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The Anticipated Tonic in Beethoven’s 
Recapitulations

The point of recapitulation in a Classical sonata form is generally characterized by the 
‘double return’ of the movement’s opening theme (the thematic return) with tonic harmony 
(the tonal return). Since tonic harmony has usually not been emphasized for some time, its 
reappearance with the primary theme becomes a powerful means of articulating the form, 
one that cannot be effected by either return alone. Thus it is striking that, in Beethoven’s 
sonata forms, one finds tonic harmony sounded immediately before the thematic return, 
a tactic that even extends to other similar forms such as sonata-rondo and rounded binary. 
What results in these cases is what I call an anticipated tonic, which draws the tonal return 
back into the preceding section. Although anticipated tonics may take several forms, they 
all serve to separate the tonal return from the thematic return and therefore to soften the 
articulation of ‘the return’.

The point of recapitulation is a pivotal moment in a Classical sonata form, for it is generally 
characterized by the ‘double return’ of the movement’s opening theme (the thematic 
return) with tonic harmony (the tonal return). And since tonic harmony has usually 
not been emphasized for some time, its reappearance when paired with the primary 
theme (P-theme) becomes a powerful means of articulating the form, one that, as James 
Webster indicates, cannot be effected by either return alone (2001: 688). Thus it is striking 
that, in Beethoven’s sonata forms, one not infrequently finds tonic harmony sounded 
immediately before the thematic return, a tactic that even extends to other similar forms 
such as sonata-rondo and rounded binary. What results in these cases is what I call an 
anticipated tonic, which draws the tonal return back into the preceding section. Although 
anticipated tonics may take several forms, they all serve to separate the tonal return from 
the thematic return and therefore to soften the articulation of ‘the return’. Recent thought 
on sonata form has tended to emphasize tonal considerations over thematic ones, and 
as a result, the frequent lack of coordination between the tonal and thematic return in 
Beethoven’s recapitulations has been overlooked. In Elements of Sonata Theory, however, 
James Hepokoski and Warren Darcy favor the thematic return over the tonal return in 
difficult cases and thus, as will be seen, provide an ideal foundation on which to base a 
study of Beethoven’s anticipated tonics.
 The importance of the anticipated tonic in Beethoven’s oeuvre becomes clear when 
viewed as part of a larger compositional strategy that he began to employ regularly in works 
of his middle period and continued to develop throughout the rest of his career, namely the 
promotion of a greater musical continuity through the weakening of boundaries between 
phrases, sections, and even entire movements. Perhaps the clearest manifestation of this 
trend is in Beethoven’s treatment of cadences. As Michael Broyles observes:

In Beethoven’s early compositions closure is often delayed in order to produce tension, 
but closure is expected, and it is usually clear when (rhythmically) and where (tonally) it 
should occur. Beethoven may postpone the fulfillment of goals, but there is little ambiguity 
regarding these goals. In works after the Eroica closure is either less clear or less strongly 
anticipated because the goals themselves are obscured (Broyles 1987: 224).
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Similarly, William Kinderman (1989: 63) has noted that, in the late works in particular, 
Beethoven’s ‘tendency to obscure formal landmarks within individual movements, such 
as cadences … is itself the product of a concern with formal continuity applied to larger 
dimensions of the music.’ Two of the most common means by which Beethoven obscures 
these cadential goals are through what I have elsewhere (2010) termed the closural function 
(cadential chords that include an inversion of the dominant chord, end on a dominant 
seventh, or are approached through a pedal point) and the separated cadence (where the 
melody, bass, and inner parts are not simultaneous in completing a perfect authentic 
cadence).
 Another way in which Beethoven increased continuity in his middle- and late-period 
works was through melody. As Broyles explains, late-eighteenth-century Viennese music 
was characterized by two styles of classicism, what he calls ‘symphony style’ and ‘sonata 
style’, each of which was defined largely by its treatment of melody: 

the symphony style emphasizes supra-period activity; gestures tend toward the larger units, 
creating a sense of melodic sweep through the binding or overlapping of cadences. … In 
the sonata style, however, elaboration, nuance, and detail play a much greater role, and 
cadences are heard more as actual divisions between which the manipulation of motivic 
figures is centered (Broyles 1987: 15).

Hence, melody tends to be continuous in symphony style and more discontinuous in 
sonata style. Through the course of his entire study, Broyles demonstrates that one of the 
key developments in Beethoven’s stylistic transformation was the retention of symphony 
style’s melodic elisions at cadences, which led to the sense of breadth and spaciousness in 
many of the middle and late works. Along the same lines, between movements, Beethoven 
also provided linking passages, clear motivic references, and recollections of previous 
movements more frequently in the middle and late periods. In the late period in particular, 
even the boundaries of the work itself began to be undermined, as Broyles notes, the 
beginning through such devices as the in medias res opening of the Piano Sonata, Op. 
101, and the ex nihilo beginning of the Ninth Symphony, and the ending through a final 
cadence that ‘functions less as closure than as an interruption of a musical process whose 
continuation is implied, but with the ending chords, can no longer be heard.’ (1987: 224)
Within sonata-form movements, one other prominent means that Beethoven’s music 
became more continuous was in his treatment of the medial caesura – the textural gap 
between the transition and secondary theme. As I have shown elsewhere (2013), from the 
middle period on, Beethoven increasingly preferred medial caesuras that were obscured 
through harmonic and textural means, thus blurring the boundary between the two 
groups and creating a more seamless connection.
 It is within this context that Beethoven’s anticipated tonics are best understood, for, 
far from simply being an isolated group of harmonic quirks, they are rather part of the 
broader compositional impetus to enhance the continuity of his works by reducing the 
sense of separation between phrases. The remainder of this essay is divided into two main 
parts. The first part summarizes recent views on sonata recapitulations and explains why 
an emphasis on the thematic return offers a more convincing conceptualization of the 
point of recapitulation. And the second part establishes three categories of anticipated 
tonic found in Beethoven and examines several instances of each in detail.

