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ABSTRACT 
 
 

This study examines Darius Milhaud’s Violin Concerto No. 2, op. 263, within the context 

of Milhaud’s middle stylistic period and the post-World War II years. The essay 

highlights the effect of World War II on the composer and how his experience is 

musically conveyed in the Violin Concerto No. 2. Milhaud’s thoughts on the distinction 

between the Latin and Germanic compositional styles are discussed; both styles are 

incorporated into the concerto. Milhaud’s writings reveal the personal impact of the war 

on the composer’s life and his thoughts on the war. Each movement of the concerto 

demonstrates how this work was influenced by the composer’s experience with the war. 

The study proposes a narrative interpretation informed by Milhaud’s compositional 

choices. I suggest that the dotted rhythms, military fanfares, and choice of percussion 

instruments contribute to forging a war-themed background. Furthermore, Milhaud’s use 

of modal mixture and chromaticism portray the combination of Latin and German 

influence. Lastly, the opposition between the soloist and orchestra further support the 

narrative of a protagonist fighting against larger forces.  
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Darius Milhaud (1892-1974), one of the most notable and prolific French 

composers of the twentieth century, is best known for his use of polytonality and 

integration of jazz music in his compositions. Many of Milhaud’s compositions have 

received great attention in the scholarly field, most notably Le Boeuf sur le toit and Le 

création du monde. Among Milhaud’s lesser-known compositions we find six works for 

solo violin and orchestra, three of which received the title of concerto. The Violin 

Concerto No. 2, op. 263, composed in California in 1946, is the longest and most 

successful of these works. This concerto, unlike Cinéma fantaisie Op. 58b (an adaption 

for solo violin and orchestra of Le Boef sur le toit), has unfortunately fallen into relative 

obscurity. 

The second violin concerto, written in a post-World War II context, presents a 

dramatic and dark side of Milhaud’s compositional voice. As can be noted by a general 

survey of his compositional output, Milhaud was heavily influenced by his travels, 

surroundings, and his Jewish heritage. The effect of his travels and life events is 

constantly reflected in his eclectic style, which incorporated and adapted new musical 

elements with each new experience.1 I will demonstrate that Darius Milhaud’s style is 

related to his environment, and that the Violin Concerto No. 2 is a prime example of 

Milhaud’s ability to incorporate elements of his surroundings into his musical language. 

This study will focus on the effect of World War II on the composer and how this 

influence is portrayed in the Violin Concerto No. 2. Evidence for this will be shown 

through a study of Milhaud’s compositional style during his middle period, an 

examination of Milhaud’s writings on his music, and an analysis of the concerto. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Myriam Chimènes, “Portrait,” in Portrait(s) of Darius Milhaud, ed. Myriam Chimènes and Catherine 
Massip, trans. Jeremy Drake (n.p.: The Darius Milhaud Society, 2002), 49.!
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Milhaud’s Middle Period  

Notable Milhaud scholars such as Deborah Mawer, Barbara Kelly, and Jeremy 

Drake have written on the main characteristics of Milhaud’s style in his different periods. 

These scholars approach the categorization of Milhaud’s compositional periods 

differently, placing the start and end of his middle and late periods at various dates. For 

the purpose of this discussion, I will take Deborah Mawer’s position, which classifies the 

years of 1930 to 1950 as Milhaud’s middle period.  

Research on Milhaud’s compositional output has focused primarily on the works 

of his earlier period until 1930, leaving many of his later works unexplored. The Violin 

Concerto No. 2 is one of Milhaud’s relatively unknown middle period works, with 

research and analysis of this piece limited to only a few dissertations and incidental 

mention of the concerto in books and articles on Milhaud.2 

Mawer suggests that Milhaud’s middle period compositions tend to demonstrate 

“a more neoromantic quality and preoccupation with larger forces and forms.”3 She adds 

that Milhaud’s works in his post-war years combine his interest in neoromanticism with 

his earlier interest in neoclassicism.4 Neoromanticism can be defined as a return to the 

romantic aesthetic of emotional expression of the nineteenth century. The neoclassical 

approach to music was a common trait in the modernist twentieth century music. In 

essence, this aesthetic looks back on music of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2!One dissertation that focuses on Milhaud’s concerto is by Min-Young Cho. This document, however, 
approaches the study of the concerto from a pedagogical viewpoint, and does not attempt to provide any 
type of analysis. Anakesa Kululuka Apollinaire has written a document on Milhaud’s Second Violin 
Concerto. However, this analysis is not available for review. 
3 Deborah Mawer, “Positioning Milhaud’s Late Chamber Music: Compositional ‘Full Circle’?” The 
Musical Times 149, No. 1905 (Winter 2008), 46. 
4 Mawer, “Positioning Milhaud’s Late Chamber Music,” 46. 
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centuries, focusing on balance, simplicity, and economy. Neoclassicism can also include 

a return to the Baroque aesthetic of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which was 

marked by counterpoint, the polarization of treble and bass, and an emphasis on dance 

music.  

Some of the neo-Baroque elements found in Milhaud’s music of this period 

include contrapuntal textures, contrast between high and low registers, and tightly dotted 

rhythms. A clear instance of neoclassic aesthetic can be observed, for example, in 

Milhaud’s choice of genre for his compositions, such as the 1945 Sonate pour clavecin et 

violon.5 The combination of neoromantic tonalities and large forms with the neoclassical 

modernist aesthetic allows Milhaud to ground his new tonal explorations within 

previously established norms of compositional practice. 

