


6 
 

 
 

mm. 53 (both shown in Example 2c). Though 3̂ - 2̂ -1̂ and its inversion takes motivic significance 

throughout the piece, this is not to say that Brahms does not write 5-line descents, and in fact, he 

often includes these descents at significant structural occasions. However, in comparison to the 

3̂ - 2̂ -1̂  motive, the 5-line descent occurs less frequently. In addition, when this fifth descent 

ccurs at the most structurally significant portion of the music (mm. 200-204), Brahms places the 

top tone of this line in the lower register, then leaps up to the second note, significantly altering 

the shape of the line; this leap is absent in the corresponding passage in the recapitulation. In 

considering the musicality of the passage, some may point to Brahms’s desire to add dramatic 

Example 2c: mm. 3̂ 8-52 

Example 2c: mm. 38-55, showing - - motive and inversion 
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flair to the structural progression; however, I would posit that the leap breaks up the 5-line 

motive to give the 3-line motive more structural significance at the most structurally important 

moment.  

 Throughout the piece, then, 3̂  will be prolonged on a micro level by faked functionality, 

as evidenced throughout this paper by upcoming musical examples; however, an analysis of the 

form is necessary to better understand how 3̂  is prolonged on the macro level. Clearly, the piece 

is in sonata form, but as previously mentioned, Brahms makes significant alterations to the 

expected structure, most notably abandoning a tonicization of the home key at the end of a 

development to prepare for the return to the recapitulation. From a Schenkerian perspective, this 

dramatically alters the overall structure of the piece. In traditional Schenkerian analyses of sonata 

form, a high level interruption of the Ursatz occurs at the end of the development, because the 

piece has made a structurally significant descent to 2̂ over V. This interruption has the effect of 

separating the exposition and the development from the recapitulation, making for a far more 

sectionalized piece. However, because Brahms has avoided the descent to 2̂ over V, he avoids an 

interruption, and this decision has the effect of turning a normally sectionalized form like sonata 

form into a continuous, through-composed composition. Significantly, then, this means that 3̂  

must be prolonged up until the structurally significant progression at the end of the 

recapitulation. 

 In examining the movement’s foreground, one would be hard pressed to easily explain 

how Brahms prolongs 3̂  for nearly the entirety of the movement because so much of the 

movement involves non-functional harmonic progressions; this issue becomes even more 

troublesome in the development, especially as the music explores distantly related keys. 
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However, proceeding from the background structure to a middleground analysis (shown in 

Example 3: Shallow Middleground Sketch 
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Example 3), one can more clearly see how Brahms prolongs the Kopfton. Much of the 

prolongation can be explained by the movement between different key areas. Brahms moves 

from F major to D♭ major to C minor through the exposition. Motivically, this movement 

represents a 5̂ - 6̂ - 5̂  motive that reoccurs throughout the piece; melodically, each of these key 

areas support A♭ or C, with the time spent in C minor representing a macro-level chordal skip 

from A♭ to C. The development begins by repeating the first theme of the secondary theme 

group in A♭ major, which provides obvious support for the Kopfton. The harmonic motion from 

F to C to A♭ actually represents the initial arpeggiated ascent to the Kopfton, while the 

movement from C-minor to A♭ major echoes the corresponding melodic motion from C to A♭. 

 While A♭ is easily prolonged through A♭ major, the time spent in this key area is short, 

as the movement transitions quickly to E major. This motion presents the most significant 

challenge in prolonging the Kopfton yet, as A♭ is not found in the key signature of E major. 