Recent Views on the Point of Recapitulation
Most of the recent scholarly literature on the structure of sonata form poses two 
significant difficulties in defining the point of recapitulation. First, the vast majority 
of work focuses on the exposition, leaving precious little said about the recapitulation 
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(or even the development, for that matter).1 Second, even when authors mention the 
recapitulation, they typically do not address the definition of its starting point. Most 
often one must infer their views from one or two brief comments. Compounding these 
problems is the fact that authors who discuss situations in which the thematic and tonal 
returns are separated are by no means unanimous. Webster himself is non-committal 
when it comes to exceptional treatments of the point of recapitulation:

The recapitulation almost always enters unambiguously with the ‘simultaneous return’ of 
the opening theme in the tonic. When two or more themes [i.e., melodic ideas, not sen-
tences, periods, and the like] occur in the first group (not the transition), the return to 
the tonic may coincide with the second of these; the opening theme then appears earlier 
in a foreign key (Beethoven, Sonata Op. 10, No. 2), immediately afterwards in the tonic 
(Beethoven, String Quartet Op. 59, No.1), or as a coda following the second group (Haydn, 
String Quartet Op. 50, No. 3). (Webster 2001: 693)

Although it is clear that Webster considers these situations to contain a recapitulation, he 
refrains from stating where it begins in each case, preferring instead to indicate where the 
two separate returns occur. Consequently, it is unclear whether he favors one return over 
the other or whether he believes ambiguity to be the point in such situations.2 
 Other authors, when faced with a separation of the two returns, tend to select one 
or the other as defining the moment of recapitulation. Charles Rosen stresses the tonal 
return as the more fundamental aspect of the recapitulation, contending that

in continuing to use the term recapitulation we must not assume that the eighteenth-centu-
ry composer was required to begin at the head with the first theme, or that he had to go over 
the whole of the exposition. Indeed, it was possible to begin anywhere in the first group. … 
Returning to the tonic with bar 3 or bar 5 of the opening theme is a stereotype of the middle 
of the eighteenth century (Rosen 1988: 285).

He then illustrates with a sonata in F#  minor by C.P.E. Bach, of which he states that 
‘the return [i.e., recapitulation] begins with bar 3 at the tonic after the first two bars 
have appeared in D major.’ Clearly, for Rosen, the tonal return marks the start of the 
recapitulation, so long as it coincides with any material from the P-theme and not 
necessarily its beginning.
 This prioritization of the tonal return is shared by William E. Caplin, who, in 
discussing the absence of a thematic return with the ‘deletion of the main-theme opening’ 
in ‘recapitulations’, remarks that

it might be questioned whether we should even speak of a ‘recapitulation’ function when 
the main theme’s basic idea [i.e., opening material] is not brought back. After all, this re-
quirement, above all others, distinguishes the small ternary from the small binary, and in 

1 See, for instance, Rothstein (1989: 110-120), which gives a general summary of sonata form, then a 

more detailed section on the exposition, but no corresponding sections on either the development or 

recapitulation. Similarly, in the recent collection, Bergé et al. (2009), the two essays whose focus is on form 

(those by William E. Caplin and James Hepokoski) devote almost all their discussion to the exposition of the 

sonata’s first movement (in the Caplin, the entire discussion is on the exposition, in the Hepokoski, there 

are seventeen pages on the exposition but three on the recapitulation). See also Schmalfeldt (2011), which, 

although it incorporates discussion of recapitulations, likewise focuses largely on passages from sonata 

expositions.

2 Incidentally, the last situation Webster mentions I would call Hepokoski and Darcy’s Type 2 sonata, which 

lacks a true recapitulation.
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the case of the latter, recapitulation function is not recognized even if material occurring 
later in the first part is brought back at the end of the second part. But since it is so tradi-
tional to label the main section following the development a recapitulation, the practice can 
still be maintained despite these theoretical concerns. After all, one of the principal func-
tions of a recapitulation – to restore to the home key any material originally presented in 
the subordinate key – is nevertheless fulfilled even when significant parts of the main theme 
and transition are eliminated (Caplin 1998: 173).

In Schenkerian theory, the idea of recapitulation gives way to the return of the Kopfton 
and tonic Stufe as defining the second half of an interrupted Ursatz. While the beginning 
of this second half usually corresponds with the point of recapitulation, the two are 
not equivalent concepts. In the famously unusual example of the first movement of 
Beethoven’s Piano Sonata in F major, Op. 10, No. 2, Schenker himself stresses hearing the 
true Kopfton only with the tonic Stufe, once the music has regained the tonic chord, hence 
placing the structural weight on the tonal return (1979: 137).
 Contrary to these views, a few scholars have instead emphasized the importance of 
the thematic return in defining the point of recapitulation. Leonard Ratner, for instance, 
contends that ‘while a strong return to the tonic at the beginning of the recapitulation has 
dramatic force, it is not essential to the harmonic unity of the form, since the end of part 
II provides the confirmation’ (1980: 229 – emphasis original). 
 This prioritization of the thematic return is made more explicit in Hepokoski and 
Darcy’s view of recapitulations. For them, a sonata form is based on the idea of rotation, in 
which the order of thematic elements established in the exposition is cycled through one 
or more additional times over the remainder of the movement. In a Type 3 (‘textbook’) 
sonata, these additional rotations include both the development and the recapitulation, 
hence the authors’ claim that the recapitulation ‘begins with the layout’s first module (P1) 
and continues until the last one has been sounded’ (2006: 231). This definition allows for 
flexibility in the tonal setting of the recapitulation’s P1, as they explain:

From time to time one comes across what appears to be a Type 3 sonata whose rhetorical 
recapitulation begins in a nontonic key. This is signaled by the start of an off-tonic recapitu-
latory rotation after a separate section of development. ... Here the normative Type 3 prin-
ciple of the ‘double return’ is subjected to a deformation. The rebeginning of the P-theme 
and the reinstating of the tonic are again incongruent. They do not happen simultaneously 
(Hepokoski and Darcy 2006: 260).

