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Non-Congruent Temporal Functions in Chopin’s 
Nocturne Op. 62, No. 2

This paper studies Chopin’s late Nocturne Op. 62, No. 2, examining interactions and tensions 
between form and voice-leading structure. It concentrates on musical passages that seem 
either to begin or close musical processes; passages that have, in other words, beginning or 
ending functions. Such units are approached from two perspectives: thematic organization 
and harmony. The study makes three basic claims. First, in the Nocturne the thematic layer 
(formal functions) and the harmonic structure (prolongational voice leading) do not always 
move in tandem, therefore they are studied separately. Second, non-compatibilities occur 
among functions appearing in different hierarchical levels. Third, in nineteenth-century 
music, tensions between thematic and harmonic layers, as well as between local and 
global functions, are more common than in the more symmetrical and balanced Classical 
repertory.

This paper examines Chopin’s late Nocturne Op. 62, No. 2, discussing interactions and 
tensions between form and voice-leading structure. I will concentrate on musical passages 
that seem either to begin or close musical processes; passages that have, in other words, 
beginning or ending functions. Such units are approached from two perspectives: thematic 
organization (understood as consisting of formal functions, as defined by William Caplin) 
and harmony (examined from a Schenkerian, prolongational viewpoint). While the two 
layers often support each other, thus creating the impressions of beginnings and closures, 
there are also moments when there is tension between them. In this paper I primarily 
discuss passages in the Nocturne wherein the two layers organize the music’s unfolding 
in a non-congruent manner. 
 William Caplin makes a distinction between initiating, medial, and concluding 
functions, which he sees as essentially temporal (Caplin 1998 and 2009). These functions 
are hierarchical, so they may be applied when describing both the overall form and the 
phrase-structural organization. Figure 1 shows temporal functions in an archetypal 
sentence (or a hybrid theme with sentential features). The thematic material of the 
initiating function (‘presentation’ or ‘compound basic idea’) is symmetrical, consisting 
either of a basic idea and its repetition, or basic and contrasting ideas. The harmony, in 
turn, is stable, prolonging the tonic and avoiding a cadence. In the medial function (the 
first phase of the ‘continuation’) the pace of events increases. In the thematic layer there 
is fragmentation and an increase in rhythmic activity, whereas the harmony is governed 
by acceleration of the harmonic rhythm or by sequences. Finally, the concluding function 
(the end of the ‘continuation’) signifies closure: its thematic layer consists of the cadential 
idea, while the harmony includes the closing cadence.
 Beginnings and endings are also important for the Schenkerian, prolongational voice-
leading structure, the second perspective of this study. In Free Composition, Schenker 
writes that ‘the fundamental line signifies motion, striving towards a goal and ultimately 
the	 completion	 of	 this	 course’	 (Schenker	 1979:	 4).	 Here	 Schenker	 is	 referring	 to	 the	
background structure and to the fundamental line in particular – the opening of the 
fundamental line (^

5 or ^3) marks the initiation of the background prolongation, while the 
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arrival at ^1 signifies its closure.1 The same principle can be extended to cover prolongations 
generally: every prolongation has specific points where it begins and ends, thus indicating 
initiations and conclusions. As the prolongational structure is essentially hierarchical, a 
single deep-level prolonged harmony encompasses various more local prolongations. 
 When discussing the interactions between thematic and harmonic courses in Chopin’s 
Nocturne, this study makes three basic claims. First, in the Nocturne the thematic layer 
(formal functions) and the harmonic structure (prolongational voice leading) do not 
always move in tandem, therefore they are studied separately. Second, non-compatibilities 
occur among functions appearing in different hierarchical levels; i.e., the local and global 
functions may contradict each other. Third, although the study concentrates on a single 
piece, it also addresses a more general topic: in nineteenth-century music, tensions 
between thematic and harmonic layers, as well as between local and global functions, are 
more common than in the more symmetrical and balanced Classical repertory.
 This analysis concentrates on the occurrences of the Nocturne’s opening thematic 
material, which is heard four times, as is indicated by the asterisks in Example 1b. The 
work is in ternary form, so the theme opens both the A1 and A2 sections, in mm. 1 and 58 
respectively. In addition, the opening A1 section also has a ternary organization (a1–b–a2), so 
this theme reappears in mm. 25 ff. as the opening of the final unit of this small ternary form. 
Furthermore, the theme is heard in m. 9, which starts the second phrase of the opening a1.
 The Nocturne begins with a two-bar basic idea, in the same way that classical themes 
usually do. Moreover, the two ensuing bars (mm. 3–4) constitute a two-bar unit, a 
contrasting idea with a rhythmic profile which resembles that of the initial basic idea, 
while its thematic curve is different. From a thematic perspective the first four measures 
thus form a compound basic idea, which is the initiating function in the phrase-structural 
level. Starting with an upbeat to m. 5, the preceding two-bar thematic ideas are replaced 
by one-bar segments, as is indicated by the rests in mm. 5 and 6. Hence fragmentation 
suggests	motion	from	an	initial	to	a	medial	function.	Finally,	in	mm.	7–8	the	cadential	
idea constitutes the concluding function. 

