
 
 

 

Analyzing Thematic Material in Corigliano’s The Red Violin Chaconne 

 

 

by 

 

Felicia Rojas, MM 

 

A Dissertation 

 

In 

 

Music 

 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 

of Texas Tech University in 

Partial Fulfillment of 

the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

 

Doctor of Musical Arts 
 

 

Approved 

 

Dr. John. H. Gilbert 

Chair of Committee 

 

Dr. Eric Fried 

 

 

Dr. Christopher Smith 

 

 

Mark Sheridan 

Dean of the Graduate School 

 

 
May, 2015 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 2014, Felicia Rojas 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Felicia Rojas, May 2015  
 

ii 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

First and foremost, I would like to thank my family and friends for all of their support. In 

particular, I would like to thank my parents, especially my mother, for instilling in me the idea 

that I am capable of anything to which I put my mind, for supporting me in all of my endeavors, 

and for being my number one (and number two) fans. I love you all, and I’m very grateful for the 

love you have given me. 

I would like to thank Chris and Janice Folsom, my very first violin and voice teachers, who have 

continued to be my friends and mentors to this day. The two of you were instrumental in my early 

inspiration and development as a musician, and I would not be where I am today were it not for 

you.  

I would also like to thank Dr. Julian Ross, Professor of Violin at Baldwin-Wallace University. 

You allowed me to choose my own repertoire and explore my ability to express myself through 

my instrument, and you opened new doors for me as an artist by reconstructing my vibrato and 

my bow hand. I will never forget the amount of time and energy you spent on me, nor will I 

forget your willingness to assist me with any non-musical issues that arose. 

I would like to thank Dr. Eric Fried, not only for being on my defense committee, but for being a 

member of my recital committees, encouraging me through stressful times, and congratulating me 

on my successes.  

I would like to thank Dr. Christopher J. Smith, director of the Vernacular Music Center. Thank 

you for treating me as a colleague, for lending your straight-forward and honest advice, and for 

going above and beyond in creating opportunities which have allowed me to utilize my full range 

of abilities. 

Finally, I would like to thank Dr. John H. Gilbert, my private instructor and the chair of my 

committee. I would not be the person or the musician I am today if not for your dedication, 

guidance, and demand for excellence. You have helped me to grow as a person, and artist, and a 

teacher. 

To anyone I may have forgotten to include here, please know that I will be forever grateful for all 

of the support, friendship, and advice that has brought me this far. I assure you that your presence 

in my life has made a far greater impact than you will ever know. Thank you! 



Texas Tech University, Felicia Rojas, May 2015  
 

iii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Acknowledgments............................................................................................................................ ii 

Abstract ........................................................................................................................................... iv 

Chapter I ........................................................................................................................................... 1 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................................... 1 

The Film Score .............................................................................................................................. 1 

The Chaconne .............................................................................................................................. 2 

What Is A Chaconne? ............................................................................................................... 2 

The Progression ....................................................................................................................... 2 

“Anna’s Theme” ....................................................................................................................... 7 

Chapter II .......................................................................................................................................... 9 

Analyzing Thematic Variations In The Red Violin Chaconne............................................................ 9 

The Opening ................................................................................................................................. 9 

“Anna’s Theme” ......................................................................................................................... 11 

Transition Section ...................................................................................................................... 13 

Pope and the Gypsy Girl............................................................................................................. 17 

Pope and Victoria ....................................................................................................................... 20 

The Cadenza ............................................................................................................................... 26 

The Finale ................................................................................................................................... 27 

Conclusion .................................................................................................................................. 33 

Bibliography ................................................................................................................................... 35 

 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Felicia Rojas, May 2015  
 

iv 

ABSTRACT 

 

The Red Violin Chaconne, composed in 1998 by John Corigliano, has become an iconic example 

of 20
th
 century solo violin literature, performed and recorded by violinists around the world. 

Created in tandem with a film score for the movie The Red Violin and a set of caprices by the 

same name, the chaconne retains elements of the film score even as an abstract piece. This study 

will analyze the building blocks that were derived from the film score to create the chaconne as a 

stand-alone work, as well as the manipulation and development of thematic material within the 

chaconne structure. It will also discuss the elements of composition which give this work its 

compelling tempestuousness and exhilarating appeal, such as Corigliano’s use of orchestration, 

utilization of effects (pizzicato, col legno, con sordino), dynamic contrast, and harmonic variance, 

just to name a few.
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The Red Violin is a film that tells the story of a blood-red violin with a sordid past. It is 

the last violin by a 17
th

 century maker named Bussoti, intended for his unborn child. 

When his wife Anna dies giving birth to a stillborn child, Bussoti uses her blood to 

varnish the violin. The film follows the violin in its travels through time and across 

countries over a period of 300 years. The plot consists of five separate stories with 

different casts, with the violin as the only constant character. 

