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Imagine a sonata form conceived on such a 
monumental scale that it contains within it-
self the four movements of a symphonic cy-
cle. Such was the ambitious undertaking of a 
handful of composers featured in Steven Van-
de Moortele’s book Two-Dimensional Sonata 
Form: Form and Cycle in Single-Movement 
Instrumental Works by Liszt, Strauss, Schoen-
berg, and Zemlinsky. For Vande Moortele, 
their flawed yet heroic struggle to unite sonata 
form and sonata cycle within a single large-
scale movement arose from the need to con-
front and move beyond the overmastering 
example of Beethoven, whose most admired 
works were both markedly expansive and fully 
integrated (202).
The two-dimensional strategy, so named by 
Vande Moortele after its interlacing of an over-
arching sonata form with the familiar cycle of 
four distinct movement types – first movement, 
slow movement, scherzo, finale – is marked 
from its onset as progressive: ‘Between roughly 
1850 and 1910 … two-dimensional sonata form 
was the locus par excellence of formal innova-
tion in instrumental music.’ (199) After some 
plausible proto-examples of the form (includ-
ing the finale of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony), 
the first free-standing examples arise with the 
New German School, and the form’s final hey-

day occurs with the modernist, though still pre-
atonal, Second Viennese School. In subsequent 
decades, the form makes sporadic appearances 
in neo-tonal works such as Jean Sibelius’ Sev-
enth Symphony or the First Symphony of Sam-
uel Barber. But these later works seem ‘after the 
fact’, and Vande Moortele hews to the progres-
sive mainstream of the form’s history, culling 
nine potent examples from Liszt to Zemlinsky.
If taxonomy is the modus operandi of Vande 
Moortele’s approach, his modus intellegendi is 
that of the Problemgeschichte (‘problem history’), 
through which mutations in formal conventions 
are understood as responses to problems. Thus 
Vande Moortele sums up each new case by not-
ing what problems it solves and also what ten-
sions it leaves unresolved. In his account, the 
‘recapitulation problem’ is perhaps the sharp-
est immediate motivation for two-dimensional 
sonata form. How can one avoid the full reca-
pitulation so valued in the Classical era while 
still honoring the recapitulatory impulse? (54) 
In other words, how can one continue to project 
this core value of the sonata-form ethos without 
following it to the letter? Even to pose this prob-
lem indicates a continued fascination with sona-
ta form on the part of mid-nineteenth-century 
composers, coupled with the certain sense that 
the form in its classical manner was played out.
The fascination extends beyond sonata form 
to the entire sonata cycle, the traditional con-
stellation of four movement types. For Vande 
Moortele the foundational impulse behind 
two-dimensional sonata form is an attempt to 
‘revitalize’ both sonata form and the forms of 
the sonata cycle, to put them back on the pro-
gressive track (200). How? By taking the going 
ingredients of the classical music aesthetic – a 
rhetorical organization comprised of exposi-
tion, development, and recapitulation, a ‘tonal 
dichotomy’ that will eventually be resolved, 
and an ethos of contrastive characters, both in 
theme types and movement types – and adapt-
ing them for the aesthetic marketplace of the 
later nineteenth century.2 Vande Moortele’s 
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1 This review was written at the request of the Editor in Chief, who also prepared it for publication. 

2 ‘Tonal dichotomy’ is Richard Kaplan’s term for one of three sonata-form features that provide historical 

continuity throughout the nineteenth century (the others being thematic duality and a return or recapitulation). 

See ‘Sonata Form in the Orchestral Works of Liszt: The Revolutionary Reconsidered’, 19th-Century Music 8 

(1984), 142-152. Also see Richard Taruskin’s illuminating gloss on Kaplan’s article, in The Oxford History of 