1 Kofi Agawu has spoken about the ‘rhetorical strategy enshrined in the Ursatz’; in his view the fundamental 

structure exemplifies the ‘beginning-middle-end paradigm’ (Agawu 1991: 51).

Temporal function initiating medial concluding

Formal type presentation or 

compound basic idea

continuation (beginning) continuation (end)

Thematic material thematic symmetry

•  b.i.  b.i.

•  b.i.  c.i.

thematic activity

•  fragmentation

•  increase in    

rhythmic activity

thematic closure

•  cadential idea

Harmony stable harmony

•  prolongation 

of the tonic

•  no cadence 

harmonic activity

•  acceleration of 

harmonic rhythm

•  sequences

harmonic closure

•  cadence

Figure 1
Congruent thematic and harmonic organization in sentences and hybrid thematic units with 
sentential features.
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Example 1a and 1b
Chopin, Nocturne Op. 62, No. 2; form and voice-leading structure.
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This thematic layer overlies the prolongational harmony (Example 1b). The initiating 
thematic function is supported by the structural tonic, the opening harmony of the voice-
leading structure. The concluding function (the half-cadential arrival in m. 8), in turn, is 
underlain by the conclusion of the local prolongation of the tonic; the arrival at the back-
relating dominant of the interrupted structure. And the medial function begins in m. 5 
with a prolongation of a predominant II (not shown in the graph), a chord which has a 
mediating role between I and V.2

 The opening theme is next heard in mm. 9–16. These measures repeat the functions 
encountered in mm. 1–8 within a different harmonic context, so I shall not address them 
here. But in the next occurrence (mm. 25 ff.) the situation changes. In the global form and 
prolongational harmony m. 25 signals an initiating function, the beginning of the final a2 
section in the small ternary form that opens the Nocturne (Example 1 and Figure 2). That 
is,	after	the	back-relating	dominant	prolonged	in	the	b-section	(mm.	17–24),	the	return	
of the opening thematic material and the reappearance of the structural tonic convey a 
clear sense of beginning.3 But in the thematic layer the situation is more complex. The 
unit begins with the same basic idea as the one that opened the Nocturne, so the first 
impression is that this idea represents an initiating function. This view is immediately 
challenged however, since instead of the contrasting idea heard at the work’s beginning, 
mm.	27–28	contain	a	sequential	repetition	of	the	opening	material	in	the	remote	key	of	C	
major. As a result, what we have is a model-sequence technique, which is associated with a 
medial rather than an initiating function (Caplin 1998: 42). In other words, the thematic 

2 In spite of this overall congruence of the thematic and prolongational layers, the local levels create certain 

tensions. Mm. 3–4 sound the contrasting idea, which still represents the initiating function. At the same time 

these measures also feature an increase in harmonic rhythm (a reference to a medial function), which subtly 

challenges the primacy of the initiating function, without quite displacing it, however. The very opening of the 

work, thus, introduces the seed of non-congruence among various layers.

3 In the deepest-level hierarchy of temporal functions, the last section (A2) of a ternary organization can be 

interpreted as signifying a globally concluding function: A1 would then represent the initiating, B the medial, 

and A2 the concluding function. Indeed, when discussing sonata form, William Caplin suggests that its three 

main sections (exposition, development, and recapitulation) represent initiating, medial, and concluding 

functions, respectively (Caplin 2009: 23–27). In this paper I will not consider such overarching functions, 

but will consider each return of the opening theme (either in the opening aba or in the large-scale ABA) as 

representing an initiation in the global form.

