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Circular Sequences in 

Mozart’s Piano Sonatas1

The expression ‘circular sequence’ is coined here for the well-known chord progression 

I-IV-VII-III-VI-II-V-I, because the chords run through all the degrees of the key and

return to the tonic. The progression has many remarkable properties, both as harmony

and polyphony. In Mozart’s piano sonatas sixteen such circular sequences can be found, in

which the characteristics of the basic model are realised in an endless variety of ways

regarding temporal characteristics, polyphonic structure, use of motives, choice of chords,

and so on. Some sequences have the tonic in the middle of the series of chords. Within

Mozart’s sonata movements these sequences are usually located in continuation phrases

that follow the presentation phrases of main or subsidiary themes, both in sonata and

rondo forms.

The great majority of chord progressions that form the basis of melody, texture, and har-
mony in Mozart’s piano sonatas (and in Mozart’s music in general) can be classed as
cadential progressions, because the aim of the chord progression is to arrive at a tonic by
way of a cadence. In such a progression it is not necessary that all the degrees of the key
be represented, nor do they have to follow one another in a fixed order or at a fixed pace.
A small number of Mozart’s chord progressions may, on the contrary, be described as cir-
cular progressions, because they run through all the degrees of the key in a fixed order,
beginning with the tonic and ending with the tonic. The order of scale degrees can be
described in such simple terms as I-IV-VII-III-VI-II-V-I. These degrees are, in addition,
traversed at a fixed rate. Because of the repeated patterns in it, such a progression is also
a sequential progression, and the series of degrees may therefore be called a circular
sequence. These sequences occur in about half of Mozart’s piano sonatas, always in one
or both of the fast movements. Although all of them are derived from a single model as
background structure, they are all entirely different from one another in their appear-
ance at foreground level. Since they represent a deviant way of placing chords in succes-
sion, however, they stand out clearly, and the skilled ear will identify them immediately.
Despite these rather remarkable characteristics, they seem never to have been invento-
ried, let alone investigated seriously. This contribution aims, first, to list Mozart’s circu-
lar sequences, then to analyse them, and finally to attempt to understand the reason
behind their application. But before all this, some words will have to be spent on a
description of the theory of the circular sequence in general.
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1 This article is an expansion of a paper presented at the Eighth Conference of the Dutch-Flemish Society for
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The Theory of the Circular Sequence
The circular sequence basically is a complete succession of the chords of a key with fun-
damentals or roots that follow one another by descending fifths or ascending fourths.2

In C major the basic progression with triads can be presented as in Example 1. In musi-
cal compositions this progression is usually elaborated or worked out (or realized, or
expressed) by a variety of motives and textures. The circular sequence as depicted here is
a model, a background, or perhaps, rather, a middleground structure, to use Schenkerian
terminology.

The chords in this sequence have been identified in three different ways. First, their posi-
tion in the full series of eight is indicated above the chords by figures in bold type – 1, 2,
3, and so on. Second, underneath the chords the roots are given by the capitalized note
names C, F, B, and so on. And, third, the scale degrees are listed under the usual Roman
numerals I, IV, VII, and so on. We will use these indications throughout this contribu-
tion. Serial positions and the succession of degrees are the same for all circular sequences
to be discussed, in major or minor keys, with triads or seventh chords, with scalar or
altered chords, in whatever variation. They make it very easy to compare different exam-
ples of sequences, and they will be extensively used to that end. The circular sequence is
tonal and not modulating, thereby representing a single key quite unambiguously.

The ordinal numbers, the scale degrees, and the letter names of the roots (C, F, B, ...)
make it very easy to realize at a quick glance which notes are involved in the vertical
sonority at that place. A root C, for example, means that C, E, or G, or even B (or even
D) may be present, or an alteration of one or more of these notes. The degrees and roots
have descriptive rather than functional meanings. We will see below that in the circular
sequence the scale degrees have in fact very little functional implications in the sense of
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2 Discussions of the circular sequence can be found, among others, in Rudolf Louis & Ludwig Thuille,

Harmonielehre, Stuttgart 21912 (first edition 1907), pp. 108, 130, and 141; Allen Forte, Tonal Harmony in

Concept and Practice, Chicago 1962, pp. 101-102, 149-151, 225; Walter Piston, Harmony, London 41978 (first

edition 1941), pp. 212-224; Carl Dahlhaus, Untersuchungen über die Entstehung der harmonischen Tonalität,

Kassel 1967, p. 133; Edward Aldwell & Carl Schachter, Harmony and Voice Leading, San Diego 21989 (first edi-

tion 1978), pp. 246-269; William E. Caplin, Classical Form: A Theory of Formal Functions for the Instrumental

Music of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven, New York 1998, pp. 24-25 and 28-31; and Richard Taruskin, The

Oxford History of Western Music, Volume 2: The Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, Oxford 2005, pp. 185-

192. Louis & Thuille call the circular sequence ‘a sequence of triads and seventh chords with fundamentals

that fall by fifth or rise by fourth’; Forte calls it ‘a circular progression by sequence’; Aldwell & Schachter and

Caplin, ‘a sequence with descending fifths’; and Taruskin, ‘a diatonic circle of fifths’.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

C F B E A D G C
I IV VII III VI II V I

Example 1

Circular sequence in C major with triads.
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tonic, subdominant, and dominant. Only towards the end of the sequence do such inter-
pretations make sense.

The chord numbering system employed here makes it possible to distinguish
between the odd-numbered chords (1, 3, 5, 7) and the even-numbered chords of the
sequence (2, 4, 6, 8). This distinction can be useful, since odd-numbered and even-num-
bered chords are – as we will see – often elaborated in different ways. In the sequence
presented in Example 1, for example, we see that the odd-numbered chords have the
note of the fundamental in the melody (top voice); the even-numbered chords the note
of the fifth above the root. Often chord positions (inversions) are different for the odd-
and even-numbered chords, and consequently the textures chosen for their working-out.
The voice leading of the sequence (whether viewed as a harmonic or a contrapuntal
structure, see below) simply makes it impossible to construct adjacent chords with the
same motives and textures.

The description of the circular sequence as a succession of chords, and the identifi-
cation of these chords by their roots and scale degrees, may suggest that the circular
sequence is a harmonic structure, but this is so only up to a certain point. In accordance
with its seventeenth-century origin, the circular sequence can just as well be described as
a contrapuntal structure – the merging of four melodic lines (Example 2).3

The positions of the voices have been chosen in such a way that at the end the Cantus
shows the clausula cantizans formula, the Altus the clausula altizans, the Tenor the
clausula tenorizans, and the Bassus the clausula basizans.

Several variant ways in which to write out a circular sequence in four-part polypho-
ny are possible. A smoother voice leading can be obtained by exchanging the tenor and
bass notes of the even-numbered chords. The result is an alternation of triads in root
position and first inversion (Example 3).

