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CHAPTER 1 

HISTORICAL DATA 

Genesis of the Sonata 

Bartók's Sonata for Solo Violin (1944) is the last 

original work completed before his death in September 

1945, as well as the final work in the chamber music 

genre. The sonata has been called "the work of a genius," 

"undoubtedly the greatest piece for the solo violin since 

Bach," and "the high point of music for violin solo in the 

twentieth century." 

Its technical and musical demands make it a monu- 

mental tour de force for the violinist. The auditor too 

is tested by the severe dissonance and vivid harmonic 

coloration. At Yehudi Menuhin's premiére of the work in 

Carnegie Hall on November 26, 1944, critic Olin Downes 

called it "a test for the ears, the intelligence, the 

receptiveness of the most learned listener" (Magidoff, 

p. 259). 

It was Yehudi Menuhin who commissioned the work. 

Menuhin, already reverent of Bartók and his music, ar- 

ranged to meet Bartók at the home of a mutual friend in 

Forest Hills, New York, in November of 1943, two days 
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before presenting Bartók's first Sonata for Violin and 

Piano at Carnegie Hall. Their rapport was "electric," and 

Menuhin then asked him to write a sonata for violin alone. 

Subsequently Bartók, who was already in failing health, 

was ordered by his doctor to retreat to Asheville, North 

Carolina, where he dedicated himself to writing the 

Sonata, completing it on March 14, 1944. 

Bartók sent two copies of the work to Menuhin, re- 

questing editing, and showing concern as to its play - 

ability by offering alternatives to various passages. 

Menuhin later admitted that his initial impression of the 

work shook him, and that he had doubts about its play - 

ability (Schwartz, p. 528). Their subsequent corre- 

spondence indicates a collaboration reminiscent of that 

between Joachim and Brahms in the composition of the 

latter's Violin Concerto. Menuhin methodically prepared 

the Sonata during the eight months prior to its premiere. 

If the work was not received kindly by the critics, it 

certainly was by the audience, and Bartók was undaunted by 

the critics' remarks, expressing his complete confidence 

in the work, and in Menuhin ( Bartók, Letters, p. 342). 

Significance in Bartók's Oeuvre 

In chamber music composition, Bartók is acknowledged 

as being heir to the legacy of Beethoven and Brahms. Like 

them, and including others such as Haydn, Mozart, and 
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Schubert, Bartók's creative maturation can be assessed in 

the study of his chamber music. It becomes all the more 

curious then to consider that the highly complex polyphony 

of the six Quartets, the two Violin /Piano Sonatas, and the 

Contrasts for Clarinet, Violin, and Piano should secure 

their capstone in the form of such an austere and 

virtually inaccessible work for solo violin. 

Development of the Sonata for Solo Violin 

to the Era of Bartók 

Sonatas for solo violin flourished in the Baroque 

period, principally with Biber's fifteen Rosary Sonatas 

and Bach's three Sonatas and the three Partitas. When the 

piano took on developments in the early Classic period, 

and harpsichord continuo writing fell into obscurity, it 

became fashionable to write sonatas for violin and piano 

together. At first, sonatas for piano with violin 

accompaniment became the mode, exemplified in sonatas by 

Mondonville, Schobart, and the youthful works of Mozart. 

Gradually, the violin became established as an equal, if 

not pre- eminent, partner. Solo violin works in the 

Classic and Romantic periods are rare, and where they 

exist, they are almost exclusively didactical, such as the 

Caprices of Locatelli and Paganini, and the Etudes of 

Ernst, Sauret, and Wieniawski. These were primarily 

showpieces intended to highlight the virtuosity of the 
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player, and few are rich or significant in their musical 

content or import. 

It was for the twentieth century to bring about a 

renaissance of interest in composing serious sonatas for 

solo violin. Max Reger wrote extensively in this genre, 

publishing the four Sonatas of Op. 42, the seven Sonatas 

of Op. 91, the eight Preludes and Fugues of Op. 117, and 

the six Preludes and Fugues of Op. 131a. The style traits 

and formal principles in these works hearken back to the 

time of Bach, and could fairly be called neo- Baroque. 

The six Sonatas, Op. 27, of Eugene Ysaÿe are 

idiomatic for a violinist -composer. He seems to be the 

last of this breed to write in this genre. These works 

bear much uniqueness in their harmonic and formal 

elements, and are remarkable and significant works in the 

modern period. 