Jeremy Drake describes the compositional technique of motivic development, 

which is another common feature of Milhaud’s middle period:  

This technique of motivic development does afford the composer … a means of 
forging large-scale formal units. A controllable flow of musical material is 
maintained in which motives are varied and developed to a greater or lesser 
extent, or continuity is deliberately upset in the interests of dramatic expression or 
musical variety, while at the same time the general formal structure is marked out 
by the change of motives.6 
 

The technique of motivic development is used throughout the violin concerto, and is 

especially prominent in the third movement. Milhaud re-uses the same motives 

throughout each movement, but in different harmonic contexts, simultaneously creating a 

sense of unity and variety. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Mawer, “Positioning Milhaud's Late Chamber Music,” 48-50. 
6 Jeremy Drake, The Operas of Darius Milhaud (New York: Garland Publishing, 1989), 322.!!
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Along with these aesthetic tendencies, Milhaud uses a technique termed 

“inflectional polyvalency.”7 Inflectional polyvalency allows the composer to emphasize a 

particular pitch sequence by adding sharps or flats to it. This process differs from a 

transposition because only some of the accidentals are changed, rather than transposing 

the entire sequence equally. For example, a melodic sequence of the notes A, C, F might 

appear in the music re-inflected as A, C#, F#. The result is a recognizable repetition of 

the pitch sequence in a new tonality.   

Inflectional polyvalency and motivic development, as well as the neoromantic and 

neoclassical tendencies, are found throughout Milhaud’s second violin concerto. His 

“preoccupation” with form is fully observed in this composition, and serves as a binding 

agent to Milhaud’s thematic material. While Milhaud at this point has moved away from 

the heavy influence of jazz in his music, his choices of harmonies still reflect his 

knowledge and experience with this genre. 

 

Milhaud’s Thoughts on the Latin and German Styles 

 In a letter from 1944, just two years before the publication of the Violin Concerto 

No. 2, Milhaud discusses what he believes are the differences between the Latin and 

German musical styles.8 Milhaud suggests that the main characteristic of the Latin style is 

a clear notion of tonality, where the themes of a work are based on the major and minor 

scales, or the combination of the two. Even in the context of polytonality, the tonal 

character is preserved in each key. In contrast, the German style is not concerned with 

tonality, but rather with a constant urge to change the tonal center. Milhaud observes that, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7!Drake, The Operas of Darius Milhaud, 326. 
8 Darius Milhaud, “To Arnold Schoenberg on His Seventieth Birthday: Personal Recollections,” The 
Musical Quarterly 30, No. 4 (October 1944), 380. 
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“the sequences and incessant modulation characteristic of the music of the Germans led 

them inevitably to the chromatic scale.”9  

Drake comments on this distinction between Latin and Germanic music: 

Milhaud never indulged in unapplied theory. At the heart of his analysis lies 
polytonality (founded on diatonicism) as the basic element of Latin music, and 
atonality (based on chromaticism) as the basic element of Germanic music, an 
opposition, or rather complementarity, illustrated principally by the music of 
Milhaud himself and that of Schõnberg.10  
 

Drake goes on to add that:  

another complementarity, implicit in Milhaud’s music, is that of modality and 
tonality, for Milhaud’s polytonality is based not on tonality but on modality, 
where the absence of functionality creates greater flexibility and greater 
spontaneity in composition. If there is no harmonic progression within a tonal 
field, there is the ever-present possibility of changing one accidental (a flat for 
example) for another (a sharp or natural).11  

 
Through the use of major and minor modes and chromaticism, Milhaud is able to freely 

move from one harmonic area to another, successfully avoiding functional harmonic 

relationships. We see throughout the concerto the repetition of passages that have been 

altered by slight changes in accidentals, as well as the alternation between major and 

minor modes as a strategy for undermining functional tonality.   

With regards to polytonality, Milhaud writes that he was always “struck by the 

fact that a polytonal chord is much subtler in softness and much stronger in violence than 

a tonal chord.”12 This reflection on his own understanding of music is evident in his 

compositional practice of this time. As seen in the Violin Concerto No. 2, Milhaud very 

carefully manipulates the use of major and minor modes, as well as his use of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Milhaud, “To Arnold Schoenberg,” 380.!
10!Jeremy Drake, “The Languages of Darius Milhaud,” in Portrait(s) of Darius Milhaud, ed. Myriam 
Chimènes and Catherine Massip, trans. Jeremy Drake (n.p.: The Darius Milhaud Society, 2002), 112. 
11 Drake, “The Languages of Darius Milhaud,”113. 
12 Quoted in Drake, “The Languages of Darius Milhaud,” 112.!
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chromaticism. The use of polytonality serves to diffuse the impact of chords in softer 

sections, while forte passages become even more impactful due to superimposition of 

non-tonally related chords. To summarize, Milhaud’s style is largely characterized by a 

carefully thought out manipulation of modes – particularly the alternation or combination 

of major and minor modes. Milhaud also utilizes accidentals to transform passages, a 

freedom which is available to him due to the absence of functionality in his music.  

