
62

pieter bergé

The Art of Not Playing an Analytical Observation: 
Some Remarks on the Main Theme Structure of 

Beethoven’s Adagio Op. 31/2, ii 

Notwithstanding its apparent conventionality, the main theme structure of the Adagio 
movement from Beethoven’s famous Tempest Sonata (Op. 31/2) is not entirely unambiguous. 
More precisely, it is unclear whether the first bar of this Adagio really functions as the 
actual beginning of the theme itself, or rather as a formal unit that precedes it. This essay 
compares these two different readings, taking into account the further elaboration of the 
theme and thematic material in the remainder of the piece. Special attention is given to the 
question to what extent the apparent irreconcilability of the two interpretations can (and 
should) be reflected in the performance of the movement.

In the history of music analysis, only a handful of compositions have attracted as much 
attention as Beethoven’s Tempest Sonata Op. 31/2. Its fascinating and intriguing opening 
movement in particular has tempted many analysts from varying analytical traditions to 
jump into the lively discussions on this piece. Just very recently I myself had the pleasure 
of adding, in collaboration with William E. Caplin (McGill University, Montreal) and 
Jeroen D’hoe (Association K.U. Leuven), a substantial new volume to these debates, which 
in twelve essays gives as many different perspectives on Beethoven’s masterpiece.1 This 
collection once again testifies how different analyses that are totally coherent within their 
own conceptual frameworks can contradict each other radically. Interestingly enough, 
analytical discrepancies of this sort do not seem to threaten the inner consistency of the 
relevant compositions themselves. A characteristic of great music is apparently its potential 
to generate contrasting though mutually non-exclusive analytical interpretations and 
meanings. Evidently, this is all the more true with respect to performances, regardless of 
whether they are inspired by analytical interpretations or not. Analytical interpretations 
and artistic performances seem to share the capacity of being simultaneously ‘complete’ 
(being an internally consistent whole per se) and ‘partial’ (being just one coherent ‘possible’ 
approach). 

In some cases, however, the creation of a specific musical meaning seems to rely on the 
factual irreconcilability of two competing analytical interpretations that emerge from 
within the same theoretical network. In other words, it sometimes happens that two 
dissenting readings of a musical fragment can be considered – at least from a theoretical 
point of view – ‘equivalent’, but nevertheless exclude each other. For a performer, who is 
‘infected’ by such a specific analytical observation, it might be hard – or, as I will argue at 
the end of this essay, highly irrelevant – to take a univocal ‘performance-decision’ when 

1 Pieter Bergé (ed.), William E. Caplan & Jeroen D’hoe (co-ed.), Beethoven’s Tempest Sonata. Perspectives 

of Analysis and Performance, Leuven: Peeters, forthcoming 2009 (Analysis in Context. Leuven Studies in 

Musicology, 2). The volume includes analytical essays by (in alphabetical order) Pieter Bergé, Scott Burnham, 

Poundie Burstein, William E. Caplan, Jeroen D’hoe, Kenneth Hamilton, Robert Hatten, James Hepokoski, 

William Kinderman, William Rothstein, Douglass Seaton, and Steven Vande Moortele. 
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confronted by such a dilemma. The purpose of this essay is to demonstrate this awkward 
situation, in which analytical insights and performance options do not seem to be able to 
coalesce. Examined as a test case is the main theme structure of the Adagio movement of 
Beethoven’s aforementioned Tempest Sonata (Example 1).

Contrasting interpretations
Most of the literature almost entirely neglects the main theme of the Adagio movement. 
The reason is obvious: at first sight, the theme presents itself as an unproblematic closed 
period, consisting of an antecedent (bars 1-8) and a consequent (bars 9-171), both 
displaying sentential patterns. The apparent conventionality of this structure, however, 
is not entirely unambiguous, for it is unclear whether the first bar of this Adagio really 
functions as the actual first bar of the theme itself (as is shown in Example 1, line a), or 
rather as a formal unit that precedes it (see Example 1, line b). In the former interpretation, 
bar 1 constitutes the first half of the main theme’s basic idea; in the latter, it functions as 
a framing unit. 

