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Christy Keele 

RECONCEPTUALIZING CLIMAX IN THE FOUR SCHERZOS  OF FRÉDÉRIC CHOPIN

I explore and define the phenomenon of climax in Frédéric Chopin’s four piano scherzos 

written during the years 1831-1842. Each scherzo features technically demanding climactic 

passages that stand out due to not only their intensity in a number of musical dimensions, but 

also their complexity and their roles in the scherzos as individual pieces and in the larger context 

of Chopin’s unique version of the scherzo genre. I develop the idea that the process of building 

intensity and the interplay between multiple peaks of intensity are integral to the architecture and 

dramatic effect of these climaxes. To illustrate the relationship between peaks of intensity, I 

propose a tension-arrival scheme, identifying different qualities of intensity and theorizing how 

they interact. 

Climaxes bear significance for the scherzo genre in particular, as Chopin 

reconceptualized the genre in these four pieces. He received a genre that was formerly light in 

character and most commonly functioning as a minuet replacement in a multi-movement work 

and developed it into a stand-alone concert genre for the piano, expanding its length and giving it 

a substantially darker character. I discuss ways in which climaxes shape the forms and dramatic 

trajectories of Chopin’s scherzos, supporting their dimensions and furthering and/or resolving 

their conflicts. As such, they are a key component of the genre identity of Chopin’s scherzo, 

which was so unlike any of its predecessors.  

The compositional techniques used by Chopin to articulate and develop climactic 

passages include the shortening of musical units, the manipulation of pacing as units are 

repeated at progressively shorter (or longer) intervals, and intensification in multiple dimensions. 

In conjunction with other features such as increased rhythmic activity and harmonic instability, 
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these techniques project a type of temporality conceived by Raymond Monelle as “narrative 

time,” with some similarities to A.B. Marx’s Gang (Monelle 2000, Marx 1856). 

Narrative time is associated with a sense of action or forward motion, whereas its 

counterpart, lyric time, creates a sense of stasis. I introduce these temporal types and discuss 

ways in which climaxes in the scherzos not only project narrative time as they set up upcoming 

sections within contexts of large-scale repetition, but also uniquely incorporate aspects of lyric 

time as they close pieces in their respective codas. I address Chopin’s use of the features of 

narrative time throughout the scherzos (not limited to climaxes) as another signature 

characteristic of the genre. 
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Chapter 1: Issues in the Analysis of Chopin’s Scherzo Climaxes 

1.0 Introduction 

Characterizing and defining “climax” in Western common-practice music is not regarded 

by scholars as notoriously difficult, but perhaps it should be. From Wallace Berry’s intensity 

curves to Kofi Agawu’s structural highpoints, we talk about climax in a number of ways 

informed by both theory and intuition.1 Typically one moment gets the glory, so to speak, as “the 

climax” of a particular piece in an analysis or performance, and yet that moment would have 

little effect without a myriad of musical processes that build intensity toward it and recede away 

from it.  

In this dissertation, I develop a flexible approach to climax inspired by Chopin’s four 

stand-alone piano scherzos (1831-1842), defining the processes and compositional techniques 

they involve to be as vital to the climax as the peak moment itself. I work with the scherzos as a 

group of compositions in Chopin’s musical output and in the context of genre identity. These 

pieces are especially appropriate for a study of climax because each individual scherzo features 

one or more prominent climactic sections. Chopin’s virtuosic solo version of the genre is a 

drastic departure from multi-movement versions, and the climactic passages in Chopin’s 

scherzos constitute a key feature that sets them apart.  

Although this dissertation focuses on Chopin’s scherzos, I begin with his Prelude in A 

Major, Op. 28 No. 7. This prelude is a fragment belonging to his set of twenty-four preludes. It is 

short and compact enough to be accessible, but it expresses a complete thought. The prelude 

demonstrates a challenging analytical issue regarding climax that will be central to my study of 

the scherzos: the manifestation of climax in time as a point and/or a span. Alexandra Pierce has 

1 Wallace Berry, Structural Functions in Music (New York: Dover Publications, 1976).  
Kofi Agawu, “Structural ‘Highpoints’ in Schumann’s Dichterliebe,” Music Analysis 3, No. 2 
(1984): 159-180. 
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done valuable work on this piece that enriches the discussion, observing when listeners sense a 

peak of intensity as demonstrated with their physical bodies.2  

 Incorporating Pierce’s insights, I study the A major prelude as part of an introduction that 

sets up related analytical issues and discussions pertaining to Chopin’s practices. In section 1.2, 

for example, a passage from Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31 demonstrates that not only 

may climax vary in terms of length, but it may also be motivated by qualities and events in 

different ways. A climax (or peak of intensity) can express accumulated tension, release tension 

(as in an emphasized harmonic or tonal arrival), and/or contain aspects of both. Distinguishing 

tension from arrival, as well as point from span, will allow for a nuanced analytical approach in 

later chapters when contemplating climactic passages with multiple peaks of intensity.  

 

 1.1 Locating Climax: Point vs. Span 

 Chopin’s Prelude in A Major, Op. 28 No. 7 is extraordinarily compact. It builds to a 

climax and then reaches closure in only sixteen bars, using only a single two-bar rhythmic 

pattern throughout. In many respects, the climax is straightforward and easy to locate visually in 

the score. For the purposes of this initial discussion, I am appealing to two conventional 

definitions of climax as a starting point. First, a climax can be a peak of intensity. Second, a 

climax can be a highpoint in terms of register. I use these definitions not only because they are 

familiar, but also to establish a framework from which I will eventually depart. Later I will 

consider climax as a processive and experiential phenomenon that occurs over time, and the 

importance of regarding climax as processive.  

                                                             
2 Alexandra Pierce, Deepening Musical Performance through Movement: The Theory and 
Practice of Embodied Interpretation (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2010), 106-108. 
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 According to register and melodic contour, harmony, metric strength, and duration, the 

downbeat of m. 12 fits the above conventional definitions of climax: it is both a peak of intensity 

and a registral highpoint (see Ex. 1.1). The F#7 chord has several features not shared by other 

moments in the piece. Its harmonic function as an applied dominant stands out from the prior 

pattern of alternating tonic and dominant harmonies. It includes the first chromatic pitches in the 

piece that are not appoggiaturas, and it is the only chromatic chord. M. 12 also marks the only 

instance of a non-tonic key being suggested in the prelude. 

 M. 12 features a registral extreme of C#6 in the melody, shared only with m. 11. The 

major sixth leap from E5 to C#6 is noticeably larger than analogous leaps following the recurring 

dotted rhythm; other leaps range only from minor thirds to perfect fourths in size. This leap 

opens up space for a climactic chord spanning two and a half octaves, the largest registral 

distribution of any of the half-note chords in the piece. It also features the fullest texture in the 

entire prelude.  

 The rhythmic pattern set forth in the first two bars pervades the entire prelude, including 

not only the approach to and departure from the climax, but also the climax itself. Since there is 

no deviation from this pattern, any rhythmic distinction among its various instantiations would 

be the result of rubato or other expressive license taken by the performer (although Chopin gives 

no such direction in the score). This rhythmic consistency isolates the aforementioned pitch and 

texture characteristics and allows for the listener to easily perceive them, resulting in a climax 

that is very straightforward in those ways. 

 All of the above factors support one another. The prelude’s only chromatic chord, its 

highest pitch (not to the exclusion of m. 11, but one of the highest pitches), and its fullest and 

widest texture all occur on the downbeat of m. 12. The listener does not have to reconcile, for  
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Example 1.1: Prelude in A Major, Op. 28 No. 7 

 
  V7/ii             ii 

 

example, a noteworthy chromatic chord with metrically weak placement on beat two or three. 

Chopin also does not confront the listener with multiple potentially climactic moments of 

interest. The evenly paced oscillation between tonic and dominant refrains from overtly 

highlighting other moments in the piece that might compete for prominence with m. 12. 

 The climax in m. 12 shapes the two-part design of the prelude, with mm. 1-8 and mm. 9-

16 making up the respective halves of the piece. When the opening melody returns in m. 9, it 

does not follow the precedent of returning to tonic harmony for two measures as established in 

mm. 3-4. Instead, it only briefly projects tonic harmony before changing its course to V7/ii. By 

�

�

��
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reaching a registral extreme, tonicizing B minor, and altering the expected course of music as it 

has been previously heard, the climax articulates a new development. This also facilitates a 

stronger sense of closure in mm. 13-16, since m. 12 introduces a harmonic implication outside of 

the ongoing alternations between tonic and dominant. 

 In her book, Deepening Musical Performance through Movement, Alexandra Pierce 

defines climax as “the area of greatest intensity in a phrase.”3 She writes about three of her 

students’ discovery and experience of the climax in this piece as an anecdotal example.4 One 

student performed the prelude while the other two experimented with making a hand-stretching 

gesture to represent motion toward and away from the climax, opening and stretching the hand to 

its greatest extent along with the music. Pierce describes the physical process of these hand 

stretches in a section entitled, “Span as Movement,” detailing how the extensor muscles on the 

back of the hand open up the palm.5 All of Pierce’s students used a single gesture for the entire 

piece, but their physical stretches continued beyond the downbeat of m. 12 into the suffusion of 

the chord and even into the following measure (see Ex. 1.2).  

 Why would this occur, especially when the texture thins so dramatically after the F#7 

chord? No other moment is as singled out for emphasis as the downbeat of m. 12. The most 

obvious reason is the chord’s resolution into B minor. The chromaticism of the F#7 chord (as 

V/ii) pulls it toward the supertonic, introducing harmonic tension that motivates the listener to 

listen for release. Above I established that the F#7 chord, particularly at its attack on the 

downbeat of m. 12, demonstrates a number of extremes in this prelude, and yet the harmonic 

tension introduced by this chord extends a good deal of that intensity forward into m. 13.  

                                                             
3 Alexandra Pierce, Deepening Musical Performance through Movement: The Theory and 
Practice of Embodied Interpretation, 85. 
4 Ibid.,106-108. 
5 Ibid., 105-106. 
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Example 1.2: Pierce, Prelude in A Major, Op. 28, No. 76 

 

  

There is no question that the F#7 chord plays a central role in the climax of the piece, but to 

claim that the climax is a single point on the downbeat of m. 12 would be oversimplifying 

matters. Pierce’s students continued stretching their hands past the downbeat of m. 12 and likely 

into m. 13 because the climactic process was not yet finished.7 The goal of this process was to  

                                                             
6 Ibid., 107. 
7 Pierce also mentions that her students applied the hand-stretching exercise to a video of one of 
the students practicing a pole vault (and compared it to a video of Olympic pole vaulters). The 
students concluded, and their coach confirmed, that “the climax occurred not at the top of the 
jump…but during the swing upward – at the simultaneous straightening out of the pole and of 
the athlete’s body (legs thrusting upward).” Music is a comparable phenomenon in the sense that 
a peak of intensity may or may not occur in conjunction with a registral highpoint. Ibid., 106-
108, 202. 
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arrive in B minor. The F#7 chord is an important landmark in and of itself because of all of the 

features and cues mentioned above, but it also needs continuation. That need for continuation 

extends the climax beyond the F#7 chord itself. The Bote & Bock edition, edited by Karl 

Klindworth, calls for the performer to roll the chord, which is a minor observation in the broader 

picture, but still serves to obscure the “point” on the downbeat of m. 12.8 

  Not only does the F#7 chord lead into another harmony, it is also approached with the 

same two-bar rhythmic pattern that occurs throughout the piece. The incorporation of this 

fundamental pattern connects the chord with the fabric of the rest of the piece. The major sixth 

leap up to C#6 is also an important component of the climax, for reasons of interval size and 

texture mentioned above. This ascending major sixth is also the inversion of the descending 

minor third from D to B that occurs in mm. 1 and 9.9 Chopin has unwound that initial idea in 

order for it to reach its fullest expression. Finally, the leap from E to C# also recalls the very 

beginning of the piece in a new octave, bringing that leap full circle as well. 

 The approach to the F#7 chord involves several rich connections with the rest of the 

piece, and the chord introduces harmonic tension that moves intensity forward. In the score, it 

appears to be an unchallenged climax that definitively occurs at a particular point. But closer 

study of its context, as well as the physical experience of Pierce’s students, suggests that we 
                                                             
8 Most editions do not call for the chord to be rolled. As a general note regarding all musical 
examples in this dissertation, I have used mostly Schirmer editions edited by Carl Mikuli and 
two Peters editions edited by Herrmann Scholtz. My analytical observations make frequent 
reference to expressive markings and other performance indications that may vary among 
editions. The consultation of first editions and manuscripts could result in greater insight (in the 
form of further validation or questioning) into my arguments regarding processes of 
intensification and abatement. To compare editions and primary source material of specific 
works, see the Online Chopin Variorum Edition at www.chopinonline.ac.uk/ocve/. This resource 
includes John Rink’s Annotated Catalogue of Chopin’s First Editions. 
9 The descending minor third from D to B is reversed as an ascending minor third in m. 5. The 
descending minor third follows immediately from the ascending major sixth (A-C#), whereas 
both the descending and ascending minor thirds take place near the beginning of a four-bar 
subphrase, forming a more global (within the context of such a compact piece) connection. 



 

 8 

might better understand this climax as a span. A climactic span can incorporate the leap up to 

C#6 as well as the resolution into B minor and still feature the F#7 chord as its main focus. The 

F#7 chord owes its effectiveness to the intensification that has led up to it; it is not an isolated 

entity. We can recognize and associate the key elements in the passage in a holistic way by 

treating the climax as a span. 

 The intensification that forms this climactic span is gradual, as is typical in Chopin’s 

music in general. I have identified this climax as a span rather than a point, but it does not have 

clear boundaries. In terms of intensification, the span is more analogous to a hairpin crescendo 

and decrescendo than to terraced dynamics. Its process of growth and decay is its defining 

characteristic, rather than a clear beginning and end. Not only is the climax a span in terms of a 

period of time, it is also a gathering of energy – in other words, a process of intensification -- that 

is activated by the leap up to C# and dissolves during the weak beats of m. 13 and continuing 

into m. 14. 

 The main features of the climax are far more important than its boundaries, due to 

gradual intensification. However, given the repeated two-measure rhythmic idea, I include the 

three statements (plus the anacrusis in m. 8) forming mm. 9-14. The span begins with familiar 

material that listeners may expect to move in a new direction. It builds on that material to reach a 

peak of intensity and then moves into the harmonic resolution brought about by the chromatic 

harmony, eventually decaying and leading into the final statement of the piece. 

 The span that Pierce shows is concentrated around the peak of intensity of the climax. 

She intuitively depicts this span of time as a cloud -- not a square, a circle, or brackets -- with a 

dotted line (see Ex. 1.2). Her choice of graphic underscores that there is no exact “point” at 
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which the prelude reaches maximum intensity and that the boundaries of this span are not clearly 

defined.10 

 Pierce’s prelude example appears in a chapter entitled, “Shaping Phrase with Span and 

Climax.”11 In this chapter, she defines span from a Schenkerian perspective as “the pull of the 

foreground away from the background, which resists with pliant firmness” and “the resilience of 

foreground activity in a phrase when its harmonic underpinning is heard both to restrain and to 

release it.”12 Her introduction to the chapter takes an inclusive position similar to my approach to 

understanding climax: 

Climax…may or may not occur on the pitch apex of a melody… It can happen anywhere 
in the phrase, even at the very beginning or ending. Sometimes it can be located between 
notes…It may be distilled within a single note, be diffused over several notes, or extend 
on either side of a crux.13 

 
Even in a seemingly straightforward and compact piece, climax is a complex process that can 

resist one’s impulse to select a particular peak moment.  

 The A Major prelude is distinctive in its compactness. It lies at one extreme of a very 

wide spectrum of scopes and genres of pieces that Chopin wrote, and in many cases 

substantively developed. Pianists know him for his work furthering and establishing several 

genres, notably the nocturne, the ballade, and several dances. The scherzo is another such 

achievement. Chapter 3 will further explore his innovations in the scherzo genre, one of which is 

scale. Between 625-967 measures comprise each scherzo, and they range in duration from seven 

to eleven minutes each. These substantial concert pieces feature climactic passages that are 

longer and more complex than the A Major prelude in its entirety. 
                                                             
10 Here I am referring to the shorter span that Pierce shows, but the idea of flexible boundaries 
also applies to my longer span. 
11 Ibid., 103. 
12 Ibid., 103 and 201. I use the term more broadly to indicate an amount of music occurring over 
a period of time.  
13 Ibid., 103. 
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 I have argued that construing climax as a single point of intensity involves the potential 

drawback of neglecting the music and musical processes that built up to that point (if such a 

point even exists). Similarly, taking a relevant portion of music and calling it a “span” or passage 

with no further details may not give enough emphasis to important peaks of intensity that may 

serve as focal points or short spans. This is especially true when dealing with longer passages 

that have arguably clearer peaks of intensity (that may or may not be best construed as points) 

than the prelude. I favor an inclusive approach that regards climax as a span or passage, but 

acknowledges the variability of intensity within that period of time as a crucial feature.  

 In the next section, I contend further with these analytical complexities in Scherzo No. 2, 

Op. 31. I have selected this piece because its first large-scale climax demonstrates a number of 

analytical issues and compositional techniques that are relevant to Chopin’s scherzo climaxes. 

One can peel back layers of detail and view portions of the passage (mm. 516-544ff.) in new 

ways. In section 1.2, I begin an analytical arc that continues the distinction between point and 

span, introduces the new topic of tension and arrival as they factor into peaks of intensity, and 

extends into Chapter 2, studying the climax from different angles and then contextualizing it 

within the complete piece in Chapter 3. 

 

1.2 Tension and Arrival in Chopin’s Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31 

 Example 1.3 shows a climactic passage from Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31. It 

begins with the deceptive motion and fortissimo dynamic shown in m. 516. The overall goal of 

the passage is to move to B-flat minor. Both hands arrive in B-flat on the downbeat of m. 544, 

creating a peak of intensity. Several musical dimensions emphasize this moment, including 

meter, hypermeter, harmonic and tonal motion, articulation, and a new expressive marking. M.  
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Example 1.3: Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31, mm. 513-549 
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Example 1.3: Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31, mm. 513-549 cont. 

 
 
 
 

544 also marks the beginning of a new pattern (see descending 5-6 sequence in example). Since 

the above dimensions agree, we can refer to this peak of intensity as a point that occurs at a 

particular, identifiable moment in time.  

 The point-vs.-span distinction made about the prelude is less useful here, as we have a 

climactic passage that builds to a point…or so it would seem. Despite this observation, m. 540 

also stands out as a significant moment. It establishes the dominant of B-flat, follows a crescendo 

and accented octaves in the left hand, is hypermetrically strong, and is marked forzando. These 

are only the most local factors that serve to emphasize the downbeat of m. 540.  

 Mm. 528-539 build intensity in a number of ways. The stepwise motive in mm. 520-523 

is extracted from its earlier context in mm. 516-519 and moves sequentially upwards three times. 

The repeated ascending and descending gestures, aided by increasing chromaticism, create a 

sense of agitation that foreshadows the sempre con fuoco at m. 544. But before we reach that 

point, m. 540 is also emphasized, and it introduces completely new figuration in both hands. I 

will discuss Chopin’s particular techniques of intensification in this passage further in Chapter 2. 

 The A Major prelude featured a climactic span with a single focus: the F#7 chord. This 

longer, more involved scherzo passage contains two particular moments of interest: mm. 540 and 

544. We might assume that a “climax” would involve a single peak of intensity, but here there 
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are two in the same passage. The possibility of encountering multiple peaks of intensity in such a 

passage supports regarding the climax as a span of sustained intensity.  

 M. 540 and m. 544 demonstrate that not all peaks of intensity are created equal. M. 544 is 

the point at which we reach B-flat minor. This has been the goal all along, and the downbeat of 

m. 544 is very hypermetrically strong. The intensity of this downbeat comes from a sense of 

arrival at a goal. After the buildup of intensity approaching m. 540 and its spillover into the 

descending gesture in mm. 540-543, we reach the tonal goal of the passage and resolve the 

harmonic tension of the dominant on the downbeat of m. 544.  

 Compare the strong sense of arrival in m. 544 to what occurs in m. 540. This comparison 

needs to include the features of the approach to m. 540 noted earlier: the upward sequencing of a 

pattern that creates tension, the increased chromaticism, the accented octaves, and the dynamics 

(including a crescendo beginning in m. 528). M. 540 itself consists of a Mm7 on the dominant of 

B-flat, which is used as a springboard for the chaotic gesture that follows. Contrary to the sense 

of arrival in m. 544, the intensity of m. 540 comes from tension — harmonic tension intensified 

by other factors such as texture and articulation.14  

 The climax in Scherzo No. 2 involves two critical components: the attainment of 

maximum tension (m. 540) followed by an arrival at an identifiable goal (downbeat of m. 544).15 

                                                             
14 Tension is related to intensity in the sense that a passage imbued with a great deal of tension is 
likely to also be intense in multiple dimensions. The key difference between tension and 
intensity is that tension involves an expectation or demand for resolution (according to syntactic 
or stylistic norms). David Huron, for example, defines tension completely within the domain of 
perception and expectation: “…a term reserved to describe those feelings that arise immediately 
prior to an expected event…often feelings evoked by an increase in arousal or vigilance.” The 
dimension of harmony is often central to discussions of tension, due to its potential to imply 
particular continuations and/or resolutions. David Huron, Sweet Anticipation: Music and the 
Psychology of Expectation (MIT Press, 2006), 421. 
15 By “attainment of maximum tension,” I mean to refer to a conventional understanding of 
climax as a peak of intensity. However, the peak itself may occur as a point or a span. In the case 
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The ordered combination of these two components forms a scheme applicable to several of 

Chopin’s most dramatic climaxes in the scherzos. Tension and arrival are not exactly opposite 

features, as the true opposite of tension would be a lack of tension. Instead, arrival typically 

releases tension. In this way, tension and arrival share a complementary, interdependent 

relationship. 

 M. 544 is an arrival point that releases the tension generated in m. 540, binding the two 

peaks of intensity together. Along with the surrounding material, these two crucial moments 

make up the climax, which extends from the deceptive motion in m. 516 (♭VI of A-flat minor) 

into the sempre con fuoco section.  

 The climax reaches its goal in m. 544, and therefore the process of building intensity and 

moving toward B-flat minor ends as soon as the key is reached, but neither does it disappear 

immediately (as indicated by Chopin’s sempre con fuoco expressive marking and accents in mm. 

544ff.). The dissolution of intensity following m. 544 occurs gradually via a descending 5-6 

sequence, fading steadily away until the scherzo theme returns in m. 584.16 In that sense, the 

climax does not actively set or create its own ending boundary; instead, the intensity decays 

completely in order to set up the return of the scherzo in m. 584 as it is first presented at the 

beginning of the piece.  

 As we have seen, m. 540 is situated within the complex dramatic trajectory of a tension-

arrival scheme. But even if we set aside that context and focus on m. 540 itself as a peak of 

intensity, analytical difficulties still remain. The registral extreme (F7) and the brilliance of the 

descending cascade compete with the downbeat for prominence. Three-beat arpeggiations 

(separated by rests to create a four-beat pattern) in the respective hands actually overlap in mm. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    
of Scherzo No. 2, m. 540 is a short span (see discussion on following pages) that is also situated 
in relationship to another peak of intensity, creating a longer span between mm. 540 and 544. 
16 See Figure 3.4 for a formal diagram of the entire piece. 
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540-543, a feature not seen earlier in the passage.17 It traverses five octaves and finishes setting 

up a clearer and more emphatic downbeat arrival of B-flat in m. 544. The downbeat of m. 540, 

on the other hand, is hypermetrically strong, establishes V7 of B-flat, and resolves the G-flat 

octaves in the left hand down to Fs. 

 In m. 540, musical dimensions do not agree on a single “point” at which maximum 

tension is unequivocally reached, forming a short span of maximum tension. This is a more 

complex version of what occurred in the prelude. In the prelude, the F#7 chord was clearly the 

focus of the climax, according to many musical dimensions. The factors that introduced 

uncertainty regarding the attainment of maximum tension included its resolution into B minor 

and its status in some editions as a rolled chord; otherwise, all musical dimensions agreed. 

Pierce’s students’ hand motions continued beyond the F#7 chord due to the resolution and arrival 

that followed, and due to the interdependent relationship between those components of the 

climactic process. 

 The previous sections have dealt with finely granulated concerns about climaxes: whether 

to regard them as points, spans, or both (and in what kinds of relationships); the phenomena of 

tension and arrival as complementary sources of intensity; and conflict between dimensions such 

as register and metric/hypermetric emphasis when pinpointing a peak of intensity. The processes 

that contribute to the intensity of a climax can be variable and complex, as we will see in Chapter 

2.  

 

1.3 The Scherzo Genre as a Context for Chopin’s Climaxes 

 The internal construction of climaxes is worthy of unpacking in its own right, but the 

findings of these investigations take on larger significance when we consider the role of a climax 
                                                             
17 See Example 2.3 for detailed annotations. 
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in the context of a complete piece. Climactic spans themselves are often unpredictable, but their 

placement in the form of a piece and the purpose and desired effect of that placement is 

premeditated to a large degree. In the scherzos, Chopin situates climaxes in formal contexts such 

that they enliven the design of the piece and dramatize the way in which it plays out.  

 The most emphasized climaxes in the scherzos occur most commonly at the end of a 

piece. All four scherzos feature climactic codas. Each of these endings must carry a great deal of 

dramatic weight in order to bring hundreds of measures to a close in a way that is convincing and 

satisfying. In addition to being lengthy, the scherzos are technically demanding pieces written for 

the concert hall. They demand closure that is more sustained, more dramatic, and more strongly 

articulated than what would be sufficient for a character piece, as a matter of both scale and 

genre. 

 Another place in the scherzo’s ternary design in which emphasized climaxes tend to 

occur is the retransition (to borrow terminology from sonata form). The retransition of a scherzo 

can easily resonate with sonata-allegro form, in the case of a dramatized setup for the beginning 

of the recapitulation and therefore the return to the tonic key. Similarly, climaxes can help 

prepare the return of the scherzo both tonally and dramatically. The length of Chopin’s scherzos 

contributes to the significance of such moments; the scherzo and trio sections typically contain 

multiple subsections, and so the return of a major section along with the home key carries even 

more weight.  

 Climaxes provide periods of instability and intensity that shape the dramatic trajectory of 

the work, connecting thematic moments and accentuating important parts of the form. Without 

the content and the intensity that climaxes add, a scherzo could still have a coherent form, but it 

would be a succession of themes and passagework. It would feature far less emphasis on drama, 
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the development of thematic motives, and a sense of the whole. The primary source of contrast 

would be the contrasting middle section of the ternary design (ABA).  

 Climaxes play important roles in the scherzos by breaking up the long-range repetition of 

subsections, marking critical junctures in the form (most notably the return of the scherzo section 

and the ending of the piece), and working out the contrast (dynamic and registral) and conflict 

inherent in many of Chopin’s themes.18 They rework familiar material and introduce new 

material, ensuring that when the scherzo section does return, its familiarity is accentuated. Or in 

the case of a climactic coda, the climax creates a sense of closure in addition to shaping the 

intensity of the piece.  

 The ways in which Chopin constructs climactic passages depend on the genre and scope 

of a piece. Chapter 3 studies the scherzo genre as he uniquely developed it, including its 

background, innovations made by Chopin, and contributions by his contemporaries. Chopin’s 

most notable innovation was his alteration of the scherzo’s character from a light, quick 

movement to a dark, fully independent piece full of contrast. The longest and most intense 

climaxes contribute to this character and therefore the scherzo’s larger identity as a genre by 

working out and manipulating ideas that, in many cases, were already fraught with extremes and 

presented with con fuoco intensity in their initial appearances. 

 

1.4 Preview of Chapters 

 This section gives a short overview of the other chapters in the dissertation, including 

both their topics and the music on which they focus. In Chapter 2, I propose an inclusive 

                                                             
18 The particular type of conflict to which I refer here concerns an association between themes 
and lyrical melodies drawn from the scholars cited on p. 19. I introduce the type of conflict 
involved on p. 20, including additional conflicts on p. 21, and develop it further in Chapter 4 (see 
section 4.4). 
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definition of climax that approaches it as a process of intensification. Since intensification is 

such a vital part of my study of climax and the definition that I put forth, I discuss musical 

dimensions in which intensification can occur, with reference to the work of Christopher 

Wintle.19 Wintle presents a model of intensification and observes that the opposite of an 

intensifying feature can also have an intensifying effect, an idea that is manifested in Chopin’s 

scherzos in many ways (for example, acceleration and deceleration, a stretto statement in an 

unexpectedly low register, and so on).20 

 I apply both Wintle’s and my own ideas to the same climactic passage from Scherzo No. 

2 discussed in section 1.2 and expand the perspective on intensification to include particular 

compositional techniques that Chopin uses in the scherzos (section 2.4). In this section, I focus 

especially on pacing, a musical dimension adapted from the work of Austin Patty.21 Pacing is the 

rate at which a unit (including motives, fragments, and patterns) of music repeats. This is a 

productive angle for Chopin’s scherzo climaxes because he frequently shortens melodies and 

removes motives from their original context, repeating them at shorter (and sometimes longer) 

intervals and therefore creating fluctuations in pacing. 

 In addition to exploring the scherzo genre as a musical context for Chopin’s climactic 

passages, Chapter 3 will also return to Scherzo No. 2 once again. The climax shown in Example 

1.3 is discussed in different ways in Chapters 1 and 2; Chapter 3 will include a second climax 

that occurs in the coda. I also comment more extensively on the rest of the piece, which is 

significant not only to develop a more complete picture of the piece as a whole, but also because 

                                                             
19 Christopher Wintle, All the Gods: Benjamin Britten’s Night-piece in Context, ed. Julian 
Littlewood (Plumbago Books, 2006). 
20 Ibid., 104. 
21 Austin T. Patty, “Pacing Scenarios: How Harmonic Rhythm and Melodic Pacing Influence 
Our Experience of Musical Climax,” Music Theory Spectrum 31, No. 2 (2009): 325-367. 
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the definition of climax that I propose in Chapter 2 defines climax by its relationship to 

surrounding material.  

 The introductions, themes, and motives in Chopin’s scherzo sections share some 

characteristics in common with the climactic passages that occur later in the piece and function 

differently, so a close comparison in Chapter 3 reveals their differences. I have selected Scherzo 

No. 2 to receive this focus in the first three chapters because it demonstrates several relevant 

ideas and topics – tension and arrival, point vs. span, and changes in pacing – in a single passage, 

creating a thread that runs through the first three chapters. It is the most complex of Chopin’s 

scherzos in terms of form and its tonal duality, so the long-ranging analysis culminates in 

Chapter 3 with a broader view of the piece. 

 Chapter 4 will explore two different types of temporality in the scherzos, with particular 

consideration of their themes and climactic passages. Scholars such as A. B. Marx, Raymond 

Monelle, and Michael Klein have proposed and discussed the concepts of lyric time (related to 

Sätze) and narrative or progressive time (related to Gänge).22 These modes of temporality 

involve characteristics such as melody, harmonic stability, rhythmic activity, and dynamics. 

Combinations of features allow the music to evoke different kinds of “time” as perceived by the 

listener, which can in turn have implications for one’s sense of the passage of time (time stands 

still or moves forward) as well as the situation or presentation of the music in the present or the 

past.23 

                                                             
22 Michael Klein, “Chopin’s Fourth Ballade as Musical Narrative,” Music Theory Spectrum 26, 
No. 1 (2004): 23-56.  
 A.B. Marx, “Die Form in der Musik,” in Die Wissenschaften im neunzehnten Jahrhundert, ed. 
Dr. J.A. Romberg, vol. 2 (Leipzig: Romberg’s Verlag, 1856), 21-48. 
Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 110-113.  
23 Michael Klein, “Chopin’s Fourth Ballade as Musical Narrative,” Music Theory Spectrum 26, 
No. 1 (2004): 40. 
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 The types of temporality in a piece interact with its form, because the sets of features that 

characterize lyric time and narrative time are related to those that characterize themes and other 

types of passages, including transitions, developmental sections, and climaxes. For example, one 

might expect a “theme” in common-practice music to feature a lyrical melody, present a stable 

harmonic environment, and perhaps generate its own closure. These are all features of “lyric 

time” as conceived by Raymond Monelle, leading to a broad association between themes and 

lyric time.24 However, themes are not necessarily lyrical either by definition or in practice, 

creating potential conflict between how thematic material is written and how it behaves in the 

context of a specific piece.  

