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The Cadenza in the 1910 version was developed from the elements that appeared earlier 

in this Concerto (See Ex.3.2.44). For example, as mentioned previously, the beginning of the 

Cadenza was thematic material from the original Theme 3 (deleted). The waving arpeggios in the 

following lines were developed from the similar arpeggio patterns from the new development 

since the 1908 version.   

Example 3. 2. 44 Beginning of the Cadenza from the 1910 manuscript, violin part 
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3.3 Version 1910 as a cyclic whole: a Poem-like Concerto 

While Section 3.2 provided a historical-oriented vertical comparison of structural-

thematic contents of the Ysaÿe Concerto in G Minor from the 1893, 1908, and 1910 version, 

Section 3.3 will put together the final version by answering a central question: what does the 

Middle Theme (Theme 4) stand for in this Concerto? In other words, what is the function of 

Theme 4?  

As shown in the structural thematic layout of the 1910 version in Figure 3.2.3, the larger 

structure—including the exposition and the recapitulation that were articulated by the heroic, 

energetic and virtuosic Theme 1—is quite clear. If one took Theme 4 out of the Concerto entirely, 

the rest of it would be a perfect, textbook Sonata-Allegro form. From this point of view, the 

biggest irregularity of this Concerto is not the substantial introduction and coda, but the existence 

of the middle theme (Theme 4) in the development section and its expansion in the recapitulation, 

which becomes as substantial and lengthy as the primary and secondary themes (Theme 1 and 

Theme 2).   

By answering this question, the author would like to first look for a historical model with 

similar design, where a middle theme from the development section, different from the P and S 

themes, reappeared as a rotational material in the recapitulation. Such a design can be found in an 

early example from the Classical era: the Mozart Piano Concerto No.23 in A major. In the middle 

of its development section, the melodic theme in E major in m.143 (Ex.3.3.1) appears as a new 

melody against its thrilling primary theme and lyrical secondary theme. It later reoccurs in the 

recapitulation in m.261 in A major in a similar context of a textural break after the return of the 

primary and secondary theme, followed by the restatement of the melody in the woodwinds. This 

melody came from nowhere but the development section and reappears as if it is part of the major 

thematic group.  
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Example 3. 3. 1 Mozart Piano Concerto No.23 1st movement, m.139 – m.146.  

 

 

Example 3. 3. 2 Mozart Piano Concerto No.23, 1st movement, m.259-268. 

 

 

However, the middle theme (Theme 4) in Ysaÿe’s Concerto, compared to the middle 

theme in Mozart’s, is much more steeped in the practice of late Romantic music. Additionally, the 

tonality is in a different setting. The middle theme of the recapitulation in Mozart’s No.23 is 

identical to the unified primary and secondary themes in A Major. Even more, different from the 

Mozart’s model, Ysaÿe’s Theme 4 in the recapitulation almost abruptly breaks the section as it is 

inserted between Theme 1 and Theme 2, right where the transition was supposed to continue. 
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Thus, it is necessary to look at it in the context of the tonal structure of version 1910, as given in 

the diagram of Table 3.3.1.  

Table 3. 3. 1 Tonal Relationship of the Concerto  

 

 

Although the vastly expanded Concerto might sound peculiar, the tonal design is in fact 

quite traditional and logical (Figure. 3.3.1.). First, Theme 1 in G Minor, modulates to Theme 2 in 

its relative major key area - B♭ major. It then moves to C Minor in the development-Core 1101F101F108F

105 

and D Major in the development-Core 2 (Theme 4). Such a motion, i–III–iv–V, is a very common 

progression in the course of tonal music.  

Second, the tonal goal of the whole work is to go from G minor to G major, although it 

fails at the very end to do so. In doing so, Ysaÿe transposed both Theme 1 and Theme 2 strictly 

by a major sixth. Although E minor is not a closely related key of G minor, the B♭ major, 

 
105  C minor is temporarily moved to its relative major - E♭ at m.203. Then it becomes tonally very 
unstable.   
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however, perfectly reaches the goal the G major through transposition of a major sixth. 

Additionally, G minor and G major both have the same dominant. At the end of the development 

section, there is a short implication of G minor after the middle theme from mm.268 – 269. Thus, 

the middle theme in D major tonally functions as an imaginary dominant pedal point of both G 

minor and G major.  

Third, the expansive middle theme in the recapitulation was in B minor, the relative 

minor of D major. Although B minor shifts back to D major temporarily in the middle, it returns 

in the orchestral tutti in m.351. This reverses the trajectory of the minor-major motion of the P 

and S themes (G minor - B♭ major). This also reverses the parallel motion from minor to major 

and postpones the return of G major. While the larger tonal goal is to go to G major, the middle 

theme moves in contrary motion to the minor theme. Such a design can carry a tragic effect and 

serve a narrative purpose.   