The Film Score 

In his commentary for the re-release of the DVD, composer John Corigliano discusses the 

process of creating a film score.
1
 The footage is usually shot and roughly edited before 

the composer can write the film score, which is usually done in about six weeks. In this 

fashion, the music is made to fit the action taking place on the screen. However, because 

the main character of The Red Violin is actually an instrument, the violin needed to be 

filmed being played and passed on from person to person. For this reason, parts of the 

film score needed to be pre-composed. The scenes in which actors needed to be filmed 

playing the violin were decided in advance, and Corigliano had to compose music to fit 

each of those scenes.  

 

 
1
 John Corigliano, “Interview: The Award-Winning Chaconne,” The Red Violin (Lionsgate Home 

Entertainment, B00166UFTS, 2000). 
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The Chaconne 

Because the five stories of the plot were so disjunct, Corigliano sought a sort of “musical 

glue” to give the film a sense of continuity. This musical glue had to be something that 

would sound appropriate in each of the time periods portrayed in the film, from the 1600s 

to the present day. For this, Corigliano turned to a common baroque form called a 

chaconne, a musical form that has been used by composers throughout history, from its 

development in the early 17
th

 century to the present day. 

What Is A Chaconne? 

According to the Oxford Companion to Music, a chaconne is a form of continuous 

variation in triple meter, popularized in the early 17
th

 century as both a dance and an 

instrumental form.
2
 Chaconnes were traditionally comprised of a repeating harmonic 

progression with varying melodic material overlaid on top. The progression usually 

ended with a dominant chord which would cadence seamlessly back to the beginning of 

the progression. By employing the chaconne, Corigliano could compose melodic 

variations in different styles that would fit each of the five stories; indeed, all of the 

melodic content in the film score was based on this chaconne progression. 

The Progression 

 
2
 Jane Bellingham, “Chaconne,” Oxford Companion to Music, 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/opr/t114/ (accessed March 13, 2015). 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/opr/t114/
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Though the chaconne is a form taken from the 17
th

 century, Corigliano’s application 

sustains a number of idiosyncrasies which differ from the traditional, conventional use:  

 

1. Lack of ground bass 

2. Use of non-harmonic tones 

3. Non-standard chord construction 

4. Non-standard meter 

5. Double-dotted rhythm 
3
 

 

Although it is not a requirement in chaconne form, many famous chaconnes, such as the 

Vitali chaconne for violin, employ a ground bass, defined by the Oxford Music 

Dictionary as a “short thematic motif in bass which is constantly repeated with changing 

harmonies while upper parts proceed and vary.”
4
 Corigliano deliberately avoids the use 

of ground bass in his chaconne, stating that “a ground [bass] would usually be found in a 

passacaglia, not a chaconne.”
5
 Instead, Corigliano employs the use of pedal tones on D 

and C#, which could perhaps be considered a minimalist approach to the same end. 

Although composers of the 17
th

 and early 18
th

 century generally chose a harmonic 

progression with an even number of measures (two, four, six, or eight, or sixteen) 

(Oxford companion) for their chaconnes, Corigliano chose an atypical seven-chord, and 

thereby a seven-measure, progression: 

 
3
 Michael Daniel Deall,  “Part I: The Role of Style in John Corigliano’s Film Score to The Red Violin 

(1999) and Part II. White Shirts: Suite for Symphonic Orchestra,” 2008, 

purl.fcla.edu/fcla/etd/UFE0022064 (accessed March 13, 2013), 95-101. 
4
 Bellingham,“Chaconne.” 

5
 Deall, “Part I: The Role of Style in John Corigliano’s Film Score to The Red Violin (1999) and Part II. 

White Shirts: Suite for Symphonic Orchestra,” 97. 
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Figure 1-1 The Red Violin Chaconne, extracted chaconne progression 

 

There are several possible reasons why Corigliano would have chosen an unconventional 

number of chords for this progression. Perhaps the most fitting inference is a desire to 

emphasize the oddity and grotesqueness of the story. The seven chords Corigliano 

employs are clearly incomplete. We can make guesses as to what each of the full chords 

might be, but there is no way to confirm any suppositions solely with the information 

given by the progression itself. However, when a melody (“Anna’s Theme”) is 

superimposed on this progression, the harmonies become clear: 

 

 

 

Figure 1-2 The Red Violin Chaconne, “Anna’s Theme,” measures 46-57 
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The first three bars of the melody, though without accompaniment, seem to be in D minor 

or possibly D dorian mode. (Note: for the sake of simplicity, this paper will operate under 

the assumption that the theme is in d minor.) This is confirmed in measure 4, in which the 

minor third provided by the chaconne progression and the A supplied by the melody spell 

out a d minor triad. The second chord, written as an open fifth between D and G, is now 

confirmed as part of a G major chord with the addition of a B in the melody. In bar 6, the 

fifth is widened by a half-step. Alone, it could possibly be analyzed as part of an E major 

chord with a D pedal below, but when the melody is overlaid, a fully diminished chord 

built on D makes more sense. The seventh bar is yet another open fifth between C# and 

G#, but the E in the melody on the downbeat of the bar clearly shows that it is a C# minor 

chord. The harmony remains the same through the end of bar 8, changing on the 

downbeat of bar 9. The interval in the progression is a 6th between C# and A natural. 