 Chapter 4 will show how such conflicts characterize three out of four of Chopin’s 

opening themes in the scherzos and how this compares to the temporalities of their climaxes. The 

trios and climaxes in the scherzos demonstrate a broad range of temporalities, as the trios are 

lyrical and the climaxes are largely progressive. Despite the strong association between climaxes 

and narrative time, Chapter 4 will reveal that they are not entirely without lyric influence. 

 The interpretive lens of narrative temporality further develops the unique profile of the 

scherzo genre as Chopin conceived it, yielding insights that reverberate back through Chapter 3’s 

excursion through genre identity. I discuss Scherzo No. 4, Op. 54 from both perspectives. Its 

identity as a scherzo and its projections of narrative time and lyric time stand out because of its 

differences from the other three scherzos by Chopin. For example, it is his only major-mode 

scherzo. As I will preview in Chapter 3, the placement of one of its climaxes is different from the 

other three, occurring just before the trio instead of the return of the scherzo portion.  

 I have chosen to focus on Scherzo No. 4 in Chapter 4 (out of chronological order, 

following from Scherzo No. 2 in previous chapters) because these and other differences between 
                                                             
24 Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 98-100. 
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Scherzo No. 4 and Chopin’s other scherzos make it a good candidate for further study from these 

angles. The types of temporality presented in Chapter 4 and the ways in which they relate to one 

another give new perspective into how climaxes behave, why and in what ways they are unique, 

and what their dramatic contributions are in the context of a piece.  

 The notion of conflict in Chopin’s scherzos is not limited to issues of narrative 

temporality. They also involve conflicts related to tonal centers and individual pitch classes. As I 

mentioned earlier, Chapter 3 includes a more comprehensive discussion of Scherzo No. 2, Op. 

31; this discussion includes the scherzo’s two tonal centers, B-flat and D-flat, and the ways in 

which that conflict shapes both the overall formal design and the climax in the coda. Chapter 5 

reveals a central pitch-class conflict between A and G-sharp within the context of C-sharp minor 

in Scherzo No. 3, Op. 39. This conflict is also worked out in the piece’s coda climax. The 

broader idea of different types of conflict in the scherzos, then, is introduced in Chapter 3, 

developed from the perspective of narrative temporality in Chapter 4, and carried through into 

Chapter 5 via Scherzo No. 3. 

 Chapter 5 also covers a smaller climax from the scherzo section of Scherzo No. 3 that I 

do not consider to be on the level of the entire piece. My definition of climax in Chapter 2 

includes lower-level passages that act as the climax of a section rather than an entire piece. Much 

of the discussion throughout this dissertation revolves around the largest and most intense 

climaxes in the scherzos, as they are the most significant and the most complex, but Scherzo No. 

3 provides an opportunity to discuss a less extreme climax that is more local, as well as its 

implications for the definition of climax that I propose in Chapter 2.  

 Scherzo No. 1, Op. 20 is featured in Chapter 6. Its coda climax incorporates a series of 

peaks of intensity, each one stronger than the last. Each of Chopin’s four scherzos includes a 
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climactic coda that functions both as a climax and as closing material for the piece. As such, it 

involves some elements that are unpredictable so as to enhance the effects of the climax, and 

others that are more predictable so as to create a convincing end to the piece. My discussion of 

the coda in Scherzo No. 1 highlights this opposition and draws on concepts and perspectives 

from earlier chapters in a synthesized approach. I then offer a summary reviewing the 

conclusions of this dissertation and how they relate to one another in the music of Chopin. 
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Chapter 2: Intensification and Pacing 

2.1 Basic Definitions  

 The word “climax” traces back to ancient Greek via the Latin klimax, meaning “ladder” 

or “staircase”.25 This derivation is also related to the verb klinein, which means to lean or slope. 

All of these associations, as well as common usage of the term, deal with height and are on their 

way to suggesting the idea of some sort of peak. Of course, this is especially applicable to peaks 

occurring in the domain of pitch, specifically with respect to extremes of register. They also 

relate to climaxes occurring according to a statistical domain of intensity involving multiple 

musical dimensions.26  

 Accordingly, one way of defining climax is as the highest and/or most intense point of a 

piece. Chopin’s music resists this type of definition. In Prelude No. 7, the trained musician sees a 

clear “climax” in the score, but the ear and the body recognize a much longer span of intensity 

that begins before the downbeat of m. 12 and continues beyond it.27 The Scherzo No. 2 climax I 

discussed in Chapter 1 also resists this definition of climax; it features disagreeing musical 

dimensions regarding the precise moment of maximum tension, as well as sustained intensity 

throughout.  

 Peaks of intensity that participate in a single climax often occur in close proximity, 

sometimes with disagreeing musical dimensions. The tension-arrival scheme I have proposed 

suggests that a single climax can be made up of multiple component parts taking place at 

                                                             
25 Kofi Agawu notes that this association “denotes an arrangement of figures in ascending order 
of intensity” and points out the distinction between a process of accumulating intensity and the 
culmination of that process. Kofi Agawu, “The Structural Highpoint as Determinant of Form in 
Nineteenth-Century Music,” PhD diss. (Stanford University, 1982), 6. 
26 Leonard B. Meyer, The Spheres of Music: A Gathering of Essays (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2000), 249. 
27 Alexandra Pierce, Deepening Musical Performance through Movement: The Theory and 
Practice of Embodied Interpretation (Bloomington: Indiana University Press), 106-108. 
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different moments.28 The largest climaxes in Chopin’s scherzos are typically made up of 

complex passages whose one or more peaks may or may not manifest as single points in time. 

Endeavoring to define climax as a single point is difficult and often not representative of the 

music, even in a piece as short and straightforward as the A Major Prelude discussed in Chapter 

1.  

 The idea of height still applies to climax in the form of intensification, even if height 

cannot always represent the existence of a single peak and/or a given climax may not be based 

on reaching a registral extreme. Climax’s etymological definitions, “ladder” and “staircase”, 

share another implication besides height. Each of these objects exists for the purpose of traveling 

from one place to another; in other words, for reaching a destination. Through their intended 

purposes, these inanimate objects imply a process. Climaxes in the music of Chopin have 

destinations – or goals – and move toward them in a similarly directed process. 

 Both the etymology of the term and the idea of directed motion toward a goal suggest that 

musical climaxes should be defined and identified broadly and contextually, so as to include 

passages leading up to the goal or culmination of intensity as well as processes of intensification 

that contribute toward achieving that goal. “Climax” often refers to the highest and/or most 

intense point of a piece, but in my approach, melodic contour and extremes of register are not 

necessarily the determining factors that give rise to peaks of intensity. I will use the terms “goal” 

when discussing the objective of the passage --  reaching a key area, for example -- and “goal 

point” to refer to the moment in time at which the objective is reached. The goal and goal point 

make up the “arrival” portion of my tension-arrival scheme for climax. 

                                                             
28 Chapter 1, pp. 13-14. 
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 I construe climax as a sustained and goal-oriented process that constitutes the most 

intense passage of a section or piece.29 In this dissertation, I focus on the “level” of the piece and 

to a lesser extent, the “level” of the section. This definition and focus assumes a couple of basic 

premises regarding the nature of climax relative to other material. The first premise is that climax 

occurs in the context of some kind of larger musical territory; in other words, there is an element 

of proportion involved in the sense that one would not expect the climax to be longer than (or 

even the same length as) the material surrounding it. The second premise is that climaxes can 

occur relative to different spans of music that would correspond to typical designations of form: 

piece, section, period, and phrase. As the scope of the climax becomes shorter, so would the 

climax itself; the climax of a phrase might be a measure or two at most (i.e., less “sustained”). I 

would expect the application of my approach to begin to break down at levels lower than the 

phrase, since a phrase is the smallest unit of music considered to constitute a complete thought. 

 Not all passages that intensify are climaxes; rather, their primary identifying feature as 

the most intense passage of a section or piece is determined through comparison to surrounding 

material. Climax also encompasses the many processes and techniques of intensification and 

dissolution that contribute to this intense activity and are responsible for achieving dramatic 

effect. This study aims to forge a rich conception of climax that not only involves a temporal 

extension of our understanding of a climax and its mechanics, but also explores the significance 

of climax to a complete piece as well as to the piece’s genre.  

 

 

 
                                                             
29 I do not include the tension-arrival scheme from Chapter 1 in my definition of climax. It does 
not appear consistently enough in the scherzos and would be unnecessarily restrictive, both 
within the scherzos and as applied to other repertoires. 
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2.2 Intensification 

 In this chapter, I have defined climax as a sustained and goal-oriented process that 

constitutes the most intense passage of a section or piece. A climax’s intensity relative to other 

passages is its defining feature. Its intensity sets it apart and, along with certain compositional 

techniques in Chopin’s case, makes it fundamentally different from other sections of a piece. 

Compared to a theme that maintains approximately the same level of intensity or grows only 

slightly, a climax features intensification as the key phenomenon taking place. It is composed 

specifically to evoke tension and direct a listener’s sense of time.  

 The intensity of a passage depends on many factors. Multiple musical dimensions 

contribute to the overall effect. Texture, rhythmic activity, articulation, dynamics, expressive 

markings, and many others play a role; it is not simply a matter of tracing a melodic arch or 

seeking out the highest pitch. Below is a chart summarizing some of these common contributions 

(Fig. 2.1). 

 Most of these characteristics apply to both an entire passage and individual moments 

within that passage. Some of them, most notably dynamics and pitch, typically increase 

throughout a passage, including the goal point itself and/or various moments of intensity. When 

the intensifying effects of several of these dimensions combine, music builds in intensity 

throughout the process and, in some cases, creates a climactic passage.  

 The question of whether the combined effects (referring to the features in my chart 

below) amount to a climax is a subjective matter that depends not only on the intensity-related 

characteristics themselves, but also on the surrounding music to which the potentially climactic 

music is compared. Pieces, sections, or other units of music that are more intense throughout will 

require a greater number of “intense” features and/or more extreme levels of those features in 
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order for climaxes to stand out in comparison. Therefore, no particular number or extent of 

intensifying features need exist, as an experience of climax is both relative and subjective. 

Instead, the analyst must base their argument on a confluence of mutually supportive 

characteristics and changes over time. 

 

Figure 2.1: Intensification Table30 

      Musical Dimension   More Intense      Less Intense 

Dynamics Forte Piano 

Pitch/Register Higher Lower 

Rhythmic Activity More active, brilliant Less active, lyrical 

Harmony More dissonant, chromatic More consonant, diatonic 

Articulation Marcato, staccato, tenuto Legato, slurred 

Texture Fuller Thinner 

Expressive Markings Con fuoco, agitato, stretto Dolce, cantabile 

Pace/Tempo Acceleration/Faster; shorter 
units, condensation 

Deceleration/Slower; longer 
units 

Metric/Hypermetric 
Placement 

Downbeat, strong beat Weak beat, off the beat 

 

  

 Despite possible implications of the term, a goal point may or may not manifest as the 

highest pitch of a passage, section, or piece. Other dimensions sometimes favor a point that is not 

the highest pitch. A listener might decide that this agreement overwhelms the influence of the 

                                                             
30 Figure 1 is an original table. Austin T. Patty presented a chart with continuums of tension and 
repose in his article, “Pacing Scenarios: How Harmonic Rhythm and Melodic Pacing Influence 
Our Experience of Musical Climax,” Music Theory Spectrum 31, No. 2 (2009), 329. These 
continuums are oppositions (louder/softer, faster/slower, etc) that correspond to intensification 
and abatement. The chart I display here begins with individual dimensions, developing similar 
oppositions as examples of greater or lesser intensity and including a wider range of dimensions. 
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highest pitch. The above description fits only the most basic of possible conflicts among musical 

dimensions in terms of precisely when a passage reaches maximum tension. Other passages can 

involve even greater conflict, possibly resulting in multiple points or spans of extreme intensity. 

Although a goal point can feature substantial tension, not all of the features above apply in the 

same way to the element of arrival. Most notably, moments at which listeners feel a sense of 

arrival are much more likely to feature consonance than dissonance, as they are harmonically and 

tonally motivated. The goal point can still initiate a very intense passage, due to the rest of the 

cues that the listener receives.  

 Tension and arrival as listening phenomena provide additional reasons to re-evaluate the 

ways in which we define, locate, and evaluate climaxes. Passages featuring the non-alignment of 

intensification in various musical dimensions demonstrate the complexity of climax and 

climactic processes. They also support the notion of conceptualizing climax as a span rather than 

limiting it to a single point.  

 Several of the characteristics in my intensification table are related to performance. 

Dynamics, articulation, tempo, and the interpretation of expressive markings can all vary from 

one performance to another. Though my arguments about intensification and my analytical 

comments generally refer to the score, they are also reflective of my own experiences in hearing 

performances that are convincingly faithful to the score.31 It is possible that musicians could 

perform passages in ways that “de-emphasize” or downplay the effects of climax. However, I 

believe that in Chopin’s music, the performance indications and the more concrete aspects of the 

music (pitches and rhythms) are mutually supportive, such that performing this music will 

                                                             
31 As I made reference to in Chapter 1, “the score” is not always an unchanging monolith, and I 
proceed with this in mind.  
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naturally tend to bring out its effects of intensification through aspects such as technical 

difficulty, physical tension, and personal expression.  

 

Christopher Wintle on Intensification and Intermediate Climax 

 The non-alignment of intensification in musical dimensions is only one possible 

challenge in the study of climaxes in Chopin’s music. Even within a particular dimension, such 

as tempo for example, one cannot always track a consistent association between one feature — 

acceleration, for example — and intensification. Christopher Wintle notes that the opposite of an 

intensifying feature can also participate in intensification. He identifies musical elements and 

characteristics that characterize intensification, climax, and dissolution; posits that those 

phenomena can incorporate characteristics from one another; and explains that “a musical 

principle may thus include its exact opposite as a defining feature.”32  

 Wintle’s work on intensification is part of his book, All the Gods: Benjamin Britten’s 

Night-piece in Context. He reviews and extends Schoenberg’s work on intensification, or 

Steigerung, as it relates to other factors such as repetition and condensation. Schoenberg 

questioned what intensification meant (“Was ist Steigerung”) and also asked whether repetition 

had an intensifying effect, but never answered either.33 He did, however, establish that 

condensation (moving contents closer together, filling a space more densely with content) 

contributes to intensification and is used for achieving a climax.34 Wintle also discusses 

                                                             
32 Christopher Wintle, All the Gods: Benjamin Britten’s Night-piece in Context, ed. Julian 
Littlewood (Plumbago Books, 2006), 104. 
33 Arnold Schoenberg, The Musical Idea and the Logic, Technique, and Art of Its Presentation, 
ed. and trans. Patricia Carpenter and Severine Neff (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 
2006), 186. 
34 Ibid., 174. 
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Schoenberg’s treatment of intensification as a platonic Idea of composition, present in 

condensation and revealed through repetition.35 

 To relate and describe intensification, climax, and dissolution, Wintle presents a model of 

Steigerung. Schoenberg’s precepts guide the model. Wintle understands dissolution to be the 

reverse of intensification, with climax representing “a high-point of tension.”36 He identifies 

categories of materials, processes, and relations, as well as characterizing elements of each 

category.37 Materials for intensification include a motif of intensification and its contraction (or 

expansion), and free figures. The scherzo climax in Example 1.3 demonstrates both of these 

concepts: the stepwise eighth-note motive becomes the motif of intensification, and the 

overlapping four-beat units in mm. 540-543 are the free figures.  

 Processes of intensification include accumulation/dissolution (in reference to dynamics 

and/or texture) and enrichment/reduction (in reference to counterpoint and/or chromaticism). The 

chief relation for intensification is an intermediate climax.38 Wintle does not go into detail about 

the concept of an intermediate climax other than to give an example from Chopin’s Nocturne in 

C# minor, Op. 27 No. 1 (Ex. 2.1). One climax has already preceded it in m. 49 (not shown). 

Wintle refers to mm. 53ff. as a “second wave” that peaks in m. 83. The passage shown in 

Example 2.1 begins a long arc of intensification that builds toward m. 83, but first it reaches an 

intermediate climax in m. 65, con anima.  

 A dotted motive repeats sequentially on higher pitches in mm. 53-62; this repetition 

combines with the agitato marking and increased chromaticism to achieve intensification. Wintle  
                                                             
35 Christopher Wintle, All the Gods: Benjamin Britten’s Night-piece in Context, ed. Julian 
Littlewood (Plumbago Books, 2006), 103. 
36 Ibid., 104. 
37 Ibid., 105. 
38 Ibid., 105. Here and throughout my discussion of Wintle, I use the term “climax” as he uses it, 
to indicate a peak of intensity. In this context, the term does not have the broader definition that I 
proposed earlier. 
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Example 2.1: Nocturne in C# minor, Op. 27 No. 1, mm. 53-70 
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points out this portion of the passage as an instance of motive forms intensifying across the 

course of a piece, referring to the fact that this motive traces back to m. 29.39 Its contour 

descends consistently at first, but beginning in m. 53, it alternates between descending and 

ascending. The quarter-note con anima motive at m. 65 doubles as the intermediate climax and a 

“subsidiary motif of intensification”.40 Modified versions of this motive repeat until the main 

climax is reached in m. 83. 

 Wintle’s idea of an intermediate climax recalls the complex climax in Scherzo No. 2, Op. 

31 since it peaks in two places near the end of the passage (Ex. 1.3). Could m. 544 serve as the 

primary climax, with m. 540 as the intermediate climax? One significant difference distinguishes  

the scherzo passage from the nocturne: the proximity and relationship of the two moments in 

question. The nocturne’s intermediate climax consists of a new motif of intensification that then 

builds to another climax nearly twenty measures later. This motivic association forms a 

connection between the two climaxes, but the new musical materials and temporal distance give  

a listener the impression that the climaxes are separate entities. Wintle’s language confirms this 

impression by referring to mm. 53-83 as a “second wave” (preceded by a “first wave” consisting 

of mm. 29-52).41  

 In Scherzo No. 2, the close proximity of the two moments in question (mm. 540, V and 

544, i) and their shared goal of establishing B-flat minor in m. 544 make them part of the same 

passage. M. 540 moves toward B-flat by reaching its dominant, and m. 544 arrives in the desired 

key. M. 516, an emphatic arrival on ♭VI of A-flat and the moment I consider to be the beginning 

of the climactic passage in the scherzo, serves as a better analogue for Wintle’s intermediate 

                                                             
39 Ibid., 106. 
40 Ibid., 107. 
41 Ibid., 106. 
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climax. It is preceded by a passage marked agitato (mm. 492ff., Ex. 2.2), full of the repetition of 

a triplet motive that serves as a clear “motif of intensification” in Wintle’s terminology.  

 Most of the methods of intensification present in mm. 516-544 are not present in mm. 

492-516, however, and therefore I do not refer to m. 516 as its own climax separate from the 

passage it initiates. I will describe those methods of intensification in section 2.3.   

 

Example 2.2: Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31, mm. 492-502 

 

   

 In this climactic passage (mm. 516-544ff., Ex. 1.3), two complications occur beyond 

what the A major prelude presented. First, the musical dimensions do not align in projecting a 

point of maximum tension. This attainment of maximum tension becomes bifurcated when at 

least one significant and salient musical dimension — in this case, register — emphasizes a 

different moment from other dimensions. This conflicting emphasis helps to create the effect of a 

more sustained span of intensity rather than a single peak. The climaxes in both the prelude and 

the scherzo manifest as spans rather than points, but the scherzo presents greater conflict. 
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Second, the attainment of maximum tension can paradoxically take on some of the 

characteristics of an arrival.  

 The two components of the tension-arrival (or tension-resolution) scheme occur at 

different times, but they are not completely separate. Rather, in more complex climaxes, each 

one commonly takes on characteristics of the other. We have observed this in the case of tension-

featuring passages borrowing characteristics from arrival moments. In the case of Scherzo No. 2, 

the sense of arrival at the downbeat of m. 540 is created via harmony, dynamics, articulation, and 

pattern length — a topic to which we will return later.  

 How does an arrival, then, exude tension? Looking at mm. 544ff. as an example, the 

downbeat reaches the goal of B-flat minor. It does not project harmonic tension or any pitch-

based tension other than featuring ^3 instead of ^
1 in the right hand. However, Chopin marks the 

passage sempre con fuoco, continues a fresh fortissimo dynamic from m. 543, establishes a new 

texture involving octaves in both hands, and places accents on many of the downbeats in the first 

several measures.  

 The downbeat of m. 544, previously characterized as an arrival or goal point implying an 

ending, is also the beginning of a process of dissolution. A two-bar rhythmic pattern – including 

the triplet motive as “motif of intensification” in Wintle’s terminology – repeats almost 

obsessively. Inversions and stepwise motion in the bass help maintain the forward momentum. 

Reaching the goal of B-flat minor releases harmonic and tonal tension, but the arrival moment 

carries intensity forward into the next section. 
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2.3 Intensification, Pacing, and Hypermeter in Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31 

 The climax of Scherzo No. 2 discussed in Chapter 1, shown again with new annotations 

in Example 2.3, builds tension through crucial methods that only register on the intensification 

table in Figure 2.1 in the most basic of ways. In this section I will trace the alterations made to 

the stepwise motive and discuss how that affects the pacing of the climactic passage. The 

descending arpeggiated gesture spanning over two octaves (mm. 49-52, 517-519, and 524-527) 

is eventually excised from its original context, therefore leaving the stepwise motive to repeat at 

shorter time intervals (see bracketed two-bar and four-bar units mm. 528-535). These two 

components of the second theme originally appeared as a unit. Now the composite idea 

fragments, retaining the latter portion. This process of shortening and repetition continues into 

mm. 540-543 at an irregular rate. 

The stepwise motive first appeared as part of an eight-bar unit that was then shortened to 

four bars (see Fig. 2.2). In Example 2.3, I also show subdivisions into two bars (mm. 528-535) 

based on contour and rests. In mm. 540-43, the length of the new arpeggiated material being  

repeated is only four beats long (three beats plus one quarter rest), often continuing across the 

bar line. Furthermore, the iterations of this pattern overlap by one quarter note, resulting in a new 

repetition beginning every other quarter note. As shown in Figure 2.2, the pacing of the climax 

accelerates dramatically. This results in not only shorter units but also overlapped units, and it 

conveys that merely increasing the pace is not enough for Chopin in this instance. The climax’s 

trajectory toward the arrival at m. 544 is such that a complex layered effect — borne out in 

performance with the pianist’s hands — is required. 

Unpredictability is a key component in building tension in a climactic passage and 

preparing the listener for an approaching goal point. It also ties in with Wintle’s notion of  
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Example 2.3: Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31, mm. 513-549 

 
       |---------------------- 8 bars ------------------- 
            descending arpeggiation  

 
  

-------------------------- 8 bars ----------------------------------------------------| |----------------- 

 
 
 ------------- 4 bars ------------------------| |-------------------------- 4 bars ----------------------| 
           descending arpeggiation     |--------- 2 bars ----------| |--------- 2 bars ---------| 

 
 
 |----------------------------- 4 bars ----------------------------------| |------------- 4 bars? --- >  > 
 |------------- 2 bars -----------| |-------------- 2 bars --------------| |------------- 2 bars? ---  >  > 
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Example 2.3: Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31, mm. 513-549, cont. 
 
 ------------- 5 bars --------------------| |------ 4 beats ------| |------ 4 beats ------| |-- 3 beats -|   

-- > > > > 5 bars ----------------------|    |------ 4 beats -----| |---- 4 beats -------|    

 
 

         |-------- 2 bars with elision------| 
   |--------- 2 bars with elision---------|    |------ 2 bars with elision------ 

 

 
 
 

Figure 2.2: Acceleration and Pattern Length in Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31,  
mm. 516-543 

 
        516-523  524-527        528-535     536-540    540-543 

|       8 bars  |  
|     4    |      4    |          |      4     | |      4     |      4     |   |        5       |   

|  2  |  2  |   |  2   |  2  |  2  |  2  | |   2  |    3   |      
          4    4    3 
             4    4 
            [beats] 
 

 

opposing or contrasting characteristics contributing to intensification. Throughout the climax in 

Example 2.3, hypermeter projects a regular four-bar pattern. The regularity of this pattern does 

not contradict the importance of unpredictability; rather, the consistency of the hypermetric 



 

 38 

foundation allows for other musical dimensions to play against it, making those different effects 

more audible. 

 The pacing of the passage does not accelerate continuously and unambiguously. In mm. 

536-540, Chopin lengthens a unit without disturbing the large-scale stepwise ascent of the 

motive. This lengthening occurs on multiple levels. For listeners privileging rests, an expected  

two-bar unit (mm. 536-537) becomes a five-bar unit (mm. 536-540; see brackets in Ex. 2.3). A 

similar phenomenon occurs at the four-bar level, as an expected four-bar unit (mm. 536-539) 

also becomes a five-bar unit. In mm. 537 and 539, Chopin removes the rests that consistently 

separated all previous statements of the stepwise motive and adds material to the 

accompaniment, connecting two statements in an unbroken sweep of eighth notes. A leap of a 

sixth is also added to what was previously stepwise motion, even between successive iterations 

of the motive.  

 As I have shown in Example 2.3 and Figure 2.2, this passage expresses multiple 

simultaneous unit lengths. I view hierarchical organization as an enrichment of pacing as 

perceived by the listener. Chopin makes the passage more complex and less predictable by 

lengthening a unit (after shortening it) and allowing multiple ways of perceiving unit length.42 

Meanwhile, intensification continues throughout. All of this occurs while maintaining solid four-

bar hypermeter, before the unit is dramatically shortened and overlapped in mm. 540-543. 

The activity in mm. 540-543 temporarily obscures the hypermeter. The overlapping four-

beat pattern (three-beat units separated by rests) begins on beat two (F7, m. 540). In triple meter, 

new material would typically either begin on a downbeat or function as an anacrusis, but this 

new pattern does neither. The beginnings of the successive iterations of the pattern do not favor 
                                                             
42 Due to the hierarchical structure organizing the unit lengths in these measures, a listener can 
attend to multiple unit lengths simultaneously. Some listeners may favor some lengths over 
others, but they do not need to commit entirely to one hearing at the expense of another. 



 

 39 

any beat of the measure (beginning on beat two, then beat one, then beat three, and so on), 

causing a disorienting effect. Harald Krebs identifies the passage as exhibiting a G6/4 metrical 

dissonance, meaning that the eighth notes project groups of four that conflict with the 6-layer (in 

eighth notes) of the primary meter.43  

The combined effect of this grouping dissonance with the overlapping layout and sudden 

brevity of the units makes it more difficult for listeners to track the hypermeter. The four-bar 

patterning remains consistent, but Chopin’s writing does not project it equally clearly throughout 

the passage. The hypermeter remains a solid frame of reference for listeners well into the climax, 

bringing other changing and intensifying aspects into relief. The activity in mm. 540-543 creates 

a sense of chaos between mm. 540 and 544. The establishment of the dominant in m. 540 as a 

moment of harmonic tension, as well as its sense of arrival, escalates the activity and intensity 

beyond any previous restraints. In Chopin’s scherzos, climactic passages often feature a frenzy 

of activity either between the moment/s of maximum tonal-harmonic tension and the goal point, 

or just after the goal point.  

 In her book on repetition, On Repeat: How Music Plays the Mind, Elizabeth Hellmuth 

Margulis describes how repetition can influence a listener’s impression of unit length and her 

experience of the music’s pacing.  

One important function of repetition is its capacity to influence the unit understood to be 
of concern. When the size of the repeating unit changes… attention can burrow in and 
then widen out, so that there’s almost an impression of distance – things seem close when 
the repeating unit is small, and more distant when the repeating unit is large. A smaller 
repeating unit can create a more intense impression, as if the music were bombarding you 
again and again from close proximity, but when the repeating unit is large, a broader 
landscape becomes apparent…By modulating subjective impressions of landscape and 

                                                             
43 Harald Krebs, Fantasy Pieces: Metrical Dissonance in the Music of Robert Schumann (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 199-200. 
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distance, repetition can play an important role in the expressive trajectory or narrative of 
a piece.44 

 
Margulis’s description illustrates ways in which the manipulation of unit length, 

repetition, and pacing affect a listener’s experience of a passage. These perceptual effects are 

especially active during Chopin’s climaxes, relative to other passages. In Scherzo No. 2, for 

example (Ex. 2.3), changes and ambiguity in unit size create a trajectory of pacing that directs a 

listener’s attention toward critical moments: mm. 540 and 544.  

The climax’s primary source of tension is tonal-harmonic in nature, as the passage is 

moving to the key of B-flat. Chopin’s pacing trajectory overlays this tonal plan, adding both 

intensity and directedness toward a goal, the key of B-flat in m. 544. He grounds his climaxes in 

consistency using particular musical features (hypermeter, tonal motion) in order to allow more 

complex and less predictable features (changes in pacing, metrical dissonance) to have greater 

impact on listeners as the climax of a large-scale piece. 

 

2.4 Pacing and Its Role in Climax  

 Chopin combines many compositional techniques to build tension during a climax. In 

addition to intensification in multiple musical dimensions, these techniques include the 

shortening and manipulation of musical ideas, the repetition of those ideas at progressively 

shorter time intervals and higher pitch levels, and the surface obfuscation of underlying 

hypermeter. Most notably, Chopin shortens musical ideas that have been presented previously 

and repeats them several times, frequently applying various manipulations. Those manipulations 

can include the ongoing raising of pitch, other pitch-related adjustments, textural changes (for 

example, adding octave doublings), further shortening of units of material, and placement of 
                                                             
44 Elizabeth Hellmuth Margulis, On Repeat: How Music Plays the Mind (New York and Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2014), 44. 
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those units in different parts of the measure. This multifaceted reworking of previous material 

affects the pacing of the passage, because as a unit is shortened and manipulated, it therefore 

repeats at shorter time intervals. Various musical dimensions typically intensify as these 

processes take place. 

 “Pacing” in the context of repetition refers to the rate at which a unit (including motives, 

fragments, and patterns) or grouping of music repeats. This rate of repetition may accelerate or 

decelerate according to the length of the unit being repeated, in other words, the time intervals at 

which the unit repeats.45 The tempo of the music itself is a separate issue. Noting a change of 

pace does not imply that the tempo accelerates or decelerates, only the rate of repetition. Pacing 

concerns how densely musical ideas are laid out within a period of time. One can also note the 

rate at which events occur in other dimensions; harmonic rhythm, for example, tracks the rate at 

which new harmonies occur. 

 Austin Patty has discussed pacing with a related definition, in both his dissertation and a 

2009 article.46 He defines pace as “the rate of harmonic, melodic, or some other kind of 

change.”47 In his conception, pacing is a multidimensional parameter, meaning that one can 

simultaneously track several different streams of pacing according to melody and harmony.48 

Patty accomplishes this by determining the number of events per bar, treating a new harmony or 

melodic unit as an event. He expresses this numerical assessment as a ratio, such as 2 events per 

                                                             
45 Elizabeth Hellmuth Margulis refers to this effect from the listener’s perspective as “perceived 
acceleration” in her discussion of a piece by Rameau. See Elizabeth Hellmuth Margulis, On 
Repeat: How Music Plays the Mind (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 44. 
46 Austin T. Patty, “Pacing Scenarios: How Harmonic Rhythm and Melodic Pacing Influence 
Our Experience of Musical Climax,” Music Theory Spectrum 31, No. 2 (2009): 325-367.  
Austin T. Patty, “A Theory of Pacing Scenarios with Application to Brahms’s Violin Sonatas,” 
PhD diss., University of Rochester-Eastman, 2006. 
47 Austin T. Patty, “Pacing Scenarios: How Harmonic Rhythm and Melodic Pacing Influence 
Our Experience of Musical Climax,” Music Theory Spectrum 31, No. 2 (2009), 328. 
48 Ibid., 328. 
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bar (2/1) or 3 events per two bars (3/2). Since both melody and harmony present hierarchies in 

which some notes or chords subsume others, Patty recognizes multiple levels of pacing in each 

dimension. Each level creates its own stream that can accelerate, decelerate, or remain the same.  

 The context for Patty’s exploration of pacing is an investigation of ideas linking 

intensification and its counterpart, abatement, with acceleration and deceleration, respectively. 

