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ABSTRACT  

 

The concert vocalise, a dazzling wordless vocal etude intended for performance, 

is largely a phenomenon of the twentieth century.  Made famous by composers such as 

Sergei Rachmaninoff and Maurice Ravel, the concert vocalise is generally a short, non-

programmatic work with a relatively simple form.  In contrast, Nikolai Medtnerôs two 

monumental Op. 41 vocalises, the Sonata-Vocalise mit einem Motto ñGeweihter Platz 

and the Suite Vocalise, are staggering in their length and formal complexity.  They are 

also programmatically conceived, sharing the Goethe poem ñGeweihter Platzò as their 

inspiration. 

The innovation of adding a textual element to a traditionally textless genre 

introduces a tantalizing new layer of complexity that demands further research and 

exploration.  However, as with any innovation, it also offers new challenges to 

performers wishing to program either or both works.  Current scholarship has yet to offer 

any kind of in-depth analysis of either work, leaving questions as to the structural and 

motivic elements which bind these large works together, not to mention questions related 

to exactly how Medtner addresses the challenge of linking specific parts of Goetheôs text 

to the textless portions of music.  Furthermore, neither work is considered standard 

repertoire, and recordings and performances are limited, leaving aspiring performers in 

something of an informational desert. 

In this paper, I endeavor to fill this informational gap for performers and scholars 

alike by providing them with a brief biography of Medtner, an outline of the development 

of the concert vocalise genre, and the background of the Goethe poem that inspired 

Medtner.  Then my in-depth analyses reveal underlying structural, motivic, and 
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programmatic links both within and between the works.  Finally, my performerôs guide, 

based on the analyses and my experience performing both works, offers suggestions 

regarding the interpretational, ensemble, and technical challenges presented by these 

great works. 

  



  iii  

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

LIST OF TABLES ............................................................................................................. iv 

LIST OF FIGURES .............................................................................................................v 

CHAPTER 

1 INTRODUCTION ...................................................................................................1 

2 BIOGRAPHY ..........................................................................................................4 

3 THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE CONCERT VOCALISE GENRE ......................8 

4 ANALYSIS OF SONATA-VOCALISE MIT EINEM MOTTO ñGEWEIHTER 

PLATZò OP. 41 NO. 1 ...........................................................................................12 

Movement I:  Motto ñGeweihter Platzò ...........................................................13 

Movement II:  Sonata-Vocalise .......................................................................24 

5 PERFORMERôS GUIDE TO SONATA-VOCALISE MIT EINEM MOTTO 

ñGEWEIHTER PLATZò OP. 41, NO. 1 ................................................................39 

Motto ñGeweihter Platzò ..................................................................................39 

Sonata-Vocalise ...............................................................................................44 

6 ANALYSIS OF SUITE VOCALISE OP. 41, NO. 2 ............................................. 52 

Titles and Their Relation to Goetheôs Poem ñGeweihter Platzò......................53 

Overview and Unifying Elements ....................................................................55 

Movement I:  ñIntroductionò ...........................................................................61 

Movement II:  ñSong of the Nymphsò .............................................................63 

Movement III:  ñSecretsò .................................................................................70 

Movement IV:  ñProcession of the Gracesò .....................................................79 



  iv 

CHAPTER Page 

Movement V:  ñWhat the Poet Saysò ..............................................................87 

7 PERFORMERôS GUIDE TO SUITE VOCALISE OP. 41 NO. 2 ..........................94 

Movement I:  ñIntroductionò ...........................................................................94 

Movement II:  ñSong of the Nymphsò .............................................................95 

Movement III:  ñSecretsò .................................................................................97 

Movement IV:  ñProcession of the Gracesò ...................................................101 

Movement V:  ñWhat the Poet Saysò ............................................................103 

8 CONCLUSION ....................................................................................................107  

BIBLIOGRAPHY ............................................................................................................109 

APPENDIX ..................................................................................................................... 112 

A TRANSLATION OF GOETHEôS POEM ñGEWEIHTER PLATZò ................ 112 

B TRANSLATION OF CHRISTOPH FLAMMôS DER RUSSISCHE KOMPONIST 

NIKOLAJ METNER: STUDIEN UND MATERIALIEN:  MIT EINEM 

AUSFÜHRLICHEN WERKVERZEICHNIS, EINEM VOLLSTÄNDIGEN 

VERZEICHNIS DER VON IHM SELBST EINGESPIELTEN 

SCHALLPLATTENAUFNAHMEN UND EINER ñBIBLIOGRAPHIE DER 

INTERNATIONALEN LITERATUR ÜBER NIKOLAJ METNER VON 1903 BIS 

1994,ò PAGES 203-207 .......................................................................................115 

  



  v 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

FIGURE              Page 

 

 