One of the very few authors to have truly considered the two possible readings of this 
theme is Erwin Ratz.2 In his influential study Einführung in die musikalische Formenlehre,3 
Ratz deliberately supports the reading that considers the first bar of the theme as its actual 
structural beginning:

‘Das naïve musikalische Gefühl würde ja zunächst geneigt sein, die Takte 4/5 im Sinne 
einer Beantwortung der Takte 2/3 zu empfinden (I – V : V – I); dies wäre auch ein sehr 

2 Another more recent contribution on the issue can be found in: Roger Kamien, ‘Conflicting Metrical Patterns 

in Accompaniment and Melody in Works by Mozart and Beethoven’, in: Journal of Music Theory 37 (1993), pp. 

311-350 (see also below). 

3 Erwin Ratz, Einführung in die musikalische Formenlehre, Vienna etc.: Universal Edition, 1973.

Adagio
a
b

cresc.

9

(a)
(b)

Example 1
L. van Beethoven, Op. 31/2, ii, bars 1-171: main theme of the Adagio movement.
Version a: bar 1 considered as the actual beginning of the main theme.
Version b: bar 1 considered as a ‘framing bar’.
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elementarer Zusammenhang, der den natürlichen Triebkraften der Harmonie entspringt. 
Und dennoch sehen wir, wie ein höher geistiges Prinzip die Trennung eines so natürlichen 
Zusammenhanges bewirkt und erst dadurch die Tiefe und Würde dieses musikalischen 
Gedankens zur Geltung kommt. Auf Grund unseres Gesetzes, wonach wir die Selbständig-
keit einer Gestalt an der Wiederholung erkennen, müssen wir die Takte 1/2 als zugrunde 
liegendes Motiv ansehen, das lediglich die Tonika ausdrückt. Dieses Motiv wird in den 
Takten 3/4 auf der Dominante wiederholt, und mit Takt 5 beginnt die Entwicklung im Rah-
men des achttaktigen Satzes: (2 x 2) + 4; dieser achttaktiger Satz ist der Vordersatz des als 
sechzehntaktige Periode gebauten Hauptthemas. Würden wir den natürlichen Triebkraften 
nachgeben, so entstünde eine Gliederung: 1 + (2 x 2) + 3, die dem wahren Charakter des 
Themas nicht gerecht wird.’4

Aside from the fact that it definitely would have been possible (and even recommendable!) 
to invoke more convincing arguments than ‘a higher spiritual principle’, the ‘law of 
repetition’, and the inferior human being’s tendency ‘to yield to his natural impulses’, 
Ratz’s interpretation is surely acceptable. From a purely analytical point of view, it is 
coherent and logical, and – at least at first sight – sufficiently points out the structural 
identity of some of the formal processes going on. From the perspective of the performer, 
too, this reading seems to be feasible. At least one honourable performer – albeit one who 
has made his name chiefly as a musicologist – openly advocates it: Charles Rosen, in his 
Short Companion to Beethoven’s Piano Sonatas from 2002,5 expresses his opinion – in a 
style that leaves little room for alternative readings – as follows:

‘The arpeggiated chord in the first bar does not simply set the frame: it is an integral 
part of the first phrase, and helps us to be aware that the strong accents should be placed 
on bars 1, 3, 5 and 7. This becomes idiosyncratically expressive, since bar 7 is a sudden 
piano after a sforzando.’6

The alternative reading of the Adagio main theme – in which the first bar is understood 
rather as a framing bar – finds almost no support in current literature. This is quite 
remarkable, especially since this interpretation – as Ratz already pointed out in the excerpt 
quoted above – ties in more smoothly with the listener’s ‘naïve musical sense’. In any case, 
a closer investigation of the theme yields at least four musical arguments to support (or 
even provoke) this reading:

1. Although bars 1 and 3 correspond to each other from a purely material point of view, 
they act in completely different ways. Indeed, the contrast between the arpeggio gesture 