All four voices show a smoothly descending contour: the Altus and Tenor with sole-
ly descending seconds, the Cantus and Bassus with an alternation of ascending seconds
and descending thirds. The only slight disadvantage of this presentation is the absence of
a third in the final sonority. Ending the Tenor with the third could repair this flaw, but
in view of our later analyses it is better to solve this problem by inserting a second Altus
(Example 4).
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3 This example, already fashioned before consulting Caplin’s Classical Form (see note 2), is entirely identical

with Caplin’s Example 2.11a.

Tenor
Bassus

Cantus
Altus

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

C F B E A D G C
I IV VII III VI II V I

Example 2

Circular sequence in C major written as four-voice polyphony.
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There are several striking features in the eight-chord circular sequence offered as a
Satzmodell. First, it comprises in its complete form exactly eight chords: not more, not
fewer. Second, the ‘durations’ of all the chords are equal. The harmony moves through
the sequence at a constant rate. Third, every bar (of two chords) is equivalent to the pre-
ceding bar but one scale step (a major or minor second) lower. By the end of the
sequence, the pitch level has descended half an octave. When two such sequences follow
one another without interruption, the final chord duplicates the first chord, only one
octave lower.

If we look at the circular sequence from the perspective of cadential harmony, we see
that it starts with I-IV. This part one may call the head of the sequence. Then follow a
number of progressions, IV-VII-III-VI, that create an impression of non-functionality.
The third degree has no function in cadential harmony. The augmented fourth or dimin-
ished fifth between F and B (that is, between the roots of IV and VII) defies cadential
employment. This middle part may be called the body of the sequence. Towards the end,
the degrees VI-II-V-I form a rather strong cadential pattern with which to conclude.
These chords, in turn, would not be recognized as part of a circular sequence without the
presence of the preceding chords. They may be termed the tail or the cadence of the
sequence.

In the minor mode, the circular sequence consists of the succession of chords shown
in Example 5. Although the chords are different, the pattern is basically the same as that
of the circular sequence in the major mode. It starts with the common progression I-IV:
the head. Then follows a progression that is not normally found in cadential harmony,
from IV via VII and III to VI: the body. However, VII and III form a V-I pair in C major,
the relative major key, and a common destination for modulation within A minor. At the
end there occurs the clear cadential progression of VI-II-V-I: the tail or cadence.
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Tenor
Bassus

Cantus
Altus

6 6 6

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

C F B E A D G C
I IV VII III VI II V I

Example 3

Circular sequence in C major written as four-voice polyphony, with inverted even chords.

Tenor
Bassus

Cantus
Altus 1
Altus 2

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

C F B E A D G C
I IV VII III VI II V I

Example 4

Five-voice circular sequence in C major.
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The tendencies present in the circular sequence are greatly enhanced by using seventh
chords instead of triads. Example 6 shows the result for the major mode.

The sequence contains four different types of seventh chord: one dominant seventh
chord (7), three minor seventh chords (4, 5, 6), two major seventh chords (1, 2), and one
half-diminished seventh chord (3).

Example 7 shows a circular sequence with seventh chords in the minor mode. A circular
sequence in the minor mode also contains four different types of seventh chord: two
dominant seventh chords (3, 7), two minor seventh chords (1, 2), two major seventh
chords (4, 5), and one half-diminished seventh chord (6). The dominant seventh chord
3 reinforces the internal cadence 3-4 to the mediant.

The sevenths in the chords are dissonant elements that, when viewed as suspensions,
are prepared by the third of the preceding chord and resolve onto the third of the next
chord. By means of these suspension chains all the chords are intimately connected with
one another. There are actually two such chains in the chord progression of the circular
sequence. In Example 8 this sequence is rendered in four-voice contrapuntal notation.
The suspension chains show up in the Cantus and the Altus.
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

A D G C F B E A
I IV VII III VI II V I

Example 5

Circular sequence in A minor with triads.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

C F B E A D G C
I IV VII III VI II V I

Example 6

Circular sequence in C major with seventh chords.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

A D G C F B E A
I IV VII III VI II V I

Example 7

Circular sequence in A minor with seventh chords.
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The Cantus has a suspension chain that leads via the leading note to the tonic. The Altus
has a suspension chain that leads via the dominant seventh to the third of the tonic. This
Altus line uses elements from the second Altus of Example 4. In order to have a fifth
present in the final sonority, the first Altus of Example 4 can be inserted (Example 9).

Important variations of the basic pattern of a circular sequence with seventh chords occur
when diatonic degrees are replaced by chromatically altered degrees, especially ones that
create dominant seventh chords or diminished seventh chords. These chords will func-
tion as applied (or secondary) dominants within the key of the sequence. Dominant sev-
enth chords can be created by inserting a major third into a minor seventh chord (as is
possible in chords 4, 5, 6 of the major sequence and in chords 1 and 2 of the minor
sequence) or by lowering the seventh of a major seventh chord (as is possible in chord 1
of the major sequence and in chord 4 of the minor sequence). Diminished seventh chords
can be created at various points by introducing chromatic alterations, but this must
always be done in such a way that the lowest note of the diminished seventh chord (such
as C � in C �-E-G-B �) lies a major third above the original root (A in this example).

The use of applied dominants leads to chromaticism in some voices of the circular
sequence. The maximum number of applied dominants in the sequence is five. Three
chords cannot be transformed into an applied dominant: the final chord (8) because it
is the concluding tonic; the penultimate chord (7) because it is the regular dominant of
the key; and the chord on the root that precedes the root progression by an augmented
fourth or diminished fifth. The latter chord is 2 in the major sequence and 5 in the minor
sequence. Examples 10 and 11 show the results of creating applied dominants through-
out, in C major and A minor respectively. 4
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4 Compare Caplin’s Examples 2.11f (with major triads) and 2.11g (with seventh chords). Caplin, Classical Form,

p. 28. 

Tenor
Bassus

Cantus
Altus

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

C F B E A D G C
I IV VII III VI II V I

Example 8

Circular sequence in C major with suspension chains in Cantus and Altus.

Tenor
Bassus

Cantus
Altus 1
Altus 2

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

C F B E A D G C
I IV VII III VI II V I

Example 9

Five-voice circular sequence in C major with suspensions.
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The Circular Sequence in Mozart’s Piano Sonatas
Sixteen circular sequences may be located in nine out of the eighteen sonatas usually
seen as forming the corpus of Mozart’s piano sonatas. In the Appendix to this article they
are all shown as music examples, numbered from 1 to 16. We will refer constantly but
tacitly to these music examples.

The sequences are distributed over the entire corpus. The first sonata (K. 279) does
not contain a circular sequence, but the second does (K. 280: Sequence No. 1), as does
the very last sonata (K. 576: Sequence No. 16). The number of circular sequences exceeds
one in only a few sonatas. The sonatas K. 332, K. 545, and K. 570 have two, and the 
A minor Sonata K. 310 no fewer than four. Circular sequences are therefore neither par-
ticularly numerous nor particularly rare in Mozart’s piano sonatas.

