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The Role of Sonata Form in AB Marx’s Theory of Form

In Scott Burnham’s article “The Role of Sonata Form in A.B. Marx’s Theory of Form,” the author approaches Marx’s concept of sonata form not as simply a practical model of understanding sonatas for composers and theorists, but as “an inseparable element of a system of thought.” Burnham describes Marx’s concept, “in its original statement, a dynamic understanding of sonata form, based on a recognition of the form’s potential for the type of organic coherence then felt to be the benchmark of art in its highest manifestations.”(p.248) Burnham summarizes in great length the Marx’s overall formal theory, and its evolution from an 8 bar period to sonata form. Burnham also addresses Marx’s supposed implication of Hegelian philosophy and Goethean evolutionary concepts in his theory.


Burnham begins his article by summarizing and introducing Marx’s unique perspective on form. According to the author, Marx’s musical theory “introduces musical form immediately and the stages of his path of instruction are regulated not by acquistion of an increasing harmonic vocabulary but by the internalization of an ever more complex set of forms.” (p.248) Marx’s smallest building blocks are the Satz and the Gang. The Satz is defined as “a melody both ordered and closed satisfactorily with regard to pitch content and rhythm”, and is “the fundamental structure from which all forms are built.”(p.249)


The Gang is the opposite of the Satz in that it is a “succession of pitches lacking closure,” essentially a Satz without a closing tonic note. (p.251) Both of these melodic units are made up of motives, and when grouped together form periods. Only then is harmony introduced into Marx’s scheme, in a much more subsidiary role. Marx states that “periodic form is ‘perfected’ through the addition of tonic and dominant harmonies and their respective cadences.” (p.252) Already one begins to see a break in traditional theory and its reliance on harmonic movement, in place of this overtly melodic approach to understanding larger forms.


The simple 8 bar period, made up of combinations of various Satze, and solidified through tonic-dominant harmony, expands ever outward from this point. As Marx believes, “each half of this periodic form wills its own expansion” and essentially “wants to become part of a larger whole.” (p.252) Eventually, as more periods are continually added, the simple 8 bar period evolves into the 2 part Liedform, as well as the minuet and trio. Based on Marx’s principal of Haupt-Momente, the idea that an area of musical rest seeks to enter a middle realm of expanded musical activity and then be brought back to rest, a third part is added to the Liedform, making it the direct predecessor of the rondo, sonatina, and sonata forms. (p.254)


The rondo family of forms is characterized by motion. Marx states that “ the content of the rondo Haupsatz [the initial Satz found in the first section of the rondo] is such as to inspire a certain need for continued motion.”(p.256) The open ended Gang becomes the perfect tool to facilitate this kind of motion between sections in the form, and Burnham proceeds to go into detail summarizing the layout of the five rondo forms based on their increasingly intricate layout of Satz- Gang relationships. Sonata form eventually springs from the final evolution of the 3-part, fifth rondo form, with its characteristic difference being a well defined and open ended developmental section in the middle of the form. (p. 259) This clearly defined 3 part form is a direct model of Marx’s Haupt-Momente; rest-motion-rest.

After summarizing the evolution of Marx’s formal theory up to the sonata form, Burnham addresses certain philosophical aspects of Marx’s writing. Throughout the Practical Theory Marx continually addresses Beethoven’s music as the model for sonata form writing. He felt that “Beethoven’s music represented transcendent ‘soul states’ as well as concrete events,” and borrowing a metaphysical term, “deemed this type of programmatic representation to be a property of what he called ‘ideal music.’” (p.260) Burnham then goes on to compare and contrast elements of Hegelian philosphy and Goethean metamorphosis found in Marx’s thought process.


Burnham alludes to Lotte Thaler and her claim that “Marx’s notion of formal evolution is derivative of Goethe’s proposed process of plant metamorphosis.” The principle similarity between the two involves the evolutionary process, and gradual transformation of smaller to larger units, with an emphasis placed on the idea of basic structures as building blocks from which all other material is derived. (p. 262) Burnham decides however that the underlying difference between the two is that with Goethe’s biological model “each stage is not autonomous, but is part of the growth process of an individual organism,” (p.262) unlike Marx’s evolution of form where each is stage is an end unto itself.


Burnham finds the comparison that many seem to make between the teleology of Hegel and Marx superficial and greatly misunderstood. One can easily draw a comparison between the two since Marx’s realization of form is constantly striving for musical and spiritual freedom. His final formal evolution, the Fantasia, which is a completely open ended structure seems to do exactly that. Burnham suggests however the sonata form still represents the pinnacle of Marx’s formal evolution, with the Fantasia as simply an afterthought. 

“It is the sonata form, and not the Fantasia, which crowns Marx’s derivation and leaves no further problems to be solved. The Fantasia, though coming as it does at the end of the derivation, is an open ended category which represents more the freedom of the accomplished composer than the most satisfying solution to a set of formal problems.” (p.262)   

Burnham claims that it was in fact Beethoven’s music itself, not Hegelian philosophy, which led Marx to believe sonata form was the highest attainable compositional freedom.    


Burnham’s article offers a clear and concise summary of Marx’s theory of form. It also presents a unique perspective on the influence that both 19th century German Idealism, and Goethean biological evolution could have had on Marx’s thought process.  

