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OVERALL STRUCTURE AND DESIGN
IN A VARIATION FORM

ANNE MARIE de ZEEUW

The final movement of Beethoven's Sonata in A major for violin
and piano, Op. 30, No. 1, consists of a theme with six variations. The
variation format of the movement invites a three-pronged analytical
approach. First, we shall examine the theme itself. What features
define its formal, harmonic, and melodic structures? Is it a completely
self-contained entity, or are there open elements left to be resolved in
the subsequent variations? Second, we shall investigate the
relationship of each variation to the parent theme. What musical
elements remain constant, and which ones change? Finally, we shall
consider the set of variations as a whole. How do the relationships
among the variations, and the order in which the variations are
arranged, contribute to the design, direction, and drama of the
movement?

THEME

The formal design of the theme (Figure 1) is straightforward: a
double period with repetitions of its first and second halves. The first
phrase occupies measures 1-4, and its harmonic foundation is the
progression I-V7-I; measures 5-8 comprise the second phrase, whose
underlying harmonic structure is I-ii-Vo/4-5/3.1 In these measures the
violin plays the melodic line. The next eight measures repeat the first
eight; here, however, the piano takes over the melody and the violin
assumes an accompanying role. The third phrase, measures 17-20,
prolongs and tonicizes the dominant harmony (that is, locally it is in
the dominant key of E, but in relation to the theme as a whole it
represents the progression V7/V-V); and the fourth phrase, measures 21-
24, returns from V to I. These two phrases are repeated in measures 25-
32; once again, the first statement of the phrases presents the melody in
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