Two other important works prior to that of Bartók are 

the Sonatas, Op. 31, no. 1 and Op. 31, no. 2 by Paul 

Hindemith. Although he was one of the great contrapuntal 

masters of the time, his predilection for lyrical- linear 

writing with occasional double stops dominates these 

works, and there is nothing in them to compare with 

Bartók's fugal writing in the second movement of the Sonata 

for Solo Violin. Willis Gates, in his exhaustive survey 

of literature for solo violin, notes opposing trends in 

twentieth century style, and states: "Two works that might 
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be placed opposite each other at the extreme poles are the 

Hindemith Sonata Op. 31, no. 2 on the side of simplicity, 

and the Bartók Sonata on the side of complexity" (Gates, 

p. 226). 

Among the numerous composers writing for solo violin 

subsequent to Bartók's effort, Prokofiev, Honegger, 

Persichetti, Sessions, Blacher, von Einem, and Henze wrote 

works on import, some of them yet to be realized. In 

particular, the Sonata (1952 -3) by Roger Sessions may have 

been influenced in many respects by the Bartók work. 



CHAPTER TWO 

INTERPRETATION AND PERFORMANCE PROBLEMS 

In discussing interpretation and performance 

problems, attention should be given to the natural 

limitations of the violin. Having a high tessitura and 

lacking a low compass makes tonal balance and proportion 

difficult. The limitations of the bow not being able to 

play on more than two strings simultaneously without 

breaking the chords is another factor. 

Bartók exacts from the performer the utmost in 

technical difficulties, some of them almost incapable of 

musical solution. Bartók did not himself play the violin, 

but his experience brought forth a new and unique approach 

to violin technique. In an anecdote about the 1966 

Montreal Violin Competition, which he judged and in which 

the Bartók Sonata was the required piece, Joseph Szigeti 

relates how sixteen contestants and their teachers became 

perplexed and dismayed in trying to prepare the piece. 

Certainly the greatest initial demand upon the 

violinist is the hearing of the strange and dissonant 

intervals. Then comes the process of directing the left 

hand, often with awkward contortions, to play these 

intervals. It is a piece where every measure presents a 

6 
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problem, and each problem seeks resolution through 

understanding and familiarity with Bartók's tonal and 

formal styles. 



CHAPTER THREE 

BARTOK'S FORMAL AND TONAL STYLE: 

GENERAL SUMMARY AND SPECULATIVE CONSIDERATIONS 

Bartók, in his early thirties, worked out a set of 

theoretical principles that integrated all tonal and for- 

mal elements of music according to the symmetry and pro- 

portion of a mathematical formula known for millenia as 

the Golden Section (Cook, Tompkins). This formula had 

been used in the architecture of classical Greece and 

Egypt, including the Parthenon and the Great Pyramid of 

Cheops. It was rediscovered, or rather, brought back to 

the West by the Italian mathematician Fibonacci in 1202, 

who constructed a number series (still bearing his name) 

upon the Golden Section, in which each successive number 

is the sum of the previous two. The beginning of the 

series reads as follows: 1- 2- 3- 5- 8- 13- 21- 34 -55 -89 -144 etc. 

This ascending series produces a ratio between consecutive 

numbers of 1.6180339, which is an irrational number called 

phi, and symbolized l' , and is synonymous with the Golden 

Section. ( is the only number whose square adds one 
2 

W=2.6180339). One of the many formulas for arriving at 7 

is (1/-5--+ 1)/2. It also has a relation to another irrational 
2 

number, pi (Tr) 3.1416, in that 7r/1.2 =2( . 

8 



9 

The Golden Section occurs regularly in organic na- 

ture. Its proportions occur in botanical growth (called 

phyllotaxis), in the formation and growth of seashells, in 

the form of the human face, and in the beauty and propor- 

tion of the human body. It has significant applications 

in mathematics, the sciences, aesthetics, and the arts. 

The great Renaissance painters, Michelangelo, Veronese, 

Raphael, and da Vinci, among others, composed some of 

their most famous works according to this proportion. Da 

Vinci also illustrated a book on the Golden Section for 

Luca Pacioli, a mathematician called "the monk drunk on 

beauty." The book, entitled De Divina Proportione, pub- 

lished in 1509, outlined another series similar to that of 

Fibonacci's called the Lucas series, whose terms were 1 -3- 

4-11-18-29-47-76 -123 etc., resulting in the same propor- 

tion of 2.Q . Interestingly, the great Cremonese 

violin- making school, which reached its culmination in the 

work of Antonio Stradivari, modeled its instruments ac- 

cording to the Golden Section (Leipp). 