Thus, a thematic return that sounds ahead of a tonal return is still regarded as the point 
of recapitulation, though one that has undergone a ‘deformation’ of the normative 
double return. This perspective offers an attractive consistency in defining the point 
of recapitulation in difficult situations since it allows for the differentiation of sonata-
form types based on this principle (Hepokoski and Darcy’s Type 2 and Type 3, described 
below), and for the recognition of a recapitulation even when there is a high degree of 
harmonic play, as there often is in Beethoven.
 Consider movements in which the head of the P-theme (P1.1) never returns, and 
the movement leads from a development section straight into later material from the 
P-theme, the transition, or even the secondary theme (S-theme). Such cases are large-
scale expansions of balanced binary form, in which the end of the second reprise parallels 
the end of the first reprise. On both the small scale and the large, the restatement of 
material is not a new beginning, but a continuation of material that began the second 
reprise. Indeed, this is essentially Hepokoski and Darcy’s argument for viewing the 
large-scale structure as a Type 2 sonata, which includes an exposition and development 
but lacks a true recapitulation, rather than a Type 3, which comprises an exposition, 
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development, and recapitulation (2006: 353-355). Hence, as these authors point out, the 
tonal return in such situations is more appropriately termed a ‘tonal resolution’ rather 
than a recapitulation.
 By this same reasoning, a thematic return that precedes a tonal return can aptly 
be called a recapitulation. In such situations, however, we cannot be sure that we are 
hearing the recapitulation the moment it enters since the non-tonic harmonization 
suggests that it may still be part of the development section. The difference hinges on 
whether P1.1 is restated at the tonic. If so, then the later P1.1 clearly becomes the point of 
recapitulation, and the earlier statement a failed attempt at the same. Without this second 
statement, we are forced to accept the off-tonic P1.1 as an unusual, deformational start to 
the recapitulation. This is precisely what happens, for example, with the D major reprise 
of Beethoven’s Op. 10, No. 2. Because a more normative point of recapitulation in the 
tonic fails to materialize, the thematic return of P1.1 in D major becomes a deformational 
opening to that part of the form.
 Because I consider the point of recapitulation to be defined by the thematic return, a 
tonal return that is sounded immediately in advance thus becomes an anticipated tonic 
that precedes the recapitulation. And the same applies to similar structures that include 
one or more thematic returns like sonata-rondo and even small-scale forms such as 
rounded binary.

Beethoven and the Anticipated Tonic
In examining Beethoven’s recapitulations and thematic returns, including those of 
rounded binary and any of the returns in a rondo or sonata-rondo, it becomes clear that 
anticipated tonics generally fall into three distinct categories, shown schematically in 
Figure 1. These categories are ordered by an increasing degree of complexity. In the most 
complex instances, Beethoven applies more than one method of blurring the point of 
recapitulation, fusing two categories. Classification of anticipated tonics along these lines 
is intended to align with the level of clarity in the point of recapitulation and thus accord 
with the degree of perceptibility of this moment in the form.
 Category 1 entails an early and unambiguous tonic harmony or tonic pedal that places 
the tonal return before the thematic return. In Category 2, the function of a non-tonic 
harmony is converted to tonic, which then leads to the thematic return. And in Category 
3, there are two statements of P1.1- or P0-material, both supported by tonic harmony, but 
the recapitulation is ultimately heard to begin only with the second statement, rendering 
the first an early tonic.3

i) Category 1 Anticipated Tonics
In Category 1, the anticipated tonic is a clearly tonic-functioning harmony or pedal that 
sounds the tonal return ahead of the thematic return. Its perceptual effect depends on 
how it interacts with the grouping structure of the surrounding music, which occurs in 
two different ways. In the simplest cases, the tonic note or chord marks the tonal return 
at the end of a structural group, and that group is separate from the thematic return, 
which follows immediately thereafter. This disjunct anticipated tonic, as it may be called, 
provides such a strong sense of closure that it renders the return unexpected.
 One of the simplest manifestations of this technique occurs in the scherzo of the Piano 
Sonata, Op. 27, No. 1, shown in Example 1. In this rounded binary form in C minor, the 
thematic return occurs at m. 25 with P1.1, but notice how this return is approached: 

3 On ‘P0’, cf. Hepokoski and Darcy: ‘A zero designation – P0, S0, and (the rarer) C0 – indicates the results of 

an interpretive decision that proposes either that the module at hand displays an overt preparatory function 

(often in the sense of ‘get ready!’) or that the initial module conveys the sense of something ‘destabilized’ or 

not yet fully moored to tonic root-support’ (2006: 72).
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the entire B section is based on a varied two-step sequence, the first step ending on iv 
as a local tonic and the second ending on the home tonic. Since the home tonic marks 
an end to the sequence before the thematic return, it constitutes a disjunct anticipated 
tonic. Neither the harmony nor the grouping structure give any indication that we are 
about to hear a defining moment in the form. The result is a thematic return that is 
unprepared by the typical phrase-ending dominant harmony. Indeed, it is not difficult 
to imagine the sequence being carried forth another step to move from i to V through, 
say, an augmented sixth chord. But without such a signal, the thematic return enters 
unprompted and as though spontaneous, an entirely appropriate expression for a sonata 

17b

24

c:

Tonal
Return

Thematic
Return

Example 1
Category 1: anticipated tonic; Piano Sonata, Op. 27, No. 1, III, mm. 17-30.