This interval could belong to either A major or F# minor. With the melodic content 

present, however, the F# on the third beat makes F# minor more likely. In the 10th bar, 

the E on the third beat of the melodic line shows that the diminished 7th between C# and 

B-flat is actually part of a fully diminished seventh chord built on C#. The B-flat moves 

up a half-step to C natural in the 11th bar, adding a major 7th above a C# fully 

diminished chord. According to Deall, “By proffering an incomplete entity in the 

chaconne, he can then make it whole with the addition of seminal motivic material.”
6
 In 

other words, the ambiguity of the progression itself allows Corigliano the most amount of 

 
6
 Ibid, 99. 
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freedom possible, as a number of the intervals given can be used in multiple chords. This 

means Corigliano could vary the harmonies slightly each time through the progression 

just by manipulating the notes in the melody. Examples of this technique will be seen 

later on in Chapter II. Note that while a traditional chaconne progression would end 

either on a half or authentic cadence, Corigliano’s chaconne substitutes a seven 

diminished chord (vii) instead. When the vii chord resolves to I at the beginning of the 

progression, the cadence is not only weaker than a cadence of V-I; it holds more tension, 

especially with the addition of the major 7th above. Both this and Corigliano’s use of 

progressively chromatically widening add to the intensity and the feeling of other-

worldliness. 

Also of note is Corigliano’s treatment of meter and rhythm. While a traditional 17
th

 or 

18
th

 century chaconne would be written strictly in triple meter, it is interesting that 

Corigliano chooses not only to write his in duple meter but to add meter changes from 

duple to triple and back. In addition, he employs a double-dotted rhythm in his chaconne 

progression, which is characteristic of the French Overture. It is possible that this rhythm 

is used symbolically as the heartbeat of the violin. 

It is clear that Corigliano did his best to avoid using any of the traditional conventions of 

chaconne writing. It is highly probable that Corigliano purposely used a familiar form in 

a completely unfamiliar way – eliminating any ground bass, using a progression of 

incomplete chords in the form of intervals that progressively increase chromatically, 

adding unconventional meter changes, and employing an uneven phrase structure – in 
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order to emphasize the other-worldliness of the violin. Perhaps it is also to juxtapose the 

violin’s beauty, as symbolized by the melody, with its grotesqueness, considering the 

macabre circumstances of its creation. 

“Anna’s Theme” 

The chaconne progression is one of the two main building blocks that Corigliano used to 

create both the film score and the abstract chaconne. “Anna’s Theme” is the tune that 

Anna sings to her unborn child repeatedly during the final days before giving birth. This 

melody is carefully constructed not only to fit over the chaconne progression but likewise 

to be simple enough for Anna’s actress to sing onscreen, while suggesting the late 17
th

 

century. The main theme is constructed thus: 
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Figure 1-3 The Red Violin Original Soundtrack, “Anna’s Theme” 

 

The principal theme is written in ABA form, the only difference between the two A parts 

being the last two measures, which have a stronger cadence (back to a d minor chord) in 

the second A. This is the version of “Anna’s Theme” which closes the end credits of the 

film. However, the theme is never heard in its entirety in the context of The Red Violin 

Chaconne. Instead, a developmental version of “Anna’s Theme” is employed multiple 

times throughout the piece: 

 

 

 

Figure 1-4 The Red Violin Chaconne, “Anna’s Theme” 

In measure 7 of the example, an E major modulation is implied, while in bar 11 we return 

to d minor to begin the melody (and the chaconne progression) over again.  This is the 

version of “Anna’s Theme” which permeates The Red Violin Chaconne. This theme and 

the chaconne progression, along with some added variations, account for the bulk of the 

piece. 
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CHAPTER II 

 

ANALYZING THEMATIC VARIATIONS IN THE RED VIOLIN 

CHACONNE 

 

The Opening 

The first 44 bars of the piece act as an introduction, a sort of “once upon a time”, or the 

rising of a curtain before a play. We have inklings of what is to come, but we have yet to 

hear the real story. The chaconne opens with a mysterious-sounding rubato section. The 

violin plays the first two chords of the chaconne progression in E-flat minor. On the 

second chord, which is held out for three measures, various woodwind instruments play 

the following ascending line, not simultaneously but at staggered intervals from one 

another for four measures before finally settling on an A-flat: 

 

Figure 2-1 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 3-6 

 

The markings in the score indicate that this line should begin slowly and accelerate as the 

melody ascends. Corigliano provides the instruction “blurred” and “liquid” here. During 

this ascending line, the solo violin fades to nothing at the end of measure 4, re-entering at 

the end of measure 5 with the same chord in fingered harmonics. The violin continues 

playing this chord until after the orchestra fades away. This is perhaps symbolic of the 
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violin enduring through time and outlasting everyone with whom it comes into contact. 

