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Surely anyone who has performed, analyzed, or listened attentively to Mozart’s rondos can relate 
to the modifier “problematic.” Indeed, rather than denoting some exceptional group of difficult 
cases, the word can be understood to apply to a wholesome majority of the repertory—
especially, perhaps, to those rondos scored for soloist and orchestra, as in most of the concerto 
finales, owing to their points of structural ambivalence, the baffling variety of their overall 
designs, and their refusal to conform to any standard, easily recognized template or stereotype.  
 The effort to describe or classify these pieces must naturally begin with the matter of 
their allegiance, however changeable, to the two acknowledged principles that most often govern 
their design and that justify the familiar label “sonata rondo”: the complementary phases of 
sonata-form exposition and recapitulation on the one hand, and the rondo’s customary rhythm of 
alternation between a tonic-key refrain and spans of intervening contrast on the other.1 If we 
attempt to probe deeper, it may be useful not only to contemplate ways in which Mozart 
manages to dovetail these two disparate principles, but also to confront the fact of their basic 
incompatibility—and, from this perspective, to consider how he often seizes on that very 
incompatibility and derives from it a compositional resource of vast possibility. In essence, the 
friction generated by the simultaneous unfolding of sonata and rondo serves him as a foundation 
for strokes of surprise, suspense, and the wit of unsuspected relationship—and also, perhaps 
paradoxically, as a source of structural cohesion.  
 Friction between opposing principles can readily be sensed in the Rondo in C for Violin 
and Orchestra, K. 373 (1781),2 which starts out squarely on rondo terrain with a melodically 
repetitive, galant-style theme3 whose regular, simply harmonized phrases are shared by solo and 

                                                            
1 For an overview of this form-type as it is customarily understood, see William E. Caplin, Classical Form: A 
Theory of Formal Functions for the Instrumental Music of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1998), 235-41. 
2 Written for the violinist Antonio Brunetti, the piece may originally have been intended as part of a multimovement 
concerto: Mozart’s letter of 8 April 1781 to his father refers to “a Rondeau for a concerto for Brunetti.” Subsequent 
references in letters of April 11 and June 13 speak simply of a Rondeau for Brunetti, with no further mention of a 
concerto. See Robert Spaethling, ed. and trans., Mozart’s Letters, Mozart’s Life (New York: W.W. Norton, 2000), 
240-42, 263. 
3 Following the distinctions drawn in H.C. Koch’s 1802 Musikalisches Lexikon, Leonard G. Ratner distinguishes 
broadly between “the general rubric galant, or free, style” as opposed to “strict and learned styles,” in Classic Music: 
Expression, Form, and Style (New York: Schirmer Books, 1980), 23. As used here, the term is intended to denote 
something more specific—something more in keeping with the cultivation of conventional formulas and stock 
phrases described by Robert O. Gjerdingen in Music in the Galant Style (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007) 
or with the contemporaneous customs and fashions discussed in Daniel Heartz’s Music in European Capitals: The 
Galant Style, 1720-1780 (New York: W.W. Norton, 2003), by which musical tastes and practices gravitated toward 
such overlapping and diverse traits as elegance, naiveté, moderation, and spontaneous expression of feeling. Against 
the backdrop of these authors’ portrayals of eighteenth-century cultural environments and musical styles, galant 
instrumental music of Mozart’s day might be characterized in terms such as the following: seemingly 
unpremeditated, singable melody; light, grammatically uncomplicated accompaniment; regular phrase structure; and 
frequent cadences, typically designed to accommodate graceful decoration while promoting a rhetorically 
appropriate balance of separation and continuity. For further discussion, see Floyd Grave, “Galant Style, 
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tutti as they shape themselves into a rounded binary form, basically a-a1 – a-a1.1 – b-c – a-a2, 
each letter until the last (a2), designating a self-contained, four-measure phrase (see Figure 1, 
which represents proportions, tonal design, and the deployment of themes in the form of a 
timeline, which will serve as a point of reference for the discussion that follows4; see also 
Example 1, which quotes the soloist’s opening phrase-pair a-a1, mm. 1-8). As for that last, 
incomplete phrase a2, Mozart overrides its fourth measure with an assertive, action-stopping 
cadential theme 1K, which seals off the refrain as a cohesive structural unit and signals readiness 
for new developments, perhaps along the lines of a typically self-contained, contrasting episode.  
 But the section that follows, beginning in measure 37, seems intent on leaving rondo 
territory behind as it proceeds in the manner of an open-ended, goal-directed solo exposition 
(albeit one that proves significantly telescoped and abbreviated by comparison with those found 
in the first movements of Mozart’s concertos).5 Salient features include an initial span of tonal 
and thematic stability (P), the heightened drama of tonal derailment and extreme melodic 
disjunction, and a brief, rhythmically animated passage into the orbit of the dominant (Ta), as if 
pressing forward under pressure from a looming return to the refrain. Anything resembling a 
secondary theme is now summarily bypassed as the soloist forges ahead in Ta1 with a nod 
toward the antics normally found at the end of a concerto movement’s solo exposition: ascent to 
a melodic peak, a deep plunge, then recovery for a cadence-announcing trill on the dominant of 
the new key (m. 64).  
 