Figure 1
The three categories of anticipated tonic in thematic returns.
a) Category 1: early tonic harmony or tonic pedal.

b) Category 2: functional conversion to early tonic harmony.

 
c) Category 3: early P1.1 material sounded at tonic.
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titled ‘quasi una fantasia’. More broadly, however, this disjunct type of anticipated tonic 
is found in the relatively small form of rounded binary and usually arises naturally as the 
goal of a sequence.4

 Another way in which an early tonic harmony or pedal may interact with the grouping 
structure involves a dominant preparation that leads to an early tonic and, from there, 
into the thematic return. The music associated with this transitional anticipated tonic 
contains elements of both the dominant preparation and the recapitulation, and hence 
begins to blur the boundary between the two. With this type of anticipated tonic, the 
result is a tension between the function of preparation on the one hand, as signaled by the 
preceding dominant preparation, and on the other hand the function of resolution with 
the tonal return. 

4 Other examples include the Sixth Symphony, III, mm. 49-52; the Violin Sonata in G major, Op. 96, III, Trio, 

m. 52; and the String Quartet in C# minor, Op. 131, VI, mm. 13-14. Even in the Piano Sonata in E minor, Op. 

90, II, m. 24, the phrase ending with the anticipated tonic begins with a sequence.

166

Violin

Violoncello

Piano

171

176

(pizz.)
Premature Dominant Arrival

(pizz.)

pedal 6/4

Example 2
Category 1: anticipated tonic; ‘Archduke’ Trio, Op. 97, I, mm. 166-191.
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The most familiar piece to include this type of anticipated tonic is the sonata-form finale 
of the Fifth Symphony. There, of course, just as we expect the recapitulation to emerge, we 
are treated to a recall of the scherzo movement at the end of the development section after a 
standing on the dominant. Soon enough, this scherzo recall provides a home-key half cadence 
and another standing on the dominant, in preparation for the recapitulation once again. This 
time, however, beneath the dominant harmony, a slow tremolo on the tonic note enters in the 
timpani four measures before the thematic return. After two measures of this tremolo, the tonic 
note is reinforced by the same slow tremolo in the cellos and basses, now with a crescendo, and 
the recapitulation is dramatically marked by the fortissimo thematic return two measures later. 
Although there is no ambiguity as to the point of recapitulation here, the anticipated tonic 
creates the effect of an anacrusis to the recapitulation, as though to suggest that the dominant 
chord has already reached its point of resolution, while the dominant harmony that persists 
overtop continues the standing on the dominant of the scherzo recall’s end.5 Thus, there is a 
momentary tension between the functions of preparation and resolution. 
 The transitional anticipated tonic may, however, be treated with a great deal more 
complexity. A wonderfully odd example occurs in the ‘Archduke’ Trio, Op. 97, shown in 
Example 2.6 At m. 168 of the development section, the dominant of the home key, Bb major, 
enters with a premature dominant arrival.7 This dominant is then prolonged at length, moving 
unexpectedly through a pedal 6

4 in mm. 177-180 (subtly foreshadowing the early tonic) and 
reaching the final dominant at m. 181. At this point, purely dominant harmony is maintained 
until m. 188, where the melody chromatically winds its way down to the tonic Bb in the second 
half of the measure. With the downbeat articulation of a Bb major triad at the start of m. 
189, it becomes possible to hear tonic harmony colored with the subdominant leanings of 

5 Of course, this anticipated tonic first appeared with the link from the original scherzo into the finale. There, 

however, the tonic was somewhat subtler as it appeared only in the timpani, the bass of the passage instead 

being the dominant G.

6 All references to works are to the first movement unless specified otherwise.

7 Caplin defines a ‘premature dominant arrival’ as ‘a dominant arrival that appears before the end of the 

prevailing melodic-motivic and phrase-structural processes’ (1998: 256).

181

188

arco

arco

V_________________ (etc.)

Tonal Return (or Tonal Return here) Thematic Return

I_______________________________________________________________________
(or I____________________________________________)
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Gb and C b (which are surely a reference to the strong subdominant emphasis in the P-theme 
itself). And yet at the same time, the sense of a dominant prolongation has not entirely been 
abandoned, especially given that the register of the cello’s low dominant note at m. 177, when 
the 6

4 appeared, does not return until m. 190, where it grounds the harmony in the tonic. 
Thus, these two measures function as an extension of the development that simultaneously 
suggests the kind of resolution generally reserved for the moment of recapitulation. This 
sort of hermeneutic tension is characteristic of the transitional anticipated tonic in general, 
which always involves a dominant preparation that leads to a clear and early tonic. Due to its 
complex and highly connective nature, this type of anticipated tonic tends not to occur in the 
small sectional form of rounded binary but in the more organically driven sonata form.8

 The situation in the String Quartet in F major, Op. 59, No. 1, may appear to be a variation 
of the anticipated tonic idea since the return of P1.1 at m. 254 is immediately preceded by 
an implied 6

4 of tonic function that clearly anticipates the well-known tonic 6
4 that begins 

the exposition’s P-zone. This view would assume, however, that P1.1 marks the point of 
recapitulation, in accordance with the definition established earlier. But what is so peculiar 
about this example is its reordering of P-material from the exposition: the two themes from 
the original P-zone, P1 (m. 1) and P2 (after the dramatic arrival in m. 19), are here arranged 
in the order P2, P1! While it is true that P1 appears only with m. 254, the P-zone as a whole 
begins to be recapitulated with P2 at m. 242. To understand P2 as occurring outside of the 
recapitulation, and hence part of the development, is to miss out on Beethoven’s delightful 
play on the form here. In other words, given that this is a first movement by Beethoven, our 
expectations are for the recapitulation to begin with P1.1 in the manner of a Type 3 sonata. The 
sounding of P2 in the tonic and after a standing on the dominant is bewildering at this point 
in the form and prompts us to wonder what has become of P1. Were the piece to continue on 
to the transition and S-theme without having sounded P1, we would be forced to understand 
the movement’s form as a Type 2 sonata. When P1 finally enters at m. 254, the effect is of 
having retrieved something that seemed utterly lost, a pleasant surprise of sorts. Although the 
thematic return would seem to place the point of recapitulation at this later location, such 
an interpretation would preclude this sense of loss and recovery that is crucial to Beethoven’s 
playful game of expectations.9

ii) Category 2 Anticipated Tonics
Category 2 anticipated tonics involve a harmony with the same sonority as the tonic 
that changes function to become an early tonic. Depending on the initial function of the 