1.         Form Diagram of ññMottoòò from Sonata-Vocalise..........................................  16 

2.         Shared Key Plan, Movements I and II from Sonata-Vocalise............................  18 

3.         Form Diagram of Movement II from Sonata-Vocalise ......................................  25 

4.         Movement I: ñIntroductionò: Simple Period .......................................................  52 

5.         Movement II: ñSong of the Nymphsò: Simple Binary .......................................  64 

6.         Movement III: ñSecretsò: Binary (Arch) Form ...................................................  71 

7.         Movement IV: ñProcession of the Gracesò: Compound Ternary ......................  80 

8.         Movement V: ñWhat the Poet Saysò: Simple Binary .........................................  88 



  vi 

LIST OF EXAMPLES 

EXAMPLE Page 

1.          Sonata-Vocalise, Movement I, mm. 1-8.  ..........................................................  19 

2.          Sonata-Vocalise, Movement I, mm. 9-15.  ........................................................  20 

3.          Sonata-Vocalise, Movement I, mm. 16-23 ........................................................  21 

4.          Sonata-Vocalise, Movement I, mm. 28-29. .......................................................  22 

5.          Sonata-Vocalise, Movement I, mm. 30-31 ........................................................  22 

6.          Sonata-Vocalise, Movement I, mm. 38-47. .......................................................  23 

7.          Sonata-Vocalise, Movement II, mm. 1-10 .........................................................  28 

8.          Sonata-Vocalise, Movement II, mm. 33-42  ......................................................  30 

9.          Sonata-Vocalise, Movement II, mm. 57-60 .......................................................  30 

10.        Sonata-Vocalise, Movement II, mm. 85-88 .......................................................  32 

11.        Sonata-Vocalise, Movement II, mm. 95-98 .......................................................  33 

12.        Sonata-Vocalise, Movement II, mm. 106-113 ...................................................  34 

13a.      Sonata-Vocalise, Movement II, mm. 121-124 ...................................................  35 

13b.      Sonata-Vocalise, Movement I, mm. 30-33 ........................................................  35 

14.        Sonata-Vocalise, Movement I, m. 30, Movement II, m. 121 ............................  36 

15.        Suite Vocalise, ñIntroduction,ò m. 1-5 ...............................................................  56 

16.        Suite Vocalise, ñIntroduction,ò mm. 1-5  ...........................................................  58 

17.        Suite Vocalise, ñIntroduction,ò mm. 8-11 ..........................................................  59 

18.        Suite Vocalise, ñSecrets,ò mm. 1-3 .....................................................................  60 

19.        Suite Vocalise, ñSecrets,ò mm. 1-3 .....................................................................  60 

20.        Suite Vocalise, ñIntroduction,ò mm. 19-22  .......................................................  63 



  vii  

EXAMPLE Page 

21.        Suite Vocalise, ñSong of the Nymphs,ò mm. 1-2  ..............................................  66 

22.        Suite Vocalise, ñSong of the Nymphs,ò mm. 8-11  ............................................  67 

23.        Suite Vocalise, ñSong of the Nymphs,ò mm. 42-45  .........................................  69 

24.        Suite Vocalise, ñSecrets,ò mm. 1-6  ....................................................................  73 

25.        Suite Vocalise, ñSecrets,ò m. 1 and m. 8  ...........................................................  74 

26.        Suite Vocalise, ñSecrets,ò mm. 1-6  ....................................................................  74 

27.        Suite Vocalise, ñSecrets,ò m. 20  ........................................................................  76 

28a.      Suite Vocalise, ñSecrets,ò m. 1-2  .......................................................................  76 

28b.      Suite Vocalise, ñSecrets,ò m. 19-25 ....................................................................  77 

29.        Suite Vocalise, ñSecrets,ò m. 26-28  ...................................................................  78 

30.        Suite Vocalise, ñProcession of the Graces,ò mm. 1-4 ........................................  81 

31.        Suite Vocalise, ñProcession of the Graces,ò mm. 7-12  .....................................  82 

32.        Suite Vocalise, ñProcession of the Graces,ò mm. 13-16  ...................................  83 

33.        Suite Vocalise, ñProcession of the Graces,ò mm. 55-61  ...................................  85 

34.        Suite Vocalise, ñWhat the Poet Says,ò mm. 77-100  .........................................  90 

35.        Suite Vocalise, ñWhat the Poet Says,ò mm. 77-86 ............................................  93 

  



1 

 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The concert vocalise, a dazzling wordless vocal etude intended for performance, 

is largely a phenomenon of the twentieth century.  Although the beginnings of the genre 

can be traced to the mid-nineteenth century, the concert vocalise was made famous by 

composers such as Sergei Rachmaninoff and Maurice Ravel, probably the two most well-

known vocalise composers, during the early twentieth century.  Ravel wrote his Vocalise-

Étude en Forme de Habanera first, in March of 1907.1  Subsequently, Rachmaninoff 

wrote his Vocalise, Op. 34, No. 14 eight years later in 1915, although it is frequently 

miscited as having been written earlier.2  Both works are typical of the concert vocalise 

genre in that they are short, relatively simple in form, and designed primarily as 

showpieces for virtuoso singers.  Ravelôs Vocalise-Étude, for example, is a mere 59 

measures long, with two separate measure-long cadenzas and a myriad of ornate trills and 

delicate ornaments designed to highlight the technical skills of the performer.  These two 

eternally popular pieces of Rachmaninoff and Ravel are also excellent examples of the 

unique property of the modern concert vocalise:  its complete lack of text. 