While Milhaud developed a unique language, the composer himself claims that he 

was heavily influenced by composers such as Stravinsky, Schoenberg, Debussy, and 

Satie. We see this influence manifest in Milhaud’s style in his choice of rhythmic 

emphasis, approach to neoclassicism, choice of harmonic language, and manipulation of 

genre. His use of chromaticism and efforts to undermine functionality are particularly 

telling of his admiration for the music of Schoenberg.  

 

Milhaud and World War II 
 
It is important to understand the impact that World War II had on Milhaud in 

order to perceive its influence on the composition of the violin concerto. Milhaud’s life 

changed dramatically in 1940 as a result of the German occupation of France. The Jewish 

composer and his family decided to leave Paris while this was still a possibility. Milhaud 

at the time had seen continued success with his compositions, and was able to leave 

Europe upon invitation from the Chicago Symphony to conduct one of his commissioned 

works. At the same time, Milhaud’s friend Pierre Monteux, French-Jewish conductor of 

the San Francisco Symphony, secured a teaching position for Milhaud at Mills College in 
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Oakland, California.13 Milhaud taught at Mills College from 1940 to 1946. After the end 

of World War II, he alternated between teaching at Mills College and the Paris 

Conservatoire between 1947 and 1971.14 

During this time spent at Mills College, Milhaud taught many prominent students, 

all of whom developed and explored unique compositional aesthetics. The fact that 

Milhaud was able to instruct and inspire such a wide range of styles reflects his broad and 

encompassing approach to music. Despite having taught numerous composition students, 

no student of Milhaud’s can be said to have a style similar to his. Milhaud’s language is 

entirely his own, which explains Frank Langlois’s observation that “genealogically, 

Milhaud constitutes an independent branch without descendants.”15  

It is clear from Milhaud’s writings that the composer was in a constant state of 

observation of his surroundings, and had an acute perception of both musical and political 

development. In a 1944 article entitled “Music and Politics,” Milhaud discusses his 

concerns with the war. He warns that, “we must never forget that this war is a kind of 

international civil war with the forces of fascism and oppression against the forces of 

democracy and freedom.”16 Milhaud expresses in the same article that music is what he 

loves the best, and politics what he dislikes the most.17 Despite not wanting to bring these 

two elements together, it is only natural that Milhaud’s musical output would see an 

influence of politics given his very strong feelings towards the war. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 Neil W. Levin, “Darius Milhaud,” Milken Archive of Jewish Music. Accessed February 18, 2015  
http://www.milkenarchive.org/people/view/all/574/Darius+Milhaud#/people/view/all/574/Darius+Milhaud/
full. 
14 “The Darius Milhaud Collection,” Mills College, last modified April 26th, 2007, 
http://www.mills.edu/academics/library/special_collections/sc_milhaud.php. 
15 Frank Langlois, “The Mythologies of Darius Milhaud,” in Portrait(s) of Darius Milhaud, ed. Myriam 
Chimènes and Catherine Massip, trans. Jeremy Drake (n.p.: The Darius Milhaud Society, 2002), 94. 
16 Darius Milhaud, “Music and Politics,” Modern Music 22 (Nov-Dec 1944), 5. 
17 Milhaud, “Music and Politics,” 5.!
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Taking into consideration Milhaud’s personal experience with World War II, and 

the known elements of his middle period style, we can begin a discussion of his Violin 

Concerto No. 2. Through this analysis, we can place Milhaud’s compositional choices 

within the post-World War II context and see the influence of this major event on 

Milhaud’s writing. 

 

Stylistic Elements of the Violin Concerto No. 2 

As suggested by Paul Collaer, Milhaud’s Violin Concerto No. 2 is one of the 

composer’s most expressive and successful concertos.18 It is a work of medium length 

compared to other similar violin concertos, averaging twenty-five minutes in 

performance. The work is scored for full orchestra (2, 2+cor ang, 2+bass, 2 – 2, 2, 2, 1, 

timp, perc, str). The concerto uses percussion instruments typically associated with a 

military sound, such as the snare drum, bass drum, triangle, and parade drum (a deeper 

snare drum used for marching). The concerto has three movements that follow the 

traditional fast-slow-fast movement structure, including the customary sonata-form first 

movement. Harmonically, the concerto can be considered post-tonal, with musical 

sections that transition frequently and quickly into new tonal centers. However, each 

movement has tonal areas that feature more prominently than others. The first movement 

presents an intriguing oscillation between the key areas of C and D. The second 

movement revolves around G and E♭, and the final movement returns to a focus on D. 

The main aesthetic qualities present in this concerto are neoromantic and neoclassical, in 

keeping with other works by Milhaud during this period. Milhaud utilizes motivic 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Paul Collaer, Darius Milhaud, ed. and trans. Jane Hohfeld Galante (San Francisco: San Francisco Press, 
1988), 222-226. 
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development to create a sense of unity, despite his constant harmonic explorations 

between major and minor modes, and distant keys. Another characteristic seen in the 

concerto, particularly in the first and third movements, is the military march.  

Between 1945 and 1946, Milhaud composed two marches for Wind Ensemble 

entitled 2 Marches pour la libération, Op. 260. The first march “In memoriam” was 

dedicated to the victims of Pearl Harbor, and the second, entitled “Gloria victoribus,” is a 

World War II victory march. These compositions confirm that Milhaud was writing 

works at the end of World War II with that particular topic in mind, and support the idea 

that the Violin Concerto No. 2 was influenced by Milhaud’s thoughts on the war. The 

concerto and the two marches use the same percussion instruments and march-like 

rhythmic elements. 