8 Other sonata-form examples include the ‘Hammerklavier’ Sonata, Op. 106, III, m. 87, where a tonic chord 

on a single eighth-note beat serves to anticipate the recapitulation; and the Namensfeier Overture, Op. 115,  

m. 164, where a tonic pedal enters a half-measure before the recapitulation, though after a diversion through 

the subdominant. Notice that in both cases, the anticipatory effect of the tonic is heightened by the preceding 

and relatively long dominant preparation. One exceptional instance of a transitional anticipated tonic within 

a rounded binary occurs in the Fourth Symphony, III, Trio, mm. 138-140.

9 Scholarship on this movement is divided along three main lines of thought. There are those who hear 

the recapitulation only with P1 at m. 254: Marliave (1928: 67-68), Mason (1947: 90), Radcliffe (1978: 52), 

Konold (1983:114), and Hepokoski and Darcy (2006: 218). Then there are those who, like myself, hear the 

recapitulation as beginning with a reversed ordering of the P-zone’s modules: Helm (1921: 50-51), Abraham 

(1942: 15-16), (implicitly so) Kerman (1966: 99), (again, implicitly so) Lam (1975: 40), (as mentioned above) 

Ratner (1995: 105), and Lockwood e.a. (2008: 112). Finally, Steinberg (1994: 179) prefers to remain non-

committal in his placement of the recapitulation. Of course, hearing this passage as a reversal of the order of 

modules in the P-zone contradicts Hepokoski and Darcy’s principle of rotation, which proceeds only in the 

forward direction – hence their view that the recapitulation begins at m. 254. However, since I believe that 

Beethoven’s formal play here is crucial to an understanding of the movement’s structure, I allow for some 

flexibility within the rotational idea.
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chord, these converted anticipated tonics fall into one of three types: a cadential 6
4 chord 

becoming a tonic, a subdominant chord becoming a tonic, and a harmony of unclear 
function becoming tonic. Interpretively, this is a more challenging category than the 
first, as the precise moment of tonal return cannot be pinned down. But because 
the harmony’s functional conversion requires some room to take place, Category 
2 anticipated tonics occur primarily within the larger forms of sonata and sonata-
rondo.
 Early tonics that begin as a cadential 6

4 are a fascinating intersection of Beethoven’s 
predilection for anticipated tonics and for unusual treatments of 6

4 chords. The Piano 
Sonata in E minor, Op. 90, exemplifies this situation.10 The harmony that enters at m. 130 is 
clearly a cadential 64 as it is preceded by viio7/V, and by the time it reaches the recapitulation 
at the pickup to m. 144, it is clearly tonic, but where exactly is the chord’s function 
converted? Although the dominant bass note B drops out at m. 131, it is not difficult to 
hear it as implied through this measure, especially as the texture remains the same. At m. 
132, however, the supporting arpeggio in the left hand falls away to leave a bare texture of 
imitations between the hands. Is the implied bass note in these measures the dominant B 
or the tonic E? A true bass is only restored at the thematic return, rendering it impossible 
to pinpoint any precise moment for the start of tonic harmony. But of course, that is the 
whole point – the passage represents a process of functional conversion from dominant to 
tonic. Thus, the end of the development and the beginning of the recapitulation are bound 
together harmonically, a relationship that is further strengthened by the metamorphosis 
of the melody from a conventional scalar figure (m. 130) to the characteristic material of 
P1.1 at the recapitulation.11

 In the second type of Category 2, the function of a chord is transformed from 
subdominant into tonic. Once again, it is impossible to locate a specific moment that 
this transformation takes place as confirmation is provided only with the thematic 
return. The most expansive treatment of this procedure occurs in the finale of the 
Triple Concerto, Op. 56, shown in Example 3. In this C major sonata-rondo, the second 
theme in G major begins at m. 76 with a sentence presentation that outlines the familiar 
melodic pattern of 

^
8-

^
7 answered by 

^
4-

^
3. This presentation is promptly repeated with 

variation then proceeds to a continuation that reaches subdominant harmony at m. 89, 
then on to complete a perfect authentic cadence in G at m. 93. This cadence elides with 
a repetition of the entire sentence, but this time, with the sounding of V7/IV at m. 98, 
the solo violin soars to a high Fn , placing more emphasis on the tonicizing chord than 
before and perhaps already presaging that the phrase’s turn to C major is a permanent 
modulation rather than a temporary tonicization. With the arrival on the subdominant 

10 Another example is the well-known instance in the Fourth Symphony, mm. 305-332.

11 Tovey aptly sums up the harmonic strangeness of the passage when he remarks that ‘the 6
4 chord is 

evaporating while awaiting its resolution; the anxious voices ask, Where? Where? When? and How? – and all 

the time the answer is “Here and now”; and the answer is at last given without troubling to remind us that 

the 64 has not been resolved’ (1931: 201). Moreover, while it may seem that Tovey rails against the melodic 

derivation of the main theme from the scalar figure in m. 130 (‘if the main point lay in the ingenious thematic 

transformation, those critics would be justified who find it far-fetched’), what he is in fact denying is that we 

are aware of the derivation as it takes place: ‘an essential point of the passage is that the figure (y) [the scalar 

figure] is the most casual of accidents. The main theme is made to emerge dramatically from something 

as nearly nothing as can be embodied in sounds at all.’ By contrast, Rosen maintains that ‘the underlying 

harmony of the passage is to be understood as a tonic chord throughout. (Since the B in the bass has never 

been resolved, one can hear this as an implied 64 tonic chord)’ (2002: 209-210). Certainly there is an element 

of tonic function embedded in the passage (otherwise the progression from 6
4 to tonic would never work), 

but to declare fully in its favor is surely to ignore the clear dominant function that the chord first possesses 

at m. 130 and that it could continue to possess throughout the passage alongside a tonic function.
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chord at m. 100, the two measures of driving triplet sixteenths are expanded to six, then 
come to a sudden halt. This break in texture diverges from the first statement of the 
theme and forces us to question just where the music is headed. Immediately after 
the textural break, we are teased with the rhythmic motive of the opening theme of 
the movement, now more strongly suggesting that this C major harmony may be an 
anticipated tonic to the opening theme. But because this view is not confirmed until 

76

Vln.

