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If we were to measure the standing of a musician as we tend judge that of a company 
or business, we would have to admit that Darius Milhaud (Marseilles, 4 September 
1892 – Geneva, 22 June 1974) is not exactly in the limelight right now.

If Web visibility is what establishes the degree of popularity of an artist, just as it 
is of a brand, then there is no avoiding the fact that the French composer is gradually 
slipping towards oblivion.

As things stand right now, there are entries in the illustrious IRCAM catalogue for 
practically all contemporary composers and those of the twentieth century except 
Darius Milhaud, who is not honoured with even the briefest biographical note.

His presence in the digital universe is limited to the various versions of Wikipedia, 
and a blog established by the association “Le amis de Darius Milhaud”, whose 
concept of friendship has not urged them update the information provided relating to 
the “French musician of Jewish religion from Provence”, as Milhaud liked to describe 
himself, though they are bent on spreading knowledge of his works and in general on 
promoting French music of the 20th century.

Happily there is no ratio between the perceived value and importance of the works 
of a given composer and the quantity of information provided by research engines 
on the Internet. Were this not the case, we would be obliged to admit that Schubert’s 
Lieder are less relevant than the production of certain neo-melodic Neapolitan 
songsters. Appraisal of the quality of a musical experience relies on other factors, 
such as the intrinsic features of the composition, for example, or the composer’s direct 
or indirect influence on contemporary or later musicians, and his or her ability to 
transform a range of cultural elements in valid processes of musical communication. 
These are all features that are significantly present in the oeuvre of Darius Milhaud.

Milhaud’s family were merchants who had settled several generations earlier in the 
south of France. Both of his parents were keen amateur musicians, his father founding 
the Musical Society of Aix-en-Provence, and his mother pursuing the Jewish lyrical 
tradition as a singer. Darius thus grew up in a singularly favourable environment, 
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 Violin Sonata No.1 Op.3
1. Lent et robuste – Animé 7’37
2. Très lent 8’03
3. Très rythmé, joyeux 6’32
 
4.  Printemps Op.18 for Violin and Piano 2’27

 Violin Sonata No.2 Op.40
5. Pastoral 5’53
6. Vif 3’05
7. Très lent 4’50
8. Très vif 3’46

9.  Capriccio No.13 de Paganini (traité en duo concertante) 2’41

  4 Visages for Viola and Piano Op.238
10. La Californienne 2’52
11. The Wisconsonian 1’23
12. La Bruxelloise 4’00
13. La Parisienne 2’23

  Sonata No.1 for Viola and Piano Op.240
14. Entrée 3’32
15. Francaise 2’31
16. Air 5’13
17. Final 2’41

  Sonata No.2 for Viola and Piano Op.244
18. Champetre 3’39
19. Dramatique 6’55
20. Rude 2’40
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living his childhood years in Aix, where he showed precocious musical talent in his 
studies of the violin and the foundations of composition.

His first sonata for violin and piano proved to be the start of a collection of around 
450 opus numbers, one of the richest of the entire 20th century. Written in 1911, a 
mere two years after gaining admission to the Paris Conservatoire, the Sonata speaks 
clearly for the composer’s aesthetic goals, and the choice of instruments with which to 
achieve what he had in mind.

The first movement is relatively complex from the structural point of view, presenting 
solutions that Milhaud was then to develop in the second sonata: rational, clear use of 
irregular rhythmic elements and the tendency to elude and enrich tonal constraints by 
layering harmonic sound in the construction of chords and shifts, rather than proper 
modulations, towards different, sometimes distant tonal spheres. Likewise the passage 
from states of quietude (Lente et robuste) to moments of excitement (Animé) is also 
handled in a manner that is only apparently conventional. With admirable control and 
lucidity for a nineteen year-old, Milhaud progressively intensifies his idiom, including 
a noteworthy enharmonic passage that leads to the Animé, with a return to the initial 
melodic line, which he subjects to an entirely different development.