The procedure is then repeated beginning with the second chord and resting on the third 

chord of the chaconne progression. In measure 15, the solo violin resolves to harmonics 

on D and G, while the bassoons begin the chaconne progression in the key of D minor 

with a triple-dotted rhythm: 

  

Figure 2-2 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 15-20 

 

The chaconne progression loops around for a second time (measure 21), this time joined 

by low brass with a bass drum punctuation on the second beat of every measure. The 

progression resolves down a half step to C# minor, and on the fourth time through the 

progression (measure 32) is played in B minor. The progression then resolves on B-flat, 

while the strings enter (measure 36) with the solo violin’s chords (in E-flat minor) from 

the first two measures of the piece. The violin then enters on the upbeat to measure 40 

with an ascending line that is exceedingly similar to the ascending woodwind line used in 

measures 3 through 6: 

 

 

Figure 2-3 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 39-40 
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The material for this ascending line consists of an E-flat minor scale and the motivic 

descending dotted rhythm found in Anna’s Theme. At the same time, the string section is 

mimicking the soloist’s line in the blurred, liquid fashion of bars 3-6. In measure 41, the 

strings repeat the first two chords of the sequence and add the third (E-flat and A 

natural).The violin then repeats the same ascending line from measure 40 in C# minor 

(measure 44) ending on an A natural. The solo violin then repeats the last four notes of 

the scale (E-flat through A natural) before we get the first perceptible snippet of Anna’s 

Theme – the material from the second and third bars – a half-step higher than the original 

key.  

“Anna’s Theme” 

The solo violin re-enters at the end of measure 45 on a C# with a crescendo into “Anna’s 

Theme” on the downbeat of measure 46. When the orchestra enters with the chaconne 

progression in measure 49, Corigliano uses a triplet version of the dotted rhythm: 

 

 

 

Figure 2-4 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 49-56 
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This instance is played only by low strings and clarinet. When the melody begins again in 

measure 57, upper strings are added. In measure 63, as the solo violin builds to a climax, 

winds are added playing the chaconne progression along with the strings, accompanied 

by a roll in the timpani. When the violin reaches a B natural in bar 70, its highest note in 

the piece thus far, the strings play the first phrase of “Anna’s Theme” for the very first 

time. This time the material is presented in C# minor, a half step lower than its original 

key of d minor. We are not even a fourth of the way through the piece, and already 

Corigliano is creating interest by varying the key of the theme, which is necessary given 

the limited amount of thematic material. 

 

Figure 2-5 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 69-75 

 

On the downbeat of measure76, as the strings finish their portion of the theme, the brass 

begin playing the chaconne progression. The solo violin begins playing a variant on the 

descending dotted rhythm from “Anna’s Theme,” repeating it and rising a whole step in 

measure 79 before a launching into a speedy arpeggio which outlines a G half diminished 

7
th

 chord (denoted by accent and tenuto marks in the score).  
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Figure 2-6 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 76-87 

 

The arpeggio propels the solo violin into one last fragment of “Anna’s Theme” (the first 

four bars) in octaves in the key of E-flat minor before the orchestra dives into a new, 

faster section. 

 

Transition Section 

The transition begins with the chaconne progression played by winds, brass, and 

percussion with a dotted eighth-sixteenth rhythm on each beat. The strings punctuate the 

harmonic progression with non-chord tones in their upper register. In measure 93, the 

solo violin re-enters with a combination of rhythms used for the chaconne progression: a  
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dotted half-note followed by two bars of the dotted eighth rhythm. The phrase uses a 

pedal B natural and B-flat with increasing intervals ascending by step on each beat. The 

result is progressively increased tension due to the dissonance of the intervals against the 

pedal. This is followed by an ascending triplet figure in measures 98 and 99. 

 

  

Figure 2-7 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 91-99 

 

The first three measures of the passage repeat with a C# pedal in measure 100. At this 

point, the brass punctuate the solo violin’s melody with non-chord tones using the 

chaconne rhythm in the form of a quarter followed by a sixteenth note. The solo violin 
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and brass section then switch roles in measure 103, the brass playing a truncated version 

of the material from 93-95 while the violin punctuates the melody with the chaconne 

rhythm.  

The triplet rhythm returns in the solo violin in measure 107, utilizing a one-bar motive 

which repeats and ascends with each consecutive bar. Interestingly enough, the phrase 

from 107 to 110 can be considered a melodic “sentence”: a phrase that contains three 

parts where the first two parts are of equal length and the third part is twice the length of 

each of the first two parts (in this case, 1 + 1 + 2) and all parts contain similar material. 