 

First Movement 

The first movement of the Violin Concerto No. 2 follows a sonata form structure. 

The movement begins with a slow introduction, with the tempo marking of 

“Dramatique,” as well as the instruction “recitatif” for the violin. The solo violin line is 

the primary element of the introduction, which allows the composer to show the dramatic 

key changes in the expressive melody line. The allegro section is marked “Animé,” and 

introduces the military character of the work. The development section is highly 

modulatory, combining elements from both the primary and secondary themes. Following 

the development, the recapitulation reintroduces the primary theme, and substitutes the 

violin cadenza for the secondary theme. The return of the material from the slow 
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introduction takes the form of a coda, concluding the movement with highly dramatic 

effect (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Milhaud; Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. I, structure. 

Sections Themes Main Tonal Areas Measures 
Introduction  Cm-D, F#m-Cm, B♭m, Cm-E 1-19 
Exposition P  

S 
C/Cm  
D 

20-35 
36-47 

Development P Modulatory 48-129 
Recapitulation 
 

P 
Cadenza 

D/Dm 
D, G, Em, F#m, Fm 

130-144 
145 

Coda  Cm-D, F#m-Cm, B♭m, Cm-E-Cm 146-167 
 

Already in the introduction it can be observed that Milhaud utilizes form rather 

than harmonic expectations as a means for musical coherence (see Example 1). The 

introduction is in a sentence structure. In the presentation of the basic idea (mm. 1-4), the 

main key center is C minor, but by the third measure the violin horizontally outlines a D 

major chord, supported by a D4/2 in the accompaniment. At m. 5, the basic idea is 

restated in F# minor, serving the purpose of harmonic prolongation. Following the same 

pattern as in the first four bars, the harmony returns to an iteration of a C minor chord in 

the violin part, and a F# pedal in the bass. The continuation (mm. 10-19) outlines a 

chromatic descending bass line, moving from B♭-A-A♭-G, allowing for the return to C 

minor in an ambiguous V-I motion between measure 14 and 15. The initial basic idea 

returns at m. 15, this time resolving into E minor at m. 19. Milhaud keeps to the 

traditional symmetrical formal pattern of a sentence structure as a way to achieve 

uniformity despite his exploratory harmonic choices. 
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The primary theme (P) of the Animé is introduced by the dotted eighth and 

sixteenth note figure in the horn, with a steady quarter note march-like accompaniment in 

the tuba, percussion, and plucked strings (see Example 2). This combination of constant 

quarter notes with a melody line based on the dotted eighth and sixteenth note figure is 

the same rhythmic material that Milhaud uses in his victory march “Gloria victoribus” 

(see Example 3). A brief comparison of this work with the first movement of the Violin 

Concerto No. 2 shows that the two works have very similar rhythmic patterns, confirming 

that Milhaud’s intent in composing the primary theme was to produce a march-like 

sonority. In both works we see a constant alternation of the dotted eight and sixteenth 

note pattern being passed around the orchestra. 

The brass and percussion accompaniment in the Animé section creates a heavy 

and somber atmosphere, which is further emphasized by pizzicatti in the low strings. This 

is followed by the solo violin entrance. Milhaud instructs the soloist to play the entire P 

theme on the G string, demanding that the violinist reach unusually high positions to play 

an E5. This instruction suggests Milhaud’s desire to project struggle, both due to the 

technical demand on the violinist and the sound quality produced by the instrument in 

that range. It also creates a forceful sound, accentuating the military character of the P 

theme. 

The violin melody suggests the key of C major, outlining the notes C-E-G at the 

very outset of the theme. However, the accompaniment wavers back and forth at every 

quarter- note beat between E♭ and E, creating modal ambiguity. As Milhaud himself 

observed, “the affirmation of tonality, with its themes always clearly expressed in 

intervals belonging to major or minor scales or to the two together,” was a step towards 
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creating polytonality in Latin music.19 This compositional strategy is evident in the 

primary theme, and can also be observed throughout the movement, especially in how the 

violin line contrasts with its accompaniment. Each instrumental line maintains its own 

harmonic nature, but the combination of multiple instruments in different harmonies 

alters the tonality. 

The secondary theme (S) begins at m. 36 (see Example 4). As is the usual case 

with sonata form, the second theme is preceded by a medial caesura at m. 35. Here the 

orchestral accompaniment stops, and the violin fills in the gap with an A7 descending 

arpeggio. This A7 serves as a dominant preparation for a second theme that revolves 

around the key of D major, but with considerable harmonic alterations. The choice of key 

at this moment is particularly relevant since this movement began in the minor mode (C 

minor). The usual approach to the secondary theme in the minor mode sonata is to 

present it in the relative major, or in the dominant minor.20 In this case, Milhaud chooses 

to highlight the relationship between C and D, previously explored in the first three 

measures of the Dramatique introduction. Milhaud writes the primary theme in C and the 

second theme in D in the exposition. At the recapitulation, however, the primary motive 

returns in the key of D major in the violin in m. 131 (see Example 5).  