Bartók is the first composer to initiate the use of 

the Golden Section as a system of musical composition, a 

process he kept secret throughout his life. It was dis- 

covered in an analytical investigation of Bartók's music 

by Ernö Lendvai in 1971 (Lendvai, Béla Bartók). Lendvai 

states that "the Golden Section is a no less significant 

constituent in Bartók's creation of form, melody, and 
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harmony than overtone harmonization and construction in 

periods embracing eight or four bars in the Viennese 

Classical style" (Lendvai, Duality, pp. 174 ff.). It is 

logical to imagine Bartók's formal designs incorporating 

the Fibonacci series in terms of lengths of sections of a 

movement, movements in an entire work, or even balancing 

phrases upon one another, but it is more difficult to 

understand how he applied this proportion to his tonal 

principles, scales, and chordal structures, not to mention 

melodic forms. 

Bartók's tonal style comprises elements of primeval 

pentatony, medieval modality, ethnic -musical folksong, 

traditional functional harmony, French Impressionism, 

German Romanticism, and twentieth century atonality. A 

study of Bartók's style must encompass these elements, but 

it must be recognized from the outset that his style is 

unique and intimately personal, and grounded historically 

in a wealth of esoteric wisdom that is not traditional in 

the evolution of Western music. 

Traditional harmony presupposes that a musical compo- 

sition is written in a key corresponding either to the 

major or minor scale, or perhaps in a mode, in which 

various pairs of tetrachords are balanced upon a single 

note acting as a gravitational center. Bartók's tonal 

style utilizes the gamut of traditional scales and modes, 

but goes much further. 
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Bartók's study of the circle of fifths revealed to 

him affinities between polaric pairs of notes situated 

along the axes of the quadrants of the circle. The system 

he developed, now called the "axis system," takes the 

twelve semitones along the circle of fifths, assigns 

tonic, subdominant, and dominant functions to each of the 

three axes, and builds chords upon the four notes con- 

tained in each axis. 

b 

SUBDOMINANT 
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These chords are the equivalent of diminshed seventh 

chords, dividing the twelve -tone scale into four inter- 

related groups of minor thirds. However, they do not 

function as diminished sevenths, but according to tonic, 

subdominant, and dominant functions. As each note is 

equally related to the others by minor third intervals, 

the chords are fully invertible, and any note can become 

the fundamental note. Major and minor modes in this 

system may be paralleled above and below without changing 

function. Thus, C M or m, E flat M or m, F sharp or G 

flat M or m, and A M or m all function as tonic, and are 

essentially interchangeable chords. 

The axis system has a certain affinity with the 

classical harmonic function of the overtones to either 

complement or resolve to the fundamental. Typically, in a 

dominant seventh chord in C major, the third (B), func- 

tioning as the leading tone, resolves to C, and the 

seventh (F) resolves down to E or E flat. These tones, B 

and F, are the interval of a tritone, and must resolve in 

a system built upon a series of fifths. Bartók takes this 

tritonic relationship and inverts its function, where F 

assumes the role of leading tone, resolving upward to F 

sharp, and B resolves downward to A sharp or A. 

Bartók's system comprises a rational and logical 

confluence of functional and dodecaphonic music. It not 

only virtually completes the evolution of functional har- 
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mony, but extends a new set of functional correlations to 

the twelve -tone series. Advocates of twentieth century 

dodecaphony and serialism who do not see this connection 

have assailed Bartók's tonality as formless (Lendvai, 

Duality, p. 187). Lendvai asks if Bartók should not turn 

out to be the rightful heir and standard -bearer of clas- 

sical ideals (Lendvai, Duality, p. 187). He further 

asserts the superiority of Bartók's system to that of the 

Second Viennese School of Schoenberg, Berg, and Webern. 

Bartók's system is as organized as theirs, but less rigid. 

In his more mature works, certain constraints inherent in 

his system tend to dissolve and become integrated with 

greater artistic freedom and creative impulse. Bartók's 

evolution of tonal style always focuses upon the intensi- 

fication of the expressive quality of his music. Lendvai 

discusses this expressive orientation in Bartók's style 

accordingly: 

Bartók's solutions are always and everywhere musical 
and perceptible, and are due to his having been able 
to reduce music to something extraordinarily elemental, 
ancient, and fundamental. This is apt to appear with 
such straightforward bareness as to assume outwardly 
the form of mathematical formulas or symbols, yet they 
do not create the impression of abstraction. Rather, 
this simplification to symbols intensifies their emo- 
tional power. (Lendvai, Duality, p. 187) 

Bartók's axis system becomes especially interesting 

when applied to the cellular formation of scales and 

chords for its virtually universal adaptability. He em- 

ploys two basic classes of scale and chord types, which 
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are called "diatonic" and "chromatic" respectively, but 

which are not to be misconstrued with the classical con- 

ceptions of the terms. 