Vc.

Pno.

Orch.

79

Vln.

Vc.

Pno.

Orch.

Second Theme - Sentence Presentation

pizz.

Presentation

Example 3
Category 2: anticipated tonic; Triple Concerto, Op. 56, III, mm. 76-122.

82

Vln.

Vc.

Pno.

Orch.

85

Vln.

Vc.

Pno.

Orch.

Continuation
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we reach the thematic return at m. 119, the tonal return is manifested over a span of 
music rather than at a distinct moment.12

12 A less ambitious instance of this type of Category 2 may be found in the early period in the finale of the Violin 

Sonata in A major, Op. 12, No. 2, III, mm. 72-83. Here, Beethoven employs the same pattern of statement, 

repetition, and diversion, but only with the cadential portion of the phrase instead of its entirety. Interestingly, 

the subdominant of the dominant comes to the same sudden halt before continuing on with the same 

harmony. Other examples of the converted subdominant include the ‘Emperor’ Concerto, Op. 73, II, m. 44, 

and the String Quartet in C# minor, Op. 131, II, mm. 78-83.

88
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Vc.
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Orch.
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(Subdominant harmony)
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Example 3 (continued) 
Category 2: anticipated tonic; Triple Concerto, Op. 56, III, mm. 76-122.
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Continuation (Subdominant harmony)
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In the third type of Category 2, the anticipated tonic starts out as a harmony of unclear 
function because of a thin texture or an unsettled key. Unlike the other anticipated 
tonics in this category, the harmony of this type permits more than one interpretation 
at its very outset, one of which is as a true tonic. But ironically, because this possibility 
is not the most plausible, it comes as a surprise when it is fully realized. This situation 
arises in the Seventh Symphony, shown in Example 4. Here, the recapitulation is marked 
by the thematic return of P1.1 at m. 278. The development section reaches its final stage 
at m. 271, where a bare unison texture on the note E suggests a premature dominant 
arrival and subsequent dominant preparation in the home key of A major. At m. 276, 
C#  enters in the winds, which, together with the E, suggests an A major chord. But is 
this A major chord a prolongation of the implied dominant harmony that precedes it 

102
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Vc.

Pno.

Orch.
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Vln.

Vc.

Pno.

Orch.

Tonal Return?

Example 3 (continued) 
Category 2: anticipated tonic; Triple Concerto, Op. 56, III, mm. 76-122.
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(as though over an E pedal), or rather an emerging arpeggio of tonic harmony? On the 
one hand, it is only the cellos and basses that provide the bass line from the G#  pickup 
to m. 268 to the E on the downbeat of m. 276. And they certainly perform the same 
function on the third sixteenth beat of m. 278, where they sound the bass A (the first A 
of that measure is in the horns and timpani). If one hears the bass line as residing with 
these instruments throughout the passage in question, then the harmony of mm. 276 
and 277 would effectually be a 64 chord that prolongs the implied dominant function of 
m. 271. In fact, the chord in mm. 271-275 could well be a prolonged cadential 6

4 from 
its entrance at m. 271 in that the skips from E down to C#  suggest that the C#  may be 
a chord tone. This is especially implied by the use of the motive in the three preceding 
measures, where the descending third seems to outline chord tones. 
 On the other hand, it is difficult to deny the importance of the physically lowest notes 
in the texture: the C#  in m. 276 (sounded in the second bassoon) and the A in m. 277 
(sounded in the horns and timpani). Thus, in terms of sonorities, the chord we hear in 
m. 276 is a first-inversion A major triad, and in m. 277, a root-position A major triad. In 
short, it is impossible to locate a precise moment of tonal return even though it is clear 
that it has already occurred by the time the thematic return is achieved.13 The approach to 
the recapitulation in such cases is therefore unusually smooth due to both the anticipated 
tonic and the undivided grouping structure this converted harmony provides.14

13 Interestingly, the four measures preceding the thematic return are an enhanced version of the first four measures 

of the exposition (mm. 63-66), which act as an introduction to the P-theme (or a P0-module) and include the same 

anticipated-tonic effect. But when these measures recur just before the thematic return, they are so inextricably 

bound to what precedes them harmonically, motivically, texturally, and dynamically, that one is rather persuaded to 

hear them as a natural extension of the development section. This change adds to the surprise of the passage in 

that we hear familiar measures of music, but contextualized differently as they are ‘reassigned’ to the development.

14 Other examples of this type of converted anticipated tonic include the First Symphony, III, mm. 43-44; the finale 

of the Eighth Symphony, mm. 157-161 (though in this case, matters are complicated by a P-incipit in the wrong key 

immediately beforehand); and the String Quartet in A minor, Op. 132, II, mm. 66-70 (where the minor mode leads 

to the proper major).

267

272

276

Premature Dominant 
Arrival

Dominant Preparation

Thematic Return

Tonal Return?

