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THIRD PRESENTATION 

 



Introduction and Recap 

This presentation follows my previous two presentations which outlined the metamorphoses 

and the different stages of my dissertation Intertextuality and Narrativity in Nikolai 

Medtner’s Piano Concertos.  

 

Medtner’s steadfast conservative protestant family of German descent later resulted in him 

being ostracised as a composer in Russia during the early twentieth century. At that time 

Russian musicians sought to relinquish any form of German influence, in search of an 

authentic Russian voice. Medtner’s aesthetic and stylistic conservatism, are enshrined in his 

book, The Muse and the Fashion in which Medtner defends what he calls the “Eternal Laws” 

of music. In my first presentation, I also provided a general overview of Medtner’s three 

piano concertos and discussed his First Piano Concerto in C minor, Op. 33 (Russia, 1914-18), 

which is a quintessential prototype of Steven Vande Moortele’s Two-Dimensional Sonata 

Form (2009). 

 

My second presentation focused on Medtner’s Second Piano Concerto in C minor, Op. 50 

(France, 1925–26), dedicated to Rachmaninoff. I provided my interpretation of an intertextual 

and narrative reading of the opening of the first movement of Medtner’s Second Piano 

Concerto and proposed that Medtner’s atypical employment of Toccata is actually an anti-

Toccata, with the following intentional and/or unintentional purposes: 

 Ironically parodies the Toccata genre  

 Creates a critical dialogue  

 Awakens genre-specific horizons of meaning.  

 

Toccata usually implies a wealth of brilliant piano writing with constant staccatos and strong 

rhythmic force. Medtner’s Toccata embodies the style attitudes of the past and the ideals of 

the musical past that he considered to be completely lost. Christoph Flamm argues that for 

Medtner, the employment of Toccata is a mere illusion; a provocative allusion that awakens 

intertextual references to Prokofiev. In one of his piano lessons, Prokofiev presented 

Medtner’s somewhat “toccata-like” second Skazki (Tales) Op. 8 in C minor (1904-1905), 

which ironically his teacher dismissed as being too modern. I then proposed the following 

rhetorical intertextual questions: 

• Could Prokofiev have composed his well-known Toccata (1912) as a reaction again 

his teacher’s “short-sightedness”? 



• During his years France, did Medtner compose this Toccata as an illusionary reaction 

against Prokofiev’s highly acclaimed Toccata, Op. 11 (1912) to “keep-up” with the 

inescapable “neoclassicism trends”? 

 

Furthermore, I explicitly defended my views and explained that I am in no way attempting to 

put Medtner under the tumultuous ‘neoclassicism’ umbrella and further argued that it would 

be injudicious to ignore the ‘looking back’ elements demonstrated in his Second Piano 

Concerto.  I also focused on principles of intertextuality and narrativity employed, for 

example, by Northrop Frye (1957), Harold Bloom (1973), Edward Cone (1974), Richard 

Taruskin (1993), Robert Hatten (1994), Hillis Miller (1995) Gregory Karl (1997), Fred Maus 

(1998), Michael Klein (2004&2005). 

 

Brief Overview of Dissertation and Current Status 

Intertextuality has the potential to disrupt notions of history and the unidirectional timeline 

that runs from an earlier text to a later one. Klein (2005:135) postulates that attending too 

closely to the author can drown the intertext in a “monologic” reading that closes 

interpretation. There are various types of intertextuality such as poietic, esthesic,1 historical, 

transhistorical, style or canon, aleatoric, and ahistoric (Klein 2005: 12). 

My dissertation provides a comprehensive examination of Medtner’s three piano concertos by 

incorporating principles and theories of musical intertextuality and narrativity, whilst in turn 

illustrating evidence of Medtner as a symbolist composer. My dissertation also addresses the 

following aspects:  

 

 A biographical account of Medtner’s life 

 The contextualization of Medtner  

 Medtner’s Anxiety of Influence2    

 Development and genre history of the piano concerto until the beginning of the 

Twentieth Century with particular emphasis on Russia. 