The melodic content of the S theme definitively serves to contrast the harshness 

of the P theme. Its articulation is much more legato, a character that is supported by a 

significant change in the orchestration. Milhaud shifts the sonority to the upper 

woodwinds and takes out the percussion section. The orchestral accompaniment is much 

lighter, allowing the solo line to be very clearly heard. Unlike in the primary theme, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19!!Milhaud, “To Arnold Schoenberg,” 380.!
20 Andrew Davis, Fragments: Romanticism and Musical Narrative in the Piano Sonatas of Brahms, 
Chopin, and Schumann (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, forthcoming), 299. 
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where the solo line seems to struggle against the orchestra, the violin solo in the S theme 

has a soaring, idyllic character.  

The military character of the P theme returns in an orchestral interlude at m. 48, 

introducing the development. This section presents yet again striking similarities to 

Milhaud’s “Gloria victoribus” march, particularly in its orchestration and rhythmic 

content (see Examples 6 and 7).  Notice the resemblance of the violin and flute lines of 

the Violin Concerto (m.58) and the “Gloria” march (m. 44). Milhaud expands on this 

military aesthetic in the development by combining the rhythmic ideas of the P theme 

with the expansive intervallic relationships of the S theme in the solo violin entrance at 

m. 67. He also introduces triplet figures throughout the whole orchestra and solo violin 

line. The solo part sees the addition of virtuosic double stops, including a dramatic 

passage of tenths in mm. 92-95. 

The recapitulation, aside from the difference of the key, and some minor 

adaptations, is very similar to the exposition. The major difference is the cadenza, which 

substitutes for the second theme. The lead-in to the cadenza in m. 145 is the same process 

Milhaud used in m. 35 to introduce the second theme. It differs harmonically, also, since 

the arpeggio passage is now built on a D7 chord (instead of A7), and serves as a V7/V in 

preparation for the return of C minor at the coda. The return of the slow material at the 

end of this movement is just one more example of Milhaud’s use of form as a method of 

providing sonorous stability.  

The coda provides a sense of completion and resolution to the movement only in 

that it creates symmetry within the work. The final measures of the movement require the 

solo violin line to sustain a series of very long high notes. Because of their range, these 
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notes sound almost like the human voice screaming. A final accented quarter note in 

orchestral unison suddenly caps off the violin’s last high C in an aggressive manner, 

emphasizing the force and power of the whole orchestra against one soloist. This can lead 

to a symbolic interpretation of the relationship between the orchestra and the soloist and 

how it relates to Milhaud’s thoughts on the war. Using the metaphor of the soloist as the 

hero, we can say that the orchestra’s role in this work is one of opposition to the 

individual. The fact that the violin is frequently in its own harmonic center suggests that 

it is not working together with the orchestra. 

 

Second Movement 

 The second movement is in ternary form with an introduction and coda (See 

Table 2). It is marked “Lent et sombre” (slow and somber), which is reminiscent of the 

slow introduction (and coda) of the first movement. While the first movement announces 

its military character without reservations, this movement focuses primarily on lyrical 

expression. However, there are still constant reminders of the underlying military topic, 

which can be observed particularly well in the structurally repetitive use of the timpani. 

Table 2. Milhaud; Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. II, structure. 

Sections Main Tonal Areas Measures 

Introduction Gm, B♭ 1-16 

A E♭ 17-41 

B B♭, Gm, E♭ 42-97 

A' E♭ 98-109 

Coda B♭, G 110-123 
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 This movement begins with an orchestral introduction and is a perfect example of 

how Milhaud obscures functionality in his orchestration. While the first chord at the start 

of the movement is G minor (Gm7), the bass line in the first three measures outlines an E 

minor arpeggio. Milhaud gradually arrives at G minor on the downbeat of m. 6 through 

chromatic movement in mm. 4-6. The use of chromatic harmonic motion creates an effect 

of stillness and uncertainty because the listener cannot anticipate the direction that the 

harmony will take. Milhaud utilizes this compositional strategy throughout the 

movement, achieving an overall lyrical main line that is underscored by a lugubrious and 

melancholy accompaniment. In m. 5 Milhaud writes for the timpani to play a rhythmic 

pattern on D, creating a subtle dominant effect that emphasizes the arrival at m. 6. This 

timpani figure returns throughout the movement, with each occurrence gaining 

repetitions of the motive. This results in a persistent and ominous character.  

At m. 9 Milhaud writes solos for the concertmaster and the assistant 

concertmaster. The choice of having a concertmaster solo is interesting because of its 

similarity to the sound of the main solo violin line. This solo is carefully set up by the rest 

of the orchestra, almost sounding like the entrance of the soloist. However, the melodic 

content of the solo does not contrast greatly from the previously introduced material of 

the orchestra. It serves the purpose of transitioning into a warmer sonority, achieved 

through a call and response between the concertmaster and assistant violin solo line and 

the clarinets. This call and response slows down the pace of the orchestral motion, and 

shifts the focus of the listener to the strings and winds. Because of this transition, the 

entrance of the solo violin is heard in a much more idyllic context than was presented at 

the beginning of the movement. 
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The solo violin part enters at m. 17 in 5/8 meter at a slow tempo (see Example 8). 

It contrasts greatly from the somber material at the beginning of the movement, 

projecting a sense of optimism into the line. The uneven meter creates a sense of forward 

motion by taking the emphasis away from every downbeat. Along with the uneven meter, 

the use of ties over the bar lines and rests on the downbeats in the orchestra create a sense 

of underlying instability, suggesting that while the general mood is one of contentment, 

there is a negative element lurking underneath. This initial phrase of the solo violin is 

scored in a very high register. This range has a very delicate and sensitive character, 

which projects nostalgia and introspection.  