As the melody ascends, it gains momentum until it launches into a 16
th

-note passage in 

measure 111. This passage is also punctuated by the triplet rhythm, this time played by 

the woodwinds, in major 7ths.  

As the passage ends in measure 116, the chaconne progression begins again (with the 

dotted rhythm on every half bar) in f minor with full brass accompanied by timpani on 

the off beats. The chaconne rhythm is again accelerated in 119 with the dotted rhythm on 

every quarter note of the bar. The solo violin enters again on the upbeat to 121 with the 

chaconne progression in the dotted rhythm on every half bar while the low and high 

strings enter into a dialogue utilizing the same rhythm at the interval of a minor 9th.  
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Figure 2-8 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 121-131 

 

The violin’s entrance at 121 begins first in C# minor before modulating to B minor in 124, 

F# minor in 126, and ending full circle with C# minor in 128. At the same time, 

Corigliano utilizes meter changes to steadily accelerate the rhythm with each key change. 

At 121 in C# minor and 124 in B minor, he uses a double-dotted quarter and sixteenth 

note rhythm. In 126, the modulation to F# minor, the meter changes from 3/2 to 9/8. This 

changes the longer note value from a double-dotted quarter (a quarter note pus three 
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sixteenth notes) to a quarter note tied to only one sixteenth. When we arrive at measure 

128, the rhythm is in diminution at its smallest presented level, the dotted eighth and 

sixteenth note. This metric acceleration creates an increase in intensity and excitement. 

Symbolically, the violin’s heartbeat is becoming increasingly rapid as if it is feeling the 

strain of the surrounding chaos. On top of both these processes, Corigliano expands and 

shortens the chaconne progression over these same bars. In bar 121, six of the chaconne 

chords are used; in 124 and 126, only five are used; and when we arrive at 128, six out of 

seven chords are used with the addition of an eighth and ninth. The last chord of the 

original progression is a major 7th. However, here Corigliano skips the third chord and 

adds after the major 7th a minor 9th and a minor 10th. By this point we have accepted the 

odd chaconne progression, and our ears have become accustomed to hearing it. 

Corigliano uses this as an opportunity to exploit those expectations, and he chooses a 

moment of high intensity to do so. 

In measure 130, the triplet rhythm returns, another sentence like that which is presented 

in 107. This time, the violin is interrupted on the downbeats of 130 and 131 by a loud and 

violent smack of percussion (which propel the triplets) and the last two measures of the 

sentence are marked with an accelerando and rallentando to set up the following section 

which begins in 134. 

Pope and the Gypsy Girl 

The material that begins the section at 134 is actually another version of “Anna’s Theme” 

which as we have said was pre-composed for the filming of the movie. The scene 
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utilizing this material depicts virtuoso Fredrick Pope’s lover Victoria returning home 

from her trip to find Pope in bed with the gypsy girl from whom he acquired The Red 

Violin. The music that she hears as she enters the mansion is sweet and expressive, but as 

she sets down her belongings and begins to climb the stairs, the music (beginning in 

measure 132) grows more intense and impassioned. Realizing that her beloved has turned 

to another woman for inspiration, she roots through cabinet drawers until she locates a 

pistol, runs up the stairs, and swings open the bedroom door. Victoria recognizes that 

fault lies not with the gypsy girl, for it is not she who has enticed her lover. Nor does the 

fault lie with Pope, who is merely a slave to the instrument, in a constant search for 

inspiration (measures 142 and 143). Rather, it is the violin that is to blame – a demon 

which has corrupted her lover and driven him mad with the need to compose. In her fit of 

vengeance, she shoots the violin (measure 144) and flees from the mansion, never to see 

or speak with Pope again. It is soon revealed that in his grief, Pope commits suicide, 

leaving all his assets to Victoria. 

This version of “Anna’s Theme” features the familiar triplet figures first seen in 98 and 

99, interspersed with the melodic material. As in measure 130, the tied notes are 

interrupted by a sudden hit of percussion on the downbeat. These punctuations spur the 

triplet figures into action. In measure 140, the solo violin has a descending line of major 

sevenths which resolve downward by step. In measure 142, Corigliano creates a stream 

of steady triplet eighth notes using an ascending motive from “Anna’s Theme” in 

conjunction with the descending sevenths. This is accompanied by a bass drum roll on 

the downbeat.  
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Figure 2-9 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 132-141 

 

Measure 143 begins again with the same three chords taken from “Anna’s Theme”, but 

the solo violin gets stuck on the first three of the descending sevenths, repeating them for 

the duration of the bar and the downbeat of 144. Since this is the moment when Victoria 

shoots the violin in the film, this repetition may represent her mind settling on one 

thought which repeatedly swirls around in her head: the thought of putting an end to the 
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cursed violin. The bass drum roll crescendos into the downbeat of 144, increasing the 

intensity of the climax. At the downbeat of 144, the entire orchestra is thrown into chaos, 

playing an unintelligible mess of notes in a descending fashion, including brass glissandi 

and clanging bells or chimes which are left to ring and bleed over into the downbeat of 

the following section. 