Western Music, Volume 3: The Nineteenth Century, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005, 427-428.
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composers refashion the separate movements 
of the sonata cycle into something like the or-
gans of a new super-organism, while creating a 
new breed of sonata form whose recapitulation 
is less about an exacting symmetry and more 
about linear transformation, less about balance 
and more about history and memory. After all, 
in a thematic world largely characterized by 
continuous transformation rather than rhet-
orical discussion and restatement, a classical-
style recapitulation would sound as an absurd 
nullification of the new ethos. 
The resulting form creates a single – and in 
every case singular – trajectory, forsaking the 
cogent grasp of separate movements for the 
fluid diffusion of an all-inclusive reach. One 
is reminded of the difference between Schil-
ler’s naive and sentimental poets: the former 
(e.g. Homer) undertake to represent a circum-
scribed, finite world, grasping it perfectly, while 
the latter (e.g. Schiller’s own generation) reach 
for a necessarily imperfect representation of in-
finity. And there are other consequential differ-
ences. Unlike the classical symphony, two-di-
mensional sonata form offers no interim clos-
ures, no opportunities to step out of the flow, 
to recalibrate, to take one’s bearings in relative 
silence, apart from and in between the sounds 
of different movements. Thus more stamina is 
required on everyone’s part (some of the same 
stamina that Wagner would require), as music 
moves more deeply into the province of Art 
That Makes Demands (and further away from 
art that merely entertains).
Nor does the new form simply string together 
four movements with some transitions. Rather 
it makes its way with what might be reckoned a 
simultaneous expansion and contraction of its 
formal components. Sonata form is expanded 
to lengths that would have been fantastical in 
earlier generations, sometimes approaching 
forty minutes of music. At the same time, the 
movements of the sonata cycle are contracted 
and sometimes attenuated in respect to their 
usual functions, so as to fit within a single-
movement design. As a result of this mutual 
compromise for the sake of progressive integra-

tion, both the cycle and the sonata form have 
fluid identities that can merge with each other 
at some points and be sharply differentiated at 
others.
Vande Moortele is intent on classifying and 
tracking the flow of these functional identities 
in both dimensions (sonata form and sonata 
cycle). His approach thus represents an advance 
on the older notion of ‘double-function form’, 
which implies that the sonata-form functions 
coincide completely with the quasi-movements 
of the sonata cycle. Vande Moortele’s approach 
can encompass a much greater degree of vari-
ety, for the two dimensions do not march in 
lock-step but are loosely calibrated with each 
other – while the reigning ‘formal idea’ of each 
of his analysands is the same (the combination 
of a large-scale sonata form with a sonata cy-
cle), the ‘formal scheme’ (the exact layout of 
each dimension and the nature of their interac-
tion) varies enormously.3

One of the more intriguing aspects of two-di-
mensional sonata form is the interaction of the 
overarching sonata form with the local sonata 
form of the ‘first movement’. In Liszt’s B Min-
or Piano Sonata, for example, Vande Moortele 
argues that the introduction and main theme 
group are the same for both the local sonata 
form of the ‘first movement’ and the overarch-
ing, global sonata form that constitutes the 
entire composition. In other words, both the 
local formal unit and the entire global form – 
the entire form and its first stage – share the 
same entryway, the same foyer, as it were. But 
what happens next is even more interesting. 
Vande Moortele argues that the ensuing devel-
opment and recapitulation of the local sonata 
form function at the same time as the transi-
tion and subordinate theme group (second-
theme group) of the overarching sonata form. 
That a sonata-form development and recapitu-
lation could also be heard as a transition and 
second theme group on a larger scale reveals an 
interesting property of sonata form: its formal 
functions can be embedded on different scales. 
The transition and onset of the second-theme 
group within the exposition have a similar 

3 Vande Moortele uses these categories of formal scheme and formal idea to create a potentially productive 

binary between normative sonata form and two-dimensional sonata form. In normative sonata form the 

formal scheme is always the same, while the formal idea varies; the reverse is true for two-dimensional 

sonata form (196).
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functional identity to the development and on-
set of the recapitulation: tonal motion toward 
a goal, followed by a well-marked thematic ar-
rival.
This observation could lead to yet another 
way to take in sonata form, as a series of self-
embedding functions. We are primed for such 
an adventure as soon as we consider the tonal/
harmonic language of classical sonata form: the 
polarity of tonic and dominant as key centers 
constitutes the largest-scale harmonic action of 
a classical sonata form, while the same polar-
ity as single chords within a key also regulates 
the syntax of a single phrase, and even smaller 
subsections of a phrase. I am also reminded 
of Melanie Lowe’s well-argued case for three 
sequentially ordered stylistic registers within 
Haydn symphonies (high style, lyric/middle 
style, popular style) that can be heard to inform 
the course of an entire symphony (dramatic, 
declamatory first movement; lyrical slow move-
ment; increasingly popular styles of minuet 
and finale), or the course of many Haydnesque 
expositions (declamatory first theme, lyric sec-
ond theme, popular closing theme), or even the 
course of a Haydnesque first theme (declama-
tory opening, lyrical middle stretch, popular-
sounding cadential formula).4 The property of 
embedding aspects of large-scale design within 
smaller-scale action is readily understood as 
an agent of integrational coherence, one of 
the things that lend the sonata-form impulse 
its perennial vitality. The composers analyzed 
by Vande Moortele seem to be attempting to 
capitalize on this property, by extrapolating it 
outward, so as to create sonata forms simulta-
neously unfolding at different levels as well as 
productive collations of sonata-form functions 
and movement types.5 
In many cases, one or more of the movements 
of the sonata cycle are interpolated within the 
overarching sonata form and do not share any 

