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What A. B. Marx Takes for Granted in his 
Description of Sonata Form 

Adolf Bernhard Marx is perhaps best known as one of the first theorists to give a detailed 
account of sonata form; but for Marx, sonata form is the most complex member of a group 
of forms Marx terms ‘the Rondo Forms.’ In this paper, I argue that Marx’s familiar and 
highly influential view of sonata form is inseparable from his less well-known discussion 
of the rondo forms. An examination of Marx’s examples reveals that throughout the Rondo 
form discussion, he focuses on instances that depart from the very schemes he proposes. 
However, since he discusses such examples in the Rondo form section of his treatise, Marx 
offers only cursory remarks in the later portion dealing with sonata form. My paper examines 
in greater detail what Marx took for granted, and in what ways his sophisticated approach to 
sonata form depends on a more precise knowledge of the rondo forms.

When we think of sonata form, we are probably imagining the scheme laid out by  
A. B. Marx in his Lehre von der musikalischen Komposition.1 This four-volume composition 
treatise was based on his lectures at the University of Berlin, where he taught from 1830 
until his death in 1866. Sonata form, as first codified by Marx, is famously problematic 
since he provides no example of a complete movement that embodies it, and on closer 
inspection Marx’s application of his own theories seems arbitrary and unrigorous. I 
believe that these apparent weaknesses are not the result of short-sightedness, but rather 
are the mark of an ambitious and sophisticated approach to musical form that depends on 
being read in context.
 Since Marx’s discussion of sonata form begins on page 200 of Volume 3, in a certain 
sense what he takes for granted is that we have read and understood Volumes 1 and 2 and 
the first 200 pages of Volume 3. Clearly, that is beyond the scope of this essay. Rather, I 
will place Marx’s sonata form in the context of the material before it in Volume 3, and then 
consider two specific puzzling elements in Marx’s discussion of sonata form: first, his 
neglect of the development section; and second, the nature of his focus on the exposition. 
These two elements serve to bring Marx’s endeavor more sharply into focus.
 The section of Marx’s treatise that precedes sonata form is devoted to five types of 
rondo form. However, these are not considered separately from sonata form: rather, 
sonata form is the most elaborate culmination of the rondos. In Marx’s own words, ‘the 
sonata form completes what the fourth and fifth rondo forms have begun.’2 In order to 
make sense of this, we must look at the types of rondo form in succession.
 Before looking at the rondos, some of Marx’s terms need to be defined. Throughout 
his treatise he refers to two categories of musical utterance. First is the Satz, which is 
a closed musical statement, as in an eight-bar period, or larger units such as a sonata’s 
first or second themes. It can also denote an entire movement. Since the way the word 
‘Satz’ functions at different levels of structure is a result of the word itself there is no 
suitable equivalent in English, and I will leave Marx’s terms untranslated. Marx’s second 

1 A. B. Marx, Die Lehre von der musikalischen Komposition, praktisch-theoretisch. Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 

1838-47.

2 A. B. Marx, Musical Form in the Age of Beethoven: Selected Writings on Theory and Method, ed. and trans. Scott 

Burnham, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997, 93.
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category is the opposite of the Satz, which he calls the Gang, which is motion-oriented 
and transitional, defined by the absence of the kind of closure possessed by the Satz. A 
Gang could continue endlessly, unless brought to an end by an interruption. 
 The diagrams Marx uses to summarize the rondo forms use both Satz and Gang. In 
the first rondo, the Hauptsatz (HS), or Main Satz, is followed by a motion-oriented Gang 
(G) leading back to the Hauptsatz: HS-G-HS. In the second rondo, the Gang solidifies 
into something more substantial and structured, forming a subsidiary Satz, which Marx 
calls the Seitensatz (SS). This is often followed by a transition (Gang) leading back to the 
Hauptsatz: HS-SS-(G)-HS. Next, the third rondo form adds a second Seitensatz after the 
first return of the Hauptsatz: HS-SS1-G-HS-SS2-G-HS. The fourth rondo seems simply 
to add a return to the first Seitensatz at the end of the form: HS-SS1-G-HS-SS2-G-HS-
SS1. But this is actually a more significant change than the diagram can show, and in 
that change is the beginning of what sonata form completes. The first Seitensatz here is 
not simply reappearing at the end of the form, but does so in the tonic key. According to 
Marx’s reasoning, it does this because it is beginning to form a unit with the Hauptsatz, 
and cannot appear without it; as a result, if it must appear at the end it needs to do so 
in the tonic key. The fourth and fifth rondo forms are what we would generally call 
sonata-rondos. The tonal relocation of the Seitensatz corresponds to one of sonata form’s 
most significant features, namely that the second theme appears in the tonic key in the 
recapitulation.
 So far, so good. But the security of these schematics begins to break down when Marx 
applies them to existing music. Parts of a rondo might be shortened or even omitted. 
Marx insists on designating the first movement of Beethoven’s Op. 54 Sonata as a rondo 
despite its clear tempo marking as a Minuet. Marx also undermines his own definitions 
by describing passages as ‘Gang-like Satz’ or ‘Satz-like Gang,’ and since this specific 
quality determines the difference between first and second rondos, Marx himself accepts 
that one might never decide unequivocally as to which of these forms a work presents. 
Gradually, the notion that these are really viable categories seems to slip away, especially 
when we read this paragraph:
 