Metres. Circular sequences occur in a variety of metres, but common time (C) is the
most common metre, with eight separate instances. The ‘speed’ of the progression of the
sequence in common time is nearly always two chords per bar (Nos. 3, 4, 5, 10, 11, 12,
and 13). The one-chord-per-bar progression in the two sequences in 2/4 metre (Nos. 2
and 6) is in accordance with this. The sequence in the third movement of Sonata 
K. 576 (No. 16) has four chords per 2/4 bar, which leads to a change of chord every qua-
ver. The sequence in the third movement of Sonata K. 570 (No. 15) also changes its
chords with every quaver, so that a single common-time bar is able to accommodate all
eight chords.

In triple time (3/4) there may be either one chord per bar (Nos. 8 and 14) or two 
(No. 1); in 6/8 metre, either two chords (No. 9) or four (No. 7). When two chords occupy
a ternary metrical unit, the chords obviously cannot have equal duration. The normal solu-
tion is to give the first chord two beats, the second chord only one. In sequence No. 7 this
is the chosen solution. Sequence No. 1 opts for the alternative solution, giving the first
chord one beat and the second two – but this sequence is exceptional in almost every respect.
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

C F B E A D G C
I IV VII III VI II V I

Example 10

Circular sequence in C major with applied dominants.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

A D G C F B E A
I IV VII III VI II V I

Example 11

Circular sequence in A minor with applied dominants.
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It is interesting to observe that the sequence in the first movement of Sonata K. 332 
(No. 8) ends with a kind of harmonic accelerando: after a number of bars with just one
chord per bar, the three final chords (VI-II-V) are presented in hemiola fashion,
spreading three chords over two bars. When one listens to this sequence, the accelera-
tion is easily noticed. The sequence in the third movement of this sonata (No. 9) also
accelerates towards its end, with two chords per half-bar instead of only one.

Motives. In circular sequences it is very common for motives to cross the boundaries
between chords. Two procedures are observable. In the first procedure motives come and
go in the right hand as the chords proceed, with one motive allotted to the even-num-
bered chords, and a different motive to the odd-numbered ones, so that these two
motives effectively alternate. The motives have the interesting property that they start on
the weak part of the metrical unit assigned to one chord (as arsis) and end on the strong
part of that of the next chord (as thesis). They are thus cross-chord motives. To distinguish
between the two motives, they can be called, respectively, the odd motive and the even
motive. Odd and even motives are employed in the right hand, while the left hand exe-
cutes a motive or design that reinforces the metrical pattern of the chords. This means
that the right and left hands possess overlapping motives or patterns – a procedure that
makes an important contribution to the unity of the sequence as a whole. To illustrate
these principles, Sequence No. 9 may be quoted (Example 12).

Similar procedures may be recognized, with ever-changing details, in Sequences Nos. 5,
8, 11, and 12.

In the second procedure there are again two motives. They once again conform to the
arsis-thesis model but they are applied in different hands with a ‘phase difference’ of one
chord. That means that if one motive ends on a metrical accent in one hand, the com-
plementary motive begins on an unaccented beat or sub-beat in the other hand. It ends
on the accent of the next chord, whereupon the first motive re-enters in the following
unaccented position. By following this procedure, the two motives overlap or interlock.
The process is best illustrated by Sequence No. 3 (Example 13).

The same procedure is used in Sequences Nos. 2, 4 (between the highest two voices),
6, 13, and 14, but each application exhibits new intricacies.

Sequences Nos. 7 and 15 (and in its own way Sequence No. 1) consist entirely of notes
derived from the basic chords of the sequence, in a steady unbroken stream of semiqua-
vers and quavers, respectively (and quaver triplets). It is here impossible to distinguish
articulated motives. The same applies to Sequence No. 16, with the basic succession of
suspensions in the right hand and a continuous stream of semiquaver triplets in the left
hand.
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F B E A D

46 47 48

2 3 4 5 6
odd
motive

even
motive

even
motive

odd
motive

Example 12

Even and odd motives in Sequence No. 9.
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Finally, we have Sequence No. 10, which features, in exceptional fashion, motives that fall
entirely within the chord boundaries.

Polyphony. Many sequences clearly betray the origin of the circular sequence as a poly-
phonic structure. Frequently, the single lines in the texture of the sequence closely follow
the ‘voices’ of the four-voice or five-voice representations of the circular sequence as illus-
trated in Examples 2-4 (without sevenths) and 8-9 (with sevenths). The upper voice of
Sequence No. 6, for example, may be said to follow the second Altus line of Example 9
from bar 89 onwards. The two voices in the right hand of Sequence No. 16 follow the
Cantus and Tenor lines of Example 8. The right-hand intervals of Sequence No. 8 can be
written in longer note values and represent the Cantus and Altus lines (but with positions
exchanged: Example 14).

The right-hand voices of Sequence No. 5 can be interpreted as representing the second
Altus and Tenor lines of Example 9. If the broken-chord intervals of the right hand of
Sequence No. 7 are written out as separate lines, the upper and lower lines represent the
second and first Altus lines of Example 9 during the first ‘round’ of the sequence, the
Cantus and Tenor lines during the second round.

The bass line of the model of the sequence is sometimes present as an alternation
between descending fifths and ascending fourths. This is the case in Sequences Nos. 2, 6,
8, 9, and 14. Sequence No. 8 can serve as an example (Example 14).

Other bass lines alternate between the root and the third above the root and present
the chords alternately in root position and first inversion, irrespective of whether these
are triads or seventh chords. This is the case, for instance, in Sequences Nos. 3, 5, 10, 11,
12, 13, 15, and 16. Sequence No. 11 can be reduced to the pattern shown in Example 15.
The last crotchet in the bass line of every bar functions at the same time as a passing note
filling in the descending third and as a seventh in the sonority of the second half of the
bar descending to the third of the sonority of the next bar. The ‘voices’ of this sequence
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A D G C F

odd motive odd motive

2 3 4 51

6 7

even motive even motive

Example 13

Even and odd motives in Sequence No. 3.

C F B E A G
I IV VII III VI II V

60 61 62 63 64/65
5 6 71 2 3 4

D

'Bassus'

'Cantus'
'Altus'

Example 14

Polyphonic reduction of Sequence No. 8.
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have different identifications within the first half (5 to 8) and the second half (1 to 6) as
a consequence of going through the tonic chord of the sequence.

The three voices in the right hand of Sequence No. 4 can de described, in descending
order, as the first Altus, second Altus, and Cantus of Example 9 for the first chords 
(5 to 8), but as Tenor, Cantus, and first Altus for the later chords (1 to 3). They form a
three-voice structure above a pedal point on the fifth of the scale in the bass, giving rise
to the reduction shown in Example 16.

Chords. In the section devoted to the theory of the circular sequence it was already
adumbrated that a variety of chords was available to express, so to speak, the sequential
progression: either triads or seventh chords, either scalar chords – that is, ones proper to
the scale or leitereigen – or altered chords, the latter usually taking the form of applied
(secondary) dominants. Even simple major and minor thirds may be used.