The second movement is based on two thematic ideas, the second largely deriving 
from the first. Here again Milhaud makes use of irregular rhythmical figures, especially 
in the central part, with a 5/4 meter that is expanded to 6/4 and exchange between the 
violin and piano parts that borders on counterpoint. In the last movement Milhaud 
adopts enharmony, not to move from one key to another, more distant one, but to 
construct a sort of tonal limbo based on the principle of elusion, which was a technique 
also favoured by composers such as Maurice Ravel. While Milhaud does not completely 
reject tonal principles, he avoids the tonal functions of certain key notes (such as the 
seventh, or the fourth, for example) by modifying them. He thus achieves an effect that 
is indeterminate to the ear, lending itself to evocation. The listener becomes aware of a 
feeling of openness, of something that is both familiar, and yet indefinable.

This tendency towards elusion comes further to the fore in the third movement of 

the Sonata, where the main subject also seems to allude to the pentatonic scale.
Written in 1914, “Le printemps” Op.18 was Milhaud’s first attempt at handling a 

musical genre typical of the French instrumental tradition: the pièce caractéristique, 
a relatively short occasional piece that was largely descriptive in intent. A few 
years later he was to declare that his aim had been to honour the musical legacy 
of composers such as F. Couperin, J. Ph. Rameau, H. Berlioz and G. Bizet. This no 
doubt scandalized all those who believed that traditions only existed to be destroyed, 
effaced. When Milhaud then joined the Group of Six, it must surely have meant that 
he was jumping on the bandwagon of anti-academic musical iconoclasm. In actual 
fact this was far from the case, because he was fully aware that musical experience 
underpinned by an important tradition could be broadened, and maybe even 
surpassed, by focusing on the foremost features of that tradition.

This conviction, which was already visible in what could appear to be minor early 
works such as Le printemps, was to become one of the most significant aspects of 
Milhaud’s creativity. Thanks to its rhythmic and harmonic indeterminateness, once 
again produced by irregularity of meter and the continuous tonal shifts, the piece 
becomes a delightfully subtle homage to the allusive, almost symbolist content of 
numerous passages in the works of François Couperin.

Yet it is in the second Sonata Op.40, written during the years Milhaud spent in Brazil 
as secretary and personal assistant to his friend Paul Claudel, that the composer most 
fully develops the heritage of Jean Philippe Rameau. In this work the harmonies are 
viewed as rational successions of chords derived from intervals defined by the harmonic 
tonality of each natural sound. Milhaud thus makes skilful use of dissonance, especially 
in the last chord of the sonata that contains three apparently incongruous sounds (C 
sharp, F sharp and B), a triple acciaccatura based on successions of fifths.

Already in the first movement (Pastorale), Milhaud introduces long sequences of 
parallel fifths, while in the second movement he returns to the chord shifts that had 
fascinated him during his student years in Paris. The third movement initially features 
a canon followed by continuous inversion of the roles between piano and violin, and 



brief barcarole full of related harmonic shifts featuring a melodic development that 
mirrors in reverse the opening passage. The sensation of melodic floating is reiterated 
in the finale chord, a seventh that works as an upturned second. “The Wisonconsian” 
is a dance-like divertissement that hints at folk music in its evocation of perpetual 
motion, while “La Bruxelloise” suggests a more languid step based on descending 
and ascending chromatic movements that wind up in a somewhat unexpected chord 
(A flat, C, E flat that becomes E natural at the end). The last of the portrait cycle 
is a homage to Milhaud’s beloved Paris, where the composer makes playful use of 
counterpoint between the right hand of the piano and the viola.

The first Sonata “sur des themes inédits et anonymes du XVIIIe siècle”, written 
in 1944, is an exercise in the noble art of reinventing thematic and melodic elements 
borrowed from the Baroque tradition. The work is shaped as a Suite in four 
movements introduced by a Minuet in canon leading into an Entrée of classic ABA 
structure, with a Petite Reprise in the finale.

There is a nice touch of irony in the second movement, where what purports to be 
a Française is in fact an Allemande, and thus a dance of German origins, in which the 
thematic material largely echoes the style of Bach. Another interesting feature is the way 
the harmonic development, with its succession of descending major thirds (B flat, G and 
E flat) harks back in part to that of the first movement of Beethoven’s Sonata Op.106.

The third movement, Aria, is an Air en rondeau in 6/8 in which the piano plays a 
different role, in that it essentially accompanies the melodic line played by the viola. 
As for the Final, it is made up of a Corrente and a central Bourrée and features an 
extremely complex interplay of rhythmic shifts towards the end, when the piano 
proceeds in binary mode while the viola continues in ternary form.