The two monumental concert vocalises that comprise Medtnerôs Op. 41, however, 

are quite different from the typical concert vocalise.  Both the Sonata-Vocalise mit einem 

                                                 
1 John Spiers, ñVocalise-®tude en forme de habanera,ò Maurice Ravel Frontispice, last modified 

November 17, 2015, accessed April 17, 2017, http://www.maurice-ravel.net/vocalise.htm. 

 
2 Dominik Rahmer, ñWithout words, but with a forward - what's new on Sergei Rachmaninoff's 

óVocaliseô,ò Henle Blog, June 24, 2014, accessed April 17, 2017, 

http://www.henle.de/blog/en/2014/06/24/without-words-but-with-a-foreword-ï-whatôs-new-on-

sergei-rachmaninoffôs-ñvocaliseò/. 
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Motto ñGeweihter Platz,ò Op. 41, No. 1 and the Suite Vocalise, Op. 41, No. 2 are large-

scale works with complex forms.  Furthermore, although each piece demands a high level 

of virtuosity from both pianist and singer due to sheer size and scope, neither piece is 

written in an overtly virtuosic style.3  And finally, both the Sonata-Vocalise and the Suite 

Vocalise are programmatically based on a shared text:  Goetheôs poem ñGeweihter 

Platz.ò 

By basing the Sonata-Vocalise and the Suite Vocalise on a specific text, Medtner 

cleverly bridges the gap between art song and concert vocalise.  The innovation of adding 

a textual element to a traditionally textless genre introduces a tantalizing new layer of 

complexity that demands further research and exploration.  However, as with any 

innovation, it also offers new challenges to performers wishing to program either or both 

works.  Current scholarship has yet to offer any kind of in-depth analysis of either work, 

leaving questions as to the structural and motivic elements that bind these large works 

together, not to mention questions related to exactly how Medtner addresses the 

challenge of linking specific parts of Goetheôs text to the textless portions of music.  

Furthermore, neither work is considered standard repertoire, and recordings and 

performances are limited, which leaves aspiring performers in something of an 

informational desert. 

The lack of resources associated with Medtnerôs Sonata-Vocalise and Suite 

Vocalise, combined with the size, complexity, and interpretational challenges of these 

                                                 
3 As an example, one needs only compare the relatively under-spoken compositional style of the 

Suite Vocalise to Gli¯reôs flashy Concerto for Coloratura and Orchestra, Op. 82, another 

twentieth-century attempt at the large-scale concert vocalise, written in 1943. 
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works, is enough to give even the most ambitious aspiring performer pause before 

approaching them.  In this paper, I endeavor to fill that gap for performers and scholars 

alike.  I will provide context first, with a brief biography of Medtner, an outline of the 

development of the concert vocalise genre, and the background of the Goethe poem that 

inspired Medtner.  Then my in-depth analyses reveal underlying structural, motivic, and 

programmatic links both within and between the works.  Finally, my performerôs guide, 

based on the analyses and my experience with performing both works, offers suggestions 

regarding the interpretational, ensemble, and technical challenges presented by these two 

works. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BIOGRAPHY 

Nikolai Medtner was born in Moscow on January 5, 1880 to an extremely 

cultured family.  His father, Karl Medtner, was manager of a lace factory who enjoyed 

reading both German and Russian literature, especially Goethe.4  His mother, Alexandra 

Goedicke, was a talented pianist and singer who began to instruct Nikolai in piano when 

he was only six years old.5  At the piano, young Nikolai excelled at technique, as well as 

improvisation and composition, and he was enrolled in the Moscow Conservatory at the 

age of twelve in 1892.  Medtnerôs classmates included Sergei Rachmaninoff and 

Alexander Scriabin, although Medtner was the youngest of the three.  He studied piano 

with Vasily Safonov, graduating in 1900 with highest honors.  While there, Medtner also 

took a counterpoint class taught by the famous Russian composition teacher Sergei 

Taneev.  Despite dropping the class before completing it, Medtner continued to consult 

Taneev in matters of composition during his years at the Moscow Conservatory.6 

  Following his graduation, Medtner was a composer first and a performer second; 

although he gained significant notoriety in Russia, he could sometimes be a difficult and 

uncompromising personality with whom to work.  Medtner travelled a great deal during 

the early years of his career, spending time in Germany, Great Britain, France, Italy, and 

                                                 
4 Robert Rimm, The Composer-Pianists: Hamelin and the Eight (Portland, OR: Amadeus Press, 

2003), 118. 

 
5 Barrie Martyn, Nicolas Medtner: His Life and Music (Aldershot, Hants: Scolar Press,  

1995), 2-3. 