 

Figure 2-10 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 142-144 

 

Pope and Victoria 

The section begins in a calm and placid manner, the collective tone color of the previous 

section still washing over the air. The piccolo enters over a low-register chord with an 
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ornamented version of “Anna’s Theme” in a loose inversion. As the piccolo finishes its 

phrase, the oboe overlaps it with the next phrase, and at the end of the oboe’s phrase, the 

clarinet finishes its descent to E. 

 

Figure 2-11 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures147-154 

 

The material from the solo violin’s entrance at 155 was also pre-composed prior to 

filming. It accompanies a tender and sensual scene between Pope and Victoria before she 

leaves for Russia. In this bittersweet scene, she breaks the news to him that she must 

leave in order to continue her novel. Therefore, this iteration of Anna’s Theme (presented 

partially in inversion) is also tender and bittersweet.  
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Figure 2-12 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 155-161 

 

The solo violin has a dynamic of pianissimo with the words “floating” and con sordino 

(with mute). The orchestra is marked down to triple piano. These are the two softest 

dynamics in the piece thus far, as well as the first time that the solo violin is muted. The 

orchestra sustains low register, ominous-sounding chords underneath the solo violin 

melody, while solo wind instruments interject snippets of the material from 147 to 154. In 

measure 165, the high strings play some of the same material in a descending line at 
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varying intervals and speeds, in the blurred and liquid fashion found in the opening of the 

piece.  

In bar 168, the solo re-enters, forte and without mute. This marks an abrupt character 

change amplified by a stringendo in bar 169, as if the violin suddenly becomes 

vigorously impassioned at the memory of this scene. As the solo violin finishes its last 

outburst of Anna’s Theme with a string of sixteenth notes, it is punctuated by a sudden 

smack of percussion on the third beat of 170, followed by a pizzicato chord in the high 

strings on the downbeat of 171 and a series of sustained chords in 172 through 175 – first 

in the low strings, then the high brass, followed by high strings, and, finally, low brass – 

with a crescendo on each chord. After the last crescendo, the orchestra is silent for 

measure 176. The violin has quintuplet quarter notes for the duration of the bar, but with 

a rest on the downbeat. This is another way that Corigliano exploits the audience’s 

expectations. After a series of crescendos with increasing intensity, we are not expecting 

a sudden, if brief, moment of silence here, nor are we expecting for the orchestra to drop 

out entirely.  The solo violin’s five chords in 176-177 bear a striking resemblance to the 

orchestra’s crescendo chords. With a more detailed inspection, it becomes clear that these 

chords are based on the chaconne progression. If we look at the progression in C minor, 

each of the intervals can be found within each of the chords in measure 176. The first 

chord is C minor with an added  7th, the second is B-flat half-diminished with an added 

9th, the third chord is F# half-diminished with an added 9th, the fourth chord is D major 

with a major 7th, and the final chord is an F augmented chord with an added 4th. 
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Figure 2-13 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 176-177 

 

When the violin finishes its statement on the downbeat of 177, it becomes clear that this 

is a dialogue between the violin and the orchestra, as the orchestra repeats this crescendo 

effect on different pitch levels. The orchestra suspends a final chord on the downbeat of 

179, spelled with a C#, B-flat, C-natural, and E-natural. This is certainly an example of 

unconventional harmony, possibly suggesting dual tonality. The violin repeats a 16
th

 note 

passage similar to the one from measures 82-83. This time, however, the tenuto notes are 

B-flat, C#, and G-natural with the E-natural left out, and the passage ends with an 

octatonic scale ascending to a D.  

At this moment, the full orchestra re-enters, fortissimo, with the first two bars of the 

chaconne progression in d minor before settling, subito piano, on a C# on the downbeat 

of 183. The violin plays the next four bars of the progression in piano with the triplet 

rhythm. The orchestra begins the progression again in bar 187, this time in C# minor. The 

meter changes from 3/4 to 4/4, allowing the orchestra to play only two chords of the 

progression before handing it over to the violin. Strangely enough, when the violin enters 

in measure 188, the meter returns to 3/4. However, this change does not last long. As the 

violin finishes the progression in measure 191, the meter returns to 4/4. Here, we have the 

chaconne progression juxtaposed with the unconventional chordal structure used in 176. 
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Figure 2-14 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 192-202 

 

Each chord is presented on beat four before its corresponding chaconne interval on the 

following downbeat. The chords used here are as follows: C minor with a major 7th, B-

flat minor with an added  9th, C fully diminished with an added 9th, B minor with an 

added 9th, G major with an added 4th, F fully diminished with an added 9th, and E fully 

diminished with a B-natural pedal. 