In contrast to this very high line, the violin revisits the familiar sul G in m. 30. As 

previously noted in the first movement, the G string creates a sense of struggle. The 

harmonic sequence in mm. 31-32 continues this idea of tension until the double artificial 

harmonics at m. 34 create a sense of relief. The melodic chain of thirty-second notes 

starting at m. 35 has an improvisatory character, and once again explores the high range 

of the violin. This alternation between the lowest and highest registers of the instrument 

is seen throughout the movement and is also prominent in the third movement, as will be 

explored in the following section. The polarization of treble and bass is a typical Baroque 

practice and is another way in which Milhaud incorporates neo-classicism into this piece. 

At the end of the A section, the rhythmic timpani line returns, repeated three times until 

the arrival of the B section (m. 42). 

In the second part of this movement we see Milhaud’s compositional strategy of 

repeating the same material with harmonic inflection, as well as using modal mixture. 

The entrance of the solo violin at m. 48 suggests a B♭ minor tonality, which gradually 
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transitions into B♭ major by m. 49. Underneath this is the return of the concertmaster and 

assistant concertmaster solo at m. 49 responding with the same motive, but in G minor. 

This same figure returns in the solo violin line at m. 57, in E♭ minor, which transitions 

into E♭ major by m. 58. This motive is passed around the orchestra, also making its way 

into the clarinet, flute, and viola parts.  

In mm. 69-74 the concertmaster and assistant concertmaster solos return, 

accompanied by the solo violin. While this scoring seems unusual for a violin concerto, it 

creates an interesting effect with the blending of the violin sonorities. The main violin 

solo line plays an ostinato double stop pattern while the concertmaster and assistant play 

the melody. Since the solo violin accompaniment is naturally in the foreground, the 

melody line in the other two violins has a subdued tone, creating a sense of nostalgia. It 

sounds as if the melody is a memory longing in the mind of the protagonist, who is 

caught in a repeating pattern. At m. 75 this repeating tension blossoms into an almost 

vocal line in the solo violin, with a soaring melody in a very high range. A subito forte in 

m. 78 interrupts the moment with an abrupt change in harmony. Here the transition from 

E♭7 directly into an E6/5, along with the sudden change in dynamic, creates a jarring 

effect that almost resembles a siren or warning sign (see Example 9). The end of the B 

section closes in this somber and threatening mood. It is signaled by the return of the 

timpani, once again repeating its ominous rhythmic motive three times before the return 

to A' at m. 98.  

The return to A' at m. 98 begins with a repetition of the material of the solo 

violin’s first entrance at m. 17. However, not all of the A section returns, and instead 

gives way to different material at m. 110.  At this point, the solo violin plays a series of 
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arpeggios, while the clarinets bring back the melodic material of m. 10 in the introduction 

of the piece. In this last section of A', both the solo violin line and the accompaniment are 

based on rhythms and orchestration of the first 16 measures of the movement. In fact, a 

close look at the last eight measures of the movement reveals that the closing section is a 

reflection, or retrograde, of the introduction (mm. 1-6). The measures correspond in 

reverse, with the last measures being the equivalent to an extension of the first, but with a 

B natural instead of B flat on the final note (see Examples 10 and 11). More specifically, 

m. 116 is harmonically equivalent to m. 6, m. 117 corresponds to m. 5, m. 118 

corresponds to m. 4 backwards, etc. Just as it served to close the previous sections of the 

movement, the timpani makes its final return at m. 116, this time pronouncing its 

rhythmic motive six times, with the last repetition in augmented form (see Example 11). 

By bringing back the material from the introduction, Milhaud creates both a sense 

of closure and a sense of continuity to the movement. The material that was ambiguous 

and somber in the first measures finally arrives at G major in the very last chord. This 

transition from G minor in the beginning of the movement to the final G major chord 

highlights the use of modal mixture. As in the first movement, the combination of the 

Latin modal mixture and the Germanic chromaticism narrates the story of Milhaud’s 

situation at the time. By utilizing the retrograde strategy, perhaps Milhaud was alluding 

to the practices of Schoenberg and the 12-tone system. Certainly this second movement is 

heavily chromatic which, as noted previously, Milhaud saw as a key element in German 

tonality. Along with his choice for tonality and orchestration, the register choices for the 

violin also present a narrative. In the case of this second movement, the high registers 

tend to project the idea of freedom, while the low register represents oppression. 
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Third Movement 

The final movement of the concerto has the descriptive tempo marking 

“Emporté,” meaning “punch” or “fiery.” It begins suddenly with a loud D minor fanfare 

in the brass, dramatically contrasting with the blissful ending of the second movement. 

The strings add to the heavy brass sound by playing in a very low register, once again 

with the sul G instruction for the two sections of violins. This movement is dominated by 

syncopated entrances and hemiolas, combined with a neo-classical approach that 

resembles Stravinsky’s neo-classical style. The military percussion section makes a full 

return in this movement, with particular emphasis on the snare drum.  

As previously discussed, Drake points out that the practice of motivic 

development was a prominent characteristic of Milhaud’s middle period.21 This technique 

is abundant in the third movement, where the P theme is continuously developed. All of 

the sections of this movement flow out of the P theme material, in a process of 

Fortspinnung. 