The main parts (Hauptsatz and Seitensätze) can connect to one another either without, or 
with mediating Sätze and Gänge; the close can be formed with or without an appendix; the 
content of all these subsidiary parts taken either out of the former, or out of the latter, or 
even be newly formed; finally each of the subsidiary parts can have its own particular mo-
tive, or also not.3

Marx’s simplest explanation for this state of affairs is that Form is not a stencil to be 
applied repeatedly, and that each piece as an individual work of art has its own form: as 
he says, ‘each work is fashioned not according to some general rule of form or template, 
but rather according to its own particular being.’4 This does very little to clarify how 
his formal outlines actually relate to the examples he chooses, and we seem to be at an 
impasse. But perhaps these relationships will become clearer if we begin with a new 
question: if we accept, for now, that every example is equivocal or exceptional, what is 
the effect, the overall result, of their presence and Marx’s discussion of them?
 First of all, while the use of visual diagrams might seem to imply an analogy of 
form with space, Marx’s conception is entirely temporal. Whether reading, composing, 
or listening, form here is an experience in time, and consequently travels only in one 
direction. We may remember material or recognize its return, but the form never goes 
backwards, and the musical future is open-ended. In the examples he composes, Marx 

3 Marx, Die Lehre, Vol. III (1845), 137. (Translations from Volumes I and III are my own.)

4 Marx, Musical Form in the Age of Beethoven, 141.
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writes several choices, discards the unsuitable ones and keeps one from which to continue. 
The end of each section of form is a kind of musical fork in the road, and the examples 
he writes and chooses are not simply meant to embody a template, but are deliberately 
constructed so as to illuminate the composer’s choice among the available options. 
 Take, for example, Marx’s discussion of the Gang that brings us back to the Hauptsatz 
for the first time in the third rondo form. He writes:
 

Should we want to progress to the Third Form and have a second Seitensatz follow, then we 
will encounter a change in the return from the (first) Seitensatz to the Hauptsatz. We can 
deal more lightly with this return, because it does not lead to the last main part ... No broad 
or substantially-executed pedal point is needed.5

In other words, the final Hauptsatz statement, being final, is introduced with a passage 
(marked in bold in Table 1) that places greater emphasis on the dominant by means of a 
pedal.