The diatonic system is built upon the Western prac- 

tice of contracting the natural overtone series over a 

fundamental note to an harmonic relationship within the 

span of an octave. This results in an acoustic scale 

(Lendvai, Bela Bartók, pp. 67 ff.) or a lower Lydian 

tetrachord coupled with an upper Mixolydian tetrachord. 

# ° O of) 

a O 

In India, this scale is called the Raga Saraswati_. Sara - 

swati is the goddess of music and the sciences. This 

scale also employs the notes of the Scriabin "mystic" 

chord, which combines the ninth through the fourteenth 

overtones (C, F sharp, B flat, El, Al, and D2). From this 

scale, Bartók constructs chords upon major thirds, perfect 

fourths, perfect fifths, minor (natural) sevenths, major 

sixths, octaves, and augmented /diminished triads. Bartók 

occasionally superimposes various modal pentachords, re- 

sulting in combination modes, or what is called "polymodal 

chromaticism" (Lampert and Somfai). 
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His chromatic system is built upon the Eastern divi- 

sion of the octave into the pentatonic scale. In music, 

pentatony is the purest and most primitive conception of 

the proportions of the Golden Section. 

. .. 
BilliwmíZ mtat 

rawKWM t =MA WM = - - - - 

R 
`. 

Numbered by semitones, we find that the intervals corre- 

spond to the Fibonacci series. The Golden Section scale 

takes the following form: 

-43;4" 3V 
. (b5. ) 8 iv ; ? 

From this scale, Bartók constructs scales and chords ac- 

cording to the following series of semitone divisions of 

the octave, or compressions of semitones to be situated 

within the compass of one octave: 

p 2 semitones = whole tone scale (12 divided by 2) 

3 semitones = diminished seventh division of axis 
system (12 divided by 4) 

Fibonacci 5 semitones = chords in fourths 
series 

8 semitones = augmented triad, chords in minor 
sixths (12 divided by 3) 

\-13 semitones = chords built on minor ninths 

Furthermore, Bartók blends and couples these intervals to 
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form patterns on alternating semitone intervals of 1:2, 

1:3, 1:5, and other combinations possible within this 

series. Examples of this in the Sonata for Solo Violin 

appear in the first movement, where the third theme is 

essentially derived from 1:5 patterns, and in the fourth 

movement, where measures 243 -249 present the 1:3 pattern. 

Bartók also utilizes the inversion of Golden Section 

intervals: 

M2 inverts to m7 (natural 7) Semitones: 2 becomes 10 

m3 inverts to M6 3 becomes 9 

m6 inverts to M3 8 becomes 4 

The chords and scales associated with the acoustic 

series employ combinations of intervals whose numbers are 

not associated with the Fibonacci series. An inverse 

combination of the Golden Section and acoustic scales 

reveals some surprising affinites: 

The notes of the Golden Section scale cut into the most 

severe points of the octave, while the acoustic scale is 

balanced and symmetrical, with its steps falling on the 

integer scale of overtones upon a fundamental note. 

In nature, the Golden Section is associated only with 

organic structures. The pentatony associated with Eastern 
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and primitive music imbued Bartók's use of the Golden 

Section with the ability to penetrate to the elemental 

core of human hearing perception, largely because the 

physiological organ of inner hearing, the cochlea, is 

constructed in a logarithmic design based upon the Golden 

Section (Lendvai, Duality, p. 190). Bartók's acoustic 

scale functions efficiently in the physical environment. 

He essentially focuses two powerful forces upon the lis- 

tener of his music. The Golden Section affects the inner 

world of human emotion and tensions, while the acoustic 

scale strives to create consonance and balance in the 

outer world. 

It was through Bartók's investigation of the roots of 

Indo- European folk music that he (re)discovered the prime- 

val intensity of emotional affectation caused by penta- 

tonic intervals, and especially by their contrast with the 

harmonic series. There is reason to speculate also that 

Bartók experimented with two other factors not previously 

developed in Western music, namely, a descending harmonic 

series, and "undertone" and "combination tone" frequencies 

caused by two or more tones sounding together. 