He cites several writers, including Leonard B. Meyer and Wallace Berry, who have associated 

acceleration with increasing tension and deceleration with decreasing tension.49 To test these 

connections, Patty creates four pairings: intensification + acceleration (surge), intensification + 

deceleration (struggle), abatement + acceleration (tumble), and abatement + deceleration (settle) 

to create a total of four pacing scenarios. Most of the pacing scenarios consist of a change in 

pace combined with a change in intensity. An additional scenario, “steady”, pairs either 

intensification or abatement with no change in pace. 

 Through the music of such composers as Wagner, Brahms, and Mahler, Patty shows that 

intensifying passages can accelerate or decelerate. The pacing creates different effects as a 

climax (peak of intensity) is approached. He describes a surge scenario from Tchaikovsky as 

evoking “irresistible energy and forcefulness,” and a struggle scenario in Strauss’s Don Juan as 

conveying “a sense that strenuous effort is exerted in attaining the climax”.50  

 Patty also presents a pace-tension hypothesis. His hypothesis suggests that the pacing 

scenarios involved in the initial associations between intensification and acceleration (surge) and 

abatement and deceleration (settle) are more normative than other scenarios. Some tumble 

scenarios are also included in this assessment.51 The notion that intensifying passages accelerate 

and abating passages decelerate finds credence in Patty’s supposition that such associations are 
                                                             
49 Ibid., 325. 
50 Ibid., 331 and 337. 
51 Ibid., 347. 
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normative. He also claims that occasionally listeners can perceive an acceleration immediately 

following a climax (“peak of intensity” in my terminology; this is Patty’s “tumble” scenario) as 

adding to the intensity of the climax.52 Therefore the scenarios that Patty considers to be 

normative include surge, settle, and some tumble scenarios. 

 Finally, Patty theorizes that composers can string together different pacing scenarios in a 

passage to create successions of scenarios. Successions of scenarios can also be normative or 

non-normative; an example of a normative succession is “surge-settle”.53 Patty then analyzes 

passages demonstrating these successions in Brahms’s Violin Sonata in A major, Op. 100. He 

finds that Brahms tends to use normative successions at the ends of major sections when the 

following section presents new material, and uses non-normative successions at the ends of other 

sections such as the first theme group.54 Throughout the exposition, non-normative successions 

are “resolved” by subsequent normative successions. 

 Patty’s pacing scenarios and their characterizations are most convincing when the 

approach to or departure from a peak of intensity involves a unified and unchallenged 

acceleration or deceleration. When accelerations and decelerations are short-lived, characteristic 

effects such as “surge” or “struggle” become less pronounced. Chopin’s changes of pace in 

climactic passages can be fleeting and sometimes ambiguous. His climaxes feature spans and 

multiple peaks of intensity.  

 While I do not adopt Patty’s scenarios or successions in all of my analyses, I aim to show 

how fluctuations in pace create a heightened sense of tension and anticipation in Chopin’s 

climactic passages. I track fluctuations in pace mainly by analyzing melodic and motivic content 

                                                             
52 Ibid., 347. 
53 Ibid., 347. 
54 Ibid., 358. 
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and parsing virtuosic textures, with harmony typically supporting grouped units and changes in 

pacing. My work follows how musical content is laid out in time. 

 The climax in Scherzo No. 2 shown in Example 2.3 demonstrates a surge-steady scenario 

(according to Patty’s terminology), pairing intensification with acceleration and then abating 

with no change in pace. I have shown the accelerations that create the “surge” portion of the 

scenario in Figure 2.2. The process begins in m. 516 with eight-measure units that can be 

subdivided into four-bar units. In mm. 532ff., both of these unit lengths are halved as the first 

four measures are removed from the pattern, yielding four-bar and two-bar unit lengths. Mm. 

536-540 weaken the two-bar level by connecting two of the ascending and descending gestures. 

They double the rate at which those gestures occur, fitting two ascending-descending motions 

(instead of one) into four bars. The four-bar level undergoes two changes in mm. 536-540: it 

features two ascending-descending motions instead of one and lengthens to five bars. 

 The following descending gesture beginning in m. 540 introduces a four-beat unit length 

beginning on beat two and overlapped by two beats (counting the intervening rest) in the left 

hand. This constitutes an acceleration relative to the preceding two-bar and four-bar units. The 

overlapping in mm. 540-543 increases the sense of acceleration, as each new unit begins before 

the previous one has concluded (even if rests are not considered part of the pattern).  

 It is evident that these accelerations constitute a surge scenario, but the particular 

groupings of a given passage can affect how clearly or strongly the “surge” is projected. In this 

case, the passage projects multiple possible levels at which to count through successive units, 

and mm. 536-540 introduce further ambiguity (arguably even a local deceleration) where unit 

length and its relationship to musical content is concerned. 
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 According to Patty, the most normative possibility for mm. 544ff. would be a settle 

scenario (abatement + deceleration). There are no signs of deceleration in the last system of 

Example 2.3. Instead, several iterations of a descending 5-6 sequence occur. The material 

following the sequence (not shown) does not decelerate either, instead maintaining a clear two-

bar unit length that oscillates between dominant and tonic.  

 The abatement in this passage does not stem from deceleration; rather, it occurs primarily 

via dynamics (diminuendo) and the thinning of texture. Chopin does indicate smorzando toward 

the end of the passage as each hand is reduced to one line, creating octaves. So there is a literal 

deceleration of tempo involved. However, given the consistency of the two-bar unit and the lack 

of other signs of deceleration, the climactic surge is followed by a “steady” scenario that declines 

in other ways. The passage incorporates the triplet motive that I have associated with Wintle’s 

“motif of intensification” throughout. The ongoing presence of this motive helps to prevent a 

sense of “settling” as listeners might experience in a settle scenario. 

 

2.5 Conclusion 

 Chapter 2 has reviewed definitions of climax, defined climax, explored methods of 

intensification including Wintle’s approach, and identified compositional techniques that 

contribute to climactic passages. I have also presented Patty’s work on pacing and applied those 

ideas to the Scherzo No. 2 climax discussed in Chapter 1, as well as the use of other techniques. 

In my study of Chopin’s scherzos, it is useful to differentiate between pacing and tempo as Patty 

has done, and to clarify the criteria upon which pacing is measured. Patty’s approach uses a 

variety of dimensions, whereas I have chosen to focus on segments of musical material and their 

repetition. This choice follows from Chopin’s compositional technique and the resulting designs 
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of his scherzo climaxes. His patterning and frequent tinkering with unit length create the effects 

of acceleration (and occasionally deceleration) that characterize these unique passages, as we 

will continue to see in future chapters. 

 The climax in Scherzo No. 2 builds to two peaks of intensity, a span during which 

maximum tension is reached (m. 540), and a significant arrival point (m. 544). Patty’s pacing 

scenarios (pairings of acceleration/deceleration and intensification/abatement) identify and 

express the effects of gaining and/or losing a kind of density of musical ideas as a peak of 

intensity is approached or left. Applying Patty’s approach to Scherzo No. 2 reveals a surge-

steady scenario in which various accelerations lead to the downbeat of m. 544, followed by a 

long passage of abatement in which several dimensions decline, but pacing remains steady. 

 Chapters 1 and 2 have dealt mainly with internal considerations of climaxes: what occurs 

during a climax, whether climax culminates in a point or a span, the interdependent factors of 

tension and arrival, and how to track intensification and pacing, among others. These are the 

elements that distinguish climaxes from other material in a piece. Chapter 3 considers climax not 

only in the context of a complete scherzo, but also in the broader context of genre. Chopin 

developed the scherzo genre in several fundamental ways, including form, character, and 

scope/performance context. Climaxes constituted one of those innovations by highlighting 

different parts of the form, contributing to a much darker character than the scherzo had had 

previously, and establishing the scherzo as a genre intended for the concert hall. The climactic 

passages of the scherzos are an integral part of the genre identity of the scherzo as Chopin 

conceived it. 
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Chopin’s Reconceived Scherzo: Genre Identity, Climax, and Jest in Dark Veils 

3.0 Introduction 

 I consider Chopin’s four stand-alone scherzos as a group of works rather than focusing on 

their chronological order. My chapters address the scherzos in a different order that is based on 

the concepts I discuss and particular issues the pieces present. Scherzo No. 2, for example, 

includes a span that results from the disagreement of musical dimensions, moments of tension 

and arrival, and processes of intensification and abatement. In addition to beginning with 

Scherzo No. 2 in the first two chapters, I continue in this chapter by discussing its formal design, 

coda climax, and material that I consider to be non-climactic. 

 Chapter 4 introduces a new analytical approach called narrative temporality (previewed 

in section 1.4). I apply it to Scherzo No. 4 because that scherzo is an especially good musical 

exemplar of the ideas in that chapter, as well as a notable member of the scherzo genre as it 

differs from Chopin’s other stand-alone scherzos in significant ways. Scherzo No. 3 includes an 

example of a climax on a more local level (in this case, within the scherzo section). It also 

features a pitch-related conflict that is resolved in its coda climax. I address both of these 

phenomena in Chapter 5. Chapter 6 then offers an analysis of Scherzo No. 1, especially its coda 

climax, which is comprised of a series of peaks of intensity.     

 This study is focused on Chopin’s independent scherzos for solo piano. Chopin also 

wrote scherzos in a multi-movement context for solo piano as well as chamber works. Expanding 

the scope to include these works would involve a possible addition of instrumentation to my 

intensification table in Chapter 2, greater emphasis on chronological order, and some 

consideration of the part vs. the whole (how does the scherzo work with or in relation to other 
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movements in the context of the complete work, climaxes occurring in other movements, and so 

on).   

 
 
3.1 History and Context of the Scherzo Genre 

 This chapter situates Chopin’s scherzo in the history of the genre and explores its 

innovations and genre identity. Chopin’s four piano scherzos share many characteristics, but 

Scherzo No. 4 in E major, Op. 54 features significantly milder dynamic and registral contrasts 

than the others. Its climaxes are comparable to those of the other three, supporting their role as 

an identifier for the scherzo genre as Chopin conceived it. His scherzos are darker and more 

serious in character than the scherzos in multi-movement works by Haydn and Beethoven. After 

an overview of the conventions of the scherzo genre that Chopin inherited, I will analyze two 

climactic passages from Scherzo No. 4, Op. 54 and reflect on the significance of climax in the 

genre as a whole. 

 The history of the scherzo genre dates back approximately two centuries before Chopin. 

In its early days it was a vocal genre; Monteverdi produced two collections of Scherzi musicali, 

published in 1607 and 1632. Throughout the seventeenth century and into the eighteenth century, 

composers also gave the title “scherzi” to instrumental works and collections. Instrumentation 

ranged widely, and instances of independent scherzos were rare. A few eighteenth-century 

scherzos are attributed to J.S. Bach and/or W.F. Bach, Leopold Mozart, and Georg Christoph 
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Wagenseil.55 Some of these pieces may have originally appeared as parts of multi-movement 

works.56 

 Haydn and Beethoven crystallized the characteristics and contexts of the scherzo in 

multi-movement sonatas, string quartets, and symphonies. For them, the scherzo genre implied 

characteristics such as triple meter, a quick tempo, and ternary form. It typically also included a 

contrasting trio section (the middle section of the ternary form) that was written with a three-

voice texture. 

 However, the scherzo movement of Beethoven’s Sonata in E-flat major, Op. 31, No. 3 

(1801-1802) shows that these conventions were not absolute (Ex. 3.1). The movement is in duple 

meter and hews more closely to sonata-rondo form than ternary form as an overall formal design. 

It features a clear primary theme, secondary theme, recapitulation, and a development section 

instead of a contrasting trio section.  

 Chopin wrote his own scherzo movements as a part of his Piano Sonatas No. 2 in B-flat 

minor, Op. 35 and No. 3 in B minor, Op. 58. These movements conform more closely to large-

scale ternary form than his independent scherzos: Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20 (1831-32), 

Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31 (1837), Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39 (1839), 

and Scherzo No. 4 in E major, Op. 54 (1842).57 The presence of a contrasting trio section is still 

apparent, but these sonata movements do not generate extended climactic passages comparable 

to those in the stand-alone scherzos. Both their formal designs and their dramatic profiles are 

more straightforward in the context of a multi-movement work. 

                                                             
55 For more information on independent scherzos written in the nineteenth century, see further 
discussion in section 3.3, which covers Chopin’s innovations in the scherzo genre. 
56 Tilden A. Russell and Hugh Macdonald, "Scherzo." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online. Oxford University Press, accessed June 2, 2016, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/24827. 
57 See section 3.3 for a discussion of Chopin’s form-related innovations in the scherzos. 
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Example 3.1: Beethoven Piano Sonata Op. 31, No. 3, ii 

 

 

  

 The basic meaning and etymology of the word “scherzo” —  “joke”, from the German 

scherzen and Scherz — sometimes manifests musically as syncopation. Combined with tempo 

and other factors, this tends to create a light tone overall. In Beethoven’s Op. 31, No. 3, for 

example, syncopation occurs in the form of sforzandi on the last eighth-note of the measure 

within a piano dynamic (see Ex. 3.1). The downbeat rests in the left hand play into this 

syncopated effect. The staccato markings in the left hand contribute to the scherzo’s sense of 

lightness. The movement conforms to pre-Chopin expectations of a scherzo in some ways, but 

not in others (duple meter and sonata-rondo form as discussed above). 

 The scherzo typically functioned as a substitute for the minuet in multi-movement works, 

and that was its primary context in the early nineteenth century.58 Scherzos conceived and 

performed independently that were not associated with larger collections or multi-movement 
                                                             
58 Beethoven’s Op. 31 No. 3 (shown in Ex. 3.1) includes both a scherzo movement and a minuet 
movement, so once again, this convention was not always observed. 
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works, and were played on a solo instrument, were still rare well into Chopin’s short lifetime. 

Scherzos varied in how strongly or literally they projected a joking or witty character, but none 

expressly opposed it or denied its influence by adopting a somber or dark tone. Although meter 

and instrumentation varied, the main conventions of the genre in terms of characteristics, 

context, and character had been established by the time Chopin composed his first stand-alone 

piano scherzo, Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20, in the early 1830s. 

 

3.2 Genre Identity in Chopin’s Scherzos 

 In his four scherzos, Chopin renovated the genre and created his own version. Instead of 

treating the scherzo as a movement of a larger work, he conceived of it as an independent, 

virtuosic work on a large scale. Each scherzo is a complete work by itself and carries its own 

opus number. He greatly enlarged the dimensions of the scherzo and made each section 

substantial, infusing themes with vivid contrast and con fuoco intensity.  

 By calling each piece a scherzo, Chopin connects this group of pieces with informed 

listeners’ (and also his own) associations with a scherzo. This is the “contract” of genre 

expectations between composer and listener that Jeffrey Kallberg discusses in his book, Chopin 

at the Boundaries.59 Kallberg uses Chopin’s least typical nocturne, Op. 15, No. 3 in G minor, to 

challenge the idea that a piece’s characteristics alone constitute its genre.60 Many of the 

nocturne’s features not only deviate from those of the nocturne, but also evoke another genre 

entirely: the mazurka.61 Nocturne Op. 15, No. 3 departs from the wide accompaniment patterns 

                                                             
59 Jeffrey Kallberg, Chopin at the Boundaries: Sex, History, and Musical Genre (Harvard 
University Press, 1998), 5-6. 
60 Kallberg comments, “What are the appropriate responses to the genre “nocturne”? The search 
for these responses most productively commences at borderline works. The Nocturne in G Minor 
sits as few other nocturnes do on the edge of its class.” Ibid., 10-11. 
61 Ibid., 3, 13. 
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and lyrical, ornamented melodies familiar to most nocturnes. Its mazurka-like characteristics 

include tempo, triple meter, and accents on the second and third beats. If a particular member of 

a category does not share many of the hallmarks of that category, then what is the meaning of its 

assignment to that category? 

 Kallberg describes genre as communication rather than classification; by assigning a 

genre label to their piece, composers express something about the piece to performers and 

listeners. “The composer agrees to use some of the conventions, patterns, and gestures of a 

genre, and the listener consents to interpret some aspects of the piece in a way conditioned by 

this genre.”62 Genre therefore conditions the expectations that a listener might have, and it is also 

a statement made by the composer as an invitation to listeners and performers to approach the 

piece accordingly. The conventions of a genre are contextually based, drawing connections 

between a new piece and previous pieces in the genre. However, Chopin’s standalone scherzos 

as dramatic works did not have direct predecessors; instead, scherzos from multi-movement and 

possibly chamber and/or orchestral contexts acted as his frames of reference. 

 The concept of the scherzo genre as it existed in 1831 when Chopin began Scherzo No. 1 

in B minor, Op. 20 provided some basic expectations: ternary form, triple meter, and a 

contrasting trio section. Chopin conformed to those expectations, but transformed other aspects.63 

The character of the scherzo was witty, quick, and often light, as established by Haydn and 

Beethoven. Chopin’s version does not follow this precedent in a literal sense, but it taps into 

deeper layers of association. Those deeper layers include characteristics that are both more 

specific (sf markings creating syncopation) and broader (name of the genre coming from the verb 

scherzen, to joke).  

                                                             
62 Ibid., 5. 
63 See Section 3.3, “Chopin’s Innovations in the Genre.” 
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 The ideas of joking, humor, wit, and/or cheer are at the heart of the character that the 

scherzo was loosely meant to evoke at the time. Chopin may have meant to reference that 

expectation by titling his works “scherzo”.64 He put his own creative spin on each piece and also 

on the genre as a whole, creating a remarkable new version of the genre that stood on its own and 

was well suited to the concert hall. This inventiveness in terms of genre is evident in much of 

Chopin’s output, as he conceptualized many hybrid genres (such as the Polonaise-Fantaisie, Op. 

61 and the Fantaisie-Impromptu, Op. 66), new or re-envisioned genres such as the ballade and 

the nocturne, and Polish dances such as the mazurka and the polonaise.   

 Chopin’s “joke” is not the same as Haydn’s, nor Beethoven’s. Listeners are unlikely to 

smile or laugh as they might occasionally do with Haydn. Nor is the listener off-kilter throughout 

due to constant syncopations, as in some of Beethoven’s scherzos. Chopin brought a much more 

gravely serious and dramatic tone to the genre in these four pieces, three of which are in the 

minor mode. Their striking and unexpected character motivated Schumann to remark, “How is 

'gravity' to clothe itself if 'jest' goes about in dark veils?"65 

 Schumann’s comment sheds light on how distinctive and surprising Chopin’s scherzos 

were, in comparison to their single-movement predecessors by other composers. Listeners 

expected lightness in the scherzo, and instead Chopin offered longer, darker virtuosic works that 

established their own new version of the genre. This is an important part of the “jest” in Chopin’s 

scherzo: by giving these works the title “scherzo,” Chopin referenced certain associations and 

                                                             
64 Jim Samson writes, “Chopin did not select genre titles arbitrarily or use them loosely. They 
had specific, though not necessarily conventional, generic meanings. He did not, however, ignore 
the connotative values of genre titles. Rather he absorbed and built upon those values, and 
ultimately he transcended them.” “Extended Forms: The Ballades, Scherzos and Fantasies” in 
The Cambridge Companion to Chopin, ed. Jim Samson (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992), 102. 
65 Frederick Niecks, Frederick Chopin As a Man and Musician, Vol. II (Neptune City, NJ: 
Paganiniana Publications, Inc., 1980), 256-257. 
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listener expectations according to earlier versions of the genre, but then he gave listeners 

something substantially different from what they had been told to expect.  

 Schumann’s evaluation also raises the point that if Chopin had similarly transformed 

every genre, then somber genres or topics such as a funeral march would have had no space in 

which to exist. Perhaps Schumann felt that Chopin was infringing on the affective territory of 

other genres, and that over time a lament or a funeral march would lose its distinctiveness and 

meaning if other types of pieces were similarly somber. The notion of genre was largely not 

specific to particular composers, so as a fellow composer, Schumann may have thought Chopin 

should have adhered more closely to the expectations of listeners and performers of the time. 

Nevertheless, it is unlikely that Chopin would have been inspired to create such individualized 

and innovative works in a particular genre while at the same time stripping it of its very core.66 

Instead, he offers his own complex take on the scherzo genre in several ways. 

 Scherzo Nos. 1, 2, and 3 all begin with very distinctive gestures: isolated chords in 

different registers in No. 1, a sotto voce triplet motive outlining the tonic triad in No. 2, and an 

angular, tonally ambiguous quadruplet motive in No. 3. Zofia Chechlińska points out that these 

gestures are also separated temporally by frequent rests.67 Scherzo Nos. 1 and 2 both include a 

prominent and emblematic half-diminished seventh chord in a high register and at a fortissimo  

                                                             
66 Another comment on this topic by Jim Samson reads, “…Chopin emerges as a composer 
deeply committed to genre as a compositional control. For all his purposeful subversion of 
controlling genres, it is clear that he valued genre as a force for conformity, stability, and closure, 
a channel through which the work might seek a fixed and final meaning…he did not select titles 
arbitrarily or use them loosely in his mature music. They had specific, though not necessarily 
conventional, generic meanings, established through an internal consistency in their application.” 
Jim Samson, Master Musicians: Chopin (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996): 229. 
67 Zofia Chechlińska, “Scherzo as a Genre – Selected Problems,” Chopin Studies 5 (1995): 165-
173. 
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dynamic level. Scherzo No. 1 begins with one (C#-E-G-B, 43 ), and a different one appears in 

mm. 6-7 of Scherzo No. 2 (C-E♭-G♭-B♭, 42 ). These striking chords grab listeners’ attention and 

help orient them to the minor mode without being so dissonant as to be unstylistic, and they 

contrast strongly with other portions of those two openings in terms of rhythmic activity, 

dynamics, and register. 

 Chopin’s works in other genres typically do not begin in this way. Even of the four 

ballades, whose premise is explicitly dramatic, only No. 1, Op. 23 is comparable. This 

commonality (among the scherzos) of distinctive gestures full of rests is not without exception; 

the opening of No. 4 is milder and more conjunct than the others. Even so, Chopin clearly 

associated his version of the scherzo genre with these kinds of openings. They immediately 

indicated to listeners that he was taking the piece in a new direction (relative to scherzo 

movements by Haydn and Beethoven). 

 From the outset, Chopin makes a deliberate, unusual statement in the scherzos that grabs 

the listener’s attention and immediately changes the terms of Kallberg’s contract between 

composer and listener. This is no simple export of a typical scherzo directly from a multi-

movement work into an independent context. Nor is the work’s character lost in subtlety or 

reserved for a later point in the piece; it is saliently established at the beginning of the piece.  

 Even a general awareness of the grand scale of these scherzos would not entirely prepare 

an informed listener for these particular beginnings in terms of dynamics, register, texture, 

rhythmic activity, and contrast. The distinctive opening gestures are not overtly humorous, but 

rather, they are suggestive of more surprises to come. Chopin signals to listeners that he will not 

hew entirely to a generic contract for the scherzo — in other words, that they should expect the 

unexpected.  
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 What type of beginning might listeners have expected instead? Many genres of the time, 

not just the scherzo, began with less tumultuous thematic material of a more melodic nature.68 

Instead of hearing a clear, singable melody in one consistent register, in Chopin’s scherzos 

listeners immediately heard virtuosic, tumultuous music that moved through several registers. 

The degree of virtuosity and turbulence introduced early on in Chopin’s scherzos was still 

notable and unusual for the genre at the time.69 In fact, these features were more characteristic of 

transitions (and sometimes climaxes) than themes. This likely did not pose a problem for 

informed listeners in terms of following the form, due to the strong precedent of thematic 

statements occurring near the beginning of a piece.  

 In her article, “Scherzo as a Genre – Selected Problems,” Zofia Chechlińska discusses the 

importance of local contrast as a defining feature of Chopin’s scherzos.70 For example, the 

opening middle-register sotto voce motive of Scherzo No. 2 is followed by silence, and then 

fortissimo octaves and chords in both high and low registers. Chopin also marks that opening 

motive pianissimo and adds accents and forzato markings to further emphasize contrasts of 

dynamics and articulation. Registers become even more extreme in the following theme in mm. 

49ff. (marked fortissimo). Scherzo No. 3 features similar local contrasts in dynamics and 

register, as well as slurs and staccato.  

 Scherzo No. 1 exemplifies the same characteristics and adds a very salient contrast in 

rhythmic activity. It opens with two sustained chords (first fortissimo, then forzato), and then the 

activity level explodes in a flurry of eighth notes marked piano and presto con fuoco. Its registers 

are far-reaching, beginning with the first chord of the piece and continuing throughout. The 
                                                             
68 Certainly themes were not always lyrical. Beethoven’s Waldstein Sonata Op. 53, for example, 
had been completed nearly twenty years before Chopin finished Scherzo No. 1. 
69 In some ways comparable to the openings of Beethoven sonata movements, known for their 
unusual features such as full textures and distinctive thematic gestures separated by rests. 
70 Chechlińska, “Scherzo as a Genre – Selected Problems,” Chopin Studies 5 (1995), 168-172. 
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contrasts in Scherzo No. 4 are less extreme than those of the other three. Chopin does use 

sforzandi within a piano dynamic level and presents a variety of textures, including monophonic 

octaves that return periodically, homophonic chords, and a brilliant leggiero passage combined 

with a new motive in the left hand (mm. 65ff., see Ex. 4.1).  

 In section 3.1, I mentioned that a large-scale ternary design with a contrasting middle 

section – the trio – was one of the main characteristics of the scherzo genre as Chopin received it 

from his predecessors.  The trio sections in Chopin’s stand-alone scherzos strongly contrast with 

their scherzo sections in terms of dynamics, mode, register, articulation, texture, tempo, 

harmony, expressive markings, and in some cases rhythmic activity. These large-scale contrasts 

are among the scherzos’ most distinctive and salient features. In his own scherzos, Chopin kept 

those contrasts but also imported them into the scherzo sections themselves (in particular, the 

openings of the pieces as I have described above) in a surprising way.  

 Let us return for a moment to the expected character of jest and wit associated with the 

scherzo genre before Chopin’s contributions. He incorporated wit into his transformation of the 

genre by applying contrast, a feature for which the genre was already known, throughout the 

piece in more localized ways rather than only at the largest level. In this way, he maintained an 

important connection with the past while also envisioning something new. The scherzos’s 

openings demonstrated these local contrasts immediately, perhaps surprising audiences. 

Chechlińska construes this element of surprise as wit: 

Despite different manifestation of wit, this essence is the feature of surprise and the 
unexpected…The specific type of contrast used in the scherzos makes it impossible for 
the listener to predict how the structure will be further developed, unless they know the 
music well. The change of almost all musical elements, creating a “surprise” for the 
listener, is rather like a musical expression of verbal wit.71 
 

                                                             
71 Ibid., 172-173. 
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 Some elements -- such as tonicizations, modulations, new thematic or transitional ideas, 

and especially climaxes -- may have been difficult for listeners to predict, but in terms of the 

overall formal design, educated listeners would have probably known to listen for some kind of 

alternation of large sections. All four scherzos feature either a straightforward (ABA) or 

modified ternary form. All four broadly ternary designs include multiple subsections in both the 

scherzo and trio sections, creating lengthy structures. None of the scherzo portions strictly reflect 

binary form as their scherzo and minuet predecessors might, but they often maintain some 

connections to it, often with some degree of flexibility in number and order of repeated 

subsections and utilizing written-out repeats. Scherzo No. 1, for example, repeats the first 

subsection and then includes a written-out repeat of sections b and a that follow (Fig. 3.1). The 

alternation of the subsections is also suggestive of a small-scale rondo form. 

 

Figure 3.1: Formal Diagram of Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20 (scherzo portion)72 

material: intro A               
   |:a       :| b  a           b        a 
measures: 1-8 |: 9-68:| 69-124  125-184         185-240       241-304 

  

 This flexibility of form is another unexpected aspect of Chopin’s new version of the 

genre, not directly related to the local contrast at the beginning of each piece but signaled by it 

nevertheless. The next section will go into detail regarding the modifications that Chopin makes 

to the large ternary outline in Scherzo Nos. 2 and 3 in particular, as well as the occurrence of 

climactic passages. Even though there is significant variance in terms of adherence to an ABA 

                                                             
72 See Figure 6.1 for a formal diagram of the entire piece. 
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design, their broad outlines are still useful for illustrating the primary junctures at which 

climaxes tend to appear. 

 

Figure 3.2: Occurrence of Climaxes in Chopin’s Scherzos Op. 20, 31, 39, and 54 

  A   B    A          coda 
       scherzo   (4)     trio      (2, 3, 4)   scherzo        (1, 2, 3, 4) 

 

 Each number in Figure 3.2 represents a significant climax in the indicated scherzo at the 

corresponding point in the form. Scherzo No. 4, for example, features a climax just before the 

trio section. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, the most common places in the form for climaxes to 

occur are the coda and the retransition or development.73 The retransition prepares and generates 

anticipation of the return of the scherzo theme, and the coda ends the entire piece. Figure 3.2 

shows visually how climaxes punctuate the form, both in relation to beginning (setting up the 

return of the material from the beginning of the piece, to which listeners have contextually built a 

strong association) and end. 

 

3.3 Chopin’s Innovations in the Genre 

 Chopin renovated the scherzo in a number of ways, in addition to substantially altering its 

character. Throughout his career, he created, developed, expanded, and elevated a number of 

genres, including the nocturne and the ballade, among many others. Removing the scherzo from 

its multi-movement and often multi-instrument context and transporting it to the domain of a 

large-scale solo piano work appropriate for the concert hall involved a number of modifications.  

                                                             
73 Chapter 1, 16-17. 
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 As mentioned above, writing independent pieces in this genre was an important 

innovation in itself, although the credit for this does not go exclusively to Chopin. Schubert 

wrote a pair of stand-alone piano scherzos in B-flat and D-flat major, D. 593 in 1817, but they 

were not published until 1871.74 There were a few lesser-remembered composers writing 

independent scherzos in the 1830s and 40s. The French pianist Stephen Heller wrote several, the 

first of which was his Rondo-Scherzo, Op. 8 in 1831.75 Chopin wrote his own first independent 

scherzo, Scherzo No. 1 Op. 20, around the same time (1831-32). In later years, Heller also 

produced two other scherzos and a Scherzo Fantastique, Op. 57, not unlike Chopin’s own 

blending of genres in works such as the Polonaise-Fantaisie, Op. 61 and the Fantaisie-

Impromptu, Op. 66. During his lifetime, Heller developed a reputation as a composer of études, 

and those continue to be his best-known works today.  

 Other composers writing scherzos in the 1830s and 40s include Clara Schumann, 

Sigismond Thalberg, and Edward Wolff. Clara Schumann’s scherzos, Op. 10 and Op. 14, date 

from 1838 and after 1841 (published 1845), respectively.76 Wolff was a Polish pianist and 

composer who studied with one of Chopin’s teachers, Józef Elsner.77 He was strongly influenced 

by Chopin and wrote works in several piano genres for which Chopin was also known, including 

                                                             
74 Maurice J.E. Brown, Eric Sams, and Robert Winter, "Schubert, Franz." Grove Music Online. 
Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press, accessed July 24, 2018, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/o
mo-9781561592630-e-0000025109. 
75 Ronald Earl Booth and Matthias Thiemel, “Heller, Stephen.” Grove Music Online. Oxford 
Music Online. Oxford University Press, accessed September 26, 2017, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxyiub.uits.iu.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/12736. 
76 Nancy B. Reich, Clara Schumann: The Artist and the Woman (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 2001), 301 and 308. 
77 Jeffrey Kallberg, Chopin at the Boundaries: Sex, History, and Musical Genre (Harvard 
University Press, 1998), 22. 
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his Scherzo, Op. 28. Thalberg was a virtuoso pianist comparable to Liszt, and composed 

variation sets and several types of character pieces in addition to his Scherzo, Op. 31 (1838).78  

 Scherzo movements typically featured a quick tempo marking, but Chopin marked all 

four of his scherzos presto. He designated Nos. 1 and 3 Presto con fuoco, specifically indicating 

an intense and fiery character. These tempo and expressive markings set Chopin’s scherzos apart 

from many others. In combination with characteristics such as a high degree of rhythmic activity, 

extremes of register, and stark dynamic contrasts, they contribute to the effect of thematic 

sections sounding like transitional or even climactic passages. 

