that all manifestations of òtrue cultureó 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 oneõs own lifeña result of the mystical creative 

process called theurgy.15 

 Esoteric ideas also informed Olenina-dõAlheimõs innovative performance style. Her vision of 

the mystical union of creative artist, performer, and audience during song performance resounded 

amongst Russiaõs 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, ò[My wife] was completely shaken, and it had the same effect on mama. [é] Something 

happens to Olenina when she sings. It seems to me that she will not live much longer.ó16 

Over the next five years Olenina-dõAlheim 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 òHouse of 

Songóñan 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).17 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 Belyõs 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 Oleninaõs hatred of modern commercialism of any kind led her to refuse to sell tickets to concerts, which were 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, Artistry, 
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 Oleninaõs concerts were òunfailingly attendedó by the 

òArgonauts,ó Belyõs youthful mystical collective (which included the Medtners).18 Belyõs later 

memoirs bear this out with his extensive accounts of Olenina.19 Additionally, Medtnerõs archive 

contains òmany yearsó worth of Olenina-dõAlheimõs concert programs, indicating his great interest 

in her performance activities.20 

Olenina introduced a new type of chamber singing into Russia that deeply influenced both 

Medtnerõs 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-dõAlheim to Russian musical culture at large. Many of Medtnerõs 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 beliefsñ

because those were also Medtnerõs sensibilities and beliefs, formed through years of attending 

Oleninaõs recitals from the age of twenty-two. Belyõs 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 dõAlheimsõ lecture-recitals, Bely formulated a conception of a musico-religious 

òMysteryó that was neither opera, nor drama, but songñwhich 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 theaterñone promoted by Vyacheslav Ivanov and (famously) by Alexander 

 
18 Sizov, òVospominaniya o N. K. Metnere,ó in Statõi, 118. Medtner gave Sizov free lessons for years. Sizov also remarks 
how Bely was raised in a family that passionately loved Griegñhis mother sang his songs to the young poet, who would 
dedicate his first òSymphonyó to the Scandinavian.  
19 See especially Andrey Bely, Nachalo veka Berlinskaya redaktsiya (Nauka, 2014), chapter òDom pesnõ.ó Accessible here: 
https://imwerden.de/pdf/belyj_nachalo_veka_berlinskaya_redaktsiya_1923_2014__ocr.pdf. 
20 Apetian, Statõi, 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 excellenceñespecially since Scriabin failed to actually complete his 

Nietzschean vision of the transformative union of mankind through collective theater. Furthermore, 

Belyõs formulations about music and literature clearly had a large influence on Medtnerõs 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 properly (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. Medtnerõs 

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.21 The resulting Symbolist musical style is characterized by the idiosyncratic 

employment of traditional tonal procedures that sound at once òclassicó and unusual. Through an 

 
21 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 Medtnerõs 1913 Pushkin setting, òZaklinanieó (Op. 29/7)ñchampioned by Olenina and 

one of his most famousñI 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 balletñgenres 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 òantiliteraryó (in Richard Taruskinõs words) art formñ

óLiterary things one reads. It is not necessary to hear them spoken on stage,ó as Diaghilev told a 

New York Post reporter in 1914.22 This statement strikes against the very heart of Medtnerõs and 

Oleninaõs 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-dõAlheim. 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.23 

Medtnerõs 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.24 By considering Medtner, Bely, and Olenina-dõAlheim 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, òAntiliterary Esthetics,ó 528-535. The Diaghilev quote can be found on page 532. 
23 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 Medtnerõs) stated 
in his classic study of Russian song, òRachmaninoff, with all his lyrical elan, never achieved anything as exquisite as the 
best of Medtnerõs songs.ó See Abraham, Essays on Russian and East European Music (Oxford University Press, 1985), 32. 
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 Medtnerõs 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 

rhythmic subtleties to work through while the lungs are taxed with long phrases.25 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.26 Clearly Medtnerõs songs require a different form of training and 

attitude towards song performance than might be considered typical. 

This fact emerges clearly in Anna Troyanovskayaõs recollections of Medtnerõs 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 Bugryña popular 

destination of musicians, litt®rateurs, and artists which would later become immortalized in Pyotr 

 
25 This latter point was emphasized by Ekaterina Levental, the first singer to record Medtnerõs entire vocal output, in her 
liner notes to Medtner: Geweihter Platz, Complete Songs Vol. 5 (Brilliant Classics, 2024). Interestingly, Levental states that 
only by carefully studying the text could she determine precisely how to maneuver through Medtnerõs long phrases 
without running out of breath. 
26 Sizov, òVospominaniya,ó 120-124. 
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Konchalovskyõs painting, òDacha in Blue.ó27 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 òvocal materialó 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 unclearñan 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.28 

 
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, òNikolay Karlovich 

 
27 The Troyanovskys were involved with many artistic groups in Moscow, were friends of Serge Koussevitzky, and 
participated in Valery Bryusovõs òSociety of Free Aestheticsó along with Medtner and Bely. They eventually sold the 
dacha to Konchalovsky.  
28 Troyanovskaya, òZhiznõ N. K. Metnera v Bugrakh,ó in Statõi, 139. òȞ ȷȰȸɊ ȼȶȹȱȳȶȹȼɇ ȭȺȰɂȫȽȶȰȸȳȰ, ɂȽȹ Șȳȵȹȶȫȴ 
ȕȫȻȶȹȭȳɂ ȸȰ ȳȸȽȰȻȰȼȹȭȫȶȼɊ ȭȹȵȫȶɇȸɆȷ ȷȫȽȰȻȳȫȶȹȷ ȵȫȵ ȽȫȵȹȭɆȷ, ȹȸ ȸȰ ɁȰȸȳȶ ȷȫȼȼȳȭȸɆɀ Ȯȹȶȹȼȹȭ ȼ ɃȳȻȹȵȳȷ 
ȲȭȾȵȹȷ; ȻȫȼȼɆȺɂȫȽɆȴ ȽȰȷȬȻ ȵȻȾȺȸȹȮȹ ȼȹȺȻȫȸȹ ȯȫȱȰ ȬȰȼȺȹȵȹȳȶ ȰȮȹ: ȹȸ ȮȹȭȹȻȳȶ, ɂȽȹ ȭ ɈȽȹȷ ȼȶȾɂȫȰ ȲȫɂȫȼȽȾɉ 
ȸȰɊȼȸȫ ȳȸȽȹȸȫɁȳɊ - ȮȻȰɀ, ȼ ȰȮȹ Ƚȹɂȵȳ ȲȻȰȸȳɊ, ȸȰȺȻȹȼȽȳȽȰȶɇȸɆȴ. șȽ ȺȰȭɁȫ, Ƚȫȵ ȱȰ ȵȫȵ ȹȽ ȳȸȼȽȻȾȷȰȸȽȫȶȳȼȽȫ, ȹȸ 
ȽȻȰȬȹȭȫȶ, ȺȻȰȱȯȰ ȭȼȰȮȹ, ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȼȽȳ. ȐȮȹ ȽȻȰȬȹȭȫȸȳɊ ȵ ȵȫȷȰȻȸȹȷȾ ȳȼȺȹȶȸȳȽȰȶɉ-ȺȰȭɁȾ ȼȭȹȯȳȶȳȼɇ ȺȻȳȷȰȻȸȹ ȵ 
ȼȶȰȯȾɉɄȰȷȾ: 1) ȺȹȶȸȫɊ ȼȶȳȽȸȹȼȽɇ ȺȫȻȽȳȳ Ȯȹȶȹȼȫ ȳ ȺȫȻȽȳȳ ȼȹȺȻȹȭȹȱȯȰȸȳɊ ȭ ȼȶȾɀȹȭȹȷ ȼȹȲȸȫȸȳȳ ȺȰȭɁȫ; 2) ȱȳȭȹȰ, 
ȯɆɃȫɄȰȰ ɂȾȭȼȽȭȹ ȯȭȳȱȰȸȳɊ, ȺȻȳȼȾɄȰȰ ȷȾȲɆȵȰ ȵȫȵ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȾ, ȺȻȹȽȰȵȫɉɄȰȷȾ ȭȹ ȭȻȰȷȰȸȳ, ȳ ȹȽȼɉȯȫ ȹɂȰȸɇ 
ȬȹȶɇɃȫɊ ȼȽȻȹȮȹȼȽɇ ȭ ȹȽȸȹɃȰȸȳȳ ȻȳȽȷȫ (ȳ ȱȰȼȽȹȵȹ ȱȰ ȷȸȰ ȺȹȺȫ- ȯȫȶȹ ȭ ɈȽȹȷ ȹȽȸȹɃȰȸȳȳ!); 3) ȺȹȶȸȫɊ ȼȶȳȽȸȹȼȽɇ 
ȸȫȺȰȭȫ ȼ ȽȰȵȼȽȹȷ ȲȭȾȵȹȭȹȴ ȭȹȶȸɆ ȼȹ ȼȶȹȮȹȷ.ó 
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encountered these qualities among singers twice in his life: in Chaliapin and in Olenina-dõAlheim. He 

rated the latter very highly as a chamber singer; he once performed Schubert cycles with her as an 

accompanistña rarity as Nikolay Karlovich usually accompanied his own compositions.ó29 

 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 clearly 

felt, despite a one-hundred-year long custom of romance singing in the country.30 By all accounts, 

Olenina-dõAlheim 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 dõAlheim coupleñthe 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 
centuryñwas 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]ñ
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 literatureé. One imagines that 
nowhere in the capitals of Europe was the public offered such materialé31 

 

 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 parlor genre alongside the piano character piece. Thus, 

the ambitious young composers of the kuchka (òMighty Handfuló) set their sights on large-scale 

òpublicó genresñthe opera and symphonyñin order to seek acclaim and recognition. As a result, 

 
29 Ibid. òȨȽȳ ȵȫɂȰȼȽȭȫ ȼȻȰȯȳ ȺȰȭɁȹȭ Șȳȵȹȶȫȴ ȕȫȻȶȹȭȳɂ ȭȼȽȻȰȽȳȶ ȭ ȱȳȲȸȳ ȯȭȫ ȻȫȲȫ: Ⱦ ȣȫȶɊȺȳȸȫ ȳ Ⱦ șȶȰȸȳȸȹȴ-
ȯ'ȋȶɇȮȰȴȷ. ȚȹȼȶȰȯȸɉɉ ȹȸ ȹɂȰȸɇ ȭɆȼȹȵȹ ȼȽȫȭȳȶ ȵȫȵ ȵȫȷȰȻȸȾɉ ȺȰȭȳɁȾ; ȹȸ ȹȯȸȫȱȯɆ ȭɆȼȽȾȺȫȶ ȼ ȸȰɉ ȭȷȰȼȽȰ ȵȫȵ 
ȫȵȵȹȷȺȫȸȳȫȽȹȻ ñ ȹȸȳ ȳȼȺȹȶȸɊȶȳ ɁȳȵȶɆ ȣȾȬȰȻȽȫ. ȨȽȹ ȬɆȶȹ ȻȰȯȵȹȼȽɇɉ: Șȳȵȹȶȫȴ ȕȫȻȶȹȭȳɂ ȫȵȵȹȷȺȫȸȳȻȹȭȫȶ 
ȹȬɆɂȸȹ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ȼȭȹȳ ȼȹɂȳȸȰȸȳɊ.ó Troyanovskyõs 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 òRomanceó is the Russian equivalent of òliedó or òmelodie.ó Medtner used the term in the titles of his first two opuses 
of Russian-texted songs, the Opp. 3 and 13, and its equivalent òliedó for his Op. 6 and 15 Goethe songs. After that he 
switched to word òGedichtó (and its Russian equivalent òStikhotvorenieó) for his songs, no doubt to emphasize the deep 
importance of the poetic text in his compositional approach. 
31 Bely, Nachalo Veka, 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 ònationalistó styleñone 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 kuchkaõs 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 òfilleró 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.32 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 1880sñwhich had such an extraordinary impact on the future 

developments of music in Russiañfailed 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, 

òChamber 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.ó In 

the context of the kuchkaõs legacy, this was a stunning reversal of priorities, with the former 

champion, opera, demoted not only below chamber music, but below symphonic music as wellñ

with the romance last either way.33 

 
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! Isnõt song itself a form of chamber music? After all, it literally is performed in an 

intimate òchamberó by a small number of performers and for a small audience. In his 1895 book on 

the Russian romance, Cesar Cuiñthe fifth member of the kuchka and the most prolific composer of 

song in Russian music history (a huge corpus nearly completely forgotten today)ñwrites 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, ònearly all of the most brilliant composers expressed their deepest thoughts in chamber 

musicñtheir strongest feelings, the most hidden movements of their souls.ó34 

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 dõAlheimsõ return to Russia in 1908 to establish their òHouse of Songó: 

Usually, under the rubric of chamber music, in the classical meaning of the word, we 
include music written for at least two equal 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 òClassicaló form of the sonata. In this exclusivity lies some unintentional, or even 
intentional, conservativenessñthe result of a misunderstanding, because obviously chamber 
music [should] include all music that can be performed anywhereñin any room of a private 
apartment with only few performers. Is it logical to allow Chopinõs sonatas on òchamber 
musicó programs, but not allow his etudes, preludes, nocturnesñeven the most brilliant 
ones? òChamber musicó 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 opera and the cantata in exactly the same way as sonatas and quartets relate to 
symphonies. Here a major, logical, voluntary deprivation occursñthere 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 Cesar Cui, Russky romans (St. Petersburg: Findeyzen, 1896), 2. òȚȹɂȽȳ ȭȼ ̲ȼȫȷɆȰ ȮȰȸɐȫȶɇȸɆȰ ȵȹȷȺȹȲȳȽȹȻɆ 

ȭɆȼȵȫȲɆȭȫȶȳ ȳȷȰȸȸȹ ȭɅ ȵȫȷȰȻȸȹȴ ȷȾȲɆȵ ̲ȼȭȹȳ ȼȫȷɆɊ ȮȶȾȬȹȵɐɊ ȷɆȼȶȳ, ȭɆȻȫȱȫȶȳ ȼȫȷɆɊ ȼȳȶɇȸɆɊ ɂȾȭȼȽȭȫ, ȼȫȷɆɊ 
ȲȫȽȫȰȸɆɊ ȯȭȳȱȰȸɐɊ ȼȭȹȰȴ ȯȾɃȳ.ó 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 a human voice; how refreshing and how mutually beneficial!35 

 
 For Cui, song is excluded from the ranks of chamber music due to its lack of òaristocraticó 

garb. Furthermore, the fact that songs do not typically feature two òequaló contributorsñwith the 

singer taking most of the credit (or blame) for the performanceñrenders it òsuspectó from the 

perspective of chamber music proper. In this respect, Medtnerõs 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 Romanticsñwhich often contain great formal interestñlack the necessary 

òaristocratic attireó 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 

 
35 Ibid., 2-3. Emphasis added. Abridged from: òșȬɆȵȸȹȭȰȸȸȹ ȺȹȯɅ ȻȾȬȻȳȵȾ ȵȫȷȰȻȸȹȴ ȷȾȲɆȵȳ, ȭɅ ȵȶȫȼȼȳɂȰȼȵȹȷɅ 

ȲȸȫɂȰȸɐȳ ɈȽȹȮȹ ȼȶȹȭȫ, ȺȹȯȭȹȯɊȽɇ ȷȾȲɆȵȾ, ȸȫȺȳȼȫȸȸȾɉ Ⱥȹ ȵȻȫȴȸȰȴ ȷȻ̲̲ ȯȶɊ ȯȭȾɀɅ ȻȫȭȸȹȺȻȫȭȸɆɀɅ ȳȸȼȽȻȾȷȰȸȽȹȭɅ 

--ȭɅ ȿȹȻȷ̲ ȼȹȸȫȽɅ -- ȼȵȻȳȺȳɂȸɆɀɅ ȳ ȭɐȹȶȹȸɂȰȶɇȸɆɀɅ, ȭɅ ȿȹȻȷ̲ ȽȻɐȹ, ȵȭȫȻȽȰȽȹȭɅ, ȵȭȳȸȽȰȽȹȭɅ ȳ Ƚ. ȯ. 

ȏȹȺȾȼȵȫɉȽȼɊ ȰɄȰ ȳ ȼȹɂȳȸȰȸɐɊ, ȸȫȺȳȼȫȸȸɆɊ ȯȶɊ ȹȯȸȹȮȹ ȿȹȻȽȰȺɐȫȸȹ, ȸȹ ȹȺɊȽɇ ȶȳɃɇ ȭɅ ȹȯȸȹȴ ȹȺȻȰȯȶ̲Ȱȸȸȹȴ 

ăȵȶȫȼȼȳɂȰȼȵȹȴó ȿȹȻȷ̲ ȼȹȸȫȽɆ. ȓ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ. ȍɅ ɈȽȹȴ ȳȼȵȶɉɂȳȽȰȶɇȸȹȼȽȳ ȵȻȹȰȽȼɊ ȸ̲ȵȹȽȹȻȹȰ ȸȰȾȷɆɃȶȰȸȸȹȰ, ȫ 

ȷȹȱȰȽɅ ȬɆȽɇ ȳ ȾȷɆɃȶȰȸȸȹȰ, ȵȹȸȼȰȻȭȫȽȳȭȸȹȰ, ɂȽȹȬɆ ȸȰ ȼȵȫȲȫȽɇ ȵȹȸȼȰȻȭȫ ȽȹȻȼȵȹȰ, ȸȰȯȹȻȫȲȾȷȸ̲ɐȰ, ȳȬȹ ȵȫȷȰȻȸȫɊ 

ȷȾȲɆȵȫ ȹɂȰȭȳȯȸȹ ȰȼȽɇ ȭȼɊ Ƚȫ ȷȾȲɆȵȫ, ȵȹȽȹȻȫɊ ȷȹȱȰȽɅ ȳȼȺȹȶȸɊȽɇȼɊ Ȯȯ ̲ȾȮȹȯȸȹ, ȭɅ ȶɉȬȹȴ ȵȹȷȸȫȽ ̲ɂȫȼȽȸȹȴ 
ȵȭȫȻȽȳȻɆ ȳ ȽȻȰȬȾȰȽɅ ȶȳɃɇ ȸȰȷȸȹȮȳɀɅ ȳȼȺȹȶȸȳȽȰȶȰȴ. ȖȹȮȳɂȸȹ ȶȳ ȯȹȺȾȼȵȫȽɇ ȸȫ ȺȻȹȮȻȫȷȷɆ ăȵȫȷȰȻȸȹȴ ȷȾȲɆȵȳó 

ȼȹȸȫȽɆ ȣȹȺȰȸȫ, ȳ ȸȰ ȯȹȺȾȼȵȫȽɇ ȰȮȹ ɈȽɉȯȹȭɅ, ȺȻȰȶɉȯɐȴ, ȸȹȵȽɉȻȸȹȭɅ, ñ ȬɆȽɇ ȷȹȱȰȽɇ, ȰɄȰ ȬȹȶȰ̲ ȮȰȸɐȫȶɇȸɆɀɅ? 

ȘȰ ȼȶȯ̲ȾȰȽɅ ăȵȫȷȰȻȸȹȴ ȷȾȲɆȵó̲ ȬɆȽɇ Ƚȫȵȹȴ ɂȹȺȹȻȸȹȴ ȫȻȳȼȽȹȵȻȫȽȵȹȴ ȳ ȬȻȰȲȮȶȳȭȹ ȼȽȹȻȹȸȳȽɇȼɊ ȹȽɅ ȷȰȲȫȶɐȫȸȼȫ 

ȼȹ ȼȭȹȳȷȳ ȼȰȼȽȻȫȷȳ, Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ȺȹȽȹȷȾ, ɂȽȹ ȹȸ ̲ȸȰ ȭɅ ȼȽȻȹȮȹ ȵȶȫȼȼȳɂȰȼȵȹȷɅ ȸȫȻɊȯ.̲ șȽɅ ȳɀɅ ȭȲȫȳȷȸȫȮȹ ȹȬɄȰȸɐɊ 
ȭɆȳȮȻȫȶȫ ȬɆ ȳ ȭȰȶȳɂȫȭȹ ȵȶȫȼȼȳɂȰȼȵȫɊ ȵȻȫȼȹȽȫ ȼȹȬȼȽȭȰȸȸȹ ȵȫȷȰȻȸȹȴ ȷȾȲɆȵȳ, ȳ ȾȭȶȰȵȫȽȰȶɇȸȫɊ, ȳȸȽȳȷȸȫɊ ȺȻȰȶȰȼȽɇ 
ȱȫȸȻȹȭȹȴ ȷȾȲɆȵȳ. ȐɄȰ ȬȹȶɇɃȫɊ ȸȰȼȺȻȫȭȰȯȶȳȭȹȼȽɇ -- ɈȽȹ ȳȼȵȶɉɂȰȸɐȰ ȳȲɅ ȵȫȷȰȻȸȹȴ ȷȾȲɆȵȳ ȷȾȲɆȵȳ ȭȹȵȫȶɇȸȹȴ: 

ȻȹȷȫȸȼȹȭɅ, ȯȾɈȽȹȭɅ, ȽȻɐȹ, ȵȹȽȹȻɆȰ ȵɅ ȹȺȰȻȸȹȴ ȳ ȵȫȸȽȫȽȸȹȴ ȷȾȲɆȵ ̲ȹȽȸȹȼɊȽȼɊ ȼȹȭȰȻɃȰȸȸȹ ȽȫȵɅ ȱȰ, ȵȫȵɅ ȼȹȸȫȽɆ 
ȳ ȵȭȫȻȽȰȽɆ ȵɅ ȼȳȷȿȹȸɐɊȷɅ. șȽȼɉȯȫ ȺȻȹȳȼɀȹȯȳȽɇ ȵȻȾȺȸȹȰ, ȸȳ ȸȫɂȰȷɅ ȶȹȮȳɂȰȼȵȳ ȸȰ ȹȼȸȹȭȫȸȸȹȰ, ȯȹȬȻȹȭȹȶɇȸȹȰ 
ȶȳɃȰȸɐȰ; ȺȹȽȹȷȾ ɂȽȹ, Ȱȼȶȳ ɀȹȻȹɃȳɀɅ ȹȺȰȻɅ ȹɂȰȸɇè ȷȫȶȹ, Ƚȹ ȺȻȰȭȹȼɀȹȯȸɆɀɅ ȻȹȷȫȸȼȹȭɅ ȭȰȶȳȵȹȰ ȷȸȹȱȰȼȽȭȹ. 

ȍȼȶ̲ȯȼȽȭɐȰ ɈȽȹȮȹ ȹȼȽȻȫȵȳȲȷȫ ȺȻȳɀȹȯȳȽȼɊ ȳȼȺȹȶȸɊȽɇ ȻȹȷȫȸȼɆ ȭɅ ȵȹȸɁȰȻȽȫɀɅ, ȯȫɉɄȳɀȼɊ ȭɅ ȬȹȶɇɃȳɀɅ ȲȫȶȫɀɅ, Ȯȯ ̲

ȯȰȶȳȵȫȽȸȴ̲ɃɐȰ ȳȲɅ ȻȹȷȫȸȼȹȭɅ, ɂȫȼȽȹ ȳ ȼȫȷɆȰ ȶȾɂɃɐȰ, ȷȸȹȮȹ ȽȰȻɊɉȽɇ. ȋ ȵȫȵɅ ȬɆȶȹ ȬɆ ȺȻɐɊȽȸȹ, Ⱥȹȼȶ ̲

ȼȽȻȾȸȸɆɀɅ. ȳȸȼȽȻȾȷȰȸȽȹȭɅ ȾȼȶɆɃȫȽɇ Ȯȹȶȹȼɇ ɂȰȶȹȭ ̲ɂȰȼȵɐȴ; ȵȫȵɅ ɈȽȹ ȬɆȶȹ ȬɆ ȹȼȭȱ̲ȳȽȰȶɇȸȹ, ȳ, ȹȺɊȽɇ-Ƚȫȵȳ, ȵȫȵɅ 
ɈȽȹ ȬɆȶȹ ȬɆ ȹȬȹɉȯȸȹ ȭɆȮȹȯȸȹ!ó  



43 
 

 

that took place in large halls.36 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 singersõ emphasis on projecting 

their voice loudly enough to fill an opera house resulted in endless performances filled with 

òunforgivableó errors in intonation, rhythmic accuracy, and diction.  

By 1907, despite Oleninaõs 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. In 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 
singingñand 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, dõAlheim, 
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.37 
 

Standard notions of vocal òbeautyó 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 òdisgustingó 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. Oleninaõs insistence on always performing in small halls 
must be understood in this context. 
37 Medtnerõs letter to Alexander 17 Feb 1907, in Pisõma, 89-90. Emphasis added. Bracketed ellipsis original. òȝȰȺȰȻɇ ȯȭȫ 
ȼȶȹȭȫ ȹ ȲȯȰɃȸȰȷ ȺȰȸȳȳ. Ȟ ȸȫȼ Ɋ ȺȹȼȽȹɊȸȸȹ ȼȶɆɃȫȶ ȹȽ ȭȼȰɀ, ɂȽȹ ȸȳȮȯȰ ȸȫ ȼȭȰȽȰ ȸȰ ȺȹɉȽ Ƚȫȵ ȷȰȻȲȵȹ, ȵȫȵ ȭ 
ȎȰȻȷȫȸȳȳ, ȳ Ƚ[ȫȵ] ȵ[ȫȵ] Ⱦ ȸȫȼ ȺȹɂȰȷȾ-Ƚȹ ȽȫȵȹȰ, ȵȫȵ ɈȽȹ ȸȳ ȼȽȻȫȸȸȹ, ȭ ȺȰȸȳȳ ȼɂȳȽȫɉȽ ȼȰȬɊ ȫȭȽȹȻȳȽȰȽȸɆȷȳ ȳ 
ȵȹȷȺȰȽȰȸȽȸɆȷȳ ȻȰɃȳȽȰȶɇȸȹ ȭȼȰ (ȯȫȱȰ ȳ ȽȰ, ȵȹȽȹȻɆȰ ȹȽȵȻȹȭȰȸȸȹ ȲȫɊȭȶɊɉȽ, ɂȽȹ ȭ ȷȾȲɆȵȰ Ȼȹȭȸȹ ȸȳɂȰȮȹ ȸȰ 
ȺȹȸȳȷȫɉȽ) ȳ Ƚ[ȫȵ] ȵ[ȫȵ] Ɋ ȸȳȵȹȮȯȫ ȸȰ ȷȹȮ ȭȹȴȽȳ ȭȹ ȭȵȾȼ ȹȽȰɂȰȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȮȹ ȺȰȸȳɊ, Ƚȹ Ɋ ȻȫȲ ȸȫȭȼȰȮȯȫ ȻȰɃȳȶ, ɂȽȹ ȭ 
ȺȰȸȳȳ ȸȳɂȰȮȹ ȸȰ Ⱥȹȸȳȷȫɉ. ȚȻȫȭȯȫ, ȹȯȸȫ ȹȽȰɂȰȼȽȭȰȸȸȫɊ ȺȰȭȳɁȫ -- ȯ'ȋȶɇȮȰȴȷ ȺȻȹȳȲȭȹȯȳȶȫ ȸȫ ȷȰȸɊ ȺȻȰȵȻȫȼȸȹȰ 
ȭȺȰɂȫȽȶȰȸȳȰ, ȸȹ Ƚȫȵ ȵȫȵ ȸȳȵȽȹ ȸȰ ɀȹȽȰȶ ȭ ȸȰȴ ȺȻȳȲȸȫȭȫȽɇ ȳȷȰȸȸȹ ȺȰȭȳɁȾ, Ƚȹ Ɋ ȺȻȹȯȹȶȱȫȶ ȸȰ ȯȹȭȰȻɊȽɇ ȼȭȹȰȷȾ 
Ⱥȹȸȳȷȫȸȳɉ [...] ȝȰ ȺȰȭȳɁɆ, ȵȹȽȹȻɆɀ Ɋ ȲȯȰȼɇ ȼȶɆɃȫȶ, ȭȹȭȼȰ ȸȰ ȲȸȫȷȰȸȳȽȹȼȽȳ, Ƚ[ȫȵ] ɂ[Ƚȹ] Ɋ, ȮȹȭȹȻɊ ȹ ȸȳɀ, ȼȷȰȶȹ 
ȷȹȮȾ ȮȹȭȹȻȳȽɇ: ȹ ȲȯȰɃȸȰȴ ɃȵȹȶȰ. ȗȸȰ ȺȶȫȵȫȽɇ ɀȹȽȰȶȹȼɇ ȹȽ ȭȹȼȽȹȻȮȫ...ó 
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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 the most perfect of instrumentsñone which should be a 
conductor of their feelings, their experiences, and in no way treated it as an accessory of 
every animalé38 
 
One persistent detail that recurs in reviews of Olenina-dõAlheimõs recitals was the small size 

of her voice and its unsuitability for òproperó operatic singing. Her biographer, Tumanov, notes that 

most music critics, sympathetic or not, reported that Oleninõs voice was small and unimpressive as a 

voice.39 And yet, Cui wrote that she has a òrare ability to impart various timbres to her voiceñ

sometimes metallic, sometimes gentle and caressingó and that òher technique is superb and resides 

in her splendid diction and phrasing.ó40 After she achieved more widespread fame in Russia in the 

1910s, critics became less concerned about vocal òbeautyó and began instead to rave about her large 

variety of expressive timbres:  

Her singing is amazing in its flexibility, mobility, and techniqueé In the singerõs voice we 
can hear now a whisper, now deathõs chill voice from beyond the tomb, now the song of 
birds in a woodland thicket, now the exact sound of a fluteñwhat the French describe as 
òvoix fl¾t®eóñand now the òmighty might and free freedomó of the song of the dark forest.41 
 

Indeed, her fans reacted strongly to the spellbinding range of vocal effects she could draw upon in 

service to the text. Emil Medtnerõs colleague, the philosopher Fyodor Stepun, said that she was 

neither first-class singer nor stage actress, but instead a òreal ôpriestessõ of art in the full sense of this 

ample word.ó He further noted that, òdespite the fact that [Olenina had] a very independent 

personality, on stage she produced the impression of a medium.ó42 Corroborating this impression, 

 
38 Ibid. òéȵȹȸȰɂȸȹ ȱȰ, ȭȰȶȳȵȳȰ ȫȭȽȹȻɆ, ȺȳɃȫ ȼȭȹȳ ȭȹȵȫȶɇȸɆȰ ȺȻȹȳȲȭȰȯȰȸȳɊ, ȯȾȷȫȶȳ ȳȷȰȸȸȹ ȹ Ƚȫȵȹȷ ȺȰȸȳȳ, 
ȯȾȷȫȶȳ ȹ ȮȹȶȹȼȰ, ȵȫȵ ȹ ȼȹȭȰȻɃȰȸȸȰȴɃȰȷ ȳȲ ȳȸȼȽȻȾȷȰȸȽȹȭ, ȵȹȽȹȻɆȴ ȯȹȶȱȰȸ ȬɆȽɇ ȺȻȹȭȹȯȸȳȵȹȷ ȳɀ ɂȾȭȼȽȭ, ȳɀ 
ȺȰȻȰȱȳȭȫȸȳȴ, ȳ Ⱦȱ ȸȳȵȹȳȷ ȹȬȻȫȲȹȷ ȸȰ ȹȽȸȹȼȳȶȳȼɇ ȵ ȸȰȷȾ, ȵȫȵ ȵ ȺȻȳȸȫȯȶȰȱȸȹȼȽȳ ȵȫȱȯȹȮȹ ȱȳȭȹȽȸȹȮȹ...ó 
39 Tumanov, 122-23. 
40 Ibid., 123. 
41 Anonymous 1915 review, quoted in Tumanov, 128-29. 
42 Quoted in Tumanov, 124, from Fyodor Stepunõs 1956 memoirs. He goes on to claim that Pierre dõAlheim played an 
òenormous roleó in crafting Oleninaõs stage persona as a òmedium.ó 
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the critic Yury Sakhnovsky notes that by the end of her performance of Schumannõs òDie Lorelei,ó 

Olenina was òrebornó as Lorelei, allowing listeners to perceive the fatal sorceress directly. To him, 

Olenina was the first singer to reveal the òprofundity of Schumannõs talent.ó43 

 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 òcompleteness 
of impressionó of the composerõs personality. 