In classical antiquity, the Greeks organized their 

Greater Perfect System upon a descending series of tones. 

Descending series were apparently common to many ancient 

cultures (Rudhyar, pp. 45 -55). The Pythagorean and 

Euclidean harmonic ratios served for two millenia or 
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longer in an essentially monodic, or at best, hetero- 

phonic, style. The combining of these ratios coincided 

with the development of early polyphony in the Middle 

Ages, where the tetraktys intervals of the fifth (3:2), 

the fourth (4:3), and the octave (2:1) predominated. La- 

ter, higher overtone intervals forming the major and minor 

third were stacked to form the triad, and with this, the 

descending series dissolved into obscurity, not to be seen 

again in Western music, and tones began to ascend in the 

harmonic order reflected in the spires of the Gothic 

cathedrals. 

The archetypal descending series would be an exact 

inversion (mirror) of the ascending (overtone) series. 
Descending Series 

C F C Ab F D C Bb Ab CGd F E Et, D 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 lO 11 12 13 14 15 16 

V vv vvvcvv 
3 g-5 

W C. 
-4. IF-, e: 

.. r 

AnnnAn 
_ r021411111111111../11111 ; rr 

-6- G " 

4 5 6 1 2 3 

C C G C 

Ascending Series 

7 8 

E C Bb ú 
9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 

D E Fÿ G A Bb Bp Ç 

The octave notes, C, are the same in both series, but all other notes are 
different. 

A thorough investigation of Bartók's music would probably 

reveal tonal elements, scales, chords, etc., built in such 

a series. 

This writer discovered that Bartók's hearing was 
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apparently acutely sensitive to undertones or combination 

tones inherent in the harmonic formants of the violin. 

For example, in measures 145 -147 of the first movement of 

the Sonata for Solo Violin, the arco double -stops clearly 

announce the left hand pizzicato notes before they are 

plucked. 

6 4E: 6e. 6 . 
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The possibilities of a tonal system built on these har- 

monic relations are enormous, if not staggering. Bartók's 

predilection for symmetrical formations (not formally, but 

harmonically speaking) may well be built upon such a 

system. Undertones and combination tones are complex 

auditory phenomena that acousticians consider to be pro- 

duced in the inner ear (Rudhyar, p. 60), because of the 

manner in which the fundamentals and overtones affect the 

thousands of hair cells of the cochlea. These too, then, 

have an affinity and connection with the Golden Section as 

it applies to harmonic proportion and the human organism 

(Hamel, chapter 3, part 4: "The Human Organism and Its 

Acoustic Laws "). 



First Movement: Sonata Principle 

Bartók marks or entitles the first movement Tempo di 

ciaccona. The chaconne reached its culmination in the 

Baroque period with the Bach Chaconne from the D minor 

Partita. Its style is that of a slow, stately dance in 

3/4 meter, usually having a dotted quarter note beginning 

on the second beat as the note of emphasis in the measure. 

Bach: Chaconne (D minor Partita) 

Its form is a series of variations over a continuing, in 

fact or by implication, four note ostinato motive. 

Bartók's first movement contains a series of 

variations built on thirteen sections which contrast 

rhythmically, melodically, and texturally. (One author 

describes this movement as a sarabande, which has the 

essential rhythm of the chaconne, but the form is 

binary rather than variation.) . .. . ' -- .. - .ss.res- _ r wi i '`a a., r r.- 
. t-.cauticrv zMIM 

r 
Bach: Sarabande (D minor Partita) 

20 
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They are not based on an ostinato motive; rather, they are 

variations of themes. Moreover, the work is clearly in 

sonata form. The fifty -two measure exposition contains 

three contrasting themes and a closing theme. The de- 

velopment section (mm. 53 -90) primarily treats material of 

the first theme group, and presents new material before 

the transition to the recapitulation (mm. 91 -136). Here 

the old themes are present but in new harmonic and rhy- 

thmic context. A fourteen measure coda with entirely new 

material closes the movement. 

Bartók's discipline of composing according to the 

Golden Section's proportions is clearly evident in this 

movement. The thirteen sections of the movement are 

divided so that the development begins on the fifth 

section and the recapitulation on the eighth. If one 

calculates the Golden Section of 136, which marks the end 

of the recapitulation (136 divided by 1.618). the result 

is bar 84, where the new material of the development 

section begins. Further calculating from 84 yields 52, 

the last bar of the exposition. One more step arrives at 

bar 32, the beginning of the third thematic group. 