Due to the repeated appearance of the P theme, this movement could be in a 

sonata-rondo form (see Table 3). However, all of the other themes (S, Tr, and C) are 

based on P. This makes it very difficult to identify where one theme area ends and the 

other begins. Drake comments on Milhaud’s middle period compositions and his 

approach to form: “There is now a greater sense of forward momentum, of open-

endedness in the formal patterns….  Together with the other numerous orchestral works 

of the (middle) period they well exemplify the developed techniques of motivic 

manipulation within a fairly standardized quasi-sonata form.”22 Milhaud’s constant 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
21 Drake, The Operas, 322. 
22 Drake, The Operas, 322-323. 



!

! 20 

motivic manipulation somewhat undermines the formal structure of this movement. 

Drake’s “quasi-sonata” form term seems applicable, especially considering the fact that 

Milhaud did not emphasize functional tonality and key relationships in the work. The 

exposition and recapitulation contain all of the corresponding themes, but they do not 

follow the expected tonal relationships. The development section of only thirty measures 

is unusually short and fragmented. 

 

Table 3. Milhaud; Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. III, structure. 

Sections Sub-sections Themes Main Tonal Areas Measures 
Introduction   Dm 1-24 
Exposition A 

B 
A 
C 
A 

P, Tr 
S 
Bridge (P) 
Closing 
Bridge (P) 

Dm, C 
Am 
Dm 
B♭ 
Am 

24-39 
40-54 
55-59 
60-78 
79-92 

Development D (P) Bm, A 93-123 
Recapitulation A 

B 
A 
C 
A 

P, Tr 
S 
Bridge (P) 
Closing 
Bridge (P) 

D, A 
A 
D, C 
A 
A 

124-139 
140-154 
155-171 
172-180 
181-196 

Coda   Dm 197-219 
 

After an orchestral introduction, the violin enters in m. 24 with the P theme (see 

Example 12). The violin line embodies a neo-Baroque style with a dance-like theme. The 

combination of the Baroque style with the snare drum creates a militarized rigid dance 

that characterizes the entire movement, as seen in m. 55 (see Example 13). The 

appearances of the P material throughout the movement have the beats dislocated within 
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the bar, typical of the lack of even phrasing and concern for measure of the Baroque 

style.  

The first statement of the P theme (mm. 24-28) is presented in two small phrases. 

Measures 24 and 25 have the basic idea, followed by a contrasting idea in mm. 25-26. 

The basic idea returns at mm. 26 and 27, and cadences on the second beat of m. 28. 

Milhaud once again does not prioritize key relationships and functionality, but works on a 

smaller level, considering the intervallic relationships of single notes. An example of this 

is seen in the alternation between the notes D and C in mm. 25-26, which creates an 

ambiguity of the tonal center. While the initial key suggested by the first three bars is D 

minor, this first theme cadences in C and goes into the transition theme at m. 28.  

The transition theme (mm. 28-39) presents a fragmented version of the P material. 

It is different from the P theme because it emphatically highlights the distinction between 

the high and low registers of the violin, with extreme interval leaps from the high register 

of the E string to the low end of the G string. These frequent register changes create an 

energetic and anxious character. This also creates contrast from the dance-like P theme, 

and the flowing S theme, despite the use of the same motivic material.  

The P motive occurs throughout the movement, often interrupting lyrical 

passages, or itself developing into a lyrical passage. An example of “continuity [that] is 

deliberately upset in the interests of dramatic expression or musical variety”23 is the 

transition in mm. 36-40, where the solo violin line transforms a part of the primary theme 

(m. 25) into the main material for the S theme. Measures 36 through 39 present a kind of 

medial caesura, filled in by the solo violin line which diminuendos into the S theme (see 

Example 14). 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 Drake, The Operas, 322. 
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The S theme, beginning at m. 40, is in an ambiguous A natural minor tonality. 

This does not conform to the expected III for the S theme in the minor-mode sonata form. 

However, it is convenient for Milhaud; he uses modal mixture in the recapitulation to 

restate both the P and S themes in their major mode versions. The S theme has a more 

lyrical character, with a line that moves in small intervals, unlike the leaps in the TR 

theme. The flow of the S theme is uninterrupted, though it is punctuated by accents that 

create a hemiola effect, as in mm. 43-44 (see Example 14). 

In m. 55, the P theme returns as a short bridge to the closing theme of the 

exposition. This bridge area could be considered an A section return in a sonata-rondo 

form, or a simple P-based bridge to the C theme in a standard sonata form. The closing 

theme at m. 60 is also based on P, and is in the unexpected key area of B♭ major. Along 

with the recurring rhythmic figure of the P theme, the C theme also features chromatic 

scale figures. The lyrical sections of the C theme are reminiscent of the flowing character 

of the S theme, and the last section of the C theme, which is still in B♭, recalls the TR 

theme. A retransition at m. 79 presents a return to the P material in A minor in the solo 

violin. In the accompaniment, the flute begins an ostinato pattern (mm. 79-92) that 

appears in the solo violin line in the recapitulation. Milhaud arrives at D major in m. 88 

by gradually changing accidentals (C to C#, F to F#), but quickly returns to A minor two 

measures before the end of the exposition. 

The development section begins at m. 93 with an orchestral fanfare. The orchestra 

plays without the solo violin for fourteen measures in the area of B minor. The violin 

enters at m. 107, continuing in the tonal center of B (major and minor) with material that 

is based on P but that has not previously been introduced. This material does not return 
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later in the movement. This short development area modulates very quickly to A major, 

and ends with a clearly stated A major ascending scale in m. 123, preparing for the 

recapitulation in D major.  