3. She sings everything from memoryñCui mentions that she sang forty songs in one 
evening, òwhich barely accounts for a quarter of her immense repertoire.ó 

4. She is òan artist of convictionó who does not chase public fashions or material success; 
òsufficient to say thatñhorribile dictuñshe sings Mussorgsky [who] has been particularly 
unsuccessful in St. Petersburg: his operas are forgotten [and] performers of songs are also 
no fans.ó44 

 
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.45 

Oleninaõs revival of the nineteenth-century Russian song tradition closely parallels the 

Symbolistõs 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). Oleninaõs devotion to Russian chamber 

 
43 Tumanov, 124-25. 
44 Summary of Cuiõs review in Tumanov, 93-94. About Musorgskyõs songs, Cui goes on to say that òIndeed, 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.ó  
45 This is Gerald Abrahamõs list of the most notable Russian song composers of the early twentieth century. See 
Abraham, Essays on Russian Music, 31. In my opinion, Nikolay Cherepninõs 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 Oleninañthe òkrasavitsaó celebrated by Pushkin and a 

student of Glinka. Yet, Olenina-dõAlheim 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.46 

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 Oleninaõs development as a singer.47 

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 Fedosovaõs 

recitals as follows: 

She sang some widowõs laments. The professor asked the audience to note that after each 
òcoupletó she performed peculiar òfioritureó with her voiceñóWhat ôfury-turiesõ are you 
going on about old fellow?ó Fedosova retorted. òThose are tears and sobs.ó 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, òYesterday it was dull, 
you see, and rainy. But today there is a bit of sun. And so the story came out different.ó48 
 

The influence of folk practices combined with Oleninaõs near lack of formal voice training surely 

account for the unique performance style she cultivated later.49 She would routinely include folk-

song arrangements in her concerts, including the folksong arrangements of her brother Alexander 

Olenin and some of Stravinskyõs Swiss-period òneo-nationalistó 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. 
49 Olenina claimed that Fedosova òinitiated her into the most secret, concealed parts of her performerõs gift. She taught 
me what singing is in nature, in human nature.ó 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.50 In this 1916 review of an Olenina recital, Medtnerõs òZaklinanieóñ

one of her specialties and the subject of the analysis to comeñis invoked alongside Musorgskyõs 

òTrepakó (from the òSongs and Dances of Deathó) as a prime example of how Olenina employed 

various òuglyó 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 limitsé. [Her voice] can become chesty with sounds that are 
hoarse and terrifying at moments of tragedy, in Medtnerõs òZaklinanieó or Musorgskyõs 
òTrepak,ó for instance. Olenina has yet another timbre, used predominantly in Musorgskyõs 
cycles òSongs and Dances of Deathó and òSunless,ó 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.ó51 
 

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 òstrange dresses,ó with the result that, òshe 

looked like a bird.ó Belyõs mystical vision of Olenina as the òpale-blue bird of Eternityó clearly had a 

basis in reality! Our eye-witness continues: òIt was very tragic and very impressiveé when she did 

Musorgsky or Olenin or even Grechaninov [whom] she didnõt like, or Medtner, it was really 

unforgettable.52 

 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, clearly 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, ravensõ 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 Beethovenõs Ninth Symphony.53 
 

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 Oleninaõs 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 òArgonautsó; 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]54 by Schubert or the contractions of the heart under the sounds of òTo you I 
appealó by Mussorgsky.55 Everything she did worked: the sparkle of her huge, open eyes, the 
stunning shades of her voiceé The concert was forgotten, it seemed that we were at a 
mystery.56 
 

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

Symbolistsõ 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 Veka, 390. Translated and reproduced in Tumanov, 301. Bely also reports that she acts, òjust 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 a woman of the people!ó (Tumanov, ibid.) 
54 The editors note that on the manuscript Bely refers to a poem by Wilhelm M¿ller, so the intended song is likely 
something from his favorite set, Die Winterreise.  
55 From his unfinished opera, Khovanshchina. 
56 Bely, Nachalo veka Berlinskaya redaktsiya, 424. òȜ ȯ'ȋȶɇȮȰȴȷȫȷȳ ȬɆȶ Ɋ ȳ ȻȫȸɇɃȰ ȭ ȼȸȹɃȰȸȳȳ; ȳȼȺȹȶȸȳȽȰȶɇȸȳɁȫ 
ȺȰȼȰȸ ȗȾȼȹȻȮȼȵȹȮȹ, ȣȾȬȰȻȽȫ, ȍȹȶɇȿȫ ȭȼȰȮȯȫ ȭɆȲɆȭȫȶȫ ȭ ȼȻȰȯȰ çȫȻȮȹȸȫȭȽȹȭè ȺȹɂȽȳ ȭȼȵȻȳȵ ȭȹȼȽȹȻȮȫ; ȽȫȵȹȰ 
ȲȫȵȹȸɂȰȸȸȹȰ ȳȼȺȹȶȸȰȸȳȰ ȺȰȼȰȸ ȸȰȺȹȭȽȹȻȳȷȹ; ȯȫ: ȵȽȹ ȸȰ ȼȶɆɃȫȶ șȶȰȸȳȸȹȴ, ȽȹȽ ȸȰ ȺȹȴȷȰȽ ɀȹȶȹȯȰȸȳɊ ȵȻȹȭȳ Ⱥȹȯ 
ȲȭȾȵȫȷȳ ç(- -)è ȣȾȬȰȻȽȫ, ȼȱȫȽȳȴ ȼȰȻȯȰɂȸɆɀ Ⱥȹȯ ȲȭȾȵȫȷȳ çȕ ȭȫȷ Ɋ ȭȲɆȭȫɉè ȗȾȼȹȻȮȼȵȹȮȹ; ȭȼȰ ȭ șȶȰȸȳȸȹȴ 
ȯȰȴȼȽȭȹȭȫȶȹ: ȬȶȰȼȵ ȻȫȲȻɆȭȹȭ ȹȮȻȹȷȸɆɀ, ȻȫȼȵȻɆȭɃȳɀȼɊ ȮȶȫȲ, ȺȹȽȻɊȼȫɉɄȳȰ ȹȽȽȰȸȵȳ ȰȰ ȸȳ ȸȫ ɂȽȹ ȸȰ ȺȹɀȹȱȰȮȹ 
Ȯȹȶȹȼȫ, ȷȹȱȰȽ ȬɆȽɇ, ȭȰɄȰȮȹ ȸȰȯȹȼȽȫȽȵȫȷȳ (ȯȶɊ ȶɉȬȳȽȰȶȰȴ çȭȳȻȽȾȹȲȸȹȮȹè, ȳȽȫȶȳȫȸȼȵȹȮȹ ȺȰȸȳɊ); çȸȰȯȹȼȽȫȽȵȫȷȳè 
ȯȰȴȼȽȭȹȭȫȶȫ ȹȼȹȬȰȸȸȹ ȗ. ȋ. șȶȰȸȳȸȫ; ȼȶȾɃȫȶ ȵȹȸɁȰȻȽɆ ȣȫȶɊȺȳȸȫ Ɋ; ȳ Ɋ ȯȹȶȱȰȸ ȼȵȫȲȫȽɇ, ɂȽȹ ȣȫȶɊȺȳȸ ȭ 
ȼȻȫȭȸȰȸɇȰ ȼ șȶȰȸȳȸȹȴ ȸȰȭȰȻȹɊȽȸȹ ȺȻȹȳȮȻɆȭȫȶ; ȲȫȬɆȭȫȶȼɊ ȵȹȸɁȰȻȽ; ȺȻȰȯȼȽȫȭȶɊȶȹȼɇ, ɂȽȹ ȷɆ ȸȫ ȷȳȼȽȰȻȳȳ...ó 
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Song as Mystery 

 

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 òmystery.ó 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 Scriabinõs 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, 

òWindow into the Future,ó Bely discusses the idea of an artistic mystery centered on Olenina-

dõAlheim 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 Parsifalñleading 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 òtrue tragedyó 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 dramaé. 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.57  
 
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.58 This remarkable rebuttal to Wagner and 

Nietzscheõs vision of Dionysian drama emerged out of Belyõs 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: òThe 

poetic symbolñmade complex by the relation by the relation of music to it, transfigured by voice, 

and shaded by mimicryñexpands immeasurably. The idea vividly emerges from the expanded and 

deepened symbol.ó59 But these deepened symbols require more than a singerñsomeone capable of 

remarkable expressiveness, capable of crossing òthe boundary between music and poetry.ó And, of 

course, that singer is Olenina-dõAlheim. 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 òare destined to unite life with mystery.ó60 For Bely, the directedness and simplicity of song 

serve as a distillation and intensification of òthe spiritual potential revealed in opera.ó  Olenina is 

capable of expressing the Symbolic dimension of song and òunfurling before us the depths of the 

spirit.ó He concludes that òthe complexity of the idea-symbols evoked by the singing of Olenina-

dõAlheim makes her a servant of religion.ó61  

Bely thought that true source of a poemõs (mystical) meaning lay in the shifting rhythms and 

melodies of the text, rather than in the poetic images themselves. As is well-known in the 

scholarship, òrhythmó takes on a privileged position in Belyõs theory of Symbolismñdenoting 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.62 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. 
59 Bely, Mystical Essays, 10. 
60 Ibid. He includes Arthur Nikisch and Vladimir Solovyov as other figures with such prophetic powers. 
61 Ibid., 11. 
62 Belyõs mystically-derived theory of poetic rhythm 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 artñsong 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 variety of independent forms.63 In the lecture he gave at the first concert 

of Oleninaõs òHouse of Songó on November 6, 1908, Bely claimed that, òSong 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.ó64 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 òaó of 
the triad òabcó, where òbó is the visible image emphasized in the spatial arts, and òcó 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.65 

 
Thus the symbol itself is ideally and fully expressed through songñthe 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 Oleninaõs 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 

 
63 For an account of song as the primordial art from which all forms of human creativity emerged, see Bely, òSong of 
Life,ó in Mystical Essays, 33-49. 
64 Ibid., 47. 
65 Bely, òThe Meaning of Art,ó section VI, in Simvolizm. òȚȰȼȸɊ ȺȹȻȹȯȳȶȫ ȺȹɈȲȳɉ ȳ ɂȳȼȽȾɉ ȷȾȲɆȵȾ... ȍ ȺȰȼȸȰ 
ȲȫȵȶɉɂȰȸȹ ȼȳȷȭȹȶȳɂȰȼȵȹȰ ȰȯȳȸȼȽȭȹ òȫó ȽȻȳȫȯɆ òabcó, ȮȯȰ òbó, Ƚ. Ȱ. ȹȬȻȫȲ ȭȳȯȳȷȹȼȽȳ, ȺȹȯɂȰȻȵȸȾȽ ȭ 
ȺȻȹȼȽȻȫȸȼȽȭȰȸȸɆɀ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȫɀ, ȫ òȼó, Ƚ. Ȱ. ȬȰȲȹȬȻȫȲȸȹȰ ȺȰȻȰȱȳȭȫȸȳȰ, -- ȭ ȷȾȲɆȵȰ. ȚȹɈȽȹȷȾ, Ⱦȼȶȹȭȸȹ ȮȹȭȹȻɊ, ȷȾȲɆȵȫ 
-- ȸȫȳȬȹȶȰȰ ȻȹȷȫȸȽȳɂȰȼȵȹȰ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȹ (ɂȽȹ ȹȽȷȰɂȫȶȳ ȳ ȻȹȷȫȸȽȳȵȳ ȳ ȎȰȮȰȶɇ), ȼȵȾȶɇȺȽȾȻȫ -- ȸȫȳȬȹȶȰȰ ȵȶȫȼȼȳɂȰȼȵȹȰ 
ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȹ, ȫ ȺȰȼȸɊ -- ȸȫȳȬȹȶȰȰ ȼȳȷȭȹȶȳɂȰȼȵȹȰ.ó 
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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, òIf poetry burdens music with images, then conversely music, thanks 

to poetry and through poetry, is able to permeate the visible world.ó66  

For both Bely and Medtner, simplicity is an absolute requirement for art to possess any kind 

of spiritual forceñsong 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 simplicityñone that òunites all individual phenomenon of our art [and] governs 

the process of the artistõs creativity.ó67 The manifestation of this law in harmonic practiceñfor 

example, the resolution of the dominant (complexity) to the tonic (simplicity)ñcreates musicõs 

òincantationaló (òzaklinatelõnayaó) power. The abandonment of tonality would result in the removal 

of musicõs unifying center and thus would destroy its magical incantational power over the audience. 

Bely anticipates Medtnerõs law of the coordination of complexity by simplicity in his 1906 essay on 

the composerõs songs, claiming that, òMedtner, employing the most complex techniques, is 

nevertheless brilliantly simple in his main themes. And this healthy, integral simplicityñsimplicity 

through complexityñinseparably connects his work with the general mainstream of music, 

represented by geniuses like Beethoven, Schumann, and Wagner.ó68 

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

religious creativity rooted in the simplicity of ancient prayersña manifestation of the all-

 
66 Bely, òThe Principle of Form in Aesthetics,ó in Selected Essays, 209. 
67 Medtner, Muse, 12 (translation altered). 
68 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 Chopinõs 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 musicõs most basic meanings can be spiritualized points to their origins in that 
primordial, divine song.69 
 

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 humanityõs collective contemplation of this divine song, 

and, thus, modernist atonality is a rejection of the soulña rejection of the divine basis of earthly life. 

Fantastically, Bely also anticipates Medtnerõs entire religious philosophy of music in his 1906 

article on Medtnerõs 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 Medtnerõs music a 
special transformative meaning. It is the good news; it is the promise òof the dear and eternally 
familiar at all times.ó70 
 

 
69 Medtner, Muse, 47-8 (translation altered). òȕ ȵȫȵȹȴ ȲȫȵȶȳȸȫȽȰȶɇȸȹȴ ȹȬɄȰȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȴ ȿȹȻȷȾȶȰ ȷȹȮȾȽ ȬɆȽɇ 
ȼȭȰȯȰȸɆ, ȸȫȺȻȳȷȰȻ, ȼȽȹȶɇ ȺȻȹȽȳȭȹȺȹȶȹȱȸɆȰ ȼȽȻȫȸȳɁɆ ȷȾȲɆȵȳ, ȵȫȵ ȭȾȶȵȫȸȳɂȰȼȵȫɊ ȺȹȽȻɊȼȫɉɄȫɊ ȵȹȯȫ ȿȳȸȫȶȫ 
Appassionat'Ɇ ȳ ɂȫȻȾɉɄȰȰ ȸȫɂȫȶȹ As-dur'ȸȹȴ ȬȫȶȶȫȯɆ ȣȹȺȰȸȫ? ȍȼȰ ȵ Ƚȹȴ ȱȰ ȿȹȻȷȾȶȰ: Ƚȹȸȳȵȳ ȳ ȯȹȷȳȸȫȸȽɆ, 
ȳȶȳ ȯȹȷȳȸȫȸȽɆ ȳ Ƚȹȸȳȵȳ. ȒȸȫɂȳȽ ȶȳ ɈȽȹ, ɂȽȹ ɈȽȳȷȳ ȿȹȻȷȾȶȫȷȳ ȳȼɂȰȻȺɆȭȫȰȽȼɊ ȫȸȫȶȳȲ ɈȽȹȴ ȷȾȲɆȵȳ? ȘȰȽ, ȹȸ ȼ 
ȸȳɀ ȸȫɂȳȸȫȰȽȼɊ ȳ ȳȷȳ ȹȼȷɆȼȶȳȭȫȰȽȼɊ, ɁȰȸȽȻȫȶȳȲȾȰȽȼɊ. ȒȸȫɂȳȽ ȶȳ ɈȽȹ, ɂȽȹ ȌȰȽɀȹȭȰȸ ȳ ȣȹȺȰȸ ȳȷȰȶȳ ȼȵȶȹȸȸȹȼȽɇ 
ȷɆȼȶȳȽɇ ȺȻȳȷȳȽȳȭȸɆȷȳ ȼɀȰȷȫȷȳ? ȘȰȽ, ɈȽȹ ȹȲȸȫɂȫȰȽ ȶȳɃɇ, ɂȽȹ ȳɀ ȮȰȸȳȴ ȹȬȶȫȯȫȶ ȼȺȹȼȹȬȸȹȼȽɇɉ ȹȯȾɀȹȽȭȹȻɊȽɇ 
ȺȻȹȼȽȰȴɃȳȰ ȿȹȻȷȾȶɆ, ȼȫȷɆȰ ȹȼȸȹȭȸɆȰ ȼȷɆȼȶɆ ȷȾȲɆȵȳ, ȵȫȵ ȳɀ ȹȯȾɀȹȽȭȹȻɊȶȳ ȯȻȰȭȸȳȰ ȷȹȶȳȽȭɆ. Șȹ ɈȽȹ ȹȲȸȫɂȫȰȽ 
ȽȫȵȱȰ ȳ ȼȺȹȼȹȬȸȹȼȽɇ ɈȽȳɀ ȼȷɆȼȶȹȭ ȬɆȽɇ ȹȯȾɀȹȽȭȹȻɊȰȷɆȷȳ, ȾȵȫȲɆȭȫȰȽ ȸȫ ȳɀ ȺȻȹȳȼɀȹȱȯȰȸȳȰ ȹȽ Ƚȹȴ ȺȰȻȭȳɂȸȹȴ 
ȺȰȼȸȳ.ó 
70 Bely, original emphasis. See Appendix A. 
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By separating himself from the chaos of modernity, Medtner can access the òchastely creative 

sourcesó of music, thus òresurrectingó pure music in his soul. The result is the music takes on 

hallowed òglowó and a òspecial transformative meaningóñthe attributes that Medtner likely 

understood as òmusicõs incantational power.ó 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 òMystery.ó 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 Medtnerõs friend Ivan Ilyinña religious philosopher 

concerned with the development of universal Christian cultureñwho wrote about Medtner in terms 

very similar to Belyõs 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 visions 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 spiritual 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.71 

  
The dõAlheims also approached music in song through mystical terms. Bely sought advice on 

theosophy and related matters from Pierre, but the dõAlheims more esoteric and spiritualist interests 

 
71 Ilyin, òNikolay Metner,ó in Sushchnostõ i scoeobrazie Russkoy kulõtury, 396. Ilyin even adopts Belyõs basic idea that 
Symbolism effects the union of (inner) Romantic content with (outer) Classical form. òȪ ȸȫȲɆȭȫɉ ȗȰȽȸȰȻȫ ȺȻȹȭȳȯɁȰȷ, 
ȺȹȽȹȷȾ ɂȽȹ ȹȸ ȭȹȼȺȻȳȸȳȷȫȰȽ ȺȻȰȯȶȰȱȫɄȳȰ ȰȷȾ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸɆȰ ȼȹȯȰȻȱȫȸȳɊ ȵȫȵ ȭȳȯȰȸȳɊ ȳ ȵȫȵ ȭȳȯȰȸȳɊ ȯȫȻȾȰȽ ȳɀ ȸȫȷ. 
ȍȳȯȰȸȳɊ ȸȰ ȭ ȼȷɆȼȶȰ ȺȻȳȲȻȫȵȹȭ ȳȶȳ ȳȶȶɉȲȳȴ. ȘȰȽ, Ƚȹ, ɂȽȹ ȹȸ ȭȹȼȺȰȭȫȰȽ ȵȫȵ ȽȰȷȾ, ȰȼȽɇ ȯȾɀȹȭȸȫɊ ȻȰȫȶɇȸȹȼȽɇ, 
ȵȹȽȹȻȫɊ Ɋȭȳȶȫȼɇ ȰȷȾ ȭ ȹȬȻȫȲȰ ȷȰȶȹȯȳȳ, ȫ ȹȸ, ȼȭȰȽȶȹ ȼȹȲȰȻɁȫɊ ȳ Ɋȼȸȹ ȼȶɆɃȫ ȰȰ, ȼȸȫɂȫȶȫ ȯȫȰȽ Ȱȴ ȱȳȲȸɇ, ȫ ȺȹȽȹȷ ȯȫȻȳȽ 
ȰȰ ȯȻȾȮȳȷ. ȐȮȹ ȷȳȻ ȻȹȷȫȸȽȳɂȰȼȵȳ ȬȰȲȮȻȫȸȳɂȰȸ Ⱥȹ ȼȹȯȰȻȱȫȸȳɉ ȳ ȵȶȫȼȼȳɂȰȼȵȳ ȼȹȭȰȻɃȰȸȰȸ Ⱥȹ ȿȹȻȷȰ.ó 
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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 performerõs 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 spiritualizationña supreme elevation which, as it increases, becomes an active 
force of influenceé It becomes clear to him [the performer] what comprises and sums up 
his mediumistic 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. [é] 
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.72 
 

What is noteworthy is how little of this really contradicts Medtnerõs more explicitly Christian 

mysticism. Indeed, at this time Christian, occult, and theosophical ideas all intermixed and are 

difficult to distinguish. The Medtnerõs themselves were always skeptical of occult practices, and yet, 

Medtnerõs own account of music as a divine òincantationó (òzaklinanieó) 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 dõAlheim and 

Emil Medtner. The dõAlheims 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 Pierreõs 

theosophical interests and his love of interpolating lectures between individual songs in his wifeõs 

recitals.73 This led to animosity between Emil Medtner and Pierre as these two leaders of Muscovite 

 
72 From a òHouse of Songó bulletin article, written by Pierre dõAlheim in 1910. Quoted in Tumanov, 173. 
73 Belyõs account in his unfinished Berlin version of Nachalo veka, 427: òThe 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.ó   
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literary life attempted to steer the Symbolist crowd in different directions. In Belyõs later account, the 

rivalry reached a fever pitch due to Emilõs hatred of dõAlheimõs particular esotericism and his 

promotion of French culture. (DõAlheim was partly French and promoted French culture while Emil 

did the same with German culture.) Here Bely invokes Emil Medtnerõs characteristic tendency to 

view the world and its inhabitants through the characters of Wagnerõs Ring, with the House of Song 

as Nibelheim: 

[Emil] found the Kabbalistic architectonics of dõAlheimõs 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 Rolandñbut both claimed the 
wedding with the princess of Russia (Br¿nhilde).ó The òDom Pesnió [òHouse of Songó] was 
right across the street, mere feet, from the òDom Metnerovó [òHouse of Medtnersó].74 
 

 Emil had his own Wagnerian vision of a musical mysteryñone 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 artõs 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. Emilõs vision of 

this Wagnerian mystery was formed under the influence of the Medtner brothersõ 1912 trip to see 

Parsifal at Bayreuth.75 As Emil described it in a letter to Margarita 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, òȨȷȳȶȳɉ ȕȫȻȶȹȭȳɂȾ ȸȰȭɆȸȹȼȳȷ ȬɆȶ ȫȬȼȽȻȫȵȽȸɆȴ 
çȷȹȸȳȲȷè ȹȬɅɊȼȸȰȸȳȴ ȯ'ȋȶɇȮȰȴȷȫ; ȰȷȾ, ȯȾȫȶȳȼȽȾ (Ⱥȹ ȕȫȸȽȾ) ȳ ȺȶɉȻȫȶȳȼȽȾ (Ⱥȹ ȎɋȽȰ), ȸȰȺȰȻȰȸȹȼȸȫ ȬɆȭȫȶȫ 
ȵȫȬȬȫȶȳȼȽȳɂȰȼȵȫɊ ȫȻɀȳȽȰȵȽȹȸȳȵȫ ȭȲȮȶɊȯȹȭ ȯ'ȋȶɇȮȰȴȷȫ, ȹȽȶȳɂȳȰ ȭ ȸȫɁȳȹȸȫȶɇȸȹȷ ȺȹȯɀȹȯȰ ȵ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȾ; ȬɆȶ 
ɂȫȼȽȳɉ ȻȾȼȼȵȳȴ ȯ'ȋȶɇȮȰȴȷ, ȸȹ ȭȰȯɇ ȗȰȽȸȰȻ ȭ çȸȰȻȾȼȼȵȹȷè ȬɆȶ ȸȰȷȰɁ; ȯ'ȋȶɇȮȰȴȷ ȱȰ ȟȻȫȸɁȾȲ; ȳ ȻȫȼȽȫȼȵȳȭȫȶȳ 
ȵȾȶɇȽȾȻȾ țȹȼȼȳȳ ȭ ȻȫȲȶȳɂȸɆȰ ȼȽȹȻȹȸɆ; ȵ ȬȻȫȵȾ ȼ ȒȳȮȿȻȳȯȹȷ ȳ ȵ ȬȻȫȵȾ ȼ țȹȶȫȸȯȹȷ; ȯȫ ȹȬȫ ȺȻȰȽȰȸȯȹȭȫȶȳ ȸȫ 
ȼȭȫȯɇȬȾ ȼ ɁȫȻȰȭȸȹȴ țȹȼȼȳȰȴ (ȌȻȾȸȮȳȶɇȯȹȴ); ȳ Ȳȫ ȸȰȰ Ⱥȹȯȸȳȷȫȶȳ ȷȰɂȳ: çȏɉȻȫȸȯȫȶȳè ȳ çȘȹȽȾȸȮȳè; ȺȫȻȫȯȹȵȼȫȶɇȸȹ: 
çȏȹȷ ȚȰȼȸȳè ȭȹȲȸȳȵ ȺȻȹȽȳȭ ȯȹȷȫ, ȮȯȰ ȹȬȳȽȫȶ Ȩ. ȕ. ȗȰȽȸȰȻ; ȵȭȫȻȽȳȻȾ ȰȮȹ ȸȫȲɆȭȫȶȳ ȽȹȮȯȫ çȏȹȷȹȷ ȗȰȽȸȰȻȹȭè ȷɆ; 
Ƚȫȵ ɂȽȹ ȹȵȸȫ ȵȭȫȻȽȳȻɆ ȯ'ȋȶɇȮȰȴȷȹȭ ȮȶɊȯȰȶȳ ȸȫ ȹȵȸȫ ȵȭȫȻȽȳȻɆ Ȩ. ȕ.; ȳ ȺȹȻȹȴ ȹȽȵȻɆȭȫȶȫȼɊ ȯȭȰȻɇ: ȯȹȷȫ ȗȰȽȸȰȻȹȭ, 
ȯȹȷȫ ȯ'ȋȶɇȮȰȴȷȹȭ, ȳ Ɋ, ȳȶɇ ȚȰȽȻȹȭȼȵȳȴ, țȫɂȳȸȼȵȳȴ, ȘȫȽȫɃȫ ȝȾȻȮȰȸȰȭȫ, ȣȺȰȽȽ, ȺȰȻȰȬȰȮȫȶȳ ȳȲ ȯȹȷȫ ȭ ȯȹȷ; ȳȸȹȮȯȫ 
ȱȰ ȭȹȳȸȼȽȭȰȸȸȹ ȗȰȽȸȰȻ ɊȭȶɊȶȼɊ ȹȽȼȳȱȳȭȫȽɇ ȺȰȻȰȯ ȯ'ȋȶɇȮȰȴȷȹȷ; çȏȹȷȫè ȹȽȯȰȶɊȶȳȼɊ ȯȭȫȯɁȫȽɇɉ ȶȳɃɇ ɃȫȮȫȷȳ... 
ȌȰȼȰȯȫȷȳ ȼ Ț. ȓ. ȯ'ȋȶɇȮȰȴȷȹȷ ȷɆ ȭȼȰ ȾȭȶȰȵȫȶȳȼɇ ȵȫȵ ȺȹȯȶȳȸȸɆȷ ȺȻȹȯȹȶȱȰȸɇȰȷ ȵȹȸɁȰȻȽȫ șȶȰȸȳȸȹȴéó 
75 Ironically, this was the same performance of Parsifal that Stravinsky famously derided in his An 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 brotheré. This is the secret, brought about through art; this is the 
mystery of communion through art; this is true òtheosophy.ó 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 ecstasyé76 
 

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 Wagnerõs 

grandiose conflation of pagan myth with Christianity in Parsifal, surely Nikolay, with his composerõs 

ears, was ultimately more captivated by those divinely simple, yet endlessly varied, tonal formulae 

that appear throughout the celebrated B¿hnenweihfestspiel (Stage-consecrating-festival-play).77  

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 Wagnerõs 

harmonic methods. Indeed, in his book, Medtner gives perhaps the most unusual interpretation of 

Wagnerõs 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 factñwith all his music, with all his harmonyñsomeone 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 harmonyñthe triad... òO was ist 
doch solch ein Dreiklang! Alles verschwindet f¿r mich dagegen; wenn er wieder eintritt, so ist es nach allem 
Toben, Wuten, Irren, wie die R¿ckkehr von Brahma zu sich selbstó78...these words of Wagner, 
spoken by him after the composition of òTristanó (nach allem Toben, W¿ten, 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 Wagnerõs major achievements was òthe infinite variety of 
interrupted cadencesó he employedñan observation far removed from Emilõs concerns. See Medtner, Muse, 37. 
78 In Alfred Swanõs translation, òO, what a marvel, such a triad! I feel as if everything disappeared against it; when it 
sounds again, it is as if, after all the madness and anger and fruitless search, Brahma returned to himself.ó 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.79 
 

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.80 Music does not evolve, it simply 

reveals different aspects of itself over time as humanity becomes more attuned to the divine song. In 

Medtnerõs view, the eternal is the true guide to human creative and religious aspirations: òThe divine 

face of the Muse finds its true reflection only in the distant and quiet waters of the deep lake that is 

Eternity.ó81 Medtnerõs definition of evolution as òthe movement of life around eternityó reflects 

Belyõs interpretation of Nietzscheõs concept of eternal return as really the periodic òrecurrence of 

Eternity.ó82 Bely even depicts Eternity as a feminine goddess, as the object of the Symbolistõs sacred 