 

 
 

Figure 1   Mozart, Rondo for Violin and Orchestra, K. 373 (1781) 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                
Enlightenment, and the Paths from Minor to Major in Later Instrumental Works by Haydn,” Ad Parnassum (2009), 
in press. 
4 The timeline analysis method adopted here, based on a proportionally accurate representation of principal 
structural articulations, thematic functions, and tonal organization, follows the recommendations in Jan LaRue, 
Guidelines for Style Analysis, 2nd ed. (Warren, MI: Harmonie Park Press, 1992), 153-72. Capital letters designate 
primary, transitional, secondary, and closing functions (P, T, S, and K, respectively); the letter N designates new 
material (e.g. a theme introduced following the end of the exposition in a sonata-related form). Thematic-function 
symbols in parentheses specify derivations. Lowercase letters in alphabetical sequence designate phrases within a 
theme; superscript numbers identify variants; numbers to the right of a decimal point indicate minor variants or 
variants of variants.  
5 For a meticulously detailed account of Mozart’s procedures for the first-movement solo expositions of his 
concertos, see James Hepokoski and Warren Darcy, Elements of Sonata Theory: Norms, Types, and Deformations in 
the Late-Eighteenth-Century Sonata (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 496-548. Caplin offers a more 
succinct description in Classical Form, see n. 1 above, 245-48. 
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Example 1   Mozart, Rondo for Violin and Orchestra, mm. 1-8 

Notwithstanding the absence of one or more secondary themes to expand on the dominant key 
(as would normally be found in a first movement), the cadence that now transpires marks a finish 
to the principal action of the exposition. From a first-movement concerto-sonata perspective, 
here is where we would expect the composer to unleash the force of a central tutti, thereby 
sustaining the momentum of an established dominant and taking us to the threshold of a 
development section or second solo.6 But instead of such a broad, seamless trajectory, the 
dynamic of competing principles will cause this to be a moment of disjunction—the point at 
which control of the unfolding design must pass from concerto-sonata back to rondo. As the 
imperatives of rondo logic reassert themselves, anything resembling a central ritornello is 
withheld; the soloist is left to sustain the action on a rhetorically subdued plane by sharing with 
the orchestra an elongated derivative of 1K (mm. 65-73)7 and capping off with a flippant 2K 
(mm. 74-76) before the mandate of tonic return enforces a transition to the refrain in a hastily 
restored C major (m. 84).  
 The course of events so far represents Mozart’s unsettling yet customary procedure for 
such forms, so that if we were to imagine a stack of superimposed timelines for Mozart’s 
concerto-type sonata rondos, with due allowance for their differences in size and proportion, we 
would find them more or less coinciding, but only up to this point. For it is precisely here that 
individual instances of the form will tend to go their separate ways, freshly unhinged from any 
standard, predictable order of events. What has happened may be described as a virtual collision 

                                                            
6 On Mozart’s characteristic approaches to the central ritornello and the second solo section (or “developmental 
space”) that follows, see Hepokoski and Darcy, Elements of Sonata Theory, see n. 5 above, 548-77. 
7 Specifically, whereas 1K consists of a two-measure cadential figure, repeated, plus an additional measure of tonic 
harmony, 1K1 (mm. 65-73) adds a two-measure prefix to both iterations of the cadential figure, so that the theme, 
now partially disguised, has been stretched from five measures to nine.   
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of disparate trajectories: the sonata’s long arc of tonal excursion, suspense, and eventual 
resolution, as opposed to the rondo’s recurring swerves back to tonic and refrain.  

That such a collision of forces has occurred is hardly apparent on the surface, owing to 
the characteristically smooth, unbroken continuity of the solo line, whose thread reaches through 
the start of the refrain at measure 84. But the underlying musical discourse has nonetheless been 
fractured. Continuation along the lines of concerto-sonata form—whose arrival on the scene was 
itself a challenge to the rondo paradigm with which the piece had begun—has been thwarted by 
the obligatory return to tonic. And because the refrain, the rondo-allied vehicle for the 
reinstatement of tonic, will itself prove to be elliptical and unstable—it consists merely of the 
initial refrain theme’s closing phase-pair, a-a2, as if acknowledging that the previously 
established sonata impetus may be too daunting a force to be squelched for very long—we now 
find both sonata and rondo narratives in a state of uncertainty as a momentous threshold is 
crossed into the second half of the form.   