Consequently, the first Gang in the third rondo has less dominant emphasis, and is, to use 
Marx’s phrase, dealt with more lightly. The nature of this passage is not determined by 
the abstract form the composer has chosen. Rather, it is the other way round: if it is a final 
return to the Hauptsatz, the emphasis of the dominant pedal closes the movement more 
completely in the tonic. If the Gang lacks this special emphasis, we know that we must 
expect a second Seitensatz and a later completion of the movement.
 This approach to the analysis of form, in which every choice either causes or rules 
out specific consequences, suggests numerous possibilities. But what is important for 
our current purpose is that Marx’s constant questioning of form as a work progresses 
provides a strategy for listening, a method for actively engaging with a work that marks a 
significant change from the model of listening as passive reception. Form, determined at 
every turn from a range of possiblities during a work’s progress, is the means of organizing 
and structuring the experience of music, and listening itself becomes a kind of analysis. 
This idea of form as a means of following and understanding a work will be especially 
important in the context of sonata form.
 When speaking of sonata form, Marx states that ‘the first and last parts, broadly 
speaking, are familiar from the fifth rondo form.’6 If we now compare sonata form with 
the fifth rondo form, we can see the kinship Marx is inferring, since the first and third 
sections are identical, including the fifth rondo form’s biggest difference from the fourth, 
a Closing Satz or ‘Schlusssatz’ which Marx abbreviates to ‘Sz’ (Table 2). The chief 
difference of sonata form is that it does not embark on new material in its second part, 
and is therefore more unified than the fifth rondo. In this scheme, the moment after 
the first Closing Satz is crucial and decisive: on the one hand, the rondo embarks on 
entirely new material in the second Seitensatz (SS2); on the other, the sonata takes up 

5 A. B. Marx, Die Lehre, Vol. III (1845), 137. 

6 Marx, Musical Form in the Age of Beethoven, 94.

Second Rondo:  HS SS G HS

Third Rondo:  HS SS1 G HS SS2 G HS

Table 1
Return to the HS in the Second and Third Rondo Forms.
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material from the preceding part, but avoids the key areas already visited. This Second 
Part, fashioned from elements of the First, belongs uniquely to sonata form, and Marx 
refers to it as ‘the most important object of this stage of our study.’7

 But this too begins to break down in practice. In spite of the supposed importance of 
the Second Part, Marx’s discussion of it in existing works occupies only four pages out 
of a hundred on sonata form. Indeed, Marx is almost dismissive when introducing this 
section: ‘we can now get by with less comprehensive and exhaustive instances; both the 
essential events ... as well as the applied laws ... are already familiar to us’.8 At the same 
time, he gives by far the greatest attention to sonata form’s First Part, the exposition, 
despite the fact that it is identical in outline to the First part of the preceding rondo form. 
In other words, Marx devotes all his analytical energy to the one section that should be 
no different, and barely touches on what he claims is the most significant change.
 These inconsistencies multiply when we look more closely, since the examples he 
discusses at length to illustrate the First Part bear no real resemblance to his own diagram. 
For example, his description of the opening of Beethoven’s Sonata Op. 31, No. 3 begins 
with a Satz (Example 1). This is followed by a Gang (Example 2). After the initial Satz is 
repeated in different octaves in bars 10-16, a new Satz enters, fashioned from the opening 
motive, and this is also repeated (Example 3).Marx sums up this section as follows: ‘After 
an initial Satz a second Satz formed, both variable upon repetition; after a new Satz-like 
Gang the first idea returned completely transformed.’9

7 Ibid., 94.

8 Ibid., 146.

9 Ibid., 134.

Fifth Rondo: HS SS1 G Sz SS2 G HS SS1 G Sz

Sonata: HS SS G Sz   HS SS G Sz

Table 2
Fifth Rondo Form (above) and Sonata Form (below).

Example 1
Beethoven, Sonata Op. 31, No. 3, bars 1-6, Satz.

Example 2
Beethoven, Sonata Op. 31, No. 3, bars 7-8, Gang.
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This takes us as far as the Seitensatz. This example already departs radically from the 
outline Marx proposed for a sonata form exposition: in place of the simple Hauptsatz of the 
basic schematic, this sonata presents a Satz, a Gang, the Satz again, a new Satz repeated and 
a Satz -like Gang; all this before we even reach the Seitensatz. Thus the Hauptsatz is not a 
straightforward period, but is rather made up of a combination of related Sätze and Gänge.  
This progression from one Satz to another, either repeating it or deriving new material from 
it, is what Marx calls ‘Satzform,’ something he presents as characteristic of sonata form, 
and one of its great strengths. In fact, Marx embarks on discussing the Hauptsatz of sonata 
form in general by saying that ‘The sonata much prefers to grant the Satz-form to its main 
idea.’ Whereas the rondos repeat the same Hauptsatz essentially unchanged, as Marx says, 
sonata form ‘will not let the main Satz stand still, as happens in the rondo, but rather moves 
it, to other keys, to other Sätze and Gänge.’10

