
 

Figure 8a: Grundgestalt ( A, a), mm. 1-3 

 

 

 Figure 8b (Ab) occurs in the clarinet part (mm. 16-20). The first motive form (x) 

has been extended to an octave and is inverted with a change of direction (x²). The second 

motive form (y) is followed by a sequence on another scale degree and the contour of the 

basic shape is inverted. The second pattern (y) in m. 17 has the same diatonic steps but 

the direction has changed. This motive form is followed by a sequence and the last pitch 

of that four-note pattern forms an elision with y¹ (m. 19).  The motive form is then 

modified and the descending contour of the original motive returns. Following the 

descending steps of the original motive, an interval of a third and fifth completes this 

statement. In the last pattern of four notes, an extension of the thematic statement occurs 

with the sixth outlining this triadic inversion (x¹). 

 

Figure 8b:  A b, (mm. 16-20)  
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 In the B section, a similar treatment of motive forms is presented in f minor. 

Figure 9a (mm.48-51) shows the opening measures of the B section as well as the 

beginning of the a phrase. In this passage, the interval of a sixth is somewhat disguised 

from its original appearance as an ascending skip. The pitches of a descending sixth (Ab 

to C) frame a stepwise syncopated passage x³. This pattern of a stepwise descent of a 

sixth becomes prominent later in the movement. The last note in m. 49 is tied and 

presents a varied form of y. The pitch C is given structural treatment as a tied note in m. 

49 and m. 60, reinforcing its significance as the goal of the descending sixth frame Ab to 

C. In the varied treatment of y (y²) that follows, a three-note fragment of y is reordered.  

The last three notes of y (a descending step and a skip of a third) are reversed.  

 

Figure 9a:  B a, mm-48-51 

 

  

 In Figure 9b, the b phrase within the B section occurs between mm. 64-65.  

The same syncopated stepwise descent that occurred at the beginning of the B section 

occurs here, however, the framing interval of a sixth has now been replaced by a perfect 

interval from Fb to Bbb. The y motive form is not developed until a few measures later. 

The separation of the motive forms creates a harmonically ambiguous passage before f 

minor is established again.  
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Figure 9b: B b (mm. 64-65) 

 

  

 In Figure 9c (mm. 80-83), the syncopated stepwise descent that has been a 

prominent feature of the B section also occurs at the beginning of the a’ section.  The 

pitches of a descending sixth frame the syncopated stepwise passage, however, the 

pitches F-Ab are used. At the end of m. 82, another three-note fragment follows on the 

pitch E natural but the direction of the first interval is inverted. The intervallic content of 

the three notes in m. 83 is an ascending second and a skip of an ascending third.  This 

fragment of a step and a skip is further developed in later passages.  

 

Figure 9c: B a (mm. 80-83)  

 

 

 A prominent technique in Brahms’s developmental process is the inclusion of 

fragments within the “basic shape” that have the potential to be developed later as 

derivative motives.   The three-note fragment that becomes thematic material in the B 

section is derived from the y pattern. Figure 10a shows the thematic statement at the 

beginning of the movement. There are distinct features that are apparent in the four-note  
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pattern of the A section, (sequential stepwise seconds and skips of fourths), however the  

combination of the step and a skip is important since it is significantly developed in the B 

section. The last three notes of the y pattern consist of a descending second followed by a 

descending skip of a third (y²). The pattern is repeated on another scale degree in m. 2.  In 

its different variations, some of the techniques used to demonstrate the significance of the 

three-note fragment are inversion, augmentation, retrograde, expansion ( see Figure 10b), 

reordering and sequencing. 

 

Figure 10a: Three-note fragment in the clarinet (mm. 1-3)  

 

 

 In the end of the A section, (Figure 10b), the clarinet contains varied motive 

forms of y. In m. 41, motive form y consists of a descending second and an ascending 

fourth. In the motive form that follows in m. 42, the contour remains the same, however 

the intervals are now thirds. The same pitch classes Eb and D, are used at the beginning of 

the pattern in m. 41 and in the middle of the reordered pattern in m. 42. In mm. 44-46, the 

intervals are extended; the descending interval of a third in m. 42 is now a descending 

compound interval of a 13th (a sixth). The three-note fragment (y²) is represented as the 

structural pitches Eb-G-Ab, as they become the first notes of mm. 41-43. The last three 

notes of this example are a lower neighbor that overlaps with a motive form of y².    
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Figure 10b: Variation of y with the three-note fragment in the clarinet (mm. 41-46)   

 

 

 In Figure 10c (mm. 48-52), the combination of y² and the lower neighbor pattern 

is further developed in the B section.  Motive form y² frames this phrase over five 

measures. In figure 10c, the lower neighbor is identified in m. 50. In addition, a motive 

form of y² as structural pitches F-D-Eb provides a framework for the neighbor pattern.  