 

In my second presentation I indicated that my third presentation would highlight Medtner’s 

Third Piano Concerto in E minor, Op. 60 (Ballade). Medtner includes Ballade in the title of 

                                                
1 Klein borrows the terms poietic and esthesic from Jean-Jacques Nattiez’s Can One Speak of Narrativity in 

Music? (1990a) 
2 Harold Bloom (1973). 



his Third Piano Concerto which he based on Mikhail Lermontov’s poem Rusalka. Before 

delving into Medtner’s Third Piano Concerto, it is necessary to once again state my study’s 

research questions:  

 Given the numerous hermeneutic and semantic implications, dependent on historic 

and structural context in Medtner’s piano concertos, to what extent could an 

intertextual and narrative approach be applied in highlighting them? 

 How did Medtner react to formal and overcome architectural and structural 

conundrums in each of his piano concertos?  

 

In today’s presentation I shall: 

 Highlight the intricate form of the movements of Medtner’s Third Piano Concerto  

 Exemplify the merits of intertextual and narrative perspectives on this Concerto.  

 

My analysis makes no claims that particular intertextual references have indeed been 

incorporated consciously during the composing of the Concerto, or that Medtner intended the 

musical action to be read in such a way. All references are, therefore, understood as intertext 

through which I am approaching a narrative analysis of Medtner’s concertos (Klein 

2005: 121).  

 

Medtner’s Third Piano Concerto in E minor, Op. 60 (Ballade) (1940-1943) 
Dedicated to the Maharaja of Mysore (1919-1974) 

 
First Movement:  

Con moto largamento3 M.M.  =54 (♩=108)  
G Major-E minor, 3/2, 435 Bars 

Attacca Interludium 

Second Movement: 

Interludium 

Allegre, molto sostenuto, misterioso (al rigore di tempo) (M.M.  =54) 

C Major-A Minor, 3/4, 114 Bars 

“Attacca Finale”4 
Third Movement: 

Finale 

Allegro molto, Svegliando, eroico (sempre al rigore di tempo) (M.M.  =88) 

Coda Maestoso, ma passionate 

E Minor, 3/4, 1064 Bars 

 

Formal and Architectural Structure 

Medtner’s Third Piano Concerto is filled with self-references, repetitions, and variations, 

                                                
3 Also Con moto largamente.  
4 Attacca Finale is not indicated by Medtner in the score. However, I have opted to indicate it because the 

Interludium progresses directly to the Finale without any pause or interruption.  

https://en.wikiversity.org/wiki/File:Figure_rythmique_blanche_hampe_haut.svg
https://en.wikiversity.org/wiki/File:Figure_rythmique_blanche_hampe_haut.svg
https://en.wikiversity.org/wiki/File:Figure_rythmique_blanche_hampe_haut.svg


making its form and structure seem consciously and/or subconsciously perplexing. This 

expressive transformation gives vital clues to what Hatten (1994: 67-90) calls the “expressive 

genre” of a piece. The term “expressive” covers primarily affective meanings (sadness, 

apprehension, et cetera) but may also cover dramatic situations or ideas (outburst, 

transcendence, et cetera). The analysis of these expressive states is both hermeneutic and 

semiotic – hermeneutic because it focuses on “what” this music means and semiotic because 

it is concerned with “how” this music means (Klein 2004: 27).5 

 

Structurally, the first movement of the Third Piano Concerto appears to be a free-flowing 

ballade without any distinct form, but with variations. This movement exhibits “uncanny”6 

‘development-like’ qualities. It begins with a four-bar orchestral Atmospheric Statement 

(AS),7 which includes a two-bar horn motif (bars 3-4). The second movement, lasting about 

two minutes, is an interesting example of Darcy and Hepokoski’s “double-rotational sonata”, 

and falls under their “Type 2 Sonata” category.8 Medtner incorporates themes from the first 

movement into the Primary Theme (P) of this movement.9  The finale is a complex example 

of Darcy and Hepokoski’s Type 3 Sonata, coupled with sets of variations throughout the 

different zones of the Type 3 Sonata.10 This last movement demonstrates Medtner’s 

meticulous thought process in the constructions of his compositions, coupled with his ability 

to create unity in his large-scale works. My dissertation provides detailed analysis of each 

movement. 