As a whole, the Sonata comes across as a light-hearted homage to Baroque 
instrumental music, with references to the French style, especially in the first and third 
movements, and to J. S. Bach. There are nice ironic touches in the harmonic structure, 
the handling of rhythm and the use of thematic material of varied origins.

Though the second Sonata was also composed in 1944, in character and structure 

a finale shaped by a distinctive melody drawn from the Jewish tradition. This latter 
element most probably derives from a culture with which Milhaud was naturally 
familiar, yet it may also be rooted in his first-hand experience of Brazilian folk music 
during the years he lived in Latin America. At all events, elusive rhythmic shifts, 
such as the use of triplets in two of the movements and other irregular rhythmic 
figurations that come across as though they intrinsically belong to the structure, are 
a characteristic of the whole sonata. As such they share certain features with the 
agréments typical of French music of the golden Baroque age.

A further example of the way Milhaud aimed to surpass a given model by 
focusing his creative attention on certain of its specific aspects is to be found in his 
transcription of Paganini’s Capriccio n. 13 (dedicated to Joseph Szigeti), which he 
reworked as a duo concertante. The outcome is far more than a mere arrangement for 
violin and piano accompaniment of the sort performed for the pleasure of those who 
attended musical soirées.

The piano part is actually constructed so as to broaden the harmonic range of 
Paganini’s famous “Laugh”, creating an elegantly modern interpretation of an 
existing work, skilfully enriched in timbre.

The three compositions for viola and piano date back to the year 1943-44. The 
invasion of France by Nazi Germany had forced Milhaud to leave his native country 
and emigrate to the United States, where he was offered a teaching post at Mills 
College in Oakland, California. During the seven years he spent in America he was 
highly active as both a teacher and composer, despite problems deriving from a 
rheumatic complaint that had plagued him since he was young.

The four “Visages” are effectively a reworking of another typically French genre: 
the musical portrait, or sound pictures that reflect cities, countries and nations as 
well as people. Here again there is an evident analogy with F. Couperin, in particular 
with his “Nations”. Once more Milhaud takes a traditional element as a point of 
departure, superseding the original with his characteristic compositional skill and 
coherence. “La Californienne” comes across as a sort of Vénitienne, an ambiguous, 



The Gran Duo Tortorelli-
Meluso boasts a Discography 
that includes world-premiere 
recordings of music by Gaetano 
Fusella, Camillo Sivori 
(Paganini’s only pupil) and 
Rosario Scalero (himself a pupil 
of Sivori), released by Tactus 
Recording. Radio broadcasts of 
the music on Italy’s Rai Radio 3 
were enthusiastically received by 
audiences and critics alike, and 
the releases were well reviewed 
in specialist music magazines 

such as Musica, Amadeus, Fanfare, Harmonia Mundi and Gramophone.
In 2011 the Duo was awarded one of the European Union’s highest accolades, the 

“Premio Mediterraneo”, in recognition of their research, rediscovery and promotion 
of Italy’s artistic and musical heritage.

In 2012, the duo gave a lecture-recital at the 40th International Conference of the 
European String Teachers Association (ESTA) at the theatre in Porec in Croatia. This 
was followed by a conference-recital in 2013 on the music of Camillo Sivori at the 
Emirates International Festival of Dubai and a masterclass-recital on Paganini and his 
musical contemporaries at the University of Aichi (Nagoya) in Japan.

In 2014 the Duo made its highly successful German debut at the Bechstein Centrum 
in Berlin, the Festsaal of the Coselpalais in Dresden, the Harmoniesaal in Bamberg, 
and at the Gasteig in Munich.

In April 2015 the Duo toured in Japan: Nagoya (Munetsugu Hall), Osaka (Otemae 
Hall), Fukuoka (University Concert Hall) and Kagoshima (Concert Hall).

it differs considerably from the first. It comprises three movements, is less playful 
than the previous work and features a more consistent use of polytonal and 
polyrhythmic solutions.

The first movement, Champêtre is typically pastoral in its 6/8 rhythm, though 
the piano and the viola initially proceed in two parallel harmonic directions that 
ultimately converge and continue in tonal shifts. 