 Chopin’s scherzo expanded greatly in length to over six hundred measures and 

performance times of 6.5-12 minutes. The scherzo sections and trio sections alike often involve 

written-out repeats, adding up to hundreds of measures and taking on sectional forms of their 

own.79 The approach of using written-out repeats allows Chopin to occasionally vary melodic 

figuration across subsequent appearances.80 Climactic passages are also substantial, as it takes 

time to manipulate material and build the kind of intensity that these pieces need. The scale of 

Chopin’s scherzos contributes to the extent and number of their dramatic contrasts; the scherzos 

use the full range of dynamics and of the keyboard itself. 

 Form is an area of particular innovation in the genre: two of Chopin’s scherzos have 

altered or hybrid forms that do not neatly project large-scale ternary form. Scherzo No. 3, Op. 39 

initially proceeds as if following a ternary plan (see Fig. 3.3). The second scherzo section repeats 

                                                             
78 Ian Glenn Hominick, “Sigismund Thalberg (1812-1871), Forgotten Piano Virtuoso: His Career 
and Musical Contributions” (PhD diss., The Ohio State University, 1991), 1-2 and 106-113. 
79 Scherzo No. 4 in E major, Op. 54 is the longest, containing 967 measures and with 
performances lasting approximately 10.5-11.5 minutes. See the next section for details on the 
extended sectional form of Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39. 
80 I discuss these small embellishments and variations further in section 3.5. They allow for a 
slight amount of “development” without applying major changes to the structure or stability of 
thematic and transitional material. 
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the two main subsections of thematic material from the first scherzo section, a and b, as 

expected, but does not return to a as in the first scherzo section (mm. 107ff.).   

 

Figure 3.3: Formal Diagram of Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39 

material: A      
  intro    a  b*    a   
measures: 1-24    25-56 57-106      107-154 
key areas: C#m          
 
material: B (Trio) 
  c      c’  d  c  retransition 
measures: 155-199   200-243   243-287 288-319 320-366 
key areas: D♭M        unstable 
 
material: A 
  a  b  
measures: 367-398 399-449 
key areas: C#m 
 
material: B 
  c’’  c’’’  transition (c) 
measures: 450-493 494-539 540-572 
key areas: EM  Em  C#M implied (dominant pedal) 
 
material: Coda 
  climax (con fuoco) 
measures: 573-604 605-649 
key areas: C#m  C#m > C#M  

*The “b” portion of the scherzo section is a transitional subsection that builds to a local climax in 
mm. 75-106. See Figure 5.1 for more detail on this passage. 
 
  

 Instead of completing the expected alternation between the first and second themes (a b 

a), some of the material from the trio returns in E major (III) in mm. 450ff. The second trio then 

iterates the “c” material once more before transitioning into a fiery coda. Preceding the coda with 

trio material instead of scherzo material makes for a starker contrast, even though the coda does 
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not use any motives or themes from either section. It also gives the trio more weight within the 

overall piece, as it recurs instead of acting as a single interlude in the middle of the piece. 

 As discussed in section 3.2, dynamic, modal, and other contrasts in the scherzos are not 

limited to the local level; Chopin uses them broadly to accentuate the formal design by 

substantially differentiating the trio from the scherzo and ending with a climax in the coda. All 

three of the minor-mode scherzos have trios in the major mode, and the only major-mode 

scherzo (No. 4) features a minor-mode trio. Of the sonata movement scherzos, one trio is in the 

opposite mode (No. 2, Op. 35) and the other trio is in the same mode as the scherzo (both major; 

No. 3, Op. 58). A contrasting trio not only maintains a link to earlier versions of the scherzo 

genre, but also maintains a sense of balance throughout these lengthy pieces and gives listeners a 

respite from rhythmically active and often minor-mode scherzo sections that are full of conflict 

and local contrast.81   

 The return of the trio in m. 450 (Fig. 3.3) adds a section to the ternary design of Scherzo 

No. 3, creating a four-part (ABAB) sectional form (hence the greater-than-usual weight of the 

trio). The piece therefore retains the general scherzo outline, but lengthens it and ends differently 

than expected, relative to ternary form. The climactic coda of Scherzo No. 3 is still in keeping 

with the dramatic manner in which all four scherzos end.82 

 The compound ternary model from which all of the scherzos’ forms are derived (with 

respect to the entire piece rather than the scherzo portion in particular) has some elements in 

                                                             
81 Although the trio in Sonata No. 3, Op. 58 is not in the opposite mode, it still helps to establish 
balance by featuring a lesser degree of rhythmic activity. The scherzo portion, while leggiero, is 
a breakneck molto vivace with constant eighth note motion, so there is still a stark contrast 
between the two. The chromatic mediant relationship between the two keys (E-flat major and C-
flat major notated as B major) helps to achieve this effect. 
82 See section 5.2 for a more complete discussion of Scherzo No. 3’s coda climax and the effect 
of its ending. 
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common with sonata form. With respect to Scherzo Nos. 2 and 3, Jim Samson articulates it as 

follows: 

…much more than the first Scherzo they reach beyond the simple ternary design towards 
a more integrated, organicist approach to their materials, leaning in effect towards the 
sonata principle. This is partly a matter of thematic integration, in that both works make 
use of a kind of ‘parent cell’ from which much of their thematic and even their harmonic 
substance may be derived, but it is also a matter of formal succession. In both works there 
are unexpected ‘openings’ in the form, and these take us off into powerfully 
developmental sequences.83 
 

In such a scenario, the initial scherzo functions as the exposition and the return of the scherzo, 

typically in the tonic key, can act as a recapitulation.  

 The lyrical trio (B) does not align with the behavior or characteristics of a development 

section. However, at the end of Chopin’s trios, there is sometimes a transition that sets up the 

return of the scherzo, acting as a retransition or even as a development section, in the case of 

Scherzo No. 2. It is because of these connections with sonata form and their shared function that 

I sometimes use the term “retransition” in reference to the analogous portion of the scherzo. In 

addition to writing climactic passages that built intensity, incorporating elements of sonata form 

(such as the return of familiar material in the tonic key after unstable material and applying 

developmental techniques) is another way in which Chopin convincingly established the scherzo 

as a new genre and wrote longer, more independent scherzos that could stand on their own. 

 

Issues of Formal Design in Scherzo No. 2, Op. 31 

 Scherzo No. 2, Op. 31 deviates from ternary form in a way that is integrated throughout 

the piece (see Fig. 3.4 below). It incorporates two main key areas as well as elements of sonata 

form. It projects a broadly ternary structure with both the scherzo and the trio receiving written-

out repeats. Instead of returning to the scherzo immediately at the end of the repeat of the trio, 
                                                             
83 Jim Samson, Master Musicians: Chopin (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 154. 
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however, Chopin presents a climactic development and retransition section. This substantial 

section supports the connection to sonata form. It is tonally unstable, and it develops familiar 

material from the scherzo section by manipulating the stepwise portion of the second theme 

(mm. 49-64), as discussed in section 2.3. 

  

Figure 3.4: Formal Diagram of Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 3184  

        
material: A  A’     
measures: 1-132    133-264   
tonal centers: B♭m, D♭M B♭m, D♭M    
 
       climax    
material: B              B’           development*           
measures: 265-365        366-467     468-583      
tonal centers: AM, C#m, EM     AM, C#m, EM     unstable      
 
    climax 
material: A             Coda 
measures: 584-715     716-780  
tonal centers: B♭m, D♭M D♭M 
 
*development: 
material:  a      b            c (climax)      
measures:  468-491   492-515      516-583  
tonal centers:  unstable     Gm, Cm, A♭m     F♭/EM, B♭m  

 

 

 Scherzo No. 2 projects two main tonal centers: B-flat and D-flat. Each key casts a 

significant presence over the piece. The scherzo opens with a clearly articulated B-flat minor 

triad that Chopin has fashioned into its most iconic motive. However, each scherzo section 

spends time in both keys, and the piece ultimately ends in D-flat. Schenker’s monotonal analysis 
                                                             
84 See Figure 3.7 for an expanded form diagram of Scherzo No. 2. 
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of the piece prioritizes D-flat, with the opening key of B-flat minor interpreted as its submediant 

(Fig. 3.5).85  

 William Kinderman’s analysis also emphasizes D-flat, including third relationships (both 

major and minor) surrounding it. His approach stems from his concept of directional tonality, in 

which a piece actually begins in a secondary key rather than the tonic itself, treating the tonic as 

“the goal of a directional process.”86 The idea is that even though the tonic is not established as a 

premise at the outset of the piece, other keys can imply and/or prepare it. Kinderman traces key 

relationships occurring at significant formal junctures throughout the piece, producing a 

descending circle of major thirds (D♭-A-F-D♭).87 He cites Schenker but points out that 

Schenker’s analysis does not focus on the descending thirds.88 

 

Figure 3.5: Schenker’s sketch of Scherzo No. 2, Op. 3189

 

 

                                                             
85 Heinrich Schenker, Free Composition, ed. and trans. Ernst Oster (New York: Longman, Inc., 
1979), 138. 
86 William Kinderman, “Directional Tonality in Chopin,” in Chopin Studies, ed. Jim Samson 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 59. 
87 Ibid., 61. 
88 Ibid., 60. 
89 Harald Krebs, “Tonal and Formal Dualism,” Music Theory Spectrum 13/1 (1991), 50. 
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Figure 3.6: Krebs’s sketch of Scherzo No. 2, Op. 3190 
 

 
                 |--------climax--------| 

  

 Harald Krebs has discussed the ramifications of the tonal pairing of B-flat and D-flat, 

including the respective influence of each key and the various ways in which listeners can 

reconcile the situation.91 Krebs also identifies tonal and thematic aspects of Scherzo No. 2 that 

strongly resemble sonata form from the perspective of B-flat minor. The exposition and 

development sections of a sonata framework both correspond to sections of the scherzo (mm. 1-

132 [repeated] and mm. 265-583 respectively). Krebs presents his sketch as an “alternate 

interpretation” to Schenker’s (Fig. 3.6). 

 Krebs argues that the development features “purposeful motion” in the outer voices 

toward ^2 over V (in B-flat minor), which arrives in m. 540.92 Schenker downplays the 

significance of motivic development when he addresses the middle section of sonata form in 

Free Composition. Instead, his primary requirement for a development section is purposeful 

motion: 

Also, for the great composers the development section is primarily a purposeful 
motion…and not merely an area in which “motives” drawn from the exposition are 

                                                             
90 Ibid., 50 with measure numbers added. 
91 Harald Krebs, “Tonal and Formal Dualism,” Music Theory Spectrum 13/1 (1991): 48-60. 
92 Ibid., 53.  
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“developed”…It must…remain a firm principle that the development section is above all 
a path, determined by the structural division, which must be traversed.93 

 
During the trio section (mm. 265-467) in Krebs’s sketch, the upper voice follows a stepwise line 

back and forth between B4 and D5. The path becomes “purposeful” during the climax (mm. 516-

543) when it ascends continually, along with the inner voice (see mm. 516-540 in Figs. 3.5 and 

3.6). This is the same climactic passage discussed in Chapters 1-2; please refer to Exs. 1.3 and/or 

2.3 for a score excerpt.  

Some of the sonorities in this portion of Krebs’s sketch do not resolve according to their 

implications. The C#7 does not resolve to F#m, and the E♭7 does not resolve to A♭ (although the 

seventh does resolve down by step to C as ^2 of B♭ minor). Instead, the bass line and the inner 

voices strive upwards toward C/F major, and the upper voice also moves toward C.94 To 

accomplish this motion, a series of fully diminished sevenths begins in m. 520 (these are 

represented as Mm7s in Krebs’s sketch) and continues until m. 540. 

 The climax (mm. 516-543) therefore plays a critical role in articulating an important 

element of a sonata in Chopin’s hybrid form. Not only does the passage reach the expected 

interruption at ^2 over V, it also traverses a distinct path to arrive there and develops material from 

the scherzo section.95 (Section 2.3 tracks the changes made in the development section to the 

stepwise portion of the arpeggiated transition [mm. 49-64] in the scherzo section.) These features 

are missing from previous themes in the trio, as the themes repeat rather than move toward a goal 

                                                             
93 Schenker, Free Composition, 138-139. 
94 The ascent from E♭7 to F major indicates that B♭ is asserting itself over D♭ as the climax 
progresses. If E♭7 had resolved normally to A♭, that would have set up the key of D♭ (with A♭ 
as V).   
95 Schenker appears to recognize the significance of the climax, despite not naming it as such. 
Referring to Chopin, Schenker writes, “How ingeniously he finds his way, in mm. 460-584, back 
to the B-flat minor harmony, and so is able to begin with the initial arpeggiation!” Free 
Composition, 129. 
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in the manner of a transition or development section, they do not lead to ^2 over V, and they 

contrast with the scherzo material rather than developing it.  

 The middle section of the piece (including the trio and the climax, mm. 265-583) can thus 

support aspects of both Krebs’s and Schenker’s interpretations. It functions as a contrasting trio 

section in the expected ternary scherzo design and as a development section in a formal plan 

influenced by sonata-allegro form. Scherzo No. 2 presents the most complex form of any of the 

scherzos because it involves two tonal centers, presents a hybrid formal design, and supports 

more than one analytical interpretation. 

 Krebs points out that the B-flat sonata form interpretation begins to weaken when, in the 

portion analogous to the recapitulation (mm. 584-715), passages that initially appeared in D-flat 

fail to reappear in B-flat.96 For example, the material in mm. 49ff. appears in D-flat again in mm. 

632ff., rather than B-flat. Not only is the sonata principle not in force, but actually the opposite 

occurs: the opening motive in B-flat (mm. 1-3) reappears in D-flat in the coda in mm. 732-735 

(see Ex. 3.2) and 740-743.97   

 For this reason, I favor analyses that recognize D-flat as the tonic, but Krebs offers two 

possible “solutions” that can accommodate aspects of both hearings: either one perceives the 

work as a hybrid with two keys and two forms, or as a scherzo and trio in D-flat with the illusion 

of a B-flat minor sonata form that is removed at the end of the piece.98 The original scherzo 

section ends decisively in D-flat, so technically Chopin could have followed it exactly in the  

 

 
                                                             
96 Krebs, “Tonal and Formal Dualism,” 56. 
97 Edward T. Cone, Musical Form and Musical Performance (New York: Norton & Co., 1968), 
76-77. 
98 Krebs, “Tonal and Formal Dualism,” 59. (Incidentally, Krebs refers to the B-flat minor sonata 
form illusion as a veil, but with no reference to Schumann.) 
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Example 3.2: Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31, mm. 1-16 and 726-738 

 
// 

 
   

recapitulation and ended the piece in D-flat.99 That type of ending would have left the tonal 

conflict somewhat unresolved; even though an ending in D-flat would have occurred, neither 

tonal center would have truly emerged over the other. As we will see in the next section, a 
                                                             
99 Instead of the A major arpeggiated material interrupting in m. 716 (see Ex. 3.4), the D-flat 
major closing material could have continued and then ended similarly to mm. 257-264. 
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deviation from prior material in the coda is required to finally assert D-flat over all of the 

emphasis that B-flat has received in earlier sections. 

 

3.4 Arrival and Transition Connections in the Coda of Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31 

 In Chapters 1 and 2, I have primarily worked with examples from the development 

climax of Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31 because it clearly illustrates many of the 

concepts I have introduced, including tension and arrival and fluctuations in pacing. Chapter 3 

has continued the discussion from the perspective of form, as Chopin incorporated elements of 

sonata form into the scherzo genre’s large-scale ternary structure. In this section, I will analyze a 

second climax that occurs in the coda of Scherzo No. 2 and follow up in section 3.5 with an 

overview of the piece.  

Example 3.3 shows the second theme in D-flat major (mm. 49ff.). This theme serves as 

source material for both of the climaxes in the piece. In the development climax of Scherzo No. 

2, Chopin manipulated the stepwise second half of the eight-bar transitional idea to form melodic 

sequences and build intensity. Some of the material in the coda climax is derived from the 

arpeggiated first half of the theme, with a few modifications. 

 Example 3.4 shows the beginning of the coda climax, and Example 3.5 shows a later 

excerpt. In the coda climax, Chopin modifies material from the theme in three ways. First, he 

removes the stepwise portion, leaving only the four-bar arpeggiated portion and an increased rate 

of repetition compared to the second theme. Second, he shortens the first note of the melodic line 

from four beats to one beat, packing the four-bar grouping more densely with eighth-note motion 

and covering a greater distance at the keyboard. Finally, he adds a two-note slur gesture to the  
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Example 3.3: Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31, mm. 41-62 

                    used in coda climax 
              |------------------------------- 

 
 
        

used in development climax 
 --------------------------------|  |------------------------------------------------------------------------| 

 

  

 

end of the four bars.100 In a later appearance within the coda climax (Ex. 3.5), he fills the left 

hand with chromatic quarter-note motion. 

 All of these modifications are intensifications of the second theme. Chopin increases 

rhythmic activity in both hands, repeats the gesture at shorter time intervals and yet lengthens the 

                                                             
100 The grace notes in mm. 716 and 720 are also a new intensification. 
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Example 3.4: Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31, mm. 716ff. 

 
       |---------------------- 4 bars --------------------| 

 
 |-------------------------- 4 bars ------------------------| 

 

 

distance of the arpeggiation, and reiterates the arrival at ^
5 (first in the temporary key of A major 

and ultimately in D-flat major). The arpeggiated portion of the second theme is registrally 

expanded compared to the compact stepwise portion that he uses sequentially in the development 

climax, so he does not use the arpeggiated portion in the same way as the stepwise portion.101 

Instead, he uses it to create an abrupt entrance in the distant key of A major (m. 716) and 

eventually excises the two-note slur from the end (mm. 763ff., Ex. 3.5), using the new material 

as an opportunity to generate additional short repetition and fluctuations in pacing.  

The four-bar arpeggiation (which was once an eight-bar grouping in the original second 

theme) becomes a two-bar grouping beginning in m. 765, then a two-beat hemiola in m. 770. In  

                                                             
101 I discuss how Chopin uses the stepwise portion of the second theme to build intensity in the 
development climax in section 2.3. 
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Example 3.5: Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31, mm. 745-780 
 

 
 
 
        |------------------------------- 4 bars ------------------- 

 
          goal 
          point 
              [or: |------- 2 bars - 
 -----------------| |-------------------------------- 4 bars -----------------------------| |---- 1 bar ----| 

 
 
                     

------------------| |-------- 2 bars -----------| |---------- 2 bars ----------|]          (beats) 
|------------ 2 bars -------------||---------- 2 bars ---------||--- 1 bar ---||-- 2 --||-- 2 ---||-- 2 ---| 
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Example 3.5: Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31, mm. 745-780 cont. 
 

 
B♭:   V6

4/V      

5
3
  V   D♭: V7      I 

  
 

 

addition to this acceleration of pacing, there is also a literal acceleration of tempo (più mosso). 

Note that unlike the accelerations that occurred in the development climax, these changes of 

pacing actually occur after the goal point (m. 756), not before. Before considering the 

implications of this, I will discuss the goal point itself. 

The coda’s strongest moment of arrival occurs on the downbeat of m. 756 in D-flat 

major. It occurs immediately after a stretto chromatic ascent from A-flat to C in mm. 748-755. 

To the extent that the point (or span) of maximum tension is worthy of note in this climax, it 

occurs on the downbeat of m. 755. (One can choose to include the entire measure and call it a 

span, but in either case, there is a peak of intensity on the downbeat itself.) Unlike the 

development climax, there is no gap of several measures between the point of maximum tension 

and the goal point. In each of the remaining chapters, I will discuss other climaxes that place far 

greater emphasis on the point or span of maximum tension. 

The coda of Scherzo No. 2 focuses on the D-flat arrival in m. 756 considerably more than 

any temporally separated moment of tension or dissonance. In other words, my tension-arrival 

scheme from Chapter 1 describes a phenomenon that is occurring here in its simplest possible 

form: a dominant [tension] -to-tonic [arrival] harmonic progression in adjacent measures. 
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Musical dimensions such as dynamics, register, and expressive markings make the passage 

intense throughout (with increasing tension as m. 756 is approached) but what implications does 

this simplification of the tension-arrival scheme have for the climax?  

Let us return to the observation that several fluctuations in pacing occur after the goal 

point in m. 756. Typically they would occur as the point or span of maximum tension is 

approached, or at least sometime prior to the goal point.102 Here in the coda climax, they occur 

after the goal point, implying that perhaps the establishment of D-flat major is not quite final as 

of m. 756 and the measures that follow. Multiple decrescendo markings suggest that intensity is 

beginning to abate. Combined with the accelerations in pacing and tempo, this creates a tumble 

scenario according to Austin Patty’s terminology (acceleration + abatement).103  

In Chapter 2, I mentioned the possibility articulated by Patty that in tumble scenarios, 

listeners can sometimes perceive an acceleration immediately following a peak of intensity as 

adding to the intensity of the climax.104 The coda climax demonstrates precisely this situation. 

Instead of fading away with the decrescendo markings, the intensity is sustained after the goal 

point because D-flat needs to assert itself strongly enough to end the piece without referencing 

B-flat minor, arguably negating it in listeners’ memories. 

B♭♭ first appears in m. 759 as ♭^
6 in the key of D-flat as an upper neighbor to A-flat. Its 

presence becomes the driving force behind the changes of pacing and the accelerating 

repetitions. The first statement of the arpeggiation (mm. 756-759) becomes unstable; I attribute 

this to the B♭♭s, which cause the arpeggiation to repeat (mm. 760-763). The passage then 

                                                             
102 Compare to the development climax, in which the goal point (m. 544) began a long sequence 
in which the pacing was very regular and the intensity gradually abated. 
103 Austin T. Patty, “Pacing Scenarios: How Harmonic Rhythm and Melodic Pacing Influence 
Our Experience of Musical Climax,” Music Theory Spectrum 31, No. 2 (2009), 339-340. 
104 Chapter 2, p. 43. Ibid., 347. 
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accelerates via both tempo and pacing into a frenzy of B♭♭s until D-flat in the bass is driven 

down to C and B♭♭ is re-notated as A-natural (the leading tone of B-flat). 

The C major sonority in mm. 772-773 – V/V in the key of B-flat – presents B-flat major’s 

chance of re-establishing itself, even starting in 64 position. Mm. 772-773 succeed in moving to 

V/B-flat in m. 774. But instead of resolving upwards to B-flat, A-natural is pulled back down to 

A-flat in m. 775, joined by G-flat (both pitch classes belonging to the key of D-flat). B-flat is 

unable to regain control in its last-minute effort, and the piece ends by confirming D-flat, with 

the grace notes in the last bar recalling the beginning of the coda.  

The coda climax of Scherzo No. 2 develops and manipulates the descending arpeggiation 

in D-flat in several ways. Chopin also combines new material with this arpeggiation. The 

opening triplet motive appears in the key of D-flat, further establishing the key as the coda 

progresses. Accelerations that take place after the goal point maintain much of the intensity of 

the arrival in D-flat, creating a tumble scenario that ends the conflict between B-flat and D-flat in 

the last nine bars.  

 

3.5 Non-Climactic Material in Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31 

The definition of climax I proposed in Chapter 2, “a sustained and goal-oriented process 

that constitutes the most intense passage of a section or piece,” fundamentally depends on a 

comparison between the climax and other passages in the same section or piece that the listener 

would presumably consider non-climactic. In other words, “most intense” is a relative term. Thus 

far I have restricted my comments to the climaxes of Scherzo No. 2 and the overall form of the 

piece. In this section, I will engage the rest of the piece as a means of contextualizing its 

climaxes in the complete work. 
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I begin by considering material from the perspective of the intensity characteristics 

presented in Chapter 2. How does thematic or otherwise non-climactic material behave in 

comparison to climaxes in the context of Scherzo No. 2?105 I then explore some ways in which 

Chopin gives his non-climactic material a sense of progression even when it does not “develop” 

in the sense of a climax or development section. Finally, in section 3.6 I will reflect on climaxes 

as a convention of Chopin’s scherzo genre and preview some of the content in Chapter 4, which 

will present a new interpretive lens related to different effects that music can create, specifically 

with respect to its influence on one’s sense of the passage of time. 

The scherzo portion of Scherzo No. 2 consists of four different subsections, each with its 

own content (see Fig. 3.7). The opening material (Ex. 3.2) actually has several characteristics 

that I have previously associated with climaxes. Chopin presents the fortissimo material 

sequentially; compare mm. 5-7 to mm. 13-15, which appears down a whole step. The opening 

features not only extreme dynamic levels but quick alternations between pianissimo and 

fortissimo that could reasonably be expected to build intensity in the manner of a climax. There 

is a significant amount of repetition throughout: mm. 9-17 reiterate the material in mm. 1-9 with 

only slight modifications. Beyond this, mm. 25-48 repeat mm. 1-24. Finally, a significant 

amount of the material in the first forty-eight bars appears in a high register.  

If the main thematic material in Scherzo No. 2 is so similar to its climactic material, what 

distinguishes the two? Chopin has made the entire scherzo, both in the sense of this piece and the 

genre itself, so fraught with dynamic and registral contrasts and extremes and rhythmic activity 

that it can be more difficult to discern one section or compositional approach from another than  

                                                             
105 When considering this question, I focus my attention on the two climaxes that occur on the 
level of the entire piece, the development climax and the coda climax. More climaxes are 
theoretically possible, given my definition in Chapter 2, but climaxes at lower levels will begin 
to have more and more in common with non-climactic material, since the focus is more local. 
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Figure 3.7: Formal Diagram of Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31  

 
A (scherzo section) 
 
triplet motive   arp.         con anima       closing 
a  a’  b         c        d 
1-24  25-48  49-64         65-116       117-132 
 
triplet motive   arp.         con anima       closing 
a’’      a’’’  b         c        d 
133-156 157-180 181-196      197-248       249-264 
 
 
B (trio section) 
 
chorale    legato          leggiero 
e      e’  f         g         
265-284 285-309 310-333       334-365  
 
chorale    legato          leggiero 
e      e’  f         g’         
366-386 387-411 412-435       436-467        
 
 
Development  
    
  agitato 
dev. of g dev. of f climax (b, f)         
468-491 492-515 516-583 
 
 
A’ (scherzo section)  
 
triplet motive   arp.         con anima  closing 
a      a’  b         c/dev. of c d 
584-607 608-631 632-647      648-707  708-715 
 
 
Coda 
 
climax (d, a, b) 
716-780 
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one would expect. Upon closer study, however, a few key differences begin to appear. 

Large-scale repetition is a clear factor in Chopin’s shaping of the design of an entire 

piece. His scherzos repeat subsections in the scherzo and trio portions many times, but the  

substantial climaxes that occur at the level of the entire piece only occur once.106 In Figure 3.1, I 

allowed for multiple climaxes per piece despite my definition (“most intense”) in Chapter 2 for 

two reasons: to include the passages that do not repeat, and because they are so clearly 

differentiated from the other material in the piece (in ways that I explain below, in the context of 

Scherzo No. 2). 

 Now let us turn our attention to differences based on internal content. In thematic or non-

climactic material, the intervals of repetition are much longer than they would be in a global 

climax. (Note that the repetition of the triplet motive is not included in this observation, as its 

appearance in pairs is part of its motivic identity.) The instances of repetition I noted above 

involved lengths of nine bars and twenty-four bars. In most climactic contexts, this would be too 

long to convincingly build intensity unless one began by shortening the grouping somehow (as 

Chopin often does). The intervals of repetition are not only longer but also much more 

consistent. For example, the pacing of the first 48 bars of Scherzo No. 2 does not fluctuate, 

preserving the full length of all material that repeats.  

 In addition to the length and consistency of material that repeats, harmonic and tonal 

stability can also help to distinguish climactic sections from non-climactic sections or vice versa. 

I have not made instability part of my definition of a climax; it is, however, related in situations 

in which instability contributes to the intensity of a passage. The opening material of Scherzo 

No. 2 is not completely stable, as it quickly moves down a step and tonicizes D-flat major. The 
                                                             
106 My definition of climax allows for climaxes that repeat, especially within a section of a piece. 
In the context of Chopin’s scherzos, however, none of the most significant climaxes repeat, as 
large-scale repetition would take away from their dramatic effect. 
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frequent and substantive rests also have a destabilizing effect on the passage. The passage later 

tonicizes F minor before moving on to a new idea in D-flat major in m. 49. The first statement of 

this material in mm. 13-17 tonicized D-flat major, so the subsequent tonicization of F minor 

indicates that the scherzo section is headed in a new direction. 

 Two important factors help stabilize the theme in B-flat minor. The triplet motive itself 

establishes an unambiguous beginning in B-flat minor by outlining the tonic triad. This effect is 

of course not limited to B-flat minor, as the triplet motive also appears in D-flat in mm. 732-743 

(see Ex. 3.2). However, it periodically returns to B-flat minor and always reinforces it in those 

instances. Since the harmonically stable triplet motive is the first thing the listener hears, it 

becomes tied to B-flat minor as its most characteristic and familiar version. 

 The second stabilizing factor is that when the first twenty-four measures repeat (halfway 

through the opening section), they begin once again in B-flat minor. The transitional material in 

m. 49ff. begins in the relative major, maintaining straightforward key relationships and 

preserving the possibility of returning to B-flat at the end of the piece (even though that is not 

what occurs). The educated listener can arguably maintain a global sense of B-flat as tonic 

throughout much of the piece, resulting in analyses such as Krebs’s.107 Compare this with the 

tonally unstable development climax, in which a sequence repeats every four bars with each 

iteration moving up by whole step and beginning on a different fully diminished seventh. 

Tonicizations and periodic returns to B-flat minor make the opening material significantly more 

tonally stable, and therefore less intense in that sense.  

In both the scherzo and trio portions, Scherzo No. 2 includes sections that are 

considerably more lyrical than the opening. These sections include the con anima melody in mm. 
                                                             
107 Krebs argues that due to “a large arpeggiation of the opening tonic” taking place across most 
of the piece, “the B♭ minor triad extends its dominion over at least 629, and probably more, of 
the work’s 779 measures.” Krebs, “Tonal and Formal Dualism,” 51. 



 

 82 

65ff. (see Ex. 3.6) and the sostenuto chorale in the trio (mm. 265ff.), along with their 

reappearances later in the work. They are easier to distinguish from climactic material due to 

their smooth melodies with long slurs, their triadic accompaniment in the left hand, and their 

avoidance of rests via sustained pitches in both hands or a rhythmically active accompaniment. 

These lyrical sections unfold near the middle of the keyboard with mostly mild dynamics, and 

are marked dolce and sotto voce.  

 

Example 3.6: Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31, mm. 65-74 

      tonicizing G♭  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - 

 
 
 -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -    tonicizing A♭  -  -  -  -  - 

 

 

 

The con anima melody tonicizes first G-flat (mm. 65-71) and then A-flat (mm. 72-79) 

before working its way to D-flat. It eventually increases in dynamic level to fortissimo, leading 

into an arpeggiated section in D-flat major mm. 117ff. This harmonic and dynamic behavior on 

the part of the con anima section is common in climaxes as well. However, while the D-flat 



 

 83 

major section is rhythmically active, it is rather harmonically stable, and it closes the circuits of 

subsections in the scherzo portions.  

Later in the piece (mm. 692-708), Chopin develops the con anima material in a new way 

(see Ex. 3.7). All four of the scherzos are comprised mainly of repeating subsections that have 

few differences in their subsequent iterations. In this case, the con anima material still ultimately 

leads to the arpeggiated section in D-flat, but first it deviates from its former path in m. 697, 

beginning a sequence that adds length and chromaticism to the passage. It also establishes new 

one-measure and two-measure groupings based on the half note-quarter note portion of the 

melody in m. 692 (see mm. 700ff.), accelerating the pacing significantly from the previous 

grouping length of four bars. Although the contour of that small motion from m. 692 descends, 

the passage ascends in small increments until the pattern breaks in m. 706. 