The two sequences in the first movement of the C major Sonata K. 545 (Nos. 12-13)
demonstrate the basic solution: all elements of the sequence are realized in a straight suc-
cession of scalar triads, in an alternation – as simple as it is effective – of root positions
and first inversions.

Circular sequences can be even simpler, with mere thirds to express their elements.
This is true of the Sequences Nos. 5 (even chords), 6 (even chords), 9 (all chords), 14
(even chords), and 15 (all chords). In Sequence No. 2 the chords starts as mere thirds,
being completed as triads on the second crotchet of the bar.

The application of seventh chords on every chord of the sequence (with the possible
exception of the initial or the final tonic chord) is rather rare, and in its most straight-
forward form restricted to only two examples: Sequences Nos. 4 and 8. Two sequences
(Nos. 6 and 11) have a direct seventh chord for half of the chords (either the even or the
odd chords), but add the seventh as a passing note on the weak part of the beat for the
other chords. Very typical is, however, the alternation of triads and seventh chords. This
occurs in six sequences (Nos. 1, 3, 5, 7, 10, and 14).
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189 190 191 192 193

G C F B E A D G C
VI II V I IV VII III VI II

5 6 7 8/1 2 3 4 5 6

'Bassus''Cantus'

'Altus 1'
'Altus 2'
'Tenor'

'Tenor'
'Cantus'
'Altus 1'

Example 15

Polyphonic reduction of Sequence No. 11.

5 6 7 8/1 2 3
59 60 61

C F B E A D
VI II V I IV VII

'Cantus'

'Altus 1'
'Altus 2'

'Tenor'
'Cantus'
'Altus'

Example 16

Polyphonic reduction of Sequence No. 4.
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The use of applied dominants appears to be typical for the sequences in major keys. The
most extreme in this respect is Sequence No. 1, in which every chord is an applied dom-
inant, with the exception of chord 2 (which as IV cannot act as an applied dominant to
VII), the two chords 7 (which are the regular dominants of the key), and the final tonic.
Even the earlier tonic in the sequence (bar 19, first beat) is realized as an applied domi-
nant (in the form of a diminished seventh chord) to the following IV.

The way in which the chords are formed in Sequence No. 1 depends on their position
within the bar. The chords on the first beat are invariably diminished seventh chords;
those on the second beat, major triads. The third beats, although lying within the ‘orbit’
of the second-beat major triads, often contain chromatic alterations that turn out to be
notes belonging to the diminished seventh chords after the barline (but see the further
remarks concerning this sequence below).

Other sequences are less extreme. The three sequences in B � major (Nos. 10, 11, and
15) begin with chord 5 realized as an applied dominant to chord 6 (II), and end with
chord 4 realized as an applied dominant to chord 5 (VI). Sequence No. 7 is also rich in
applied dominants: after the opening chords, nearly every other chord is either a regular
dominant (chord 7) or an applied dominant. Because of this property, chord 7 of the
second round – normally a dominant seventh chord – has now become a minor triad,
and chord 8 – normally the tonic triad – a dominant seventh chord. In fact, this sequence
modulates from D major towards G major in its final chords.

Remarkably enough, the sequences in minor keys resort to altered chords only in
exceptional cases – or, rather, just in one isolated instance. Chord 2 of the Sequence 
No. 4 has the form of a dominant seventh chord: not because a dominant is needed there
– indeed not, since the root moves via an augmented fourth from the fourth to the sev-
enth of the scale – but because the sixth of the scale has become major (C �) in combi-
nation with a melodic progression to the major seventh of the scale (D �). In fact, this
sequence is the only one in which chords have been formed using the major sixth and
seventh of the minor scale (in its ascending ‘melodic’ variant).

Shifted Sequences. So far, circular sequences have been described as chord progressions
that begin and end with the tonic. There are, however, a number of such sequences that
possess the remarkable property of placing the tonic in the middle of the progression.
These are, in fact, not really so rare, mustering four examples in three different sonatas:
Sequences Nos. 4, 10, 11, and 15, occurring in Sonatas K. 310, K. 333, and K. 570. They
all begin with chord 5 of the ‘regular’ sequence (VI), proceed via II and V to the tonic
and then continue with the ‘first half ’ of the sequence. The three sequences in 
B � major (Nos. 10, 11, and 15) make the sequence complete with IV-VII-III-VI,
Sequence No. 4 (presented three times, in E, A, and D minor) ceases after VII. This type
of sequence – played by millions of pianists but, as far as I know, never specifically
described in the literature on music theory – deserves a name of its own. For want of a
better term, I propose the label shifted sequence as a designation for this variant of the
circular sequence.
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Circular Sequences in Expositions and Recapitulations
The great majority of the circular sequences in Mozart’s piano sonatas occur in move-
ments in sonata form. Let us, therefore, study these sequences first. A few such sequences
belong to movements in rondo form. They will be discussed subsequently.5

Mozart’s movements in sonata form will be considered as divided into three successive
sections: Exposition, Development, and Recapitulation. Exposition and Recapitulation will
themselves be divided into three successive areas: those of the Main Theme, Transition,
and Subsidiary Theme. These areas may be viewed as a concatenation of different passages.
Roughly following the methodology of William Caplin’s Classical Form (1998), we will
describe these phrases in terms of their functions within the area.

If one particular main theme (or key) area deserves to be analysed as a ‘sentence’ as
defined by Caplin, it should be that of the first movement of the A minor Sonata K. 310.
This consists of eight bars, of which the first four (the ‘presentation phrase’) contain a
repeated, two-bar idea, the second four bars a ‘continuation phrase’ terminating in a
clear and immaculate full close (Table 1).

Sequence No. 3 here acquires the function of continuation. The first chord (1: I) is in fact
the concluding tonic of the second occurrence of the basic idea. The last three chords of
the sequence (6-7-8: II-V-I) have a texture different from the preceding ones, in order to
lend emphasis to the cadence.

Two sonatas feature a transition containing a circular sequence. The transition in the
first movement of the F major Sonata K. 280 can be analysed as a sentence (Table 2). This
transition is a non-modulating one. It stays entirely in the home key of F major and ends
simply on a C major triad as a half-close, strengthened by a cadential 6

4 chord. The
sequence is located in the continuation phrase. Its rather unusual appearance has already
been remarked on several times. Continuous triplet movement unifies the three phrases
that make up this transition.
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5 Two sequences will not be discussed: Sequence No. 11, which occurs in the Cadenza before the closing

refrain of the third movement of the Sonata K. 333 in B� major; and Sequence No. 15, which occurs at a cer-

tain point in the third movement of the Sonata K. 570 in B� major (this movement has a rather unique form

that does not map onto any simple scheme).

Bars

Function

Phrase

1-4

Presentation

Idea + Rep.
2+2

5-8

Continuation

Sequence
No. 3

Table 1

Sonata in A minor, K. 310, first movement: analysis of the main theme area.