Here we have arrived at the form’s midpoint, and the pivotal significance of this juncture 
is enhanced by the decisive tonal action that surrounds it: the pendulum had just swung back 
from G to C, and now it is about to swing to the other side of the related-key spectrum and light 
upon the subdominant, F (m. 95).8 Thus poised in the midst of opposite tonal realms and 
structural narratives in conflict, this midpoint juncture constitutes an impasse (notwithstanding 
the deceptively unimpeded surface activity). However, it may also be understood as a moment of 
release: the point where the music’s ruptured elements can begin a process of reassembly and 
reintegration, guided not by any fixed procedure derived from either a sonata or a rondo 
archetype but rather by the larger imperatives of their reconciliation, the logical rejoining of 
interrupted strands, and the eventual accomplishment of satisfying balance and closure.  
 The process will begin with the very tonal move from C to F that had marked the 
midpoint curtailment of the refrain (an open-ended, modulatory transition having supplanted the 
closed, tonally stable 1K). First, the arrival in F deftly reinstates rondo logic by ushering in a 
self-contained, subdominant episode, a familiar ingredient for the heart of a rondo. But at the 
same time, it furnishes an ideal tonal gateway to the resumption of sonata logic, for the full 
cadence in F that closes the episode (m. 110) serves as the starting point for a path back to tonic 
that parallels a corresponding order of events from the exposition (see the pair of brackets below 
the timeline): just as the exposition’s last cadence in tonic (m. 50) was followed by T, leading 
the tonal focus down a third and then down a step to the dominant (i.e. C -> Am -> G), a recall of 
that same transition theme, transposed down a fifth, will lead the way back to home key by the 
same route (i.e. F -> Dm -> C). The suspended sonata scheme is thus rejoined, and the 
anticipated restoration of tonic is duly accomplished. As for the stretch of new material 
beginning in measure 124 (2N), this development resembles common sonata procedure by 
coloring and expanding upon a restored tonic through a parenthetical turn to tonic minor. But it 

                                                            
8 The phenomenon of a salient articulation at or very near the midpoint in a sonata or sonata-rondo form appears to 
be a neglected topic in theoretical and analytical studies of eighteenth-century music. For discussion of a striking 
example of such an event, see Floyd Grave, “Recuperation, Transformation and the Transcendence of Major over 
Minor in the Finale of Haydn’s String Quartet Op. 76 No. 1,” Eighteenth-Century Music 5 (2008): 27-50. That the 
centrally located articulation in K. 373 represents the midpoint of the form solely by measure-count, not duration, 
may be acknowledged: the elapsed time for the latter portion of the form will be significantly longer owing to the 
fermatas in measures 54-57, the last of which might be read as a candidate for an improvised Eingang. Attaching 
significance to the articulation in question as a central divide therefore rests on drawing a distinction between 
musical time (the temporal container) and musical space (the content as represented by the notation). See Robert P. 
Morgan, “Symmetrical Form and Common-Practice Tonality,” Music Theory Spectrum 20 (1998): 12-13. 
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also plays a role within the rondo narrative. Related in several respects to the episode 1N (mm. 
95-110), it behaves as rondo episodes normally do by preparing (and in this instance seamlessly 
merging with) a transition to the recurrence of a refrain. In these respects, we find sonata and 
rondo elements reaching a degree of accord, as if their divergent paths have found a way to 
intersect.  
 Signs of further accord inform the section that follows, a reassembled final refrain whose 
rhetorically magnified conclusion embraces rondo and concerto-sonata simultaneously in a way 
that not only brings both to a decisive culmination but that surmounts the disparity between 
them. The crucial series of events begins with the recall of the refrain’s c phrase from measures 
21-24—in effect a transition to the phrase-pair a-a2, last heard as the substance of the 
abbreviated second refrain—by stretching its final, appoggiatura-over-V gesture (initially heard 
at m. 24) from one measure to four (mm. 154-57), and then adorning each of those measure’s 
principal notes with a fermata (see Example 2). Our appetites are thus whetted for some 
extravagant, crowning moment; and we will be duly rewarded, for the original closing phrase of 
the refrain theme (a2) will now be stretched to accommodate the kind of brilliant solo display 
that had previously started to bloom, before being stifled, in the sonata-style solo exposition.  