4 ‘The naïve musical sense would firstly be inclined to perceive bars 4/5 as a response to bars 2/3 ( I – V : V – I); 

this would indeed be an elementary relationship, based on the natural impulses of harmony. But nevertheless, 

we can observe that a higher spiritual principle causes the detachment of such a natural relationship, and so 

reveals the profundity and significance of this musical thought. Because of our law, stating that we recognize 

the autonomy of a musical unit by its repetition, we must interpret bars 1/2 as a basic motif, expressing 

nothing but the tonic. This motif is repeated in bars 3/4 over the dominant; bar 5 commences the further 

development of an 8-bar sentence (2 x 2) + 4; this 8-bar sentence itself is the antecedent of the main theme, 

which is built as a 16-bar period. If we would yield to our natural impulses, the following segmentation would 

arise: 1 + (2 x 2) + 3; this segmentation however would not do justice to the genuine character of the theme.’ 

(Ratz, pp. 152-153; my translation)

5 Charles Rosen, Beethoven’s Piano Sonatas. A Short Companion, New Haven etc.: Yale University Press, 2002. 

In the Preface to this book, Rosen emphasizes that it ‘is a practical book, meant as a guide for listeners and 

performers to many aspects of the Beethoven piano sonatas’. (p. xi.)

6 id., p. 170.
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in bar 1 and the sustained chord in bar 3 does not merely have rhetorical implications, 
it also fundamentally affects the perception of the metrical and formal organization of 
the main theme, for the performance of bar 1 takes significantly longer than that of bar 
3. This substantial difference in length can easily be explained, of course, by referring to 
the common practice of starting to ‘count’ only from the bb onwards – as for instance 
Carl Czerny advises in his famous guide Über den Richtigen Vortrag der sämtlichen 
Beethoven’schen Klavierwerke.7 But such an explanation clearly does not remove the 
factual difference in time duration. On the contrary, by excluding the opening five notes 
of the arpeggio figure from the proper metrical space of the Adagio theme itself, it makes 
the temporal difference between the two ‘parallel’ bars even more explicit. Even if the 
bb functions as the actual point of departure of the metrical pulse of the piece, the note 
itself cannot be detached from the preceding arpeggio either; consequently, it is at least as 
much an ‘ending’ as a ‘starting’ point.

2. The long and metrically undivided note at the beginning of the Adagio (bb) makes 
it hard, not to say impossible, to grasp the metrical pulse of the piece immediately. It 
is only from bar 2 onwards that a regular beat can be perceived. Due to this metrical 
indeterminacy at the beginning of the movement, however, it is – at least for a listener – 
completely uncertain where that ‘second bar’ actually begins. To a listener, the first element 
that is unambiguously defined from a rhythmical point of view is the right hand ‘dotted-
rhythm figure’ on the first beat of the second bar. Paradoxically, however, this opening 
gesture is typically associated with the idea of an anacrusis beginning. The combination 
of the metrical openness of the first bar on the one hand, and the natural tendency to 
‘hear’ the dotted-rhythm-figure as an anacrusis on the other, suggests an interpretation 
in which the opening bar functions as a framing unit. For in such a reading, the anacrusis 
entry emerges as a completely evident and conventional rhythmical pattern.

3. Beethoven frequently uses basic ideas that consist of two contrasting elements. In 
such cases, the first element characteristically moves up and presents an opening gesture, 
whereas the contrasting element moves down, somewhat mitigating the initial energy. 
A familiar example is the opening movement of his piano sonata, Op. 10/1, but similar 
procedures can be found in many classical pieces. Its logic is affirmed by the second 
interpretation, whereas it is oddly reversed in the first one.

4. The flourish in bar 5 is clearly a connecting element. Although it is not impossible of 
course to connect elements within a single formal function, it is at least more common for 
such a device to link two different units. In any case, the flourish itself – the only element 
that makes bar 5 more active than its model (bar 1) – does not seem to provide sufficient 
reason to consider bar 5 as the beginning of a continuation phrase, as would be the case 
in the first interpretation. 