 
6 Martyn, p. 6. 
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the United States.7  He was hired as a Professor of Music at the Moscow Conservatory in 

1909, where he taught piano.  He continued to teach on and off at the Conservatory, 

simultaneously composing and concertizing during the First World War, until his final 

departure from Russia in 1921 following the Bolshevik Revolution.8 

 Medtner and his wife were staying in Neuendorf, Germany in 1922 when he 

completed his Sonata-Vocalise, Op. 41, No. 1, inspired in part by Rachmaninoffôs 1915 

Vocalise, according to Medtnerôs biographer Barrie Martyn.9  He wrote the Suite 

Vocalise, Op. 41, No. 2 during the years 1926-1927 while in Paris.10  Martyn suggests 

that perhaps Medtner was so fond of ñGeweihter Platz,ò11 the Goethe poem that inspires 

both works, due to his ñobsessional concern with the mystery of artistic creation.ò12  In 

between writing the two giant vocalises, Medtner set the same Goethe poem in his Sieben 

Lieder, Op. 46, No. 2 (composed 1922-1924). 

 Medtner moved to England in 1935 and resided there for the rest of his life.  He 

never achieved the same fame as his contemporary and close friend Rachmaninoff, who 

was not only a composer, but also a touring virtuoso pianist and conductor.  Medtner was 

so devoted to his art that he simply refused to concertize unless he was performing his 

                                                 
7 Martyn, p. 77. 

 
8 Rimm, p. 123. 

 
9 Martyn, p. 150. 

 
10 Martyn, p. 150-152. 

 
11 The full poem, in the original German accompanied by the authorôs translation, can be found in 

Appendix A. 

 
12 Martyn, p. 150. 
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own music, and this stubbornness created continual financial difficulties for Medtner and 

his wife.  As a composer, Medtner was extremely devoted to the old masters such as 

Bach, Mozart, and Beethoven.  This devotion shines through both in his fondness for 

sonata form and counterpoint, and in his uncompromising refusal to abandon traditional 

tonality.  In his all-but-unknown book, The Muse and the Fashion, published in 1935 in 

Paris, the composer dismissed modernism as nothing more than an unfortunate trend, 

defending more traditional, tonal musical concepts as, in the words of Martyn, ñeternal 

and immutable laws of art.ò13  

 Not surprisingly, being raised in a family with such refined literary tastes ð aside 

from his fatherôs literary inclinations, Medtnerôs eldest brother, Emil, was also an 

important Russian literary figure associated with the Symbolists ð Medtner was 

intensely interested in both Russian and German literature.  He masterfully set the poetry 

of Goethe, Heine, and Pushkin among others in his 108 art-song settings for voice and 

piano.  In these inspired settings, the piano is often given a prominent role.  When the 

piano does have a stronger accompanimental role, as in Winter Evening, Op. 13, No. 1, it 

is still firmly grounded in painting the text of the poem, never just idly providing 

harmony. 

 Being a former student of Taneev, Medtner included passages rich with complex 

and fascinating counterpoint in both his vocal and his instrumental works.  Further, in his 

sonatas for solo piano as well as his duo sonatas for piano and violin, Medtnerôs ability to 

construct large-scale forms from tiny motivic fragments is nothing short of astounding.  

                                                 
13 Martyn, p. 216. 
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Compared to the music of Rachmaninoff, the intellectual properties of which never 

interfered with its accessibility, some of Medtnerôs more intellectual music may initially 

seem inaccessible due to the complexity of his musical ideas; but as with any true artist, 

study of Medtnerôs music yields lucrative and highly satisfying rewards beyond what 

appears on the surface.  However, in many instances, such as the famous Sonata 

Reminiscenza, Op. 38, No. 1, the Fairy Tale in A major, Op. 51, No. 3, or the two works 

of Op. 41, Medtnerôs work is immediately accessible to audiences of all levels, full of 

lyricism, rhythmic playfulness, and both haunting and enchanting melodies. 

 When examining Medtner both as an artist and a person, one cannot help but be 

impressed by his tremendous sense of loyalty and duty toward his art.  Although he never 

approached the recognition and popularity he deserved, he maintained throughout his life 

a small but loyal group of supporters and enthusiasts.  To this day, pianists continue to be 

amazed when stumbling upon the music of Medtner for the first time.  There is also a 

devoted group of scholars and pianists who continue to study and promote the work of 

this great Russian composer.  Whether by a few or by many, Medtnerôs rich and diverse 

body of work is sure to be continually explored, promoted, and enjoyed for many years. 