 

Medtner in E Minor  

Due to Medtner’s affinity to symbolism and spiritual metaphysics, the tonal regions in his 

compositions are not accidental or coincidental but meticulously planned and associated with 

semantic contexts aiming at a divine dimension beyond his music. Medtner’s tonal semantics 

                                                
5 This is in accordance with the concept found in the works of Cone (1974), Hatten (1994), Karl (1997) and 

Maus (1998).  
6 See Cohn (2004) and Klein (2005) 
7 Richard Holt (1948: 4) erroneously refers to these four bars as “Ritournelle” or “motto-theme”. Shu-Hao Hsu 

(2012: 17) blindly accepts Holt’s terminology (Ritournelle) and further classifies the four opening bars as “an 

introduction”. In my opinion “motto-theme” is more appropriate. However, the intertextual significance of 

Medtner’s Third Piano Concerto’s opening four bars is crucial and warrants a more pertinent terminology, hence 

my labelling them Atmospheric Statement (AS).  
8 Darcy and Hepokoski (2006: 353).  
9 P appears to be rooted in and expanded from Theme 3 from the first movement.  
10 Both Richard Holt (1948: 8) and Shu-Hao Hsu (2012: 31) agree that the third movement of Medtner’s Third 

Piano Concerto is in Sonata form. However, Hsu (2012: 31-32) erroneously claims that the exposition contains 

two themes. Hsu contradicts himself in stating that “the second theme, for the clarinet, derives from the horn 

motif (Ritournelle) of the first movement”, therefore, failing to comprehend the unifying impetus of what he and 

Holt dub “Ritournelle.” 



may be attributed to symbolist thinkers and poets of his generation including Bely and Blok. 

The key of E minor appears in Medtner as a key of epic breadth and highest expressivity, used 

for works of large dimensions such as Skazka, March of the Paladin Op. 14 No. 2 (1904–07), 

Piano Sonata (Night Wind), Op. 25 No. 2, which bears an epigraph from the Tyutchev poem O 

chëm tï voyesh, vetr nochnoy, and Sonata epica for violin and piano Op. 57.11 Therefore, it is 

not surprising that the Third Piano Concerto in E minor, Ballade, more than most of 

Medtner’s other instrumental compositions, has strong literary connections (referencing 

Mikhail Lermontov’s Rusalka) and vast programmatic dimensions opening up fruitful 

intertextual and narrative implications.  

 

Rusalka 

 

Mikhail Lermontov’s Rusalka 

Русалка 

Русалка плыла по реке голубой, 

Озаряема полной луной; 

И старалась она доплеснуть до луны 

Серебристую пену волны. 

И шумя и крутясь, колебала река 

Отражённые в ней облака; 

И пела русалка - и звук её слов 

Долетал до крутых берегов. 

И пела русалка: "На дне у меня 

Играет мерцание дня; 

Там рыбок златые гуляют стада; 

Там хрустальные есть города; 

И там на подушке из ярких песков 

Под тенью густых тростников 

Спит витязь, добыча ревнивой волны, 

Спит витязь чужой стороны. 

Расчёсывать кольца шелковых кудрей 

Мы любим во мраке ночей, 

И в чело и в уста мы в полуденный час 

Целовали красавца не раз. 

Но к страстным лобзаньям, не зная зачем, 

                                                
11 This is Medtner’s longest composition lasting approximately fifty minutes.  



Остаётся он хладен и нем; 

Он спит - и, склонившись на перси ко мне, 

Он не дышит, не шепчет во сне!" 

Так пела русалка над синей рекой, 

Полна непонятной тоской; 

И, шумно катясь, колебала река 

Отражённые в ней облака.12 

 

In his poems Rusalka (1836), Morskaia Tsarevna (1841), and Demon (1830-1839), 

Lermontov incorporates the female water character and also “human and non-human figures 

to express his distinctive vision on the possibilities of lasting love between individuals” 

(Bashmam 2017: 125). Lermontov’s Rusalka highlights Rusalka’s sad song about her 

hopeless passion for a knight, a human warrior brought to her underwater home by the waves 

from a foreign land. Lermontov uses the Rusalka figure as a specific device for the expression 

of his innermost fantasies. However, the poem Rusalka ends tragically. In this poem, 

Lermontov’s imaginary quest for love, peace, and happiness results in a dark, pessimistic 

ending marked by death, loneliness, separation, and pain.13 Rather than telling a story that 

relies on its plot development for effect, Lermontov restricts the plot to let an underlying ideas 

stand out more clearly. Lermontov also creates a subgenre that may be termed the 

philosophical ballad.  