 
79 Medtner, Muse, 107-108 (translation altered). òȍȼȺȹȷȸȳȷ, ɂȽȹ ȮȹȭȹȻȳȶ ȍȫȮȸȰȻ Ȳȫ ȯȭȫ Ȯȹȯȫ ȯȹ ȼȭȹȰȴ ȼȷȰȻȽȳ ȺȻȳ 
ɂȽȰȸȳȳ ȚȫȶȰȼȽȻȳȸɆ ȳ Ȍȫɀȫ. ȝȹȽ ȼȫȷɆȴ ȍȫȮȸȰȻ, ȵȹȽȹȻɆȴ ȹȬɆȵȸȹȭȰȸȸȹ ɁȳȽȳȻȾȰȽȼɊ ȳ ȭȼȺȹȷȳȸȫȰȽȼɊ ȶȳɃɇ ȵȫȵ 
ȻȰȭȹȶɉɁȳȹȸȰȻ ȭ ȷȾȲɆȵȰ, ȸȹ ȵȹȽȹȻɆȴ ȸȫ ȼȫȷȹȷ ȯȰȶȰ ȭȼȰȴ ȼȭȹȰȴ ȷȾȲɆȵȹȴ, ȭȼȰȴ ȮȫȻȷȹȸȳȰȴ ȺȹȵȫȲȫȶ ȼȭȹɉ 
ȮȶȾȬȹɂȫȴɃȾɉ ȼȭɊȲɇ ȳ ȼ ȚȫȶȰȼȽȻȳȸȹȴ, ȳ ȼ Ȍȫɀȹȷ, ȳ ȼȹ ȭȼȰȴ ȷȾȲɆȵȹȴ, ȳ ȼȹ ȭȼȰȷȳ ȰȰ Ȳȫȵȹȸȫȷȳ, ȳ, ȸȫȵȹȸȰɁ, ȼ 
ȹȼȸȹȭȸɆȷ ȼȷɆȼȶȹȷ ȮȫȻȷȹȸȳȳ ȽȻȰȲȭȾɂȳȰȷ... çO 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 
selbstè... ȨȽȳ ȼȶȹȭȫ ȍȫȮȸȰȻȫ, ȼȵȫȲȫȸȸɆȰ ȳȷ ȺȹȼȶȰ ȼȹɂȳȸȰȸȳɊ çȝȻȳȼȽȫȸȫè (nach allem Toben, Wuten, Irren) ȹȼȹȬȰȸȸȹ 
ɊȻȵȹ ȹȽȭȰɂȫɉȽ ȸȫȷ ȸȫ ȭȹȺȻȹȼ: ɂȽȹ ȰȼȽɇ ȺȹȯȶȳȸȸȫɊ (ȸȰȸȫȻȹɂȳȽȫɊ) ɈȭȹȶɉɁȳɊ? ȏȭȳȱȰȸȳȰ ɈȭȹȶɉɁȳȳ ȰȼȽɇ ȭȰɂȸȹȰ 
ȹȵȻȾȱȰȸȳȰ, ȫ ȸȰ ȭȰɂȸȹȰ ȾȯȫȶȰȸȳȰ. ȨȽȹ ȯȭȳȱȰȸȳȰ ȱȳȲȸȳ ȭȹȵȻȾȮ ȭȰɂȸȹȼȽȳ. ȨȭȹȶɉɁȳɊ ȹȲȸȫɂȫȰȽ ȳ çȭȺȰȻȰȯè, ȳ 
çȸȫȲȫȯè, ȳ çȭȭȰȻɀè, ȳ çȭȸȳȲè, ȳ, ȸȫȵȹȸȰɁ, (ȭȹȺȻȰȵȳ ȷȸȰȸȳɉ ȽȰɀ, ȵȽȹ ȻȫȲȾȷȰȰȽ Ⱥȹȯ ȸȰȴ ȺȻȹȮȻȰȼȼ ȳ ȶɉȬȳȽ Ȱɉ 
ȹȺȻȫȭȯɆȭȫȽɇ ȼȭȹȰ ȸȰȺȻȰȻɆȭȸȹȰ ȾȯȫȶȰȸȳȰ ȹȽ ɁȰȸȽȻȫ) ȹȸȫ Ȼȫȭȸȹ ȹȲȸȫɂȫȰȽ ȳ ȶȾɂɃȰ ȳ ɀȾȱȰ.ó 
80 Clarifying further his interpretation of Wagnerõs music, Medtner writes: òWagner, 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. It 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.ó Emphasis added. Medtner, Muse, 85 (translation altered). òȍȫȮȸȰȻ, ȸȫ 
ȵȹȽȹȻȹȮȹ ɂȫɄȰ ȭȼȰȮȹ ȾȵȫȲɆȭȫɉȽ ȵȫȵ ȸȫ ȺȻȳȷȰȻȸȹȮȹ ȻȰȭȹȶɉɁȳȹȸȰȻȫ, ȸȳȵȹȮȯȫ ȸȫ ȼȫȷȹȷ ȯȰȶȰ ȳȷ ȸȰ ȬɆȶ. ȐȮȹ 
ȺȻȰȵȶȹȸȰȸȳȰ ȺȰȻȰȯ Ȍȫɀȹȷ, ȗȹɁȫȻȽȹȷ ȳ ȌȰȽɀȹȭȰȸȹȷ ȸȰ ȬɆȶȹ ɀȹȶȹȯȸɆȷ ȺȻȳȲȸȫȸȳȰȷ ȳɀ ȲȫȼȶȾȮ. ȨȽȹ ȬɆȶ ȱȳȭȹȴ 
ȵȾȶɇȽ, ȵȹȽȹȻɆȴ ȾȵȫȲɆȭȫȰȽ ȸȫȷ ȸȫ ȰȮȹ ȮȶȾȬȹȵȾɉ ȼȭɊȲɇ ȼ ȺȻȰȱȸȰȴ ȷȾȲɆȵȹȴ. ȐȮȹ ȻȰȿȹȻȷȫ ȭ ȹȬȶȫȼȽȳ ȹȺȰȻɆ ȸȰ ȳȷȰȰȽ 
ȸȳɂȰȮȹ ȹȬɄȰȮȹ ȼ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȴ ȻȰȭȹȶɉɁȳȰȴ. ȢȽȹ ȱȰ ȵȫȼȫȰȽȼɊ ȰȮȹ ȮȫȻȷȹȸȳȳ, ȽȰȷȫȽȳɂȰȼȵȹȮȹ ȺȹȼȽȻȹȰȸȳɊ, ȻȳȽȷȫ ȳ, 
ȸȫȵȹȸȰɁ, ȰȮȹ ȳȲȾȷȳȽȰȶɇȸȹȴ ȻȫȲȻȫȬȹȽȵȳ ȽȰȷ (ȶȰȴȽȷȹȽȳȭȹȭ), Ƚȹ ȲȯȰȼɇ ȸȫȬȶɉȯȫȰȽȼɊ ȶȳɃɇ ȳȸȯȳȭȳȯȾȫȶɇȸȹȰ 
ȹȼȭȰɄȰȸȳȰ, ȮȰȸȳȫȶɇȸȹȰ ȹȯȾɀȹȽȭȹȻȰȸȳȰ ȭȼȰ ȽȰɀ ȱȰ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸɆɀ ȼȷɆȼȶȹȭ, ȵȹȽȹȻɆȰ ȬɆȶȳ ȹȼȸȹȭȹȴ ȭȼȰȴ ȷȾȲɆȵȳ.ó 
81 Ibid., 97 (altered). Medtnerõs statement proceeds from an interpretation of Goetheõs poem, òSpiegel der Muse,ó in 
which the Muse is admiring herself in the deep waters of a lake and unconcerned by the mockery of the turbulent brook 
nearby. òȌȹȱȰȼȽȭȰȸȸɆȴ ȶȳȵ ȗȾȲɆ ȸȫɀȹȯȳȽ ȼȰȬȰ ȺȹȯȶȳȸȸȹȰ ȹȽȻȫȱȰȸȳȰ ȶȳɃɇ ȭ ȯȫȶȰȵȳɀ ȳ Ƚȳɀȳɀ ȭȹȯȫɀ ȮȶȾȬȹȵȹȮȹ 
ȹȲȰȻȫ ñ ȍȰɂȸȹȼȽȳ...ó 
82 See Bely, òSymbolism as a Worldview,ó in Selected Essays, 88. 
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love: òIt is not by accident that the ôSong of Songsõ opens with the One Countenance of the 

belovedñof 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.ó83  

Belyõs preoccupation with the Eternal in art saturated his very first published article, the 

review of Olenina-dõAlheimõs 1902 song recital quoted above. Disorientated by the mystical visions 

induced within him by the singer herself, he exclaims: òWho is this? What is this? Where are we?... 

Right here she stands and singsñin pale blueñthe pale blue bird of Eternity.ó84 As Bely would 

explain in a letter to Emil Medtner written around the same time as this article, òpale-blueó occupies 

the penultimate stage in his eight-step color ladder (prior to the final stage of òcolorlessnessó) which 

represents the òinternal ascent of the spirit from oneself to God.ó85 òEternityó stands at the core of 

Belyõs and Medtnerõs 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 Belyõs system, which he derived 

from Vladimir Solovyovõs 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, òSacred Colors,ó Christ is òEternity incarnateó and, thus, òWe must 

make Christ incarnate, just as He made Himself incarnate.ó86 For Bely, Christ is the ultimate Symbol 

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

 
83 Bely, òSong of Life,ó in Mystical Essays, 47. The Sophiological basis of this idea will be examined in Chapter Two. 
84 Bely, òPevitsa,ó my translation. The òpale-blueó is part of Belyõs elaborate color symbolism derived from his extensive 
study of theosophyñthe very same sources from which Scriabin derived his system aligning colors and keys, not from 
any kind of òsynaesthesiaó as commonly thought. See Belyõs òSacred Colors,ó in Mystical Essays, 65.   
85 Bely to E. Medtner, 30 Nov 1902. Letter #10 in Andrey BeliyñEmil Metner: Perepiska, 1902-1915. At the time Bely was 
studying theosophy and goes on to explain that he has been recently informed by Pierre dõAlheim that there are really 
nine steps of color in the ascent of the spirit: òNine will finally illuminate for us the path that we set out on from the 
world, and ôeverythingõ will be illuminated by a single final light.ó He clearly thus had personal contact with the dõAlheims 
from their first concert tour of Russia. 
86 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 Medtnerõs Symbolist musical style, 

which we will turn to now. 

 
Symbolist 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, òexisting in themselves,ó but is 

able to incarnate the òimpulses of his souló due to direct mystical connections between the artistõs 

soul and the artistic creation: 

The main themes of art are themes of eternity, existing in themselves. Artistic ôdiscoveryõ 
consists only in the individual disclosure of these themes and in no way the invention of a 
non-existent art. òHe did not invent gunpowderó: these words of reproach encourage young 
musicians, instead of devoting themselves to direct thematic creativity, to invent all sorts of 
explosives and suffocating gasesñthe 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 [òprovoda,ó] that connect the soul of the artist 
with art itself. No matter how high and significant the impulses of his soul, they can no longer be 
incarnated [òvoplotitõsyaó] in art when these wires are torn.87  
 

This passage, from Medtnerõs 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. òȍ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȰ ȱȰ Ȯȶȫȭȸȹȴ ȻȰȫȶɇȸȹȼȽɇɉ ɊȭȶɊɉȽȼɊ ȽȰȷɆ. 
ȎȶȫȭȸɆȰ ȽȰȷɆ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȫ ȼȾȽɇ ȽȰȷɆ ȭȰɂȸȹȼȽȳ, ȼȾɄȰȼȽȭȾɉɄȳȰ ȼȫȷȳ Ⱥȹ ȼȰȬȰ. ȠȾȯȹȱȰȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȰ çȹȽȵȻɆȽȳȰè 
ȲȫȵȶɉɂȫȰȽȼɊ ȶȳɃɇ ȭ ȳȸȯȳȭȳȯȾȫȶɇȸȹȷ ȻȫȼȵȻɆȽȳȳ ɈȽȳɀ ȽȰȷ, ȫ ȸȳȵȹȳȷ ȹȬȻȫȲȹȷ ȸȰ ȭ ȳȲȹȬȻȰȽȰȸȳȳ 
ȸȰȼȾɄȰȼȽȭȾɉɄȰȮȹ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȫ. çșȸ ȺȹȻȹɀȫ ȸȰ ȭɆȯȾȷȫȶè. ȨȽȹȽ ȾȺȻȰȵ ȺȹȬȾȱȯȫȰȽ ȷȹȶȹȯɆɀ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȸȽȹȭ ȭȷȰȼȽȹ ȽȹȮȹ, 
ɂȽȹȬɆ ȹȽȯȫȭȫȽɇȼɊ ȸȰȺȹȼȻȰȯȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȷȾ ȽȰȷȫȽȳɂȰȼȵȹȷȾ ȽȭȹȻɂȰȼȽȭȾ, ȳȲȹȬȻȰȽȫȽɇ ȭȼȰȭȹȲȷȹȱȸɆȰ ȭȲȻɆȭɂȫȽɆȰ ȭȰɄȰȼȽȭȫ 
ȳ ȾȯȾɃȶȳȭɆȰ ȮȫȲɆ, ȯȰȴȼȽȭȳȰ ȵȹȽȹȻɆɀ Ȼȫȭȸȹ ȮȾȬȳȽȰȶɇȸȹ ȸȰ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ȯȶɊ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȫ, ȸȹ ȳ ȯȶɊ ȼȫȷȹȮȹ ȳȲȹȬȻȰȽȫȽȰȶɊ, 
Ƚȫȵ ȵȫȵ ȯȰȴȼȽȭȳȰ ɈȽȹȮȹ ȯȳȸȫȷȳȽȫ ȻȫȲȻȾɃȫȰȽ ȽȰ ȸȰȭȳȯȳȷɆȰ (ȸȹ, ȽȰȷ ȸȰ ȷȰȸȰȰ, ȭȺȹȶȸȰ ȻȰȫȶɇȸɆȰ) ȺȻȹȭȹȯȫ, ȵȹȽȹȻɆȰ 
ȼȹȰȯȳȸɊɉȽ ȯȾɃȾ ɀȾȯȹȱȸȳȵȫ ȼ ȼȫȷȳȷ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȹȷ. ȕȫȵ ȬɆ ȸȳ ȬɆȶȳ ȭɆȼȹȵȳ ȳ ȲȸȫɂȳȽȰȶɇȸɆ ȺȹȻɆȭɆ ȰȮȹ ȯȾɃȳ, ȹȸȳ 
ȸȰ ȷȹȮȾȽ ȾȱȰ ȭȹȺȶȹȽȳȽɇȼɊ ȭ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȹ ȺȻȳ ȸȫȯȹȻȭȫȸȸȹȼȽȳ ɈȽȳɀ ȺȻȹȭȹȯȹȭ.ó 
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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 Medtnerõs 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 eternal on earth. We can either create 
this wholeness anew, or we can creatively perceive the eternal 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.88 
 

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 òconcentrate entirely on the study of creative techniques within the 

limits of existing formsóñas Bely described the purpose of his own branch of Symbolism.89 

There is a common misconception in the musicological literature that Symbolists in general 

were devoted to òthe overthrow of tradition, the freeing of technique, and the dissolution of 

ôform,õó as Taruskin put it in his attempt to assess the cultural significance of Symbolism during 

Scriabinõs youth.90 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 

 
88 Bely, Introduction to Orpheus, Trudy i dni 1 (1912), in Manifesty, 552. òȓȲȱȳȭȫɊ ȷȸȹȮȹȹȬȻȫȲȳȰ ȽȰȹȻȳȳ ȸȰȯȫȭȸȰȮȹ 
ȺȻȹɃȶȹȮȹ, ȼȹȭȻȰȷȰȸȸȹȼȽɇ ȭɆȸȾȱȯȰȸȫ ȳȼȵȫȽɇ ȹȻȮȫȸȳɂȰȼȵȹȴ ɁȰȶɇȸȹȼȽȳ; ɈȽȫ ɁȰȶɇȸȹȼȽɇ ȷȹȱȰȽ ȬɆȽɇ ȹȽȻȫȱȰȸȳȰȷ 
ȭȰɂȸȹȮȹ ȸȫ ȲȰȷȶȰ; ɈȽȾ ɁȰȶɇȸȹȼȽɇ ȷȹȱȰȷ ȳȶȳ Ȳȫȸȹȭȹ ȼȹȽȭȹȻȳȽɇ; ȳȶȳ ȷȹȱȰȷ ȷɆ ȽȭȹȻɂȰȼȵȳ ȭȹȼȺȻȳȸɊȽɇ ȭȰɂȸȹȰ ȭ ȼȽȫȻȹȷ. 
ȕ ɈȽȹȷȾ ȼȽȻȰȷȳȶȳȼɇ ȹȬȫ ȭȰȶȳȵȳȰ ɀȾȯȹȱȸȳȵȳ, ȷȾȯȻȰɁɆ ȸȰȯȫȭȸȰȮȹ, ȸȫȼ ȭȹȶȸȾɉɄȰȮȹ ȺȻȹɃȶȹȮȹ: ȘȳɁɃȰ ȳ ȍȫȮȸȰȻ. 
ȕ ȺȰȻȭȹȷȾ ȺȹȻɆȭȫȶȼɊ ȘȳɁɃȰ; ȺȹȻɆȭȫȶȼɊ ȍȫȮȸȰȻ ȵȹ ȭȽȹȻȹȷȾ. ȓ ȭ ȺȹȼȶȰȯȸȰȷ ȺȾȽȳ ȷɆ ȾȼȷȫȽȻȳȭȫȰȷ ȬȹȶȰȰ 
ȭȰȶȳɂȳɊ.ó 
89 Bely, òșȬ ȳȽȹȮȫɀ ȻȫȲȭȳȽȳɊ ȸȹȭȹȮȹ ȻȾȼȼȵȹȮȹ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȫ,ó in Arabeski. Accessible here: 
http://az.lib.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 Belyõs poetry, G. S. Smith concludes that, òBelyõs 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 themé Running counter to 

[Belyõs typographical experimentation] is a tendency toward traditional strictness of form, expressed at its 

fullest in the use of iambic tetrameter and quatrainal stanza forms.ó91  

 Along such lines, Medtner thought that his task as a composer was to participate in 

humanityõs eternal renewal of the fundamental laws of musical harmony and musical formñan act 

he felt was profoundly opposed to both modernist and conservative approaches to music:  

The new is only a renewal of the òold.ó 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 ité. We must not return to the former òoldó practices of creativity ð this would 
mean going down the path of fruitless imitation ð 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.92 

 
Medtnerõs 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 òcenter.ó The 

concrete result of this belief is that certain compositional parameters in Medtnerõs 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 

 
91 G. S. Smith, òBelyõs Poetry and Verse Theory,ó 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 òemancipatedó 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. 

 Medtnerõs infusion of traditional elements of the tonal musical system with deep religious 

significance transforms his style into something specifically òSymbolistó rather than just 

antimodernist. He believed that the entire tonal system or òlanguageó 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 òeternal lawsó 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 

composerõs 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 sui 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 Medtnerõs harmonic practice is the dominant 

chord itself. For context, consider Taruskinõs division of world of early twentieth-century Russian 

chromatic harmony into two large camps, based on the prolongational status of the dominantñone 

camp, the òLisztian,ó contained the kuchka, and was continued by Rimsky-Korsakov and his 
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students (most notably Alexander Glazunov and Anatoly Lyadov). Taruskinõs places in his second 

òcamp,ó the òWagnerian,ó 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 Wagnerõs tonal vagaries is the same 
dominant tension one feels in Beethovenõs 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 òmodaló folk song harmonizations) tended to avoid or weaken 
the dominant function in their music.93 
 

To the extent that these two camps existed, Medtnerõs membership is clearly in the òWagnerianó 

circle with his fellow Muscovite, Scriabin. While the latterõs earlier music was beloved by Medtner, 

Scriabin eventually turned toward the òLisztianó by undermining the dominant with octatonic and 

whole-tone harmony in Prometheus and other late works.94 Medtner, however, never abandoned a 

love for that òdominant tension one feels in Beethovenõs retransitions,ó 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 òcoordinate of the tonic and of tonality,ó the dominant functions as a genuine òsymboló with 

a dual capacity to point in two different directions simultaneously: it is the òsymbol of direct 

gravitation towards the tonic, as well as the symbol of movement, i.e. a temporary departure from 

it.ó95 As we will see, Medtnerõs òZaklinanieó (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. 
94 See Taruskin, Defining Russian Musically, òScriabin and the Superhuman,õ 308-359. 
95 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, Medtnerõs Symbolist song practice is marked by extreme attentiveness 

to poetic detail. Musical rhythms typically match or illuminate subtle shifts in poetic rhythm 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 òindependenceó of the piano parts should instead be understood as attempts to illustrate the 

text through the procedures associated with òabsoluteó 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 Flammõs words, òMedtner 

comments on the deeper meaning of the poems by introducing multilayer structures (somehow akin 

to the function of Wagnerõs orchestra).ó96 The preservation of the foundations of functional 

harmony was the key to Medtnerõs Symbolist style, as he employed familiar devices in new and 

unfamiliar waysñespecially in the service of text setting. 

As such, the goal of the following analysis of Medtnerõs song òZaklinanieó (òIncantationó), 

one Olenina-dõAlheim premiered and championed, will be to highlight the kinds of harmonic, 

thematic, and phrase-structural innovations which comprised Medtnerõs unique Symbolist style, and 

 
96 Flamm, òMusical Symbols,ó in  Nikolai Medtner, 154. 
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to indicate the possible ways in which Olenina influenced his declamatory vocal style. Medtner 

considered òZaklinanieó to be one of his most personally significant songs,97 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 poetõs 

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 appearñas 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, 

òZaklinanie,ó is often translated as òInvocationó or òIncantation.ó It is the noun formed from the 

verb òzaklinatõ,ó meaning to òcast a spell,ó and is etymologically dependent on òklyatva,ó meaning a 

òspelló in the sense of an òoath.ó98 The word indicates a form of magic stemming from the spoken 

word, unlike its English counterpart, òincantation,ó formed as it is from the Latin òcantareó (òto 

singó).99 Indeed, Pushkin incorporates a òzaklinanieó directly into the poem through the use of a 

 
97 According to the memoirs of Medtnerõs English pupil Edna Iles. See Apetyan, ed., Statõi, 174.  
98 https://ru.wiktionary.org/wiki/ȵȶɊȽȭȫ. Its usage also extends to related concepts like a òconjuringó or an òexorcism.ó 
The term òzaklinanieó plays a central role in Medtnerõs conception of music as a capable of magical incantatory power. 
99 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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striking refrain: the words, òsyuda, syuda!ó (òcome here, here!ó), are repeated at the end of each 

stanza to bring to life the poetõs magical attempt to summon his beloved.   

Alexander Pushkin, òȒȫȵȶȳȸȫȸȳȰó 
 
ș, Ȱȼȶȳ ȺȻȫȭȯȫ, ɂȽȹ ȭ ȸȹɂȳ, 
ȕȹȮȯȫ ȺȹȵȹɊȽȼɊ ȱȳȭɆȰ, 
ȓ ȼ ȸȰȬȫ ȶȾȸȸɆȰ ȶȾɂȳ 
ȜȵȹȶɇȲɊȽ ȸȫ ȵȫȷȸȳ ȮȻȹȬȹȭɆȰ, 
ș, Ȱȼȶȳ ȺȻȫȭȯȫ, ɂȽȹ ȽȹȮȯȫ 
ȚȾȼȽȰɉȽ ȽȳɀȳȰ ȷȹȮȳȶɆ, ñ 
Ȫ ȽȰȸɇ ȲȹȭȾ, Ɋ ȱȯȾ ȖȰȳȶɆ: 
ȕȹ ȷȸȰ, ȷȹȴ ȯȻȾȮ, ȼɉȯȫ, ȼɉȯȫ! 
 
Ȫȭȳȼɇ, ȭȹȲȶɉȬȶȰȸȸȫɊ ȽȰȸɇ, 
ȕȫȵ ȽɆ ȬɆȶȫ ȺȰȻȰȯ ȻȫȲȶȾȵȹȴ, 
ȌȶȰȯȸȫ, ɀȶȫȯȸȫ, ȵȫȵ Ȳȳȷȸȳȴ ȯȰȸɇ,  
ȓȼȵȫȱȰȸȫ ȺȹȼȶȰȯȸȰȴ ȷȾȵȹȴ. 
ȚȻȳȯȳ, ȵȫȵ ȯȫȶɇȸɊɊ ȲȭȰȲȯȫ, 
ȕȫȵ ȶȰȮȵȹȴ ȲȭȾȵ ȳȶɇ ȯȾȸȹȭȰȸɇȰ, 
ȓȶɇ ȵȫȵ ȾȱȫȼȸȹȰ ȭȳȯȰȸɇȰ, 
ȗȸȰ ȭȼɋ Ȼȫȭȸȹ: ȼɉȯȫ, ȼɉȯȫ!.. 
 
ȒȹȭȾ ȽȰȬɊ ȸȰ ȯȶɊ ȽȹȮȹ, 
ȢȽȹȬ ȾȵȹȻɊȽɇ ȶɉȯȰȴ, ɂɇɊ ȲȶȹȬȫ 
ȞȬȳȶȫ ȯȻȾȮȫ ȷȹȰȮȹ, 
ȓȶɇ ɂȽȹȬ ȳȲȭȰȯȫȽɇ ȽȫȴȸɆ ȮȻȹȬȫ, 
ȘȰ ȯȶɊ ȽȹȮȹ, ɂȽȹ ȳȸȹȮȯȫ 
ȜȹȷȸȰȸɇȰȷ ȷȾɂȾȼɇ... ȸȹ, ȽȹȼȵȾɊ, 
ȠȹɂȾ ȼȵȫȲȫȽɇ, ɂȽȹ ȭȼɋ ȶɉȬȶɉ Ɋ, 
ȢȽȹ ȭȼɋ Ɋ Ƚȭȹȴ. Ȝɉȯȫ, ȼɉȯȫ! 

Pushkin, òZaklinanieó (òIncantationó) 
 
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, ñ 
I call the shade, I wait for Leila: 
Come to me, my friend, come here, here! 
 
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 doesnõt matter to me: come here, here!.. 
 
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!100 
 

 

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

stanzas are split into two quatrains with different rhyme schemes: (aBaB) followed by (cAAc).101 

 
100 My translation. 
101 Capital letters indicate feminine rhyme. Michael Wachtel states that the stanzaic form is òodd.ó See Michael Wachtel, 
Pushkinõs 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 ringñ(c-D-D-c). 
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The meter, iambic tetrameter, is the most common in Russian prosody (and the object of 

Belyõs extensive investigations in his 1911 book, Simvolizm). 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: òO, esli pravda, chto v nochióñthe vocative òOó 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 (òSomnenõen muchusõé no toskuyaó) is 

an aporia, as the poet abandons explanations for desperate pleas of loveñgenerating a massive 

upsurge of unmediated emotion that transforms the final quatrain into a genuine climax. Pushkinõs 

poemñwith its subtle manipulation of Classical forms combined with its extreme expressivity, its 

òdecadentó subject matter, use of symbolic imagery, and incantational languageñis in every way a 

proto-Symbolist poem (and one whose subject matter Bely reversedñthe poet tries to rise from the 

graveñin his famous poem, òZolotomu blesku veril,ó 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.102 The other was by Nietzsche himself 

using a German translation.103 Viardotõs is a rousing and highly expressive piece that suits the poem, 

while Nietzscheõs 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: òNietzscheõs songs, despite a certain amount of amateurism, nevertheless provide an 

opportunity to see a subtle musical soul. [His setting of] Pushkinõs òZaklinanieó makes a curious 

 
102 The score to this song is hard to come by, but here is recording: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_OpjfM4fV3s. 
Ivan Turgenev fell in love with her and lived with the Viardots for years. 
103 Here is a recording of the Nietzsche by Fischer-Dieskau: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5vffxOjFiJs. 
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impression in its naivety. Also amusing is the invincible influence on it of that òalten sªchsichen 

Weibesó (òold Saxon womanó), as he deigned to christen the greatest creator of songs, 

Schumann.ó104 

Taruskin, in his description of Musorgskyõs òmelodic recitativeó style as a form of 

naturalismñdue to its attempt to incorporate the natural rhythms of Russian speechñsuccinctly 

sums up two aspects of the declamatory style which Medtnerõs employs in the opening of 

òZaklinanieó (Example 1.1): 

The first is the manner of starting phrases with anacruses [i.e. upbeats] of a full beatõs 
duration, even though this does not naturalistically reflect Russian speech patterns. It 
produces, rather, what one Soviet writer has called, òrounded intonational periods,ó and its 
ònatural model,ó 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 
poetryé. The other characteristic declamational device has been termed the òmute endingó 
(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.105 
 

By all accounts, Oleninaõs singing style must have been an extreme version of the òemotionally 

exalted toneó that Taruskinõs Russians use to declaim poetry, and Medtner opens his setting to 

facilitate such a pose. The vocative òOó 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 lineõs entrance is delayed until the next beat. 

Furthermore, at the end of the first line Medtner employs the òmute endingó by giving the feminine 

endingõs òextraó syllable its own eighth note. This fact, combined with the lengthening of the òOó, 

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, Pisõma, 290-91. In addition to Nietzscheõs philosophy, Medtner was influenced by 
Nietzscheõs artistic output. Medtner set five of his early poems as his Op. 19 and sought after Nietzscheõs (hard to find) 
scores. òȘȳɁɃȰȭȼȵȳȰ ȺȰȼȸȳ ȼȵȭȹȲɇ ȳȲȭȰȼȽȸȾɉ ȯȹȶɉ ȯȳȶȰȽȫȸȽȳȲȷȫ ȭȼȰ ȱȰ ȯȫɉȽ ȭȹȲȷȹȱȸȹȼȽɇ Ⱦȭȳ- ȯȰȽɇ ȽȹȸȵȾɉ 
ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȾɉ ȯȾɃȾ. ȕȾȻɇȰȲȸȹȰ ȭȺȰɂȫȽȶȰȸȳȰ Ⱥȹ ȸȫ- ȳȭȸȹȼȽȳ ȺȻȹȳȲȭȹȯȳȽ ȺȾɃȵȳȸȼȵȹȰ çȒȫȵȶȳȸȫȸȳȰè. ȐɄȰ ȲȫȬȫȭȸȹ 
ȸȰȺȹȬȰȯȳȷȹȰ ȭȶȳɊȸȳȰ ȸȫ ȸȰȮȹ çalten sªchsichen Weibesèİ, ȵȫȵ ȹȸ ȳȲȭȹȶȳȶ ȹȵȻȰȼȽȳȽɇ ȭȰȶȳɂȫȴɃȰȮȹ ȽȭȹȻɁȫ ȺȰȼȰȸ 
ȣȾȷȫȸȫ...ó 
105 Taruskin, Musorgsky: Eight Essays and an Epilogue (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 poetõs mood as he contemplates the graveyard. 

 
Example 1.1: Nikolay Medtner, òZaklinanie,ó Op. 29, No. 7, mm. 1-11. 

 

The voice part in the second system highlights Medtnerõs 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 poemõs first and fourth line: compare òO esli pravda, chto v 

nochió with òSkolõzyat na kamni grobovye.ó The return of the opening motivic idea to set the 

fourth line emphasizes this inner vowel rhymeñexplaining 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 songõs vocal line later on)ñallowing an 

expressive singer like Olenina-dõAlheim to viscerally invoke the poemõs imagery of moonlight 

enveloping the graves.   

Medtnerõs emphasis on naturalistic declamatory techniques transforms two lines of iambic 

tetrameter, which should fit perfectly nicely into four bars of 2/4, into a bizarre five-bar phrase. To 

see just how bizarre this is, compare with Cesar Cuiõs 1895 setting of the same poem (Example 1.2). 

He uses the same declamatory stream of even eighth notes and grants the opening òOó a full quarter 

note (so as to invoke that òemotionally exalted toneó). Yet, Cui was smartñhe realized that if he 

used common time (double Medtnerõs 2/4), the notes would spill over into the third bar. So, he 

found the perfect 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.  

 

 
Example 1.2. Cesar Cui, òZaklinanie,ó Op. 55, No. 6, mm. 3-6. 
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 Overall, however, Medtnerõs 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 Medtnerõs songs, can only occur through a somewhat even flow of 

syllables. The use of naturalistic, unmetrical speech patterns typical of Musorgskyõs recitative and 

arioso would destroy this effect. Musorgskyõs 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-Korsakovõs 1882 setting dates from the period when he 

was still under the influence of Musorgskyõs 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 Rimskyõs 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 Medtnerõs declamatory style 

derived from the spoken declamation of poems.106  

 

 
106 I emphasize this point because recitative and declamation are often conflated as the same thing.  
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Example 1.3. Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov, òZaklinanie,ó Op. 26, No. 2, mm. 1-14. 

 

 
 Comparing Medtnerõ piano part (in mm. 1-10) to Rimskyõs and Cuiõs 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 Medtnerõs 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 òdiminished third.ó 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 òadvancedó chromatic 

harmony, yet treated strictly via transposition and sequences, is characteristic of Rimsky-Korsakov 

and his pupils. Who together comprised the òBelyayevó school which dominated St. Petersburg 

musical culture until Rimskyõs death in 1908.107 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 Medtnerõs, given that both composers employ a similar declamatory 

approach to the text setting.  