8 

 

CHAPTER 3 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE CONCERT VOCALISE GENRE 

 As Larry Stickler points out in his 1989 dissertation on concert vocalises, the 

evolution of the concert vocalise is similar to the rise of the concert etude for piano, the 

development of which preceded the concert vocalise slightly.14  Like the piano exercises 

of the famous nineteenth-century piano pedagogues Carl Czerny and Charles-Louis 

Hanon, most early examples of the vocalise were never intended to be performed for 

even the most modest audience.  Stickler refers to this type of pedagogical vocalise as a 

ñvocal warm-up exerciseò to distinguish it from the concert vocalise.15  The wordlessness 

of these exercises, as Stickler writes, was to the advantage of both student and teacher:  

ñNot having to consider pronunciation, diction, translation, word stress, or interpretation 

when working on concert vocalises allows the student to concentrate on the technical 

aspects of vocal production and musical phrasing.ò16 

 Pedagogical vocalises, both unaccompanied and accompanied, were historically 

written by vocal pedagogues specifically for the benefit of their own students. Kathleen 

Rose DeJardin, in her 1992 dissertation on the vocalise, traces the history of the 

pedagogical vocalise back to voice pedagogue and composer Giulio Caccini (1551-1618), 

                                                 
14 Larry Wayne Stickler, ñConcert Vocalises for Solo Voice: A Selective Studyò (DMus diss., 

Indiana University, 1989), 3-4, accessed April 17, 2017, Proquest Dissertations & Theses Global. 

 
15 Stickler, 3-4. 

 
16 Stickler, 4. 
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who wrote vocalises to help students improve their ñrhythm, attack, and sight-reading.ò17  

Other well-known vocal pedagogues who followed Caccini also composed exercises for 

their students, including Pierfrancesco Tosi (1656-1732), Giovanni Battista Mancini 

(1716-1800), and Giovanni Marco Bordogni (1789-1856).18  The vocalises of Bordogni 

show a marked development in the quality of composition, and each vocalise has a 

written-out, often elaborate piano accompaniment as well as a tuneful melody.  

Somewhat contrary to the modern conception of the vocalise, six of Bordogniôs 12 

Nouvelle Vocalises, written in the early nineteenth century, even include Italian text.  

These pieces make no great attempt to programmatically connect the text and music, but 

rather provide an opportunity for singers to improve their Italian diction outside of the 

standard opera and Italian art song repertoire.  As vocal exercises, DeJardin writes, 

Bordogniôs vocalises are ñconsidered to be some of the more difficult of those in print.ò19  

In fact, Bordogniôs vocalises are well-known in the low brass community because many 

of them were arranged for trombone by Joannès Rochut in his Melodious Etudes, 

published in 1928.20 

                                                 
17 Kathleen Rose DeJardin, ñThe Accompanied Vocalise and Its Application to Selected Baroque, 

Classical, Romantic and Twentieth Century Songs and Ariasò (DMA diss., University of Arizona, 

1992), 14-15, accessed April 17, 2017, Proquest Dissertations & Theses Global. 
 
18 DeJardin, 15-18. 

 
19 DeJardin, 18. 

 
20 Marco Bordogni and Joannés Rochut, Melodious Etudes for Trombone: Selected from the 

Vocalises of Marco Bordogni, 3 vol. (New York, NY: Carl Fischer, 1928). 

 



10 

 

 It is nearly impossible to cite the very first concert vocalise.  Many references list 

a work entitled Sonatina by Louis Spohr, Op. 138, written in 1848 for voice and piano, as 

the first formal concert vocalise.  In Spohrôs Sonatina ñthe voice is used very much like a 

solo instrument,ò21 according to Owen Janderôs Grove Music Online article on the 

vocalise.  The same work is also cited in Lalage Cochraneôs article on the vocalise from 

The Oxford Companion to Music as an early example of a concert vocalise.22  However, 

this assertion is strongly disputed by Susan Owen-Leinert and Michael Leinert, 

distinguished Spohr scholars and editors of the first complete edition of Spohrôs songs.  

They emphatically maintain that the Sonatina was a setting of Johann Karl Ritter Braun 

von Braunthalôs poem ñAn Sie am Clavier,ò as indicated by Spohr himself in his own list 

of works.  They also cite the title of Kasselôs first edition of the work in 1848, which is 

given as An Sie am Clavier (edited by Luckhardt).23  In their complete edition, they have 

published the Sonatina along with the text, as it was originally intended by the 

composer.24 

Regardless of who is responsible for the first concert vocalise, the blossoming of 

the genre did undisputedly occur in the early twentieth century, with the publication of 

                                                 
21 Grove Music Online, s.v. ñVocalise,ò accessed December 1, 2015, 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/29567. 

 
22 The Oxford Companion to Music, s.v. ñVocalise,ò accessed February 24, 2017, 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy1.lib.asu.edu/subscriber/article/opr/t114/e7190?q=vo

calise&search=quick&pos=2&_start=1#firsthit. 

 
23 Susan Owen-Leinert and Michael Leinert, "Spohr_Vocalise?" Spohr_Vocalise? Accessed 

February 24, 2017. http://www.owen-leinert.com/VOCALISE.htm. 

 
24Louis Spohr and Susan Owen. Louis Spohr Lied Edition Gesamtausgabe der ein- und 

zweistimmigen Klavierlieder. Ko↓ln: Dohr, n.d.  ñAn Sie am Clavier,ò Op. 138, is in vol. 4 (2010). 
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A.L. Hettichôs Repertoire Moderne de Vocalises-Etudes.  Hettich, a professor at the Paris 

Conservatory, commissioned several contemporary composers, including Maurice Ravel, 

Heitor Villa-Lobos, Carl Nielsen, Gabriel Fauré, and Francis Poulenc, to write exercises 

for his voice students, specifically to be used in their final examinations at the school.  