Opening thematic 

material / 

schematic form

m. 1 / a1 (in A1) m. 25 / a2 (in A1) m. 58 / A2

Global form initiating initiating initiating 

Thematic layer 

(formal function)

initiating medial (clarified 

retrospectively)

medial (clarified 

retrospectively)

Harmonic layer 

(prolongational voice-

leading structure) 

initiating initiating concluding

Figure 2
Chopin, Nocturne Op. 62, No. 2; occurrences of the opening theme.
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idea of mm. 25–26 is retrospectively reinterpreted as the beginning of a sequential 
progression, a medial function associated with the continuation phase.4 
	 In	spite	of	its	sonic	significance,	the	harmonic	twist	in	mm.	27	ff.	does	not	alter	the	
function of the E-major chord in m. 25 as the beginning of a new prolongational unit. The 
initiating role of the tonic chord in m. 25, therefore, is not retrospectively transformed 
into a medial function – that is to say, the chord is not transformed into an apparent tonic, 
a contrapuntal event within a deeper-level prolongation. The back-relating dominant 
preceding the onset of the a2 section (prolonged in mm. 16–24) powerfully prepares 
the return of the structural tonic, so the tonic’s function is firmly secured, its brevity 
notwithstanding. At the end of the a2 section the thematic layer and prolongational 
harmony meet once more: in the thematic layer mm. 31–32 constitute the cadential idea, 
the concluding function, while the I of m. 32 ends the tonic prolongation, the top-voice 
third-progression descending from ^3 (Example 1b).
 The Nocturne’s opening theme is heard for the last time at the beginning of the A2 
section, starting in m. 58. Of the theme’s occurrences this is by far the most complex. As a 
background for its local idiocyncrasies, I will first consider the work’s overall voice leading, 
shown in Example 1a. The entire A1 section prolongs the tonic chord with G #  in the top 
voice. The B section tonicizes C #  minor, the submediant, while the top voice continues 
to extend G # . After some harmonic digressions (the most important of which are shown 
in Example 1b) the bass descends when the A2 section begins from C #  to B, the structural 
dominant. This dominant is first heard as a cadential six-four harmony, so the top voice 
still prolongs the G # . The motion from this embellishing six-four chord to the primary 
seventh chord is far from straightforward, however. Before the resolution occurs, the 
sixth and fourth (G #  and E, respectively) are first transformed in m. 65 into consonances 
by a neighbor-note C #  in the bass. Not until m. 69 do we hear the seventh chord, with 
the background ^

2 in the top voice, and the concluding tonic arriving immediately in the 
ensuing bar. 
 The voice-leading events shown in Example 1a create a clear tension with the formal 
organization. In the global form, m. 58 signifies the beginning of the last of the Nocturne’s 
three main formal sections. In the prolongational harmony, on the other hand, the arrival 
at the structural dominant signals the onset of the concluding, cadential progression. 
The phrase-structural thematic layer creates still further tension. In mm. 58–59 there is 
a two bar unit that one first assumes to function as a basic idea, thus signaling initiating 
function. This assumption however, is immediately cancelled. Like in mm. 25 ff., the two-
bar unit is retrospectively reinterpreted as a model in a sequential passage. As a result, the 
thematic layer represents a medial function, associated with sequences.
 M. 58 shows, therefore, a situation in which all three functions coexist: the global form 
represents an initiating function, the phrase-structural thematic layer a medial function, 
and the harmony a concluding function. After such a functional puzzlement, it takes some 
time before the music is able to close the work with the unequivocal ultimate concluding 
cadence. Example 1b clarifies the course of the music at local levels. Mm. 58–61 consist 
of a sequential unit, a model and its sequential repetition, but the four sequential bars do 

4 In order to transform a musical unit from presentation (initiation) into continuation (medial), the sequence 

must include the exact transposition of both the thematic and harmonic material. Indeed, the presentation 

often begins with a repetition of the basic idea in a stepwise manner, so that the original version of the idea is 

supported by the tonic and the repetition by a dominant, but such repetitions do not constitute a sequence. 