In comparison, what leaps from the page in Medtnerõs setting is the linearity of the texture 

and the subsequent increase in number of independent voices (of which the voice part itself is just 

one). The pianoõs phrase is split into three sections that do not align with the voiceõs 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 Rimskyõs most eager pupil. 
Medtnerõs lack of conformity with this tradition is why he is often referred to a fundamentally òGermanó 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 3.108 Medtner gives us a complete contrapuntal complex in the piano 

aloneñbut 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 zeugma as the bass participates in two different contrapuntal patterns simultaneously.109 

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 òpokoyatsyaó (òrestingó).  

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 III (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.110 This circle-of-fifths ends on an Eb major chord right in the 

middle of the poemõs 3rd line, brightening the moonlight referred to in the text (òc neba lunnyeó). 

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).111 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.112  

 
108 I 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 rhythmic augmentation (like a drawn-out echo) of the tail motive that 
occurs at the end of each poetic lineñEb-F-D in the first two. 
111 Traditionally speaking, the voice part is taken as the structural upper voice in the analysis of songs. This is, however, 
frequently not the case in Medtnerõs music and is a major indicative factor of his òchamber musicó 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 òabsoluteó music into his song structures (recall Belyõs claim that 

òpure music is resurrected in himó). 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 poemõs imagery and moods can be expressed.113 To 

demonstrate, letõs examine how Medtner treats the second quatrain of the first stanza (Example 1.4). 

As you recall, this music follows from the previous systemõs 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 Cuiõs or Rimskyõs settings. Here, it serves to emphasize Pushkinõs own 

exact repetition of the opening line in line 5 (the only instance of repetition in the poem outside of 

the refrain).  

 

 
 

 
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 òcontemplative objectivityó in Medtnerõs songsñpresumably meaning that 
òabstractó musical procedures concentrated in the piano part take too large a role in the illustration of the text. For 
Example, see Flamm, Metner, 269. 
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Example 1.4. Nikolay Medtner, òZaklinanie,ó 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 (òshadesó 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 òYa tenõ zovuó (òI call the shadeó). The musical form thus cross-cuts the stanzaic form in 

a way that actually reflects the introduction of the poetõs subjectivity with the sudden and 

unexpected first use of the first-person pronoun, òYa.ó Not only that, but by introducing a 

countersubject in the bass, Medtner has the shade answer the poetõs call in a duet with a voice, as 

Bely would no doubt put it, òfrom the depths.ó Here, Medtnerõs skill at handling independent voices 

in counterpoint allows him to depict the sudden emergence of the poetõs subjectivity by conjuring 

the object of his desire as a second true voice in the pianoõs left hand. The right handõs 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 òpedaló note. The shadeõs 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 òSyuda!ó (Come here!).  

 After several attempts in which the shadeõs voice lurches upward towards the poet, the 

second stanza builds up to a climax on the line òIl kak uzhasnoe videnõyeó (òOr as a terrible as 

specteró), 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 voicesñrepresented as themes. For the third stanza, Medtner recapitulates the 

opening theme in the tonic, with the shadeõs countersubject now in duet directly below the voice in 

the pianoõs right hand (Example 1.5).114 It is important to note that these thematic processes 

involving exposition, development, and recapitulation are not typical of the song repertoire. For 

example, both Rimskyõs and Cuiõs 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.115  

 

 
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, òZaklinanie,ó mm. 64-73. 
  

Medtnerõs recapitulation presents his themes in rapidly evolving canonic counterpoint with 

overlapping entries that serves not to show off some kind of òacademicó 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 Medtnerõs setting the poetõs 

maniacal incantations appear to succeed in raising the lover from the deadñdepicted in a frenzied 

climax in which the piano left hand lurches up and over the right hand chordal òwalló 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 

 
116 See also Flammõs brief comments on the bass melody at the end of the piece in Flamm, òõPrimetiõ,ó Nikolai Medtner, 
140-41. 
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Example 1.6. Medtner, òZaklinanie,ó mm. 79-94. 
 

 
Medtnerõs 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 majorñwhich 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 composerõs friend, Ivan Ilyin discussed this piece nearly three decades 

after its premiere in a 1943 Zurich lecture on Medtnerõs 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-dõAlheimõs performance of the song that they unconsciously stood 

for the entire performance:  

Many [of Medtnerõs] songs have a bewitching power; for example, the tragic 
òZaklinanieó 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-dõAlheim] 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 major 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.117 
 
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, 

òFistyaó 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 

 
117  Ivan Ilyin, òNikolay Metnerðkompozitor i providets,ó in Suchshnostõ i svoeobrazie Russkoy kulõtury (Russkaya kniga, 
2007), 396. òȗȸȹȮȳȰ ȺȰȼȸȳ ȹȬȶȫȯȫɉȽ ȲȫȭȹȻȫȱȳȭȫɉɄȰȴ ȼȳȶȹȴ; ȸȫȺȻȳȷȰȻ, ȽȻȫȮȳɂȰȼȵȹȰ çȒȫȵȶȳȸȫȸȳȰè ȸȫ ȼȶȹȭȫ 
ȚȾɃȵȳȸȫ (ȭ ȵȹȽȹȻȹȷ Ȯȹȶȹȼ ȹȯȳȸȹȵȹȮȹ ȭȶɉȬȶȰȸȸȹȮȹ ȭ ȸȹɂȳ, ȺȻȳ ȶȾȸȸȹȷ ȼȭȰȽȰ, ȸȫ ȵȶȫȯȬȳɄȰ ȲȫȵȶȳȸȫȰȽ ȾȷȰȻɃȾɉ 
ȭȹȲȶɉȬȶȰȸȸȾɉ ɊȭȳȽɇȼɊ ȰȷȾ ɀȹȽɊ ȬɆ ȵȫȵ ȽȰȸɇ, ȭȳȯȰȸȳȰ); ȭ ȼȽȳɀȫɀ ȸȰ ȮȹȭȹȻȳȽȼɊ, ɊȭȶɊȰȽȼɊ ȶȳ ȹȸȫ ȸȫ ȼȫȷȹȷ ȯȰȶȰ: ȹȬ 
ɈȽȹȷ ȮȹȭȹȻȳȽ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȰ ȼȹȺȻȹȭȹȱȯȰȸȳȰ. ȍ ȗȹȼȵȭȰ ȳȼȺȹȶȸȰȸȳȰ ɈȽȹȴ ȺȰȼȸȳ ȭ ȌȹȶɇɃȹȷ ȵȹȸɁȰȻȽȸȹȷ ȲȫȶȰ 
ȭɆȼȹȵȹ ȹȯȫȻȰȸȸȹȴ ȺȰȭȳɁȰȴ, ȵȹȽȹȻȹȴ ȫȵȵȹȷȺȫȸȳȻȹȭȫȶ ȼȫȷ ȗȰȽȸȰȻ, ȸȫȼȽȹȶɇȵȹ ȺȹȽȻɊȼȶȹ ȼȶȾɃȫȽȰȶȰȴ, ɂȽȹ Ȳȫȶ 
ȺȹȯȸɊȶȼɊ ȼ ȷȰȼȽ ȳ, ȼȫȷ ȽȹȮȹ ȸȰ ȲȫȷȰɂȫɊ, ȼȽȹɊ ȯȹȼȶȾɃȫȶ ȺȰȼȸɉ ȯȹ ȵȹȸɁȫ. ȚȻȳȷȰɂȫȽȰȶɇȸȹ, ɂȽȹ ȿȳȸȫȶ ɈȽȹȴ ȭȰɄȳ 
ȸȫȺȳȼȫȸ ȭ ȷȫȱȹȻȰ, ȫ ȵȹȸȵȻȰȽȸȰȰðȭ ȯȹ ȷȫȱȹȻȰ, ȳȬȹ ȗȰȽȸȰȻ, ȵȫȵ ȹɂȰȸɇ ȸȰȷȸȹȮȳȰ ȭȰȶȳȵȳȰ ȵȶȫȼȼȳȵȳ, ȲȸȫȰȽ, ɂȽȹ 
ȺȹȯȶȳȸȸȫɊ ȽȻȫȮȰȯȳɊ, ȭȰȯȾɄȫɊ ȵ Ⱥȹȯȶȳȸȸȹ ȺȻȰȹȬȻȫȱȫɉɄȰȴ ȺȹȬȰȯȰ, ȽȻȰȬȾȰȽ ȸȰ ȱȫȶȹȬȸȹȮȹ ȷȳȸȹȻȫ, ȫ 
ȱȳȲȸȰȾȽȭȰȻȱȯȫɉɄȰȮȹ, ȳȲȬȫȭȳȽȰȶɇȸȹȮȹ ȷȫȱȹȻȫ. ȨȽȹ ȵ ȼȶȹȭȾ ȹȬ ɈȲȹȽȰȻȳɂȰȼȵȹȴ ȼȽȹȻȹȸȰ ȰȮȹ ȽȭȹȻɂȰȼȽȭȫ.ó 
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would inevitably invoke a chorus of barks. Medtner, as a musical joke, commemorated this daily 

event with his òPantheistic Cantata for three voices (with piano introduction and barking dogs on 

the word ôwalkõóñin C major.118 As I showed earlier, the word òzaklinanieó itself carried great 

significance for Medtnerõs 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 

òincantations.ó It is likely that Medtner thought of the conjuring of the dead lover from the grave as 

a metaphor for how he òconjuresó the eternal elements of musical art (signified most strongly by C 

major) into physical form. Unlike in any other setting òZaklinanie,ó Medtnerõs ensures that the 

poetõs incantations finally succeed in the endñclearly the significance of this text extended beyond 

simple aesthetic appreciation. As Bely would put it, òpure music is resurrected in him, promising the 

unquenchable dawn of life.ó119 For Medtner and the Symbolists, the act of setting a text meant 

something more than illustrating the wordsñit meant embodying in some sense the ideas òbehindó 

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 poetryõs recollection of its original, primordial tasks and meansé. 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 theurgisté. Poetry strove to become an 
incantatory magic of rhythmic speech, mediating between the world of divine essences and 
mané. Truly, the lyreõs 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. 
ñVyacheslav Ivanov (1910)1 

 
òJoy returnsóñyou want to say, delving into the meaning of these musical themes. The 
presence of unspoken aspirations makes Medtnerõs music a part of those aspirations arising 
in the realm of the new religious consciousness of our day. In Medtnerõs 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 Medtnerõs music, which truly heals the soul with potions known 
to it and only to it. 
ñAndrey Bely (1906)2 

 
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 inspirationé. Let us recall the 
bottomless depth of the triad in the opening theme of the Appassionataõs first movement and 
the stunning tragedy of the diminished seventh chord at the end of the development!! 
ñNikolay Medtner (1935)3 

 

 

In 1901 the òdawnsó 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 

 
1 Ivanov, òTestaments,ó in Selected Essays: Vyacheslav Ivanov, translated by Robert Bird (Northwestern University Press, 
2001), 41-42. 
2 Bely, òMetner,ó The review was originally published in the Symbolist/modernist journal, The Golden Fleece. See 
Appendix A for original text and complete translation. 
3 Medtner, Muse, 139 (translation altered). òȗɆ ȵȫȵ ȬȾȯȽȹ ȾȽȻȫȽȳȶȳ ȭȰȻȾ ȭ ɀȾȯȹȱȰȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȰ ɂȾȯȹ, Ƚȹ ȰȼȽɇ ȭȰȻȾ ȭ 
ȼȺȹȼȹȬȸȹȼȽɇ ȼȫȷȹȮȹ ɈȶȰȷȰȸȽȫ ȺȻȰȹȬȻȫȱȫȽɇȼɊ ɂȰȻȰȲ ȯȾɀ, ɂȰȻȰȲ ȭȯȹɀȸȹȭȰȸȳȰ. ȨȽȫ ȭȰȻȫ ȯȳȫȷȰȽȻȫȶɇȸȹ 
ȺȻȹȽȳȭȹȺȹȶȹȱȸȫ ȭȰȻȰ ȭ ȼȻȰȯȼȽȭȹ, Ƚȹ ȰȼȽɇ ȭ ȹȺȻȰȯȰȶȰȸȸȾɉ ȻȰɁȰȺȽȾȻȾ ȼȻȰȯȼȽȭ, ȼȭȹȴȼȽȭȰȸȸȾɉ ȷȹȯȰȻȸȳȼȽȫȷ. șȸȳ 
ȮȹȭȹȻɊȽ: ȽȻȰȲȭȾɂȳȰ ȳȶȳ ȾȷȰȸɇɃȰȸȸɆȴ ȼȰȺȽ-ȫȵȵȹȻȯ ȾȼȽȫȻȰȶȳ ȳ ȸȰ ȯȰȴȼȽȭȾɉȽ ȬȹȶɇɃȰ, ȫ ȺȹȽȹȷȾ ȸȫȯȹ ȳȲȹȬȻȰȽȫȽɇ 
ȸȹȭɆȰ ȫȵȵȹȻȯɆ... ȍȼȺȹȷȸȳȷ ȱȰ ȬȰȲȯȹȸȸȾɉ ȮȶȾȬȳȸȾ ȽȻȰȲȭȾɂȳɊ ȸȫɂȫȶɇȸȹȴ ȽȰȷɆ ȋȻppassionat-Ɇ ȳ ȺȹȽȻɊȼȫɉɄȳȴ 
ȽȻȫȮȳȲȷ ȾȷȰȸɇɃȰȸȸȹȮȹ ȼȰȺȽȫȵȵȹȻȯȫ ȭ ȵȹȸɁȰ ȻȫȲȻȫȬȹȽȵȳ ȰȰ 1-ȹȴ ɂȫȼȽȳ!!ó 
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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)ñin relation to these trends were built 
relationships with people; those who accepted the òdawnsó of this incomparable, unique 
spring were óours,ó and those who did not accepted the dawns were not òoursó (for me, S. M. 
Solovyov, A. Petrovsky, E. K. Medtner and N. K. Medtner, M. S. Solovyov and others 
turned out to be óoursó in Moscow).4 
 

Belyõs òknightsó of the dawns included Sergey Solovyov (1885-1942), childhood friend and fellow 

Symbolist poet who would later become a theologian and Catholic priestñand who in 1901 

invented the pen name òAndrey Bely.ó5 He and his parents effectively provided a second home for 

Bely and introduced him to the mystical philosophy of Vladimir Solovyov (Sergeyõs uncle). Then 

there is Alexey Petrovsky (1881-1958), Belyõs 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.6 Petrovsky would 

soon abandon himself to the study German mysticism, eventually falling in with the Theosophist 

Rudolf Steiner, whom Bely called òthe Doctoró after he became life-long disciple in 1912. Eleven 

years earlier, 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 Belyõs closest confidantña fact reflected in their voluminous correspondence.7  

 
4 Bely, Vospominanie o Bloke. Accessed: http://az.lib.ru/b/belyj_a/text_1923_vosp_o_bloke.shtml. òȚȹ ȹȽȸȹɃȰȸȳɉ ȵ 
ȭȰɊȸȳɊȷ 1901 Ȯȹȯȫ (ȹ ȸȳɀ Ɋ Ⱥȳȼȫȶ ȭ ȷȹȰȴ ȺȰȻȭȹȴ óȜȳȷȿȹȸȳȳó, ɂȽȹ ɈȽȹ ȬɆȶȳ ȸȳ ȼ ɂȰȷ ȸȰ ȼȻȫȭȸȳȷɆȰ ȯȸȳ, ɂȽȹ ȭȰȼȸȫ ȸȫȯ 
ȗȹȼȵȭȹɉ ȼȽȹɊȶȫ ȹȼȹȬȰȸȸȫɊ), -- Ⱥȹ ȹȽȸȹɃȰȸȳɉ ȵ ɈȽȳȷ ȭȰɊȸȳɊȷ ȼȽȻȹȳȶȳ ȷɆ ȹȽȸȹɃȰȸȳɊ ȵ ȶɉȯɊȷ; ȺȻȳɊȭɃȳȰ óȲȹȻȳó ȸȳ ȼ 
ɂȰȷ ȸȰ ȼȻȫȭȸȳȷȹȴ ȭȰȼȸɆ ȬɆȶȳ -- óȸȫɃȳó, ȫ ȸȰ ȺȻȳɊȭɃȳȰ -- ȸȰ ȬɆȶȳ óȸȫɃȳȷȳó (òȸȫɃȳȷȳó ȯȶɊ ȷȰȸɊ ȹȵȫȲȫȶȳȼɇ ȭ 
ȗȹȼȵȭȰ ȋ. ȚȰȽȻȹȭȼȵȳȴ, Ȝ. ȗ. ȜȹȶȹȭɇȰȭ, Ȩ. ȕ. ȗȰȽȸȰȻ ȳ Ș. ȕ. ȗȰȽȸȰȻ, ȗ. Ȝ. ȜȹȶȹȭɇȰȭ ȳ ȯȻȾȮȳȰ).ó 
5 On S. Solovyov and his relationship to Bely, see Magnus Ljunggren, 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://az.lib.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, Emilõs improvised 

commentary on Nikisch and musicõs cultural significance deeply impressed Bely (still a university 

student), who recalled in his Berlin memoirs that, òI understood at once: he is a friend in our 

aspirations. There is something esoteric in him in relation to the banality of ôthis age.õó8 Emil dazzled 

Bely with his musical òconductingóñi.e. his creative ability to relate musical themes to topics in 

literature and philosophy through a form of improvised lecture. His biographer Magnus Ljunggren 

surmises that Bely (who purportedly slept with a copy of Nietzscheõs Zarathustra under his pillow) 

might have taken Emil as òsomething of a Zarathustra figure, a herald of new religious truths that he 

himself had thus far brooded upon in monastic solitude.ó9 In turn, Bely bowled him over with his 

first published work, titledñSymphony (the 2nd, Dramatic). Emil, who moonlighted as a newspaper 

critic of new trends in Russian literature in order to supplement his daytime income as a censor,10 

became one of Belyõs earliest champions and celebrated the attempt to heighten the musicality of 

language: òMusicality (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.ó11 

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

claiming that the òinternal, essential difference between the arts,ó renders such attempts impossible. 

 
8 Bely, Vospominanie 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 Blokõs poetry collection Verses About the Beautiful Lady in 
1904 without it being subject to cuts or distortions.  
11 Emil Medtner, òSimfonii Andreya Belogo,ó Pridneprovsky kray no. 2022-2023 (15-16 Dec). Section II. Accessed: 
http://az.lib.ru/m/metner_e_k/text_1903_simfonii_andreya_belogo.shtml. òȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȼȽɇ (ȸȰ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ȭ ȼȷɆȼȶȰ 
ȲȭȾɂȸȹȼȽȳ ȳ ȷȰȽȻȳȵȳ) ȼȽȫȸȹȭȳȽȼɊ Ƚȫȵȳȷ ȱȰ ȵȫɂȰȼȽȭȹȷ ȺȻȹȳȲȭȰȯȰȸȳȴ ȼȶȹȭȰȼȸȹȮȹ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȫ, ȵȫȵ ȱȳȭȹȺȳȼȸȹȼȽɇ, 
ȻȰȶɇȰȿȸȹȼȽɇ, ȵȫȻȽȳȸȸȹȼȽɇ; ȭȯȾȷɂȳȭɆȰ ɀȾȯȹȱȸȳȵȳ, ȸȰȲȫȭȳȼȳȷȹ ȹȽ ȼȭȹȰȴ ȼȺȰɁȳȫȶɇȸȹȼȽȳ, Ɋȼȸȹ ȼȹȲȸȫɉȽ, ɂȽȹ 
ȸȰȹȬɀȹȯȳȷ ȺȹȶȸɆȴ ȺȰȻȰȼȷȹȽȻ ɈȼȽȰȽȳȵȳ.ó 



86 
 

 

He argues that Bely fails to justify the title òSymphony,ó and it should rather be called a òsuite.ó12 

Indeed, to Emil, the òSymphonyó as a literary form has òno future, but many of its techniques will 

be developed and strengthened in the strong hands of the author himself in other works.ó13  

Belyõs 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 òmusicologist.ó 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.14 

Indeed, the real reason why Emil loved Belyõs Second Symphony was because of its mystical content 

and its òprophetic gazeó:  

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: òI think that poetry, philosophy, and religion will one day merge into a new 
category, into a new life force, of which we who are alive now cannot form a clear idea.ó15 
 

Now that is the kickerñmerging 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 Belyõs Symphony, Emil thought he perceived a special mystical themeñwhat he called in 

 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. òȌȾȯȾɄȸȹȼȽȳ óȼȳȷȿȹȸȳɊó ȸȰ ȳȷȰȰȽ, ȸȹ ȷȸȹȮȳȰ ȺȻȳȰȷɆ ȰȰ ȻȫȲȹȭɇɉȽȼɊ ȳ ȾȵȻȰȺɊȽȼɊ ȭ ȼȳȶɇȸɆɀ ȻȾȵȫɀ ȼȫȷȹȮȹ 
ȫȭȽȹȻȫ ȭ ȯȻȾȮȳɀ ȰȮȹ ȺȻȹȳȲȭȰȯȰȸȳɊɀ ȳ ȬȾȯȾȽ ȼɀȭȫɂȰȸɆ ȳ ȺȻȳȭȳȽɆ ȯȻȾȮȳȷȳ ȺȳȼȫȽȰȶɊȷȳ.ó 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 Belyñmusic 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 brotherõs 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, òSimfonii Belogo,ó section V. òȗȫȽȰȻȳȫȶ ȭȽȹȻȹȴ ȼȳȷȿȹȸȳȳ ȵȻȫȴȸȰ ȬȹȮȫȽ. ȐȰ ȷȹȱȸȹ ȬɆȶȹ ȬɆ 
ȸȫȲȭȫȽɇ ȳ ȿȳȶȹȼȹȿȳɂȰȼȵȹɉ, ȳ ȷȳȼȽȳɂȰȼȵȹɉ; ȫ Ƚȫȵ ȵȫȵ ȹȸȫ ȻȫȲɆȮȻɆȭȫȰȽȼɊ ȸȫ ȿȹȸȰ ȬȶȳȱȫȴɃȰȴ ȺȹȭȼȰȯȸȰȭȸȹȴ ȳ 
ȯȫȱȰ ȲȶȹȬȹȯȸȰȭȸȹȴ ȯȰȴȼȽȭȳȽȰȶɇȸȹȼȽȳ, Ƚȹ ȹȸȫ ȸȰ ȶȳɃȰȸȫ ȺȾȬȶȳɁȳȼȽȳɂȰȼȵȹȮȹ ȳ ȯȫȱȰ ȺȹȶȰȷȳɂȰȼȵȹȮȹ ȲȫȯȹȻȫ. 
   ȘȰȭȹȶɇȸȹ ȭȼȺȹȷȳȸȫɉȽȼɊ ȼȶȰȯȾɉɄȳȰ ȼȶȹȭȫ, ȭɆȼȵȫȲȫȸȸɆȰ ȓȬȼȰȸȹȷ ȭ ȹȯȸȹȴ ȲȫȼȽȹȶɇȸȹȴ ȻȰɂȳ: 'Ȫ ȯȾȷȫɉ, ɂȽȹ 
ȺȹɈȲȳɊ, ȿȳȶȹȼȹȿȳɊ ȳ ȻȰȶȳȮȳɊ ȼȹȶɇɉȽȼɊ ȸȰȵȹȮȯȫ ȭ ȸȹȭȾɉ ȵȫȽȰȮȹȻȳɉ, ȭ ȸȹȭȾɉ ȱȳȲȸȰȸȸȾɉ ȼȳȶȾ, ȹ ȵȹȽȹȻȹȴ ȷɆ, 
ȸɆȸȰ ȱȳȭȾɄȳȰ, ȸȰ ȷȹȱȰȷ ȼȹȼȽȫȭȳȽɇ ȼȰȬȰ ɊȼȸȹȮȹ ȺȻȰȯȼȽȫȭȶȰȸȳɊ'ò The editorõs 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 òWesternó Symbolist.  
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his review the òtheme of Eternity,ó one not conceptualized in òthe form of cold abstractioné but 

in living symbols, the voice of which, even when heard only once, sounds invariably, eternallyñnot 

only in the head, but also in the heart.ó16 Eternityõs 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: 

òimpossible, tender, eternal, dear, old and new at all times.ó17 Of this òtheme,ó Emil writes that it is òthe 

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.ó18 

 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 Nikolayõs first Piano Sonata in F minor, Op. 5ñspecifically 

the first movementõs second theme. The joy at identifying the mystical connection between the two 

works was òterrible and sweet at the same timeó 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 òSymphonyó became 
clear to him thanks to this melody...19 

 
16 Ibid., section VII. ò'ȘȰȭȹȲȷȹȱȸȹȰ, ȸȰȱȸȹȰ, ȭȰɂȸȹȰ, ȷȳȶȹȰ, ȼȽȫȻȹȰ ȳ ȸȹȭȹȰ ȭȹ ȭȼȰ ȭȻȰȷȰȸȫ' -- ȭȹȽ ȼȫȷɆȴ ɂȫȻȾɉɄȳȴ ȷȹȽȳȭ 
ȼȳȷȿȹȸȳȳ; ȭȸȳȷȫȽȰȶɇȸɆȴ ɂȳȽȫȽȰȶɇ ɂȾȰȽ ȰȮȹ ȺȻȳȬȶȳȱȰȸȳȰ ȾȱȰ Ȳȫ ȸȰȼȵȹȶɇȵȹ ȹȽȻɆȭȵȹȭ; ȼȶȹȭȰȼȸȹ ɈȽȹȽ ȷȹȽȳȭ 
ȳȲȷȰȸɊȰȽȼɊ, ȫ ȰȮȹ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȫɊ ȼȾȽɇ ȼȶɆɃȳȽȼɊ ȷȰȱȯȾ ȼȽȻȹȵéó 
17 òȘȰȭȹȲȷȹȱȸȹȰ, ȸȰȱȸȹȰ, ȭȰɂȸȹȰ, ȷȳȶȹȰ, ȼȽȫȻȹȰ ȳ ȸȹȭȹȰ ȭȹ ȭȼȰ ȭȻȰȷȰȸȫ,ó as quoted in Ibid.  
18 Ibid. 
19 Quoted by the editor of Emil Medtner, Simfonii Andreya Belogo, footnote 8. òȕȹȶɊ <...> ȼȹɂȳȸȳȶ Ȳȫ ɈȽȹ ȭȻȰȷɊ ȷȰȱȯȾ 
ȺȻȹɂȳȷ ȼȹȸȫȽȾ, ȭ ȵȹȽȹȻȹȴ ȭȽȹȻȫɊ ȽȰȷȫ ȺȰȻȭȹȴ ɂȫȼȽȳ ɊȭȶɊȰȽȼɊ ȹȼȸȹȭȸɆȷ ȷȹȽȳȭȹȷ 'Ȝȳȷȿȹȸȳȳ' ȌȾȮȫȰȭȫ. ȨȽȹ ȰȼȽɇ 
ȻȫȯȹȼȽɇ ȼȽȻȫɃȸȫɊ ȳ ȾɉȽȸȫɊ ȭ ȹȯȸȹ ȭȻȰȷɊ, ȹȬɄȫɊ ȳ ȳȸȽȳȷȸȫɊ... ȕȹȮȯȫ ȭ ȺȹȲȫȺȻȹɃȶɆȴ ȻȫȲ ȕȹȶɊ ȸȫɂȫȶ ȳȮȻȫȽɇ ȺȻȳ 
ȌȾȮȫȰȭȰ ɈȽȾ ȼȹȸȫȽȾ, Ɋ, ȭȼȰ ȶȰȽȹ ȺȻȹȷȾɂȫȭɃȳȴȼɊ ȫȸȫȶȹȮȳȰȴ ȷȰȱȯȾ ȹȬȰȳȷȳ ȽȰȷȫȷȳ, ȸȫȬȶɉȯȫȶ Ȳȫ ȌȾȮȫȰȭɆȷ... ȚȹȼȶȰ 
ȺȰȻȭȹȮȹ ȺȹɊȭȶȰȸȳɊ ɈȽȹȴ ȽȰȷɆ ȹȸ ȲȫȯȾȷȫȶȼɊ, ȸȹ ȵȹȮȯȫ Ȱȴ ȺȻȳɃȰȶ ɂȰȻȰȯ ɊȭȳȽɇȼɊ ȼȸȹȭȫ, ȹȸ ȭȼȵȹɂȳȶ ȳ ȭȲȮȶɊȸȾȶ ȸȫ 



88 
 

 

 
Emilõs 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 òconductingó where he would freely associate òthemesó from composers 

like Beethoven and Schumann with his favorite literary and philosophical authorsñKant, Goethe, 

Wagner, and Nietzsche.20 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 òEternityõs themeó in 

Nikolayõs sonata and Belyõs Symphony (in their correspondence they refer to it frequently as òouró 

theme). Wondering how both his brother and Bely found the òsameó Eternal theme, he asks: 

òDidnõt Eternity herself whisper her motif to both of them?ó21 In this question, though, lie the keys 

to understanding their shared approach to art and mysticism: in both Belyõs six neuter adjectives and 

Medtnerõs musical theme, Eternityõs motif was rendered into physical formñnot òin cold 

abstractionó but in òliving symbols.ó 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 Belyõs rapidly 

developing theory of artistic mysticism. And, as he defined it, òthe incarnation of Eternity is 

theurgy.ó22  He took this term from Vladimir Solovyovõs religious philosophy, which he had been 

 
ȷȰȸɊ ȼ Ƚȫȵȳȷ Ⱦȱȫȼȹȷ, ȵȫȵ ȬȾȯȽȹ ȹȸ ȾȭȳȯȰȶ ȯȭȹȴȸȳȵȫ... ȞȯȳȭȶȰȸȳɉ ȳ ȭȹȼɀȳɄȰȸȳɉ ȰȮȹ ȸȰ ȬɆȶȹ ȵȹȸɁȫ... ȌȾȮȫȰȭ 
ȮȹȭȹȻȳȶ, ɂȽȹ ȰȷȾ ȷȸȹȮȹȰ ȭɆɊȼȸȳȶȹȼɇ ȭ 'ȼȳȷȿȹȸȳȳ' ȬȶȫȮȹȯȫȻɊ ɈȽȹȷȾ ȷȹȽȳȭȾ...ó 
20 While Bely emphasized Emilõs preference for German writers in his memoirs, it should be noted that at this point, 
Emil carefully read and appreciated many Russian authorsñthe 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.  
21 Emil Medtner, Simfonii Andreya Belogo, Section VII. òȍȼȵȹȻȰ ȺȹȼȶȰ ȺȻȹɂȽȰȸȳɊ ɈȽȹȴ ȼȳȷȿȹȸȳȳ Ɋ ȼȶɆɃȫȶ ȹȯȸȹ 
ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȰ ȺȻȹȳȲȭȰȯȰȸȳȰ ȹȯȸȹȮȹ ȷȹȶȹȯȹȮȹ ȵȹȷȺȹȲȳȽȹȻȫ, ȺȻȹȳȲȭȰȯȰȸȳȰ, ȰɄȰ ȸȰ ȭɆɃȰȯɃȰȰ ȭ ȼȭȰȽ, ȬɆȽɇ ȷȹȱȰȽ, 
ȯȫȱȰ ȰɄȰ ȸȰ ȲȫȵȹȸɂȰȸȸȹȰ ȫȭȽȹȻȹȷ, ȳȮȻȫȭɃȳȷ ȷȸȰ ȰȮȹ ȭɂȰȻȸȰ. șȯȸȫ ȳȲ ȽȰȷ ɈȽȹȮȹ ȺȻȹȳȲȭȰȯȰȸȳɊ ȯȹ ȼȽȻȫȸȸȹȮȹ 
ȸȫȺȹȷȳȸȫȶȫ ȷȸȰ ôȸȰȭȹȲȷȹȱȸȹȰ, ȸȰȱȸȹȰ, ȭȰɂȸȹȰ, ȷȳȶȹȰ, ȼȽȫȻȹȰ ȳ ȸȹȭȹȰ ȭȹ ȭȼȰ ȭȻȰȷȰȸȫ.õ Ȫ ȺȻȰȯȶȹȱȳȶ 
ȵȹȷȺȹȲȳȽȹȻȾ ȺȻȹɂȰȼȽɇ ȸȰȳȲȭȰȼȽȸȾɉ ȰȷȾ ȭȽȹȻȾɉ ȼȳȷȿȹȸȳɉ, ȫ ȲȫȽȰȷ ȺȻȹȼȳȶ ȰȮȹ ȼɆȮȻȫȽɇ ȼȭȹɉ, ȸȳȵȹȷȾ Ⱥȹȵȫ 
ȸȰȭȰȯȹȷȾɉ ȭȰɄɇ, ȸȰȲȸȫȵȹȷȹȷȾ ȫȭȽȹȻȾ ȼȳȷȿȹȸȳȳ... șȬȫ ȼȹȮȶȫȼȳȶȳȼɇ ȼȹ ȷȸȹɉ...ȘȰ ɃȰȺȸȾȶȫ ȶȳ ȳȷ ȹȬȹȳȷ ȼȭȹȴ 
ȷȹȽȳȭ ȼȫȷȫ ȍȰɂȸȹȼȽɇ?ó 
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 òtheurgicó 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 Godõs 

wishes. Art becomes imbued with the living presence of the divine. This perceptible presence of the 