 

An Intertext and Narrative: Medtner’s Ballade, a philosophical ballad 

If characters in a narrative change over time, then the themes that represent them or 

their emotional states must change over time as well. Thus apotheosis is both a 

structural and expressive transformation of a theme (Klein 2004: 32). 

 

In this section, I employ the terms “scenes” and “Acts” to describe the different scenarios 

within Medtner’s Third Piano Concerto. However, due to time constraints, not all scenes and 

Acts will be discussed. 

 

The expressive narrative of this Concerto plays within a tradition of the nineteenth century. 

The first scene is introduced after thunderous and allargando C Major chords concluding the 

Second Piano Concerto which are submerged into the serene but ominous introduction of the 

Third Piano Concerto creating a psychological nachsinnenden Atmosphäre. There is also 

                                                
12 <https://www.studentwritingcenter.us/russian-poetry/the-ballad.html> 
13 Basham (2017: 126) claims that “these sceptical imaginary outcomes in his works are influenced by what he 

experienced in real life – he either had brief meaningless romances with women he could not relate to or he got 

separated from the females he truly loved.” 



something deeply personal and philosophical in the way this Concerto commences and 

Medtner’s fertile symbolist mind becomes highlighted immediately within the nachsinnende 

introduction. 

 

Example 1: Opening bars from Medtner’s Third Piano Concerto in E minor, Op. 60 

 

Despite this Concerto being the culmination of all his concertos, its intricate setting and form 

also seems to be the apogée of a series of works including his Three Fantastic Improvisations 

Op. 2 (Три фантастических импровизации)14 and his Second Improvisations Op. 47 (in 

Variation form) on a theme Song of the Water Nymph/Mermaid (Вторая импровизация во 

форме вариаций), composed between 1925 and 26. Medtner’s Improvisations may be viewed 

as Skazki (Tales) where the physical or “real” world is contrasted with the spirit or magic 

world. The Three Fantastic Improvisations feature Rusalka,15 Reminiscence of a Ball, and 

Scherzo Infernale.16 Medtner’s Second Improvisations Op. 47, portray diverse scenes and 

scenarios: meditation, caprice, winged/feathered dancers, enchantments/charms, 

humoresque/fancies, on the waves/in the stream, tumult of the crowd, in the forest/woods, 

wood goblin, elves, gnomes, incantation, the threat and bad weather, all being unified by the 

profound song of the water nymph/mermaid.   

                                                
14 Which according to Martyn (1995. 214), date from 1896 and were published in 1904 (Milne 2012).  
15 “Its somewhat prolix form and experiments with augmented and whole-tone harmonies are not entirely 
characteristic and these, together with some Impressionistic brush strokes, even a whiff of eroticism, suggest a 

passing interest in the current French school which Medtner did not pursue further” (Milne 2012). 
16 “The title of the third Improvisation, Scherzo Infernale, might seem to suggest a Lisztian origin, but the music 

itself is more evocative of the sinister and mischievous creatures of Russian folklore than of the hell and 

damnation of Liszt’s Mephisto pieces” (Milne 2012). 



 

The ethereal introduction (AS and part of the horn motive) of Medtner’s Third Piano 

Concerto is a quasi prologue where the narrator uncannily states “once upon a time.” 

Moreover, its psychological sphere, informed by the Anxiety of Influence, opens intertexts of 

the ominous and fate in music observed in a number of significant works throughout history.  

 

The music remains generally calm, leading into a glistening trill signifying “the moon’s bright 

beam” piercing through the darkness of the night under a fermata on a first inversion E minor 

chord. Often when a fermata is used to not merely indicate sustaining the last chord, but 

within a composition, creates an opening in time. In this instance, Medtner introduces a 

dreamlike Theme 2, associated with the hero character, the knight/warrior (the human spirit, 

which is the yoke of temptations) in Lermontov’s ballad.17 As if in a Shakespearian play, the 

fermata signifies the ending of the first scene with the stream’s ominous serenity and 

Rusalka’s cunningly calm attempts to lure and seduce the knight, evoking the biblical tale of 

Samson and Delilah from the Old Testament.  