I do not consider this passage to be a climax of comparable significance or intensity to 

either the development or the coda. Change in pacing is not directly tied to the definition of 

climax that I have developed, only to the intensity that changes in pacing create. However, the 

passage is certainly climactic within the second scherzo section and before the coda – in other 

words, on a lower level than that of the entire piece. I will return to the subject of smaller 

climaxes in section 5.1, which addresses a more local climax in the scherzo section of Scherzo 

No. 3, Op. 39.108  

The multiple appearances of the con anima material demonstrate that the same material 

can be used in different ways. Many of Chopin’s subsections in the scherzos are written-out 

repeats, either in an exact sense or with added embellishments in their second or third 

appearances. Familiar material can also deviate from its former path, moving in a new direction  

                                                             
108 This climax is not represented in Figure 3.1 because it is a lower-level climax within its own 
section, and Figure 3.1 aims to show climaxes that are at the level of an entire piece.  
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Example 3.7: Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31, mm. 691-712 
 
        |------------------------------ 4 bars ----------------------------| 

 
 
    |----------------------------------------- 4 bars ---------------------------------| |------ 2 bars --- 
                  |----- 1 bar -----| 

 
 
 

----- 2 bars ---------| |----------------- 2 bars ---------------| |--------------- 4 bars ------------- 
|-------- 1 bar -------| |------ 1 bar -----| |------ 1 bar ------| |----- 1 bar -----| |----- 1 bar -----| 

 
 
 --------------------------------| 
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with a single harmonic change or undergoing significant development in which a motive or 

portion of a melody is used to build intensity.109 

Chopin’s writing in the scherzos can present a challenge when comparing thematic or 

other non-climactic material with climaxes. They demand that the analyst make an intensity-

based comparison in an environment in which the non-climactic material is already very intense 

– arguably more intense than listeners at the time were expecting. Many characteristics that I 

have associated with climaxes in preceding chapters also appear in the rest of the piece, 

particularly at the beginning. These characteristics include a high degree of rhythmic activity, 

repetition, dissonance, and extremes in dynamics and register.  

Even in a challenging environment, analysts can distinguish climaxes from other material 

by studying aspects such as lengths of groupings, harmonic and tonal stability, and consistency 

of the passage’s features (whatever they happen to be). The overall intensity stemming from 

different musical dimensions is the main consideration, but a key factor demonstrated in 

Chopin’s scherzo climaxes is change in intensity level: climaxes are more dynamic than other 

material.  

Thematic passages, conversely, are not entirely static, but they are more consistent in 

their intensity levels (with the occasional exception as demonstrated by the con anima section 

discussed above). Their groupings are more consistent in length, resulting in fewer changes in 

pacing. Their harmonic and tonal stability generally aligns with their consistent intensity levels. 

The openings of Chopin’s scherzos are fraught with contrast, which may seem on the surface like 

rapid change, but the contrasts themselves remain consistent throughout the various iterations of 

                                                             
109 A similar phenomenon occurs with the minor-mode legato section in the trio in mm. 310-333. 
In its first two appearances, it leads directly into the following major-mode leggiero section. In 
mm. 492-515, however, Chopin marks it agitato and uses it to transition into the climax 
(beginning in m. 516).  
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the theme. Part of the way in which Chopin created the “dark veils” of the scherzos was to take 

aspects that were typically climactic (such as extremes of dynamics and register) and thematize 

them, narrowing the band of musical characteristics that distinguished climaxes.  

Throughout Scherzo No. 2, Chopin finds ways of giving repeated subsections a subtle 

sense of progression or slight development over time. The con amina theme is an obvious case, 

but he also makes smaller changes that preserve the length and harmonic and melodic structure 

of the material, but renew listeners’ interest in passages. These changes often take the form of 

embellishments to, or variants of, existing melodic lines. Example 3.8 shows the dotted rhythm 

in mm. 16-17 becoming a quintuplet in a subsequent appearance of the same material in mm. 

147-148. Even though the triplet motive and its associated material is temporally disjunct, 

Chopin embellishes its short statements. 

These embellishments soften the repetitive effect of what would otherwise be a written-

out repeat, but they are not enough to shape the larger dramatic trajectory of the work on their 

own. The through-composed climactic sections dramatize important events that typically only 

happen once (the return of the scherzo section, the end of the piece). Other more subtle changes 

add interest to the multiple iterations of subsections, especially in the scherzo portions of the 

piece. They also acknowledge to the listener that a new pass through this material is being made. 
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Example 3.8: Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31, mm. 9-26 and 138-156 

 
// 

 

 

 

3.6 Climax and Dark Veils in Chopin’s Scherzo Genre 

 In this chapter I have reviewed the conventions of the scherzo genre that Chopin followed 

and the innovations he introduced, encompassing form, length, performance context, and 
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character. All four of those innovations were formative for his conception of the genre, but the 

darker character of the first three scherzos is especially striking. As we will see in Chapter 4, the 

contrasts in Scherzo No. 4 in E major, Op. 54 are milder and significantly different in character 

from those in the earlier scherzos.  

Nonetheless, the climaxes in Scherzo No. 4 are similar in complexity and intensity to 

those of the other scherzos. Large-scale contrasts play out differently in Scherzo No. 4, because 

the scherzo section is less dissonant and agitated than those of the other three.110 The climax at 

the end of the scherzo section is therefore more intense than the analogous passages in the other 

scherzos in terms of dynamics, expressive markings, sequences, harmony, and changes of 

pacing, so as to add contrast between the scherzo and the trio. 

 Kallberg asserts that the concept of genre rests on communication rather than 

classification, and the communication to which he refers carries its contextual meaning based on 

conventions.111 Late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century piano music gives the majority of 

such genre-related cues to listeners at the beginning of a piece. Many conventional features are 

typically present at the outset, such as tempo, meter, mode, texture, thematic material, and so on. 

But I argue that the location, intensity, and characteristics of Chopin’s climaxes in the scherzos 

constitute a convention for Chopin’s new version of the genre. The irony in such an assertion is 

that the material itself in Chopin’s climactic passages and the ways in which they are constructed 

are the opposite of conventional. They often include sequences and passagework, but rather than 

appearing in a formulaic context, they are crafted specifically for each piece or section. 

Climaxes are critical to the identity of Chopin’s scherzo genre by helping to establish it 

                                                             
110 For example, the opening features mostly Mm7s and major triads instead of a half-diminished 
seventh chord as in Scherzo Nos. 1 and 2, and the opening of Scherzo No. 4 also features 
significantly more conjunct motion than the other scherzos by Chopin.   
111 Kallberg, Chopin at the Boundaries, 4. 
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as its own genre separate from previous and contemporary stand-alone and less independent 

piano scherzos, and yet they are not apparent to the listener until later in the piece.112 Many other 

genre-related conventions, for example triple meter or a quick tempo, constitute a more 

simplistic data point relating to a piece. But Chopin’s climactic passages involve complex 

changes of pacing and other compositional techniques, and they are unique to each piece.  

 Climaxes created with the techniques outlined thus far are common to all four of the 

scherzos. All four feature climactic endings, and Scherzo Nos. 2, 3, and 4 have additional 

climaxes in the retransition and/or at the end of the first scherzo section.113 The frequency of 

these major climaxes is inversely related to the dynamic and registral extremes of the opening of 

the scherzo section. Scherzo No. 4 builds to a climax at the end of each section, whereas Scherzo 

No. 1 is more fraught with tension and contrast throughout, and only climaxes in the coda. 

Scherzo Nos. 2 and 3 feature climaxes in the retransition area to prepare the return of their 

distinctive beginnings. The formal designs of the scherzos vary; the functions that climaxes serve 

in the loosely ternary plan – highlighting the ending and often preparing either the trio or the 

return of the scherzo – remain more consistent than the designs themselves.  

The climaxes in the scherzos cement Chopin’s transformation of the scherzo genre from a 

movement of a larger work into a stand-alone piece with its own opus number. The fundamental 

contrast between scherzo and trio is common to the broader genre; that contrast is aesthetically 

sufficient in a multi-movement context in which the scherzo is, for example, preceded by a slow 

movement and followed by a finale. The scherzo movement can project the two different sets of 

                                                             
112 By “less independent” I mean to refer to Chopin’s own scherzo movement in his Piano Sonata 
No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 35 as well as Schubert’s 2 Scherzos, D. 593. Chopin wrote his other 
scherzo movement in a piano sonata (Piano Sonata No. 3 in B minor, Op. 58) in 1844 after all 
four stand-alone scherzos were complete. 
113 I have summarized all of the climaxes in the scherzos and their locations relative to the 
overall formal design in Figure 3.2. 
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musical characteristics of the scherzo and trio respectively and still function as part of a complete 

musical work. A stand-alone piece, by contrast, must project its own depth and variety of 

material in order to sustain a complete work.114 The extremes reached by the scherzo climaxes 

also make clear their intended performance context of the concert hall, if any ambiguity is left 

after the presto scherzo sections.  

 Schumann’s question, “How is 'gravity' to clothe itself if 'jest' goes about in dark veils?" 

is indicative of Chopin’s remarkable departure from the generic contract in terms of the character 

of the scherzos.115 Kallberg notes, “…the rejection of the prescriptions of a genre by a composer 

can be seen as a major force in the promotion of change.”116 Chopin’s promotion of change 

amounted to the creation of a new genre, one that maintained some of its roots but also cultivated 

its own internal consistencies within the series of four pieces.  

 One such norm, with Scherzo No. 4, Op. 54 as an outlier (featuring milder contrasts and 

written in the major mode), was the “dark veils” on which Schumann commented.117 The 

features evoking those dark veils – the minor mode, expressive markings such as Presto con 

fuoco, dissonance and chromaticism, and dramatic contrasts in thematic material – lay the 

groundwork for extensive climaxes to occur later in the work. Chopin’s dark veils create 

dissonance that must be resolved, and the climaxes that occur at the ends of sections are the 

passages in which those conflicts are worked out.  

 By “dissonance” I mean to refer to a range of phenomena, including tonal and pitch-

class-related dissonance, harmonic dissonance and chromaticism, and the character evoked by 

                                                             
114 Here I am referring specifically to longer pieces in a western, Romantic vein. 
115 Frederick Niecks, Frederick Chopin As a Man and Musician, Vol. II (Neptune City, NJ: 
Paganiniana Publications, Inc., 1980), 256-257. 
116 Kallberg, Chopin at the Boundaries, 6. 
117 I will address Scherzo No. 4, Op. 54 and its differing characteristics in Chapter 4, including a 
consideration of genre identity. 
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Chopin’s expressive markings. (The scherzos also include a variety of rhythmically active 

thematic, transitional, and climactic sections, so there is also a sense of resolution involved in 

bringing them to a close.) The competing tonal centers of B-flat and D-flat in Scherzo No. 2, Op. 

31 constitute one example in which a conflict heightens during the coda climax and is not fully 

resolved until the last system of the piece.   

 Chapter 4 further explores the relationship between the scherzo climaxes and the material 

they develop. I began this discussion in section 3.5, establishing some key differences between 

the main climaxes in a piece and the rest of the piece. Chapter 3 also presented ways in which 

Chopin’s scherzos, both in their climaxes and as complete works, were considered 

unconventional for their genre when they were published, as well as the elements that 

contributed to Schumann’s comment. Chapter 4 introduces a different interpretive lens for both 

the thematic sections and the climactic sections of the scherzos. This lens of narrative 

temporality provides an additional glimpse into the “dark veils” of the scherzos that set the stage 

for the conflict and climactic passages that set Chopin’s scherzos apart from earlier works in the 

genre by other composers. 
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Chapter 4: Narrative Temporality in the Scherzos 

4.0 Introduction 

 I begin this chapter by studying Scherzo No. 4, Op. 54 and its climaxes from Chapter 3’s 

perspective of genre. Scherzo No. 4 is an outlier among Chopin’s stand-alone scherzos in terms 

of mode, character, and the timing of its climactic passages within the formal design (most 

notably featuring a significant climax at the end of the first scherzo section). Therefore, this 

particular scherzo demonstrates the flexibility of Chopin’s generic constraints in his newly 

reconceptualized genre. I consider Scherzo No. 4’s unique dramatic shaping in terms of the 

connections between its local contrasts and the climaxes that occur later in the work, including 

an assessment of the compositional techniques covered in Chapter 2 in the context of this piece. 

 After investigating Scherzo No. 4 as a member of the scherzo genre, I introduce narrative 

temporality as a new analytical approach in section 4.2.118 This perspective can yield unique 

insight into not only the scherzo climaxes themselves, but also other portions of the pieces and 

relationships among them, including the contrasting trio section. I return to Scherzo No. 4 in 

section 4.3, engaging ideas from the previous section. Scherzo No. 4 projects the narrative 

temporalities presented in this chapter more clearly than Chopin’s other scherzos, so its 

differences from other works in its genre have particular implications for both genre identity and 

the notion of varying types of temporality. 

 Given that Scherzo No. 4 stands out among Chopin’s scherzos as an exemplar of 

narrative temporality, to what degree do these ideas apply to the others? I explore this question in 

section 4.4 in the context of passages’ behavior and role as themes or other types of passages 

(including transitions, developments, and climaxes). Scherzo Nos. 1, 2, and 3 cut across the 

expectations of narrative temporality in ways that are revealed to be characteristic of the scherzo 
                                                             
118 I also give a preliminary overview of narrative temporality and its sources in section 1.4. 



 

 93 

genre (even with Scherzo No. 4 as an outlier). Section 4.5 addresses the topic of change in 

narrative temporality as a phenomenon that occurs gradually over time. 

 

4.1 Scherzo No. 4 in E major, Op. 54: Climaxes and Deviations from the Generic Contract 

 Chopin wrote his four scherzos over approximately ten years, with Scherzo No. 4, Op. 54 

being the last in 1842. He had imbued the genre with dramatic contrasts and a more tempestuous 

character in his first three works, but deviated from that significantly with the fourth scherzo. It 

shares typical scherzo features with his other works in the genre: triple meter, a quick tempo 

(Presto for Chopin), ternary form, and a contrasting middle section, traditionally with three 

voices (hence the term “trio”). In fact, out of all of the trio sections in Chopin’s scherzos, the 

fourth has by far the clearest three-voice texture. But a deeper look at No. 4 in particular reveals 

a great deal of flexibility in generic constraints. 

 The openings of Scherzos Nos. 2 and 3 both feature distinctive motives doubled at the 

octave. Nos. 1, 2, and 3 all involve extreme dynamics (for example, from pianissimo to 

fortissimo in No. 2) and registers in short periods of time.119 Scherzo No. 1 includes a stark 

textural contrast between the two sustained chords at the very beginning and the very 

rhythmically active texture that follows. All three are marked either Presto or Presto con fuoco, 

increasing the agitation of the already dramatic material. Even though these dramatic contrasts 

were not part of scherzo expectations before Chopin’s contributions, he established this norm for 

his own works in the genre and then departed from it noticeably in No. 4. 

 Scherzo No. 4 receives its own Presto marking, but its opening is otherwise much milder 

than the other three scherzos (see Ex. 4.1). It begins at a piano dynamic level, but the expected 

forte or fortissimo in the next few bars is absent.  Instead Chopin relies on hairpin crescendos and  
                                                             
119 See Examples 4.6, 4.7, and 4.8. 
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Example 4.1: Scherzo No. 4 in E major, Op. 54, mm. 1-25 and mm. 54-75 

                     a               b 
             |----------------------------------|     |----------------------------------------| 
 

 
              E:    V6

5 

 
 
// 
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decrescendos for the first 120 measures of the piece, with the exception of the occasional 

forzando.120 The opening spans most of the keyboard, but avoids leaping directly and frequently 

between low and high like the other three. Extremes of register are only reached via gradual 

motion through the middle register. Rests do not break up the material like they do in Scherzo 

Nos. 2 and 3. 

 Articulation provides notable contrast in the opening of this scherzo: the piece presents a 

combination of sustained chords marked tenuto, legato melody, and quickly moving staccato 

chords. Scherzo No. 4 also presents a contrast of texture in the first sixteen bars, beginning with 

monophonic octaves and moving to a homophonic response in mm. 9-12. Contrasts of 

articulation and texture generate a different kind of intensity than those of dynamics and register, 

one that leans more toward variety and motion than tension. Scherzo No. 4 is the only scherzo 

that begins in the major mode, a detail that further softens its character in comparison to the 

minor mode openings of the other three, beyond having less local contrast. 

 Scherzo No. 4 shares the brilliance and virtuosity found in the other scherzos, especially 

in regard to the rhythmically active material in mm. 65ff. (see Ex. 4.1). This material remains at 

approximately the same intensity level for several iterations until m. 114, at which point it begins 

to build intensity by engineering a move away from B major. The leggiero marking contributes 

to the lighter effect in the initial passage. Scherzo No. 1, by comparison, immediately launches 

into a churning main theme (mm. 9ff.) designed to build intensity, complete with extremes of 

register and dynamics.  

 The local contrasts in the openings of the first three scherzos help to support the large 

dimensions of the works. And yet No. 4, the scherzo whose opening has the least dynamic and 
                                                             
120 Several of the forzandi in the opening section occur on downbeats following sustained chords 
that last for four bars. I argue that Chopin is using these forzandi to help reorient the listener 
metrically, rather than to stir up drama, as they are typically used. 
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registral contrast and rhythmic activity, is actually the longest, both in terms of measure numbers 

(967) and performance length (approximately 11-12 minutes). Its formal plan is the most 

straightforward of all four, betraying no sign of unease that Scherzo No. 4 presents a different 

dynamic and registral profile in comparison to the others. The material in the scherzo portions of 

the piece is milder in character than in any of the other scherzos, calling into question the notion 

of extreme local contrast as a requirement for Chopin’s version of the genre. Instead he presents 

a more lyrical aesthetic with each large section containing multiple ideas, generating a longer 

work overall. 

 Before composing Scherzo No. 4, Chopin had already treated the scherzo as a malleable 

genre by making it a stand-alone work, enlarging its dimensions, expanding and altering the 

formal design, and completely transforming its expected mood. His final work in the genre 

further demonstrates this flexibility, with unexpected lyricism (relative to his other scherzos) and 

subtlety of contrast.  

 

Conflict and Complexity in the Scherzo Climax 

 Scherzo No. 4 has two main climactic sections, one that ends the piece (mm. 926-967) 

and another that ends the first scherzo section (mm. 353-383; see Fig. 4.1).121 The endings of all 

of Chopin’s scherzos feature climactic codas, but no other scherzo dramatizes the end of the 

initial scherzo section to this extent. The climax uses part of the leggiero portion of the scherzo 

section (mm. 65-72, Ex. 4.1).  

 The leggiero passage is the first instance of rhythmically active, technically demanding 

material in the piece. Scherzo Nos. 1 and 2 presented similarly active material at or close to the 

                                                             
121 The retransition also builds into a climax respective to the trio section, which I show in Figure 
4.2. 
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beginning of the piece. Even here, the passage is marked leggiero and takes on more of a 

decorative quality since the melody is in the quarter notes of the left hand. Following these eight 

bars (mm. 65-72) is another eight-bar unit made up of contrasting material (mm. 73-80), creating 

a longer sixteen-bar unit.  

 

Figure 4.1: Formal Diagram of Scherzo No. 4 in E major, Op. 54 

material: A          
   a     a’    b          a      climax link 
measures: 1-152     153-216 217-272     273-352 353-383     384-392       
 
material: B 
   c          trans.          c              retransition  
measures: 393-466    467-512     513-548       549-600 
 
material: A’                                 Coda 
   a          a’         b          a’’    climax    
measures: 601-752    753-816     817-888      889-925   926-967 

 

 The climax at the end of the scherzo section (mm. 353-383, Ex. 4.2) extracts the material 

in mm. 65-72 from its original eight-bar and sixteen-bar context (moreso the quarter-note motive 

than the eighth-note filigree). In mm. 353-368, Chopin replaces the descending arpeggiation with 

sequences of the quarter-note motive from mm. 69-70. The modified eight-bar unit (mm. 353-

360) repeats in mm. 361-368 instead of continuing on to contrasting material as it did previously 

in mm. 73-80. The sequences of the quarter-note motive move upward to build harmonic and 

registral tension toward the increasingly intense (and also sequential) statements in mm. 369-

374.  

 All of these modifications and sequences create a variety of one-measure, two-measure, 

four-measure, and eight-measure units (see Ex. 4.2). The repetition of the eight-bar unit regulates  
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Example 4.2: Scherzo No. 4 in E major, Op. 54, mm. 353-392 

 
 |-------------------------------------------- 8 bars ----------------------------------------------------| 
 |----------------------- 4 bars ------------------------| |------------------- 4 bars -------------------| 
           |- 1 bar -| |-- 1 bar --| |------ 2 bars -------| |-------- 2 bars -------| 

 
 
    |---------------------------------------------- 8 bars --------------------------------------| 
 |---------------------- 4 bars ---------------------| |--------------- 4 bars ---------------| 
      |- 1 bar -| |-- 1 bar -| |------ 2 bars -----| |----- 2 bars -----| |---------- 

 
 
 -- 2 bars---| |------- 2 bars -------| |----------- 4 bars ---  >  --- > -------| 

 
 
 

 
      viio7 
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the pacing in the early part of the passage. The pacing then “accelerates” in conjunction with the 

new sequence beginning in m. 369, but the extension of the left hand in mm. 374-376 decelerates 

it just before the fortissimo lower-register statement in the following measures.122    

 Compared to mm. 353-368, the sequences in mm. 369-376 constitute a more drastic 

removal of the quarter-note motive from its original context. Chopin is using familiar material 

from mm. 65-70 that originally appeared as part of an eight-bar unit (mm. 65-72), but he is 

playing with the density of ideas and repetitions occurring over a period of time. Increasing  

chromaticism, frequent crescendos, and an intensified texture with added octaves in the left hand 

all contribute to the mounting intensity. The left hand even breaks free in mm. 374-376 after 

three statements, continuing on its own as if the energy of the passage can no longer be contained 

and extending the effect of the melodic sequence in mm. 369-374. This continuation allows the 

hypermeter to remain regular and for the stretto downbeat in m. 377 to also be a hypermetric 

downbeat. 

 The intensification table in Figure 2.1 shows an association between intensity and pitch 

height. The passage demonstrates this association quite well through the downbeat of m. 376. 

But despite the relentless upward sequencing, the climactic process actually culminates in an 

even more intense fortissimo statement in a lower register (mm. 376-382). The stretto marking, 

meant expressively rather than contrapuntally, gives the statement further emphasis. The 

crescendo suggests that the intensity of this span (mm. 376-382) peaks on the downbeat of m. 

382. There is no tonal resolution or arrival until m. 393, so m. 382 is a tension-based moment.  

                                                             
122 I use quotes with the term “accelerate” here because (1) the effect of the passage depends on 
the level/s that listeners are following most closely, and (2) the new sequence is part of its own 
eight-bar unit. Nevertheless, the two-bar groupings are articulated more strongly beginning in m.  
369. 
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 The location and existence of the peak of intensity in m. 382 is unambiguous, but three 

factors make this climax somewhat complex. First, the intensity it carries is split with that of the 

preceding material. Mm. 369-376 feature the type of register, repetition, dynamics, and harmonic 

tension typically associated with Chopin’s large-scale climaxes. Second, the peak in m. 382 is 

not hypermetrically strong; hypermetric downbeats occur at mm. 377 and 385. 

 Third, rather than resolving or leading directly into the trio, the harmony at the end of the 

climax (m. 382, viio7) extends into linking material. Since we are approaching the trio and not the 

reprise of the scherzo, as would be the case in development or retransition climaxes, Chopin is 

transitioning into a more lyrical section. The climax at the end of the scherzo section does not 

have to be as bombastic as the coda (which gives closure to the entire piece) or a retransition 

climax (which prepares listeners for the return of the scherzo section). The linking material 

therefore helps bridge the gap between the peak in m. 382 and a major section with an entirely 

different character. The tension created by the climax is not fully resolved until m. 393, giving 

the linking material a sense of anticipation as it forecasts the legato quality of the upcoming 

section. 

 

Figure 4.2: Formal Diagram of Trio Section (mm. 393-600), Scherzo No. 4, Op. 54123 

material: B 
  c     c        transition    c            retransition  
measures: 393-432 433-466    467-512     513-548       549-600 
 
 
 

 The trio, beginning in m. 393, involves a nocturne-like accompaniment that eventually 

becomes the basis of the retransition (mm. 549-600).124 The retransition then builds into a climax 

                                                             
123 See Figure 4.1 for a complete formal diagram of Scherzo No. 4, Op. 54. 
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respective to the trio section, reaching an easily discerned peak of intensity at m. 577 (V9). The 

retransitions in the other scherzos (for example, Scherzo No. 2 as discussed in Chapter 3) are 

more dramatic: Chopin shortens units of musical material more drastically, resulting in more 

numerous and more complex fluctuations in pacing. The building intensity, overall ascending 

contour, and figuration/sequencing in the other retransition climaxes often compels the 

accompaniment pattern to change. In the Scherzo No. 4 passage, by contrast, the left hand 

accompaniment remains consistent until m. 577, at which point it changes to a hemiola pattern 

that also remains consistent for the next fifteen bars (mm. 577-591).  

 The retransition climax in Scherzo No. 4 is more intense than surrounding material 

(based on factors such as dynamics, dissonance, repetition, and register), but not emphasized as 

deliberately as the development and retransition climaxes in the other scherzos. The move 

toward a less intense retransition climax in Scherzo No. 4 relates back to the dialed-back 

contrasts at the beginning of the piece. Scherzo No. 4 involves less dynamic and registral 

contrast stemming directly from its thematic material, which leads to the dramatic trajectory of 

the entire piece being weighted differently. Jim Samson notes that the relationship between ideas 

in the opening bars is “one of poise and balance rather than one of drama or opposition.”125  

 Since the retransition (mm. 549-600) leads into scherzo material that is less contrasting 

and more lyrical than usual for a Chopin scherzo section, its climax is less emphasized. The 

second scherzo section is an intensified version of the original scherzo, but only because of the 

oscillating eighth notes in the middle of the texture and the F-sharp octaves in mm. 614-616. It 

stays at a forte dynamic level until it reaches transitional material in mm. 665-666. It remains in 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
124 The widely spaced, regularly arpeggiating accompaniment provides a textural contrast with 
the scherzo section, in addition to being more stable than the scherzo section in terms of 
harmony and longevity. 
125 Jim Samson, The Music of Chopin (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 172. 
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the middle of the keyboard with only a few exceptions, and as with the original scherzo section, 

legato articulation dominates. 

 

Familiarity and Unpredictability in the Coda 

The climactic coda of Scherzo No. 4 (see Exs. 4.3 and 4.4) ends the piece with dramatic 

purpose as well as closing function. Two motives derived from the opening theme (Ex. 4.1, mm. 

1-12), changes in pacing, the use of different textures (including the accompaniment pattern 

inspired by the trio in mm. 925ff. and octaves in both hands in mm. 950ff.), a strong cadence 

near the end of the piece (mm. 960-961), and a large flourish all contribute to the intensity of the 

passage and its overall effect. Stable hypermeter keeps the material grounded, and occasional 

detours from expectation maintain a sense of unpredictability. Chopin’s use of both predictable 

elements (tonal center and underlying hypermeter) and unpredictable elements (pacing and 

deviations from familiar material) achieves a combination of closure and climax to end the 

piece.126 

The scherzo climax shown in Example 4.2 uses the quarter-note motive from the leggiero 

section exclusively, reserving the more distinctive motives from the scherzo (bracketed in Ex. 

4.1) for the coda. The initial dotted-half-note motive (a) reappears across the same pitches in the 

coda (Ex. 4.3), B3-C#4-G#3-C#4-B3, now in the middle of a more rhythmically active texture. It 

now projects tonic harmony instead of dominant harmony (compare to Ex. 4.1). Chopin removes 

the motive from its original context by shortening the long tied note at the end, but also extends 

the theme and expounds on the C#-B motion to create a two-note appoggiatura pattern (Ex. 4.3, 

mm. 931-936) and a sixteen-bar unit (mm. 925-940).  

This extension (beginning in m. 930) of the opening motive (mm. 926-929) is the first  
                                                             
126 I discuss a similar phenomenon at the end of Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20 in section 6.2.  
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Example 4.3: Scherzo No. 4 in E major, Op. 54, mm. 925-943 
 
notes from original dotted half note motive:      extension à 
     B         C#          G#          C#           B  - - -  

                
hypermeter:  1           2           3  4  1  2 
 
 - - - - - - - - - - - - 

 
     3      4     1     2   3   4 
 
 - - - - - - - - 

 
      1        2       3     4  1       2     3 
 
      

 

unexpected detour that the coda takes, as the motive extends beyond its original length (B-C#-

G#-C#-B) for the first time (see Ex. 4.3). The beginning of the coda features fairly steady pacing, 

with four-bar hypermeter and two-bar units projected by both the left hand and the appoggiatura 

pattern. In m. 933, the left hand changes from two-bar arpeggiations to one-bar arpeggiations, 

creating another layer of pacing as the right hand continues with similar material. 
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Example 4.4: Scherzo No. 4 in E major, Op. 54, mm. 937-967 

 
             |___________________________ 

        Hypermeter:       1                 2         3  
     

__________________| |__________________________________| |_________| |________| |________| 
Hypermeter:  4   1  2      3           4                   4? (1)            (2)      (3)   
 
  

 
-------------|_________| |__________| |__________| |__________| |_________| |________| |_________| |________| 
            or   |_________| |___________| |_________| |_________| |_________| |_________| |____________| 
Hypermeter:  (4)              (1)      (2)              (3)      (4)            (1)      (2)            3 
           |___________________________________________________________________| 

 

|______| |___| |___________________________________________________|   |___________| 
Hypermeter: 4        1   2            3         4                   1               2 3    (4) 
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The dotted motive from mm. 9-12 (b, Ex. 4.1) also returns in mm. 941ff. in a new octave 

and texture (Ex. 4.4), minus the sustained chord that originally followed (mm. 13ff.). In m. 944, 

the left hand adopts the contour and rhythm of the dotted motive, further intensifying the 

material in addition to the fortissimo dynamic and registral and textural changes. 

The repetitions of the modified dotted motive in mm. 941ff. cause critical fluctuations in 

pacing (Ex. 4.4). Chopin sets out a clear four-bar unit and repeats it in mm. 945-948, but then 

repeats the fourth bar only in m. 949, unexpectedly disrupting both the pacing and seemingly 

also the hypermeter. The pacing accelerates, as the length of the repeated units suddenly changes 

from four bars to one bar. The repetition of m. 948 takes place on what should have been the 

downbeat of the next hypermeasure (m. 949), increasing its disruptive effect. However, it 

actually conceals an underlying regularity to the hypermeter, as shown in parentheses in 

Example 4.4.127  

The change in patterning in mm. 950ff. is another factor that obscures hypermetric 

counting. Chopin extracts the contour from the dotted motive and gives it a new texture (octaves) 

and rhythm (quarter notes), creating a virtuosic passage that leads up to the final cadence in mm. 

960-961. The melody of the motive now occurs in four octaves at once in a frequently repeating 

pattern. Although mm. 950-958 can be segmented into short groupings as shown in Example 4.4 

(and discussed further below), they also create a much longer grouping of quarter notes.128 These 

simultaneous intensifications in different dimensions (texture, rhythm, and pacing) combine with 

the hypermeter to build anticipation of the approaching cadence in m. 961.  

The interruption of the pattern in m. 949 sets up a one-bar pattern due to the length of 
                                                             
127 Because of the regular hypermeter and its obfuscation, the arrival moment in m. 961 seems as 
if it occurs at exactly the right time (since it is hypermetrically strong), but without knowing 
precisely how the pacing and hypermeter worked out (unless the listener were to make a 
deliberate effort to count through the preceding hypermeter). 
128 I have shown this grouping as beginning in m. 953 because it is a hypermetric downbeat. 
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repetition, but listeners can hear different lengths and positions of units in mm. 952-959. Two 

possibilities for one-bar units are shown in Example 4.4. These groupings depend on whether 

listeners follow the downward contour of the dotted motive or proximity of pitch. Some listeners 

may connect these into longer units. The design of this passage in such a way as to allow 

multiple ways of parsing it shows its complexity.  

The pacing becomes progressively more complex until just before the final cadence in m. 

961. Compared to mm. 945-948, the brackets in mm. 953-959 show a simultaneous acceleration 

and deceleration, depending on the level/s to which the listener is most attuned. (The performer’s 

tempo might influence this; a faster tempo would support the longer grouping, and a slower 

tempo would support the shorter groupings.)  

In Chapter 2, I discussed Austin Patty’s belief that either an acceleration or a deceleration 

could intensify music preceding a peak of intensity.129 His approach also allows for simultaneous 

accelerations and decelerations, as pacing can be tracked in different dimensions.130 In this 

passage, the pacing becomes richer and more complex at the same time as a textural 

intensification and in conjunction with the hypermetric disturbance in m. 949. 

The coda incorporates material from the rest of the piece in a number of ways. The two 

most iconic motives from the beginning of the piece – the dotted half note melody from the first 

four bars and the dotted motive from mm. 9-12 – are reworked in their original order. The work 

ends with new transformations of the ideas that listeners have heard throughout the piece.  