The collection is in multiple volumes, and was published over the course of several years 

beginning in 1907.25  By commissioning and publishing vocalises by so many composers 

of distinction, Hettich was primarily responsible for the popularity that the concert 

vocalise enjoyed in the early twentieth century.  Medtner, who finished his two vocalises 

in 1922 and 1927, would have surely been aware of this musical trend.  It speaks volumes 

that even a composer as conservative as Medtner, who considered modernism in music to 

be sacrilegious, was swept up in the vogue of the vocalise!  Throughout the century, the 

genre grew substantially, and continues to grow.  In fact, in her impressively 

comprehensive dissertation from 1991, Kathryn Susan Chilcote lists over 200 composers 

who have written concert vocalises.26 

                                                 
25 John Coopman, ñVocalise, by Francis Poulenc,ò Unsung Songs, 1999, accessed April 17, 2017, 

http://www2.lawrence.edu/fast/KOOPMAJO/poulenc.html. 

 
26 Katheryn Susan Chilcote, ñThe Vocalise Art Song,ò (DMA diss., University of Oregon, 1991), 

255-260, accessed April 17, 2017, ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 



12 

 

CHAPTER 4 

ANALYSIS OF SONATA-VOCALISE MIT EINEM MOTTO "GEWEIHTER PLATZ"  

OP. 41 NO. 1 

The Sonata-Vocalise mit einem Motto ñGeweihter Platzò is unique within the 

genre for its length, form, and programmatic links.  At 270 measures, Medtnerôs vocalise 

is substantially longer than most other vocalises; the vocalises of Ravel and 

Rachmaninoff, for example, are 59 measures and 39 measures, respectively.  This 

extreme length results from Medtnerôs use of sonata form, which aligns it more closely to 

his piano sonatas than to other vocalises.  Most important, whereas most concert 

vocalises are textless and non-programmatic, Medtnerôs Sonata-Vocalise is linked to a 

text:  the Goethe poem ñGeweihter Platz,ò which is set as a typical art song in the first 

movement. 

 At first glance, the two movements of the Sonata-Vocalise appear to have little in 

common, and current scholarship has yet to discover any meaningful links between them, 

although admittedly, very little scholarly work has been completed in relation to the 

Sonata-Vocalise.  Christoph Flamm and Barrie Martyn, both highly accomplished 

Medtner scholars, each mention the work in their individual books, but only provide brief 

descriptions of the two movements.  In Nicolas Medtner: His Life and Music, Martyn 

writes: 
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Although the setting of the ómottoô has the same key and metre as the Sonata 

itself, its musical material is for the most part distinct, though the falling 

first three notes of the C major scale which inform the pianoôs introductory 

figure are taken up again in the Sonataôs coda, and the singerôs final line 

anticipates its opening theme.ò27 

 

This quote reflects the general opinion of current scholarship on the Sonata-Vocalise, that 

besides surface-level connections such as key and meter, the two movements appear to be 

bound together by little else.  However, a detailed analysis reveals not only the inner 

structures of each movement, especially the sonata movement, but also deep and 

intentional structural, motivic, and programmatic connections between the two 

movements.  On a surface level, the two movements share the key of C major, compound 

meters 6/8 and 9/8, and dotted-rhythm patterns.  More deeply, though, the tonal plan of 

the sonata form of the sonata movement is directly derived from the key areas of the 

texted movement, which are, with a few exceptions, closely related to the tonic key of C 

major.  Also, fundamental motivic and melodic-resolution connections exist both within 

and between the two movements.  Finally, the two movements are linked 

programmatically, in that the Sonata-Vocalise is an abstract musical representation of the 

poem of the first movement. 

 

Movement I: ñMottoò 

 The Goethe text of the first movement was especially significant to Medtner.  As 

Flamm points out in his book, Der Russische Komponist Nikolaj Metner, the same 

Goethe text that Medtner used in the Sonata-Vocalise is the basis not only for the Suite 

                                                 
27 Martyn, p. 151. 
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Vocalise, Op. 41, No. 2, but also for the Op. 46, No. 2 song, ñGeweihter Platz.ò  Flamm 

argues that this text and the music it inspired play a crucial role in understanding 

Medtner.  He writes, ñFor Medtner himself, these pieces must have had a special 

meaning, so much so that they are a very important key to understanding his music as a 

whole.ò28 

Goetheôs poem, the title of which means ñSanctified Place,ò is from a set of 

poems called Antiker Form sich nähernd (Poems in the manner of the antique), first 

published in 1815 in Goetheôs own edition of his collected works.29  These thirty-one 

poems are inspired by, and are an attempt to emulate, the poetry of antiquity.  As he did 

with the other poems in the set, Goethe accomplishes this by referring to figures and 

locations derived from Greek mythology, including Mount Olympus, the Graces, 

nymphs, and the Muses, and by writing in imitation of the hexameter of classical Greek 

poetry, with each line containing six stressed syllables. 