 

Example 2:  Medtner’s Third Piano Concerto (Bars 25-29)  

 

 

The fermata is interrupted by an unexpected G half diminished seventh (Gm7(♭5)) chord in 

                                                
17 According to Anna Medtner, Theme 2 often appeared to Medtner in a dream (Martyn 1995: 240). 



the orchestra part and the same chord on D-flat in the piano part, creating a triton-related 

polychord because one has the impression that it is Gm7 and on top a type of diminished 

chord on D-flat. Furthermore, the piano part shifts to an E diminished arpeggio creating a 

feeling of an extra or extended Gm7(♭5) chord resolving to a an E minor (first inversion) 

chord in the next bar.. Here Medtner creates confusion and restlessness in the next scene 

marked tranquillo poco a poco agitato.  

 

The final Act, with its hymnal apotheosis, is the culmination of not just the Third Piano 

Concerto but of all of Medtner’s piano concertos. The first scene plunges into a brief and 

vigorous orchestral introduction, later joined by the piano creating a rigorous and momentous 

atmosphere. I have already mentioned that in his Three Fantastic Improvisations, Op. 2, 

Medtner includes Reminiscence of a Ball, portraying a nostalgic waltz “full of inexplicable 

longing” as Lermantov attests in Rusalka. The waltz code has intertextual implications 

signifying Schubert, Chopin, Liszt, and Brahms, and is also a symbol of the Austro-Hungarian 

monarchy and Vienna high culture. After the First World War, the waltz was treated in a 

nostalgic or grotesque manner and symbolised time past, never again to return. Medtner 

survived both World War I and II.  

 

The Third Piano Concerto, despite being a deeply philosophical work, has moments of 

nostalgia as well. In this scene of the Concerto, Medtner once again alludes to the waltz. The 

waltz is nostalgic metaphor symbolising the decay and destruction of what Medtner dubs the 

“Eternal Laws.” The waltz scene ends abruptly (bar 225) with elated echoes of the AS and 

horn motive. From (bar 430) Rusalka and the knight once again appear with a sense of 

duelling and restlessness, leading to the knight’s brief triumphant “outcry.”18 A recollection of 

the multi dimensional dichotomy and tender cantabile observed in the third scene of the first 

movement is once again experienced from bar 494, leading into a significant fermata (Ex. 5). 

The fermata ends but also anticipates a crucial scene.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
18 See Klein (2005: 121) regarding “outcry.” 



Example 3: Significant Fermata from Medtner’s Third Piano Concerto (Bars 536-545) 

 

Full orchestral section here allude to the chorus of a Greek tragedy, making a pronouncement 

upon the dramatic action. Therefore, this section of the scene pronounces the deep 

consequences of the reversal of fortune. A prolonged and declamatory hymnal aphotheosis 

with evident religious implications underscores a desired emotional state – a metaphorical 

answer to Flamm’s (2019: 12) question: “How far has Medtner connected his life to his art?” 

 

The apotheosis often comes in an effort to overcome an undesired situation, however. The 

implication of an apotheosis is that a musical persona has achieved a heightened emotional 

state (Klein 2005: 126). In this scene of the Concerto, one may identify the ethereal hymnal 

aphotheosis as a metaphor for Medtner’s own subjectivity, a moment when it becomes clear 

that the composer is writing himself into the narrative as a musical persona. This “decisive 

moment of culmination” is the narrative cue that requires looking back to the various episodes 

of the Concerto and hearing them one by one rather than one after another (Rae 1994: 244). 

The uncanny occurrence of the hymn topic might be read as a religious appeal or as a moment 

of reflective resignation. The sighing idea of this hymn also suggests that the Third Piano 

Concerto is a “token of the darkness-to-light” narrative common to music of the nineteenth 

century (Klein 2005: 130). It is at this moment, that it appears in someway, after all his trial 

and tribulations; Medtner knows that there is a sense of hope. This scene, however, leads to an 

ominous yet timid appearance of Rusalka, contrasted by the knight’s more confident 

assertions played by the orchestra and leading to the recapitulation.  