Figure 10d shows an abbreviated version of these motive forms, however some of the 

pitches are reordered.    

 

Figure 10c: The presentation of y² in the clarinet (mm. 48-52)   

 

Figure 10d: Resolution of y² in the clarinet (mm. 62-63)  
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 In Figure 10e, both fragments of the thematic material appear as quarter notes and  

they are developed between mm.76-89. The clarinet has several repeated three-note 

fragments of  y² that appear successively. The first two patterns in this example consist of 

a descending skip followed by an ascending step. In m. 78, the direction of these intervals 

is inverted. The next statement of the pattern now contains an ascending fourth followed 

by an ascending second. In measures 80-81, the interval of a sixth frames the descending 

stepwise motion (x³). After two additional three-note fragments (in which the direction is 

inverted), the same stepwise descent framed by a sixth appears again. An inverted motive 

form of y²  are structural notes that frame the descending stepwise motion in the last four 

measures of this figure.  

 

Figure 10e: Development of motive forms in the clarinet (mm. 76-89) 

 

 

 In the passage between mm. 32-39, (Figure 11), the clarinet contains variations of 

motive form x (a sixth) and y (the four-note pattern). This example begins with a pattern 

that is framed by pitches of an ascending sixth (G-Eb) and immediately followed by a  

39 

 



 

skip of an ascending sixth (Ab-F), reflecting the initial x motive at the beginning of the  

movement. The second note of the ascending sixth (F) serves as the completion of the 

sixth and the beginning of a four-note pattern.  

 

Figure 11: Developmental treatment of motive forms in the clarinet (mm. 32-39)  

 

 

 A modified four-note pattern begins in m. 34. The original motive form (y) has an 

ascending contour that contains two intervals of a second followed by one of a third. In 

this version, an ascending interval of a second is followed by a descending second and a 

descending third. Another modified pattern that follows in m. 35 utilizes the interval of a 

fourth and second. Here, the ascending fourth is proceeded by a descending second and 

the result of this manipulation creates an interval of a sixth (x), in the middle of this 

pattern. The next three fragments occur in a lower octave and the interval of a skip is 

varied in one of the statements. The last fragment on the last half of beat two in m. 39, 

begins with a descending second instead of the ascending skip that occurs from the 

modified fragments that began with the anacrusis to m. 36. The reordering of these two 

intervals, a second and a skip, reflects the treatment of retrograde.    
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 The stepwise descent which creates the interval of a sixth is first utilized within  

the right hand piano between measures 17-20. In Figure 12, the pitch C starts a stepwise 

descent in m. 17. Before resolving to Eb in m. 20, a three-note fragment of motive form y 

is embedded within the texture. An additional application of embedding a specific 

interval within the texture is between mm. 17-18 when the interval of a sixth is 

functioning as passing chords. Motive form y² occurs in the middle of the stepwise 

motion.  

 

Figure 12: Motive forms x³ and y² in the piano (mm. 17-20)  

 

 

 

Contrapuntal Practices  

 The motive forms which make up the Grundgestalt are also developed within the 

contrapuntal texture. Figure 13a shows the first three measures of the clarinet and piano. 

The x motive form (ascending interval of a sixth) alternates in contrary motion between 

the upper and lower voices of the piano. The same technique is applied between mm. 1-2 

but the contrary motion is not as apparent since the starting intervals are not as expanded. 

Contrary motion is also presented in both hands of the piano in m. 3. The triad which 

occurs on the last three notes in the upper voice of the piano in m. 3 is an imitation of x¹ 

(the inverted triad) in the clarinet on the previous beat. In motive form y, the last three  
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notes contain an interval of a descending second followed by a third. In the lower voice 

of mm. 1-3, the first beats of each measure results in a similar pattern, however, the 

intervals are reversed and the direction is inverted. This pattern of an ascending third and 

second occurs simultaneously with the Grundgestalt. 