Caplin does note, however, that the presentation may also consist of a sequential repetition (Caplin 1998: 

39) but the only example he provides (Beethoven’s Piano Sonata Op. 14, No. 2, I, mm. 1–4) does not consist 

of a true sequence, since the tonic is heard throughout these measures in the bass. Moreover, mm. 1–4 

of the Beethoven Sonata take part in a very straightforward extension of the tonic, so the presentation’s 

requirement of a tonic prolongation is fulfilled, albeit a somewhat belated tonic return. 
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not form a closed metrical unit. Rather, a fifth bar is added, and this extra bar leads to 
another sequential unit, beginning in m. 63. This sequence consists of a one-bar model 
and its repetitions. The pace thus increases, which intensifies the music’s motion.
 The arrival at the C # -minor chord in m. 65 articulates the course of the music in 
a significant manner: it forms an important middleground element (as is shown in 
Example 1a) and provides a momentary halt in the fast-moving harmonic motions 
(as Example 1b indicates, C # 	 is	 prolonged	 in	 the	 bass	 until	 m.	 67).	Yet	 the	 C # -minor 
harmony offers no functional conclusion – it shows neither a cadential arrival nor the end 
of a prolongational unit, but it does pave the way to the cadential conclusion. In m. 68 a 
chromatically intensified pre-dominant sonority, an outgrowth of the C # -minor chord, 
reminds us of the concluding function that has governed the prolongational harmony 
from m. 58 on. Therefore it foretells an immediate cadential closure. In the thematic layer, 
the cadential idea begins in this same measure (m. 68), thus also indicating the onset of 
the concluding function in the thematic design. This alignment of thematic and harmonic 
layers enhances the sense of ending that the prolongational harmony already stated at the 
beginning of the A2 section. Now, together, the two layers execute the concluding, cadential 
function whose finality is stressed by the closure of the Urlinie in the background ^1.
 Expansions of a work’s concluding structural cadence, a phenomenon encountered 
in such a powerful manner in the Nocturne, were quite characteristic of Chopin; Charles 
Burkhart, for example, has discussed in detail various works in which the final, structural 
cadence	occupies	a	considerable	portion	of	the	final	formal	unit	(Burkhart	1997).	Yet	in	
one respect the extended structural cadence of the E-major Nocturne is unique, as far 
as I know. The structural dominant, the opening element of the concluding cadence, is 
heard immediately at the beginning of the work’s last formal section. In all other instances 
of Chopin’s extended structural cadences of which I am aware, the cadential dominant 
arrives in the middle of the final formal unit, not at its outset like here.
 As we have seen, the three versions of the opening theme discussed in this paper, 
locally form three different kinds of mixtures among temporal functions operating in 
the global form, thematic layout, and prolongational harmony. This alignment of the 
various functions can be suggested as constituting a trajectory on its own (Figure 2). 
At the beginning of the Nocturne all three layers open with the initiating function. As a 
result, the sense of beginning is clear. In m. 25 the medial function of the thematic layer 
challenges the impression of an unequivocal initiation. But this challenge is quite weak, 
and is, furthermore, the result of a retrospective reinterpretation. Nevertheless, the sense 
of an untroubled beginning is disturbed, which is appropriate for a thematic occurrence 
in the middle of a piece.5 Finally, in the global form the beginning of the A2 section 
indicates the initiation of the Nocturne’s final formal unit. The thematic and harmonic 
layers contrast with this impression: the former begins with a medial function (which 
can only be assessed retrospectively, however) while the latter immediately sounds the 
structural dominant representing the concluding function. The structural dominant and 
its concluding function indicate that the Nocturne is about to reach its closure.
 Tensions among temporal functions also appear in the companion work of the piece 
studied in this paper, the B-major Nocturne Op. 62, No. 1. William Rothstein (2006) has 
discussed this work in detail, and the following ideas are based on his insights. Rothstein 
emphasizes the blurring of initiating and concluding gestures, to the extent that ‘the 
Nocturne’s ends are always its beginnings; the completion of one idea gives birth to the 