Changes in pacing and multilayered passages occur over a foundation of strong, regular 

hypermeter, which is needed to emphasize crucial moments. For example, the cadence in m. 961 

is preceded by octave figuration that does not clearly broadcast the underlying hypermeter to 
                                                             
129 Austin T. Patty, “Pacing Scenarios: How Harmonic Rhythm and Melodic Pacing Influence 
Our Experience of Musical Climax,” Music Theory Spectrum 31, No. 2 (2009), 329. 
130 Ibid., 345. 
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listeners, but the hypermeter has been proceeding in groups of four since the beginning of the 

coda (m. 925, Ex. 4.3). Chopin manipulates familiar motives to build tension until m. 961, a 

hypermetrically strong arrival point and solid tonal closure. 

   

4.2 Lyric and Narrative Time 

  Chopin’s climaxes differ from the musical language he uses in the rest of the scherzo. 

Frequent shifts in pacing, ascending and descending melodic sequences, and increasing 

dissonance and chromaticism are just a few of the characteristics that contribute to this 

difference. Chapters 1 and 2 explored the technical aspects of building intensity in climactic 

passages. Chapter 3 examined the scherzo genre as a context for these climaxes, in regard to both 

formal design and genre as a set of expectations. For many listeners, however, the takeaway 

point of climaxes is their role in shaping the dramatic trajectory of a piece. 

  The first half of the nineteenth century, encompassing Chopin’s entire lifetime, was 

precisely the time period in which music began to take on elements that suggested aspects of 

narrative to listeners: extramusical premises, introductions that implied the musical recounting of 

a story as told by a narrator, implications of temporality (past, present, or future), and climaxes 

that were more dramatic than their eighteenth-century equivalents. Within Chopin’s oeuvre, the 

ballades are the best examples of these types of narratively motivated elements in a musical 

context. Scholars have produced narrative interpretations of the ballades and discussed the 

genre’s storytelling roots in the folk ballad more broadly as well as Chopin’s particular 

approach.131 For example, Michael Klein interprets Ballade No. 4 in F minor, Op. 52 as a 

                                                             
131 Michael Klein, “Chopin’s Fourth Ballade as Musical Narrative,” Music Theory Spectrum 26, 
No. 1 (2004): 23-56.  
James Parakilas, Ballads Without Words: Chopin and the Tradition of the Instrumental Ballade 
(Amadeus Press, 1992), 20. 
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pastoral narrative with a tragic ending, suggesting that death is ever present.132  

  The dates of the ballades and scherzos are interspersed throughout the years 1831-1842 

(see Fig. 4.3). All eight pieces are lengthy virtuosic works intended for the concert hall, 

composed across the same range of dates. It is possible that Chopin’s approach to the ballades 

eventually affected his work on the scherzos, and vice versa.  

    

Figure 4.3: Composition Dates of Chopin’s Ballades and Scherzos  

1831 - Ballade No. 1, Op. 23 
1831-32 - Scherzo No. 1, Op. 20 
1836-39 - Ballade No. 2, Op. 38 
1837 - Scherzo No. 2, Op. 31 
1839 - Scherzo No. 3, Op. 39 
1841 - Ballade No. 3, Op. 47 
1842 - Scherzo No. 4, Op. 54; Ballade No. 4, Op. 52 

 

  While the scherzo is less of an explicitly narrative genre compared to the ballade, his 

compositional techniques in one genre are not completely alien to the other. James Parakilas  

points out that both genres were conceived as stand-alone instrumental works that had not 

previously been written in that context.133 Each genre has its own distinct profile, but works that 

convey the genre of ballade or scherzo have significant ground in common. Jim Samson explains 

their shared background in terms of Chopin’s developing compositional style in his “extended 

forms”: 

His [Chopin’s] extended works from the Warsaw period were either rondos, variations 
(or pot-pourris) and concertos in the brilliant manner or multi-movement cyclic structures 
(Op. 4, Op. 8) modeled closely on classical archetypes. Following the new textural, 

                                                             
132 Michael Klein, “Chopin’s Fourth Ballade as Musical Narrative,” Music Theory Spectrum 26, 
No. 1 (2004): 31, 49-51.  
133 James Parakilas, Ballads Without Words: Chopin and the Tradition of the Instrumental 
Ballade (Amadeus Press, 1992), 23. 
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melodic and harmonic developments of the early 1830s he effected a kind of synthesis of 
these two originally separate worlds, drawing together the formal methods of a post-
classical concert music – above all the alternation of melodic and figurative material – 
and the sonata-based designs and “organic” tonal structures of the Austro-German 
tradition. The First Scherzo and the First Ballade were the first fruits of that synthesis, 
with the Scherzo (predictably) leaning towards the brilliant style and the Ballade towards 
the sonata principle.134  

 
While Samson does not comment on the possibility of the two genres influencing each other over 

time, it is clear that they share significant ancestry in terms of Chopin’s evolving language and 

his approach to genre. 

  In my analyses thus far, I have discussed pacing as a major factor in climactic passages. 

A close study of pacing reveals that within a climax, Chopin harnesses and manipulates temporal 

experience in specific ways that build intensity and create unpredictability (while simultaneously 

relying on the more predictable foundation of regular hypermeter). Beyond the internal 

construction of individual climaxes, I also aim to illuminate their place in a piece as a whole.  

  In the scope of a complete piece, Chopin projects different types of temporal experience 

on a broader level. Raymond Monelle and Michael Klein conceptualize these types of experience 

as two particular types of “time”: lyric time and narrative time.135 The precursor to lyric time and 

narrative time dates back nearly as far as Chopin’s own lifetime, in the writings of the German 

theorist Adolf Bernhard Marx (1795-1866).  

  Marx’s 1856 essay, “Die Form in der Musik,” discusses his philosophical attitudes on 

form and outlines a number of formal types.136 His organicist approach built up these types from 

                                                             
134 Jim Samson, “Extended Forms: The Ballades, Scherzos and Fantasies” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Chopin, ed. Jim Samson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 102. 
135 Michael Klein, “Chopin’s Fourth Ballade as Musical Narrative,” Music Theory Spectrum 26, 
No. 1 (2004), 37-39.  
Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 98-100. 
136 A.B. Marx, Musical Form in the Age of Beethoven, ed. and trans. Scott Burnham (Cambridge 
University Press, 1997). 
A.B. Marx, “Die Form in der Musik,” in Die Wissenschaften im neunzehnten Jahrhundert, ed. 
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what Marx considered the two fundamental forms in music: the Gang and the Satz.137 A Gang is 

a passage that does not close and has no internal reason to end. It only ends for external reasons 

(such as reaching the beginning of a new section). A Satz, conversely, does close and reaches 

that ending on its own terms.  

  The implications of these two simple types of passages are more far-reaching than the 

single data point of a passage’s ending would suggest. There are sets of other musical 

characteristics that follow from the type of fundamental form that a passage takes. Sätze are 

typically harmonically stable and melody-driven. The most memorable and thematically oriented 

portions of a Classical piece tend to be the Sätze. Marx also associates the Satz with a sense of 

being at rest. At the heart of the idea of Satz and Gang was Marx’s overarching musical principle 

of rest - motion - rest.138 Along with his fundamental forms, he called this the fundamental law 

of all musical formation. The more stable, more periodic Sätze represent rest (Ruhe), and the 

Gänge provide motion.  

  Gänge are less harmonically stable, and they often involve more technical content such as 

sequences and abstract passagework. They also tend to be more rhythmically active. Regarding 

the spirit of the Gang, Marx writes: “In the Gang itself no satisfaction can be found; rather the 

very act of moving forth is a search for satisfaction.”139 The formal designs that Marx puts forth 

confirm a further general correlation, that Sätze are associated with themes, and Gänge with 

transitions.   

 

 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    
Dr. J.A. Romberg, vol. 2 (Leipzig: Romberg’s Verlag, 1856), 21-48. 
137 A.B. Marx, Musical Form in the Age of Beethoven, ed. and trans. Scott Burnham (Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), 67. 
138 Ibid., 97. 
139 Ibid., 67. 



 

 111 

Temporality and Tense 

  Modern theorists have built on Marx’s ideas and further developed them. Earlier I 

mentioned that Satz and Gang as fundamental forms had implications beyond simply how they 

end. What are those implications for the narrative content and dramatic trajectory of a piece, 

especially in a genre that is comparable in some ways to the ballade? The answers lie in the 

different ways in which we can experience time as we listen to music. Monelle distinguishes 

between time or “clock time” as an objective abstraction and temporality as “cultural time” that 

resides in our imaginations and allows us to act.140  

  Music, as a temporal art, causes us to experience time in an imagined way. Monelle 

speaks of music as occurring in a kind of extended present: 

If we take an elegant golf swing or play a beautiful phrase on the violin, we cannot be 
thinking of the individual details that make up each of these gestures, one coming after 
the other. It is, of course, always possible to analyze a synchronous gesture into its 
successive parts…But it cannot be lived in this way. In lived time, the present is as long 
as it needs to be for the activity we are pursuing.141 
 

Other writers such as Jonathan Kramer, Henri Bergson, Victor Zuckerkandl, and Thomas Clifton 

have made similar comments on the ability of music to “subsist in time without taking time.”142 

Zuckerkandl, for example, discusses melody as temporal Gestalt, a temporal whole that is 

presented as an experience.143 In other words, listeners hear spans of music as unities, although 

the length of the perceived span is debatable. The Satz suggests a possible unit of music that may 

be heard as a Gestalt: a passage that ends independently, for internal reasons. The ideas of Satz 

and temporality in music gave rise in Monelle’s work, and subsequently also in Klein’s, to the 

notion of “lyric time.” 
                                                             
140 Ibid., 81-82. 
141 Ibid., 82. 
142 Ibid., 88. 
143 Victor Zuckerkandl. Sound and Symbol: Music and the External World, trans. Willard R. 
Trask (London: Routledge, 1956), 234-235. 
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  Music that enacts lyric time typically features a lyrical, vocally inspired melody with the 

support of harmonic stability and consonance and periodic phrase structure. Within other modes 

of storytelling, the equivalent of lyric time would be an aria, soliloquy, or monologue, a passage 

that describes the setting, expresses emotion, or reflects on the current state of events. Lyric time 

evokes a sense of stasis, creating an “extended present” for the listener, as if time has stopped 

long enough to allow a scene to be described or remembered (rather than actually unfold).  

  Robert Hatten has articulated a sense of “temporal directionality” that associates different 

sections of a tonal piece with past, present, and future tenses, without invoking Monelle or Klein: 

For example, in sonata form one might consider presentational themes to be present-
directed (here, the present could also be expanded to encompass a phrase or even a 
thematic period). Transitional or developmental sections would be future-oriented, 
projecting a new key through modulation. And cadential sections would be past-oriented 
– at least to the extent that they exploit closural cues…This is the model we presuppose 
when we interpret introductions as premonitory or codas as reminiscent.144  

  
Hatten refers to this group of ideas as the “architectural model” because it relates to the formal 

design of a genre. Chopin’s scherzo climaxes fit this architectural model as future-oriented, 

along with transitions and developments. The model also ties into the definition of climax as 

goal-oriented (among other things) that I proposed in Chapter 2.  

  According to the architectural model, Hatten would presumably consider Chopin’s 

scherzo trios to be present-directed (see Ex. 4.4 below for a musical example). I agree with that 

assessment, although there are qualitative differences in presentation and effect between, say, the 

expository first theme area of a sonata (to make a more direct connection with Hatten’s text) and 

Chopin’s trios. The presentational aspect to which Hatten refers is a product of sonata practice in 

the sense that the composer presents material with deliberate intent to launch a particular tonal 

and formal trajectory. The educated listener receives this language with expectations that are 
                                                             
144 Robert S. Hatten, “Music and tense,” in Semiotics Around the World: Synthesis in Diversity, 
ed. Irmengard Rauch and Gerald F. Carr (Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter, 1997), 627. 
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appropriate to the sonata genre.  

  Chopin’s scherzo trios are charged with expectations and implications that are different 

from a sonata context. Rather than initiating an active trajectory in the sense of a sonata 

movement, the trios constitute a contrasting respite from their respective scherzo sections 

through their consonance, tonal stability, register, consistent texture, and emphasis on lyrical 

melody. The “extended present” of the trios is a type of present-directedness that emerges from 

the context of the ternary design of the scherzo genre and derives its effects from Chopin’s 

compositional approach.   

  Lyric time can also imply an experience of being in the past. Klein writes, “Though 

Monelle describes lyric time as an extended present…he is perceptive in claiming that the 

temporal dynamic of the nineteenth century often sentimentalizes time, so that lyric evocations 

become empty longings for the glories of the past.”145 Klein argues that in Chopin’s music, lyric 

time can sometimes evoke a scene from the past, especially if the music gives appropriate cues, 

such as an emphasis on the subdominant. He draws his reasoning from the harmonic tendencies 

of the dominant and subdominant: 

Charles Rosen’s correlation between a dominant/subdominant opposition and an 
active/passive one is well known, but a second mapping of this harmonic opposition 
correlates the dominant with movement toward the future (time as experienced rushes 
forward) and the subdominant with looking toward the past (time as experienced turns 
back).146  
 

  The clearest examples of lyric time in Chopin’s scherzos come from the trios. All four 

trios are unequivocally lyric in nature, featuring legato melody that typically appears in a middle 

register. The melody in the trio of Scherzo No. 1 (Ex. 4.5) comes from a Polish Christmas carol  

 
                                                             
145 Michael Klein, “Chopin’s Fourth Ballade as Musical Narrative,” Music Theory Spectrum 26, 
No. 1 (2004), 39. 
146 Ibid., 39. 
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Example 4.5: Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20, mm. 305-320 

 

 

entitled “Lulajże Jezuniu” (Sleep, Little Jesus).147 Chopin surrounds the melody with a gentle 

ostinato and includes multiple expressive markings to reinforce its lyrical, melodic  

character. The upper part of the right hand hardly moves from F#5 and the bass is mostly on a 

pedal, providing a presence of stasis in the outer voices. The spacing of the accompaniment is 

wide, but the melody itself (in an inner voice) occupies a narrow range.148 The melody comes to 

a natural close in m. 320, fulfilling expectations for a Satz as well. 

  Passages that enact lyric time can create the experience of an extended present or time 

                                                             
147 Chopin experimented with incorporating Polish folk music into his compositions in both the 
scherzo and the ballade. Parakilas mentions that Chopin’s use of this carol in Scherzo No. 1 was 
actually the first instance. Parakilas, Ballads Without Words, 23. 
148 The melody temporarily transfers to a higher octave in mm. 310-312, reaching F#5, G#5, and 
A#5. 
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standing still. Music can also convey forward motion via the use of particular compositional 

techniques. According to Monelle, the first hints of a new type of temporality appeared in the 

baroque music of J.S. Bach. Examples from the keyboard suites show a difference between a 

syntactic move to the dominant that remains lyrical and a more progressive move to the 

dominant that involves a sequence, giving the passage a sense of progression and making the 

close feel “like a point of arrival.”149  

  Narrative time, as the counterpart to lyric time, constitutes action — moving forward, 

developing earlier ideas, and/or progressing via devices such as modulation, sequence, and 

passagework. It typically features increased rhythmic activity and tonal instability; both help 

drive the music forward. Music that projects narrative time might move toward new key areas 

and new sections in the formal design of a piece, developing a kind of musical plot. In other 

words, one can consider moments at which new keys and sections are reached, or climaxes 

occur, as ordered and related events that form an unfolding musical “story”.  

  Monelle spells out the potential of music projecting narrative time to evoke a sense of 

forward motion, describing it as a “progressive, goal-oriented time” that makes it possible to 

“move from motive to motive, creating a remembered past and the possibilities of reprise, 

narrative structure, climax, and dénouement.”150 Monelle’s “remembered past” in this context 

refers to connections between events retained in the listener’s memory, not an actual evocation 

of the past. Narrative time more strongly evokes the present or the future, as the architectural 

model would suggest.151 Klein expands Monelle’s associations between lyric time and the past, 

on the one hand, and narrative time and the present on the other to create four narrative 

                                                             
149 Monelle, The Sense of Music, 98-99. 
150 Ibid., 100. 
151 Robert S. Hatten, “Music and tense,” in Semiotics Around the World: Synthesis in Diversity, 
ed. Irmengard Rauch and Gerald F. Carr (Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter, 1997), 627. 
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possibilities: time passes in the present, time stops in the present, time passes in the past, and 

time stops in the past.152  

  The development climax in Scherzo No. 2 discussed in Chapters 1-2 (Exs. 1.3 and 2.3) is 

an excellent example of narrative time. A deceptive harmonic motion (to ♭VI of A-flat minor) 

occurs in m. 516, setting the tone for an unstable passage. The harmony becomes increasingly 

chromatic as the music sequences upward. Chopin shortens familiar ideas and reuses them in 

agitated fashion as the passage becomes more and more rhythmically active. I have presented 

these aspects as features of Chopin’s climaxes, but they are also the types of compositional 

techniques that characterize narrative time.  

  Chapter 1 explored the sense of arrival that listeners experience on the downbeats of mm. 

540 and 544. The effects of narrative time have the ability to create a strong sense of arrival in 

listeners. Moments of arrival contribute to an ongoing narrative by advancing the musical plot. 

Reaching a new (or old) key area, beginning a new section after striving to reach it and/or 

repeating a pattern, and beginning an apotheosis are all examples of points of arrival that 

constitute significant events in a piece.153 

  The trio in Example 4.5 and the climax in Examples 1.3 and 2.3 clearly project lyric time 

and narrative time, respectively, illustrating Monelle’s ideas. The trio and the climax sit at one 

end of a spectrum of possibilities representing how well a given musical passage might align 

with one of these temporal types. In other words, not all of Chopin’s music clearly projects either 

lyric time or narrative time.  

                                                             
152 Michael Klein, “Chopin’s Fourth Ballade as Musical Narrative,” Music Theory Spectrum 26, 
No. 1 (2004), 40. 
153 Edward T. Cone describes apotheosis as “a special kind of recapitulation that reveals 
unexpected harmonic richness and textural excitement in a theme previously presented with a 
deliberately restricted harmonization and a relatively drab accompaniment.” Edward T. Cone, 
Musical Form and Musical Performance (New York: Norton & Co., 1968), 84. 
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  Klein and Monelle both associate each of these temporal types, along with the respective 

characteristics they exhibit, with types of musical passages.154 Lyric time, related to its 

predecessor, the Satz, shares some aspects in common with the notion of a theme: the composer 

and performer present the main ideas of a work in a space that is self-contained, at least for a 

time. Narrative time, on the other hand, typically manifests as transitions, developments, and 

climaxes. Music that projects narrative time moves forward in pursuit of a goal.  

  Each of these types of passages – themes and other passages such as transitions, 

developments, and climaxes – serves a function in the form and composition of a work. Themes 

are expository, whereas other types of passages connect and develop musical material. 

Therefore, the temporal type of a passage describes more than just its character; it also implies 

ways in which the passage is functioning in a piece. In section 4.4, I will explore the conflicts 

and interpretive possibilities that arise when the character and function of a passage do not agree 

according to the concepts of lyric and narrative time. Klein, for example, draws associations 

between themes and lyric time, on the one hand, and narrative time and Gänge on the other (in 

connection with Chopin’s Ballade No. 1, Op. 23 and Ballade No. 4, Op. 52), but cites apotheosis 

as “a special difficulty” because its increased rhythmic activity and richer textures “may give the 

impression of narrative action.”155 

 

4.3 Lyric and Narrative Time in Scherzo No. 4 in E Major, Op. 54  

  Out of the four scherzos with each considered as a complete piece, Scherzo No. 4, Op. 54 

projects lyric time and narrative time most clearly. Trios and climaxes are the best examples of 

                                                             
154 Regarding Chopin’s music in particular, Klein also associates narrative time more broadly 
with the virtuosic style, and lyric time with the salon style. Michael Klein, “Chopin’s Fourth 
Ballade as Musical Narrative,” Music Theory Spectrum 26, No. 1 (2004), 38-39. 
155 Ibid., 39. 
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each temporal type, but they occur in other sections of the work as well. The scherzo’s major-

mode opening theme is the most lyric of all of the scherzos, with a legato melody. It includes 

contrasts of texture and articulation (see Ex. 4.1), but I argue that they are not as pronounced as 

those of dynamics and register in the other scherzos. 

  The opening themes of the other scherzos feature motives frequently broken up with 

rests. The rests allow Chopin to leap back and forth between registral extremes. In Scherzo No. 

4, by comparison, he largely replaces the rests with sustained tenuto chords and keeps mostly to 

the middle of the keyboard. The result is still less overtly lyric than any of the trios, but sets the 

tone for the scherzo, establishing it as lighter and more amiable than the other three.  

  After rest comes motion: the leggiero section beginning in m. 65 is decidedly more 

progressive in character. It moves to the dominant (although such moves can also be purely 

syntactic and therefore also compatible with lyric time), increases rhythmic activity in the form 

of pervasive figuration in the right hand, and remains somewhat unstable throughout. 

Occasionally the octave texture and more lyrical character of the opening return briefly, as if to 

interject that if this were a sonata form, the second key area would have its own lyric space.     

  In section 4.1, I discussed two climaxes in Scherzo No. 4, one at the end of the initial 

scherzo section and another at the end of the piece. The climax in Example 4.2 (mm. 353-382) 

exemplifies narrative time, sequencing upward and increasing in chromaticism just like the 

development climax in Scherzo No. 2. The progressive characteristics of the material begin 

earlier in m. 337 with a reprise of the leggiero section. The first leggiero idea (m. 65) leads into a 

bit of homophonic material and then ultimately into a modified version of the opening theme. 

When it returns in m. 337, it deviates from the expectation that it would continue as before. 

Instead it enacts narrative time more and more strongly until it becomes a full-blown climax. 
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  As discussed in section 4.1, the other scherzos do not typically emphasize the endings of 

the scherzo sections to this extent. In Scherzo No. 4, the scherzo section is made up mostly of 

large-scale repetition, plus the repeated ideas are benign in character compared to the other more 

tumultuous scherzos. The heightened drama at the end of the section balances it out. Listeners 

hear the rest-motion-rest pattern playing out on a larger scale, with the scherzo and trio “resting” 

and the climax providing motion from one to the other. 

  The notable feature of this climax is its ending. The ascending sequencing, chromaticism, 

and changes in pacing are all characteristic of Chopin. But rather than end the passage during 

mm. 373-376 when it attains the highest pitches in each respective hand, he continues with an 

emphatic stretto statement in a surprisingly middling (low by climax standards) register.156  

  Hearing the climax culminate in this statement — arguably peaking on the downbeat of 

m. 382 but also emphasized as a whole through dynamics and register — is a different sort of 

experience from anticipating (via hypermeter and harmony) and then experiencing a dramatized 

harmonic and tonal arrival that occurs at a particular point. The fortissimo statement relates back 

to the definition of climax I developed in Chapter 2, as well as the “span vs. point” discussion in 

Chapter 1. Its low register, fortissimo dynamic marking, stretto expressive marking, and 

homophonic texture distinguish it from the preceding bars, even as it carries forward their 

accumulated intensity. It piques listeners’ attention and draws it toward the upcoming section, in 

conjunction with the meandering linking material that follows.157  

 

Coda 

  The coda in Scherzo No. 4 draws on motives from the scherzo section, as discussed in 
                                                             
156 This moment was foreshadowed by a similar homophonic statement confirming the key of B 
major in mm. 132-150.)  
157 My characterization of the climax here as “narrative” refers to narrative time. 
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section 4.1. The dotted-half-note motive occurs on the same pitches but undergoes various 

transformations including texture, hypermeter, harmony, and length (see Ex. 4.3). Instead of 

switching between monophonic and homophonic textures, the left hand remains on a tonic pedal 

throughout mm. 925-940. Even the pacing in the left hand changes, but not the pedal.158 Both the 

length of this passage — sixteen bars of what used to be a four-bar portion of an eight-bar unit 

— and the tonic pedal clue listeners in to its status as coda territory. 

  The leap from ^6 to ^3 (especially on the same original pitches of C#4-G#3) at the beginning 

of the coda immediately recalls the beginning of the piece. The tonic pedal helps to create a 

sense of lyric character. Chopin adjusts the hypermeter so that ^3 sounds over tonic harmony 

instead of the tonally ambiguous opening, as if a problem or curiosity introduced at the 

beginning of the piece has now been resolved. Hearing that familiar leap over tonic harmony, 

plus hearing the theme spin out in its appoggiatura pattern, gives the beginning of the coda the 

effect of an epilogue. It is a lyrically inspired narrative moment that implies the ending and 

resolution of a story being told, and it provides a starting point for the final buildup of intensity. 

  The coda becomes more intense and more narrative in character as it progresses. It 

involves a large-scale crescendo, the tempo marking poco a poco più presto, some changes in 

pacing and deviation from the material’s original version (which was lyric), and the repetition of 

patterns. The subsection based on the dotted motive, mm. 941ff., becomes more decidedly 

narrative in character (Ex. 4.4). The music reaches a fortissimo dynamic level, develops into a 

texture with octaves in both hands, increases in chromaticism, accelerates its pacing, and disrupts 

perceived hypermeter.159 In mm. 950ff., the rhythmic profile of the dotted motive is streamlined 

into quarter notes, still with a descending contour. 
                                                             
158 The left hand forms two-bar units in mm. 927-932 and accelerates to a one-bar unit in m. 933 
(continuing through m. 940). 
159 See Chapter 3 for further discussion of these techniques. 
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  These features intensify the passage and make it less stable in anticipation of the final 

cadence in mm. 960-961, aligning with Monelle’s concept of narrative time. There is no question 

that after 900+ measures, the piece is ending. The passage is unruly enough that at its height, it 

requires an E major scale spanning six octaves to further reinforce tonic harmony after the strong 

cadence in m. 961. Chopin emphasizes the scale, but more importantly, it bears all of the energy 

and force of the cadence as well as all of the accumulated intensity from the coda. 

  Narrative temporality allows us to appreciate the remarkable treatment Chopin gives to 

these materials in climactic passages. His characteristic intensity and attention to detail allows 

him to creatively repurpose the most recognizable parts of the piece (motives a and b as shown in 

Ex. 4.1). He invests the coda with significance by transforming themes that were originally 

presented in a lyric space, giving the coda aspects of recapitulation, development, and closure all 

in a single climactic passage.  

  In this section, I have focused on narrative temporality as a perspective from which to 

interpret large-scale contrasts and climactic aspects of Scherzo No. 4. The next section 

investigates situations in which Chopin’s music does not align, or aligns only partially, with 

Monelle’s temporal types and the ways in which they would typically manifest in the context of 

a piece. 

 

4.4 Conflicts in Narrative Temporality: Function vs. Character  

  The temporalities of some of the opening themes and many other passages in Chopin’s 

other scherzos involve conflict. It is not always clear which type of time, lyric or narrative, the 
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music projects.160 Scherzo No. 1, for example, features a crashing, dissonant introduction: a 

fortissimo half-diminished seventh chord in a very high register followed by a low-register 

dominant seventh in inversion (see Ex. 4.6). Even if we set aside the introduction, the opening 

theme beginning in m. 9 also challenges the lyric/narrative duality.  

 

Example 4.6: Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20, mm. 1-17 

 
 
 
   

  The material beginning in m. 9 is presented as a theme and acts as a theme in the work as 

a whole. It is also harmonically stable in the key of B minor, but only for a short time. 

Meanwhile, its character is anything but lyrical. It is full of churning figuration rather than being 

driven by melody, covers a wide range of the keyboard, and is marked Presto con fuoco. The 

minor mode alone would not prevent an emphasis on melody, but as is, it darkens the character 

of the passage even further. 

                                                             
160 Monelle touches on this sense of conflict indirectly in his discussion of Satz and Gang when 
he points out (not in relation to Chopin, but in general) that many Sätze are not at all restful. 
Monelle, The Sense of Music, 106. 
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  The beginnings and opening themes of Nos. 2 and 3 present similar situations. Scherzo 

No. 2 relies on motive more than melody, but the triplet motive is distinctive and harmonically 

stable (see Ex. 4.7). Large leaps, extremes in register, and frequent rests break up the material 

such that the dotted rhythm is the most melodic portion. 

 

 Example 4.7: Scherzo No. 2 in B-flat minor, Op. 31, mm. 1-16

 
 
 
 

  Scherzo No. 3 begins with an introduction: octaves moving in angular fashion with 

quadruplets obscuring the meter (Ex. 4.8). The octaves are harmonically unstable, and the tonic 

has not yet been convincingly established. The theme begins in m. 25 with a more extensive 

octave texture. It establishes C-sharp minor for the first time, which helps clarify mm. 25ff. as 

thematic territory. But the texture and articulation in these bars, similarly to the openings of 

Scherzo Nos. 1 and 2, do not evoke lyric time. The repetition of mm. 27-28 in mm. 29-30, still at 

Presto con fuoco tempo, is especially progressive in nature, bringing a sense of conflict to the 

thematic passage. 
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Example 4.8: Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39, mm. 1-47 

 

 
 
 
 

  Within the scherzos, only the trios and climaxes are consistent in their clear reflection of 

lyric and narrative time (respectively). The conflict in other areas of the scherzos (No. 4 less so) 

points up the fact that once lyric and narrative time become associated with themes and 

transitions respectively, the theory addresses two aspects at once: function and character. 
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  Melodic prominence, harmonic stability, rhythmic activity, register, expressive markings 

— these are all aspects that contribute to the character of a passage. The dualities of themes vs. 

transitions and lyric vs. narrative temporalities give us a way of expressing how musical material 

is used in the context of a piece. We can generalize about how themes are more likely to feature 

a singing melody and transitions are more likely to be rhythmically active, but composers can 

also use material in ways that run counter to what the characteristics of the material or a given 

piece’s context would typically suggest. 

  The concepts of lyric and narrative time as separate entities best capture the temporality 

of a given passage when function and character align. Both of these temporalities represent 

consonance between the character of a passage (lyrical or unstable) and the way in which a 

composer uses it in the context of a piece: as a theme, on the one hand, or not as a theme, i.e. a 

transition, developmental passage, or climax. To oversimplify matters, a lyrical theme creates 

lyric time and a nonthematic passage with progressive characteristics creates narrative time. 

Listeners experience a sense of either stasis (lyric time) or progress (narrative time).  

  Section 4.2 introduced lyric and narrative time; the present section will focus on 

situations that present greater analytical difficulty in terms of their narrative temporality. When a 

passage has characteristics that clash with the way in which it is being used, or a passage is used 

in a way that is not supported by its characteristics, the effect of the resultant temporality is less 

clear due to this inherent conflict. For example, a theme featuring progressive characteristics 

instead of a lyrical melody represents a dissonant combination of character and function. 

  The first theme in Scherzo No. 3, shown in Example 4.8 (mm. 25ff.), demonstrates this 

type of conflict. As a theme, it fundamentally wants to be at rest, but its characteristics do not 

allow the impression of rest to come across to the listener. The monophonic octave texture 
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combined with the repetitive motions in mm. 27-31 limits the amount of harmonic stability that 

the theme can have. Angular melodic shapes such as the one in mm. 40-41 differ from the 

vocally inspired, legato melody that is common to other Chopin genres, such as the nocturne. 

The first iteration of the theme is sixteen bars long, but the entrance of the second iteration has 

an interruptive quality due to the angular melody and lack of a clear cadence in the preceding 

measures.    

  The features of Scherzo No. 3’s theme are arguably more suggestive of narrative time 

than lyric time, resulting in the conflict of an unruly theme. The opening of Scherzo No. 1 

presents a similar scenario (see Ex. 4.6). In addition to my discussion on page 122, Jim Samson 

outlines its “disruptive features” (in reference to an eight-bar phrase model): hemiola groupings, 

the elisions of openings and closures, and an “interruption” of an expected sixteen-bar unit in m. 

37.161 The large leaps, extreme dynamic shifts, and frequent rests involved in the opening of 

Scherzo No. 2 produce similar effects (see Ex. 4.7 and discussion on page 123). 