òEternaló 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 Christõs 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, òEternityó operated as a divine figure 

òwhisperingó her motifs to Bely and Medtnerñguiding 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 Solovyovõs thoughtñhe calls her òSophia,ó the 

Greek term for òwisdom.ó 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 disciplesñwho were anxious to keep their theurgic 

Sophiology within the bounds of Orthodox ChristianityñSophia is not her own divinity, but a part 

of God. Indeed, she is often conceptualized as Christõs 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. Goetheõs òEternal Feminineó), 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 Lamb), and from those originating from mystical visions (Solovyovõs 

òShe,ó Alexander Blokõs òBeautiful Lady,ó or òHeró). Much of what the Symbolists wrote is 

permeated with cryptic references to Sophia in her many forms, and it requires some òinitiationó 

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 Museñthe figure who teaches artists to create in accordance with Godõs 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 

teacherñshe is the object of artistic creation. The goal of artist is to prophetically reveal her òFaceó 

[òȖȳȵó]23 so that art becomes religious creativity, i.e. theurgy. As Bely summed it up at the end of his 

seminal 1912 article, òOn Symbolismó: 

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 cymbalsé. As theurgy, Symbolism fights for the 
artistõs 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.24 
 

For Bely and others, Sophia is the ultimate symbolñwith 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 òcountenanceó when it appears in his volume of Bely essays. For example, 
see page 92 of Bely, Mystical Essays.  
24 Bely, òO simvolizme,ó in Manifesty, 444-45. òșȼȽȫȭȫɊȼɇ ɀȾȯȹȱȸȳȵȹȷ, Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ɀȾȯȹȱȸȳȵȹȷ, ȸȫɂȳȸȫɉ ȳȼȵȫȽɇ Ɋ ȳ Ȗȳȵ 
ɁȰȶȳ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȫ. ȓ ȸȫȴȯɊ ɈȽȹȽ Ȗȳȵ, Ɋ ȾȱȰ Ȳȸȫɉ, ɂȽȹ Ȗȳȵ ɈȽȹȴ ɁȰȶȳ ȝȹȽ ȜȫȷɆȴ, ȕȽȹ ȭȰȯȰȽ ɂȰȶȹȭȰɂȰȼȽȭȹ ȼȵȭȹȲɇ ȭȰ- 
ȵȫ ȳ ȷȳȻɆ. ȓ Ȯȹȶȹȼ ȺȹɈȲȳȳ ȶȳɃɇ ȳȸȼȽȻȾȷȰȸȽ, ȺȻȹȭȹȯɊɄȳȴ ȹȽȲȭȾȵ ȐȯȳȸȹȮȹ Ȏȹȶȹȼȫ; Ƚȫȵ Ⱥȹȸȳȷȫɉ Ɋ, ɂȽȹ ȬȰȲ ɈȽȹȮȹ 
Ȏȹȶȹȼȫ ȳ ȭȼȰ ȲȭȾȵȳ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭ ȷȰȯɇ ȮȻȰȷɊɄȫɊ ȳ ȵȳȷȭȫȶ ȲȭȾɂȫɄȳȴé. ȕȫȵ ȽȰȾȻȮȳɊ ȼȳȷȭȹȶȳȲȷ ȬȹȻȰȽȼɊ Ȳȫ ȺȻȫȭȹ 
ɀȾȯȹȱȸȳȵȫ ȾȭȳȯȰȽɇ ȭȹȹɂȳɉ ȳ ȲȫȺȰɂȫȽȶȰȽɇ Ȗȳȵ ȼȫȷȹȴ ɁȰȶȳ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȫ, ɂȽȹȬ ȳ ȷɆ ȺȹȸɊȶȳ: Ȗȳȵ ɁȰȶȳ ȐȯȳȸɆȴ Ȗȳȵ 
ȑȳȲȸȳ.ó  
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Due to the feminine personification of Sophia-Wisdom in the book of Proverbs (and the 

nameõs feminine grammatical gender in Russian), Sophia was often depicted in Russian iconography 

as a woman with a blindingly red òFace.ó (see image below).25 This icon of Sophia, in the Novgorod 

style, depicts her as Christõs 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 Christñthus all the different types of Christ icons are 

brought together in this icon and unified through Sophia.26 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).  

 
25 See Judith Kornblatt, Divine Sophia: The Wisdom Writings of Vladimir Solovyov, 55-59, for a detailed account of Sophiaõs 
iconographical history. 
26 I am indebted to Kornblatt, Sophia, 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 Solovyovõs decisive influence on the 

Symbolists and divides up his philosophy into four especially important components: 

[1] The development of the philosophical theory of òpositive all-unity,ó [2] the 

understanding of art as mystical òfree theurgyó transforming the world on the path to its 

spiritual perfection, [3] the notion that òeternal ideasó 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.27 

 

òPositive all-unityó designated Solovyovõs 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 Medtnerõs own musical aesthetics. Of the four 

fundamental ideas Bychkov identifies, theurgy and Sophia are the most frequently misunderstood or 

outright ignored, especially in musicological work on Symbolism.28 The main reason for scholarly 

confusion over Symbolismõs 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 Ibid., chapter II, second paragraph. òțȫȲȻȫȬȹȽȫȸȸȫɊ ȳȷ ȿȳȶȹȼȹȿȼȵȫɊ ȽȰȹȻȳɊ çȺȹȶȹȱȳȽȰȶɇȸȹȮȹ ȭȼȰȰȯȳȸȼȽȭȫè, 
ȺȹȸȳȷȫȸȳȰ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȫ ȭ ȯȾɀȰ ȷȳȼȽȳɂȰȼȵȹȴ çȼȭȹȬȹȯȸȹȴ ȽȰȾȻȮȳȳè, ȺȻȰȹȬȻȫȱȫɉɄȰȴ ȷȳȻ ȸȫ ȺȾȽɊɀ ȵ ȰȮȹ ȯȾɀȹȭȸȹȷȾ 
ȼȹȭȰȻɃȰȸȼȽȭȾ, ȵȹȸɁȰȺɁȳɊ ɀȾȯȹȱȰȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȮȹ ȭɆȻȫȱȰȸȳɊ çȭȰɂȸɆɀ ȳȯȰȴè ȳ ȷȳȼȽȳɂȰȼȵȹȰ ȾȲȻȰȸȳȰ Ȝȹȿȳȳ ȵȫȵ 
ȵȹȼȷȳɂȰȼȵȹȮȹ ȽȭȹȻɂȰȼȵȹȮȹ ȺȻȳȸɁȳȺȫ (ȰȮȹ ȼȹȿȳȹȶȹȮȳɊ) ȶȰȮȶȳ ȭ ȹȼȸȹȭȾ ȷȸȹȮȳɀ ȸȫȺȻȫȭȶȰȸȳȴ ɈȼȽȰȽȳɂȰȼȵȳɀ 
ȳȼȵȫȸȳȴ ȸȫɂȫȶȫ 20 ȭȰȵȫ. ȍ ɂȫȼȽȸȹȼȽȳ, ȼȾɄȰȼȽȭȰȸȸȹ ȺȹȭȶȳɊȶȳ ȸȫ ȽȰȹȻȰȽȳȵȹȭ ȻȾȼȼȵȹȮȹ ȼȳȷȭȹȶȳȲȷȫ ȳ ȸȫ ȭȼɉ 
ȸȰȹȺȻȫȭȹȼȶȫȭȸȾɉ ɈȼȽȰȽȳȵȾ, Ȼȹȯȹȸȫɂȫȶɇȸȳȵȹȷ ȵȹȽȹȻȹȴ ȹȸ ȼȫȷ ȳ ɊȭȶɊȶȼɊ.ó 
28 The best introduction to Sophia is Judith Kornblattõs Divine Sophia: The Wisdom Writings of Vladimir Solovyov (Cornell 
University Press, 2009). V. V. Bychkovõs Russkaya teurgicheskaya estetika (Ladomir, 2007) is an exhaustive treatment of 
theurgy in all its manifestations.  
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Nikolay Berdyaev, and Sergey Bulgakov,29 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 

mysticismñin which the mystic employs certain contemplative prayer techniques to achieve 

òtheosis,ó [deification] or mystical union with God.30 However, Ivanov emphasizes that the òtrue 

artistó must be able to descend back down from such mystical heights, so as to òpreserve 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 experience.ó31 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.32 As Patrick 

Michelson has shown, mystical practices associated with monastic asceticism became disarticulated 

from the idea of achieving ascetic òfeatsó and thus were able to permeate Russian culture more 

broadly.33 For example, Bely rooted his conception of theurgy within mystical Christian asceticismñ

 
29 Bely was close friends with Florensky (who was a mathematics student of Belyõs 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. Medtnerõs 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, Deification in Russian Religious Thought (Oxford, 2019). She discussed the 
Merezhkovskys, Berdyaev, Bulgakov, and Florensky, along with their patristic and immediate predecessors.  
31 Ivanov, òOn the Limits of Art,ó 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 Christõs òreligious workó on earth by imbuing their creations 

with Godõs òmiraculous poweró:  

Meanwhile, the words spoken by Christ, the apostles, the prophets, possess not only power, 
but also miraculous 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: òComfort, comfort my 
people....ó [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 religious workñtheurgy. 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 Lord, is theurgic.34  

 
Bely penned these lines in 1903 in the same essay, òOn Theurgy,ó in which he declared 

Medtner to be a òcomposer-theurgistóñpropelling the composer into the center of Russian 

Symbolism as a religious-artistic movement.35 Here Bely offers a Sophiological reading of Medtnerõs 

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 Medtnerõs 

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 Belyõs thought and Medtnerõs 

musicñit was here that Bely first head Eternityõs theme of the dawn manifested in music.36 

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

could not be realized at the time he was drafting òOn Theurgyó in July of that year. Nevertheless, 

 
34 Bely, òO teurgii,ó 371. òȗȰȱȯȾ ȽȰȷ ȼȶȹȭȫ, ȼȵȫȲȫȸȸɆȰ ȠȻȳȼȽȹȷ, ȫȺȹȼȽȹȶȫȷȳ, ȺȻȹȻȹȵȫȷȳ, ȹȬȶȫȯȫɉȽ ȸȰ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ 
ȼȳȶȹȴ, ȸȹ ȳ ɂȾȯȹȯȰȴȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȴ ȼȳȶȹȴ, ȼȺȹȼȹȬȸȹȴ ȭȹȼȵȻȰɃȫȽɇ ȷȰȻȽȭɆɀ, ȹȼȽȫȸȫȭȶȳȭȫȽɇ ȼȹȶȸɁȰ; ȫ ȼȶȹȭȹ ȺȻȹȻȹȵȹȭ, 
ȯȻȹȬɊɄȰȰ ȼȵȫȶɆ, ȹ ȵȹȽȹȻɆɀ ȎȹȼȺȹȯɇ ȼȵȫȲȫȶ ȓȼȫȳȳ: çȞȽȰɃȫȴȽȰ, ȾȽȰɃȫȴȽȰ ȸȫȻȹȯ ȷȹȴ...è ȝȾȽ Ⱦȱ ȸȰ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ȹȬȻȫɄȰ- 
ȸȳȰ ȵ ȎȹȼȺȹȯȾ, ȳȶȳ ȸȰ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ɊȼȸȹȰ ȭȳȯȰȸȳȰ, ȸȹ ȳ ȼȺȹȼȹȬȸȹȼȽɇ ɊȼȸȹȮȹ, Ƚ. Ȱ. ȶȾɂȰȲȫȻȸȹȮȹ ȻȰȶȳȮȳȹȲȸȹȮȹ ȯȰȶȫȸȳɊ 
ñ ȷȰȾȻȮȳȳ. ȚȻȳȼȾȽȼȽȭȳȰȷ ɈȽȹȮȹ ȸȫȶȰȽȫ ȽȰȾȻȮȳȳ ȹȺȻȰȯȰȶɊȰȽȼɊ ɂȾȯȹȯȰȴȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȼȽɇ ȸȰȵȹȽȹȻɆɀ ȳȼȵȶɉɂȳȽȰȶɇȸɆɀ 
ɀȾȯȹȱȰȼȽȭȰȸȸɆɀ ȷȰȼȽ, ȭȼȽȻȰɂȫɉɄȳɀȼɊ Ⱦ ȼȭȰȽȼȵȳɀ ȺȳȼȫȽȰȶȰȴ, ȸȫȺȻȳȷȰȻ Ⱦ ȏȹȼȽȹȰȭȼȵȹȮȹ, ȎȹȮȹȶɊ, ȎɋȽȰ, ȺȹȽȹȷȾ ɂȽȹ 
ȭȹ ȭȼɊȵȹȴ ȷȹȶȳȽȭȰ ȲȫȵȶɉɂȰȸȫ ȭȹȲȷȹȱȸȹȼȽɇ ȺȹȶȾɂȰȸȳɊ ɈȽȹȴ ɂȾȯȹȯȰȴȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȴ ȼȳȶɆ ȌȹȱȳȰȴ, ȭȼɊȵȳȴ Ȯȶȫȼ, 
ȭȹȺȳɉɄȳȴ ȭ ȺȾȼȽɆȸȰ ȵȹ ȎȹȼȺȹȯȾ, ȭȼɊȵȹȰ ȺȻȹȲȻȰȭȫɉɄȰȰ ɀȭȫȶȰȸȳȰ ȎȹȼȺȹȯȫ ð ȽȰȾȻȮȳɂȸȹ.ó 
35 Originally published in Merezhkovskyõs New Path 9 (Sep 1903): 100-123. This was the second large theoretical article 
he had published. 
36 The theme of the dawn was probably the most significant òthemeó or symbol in Belyõs 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, òthe dawn voice of 
the muse [Sophia],ó pg. 87, the òface shining with the dawn,ó and pg. 91, the òdawn petals of the eternal rose.ó 
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Belyõs Sophiological interpretation of the second theme of Op. 5õs first movement provides the 

context for his published discussion of Medtnerõs music in the essay.  

We will first examine Belyõs comments on the Op. 5 sonata itself, before turning to his 

published commentary on Medtnerõs 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 òdawnó) 

that Bely would explore in his work from then on: the òsnowstorm.ó Medtnerõs snowstorm theme 

was, in Belyõs mind, nearly as important as Solovyov and his theme of the dawnñthe dawn 

represents Sophiaõs heavenly visage while Medtnerõs snowstorm represents her emergence from 

earthly chaos. At the end of the chapter I will examine the Medtner brothersõ reactions to Belyõs 

ideasñas Emilõs 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 Belyõs article worked on a òtheurgicó sonata that soon 

became a òtheurgic fantasiaó for piano quintet.37 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 òknighthoodó for Sophia and helped to creatively develop Solovyovian 

artistic mysticism in music. By properly explicating Belyõs 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 Emilõs departure. They 

were of similar age and the composer was immediately welcomed into the club of those who could 

hear the òdawns.ó When visiting, Bely would often bring his friend Petrovsky along, and together 

they would express admiration of Medtnerõs 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 Schumannñand from his brilliant brother N. 
Medtner, who brought out the sound of dawn in his first sonata in F, written in 1901-
1902é. We, the youth, tried to connect the sound of dawn with the dawns of Vladimir 
Solovyovõs poetry; Solovyovõs 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.38 

òSheó is the world soul, united with the Word of Christ.39  
 

Belyõs 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, òDas Ewig-Weibliche (A word of admonition to sea demons),ó 

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 womanña 

 
38 From Vladimir Solovyovõs poem, òDas Ewig-Weibliche (A word of admonition to sea demons).ó 
39 Andrey Bely, Vospominanie o Bloke. òȍ 1901 ȮȹȯȾ ȷȸȹȮȳȰ ȲȹȻɊȷ ȭȸȳȷȫȶȳ: Ȩ. ȕ. ȗȰȽȸȰȻ ȺȻȹȼȶȰȱȳȭȫȶ ȽȰȷȾ ȲȫȻȳ ȭ 
ȽȰȷȫɀ ȷȾȲɆȵȳ: ȹȽ ȌȰȽɀȹȭȰȸȫ ȵ ȣȾȷȫȸȾ; ȳ ȯȫȶȰȰ ȵ ȼȭȹȰȷȾ ȮȰȸȳȫȶɇȸȹȷȾ ȬȻȫȽȾ Ș. ȗȰȽȸȰȻȾ, ȭɆȸȾȭɃȰȷȾ ȲȭȾȵ ȲȫȻȳ ȭ 
ȼȭȹȰȴ ȺȰȻȭȹȴ ȼȹȸȫȽȰ ȼȳ-ȷȹȶɇ [F-minor], ȸȫȺȳȼȫȸȸȹȴ ȭ 1901--1902 Ȯȹȯȫɀ. Ȓ. Ș. ȎȳȺȺȳȾȼ ȳȷȰȸȸȹ ȭ ɈȽȹ ȭȻȰȷɊ 
Ⱥȳȼȫȶȫ ȼȭȹȴ ɊȻȵȳȴ ȻȫȼȼȵȫȲ, ȮȯȰ ȮȻȫȯȫɁȳɊ ȲȹȻɇ ȺȻȹȬȰȮȫȰȽ ȺȻȰȯ ȸȫȷȳ; ȫ ȷɆ, ȷȹȶȹȯȰȱɇ, -- ȷɆ ȼȽȫȻȫȶȳȼɇ ȼȭɊȲȫȽɇ ȲȭȾȵ 
ȲȫȻȳ ȼ ȲȹȻɊȷȳ ȺȹɈȲȳȳ ȍȶȫȯȳȷȳȻȫ ȜȹȶȹȭɇȰȭȫ; ɂȰȽȭȰȻȹȼȽȳɃȳȰ ȜȹȶȹȭɇȰȭȫ ȯȶɊ ȸȫȼ ȬɆȶȹ ȶȹȲȾȸȮȹȷ: ȒȸȫȴȽȰ ȱȰ, 
ȍȰɂȸȫɊ ȑȰȸȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȼȽɇ ȸɆȸȰ, ȍ ȽȰȶȰ ȸȰȽȶȰȸȸȹȷ ȸȫ ȲȰȷȶɉ ȳȯȰȽ. ȍ ȼȭȰȽȰ ȸȰȷȰȻȵȸȾɄȰȷ Șȹȭȹȴ ȌȹȮȳȸȳ ȘȰȬȹ 
ȼȶȳȶȹȼɊ ȼ ȺȾɂȳȸȹɉ ȭȹȯ. òșȸȫó -- ȷȳȻȹȭȫɊ ȯȾɃȫ, ȼȹȰȯȳȸȰȸȸȫɊ ȼȹ ȼȶȹȭȹȷ ȠȻȳȼȽȫ.ó 
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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).40 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, òIn all ways that the earthly 

Aphrodite is beautiful, the joy of homes, and woods, and seas,ñthe unearthly beauty [Eternal 

Feminine] will replace it, but purer, stronger, with more fullness of life.ó41 As Solovyov expert Judith 

Kornblatt notes, òThis Divine Sophia, with her paradoxical ôimperishable bodyõ and ôunfading light,õ 

will reverse the demonõs actions and transfigures rather than debases nature, making earthly beauty, ôpurer, 

stronger.õó42  

Solovyovõs 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 òChorus Mysticusó high up in the mountains:  

Alles Vergªngliche 
Ist nur ein Gleichnis; 
Das Unzulªngliche, 
Hier wirdõs Ereignis; 
Das Unbeschreibliche, 
Hier istõs getan; 
Das Ewig-Weibliche 
Zieht uns hinan. 

All that is transitory 
Is only a likeness [image]; 
What lies beyond 
Here is made manifest; 
What is indescribable 
Here is accomplished; 
The Eternal Feminine 
Draws us up high.43 

 

Prior to this invocation of the Eternal Feminine [Das Ewig-Weibliche], 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 

Faustõs 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. 
41 For a full translation of the poem, see Ibid. 
42 Ibid., 81. 
43 My translation. See also Kornblattõs in Ibid., 76-77. 
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angels, who make off with Faustõs soul and bring him to heaven. Mary (the Mater Gloriosa) grants 

Gretchenõs [Faustõs tormented lover from Part I] wish to lead Faustõs soul into heavenõs higher 

realms.44 Symbolist writers often quoted Goetheõs verse directly to show their lineage from the 

German author who was considered the father of Symbolism. However, Goetheõs 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 worldñthrough the Eternal Feminineñcan one find eternal value.  

 Solovyovõs 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 Goetheõs poem so that 

the final line reads òdraws us inó rather than òdraws us up.ó45 As such, Solovyovõs Sophia is not a 

copy of Goetheõs 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 òChorus Mysticus,ó Solovyov 

writesñ 

The heavenly powers and òdas Ewig Weiblicheó appear from above, and thus from without, 
rather than revealing themselves from within the content itselfé. 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 
essence.46 
 

Sophiaõs 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 

 
44 Bely also occasionally employs Mater Gloriosa as a name for Sophia. 
45 Kornblatt, Sophia, 77. 
46 Quoted in Kornblatt, 78, emphasis added. 
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work of the artist, the theurgistñóIn 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.ó47 

Goetheõs Ewig-Weibliche, by only drawing us up and not coming down to inhabit earth, fails to reach 

the full incarnate reality of Solovyovõs vision of Sophia.  

 In these early years, Bely was deeply immersed in Solovyovõs philosophy and mysticism, 

whose influence upon everything he wrote at this time is overt and obvious. Bely spent many pages 

explaining Solovyovõs ideas to Emil, who responded enthusiastically.48 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 Medtnerõs sonata and especially its second 

theme. Not only did the composer bring to life the òsounds of dawn,ó 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): òKnow then, the 
Eternal Feminine is now coming to earth in an incorruptible bodyó (Solovyov),49 then our attitude to it 
is mystical and loving.50 

 

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 Belyõs principal poetic òcompetitionó in the first decade of 

the century and Emil Medtnerõs favorite of the modern lyricists.51 Like that of his second cousin, 

Vladimir Solovyov, Blokõs early verse is clearly the product of frequent and intense mystical visions 

 
47 Quoted in Ibid. 
48 Emil was much more practical than Bely and occasionally showed signs of worry that Belyõs 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 òOrpheus.ó 
49 Solovyovõs poem, òDas Ewig-Weibliche.ó 
50 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 òBeautiful Ladyó among many other names. Bely was deeply drawn to 

him as a kindred spirit and made Blok the next member of his òdawnó collective. Important for our 

purposes, is that Bely perceived the theme of the dawn in both Blokõs highly musical love poetry and 

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

equivalence between Medtnerõs sonata theme and one of Blokõs 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 Blokõs 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, òwhen put into words,ó it 

thus makes sense to start with the words. Here is Blokõs poem with a translation by Boris Jakimñit 

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 òYouó: 

Alexander Blok, òPredchuvstvuyu Tebyaó 
 

ȓ ȽɊȱȵȳȴ ȼȹȸ ȱȳȽȰȴȼȵȹȮȹ ȼȹȲȸȫȸɇɊ 
ȝɆ ȹȽȻɊɀȸȰɃɇ, ȽȹȼȵȾɊ ȳ ȶɉȬɊ. 

                                          ȍ. ȜȹȶȹȭɇȰȭ 
 
ȚȻȰȯɂȾȭȼȽȭȾɉ ȝȰȬɊ. Ȏȹȯȫ ȺȻȹɀȹȯɊȽ ȷȳȷȹ ñ 
ȍȼɋ ȭ ȹȬȶȳȵȰ ȹȯȸȹȷ ȺȻȰȯɂȾȭȼȽȭȾɉ ȝȰȬɊ. 
ȍȰȼɇ ȮȹȻȳȲȹȸȽ ȭ ȹȮȸȰ ñ ȳ ɊȼȰȸ ȸȰȼȽȰȻȺȳȷȹ, 
ȓ ȷȹȶɂȫ ȱȯȾ, ñ ȽȹȼȵȾɊ ȳ ȶɉȬɊ. 
 
ȍȰȼɇ ȮȹȻȳȲȹȸȽ ȭ ȹȮȸȰ, ȳ ȬȶȳȲȵȹ ȺȹɊȭȶȰȸɇȰ, 
Șȹ ȼȽȻȫɃȸȹ ȷȸȰ: ȳȲȷȰȸȳɃɇ ȹȬȶȳȵ ȝɆ, 
ȓ ȯȰȻȲȵȹȰ ȭȹȲȬȾȯȳɃɇ ȺȹȯȹȲȻȰȸɇȰ, 
ȜȷȰȸȳȭ ȭ ȵȹȸɁȰ ȺȻȳȭɆɂȸɆȰ ɂȰȻȽɆ. 
 
ș, ȵȫȵ ȺȫȯȾ ñ ȳ ȮȹȻȰȼȽȸȹ, ȳ ȸȳȲȵȹ, 
ȘȰ ȹȯȹȶȰȭ ȼȷȰȻȽȰȶɇȸɆȰ ȷȰɂȽɆ! 
ȕȫȵ ɊȼȰȸ ȮȹȻȳȲȹȸȽ! ȓ ȶȾɂȰȲȫȻȸȹȼȽɇ ȬȶȳȲȵȹ. 
Șȹ ȼȽȻȫɃȸȹ ȷȸȰ: ȳȲȷȰȸȳɃɇ ȹȬȶȳȵ ȝɆ.53 

Blok, òPresentiment of Youó 54 
 

Yearning and loving, you will shake off 
The heavy dream of everyday-life consciousness. 
   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 fireñand unbearably clear; 
And I wait silentlyñòyearning and loving.ó 
 
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 fallñsorrowfully and lowñ 
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, Vospominanie o Bloke. Accessed: http://az.lib.ru/b/belyj_a/text_1923_vosp_o_bloke.shtml. Shakhmatovo was 
Blokõs familial estate. He wrote the poem in 1901. òȘ. ȕ. ȗȰȽȸȰȻ (ȭȺȹȼȶȰȯȼȽȭȳȳ ȵȹȷȺȹȲȳȽȹȻ), ȽȹȮȯȫ ȷȹȶȹȯȹȴ 
ɂȰȶȹȭȰȵ, ȭɆȸȾȶ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ɂȽȹ ȳȲ ȻȫȲȹȮȻȰȽȹȮȹ ȭȹȲȯȾɀȫ ȲȹȻɇ ȲȫȻȰȭȾɉ ȹȮȻȹȷȸȾɉ ȽȰȷȾ ȼȹȸȫȽɆ, ȵȹȽȹȻȫɊ, ȹȬȶȹȱȳ ȰȰ 
ȻȰɂɇɉ, ȰȼȽȰȼȽȭȰȸȸȹ ȭɆȻȫȱȫȰȽ Ƚȹ ȳȷȰȸȸȹ, ɂȽȹ ȭɆȻȫȲȳȶȹ ȼȽȳɀȹȽȭȹȻȰȸȳȰ Ȍȶȹȵȫ, ȸȫȺȳȼȫȸȸȹȰ 4-Ȯȹ ȳɉȸɊ ȭ 
ȬȰȲȷȹȶȭȳȳ ȣȫɀȷȫȽȹȭȫ (Ⱥȹȯ ȗȹȼȵȭȹȴ).ó 
53 I 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 Solovyovõs poem, òWhy are words needed? In the azure boundlessnesséó  
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The poetic subject feels the imminent arrival of òYou,ó seen so clearly in visions and dreams, but 

suddenly becomes worried that òYouó will arrive in a form different than imagined. The subject 

might then even fail to recognize this òYouó of his dreams, despite the clear òradianceó of the 

horizon. The time is ripe, after so many years of presentiment, for the arrival of òYou,ó who will lift 

away the òheavy day-dream of every-day consciousnessó 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 

òon fireó or is òunbearably clearó 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 Blokõs poem is conventionalñin 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 òbalancedó 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. Blokõs 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 òinneró form that conflicts with the outer òconventionaló 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 Blokõs formal processes, because these are precisely 

the same kinds of formal innovations that we find in Medtnerõs 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 Medtnerõs 

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 òhuge, blazing themeó 

that Medtner òpulled out of the warm dawn airó: 

 
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 òweirdó 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 conservatoryña fact that particularly pleased 

Medtnerõs early admirer, the great pianist Josef Hofmann, who thought that he would not have 

composed this sonata had he studied composition (Hofmann would go on to perform the sonata in 

Europe and America).55 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 Medtnerõs father Karl reported the details of Hofmannõs opinion of the sonata in a letter of 28 Nov 1902 to Emil: 
ò...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 oõclock 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 Koreshchenkoõs 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 countries, that he had accumulated whole 
piles of them, and that he therefore had the right to say that Kolyaõs Sonata represents the most significant phenomenon 
of all the modern piano pieces known to him [...] He praised the Sonata extremely: òSie ist wie aus einem GuÇó [òIt was cast 
from one pieceó]ñ was his characteristic saying. When he learned that Kolya had not studied the entire theory of 
composition, he said: òDas ist gut, sonst hªtten Sie vielleicht diese Sonate nicht geschriebenó [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 
tooé. After hearing the Sonata three times, Hoffmann began to play it himself, in places, of course, and when Kolya 
was surprised at his memory, he said: òDas was mir gefªllt, behalte ich sehr schnelló [What I like, I remember very quickly]. See 
Medtner, Pisõma, 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)ñblossoming 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 

phraseñarrows 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 tonicñthe 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 themeõs basic idea, and in the right-handõs 

bottom voice we hear the primary themeõs contrasting ideañall simultaneously while the second 

themeõs 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 materialñit has become 

completely contrapuntal, albeit not through any kind of òacademicó 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 themeõs 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 sonatañbetween the primary and secondary themesñduring 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 rhythmically 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 tremendousñthe 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]. 