The poem ñGeweihter Platzò depicts a poet secretly observing a nocturnal 

gathering of nymphs and the Graces.  As Figure 1 shows, the poem is divided into two 

halves or verses, each verse containing four lines.  In the first half, the poet, spying on the 

supernatural beings, hears their beautiful songs and sees their secretive dances.  In the 

second half, he has visions of the splendors of heaven and earth.  Overwhelmed by his 

encounter and ensuing reveries, he excitedly attempts to describe his experience to the 

                                                 
28 Christoph Flamm, Der russische Komponist Nikolaj Metner: Studien und Materialien: mit 

einem ausführlichen Werkverzeichnis, einem vollständigen Verzeichnis der von ihm selbst 

eingespielten Schallplattenaufnahmen und einer ñBibliographie der internationalen Literatur 

¿ber Nikolai Metner von 1903 bis 1994ò (Berlin: E. Kuhn, 1995), 207. Translation mine. 
29 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Goethe's Werke, vol. 2, (Stuttgart and Tübingen: Cotta, 1815). 
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Muses, but they instruct him to speak modestly about what he has seen, so as not to anger 

the gods. 
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Figure 1.  Form Diagram of ññMottoòò from Sonata-Vocalise. 

                                                 
30 Translation by the author. 

Geweihter Platz Section Key Area 

Wenn zu den Reihen der Nymphen versammelt, in heiliger 

Mondnacht 

When, in ranks, the Nymphs assemble in the sacred  

moonlit night,30 

1 

(22) 

C major/A 

minor 

mm. 1-14 

Sich die Grazien heimlich herab vom Olympus gesellen. 

Joined in the sacred moonlit night by the Graces, sneaking 

down from Olympus. 

  

Hier belauscht sie der Dichter und hört die schönen  

Gesänge, 

Here, the poet eavesdrops on them and hears the beautiful 

Songs 

  

sieht verschwiegener Tänze geheimnisvolle Bewegung. 

and sees the mysterious movements of their secretive  

dances. 

 G major 

mm. 15-22 

(PAC in m. 19 

+ 4-bar ext.) 

Was der Himmel nur herrliches hat, Was glücklich die 

Erde 

What splendor only the Heavens have, what fortunate 

loveliness 

 

2a 

(11) 

E minor 

m. 23 

(Meter change 

from 

6/8 to 9/8) 

Reizendes immer gebar, Das erscheint dem wachenden  

Träumer. 

the Earth bore, appear to this watching [waking] dreamer. 

 E-flat major 

m. 29 

D minor 

mm. 30-33 

Alles erzählt er den Musen, und daß die Götter nicht  

zürnen, 

All this he tells to the Muses, and so as not to anger the  

gods, 

2b 

(14) 

D minor 

mm. 34-37 

(F major m. 37) 

lehren die Musen ihn gleich bescheiden Geheimnisse  

sprechen. 

The Muses teach him to speak of these secrets modestly. 

 C major 

mm. 38 

(PAC: m. 42 + 

5-bar ext.) 

(Meter change 

from  

9/8 to 6/8 in m. 

42) 
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 The texted first movement of Medtnerôs Sonata-Vocalise is through-composed, 

but follows the poemôs two-part division, with each half being about the same length, 22 

and 25 measures, respectively (see Figure 2).  Section 1, unified throughout by a dotted-

rhythm ostinato in 6/8 meter, begins in the tonic key of C major and ends in the dominant 

key of G major.  In the contrasting Section 2, the accompaniment abandons the dotted-

rhythm ostinato and instead becomes more chordal.  The meter changes to a more 

expansive 9/8 and the more chromatic harmonic language contrasts with the relatively 

diatonic language of the first half.  Unlike the first section, which sets the entire first half 

of the text, Medtner divides Section 2 into two subsections, 2a and 2b.  Section 2a begins 

in E minor, the relative minor of the dominant, and moves by way of thematic sequence 

to a surprising E-flat major harmony, followed by an octatonic-like chromatic passage 

depicting the word ñdreamer.ò  Section 2b, which begins in D minor, returns eventually 

to C major by way of an F major pivot chord. 

 The sonata-form second movement closely follows the same tonal plan, as 

illustrated in Figure 2.  The first two key areas of the sonata movement, C major and its 

relative minor, correspond to the key areas of the opening section of the texted 

movement. The order of the next two key areas of the texted movement, G major to e 

minor, is reversed in the sonata movement for formal reasons. Both movements then 

move from E-flat to D minor, and eventually to the pivot F major, followed by a return to 

tonic, C major, in the coda. 
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Mvt. I  Key Measures Mvt. II  Key Measures 

Section 1 C/a 1-14 Primary Theme C 1-18 

   Transition C 19-37 

   Second Theme A A 37-54 

 G 15-22 

 

   

Section 2a e 23-28 Second Theme B E 55-75 

   Closing Theme G 75-86 

 E-flat 29  G/E-flat 

featured 

87-94 

   Development I G/E-flat 

featured 

95-110 

   Development II e-flat/f 111-132 

 d 30-33 Development III D 133-159 

Section 

2b 

d     

   [Retransition] G 159-167 

   [Primary Theme] C 168-186 

   [Transition] E-flat/A-

flat 

187-203 

   [Second Theme A] b-flat 203-220 

   [Second Theme B] F 221-233 

 F (pivot) 38 Closing theme F 233-252 

 C 39-47 Coda C 253-270 

 

Figure 2.  Shared Key Plan, Movements I and II from Sonata-Vocalise. 