Specifically, that problematical a2—foreshortened to elide with 1K in the opening refrain 
(m. 32) and similarly compromised on its second occurrence, where its closing measure was 
sacrificed to the form’s tonally destabilizing, midpoint transition (m. 91)—will now enjoy 
restitution, and then some, by way of a dramatic, six-measure expansion (the expanded phrase is 
identified as a3 on the timeline). Here, what had been a garden-variety, cadence-anticipating 
descent in the phrase’s third measure virtually explodes in a torrent of sixteenth- and thirty-
second-note solo figuration, culminating in a concerto-style “grand cadence,” complete with 
high-register peak (G3), three-octave drop to the open G string, orchestral crescendo, long 
dominant trill, and a final, long withheld transfer of action from solo to a full-fledged tutti.9 Here 
we find the realization of climactic, concerto-sonata virtuosity at last; and with superb irony it 
emerges not merely as an outgrowth of the opening rondo theme’s troublesome final phrase but 
as the vehicle for its ultimate fulfillment.  

A glance at the timeline reveals that a conspicuous peculiarity has been left unaccounted 
for, namely the closing refrain’s abridgment of the opening refrain’s first sixteen measures to a 
single, eight-measure phrase-pair a-a1.1. (Specifically, the initial antecedent phrase a, mm. 1-4, is 
now followed by the consequent phrase a1.1, mm. 13-16, now reassigned from tutti to solo.) The 
abbreviation can be readily explained as a stroke of economy, or an effort to counter any 
impression of excessive thematic redundancy; but there might be a larger purpose as well: not 
only does the excision of these eight measures help compensate for the interpolation of nine 
measures later in the refrain, as described above (so that opening and closing refrains stand in 
approximate balance despite the latter’s expansions), but the consequent shift in weight and 
rhetorical emphasis help reinforce the rondo-framed equilibrium of the form as a whole. Whereas 
repetitive thematic presentation had lent the form an appropriate solidity at the outset (mm. 1-
16), complementary processes of telescoping and expansion near the end help concentrate the 
eventual focus on rhetorical culmination and reconciliation.  

                                                            
9 On the phenomenon of the “grand cadence,” see Floyd Grave, “Freakish Variations on A ‘Grand Cadence’ 
Prototype in Haydn’s String Quartets,” Journal of Musicological Research 28 (2009): 119-22. There the connection 
is drawn between this previously unnamed type of soloistic cadential flourish and a related (albeit less specifically 
virtuosic) schema designated as a “grand cadence” by Gjerdingen in Music in the Galant Style, see n. 3 above, 152.  
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 The merging of previously opposed principles now concludes with the ritornello-like 

retrieval of 1K (well poised for a conciliatory role, having punctuated both the opening refrain, 
mm. 32-36, and the solo exposition, mm. 65-73) and 2K, first heard at the very end of the solo 
exposition and now restored to tonic at last, thereby embracing sonata logic while at the same 
time rounding out the refrain and providing the springboard for a quietly astonishing punch line: 
a last-minute penetration of the previous pitch ceiling (G3) as the soloist picks off a C4, a suitably 
lofty perch from which to take leave of the work’s complex play of opposing forces, structural 
tensions, and eventual resolution.  

 
Example 2   Mozart, Rondo for Violin and Orchestra, measures 151-166  
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Example 2   Mozart, Rondo for Violin and Orchestra, measures 167-182  

 
The finale to Mozart’s Piano Concerto in Eb, K. 449 (1784), although similar to K. 373 in key 
respects, displays a countenance so different that we may safely place these two compositions at 
opposite ends in a spectrum of sonata-rondo style choices: K. 373 had begun firmly on rondo 
terrain, to be countered by the turn to sonata logic following an opening refrain; by contrast, the 
K. 449 finale approaches the sonata-rondo conundrum from an opposite point of entry. (See 
Figure 2, on which the following discussion is based.) Here the action begins with a first-
movement-style ritornello and an almost complete solo exposition before rondo elements impose 
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their will on the finale’s continuation. Prior to that eventuality, concerto-sonata paraphernalia 
enjoy a full workout. First comes the bona fide orchestral ritornello whose sharply etched 
thematic dichotomy will enhance the exposition’s tonal polarity when its two salient themes, P 
and 1S, are revisited in the solo exposition. As shown in Example 3A, the opening theme 
invokes the trademarks of an old-fashioned learned style, notably the subject-countersubject 
configuration, the uniform beat-marking rhythm, and the subject’s affiliation with a traditional 
type whose best-known member is perhaps the “And He shall reign” theme from Handel’s 
Messiah.10 Diametrically opposed to this idea is the secondary theme’s series of graceful, galant-
style rising appoggiaturas above a drumming, repeated-note pedal (Example 3B). 
 