This is another tactic that Corigliano has employed to exploit our expectations and create 

interest. The contrast between opposite, extreme dynamics and the dialogue between solo 

violin and orchestra, as well as new chords added to the chaconne progression make the 
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material seem fresh, although we’ve been listening to the same seven-bar progression for 

the duration of the piece.  

The Cadenza 

In measure 199, we reach a sort of recapitulation. “Anna’s Theme” returns again in B 

minor instead of D minor. There are no alterations made to the melodic material, except 

that Corigliano omits 10 bars from the middle. The violin cadences in E-flat minor in 

measure 213, where the orchestra restates the first two chords of the chaconne 

progression in the same key. In 215, the violin repeats the material from measure 40 and 

44 of the opening section. This time, Corigliano provides the instructions fortissimo, 

appassionato, freely, and the words “start slowly, then accelerando”. This provides a stark 

contrast against the somber incarnation from the opening section. As the second 

statement ends, the solo violin crescendos into a cadenza in bar 221.  

The cadenza begins with the solo violin playing the chaconne progression in double-stops 

near the top of its range. By the end of the third chord, it decrescendos to mezzo piano, as 

if it suddenly remembers the tender moment shared between Pope and Victoria, but it 

soon remembers the lusty betrayal and crescendos into the sixteenth-note diminished 

passage from bar 83, resting on a high B-flat. It laments over the angst it caused Victoria 

with a four-note motive taken from bar 130 and wallows in self-pity with the material 

from 132. It then crescendos into the theme again, this time at the bottom of  its range, 

rich and sonorous. It decrescendos as it reaches the octave E jump, suggesting a 

contemplative atmosphere. The melody from “Anna’s Theme” then becomes interspersed 
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with the material from 215. When it reaches the top of the scale, the violin sustains an E-

flat against the open D string. This interval is repeated several times to emphasize the 

dissonance. The violin then sighs, playing descending glissandi down the E, A, and D 

strings while droning on the next lowest string. At this moment the audience’s breath 

catches. We are uncertain what will happen next, and there is a brief pause for reflection 

before the new section. 

The Finale 

The silence is broken by the solo violin playing the chaconne progression in g minor, col 

legno (with the wood of the bow) and piano. Again, it is punctuated by a bass drum hit on 

the second beat of each bar, with the exception of bar 224. Perhaps because we have 

heard it before Corigliano decides to leave one out, either to see if we are paying 

attention or to make us chuckle a little. He also adds a one-bar meter change to 3/2 in 227, 

which puts the last bass drum note on beat three. There is also one last col legno eighth 

note in the solo violin at the end of the bar on a unison double-stop, which is surely there 

to make us chuckle: it sounds as if the violin and the bass drum are competing for the last 

word in an argument. 

Bar 228 begins with the low strings playing the chaconne progression with a combination 

of slap-pizzicato and col legno. The solo violin is now the one who punctuating the main 

material by playing pizzicato chords on the second beat of each bar. As the line 

crescendos, the violin’s pace becomes faster, playing three chords in a row in measures 
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231 and 232. At the downbeat of 233, the low brass take over the chaconne progression 

from the low strings.  

We now realize that Corigliano is no longer focusing just on color to create different 

effects but also on rhythmic acceleration. The violin remains playing pizzicato in 233, but 

is now playing quarter notes above the chaconne harmonies.  Corigliano also begins to 

play with the meter here, using 3/2 in bar 233, followed by 5/4 in 234, to 2/2 in bar 235, 

and back to 3/2 in 236. This serves three purposes. The first is a continuation of idea of 

rhythmic acceleration. The number of beats between the chords of the progression is 

becoming progressively smaller with each meter change: 5 beats of rest in bar 233, 4 

beats of rest in bar 234, and three beats of rest in 235. Another purpose is probably to 

strip us of our sense of meter and throw us off kilter. It is also another way to further 

distort that which has been made familiar in order to de-familiarize it and make it seem 

new. In other words, it is metric manipulation for the sake of sustaining our interest as the 

piece gradually builds up to a close.  
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Figure 2-15 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 233-243 

 



Texas Tech University, Felicia Rojas, May 2015  
 

30 
 

Corigliano continues this layering of effects in bar 240, where the solo violin intersperses 

its pizzicato notes with arco (with the bow) chords.  In this measure as well, we see hints 

of metric acceleration. The violin first plays arco on the downbeat, followed by six 

pizzicato quarter notes. The second arco chord is also followed by six pizzicato notes, but 

the third and fourth arco chords are followed by only five pizzicato notes. Meanwhile 

there are swells of various effects in the orchestra, such as col legno, slap pizzicato, and 

flourishes of notes. 