Bars

Function

Phrase

13-17

Presentation

New idea

18-22

Continuation

Sequence
No. 2

23-26

Cadence

Half-close

Table 2

Sonata in F major, K. 280, first movement: analysis of the transition.
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The third movement of the F major Sonata K. 332 has a relatively short transition, if we
regard the main theme area as extending to bar 35. The subsidiary theme area starts in
bar 50, thus the transition comprises the intervening bars 36-49 (Table 3).

The sequence is completed at the end of bar 48. The even motive of the sequence is
employed in bar 49 to present the dominant that precedes the subsidiary theme area
(which, in turn, begins with an antecedent-consequent presentation phrase in C minor).6

Let us now look at the subsidiary theme areas of Mozart’s piano sonatas that contain
circular sequences. The subsidiary theme area, in F major, of the first movement of the
Sonata K. 281 in B � major, can be analysed as shown in Table 4.

The sequence, located in the continuation phrase of the first subsidiary theme, overlaps
with the preceding and following phrases. The final tonic of the presentation of the first
subsidiary theme functions as chord 1 of the sequence. The second subsidiary theme
takes care of chords 7 and 8 of the sequence, chord 7 (V: dominant) occupying the first
three bars of the theme, chord 8 (I: tonic) the fourth and last bar.

The subsidiary theme area of the first movement of the F major Sonata K. 332 shows
roughly the same structure as the one just discussed (Table 5).
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6 The key pattern of this transition mirrors the D minor and C minor phrases that make up the transition in

the first movement of this sonata.

Bars

Function

Phrase

36-45

Presentation

Idea + Rep.
(3+2)+(3+2)

D minor, C major

46-48

Continuation

Sequence
No. 9

C major

49

Cadence

Half-close 
C major

Table 3

Sonata in F major, K. 332, third movement: analysis of the transition.

Bars

Function

Phrase

18-21

Subs. Theme 1
Presentation

Idea + Rep.
2+2

22-26

Continuation

Sequence
No. 1

27-34

Subs. Theme 2
Presentation

Idea + Rep.
4+4

34-37

Continuation/
Cadence

Idea + Rep.
2+2

38-40

Closing

CCF

Table 4

Sonata in B� major, K. 281, first movement: analysis of the subsidiary theme area

CCF = 'Codetta plus codetta repeated plus final chords'.

Bars

Function

Phrase

41-56

Subs. Th. 1
Presentation

Ant.+ Cons.
8+8

56-59

Intro.

60-65

Continuation

Sequence
No. 8

C minor

66-69

Cadence

Half-close

70-82

Subs. Th. 2
Presentation

Idea + Rep.
6+6

82-85

Continuation/
Cadence

Idea + Rep.
2+2

86-93

Closing

CCF

Table 5

Sonata in F major, K. 332, first movement: analysis of the subsidiary theme area.
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The sequence is introduced by four bars, two dominant-tonic pairs, that have the func-
tion of changing the mode from C major to C minor, and of presenting the textural
motive of the sequence. The sequence ends in bar 65 with chord 7, the dominant, which
is then extended for five more bars. The concluding tonic (chord 8) is in fact only
reached at the end of the first presentation of the new idea of the second subsidiary
theme, in bar 76.

The first movement of the Sonata K. 333 in B � major contains a sequence in the sub-
sidiary theme area of the recapitulation (Table 6).

Once again, there are two subsidiary themes. Whereas the first one is followed by a rather
lengthy continuation, the second is immediately followed by the closing phrase. The
sequence is placed more or less in the middle of the continuation region after the first
subsidiary theme. The sequence is a ‘shifted’ one, which means that it neither starts nor
ends with the tonic, whereas the preceding and following phrases (bars 135-142 and 147-
152) both confirm their final tonic with very clear, orthodox authentic cadences. The
sequence starts and ends with chord 5 (VI). The first chord of every bar (except bar 145)
takes the form of a dominant. The second chords of the bars are, respectively, the triads
of C minor, B � major, A diminished, and G minor. These can be read as a descending line
leading down from C to the F major harmony that dominates the next bars, before a
duplicated perfect cadence closes this passage. In this interpretation, the sequence
becomes an introduction to the cadential phrase of bars 147-152. The diminished triad
on A in bar 145, however, is a clear indication that the passage occupying bars 143-146
is in itself a circular sequence.

The subsidiary theme area of the first movement of the C major Sonata K. 545 con-
tains only one theme (see Table 7). The sequence is placed immediately after the sub-
sidiary theme and functions as a continuation phrase.
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Bars

Function

Phrase

119-134

Subs. Th. 1
Presentation

Ant. + Cons.
8+8

135-142

Continuation

Idea+Rep.+Cad.
2+2+4

143-146

Sequence
No. 10

147-152

Cadence

Cadence

152-161

Subs. Th. 2
Presentation

Idea + Rep.
4+5

161-165

Closing

CCF

Table 6

Sonata in B� major, K. 333, first movement: analysis of the subsidiary theme area in the reca-

pitulation.

Bars

Function

Phrase

13

Intro.

14-17

Subs. Theme
Presentation

Idea + Rep.
2+2

18-21

Continuation

Sequence
No. 12

22-25

Cadence

Cadence

26-28

Closing

CCF

Table 7

Sonata in C major, K. 545, first movement: analysis of the subsidiary theme area.
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The simple analyses presented above already lead forward to a simple conclusion: circu-
lar sequences are invariably assigned to continuation regions following presentation
phrases. The presentation phrases may, variously, be those of the main theme, the first
(or only) subsidiary theme, or the new idea presented in the transition.

To what extent are the presentations of the circular sequences in the expositions
repeated in the recapitulations, and, if so, are they duly transposed? The answer is that as
a rule a sequence in an exposition returns in the recapitulation in a corresponding posi-
tion and in the expected transposition. But there are exceptions. The sequence encoun-
tered in the transition of the F major Sonata K. 280 (No. 1) is repeated in the recapitu-
lation, but in a very particular way. We must remember here that this transition is non-
modulating, hence could be restated without any changes. Perhaps for this very reason,
Mozart has chosen to take action in the sequential phrase of this transition. Bars 19, 21,
and 23 of the exposition are repeated as bars 100, 102, and 104 of the recapitulation, but
the intervening bars 20 and 22 are not, bars 101 and 103 being, in a way, mirrored ver-
sions of bars 20 and 22, respectively. In bars 100 and 102 the descending minor seconds
of the left hand encountered earlier in bars 20 and 22 have been replaced by ascending
minor seconds to be played by the left hand but above the right hand. The right-hand
contour of the first two beats of bars 20 and 22 has been replaced by a mirrored contour
in bars 101 and 103. The chords underlying these new motives are also changed, so that
the sequence is interrupted by chords that do not belong to it. If the original sequence
can be described as a root progression consisting of | G C | F B � | E A | D G | C F |, the
root progression in the recapitulation is | G C | A D | E A | F B � | C F |, where the newly
inserted chords have been emboldened (Example 17).

