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A.B. Marx in the third volume of his Practical and Theoretical Method of Musical Composition examined both the formal principles and thematic characteristics that make up sonata form. His writings on sonata form represented a paradigm shift in music theory, as greater emphasis was placed on understanding small combinations of motivic units and their relationship within the structural mechanics of the form itself. This approach presents us with a musical theory that serves to understand a piece at both its microcosmic and macrocosmic level, where smaller units of musical structure, punctuated by cadential structure and harmony,  work in tandem with one another to create an ever larger musical picture. 


In the first portion of the excerpt entitled “Sonata Form,” Marx lays out the basic principles concerning the development of the form itself. Marx’s smallest melodic phrase structures are called Satze and Gange, closed or open ended themes which are characteristic of rondo forms. According to the author, both the sonatina and sonata form stem directly from the fourth and fifth rondo forms, which he describes as forms that go “beyond this confining cycle.” (p.92)


“If one were to remove the second subsidiary Satz and its appendages, (Gang and pedal 

point) [from the fourth or fifth Rondo form] the First and Third Parts together would form the musical work of a much more confirmed unity than is offered by any of the rondo forms...” (p.93)


Marx defines sonata form as a three part structure thats principle characteristic lies in the purpose of the material found in its middle section. This middle section is very important in that it differs from the rondo form by introducing material based exclusively on the initial theme, or Satz, of the first section, rather then completely new material, what Marx calls a “second subsidiary Satz.” The addition of new material “would disrupt the unity whose complete attainment is in fact the task of the sonata.”(p.94)   


Marx’s concept of musical unity plays a major role in his further discussion pertaining to the important role of the second section in the overall form. The reiteration of material from the first section “is in no way simply a matter of repetition,” but each of the recurring themes or motives are “chosen, ordered and connected, and varied in ways suitable to each different stage of the composition.”(p.96) After the development has concluded, the motion to the stability of the third part of the form takes place with the repetition of the main thematic material, bringing the form essentially to rest. 

“...the Second Part manifests itself primarily as the locus of variety and motion, and once again we see the original antithesis, the fundamental law of all musical formation now revealed in three parts of the sonata form: rest- motion - rest.” (p.97)


In the excerpt entitled a “Closer Discussion of Sonata Form,” Marx goes on to explain in detail various thematic possibilities that can exist or co exist in each of the three main sections of a sonata form movement. In the first section one finds several different categories of thematic possibilities, which include the Satz-form, the period, the period with an open consequent, the enlarged period and the Satz-chain. These phrase groupings, beginning with the Satz-form, and ending with the Satz-chain, become progressively larger and more open or Gang-like. This is a structural characteristic which Marx favors in the latter phrase structure categories,  perhaps due to the overall unity offered by such open ended phrases. 


“ In and of itself, the Satz tends to be less than satisfactory, where as the period tends to 


be too closed. As we have long recognized, this latter effect is indeed due to the closure of its consequent phrase, which is prepared and reinforced by that of the antecedent phrase. . It thus becomes a matter of uniting the advantages of the Satz wit those of the period.” (p.107)


In the second section Marx discusses the appropriate development of musical ideas. New musical material may be derived by a continuation of the last member of the main Satz, or by a return to an earlier idea that takes place after the main Satz. Throughout this section, the author refers to many Beethoven passages, which he favors throughout the narrative, as well as Mozart and Dussek sonata passages to illustrate the need for a developmental strategy. 


Marx outlines several key characteristics pertaining to the nature of the initial Satz in its return during section three. Principally the subsidiary Satz must “ form a whole with the main Satz internally through mood or externally through its key area... consequently it must preserve a certain unity and concord.” It must also “disengage itself decisively” from the initial Satz through a varied harmonic progression, as well as with subdued energy. Lastly, the subsidiary Satz must take up the same amount of musical space as the main Satz, for “both themes have the same warrant” and the subsidiary is “not just peripheral business,” but equal to the original. (p.133)    


In his discussion of sonata form, Marx sought to put a greater emphasis on melodic construction and phrase structure. By focusing in on the building blocks of a piece and showing how those parts worked together to achieve a unified creation, he opened the door for modern theorists such as Schenker to develop strictly melodic models of musical analysis.  