Aside from these four arguments, two others should be taken into consideration when 
comparing the two possible readings of the theme:

1. In his article on ‘Conflicting Metrical Patterns in Accompaniment and Melody in Works 
by Mozart and Beethoven’, Roger Kamien refers to a sketch by Beethoven of the beginning 
of the Adagio movement.8 This he does in order to support the first interpretation of the 

7 Referring to the first movement of the Tempest Sonata, Czerny notes the following: ‘Das Arpeggio des ersten 

Accords langsam, und von dessen höchster Note wird erst der 4/4 gezählt.’ A few lines later, he indicates that 

the same procedure has to be followed in the Adagio: ‘Die Arpeggio’s im 2ten Theil langsam, wie oben.’ (p. 55)

8 See footnote 2 on p. 64.
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main theme structure (see Figure 1). More precisely, he claims that the sketch reinforces 
the hypothesis that ‘at least at one stage of the compositional process, Beethoven heard 
the opening bb as metrically strong and part of the melody’ (p. 320). From the same 
sketch however, one might likewise deduce that ‘at least at one stage of the compositional 
process, Beethoven considered the dotted rhythmic pattern as a weak beat’. True enough, 
Beethoven’s sketch does not at all suggest that this pattern could ever claim the status of 
an opening gesture. But the very fact that, in a later phase of creative activity, Beethoven 
decided to remove the figure from a weak to a – supposedly – strong beat, at least seems 
to indicate his intention to generate an interior metrical conflict.

2. Finally, an additional interesting element can be found in Czerny’s aforementioned 
guide to the performance of Beethoven’s piano works. In his reproduction of the opening 
bars of the Adagio, Czerny adds some phrasing marks. As can be seen in Figure 2, he 
thereby explicitly connects bars 2 and 3, and, subsequently, bars 4 and 5. Carl Czerny thus 
seems to have interpreted bar 1 as a framing unit, bar 2 and 3 – to put it anachronistically 
– as the main theme’s ‘basic idea’, and bars 4 and 5 as the ‘repetition of that basic idea’. 
Of course, this interpretation is easily countered by referring to Czerny’s well-known 
sloppiness in representing his master’s music – a fact that is strikingly confirmed in 
this fragment by the pupil’s careless notation of d instead of eb in the bass line in bar 7. 
However, a rejection based on these grounds would be churlish in this context, for the 
phrasing marks here primarily represent the interpretation – surely not the ‘one and only 
“richtigen Vortrag”’ – of an enviably well-informed performer. 

Going back to Beethoven’s final score – and thus ignoring the indications of Beethoven’s 
sketches as well as Czerny’s recommendations – the essence of the Adagio theme seems 
to be based on the fact that some rather conventional compositional elements are fitted 

[ ]
[ ]

12

Figure 1
Sketch from the beginning of the Adagio Op. 31/2, ii, in: Kessler Sketchbook, f°66r; transcribed 
by Sieghard Brandenburg.

Figure 2
Czerny’s reproduction of the beginning of the Adagio Op. 31/2, ii, in: Über den Richtigen Vortrag 
der sämtlichen Beethoven’schen Klavierwerke, p. 55.
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together in such a way as to push the ‘conventionality’ of the structure as a whole out of 
balance. The theme is characterized by an intrinsic paradox; it is, so to speak, assembled 
in the wrong way. This becomes even more evident if the constituting elements are 
reorganized in a more conventional manner, e.g. as shown in Example 2:

In this recomposition, in which the main intervention is the ‘restoration’ of the anacrusis 
figure into a factual upbeat, Beethoven’s theme is reshaped within the boundaries of 
classical convention. If this conventional version nevertheless retains a fraction of its 
initial appeal, this is probably due to its striking similarity with the opening theme of 
Mozart’s Piano Sonata Nr. 5 in G major (K283). Even the addition of a supplementary 
f2 in bar 6 of the recomposition – which is necessary to guarantee its metrical logic – is, 
admittedly, taken directly from Mozart’s theme (bar 7). However, this similarity is not an 
end in itself, nor is it a decisive argument. It only serves to demonstrate that the content 
of Beethoven’s theme is conventional, whereas its formal working-out is not.9 