Moreover, if one divides 136 by 52, the result is 2.618, 

which is the square of 1.618. Further analysis shows a 

slightly less perfect ratio -- but where Bartók indulged 

in a justified artistic freedom -- at the high point of 

the movement, which begins the recapitulation on measure 
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91. The 150 bars of the movement relate to this point by 

the ratio of 1.648. 

Overall tonal characteristics place this movement in 

G -- minor at the beginning and at the recapitulation, but 

major in the coda. The three principal themes of the 

exposition rise from G to A to B flat. The development 

begins in B and continues to ascend harmonically. At its 

climax it returns chromatically to the powerful G minor 

statement of the "ciaccona" theme. 

A more detailed analysis begins on the next page. 
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First Movement: Tempo di ciaccona ( =50) 

EXPOSITION (mm. 1 -52) 
1 1 -8.3 first theme group of two phrases 

1 -4.3 and 5 -8.3 
Dorian transposed to Mixolydian 
dotted rhythm: 

9 -17.1 

2 17 -31 

3 32 -52 

4 48 -52 

bridge section 
wide leaps, octave displacements 
symmetrical formation 

second theme group 
meandering theme around A pedal point 
mostly in minor sixth, semiquavers; 
employs bariolage broken intermittently 

by chromatic thirty- second notes 
could be construed as a transitional 
theme 

third theme group 
32 -40 
descending slow theme 
built on intervals of P4 and m2 
mostly in triplet rhythm, punctuated 

by use of rhythm 
40 -48 

large arch - shaped ascending -de- 
scending variation of motivic 
material of 32-40 

employs variations of intervals 
use of free canonic imitation in 

both ascending and descending 
phrases 

codetta or closing theme 
built on further variation of same 

motivic material 

DEVELOPMENT (mm. 53 -90) 
Does not develop second and third themes 
5 53 -57.1 two ascending runs employing opening 

chaconne motive 
touches upon keys of B E D G G# 



57.2 -61.1 

61.2 -66 

6 67 -74.1 

74.1 -84.1 

7 84.1 -87.1 

87.1 -90 

RECAPITULATION 
8 90 -96 

96 -100 

9 101 -107 

10 108 -112.2 

11 112 -120 

12 121 -124 

125 -130 

24 

descending sequential canonic imitation 
of chaconne motive, one beat apart 

use of diminished tenths 
two descending runs employing chaconne 

motive 
primarily in keys of C# and E 

mosso: =60 
stretto section 
canonic imitation of chaconne 
rhythm in diminution 
free fantasia built on alternating pas- 

sages of m6, m2, and P4 

new material 
secco accented two -part counterpoint 
retransition 

begins in C 
use of arpeggiated chords 

(96 -136) 
varied form of opening chaconne 
G minor 
varied form of opening chaconne 
essentially in Bb and F 

three brief variations 
two and one -third measures each 
two -part counterpoint 
rhythmic motive in chromatic 

symmetry 
1: begins octave A, goes to unison D# 
2: begins unison F, goes to octave B 
3: begins octave C #, goes to unison G 

transition 
repeated Gs proceeding to repeated Es 

free development of second theme group 
material 
over E pedal point 
use of bariolage 
use of octave displacement 
use of simultaneous pizzicato and 

arco 

transition 
variant of third theme group 

free development of third theme group 
material 



131 -136 

13 137 -150 

25 

codetta 
reflections and fragments of themes 

1 and 3 

coda 
all new material 
G -Bb -G 



Second Movement: Fugal Technique 

The second movement (risoluto, non troppo vivo, 4/4 

metre) is a powerful, dramatic, and highly dissonant four 

part fugue. Stevens (p. 224) points out that this is not 

a strict fugue, but rather a fugal fantasy. Petrovich 

(p. 25) calls it a fugato. Willis Gates states that 

"possibly in no other violin fugue of this or any other 

period is the writing so full" (Gates, p. 215). That is 

debatable, but Gates nevertheless compares it favorably with 

the three great violin fugues of Bach. 

Bartók achieves three and four voice counterpoint 

primarily by chords, but also uses wide interval skips to 

simulate entrances of voices at various pitch levels. The 

rests in the subject provide space for the inclusion of 

the contrapuntal parts. Other devices include the use of 

pizzicato in the lower voice and arco in the upper, and 

high notes on lower strings contrasted with higher voices 

played with normal fingering. Bartók also uses inversion 

and retrograde forms of the subject in different episodes. 