The material used in 241-246 is non-diegetic material that was used in the film. It 

accompanies the scene in which Busotti is told that his wife Anna is having the baby and 

is not doing well. This music is played as he runs from the violin shop to his home, and it 

imbues a feeling of urgency. It is made up of the notes in the chaconne progression, this 

time with the pedal tones tied over two or three moving notes which are marked with 

glissandi. Underneath this melody, the chaotic backdrop of col legno, bass drum, and 

pizzicato bubbles and rises toward the surface. In 247, the solo violin restates the 

chaconne progression in C# minor with a rapid acceleration achieved through gradual 

diminution of the dotted chaconne rhythm: first dotted quarter-eighths in duple meter, 

followed by quarter-eighth in 6/8, then the same rhythm in triplet eighths, and finally 

dotted eight-sixteenths. In 249, the material from 107 to 113 is repeated verbatim, with 

the insertion of two bars of sixteenth notes in parallel fifths in measure 256-257 before 

resuming the material from 114-115. This time, the scale continues ascending until the 

violin begins playing octave sixteenths in alternation with open A and D strings in 

measure 260. In this bar, Corigliano writes a rallendtando with a crescendo and a bass 
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drum roll to set up the orchestra’s second iteration of “Anna’s Theme” on the downbeat 

of 261. The melodic material is cut short three bars in, with the violin landing on an 

octave E-flat over the orchestra’s E-flat minor chord in 264. From here, the entire brass 

section plays the first three chords of the chaconne progression accompanied by a 

massive tenor drum roll and a crescendo in 266, which leads to a new tempo in 267. Here, 

the orchestra is fortissimo, restating the chaconne progression in its original key of D 

minor while the bass drum gives an eighth note roll into the second beat of each bar. The 

last four chords of the progression, which span measure 270-273, are played triple forte 

with an accelerando to a final coda section.  

The coda is marked Allegro in 5/4 (2+3).  This last section is scored to sound as chaotic 

as possible. The solo violin plays a 10-beat (and therefore, a 2-measure) phrase as an 

ostinato in eighth notes.  

 

Figure 2-16 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 274-277 

 

This phrase is made up of the chaconne progression in d minor, which lasts 7 beats, plus 

the first three chords in e-flat minor, leading back to the beginning of the pattern. The 
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orchestra is playing the same ostinato. However, each instrument group is playing 

different snippets of the patter in various registers. Some of the low brass belt out 

honking notes at the bottom of their range. Piccolos are playing toward the top of theirs. 

A chime sounds each time through on the 9th beat of the pattern. Gradually, the 

orchestra’s instruments drop out or fade away until the violin is the only instrument left 

playing (measure 292).  This is perhaps symbolic of the violin outlasting everyone with 

whom it comes into contact. In 297, the violin stops playing abruptly at the end of the 

pattern, and the percussion take this opportunity to interrupt, playing the last two eighth 

notes of the bar and a sforzando-piano on the downbeat of 298. A couple of low winds 

sustain a tritone on E-flat and A natural, while the percussion begins a soft roll. The solo 

violin enters for one last flourish on the second quarter note of bar 299 while the 

percussion roll crescendos to a climax.  

 

Figure 2-17 The Red Violin Chaconne, measures 297-301 
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The piece comes to an abrupt end as the solo violin lands on an eighth note octave D on 

the downbeat of 301 and the percussion punctuates its last phrase with a sforzando on the 

second quarter note. 

 

Conclusion  

For the violinist, The Red Violin Chaconne can be considered a soliloquy, reminiscing 

over a number of important experiences. Because the violin was varnished using Anna’s 

blood, it is imbued with her soul and therefore has a life of its own. “Anna’s Theme” is 

thus a thematic representation of this soul. Although the piece uses material taken straight 

from the film score, The Red Violin Chaconne is not merely a re-composition of that 

score. Rather, we can interpret the piece as a free association, one idea flowing 

seamlessly into another in no apparent order. One thinks of an elder recounting various 

life experiences. This has the practical and expressive advantages of rationalizing the 

choice to incorporate other material beyond that from the film score, as expressing 

personal or subjective responses to the reminiscences.  

 

The structure of The Red Violin Chaconne and Corigliano’s manipulation of its thematic 

material are of invaluable importance to anyone interested in composition. By limiting 

the amount of material used in the piece, Corigliano requires himself to stretch his 

compositional technique to the limit. In other words, to keep the two main ideas – the 

chaconne progression and “Anna’s Theme” – at the heart of the compositional focus, and 
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to keep the listener constantly engaged, Corigliano chooses to centralize every single tool 

in his compositional toolbox. These include the manipulation of tone color in the solo 

violin (arco, pizzicato, col lengo, con sordino), the varying of orchestrational colors, 

manipulation of meter, rhythm, dynamics, and key, the substitution of different chords 

against the chaconne progression at various points throughout the piece, the use of silence, 

and the insertion of rhythmic devices into thematic material.  

Finally, a study of compositional structure and technique in conjunction with thoughtful 

analysis of the film’s narrative structure and a parallel understanding of the Chaconne’s 

thematic organization significantly enhances the player’s personalized interpretation in 

performance.  
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