  Scherzo No. 4, the only one of Chopin’s scherzos to feature a somewhat lyrical opening 

theme, is therefore the exception rather than the rule. Even then, it is broken up into eight-bar 

segments, some of which are less lyrical than others. The conflict of narrative temporality 

evident in the other three became a hallmark of Chopin’s new, darkly veiled version of the 

scherzo genre. One could of course note qualities such as dissonance, rhythmic activity, and 

extremes of dynamics and register without using the particular lens of narrative temporality 

developed by Marx, Monelle, and Klein. With it we are better able to sense and articulate the 

quality of pushing forward against the grain that characterizes the themes of most of the 

scherzos. These distressed, restless themes ultimately lead to volatile climaxes, as the climactic 

                                                             
161 Jim Samson, “Extended Forms: The Ballades, Scherzos and Fantasies” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Chopin, ed. Jim Samson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 108. 
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sections must become even more intense in order to stand out from their respective themes. 

  So far we have addressed only one possible way in which function and character might 

not align, according to Monelle’s concepts of lyric and narrative time: a theme that features 

progressive characteristics instead of a lyrical melody. The other nonaligned combination would 

be a transition, developmental passage, or climax that emphasizes lyrical melody and tonal 

stability, directing the passage away from progressive language. This particular type of conflict 

is virtually absent from the scherzos.162 Themes in general allow for a wide range of 

characteristics, whereas other types of passages are more likely to involve figuration and/or build 

intensity using sequential repetition, making unstable themes more significant to the scherzos 

than lyrical transitions. 

 

4.5 Change in Narrative Temporality Over Time 

  In the coda of Scherzo No. 4, we have seen how climaxes can involve lyricism to greater 

or lesser degrees by incorporating ideas that were originally presented in lyric time. Lyric or 

narrative influences – in other words, the composer’s use of the features that characterize those 

types of temporality – can evolve over time. Scherzo No. 4’s coda is an example of how a climax 

can become more narrative as it progresses. This is true of lyric and narrative passages in a more 

general sense: they can grow or decline in terms of how closely they espouse their initial 

temporality or a competing one.  

  Klein identifies some passages as actually transforming from one type of temporality to 

the other, describing several subsections of Ballade No. 4 as “Lyric to Narrative.”163 The 

                                                             
162 The closest example is the retransition in Scherzo No. 4, which is an outgrowth of the end of 
the lyrical trio. However, Chopin does not emphasize melody in this passage, as the rhythmic 
activity of the upper voice is restricted compared to the trio melody itself.  
163 Klein, “Chopin’s Fourth Ballade as Musical Narrative,” 31. 
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transformation from lyric time to narrative time occurs in two ways. First, an individual passage 

can begin in lyric time, increasingly take on progressive characteristics such that the temporal 

type of the passage actually changes, and end in narrative time. Second, a passage that initially 

appeared as purely lyric can reappear later in the piece and be transformed into a more narrative 

section. The passage might become more rhythmically active and take on a fuller texture, as in 

an apotheosis or a section that sets up an apotheosis.  

  For example, Klein identifies the apotheosis of Ballade No. 4 as “Lyric to Narrative” 

because “passages leading to the climax of this section have a striving quality, suggesting to me 

an active effort to maintain the exalted effect.”164 Transformed restatements can infuse familiar 

material with a heightened sense of drama and avoid exact repetition, giving the piece a sense of 

progress without introducing new material. The flexibility that Klein shows in his approach 

(allowing one type of temporality to morph into another) suits Chopin’s music because it 

acknowledges and captures phenomena such as a theme that gradually takes on progressive 

characteristics. 

  Scherzo No. 3 features a “lyric to narrative” passage at the end of the second trio section 

(mm. 542-572, see Ex. 4.9). The scherzo is already on borrowed time at this point according to 

the formal plan, since the trio does not typically appear a second time (see Fig. 3.3 for a formal 

diagram of Scherzo No. 3). The passage draws on the chorale theme initially presented at the 

beginning of the first trio section in mm. 156-159, enharmonically in the same key of D-flat 

major. Hints of its ultimate direction can be traced back to the change of mode in m. 494, which 

is unusual for a trio section in one of Chopin’s scherzos: the move from major to minor suggests 

possible future development of the chorale theme. 

  The dotted half note theme from the trio evokes lyric time once again in the second trio  
                                                             
164 Ibid., 39. 
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Example 4.9: Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39, mm. 155-162, 542-576 

 
//            -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  - 

 
   dominant pedal with new ostinato pattern 
 
 
  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  dotted half note theme extended beyond original length of 4 bars  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  

 
 
  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -   
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Example 4.9: Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39, mm. 155-162, 542-576 cont. 

        -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -   

 
 
 
  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -   As interrupt 

 
 
 

 

  

 
section, both on its own and as a reference to the original trio. However, unlike the theme’s 

initial homophonic appearance, the left hand includes both lyric and narrative characteristics in 

the theme’s second appearance. Its new ostinato pattern hovers between the two on a dominant 
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pedal.165 It introduces harmonic instability and rhythmic activity, but also stasis, as if to limit its    

own narrative influence for a time.  

  The combination of the dominant pedal’s unstable harmonic status and its sustained 

presence in the music creates an opportunity for Chopin to transition from something stable into 

something unstable. The eighth-note motion is somewhat reminiscent of the leggiero figuration 

familiar from both trios (its first appearance is shown in Ex. 4.9), as if the two ideas have been 

combined and the right hand has assumed control. The major-mode tonality and dominance of 

the more stable right hand help to avoid giving a more conflicted impression, but the passage is 

not completely at rest. 

  Chopin gives no sign of his characteristic shortening of ideas and manipulation of pacing 

prior to the As that interrupt both the melodic line and the accompaniment pattern in m. 566. 

Instead, the chorale theme is extended far beyond its usual length of four bars, allowing it to 

grow and develop in intensity rather than be limited to individual statements (see Ex. 4.9). The 

passage gradually takes on more narrative characteristics as chromaticism is introduced in m. 

551 and the melodic line consistently rises beginning in m. 558.  

  The interruption of the As, the octave texture in both hands, the fortissimo dynamic, the 

increased rhythmic activity (compared to dotted half notes), and the stretto marking confirm that  

narrative time has asserted itself over the trio material that was once lyric. First Chopin extends 

the lyric material and adds a dominant pedal, and then the texture, dynamics, and rhythm 

intensify as the As disrupt that material. The downbeat of m. 573, along with beginning the coda, 

is a point of arrival that finally projects tonic harmony, but with renewed and unresolved con 

fuoco energy. 
                                                             
165 James Parakilas might describe this as a “lingering” transition (a concept he applies to the 
ballades) because it consists of a long dominant preparation. Parakilas, Ballads Without Words, 
66. 
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  I explore the significance of both this and other appearances of the note A (in relation to 

G-sharp) in Scherzo No. 3 in Chapter 5. In the context of C-sharp minor, A does not threaten to 

weaken or change the tonal center, but it acts as a disruptive force throughout the piece 

nevertheless. After several appearances and interruptions throughout the piece, the conflict 

involving A escalates in the coda climax and does not completely resolve until the final thirteen 

bars, similarly to the key conflict in Scherzo No. 2.  

  The perspective of narrative temporality illuminates the large scale contrasts between 

scherzo and trio that are important to the scherzo genre, both in its older version discussed in 

Chapter 3 and in Chopin’s version. It provides a way of conceptualizing the sections’ different 

characters and effects in regard to temporality, and it is also a tool for explaining and interpreting 

some of what Chopin accomplishes in the scherzo climaxes that makes them distinctive. For 

example, he sometimes combines both lyric and narrative aspects or gradually moves from one 

to the other within a passage or section. He incorporates both familiar material and new material 

while building intensity in such a way that its release and dissolution also evokes closure. 

  Climaxes in Chopin’s scherzos exemplify narrative time at its height. In Chopin’s 

scherzos, narrative passages often serve the Gang function of joining sections to create a larger 

work, one that can range beyond the bounds of a typical ternary formal design for a scherzo. 

Although Chopin’s largest climaxes fulfill these connective (or closing, in the case of the codas) 

purposes, they are expressively charged. They shape the dramatic trajectories of their respective 

works by differentiating themselves from other sections of the piece, forging a unique brand of 

narrative time that characterizes his version of the scherzo genre. 
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Chapter 5: Conflict and Climax in Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39  

5.1 Local Climax in Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39 

  In Chapter 2, I defined climax as “a sustained and goal-oriented process that constitutes 

the most intense passage of a section or piece.”166 My main analytical examples from Scherzo 

Nos. 1, 2, and 4 have all derived from either the coda or a development/retransition section that 

sets up the return of the scherzo. They carry the dramatic weight of hundreds of measures that 

have preceded them, and in some cases the repetition of entire sections. They either end the piece 

or set up the return of familiar material in a familiar key. 

  It is also possible for a climax to occur in the context of its respective section of a piece, 

rather than the entire piece – for example, one could consider a passage to be the climax of one 

of the scherzo sections or the trio section. Such a climax would be a more local passage that may 

or may not be the most intense of the entire piece, but it would be the most intense passage 

relative to its own section.167 As I discussed in Chapter 2, climaxes can occur on different 

“levels”. My definition of climax recognizes the level of the piece and the level of the section, 

but one could adapt the definition to accommodate smaller levels such as periods or phrases.168  

  The scherzo section of Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39 builds to this level of 

climax relative to its own section (see Fig. 5.1 and Ex. 5.1). The complete formal diagram in 

Figure 3.3 shows that the piece has a four-part (ABAB with coda) sectional form, based on a 

large-scale ternary form but with a second trio. The scherzo section (A) takes a three-part “a b a” 

form (Fig. 5.1). The climax occurs in the transitional middle (“b”) subsection. This provides 

                                                             
166 Chapter 2, p. 25. 
167 For example, I discuss the climax of the trio section in Scherzo No. 4, Op. 54 on pp. 100-101. 
168 In such an adapted definition, one might also need to reconsider my characterization of 
climax as “sustained,” as this may not be equally applicable to levels as small as the phrase. 
However, even climaxes occurring on smaller levels may feature spans as peaks of intensity in 
addition to or instead of points.   
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some contrast at the level of the subsection and sets up the return of the scherzo theme in m. 107, 

not unlike the way in which the development climax from Scherzo No. 2 studied in Chapters 1-2 

sets up the return of the scherzo section. Climactic passages are tonally goal-oriented, and when 

they occur in the middle of the piece, they are typically also forward-looking in the sense of 

anticipating a future section. 

 

Figure 5.1: Formal Diagram of Scherzo Section, Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39 

material: A (scherzo section)      
  intro    a  b      a   
measures: 1-24    25-56 57-106       107-154 
        transition > climax 
          57-74 75-106 
key areas:      C#m        

   

  The climax reaches a point of maximum tension on the downbeat of m. 99 based on 

register, dynamics, and hypermeter. The transitional subsection begins in m. 57 at a piano 

dynamic level, increasing to forte in m. 91 and finally fortissimo in m. 99. A melodic sequence in 

mm. 75-90 ascends and reaches E6 in m. 91 before descending in a second sequence (mm. 91-

98) and leaping to G#6 in m. 99. Regular eight-bar hypermeter begins in m. 59 and continues 

throughout the passage and into the return of the scherzo theme in m. 107; m. 99 falls on a 

hypermetric downbeat. 

  After m. 99, subsequent arrival points occur on the downbeats of mm. 103 and 105. 

Although both of these moments feature dominant harmony, contour and inversion distinguish 

them from each other. The five-measure sweep in the left hand leads to dominant harmony in 

root position, by contrast with first inversion in m. 99. The subtlety of harmonic difference 

between these tension and arrival moments distinguishes this passage from more intense  
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Example 5.1: Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39, mm. 48-117 
 

 
 
  |-------------------------------------------------- 8 bars ---------------------------------------------| 
  |--------- 2 bars ---------| |-------- 2 bars -------| |--------- 2 bars ------| |-------- 2 bars -------| 

 
     |------ 2 bars ------| |-------- 2 bars -------| |----------------- 4 bars ------------- 
 
 
   |-------------------------------------------------- 8 bars ----------------------------------------------| 
   |---------- 2 bars ---------| |-------- 2 bars -------| |--------- 2 bars -------| |-------- 2 bars ------| 

 
       ------------| |-------- 2 bars -------| |-------- 2 bars ---------| |--------------- 4 bars ------------ 
 
 
  [inner voice]   |-------- 2 bars ------| |------- 2 bars -------| |------------------- 4 bars ------------- 

 
  |---------- 2 bars --------|   mm. 75-82: sequential tonicization of F#m (see mm. 83-90) 
  ----------------| 
    [overlap] 
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Example 5.1: Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39, mm. 48-117, cont. 
 
[inner voice]  ---------| |-------- 2 bars -------| |-------- 2 bars ---------| |--------------- 3 bars -----------| 

 
        mm. 83-90: sequential tonicization of C#m 
 
 
[inner 
 voice]     |-- 1 bar -||-- 1 bar --||-- 1 bar --||-- 1 bar --||-- 1 bar --||- 1 bar --||-------- 2 bars ---------| 

 
left hand & |------ 2 bars -------| |-------- 2 bars -------| |-------- 2 bars -------| |-------- 2 bars --------|  
upper voice 
 
 

 
  |---------------------------- 5 bars -------------------------| |--------- 2 bars ------| |-- 1 --| scherzo 
                  theme 
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climaxes in the scherzos that occur on the level of the piece. Mm. 104-105 reiterate the motion to 

the dominant and help to create an eight-bar phrase. A congruence of musical dimensions 

supports all of these peaks of intensity.   

  The scherzo climax in Scherzo No. 3 contrasts with the frequent changes in pacing and 

manipulation of segment length featured in many of the more dramatic climaxes in the scherzos. 

The five-measure scale in the left hand (mm. 99-103) is the closest the climax gets to a flourish 

of the likes of the five-octave scale in the coda of Scherzo No. 4 (mm. 961-965; see Ex. 4.4). 

Since the Scherzo No. 3 climax is not conclusively ending the piece like the coda climax in 

Scherzo No. 4 – in other words, they have different formal contexts – generating a sense of 

arrival at dominant harmony is the most it can do in terms of advancing the piece and creating 

drama. However, it does feature some more subtle indications that a climax is taking place, aside 

from the obvious increases in dynamic level and heightening of pitch.  

  In Example 5.1, I have tracked the staccato quarter-note voice in the texture, using 

contour as my primary criterion. Toward the beginning of the climactic passage, it creates 

descending two-bar units followed by the occasional four-bar unit that both ascends and 

descends. The four-bar unit marks a longer pattern while maintaining a consistent eight-bar 

pattern. In m. 75, Chopin transfers the voice to the middle of the texture and continues the 

pattern.  

  This transfer is not the only textural change to have an intensifying effect on the passage. 

In the second statement of the eight-bar unit (mm. 67-74), the staccato line is doubled in the left 

hand, adding depth of register as well as texture. The return of octaves in the left hand in mm. 

91ff. after a leave of absence, along with the harmonic changes described below, imbues that 

portion of the passage immediately preceding the tension and arrival points with the sense of 
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multiple strands coming together as the sequence builds in intensity. Those strands include the 

octaves, a truncated version of the quarter-note idea, and the sequence itself.  

  The quarter-note motive is still located in the middle of the texture, but is now reflected 

more directly with contrary motion in the left hand. The pacing accelerates to a driving one-bar 

unit that repeatedly descends (mm. 91, 92, 93, etc.). The left hand and upper voice also project a 

strong two-bar unit (mm. 91-92, 93-94, etc.), maintaining another connection to previous 

material in addition to the quarter-note motive. 

  The two-bar units in mm. 91ff. are no different in length from mm. 60-61 and others, and 

the harmonic rhythm of one harmony per bar is also the same. However, mm. 59-90 mostly 

oscillate between two harmonies in a loose dominant-tonic relationship (the dominant and its 

secondary leading tone), whereas mm. 91-96 present a descending step sequence. A 10-5 

contrapuntal pattern governs this motion, but a new root-position sonority is presented on each 

downbeat, arguably giving listeners a sense of an acceleration in harmonic rhythm even when it 

has technically remained the same. 

  In addition to its features and the ways in which it builds intensity, let us also consider 

this climax from the perspective of narrative temporality. The scherzo climax in Scherzo No. 3, 

being located within a subsection of the scherzo itself (see Fig. 5.1), presents a version of 

narrative time that is somewhat less extreme than the version presented by the coda climaxes in 

Chopin’s scherzos. Several of the hallmarks of narrative time are absent from the climax, 

especially in its first two eight-bar statements. Those statements are no less tonally stable than 

the scherzo’s theme (see mm. 25ff. in Example 4.5), although this arguably says more about the 

theme than about the climax itself.169 The theme also contains a good deal of quarter-note 

                                                             
169 The comparison between the scherzo climax and the scherzo theme in Scherzo No. 3 is a 
good example of the ways in which a comparison-based definition of climax can be complicated 
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articulation, so the climax is not significantly more rhythmically active. The climax does tonicize 

F-sharp in mm. 75-82 as part of a sequential repetition, but temporarily moves back to the home 

key in mm. 83ff (creating a large ascending fifth sequence with only two iterations).  

  As discussed in Chapter 4, narrative or “progressive” time is evocative of Marx’s Gang, a 

passage that does not close. The scherzo climax of Scherzo No. 3 ends without closing, as the 

scherzo theme enters (m. 107) almost immediately after the climax establishes dominant 

harmony in root position (adding only a G-sharp anacrusis in m. 106).170 Prior to that open 

ending, the ascending fifth and descending step sequences, especially the descending step 

sequence because it is more compact and includes more iterations, project narrative time by 

introducing and sustaining tonal instability. The earlier changes that Chopin applies to the 

quarter-note motive – including alterations of both texture and length – as well as the F-sharp 

tonicization and its sequential presentation along with the passage’s gradually increasing 

dynamic level contribute to a sense of progression and goal-directedness throughout the scherzo 

climax and therefore to the effect of narrative time.  

  Part of Monelle’s discussion of the Gang includes the beginnings of its appearance in 

Western music in the music of Bach. Monelle writes, “The lengthening of modulatory phrases, 

the highlighting of points of tonal arrival, the constructing of chains of sequences - all these 

devices were installing progressive time in the midst of lyric time.”171 Scherzo No. 3 was written 

much later than the keyboard music to which Monelle refers, but Chopin’s climactic passage is 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    
to apply in analysis. In other words, if themes are too unruly, the climax may not manifest some 
of the tests that one might try to apply (is it more dynamically intense, is it more virtuosic or 
rhythmically active, etc). In cases such as these, it is useful to take aspects such as pacing, 
disagreement between function and character, and other situational factors into account in order 
to determine ways in which the climax is (or is not) distinctive. 
170 M. 106 ensures that m. 107 falls on a hypermetric downbeat. Since Chopin includes an 
echoing statement in a lower register in mm. 104-105, the G-sharp anacrusis in m. 106 makes the 
thematic entrance in m. 107 less jarring.  
171 Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 100. 
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nevertheless evocative of Monelle’s thoughts. It introduces and connects two sequences as a way 

of building intensity through repetition, and it emphasizes the arrival of dominant harmony 

through dynamics, register, and pacing. Chopin introduced the Gang into a subsection of the 

larger scherzo design, shaping portions of it in order to form a longer work. 

 The scherzo climax creates a growing sense of narrative time within the scherzo section, 

in and amongst the conflicted iterations of the theme, and yet it is notably less bombastic, erratic, 

and dramatic than Chopin’s retransition and coda climaxes in the other scherzos.172 Its changes 

in pacing are more subtle, its registral highs and lows are less extreme, it is less rhythmically 

active, its chromaticism is less striking, it embodies fewer and less extreme contrasts, and it is 

less complex overall. Chopin projects the intensity of the scherzo climax according to its place in 

the piece as a whole. Part of the difference, as well, is that this climax does not also have to 

contend with ending the piece and generating closure on a larger scale. 

 

5.2 Conflict in Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39 and its Coda Climax 

  The climax in the coda of Scherzo No. 3 works out a key conflict that is active 

throughout the entire piece (although it is not particularly prominent in the scherzo climax 

discussed above). Within the context of the tonic key of C-sharp minor, the pitch class A (♭^
6) is 

frequently featured in various ways. G-sharp is paired with it in some instances, but in other 

cases, A-natural stands alone. These As appear both in material that recurs and in material that 

only occurs once. For example, after the introduction, the scherzo theme begins on C-sharp (m. 

25) and then leaps to an A as the other dotted half note in the theme, ultimately resolving to G-

sharp in a lower register as the next dotted half note (mm. 33-35; see Ex. 5.2).  

                                                             
172 I refer to the scherzo theme as “conflicted” because it does not project lyric time as would 
typically be expected of thematic material. See section 4.4 for discussion. 
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  In between these two dotted half notes, the theme features repeated quarter-note motions 

emphasizing both A and G-sharp. The introduction foreshadows the role of A with an initial 

statement that traces a stepwise line, D-D♭-C-B, followed by a second statement, B-B♭-A, the 

“A” of which is then reiterated in mm. 18 and 21-23. Notice that the octaves in mm. 21-24 break 

away from the pattern established in mm. 1-8 (Ex. 5.2 and Fig. 5.2). This is not a third iteration 

of the first eight bars, but rather it is new material. Chopin emphasizes A by placing it in a low 

register, sustaining it for two bars and then returning to it briefly in m. 23, and giving it a forte 

dynamic marking. 

 

Figure 5.2: Formal Diagram of Introduction, Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39 
 
material: a  a’  reiteration of    new linking material 
         a’ (partial) (emphasizing the note A) 
measures: 1-8  9-16        17-20         21-24 

 

 The note A does more than appear in themes and introductions; it also interrupts or 

inserts itself into ongoing music, especially as intensity is building or diminishing. For example, 

As appear at the end of the trio in the midst of the transition into the scherzo (mm. 360-366, Ex. 

5.3).173 Chopin marks the passage stretto and crescendo, foreshadowing the scherzo’s return with 

quarter-note octaves in the left hand that are reminiscent of the scherzo theme. The As are 

accented and coincide with an accelerando.  

The upper voice in the stretto passage (mm. 352-366, Ex. 5.3) makes its way from G#4 to 

G#5, but the security of G#5 is disrupted when the accented As intervene, beginning in m. 360. 

They alternate directly with G#4, as if challenging the ascent that was just completed and the  

                                                             
173 In Chapter 4 (section 4.5), I discuss the “lyric to narrative” effect of this passage, again with 
respect to the As. 
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Example 5.2: Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39, mm. 1-47 
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solidity of G-sharp overall. Eventually the rate of attacks on the A octaves speeds up, in addition 

to the literal stretto and accelerando markings, leading straight into the scherzo theme (m.  

367). The D-flat major trio (mm. 155ff.) provides a respite from the conflict introduced by A, but 

as soon as the trio ends, A returns to remind listeners that the conflict is still unresolved.174 

 

Example 5.3: Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39, mm. 344-378 

 

                                                             
174 The lyric trio section is typically a time for consonance and stasis, rather than the primary 
stage for working out central conflicts in the piece. However, Scherzo No. 3’s trio section does 
include a few instances of A-natural resolving upward to B-flat instead of downward to G-sharp; 
see mm. 164 and 208. Later, in mm. 273-274, these ascending motions are arguably negated with 
a large chromatic descent that re-establishes A-flat (see mm. 276-278). The following D-flat 
major scale (mm. 280-287) seemingly revives A-natural, not only including it but changing 
direction (again resolving upward to B-flat) every time A-natural is encountered. The scale ends, 
however, on an accented A-flat dotted half note (m. 287), temporarily resolving the issue until B-
flat is once again tonicized in mm. 314-315. 
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  The pitch class A also makes its presence known shortly before the coda begins. The 

passage preceding the coda features a mostly homophonic ascent in dotted half notes similar to 

the one shown in Example 5.3, this time with an arpeggiated accompaniment in the left hand (see 

mm. 558-566, Ex. 4.9).175 Instead of featuring G-sharp, the new ascent begins and ends on D-

sharp (with the addition of A-sharp in m. 558), skipping G-sharp and creating a tritone leap when 

the emphasized As – now an octave higher than their previous appearance -- intervene once 

again in m. 566.  

The coda itself begins on a G-sharp that moves to A and then back again (m. 573, Ex. 

4.9). Mm. 571-572 prepare this with quarter-note motions from G-sharp to A and back to G-

sharp. The stretto passage connecting the A octaves in mm. 566-567 to the beginning of the coda 

also includes G-natural in two stepwise chromatic descents from A to F-sharp.176 The frequently  

changing contour of the octaves in the stretto passage recalls the introduction, although neither 

the contour patterning nor the interval relationships between the two passages are exact. 

 

Figure 5.3: Formal Diagram of Coda, Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39 

material: Coda 
  climax (con fuoco) 
measures: 573-604 605-649 
key areas: C#m  C#m > C#M  

 

                                                             
175 The arpeggiated accompaniment begins in m. 541, but I am focusing on mm. 558ff. because 
of the ascending contour that extends beyond the four notes that refer to the trio theme (A♭-D♭-
E♭-F in mm. 155-159). The later references include G#-C#-D#-E# in mm. 542-545 (enharmonic) 
and A#-D#-E#-F# in mm. 558-561, which continues upward until interrupted by A in m. 566.  
176 Removing occasional leaps down to D-sharp and B-sharp, the stepwise chromatic descents 
are A-G#-G♮–F# in mm. 567-568 and A-G♮-F# in mm. 569-570. 
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The coda in Scherzo No. 3 is the longest of any of Chopin’s scherzo codas at 76 

measures. The return of the initial figuration in m. 605 (see Fig. 5.3) divides the coda into two 

subsections. The first subsection (mm. 573-604) reaches a peak of intensity in m. 593 (see Ex. 

5.4). A is directly involved in the action once again. Looking back at the fortissimo approach to  

m. 593 (mm. 581-592), the left hand moves in parallel tenths with the right hand on each 

downbeat. Accented octaves on the second beat of each bar in the left hand emphasize C-sharp 

(mm. 581-584), then B (mm. 585-588) as all of the material moves down by step in a large-scale 

melodic sequence, and then finally A in a much lower register in m. 589. 

The right hand figuration changes at the precise moment that the left hand reaches A in 

m. 589. The pattern remains consistent for four measures, but it now moves up to a new set of 

pitches in each bar (ascending by minor third in mm. 589-591) rather than returning to E-D#-C# 

and D#-C#-B repeatedly like it did in mm. 581-588. The left hand increases its emphasis of A 

with accented attacks of increasing frequency (mm. 589-592), as if A and its conflict with G-

sharp is the driving force behind the buildup of tension and the rest of the coda. The articulations 

of A and ascending figuration culminate in a Ger+6 in m. 593. 

  The material at the beginning of the coda (573ff.) returns in mm. 605ff. The A/G-sharp 

relationship factors into the approach to m. 605 in both hands (Ex. 5.4). The right hand oscillates 

between the two notes in mm. 597-602, ending on a long A. The left hand sets up that oscillation 

with octaves moving from A to G-sharp (mm. 596-597), which ultimately gets pushed down to 

G-natural as A asserts itself in the right hand. This occurs as part of a harmonic progression from 

the Ger+6 in mm. 593-596 to a cadential 64 with the upper voices alternating between 6
4 and 9ug .  
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Example 5.4: Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39, mm. 577-606 

                    second 
                    subsection 

 
                   C# 
 

 
            B 
 

 
        A         C#m:  Ger+6 - - - - -  

  

  
  Ger+6 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - V6

4 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
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Example 5.4: Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39, mm. 577-606, cont. 
 

  
         V6

4 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  7td  i 

 

Chopin has already featured the A/G-sharp conflict prominently, and the return in m. 605 

indicates that there is more to come. 

  The second half of Scherzo No. 3’s coda (mm. 605-649) features a series of peaks, each 

arguably outdoing the previous one. Those peaks of intensity include mm. 621, 629, and 644-645 

(see Ex. 5.5). Extended climaxes with multiple points and/or spans of interest such as this one 

express the Chapter 1 model of tension followed by arrival differently from simpler climaxes. In 

other words, the complicated and interdependent relationship between tension and arrival does 

not always manifest as a straightforward pair of moments.  

  I read m. 621 as an initial peak of intensity that is later exceeded by m. 629. Both 

measures reach E7 as a highpoint, but m. 621 is followed by an ongoing crescendo applied to 

additional figuration in both hands, beginning on G#1 and working its way up the entire 

keyboard. M. 629 anticipates the final resolution in C-sharp minor by reaching a cadential 64 , and 

the crescendo reaches its goal of fortissimo. On the other hand, it is surrounded by figuration on 

both sides and embellishes dominant harmony rather than projecting tonic harmony. M. 629 

therefore combines aspects of tension and an incomplete sense of arrival or delay.  

  The end of the coda features an alternative to a clear cadence in C-sharp, because the  
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Example 5.5: Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39, mm. 612-649 

 

 

 
            [A]     C#m: VI     N  V7        ( i ) 
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Example 5.5: Scherzo No. 3 in C-sharp minor, Op. 39, mm. 612-649, cont. 
 

 
            I 
   
 

dominant harmony in m. 636 does not resolve to a complete triad. Instead, Chopin references the 

scherzo theme in mm. 637ff. (stretto) with bare octaves, tracing a descending stepwise motion 

from A down to E-sharp (A-G#-Fx-F#-E#) instead of featuring a triad either as an outline or a 

simultaneity. The fortississimo Picardy third in mm. 644-645 is the strong arrival that the piece 

demands, and it derives a good deal of its effect from the coda’s working out of the A/G-sharp 

conflict. A only belongs to C-sharp minor, not C-sharp major, so the conflict itself reinforces the 

minor mode throughout the piece, but especially leading up to the Picardy third in the coda 

where the conflict is prominent.    

  M. 613 resumes the pattern originally introduced in mm. 581ff. (as discussed above), in 

which accented left-hand octaves on the second beat of the bar emphasized first C-sharp (four 

bars), then B (four bars), then finally A, causing the first peak of intensity in the coda (m. 593; 

see Exs. 5.4 and 5.5). The iteration beginning in m. 613 only lasts four bars instead of moving 

down a step and continuing for the expected total of eight bars or more, as in mm. 581ff., before 

being interrupted by a long scale (mm. 617-621), as if thrown off course by the fortissimo 

intensity. Rather than a series of capricious changes in pacing as seen in several other scherzo 
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climaxes, the expected material simply ends abruptly in m. 617.177 

  The five-bar length of the scale allows it to overlap with the ensuing figuration beginning 

in the left hand (m. 621). This new figuration consists of mostly stepwise descending contours, 

except for when A is involved. A and G-sharp appear in every instance in which note-to-note 

contours alternate instead of descending three times in a row (see mm. 623, 627, and 628-629). 

Taking this figuration as a whole (mm. 621-628), A disrupts the pattern of descending contours 

until it resolves down to G-sharp, after which the process of descent and disruption repeats. 

These measures intensify via repetition and dynamics, making m. 629 a peak of intensity.178 

  G-sharp emerges from the struggle in m. 629, but the large arpeggiated gesture that 

follows ends on an A1 (instead of G-sharp) in m. 633 as a reminder that the unruly presence of A 

has not yet been sorted out. The A in m. 633 gives rise to a series of harmonies (VI – N – V7) 

that further confirm the key of C-sharp minor. A is expressed as a complete harmony in m. 634 

and then pulls D-sharp down to D-natural to form the D major chord in m. 635. D major 

functions in C-sharp minor as the Neapolitan, but is also a sign of A attempting to further exert 

its influence (previously melodic, now harmonic) by introducing harmonies that support it. 

 Finally, the reference to the scherzo theme in mm. 637ff. addresses the conflict head-on 

by returning to the most familiar and iconic material in the piece. A is finally pulled down, first 

to G-sharp and then all the way to the final arrival at E-sharp, creating the Picardy third. In 

addition to contrasting with the mode of the tonic key, the Picardy third serves as further 

confirmation that A is no longer in play, since A does not belong to C-sharp major. The pacing 

of this final statement accelerates from dotted half notes to quarter notes, paired with a more 
                                                             
177 For example, in Chapter 2 I tracked fluctuations in pacing in the development climax of 
Scherzo No. 2, Op. 31, and pacing also accelerates in its coda. The coda climax of Scherzo No. 
4, Op. 54 features a simultaneous acceleration and deceleration, as I discuss in section 4.1 of 
Chapter 4. 
178 I include both the downbeat and the E7 as a short span (similar to m. 540 of Scherzo No. 2). 
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literal stretto marking. 