The structure that the sequence has now adopted, however, gives rise to an alterna-
tive analysis.7 Bar 99 realizes a tonic F major chord. Bars 100-104 can be read as a series
of five chords C, D, A, B �, and F on the respective second beat, each chord preceded by
its own dominant-equivalent in the guise of a diminished seventh chord on the first beat.
Including the F major harmony of bar 99, this results in the progression I-V-VI-III-IV-I
in F major – in fact a sequential progression also known today (for reasons requiring no
explanation) as the ‘Pachelbel sequence’. Another difference vis-à-vis the sequence in the
transition of the exposition is that now the third beats are not assimilated to the first beat
of the next bar but retain the harmony of the preceding second beat.

The alternative analysis of the interrupted repetition of Sequence No. 1 also gives rise
to an alternative analysis of the original form of the sequence – the one in which it
appears in the exposition. Just in the same way as bars 100-105, bars 19-23 can be

192

circular sequences in mozart’s piano sonatas

7 The alternative analysis in this paragraph was suggested to me by Michiel Schuijer.

G C E A C F
VI II VII III V I

100 101 102 103 104
6 7 3 4 7 8

(m.s.) (m.s.)

Example 17

Interrupted sequence in the transition of the recapitulation of the F major Sonata K. 280.
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described as a series of triads, each preceded by an applied dominant taking the form of
a diminished seventh chord. The five chords then follow the simple descending series of
C major (bar 18), B � major (bar 19), A major (bar 20), G major (bar 21), and F major
(bar 22). This is a fifth that descends diatonically from dominant to tonic, but the excep-
tional feature is the presence of the A major and the G major triads, which do not belong
to the key of F major, the key of the passage as a whole.

The first movement of the Sonata in B � major K. 333 exhibits, in a way, the opposite
procedure. The circular sequence in the subsidiary theme area is present in the recapit-
ulation but not in the exposition. If we look at the exposition to see what happens there,
we observe that the corresponding bars function as a kind of rudimentary or quasi-
sequential phrase (Example 18). The bars preceding the sequence are present in the
exposition in a form very similar to that of the recapitulation (bars 43-46), but in place
of the circular sequence there is a simple transposing sequence, with a repeated surface
module of one bar and employing the root progression | D G | C F | (bars 46-47).

The motive has been used for a full circular sequence in the recapitulation, albeit it with
the two right-hand figures exchanging position within the bar. A cadential bar (bar 48)
rounds off this phrase in the exposition. One should be reminded that the sequence in
the recapitulation was a shifted circular sequence – one definitely less readily recogniza-
ble as a circular sequence than a tonic-to-tonic sequence would be.

A second question that can be posed in relation to sequences that occur in exposi-
tions is to what extent their material, in respect of melody, harmony, rhythm, or texture,
has been used in the development section of the same movement. Developments can be
divided into a pre-core area and a core area. The pre-core area may exhibit a sentence
structure, with phrases performing presentation, continuation, and cadential functions.
The core consists of – in Caplin’s words – ‘a relatively large model (4-8 mm.), one or
more sequential repetitions, fragmentation, a concluding half cadence (or dominant
arrival), and a postcadential standing on the dominant.’8

Normally, sequential material from the exposition is not recycled in the development
section. There is one exception, and that occurs in the development section of the first
movement of the F major Sonata K. 332. The particular textural-rhythmic pattern of
Sequence No. 8 (with its right-hand contre temps) plays an important role in the devel-
opment section. The development starts with a repeated melodic phrase of eight bars
(structured as two sub-phrases, each of four bars, that give the impression of an
antecedent-consequent relationship). Then follows the introduction of the circular
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8 Caplin, Classical Form, p. 254 (Glossary).

46 47
5 6 7 8

D G C F
VI II V I

Example 18

Rudimentary sequence in the subsidiary theme area of the exposition of the Sonata K. 333 in

B� major.
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sequence, as in the exposition. These nineteen bars can be viewed as an incomplete pre-
core region. Then comes the core, beginning with a passage entirely set in the texture of
the sequence, but with undeviating dominant-tonic relationships, where the tonic
chords are describable as twice C minor, twice G minor, and twice D minor. There are
certainly repeated phrases involving transposition (or ‘sequential repetitions’), but not
ones possessing the characteristics of a circular sequence. The texture of the cadence
after the sequence in the exposition is amply exploited in the final bars of the develop-
ment section (bars 123-132): first to create a half-close in D minor, then to make one in
F major, the latter introducing the recapitulation.

Sequences in Development Sections
Sequences also occur in the development section within sonata form. The development
of the A minor Sonata K. 310 is the first to be discussed (Table 8).

This development section is truly dominated by sequences. Sequence No. 4 occurs three
times in succession, in E minor, A minor, and D minor. Each occurrence of the sequence
is preceded by an introductory bar containing a dominant that is followed by VI, which
opens the sequence as chord 5. The final chord of the sequence is VII (chord 3), which
is followed by a major triad on I, which is immediately made to function as a dominant
for the next statement of the sequence. The sequence belongs to the ‘shifted’ variety. It is
not so easily experienced as a circular sequence because of the very prominent underly-
ing pedal point on the dominant. This pedal point is already present in the introducto-
ry bar; thus it defines a dominant area starting with a major triad and ending with a
dominant seventh chord. Nevertheless, there is no other way to understand the inter-
vening chords than to describe them as segments of a circular sequence. The repeated
overlapping motives in the two upper voices – and the polyphonic structure tout court –
confirm the sequential character of these phrases.

After the D minor presentation of Sequence No. 4 there immediately follows another
sequence, Sequence No. 5, in A minor. Compared with the preceding Sequence No. 4,
this is a rather ‘textbookish’ circular sequence. After this comes a ‘stand on the dominant’
ending the development section.

The development section of the first movement of the C major Sonata K. 545 is a very
brief and rudimentary one, only 13 bars in length. It has to be described either as a devel-
opment section consisting merely of a core, on account of the transposed statements
(‘sequential repetition’) of the materials right at the start, or as consisting solely of pre-
core materials, on account of its sentence structure. If the latter view is taken, the devel-
opment section can be analysed in terms of functions (Table 9).
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Bars

Area

Phrase

Key

50-53

Pre-core

Idea+Rep.
2+2

C major

54-57

Continuation

Modulating

58-61

Core

Sequence
No. 4

E minor

62-65

Sequence
No. 4

A minor

66-69

Sequence
No. 4

D minor

70-73

Sequence
No. 5

A minor

73-79

Dominant

A minor

Table 8

Sonata in A minor, K. 310, first movement: analysis of the development section.
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The development section of the first movement of the Sonata in B � major, K. 570, con-
tains a greater variation of phrases and can be described uncontentiously as consisting
of pre-core and core areas (Table 10).