However, Brahms cleverly chromatically respells A♭ as G#, which can easily be prolonged 

through both E major and C# minor, the next key area explored in the development. This motion 

could be seen as a 3-line descent from F-E-D♭, which echoes the motivic 3-line descent. From 

here, one might anticipate that C# minor could be used as a chromatic version of C major to 

reach the recapitulation, but instead, in the closing moments of the development, Brahms moves 

to F# minor and briefly tonicizes A major before returning to F minor. Melodically, G# steps 

down to F#, which then skips to C# over A major. C# then chromatically steps to C, which again 

echoes the 5̂ - 6̂ - 5̂  motive, as C# can be respelled as D♭ chromatically.  
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 The descent from G# to F# (or, chromatically respelled as A♭ to G♭) is representative of 

the 3-line motivic descent; even more, this 

specific descent echoes a motive established 

in the opening phrase. This phrase actually 

proceeds rather functionally, with a series of 

evaded or deceptive cadences extending the 

phrase beyond its first four measures. The 

most significant part of these early measures 

is the inclusion of the Neapolitan chord in 

mm. 8; however, on its own, this chord is not 

incredibly significant. The goal of this first 

phrase is mm. 23 (shown in Example 4), where 

the Kopfton appears over a III6 chord, followed by the motivic 3-line descent to 1̂  over the next 

two measures. To listeners, these measures signal a clear cadence and the end of the first theme. 

 However, from a Schenkerian perspective, these measures are not a cadence. In mm. 24, 

where one would expect a dominant chord, Brahms writes a Neapolitan chord, and in the 

melodic line, chromatically alters 2̂ to ♭ 2̂ . The result of this decision is a progression that sounds 

like it completes a phrase, yet according to the rules of Schenkerian analysis, does not complete a 

phrase. According to these rules, for a phrase to end, there has to be a cadence of some sort, and 

a cadence always involves a dominant chord. Yet Brahms has still created what sounds like a 

cadence even though he uses different chords. The Neapolitan possesses a distinct chromatic 

character: By including ♭ 2̂ , the listener automatically feels a strong pull to 1̂ , and traditional 

voice-leading rules dictate that the ♭ 2̂  must step down to 1̂ or skip to 7̂ , which would then 

Example 4: Sketch of mm. 23-25 
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resolve to 1̂ . While this pull helps to create the feeling of a cadence, Schenkerians would still not 

consider the harmonic progression of III6-N6-i functional.  

It is exactly this lack of function – or, in my terms, faked function – that Brahms uses to 

prolong 3̂ . By placing the Neapolitan chord at the cadence point instead of V, Brahms avoids an 

actual cadence that would otherwise have moved 3̂  down to 1̂  by the end of the first phrase. 

While this motion is generally not an issue in Schenkerian theory, the role the faked function 

plays in prolonging 3̂  has greater repercussions on the macro-level. In relation to the macro-level 

harmonic motion, the movement to F# (G♭) minor – the minor mode of the Neapolitan key – at 

the end of the development echoes the faked function at mm. 23-25. This same motion on the 

macro-level over the development shows that Brahms is purposefully ignoring convention in 

order to prolong the Kopfton throughout the piece. Had Brahms written a V chord at the end of 

his first phrase, he would have set precedent for a V chord at the end of the development. 

Because Brahms places a Neapolitan chord in place of the V chord, he has liberty to echo this 

faked function at the end of the development. Curiously, in the recapitulation, only the first eight 

bars of the opening phrase are present: Brahms rewrites the rest of the material to move quickly 

to the second theme group. This decision means that the descent to 1̂ via ♭ 2̂  over the Neapolitan 

is absent in the recapitulation, because there is no longer a structural need for it. In the 

exposition, Brahms established that he was going to prolong 3̂  by avoiding V through use of the 

Neapolitan; now that he has avoided V in the most significant place in sonata form, he can easily 

prolong the Kopfton over the development and proceed rather traditionally through the 

recapitulation. 
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Like the first theme, the second theme continues to utilize faked function to extend 3̂  

over the exposition. Example 5 displays a sketch of the second theme showing the prolongation 

of A♭ through the phrase. Examining the second theme, one would expect that this phrase leads 

to some sort of cadence. In. mm. 51-52, the second theme clearly comes to a close – by moving 

from iv to I6 to iii. The only actual dominant chord in this theme resolves to I6 through V4
2, and 

that resolution occurs in the middle of the phrase! Like the first theme, this theme has a clear 

endpoint but lacks a structural cadence. The harmonies used at the theme’s conclusion further 

prolong the Kopfton: A♭ is the penultimate note of the theme in the clarinet, while the final note 

Example 5: Sketch of mm. 38-52 
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is F, reached through a simple chordal skip. Through faked function, Brahms is able to prolong 

the Kopfton through the second theme group. 