In addition to the tonal function as a dominant of both G minor/major, the melodic 

element of Theme 4 also forms part of the motivic coherency of the whole Concerto (see 

Figure.3.3.2). The skeleton of the central motive of the Concerto is a tetrachord taken from the G 

minor scale: G-F-E♭-D. With a chromatic passing tone (leading tone) and a descending third 

inserted, it appears as G-(F#-D)-F♮-E♭-D. As shown in Figure 3.3.2, the introduction, Theme 1, 

Theme 2 and the bass line of the development (Core 1) are all developed from this central motive 

almost directly by transposition. Group B shows how the first two notes (G-F#) are reversed (G-

A♭) in ascending motion, which are used to develop the orchestral tutti in tighter rhythms. Group 

C demonstrates how the original Theme 3 (cut), which can still be heard in the final version in an 

slightly obscured way, is developed from the idea of inverting the interval of a minor second from 

the motive. Although Theme 4 sounds audibly very different from all the previous materials, it 

can be heard as a reversion of the descending major third from the diatonic tetrachord. This is 

more obvious in the 1893 version, where the Theme 4 in the recapitulation was in A♭ major.  
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Table 3. 3. 2 Motivic development throughout the Concerto 

 

 

Additionally, the middle theme is cyclic in its design, which is one of César Franck’s 

central compositional approaches. The middle theme was already introduced prior to the major 

themes back in the orchestral tutti of the exposition. While the first solo introduction is played as 

a monologue by the solo violin, its second occurrence as the Coda is played over a fragment of 

the middle theme in the accompaniment. The two contrasting Themes (Introduction and Theme 4) 

are eventually united after a long process.  
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Example 3. 3. 3 “Introduction as Coda”, from the 1910 manuscript, piano score (m.431-m.434 in 
edited version)106 

 

 

However, the above discussions are on the analytical level, and the author believes that 

the vastly expanded lyricism – Theme 4, which does not work in the traditional Sonata-Concerto 

Form, owes much to its old title – the Poem Concertante. The compositional and stylistic 

similarities between Theme 4 and Ysaÿe’s Poème élégiaque, Op.12 were already pointed out in 

Section 3.2. Such similarities make sense since the Poème élégiaque was composed around the 

time of the first sketch of the Concerto. Theme 4, as the only Theme that was not revised much 

(except for its expansions and tonalities), remains in the final version.  

In looking at the Concerto as a whole, although Ysaÿe changed the title back to the 

Concerto, its flowing melodies, free expression, and the numerous violinistic approaches that 

help the music speak out, are very much the nature of a violin poem. The essential elements of 

Ysaÿe’s violin Poem can be found in Antoine’s biography and in Ysaÿe’s own words:  

Ysaÿe’s Poème élégiaque was the first ‘poème’ written for the violin to depart from the 

‘concertante” line of pieces by de Beriot, Vieuxtemps and Wieniawsky. He conceived the 

style as one in which inspiration was allowed to flow freely unrestricted by any 

 
106  In the letter to Sèthe, Ysaÿe quoted the final appearance of the Introduction as “le mélange 
d'âcreté poignante et de resignation au retour définitif de la genèse de l'ouvrage” — the combination of 
poignant bitterness and resignation at the final return of the work. For more information of the letter, see 
Marie Cornaz, À la redécouverte d'Eugène Ysaÿe (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2019), 80-81.   
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preoccupation with the rules of sonata form that that always governed the instrumental 

concerto.107  

The poem is, in my view, a milestone in the progress of my writing, necessarily marking 

for me a decisive stage in my endeavors and in my unrelenting searching[s], and indicating 

my desire to combine musical interest with great virtuosity, true virtuosity which (and I 

will say it again) has been too long neglected ever since instrumentalists, abandoning the 

example of the masters of the past, have lacked the courage to write anymore and have 

surrendered this necessity to those who know nothing of the resources and the secrets of 

the craft.108
 

In short, Ysaÿe valued the violin Poem as a single movement instrumental work that was 

not restricted by the Sonata Form rules, combining music interest with “true” virtuosity. While 

this vastly expanded one-movement work in G minor is a true Romantic Violin Concerto, it also 

has the above three elements of a Poem.   

What Ysaÿe valued as “true virtuosity” that helps the music speak out was greatly 

explored through this Concerto. As demonstrated in section 3.2, the opening gesture, Theme 1 

and its transition are a great challenge for performers, consisting of playing various intervals and 

chords, as the Ysaÿe-ian style has started to emerge. New fingering patterns that suited the new 

harmonic trends and musical interests, as well as some coloristic effects presented through 

different violin approaches, were explored greatly in the new development section since the 1908 

version.  

At the same time, although Ysaÿe deleted pages of lyrical themes (Theme 3 and its 

expansion) in both the exposition and recapitulation in revising the final version, the rest of the 

lyricism still comprises more than half of the Concerto, which absolutely departed from the 

established practice of the Romantic Virtuosic Concertos. These melodies are nothing but free 

expressions without restrictions. The idea of Theme 4 against the Sonata (Concerto) form could 

 
107  Antoine Ysaÿe, Ysaÿe, trans. Frank Clarkson (England: W. E. Hill & Sons, 1980), 110. 
108  Ibid.  
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