 

Figure 13a: Contrapuntal techniques between voices (mm. 1-3) 

 

 

 In mm. 8-11 (Figure 13b), the motive forms are developed in the clarinet. The 

upper voice of the piano repeats the initial “basic shape” which occurred at the beginning 

of the composition. Before the presentation in m. 8, motive y (the four-note pattern), was 

manipulated in m. 3 in the upper voice of the piano. This pattern is sequenced and later 

developed in mm. 8-11. The motive forms of the “basic shape” and its variations 

exchange between both instruments. At the beginning of this example, motive form x is 

in the piano while a variation of y is in the clarinet. With the exception of m. 9 when both  

 

42 

 



 

y patterns occur at the same time, the clarinet and piano exchange motive forms. The  

clarinet sequences the four-note pattern in m. 10 while the piano plays an x¹ pattern. 

 

Figure 13b: Treatment of motive forms between instruments (mm. 8-11)  

 

 In Figure 13c (mm. 29-31), the clarinet further develops the passage that occurred 

between mm. 8-11. Motive form x¹ occurs during a triadic leap in mm. 30. The same 

motive form is repeated in the following measure except it is presented in the middle of 

the measure.  The theme is restated in the upper voice of the piano. In the last fragment of 

this example, y² precedes the ascending chordal pattern and the interval of the sixth (x¹) 

assumes its earlier role by framing the passage.  
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Figure 13c: Treatment of motive forms between instruments (mm. 29-31)  

  

 In conclusion, the concept of “basic shape” is illustrated once again in this 

movement as motive forms evolve from developmental techniques. The interval of a 

sixth (x) and a four-note pattern that follows (y), become the focal point of thematic 

material. The four-note pattern (y) contains the potential to be fragmented and the three-

note pattern (y²) emerges as a derivative motive. An ascending skip of a sixth appears 

initially and is later used to frame the stepwise descent in the derived form of B. The 

four-note pattern (y) is initially inverted, and later fragmented producing yet another 

derived motive. As in previous movements, these motives are combined and interwoven 

within the textural fabric of the composition.  
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Chapter Four 

An Analysis of the Second Sonata, Third Movement 

 

 The last movement of the second sonata is a theme with five variations and a 

coda. The continuous developmental style Brahms uses in this movement creates a 

development within the theme as well as within individual sections that follow. The 

motivic unfolding continues at the end of each variation, creating a seamless connection 

with occasional pauses. Motivic forms are developed with the consistent techniques used 

by Brahms in the movements previously discussed.  

 

Traditional Use of Form 

The outer framework of structure is retained by Brahms in these variations in 

which the rhythm, meter and texture are varied to create different version of the theme. 

An initial theme is presented and is followed by several varied permutations of the 

original statement.  The structure of the theme is binary and the phrase content consists of 

two four-measure phrases that are repeated (A) and a six-measure phrase (B). The A 

phrase (mm. 1-4) is stated in Eb major and repeated between mm. 5-8. The B phrase (mm. 

9-14) contains different motive forms and a brief modal change with the reference to g 

minor (m.10). 
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The asymmetric phrase structure occurs in four out of the five variations. The harmonic 

content of the first four variations is very similar to that of the theme. The fifth variation, 

in contrast to the previous four, is stated in a different meter and in eb minor. In addition 

to the five variations, a coda follows in the original key of Eb major with a restatement of 

the motive forms that occurred in the theme. 

 

Development of the Main Theme  

 Figure 14 shows the thematic material that occurs at the beginning of the 

composition (m.1).  Motive forms x and x¹ are presented simultaneously between the 

clarinet and the upper voice of the piano.  Motive form x consists of a four-note pattern 

that can be divided into two groups of two notes. Motive form x¹ is a three-note pattern 

with the interval of a second (an escape tone), omitted. After the initial presentation, both 

motive forms are sequenced on another scale degree. Both motives are developed in 

significant ways in the theme and subsequent variations.  

