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Introduction 

This document provides a comprehensive musicological examination of the composer Paul 
Merkus's oeuvre, drawing from his personal catalogue and detailed compositional notes. The 
analysis adopts as its central thesis the concept of the composer's work as a meticulously kept 
"musical diary." Through this lens, the study traces Merkus's stylistic evolution across three 
distinct creative periods, identifies recurring thematic and instrumental patterns, and explores 
the profound influence of personal dedications and external inspirations. The objective is to 
demonstrate how this body of work transcends a mere collection of compositions to become a 
narrative chronicle, where stylistic development and personal history are inextricably 
intertwined. 

 

1. Chronological and Stylistic Evolution 

A chronological analysis of Paul Merkus's complete works is strategically vital to understanding 
his development. Dividing his catalogue into distinct periods reveals a clear trajectory, from early 
formal explorations to a technologically-enabled orchestral voice. This progression, however, is 
not merely technical; it maps the transformation of his output from a series of compositional 
exercises into the deeply personal musical diary that defines his mature work. 

1.1. The Early Period (1983-1986): Foundational Voices and Forms 

The composer's earliest creative period, spanning from Opus 1 ("Sarabande") to Opus 14 
("OEtude"), is characterized by a concentrated focus on chamber instrumentation. The works are 
dominated by two primary configurations: flute and piano and piano solo. These instrumental 
preferences, established at the outset of his career, would remain central throughout his entire 
body of work. 

During these formative years, Merkus engaged deeply with historical forms and absorbed 
external musical influences. His notes reveal a conscious effort to master established structures, 
as seen in his Opus 9 ("Sonata"), a direct attempt to compose in the classical sonata form, and 
his use of historical dances like the "Sarabande" (Op. 1) and contrapuntal devices like the canon 
in the "Allegretto" (Op. 7). The composer's annotations also cite specific inspirations, crediting 
Albert de Klerk's choral music as a direct model for "Een vijfde redeloos gezang" (Op. 6) and 
acknowledging the influence of Giuseppe Verdi's Stabat Mater on the lyrical melodies of the 
"Allegretto." 

This period also established a lasting interest in vocal music. The songs "Dat jij daar ontstond" 
(Op. 8) and "Waaiende tranen" (Op. 10) mark the beginning of a significant collaboration with 
poet Annemieke Buter. Other vocal pieces, like the "OEtude" (Op. 14), originated from practical 
compositional exercises, in this case, a vocal study on the "OE" vowel sound. In summary, the 
early period was one of formal study and foundational development, establishing the core 
instrumental palettes and compositional habits that would recur and evolve in the decades that 
followed. 

  



1.2. The Middle Period (1994-2019): Expansion and Personalization 

After an eight-year hiatus, Merkus returned to composition with Opus 15 ("LeapFrog"). The 
composer's return was not driven by abstract artistic ambition but by a personal impetus—a 
challenge from a colleague—a mode of creation rooted in relational dynamics that would define 
his middle period. This event marks the point where his oeuvre transforms from formal exercises 
into a true musical diary. This extensive period is defined by a diversification of forms and, most 
significantly, the increasing importance of personal dedications, which transformed his 
catalogue into a chronicle of his relationships. 

The works from this era are frequently dedicated to family, friends, and colleagues, making the 
music a vehicle for celebrating, commemorating, and connecting with the people in his life. 

Opus Title Dedication Relationship 

Op. 22 Stormen div. Sister's wedding 

Op. 23 Sonatine, Nocturne, Finale Marja Pianist friend 

Op. 27 De kikkervis Bart Son 

Op. 44 Sonatinine & Romance Esther Daughter 

Op. 60 Lyrique, Adagio, Vivace Bart Son 

Op. 62 Bevrijding div. Song for daughter 

Stylistically, this period solidified the composer's distinct harmonic language. Merkus's harmonic 
idiolect is defined by his re-contextualization of the major seventh. Rather than treating it as a 
functional dissonance requiring resolution, he employs it in works like "Nocturne" (Op. 
23) and "Dialogue" (Op. 51) as a coloristic consonance, a point of tonal stability. This places his 
work in a lineage that includes French Impressionism and jazz-influenced harmony, where 
sonorities are valued for their intrinsic character over their role in traditional syntactic 
progressions. 

This middle period represents the core of the composer's oeuvre. It is here that his personal voice 
becomes fully defined, not in isolation, but through music written for and inspired by his 
community. The emerging practice of arranging pieces for different instrumentations during this 
time also prefigures the broader transformations of his later work. 