9 I want to emphasize that Mozart is not used here as a model for conventional patterning. On the contrary, 

Mozart’s piano sonatas themselves offer some nice examples of themes in which conventional building 

blocks are elaborated in a somewhat wayward manner. In direct comparison to Beethoven’s Adagio theme, 

some attention should be paid here to Mozart’s main theme of the slow movement (Andante un poco 

Adagio) of his seventh piano sonata (C major, K309; the Andante is in F major). Here too, an anacrusis 

figure is placed on the first beat of the ‘basic idea’ and its repetition (bars 1 and 2 respectively). The anacrusis 

suggestion is enforced by the fact that the left hand only enters on the ‘second’ beat, and by the fact that this 

beat is marked fortepiano (fp), whereas the first beat has a much lower dynamic level (piano). This writing 

therefore seems to contradict conventional musical logic. In bar 3 however – which form-functionally acts 

as the beginning of a continuation process – the sense of this procedure comes to the fore. The fact is 

that here the anacrusis figure is taken again as a point of departure, but now the first beat is emphasized 

itself as a strong beat, by an explicit forte marking. It seems as if the music only falls into place from here 

onwards (albeit only temporarily). This implies of course that the listener must have experienced some kind 

of metrical friction in the opening bars of the piece, and that there is, in any case, a metrical incongruity 

between the presentation (bars 1-2) and the continuation phrases (bars 3-41) of this theme.

9

Andante

Example 2 
Hypothetical recomposition of the main theme of Beethoven’s Op. 31/2, ii. 
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The importance of looking further, and back
The ambiguity of the main theme’s structure seems to be confirmed by its elaboration 
in the remainder of the piece. Already in bar 9, the beginning of the theme’s consequent 
phrase, the ambivalence of the opening bars seems to be highlighted. Taking the first 
interpretation of the theme as a starting point, bars 9 and 10 function as the restatement 
of the basic idea, bars 11 and 12 as the repetition of that idea, and bars 13ff. as the 
continuational and cadential phases. In comparison with the antecedent, however, the 
situation now becomes more complicated, for the characteristic rhythmical pattern of 
the second bar of the thematic structure (bar 10, bar 2) is pulled forward by one bar. 
This variant is prompted, of course, by Beethoven’s urge to avoid a standstill in bar 9, 
but it has some more far-reaching consequences as well. It strongly enforces the melodic 
(and implied structural) similarity between bars 9 and 10, and, in doing so, inevitably 
implies a hierarchy between them as well: whereas bar 9 is in a low register, and states 
the rhythmical pattern in a way that creates immobility rather than development, bar 10 
presents a clear melodic line, underscored by a simple but effective harmonic progression. 
As such, the ‘second’ bar seems to claim the status of a proper beginning. Consequently, 
the introductory status of the first bar is reaffirmed. In the second statement of the main 
theme (bars 43-591), Beethoven relies on the same procedure in both antecedent and 
consequent, thus reinforcing indirectly the unique status of the introductory opening bar 
of the movement. 
 In the coda, the composer even goes one step further (see Example 3):

The dotted-rhythm figure has now been stated no fewer than three times before the music 
really gets into motion again (bars 89, 90 and 91). The references to the main theme 
material here initially seem to announce the beginning of the closing zone of the whole 
movement. By circling repetitively around scale degree ‘three’ (

^
3), the formula ‘d-eb-f-eb-

[d]’ (
^
3-

^
4-

^
5-

^
4-

^
3) creates ‘stasis’, albeit a stasis that implies the necessity of accomplishing 

the descending part of this formula in order to reach, after all, the final tonic (
^
5-

^
4-

^
3-

^
2-

^
1). The structural meaning of these formulas, however, changes drastically in bar 91. 