Unlike the preceding music, the harmonic motion through C minor appears rather 

straightforward. From an analytical perspective, this area largely prolongs a macro-level 

dominant, which would imply that, melodically, a macro-level descent to 2̂ has occurred. While 

2̂  is prominent throughout the C minor area, this note can be viewed as an extension of 5̂  – C – 

through the area. The relationship between C and the original key of F minor is further 

emphasized by the frequent respelling of the C minor chord as a dominant of the F minor chord. 

This chord most often appears at the most highly charged moments throughout this section: mm. 

65-66 and mm. 71-72, shown in Example 6. In the former section, a flourish of notes in the 

clarinet suggest heightened musical drama – which implies an approach to a cadence - with the 

final runs occur over a V9 of iv. A few measures later, the latter section comes to what sounds as 

the most powerful cadence of the piece yet. Though this cadence occurs in C minor, one would 

Example 6: mm. 65-72, highlighting elided resolution in mm. 71-72 
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still recognize that, for the first time in the piece, a root-position dominant clearly resolves to a 

root position tonic – until one realizes that the tonic in mm. 72 is actually another dominant of F 

minor, thereby creating an elided resolution that emphasizes F minor and not C minor. This exact 

progression repeats in the corresponding passage in the recapitulation in F minor (mm. 180-187). 

This time the elided resolution lessens the impact of the 3̂ - 2̂ -1̂  descent and highlights how this 

descent is actually an extension of C. This elided resolution continues to emphasize the 

relationship between C and F minor rather than trying to make C – or, instead, G – an 

independent tone. In other words, Brahms continues to establish that C is acting as a 

prolongation of the Kopfton and the initial tonic.  

Example 7: Sketch of mm. 77-90 
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Unlike the beginnings of the exposition and recapitulation, which begin similarly but 

quickly differ once Brahms has melodically established the recapitulation, the ends of both the 

exposition and the recapitulation are significantly more similar. In contrast to the preceding 

section, the end of the exposition (mm. 77-89, a sketch of which is shown in Example 7) almost 

sounds as if it is a self-contained section, beginning after a clear half-cadence and ending in a 

clear perfect cadence, both in the key of C minor. The corresponding passage in the 

recapitulation (mm. 192-204) echoes this structure and further proceeds to the piece’s only 

perfect authentic cadence in the home key of F minor. Harmonically, both sections are notable 

for their functionality; melodically, however, the two sections serve different purposes. The 

ending of the recapitulation, as expected, completes the Ursatz structure, and while this is 

alluded to in the end of the exposition, rather than present a descent, the end of the exposition is 

instead more interested in an upper neighbor motive that has frequently occurred in the preceding 

music. This occurs several times throughout the section on both a local level and on a larger 

level. Thus, the end of the exposition continues the prolongation of C. 

The development, beginning at mm. 90, restates the second theme but transposed to A♭ 

major. The brief phrase serves the purpose of skipping from 5̂  back to the Kopfton; further, by 

completing this arpeggiation, Brahms is able to use the Kopfton as a pivot point to move to E 

major. Brahms approaches the section by showing a stepwise third ascent – an inversion of the 3̂

- 2̂ -1̂  motive prevalent throughout the piece – in the piano in mm. 99-100. Harmonically, the 

development proceeds from C minor, A♭ major, E major, C# minor, F# minor, to A major – or, 

respelled chromatically, C-A♭-F♭-D♭-G♭-A. The initial four key areas represent a large-scale 

arpeggiation in the bass of the F minor chord, with the descent by mediant from C helping to 

further prolong the initial tonic area. The final four harmonic areas again display the inverted 3̂ -
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2̂ -1̂  motive on a macro level, with D♭ acting as an extension of both F and G♭, as the 

submediant and the dominant of the two keys respectively. The overall motion serves as a 

prolongation of tonic; further, each harmonic area supports the Kopfton or helps extend C, which 

further prolongs the Kopfton. 