 

By the end of the nineteenth century, the recapitulation of a theme in an emotionally charged 

texture close to the end of a work is a near cliché, signalling a narrative that moves toward a 

final transcendence, salvation, or transformation (Klein 2005: 124). Even though Martyn 

(1995: 243) argues that amid the horrors of the time, Medtner’s Third Piano Concerto was an 

assertion of confidence in the ultimate triumph of the human spirit, the Concerto also offers a 



discursive sequence of musical events whose “very logic lends meaning to suffering” (Klein 

2005: 134). Throughout the remainder of the act we see the recurrence of previous characters 

and scenarios, in what could be called a survival of the fittest progression to a profound coda, 

the conclusion of which forms Rusalka’s final statement. The finality of the statement is 

ambiguous: despite the exuberant atmosphere, it leaves doubts as to whether the darkness has 

indeed conquered the light.  

Conclusion and Findings 

By the incorporation of hybrid titles and subtitles, attributes, poetic mottos, or 

supplementary ascriptions, the idea of absolute music in Medtner gradually loses 

significance as it is transformed to a type of descriptive art with multifaceted identity. 

With hardly any exception, Medtner adjoined a narrative perspective to the compositions 

he named sonatas, charging the traditional genre with sublime meaning (Bitzan 

2018: 267).  

The view that structural analysis alone can do all the work of “monumentality”19 without 

recourse to history, ideology, and meaning cannot be sustained. The importance of 

recognising the need to explore the embeddedness of Medtner’s piano concertos as 

descriptive and philosophical art with multifaceted identity highlights the first key finding of 

my study. Indeed, I maintain that, analytical theory models should engage questions of 

history, culture, tradition, codes, sign systems, and the conditions of meanings that inform the 

methodologies of structuralism. By removing the bare score from its context in order to 

examine it as an autonomous organism, the analyst removes that organism from the ecology 

that sustains it (Joseph Kerman 1985: 73).  

 

Jeremy Paul Norris (1988: 10) refers to the beginnings of the Russian piano concerto as being 

“inauspicious” and without a distinct indigenous prototype. Its roots can be traced from a 

handful of inferior potpourris and variations for piano and orchestra, including a concerto by 

Alexander Villoing (1804-1878) dating from the 1830s. Russian composers encountered 

problems concerning orchestration and the structural organization of their piano concertos 

resulting in the inability of prolific composers such as Balakirev and Taneyev, to complete 

their piano concertos. Another key finding of my intertextual and narrative interpretation of 

Medtner’s concertos highlights the composer’s innovativeness in formal and architectural 

expressivity while expanding on the significance of his contribution to the development of the 

Russian piano concerto genre.  

 

                                                
19 Term by Joseph Kerman 1985: 73).  



In today’s presentation, my analysis of Medtner’s Third Piano Concerto conveys how the 

concerto gains its signifying capacity through a code that runs through both Medtner’s own 

works and those of other composers. In search of the “expressive logic” (Klein 2004: 27), my 

analysis suggests alternative musical narratives for the Concerto.20 Hillis Miller (1995: 72) 

infers that since no story perfectly fulfils its function, another story is always necessary. 

Northrop Frye (1957: 97) notes that “poetry can only be made out of other poems; novels out 

of other novels”. Responding to that statement, Ricoeur (1998: 287) highlights that narrative 

structures are borne upon a tradition of narrative. A narrative is thus read and understood 

intertextually with other narratives.  

 

Even though Medtner’s three piano concertos may appear as untimely hybrids of a passed 

Romantic epoch, they are unique in offering different dimensions to the established concerto 

genre and offer fruitful intertextual and narrative implications. The Romantic notion or code 

of a concerto as a vehicle for pyrotechnical virtuoso display is a complete contradiction to 

Medtner’s conservatism. However, the Russian concerto forms a crucial paradigm of the 

history of music and offered a genre tradition that Medtner could not escape. For Medtner, the 

concerto genre enabled him to demonstrate that his aesthetic tradition was firmly rooted in 

Austro-German music, art, literature, and philosophy. Moreover, with the concerto, Medtner 

demonstrated formal experiments whilst employing the grand genre as a virtuosic vehicle of 

expression for his philosophies and spirituality, governed by the “Eternal Laws.”   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                
20 This is in accordance with the concept find in the works of Edward Cone (1974), Robert Hatten (1994), 

Gregory Karl (1997) and Fred Maus (1998).  
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