 This is easily understood in principle, and we can see it in action in Op. 31, No. 3. But 
Satz-form seems to be a category so flexible as to be impossible to apply with any rigor. 
As the Satz can be large or small, expanded or shortened, Satz-like or Gang-like, it seems 
it might encompass almost anything; if such a Satz-form applies to sonatas, one might as 
well say novels prefer to be written in sentence form. The flexibility and vagueness of Satz-
form seems to undo all the things it was supposed to accomplish, and into the bargain, also 
undermines the similarities Marx claims there are between rondo and sonata forms.
 Again, we are at an impasse. Part of the problem is that Marx does not say what he 
really means by Satz, sometimes using this word to describe both closed musical periods 
and entire movements in the same paragraph. We know that it is associated with musical 
closure or completion, but to go further we need to look more closely. Marx describes the 
opening of the’Waldstein’ Sonata Op. 53 as follows (Example 4): ‘The Satz appears first; 
it could count as an antecedent phrase, if only it were followed by a consequent instead 
of its own repetition a second lower (on B-flat). This then leads to F (first major, then 
minor), and the whole is concluded, as an antecedent phrase.’11

10 Ibid., 102.

11 Marx, Musical Form in the Age of Beethoven, 111.

Example 3
Beethoven, Sonata Op. 31, No. 3, new Satz.

Example 4
Beethoven, Sonata Op. 53, ‘Waldstein’, bars 1-4, Satz.
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A number of pages later, he writes: ‘After the cadence of the antecedent phrase, the first 
section returns and is repeated a step higher.’12 When we put all this together, we seem 
to have another Satz-form, a succession of Sätze. But here there is an illuminating 
difference. Marx refers to the opening Satz as one that would be an antecedent, ‘if only 
it were followed by a consequent.’ This indicates that in contrast to the periods he refers 
to in the rondo forms, he means ‘Satz’ here in the sense of a smaller unit. If we look all 
the way back to Volume I and the formation of the Period, we find that it is made up 
of two parts, an antecedent and a consequent. These Marx refers to as Vordersatz and 
Nachsatz – common terms today – and they depend on each other: in its simplest form, 
the Vordersatz is an ascending scale, achieving a certain closure since it reaches the 
tonic. But since it only ascends, it is – to use Marx’s phrase – ‘one-sided,’ and calls for a 
descending answer, provided here by the Nachsatz, a descending scale that returns to the 
tonic in its original octave (Example 5).

Both the Vordersatz and Nachsatz are recognizable individual elements, but neither is 
a complete musical statement: each requires the other for balance, like two sides of an 
equation, or a question and its answer. When this is applied to fuller musical examples, 
the Vordersatz tends toward the dominant, answered by the Nachsatz that returns the 
harmony to the tonic. As an example, we might look at the Rondo finale of the ‘Pathétique’ 
Sonata Op. 13 (Example 6).

If we now turn back to the ‘Waldstein’ Sonata (Example 4), we can see how this smaller 
notion of Satz can be applied: the opening makes its way to the dominant, and would 
be a Vordersatz, but instead of receiving an answer to its question, another question 
arises, or the same question a step lower. These two unanswered questions, a sequence 
of two Vordersätze, combine to form a larger Vordersatz which Marx sees ending at the 
fermata	on	the	dominant	in	bar	13	(Example	7).	In	place	of	the	predictability	of	the	
Period, a question and its answer, it is as though we are listening to a discourse made 
up of open-ended questions.

12 Ibid., 118.

Example 5
Marx, Formation of a Period in Vordersatz and Nachsatz.

Example 6
Beethoven, Rondo finale of the Sonata Op. 13, ‘Pathétique’, bars 1-8.
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Another well-known example in which an opening statement is repeated on a neighboring 
scale	step	is	the	‘Appassionata’	Sonata	Op.	57	(opening	in	Example	8).	Compared	to	the	
‘Waldstein’, Marx describes it as ‘similarly formed but even further worked out.’13 However, 
he goes no further than this observation, concluding that ‘the investigation of this Satz 
[meaning movement, or possibly Hauptsatz] may be left, without further ado, to those 
who would study further.’14 

The sequence of Vordersätze, or unanswered questions, clearly resembles the gestures of 
the ‘Waldstein’: we reach the dominant in bar 3 and begin a new Vordersatz up a step, and 
both reach fermatas on dominant harmonies after this new Vordersatz.
 Looking at these examples, it might be more appropriate to suggest that Marx is not 
describing the form of these works, but rather is examining the rhetoric of their musical 
gestures. And the rhetoric of these Sonatas that begin in Satzform is not one of departure 
and return, but a succession of departures. If we liken the simple Period to the serve and 
return of tennis, Satzform is more like golf, where each stroke takes you further from your 
point of origin.