The salient feature of the second movement, Dramatique, is a gravely stirring passage 
played by the viola. In the first section the piano largely acts as an accompaniment, 
whereas in the central section a brief piano part is followed by a passage in which 
Milhaud achieves considerable tension by means of harmonic sounds on the viola that 
increase the sense of suspension to great effect before the return of the subject.

The third movement, Rude, is also based on dissonance brought about by means 
of tonal layering and shifts. The construction of the thematic material reveals 
intense interplay between viola and piano and although the intervals may seem 
relatively conventional, in actual fact their simplicity allows for the overlapping 
and juxtaposition that confer the roughness implied by the title, not only as regards 
rhythm. It is this expressive trait that comes distinctly to the fore in the finale.

Darius Milhaud continued to compose right up to shortly before his death, despite 
the health problems that he had to face for most of his life. Apart from his work as 
a composer, he was also a great teacher, and in this calling exerted a deep, lasting 
influence over many composers of the 20th century. Many were musicians of different 
backgrounds and tendencies who attended his courses in Europe and the United 
States: Steve Reich and Philipp Glass, for instance, as well as Burt Bacharach, Pete 
Rugolo, Dave Brubeck, Karl Heinz Stockhausen, Iannis Xenakis and Gyorgy Kurtag.

Listening to these compositions for violin and viola is thus a meaningful way of 
discovering new aspects of a composer who played a fundamental role in musical 
culture of the 20th century, and whose influence is still very much alive today.
© Francesco Maschio
Translated by Kate Singleton



the lead instrumentalists of the orchestras of the Teatro San Carlo in Naples and 
Santa Cecilia in Rome. Acclaimed by the critics as a pianist of great temperament 
and sensitivity, she is particularly admired for her communicative touch. Her 
“Solfeggianimando” teaching method is widely appreciated for the way it introduces 
people to musical literacy.
“…Angela Meluso proves herself an excellent accompanist – lively and responsive – 
and makes the most of her opportunity to shine in the Lucia Variations of Camillo 
Sivori”…
Duncan Druce (Gramophone review, 2012)

Mauro Tortorelli is a virtuoso violinist of great musical instinct and interpretative 
skill who has met with widespread critical acclaim. He also a viola player, having 
obtained a first class diploma in the instrument at the Santa Cecilia Conservatoire in 
Rome. His early debut took place at La Scala in Milan, where he played a piece by L. 
Nono for two violins in duo with his teacher, G. Monch. He has since been a guest 
performer at important concert venues, including the Slovak Philharmonic Orchestra, 
European Youth Chamber Orchestra, Dublin Philharmonic, Roma Teatro Gonfalone, 
Accademia Filarmonica in Bologna, Festival di Ravello, Salzburger Schlosskonzerte, 
Kennedy Center in Washington (USA), Moscow Conservatoire Hall, Schoenberg 
Center in Vienna. He works with many musicians of international standing, such as 
F. Maggio Ormezowski, R. De Saram, F.J.Thioller, A.Gutu, F.Petracchi, A.Ghedin 
and D.Kashimoto. He has held masterclasses at the Tchaikovsky Conservatoire in 
Moscow, in Academies in Slovenia, and in various Italian institutions. 
“…a CD that bears witness to the absolute height of the transcendental violin 
technique born in the wake of Paganini’s creative brilliance. Yet this technique is 
never an end in its own right, since it is upheld by a use of melody and lyricism that 
belongs to Sivori’s 19th century sensibility, magnificently interpreted by violinist 
Mauro Tortorelli…”
Edoardo Tomaselli (Amadeus review, 2012)

Angela Meluso was born in 1982, and studied at the A. Vivaldi Conservatoire in 
Alessandria, where she obtained a first class diploma under Giacomo Fuga, later 
winning the eleventh edition of the Premio Ghislieri for the best pianist. She furthered 
her studies of piano and chamber music with Lazar Berman, Vincenzo Balzani, E. 
Bagnoli, M. Tortorelli and the Trio di Trieste. She has performed in concerts at the 
Beethovengedenkstatte in Vienna, the International Contemporary Music Festival in 
Tirana and in many of Italy’s foremost theatres. She works with musicians such as 
Guido Arbonelli, Loris Antiga (horn in the London Symphony Orchestra) and with 
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