of its functions. In Strauss’ Don Juan, for ex-
ample, both slow movement and scherzo are 
interpolated between ‘cores’ of the overarch-
ing development section.6 Thus the flow of the 
overarching sonata form is interrupted with 
interpolated episodes. The two tone poems by 
Liszt that Vande Moortele analyzes exemplify 
the rather more complex issues that arise when 
movements of the sonata cycle share functions 
of the overarching sonata form. In Liszt’s tone 
poem Tasso, the slow movement also functions 
as ‘Main theme 2’ as well as the subordinate 
themes of the overarching sonata form, and the 
scherzo functions as the overarching develop-
ment. The finale, on the other hand, begins af-
ter the recapitulation. This dissociates the finale 
from the recapitulation and allows it to pos-
sess a higher degree of individuation as a fin-
ale. At the outset of Tasso, the first movement 
is attenuated, in that it does not feature a local 
sonata form. It thus sacrifices much of its iden-
tity as a first movement in order to strengthen 
its identity as the opening of an overarch-
ing sonata form. Something like the opposite 
holds for the tone poem Die Ideale. Here the 
first movement boasts a full local sonata form, 
while the finale is coterminous with the over-
arching recapitulation and coda, and is thus 
not very autonomous. In cases like these, Vande 
Moortele invokes what he calls ‘the principle of 
cyclic completion’: in a large-scale sonata form 
in which we hear at least two strongly defined 
movements of the cycle (such as slow move-
ment and scherzo), we can assume the presence 
of the remaining movements, however attenu-
ated. (54-55) Thus the marked presence of two 
movements of the cycle becomes a minimum 
definition of Vande Moortele’s two-dimension-
al sonata form. 
Vande Moortele’s graphic representations en-
hance the cogency of his analyses. Simply to fol-
low these graphs while listening to the music is 

4 See Melanie Lowe, ‘Expressive Paradigms in the Symphonies of Joseph Haydn’, Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton 

University, 1998; and, more recently, Pleasure and Meaning in the Classical Symphony, Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 2007, 54-69.

5 Here the embedding can no longer count on the compelling tonal polarity of the classical composers – both 

because common usage now permits many other large-scale tonal relations and because the embedded 

cogency of the tonal polarity is vastly attenuated by the diffuse layout of the overarching sonata form. Instead, 

two-dimensional sonata form embeds formal functions.

6 In this and many other aspects of his analysis, Vande Moortele follows the terminology of William Caplin 

(8).
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already to achieve an empowering perspective 
on the course of the unfolding form. They fos-
ter an immediate and tangible awareness of the 
two dimensions, with the stations of the over-
arching sonata form laid out on top, the move-
ments of the sonata cycle below, and a band of 
bar numbers in the middle. Thus the requisite 
formal components are as though packaged 
in boxes on either the upper or lower shelf of 
the rectangle. The result is a graspable design 
of surprising utility. Each separate dimen-
sion can be tracked horizontally, while vertical 
juxtapositions urge the listener to hear in two 
dimensions at once. At the same time, a sub-
tle psychological effect obtains, in which each 
composition is literally seen to fill its rectangle 
completely. In other words, the graphic analysis 
consists of an a priori space to be filled; there 
are no ‘defective’ forms. Every two-dimensional 
sonata form will have all the sonata-form func-
tions as well as four distinguishable movement 
types, either identified with sonata-form func-
tions and thus attenuated to some degree or 
interpolated between or within sonata-form 
functions. The graphs carry the operative agen-
da of the analysis in their very form.
Because these analyses are primarily in the 
business of accounting for all the required for-
mal functions, they tend to treat other signifi-
cant musical features only insofar as they relate 
to the compositional challenge of fulfilling the 
formal contract. The showstopping moment 
in Strauss’s Don Juan surely occurs with the 
appearance of the so-called Heldenthema. In 
Vande Moortele’s graph, the theme appears aft-
er the interpolated slow movement, as the first 
item within the continuation of the overarch-
ing development section, and is marked simply 
as ‘new theme’. He characterizes the role of this 
theme as Strauss’s attempt to solve a problem 
– namely, the problem of resuming the over-
arching sonata form after an interpolated slow 
movement that includes a coda. This sounds 
plausible enough, because one can readily hear 
how the Heldenthema ‘reboots’ the movement, 
providing a glorious restart after the slower sec-
tion. But Vande Moortele later observes that the 
‘post-expositional introduction of the Helden-