Instead of confirming its inherent conclusive tendency, the circling figure is interrupted 
on its highest tone (

^
5); furthermore, the connecting scale figure is omitted, and a little 

crescendo is added after two bars of complete dynamic stillness. All these elements seem 
to restore the original ‘isolated’ form of the ascending part of the rhythmic figure, as it was 
presented at the beginning of the piece (cf. bar 2). This restoration becomes all the more 
meaningful as soon as the further continuation of the music appears to be – unexpectedly 

89

cresc.

Example 3 
L. van Beethoven, Op. 31/2, ii, bars 89-94.
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– a complete repetition of the original main theme.10 For this way of proceeding seems to 
imply that the concluding formulas have been functioning too as somewhat ponderous 
and hesitant run-ups towards the final presentation of that theme. In other words, the 
structural meaning of bars 89 and 90 depends on whether they are conceived ‘in real time’ 
or ‘in retrospect’. Consequently, the two bars are obviously analogous – at least from the 
retrospective point of view – to the opening bars of all other statements of the theme: 
they anticipate a more persuasive presentation of the main theme’s entry. Unmistakably, 
however, the idea of anticipation is elaborated upon in a much more radical way in the 
last statement of the theme: whereas in the earlier presentations, the beginning at least 
of the theme zones was univocal, this is not the case in the final version: bars 89 and 90 
can in no way claim the status of a thematic beginning; bar 91, on the contrary, can – but 
this makes sense only if the theme’s first bar is perceived to have a framing function from 
the very beginning of the piece. Given this reading, the ‘beginning’ of the theme can be 
reprojected to bar 89; inevitably, then, bars 89 and 90 must be interpreted as a double 
anticipation of bar 91, not as an expanded version of the first bar of the main theme (as 
would be logical, but from a musical point of view, highly unconvincing within the first 
reading). 

Analysis and Performance 
Both interpretations of the main theme structure of Beethoven’s Adagio Op. 31/2 might 
easily be translated into simple performance instructions. The crucial question, however, 
is not whether this is possible (it obviously is!), but whether such recommendations 
would be relevant. In this particular piece, an affirmative statement on this issue is far 
from evident. The second interpretation of the theme, for instance, is not necessarily 
‘served’ by expressing it as explicitly as possible in a performance. Its significance rather 
emerges from the fact that this interpretation as such conflicts with the actual evident 
shape of the main theme itself. In other words, forcing the second interpretation in a 
performance probably would weaken the actual meaning of the musical fragment itself. 
To make explicit the intrinsic imbalance and metrical displacements that are implied in 
the general structure of the theme would unnecessarily bring them to the surface of the 
music, which is precisely the place where underlying ideas of musical meaning tend to 
vaporize most easily. 
 In other words, the richness of Beethoven’s musical invention resides in the fact that it 
loses its appeal when it is overexposed. Therefore, if there is a ‘higher spiritual principle’ 
at work in this composition, it is surely not one that distinguishes superior from inferior 
interpretations. Rather, it would be a principle that allows the irreconcilability of the 
two different – internally coherent! – readings. Such a principle, then, leaves room for 
a performance that is utterly ‘unproblematic’. For, paradoxically, the non-performance of 
the analytical observations that were raised above is surely the most convincing way to 
express the underlying ambiguity of this musical idea. The two interpretations are thus 
as irreconcilable as they are inseparable. To exclude one of them implies removing the 
possibility of the conflict that constitutes the identity of the theme itself. Opting for just 
one of the two possible readings would overlook the fact that the allegedly ‘naïve’ second 
reading functions subcutaneously as a conditio sine qua non for giving the first one its 
proper meaning.

10 Strictly speaking, only the consequent of the main theme is repeated here. From an organic point of view, 

however, this final statement is to be seen as the natural contraction of the beginning of the antecedent 

(basic idea) and the later part of the consequent (repetition of the basic idea + continuation and cadential 

phase).
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