 

 
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 sonataõs 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 themeõs restless presence, the theme is reborn as a 

radiant hymn. This is in Medtnerõs òdithyrambó styleñwhat he called exalted hymns of praise often 

accompanied by bell sounds. When he heard it, Bely was ecstaticñit was this thematic 
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transformation that put the idea into his head to write an article on his friendõs music (so as to 

promote it to his fellow Symbolists):  

The third part [NB: the finale]56 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 Karlovichõs 
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 òWorld of Art .ó57 
 

 
Example 2.5. Medtner, Piano Sonata No. 1 in F minor, Finale, 75th 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 juxtapositionsñthus 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 

 
56 At this point Medtner had not yet finished what would eventually become the slow third movement, with the finale 
becoming the fourth movement. 
57 Bely to EKM, 17 Nov 1902, letter #8 in Perepiska. Belyõs planned article would eventually become òOn Theurgyó and 
be published in New Path. òȝȻȰȽɇɊ ɂȫȼȽɇ ȼȹȸȫȽɆ (ȷȫȱȹȻȸȫɊ) ȺȹȻȫȲȳȽȰȶɇȸȫ: 2-ȫɊ ȽȰȷȫ ȺȹȶȾɂȫȰȽ ȽȫȵȾɉ ȮȳȬȵȹȼȽɇ (ȹȸȫ, 
ȹɂȳɄȰȸȸȫɊ, ȸȰ ȬȹȳȽȼɊ ȻȫȲȸȹȹȬȻȫȲȳɊ ȺȾȽȰȴ), ɂȽȹ ȺȻȳ ȭȼȰȴ ȮȶȾȬȳȸȰ ȼȭȹȰȴ ȼȽȫȸȹȭȳȽȼɊ ȭȼȰȹȬɄȰȴ: ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȰ 
ȺȻȹȼȽȻȫȸȼȽȭȹ 3-Ȱȴ ɂȫȼȽȳ ȬȾȵȭȫȶɇȸȹ ȸȫȺȳȽȫȸȹ Ȱȴ, ȫ ȹȽ ȺȰȻȭȹȴ ȽȰȷɆ ȹȼȽȫɉȽȼɊ ȶȳɃɇ ȹȬȻɆȭȵȳ (ȲȯȰȼɇ ȰȰ Ȼȹȶɇ 
ȵȹȸɂȰȸȫ). ȕȫȵ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ȭɆȴȯȰȽ ȫȶɇȬȹȷ ȘȳȵȹȶȫɊ ȕȫȻȶȹȭȳɂȫ, Ɋ ȺȹȼȽȫȻȫɉȼɇ ȸȫȺȳȼȫȽɇ ȹ ȸȰȷ ɂȽȹ-ȸȳȬȾȯɇ (ȻȫȲȾȷȰȰȽȼɊ, 
ȸȰ ȼ ȫȬȼȹȶɉȽȸȹ ȷȾȲɆȵȫȶɇȸȹȴ Ƚȹɂȵȳ ȲȻȰȸȳɊ, ȳȬȹ ȲȯȰȼɇ Ɋ - ȺȻȹȿȫȸ) ȭ 'ȗȳȻȰ ȓȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȫ'.ó 
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thrusts their presence beyond the bounds of the poem or piece of music. Medtnerõs musical themes 

thus take on a concreteness or independence that invites interpretation. Indeed, poetic symbols for 

the Russians were more often than not hefty, òembodiedó 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 Blokõs poetry from the philosophy of Solovyov is an emergence of the fact 
of dawn into concreteness; into the embodiment of the Eternal in life: the Symbolists understood 
this; the allegorists and decadents did not understand.58 
 

Clearly, 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 Medtnerõs sonatañ

what they called òours.ó 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 òFairy Tale,ó which 

Emil linked to Medtnerõs second theme. Furthermore, in her memoirs, Morozova herself writes, that 

ò[Medtnerõs] second theme, especially beloved by Andrey Bely, merged the image of his ôFairy Taleõ 

with the image of Goetheõs Nymph, which inspired Medtner.ó59 In his later settings of Goetheõs 

texts, it is clear that Medtner views the classical nymph figure as a kind of earthly divinity who offers 

comfort and guidance to humankind.60 Thus, in their conflation of sacred and earthly love, both Bely 

 
58 Bely, Vospominanie o Bloke, òStikhi o prekrasnoy dame.ó òȚȹȸɊȽɇ ȋ. ȋ. Ȍȶȹȵȫ -- ȺȹȸɊȽɇ: ȭȼȰ ȰȼȽɇ ȯȶɊ ȸȰȮȹ 
ȹȬɅɊȼȸȰȸȳȰ ȲȭȾȵȫ ȲȫȻȳ, ȼȹȭȰȻɃȰȸȸȹ ȻȰȫȶɇȸȹȴ; ȵȹȸȵȻȰȽȸȹȼȽɇɉ ȹȵȻȫɃȰȸȹ ȯȶɊ ȸȰȮȹ ȸȫɃȰ ȭȻȰȷɊ; ȳ ȭɆɀȹȯ ȺȹɈȲȳȳ 
Ȍȶȹȵȫ ȳȲ ȿȳȶȹȼȹȿȳȳ ȜȹȶȹȭɇȰȭȫ, ȰȼȽɇ ȭɆɀȹȯ ȭ ȵȹȸȵȻȰȽȸȹȼȽȳ ȿȫȵȽȫ ȲȫȻȳ; ȭ ȭȹȺȶȹɄȰȸȳɊ ȍȰɂȸȹȮȹ ȭ ȱȳȲȸɇ: ɈȽȹ 
ȺȹȸɊȶȳ ȼȳȷȭȹȶȳȼȽɆ; ȫȶȶȰȮȹȻȳȼȽɆ ȳ ȯȰȵȫȯȰȸȽɆ, -- ȸȰ ȺȹȸɊȶȳ...ó 
59 Morozova, òMetner,ó in Nezabytye, 23-24. 
60 See Flammõs commentary and analysis of Medtnerõs setting of Goetheõs Einsamkeit, Op. 18/3 in Christoph 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 (òAll love is a symbol of this symbolñat its peak intensity, every 

symbol reveals the image of the Bridegroom and the Brideó).61 In Belyõs correspondence with Emil 

Medtner, they both worried how other people might perceive Medtnerõs sonata themeñespecially 

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 sonataõs theme as expressive of the òwrongó kind of femininityñnot as the dawn sun 

but as the seductive moon: 

The greatest horror sometimes lies in the fact that suddenly your brotherõs second theme will 
sound to others like lunarity, like sleepwalking ... This is horror. The horror of the double of the 
second theme. If your brotherõs 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 the moon.62 
 

Soon, Belyõs 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 

Solovyovñwho supported his early dreams and aspirationsñboth died. Not long after this terrible 

event, Belyõs own father would pass away. The tragedies forced him to approach the dawns 

differentlyñinstead of naive harbingers of Sophiaõs coming, Bely learned to seek the dawn through 

the dark chaos of nightñin 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 

 
61 Bely, òSacred Colors,ó in Mystical Essays, 60-61. Here he quotes Solovyov on marriage, òthe male sees his natural 
complementñthe womanñnot as an object of external observation; rather, he sees her idea, what she is primordially 
called to beé a being capable of being deified.ó 
62 Bely to EKM, 11 Dec 1902, letter #12 in Perepiska. òȜȫȷɆȴ ȮȶȫȭȸɆȴ Ⱦȱȫȼ ȲȫȵȶɉɂȫȰȽȼɊ ȳȸȹȮȯȫ ȭ Ƚȹȷ, ɂȽȹ ȭȯȻȾȮ 2-ȫɊ 
ȽȰȷȫ ȍȫɃȰȮȹ ȬȻȫȽȫ ȲȫȲȭȾɂȳȽ ȯȶɊ ȳȸɆɀ ȶȾȸȸȹȼȽɇɉ, ȶȾȸȫȽȳȲȷȹȷ ... ȨȽȹ - Ⱦȱȫȼ. Ȟȱȫȼ ȯȭȹȴȸȳȵȫ ȭȽȹȻȹȴ ȽȰȷɆ. Ȑȼȶȳ 2-ȫɊ 
ȽȰȷȫ ȍȫɃȰȮȹ ȬȻȫȽȫ - ȷȳȻȹȭȫɊ, Ƚȹ ȳ ȯȭȹȴȸȳȵ, ȺȻȳȵȳȸȾȭɃȳȴȼɊ, ȽȹȱȰ ȷȳȻȹȭȹȴ. Ȑȼȶȳ 2-ȫɊ ȽȰȷȫ - ȻȹȲȹȭȹȼȽɇ, ȭȹȼɀȳɄȫȰȽ 
ȲȹȻȰɉ, Ƚȹ ȯȭȹȴȸȳȵ ȰȰ, ȺȻȳȵȳȸȾȭɃȳȼɇ, ȭȸȰȲȫȺȸȹ ȾȱȫȼȫȰȽ ȶȾȸȹɉ.ó  
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Sophia. Solovyovõs verse about the imminent coming of Sophia: òKnow then that today the 

imperishable body of the eternal feminine comes to earthó yields to a new slogan, with which he 

concludes the analysis of Medtnerõs album in his essay, òOn Theurgyó: 

You are all-radiant, like a polar flame, 
A bright daughter of dark chaos.63 

 

 

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 Belyñwho had 

become a fervent acolyte of Serafimñwitnessed 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 terrifying 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 placeé a ruptureé of some sorté. I read about miracles, I say aloud òthank God,ó but 
in my soulñsorrow, sorrowé Perhaps I expected something grand (the resurrection of the 
dead, a catastrophe), but everything apparently went off all-righté just a little bit middle of 
the roadé I donõt know what I was expecting, but I am sad.64 

 

 
63 The final couplet of Vladimir Solovyovõs poem, òOn Saimaa in Winter,ó as quoted by Bely in òO teurgii,ó in Manifesty, 
385. See also Boris Jakim, trans., The Religious Poetry of Vladimir Solovyov (Semantron Press, 2014), 65. 
64 Bely to Emil Medtner 25 July 1903, adapted from John E. Malmstadõs translation in òAndrey Bely and Serafim of 
Sarov,ó Scottish Slavonic Review 15 (1990): 61 (Part 2). See also Bely-E. Medtner, Perepiska, I, letter #39. 
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The discovery of Serafimõs 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 òfirestormó 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 airñthe 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, Belyõs father was a famous mathematician who studied in Germany with Karl 

Weierstrass, and like most professors at Moscow Conservatory, regarded the new òdecadenceó 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 familyñonly 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.65 Serafimñknown 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 Godñdeeply impressed Bely to such an extent that he would stay 

up all night long secretly praying to Serafim for countless hours.66 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 religioné.Prayer is the condition that transmutes sorrow into 

 
65 Solovyov was the uncle of Belyõs close friend Sergey Solovyov, and his meeting with the philosopher shortly before 
the latterõs death in 1900 was a crucial formative experience. See Bely, òRecollections of Vladimir Solovyov,ó in Mystical 
Essays, 77-86. 
66 Malmstad, òAndrey Bely and Serafim of Sarov,ó Scottish Slavonic Review 14 (1990): 36 (Part 2). As Bely wrote to E. 
Medtner, even Petrovsky òonly vaguely suspectsó his hours-long prayer sessions in front of Serafimõs 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.67 
 

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 Medtnerõs music, and Solovyovian musings on theurgy and 

Sophia. Bely sometimes associated the saint with Nikolayõs 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 whistlingñrushing 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 Karlovichõs òSnowstorm,ó [Op. 1, no. 5] 
our own subtly illuminated, new Christian chaos with shafts of azureñHis Dear voice from 
beyond the storm. They were joyful days. Heaven had come closer. I rejoiced over the 
Solovyovsõ grave. Serafim passed by somewhere quite close to me. And it rushed and rushed, 
sweeping by, howling and raising blizzardly raptures.68  
 

Bely endowed the snowstorm with the deepest significanceñas a symbol of Russian winter, of 

Serafim and Christ, and of the inner mystical òmusicó that he sought to give expression in his literary 

works as well as Medtnerõs actual music. For Bely, Medtner succeeded in òilluminatingó the snowy 

chaos with òshafts of azureóñjoyfully revealing the voice of Christ through the storm.69 

Serafim famously called every visitor, òmy joyó (òȗȹɊ ȻȫȯȹȼȽɇó) and Bely scholar John 

Malmstad states that the word òjoyó is a code for Serafim in his writings.70 Here and in many place 

Bely ascribes in Medtnerõs music a deep sense of joy with religious connotationsñmost clearly in his 

1906 article on Medtnerõs Goethe Lieder quoted above: òôJoy returnsõñyou want to say, delving into 

the meaning of these musical themes,ó and that, òall the best that has arisen in my thoughts and 

 
67 Bely, òSacred Colors,ó Mystical Essays, 59. 
68 Translated by Malmstad, òSerafim,ó 39 (Part 1). See Bely to EKM, 19 Mar 1903, Letter #23 in their Perepiska.  
69 Since Bely viewed Sophia as part of Christ, he would sometimes simply refer to the latter instead.  
70 Malmstad, òSerafim.ó  



114 
 

 

experiences owes much to Medtnerõs music, which truly heals the soul with potions known to it and 

only to it.ó It would seem that Bely felt the same religious joy listening to Medtner as he did when 

praying to Serafimñboth 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 Medtnerõs 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 admitñthis 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 in the name of anything. I feel that a period of silent sailing has come for me, 
or even total silence itself. Now I am going to Nikolai Karlovichõs concert. I expect to receive 
an abyss of pleasure.71 
 

In that concert (26 March 1903), Nikolay gave a full evening recital including some selections from 

his Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1.72 This recital likely redoubled Belyõs desire to write an article on Medtnerõs 

musicñthe òsilenceó did not last longñand 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 Medtnerõs collection bears an inscription from 

Lermontovõs poem, òMetelõ shumitó (òThe blizzard is roaringó) wherein the sounds of funeral bells 

can be heard through the howling of the blizzard. Notably, the extant program for Medtnerõs recital 

did not include this particular piece, testifying to Belyõs deep knowledge of the set from time spent 

with Medtner personally. In òOn Theurgyó Bely developed this image of the snowstorm and 

 
71 Bely to E. Medtner, 26 March 1903 (Letter #25). òȪ ȮȶȾȬȹȵȹ ȻȫȲȹɂȫȻȹȭȫȶȼɊ (ȺȻȳȲȸȫɉȼɇ - ɈȽȹ ȷȰȱȯȾ ȸȫȷȳ) ȳ ȭ 
ȜȹȶȹȭɇȰȭȰ, ȳ ȭ ȗȰȻȰȱȵȹȭȼȵȹȷ, ȳ ȭȹ ȭȼȰɀ, ȵȽȹ ȸȫ ȷȰȸɊ ȭȶȳɊȶ. Ȝȹ ȷȸȹȴ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ȘȳɁɃȰ, ȜȰȻȫȿȳȷ ȳ ȠȻȳȼȽȹȼ. 
ȝɊȱȰȼȽɇ ȸȹɃȳ ȸȫ ȷȹȳɀ ȺȶȰɂȫɀ. ȘȳȵȽȹ ȸȰ ȻȫȲȯȰȶȳȽ ȰȰ. ȌȾȯȾ ȱȰ ȳ Ɋ ȸȰȼȽȳ ȰȰ ȷȹȶɂȫȶȳȭȹ, ȬȰȲ ȵȻȳȵȹȭ ȳ ȭȲɆȭȫȸȳȴ ȭȹ 
ȳȷɊ ɂȰȮȹ ȬɆ Ƚȹ ȸȳ ȬɆȶȹ. ȢȾȭȼȽȭȾɉ - ȸȫȼȽȫȶȫ ȳ ȯȶɊ ȷȰȸɊ Ⱥȹȶȹȼȫ ȷȹȶɂȫȶȳȭȹȮȹ ȺȶȫȭȫȸȳɊ, ȫ ȺȹȻȹȴ ȳ ȾȷȹȶɂȫȸȳɊ. 
   ȜȰȴɂȫȼ ȳȯȾ ȸȫ ȵȹȸɁȰȻȽ ȘȳȵȹȶȫɊ ȕȫȻȶȹȭȳɂȫ. șȱȳȯȫɉ ȺȹȶȾɂȳȽɇ ȬȰȲȯȸȾ ȸȫȼȶȫȱȯȰȸȳɊ.ó 
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 Medtnerõs music: òthe howling of the blizzard no longer 

sounds like cries of anger, but like the first sacred, springtime glorifications of Eternity éa 

confirming sign of hope, sounding to us in the retreating chaos with such sweet coziness.73  

Belyõs praise of his composer friend was not the result of quickly fading youthful ardorñ

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 

Medtnerõs music in a third article, entitled òSnowy Arabesques,ó in 1910. Here, he revisits several of 

the ideas from his 1903 òOn Theurgy,ó positing again that Medtnerõs music itself is intrinsically 

related to the snowstormñindeed Bely perceives the presence of snowy arabesques in the musicõs 

very texture: 

Medtnerõs 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; 
andñimages fly: snowy flames and swords piercing the heart, a silver current of screaming 
swans. Medtnerõs music is snowy arabesques: but underneath them is a single, thoughtful night. 
Medtnerõs 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 ȫn 
arabesqueñsingle and unchanging.74 
 

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 òharmonic complexityó is 

made up of òarabesques of snowy laceó). The fact that Medtnerõs melodies are often not 

òimmediately heard by the earó (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, òO teurgii,ó 385. 
74 Bely, òSnezhnye arabeski.ó This article was not published in Belyõs lifetime and was later published in Sovetskaya 
muzyka 3 (1990), accessible here: https://mus.academy/articles/snezhnye-arabeski. The quoted Russian text appears on 
page 121. 
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repeated acquaintanceñsomething also true of Belyõs 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 oné 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.75 
 

Bely dedicated his fourth Symphony to N. K. Medtner òwith great admiration,ó and declared 

that it was he òwho inspired the theme of the Symphony.ó76 Bely confirms that Medtner was the 

first to reveal to him the theme of the snowstormñall the way back in Medtnerõs Op. 1.77 He writes 

here that the snowstorm theme came to him in 1903 as a symbol depicting òsacred loveóñjust like 

the theme of the dawn. To Bely, sacred love is a bridge between humanity and the divine. It is love 

directed towards Eternityñthe 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. òart for artõs sakeó) will fade away into nothingness: 

No matter what summit aesthetic art reaches, it will no longer satisfy us with the 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 cause, to calls for prayer. I do not 
demand limitations for art, I only bow before every work of art, and before Her or before 
Christ I fall prostrate.78 

 
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. 
78 Bely to EKM, 4 July 1903, letter #37 in Perepiska. òȕȫȵȹȴ ȬɆ ȭȰȻɃȳȸɆ ɈȼȽȰȽȳɂȰȼȵȹȰ ɀȾȯȹȱȰȼȽȭȹ ȸȳ ȯȹȼȽȳȮȫȶȹ, ȹȸȹ 
Ⱦȱ ȸȰ ȾȽȹȶȳȽ ȸȫȼ ȹȵȹȸɂȫȽȰȶɇȸȹȴ ȼȶȫȯȹȼȽɇɉ, ȹȵȹȸɂȫȽȰȶɇȸȹȴ ȼȭȹȬȹȯȹȴ, ȵȹȽȹȻȾɉ ȯȫȰȽ ȽȰȾȻȮȳɂȰȼȵȹȰ, ȻȰȶȳȮȳȹȲȸȹȰ 
ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȹ, Ƚ. Ȱ. ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȹ ȹȽȸȹȼȳȽɇȼɊ ɂȰȻȰȲ ȘȰȰ, ȼȵȹȻȹȴ ȒȫȼȽȾȺȸȳɁɆ ȳ ȚȹȷȹɄȸȳɁɆ, ȵ ȌȹȮȾ; ȽȫȵȹȰ ȱȰ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȹ ȰȼȽɇ ȾȱȰ 
ȻȰȶȳȮȳɊ, ȫ ȭȼɊȵȫɊ ȻȰȶȳȮȳɊ ȹȬɊȲɆȭȫȰȽ ȸȫȼ ȵ ȬȰȼȵȹȸȰɂȸȹ ȬȹȶɇɃȹȷȾ, ȹɀȭȫȽɆȭȫȰȽ ȱȳȲȸɇ, ȵ ȼȭɊȽȹȷȾ ȯȰȶȾ, 
ȵ ȷȹȶȳȽȭȰ ȭȲɆȭȫȰȽ. Ȫ ȸȰ ȽȻȰȬȾɉ ȹȮȻȫȸȳɂȰȸȳɊ ȳȼȵȾȼȼȽȭȾ, Ɋ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ȺȻȰȵȶȹȸɊɉȼɇ ȺȻȰȯ ȭȼɊȵȳȷ ɀȾȯȹȱȰȼȽȭȰȸȸɆȷ 
ȺȻȹȳȲȭȰȯȰȸȳȰȷ, ȺȰȻȰȯ ȘȰȴ ȱȰ ȳȶȳ ȺȰȻȰȯ ȠȻȳȼȽȹȷ Ɋ Ⱥȫȯȫɉ ȸȳɁ.ó 
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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 Christõs own second coming. Due to this belief, he began 

to perceive indications of Sophiaõs coming as veiled symbols within poetry of the past. In òOn 

Theurgyó he analyzes the òveiledó appearance of Sophia in Lermontov, while perceiving her 

presence more directly in Medtnerõs musicñbehind the snowstorms. 

 

òOn Theurgyó 

Belyõs essay is divided into six sections, of which the fifth is on Medtnerõs music. Written in 

June-July 1903 for Merezhkovskyõs 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, Belyõs 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 òSymbolismó 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 Belyõs essay as a òschoolboy 

exerciseó and that òits existence does not exclude the need to say and write about the same thing 

again.ó79 Bryusovõs 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 

òsame thing againó as he built up his theory of Symbolism into an imposing philosophical edifice. 

 òOn Theurgyó 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 

 
79 Quoted in the editorõs note to Belyõs òO teurgii,ó 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.80 As we know from his letters to Blok, Morozova, and 

Emil Medtner, alongside his latter unpublished ònotes for an autobiography,ó since at least 1898, 

Bely routinely underwent profound, ecstatic mystical experiences that directly informed his creative 

writing.81 In his essays, these mystical experiences are often described in vivid detailñindeed, 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 artistõs mystical experiences. Solovyov had defined theurgy as òthe union of mysticism with 

artóña definition which Bely repeatedly employed.82 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 Medtnerõs 

music in the winter of 1902-03. The music had a powerful physical effect on him. As he wrote to 

Emil, òI 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 Beethovenõs 9th Symphony 

(true). I was not myself all day and, it seems, offended Nikolay Karlovich with stupidly immoderate 

praise.83 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 

Medtnerõs Acht Stimmungsbilder [òEight Mood-Picturesó], an album of piano miniatures drawn from 

 
80 John E. Malmstad summarizes Belyõs many mystical experiences in òSerafim.ó 
81 Indeed, many of the incredible visions that populate his essays seem to have been actually experienced in real life. 
82 Bely, Mystical Essaysě59. From his 1904 essay, òSacred Colors.ó 
83 Bely to E. Medtner, 30 January 1903 (#18). 
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youthful material begun as early as 1896. 84 It was partially premiered only in January and March of 

1903 and published the next month.85 In any case, Belyõs narrative reading of Medtnerõs albumñ

which refers to the specific pieces in the order in which they appearñexpands upon the 

Sophiological ideas and imagery that he used in his private discussions of the sonataõs second theme, 

reviewed above. The narrative itself should not shock anyone with familiarity of Belyõs 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 òchaotically joyfuló 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 Medtnerõs music at the very center of the religious and artistic concerns of the 

Symbolists in 1903.  

In the musicological literature Belyõs essay has received some attention, no doubt due to its 

discussion of real music and its programmatic titleñtantalizingly 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 Belyõs writings on music, òwe 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 Medtnersõ bete noire for his modernist emphasis on colorful orchestration and harmonic 
extravagances. 
85 Flamm, Metner, 358-59. 
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powers.ó86 Simon Morrison calls the essay, òthe most perversely intriguing Symbolist rumination on 

music,ó but complains of the same problem Taruskin had, i.e., that the Symbolists cared only about 

òMusic, the metaphysical experience, as opposed to music, the art or craft of composition.ó 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.87 After reading the essay, 

neither scholar is any closer to understanding what makes Medtnerõs 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 puzzleñunfortunately what he quotes is nonsensical.88 Even Rebecca Mitchell, a 

historian well versed in Symbolist literature, makes no effort to explain Belyõs Sophiological 

interpretation of the music, simply noting that he òcelebrates the ability of Nikolayõs music to 

overcome the ôdivisionõ of modern life.ó89 

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 Belyõs mystical òtrappingsó despite the fact that his entire oeuvre cannot be understood 

otherwise).90 Unsurprisingly, confusion over what the word òtheurgyó means reigns supreme, 

 
86 Taruskin, Traditions, 437. 
87 Morrison, Symbolist, 8-10. 
88 The passage by Ryan Rowen appears on Morrison, Symbolist, 9. Rowen accounts for the òtheurgicó 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 òdivineó 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.  
89 Mitchell, Nietzscheõs Orphans, 130. It must be said that in this essay, Bely does not talk of overcoming a òdivisionó of 
modern life, although, as an interpretation of his apocalyptic thinking, it is not unreasonable. Mitchell makes no mention 
at all of Belyõs Sophiological interpretation of Medtnerõs music. 
90 One of the most prominent examples of this in Russian literary studies is Leonid Livakõs In Search of Russian Modernism 
(2018), wherein he repeatedly claims that Belyõs essays on Symbolism are incomprehensible and that modern day 
scholars should stop using the term òSymbolismó in favor of òmodernism.ó To Bely and many others during the first 
decade of the century, òmodernismó 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 Stravinskyõs early 

career, defines òtheurgyó as òa divine agency of revelation and prophecy and a path to a 

transcendent metaphysical truth.ó91 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 

Belyõs words from the section of his essay dealing with Medtner, the theurgist must be òordainedó 

within the òmainstream of humanityõs spiritual culture,ó which òsupports and nourishes the creator 

with the consciousness of communal goals and communal paths shared with the greatest spiritual 

leaders of culture.ó92 When Taruskin instead writes that the theurgist desires òthe overthrow of 

tradition, the freeing of technique, and the dissolution of ôform,õó he is clearly not drawing from 

Belyõs essay (which he does cite). Morrison simply dismisses Belyõs theurgy as part of what he 

considers to be òthe Symbolist caricature of serious religious thought.ó93 But, to reiterate my basic 

claim: Symbolism cannot be understood as anything other than religious thought (that took itself 

very seriously).94 

The second reason why Belyõs essay has evoked such bewilderment has to do with the issue 

of prestigeñor, Medtnerõs lack of it. The simple fact that Bely praised Medtner as his theurgic 

composer of choice, itself condemned the essay in the eyes of musicologistsñto whom Medtner has 

long been a non-entity. With no justification, Taruskin states that Belyõs òimprobable focusó on 

Medtner could òonly puzzle a musician.ó95 His amusingly written dismissal of the composer is based 

 
91 Taruskin, Traditions, I, 437. 
92 Bely, òO teurgyii,ó 382, my translation. 
93 Morrison, Symbolism, 8.  
94 Mitchell has a discussion of Solovyovõs theurgy on pages 32-33 in her Nietzscheõs Orphans, although without the 
presence of Sophiaña crucial component of Solovyovõs mystical thought. 
95 Taruskin, Traditions, 781, 437. Taruskin does not show any specific knowledge of Medtnerõs music in this text. 
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entirely on Medtnerõs 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 òSymphonies,ó 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 òthe ultimate artistic genius of our time.ó [i.e. Scriabin]  é If it 
astonishes us that he chose as a paradigm an innocent, early, and innocuous set of character 
pieces (Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1) by Nikolay Medtner, the poor manõs Rachmaninoff, that only 
goes to show that for a theurgic Symbolist even a tepid piece of music was warmer than a 
hot poem. 96 
 

Surely Bely should have written about Scriabin instead if òkindred theurgic spirits inevitably 

recognize each otheró? To Taruskin, the answer is clearñthey do not.97 This leads him to dismiss 

Belyõs 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 Ivanovõs essays taken seriously and Belyõs not, especially 

when only the latter held òtechnical knowledge of musicó).98  

The idea that Scriabin should have been the ònaturaló 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-ódawnsó generation. 

Sciabin had just quit his job as a piano professor in the Moscow conservatory with his eyes set on an 

early òretirementó in Switzerland, and would live abroad during Symbolismsõ heyday from 1904 to 

1910. Furthermore, Scriabinõs own non-Christian mysticism did not closely resemble that developed 

 
96 Taruskin, Defining Russia Musically, 317-18. 
97 Taruskin, Traditions, I, 782.  
98 Morrison, on page 11 of Russian Opera and the Symbolist Movement, claims that Ivanov wrote extensively about Scriabin in 
his 1910 article, òThe Testaments of Symbolism.ó There is no mention of Scriabin in that article. Ivanov did not become 
acquainted with Scriabin until he moved to Moscow in 1913. Ivanovõs 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 commentary to Ivanovõs 1915 essay, òScriabinõs View of 
Art,ó in Selected Essays, 312-313. 
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by the Symbolists or Solovyov.99 Morrison writes that, òfrom its 1903 conception to its ultimate 

abandonment, the Mysterium did not and could not exist in this world.ó100 Scriabinõs ambition to 

transcend the material world and usher in the spiritual transformation of humanity is quite different 

from Solovyovõs 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 

Belyõs praise. 