This development section reworks a large portion of the exposition. The phrases of the
pre-core region (bars 80-87, 88-94, and 95-100) correspond to phrases in the transition
of the exposition (bars 23-29, 30-34, and 35-40, respectively). The idea with which the
core starts (bars 101-108) corresponds to the first phrase of the subsidiary theme area
(bars 41-48). In that area there is a triadic motive in the left hand (derived from the main
theme), and also a counter-motive consisting of repeated notes and a descending scale
(all in quavers) in the right hand. In bars 101-116 of the development section the repeat-
ed idea is presented twice, first with the motives in the same position as in the exposi-
tion, then exchanged, with the triadic figure in the right hand and the quaver figure in
the left hand. It is this two-bar quaver motive that is used for the right hand of the
sequence (as an odd motive), thereby connecting the sequence with the preceding phras-
es. The same motive is used one further time: in the left hand of the extension of the
sequence that functions as the cadential phrase bringing the development section to a
close. The particular pattern of the sequence starts in bar 117 with chord 2 (F minor
triad), the role of chord 1 (C major triad or dominant seventh chord) being assumed by
the preceding four-bar phrase (bars 113-116).

Sequences in Rondo Forms
Three sequences occur in movements that are in a rondo form: the third and final move-
ments of the Sonatas K. 310 (A minor), K. 311 (D major), and K. 576 (D major), respec-
tively.
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Bars

Function

Phrase

Key

29-30

Presentation

Idea + Rep.

G minor

31-32

Continuation

Transition

33-34

Presentation

Idea + Rep.

D minor

35-36

Continuation

Transition

37-40

Sequence
No. 13

A minor

41

Cadence

Half-close

F major

Table 9

Sonata in C major, K. 545, first movement: analysis of the development section.

Bars

Area

Phrase

Key

80-87

Pre-core

Intro (1)
Idea+Rep.

(4+4)

D� major

88-94

Extension

F minor
C minor
G minor

95-100

Cadence
Half-close

G minor

101-108

Core

Idea + Rep.
4+4

C minor
(Dominant)

109-116

Idea + Rep.
4+4

C minor
(Tonic)
F minor

(Dominant)

117-123

Sequence
No. 14

C minor

124-130

Cadence
Half-close

B� minor
B� major

Table 10

Sonata in B� major, K. 570, first movement: analysis of the development section.
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The rondo of the A minor Sonata K. 310 presents the refrain (rondo theme) three times.
There are two intervening couplets and a concluding coda. Sequence No. 6 occurs in the
first couplet (bars 21-106), which can effectively be described in terms of sonata form as
a subsidiary theme area without a closing section (Table 11).

The subsidiary theme, a repeated four-bar idea, appears twice: first in C minor (repeat-
ed in C major; bars 29-36), then in E minor (with the repetition also in E minor; bars
64-71). Both statements are followed by a lengthy continuation, in which descending lin-
ear sequences play an important role. The circular sequence No. 6 arrives at the end of
the continuation after the second statement of the subsidiary theme, only to be followed
by the cadential passage that ends the couplet. The sequence is a complete one, and
stands out rather clearly as an eight-bar phrase. In the second couplet of this rondo, and
in the coda, many ideas from the first couplet are reused – but not the circular sequence.

The rondo of the D major Sonata K. 311 contains four statements of the refrain, with
three intervening couplets. The first and third couplets function as subsidiary theme
areas (as in the exposition and recapitulation of sonata form); the second couplet is a
quasi-development section. The sequence occurs in this ‘development couplet’. Table 12
provides an analysis of the couplet.
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Bars

Function

Phrase

Key

21-28

Transition

Phrase

C major

29-36

Subs. Theme

Idea + Rep
4+4

C minor
C major

37-44

Continuation

Linear sequ. 
+ Cadence

C major

45-55

Linear sequ.
+ Double
Cadence

C major

56-59

Idea + Rep.
(2+2)

D minor
E minor

60-63

Cadence

Half-close

E minor

Bars

Function

Phrase

Key

64-71

Subs. Theme

Idea + Rep.

E minor

72-79

Continuation

Linear sequ.

E minor

80-87

Linear sequ.

E minor

88-95

Sequence
No. 6

A minor

96-106

Cadence

Half-close

A minor

Table 11

Sonata in A minor, K. 310: analysis of the first couplet of the third movement.

Bars

Area

Phrase

Key

102-110

Pre-core

Idea + Reps.

G major

110-118

Repeated
Cadences

G major
E minor
D major
B minor

119-132

Core

Ant. + Cons.

B minor

133-136

Sequence
No. 7

D major

137-154

Ant. + Cons.

G major

158-172

Idea + Reps.

E minor
D major
A major
D major

173

Cadenza
Half-close

D major

Table 12

Sonata in D major, K. 311, Rondo: analysis of the development couplet.
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The sequence stands more or less in the middle of the couplet. There are two antecedent-
consequent phrases (bars 119-132 and 137-154) that surround the sequence. The first of
these melodic phrases (with motives repeated sequentially) is preceded by a cadential
passage, while the second one is followed by an idea (repeated three times, bars 158-172)
that has already been used at the very beginning of the couplet (bars 102-110). Via this
architecture, this central couplet (bars 102-173) becomes symmetrical in structure, with
the circular sequence placed right in the middle.

The third rondo movement featuring a circular sequence is the final movement of
Mozart’s last piano sonata, the D major Sonata K. 576. This rondo movement presents
the refrain three times (bars 1-20, 65-84, 163-184) and therefore possesses only two cou-
plets, which can be described as subsidiary theme areas. The first couplet (bars 20-64) is
basically in A major. The second couplet (bars 84-182) is almost twice as long as the first
on account of a development-like insertion before the subsidiary theme in D major is
reached (bar 117). From that point onwards, the second couplet roughly follows the
course of the first one. Sequence No. 16 occurs in both couplets: in the first, in A major;
in the second, in D major. The first couplet can be analysed as shown in Table 13.

The sequence is placed at the end of an extended series of continuation phrases of the first
subsidiary theme. The movement of the left hand in semiquaver triplets is an uninter-
rupted continuation of the preceding passage, from bar 40 onwards. Since both the right-
hand and the left-hand figure of the sequence are prepared in the first half of bar 46
(which is the A major tonic that concludes the preceding cadential phrase), the beginning
of the sequence is very smooth. The left-hand figure was already used in the right hand of
bars 42-43, while the right hand only plays two basic polyphonic lines, which are not
worked-out in any sort of motive. The sequence is followed by a short, complete full close.
Sequence No. 16 reappears in the second couplet, in an environment that is a faithful
transposition into D major of the first couplet.9
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9 The second couplet contains in bars 87 (last quaver)-88-89 (first quaver) a modulating descending-fifth

sequence with roots E-A-D-G-C-F, effecting a modulation from A minor to F major, and in bars 108-111 a

partial circular sequence in B minor employing degrees I (B) IV (E) VII (A) IV (D) G (VI), where the final

harmony (G) is used as pre-dominant harmony and is followed by a half-close in D major.