Though I have previously established that Brahms avoids the dominant of F minor at the 

end of the development, how Brahms returns to the home key is of vital importance to the overall 

prolongation of the Kopfton. I have already discussed how Brahms accomplishes this 

prolongation harmonically through the use of the Neapolitan key as a macro-level representation 

of the 3̂ -♭ 2̂ -1̂  motive from mm. 23-25, but I now wish to discuss how Brahms returns to F 

minor melodically. My sketch of the end of the development and the beginning of the 

recapitulation is shown in Example 8. Beginning in mm. 126, Brahms uses a transformation of 

the descending 3-note and 5-note motives in the piano to highlight melodic motion from F# to 

C# and back again (a further reinforcement of the overall relation of C to F made throughout the 

piece). A declamatory passage in the clarinet in mm. 129-130 seemingly moves the melodic line 

back to C#, but in the piano, a return to the opening theme of the piece indicates movement of 

the Urlinie to another voice with A as the primary tone. A complicated passage in the piano 

follows in mm. 131-132, but by mm. 133, A major has overtaken F# minor as the harmonic area, 

with A arpeggiating down to C# in the melodic line. The 3-note motive in mm. 133 is echoed by 

the clarinet in mm. 134-136, and when the music transitions back to F minor, the D♭ in the 

clarinet (enharmonically equivalent to C#) only has to resolve by a half-step to reach the C-

natural of the original key. 
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Example 8: sketch of mm. 126-139 

The process in and of itself is rather confusing, but there are a few key takeaways form 

this section. Firstly, though Brahms is using the Neapolitan’s motivic function to prepare for the 

return to F-minor, by presenting the opening theme in F# minor and A major, Brahms 

melodically reminds the listener of the exposition in order to prepare for the recapitulation. 

Secondly, the section can be reduced to a series of simple chordal skips between the notes of the 

F# minor triad in both the bass and the soprano voices, and these skips can be taken to be 

representative of the opening arpeggiation up to the Kopfton (a motive previously referred to by 
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the motion from F minor-C minor-A♭ major). The harmonic motion from C# minor to F# minor 

to A major – shown on both the lower level in mm. 126-133 and on a more extended level from 

the C# minor area beginning in mm. 116 – is further representative of a higher-level harmonic 

motion. The piece, having begun in F minor, moves to G♭ minor and A-major by the end of the 

development, and though this movement involves an augmented second, my view is that this is a 

large level F-G-A motion that prolongs the F minor tonic area. Even more, the use of A major at 

the end of the development anticipates the movement to the parallel major at the ends of both the 

movement and the sonata. By suggesting a major key at the end of the development, Brahms is 

suggesting a move to the major key at the end of the piece, as A major is the mode mixture 

version of A♭.  All in all, by avoiding the expected dominant chord at the end of the development 

in favor of F# minor and A major, Brahms cleverly prolongs the original tonic and 

simultaneously sets himself up for a movement to F major by the end of the work. 

 Having provided several examples in which Brahms purposefully writes nonfunctional 

progressions on both the micro- and macro-levels throughout the exposition and recapitulation, 

one should now consider the closing moments of the recapitulation in relation to the rest of the 

piece. In a movement filled with nonfunctional progressions and ambiguity, the music beginning 

in mm. 192 and extending to mm. 204 follows all the basic rules of voice-leading. The harmonic 

progressions here could easily appear in any other piece; the only progression that seemingly 

sticks out is the motion from i-vii-III-vii6-I, but, for Brahms, this is a fairly straightforward tonic 

extension. Though the section’s harmonic progression is simple, this simplicity this section the 

most structurally significant part of the music. For the first time in the piece, Brahms is 

presenting music that actually follows expectations of Schenkerian analysis! Tonic leads to 

predominant, predominant to dominant, and dominant back to tonic. Even more significantly, the 
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cadence at the end of the section is the first perfect authentic cadence in F minor in the entire 

piece. This cadence is clearly the goal of the piece, and while this idea is basic to Schenkerian 

analysis, because Brahms has so frequently avoided functional progressions that end in authentic 

cadences, he emphasizes the cadence’s function as a structural goal of the piece.  

 Brahms’s Clarinet Sonata in F Minor, Op. 120, No. 1, is a perplexing work to analyze. 