 
 

 
Figure 2   Mozart, Piano Concerto in Eb, K. 449 (1784), third movement 

 

 
 

                  Example 3   Mozart, Piano Concerto in Eb, K. 449, third movement, measures 1-8   
                                                            
10 For discussion of a specific connection between the opening pitches of this theme and the long-note stile antico 
subject of the “Cum sancto spiritu” in Mozart’s contemporaneous Mass in C Minor, K. 427 (1782), see Stephen 
Rumph, “Mozart’s Archaic Endings: A Linguistic Critique,” Journal of the Royal Musical Association 130 (2005):  
161-67. 
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Example 3   Mozart, Piano Concerto in Eb, K. 449, third movement, measures 16-20 

 
Once the solo exposition gets under way at measure 33, we find not only such basic concerto-
sonata traits as the appropriation of P by the soloist, the insertion of a transition theme (T), and a 
recurrence of 1S in the dominant, but an additional move that drives home even more 
emphatically the analogy with first-movement procedure—namely, the characteristic expansion 
of the section to encompass a two-stage passage into the orbit of the dominant: tentative arrival 
on a dominant plateau (in this instance with 1S at m. 63), to be reinforced by a second, more 
conclusive point of arrival (here with 2S at m. 91) as we move into the latter part of the section. 
What happens at this juncture will enhance even further the sense of identification with Mozart’s 
own customary first-movement designs. For in keeping with his practice of having a solo 
exposition unfold as a dynamic elaboration of the ritornello’s concise, implication-rich 
presentation, the P-derived 2S now stands out as a highly charged realization of that opening 
theme’s learned-style promise, complete with canonic imitation and invertible counterpoint.11 

If the movement were now to continue in this robust concerto-sonata vein, then the 
structural cadence at the end of 2K, measure 124, would mark the starting point for a prolonged 
buildup of surface energy and solo figuration (the so-called “piano climax” or “display 
episode”),12 normally culminating in a species of grand cadence, complete with measure-long 
trill, and the reentry of the full ensemble for a central tutti in the dominant. Such a continuation is 

                                                            
11 The recasting of primary-theme material to form a secondary theme in the dominant, not merely by transposing 
the parent material but by energizing it with imitative counterpoint, may be recognized as a recurrent impulse in 
Mozart’s sonata forms. Other examples include the first movement of the Clarinet Concerto in A, K. 622, measures 
128-33 (anticipated near the middle of the opening ritornello, measures 25-30);  the first movement of the Piano 
Sonata in Bb, K. 570, measures 41-48; and the first movement of the Piano Sonata in D, K. 576, measures 28-32. 
12 The term “piano climax” may be traced to Denis Forman, in Mozart’s Concerto Form (New York: Praeger, 1971), 
55. On the concept of the “display episode,” see Hepokoski and Darcy, Elements of Sonata Theory, see n. 5 above, 
542-48. 
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not hard to imagine, for there are few signs prior to measure 124 that the movement will have 
anything to do with the topic of rondo style or a rondo’s structural rhythm of refrain and 
episode.13 But at this juncture we do indeed hear signals that the sonata trajectory is about to be 
suspended in a manner similar to that witnessed in K. 373, although here we never get as far as 
the conventional, exposition-closing trill. Instead, harmonic action freezes at measure 124 on a 
dominant pedal; and, as Abs start to appear above the prolonged Bb harmony (m. 130), we know 
that the established dominant tonal center has been obliged to yield authority as a tonic in its own 
right. The sonata trajectory has been stymied; a rondo-driven push to tonic imposes its will on 
the course of events; and, by the upbeat to measure 136, we find ourselves revisiting the primary 
theme, now in its new guise as a rondo refrain. 

The salience of this emergent rondo procedure, by which the primary theme has been 
bluntly appropriated to serve as a refrain, is enhanced by its being systematically coupled with an 
overlay of variation technique—as if a rondo format will not only be imposed on the unfolding 
design, but will be made to take root so deeply that it sprouts a veritable rondo subspecies, that of 
variation-rondo.14 And the scheme of relentless diminution that this entails will in itself prove to 
be a force of cohesion: syncopated, hocket-like figures break up the theme’s line in the refrain 
that begins at measure 136; the start of the next refrain (m. 219) will sport an unbroken stream of 
eighth notes; and the variation process will climax with further diminutions in the context of an 
enlivening 6/8 meter that starts with measure 269.  
 Taken together, the imposition of rondo and variation elements would seem to shift the 
balance decisively in the latter part of the form. And yet the sonata impulse with which the 
movement began has hardly been vanquished. The conflicting layer of varied, tonic-key 
recurrences notwithstanding, a stratum of sonata logic persists, and the way is thus cleared for 
acts of reconciliation as the latter part of the movement unfolds. Sonata-like ingredients include a 
species of development section—initiated by the shift to the relative minor at measure 152, then 
joined by intense, tonally unstable elaborations of exposition material prior to a prolonged span 
of transition back to tonic. The return at measure 219 thus feels to some extent like a late 
recapitulation—an impression reinforced by subsequent events, notably the full restoration of 
home-key stability and the retrieval of salient themes from the exposition (2K) and the 
development section (N) in tonic, not to mention the return of 1S following the final, varied 
return of the principal theme at measure 269.  