 
Figure 14: Motive forms between instruments (m.1)  
 

 
  Figure 15 (mm. 1-4), illustrates the motivic development within theme A as each  
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motive form unfolds in a variation of x. As discussed above, motive form x (the four note 

pattern) is divided into two groups and varied during the process of development. The 

first group, which consists of a dotted sixteenth followed by a thirty-second note, has the 

distinct interval of an ascending second. The second group contains two eighth notes with 

the interval of a descending skip of a third.  Each variation of motive form x maintains 

the same rhythmic pattern of the four notes, however, different techniques develop each 

pattern. The first varied motive form (the second group of two notes), is inverted by 

direction and repeated on another scale degree. In the second varied motive form, the 

second group of notes is stated first and the varied form is again repeated on another scale 

degree. 

 Motive form y occurs at the end of the phrase in m. 4 and the rhythmic content 

consists of three repeated eighth notes, followed by a quarter note. The interval of a sixth 

is presented between the second and third notes. Following the same treatment in the 

original motive form, each pattern is sequenced on another scale degree after the initial 

statement.  

 
Figure 15: The Grundgestalt in the clarinet (m. 1-4) 
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 In Figure 16, various developmental techniques occur at the beginning of the B 

phrase (mm. 9-10).  Motive forms y and x ¹ overlap in m. 9 due to an elision of the pitch 

D. The elided pitch is the end of motive form y and the beginning of motive form x¹. The 

position of the motive forms are now switched and motive form y begins this phrase. In 

the A phrase, motive form y occurs at the end of the phrase and contains a distinct 

interval of an ascending sixth. In this B phrase, however, the interval of a sixth becomes a 

fourth. In m. 10, the first group of notes from the original motive form x are inverted and 

sequenced before the second group occurs in its initial contour. Both groups retain the 

rhythmic identity from the original motive. The four pitches that are presented in this 

passage (Bb, C, D, Eb) are used and reordered in both motive forms.  

 

Figure 16: Overlapping of motive forms in the clarinet (mm. 9-10)  

 

 
 

  

 In Figure 17, mm. 10-11 of the B phrase, two motive forms also overlap as they 

did in m. 9. The position of the two groups of notes are again switched as the descending 

third is stated first and followed by an ascending second. An elision occurs with the 

second group as it forms the end and beginning of two four-note patterns. The rhythmic  
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content of the original motive form x is altered by substituting sixteenth notes for the 

original eighth notes. This varied form is repeated on another scale degree.  

 
Figure 17: Overlapping of motive forms in the clarinet (mm. 10-11)  

 
   

 The concept of shape is evident in this movement since each of the motive forms 

has a similar contour based on the intervallic content. Figure 18a illustrates the related 

contour achieved by an ascent followed by a complimentary descent. The step and skip in 

both motives adds a distinctive characteristic that becomes an associative feature 

throughout this section. Since x¹ is derived from x, it contains the intervallic content of a 

step and skip and retains a portion of the contour. In this example, the treatment of 

derived motives is evident. Motive form x has been shortened by the omission of the 

second note, or escape tone. The reduced four-note pattern allows an elision of the second 

note, creating the step and skip. In motive form y, the ascending sixth may be identified 

as an inversion of the descending third that switches position in relationship to the 

original motive. The descending second is an inversion by change of  

direction.   
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Figure 18a: Similarities of shape within motive forms 

 

 

 Figure 18b is a diagram of the different variation techniques that are applied 

motive forms x, x¹ and y in the main theme (mm. 1-14).  Each motive form is 

manipulated in a similar method and the most prominent developmental techniques 

include inversion, retrograde, overlapping and rhythmic variation. This treatment of the 

motive forms in the main theme provides a framework for a process in which additional 

motive forms are developed in the variations.  
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Figure 18b: Developmental treatment of the motive forms in the main theme  
 

 

 

 
 

  

Developmental Techniques Applied to Variations  

 Figure 19 identifies the developmental treatment of the theme that occurs between 

mm. 15-18. Motive form x is still present but the intervallic content is altered. Each note 

in the four note-pattern is rhythmically altered. The four notes of motive form x¹ occurs 

between mm. 15-16 but the descending skip is presented first. After motive form x¹ is 

sequenced, the four-note pattern that consists of specific notes in motive form x occurs in 

m. 17. A variation of y appears at the end of the phrase in m. 18. The rhythmic duration 

of motive form y has not changed but the intervallic content is different. The repeated 

note that occurs in the original statement of motive form y has been changed to a  
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descending third. An additional feature that has been altered is the interval of a ascending 

sixth is now a fifth.  