 

 

The strong motivic connections within the texted movement reveal Medtnerôs 

penchant for simple motives ripe for expansion or variation.  Initially, the motives consist 

of the smaller intervals of seconds and thirds. Motive 1, centered around the third scale 
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degree and introduced in the piano, is comprised of an ascending and descending major 

second followed by a descending major third, or E-D-E-C, as shown in Example 1. 

 

Example 1: Sonata-Vocalise, Movement I, mm. 1-8.31 

 

The dotted-rhythm ostinato on each beat, which is itself motivic, persists through 

the entire first section, save the two measures leading to the final chord of the ending 

cadence in mm. 18-19.  As the voice enters in m. 3, it repeats the first three notes of 

Motive 1, but instead of descending a major third to C, it ascends a minor to G, thus 

emphasizing the dominant pitch.  This variation of Motive 1, labeled here as Motive 1a, 

immediately sets up two issues that will demand closure by the end of the movement:  the 

                                                 
31 Nikolai Medtner, Sonata-Vocalise mit einem Motto ñGeweihter Platz.ò ed. Aleksandr 

Goldenweiser (Moscow: Muzgiz, 1961), accessed April 18, 2017, 

http://conquest.imslp.info/files/imglnks/usimg/9/9f/IMSLP22597-PMLP51715-

medtner_sonata_vocalise_op41_1_muzgiz.pdf. 
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avoidance of the desired implied motion of closure, scale degrees 3-2-1, or in this case, 

E-D-C, and the possibility that the closure come from the completed ascending triad, E-

G-C, thus ending on the upper octave. 

Tonally, the first 14 measures of Section 1 are in C major, but are heavily shaded 

by A minor.  Medtner accomplishes this by frequently emphasizing the submediant 

chord, and by using an added-sixth, shown in Example 2, to destabilize both the tonic and 

dominant triads. 

 

Example 2:  Sonata-Vocalise, Movement I, mm. 9-16. 

 

The vocal line, carefully constructed from Motives 1 and 1a, gradually ascends to a G5 in 

mm. 15-16, which is accompanied by a modulation to the dominant key of G major.  The 

first section cadences in that key in m. 19 after an extended trill figure in the 

accompaniment, derived from Motive 1, as seen in Example 3. 
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Example 3:  Sonata-Vocalise, Movement I, mm. 16-23. 

 

Also shown in Example 3 is the vocal line traversing scale degrees 3-2-1, but in the 

ñwrongò key of the dominant.  The perfect authentic cadence in m. 19 is followed by a 

four-bar cadential extension in the dominant, ending Section 1. 

Section 2a, which is still heavily inundated with variants of Motives 1 and 1a, 

begins suddenly in m. 23 in the relative minor of the dominant, the only preparation 

being a stepwise motion in the bass from G to E begun in the previous measure (m. 22).  

The first phrase concludes in m. 26 with a half cadence in the key of the minor dominant, 

D minor.  A two-measure piano interlude prepares the listener for an eventual cadence in 

that key, but instead, in m. 29, Medtner, moves surprisingly to E-flat major, as seen in 

Example 4.  The sudden transition to E-flat major, which has a shared-third relationship 
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with the starting key of E minor, is facilitated by the tonic resolution of an augmented-

sixth chord in D-minor in m. 28. 

 

 

Example 4:  Sonata-Vocalise, Movement I, mm. 28-29. 

 

  An octatonic-like chromatic motive, which returns in the Sonata-Vocalise 

movement (mm. 121-124), illustrates the word ñTräumerò or ñdreamerò in the 

accompaniment to the F5 to E-flat5 in the vocal part, shown in Example 5. 

 

 

Example 5:  Sonata-Vocalise, Movement I, mm. 30-31. 
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In Section 2b, the vocal line, colored by fragments of Motive 1 in the piano 

accompaniment, continues to ascend.  The movement reaches its climax in m. 38 as the 

voice sings its highest note of the piece, A5, offset by the lowest note in the piano part, 

F1, and marked piano by the composer.  As shown in Example 6, Medtner uses the F-

major harmony of this climactic moment to pivot back to the tonic key of C major. 

 

 

Example 6:  Sonata-Vocalise, Movement I, mm. 38-47. 

 

The extended trill figure in the accompaniment which had ended Section 1 is repeated, 

but now in the tonic key, and the voice sings the expected scale degrees 3-2-1, but in a 

higher register, while the piano doubles this closing motive in the same register as the 

beginning. As the movement closes, the 6/8 meter of Section 1 is restored, and the piano 