Example 4
Category 2: anticipated tonic; Seventh Symphony, Op. 92, mm. 267-279.
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iii) Category 3 Anticipated Tonics
Unlike the previous two categories, in which the thematic return of P is an event distinct 
from the tonal return, Category 3 anticipated tonics always include a dual statement of 
P-material and thus play even more heavily on one’s expectations. In these cases, both 
statements of P-material are harmonized with the tonic but the point of recapitulation 
occurs with the second statement. What results is a complex interpretive situation 
in which the first statement of P is, or becomes, a false thematic return that occurs 
simultaneously with the true tonal return. Because the second statement of P produces a 
‘better’ or ‘corrected’ version of the first statement, we understand, perhaps in retrospect, 
that the thematic return occurs only with this second statement. The first statement 
then becomes a part of the preceding section instead. For this reason, the structure of 
Category 3 anticipated tonics may be described as ‘stutter-start returns’, which occur 
almost exclusively within sonata-form movements.
 An excellent example of the kinds of intricacies involved in stutter-start returns 
occurs in the String Quartet in G major, Op. 18, No. 2, shown in Example 5. A dominant 
preparation begins with a premature dominant arrival at m. 135 (not shown) and is 
extended further at m. 141 with a suddenly contrasting figure in the cello (derived from 
slightly earlier in the development). After an immediate repetition of this figure, the cello 
sounds the first four measures of P1.1, harmonized by the tonic – is this the thematic 
return? Certainly the music could proceed to P1.2 and so on, but without hearing anything 
beyond these four measures, it is impossible to provide a definite answer. With the second 
statement of P1.1 at m. 149, however, which is also in the tonic, there are some telling 
changes. 
 First, and most obviously, the melody appears as it was at the movement’s opening: 
in the first violin and in its original register, as though the material is righting itself after 
an unsatisfactory attempt. Secondly, the new figure that began in the cello disappears. 
But why should that be significant? After all, material carried over from the end of the 
development into the start of the recapitulation is not exactly an uncommon practice in 
Beethoven. In this case, however, the cello figure in m. 141 is motivic in that it becomes the 
focus of our attention. When the melody of P1.1 enters in the cello in m. 145 along with an 
accompaniment figure in the viola, the first violin (reinforced two measures later by the 
second violin) carries the cello figure forth, still forte, thus competing for our attention. It 
is as though the upper and lower parts of the quartet are humourously at odds with one 
another with regards to the form, the violins extending the development further while the 
viola and cello have already entered the recapitulation. Neither side, however, is completely 
convincing. Thirdly, and most importantly, from m. 149, the music proceeds with the rest 
of P and beyond, suggesting that only this second statement is suitable for the sonata 
form to continue on.15 Of course there are instances in Beethoven in which an anomaly 
at a returning statement of P1.1 is never resolved into something more satisfactory.16 In 

15 Steinberg essentially expresses the same idea in his colorful remarks on this passage: ‘Eventually, and as though 

to make up to us for his previous naughtiness in the matter of the false recapitulation, Beethoven makes loud 

and ostentatious preparations for the real thing. This display is reduced to its simplest form, a series of accented 

reiterations of Ds and Cs, enough to suggest unmistakably the dominant chord that prepares the return to the 

home key. The only thing is that while these preparations are still being made and the announcements sounded, 

the cello plays the opening phrase. We are home and in the living room before mother has finished plumping 

up the pillows. This causes a bit of confusion, and it takes a few measures before everybody understands what it 

happening – or what has happened – and everybody can get organized for a proper homecoming and welcome, 

all together’ (1994: 158).

16 In addition to the F Major Sonata, Op. 10, No. 2, consider also the finale of the ‘Kreutzer’ Sonata, Op. 47, in 

which P1.1 is stated at the proper pitch-class level, but harmonized in the relative minor rather than the tonic. The 

movement quickly gets back on track, but no attempt is made to correct the anomalous start to the recapitulation.
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those cases, we are forced to accept P1.1 as the true beginning of the recapitulation and the 
anomaly as a sonata deformation. However, when a better alternative occurs after such an 
anomaly, we are inclined to hear the anomalous passage as an unsuccessful attempt at the 
recapitulation, which instead begins with the second attempt, as in this string quartet.
 A similar instance of the stutter-start return occurs in the String Quartet in E minor, 
Op. 59, No. 2. In this case, a P0-module is characterized by two recitative-like chords on 
the progression i-V6. When P0 returns at m. 139, the melody has moved to the bass line in 
the cello and the sparse chordal texture is bridged over in the upper parts with running 
sixteenths that have characterized most of the development section. Certainly this P0 
could be heard as the start of the recapitulation, but only two measures later, we hear 
P0 once more, this time with the melody and bass returned to their original instruments 
and registers. Because this second P0 is far more convincing as the thematic return, we 
are prompted to reassess the situation and reject the previous attempt in favor of this 
‘corrected’ form. Note, however, that even when the recapitulation begins in earnest at 
this new P0, the running sixteenths remain as a remnant of the development section.17 
Thus, in both of these quartets, the boundary between development and recapitulation is 
murky at best and the end result is a highly continuous type of discourse from the former 
section into the latter.

17 Robert Hatten provides insight into the possible meaning of this remnant: ‘The opening measure [of the 

movement] presents a move to the characteristic first-inversion dominant as well as an upper-voice leap of 

a fifth, clearly cueing the recitative topic as enunciatory. Interestingly, the chords are also treated as thematic 

(note the cello’s thematic fifth in m. 15), and their eventual integration into a single level of discourse is 

accomplished by means of the spillover of sixteenths from the development into the recapitulation ... , filling 

the rhetorical gap, as it were, between announcement and message’ (1994: 180-183).

141

Violin I

Violin II

Viola

Violoncello

148

G:

Thematic Return?
P

Tonal Return

1.1at tonic?

Thematic Return?
P1.1 at tonic?