òOn Theurgyó was written under the exuberant sway of music. Bely recognized the magical 

hold it has over him: òMusic is real, elemental magic.ó He thought that humanity was reaching a full 

understanding of its power, and, therefore, that òthe ability to spontaneously influence, subjugate, 

and enchant is undoubtedly growing.ó101 But, magic is not what Bely wants. Even if all great music is 

magical, he says, òthen not all of it is theurgic.ó This is dangerous because magic has the ability to 

òcontrol the elements through the sounds of the soul.ó But, to engage in such practice for oneself 

and not for the Glory of God is òa sin and a horror.ó True theurgy is magic òaddressed to the 

Lord.ó102 The theurgist, crying out to the Lord, 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: òThe presence of this touch of theurgy determines the 

 
99 For a discussion of Scriabin, see Mitchell, Orphans, 68-73. In the 1910s, many critics would begin to describe Scriabinõs 
music in theurgic terms, even if his own personal brand of mysticism was far from Solovyovõs conception of theurgy. 
See Mitchell, òScriabin and the Russian Silver Age,ó in Demystifying Scriabin, 26-45. 
100 Morrison, Symbolism, 147. 
101 Bely, òO teurgii,ó 374. òȗȾȲɆȵȫ ɈȽȹ ȯȰȴȼȽȭȳȽȰȶɇȸȫɊ, ȼȽȳɀȳȴȸȫɊ ȷȫȮȳɊ. ȗȾȲɆȵȫ ȯȹȼȰȶȰ ȬɆȶȫ ȭȺȰȻȰȯȳ 
ȰȭȻȹȺȰȴȼȵȹȮȹ ɂȰȶȹȭȰɂȰȼȽȭȫ. ȌɆȽɇ ȷȹȱȰȽ, ȶȳɃɇ ȭ ȸȫȼȽȹɊɄȾɉ ȷȳȸȾȽȾ ȹȸȹ ȸȫɂȳȸȫȰȽ ȭȺȶȹȽȸȾɉ ȺȹȯɀȹȯȳȽɇ ȵ 
ȷȾȲɆȵȰ, ȭȬȳȻȫɊ ȭ ȼȰȬɊ ȰȰ ȼȽȳɀȳȴȸȾɉ ȷȫȮȳɂȰȼȵȾɉ ȷȹɄɇ. ȜȺȹȼȹȬȸȹȼȽɇ ȼȽȳɀȳȴȸȹ ȭȶȳɊȽɇ, ȺȹȯɂȳȸɊȽɇ, ȲȫɂȫȻȹȭɆȭȫȽɇ 
ȸȰȼȹȷȸȰȸȸȹ ȻȫȼȽȰȽ. ȝȫȵ ȬȾȯȰȽ ȳ ȭȺȻȰȯɇ.ó 
102 Ibid., beginning of section IV, 376. Bely thus calls theurgy òwhite magic.ó òȐȼȶȳ ȭȼɊȵȫɊ ȮȶȾȬȹȵȫɊ ȷȾȲɆȵȫ, Ƚȫȵ ȳȶȳ 
ȳȸȫɂȰ ȭȹȺȶȹɄȫȰȷȫɊ, ȭ ȹȼȸȹȭȰ ȼȭȹȰȴ ȷȫȮȳɂȸȫ, Ƚȹ ȯȫȶȰȵȹ ȸȰ ȭȼɊȵȫɊ ȽȰȾȻȮȳɂȸȫ. ȝȰȾȻȮȳɊ ȼ ɈȽȹȴ Ƚȹɂȵȳ ȲȻȰȸȳɊ 
ɊȭȶɊȰȽȼɊ ȵȫȵ ȬɆ ȬȰȶȹȴ ȷȫȮȳȰȴ. Ȑȼȶȳ ȮȹȭȹȻȳȽȼɊ ȺȻȹȻȹȵȫȷ, ɀȹȯɊɄȳȷ ȺȰȻȰȯ ȎȹȼȺȹȯȹȷ: çȞȽȰɃȫȴȽȰ, ȾȽȰɃȫȴȽȰ ȸȫȻȹȯ 
ȷȹȴè, Ƚȹ, ȸȫȹȬȹȻȹȽ, ȵ ȷȫȮȫȷ, ȭȶȫȯȰɉɄȳȷ Ƚȫȴȸȹȴ ȼȹȼȽȫȭȶȰȸȳɊ çȸȰȰȱȰȯȸȰȭȸɆɀ ȼȹɂȰȽȫȸȳȴè ȺȹȭȼȰȯȸȰȭȸɆɀ ȼȶȹȭ, ȸȹ 
ȸȰ ȹȬȻȫɄȰȸȸɆȷ ȵ ȎȹȼȺȹȯȾ, ȹȽȸȹȼȳȽȼɊ ȮȻȹȲȸȹȰ: çȝȰȻȫȿȳȷɆ ȮȹȭȹȻɊȽ ȺȾȼȽȹȰ, ȳ ȭȰɄȾȸɆ ȭȳȯɊȽ ȶȹȱȸȹȰ...è, Ƚ. Ȱ. 
ȾȷȰȸȳȰ ȷȫȮȳɂȰȼȵȳ ȾȺȻȫȭȶɊȽɇ ȼȽȳɀȳɊȷȳ ȺȹȼȻȰȯȼȽȭȹȷ ȲȭȾɂȫȸȳȴ ȯȾɃȳ ȸȰ ȭȹ ȼȶȫȭȾ Ȍȹȱȳɉ ñ ȮȻȰɀ ȳ Ⱦȱȫȼ.ó In 1909, 
he would return to the topic of magic, publishing perhaps his most famous essay, òThe Magic of Words.ó 
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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.ó103 As such, theurgy has the potential for far greater power in comparison to magic 

which is not addressed to God: òThe 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 Godõs mercy. That is 

why the consolation of magic, no matter its power, is always the consolation of emptiness.ó104 

 But how can the artist imbue their art with prayer; to properly orient it towards the Lord? To 

do so, Bely says, one must reveal Eternity within it, to reveal the Face of artñSophia. 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.105 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 òwith a cold gaze.ó106 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 transientñin Lermontov this results in 
the combination of the search for eternal love with the search for love in Eternity. From here, 

 
103 Bely, òO teurgii,ó section II. òȚȻȳȼȾȽȼȽȭȳȰȷ ɈȽȹȮȹ ȸȫȶȰȽȫ ȽȰȾȻȮȳȳ ȹȺȻȰȯȰȶɊȰȽȼɊ ɂȾȯȹȯȰȴȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȼȽɇ ȸȰȵȹȽȹȻɆɀ 
ȳȼȵȶɉɂȳȽȰȶɇȸɆɀ ɀȾȯȹȱȰȼȽȭȰȸȸɆɀ ȷȰȼȽ, ȭȼȽȻȰɂȫɉɄȳɀȼɊ Ⱦ ȼȭȰȽȼȵȳɀ ȺȳȼȫȽȰȶȰȴ, ȸȫȺȻȳȷȰȻ Ⱦ ȏȹȼȽȹȰȭȼȵȹȮȹ, ȎȹȮȹȶɊ, 
ȎɋȽȰ, ȺȹȽȹȷȾ ɂȽȹ ȭȹ ȭȼɊȵȹȴ ȷȹȶȳȽȭȰ ȲȫȵȶɉɂȰȸȫ ȭȹȲȷȹȱȸȹȼȽɇ ȺȹȶȾɂȰȸȳɊ ɈȽȹȴ ɂȾȯȹȯȰȴȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȴ ȼȳȶɆ ȌȹȱȳȰȴ...ó 
104 Ibid., end of section IV. òȜȳȶȫ ȳ ȺȻȰȳȷȾɄȰȼȽȭȹ ȽȰȾȻȮȳȳ ȺȰȻȰȯ ȷȫȮȳȰȴ ȲȫȵȶɉɂȫȰȽȼɊ ȭ Ƚȹȷ, ɂȽȹ ȺȰȻȭȫɊ ȭȼɊ 
ȺȻȹȸȳȲȫȸȫ ȺȶȫȷȰȸȸȹȴ ȶɉȬȹȭɇɉ ȳ ȭɆȼȹɂȫȴɃȰȴ ȸȫȯȰȱȯȹȴ ȸȫ ȷȳȶȹȼȽɇ Ȍȹȱȳɉ. ȍȹȽ ȺȹɂȰȷȾ ȾȽȰɃȰȸȳȰ ȷȫȮȳȰȴ, 
ȵȫȵȹɉ ȬɆ ȺȹȼȶȰȯȸɊɊ ȸȳ ȹȬȶȫȯȫȶȫ ȷȹɄɇɉ, ȰȼȽɇ ȹȺɊȽɇ-Ƚȫȵȳ ȾȽȰɃȰȸȳȰ ȺȾȼȽȹȽȹɉéó 
105 Love poetry treated in this way is one of the major ways in which òSophiaó is imagined by the Symbolists. Another is 
through nature poetry, i.e. pastoral tropes of nymphs and beautiful natureñthis approaches Sophia in her guise as the 
òWorld Souló. A third way is to employ biblical imagery like the dawn and the òFace in the Sunó to express Sophia 
directly and in more overtly religious terms.  
106 Bely here refers to Lermontovõs 1830 poem, òȜȺȫȼȳȬȹó (òThank youó), 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 stepñand the beloved creature becomes a bottomless symbol, a 
window into which looks in an Eternal, Radiant Friendñthe Belovedé107 
 

Bely is disappointed in Lermontov, however. He did not take that final stepñthinking his vision of 

Eternity was òincorporeal,ó Lermontov òbreaks off the shoots of his insights, which could have 

turned into lush plants touching the heavens.ó As such he remained a òdisappointed demonistó [i.e.  

magician] and failed to turn into Pushkinõs famous òpoor knightó who saw òone vision, 

incomprehensible to the mind.ó108 

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, Pushkinõs òThe Poor 

Knightóñabout 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): òLumen coelum, sancta Rosa!ó [òLight of Heaven, holy Rose!ó].109 

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, òI knew what I was doing 

when I confused Sophia with Maria, but in the plane on which I stood (symbolic, not embodied), one 

can and should confuse Sophia with Maria.ó110 Medtner used this poem as an inscription to his òFairy 

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

 
107 Bely, òO teurgii,ó section IV. òȓȼȵȫȸȳȰ ȭȰɂȸȹȴ ȶɉȬȭȳ ȭȹȽ Ƚȹ ɂȾȭȼȽȭȹ, ȵȹȽȹȻȹȰ ȲȫȼȽȫȭȶɊȶȹ ȖȰȻȷȹȸȽȹȭȫ 
ȹȬȻȫɄȫȽɇȼɊ ȵ ȶɉȬȳȷȹȴ ȱȰȸɄȳȸȰ ȼ ȺȻȹȼɇȬȹȴ çȾȬȳȽɇ ɀȹȶȹȯȸɆȷ ȭȲȹȻȹȷè ȸȫȯȰȱȯɆ. ȌȹɊȲȸɇ ȳ ȼȹȲȸȫȸȳȰ, ɂȽȹ ȵȫȱȯȫɊ 
ȲȰȷȸȫɊ ȶɉȬȹȭɇ ȺȻȰɀȹȯɊɄȫ ȭȷȰȼȽȰ ȼ ȳȼȵȫȸȳȰȷ ȭ ȶɉȬȳȷȹȷ ȼȾɄȰȼȽȭȰ ȹȽȬȶȰȼȵȫ ȍȰɂȸȹȼȽȳ, ȹȼȭȹȬȹȱȯȫȰȷȹȮȹ ȺȫȷɊȽɇɉ 
ȳȲ-Ⱥȹȯ ȹȵȹȭ ȼȶȾɂȫȴȸȹȮȹ ȳ ȺȻȰɀȹȯɊɄȰȮȹ, ȭȼȰ ɈȽȹ ȼȹɂȰȽȫȰȽ Ⱦ ȖȰȻȷȹȸȽȹȭȫ ȳȼȵȫȸȳȰ ȭȰɂȸȹȴ ȶɉȬȭȳ ȼ ȳȼȵȫȸȳȰȷ 
ȶɉȬȭȳ Ⱦ ȍȰɂȸȹȼȽȳ. șȽȼɉȯȫ ȰɄȰ ȹȯȳȸ ɃȫȮ ȳ ȶɉȬȳȷȹȰ ȼȾɄȰȼȽȭȹ ȼȽȫȸȹȭȳȽȼɊ ȶȳɃɇ ȬȰȲȯȹȸȸɆȷ ȼȳȷȭȹȶȹȷ, ȹȵȸȹȷ, ȭ 
ȵȹȽȹȻȹȰ ȲȫȮȶɊȯɆȭȫȰȽ ȵȫȵȫɊ-Ƚȹ ȍȰɂȸȫɊ, ȖȾɂȰȲȫȻȸȫɊ ȚȹȯȻȾȮȫ - ȍȹȲȶɉȬȶȰȸȸȫɊ...ó 
108 Ibid. òȐȼȶȳ ȬɆ ȖȰȻȷȹȸȽȹȭ ȼȹȲȸȫȶ, ɂȽȹ ȰȮȹ ȭȳȯȰȸɇȰ ȸȰ ȬȰȼȺȶȹȽȸȹ, ȫ ȬȰȼȺȶȹȽȸȫ Ƚȫ ȺȹȶȾȷȫȼȵȫ, ȳȲ-Ⱥȹȯ ȵȹȽȹȻȹȴ 
ȬȶȰȼȸȾȶ ȰȷȾ ȶȾɂ ȱȳȲȸȳ ȭȰɂȸȹȴ, Ƚȹ ȳȲ ȻȫȲȹɂȫȻȹȭȫȸȸȹȮȹ ȯȰȷȹȸȳȼȽȫ ȹȬȻȫȽȳȶȼɊ ȬɆ ȭ ȽȹȮȹ ȻɆɁȫȻɊ ȬȰȯȸȹȮȹ, ȵȹȽȹȻȹȮȹ 
ȚȾɃȵȳȸ ȲȫȼȽȫȭȳȶ ȾȭȳȯȰȽɇ çȹȯȸȹ ȭȳȯȰȸɇȰ, ȸȰȺȹȼȽȳȱȸȹȰ ȾȷȾè, ȳ ȾȱȰ, ȹɂȰȭȳȯȸȹ, ȬȰȲ ȭȼɊȵȹȴ ȺȹȶȾȷȫȼȵȳ. Șȹ ɈȽȹȮȹ ȸȰ 
ȬɆȶȹ ȼ ȖȰȻȷȹȸȽȹȭɆȷ ȳ ȭȹȽ ȹȸ ȹȬȻɆȭȫȰȽ ȻȹȼȽȵȳ ȼȭȹȳɀ ȺȻȹȲȻȰȸȳȴ, ȷȹȮȾɄȳȰ ȹȬȻȫȽȳȽɇȼɊ ȭ ȺɆɃȸɆȰ ȻȫȼȽȰȸȳɊ, 
ȭȰȻɃȳȸȹȴ ȵȫȼȫɉɄȳȰȼɊ ȸȰȬȰȼ.ó 
109 This is also a saying associated with the Rosicrucians, and Bely would participate in the early twentieth-century revival 
of this medieval Christian esotericism. 
110 Bely to EKM, 10 November 1903 (letter #54). 
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Medtnerõs 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, Medtnerõs òknightlyó pieces fit in 

easily with Belyõs and Blokõs 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.111 

Bely demands from Lermontov one more step: one which would have resulted in his 

recognition in òthe light breath of the breeze the dawn greeting of Her, Whom he had sought all his 

life and almost found so many times.ó112 Here Bely quotes from one of the primary biblical sources 

of Sophia, The Wisdom of Solomon, in which òWisdomó 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. [é] She is more beautiful than the sun 
and outshines every constellation of the stars. In comparison with the light she is higheré113 
 

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 Sophiaõs presence in the soul 

and then, explicitly or implicitly, address their creations to Her.114  

 
111 This is especially apparent in his early Op. 14 set of two òFairy Tales.ó The first, entitled òOpheliaõs Song,ó invoking 
Shakespeareõs Opheliaña common name for Sophia used by Alexander Blokñis followed by Medtnerõs spectacular 
òRitterzugó (procession of the knights). 
112 Bely, òO teurgii,ó section IV. òȐɄȰ ɃȫȮ, ȰɄȰ ȹȯȳȸ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ɃȫȮ ȖȰȻȷȹȸȽȹȭ ȾȲȸȫȶ ȬɆ ȭ ȶȰȮȵȹȷ ȯȾȸȹȭȰȸȳȳ ȭȰȽȰȻȵȫ 
ȲȫȻȰȭȹȴ ȺȻȳȭȰȽ ȝȹȴ, ȕȹȽȹȻȾɉ ȹȸ ȳȼȵȫȶ ȭȼɉ ȱȳȲȸɇ ȳ ȼȽȹȶɇȵȹ ȻȫȲ ȺȹɂȽȳ ȸȫɀȹȯȳȶéó 
113 Wisdom 7:26-27, 29. New Catholic Bible translation, slightly altered to fit Belyõs 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 òO teurgiió): òShe is the idea of the universe, the Soul of the world, whom Solovyov calls Sophia, the 
Wisdom of God and Who embodies the Divine Logosé Medieval hymns are addressed to Her: ôMater Dei sine spinañ
pecaetorum medicinalé.õó 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 spiritõs urge for eternal 
love, or, tearing off the half-mask, find Eternity, so that at last a òvision incomprehensible to the 
mindó may flash upon us poor knights.115 
 

Bely clearly viewed himself and his friends of the òdawnó 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 

fellow knights, Medtner, and his Stimmungsbilder. To Bely, the eight works of the album reveal òthe 

freshness and density of remarkable talent and impeccable completeness of form.ó But, more 

importantly, they are òcharacterized by their theurgism.ó116  

Bely bestows his highest honor on this òcomposer-theurgistó in whom he sees so much of 

himself, his desires, and his òawaiting moods.ó Crucially, he sees such a resemblance to Medtner 

precisely because of the composerõs lack of modernist experimentation. The boldly novel use of the 

everyday and familiar is the key to make magic happenñnot 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 
composerõs ideas as a kind of spiritual guidance.117 

 
115 Bely, òO teurgii,ó end of section IV. òȝȫ, ȵȹȽȹȻȾɉ ȹȸ ȭȼɉ ȱȳȲȸɇ ȳȼȵȫȶ, ȸȰ ȹȽȵȻɆȶȫȼɇ ȰȷȾ ȯȹ ȵȹȸɁȫ, ȸȹ ȳ ȸȰ 
ȹȼȽȫȶȫȼɇ ȭ ȷȫȼȵȰ. ȍȼɊ ȷȾɂȳȽȰȶɇȸȹȼȽɇ ȰȮȹ ȺȹȻɆȭȫȸȳȴ ȵ ȍȰɂȸȹȼȽȳ ȲȫȵȶɉɂȫȰȽȼɊ ȭ Ƚȹȷ, ɂȽȹ ȸȰȵȹȽȹȻɆȰ ɂȰȻȽɆ ȐȰ 
ȬɆȶȳ ȯȹȼȽȾȺȸɆ ȰȷȾ. șȸȫ ȬɆȶȫ ȲȫȵȻɆȽȫ ȹȽ ȸȰȮȹ Ƚȹȶɇȵȹ ȺȹȶȾȷȫȼȵȹȴ. ȘȰȻȫȲȻȰɃȰȸȸȹȰ ȖȰȻȷȹȸȽȹȭɆȷ ȭȲɆȭȫȰȽ ȭ 
ȸȫɃȳɀ ȯȾɃȫɀ. ȗɆ ȳȶȳ ȯȹȶȱȸɆ ȲȫȵȻɆȽɇ ȮȶȫȲȫ ȸȫ ȺȻȹȻɆȭȫȸȳȰ ȯȾɀȫ ȵ ȭȰɂȸȹȴ ȶɉȬȭȳ, ȳȶȳ, ȼȹȻȭȫȭ ȺȹȶȾȷȫȼȵȾ, ȸȫȴȽȳ 
ȍȰɂȸȹȼȽɇ, ɂȽȹȬɆ ȸȫȵȹȸȰɁ ȬȶȰȼȸȾȶȹ ȸȫȷ - ȬȰȯȸɆȷ ȻɆɁȫȻɊȷ çȭȳȯȰȸɇȰ, ȸȰȺȹȼȽȳȱȸȹȰ ȾȷȾèéó 
116 Ibid., beginning of section V. 
117 Ibid. òȒȯȰȼɇ ȸȰ ȸȫȴȯȰɃɇ ȸȳ ȵȫȵȹȿȹȸȳȳ, ȸȳ ȬȹȶȰȲȸȰȸȸȹ-ȸȰȻȭȸȹȴ ȳȲȯȰȻȮȫȸȸȹȼȽȳ, ȸȳ ȫȶɊȺȹȭȫȽȹȴ 
ȻȫȲȱȳȱȰȸȸȹȼȽȳ, ȼȽȹȶɇ ɀȫȻȫȵȽȰȻȸȹȴ ȯȶɊ ȸȫɃȳɀ ȷȹȶȹȯɆɀ ȳ Ⱥȹȯɂȫȼ ȽȫȶȫȸȽȶȳȭɆɀ ȵȹȷȺȹȲȳȽȹȻȹȭ. ȟȹȻȷȫ ȭȰȲȯȰ 
ȵȻȳȼȽȫȶɇȸȹ ɂȳȼȽȫ, ȫ ȷȰȱȯȾ ȽȰȷ ȲȫȽȻȫȮȳȭȫȰȷɆȰ ȳȯȰȳ ȼȹȭȰȻɃȰȸȸȹ ȸȹȭɆ ȳ ȱȰȶȫȸȸɆ. ȘȫɃȳ ȹȱȳȯȫȸȳɊ, ȬȹȻȰȸȳɊ 
ȸȫɃȳ ȵȻȳȼȽȫȶȶȳȲȹȭȫȸɆ ȭ ȳɀ ȽȳȺȳɂȰȼȵȳɀ ɂȰȻȽȫɀ. ȚȻȳȼȶȾɃȳȭȫɊȼɇ ȵ ȽȹȷȾ, ɂȽȹ ȲȭȾɂȳȽ ȸȫȷ ȭ ȺȻȹȳȲȭȰȯȰȸȳɊɀ Ȯ. 
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Medtner has a theurgic effect on Bely and, precisely for that reason, he wants to compare the 

composerõs music to Lermontovõs almost-but-not-quite theurgic verse. It is unclear to what extent 

Belyõs decision was fueled by the fact that Medtner himself used inscriptions from Lermontov in the 

set. As Christoph Flamm shows, Medtner worked closely with Lermontovõs poetry as he composed 

his earliest musicñin 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 

òRusalkaó in mind for his Op. 2/1.118  

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 

Medtnerõs Op. 1ñone that fits perfectly well with the two epigraphs in the score. Overall, Belyõs 

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 Medtnerõs music.119 The set already amply shows 

Medtnerõs perhaps most distinguishing trait as a composerñthe 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 

 
ȗȰȽȸȰȻȫ, ȷɆ ȸȰȭȹȶɇȸȹ ȻȫȲȬȳȻȫȰȷȼɊ ȭ ȸȫɃȳɀ ɂȾȭȼȽȭȹȭȫȸȳɊɀ, ȺȹȶɇȲȾɊȼɇ ȳȯȰɊȷȳ ȵȹȷȺȹȲȳȽȹȻȫ ȵȫȵ ȼȭȹȰȮȹ Ȼȹȯȫ 
ȯȾɀȹȭȸɆȷ ȻȾȵȹȭȹȯȼȽȭȹȷ.ó 
118 See the extensive discussion in Flamm, Metner, 144-162. In 1903 Medtner òabandonedó 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, Metner, 358-59. 
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schematic form, testifying to Medtnerõs 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 Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1, Overview. 

Piece Designation Key (secondary key) Lermontov Inscription 

I. Prologue E-maj òAn Angel flew across the midnight sky and 
he sang a quiet song...ó 

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) òThe blizzard is roaring and snow is falling, 
but through the noise of the wind a distant 
ringing sometimes breaks through, 
hummingñthatõs echo of a funeral.ó 

VI. Allegro con humore Db-maj (Bb-min)  

VII. Allegro con ira F#-min  

VIII. Allegro con grazia 
(quasi valse) 

A-maj  

 

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 oppositionña 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 Belyõs reading), the final three pieces are all 
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short and dance-like (performed at various shades of òAllegroó) and feature the kinds of rhythmic 

and metrical complexities that are typical of Medtnerõs 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 òPrologue,ó has received some attention in the Medtner literature due to 

its epigraph from Lermontovõs poem òAngel,ó 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.120 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; Belyõs commentary will help us clear up one of them. The first 

misconception is one of those classic òbiographerõs mythsó that gets endlessly recycled by scholars 

looking for a fun story (but who should know better). As the story goes, Medtner only òdiscoveredó 

after the fact that the melody line perfectly fits the text.121 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. 1.122 This fact explains the form of the final pieceña through composed 

setting of the four quatrains.123 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 2nd, 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 Pinsonneaultõs 1956 French-language biography of Medtner. It was reproduced in 
Martyn, Medtnerě17, and even in Mitchell, Nietzscheõs Orphans, 118.  
122 See Flamm, Metner, 358. He even reproduces a facsimile of the early draft on page 662. 
123 Rebecca Mitchellõs assertion that this first piece is in a òsimple ABA formó is incorrect, as there is no self-contained 
òBó section in the piece. See Mitchell, Nietzscheõs 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.124 

 

Example 2.6. Medtner, Acht Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1, I. òPrologue,ó mm. 1-6. 

 

This piece is often held up as a prime example of Medtnerõs 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 overly 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 AAõBBõCDAB, with each letter (typically) eight bars. 
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lengthening echo of the right hand.125 Overall, this calculated rhythmic effect cannot be said to be 

characteristic of Medtnerõs compositional practice, as he otherwise shuns such òartificialó 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 Medtnerõs mature rhythmic practice.  

Now we have arrived at the third and final misconception of this work, and one that Bely 

can help us withñi.e. what does it mean? The poem which it sets, Lermontovõs òAngel,ó 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, òwordless, but alive.ó Trying to find 

òsongs of the earthó that could rival the heavenly song. Languishing on earth, and òfull of wondrous 

desire,ó the soul can never be satisfied with the òdull songs of the earth.ó126 Not surprisingly, 

commentators focus on the òheavenly songó aspect of the poemñtypically reading it as an example 

of his religious-aesthetic theory of the òinitial songó 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 òbasis on which Medtnerõs lifelong aesthetic philosophy rested,ó127 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 Belyõs own interpretation of the piece in òOn Theurgyó: 

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 nightõs 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 properly 
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 Wachtelõs translation. See Wachtel, Introduction to Russian Poetry, 85. 
127 Martyn, Medtner, 17. Mitchell also makes the same claim, discussing Medtnerõs ideas in the context of Platonic theories 
of remembranceñsee 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 òan angel was flying across the 
midnight sky and singing a quiet songó... And the soul asked to fly, even if it was threatened by 
the stirring chaos.128 
 

 Musically speaking, Bely takes note of the rhythmic complexities and the atmospheric effects 

they create (òflowing chords, hovering in the skyé currents colliding in the heights,ó 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 òworld of sadness and tears.ó Indeed, Belyõs 

interpretation emphasizes the fundamentally tragic nature of Lermontovõs 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 heavensñone 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 poemõs third stanza: òHe carried in his embraces a young soul / For 

the world of sadness and tears; / And the sound of his song in the young soul / Remainedñ

wordless but alive.ó129 Here, Medtner builds up to a tragic climax right on òtears.ó What Medtner 

 
128 Bely, òO teurgii,ó Section V, in Manifesty, 384. Bely quotes an untitled Lermontov poem from 1841. òȚȰȻȭɆȴ ȸȹȷȰȻ 
ȫȶɇȬȹȷȫ ȭɆȻȫȱȫȰȽ ȵȫȵ ȻȫȲ Ƚȹ ɂȾȭȼȽȭȹ, ȵȹȽȹȻȹȰ ȲȫȼȽȫȭȳȶȹ ȖȰȻȷȹȸȽȹȭȫ ȸȫȺȳȼȫȽɇ ȼȭȹȳ ȲȸȫȷȰȸȳȽɆȰ ȼȽȻȹȵȳ: 'ȍɆɀȹȱȾ 
ȹȯȳȸ Ɋ ȸȫ ȯȹȻȹȮȾ./ ȜȵȭȹȲɇ ȽȾȷȫȸ ȵȻȰȷȸȳȼȽɆȴ ȺȾȽɇ ȬȶȰȼȽȳȽ./ Șȹɂɇ Ƚȳɀȫ, ȺȾȼȽɆȸɊ ȭȸȰȷȶȰȽ ȌȹȮȾ,/ ȓ ȲȭȰȲȯȫ ȼ 
ȲȭȰȲȯȹɉ ȮȹȭȹȻȳȽ.õ Șȹ ɈȽȹ ȻȫȲȯȭȹȰȸȳȰ ȷȰȱȯȾ ȺȻȳȻȹȯȹȴ, ȽȹȻȱȰȼȽȭȰȸȸȹ ȾȼȺȹȵȹȰȸȸȹȴ ȭ ȹȬɅɊȽȳɊɀ ȸȹɂȸȹȮȹ, ȽȰȷȸȹ-
ȼȳȸȰȮȹ ɈȿȳȻȫ, ȳ ȯȾɃȹȴ, ȼȽȹɊɄȰȴ ȸȫȯ ȺȻȹȭȫȶȫȷȳ, ɃȰȭȰȶȳȽȼɊ ȮȯȰ-Ƚȹ ȮȶȾȬȹȵȹ, ȮȶȾȬȹȵȹ, ȵȹȮȯȫ ȼȶɆɃȳɃɇ ȺȶȫȭȸɆȰ, 
ȬȾȯȽȹ ȺȫȻɊɄȳȰ ȭ ȸȰȬȰ, ȫȵȵȹȻȯɆ... ȕȫȵ ȬȾȯȽȹ ȭ ȭɆɃȳȸȰ ȼȽȹȶȵȸȾȶȳȼɇ ȯȭȫ ȭȹȲȯȾɃȸɆɀ ȽȰɂȰȸȳɊ, ȳ ȭȹȽ ȺȹɃȶȳ ȭȹȶȸɆ. 
ȝȹȼȵȫ ȲȫȷȰȻȶȫ ȭ ȮȶȾȬȳȸȰ. șȸȫ ȲȫȬȫɉȵȫȸȫ ɈȿȳȻȸȹ-ȺȶȫȭȸɆȷȳ ȭȹȶȸȫȷȳ, ȹȷɆȭȫɉɄȳȷȳ ȭȼɊȵȹȰ ȮȹȻȰ. ȌɆȽɇ ȷȹȱȰȽ, 
ȺȰȻȰȴȯȰȸȫ ɂȰȻȽȫ Ȭȹȶȳ... ȕȽȹ-Ƚȹ ȸȰ ȭɆȯȰȻȱȫȶ ȳ ȾȱȰ ȻɆȯȫȶ... ȞȱȰ ȼȶȰȲɆ ȽȾȷȫȸȳȶȳ ȭȲȹȻ... ȕȽȹ-Ƚȹ ȹȺȻȹȵȳȸȾȶ ȮȹȶȹȭȾ 
ȵ ȸȰȬȾ, ȯȫ Ƚȫȵ ȳ ȲȫȷȰȻ, ȭȳȯɊ, ɂȽȹ çȺȹ ȸȰȬȾ ȺȹȶȾȸȹɂȳ ȫȸȮȰȶ ȶȰȽȰȶ ȳ ȽȳɀȾɉ ȺȰȼȸɉ ȹȸ ȺȰȶè... ȓ ȯȾɃȫ ȲȫȺȻȹȼȳȶȫȼɇ 
ȶȰȽȰȽɇ, ɀȹȽɊ ȬɆ Ȱȴ ȾȮȻȹȱȫȶ ȲȫɃȰȭȰȶȳȭɃȳȴȼɊ ɀȫȹȼ.ó 
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, òwordless but alive,ó Medtner makes no attempt at all to illustrate such a song. Instead, he 

does something frankly bizarreñhe sets the entire couplet on one single note with no change 

whatsoever. You cannot get less òsonglikeó than that.130 Under this insistent note, the left hand 

presents some faint motivic echoes of the earlier melody, in the form of chords (Example 2.7). 

 
Example 2.7. Nikolay Medtner, Acht Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1, I. òPrologue,ó mm. 37-42 (repeated 

notes pointed to with arrows). 
 

 

The drama of Medtnerõs 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 òdull sounds of the earth.ó 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 ossia, 
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 Stimmungsbild 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 òwhite 

veinó (the color òwhiteó is, for Bely, heavily invested with Symbolism of the divineñas 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 strengthé There is something incredible in the titanism of aspirationsñ
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.131 

 

An òobviousó 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 Nietzscheõs Zarathustra and the idea of the ¦bermensch,132 instead 

perceives òtitanismó in the soulõs aspiration to òcolossal strengthó and to eventual unity with Godñ

notably, not òtitanismó in the more typical sense of overthrowing the gods. The òwhite veinó is thus 

a symbol of union with God (Example 2.8).  

 
131 Bely, òO teurgii,ó in Manifesty, 383. òȍ ȯȫȶɇȸȰȴɃȳɀ ȹȽȻɆȭȵȫɀ ȫȶɇȬȹȷȫ ȸȫȺȻɊȱȰȸȸȫɊ ȷȹɄɇ ȻȳȸȾȭɃȰȴȼɊ ȭ 
ȺȻȹȼȽȻȫȸȼȽȭȹ ȯȾɃȳ, ȼȵȭȹȲɇ ɀȫȹȼ ȳ ȬȰȲȯȸɆ ȶȰȽɊɄȰȴ ȵ ȌȹȮȾ, ȯȹȼȽȳȮȫȰȽ ȵȹȶȹȼȼȫȶɇȸȹȴ ȼȳȶɆ... ȨȽȹ ɂȽȹ-Ƚȹ 
ȸȰȭȰȻȹɊȽȸȹȰ Ⱥȹ ȽȳȽȫȸȳȲȷȾ ȼȽȻȰȷȶȰȸȳȴ -- ȽȳȽȫȸȳȲȷȾ, ȸȰ ȹȽȭȰȻȮȸȾȭɃȰȷȾȼɊ ȹȽ ȌȹȮȫ. ȝȾȽ Ɋȼȸȹ ȼȵȭȹȲȳȽ ȵȫȵȫɊ-Ƚȹ 
ȬȰȶȫɊ ȱȳȶȵȫ, ȾȽȭȰȻȱȯȫɉɄȫɊ, ȫ ȸȰ ȻȫȲȬȳȭȫɉɄȫɊ ȸȫȯȰȱȯɆ. ȝȾȽ, ȭ ȷȹȷȰȸȽ ȭȰȶȳɂȫȴɃȰȮȹ ȽȻȫȮȳɂȰȼȵȹȮȹ ȸȫȺȻɊȱȰȸȳɊ, 
ȭɆȻȫȼȽȫɉȽ ȵȻɆȶɇɊ, ȾȸȹȼɊɄȳȰ.ó 
132 Belyõs Christian reading of Nietzsche is most overt in his widely anthologized essay, òSymbolism as a Worldview,ó 
written shortly after this one.  
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Example 2.8. Medtner, Acht Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1, II. Allegro con impeto, mm. 13-20 (the òWhite 

Veinó begins at arrow). 
 
