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1.0 Introduction: Charting the Composer's Vision 

Paul Merkus stands as a prolific composer whose work is characterized by a deep and consistent 
integration of personal experience, literary sensitivity, and a rich dialogue with music history. His 
extensive opus list, spanning decades, is far more than a simple chronological catalog; it is a 
tapestry woven from interconnected thematic threads. This analysis will deconstruct the primary 
threads running through his oeuvre—the influence of personal events, the dialogue with text and 
poetry, and the recurrence of distinct musical signatures—to reveal a coherent and continually 
evolving artistic vision. 

The core argument of this study is that Merkus’ compositions are not isolated creations but form 
an interconnected web where ideas are constantly revisited, reinterpreted, and informed by the 
composer's life and intellectual interests. A piece written for a family member may later be 
orchestrated, a musical idea may find new life with a poetic text, and a harmonic preference 
established in an early work may become a signature element decades later. By examining these 
patterns, we can trace the development of a unique compositional voice. This analysis will 
proceed by first exploring the personal catalysts for his music, then investigating his literary 
collaborations and inspirations, followed by a study of his musical homages and stylistic 
trademarks, and finally, an examination of his process of creative reinterpretation. 

2.0 The Personal Tapestry: Life Events as Creative Catalysts 

A strategic analysis of Paul Merkus’ work must begin with its personal context. For this composer, 
music is not an abstract exercise but a deeply human endeavour that frequently serves as a direct 
response to, or a celebration of, personal relationships and significant life events. His 
compositions often function as a diary, a tribute, or a vessel for processing the joys and sorrows 
of his own life and the lives of those around him, making this personal tapestry a foundational 
element of his creative output. 

2.1 Compositions for Family and Friends 

A significant portion of Merkus’ catalogue is directly inspired by his relationships with family and 
friends, with many works bearing explicit dedications. These pieces are not mere formalities but 
are often tailored to the individual, reflecting a personal connection or a specific pedagogical 
purpose. His children have been a clear source of inspiration, with works written for his son Bart, 
a cellist (Op. 60, Op. 68), and pieces dedicated to his daughter Esther, a pianist (Op. 44, Op. 52). 
Other compositions, such as the song "Bevrijding" (Op. 62), were written at her request for her to 
perform. Other individuals are similarly honoured, from the early Andante (Op. 2) for José to 
the Ode to Alison (Op. 41). 

This approach extends into pedagogical music, where the composer’s goal is to create a work 
that is both musically satisfying and technically appropriate for a specific performer. 
The Sonatinine (Op. 44), written for his then 11-year-old daughter, was conceived when she was 
learning her first Clementi sonatinas, resulting in a piece that is simpler in form ("smaller than a 
sonatina") but stylistically coherent. Similarly, Quadryptique (Op. 26) was designed as a "Vierluik 
voor piano driehandig" (Four-part piece for piano three-handed) at the suggestion of a piano 
teacher, allowing a beginner student to play a compelling melody with one hand while the teacher 
provides a richer, two-handed accompaniment. 



 

2.2 Music as a Chronicle of Life's Milestones 

Beyond personal dedications, Merkus’ music serves as a chronicle of major life milestones, 
documenting moments of profound joy and significant challenge. The contrast between works 
marking these different life events is striking. The celebratory cantata Stormen (Op. 22) was 
composed for his sister's wedding, setting a poem by their great-uncle to music. The composer’s 
notes reveal an "orchestral thinking" behind the piano part, with the triumphant theme "Dan is er 
nieuw begin" (Then there is a new beginning) symbolizing the marital union after the "storms" of 
life. 

In stark contrast, Défaite (Op. 73), composed in 2018, is an expression of profound grief and 
turmoil written in direct response to his own job loss after a major reorganization. The title, 
meaning "defeat" or "verslagenheid," reflects the grim mood. Merkus deliberately chose the key 
of B-flat minor as a direct reference to Chopin's funeral march, using dark, percussive chords to 
convey a sense of being "beaten down." The subsequent piece in the same opus, Garden Leave, 
provides the chronicle’s next chapter—a relaxed and gentle "song without words" reflecting the 
period of calm and creative freedom that followed. More recently, the inspiration for Arabesque 
#1 (Op. 87) came directly from his daughter's wedding, where she performed Debussy's famous 
work of the same name, prompting him to write his own homage. This practice of marking 
transitions extends to his professional life, where the series of Uitzwaaiers (Op. 80) serves as a 
recurring tradition of composing farewell songs for retiring colleagues, demonstrating a 
consistent use of music to honour life's passages. 

This deep connection between personal life and musical creation provides a foundation that is 
further enriched by Merkus’ engagement with external creative partners, particularly those in the 
literary world. 