Example 5
Category 3: anticipated tonic; String Quartet, Op. 18/2, mm. 141-152.
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In rare instances, stutter-start returns can be fused with a Category 2 anticipated tonic. 
In the Piano Sonata in C minor, Op. 111, for example, the final stage of the development 
begins at m. 86 with a dominant preparation based on the head motive of P1, which marks 
the point of recapitulation at m. 92 with a thundering rendition in four octaves. At m. 91, 
however, the established solid-chord-and-arpeggio texture gives way to a unison texture 
that suggests tonic harmony in the latter half of the measure. Is this true tonic harmony 
with an implied tonic bass, or is it a prolongation of dominant harmony supported by 
an implied extension of the dominant pedal? Since the deep register of the bass G in 
mm. 86-90 is not revisited until the second thematic return at m. 92, one could hear the 
dominant pedal as continuing beneath the unison sixteenths in m. 91. By contrast, the 
exposition’s explicit harmonization of this same material in m. 30 primes us to hear m. 
91 as resolving to tonic harmony. From this perspective, once the recapitulation begins, 
its tonic harmony sounds as though it has already been established with the previous 
measure, hence creating a converted anticipated tonic. But at the same time, the P-motive 
that begins in m. 90 is actually sounded with its original pitch classes and, moreover, 
continues on to the second measure of P1. What we have then is P1.1 material whose latter 
portion might be harmonized with the tonic. In other words, we could interpret the 
result as a mixture of Categories 3 and 2, that is, an early statement of P1.1 that becomes 
harmonized by a converted anticipated tonic and is promptly ‘corrected’ by another 
statement with unequivocal tonic support.18

 An equally unusual instance occurs in the second movement of the Ninth Symphony, 
a scherzo whose proportions are so greatly expanded that Beethoven structures the 
scherzo proper as a full-blown sonata form rather than the standard rounded binary 
form. In this case, there is a repeated insistence on the head motive of P over tonic 
harmony at m. 268. This would therefore seem to be a clear instance of the stutter-start 
return (Category 3). Yet at the same time, the cadential 64 that enters at m. 264 suddenly 
shifts to a root-position tonic four measures later, precisely when the P head motives 
enter.19 Thus the situation also involves the transformation of a cadential 6

4 directly into 
tonic harmony at the (attempted) recapitulation. There is, in other words, a converted 
anticipated tonic as well (Category 2). These combined means of obfuscating the 
point of recapitulation are certainly not a common tactic in Beethoven, but they do 

18 Rosen asserts of this movement that the recapitulation ‘begins before the harmony has resolved to I’ (1988: 

99-100). After showing an excerpt containing the point of recapitulation, he continues that ‘the recapitulation 

begins here in the middle of the sequence at bar 90: the harmony is resolved only on the last beat of 91, 

and the theme is repeated at once to confirm the change’. This claim is surprising given Rosen’s adherence 

to the tonal return as the recapitulatory marker, but it is likely still the result of tonal considerations. See, 

for instance, his contention that ‘if a reprise is not in the tonic (or the subdominant), it fools only the 

uneducated’ (1988: 282). In this regard, had the melodic statement of P1.1 in m. 90 been transposed to 

anything other than tonic, it is almost certain that Rosen would not place the recapitulation where he does.

19 Hepokoski and Darcy consider m. 268 as a ‘pseudo-“recapitulatory” effect’ that ‘is better understood as an 

emphatically underscored tonic-crux midway through the ongoing rotation.’ (2006: 258) Consequently, they 

maintain that ‘such structures have aspects of both Type 2 and Type 3 sonatas’ and caution against favoring 

one or the other in its entirety. While this argument stands on firm logical ground, I prefer to hear m. 268 

as a bona fide recapitulation for two reasons. First, the material here (which is from a P-based transition) 

begins with precisely the same melody as the fugal opening of P in the exposition. From this perspective, 

the transition’s material could well be understood as a stand-in for that of P. Second, as Caplin observes, 

in a recapitulation, a main theme may form-functionally fuse with the transition (1998: 165). Although this 

phenomenon ‘is usually brought about by eliminating the end of the main theme and the beginning of the 

transition and by attaching the close of the latter to what remains of the former’, there is no reason to believe 

that, as here, a transition’s melody that so closely resembles that of P cannot signify both at once in a P/TR 

fusion.
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demonstrate how much deformation the recapitulatory opening may undergo and still 
be identified as such.

Conclusion
In Beethoven, the conventional approach of a ‘double return’ at the recapitulation is 
often subverted by sounding the tonal and thematic returns successively rather than 
simultaneously. A technique he particularly favored is the anticipated tonic, in which the 
tonal return sounds ahead of the thematic return and which could be accomplished in 
the several ways examined in this essay. As we saw, these techniques were part of a broader 
impetus on Beethoven’s part to reduce the degree of articulation between phrases and 
thus enhance the continuity of the music.
 As a final thought, one might well ask what expressive purpose these continuity devices 
serve, in other words to speculate on what Beethoven may have been attempting to achieve 
with them. Naturally, the weaker the distinctions between two adjacent sections of music, 
the more they will sound as though they are a single unit. Applied regularly throughout 
a piece, this principle has the effect of binding together not just phrases and sections 
but movements as well, as though the entire work is a single unbroken utterance. The 
overall effect creates more of a psychological impact on the listener as the music closely 
resembles the stream of consciousness, one thought leading continuously into the next. 
This idea resonates with Maynard Solomon’s claim that many of the prominent features 
of Beethoven’s late style, such as the use of polyphonic textures, operatic recitative, and 
a high degree of ornamentation and variation, are evidence ‘of Beethoven’s search for 
germinating influences and modes of expression that could aid him in the symbolization 
of new spheres of psychic and social experience, inaccessible to the dramatic and overtly 
dialectical procedures of sonata form and obbligato style.’ (1998: 386-87) With the 
anticipated tonic and the host of other continuity devices in middle and late Beethoven, 
perhaps this is what the composer was after.
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