5 The sense of an untroubled beginning is more firmly disturbed at the outset of the contrasting B section, not 

analyzed in this paper. In m. 38, in the middle of the codetta ending the A1 section, the music arrives at a G # -

major chord, a dominant of the C #  minor that is tonicized at the beginning of the B section. This dominant 

is not resolved to a C # -minor tonic until the second bar of the B section (m. 41). As a result, the formal and 

prolongational initiations are not aligned.
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next; the music seems to express the great cycle of being. Its motion, in short, is pervasively 
circular.’ (Rothstein 2006: 21; italics in the original.) Rothstein stresses, further, that 
the Nocturne frequently avoids formal closures and perfect authentic cadences. When 
cadences do appear, they often seem not to support the work’s formal organization the 
way cadences normally do: ‘Cadences ... conflict with the Nocturne’s formal plan at least 
as often as they reinforce it’ (ibid.: 22). 
 It seems that Chopin was playing with comparable principles in the two nocturnes 
– non-congruence of the boundaries of form and prolongational harmony. Further 
similarity between the pieces is created by an extended structural cadence, where the 
resolution of the cadential six-four chord is deferred; something occuring considerably 
more in the E-major work. But there are differences as well. While Op. 62, No. 1 seems 
to blur both beginnings and closures, Op. 62, No. 2 mostly has clear cadential arrivals in 
which thematic organization and prolongational structure align. In all, the two works 
show a fascinating pair in which the same kinds of musical and dramatic effects are created 
by partly similar, partly different means – a pair whose thorough analysis is unfortunately 
beyond the scope of this essay.
 At the outset of this paper I suggested that tensions among temporal functions 
appearing at various musical parameters is more common in nineteenth-century music 
than in the more balanced and symmetrical Classical repertory. Lack of space prevents any 
detailed discussion on this topic, but I should like to conclude by providing a few tentative 
ideas that suggest a historical context for considering this issue. Rules and relatively strict 
principles were considered important in the eighteenth century. In music such principles 
concerned harmony and dissonance treatment, for example. The situation was also 
similar on a more general level. Important authorities of temporal arts included Aristotle, 
who emphasized in his Poetics the significance of a clear beginning, middle, and end, as 
well as rhetorical principles, where the disposition level likewise stresses the beginning 
and end. As a result, the eighteenth century assumed that temporal arts, most importantly 
literature but also music, should include clear initiations and closures. In music such 
ideas are particularly evident in discussions of overall form and phrase structure, which 
often (either directly or indirectly) apply linguistic analogies and notions of rhetoric. 
Composers could, of course, play with these conventions. Such a play is evident, for 
example, in Heinrich Christoph Koch’s Versuch einer Anleitung zur Composition	(1782–
93), which discusses various ways of expanding phrases, thus deferring the cadential 
closures. In spite of the kinds of expansions that Koch describes (as well as the occurrence 
of other types of deviations), the symmetrical phrases, with clear beginnings and closures, 
remained the underlying norm.6

 With the emergence of Romantic aesthetics the situation changed, and avoidance 
of unequivocal beginnings and endings became part of the new aesthetic ideals. The 
Romantic novels often disturbed chronological flow and included significant digressions, 
thus their unfolding might avoid clear beginnings and closures.7 A clear example is E.T.A. 
Hoffmann’s Lebens-Ansichten des Katers Murr (1814–15), a novel which intertwines – in 
a rather abrupt manner – two unrelated stories and ends in a situation that precedes the 
book’s beginning. Indistinct beginnings and closures were also emphasized by the ideals 
of fragment, which became an important literary medium. Fragments were understood 
as having been cut from a larger, unspecified whole. Thus they eschew clear initiations 
and closures. Such ideals also found their way to music. In this respect Robert Schumann 
is – as a literary active composer – a clear case in point. The fourth piece of Kreisleriana 

6 Karl Braunschweig (2003) discusses in depth the relationships between norms and derivations in eighteenth-

century musical theory and practice.  

7 Such features can occasionally be encountered in the eighteenth-century literature, two outstanding instances 

being Denis Diderot’s Jacques le fataliste et son maître and Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy.
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Op. 16, for example, begins on the dominant of B b  major and ends on the dominant of 
G minor, without establishing anywhere either key (or any other) through a cadence.8 
Although this is an extreme instance, blurred beginnings and endings can  occasionally 
be heard in nineteenth-century music, starting with Beethoven. There are also works, 
like Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde and Liszt’s later music, where the avoidance of explicitly 
stated initiations and conclusions becomes one of the primary elements of the musical 
drama. 
 Chopin’s E-major Nocturne takes place in such a context where the significance of 
clear beginning and endings, a legacy of the Classical period, began to give way to freer 
use of these functions. In the Nocturne they are still clearly operative, but Chopin plays 
with them and with the expectations that they create. The beauty of this piece grows, in 
part, from this non-congruence among temporal functions appearing in different musical 
layers.  
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