The recapitulation restates every thematic area that was in the exposition, but the 

thematic areas are in new tonalities. In its first appearance at m. 24, the P theme is in D 

minor. As the movement progresses, it transitions into D major by changing the F natural 

into F# at m. 124, resulting in a sense of positive resolution. From this point on there is a 

shift in the character of the piece, due to the major mode in the violin line. The TR theme 

returns in m. 128, and the S theme at m. 140. The S theme in the recapitulation is stated 

in A major, instead of the previous A minor version, but not in the expected tonic. At m. 

155, the bridge section equivalent to m. 55 returns, this time recomposed in lyrical 

triplets. In the exposition this area was in D minor, but in the recapitulation it is now in D 

major. Milhaud reintroduces the motivic P material in mm. 163-164. The military dance 

motive (P) interrupts a lyrical section of legato triplets in D major, changing the tonality 

back to A♭ major (see Example 15). 

A restatement of the P theme at m. 167 presents this theme in C major, which is 

still not the expected key of D major. The closing theme returns at m. 172, this time in a 

short lived A major. A series of modulations begins at m. 175, recalling previous material 

while continuing the search for the home key. The ostinato material that was in the 

orchestral accompaniment in m. 79 now appears in the solo line at m. 182 in a series of 

double stops. In the exposition, this ostinato material preceded the development section. 

In the recapitulation it gives way to the coda, which begins at m. 197. 
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 This finale closes with driving double-stops in the solo violin. The double stops 

project a sense of victory, despite the ending of the movement in D minor. Milhaud 

creates a very rich sonority in the violin by using the open D, A, and E strings to fill out 

chords. Perhaps Milhaud’s decision to end in D minor is symbolic of his discontentment 

with the lasting effects of the war, despite the final victory against the Germans.  

 

Conclusion 

With the knowledge of Milhaud’s style of the 1940’s and his personal experience 

of World War II, it is possible to observe the war ethos that lingered in Milhaud’s 

compositional output. The Violin Concerto No. 2 contains telling elements of this 

mindset, including the specific instrumentation and genres that Milhaud chose to convey. 

The connection between Milhaud’s victory march “Gloria victoribus” and the Violin 

Concerto No. 2 further confirms the influence of the war on the concerto. The most 

consistently used methods conveying the idea of war in the first movement are the use of 

dotted rhythms and the use of specific percussion instruments such as the snare drum. In 

the second movement, the sense of tranquility is undercut by the threatening timpani line. 

The fanfares of the third movement’s introduction and development also suggest the idea 

of war, and further highlight the idea of a protagonist fighting against larger forces.  

The use of traditional forms allows Milhaud to manipulate the harmony in 

expressive ways through chromatic or diatonic lines. Milhaud’s writings on his own 

works show that he associated chromaticism with the German style and the simultaneous 

use of major and minor modes with the Latin style. The combination of these two 

practices in this work harmonically narrates the conflict of World War II by forcing the 
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German and Latin elements together. The metaphor of the hero in the solo violin line 

further confirms the war theme, as the solo line consistently projects the idea of struggle 

and opposition to the orchestra. The constant alternation between high and low registers 

also projects an opposition. There is a sense that lyrical passages in a high register portray 

liberty, while the low registers convey a sense of oppression. 

Milhaud’s own words confirm that his heritage was of tremendous importance to 

him: “I am a Frenchman from Provence and by religion a Jew.”24 Milhaud wrote this 

concerto at the end of a war that challenged his worth as a human being and targeted the 

very core of his identity. It is therefore not surprising to find such compelling musical 

evidence of the influence of World War II on this composition, considering that 

Milhaud’s works have consistently been shown to integrate elements of the composer’s 

experience. Understanding the impact of the war on Milhaud’s life and music enables the 

listener and performer to appreciate each musical representation of oppression, pain, 

sorrow, and relief. Awareness of these gestures becomes a powerful tool for the 

performer who wishes to convey the composer’s voice in a performance of his Violin 

Concerto No. 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Chimènes, “Portrait,” 41. 
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Appendix 

 

Example 1. Milhaud, Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. I, mm. 1-20. 
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Example 2. Milhaud, Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. I, mm. 20-22, P theme. 
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Example 3. Milhaud, “Gloria victoribus,” mm. 27-31.  
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Example 4. Milhaud, Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. I, mm. 33-47, S theme (mm. 36-47). 
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Example 5. Milhaud, Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. I, mm. 131-137. 
 

 
 
 
Example 6. Milhaud, Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. I, mm. 57-59. 
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Example 7. Milhaud, “Gloria victoribus,” mm. 41-45. 
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Example 8. Milhaud, Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. II, mm. 15-22. 
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Example 9. Milhaud, Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. II, mm. 76-79. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Example 10. Milhaud, Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. II, mm. 1-6. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



!

! 34 

Example 11. Milhaud, Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. II, mm. 114-123. 
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Example 12. Milhaud, Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. III, mm. 1-28, P theme (mm.24-28). 
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Example 13. Milhaud, Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. III, mm. 55-58. 
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Example 14. Milhaud, Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. III, mm. 35-44, S theme (mm.40-
44). 
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Example 15. Milhaud, Violin Concerto No. 2, movt. III, mm. 159-167. 
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