1.3. The Late Period (2020-Present): The Orchestral Turn 

Beginning around 2020, Merkus's work exhibits a dramatic shift toward orchestral composition 
and arrangement. This "orchestral turn" was catalysed by the adoption of the music composition 
software StaffPad. The composer's notes for numerous works, including "Variaties" (Op. 
24), "Cameleon" (Op. 28), "Dialogue" (Op. 51), "Coeur Battant" (Op. 79), and the "Versets 
Symphoniques" (Op. 84), explicitly credit the software with enabling him to realize symphonic 
textures that were previously impractical. 

  



A primary activity during this period has been the re-imagining of earlier entries in his musical 
diary. Pieces originally conceived for piano or small chamber ensembles were transformed into 
full orchestral statements. "Variaties" (Op. 24), a 1999 piano piece, was orchestrated in 2021, with 
thematic variations assigned to different orchestral sections. Similarly, "Cameleon" (Op. 28) and 
"Coeur Battant" (Op. 79) were orchestrated shortly after their original conception, demonstrating 
a new immediacy in his process. 

Alongside these arrangements, Merkus began creating original, shorter orchestral pieces. 
Collections like the "Versets Symphoniques" (Op. 84) and "Shades" (Op. 96) feature works often 
inspired by external stimuli, such as film scoring competitions or specific compositional 
challenges. This technological culmination, however, was applied to a set of musical 
preoccupations—specific instrumentations, forms, and personal motivations—that remained 
remarkably consistent. An analysis of these thematic cross-currents reveals the stable core of 
the composer's identity beneath his stylistic evolution. 

 

2. Thematic Cross-Currents in the Oeuvre 

Beyond a chronological view, a thematic analysis of Paul Merkus's work reveals the persistent 
ideas and creative practices that define his musical identity. This approach cuts across historical 
periods to dissect the core elements of his style, including his preferred instrumentations, his 
reliance on specific musical forms, and the central role that personal relationships and literary 
sources play as the primary inspiration for his compositions. 

2.1. Dominant Instrumentation and the Art of Arrangement 

An analysis of the complete catalogue reveals a clear hierarchy of instrumental preferences that 
has remained consistent throughout the composer's career. The most prominent 
instrumentations are: 

• Piano Solo: The single most frequent instrumentation, serving as the composer's 
primary medium for harmonic and melodic exploration. 

• Flute & Piano: A core combination, particularly dominant in the early period but 
recurring frequently in all subsequent phases. 

• Cello & Piano: A significant pairing, especially in works connected to his son. 

• Voice & Piano: The foundation of his extensive art song output. 

• Choir: Used for both sacred and secular works, often in collaboration with specific 
poets or ensembles. 

One of the most defining characteristics of Merkus's creative process is his pervasive practice of 
arranging single compositions for multiple, varied instrumentations. The advent of StaffPad in his 
late period did not create this impulse to arrange—which was already present—but rather 
provided the technological means to apply this pre-existing creative habit to its most ambitious 
canvas, the full orchestra. This demonstrates that for Merkus, the underlying melodic and 
harmonic idea is paramount, capable of being "re-clothed" in different instrumental colors. 

  



Opus Original Version Subsequent Arrangements 

Op. 15 LeapFrog (Piano solo, 1994) 
• Orchestra (2025) 
• Flute & piano (2025) 

Op. 26 Quadryptique (Piano 3-handig, 2000) 
• Piano solo (2000) 
• Flute duet & harp (2024), 
• Orchestra (2024) 

Op. 72 Gymnopédie (Piano solo, 2017) 

• Cello & piano (2017) 
• Flute & piano (2017) 
• Choir (2024) 
• Voice & piano (2024) 
• String Quartet (2024) 

Op. 79 Coeur Battant (Piano solo, 2020) 
• Orchestra (2020) 
• String Quintet (2025) 

This fluidity between instrumentations is a fundamental aspect of the composer's artistic 
identity. It suggests a conception of music where melody and harmony are the essential, 
transmutable elements, capable of expression through a solo piano, a chamber duo, or the full 
symphonic orchestra. 