 

 The third piece, a slow march in one of Medtnerõs 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 motionñthus avoiding the kind of endless, non-functional 

chromatic slip-and-sliding in which many other late-Romantic composers indulged. Indeed, much of 

Medtnerõs chromaticism is derived from stepwise linear movement of individual voices, rather than 

through symmetrical chromatic sequences. The structure of the opening phrase is bizarreñit 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. Belyõs calls this passage òstriving through chaosó 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 majorñthe ostentatious imitative 

counterpoint is typical of his òdithyrambó 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 òtitanicó state, as he perceives Prometheus himself òstriding 
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through chaosó while singing an òinfinitely powerful, unnaturally restrainedó hymn.133 With this 

òPrometheanó hymn of prayer, Medtner attains true artistic theurgy (Example 2.9)ñunlike 

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 òstriding throughó dark chaos in order 

to find an òelusive, captivating, unexpectedly-sacred, new toneó in which to sing prayers: 

And where Lermontov either turned away, or, surrounded by chaos, had dark forebodingsñ
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, Medtnerõs works are also theurgic. But in 
order 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: òI await the 
call, I seek an answer, the sky darkens, the earth is silent... Have mercy, God, on the night 
soulsó (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 wingsñperhaps 
those which, according to D. S. Merezhkovsky, are necessary to fly over history?134 

 

 

 
133 Bely, òO teurgii,ó 383. òȏȫȶɇɃȰ ȭȼȰ ȺȰȻȰɀȹȯȳȽ ȭ ȵȫȵȹȴ-Ƚȹ ȬȰȼȵȹȸȰɂȸȹ ȷȹȮȾɂȳȴ, ȸȰȰȼȽȰȼȽȭȰȸȸȹ ȼȯȰȻȱȫȸȸɆȴ 
Ȯȳȷȸ ɃȰȼȽȭȾɉɄȰȮȹ ȼȵȭȹȲɇ ɀȫȹȼ ȚȻȹȷȰȽȰɊ.ó 
134 Ibid. òȓ Ƚȫȷ, ȮȯȰ ȖȰȻȷȹȸȽȹȭ ȳȶȳ ȹȬȻɆȭȫȶ (çȫ ȱȳȲȸɇ, ȵȫȵ ȺȹȼȷȹȽȻȳɃɇè ȳ Ƚ. ȯ.), ȳȶȳ, ȹȵȻȾȱȰȸȸɆȴ ɀȫȹȼȹȷ, 
ȺȻȰȯȼȵȫȲɆȭȫȶ (çȪ Ȳȸȫȶ, ɂȽȹ Ȯȹȶȹȭȫ, ȶɉȬȳȷȫɊ ȽȹȬȹȴ, ȼ ȽȭȹȰȴ ȮȻȾȯȳ ȸȫ ȺȶȫɀȾ ȺȰȻȰȴȯȰȽè), ñ Ƚȫȷ Ⱦ Ȯ. ȗȰȽȸȰȻȫ 
ȹȵȻɆȶȰȸȸȹȰ ȶɉȬȹȭɇɉ ȼȽȻȰȷȶȰȸȳȰ ȺȻȹȬȳȽɇȼɊ ȳȲ ɈȽȹȮȹ ȭȳȼȸȾɄȰȮȹ ȽȾȷȫȸȫ. ȓ ȵȫȵ ȭȼɊȵȹȰ ȮȶȾȬȹȵȹȰ, ȯȰȴȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȰ, 
ȯȰȴȼȽȭȳȽȰȶɇȸȹȰ (ȫ ȸȰ ȷȸȳȷȹȰ) ȼȽȻȰȷȶȰȸȳȰ ȵ ȼȭȰȽȾ -- ȾȱȰ ȳ ȷȹȶȳȽȭȫ, ȫ ȭȼɊȵȫɊ ȾȮȶȾȬȶȰȸȸȫɊ ȼȳȶȹȴ ȷȹȶȳȽȭȫ -- 
ȽȰȾȻȮȳɂȸȫ, ȽȰȾȻȮȳɂȸɆ ȳ ȺȻȹȳȲȭȰȯȰȸȳɊ ȗȰȽȸȰȻȫ. Șȹ ȯȶɊ ȽȹȮȹ, ɂȽȹȬɆ ɈȽȹȽ ȽȰȾȻȮȳȲȷ ȷȹȮ ȸȫȵȹȸȰɁ ȲȫȲȭȾɂȫȽɇ 
ȸȰȾȶȹȭȳȷȹ ȺȶȰȸɊɉɄȳȷ, ȸȰȹȱȳȯȫȸȸȹ-ȼȭɊɄȰȸȸɆȷ, ȸȹȭɆȷ ȹȽȽȰȸȵȹȷ, ȵȫȵȾɉ ȼȽȰȺȰȸɇ ȻȫȲȯȭȹȰȸȸȹȼȽȳ ȯȹȶȱȸɆ ȬɆȶȳ 
ȺȻȹȴȽȳ ȶȾɂɃȳȰ ȳȲ ȸȫȼ, ȼ ȵȫȵȹȴ ȼȳȶȹȴ ȯȻȾȮȳȰ, ȭȲȹȴȯɊ ȸȫ ȭȰȻɃȳȸȾ ȳɀ ȸȰȺȻȰȹȯȹȶȰȸȸɆɀ ȼȽȻȰȷȶȰȸȳȴ, ȯȹȶȱȸɆ ȬɆȶȳ 
ȭȹȲȲȭȫȽɇ: çȪ ȱȯȾ ȺȻȳȲɆȭȫ, ȳɄȾ ȹȽȭȰȽȫ, ȽȰȷȸȰȰȽ ȸȰȬȹ, ȲȰȷȶɊ ȭ ȷȹȶɂȫȸɇȰ... ȚȹȷȳȶȾȴ, ȌȹȱȰ, ȸȹɂȸɆȰ ȯȾɃȳè (Ȍȶȹȵ), 
ɂȽȹȬɆ ȸȫȵȹȸȰɁ ȬɆȶ ȯȫȻȹȭȫȸ ȭȹȼȽȹȻȮ ȺȻȳȲɆȭȸȹȴ ȷȹȶȳȽȭɆ, ȭȰȼɇ ȱȫȻ ȷȳȻȹȭȹȮȹ ȺȹȶȰȽȫ. ȍȹȳȼȽȳȸȾ ȽȾȽ, ȭ ɈȽȹȴ 
ȷȾȲɆȵȰ, ȵȫȵ ȬɆ ȼȶɆɃȸɆ ȹȬȰɄȫȸȳɊ ȵȫȵȳɀ-Ƚȹ ȵȻɆȶȳȴ -- ȸȰ ȽȰɀ ȶȳ, ȵȹȽȹȻɆȰ, Ⱥȹ ȼȶȹȭȫȷ ȏ. Ȝ. ȗȰȻȰȱȵȹȭȼȵȹȮȹ, 
ȸȰȹȬɀȹȯȳȷɆ, ɂȽȹȬ ȺȹȶȰȽȰȽɇ ȸȫȯ ȳȼȽȹȻȳȰȴ?ó 
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Example 2.9. Medtner, Acht Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1, III. Maestoso freddo (Prometheus òStriding 

through Chaos,ó mm. 1-11, and then the òTheurgic Hymn,ó 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 Medtnerõs 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 òpreciousó 

joy that can only be attained from traversing the path òthrough despair, through the gaping horrors 

of tragedy.ó 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 not 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 joyñour 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.135 

 

 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.136 The poem, òMetelõ shumitó (òThe blizzard is roaringó) 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 timeñnow in majorñunfurling 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 winterñtheurgically instilling a faint glimmer of the divine eternal into 

the òdull songs of the earth.ó Indeed, here the song emerges from cruel winds and tolling bells 

 
135 Ibid. òșȸȫ ȯȻȫȮȹɁȰȸȸȫ ȽȰȷ, ɂȽȹ ȯȫȱȰ ȸȰ ȭȼɊȵȳȴ ȮȹȻȸɆȴ ȺȾȽȰɃȰȼȽȭȰȸȸȳȵ ȼȺȹȼȹȬȰȸ ȰȰ ȲȫȭȹȰȭȫȽɇ, ȹȵȻȾȱȰȸȸɆȴ 
ɀȫȹȼȹȷ, ȭɆȻȭȫȭɃȳȷȼɊ ȳȲ ȲȳɊɉɄȳɀ ȺȻȹȺȫȼȽȰȴ ȸȫɃȰȴ ȯȻȫȷɆ. ȝȾȽ ȸȾȱȸȫ ȽȭȰȻȯȫɊ ȸȹȮȫ ȳ ȬȰȼȼȽȻȫɃȸɆȴ ȭȲȹȻ. ȍȹȽ 
ȺȹɂȰȷȾ ȹȬȫɊȽȰȶɇȸȫ ȹȸȫ, ȸȫɃȫ ȻȫȯȹȼȽɇ -- ȸȫɃȫ ȷȳȶȫɊ [ȜȰȻȫȿȳȷ], ȺɇɊȸȫɊ, ȭȰɂȸȹ ȬȰȼȼȽȻȫɃȸȫɊ ȮȹȽȹȭȸȹȼȽɇ ȵ ȼȷȰȻȽȳ. 
Ȫ ȾȭȰȻȰȸ, ɂȽȹ ȯȫȶȰȵȹ ȸȰ ȭȼȰ ȺȹȸȳȷȫɉȽ, ȹ ɂȰȷ Ɋ ȮȹȭȹȻɉ, ȹȽȵȾȯȫ Ɋ ȮȹȭȹȻɉ, ȺȻȳȸȳȷȫɊ Ȳȫ ȫȶȶȰȮȹȻȳɉ Ƚȹ, ɂȽȹ 
ȯȰȴȼȽȭȳȽȰȶɇȸȹ, ȸȫɊȭȾ ȺȻȹȳȼɀȹȯȳȽ ȼ ȮȹȻȸɆȷȳ ȺȾȽȰɃȰȼȽȭȰȸȸȳȵȫȷȳ.ó Perhaps this paragraph is responsible for 
Medtnerõs 1907 setting, dedicated to Bely, of Heineõs òDer Bergstimme,ó 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 

Lermontovõs poem (Example 2.10).  

 

 
Example 2.10. Nikolay Medtner, Acht Stimmungsbilder, Op. 1, V. òMetelõ shumit,ó [òThe blizzard 
roarsó], 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 humanityõs 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, òThe earth is Godõs 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 [ȺȻȳɂȫȼȽȳɊ] of eternal life.ó137 The 

heavenly song must be found symbolically within and through the earth and earthly life. This is the 

most fundamental point animating this chapterñthe 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 snowstorm: 

What joy sounds in the following lines of one of Solovyovõs 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.138 

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...139 

 

 This òSheó 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 òdark 

chaosó (i.e. the earthly). She gives help from òthere,ó i.e. from those abysses which (to Bely) 

dangerously impinge on human life but which must be confronted directly. The vision of Her òlights 

up our dull eyes with unprecedented brilliance.ó This is what Medtner calls the òmiracle of art,ó that 

is, òthe ability of the material element itself to be transfigured through the spirit, through 

inspiration.ó140  

 
138 Vladimir Solovyov, òOn Saimaa in winter,ó 1894. Saimaa is a lake in Finland (then part of the Russian empire) not 
too far from Petersburg.  
139 Bely, òO teurgii,ó 385. òȕȫȵȫɊ ȻȫȯȹȼȽɇ ȲȭȾɂȳȽ ȭ ȸȳȱȰȼȶȰȯȾɉɄȳɀ ȼȽȻȹɂȵȫɀ ȹȯȸȹȮȹ ȳȲ ȼȽȳɀȹȽȭȹȻȰȸȳȴ ȜȹȶȹȭɇȰȭȫ, 
ȸȫɂȳȸȫɉɄȰȮȹ ȭȳȯȰȽɇ, ȵȫȵ ȹȽȼȽȾȺȫɉȽ ȷȾȽȸɆȰ ȭȹȶȸɆ, ȵȫȵ ȺȹȬȰȱȯȰȸȸɆȴ ɀȫȹȼ ȺȻȹȼȭȰȽȶɊȰȽȼɊ ȳ ȭȳȲȮ ȷȰȽȰȶȳ ȾȱȰ 
ȲȭȾɂȳȽ ȸȰ ȵȻȳȵȫȷȳ ȲȶȹȬɆ, ȫ ȺȰȻȭɆȷȳ ȿȰȭȻȫȶɇȼȵȳȷȳ, ȼȭɊɄȰȸȸɆȷȳ, ȭȰȼȰȸȸȳȷȳ ȼȶȫȭȹȼȶȹȭȳɊȷȳ ȍȰɂȸȹȼȽȳ: ôȝɆ 
ȸȰȺȹȻȹɂȸȫ, ȵȫȵ ȼȸȰȮ Ȳȫ ȮȹȻȫȷȳ,/ ȝɆ ȷȸȹȮȹȯȾȷȸȫ, ȵȫȵ ȲȳȷȸɊɊ ȸȹɂɇ./ ȍȼɊ ȽɆ ȭ ȹȮȸȰ, ȵȫȵ ȺȹȶɊȻȸȹȰ ȺȶȫȷɊ,/ ȝȰȷȸȹȮȹ 
ɀȫȹȼȫ ȼȭȰȽȶȫɊ ȯȹɂɇ.õ (ȜȹȶȹȭɇȰȭ) ȢȽȹ ɈȽȹ Ȳȫ șȸȫ, ȕȹȽȹȻȫɊ ȺȹȯȫȰȽ ȺȹȷȹɄɇ ȹȽȽȾȯȫ, ȳȲ-Ȳȫ ɀȫȹȼȫ, ȬȶȰȼȽɊ ȲȫȻȰɉ, ȷɆ 
ȽȰȺȰȻɇ, ȵȫȱȰȽȼɊ, ȾȱȰ ȸȫɂȳȸȫȰȷ ȺȹȸȳȷȫȽɇ, ȳ ȸȰȭȳȯȫȸȸɆȷ ȬȶȰȼȵȹȷ ȲȫȱȳȮȫɉȽȼɊ ȸȫɃȳ ȺȹȽȾɀɃȳȰ ȹɂȳ...ó 
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 springñaccompanied with the 

earthliest of earthly dances, the Habanera.141 The eighth piece features another such danceñthe 

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. Medtnerõs album sound precisely like this 
post-Lermontovian, chaotically joyful song of a snowstorm, when pale whorls of snow so 
tenderly kiss, circle, sweep and fly further and further, now knocking on the gates, now 
raising the black hands of treesñthe sacred herald of the great day of resurrection from the 
dead that is invariably coming upon us.142 
 

As Bely said in a letter to Emil, the seventh piece was his favorite.143 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 phraseñwith its subdivision of 4/4 time into a 

syncopated 3+2+3 (eighth-note groups)ñslips 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, òO teurgii,ó 385. òȓ ȭȹȽ ȯȫȶɇȸȰȴɃȳȰ ȸȹȷȰȻȫ ȫȶɇȬȹȷȫ Ȯ. ȗȰȽȸȰȻȫ ȲȭȾɂȫȽ ȳȷȰȸȸȹ ɈȽȹȴ ȺȹȼȶȰ-
ȶȰȻȷȹȸȽȹȭȼȵȹȴ, ȸȫɃȰȴ ɀȫȹȽȳɂȰȼȵȳ ȻȫȯȹȼȽȸȹȴ ȺȰȼȸɇɉ ȷȰȽȰȶȳ, ȵȹȮȯȫ ȬȶȰȯȸɆȰ ȼȭȳȽȵȳ ȼȸȰȮȹȭ Ƚȫȵ ȶȫȼȵȹȭȹ ɁȰȶȾɉȽ, 
ȵȻȾȱȫȽ, ȲȫȷȰȽȫɉȽ ȳ ȯȫȶɇɃȰ, ȳ ȯȫȶɇɃȰ ȶȰȽɊȽ, Ƚȹ ȼȽȾɂȫ ȭ ȭȹȻȹȽȫ, Ƚȹ ȭȹȲȯɆȷȫɊ ɂȰȻȸɆȰ ȻȾȵȳ ȯȰȻȰȭ, -- ȼȭɊɄȰȸȸɆȰ 
ȮȶȫɃȫȽȫȴ ȸȰȳȲȷȰȸȸȹ ȳȯȾɄȰȮȹ ȸȫ ȸȫȼ ȭȰȶȳȵȹȮȹ ȯȸɊ ȭȹȼȼȽȫȸȳɊ ȳȲ ȷȰȻȽȭɆɀ.ó 
143 Bely to E. Medtner, 9 April 1903 (#27). Here Bely describes Medtnerõs playing at his recent concert in overtly 
Symbolist terms: òAs for me, I am delighted with his playingñòknowledgeable,ó òwinkingóñand at the same time 
surprisingly noble and correct.ó  
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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 Medtnersõ responded positively to Belyõs articleñafter all it was written during a period 

of extensive engagement among all three. Emil Medtner wrote to Bely, that òthe ôtheurgismõ of 

Kolyaõs [Nikolayõs] works is a formula that is clear to me,144 and specifically about Belyõs essay that, 

òWhat you wrote about Kolya is delightful, I have nothing to object to this.ó145 After reading òOn 

Theurgy,ó 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 

not be placed in privileged position in comparison to other art forms.146 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 Belyõs article when it was reissued. Unfortunately this never happened, so E. Medtnerõs article never saw the 
light of day. 
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anything else, remaining in agreement with Belyõs definition of theurgy and his Sophiological 

interpretation of his brotherõs 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 Dnieper Region.147 Taking advantage of Belyõs discussion 

of his brotherõs music in òOn Theurgy,ó Emil placed an anonymous notice in the newspaper entitled 

òTheurgic Composer.ó He wrote, òIn New Path Andrey Bely provides an interesting characterization 

of the works of the young composer, Mr. Medtner, recently collected in an album entitled, 

ôStimmungsbilder.õó148 He followed this with extensive quotations from Belyõs article. Emil Medtner 

himself promoted the notion that his brother was specifically a theurgic composer. As such, Belyõs 

interpretation of Medtnerõs 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 òtheurgic sonataó which included an instrumental 

setting of Luke 6:21: òBlessed are ye that hunger now: for ye shall be filled. Blessed are ye that weep 

now: for ye shall laugh.ó149 This verse, part of the Beatitudes, indicates the power of God to 

materially and spiritually transform humanity through Christñthe 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 I say òattemptedó because some of writings were blocked by the censor due to the ban on discussing Merezhkovskyõs 
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, I, 359. Emil published the note in the 1 October 1903 
edition of Dnieper Region.  
149 King James Translation. See Flamm, Metner, 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 òTheurgic or Liturgical 
Sonata Fantasia,ó 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.150 The recent publication 

of Bely and Emil Medtnerõs 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 brotherõs latest compositional project: 

Kolya [Nikolay] is busy working on a theurgic fantasy (probably: Eine theurgische Tondichtung 
f¿r 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 
styleñwhich he intends to develop entirely on his own and independent of òfashionableó 
Wagnerian instrumentation; the themes of this Theurgic work are unusually transparent, 
distinct, joyful, and original.ñYes! He and You are all that gives me the strength to bear my 
wretchedness.151 
 

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 Belyõs praise or as Emilõs famous brother.152 Yet, 

Medtnerõs book, The Muse and The Fashion (written many years later in 1935), should be considered a 

Symbolist treatise on the religious aesthetics of musicñone 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.  

Emilõs comments about Medtnerõs theurgic ambitions also forces other revisions in the 

current scholarly picture of Medtnerñunambiguously showing that Medtner was actually interested 

 
150 Ibid. 
151 E. Medtner to Bely, 12-17 January 1907 (Letter #133 in Perepiska). The phrase in parenthesis is Emilõs own: òȕȹȶɊ 
ȲȫȸɊȽ ȽȰȾȻȮȳɂȰȼȵȹȴ ȿȫȸȽȫȲȳȰȴ (ȭȰȻȹɊȽȸȹ: Eine theurgische Tondichtung f¿r Pianoforte, zwei Geigen, Alt, Cello ȳȶȳ 
ȰɄȰ ȬȹȶɇɃȰ ȳȸȼȽȻȾȷȰȸȽȹȭ; Ⱥȹ-ȻȾȼȼȵȳ ȬȾȯȰȽ ȸȫȲɆȭȫȽɇȼɊ ȺȻȹȼȽȹ ȿȹȻȽȰȺȳȫȸȸɆȴ ȵȭȳȸȽȰȽ ȳȶȳ ȼȰȵȼȽȰȽ ȳȶȳ ȼȰȺȽȰȽ); 
ɈȽȫ ȭȰɄɇ ȺȹȼȶȾȱȳȽ ȰȼȽȰȼȽȭȰȸȸɆȷ ȺȰȻȰɀȹȯȹȷ ȹȽ ȯȹȭȰȯȰȸȸȹȮȹ ȳȷ ȯȹ ȺȹȼȶȰȯȸȳɀ ȺȻȰȯȰȶȹȭ ȽȹȸȵȹȼȽȳ ȳ ȲȭȾɂȸȹȼȽȳ 
ȿȹȻȽȰȺȳȫȸȸȹȮȹ ȼȽȳȶɊ ȵ ȼȽȳȶɉ ȹȻȵȰȼȽȻȫȶɇȸȹȷȾ, ȵȹȽȹȻɆȴ ȹȸ ȸȫȷȰȻȰȸ ȻȫȲȭȳȽɇ ȼȹȭȰȻɃȰȸȸȹ ȹȽ ȼȰȬɊ ȳ ȸȰȲȫȭȳȼȳȷȹ 
ȹȽ òȷȹȯȸȹȴó ȭȫȮȸȰȻȳȫȸȼȽȭȾɉɄȰȴ ȳȸȼȽȻȾȷȰȸȽȹȭȵȳ; ȽȰȷɆ ȝȰȾȻȮȳɂȰȼȵȹȴ ȸȰȹȬɆɂȫȴȸȹ ȺȻȹȲȻȫɂȸɆ, ȹȽɂȰȽȶȳȭɆ, 
ȻȫȯȹȼȽȸɆ ȳ ȹȻȳȮȳȸȫȶɇȸɆ. - ȏȫ! șȸ ȯȫ ȍɆ - ȭȹȽ ȭȼȰ, ɂȽȹ ȷȸȰ ȯȫȰȽ ȼȳȶȾ ȸȰȼȽȳ ȷȹȰ ȾȬȹȱȰȼȽȭȹ.ó 
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).153 Medtnerõs 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.154 As he wrote in his book: 

Sonority can never become a theme. While other elements appeal to our spirit, soul, feeling, 
thoughtñsonority 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 òsonorityó as a 
service element.155 

 

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-óWagnerianó 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 òTheurgische Tondichtungó 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 careerñtaking the final form of a 

Piano Quintet (Op. posth.). The early òTheurgic Sonataó on Lukeõs 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 òSonorityó in Muse, 51-55. 
155 Medtner, Muse, 5 (translation altered). òȒȭȾɂȸȹȼȽɇ ȸȳȵȹȮȯȫ ȸȰ ȷȹȱȰȽ ȼȽȫȽɇ ȽȰȷȹȴ. ȍ Ƚȹ ȭȻȰȷɊ ȵȫȵ ȯȻȾȮȳȰ ɈȶȰȷȰȸȽɆ 
ȫȺȰȶȶȳȻȾɉȽ ȵ ȸȫɃȰȷȾ ȯȾɀȾ, ȯȾɃȰ, ɂȾȭȼȽȭȾ, ȷɆȼȶȳ ȲȭȾɂȸȹȼȽɇ ȼȫȷȫ Ⱥȹ ȼȰȬȰ, ȵȫȵ ȵȫɂȰȼȽȭȹ ȲȭȾȵȫ, ȫȺȰȶȶȳȻȾȰȽ ȵ 
ȸȫɃȰȷȾ ȼȶȾɀȹȭȹȷȾ ȹɄȾɄȰȸȳɉ, ȵ ȭȵȾȼȾ ȸȫɃȰȮȹ ȭȸȰɃȸȰȮȹ ȼȶȾɀȫ, ȵȹȽȹȻɆȴ ȼȫȷ Ⱥȹ ȼȰȬȰ ȼȺȹȼȹȬȰȸ ȶȳɃɇ ȾȭȰȶȳɂȳȽɇ, 
ȶȳȬȹ ȹȼȶȫȬȳȽɇ ȸȫɃȰ ȾȯȹȭȹȶɇȼȽȭȳȰ ȹȽ ȵȫɂȰȼȽȭ ȺȻȰȯȷȰȽȫ, ȸȹ ȸȳȵȹȳȷ ȹȬȻȫȲȹȷ ȸȰ ȹȺȻȰȯȰȶɊȽɇ ȰȮȹ ȼȾɄȸȹȼȽȳ ȳȶȳ 
ɁȰȸȸȹȼȽȳ. ȚȻȳȲȸȫȭ ɈȽȹ ȳ ȹȯȸȹȭȻȰȷȰȸȸȹ ȺȻȳȲȸȫȭ ȼȾɄȸȹȼȽɇ ȷȾȲɆȵȳ ȼȾɄȸȹȼȽɇɉ ȸȰ ȷȫȽȰȻȳȫȶɇȸȹ-ɂȾȭȼȽȭȰȸȸȹȮȹ, ȫ 
ȯȾɀȹȭȸȹȮȹ ȺȹȻɊȯȵȫ, ȺȻȳɀȹȯȳȽȼɊ ȹȽȸȰȼȽȳ ɈȽȾ ȺȻȰȼȶȹȭȾȽȾɉ çȲȭȾɂȸȹȼȽɇè ȵ ɈȶȰȷȰȸȽȫȷ ȼȶȾȱȰȬȸɆȷ.ó 
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and piano from 1906: Psalm 25:11,16 òFor thy nameõs 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.ó156 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 Godõs grace and mercy is also intrinsic to Belyõs 

definition of theurgy, which is òentirely permeated with ardent love and the highest hope for Godõs 

mercy.ó157  

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 a major mode) and his own so-called òMuseó theme. This latter melody first 

appeared in his 1913-14 Sonata-Ballade, Op. 27, which used as a hidden program Afanasy Fetõs 

religious poem, òKogda bozhestvenny bezhaló (òWhen the Divine One fledó), about Christõs 

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 Christõs command to Satan to 

òKneel down before God the Lordó [òPred bogom gospodom lishõ preklonyayó].158 Medtner is quite 

literally doing as Bely prescribed in òOn Theurgyó: invoking the òmiraculous poweró of Christõs own 

words within his music.  

Around the same time he composed the Sonata-Ballade, Medtner used the same melody in a 

setting of Pushkinõs poem òThe Museó (òMuzaó), 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 òsolemn 

 
156 KJV. Flamm also reproduces a facsimile of the draft of this work as well, on page 667 of Metner.  
157 Bely, òO teurgii,ó 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 godsó and simple shepherds tunes. In the second, the Muse takes the pipes 

for herself and performs heavenly music for the enraptured shepherd.  

Alexander Pushkin, òMuzaó 
 
ȍ ȷȶȫȯȰȸɂȰȼȽȭȰ ȷȹȰȷ ȹȸȫ ȷȰȸɊ ȶɉȬȳȶȫ 
ȓ ȼȰȷȳȼȽȭȹȶɇȸȾɉ ɁȰȭȸȳɁȾ ȷȸȰ ȭȻȾɂȳȶȫ. 
șȸȫ ȭȸȳȷȫȶȫ ȷȸȰ ȼ ȾȶɆȬȵȹȴ ñ ȳ ȼȶȰȮȵȫ, 
Țȹ Ȳȭȹȸȵȳȷ ȼȵȭȫȱȳȸȫȷ ȺȾȼȽȹȮȹ ȽȻȹȼȽȸȳȵȫ, 
ȞȱȰ ȸȫȳȮȻɆȭȫȶ Ɋ ȼȶȫȬɆȷȳ ȺȰȻȼȽȫȷȳ 
ȓ ȮȳȷȸɆ ȭȫȱȸɆȰ, ȭȸȾɃȰȸȸɆȰ ȬȹȮȫȷȳ, 
ȓ ȺȰȼȸȳ ȷȳȻȸɆȰ ȿȻȳȮȳȴȼȵȳɀ ȺȫȼȽȾɀȹȭ. 
 
Ȝ ȾȽȻȫ ȯȹ ȭȰɂȰȻȫ ȭ ȸȰȷȹȴ ȽȰȸȳ ȯȾȬȹȭ 
ȚȻȳȶȰȱȸȹ Ɋ ȭȸȳȷȫȶ ȾȻȹȵȫȷ ȯȰȭɆ Ƚȫȴȸȹȴ, 
ȓ, ȻȫȯȾɊ ȷȰȸɊ ȸȫȮȻȫȯȹɉ ȼȶȾɂȫȴȸȹȴ, 
șȽȵȳȸȾȭ ȶȹȵȹȸɆ ȹȽ ȷȳȶȹȮȹ ɂȰȶȫ, 
Ȝȫȷȫ ȳȲ ȻȾȵ ȷȹȳɀ ȼȭȳȻȰȶɇ ȹȸȫ ȬȻȫȶȫ. 
ȝȻȹȼȽȸȳȵ ȬɆȶ ȹȱȳȭȶȰȸ ȬȹȱȰȼȽȭȰȸȸɆȷ ȯɆɀȫȸɇȰȷ 
ȓ ȼȰȻȯɁȰ ȸȫȺȹȶȸɊȶ ȼȭɊȽɆȷ ȹɂȫȻȹȭȫȸɇȰȷ. 

Alexander Pushkin, òThe Museó 
 
In days when I was young, her love to me she gaveth. 
The pipes with seven tones, the shawm to me she tendered. 
She heard my melodies and smiled, 
And with lightest touch upon the dear and penetrating reeds 
I oft did strive to play with weak and childish fingers: 
The hymns magnificent, inspired by gods immortal, 
The songs serene and pure by Phrygian shepherds sung. 
 
From morn till eventide in silent shade of oaks 
With zeal I heard the laws told by the mystic virgin. 
Rejoicing in my young heart with recompense most rare, 
And tossing curling locks from a clear and lovely brow, 
Herself from out my hands the shawm she gently took: 
The reeds were filled with life, exalted by her spirit. 
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 òSophiaó 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 Medtnerõs 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 

Medtnerõs 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 Medtnerõs 

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 Fetõs quotation of Christõs words commanding Satan to kneel before God. This melody 

first appears with these words from the first stanza, òand solemn hymns inspired by the godsó (òi 

gimny vazhnye, vnushennye bogamió), and then again in climactic fashion at the end of the piece on 
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the final line òand filled my heart with holy rapture.ó 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 

sixthñin the original Fet setting, this opening motive accompanied the words, òBefore God your 

Lordó (òPred bogom gospodomó).  

 

Example 2.12. Medtner, òMuzaó (òThe Museó), Op. 29/1, mm. 9-12 (at the line òand solemn hymns 
inspired by the godsó). 

 

The òMuseó theme is perhaps the strongest indication that Medtner subscribed to some 

version of Belyõs Sophiology, as he used the same theme for Christõs 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 òTheurgische Tondichtungó at the 

end of his life, he had to include within it his most theurgic theme. When he finished this quintet in 