On the surface, the piece seems to break every rule of voice-leading and part writing by avoiding 

any sense of function, making an actual Schenkerian analysis of the work nearly impossible. 

Further, the piece somehow manages to sound incredibly functional, with a clearly delineated 

form and cadence structures, presenting the analyst with a piece that does not work theoretically 

yet somehow sounds correct. However, when one pulls back to the middleground and 

background and wipes away these non-functional progressions, the piece presents an incredibly 

Classical structure and form, and an analyst can easily apply Schenkerian principles to these 

progressions. In combining the background’s function with the foreground’s faked function, 

Brahms demonstrates how he is able to write formalist music that is still distinctly romantic. On 

the surface, the music is Romantic; only when one pulls back to the middleground does one 

recognize the Classical structure at play. 
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Appendix A: A Brief Explanation of Schenkerian Analysis 

 A full explanation of Schenkerian Analysis is not completely necessary to understand the 

ideas laid forth in the paper; however, as the paper will discuss aspects of Schenkerian Theory, it 

is important to understand some basic underlying tenets of the theory. In the paper, I will use 

several German terms used by Schenker in referring to the structure of the piece. These terms 

include the words Ursatz, Urlinie, and Kopfton. The Ursatz refers to the piece’s background 

structure, while the Urlinie refers to the melodic descent in this structure. The Kopfton refers to 

the primary tone of the Urlinie.  

 

 Schenerkian theory posits that most tonal music is an extension of a basic background 

structure, shown in Example A. The goal of Schenkerian theory is not to discover the 

background structure – in fact, Schenkerians approach an analysis with the assumption that the 

piece contains this background structure. Instead, analysis is built around determining how this 

basic 6-note structure is prolonged throughout a piece with far more than 6 notes. In Schenkerian 

Analysis, analysts present 3 levels of analysis to help show this prolongation: a foreground 

analysis, the middleground analysis, and the background analysis. As one proceeds from 

foreground to background, more and more embellishments are removed to show only the most 

Example A: Typical 3-line Background Structure 
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important structural notes and harmonies. The foreground sketch shows most of the notes 

between the bass and the melody line, leaving out only the most obvious elaborations (huge scale 

sweeps, grace notes, ornamentation, etc.). Though the foreground deals with the most notes, it is 

actually the simplest of the three structures, and is thus called the surface. In the middleground, it 

is possible to present multiple different middlegrounds that differ in the amount of 

embellishments they show. Middlegrounds that display more notes are called shallow 

middlegrounds, while middlegrounds with fewer notes are referred to as deep middlegrounds. 

Thus, the goal of Schenkerian analysis is to show how we move from the foreground – the music 

on the page – to the background, often through the use of the middleground. We will always 

show the background structure at all levels; however, most often, the background structure will 

appear in the foreground at opposite ends of the sketch rather than right next to each other.  

 In Schenkerian analysis, it is possible to prolong each of the tones of the Ursatz – 

however, the Kopfton is usually the most prolonged out of all notes. In showing the prolongation, 

the analysis has to show harmonic and melodic support for the Kopfton – thus, if the Kopfton is F 

and it appears over a C major chord, it cannot be argued that the note is being prolonged. 

However, it is possible to say that the Kopfton is being prolonged over harmonies where it does 

not appear. For example, if F moves to G melodically and back to F over the course of 3 

measures with 3 different harmonies, we would see this as an “upper neighbor figure” – a 

shallow middleground analysis that would appear on the foreground as a way to show that F is 

still the main tone and that G is not structurally significant. These types of analyses are prevalent 

throughout Schenkerian theory, and also include lower neighbor figures, passing tones, and 

chordal skips. On the middleground, it is possible to see these all interacting with one another – 

for example, a group of 20 measures may support F, then the next 20 measures show that F has 
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stepped down to E, then the next 20 measures show that E has had a chordal skip to B, then the 

next 20 measures move to D, which could be a chordal skip from B or a completion of the 

passing figure from F-E-D.  It is also possible to apply these ideas to the harmonies, viewing 

many of the non-structural dominants as chordal skips from the tonic. 