Bars

Function

Phrase

Key

16-20

Transition
Presentation

Idea + Rep.

D major

20-23

Continuation

D major

23-25

Cadence

Half-close

D major

26-29

Subs. Th. 1
Presentation

Idea + Rep.
2+2

A major

30-33

Continuation

Same idea

A major

34-39

Same idea
Half-close

A major

40-46

Full close

A major

Table 13

Sonata in D major, K. 576: analysis of the first couplet of the third movement.

Bars

Function

Phrase

Key

46-48

Sequence
No. 16

A major

49-50

Cadence

Full close

A major

50-58

Subs. Th. 2
Presentation

Ant. + Cons.

A major

58-64

Retransition

Half-close

D major
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Conclusion
What have we learned from our investigation into circular sequences in Mozart’s piano
sonatas? First, we have seen that, despite the simple and fixed background structure of
the circular sequence, its representation in actual notes may vary tremendously. There
was no standard way for Mozart to elaborate such a sequence to form a phrase that
would fit into one of his sonatas. There is maximum variety in nearly every aspect of the
realization of a sequence, such as the choice of texture, the motivic substance, the har-
monic rhythm, the precise choice of chords (including seventh chords and applied dom-
inants), part-writing, the connection with preceding and following phrases, and so on.
As we have said already: no sequence is exactly like any other one. The various circular
sequences show an amazing sophistication and refinement also in the technical realiza-
tion of every aspect.

Studying the positioning of the sequences in the sections and areas of Mozart’s sonata
or rondo forms teaches us first that continuation phrases following simple presentation
phrases – either immediately after them or in the wake of a continuation of a different
kind – are the locations most frequently selected for the placement of a sequence. That
positioning relates them very strongly to the use of the sentence in Classical forms.
Perhaps it is no accident that sequences occur more often in subsidiary theme areas than
in main theme areas. Circular sequences have a key-confirming capability that seems
more germane to the subsidiary theme area than to the main theme area. If there are two
subsidiary themes, the sequence is always located after the first – never after the second.
The first couplets of rondo structures evidence many similarities to subsidiary theme
areas within sonata form, and they may therefore contain analogous circular sequences.
In the examples investigated, the sequences mostly occur towards the end of the couplets
– contrary to what is normal for the subsidiary theme areas of sonata form expositions
(or their recapitulations). But they never occur in the closing sections of subsidiary
theme areas, nor could I find any example in a coda. Development cores contain sequen-
tial repetitions or other sequential structures almost by definition, but these repetitions
do not have to be circular sequences: they can be sequences of any kind. Nevertheless, a
number of development sections do indeed contain circular sequences.

Circular sequences, as a matter of fact, occur in other sonatas by Mozart besides the
piano sonatas, in many of his string quartets and other chamber works, and also in
orchestral (and vocal) works. It is for now impossible to say whether or not investigating
these sequences will lead to the same conclusions as the study of the circular sequence in
Mozart’s piano sonatas.
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A Catalogue of Circular Sequences in Mozart’s Piano Sonatas

1. Sonata in F major, K. 280, First Movement, Exposition, Transition, bars 18-22, sequence in 

F major.

2. Sonata in B� major, K. 281, First Movement, Exposition, Subsidiary Theme Area, bars 22-27,

sequence in F major.

3. Sonata in A minor, K. 310, First Movement, Exposition, Main Theme Area, bars 5-9, sequence

in A minor.

199

tijdschrift voor muziektheorie

G C F B E A D G C F
II V I IV VII III VI II V I

18 19 20 21 22
6 7 8/1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

22 23 24

25 26 27

2 3 4

5 6 (7)

B E A
IV VII III

D G C
VI II V

6 7 8 9
1 2 3 4 5 (6) (7) (8)

A D G C F B E A
I IV VII III VI II V I
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4. Sonata in A minor, K. 310, First Movement, Development section, bars 59-61, sequence in 

E minor (repeated in bars 63-65 in A minor and in bars 67-69 in D minor).

5. Sonata in A minor, K. 310, First Movement, Development section, bars 70-73, sequence in 

A minor.

6. Sonata A minor, K. 310, Third Movement, First Couplet, bars 87-95, sequence in A minor.

7. Sonata in D major, K. 311, Third Movement, Second Couplet, bars 133-136, double sequence in

D major.
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5 6 7 8/1 2 3
59 60 61

C F B E A D
VI II V I IV VII

(2) 3 4 5 6 7 (8)

70 71 72 73

D G C F B E A
IV VII III VI II V I

87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95
5 6 77 8/1 2 3 4 8/1

E A D G C F B E A
V I IV VII III VI II V I

58/11 2 3 4 5 6 7 2 3 4 6 7 8/1 2
133 134 135 136

D G C F B E A D G C F B E A D G
I IV VII III VI II V I VI VII III VI II V I IV
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8. Sonata in F major, K. 332, First Movement, Exposition, Subsidiary Theme Area, bars 60-65,

sequence in C minor.

9. Sonata in F major, K. 332, Third Movement, Exposition, Transition, bars 46-48 sequence in 

C major.

10. Sonata in B� major, K. 333, First Movement, Recapitulation, Subsidiary Theme Area, 

bars 143-147, sequence in B� major.

11. Sonata in B� major, K. 333, Third Movement, Cadenza before closing Refrain, bars 189-193,

sequence in B� major.
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60 61 62 63 64 65
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

C F B E A D G
I IV VII III VI II V

45
(1)

46
2 3

47
4 5

48
6 7 8

C F B E A D G C
I IV VII III VI II V I

8/1(5) 6 7 2 3 4 5 (6) (7)

143 144 145 146 147

G C F B E A D G C F
VI II V I IV VII III VI II V

8/15 6 7 2 3 4 5 6
189 190 191 192 193

G C F B E A D G C
VI II V I IV VII III VI II
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12. Sonata in C major, K. 545, First Movement, Exposition, Subsidiary Theme Area, sequence in 

G major.

13. Sonata in C major, K. 545, First Movement, Development section, bars 37-40, sequence in 

A minor.

14. Sonata in B� major, K. 570, First Movement, Development section, bars 117-123, sequence in 

C minor.

15. Sonata in B� major, K. 570, Third Movement, bar 59, sequence in B� major.

16. Sonata in D major, K. 576, Third Movement, First Couplet, bars 46-49, sequence in A major.
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18 19 20 21

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

G C F B E A D G
I IV VII III VI II V I

37 38 39 40

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

A D G C F B E A
I IV VII III VI II V I

117 118 119 120 121 122 123
2 3 4 5 6 7 8

F B E A D G C
IV VII III VI II V I

59
5 6 7 8/1 2 3 4 5

G C F B E A D G
VI II V I IV VII III VI

46
47 48 49

5 6 7 8/1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

F B E A D G C F B E A
VI II V I IV VII III VI II V I
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