But what about 2S—the high-profile, primary-theme-based idea from the latter part of the 
solo exposition? It is obviously missing from what we have specified provisionally as an 
abbreviated recapitulation beginning at measure 219. Yet from another vantage point, one that 
takes into account the movement’s contesting forces on the broadest scale, a replica of that 
theme’s retrieval can perhaps be accounted for after all. To see how this works requires a fresh 
look at the form’s first main structural articulation, the return at measure 136. Just as with the 
analogous point in K. 373 (m. 84)—where the return of the tonic-key refrain on the heels of a 
solo exposition had virtually short-circuited an unfolding sonata design—the comparably 
                                                            
13To be sure, one sign that this movement will not unfold according to normal first-movement procedure is the 
diminutive size of both the opening ritornello and the solo exposition: thus it might well occur to an alert first-time 
listener that the small proportions are more in keeping with a rondo’s typical division into a relatively large number 
of relatively small units.  
14 As noted by Elaine R. Sisman in Haydn and the Classical Variation (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1993), 72, a distinction may be drawn between “rondo-variation” (a variation movement with contrasting episodes) 
and “variation-rondo,” a rondo-based form with varied refrains, as in the finale to K. 449 (with due allowance for 
the technicality of this movement’s dual allegiance to concerto-sonata and rondo). 
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situated return to tonic and primary theme in K. 449 represents the conflict (and in this case the 
convergence) of opposing, simultaneously unfolding processes: rondo refrain on the one hand, 
and premature tonal grounding and return to the movement’s opening theme (i.e. two markers for 
early recapitulation) on the other. From this perspective, we can identify the second return to P 
(m. 219) as an event that likewise performs double service—namely by functioning both as the 
rondo narrative’s next refrain and as a sonata-form surrogate for the P-related 2S, now situated in 
tonic and thus poised as an agent of long-range tonal resolution and thematic balance in keeping 
with customary recapitulation procedure.15  

This interpretation is bolstered by the surrounding context: just as 2T had served to 
prepare 2S in the exposition, a portion of that theme now recurs as part of an extended, two-
phase transition to our measure-219 landmark (mm. 191-99, 200-218). In effect, the multifaceted 
nature of the passage in question—which recalls elements of the transition to the solo 
exposition’s 2S (mm. 71-90) as well as the transition to the second rondo refrain (mm. 124-35)—
matches the functional complexity and ambivalence of the event that it serves to anticipate. 
Perhaps still more telling is the way Mozart follows the refrain of measures 219-34 with an 
extended, harmonically enriched recall of 2K (albeit not immediately, but only after an 
abbreviated, tonic-key return of N, mm. 235-41). For just as 2K had originally followed 2S to 
bring the movement’s expositional phase to a close at measure 124 (the point of “essential 
expositional closure”),16 so the return of 2K at measure 242 will play an analogous role by 
leading us to the form’s last critical threshold, the change of meter and final return at measure 
269.  

In essence, expositional events of measures 71-124 are approximately replicated in 
measures 191-268 (albeit complicated, expanded, and tonally adjusted); and the sense of a 
functional correspondence between the exposition’s 2S and the return of P as a 2S stand-in at 
measure 219 is thus affirmed.  This reading of quasi exposition-recapitulation relationships gains 
further support on proportional grounds. For, as indicated by brackets below the timeline, the 
distance between the opening of the movement and the start of 2S in the exposition is 
comparable to that between the primary-theme return at measure 136 (our salient, early return to 
tonic) and the next return at measure 219, i.e. the point in a normal sonata-form recapitulation 
where we would expect the secondary theme in question to return in tonic. That there is a 