2.2. Recurring Forms and Stylistic Signatures 

Across his four-decade career, Merkus has consistently returned to specific historical forms, 
using them as frameworks for personal expression in a manner characteristic of a neo-classical 
or post-modern tendency. This conscious dialogue with music history provides structural and 
thematic continuity throughout his oeuvre. Recurring titles include: 

• Sarabande: Op. 1 (1983) and Op. 78 (2020) 

• Elegie: Op. 17 (1995) and Op. 68 (2015) 

• Nocturne: Op. 23 (1999) and Op. 54 (2010) 

The composer's notes also identify several stylistic signatures that constitute a recognizable 
authorial voice. The "maestoso" marking, found in works like Op. 15, 23, and 28, functions as 
Merkus's primary structural device for creating climactic apotheosis, typically achieved through 
octave doubling of the melody, full keyboard chordal textures, and an expansive rhythmic feel 
that signals the culmination of a musical argument. His piano textures frequently feature 
arpeggiated accompaniment figures in the left hand, a self-identified hallmark of his style. 

His harmonic language shows a consistent, career-long exploration of "coloristic consonance." 
This journey began with the relatively common added second in early works like "Allegretto" (Op. 
11) and evolved into his more idiosyncratic treatment of the major seventh as a point of tonal 
repose in his middle period. The composer's notes for "Miniature #4" (Op. 102) explicitly confirm 
this practice as a core tenet of his style, noting that "cadences may resolve to a major seventh 
chord," cementing its role as a consonant sonority in his personal harmonic system. Together, 
these recurring forms and stylistic trademarks provide a consistent architectural and sonic 
framework across his body of work. 



2.3. The Composer's Muse: Literary and Personal Influences 

A defining feature of Paul Merkus's music is its deep connection to external sources. His vocal 
and choral catalogue is built upon collaborations with a select group of poets, with whom he has 
formed lasting artistic partnerships. 

Poet / Text Source Opus Numbers Language 

Annemieke Buter Op. 8, 10 Nederlands 

Toos van Raaij Op. 32, 33, 36, 37, 39, 42 Engels, Nederlands, Duits 

Manja Geijsel Op. 72, 75, 88 Frans, Engels 

Joep Huiskamp Op. 80, 82 Nederlands 

Paul Merkus Op. 27, 41, 80, 88, 89 Nederlands, Engels 

These collaborations are characterized by a close relationship between text and music, often 
employing techniques with a long historical lineage. In "Een vijfde redeloos gezang" (Op. 6), the 
composer's notes describe how the word "lang" (long) is "spun out longer" and "lijden" (suffering) 
is underlined with a "dissonant suspension." These clear examples of "text-painting," or 
madrigalisms, show how the music is crafted to directly illustrate the emotional and narrative 
content of the poetry. 

Even more pervasive is the role of personal dedications as the primary engine for composition. 
Nearly every work is connected to a specific person or event, categorized into several groups: 

• Family: Numerous pieces are dedicated to his son Bart and daughter Esther. 

• Colleagues/Students: Works written for professional peers and collaborators 
(e.g., Mia, Op. 30; Marja, Op. 23). 

• Performing Ensembles: Compositions for specific groups 
(e.g., "Otherwise," Op. 32; "Arianna kwintet," Op. 88). 

• Musical Influences: Homages to composers 
like Erik Satie (Op. 3, 72) and Claude Debussy (Op. 87). 

• Self-dedications: A small but significant category of works dedicated to himself 
("mijzelf" or "moi même"). 

These self-dedicated pieces function as moments of profound personal reflection, where 
composition becomes a direct means of processing life events. The notes for "Defaite" 
(Op. 73) explicitly link its creation to the "klap" (blow) of a job loss. His choice of Bb minor was a 
conscious reference to Chopin's funeral march, framing the act of composition as a method of 
navigating personal verslagenheid (despondency). This vast network of dedications confirms that 
the composer's work is fundamentally narrative and relational, motivated and shaped by his 
personal and artistic connections. 

 

  



3. Conclusion 

The complete works of Paul Merkus trace a clear and compelling artistic journey, from the formal 
studies of his early years to the broad, expressive catalogue he commands today. This analysis 
reveals an oeuvre that functions as a musical diary, where stylistic evolution, the reuse and re-
imagining of material, and a vast network of personal dedications converge. His middle period 
marks the moment his work fully embraces this personal, narrative function, while his late, 
technologically empowered phase allows him to apply this lifelong practice to an orchestral 
canvas. Ultimately, the work of Paul Merkus stands as a powerful example of a contemporary 
tonal composer whose art is inextricably linked to the narrative of his own life and relationships. 