13 Ibid., 111.

14 Ibid.

Example 7
Beethoven, Sonata Op. 53, ‘Waldstein’, bars 9-13.

Example 8
Beethoven, Sonata Op. 57, ‘Appassionata’, bars 1-8.
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To make this rhetoric clearer, I will contrast the opening statements of two Sonatas, both 
already familiar to us: one which Marx designates as a rondo, and another, a sonata form 
which he described as ‘unusually rich in its content’. In Example 9 is the beginning of  
Op. 54, a so-called first rondo.

In the fourth bar we have not come to the dominant, but the tonic; the first two gestures 
are answered in the third and fourth bars. The work progresses by repeating this four-bar 
statement, and we are back at the tonic in bar 8. In fact, it seems to be a struggle to leave 
the tonic, as each phrase ends there. In contrast, the beginning of Op. 31, No. 3 we saw 
in Example 1 is far more open-ended. The fermata in bar 6 is not on the dominant, but 
intensifies the dominant, as it is a six-four chord – contributing to Marx’s sense of its 
richness. When we do get an answer to this, it barely lands on the tonic before running off 
into an upper octave and repeating there.
 Marx’s focus is thus less on form itself than on forms of continuity. The two examples 
just visited are both continuous, but the rondo is more sectional, the sonata more fluid. 
But Marx is making a larger point: the sonata is a different sort of rhetoric, but one for 
which the rondos are good preparation. In listening to rondos, Marx teaches his students 
or readers to follow and organize the forms as they unfold. When we come to sonata form, 
each unanswered question is to be followed, taken in, comprehended; and as a result, the 
rhetoric of sonata form begins to resemble the stages of a logical argument. One might 
even say that a rondo makes statements in the form of closed Periods while the sonata’s 
succession of Sätze proposes a line of reasoning.
 This contrast is also present on a larger scale between the rondo and sonata when 
it comes to Marx’s Second Part. We might see the presence of the second Seitensatz as 
simply extraneous thematic material; but given Marx’s sense of musical continuity it 
represents more than that. In comparison with sonata form’s organization as an argument, 
the rondo’s second Seitensatz is something not relevant, a tangent, a passage that strays 
from the movement’s topic. Next to this extraordinary distinction between rondos and 
sonatas, to cite details of how specific sonatas continue to explore their material would 
simply amount to tedious description. Marx has already demonstrated how to explore 
thematic possibilities in his sections on the exposition, and this explains his brevity when 
it comes to discussing the development. As he says, ‘both the essential events ... as well as 
the applied laws ... are already familiar to us’.
 We might perhaps put this more strongly and say that what Marx is referring to is 
not just familiar, but constitutes the necessary conditions for his analysis: the constant 
questioning of rondo forms provides the tools for following the form’s continuity, and 
this in turn paves the way for understanding the sonata’s more evolved rhetoric in Satz-
form. This opens many possibilities for us, and I will conclude by mentioning two. First, 
although we all know Marx’s sonata form template, the details of his discussion of this 
whole family of forms is much more sophisticated, and in many ways is not so different 
from our own efforts to understand the multifariousness of sonata form. In Marx we 
can see something of Charles Rosen’s comment that sonata form is more like ‘a way of 

Example 9
Beethoven, Sonata Op. 54, bars 1-4.
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writing,’ as well as Donald Francis Tovey’s grouping of rondos among the ‘Sonata Forms.’ 
Although we are accustomed to thinking of sonata form as discursive, Marx’s priorities 
in discussing these rondo and sonata forms allow a second possibility: that these forms 
may also be part of a larger context in which all forms are discourses, each embodying 
different rhetorical strategies, an idea that allows us to bring a good deal more nuance to 
our readings even of simple ternary or rondo forms.
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