                                                            
15 The customary procedure in question concerns what Edward T. Cone identifies in Musical Form and Musical 
Performance (New York: W.W. Norton, 1968), 76-77, as the “sonata principle,” whereby “important statements 
made in a key other than the tonic must either be re-stated in the tonic, or brought into a closer relation with the 
tonic, before the movement ends.” According to Charles Rosen’s account of the exposition-vs.-recapitulation 
dynamic, as put forth in Sonata Forms, rev. ed. (New York: W.W. Norton, 1988), “What must reappear in the 
recapitulation…is the second group….The resolution of this material confirms the articulation of the exposition into 
stable and dissonant sections. A theme that has been played only at the dominant is a structural dissonance, 
unresolved until it has been transposed to the tonic” (p. 287). James Hepokoski, who argues for a more flexible view 
of recapitulatory norms and exceptions in “Beyond the Sonata Principle,” Journal of the American Musicological 
Society 55 (2002), proposes among other possibilities the notion of a “substitution strategy, in which one or more S-
modules [i.e., secondary themes] are replaced in the recapitulation by a functional counterpart” (p. 147)—a notion 
that would seem to apply to our concept of the third-refrain statement of P as a stand-in for 2S. See also the related 
formulations in Hepokoski and Darcy, Elements of Sonata Theory, see n. 5 above—notably the phenomenon of 
“tonal tension” in the exposition (p. 16), the layout of the exposition as a “structure of promise” (p. 18), and the 
corresponding characterization of the recapitulation as a “structure of accomplishment” (p. 19). 
16 Or “EEC,” in accordance with the terminology used in Hepokoski and Darcy, Elements of Sonata Form, ibid. For 
their detailed account of how the concept applies to the latter part of a solo exposition in Mozart’s first-movement 
concerto forms, see ibid., 542-48. 
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fundamental conflict between our two sonata-related interpretations—one giving precedence to 
measure 136 as a primary locus of tonal and thematic reinstatement (early recapitulation), the 
other reserving measure 219 for that distinction (late recapitulation) does not mean that one must 
invalidate the other; rather, both points of return may be understood as functionally unstable, 
ambivalent events in a design whose sonata-based components have been fractured and dispersed 
by the imposition of a competing, rondo-based narrative.  

There are other factors in play, however, that help resolve the movement’s ambivalences, 
bind its divergent strands, ameliorate the disparities of theme and structural principle, and 
thereby contribute to this finale’s version of eventual reconciliation. Most obvious in this regard 
is the way the closing section of the movement fuses elements of sonata and rondo by restoring 
1S to tonic, in accordance with sonata requirements, while at the same time coming full circle in 
rondo fashion with a substantial, final restatement of the opening refrain’s material, albeit 
transformed by variation and change of meter.17 Adding to the overall impression of synthesis 
and impending closure is the way Mozart varies the final occurrences of the contrasting themes P 
and 1S, marking both with salient lower-neighbor diminutions that forge an intimate relationship 
between them (P, mm. 269-70, 277-78; 1S, mm. 285, 287, 293, and 295), while at the same time 
preserving the essence of their respective profiles as discrete thematic entities (Example 4).  

 
 

 
 

Example 4   Mozart, Piano Concerto in Eb, K. 449, third movement, measures 269-75 
 
 
 

                                                            
17 As for the question of correspondence between the initial refrain’s 1K, derived from P, and the closing refrain’s 
NK: although the latter betrays few melodic resemblances to the former, the two are nonetheless similar in the way 
they draw on a formulaic 3-4-(2)-5-1 cadential progression in the bass. 
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Example 4   Mozart, Piano Concerto in Eb, K. 449, third movement, measures 276-88 

 
Finally, there is a sense in which virtually all the movement’s events and processes are drawn 
together by a single, overriding phenomenon of proportional relationships; for, as the timeline 
clearly reveals, the design as a whole is informed by a pattern of progressively shortening 
distance between principal structural landmarks (i.e. the four occurrences of P, heard either as 
components of sonata logic or as rondo-form refrains); and the fact that the recurrences of P are 
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marked by a cumulative process of surface diminution lends additional impetus to the subtle yet 
palpable sense of structural-level acceleration. Moreover, whether consciously or not, Mozart has 
arranged for this pattern of acceleration to unfold by a constant factor: with reference to the 
numbers 1-4 below the timeline, each identified with a recurrence of P, the proportional ratio by 
which point 2 intersects the span between 1 and 3 corresponds to the position of 3 with respect to 
points 2 and 4. Indeed, the proportions closely approximate those of the Golden Section and the 
Fibonacci series,18 this latter aspect revealed by the timeline’s juxtaposition of measure counts 
between main structural articulations (135, 83, 50) with a sequence of similarly scaled Fibonacci 
numbers (144, 89, 55).  

Thus, whatever the competing claims of the recurrent landmarks within either a rondo- or 
sonata-inflected design, all contribute to an almost perfectly timed, high-level scheme of 
directional motion, starting with the relatively broad expanse of ritornello-plus-exposition, then 
progressing through the less extended, unstable stretch that follows the primary theme’s second 
statement, the compressed recapitulatory space between third and fourth iterations, the more 
tightly packed span of thematic reconciliation in the new meter, and finally the soloist’s sprint 
toward a liquidating coda amid a froth of sixteenth notes and triplet sixteenths that drive the 
movement’s surface momentum to a climax.  