thema seriously endangers the integrity of the 
overarching sonata form … and with it of the 
composition as a whole’ (98). Solving a local 
problem thus creates a global problem. Moreo-
ver, what is perhaps the most striking arrival 
in the entire tone poem is understood to en-
danger the work’s formal integrity. The case of 
the Heldenthema vividly exemplifies a perhaps 
unavoidable aspect of the methodology of the 
Problemgeschichte: highly individual features 
of a composition are evaluated in terms of the 
constructed history of the generalized form. 
Were we freed of the need to process composi-
tional events exclusively in terms of the shifting 
fortunes of two-dimensional form, we could 
take quite a different tack with Don Juan. For 
example, what if we completely reversed the 
terms of the analysis, and wrapped the rest of 
the form around the Heldenthema? What if we 
envisioned a formal strategy that allows the 
Heldenthema maximal effect as a musical event 
central both to the form and to the dramatic 
ethos of the piece?
As a guide for music analysis, the Problemge-
schichte approach leans heavily on Germanic 
dialectic and has proved to be a remarkably 
hardy intellectual model. Whatever one thinks 
of this model of music history, it is hard not 
to detect a self-conscious, historically bur-
dened awareness at large in these pieces. Vande 
Moortele speaks of the ‘tendency of German 
art music [of this period] to address problems 
of large-scale form in an explicit way.’ (202) At 
stake is the creation of an enhanced afterimage 
of the Classical style, brought about by refash-
ioning and recombining a myriad of its impuls-
es.7 This conscious manipulation and extension 
of valued features from an earlier period readi-
ly invites the Problemgeschichte approach: when 
the composer’s intention regarding formal de-
sign seems so transparent as to be beyond ques-
tion, the resulting composition invites the kind 
of directed scrutiny that would be devoted to 
any attempt to realize a clearly stated aim. The 
operative question becomes ‘How well is the 
formal intention realized?’ This seems a ques-
tion that can actually be answered, by compar-
ing each realization to an imagined aesthetic 

7 This situation is reminiscent of the way the Augustan poet Virgil followed Homer, updating epic ingredients 

in the context of a more self-conscious, literary product, while combining the subjects of both Homeric epics 

(war and wandering) into one trajectory.
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ideal. One might describe the ideal in this case 
as a more potent and commanding sonata form 
combined with a fully integrated sonata cycle 
in a composition of monumental proportion 
and effect. If ever the Problemgeschichte ap-
proach were to gain traction and sustainability, 
it is here, where the relevant compositions seem 
to be asking the same question, posing the same 
problems.
It’s also a good way to tell a story: the twists 
and turns in the course of Vande Moortele’s 
Problemgeschichte give his book shape and flow. 
This is most obvious at the ends of chapters, 
where Vande Moortele punctuates and leavens 
the detailed course of his analyses with summa-
ry postings, in which some compositional solu-
tions are treated as breakthroughs, others as re-
trenchments. The chapters on Liszt and Strauss 
may be said to culminate with the ‘remarkable’ 
degree of co-functionality between the two di-
mensions in Strauss’s Ein Heldenleben. All four 
movements of the sonata cycle identify with 
units of the sonata form: the first movement 
is also the First Group; the Slow movement is 
also Part 2 of the Second Group; the Scherzo 
is a ‘pseudo-core’ of the Development; and the 
Finale is also the end of the Recapitulation and 
the ensuing Coda (98). The following section 
on Schoenberg is particularly rife with striking 
attempts to ‘solve the problems of two-dimen-
sional sonata form’ (176), and thus comes to feel 
like a climactic plateau for the entire book. For 
example, Vande Moortele lauds  Schoenberg’s 
merger of finale with sonata-form coda in Pel-
leas und Melisande, which frees the finale of re-
capitulatory constraints and allows it to assume 
its own form. The finale of Schoenberg’s First 
Chamber Symphony is said to take a different 
tack, merging not only with the coda but also 
with the final section of the recapitulation. The 
result is even more impressive: ‘Schoenberg 
manages to combine the summative aspect of 
a finale – by beginning at the recapitulation of 
the motto and the main theme group – with 
the formal freedom guaranteed by identifying 
most of the finale with the coda.’ (177) And in 
a rather different outcome, one that assumes 
meta-formal consequences, the unmediated 
juxtapositions in the First String Quartet are 

said to ‘highlight the dimensional shift’ instead 
of integrating it; from this, Vande Moortele 
concludes that the quartet expresses reflexively 
an acknowledgment that full integration is im-
possible (155).8