 

3.0 The Dialogue with Words: Literary Inspirations and Collaborations 

A significant portion of Merkus’ output is vocal and choral, revealing a deep and sustained 
engagement with poetry and text. His choices are not arbitrary; they reflect a sensitivity to 
language and a desire to create a true synthesis of word and music. This section investigates how 
collaborations with specific writers and the careful selection of existing literary works have 
shaped his musical language and compositional forms. 

 

3.1 Key Lyrical Partnerships 

Throughout his career, Merkus has forged several key partnerships with poets and lyricists, 
resulting in cycles of work that explore specific thematic territories. These collaborations have 
been consistently fruitful, providing a textual framework for his musical expression. 

  



 

Collaborator Key Works Thematic Focus 

Annemieke 
Buter 

Dat jij daar ontstond (Op. 8) 

Waaiende tranen (Op. 10) 

Setting of youthful, expressive poetry 
written by a friend with whom he regularly 
rehearsed art songs. 

Toos van 
Raaij 

Op. 32, Op. 33, Op. 36, Op. 37, Op. 39, 
Op. 42 

Exploration of social, spiritual, and 
environmental themes, from calls for 
social harmony to environmental 
consciousness. 

Manja 

Geijsel 

Wayfaring (Op. 75) 

Head up high, my friend (Op. 88 No. 4) 

Amor's fire (Op. 88 No. 5) 

A versatile partnership involving both the 
provision of new texts for existing 
instrumental music (Wayfaring) and, 
conversely, providing French lyrics for an 
existing instrumental piece (Gymnopédie, 
Op. 72). 

Joep 
Huiskamp 

Panta rhei (Op. 80) 

Streets of Eindhoven (Op. 82) 

Texts for professional occasions 
(retirement songs) and civic pride (Streets 
of Eindhoven anthem). 

 

3.2 From Classic Poetry to Modern Verse 

Beyond his direct collaborations, Merkus demonstrates a wide-ranging literary appetite, setting 
texts from different eras and in multiple languages. This includes his settings of 18th-century 
Brabant poems for the song cycle Kleyne rymen oover vogels (Op. 34) and classic 19th-century 
French poetry by Charles Baudelaire for L'Homme et la Mer (Op. 98). 

The structure and emotional content of a text often directly influence the musical form and 
harmonic language. A clear example is found in Een vijfde redeloos gezang (Op. 6), a direct 
homage to Albert de Klerk's Vier Redeloze zangen. Merkus adopts de Klerk's technique of text-
painting: in the line "Hij heeft dus lange kousen moeten kopen" (He thus had to buy long 
stockings), the word "lang" (long) is deliberately drawn out. Similarly, the word "lijden" (suffering) 
is underscored with a dissonant suspension, creating a direct musical analog for the text's 
meaning. The narrative structure of Flucht der Sehnsucht (Op. 42), based on a text by Toos van 
Raaij, provides another powerful example. The song tells the story of a man with a fear of 
commitment, symbolized by an eagle. Each of the six couplets receives a unique musical setting 
to reflect the evolving emotional state of the protagonist, demonstrating a sophisticated, 
through-composed approach to musical storytelling. 

This dialogue with external texts is mirrored by an equally rich internal dialogue with musical 
history and his own established stylistic elements. 

  



4.0 The Dialogue with Music: Homages, Forms, and Stylistic Signatures 

Beyond the personal and literary influences that shape his work, Merkus’ compositions are 
deeply engaged in a conversation with music history and his own developing style. His oeuvre is 
replete with explicit homages to other composers, a confident handling of traditional forms, and 
the consistent application of distinct harmonic and stylistic fingerprints that mark the music as 
his own. 

4.1 Echoes of the Masters: Homage and Inspiration 

Merkus frequently pays direct homage to composers who have influenced him, weaving their 
spirit, and sometimes their specific forms, into his own creations. 

• Erik Satie: The influence of the French minimalist is acknowledged in both Hommage à 
Satie (Op. 3) and the later Gymnopédie (Op. 72), which adopts the title and serene 
character of Satie's famous piano pieces. 

• Albert de Klerk: The choral work Een vijfde redeloos gezang (Op. 6) is a direct tribute, 
explicitly positioned as a "fifth" addition to de Klerk's cycle of four, and adopts its 
predecessor's style of witty text-painting. 

• Claude Debussy: Arabesque #1 (Op. 87) is a direct response to his daughter's 
performance of Debussy's work at her wedding, borrowing its title and spirit as a creative 
starting point. 

Beyond these explicit tributes, his work shows a clear grounding in the Romantic tradition, with 
the composer citing inspirations such as Frédéric Chopin (in the preludial chords of Op. 5 and the 
B-flat minor key of Op. 73) and Giuseppe Verdi (in the lyrical melodies of Op. 7) in his notes. 

4.2 Foundational Forms and Harmonic Language 

Merkus demonstrates a command of and affinity for established classical forms, using them as 
reliable structures for his musical ideas. His oeuvre includes works built on the principles of the 
Sonata (Op. 9), Theme and Variations (Op. 24, Op. 28), and the Baroque Suite (the Prélude, 
Sarabande, and Gigue of Op. 78). 