 
* * * 

 
Although the two pieces examined here teem with peculiarities that mark them as unique 
endeavors, each a rule unto itself, they nonetheless have points in common with each other and 
with many others of Mozart’s rondos as they variously engage basic principles of sonata-
concerto and rondo design. Events  prove more or less predictable at the outset whether it is the 
rondo aspect that initially prevails, as in K. 373, or (less commonly) concerto-sonata design, as 
in the K. 449 finale: opening refrain (or ritornello), solo exposition, and refrain recurrence (most 
often partial) will each transpire in its turn. Yet however smooth the musical surface as this last 
event unfolds, its occurrence will represent an underlying clash of non-congruent formal 
principles and will thus set the stage for an elaborate and locally unpredictable narrative marked 
initially by moments of friction, competition, and instability, but guided ultimately along a path 
toward unity and restitution. 
 In attempting to trace the process of growth in such pieces (to borrow Jan LaRue’s term 
for the interactions of musical elements in motion, from which a closed musical design results),19 

                                                            
18 The term “Golden Section” describes the special location of a point in a given line (for example, point 2 in the line 
between points 1 and 3 in Figure 2), such that the ratio between lengths 1-2 and 2-3 is the same as that between 1-2 
and the line as a whole (i.e. 1-3). As for the Fibonacci series, given 0 and 1 at the outset, this infinitely extendable 
sequence results if each subsequent number is derived as the sum of the previous two, hence 0, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 
21, 34, 55, 89, 144, etc. The relationship between the Golden Section and the Fibonacci series, and the relevance of 
both to the proportion-related numbers in Figure 2 can be seen through relevant application of the factor 0.618 (the 
rounded numerical equivalent of the Golden Section). First, the fact that adjacent numbers in a Fibonacci series fall 
approximately in line with Golden Section proportions may be seen, for example, by separately multiplying Figure 
2’s Fibonacci numbers 144 and 89 by 0.618, which will yield 88.9 and 55, respectively. That the measure counts 
between our points 1 and 2 (=135), and between 2 and 3 (=83) likewise resonate with Golden Section proportions is 
proved by the corresponding multiplications (135 x 0.618 = 83.4; 83 x 0.618 = 51.2). Related operations yield 
additional proof: for example, multiplying 219 (the distance between the start of the movement and the third refrain) 
by 0.618 yields 135.3, very close to the start of the second refrain at measure 136.  
19 See LaRue, Guidelines for Style Analysis, see n. 4 above, 10-12, where the concept of “Growth” is explained, and 
pp. 115-52, where its application is explored in detail. 
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the kind of analysis presented here differs from more familiar, top-down methods that begin with 
the concept of a relatively fixed formal archetype and then proceed to describe ways in which a 
given instance either confirms or diverges from a predetermined model. The understanding of 
Mozart’s concerto finales and related sonata-rondo-type forms has arguably been hampered by 
the prevalence of such approaches, and reasons may be readily adduced for commentators’ 
adherence to them. First, there is the enduring tradition of allowing first movements to stand for 
the whole in studies that deal with later eighteenth-century instrumental cycles, a premise that 
has obviously discouraged close scrutiny of final movements in general.20 Compounding the 
problem is the fact that top-down, standard-model schemes often work relatively well when 
applied to first movements, at least for the basic task of describing and classifying individual 
instances of a conventional form. Perhaps as a line of least resistance, scholars have seemingly 
chosen to extrapolate from their first-movement analyses and thus to apply overly simple 
templates to the finales rather than developing flexible, process-oriented methods more in 
keeping with the complexity and variability of the forms in question.     
 To follow a different path, as we have tried to do here, would seem to promise certain 
rewards. The Mozart we know best is the master of concinnity, congruence, and sublime 
equilibrium, especially adept at embracing, polishing, and inflecting conventional stereotypes as 
he creates forms that have become enduring models in their own right. The Mozart we know less 
well, at least in the domain of instrumental music, is the master of disruption and complication, 
less prone to cultivating the inherent stability of standard form-types than to mixing, challenging, 
and destabilizing them to the point where they almost seem to be at war with one another. This 
side of Mozart’s artistic personality comes to the fore in his problematic rondos, with their 
multiplicity of agendas and unsettling resistance to explanation. To subject such compositions to 
fresh, process-oriented scrutiny is to raise potentially important questions about our 
understanding of Mozart’s music, the manner in which his formal processes may variously 
confound or confirm the expectations of his listeners, and the intricacies of his encounter with 
the gamut of eighteenth-century styles, customs, and conventions on which his music draws.  
 
 
 
 

                                                            
20 Bathia Churgin’s Transcendent Mastery: Studies in the Music of Beethoven (Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 
2008) constitutes an outstanding, salubrious exception, with its detailed explorations of structure and process in all 
movements of the works examined: the Violin Concerto in D, Op. 61; the Piano Sonata in D, Op. 10 No. 3; the 
Violin Sonata in G, Op. 96; and the String Quartet in A Minor, Op. 132. All but the Violin Sonata conclude with 
ambitious, multifaceted rondo-based forms, and all these forms are treated to admirably clear, illuminating 
descriptions of the logic behind their balance of novel and conventional ingredients.  
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