One episode counterpoints the subject (arco in the upper 

voice) with its inversion mirroring it in the lower voice 

(with pizzicato). 

Bartók's experiments with the Golden Section are 

26 
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again apparent in this movement, albeit cryptically. The 

movement is in eight major sections with the high point on 

the fifth. If one assumes for a moment that the movement 

ends with the run in glissando fifths in measure 105, the 

number of measures from the end of the last statement of 

the full subject (m. 84)to here equals twenty -one 

measures, the same length as the exposition. The number 

21, incidentally, is the seventh term in the Fibonacci 

series. The middle section of 63 measures breaks into 

golden proportions of 24 and 39 bars, coinciding at mea- 

sure 45, where begins a fugal episode in the inversion. 

Also, bar 62, where the subject and its inversion appear 

(marked by a caesura and a slower tempo), is very close to 

being the Golden Section of the entire movement. 

There is reason to speculate that another number 

series by the fifteenth century Italian mathematician 

Lucas may have played a role in the harmonic structure of 

this movement. The terms of this series are 1- 3- 4 -7 -11- 

18-29-47 and so on, eventually unfolding to fraction out 

along the Golden Section ratio of 1.618 to 1. Bartók's 

use of parallel fifths, overlapping fifths, and pedal 

point fifths is one example, insofar as perfect fifths are 

constructed of seven semitones. Many parallel thirds, 

which are constructed of four semitones, are used. In 

addition, parallel major ninths, which equal fourteen 

semitones (or two sets of seven), appear in measures 
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72 -74. The theme encompasses the perfect fifth B -F #. 

Some of the themes and episodes fall into measure lengths 

along this series. 

The movement begins and ends in the tonal region of c 

minor. Because of the high chromaticism, it cannot be 

said that the movement is in a key, but that various key 

regions are presented and contrasted. These other key 

regions emphasize the notes of the open strings of the 

violin, G, D, A, and E. The region of F# -- the counter - 

pode of C on the axis system -- predominates in the de- 

velopment section, mm. 37 -44 and beyond. 



Second Movement: Risoluto, non troppo vivo 

1 mm.l-5 

6 -10 

11 -15 

16 -21.4 

29 

First entry on C 
Theme characterized by narrow chromatic 

intervals punctuated by rests 
last measure is legato 

Second entry on G 
two -voice counterpoint 
only entry exact as first 
Countersubject is variation of last 

measure of the theme 
Third entry on C 

three -voice counterpoint 
characterized by chords 
beginning of variation process 

Fourth entry on G 
characterized by imitative polyphony 

suggesting four voices 
ends on D minor chord 

2 21.2 -37.2 Episode 
free fantasia 
all descending passages reflect 
material of legato measure and 
close of exposition (mm. 20 -21) 

3 37.3 -44.3 

4 44.4 -62 

5 62 -77 

Development using fugal theme, starting 
on F #, in augmentation and displaced 
octave above a florid second voice 

Episode 
free fantasia 
theme inverted in bass, starting on 

F# 
alternating registers highlights use 

of bariolage 
contrapuntal writing; ends with three 

and four voices 
mm. 48 -49: symmetrical expansion of 

voices 
material derived from legato measure 

ascends and descends symmetrically 

Stretto section 
canonic treatment of theme and its 

inversions in contrary motion 



6 77 -84.1 

7 84.2 -98 

8 99 -107 

(1) 
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use of Bartók's special effects 
parallel P5, m9, m2, m6 
alternating arco and pizzicato 
pizzicato two octaves apart 
"Bartok pizzicato "(1) 

final complete statement in triple stop 
chords, with sixteenth note scale 
segments in the fourth voice 

Episodic free fantasia 
fragments of motives appear in mm. 

93 -94 
unusual resonance from Bartók's 

placement of moving line on G string 
in chords with ostinato open D and 
A strings acting as a pedal point 

final variant of fugue theme 
quadruple stops 

Coda 
ferocious chords, punctuated by rests 
increasing motion concludes with 
glissando run in fifths to E3 and A3 

first two notes of fugue serve as 
final cadence 

This coda can be read to contain a 
series of overlapping fifths separ- 
ated by a M2, or of major sixths 
overlapping by a M2 

The Bartók pizzicato is one in which the string 
rebounds off the fingerboard. The pizzicato may be played 
either with both hands, the upper notes with the right and 
the lower with the left, or with two fingers of the right 
hand. 