Within these forms, he employs a characteristic and consistent harmonic language. Two 
preferences stand out: 

1. Chords with an "added second": He explicitly notes his fondness for this sound in the 
commentary for his Allegretto (Op. 11), where the left-hand accompaniment is built on 
these resonant chords (e.g., "C2"). 

2. Major seventh chords: The use of major seventh chords as a point of color, and even 
consonant resolution, is pervasive throughout his work. The composer’s notes highlight 
their importance in pieces like the Sonata (Op. 9), the Nocturne (Op. 23), 
and Dialogue (Op. 51). 

Finally, a key stylistic signature in his piano music is the use of a climactic "maestoso" section. 
This device, featuring a grand, often octave-doubled theme over a rich accompaniment, appears 
as a powerful apotheosis in pieces such as LeapFrog (Op. 15) and the Sonatine (Op. 23). Its 
recurrence is so marked that the composer himself, in his notes on "Cameleon" (Op. 28), refers 
to its final variation as being "in the inevitable maestoso style," framing it as a conscious and 
defining element of his musical identity. 



This tendency to build upon established musical ideas extends beyond historical forms to a 
continual re-examination of his own compositions. 

 

5.0 The Creative Cycle: Reinterpretation and Orchestration 

A defining characteristic of Paul Merkus’ creative process is the frequent practice of rearranging 
and re-orchestrating his own compositions. This is not simply a matter of transcription but an act 
of artistic exploration, a method of unlocking the full potential of a musical idea by viewing it 
through different sonic lenses. This tendency reveals a composer who sees his works not as static 
artifacts but as living material ripe for adaptation and evolution. 

5.1 From Piano to Ensemble: A Pattern of Adaptation 

The journey of a musical idea in Merkus’ oeuvre often begins with a solo instrument, typically the 
piano, before being reimagined for different combinations. This pattern of adaptation is a 
consistent thread throughout his opus list. 

• Sarabande (Op. 1): The composer's very first opus began life as a duet for two flutes, was 
quickly arranged for flute and piano, and then revised again in a third version with a more 
developed piano part. 

• LeapFrog (Op. 15): Originally a piano solo from 1994, this piece was later arranged for full 
orchestra and for flute and piano. 

• Variaties (Op. 24): Conceived as a theme and variations for piano solo, it was eventually 
realized in a version for orchestra. 

• Quadryptique (Op. 26): This pedagogical work has seen a remarkable number of 
transformations, from its original 3-handed and 2-handed piano versions to 
arrangements for flute duet and harp, and ultimately for orchestra. 

• Gymnopédie (Op. 72): Perhaps the most versatile of his works, this piece, originally for 
piano solo, has been arranged for cello and piano, flute and piano, choir, solo voice with 
piano, and string quartet. 

5.2 The Impact of Technology on Artistic Evolution 

The composer’s notes make it clear that the advent of modern music software, specifically 
StaffPad, has played a pivotal role in his recent work. He states that the tool "opened up a new 
world of possibilities," and this is directly reflected in the surge of orchestral arrangements 
composed since 2020. This technology has served as a key enabler, allowing him to realize long-
held musical ambitions. 

A compelling case study is Variaties (Op. 24). The notes reveal that at the time of its composition 
in 1999, Merkus had an unrealized plan to arrange the piano piece for clarinet and piano. That 
version never came to fruition. However, 21 years later, empowered by new technology, he 
created a full orchestral version. Technology provided the bridge to translate the "orchestral 
thinking" he mentioned in relation to an earlier work (Stormen, Op. 22) into tangible, orchestrated 
sound, transforming dormant ideas into fully-fledged ensemble pieces. 

This practice of reinterpretation is not merely a technical exercise but a core element of his 
artistic identity, highlighting a relentless drive to explore and perfect his musical concepts. 



6.0 Conclusion: Synthesizing the Artistic Vision 

The oeuvre of Paul Merkus is best understood not through a single style or genre, but through the 
dynamic and persistent interplay between his personal world, his literary interests, his dialogue 
with musical heritage, and a restless creative impulse to re-examine his own ideas. This analysis 
has traced these thematic threads to reveal an artistic vision that is deeply integrated and 
profoundly human. His music is a chronicle, capturing everything from the joy of a wedding to the 
sorrow of a job loss, from a child’s first sonatina to a tribute for a retiring colleague. 

The ultimate coherence of his body of work lies in this very interconnectedness. The dedications 
to family, the settings of specific poems, the homages to Satie and Debussy, and the multiple 
orchestrated versions of a single opus are not disparate activities. They are facets of a singular, 
holistic approach to composition. For Merkus, music is a living language—one that documents 
personal history, converses with poetry, honours its ancestors, and constantly seeks new forms 
of expression. It is, above all, the sound of a life fully and creatively engaged with the world. 