 
Figure 19: Variation 1 in the clarinet and the main theme (mm. 15-18)  
 

 

 
 
 In the second variation, the lowest octave of the clarinet is emphasized between 

mm. 29-32 and Figure 20 shows the use of register in the developmental treatment. The 

skip of a seventh that occurs in m. 29 emphasizes the lowest note on the clarinet. The first 

group of notes in motive form x (dotted sixteenth followed by a thirty-second) provides 

thematic unity with the original statement at the beginning of the piece. The difference in 

the second group of pitches (eighth notes) is that the fourth note is omitted and the third 

note is expanded to a quarter note.  
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Figure 20: Variation 2 in the clarinet (mm. 29-32)  
 

 
 
 Figure 21 illustrates motive form x that is embedded in the opening passage. The 

first two pitches in motive form x (an ascending step) are presented on the beginning 

pitch of the thirty-second patterns. The second part of motive form x is (a descending 

third) follows immediately. Motive x is shown beneath the statement of variation three as 

a reference.  

 
Figure 21: Variation 3 in the clarinet (m. 43) and motive form x  

 

 
 The developmental treatment of variations four and five contain several 

contrasting characteristics. Variation four emphasizes the structural pitches in the 

clarinet. The rhythmic content consists mainly of quarter and eighth notes, a contrast to 

the previous variation. The expansion of rhythm has created a slower tempo. Variation 

five has numerous traits of the original theme, however the meter is altered. The meter in  
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this variation has been changed from 6/8 to 2/4. The change to the parallel minor and an 

Allegro tempo provide additional contrasting features.  

 Figure 22 (mm. 98-104) illustrates the development of motive form y and a 

variation of x at the beginning of the coda. In mm. 98-100,  motive form y is lengthened 

by quarter notes.  Motive form y is repeated on a different scale degree in mm. 100-102. 

The clarinet presents motive form x in m. 102 in a different context since the meter is 2/4. 

The same pitches are also used in this motive form, however, the sequence contains a 

different interval.  

 
 
Figure 22: Motive forms between instruments (mm. 108-104)  

  
 In the coda, contrapuntal techniques are used to develop the motives 

simultaneously. In Figure 23 (mm. 134-137), motive form x and its sequence occurs in 

the upper voice of m. 134. The clarinet imitates the motive form in m. 135 and also 

presents a variation of x in the following measure. While the clarinet is presenting both 

motive forms, the piano has variations of x in different octaves. The lower voice has a 

statement of motive form x which occurs between mm. 134-135.  
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Figure 23: Treatment of motive forms between instruments (mm. 134-137)  
 

 
  

 The passage in figure 24 which occurs at the end of the movement, emphasizes 

motive form y in the clarinet in mm. 146-152.  In the original statement of y, the interval 

of a sixth occurs in the middle of the motive form. This interval is expanded in the 

closing measures, since the sixth is repeated as quarter notes in mm. 146-148. The actual 

statement of y occurs between mm. 148-150, however the motive form is lengthened  to 

three quarter notes and a half note.  A variation of motive form x overlaps with y in mm. 

149-151. This treatment of the motive forms occurs within the main theme.  

 

Figure 24: Overlapping of motive forms in the clarinet (mm. 148-150)  
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 In conclusion, Brahms uses several compositional techniques to develop the 

thematic material in each variation. He initially creates the independence of a pattern  

through gestures of closure or by establishing a varied repetition of the pattern. He also 

uses the significant aspects of that pattern to classify, interrupt, or reshape the basic 

structure.  The original germ (motive form x) is divided into two pitch groups that are 

distinguished by rhythmic and intervallic content. The first group consists of a dotted 

sixteenth note followed by a thirty-second note and the interval of an ascending second. 

The second group contains two eighth notes and a descending skip of a third.  

 The original motive form is varied within the theme by using several 

developmental techniques that include inversion by direction, reordered groups, 

combined motive forms, rhythmic variation, overlapping and intervallic expansion.  

After the presentation of a motive or its varied form, that pattern is repeated on another 

scale degree. Additional motive forms are varied, repeated and treated in a similar 

manner. The continuous development of these motive forms generates other derived 

patterns and consequently these motive forms appear throughout the movement. This is a 

creative method of establishing unity within a composition though the manipulation of a  

single germ.  
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