Third Movement: Variation Technique 

The third movement, Melodia (Adagio, in 4/4), is a 

simple three part song form (ABA), essentially cast around 

the tonality of B flat. In the A section, the opening 

theme is derived from motivic and intervallic elements of 

the third theme of the first movement. Each meandering 

phrase terminates with a simple "motto," indicated ppp 

and usually specified to be played in harmonics. 

The second A section is an ingenious variation on the 

first. It contains almost all the notes of the first, but 

the theme, played lyrically and tenderly, is so embel- 

lished as to be transfigured so subtly that bare recog- 

nition of its generating theme is difficult to discern. 

Measures 49 to 62 correspond exactly to measures 1 to 15. 

oripinol. 

1,1 (e. IN' 

(Stevens, p. 225) 
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The B section consists mainly of double and triple stops 

with trills on the lower notes. Bartók indicates the use 

of the mute in this section, and wrote to Menuhin asking, 

"How would it be altogether without mute ?" (Dem4ny, Bartók 

Letters, p. 332). The Melodia ends with a short coda in 

high tessitura, trailing off in harmonics of consecutive 

fifths. 

There is much in the formal design of this movement 

to suggest influence of the Lucas series. 

A (m. 1 -29) 29 bars divided into combinations of 3, 4, 7, 
or 11 bar phrases 

B (m. 30 -48) 18 bars in similar groupings 

A (m. 49 -67) 18 bars divided as in the first A section, 
but includes a coda of 3 -1/2 bars and new 
material beginning 3 -1/2 bars earlier 

The integers 3, 4, 7, 11, 18, and 29 are consecutive 

constituents in the Lucas series. 



Fourth Movement: Rondo Principle 

The finale is a highly stylized rondo in the 

character of a scherzo. Its mood, in contrast to the 

melancholy of the third movement, is here joyful and life - 

affirming. The rondo theme, in its first two appearances, 

is a perpetual motion marked con sordino. Its rapid 

chromaticism gives it a nebulous and mysterious character. 

Bartók originally wrote it in quarter tones, but Menuhin 

persuaded him to rewrite it in the chromaticism idiomatic 

to the Western tradition of violin playing. (For the 

original quarter tone version, see Nordwall, pp. 2 and 3.) 

The appearance of the first theme and first episode 

each occupy one hundred bars. Other than this, it is 

difficult to discern whether or not any number symbolism 

plays a significant role in the formal structure of this 

movement. 

The first episode is a playful folksong written in 

so- called Bulgarian style, due to hemiola patterns between 

alternating measures of 3/4 and 6/8 meter, which Bartók 

set entirely in 3/8 meter. The Bulgarian style is also 

evident in the modal character of the tune, which is in 

the Phrygian mode, bearing strong pentatonism, and derives 

part of its folkloric charm from its four - square con- 

struction. 

33 
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The second episode is also folksong -like in charac- 

ter, but this time it is searching and plaintive song. 

Its brief appearance marks a transition to a lengthy coda, 

in which all the themes blend and interweave. Here, 

Bartók twice employs the effect of sul ponticello, or 

playing close to the bridge to produce a raspy sound. 

Before the final run of the coda, the plaintive song 

reflects briefly and nostalgically upon the whole of the 

work. The closing of the work on a G major chord once 

again reaffirms Bartók's optimism and faith. 



A 1-100 

B 101-200 

A 201-269 

C 270-311 

B 312-332 

333-398 

CODETTA 
399-419 

CODA 
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Fourth Movement: Presto 

highly chromatic 
measured tremolando 

a 101 -118 folksong in Bulgarian style 
Phrygian mode 

b 119 -127 symmetrical phrases mostly 
in minor sixths 

c 128 -162 wide leaps 
octave displacements 

a 163 -200 variant of folksong 

variant of theme in rapid parallel 
fifths 

Tranquillo 
melancholy folksong 

variant of Bulgarian folksong 

combination of all themes 
use of ponticello 

final reflection upon second episode 
material 



CODA 

Speaking in a BBC broadcast on November 4, 1945, 

approximately one year after the premiare of the Sonata 

for Solo Violin, Yehudi Menuhin said, "No other composer 

has drawn me as irresistably as Bartók. I felt as one 

with his implacable and complex rhythms, at one with the 

abstract yet intensely expressive construction of his 

melodic lines, at one with his incredibly rich range of 

harmonies -- sometimes simple, sometimes clashing or 

ironical -- and, above all, at one with that streamlined 

cleanness of design and execution, always without a trace 

of irrelevance or sentimentality." 

36 
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