This anti-organicist conceit foreshadows the 
bracing conclusion of the entire book. On his 
final page, Vande Moortele submits that two-
dimensional sonata form is a failure: there is 
no definitive solution to the problems of two-
dimensional sonata form, no fully satisfying 
realization of its underlying formal goal of in-
tegrating sonata form and sonata cycle (202). 
Unlike other proponents of dialectical history, 
such as Hegel and Marx (either Karl or Adolf 
Bernhard!), Vande Moortele never arrives at a 
telos, never rests his case. This is not a matter of 
disappointment; in fact, Vande Moortele sug-
gests that the failure of two-dimensional sonata 
form can register as heroic, a clear signal that 
the stakes are perceived to be very high – noth-
ing less, in fact, than the urge to recognize, and 
be equal to, the historic moment, by seeking to 
extend the effects of Beethovenian monumen-
tality while embracing the energies of an ever 
accelerating modernism.
If these pieces are doomed to fall short of their 
ambitiously imagined formal telos, they suc-
ceed handsomely as thought-provoking, dense-
ly and broadly wrought conceptions of musical 
and historical consequence. Moreover, they all 
gain from being made to associate with each 
other. Pieces that have long spoken for them-
selves – such as Don Juan – find themselves in 
new and revealing contexts, while pieces whose 
designs remain opaque have some new handles. 
Their formal variety is amply documented by 
Vande Moortele, whose readings are confident-
ly assertive yet always cognizant of other possi-
bilities. Taxonomists of form will be eager to try 
him case for case, while many of the rest of us 
will follow these debates with interest. After all, 
the protocols of these pieces are novel enough 
to intrigue, yet familiar enough to stimulate 
once again our sonata-form habits of thought.
While the aesthetic success of these forms lies 
in the rich variety of their configurations, and 
their interest for theorists of form lies in the 
ways this variety can be interpreted and class-

8 Vande Moortele understands this reflexivity as due to the intellectuality of the string quartet genre, as 

opposed to the more public sphere of tone poems (155).
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ified, they promise further rewards as stimu-
lants of new insights into the ways and means 
of sonata form. Two-dimensional sonata form 
shows how sonata form is not only self-em-
bedding in terms of its various functions, but 
also how intra-movement sonata form relates 
to inter-movement sonata cycle, how these 
two dimensions of musical process may be 
said to stem from the same set of fundamental 
musico-aesthetic values. And two-dimensional 
sonata form engages deeply with other conse-
quential forces and tensions in Germanic mu-
sical history. For one, it works in tandem with 
so-called thematic transformation, the pro-
gressive descendant of Classical thematic pro-
cess (thematische Arbeit), thus matching persis-
tent aspects of the ethos of Classical form with 
the newer organicist practice of long-range 
transformation. Next, two-dimensional sonata 
form productively sustains the tension between 
program music and absolute music – its idi-
osyncratic, distinctly profiled trajectories can 
in fact feed both these urges simultaneously 
(yet another way in which this formal strategy 
is two-dimensional). 
Finally, like the symphonies of Bruckner and 
the operas of Wagner, two-dimensional sonata 
form pushes musical continuity and tonal logic 
into ever grander temporal expanses. Thus 
two-dimensional sonata form is implicated 
in most everything that was making waves in 
the mainstream of Western music for well over 
half a century. Following its fortunes can tell us 
much about the course of this mainstream as it 
flows from the Vienna of the High Classical to 
the Vienna of High Modernism, from the be-
ginnings of the long nineteenth century to the 
end of an empire.

(Scott Burnham teaches at Princeton Univer-
sity. He is the author of Beethoven Hero [1995], 
which won the Wallace Berry Award 1996 from 
the Society of Music Theory, and the editor and 
translator of Adolf Bernhard Marx, Musical 
Form in the Age of Beethoven: Selected Writ-
ings on Theory and Method [1996].)

TvM_16_#3_nov_2011_5.indd   247 21-11-11   16:57