  Scherzo No. 3 includes climaxes at different levels, exemplified by the scherzo climax 

and the coda climax. In these climaxes, Chopin draws on compositional techniques to evoke 

different levels of intensity according to the role or level of the climactic passage.179 For 

example, in the scherzo climax (mm. 75-106), he uses two sequences instead of widespread 

changes in pacing. One of the most notable changes in pacing that does exist, the reduction of a 

two-bar descending pattern into a one-bar pattern, occurs in the middle of the texture and is 

camouflaged by other unit lengths in outer voices (mm. 91-96, see Ex. 5.1). The scherzo climax 

sets up the return of the scherzo theme within the scherzo section (rather than the trio or the 

return of the scherzo section itself). To accomplish this, Chopin uses comparable compositional 

techniques as he does in the larger and more intense climaxes in his stand-alone scherzos, to a 

lesser extent according to the more local scope of the scherzo climax. 

  The coda climax involves a few shifts in pacing, but it draws most of its intensity from 

the As that continue to intervene in disruptive ways. The straightforward harmonic progression 

in mm. 634-637 (Ex. 5.5) expresses the influence of A.180 The occasional detours of contour in 

the figuration in mm. 621-629 – an otherwise small detail buried in a flurry of notes – play out 

the conflict between G-sharp and A. The long scale in mm. 617-621 projects mostly G-sharp 

major, again factoring into the conflict between the two notes.  

  Like the coda climaxes in Chopin’s other stand-alone scherzos, the coda climax in 

                                                             
179 I invoke “role” and “level” to distinguish between different kinds of climaxes in the scherzos. 
For example, a climax can occur at the level of the entire piece or at the level of a section. “Role” 
refers to how the climax relates to the material around it in the context of the overall formal 
design; the climax might set up the arrival of a new section or establish closure at the end of the 
piece. 
180 This progression stands out among the surrounding figuration and octaves as the only chordal 
succession in the coda. It is four bars long, arguably establishing a distant link to the trio theme, 
which is also a succession of four harmonies. 
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Scherzo No. 3 uses a combination of familiar material (transformed to suit new purposes) and 

new material to continually intensify the passage. His codas are never formulaic, despite the fact 

that they all share the Herculean task of generating closure for such lengthy and involved works. 

The coda climaxes of the scherzos share many characteristics and techniques, but each one 

projects its own dramatic profile that is uniquely appointed to its respective piece. 
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Chapter 6: Synthesis and Conclusion 

6.1 Form and Contrast in Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20 

  The previous chapters have explored a number of wide-ranging elements of climaxes in 

Chopin’s scherzos: their resistance to convenient and clear-cut definition, their significance to 

the scherzo as a genre, a distinction between the musical aspects of tension and arrival, narrative 

temporality, and compositional techniques that contribute to climaxes’ intensity in Chopin’s 

music. In this section, I introduce Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20 and give an overview of its 

form and characteristics. In section 6.2, I will draw on some of these disparate threads from 

earlier chapters in an analysis of the climactic coda in the context of the piece. Finally, I will 

offer some reflections that tie together my arguments and analyses. 

  Scherzo No. 1, Op. 20 was the first of Chopin’s stand-alone scherzos, dating from 1831-

1832. It also predates the scherzo sonata movements in his Piano Sonata No. 2, Op. 35 (1837) 

and No. 3, Op. 58 (1844). As such, it is of particular interest in terms of the identity and 

innovations of the scherzo genre relative to the others that followed. In this section I will discuss 

the piece’s formal design particularly as it relates to the coda climax and other places in which 

larger climaxes could have occurred (and do occur in the other scherzos). I will also discuss the 

musical material leading to the coda and Chopin’s treatment, as it also has some climactic 

characteristics. 

  Figure 6.1 shows the compound ternary design of the piece, ABA with a short 

introduction consisting of two chords and a coda in which the main climax takes place. In 

connection with Chopin’s other stand-alone scherzos, the form is most similar to Scherzo No. 4, 

Op. 54, with Nos. 2 and 3 being the more complex forms (see section 3.3 for an overview of 

their variants of ternary form). Although the introduction and coda may seem external to the core 
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design, the opening chord is referenced in the coda and at the beginning of the return of the 

scherzo section, tying together those parts of the piece (see Ex. 6.1 for a score excerpt of the 

beginning of the piece and section 6.2 for additional discussion). 

 

Figure 6.1: Formal Diagram of Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20 

material: intro  A               
  (2 chords) |:a       :| b  a           b        a 
measures: 1-8  |: 9-68:| 69-124  125-184         185-240       241-304 
 
material: B          
  c  d       c  d  c     
measures: 305-320 321-336    337-352  353-368 369-388   
 
material: A’      Coda 
  a  b  a  climax 
measures:        389-448          449-504 505-568 569-625 

 

 

Example 6.1: Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20, mm. 1-17 
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  Both the first scherzo and the trio have five alternating subsections. The first scherzo 

section retains some connection to binary form with a repeated “a” subsection followed by a “b” 

subsection. Chopin then extends the alternation between sections, creating a rondo-inspired 

influence. The trio section continues in rondo fashion (cdcdc). The second scherzo section is 

abbreviated due to the coda. 

  Note the absence of distinct climaxes before the trio and the return of the scherzo; Chopin 

delays the climax until the coda, an approach that is unique to Scherzo No. 1. The trio section 

proceeds directly into the second scherzo section, as shown in Example 6.2, with no retransition. 

The extended repetition of subsections throughout the piece, as well as the salient contrast on 

both local and global levels, culminates in an intense coda. Not only does the coda generate 

climactic tension, it also creates a sense of closure for the piece as a whole; both aspects are part 

of the climax. This dual function imbues the coda with a sense of conflict that I will discuss 

further in section 6.2. 

  One of Scherzo No. 1, Op. 20’s most salient qualities is the extreme degree of contrast 

between its scherzo and its trio, including mode, rhythmic activity, and registral and dynamic 

extremes (present in the scherzo and avoided in the trio).181 Scherzo No. 1 features more 

localized contrasts in its opening as well, as I discuss in section 3.2. Example 6.1 shows quick 

alternations between piano and forte with frequent forzandi. Not only is the opening 

rhythmically active (after the first two chords), it also covers large distances at the keyboard in a 

short period of time, reaching several registral extremes. The “dark veils” mentioned by 

Schumann and discussed in Chapter 3 are readily apparent from the outset.182 

                                                             
181 See Example 4.1 for a score excerpt from the trio. 
182 “How is 'gravity' to clothe itself if 'jest' goes about in dark veils?” Frederick Niecks, 
Frederick Chopin As a Man and Musician, Vol. II (Neptune City, NJ: Paganiniana Publications, 
Inc., 1980), 256-257. 



 

 156 

  In the scherzos, Chopin tends to dramatize the retransition (and/or a larger development 

section, as is the case in Scherzo No. 2, Op. 31) with a climax to prepare the return of the scherzo 

section.183 He uses a variety of compositional techniques to accomplish this, including 

sequences, shortening and repeating familiar material, and intensification in a number of musical 

dimensions such as dynamics, articulation, pitch, harmony, and expressive markings. He 

employs similar strategies to transition into the trio in Scherzo No. 4, even though the trio itself 

is lyrical.184  

  In Scherzo No. 1, the transition into the trio is not climactic.185 Instead, at the end of the 

first scherzo section, Chopin slightly extends the end of the last “a” subsection just before the 

trio (mm. 277-304; see Ex. 6.5). When the “a” subsection occurs at the end of the scherzo 

section, listeners are hearing it play out for the fourth time (or the third time, if the performer 

does not take the repeat at the end of the first “a” subsection).  

  In Chapter 2, I defined climax as “a sustained and goal-oriented process that constitutes 

the most intense passage of a section or piece.”186 Regardless of whether one’s frame of 

reference is a section or an entire piece, material that is fully repeated multiple times cannot be 

more intense than other iterations of the same material unless there is some evidence of change 

or development over time. Instead of providing a sense of development on a larger scale, Chopin 

repeats the scherzo material and modifies only a four-bar unit from the very end of the 

subsection. He does compress it into a two-bar unit and repeat it a few times, but the expressive 

marking calando clarifies that in this instance, intensity is abating rather than growing. 

  Scherzo No. 1 does not feature a retransition section. Instead, the two chords that form 
                                                             
183 See section 2.3 for an analysis of the development climax in Scherzo No. 2. 
184 See Chapter 4, pp. 96-100. 
185 See Figure 3.2 for a representation of climax frequency and placement in the formal designs 
of Chopin’s scherzos. 
186 See Chapter 2, p. 25. 



 

 157 

the short introduction at the beginning of the piece – ii ø4
3 moving to V6

5 in B minor --  suddenly 

reappear in the same octaves and overlap with the ending of the trio, as shown in Example 6.2 

(mm. 385-388). This overlap also references the opening motive in the bass, G♮-A#-B, which 

acts as a motivic link that connects the two chords with the beginning of the scherzo theme in m. 

9 (see Ex. 6.1). The pattern G♮-A#-B also recurs partway through each iteration of the scherzo 

theme (mm. 44-49, for example).  

 

Example 6.2: Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20, mm. 377-389 (end of trio) 

 
      b:      ii ø4

3    -    V6
5 

 

  This (Ex. 6.2) is not a sustained and goal-oriented process. One could make a case for 

extremes of register, dynamics, and dissonance within the bounds of the trio, and the intrusion of 

these chords does make for a startling moment that may substitute for a climax. However, we can 

best understand this passage as an overlap and alternation of material rather than a progression of 

intensity; the two chords actually occur as the intensity of the trio is abating, as shown by the 
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expressive markings in both systems of Example 6.2. 

  The factor that allows for such an effective large-scale succession between major sections 

without any climaxes similar to Chopin’s other stand-alone scherzos is Scherzo No. 1’s contrast 

between the scherzo and the trio.187 (The overall contrast in Scherzo No. 1 encompasses tempo 

and expressive markings, harmonic stability, dynamics, texture, and figuration.) The contrast 

between sections and the rhythmic activity and vigor of the scherzo theme substitutes for some 

of the intensity that listeners would otherwise experience in a climactic passage.  

  Instead of a goal-oriented climactic section that gradually builds intensity, the 

introduction to the scherzo theme appears abruptly as the trio is winding down. The intensity of 

those two chords – the first one especially – derives from surprise and isolation rather than a 

growing amalgamation of compositional techniques and processes. Listeners’ only hint that 

something unusual might happen is the chromatic move in the direction of C-sharp in m. 382 

(from B to B-sharp in the bass and from D-sharp to D-natural in the inner-voice melody).  

  In Chapter 2, I presented ways in which Chopin builds intensity and shapes listener 

expectations toward future moments. The effect of reaching a long-awaited goal is the opposite 

of what he wanted to create in this instance, because it would not have replicated the surprising 

effect of that first fortissimo chord. In other words, Chopin is referencing more than a half-

diminished sonority in particular octaves; he is referencing the atmosphere and dramatic effect of 

that moment. When the scherzo portion returns, it must be sudden. 

 Rather than continuing to leverage the narrative nature of his thematic material through 

                                                             
187 Although I approach this topic with knowledge of Chopin’s other scherzos and engage in a bit 
of comparison here, it is important to note that this was his first stand-alone scherzo. Therefore 
one cannot say that audiences were surprised by its alternation of sections without large climaxes 
prior to the coda, because it had no predecessors to establish that expectation. It seems 
reasonable to speculate that climaxes in the middle of the piece may have evolved along with the 
more complex and ambitious formal designs of Scherzo Nos. 2 and 3 (as discussed in Chapter 3). 
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the end of the piece, Chopin compresses a bit of familiar linking material in order to spark an 

explosive coda. Example 6.3 shows the linking material in its first appearance, and Example 6.4 

shows the compression of that material. The melody in Example 6.3 traces a path from E to C-

sharp, first over five bars in mm. 53-57, then in a four-bar unit in octaves (mm. 58-61), and again 

in mm. 62ff. The third time the melody reaches C-sharp, it is supported by dominant harmony 

with F-sharp in the bass in both the first and second endings.  

 

Example 6.3: Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20, mm. 53-67 

  |----------------------------- 5 bars --------------------------|  |---------------- 4 bars -------------| 

 
  
  |----------------------------- 7 bars ------------------------| 

 
      Bm:  V7 

   

 

  When this material returns just before the coda (shown in Example 6.4), the motion from 

E to C-sharp becomes more direct, compressing a four-bar unit into a two-bar unit. This 

compression accelerates the pacing at the same time that Chopin marks an accelerando. In m. 

561, listeners expect to hear dominant harmony and an F-sharp in the bass as they did previously, 

but instead Chopin withholds those elements, and the compression and repetition begins.  
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Example 6.4: Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20, mm. 546-568 

           |--------------------- 5 bars ---------------------| |--------- 4 bars ----- 

 
                  
        |------------------------ 7 bars -------------------------------| 
                |--------- 3 bars ---------| 
        ------|  |------------ 4 bars -----------| |---- 2 bars ----| |---- 2 bars ----| |---- 2 bars ---| |-1 bar-| 

  
        ii ø4

3   It+6   V4 -   9uD  7E 

 

   

   

  Both passages involve seven-bar groupings (mm. 62-68 and 562-568) that move from E 

to C-sharp in the upper line, but the version just before the coda traverses this space twice (the 

second time from an E-sharp in m. 564). It also transforms the motion into F-sharp to G (V9) in 

mm. 566-567.188 Three motions inhabit a temporal space that only contained one motion in its 

                                                             
188 The G grace notes in m. 561 (and rearticulated in m. 563) also resolve down to F# grace notes 
in m. 565.  
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first instance. 

  By the time the music reaches m. 568, it has left the path from E to C-sharp and formed a 

one-bar unit (according to register, articulation, and previous patterning). M. 568 is also part of a 

three-bar unit with F-sharp in the bass (mm. 566-568) that resolves in m. 569. Examples 6.3 and 

6.4 are both ultimately trying to cadence in B minor. Mm. 558-568 reach the dominant more 

dramatically than mm. 53-67 by adding a ninth and also chromaticism in the form of E-sharp.189 

They repeat the melodic motion from E to C-sharp, reach G5 as a registral extreme (V9 in m. 

567), and accelerate the pacing from four-bar units to two-bar units to a one-bar unit.  

  Mm. 558-568 set up the coda. By receiving such a dramatized setup, the coda receives 

more fanfare than either the beginning of the trio (shown in Ex. 6.5) or the return of the scherzo 

(shown in Ex. 6.2). In mm. 298-304 just before the trio, the motion from E to C-sharp is 

compressed into two-bar units as well, and it features the same chromatic ascent to F-sharp. 

However, as I mentioned earlier, the calando marking clarifies abatement instead of 

intensification, and the upper voice stops at F-sharp rather than continuing through to G. 

  In conclusion, although Scherzo No. 1 is written in ternary form, it does not build to 

dramatic climaxes before the trio and/or retransition like Chopin’s other scherzos. Instead, it 

features a high degree of rhythmic activity and dynamic and registral contrast. Chopin references 

its distinctive two-chord opening and motivic link G♮-A#-B at the beginning of the second 

scherzo section, overlapping the return of the scherzo with the ending of the trio as an alternative 

to a large-scale climax. He also references the opening chord on its own in the coda, as we will 

see in section 6.2. 

 
 
                                                             
189 The E-sharp returns in the coda (mm. 585-588) as part of a similar harmonic progression that 
plays out over a longer period of time. 
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Example 6.5: Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20, mm. 285-311 (beginning of trio) 
 
                 |-------------- 4 bars --------------| |------- 

 
 
   --------- 4 bars ---------------| |------ 2 bars ----| |----- 2 bars ----| |---- 2 bars ----| | 1 bar | 

 
 

 
   
 
 
 

6.2 Peaks and Spans in the Coda of Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20 

  In section 6.1, I mentioned that the coda generates a sense of closure for the piece as a 

whole. The coda’s role as both climax and closure places it at odds with itself. Climaxes in 

Chopin’s music derive some of their intensity from their unpredictability, whereas closing 

material in tonal music tends to be predictable in order to reinforce the effect of an ending.190  

                                                             
190 This claim refers to several stereotypical (and therefore predictable) aspects of closure in 
tonal music, such as harmonies and scale degrees involved in cadences and the approach to 
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  The ongoing presence of regular four-bar hypermeter throughout the coda grounds it in a 

solid temporal framework (although some listeners may perceive a discrepancy at the beginning, 

which I will discuss later).191 Less predictable elements include harmonic rhythm, the timing of 

the dissonant chord in m. 594, and the presence of multiple peaks of intensity within the passage. 

First I will give an overview of the series of peaks of intensity in the coda. Then I will discuss 

the “predictable” ways in which the coda generates a sense of closure, and finally I will examine 

the more typically climactic aspects of the coda and the ways in which these seemingly 

competing forces of climax and closure interact. 

 

Figure 6.2: Peaks in the Coda Climax of Scherzo No. 1 

mm. 581   585    593  -  94  600 601   623-625 

  ii ø4
3   V(4

3)/V   dom.+Ger+6 V7   i        fff     
   ff    <      pedal    fff   con brio   

  [tension;  [arrival]   [maximum  arrival/     final 
       reference to             tension]   goal point  cadence 
     opening chord] 
 
   

  Scherzo No. 1’s coda presents a series of peaks of intensity, each one stronger than the 

one before it, with increasing intensity throughout and culminating in a final fortississimo 

cadence. (Despite the ending’s similarity to a plagal cadence, Chopin maintains intensity 

throughout via dynamics, changes of texture, articulation, and a chromatic scale that covers a 

wide range.) I have summarized these peaks of intensity in Figure 6.2; see Example 6.6 for a 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
cadences. David Huron writes, “Not all music is organized into phrases; nor does all music end 
with final closing gestures. But for music that does exhibit cadences, these points of closure are 
among the most clichéd aspects of the music.” David Huron, Sweet Anticipation: Music and the 
Psychology of Expectation (MIT Press, 2006), 156. 
191 To track the hypermeter in the coda, see Example 6.6. 
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score excerpt. Together mm. 593-594 form a short span that reaches maximum tension, followed 

by an arrival at the goal point in m. 601 (and an intermediate moment in m. 600 in which 

dominant harmony is achieved). These peaks of intensity are previewed by lesser peaks that 

occur in mm. 581 and 585. As we will see, mm. 581 and 585 also reflect the tension-arrival 

model on a lower level. 

  At this point in the discussion, I will return to aspects of closure. The effect of closure 

provided by the coda, as well as its length, helps to balance out the fairly lengthy main sections 

and repeated subsections in Scherzo No. 1. Such a substantial work demands closure that is long 

enough and emphatic enough to provide a satisfying end to the piece. The coda signals closure 

mainly in two places, at the beginning and at the end. It begins with a repetitive four-bar pattern 

that is especially evident in its bass voice and its harmony (see Ex. 6.6), giving a “vamping” 

effect. The pattern begins with a tonic arpeggiation in the bass and ends on dominant harmony, 

setting up the next iteration of the pattern. It repeats twice for a total of three iterations. 

The recursiveness and regularity of the pattern in mm. 569-580 is unlike any of the 

material preceding it. In this way, it broadcasts to the listener its intent to close. The pattern 

emphasizes B minor and builds stability in the home key by continually returning to tonic 

harmony and repeating (i - i6 - ii ø7 - V7) instead of developing harmonically. Earlier I mentioned 

the regular four-bar hypermeter throughout the coda, shown in Example 6.6. It also supports 

eight-bar hypermeter, in which case the goal point at m. 601 would occur on an especially strong 

hypermetric downbeat after four hypermeasures of 8 hyperbeats each.   

Some listeners may sense a hypermetric discrepancy at the beginning of the coda due to 

the elision shown in Example 6.4 in mm. 569-570. The cadence resolves on the downbeat of m. 

569 at the beginning of the coda, perhaps leading some listeners to listen for a beginning in the  
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Example 6.6: Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20, mm. 569-625 
 

 
  i    6         iiø7     V7 

 

 

 
                iiø4

3 (references beginning) 
 
 

 
          V4

3/V        V7/V 
 
 
 
           maximum tension 
            |------------------| 

 
        Ger+6 + dominant pedal            V7  
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Example 6.6: Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20, mm. 569-625, cont. 
 
 

 
  i 
 

 
 
                    |-------------------------------------| |---------------------------| |----   

 
       i     V7         i   iv      i           iiø 4w      i 

  
        
 
following measure. Since consistent figuration begins in the right hand in m. 570, those listeners 

may hear a hypermetric beginning in that measure. In his DMA treatise, Joshua Straub explains 

the conflict: 

Despite being the beginning of the coda, the elision in bar 569 sounds like the end of the 
previous hypermetrical grouping rather than the beginning of a group dominated by the 
figuration in bar 570. Bar 570 sounds like the beginning of a new group, or at the very 
least a hypermetrical syncopation due to the figurative consistency. Similar elisions with 
displacements or syncopations occur at bar 593, and to a slightly lesser degree in bars 601 
and 609. These elisions, the hypermetrical “accent” on the weak second bar of the  
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hypermeter, along with the hemiola from bars 601-609, all serve to prevent the resolution 
of tension until bar 616, despite harmonic closure.192 
 
M. 581 resolves this hypermetric conflict, further reinforced by the V4

3/V in m. 585. The 

fortissimo chord in m. 581 (ii ø4
3), combined with a change in the pattern in the left hand and the 

beginning of an entirely different harmonic rhythm, is strong enough to reset hypermetric 

counting with a downbeat (although the elision at m. 593 to which Straub refers does result in a 

strong accent on the second hyperbeat in m. 594 from the fortissimo chord and change in 

figuration). Chopin’s elisions, most notably the first one in m. 569, enrich what is otherwise a 

fairly straightforward four-bar pattern at the beginning of the coda. 

The music intensifies in the domains of register and dynamics especially, appearing in 

successively higher octaves and increasing to fortissimo as it finally breaks free of the vamping 

pattern and reestablishes listeners’ hypermetric counting in m. 581. Beginning in m. 581, the 

musical material becomes less predictable as the harmonic rhythm suddenly slows down and 

dissonance increases. Mm. 581-584 feature ii ø4
3; the passage then proceeds to V4

3/V, V7/V, and 

finally a dominant pedal in m. 593. 

  The ii ø4
3 in m. 581 references the fortissimo ii ø4

3 at the beginning of the piece (see Ex. 

6.1), with both hands in similar registers. The main differences in m. 581 are the arpeggiated 

figuration in the right hand and the A-sharps that decorate each downbeat in the right hand. The 

additional rhythmic activity and dissonance further intensify an already striking sonority. By 

referring to the introduction, the coda not only draws on familiar material but also reaches back 

across hundreds of measures to the earliest sounds in the piece. Chopin does not need to quote or 

incorporate material from every section; instead, this single reference lends coherence and 

signals to the listener that the piece is about to close.  
                                                             
192 Joshua Straub, “Hypermeter as an Expressive Determinant in the Four Scherzos of Chopin” 
(DMA treatise, The University of Texas-Austin, 2016), 53. 
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  The accented A-sharps in mm. 581-585 intensify the passage through decoration and 

half-step motion, which continues in the oscillation of mm. 589-592 preceding the dominant 

pedal in m. 593. Half steps also factor into the coda in a few other ways. They appear again in 

the right hand figuration of mm. 602-608, decorating what would otherwise have been 

straightforward tonic harmony. There is also an important half step present in the Ger+6 over the 

dominant pedal in mm. 594-599: Chopin places an augmented sixth against its own intended 

resolution (F-sharp in the bass). This is his way of outdoing the dissonance and intensity of the 

preceding ii ø4
3 in mm. 581-584. The half-step element culminates in a sweeping chromatic scale 

in mm. 609-617 covering nearly four octaves. 

  Similarly to the coda climaxes in Scherzo Nos. 3 and 4, Scherzo No. 1 features a long 

scale (mm. 609-617) and a short chordal succession (mm. 617-621) that contrasts with the 

surrounding textures.193 The preceding right-hand figuration and metrically dissonant left hand in 

mm. 601-609 is new and distinctive, but the consistent projection of tonic harmony signals the 

move toward closing material (as opposed to another dissonant peak of intensity). The chromatic 

scale acts both as a continuation of the climax and as closing material. The long crescendo, 

similar to the one at the beginning of the coda, underscores the sustained intensity following mm. 

601 and 609.  

  Although the final cadence is not a common type, harmonically speaking, the root-

position harmonies that precede it (i – V7 – i – iv – i) are more straightforward than anything else 

in the coda. Chopin clearly means for them to carry forward the intensity of the climax; the most 

recent dynamic marking was fortississimo in m. 594, followed by the scale with the long 

crescendo culminating in the accented (and suddenly homophonic) chords in mm. 617-621. Both 

the scale and the chords in mm. 617-621 continue to bear the intensity of the climax, even 
                                                             
193 For comparison, see Examples 4.4 and 5.5. 



 

 169 

following articulations of tonic harmony in mm. 601 and 609 (as well as the metrically dissonant 

passage between those downbeats).  

 The second-to-last chord (iiø4
2), marked fortississimo, recalls the supertonic harmony from 

m. 581 (iiø 4
3) when the pattern at the beginning of the coda finally breaks, as well as the 

beginning of the piece. The effect of the penultimate chord moving to the final tonic chord is 

similar to that of a plagal cadence, but more fraught with tension from the climactic coda and the 

intensity of the piece as a whole. It is as if the extreme dynamics, dissonance (for example, the 

Ger+6 over a dominant pedal in m. 594), and rhythmic activity have prevented the piece from 

concluding with an authentic cadence. The connections between the coda’s beginning and ending 

help the coda to cohere despite its dual nature of both climax and closing material and serve the 

purpose of closing the piece. 

  In the past few pages, I have reviewed aspects related to closure in the coda of Scherzo 

No. 1: it begins with a repetitive and stable pattern and harmonic progression, it quotes the 

opening chord in multiple instances, and Chopin draws on a variety of materials to create closing 

effects toward the end of the piece while maintaining and building climactic intensity. Next I will 

give an overview of the peaks of intensity in the passage and address their relationship to the 

tension-arrival scheme I proposed in Chapter 1.194 Finally, I will discuss the coda’s pacing as a 

key feature that is less predictable than some of its other characteristics. 

  The coda in Scherzo No. 1 builds toward multiple peaks of intensity, two of which follow 

the tension-arrival scheme. Chapter 1 introduced this scheme as an ordered combination of 

moments in which the attainment of maximum tension is followed by an arrival at an identifiable 

goal. The chord in m. 594 (Ger+6 over a dominant pedal) is dissonant, full-textured, marked 

                                                             
194 See Chapter 1, pp. 13-14 for an explanation of the tension-arrival scheme. See also Figure 6.2 
for an overview of the peaks of intensity in the coda. 
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fortississimo, and placed in a high register, making itself a moment of interest as a possible point 

of maximum tension. It also references the very beginning of the piece: both chords are at least 

fortissimo, full-textured, preceded by silence or relative silence (not absolute in the case of m. 

594 due to the pedal marking) and placed in a high register. They both resolve to the following 

chord, featuring a motion from G to F-sharp. The chord in m. 594 is not hypermetrically strong, 

however; m. 593 is stronger, as it is a hypermetric downbeat. 

  M. 593 establishes a dominant pedal, and therefore it provides a crucial harmonic 

underpinning for the final cadence in B minor. It also provides a lower registral extreme that is 

present in m. 594 only due to the pedal marking. The Ger+6 downbeat of m. 594 arguably 

supersedes the downbeat of m. 593 in intensity, but both articulations are strong in different 

ways. With the above factors in mind, I consider the two downbeats in mm. 593-594 to form a 

span that combines these features to fulfill a more complete harmonic and registral profile (the 

dominant pedal plus the Ger+6) and achieve maximum tension in the climax.  

  The goal point, the attainment of tonic harmony, occurs on the downbeat of m. 601. 

Nothing is ambiguous about this moment, except perhaps its level of intensity relative to mm. 

593-594. It is hypermetrically strong, as the downbeat follows eight hypermeasures that trace 

back to the beginning of the coda.195 M. 601 achieves the harmonic resolution toward which the 

passage, and the entire piece, has been building.196 Its intensity does not derive from dissonance 

as in m. 594, but neither of these moments clearly outshines the other. Together they reflect the 
                                                             
195 See Example 6.6; the eight four-beat hypermeasures could also be four eight-beat 
hypermeasures. 
196 The excerpt from Straub quoted on pp. 166-167 states that the tension does not completely 
resolve until m. 616 despite harmonic closure. I agree that intensity levels remain high after the 
goal point in m. 601, due to rhythmic activity and metrical dissonance. But since B minor is 
achieved in m. 601 and maintained thereafter, m. 601 makes for the best goal point in this 
climax. Nevertheless, Straub’s point indicates the importance of abatement and a more inclusive 
definition of climax. Joshua Straub, “Hypermeter as an Expressive Determinant in the Four 
Scherzos of Chopin” (DMA treatise, The University of Texas-Austin, 2016), 53. 
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interdependence of the tension-arrival scheme: the tension from mm. 593-594 and the 

surrounding measures is released in m. 601 (and to a lesser extent in m. 600). Tension and arrival 

are not opposing features, but rather complementary features since moments of arrival (mm. 600-

601) release accumulated tension. 

  In addition to mm. 593-594 and 601, the coda includes several other lesser peaks of 

intensity. M. 581 stands out as the point at which the pattern begun in m. 569 changes in terms of 

harmony, dynamics, register, and accompanimental texture. The repeated figuration then builds 

toward m. 585, in which G is inflected upwards to G-sharp. That upwards inflection occurs as a 

part of a smooth motion from ii ø4
3 to V4

3/V that keeps two common tones, the root and the 

seventh. (G-natural then reasserts itself in multiple octaves in m. 594.)  

  Mm. 581 and 585 mimic the tension-arrival phenomenon prior to their more intense 

counterparts in mm. 593-594 and 601 (with m. 600 as a secondary moment of arrival). M. 581 

introduces ii ø4
3 after the repeating harmonic progression at the beginning of the coda. Although 

m. 585 arrives at the next harmony after four bars of ii ø4
3, it carries its own dissonance in the 

form of chromaticism and a chordal seventh, and it does not establish dominant or tonic harmony 

in B minor. But after the dramatic deceleration in harmonic rhythm and four bars of increasing 

dynamic levels, right hand figuration, and a single harmony, m. 585 takes on the effect of an 

arrival – one that is less strong than m. 601, but an arrival nonetheless. 

  M. 581 has the harmonic and hypermetric effect of a new beginning even though it is 

somewhat dissonant and is technically preceded by V7, since it breaks up the previous four-bar 

harmonic pattern. It is also a reference to the beginning of the piece, in its harmonic content  

(iiø 4
3), its register, and more generally as a striking and unexpected chord. Chopin preserved the 

element of surprise as part of the opening chord’s identity in the way he presented it at the end of 
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the trio section. He maintains that in the coda by jarring listeners out of the repeating pattern in 

the previous measures.  

  Chopin builds goal-directed intensity through repetition and changes in pacing such that 

establishing the dominant of the goal key in m. 600 becomes its own peak of intensity in between 

mm. 593-594 and 601, even though it is not the ultimate destination. The coda resolves the Ger+6 

after seven bars and arrives at dominant harmony just before the tonic arrival in m. 601. It is less 

dissonant than the Ger+6 itself, but has not yet arrived at the goal. Its tension is still emphasized 

by accents and the fortississimo dynamic level. M. 600 occurs within the midst of a larger 

tension-arrival scheme and moves the harmonic progression forward. 

  In addition to the peaks of intensity that occur throughout Scherzo No. 1’s coda, other 

aspects of its middle portion are less predictable than at the beginning and end. The ensuing 

discussion will consider several common features of Chopin’s scherzo climaxes. Its pacing, for 

example, is multilayered. The pacing is comprised of simultaneous groupings at different levels 

of motion, and it builds complexity after a repetitive and stable beginning.  

  The harmonic rhythm in the passage begins at a rate of one bar per harmony in m. 569, 

but suddenly stretches to four bars in m. 581. Chopin continues this new rate for three four-bar 

units and then introduces a seven-bar harmony (Ger+6 over a dominant pedal) in m. 593, only 

resolving to V7 in the eighth bar in m. 600. The sudden deceleration in harmonic rhythm 

enhances the sense of arrival at both V7 and I in mm. 600-601, respectively.  

  Besides the peaks themselves, a good deal of the intensity of the coda passage comes 

from articulation, dynamics, and Chopin’s use of both repetition (in mm. 581-584) and large 

arpeggiated gestures (mm. 585-588). The half-step oscillation in mm. 589-592 delays the 

expected move to the dominant, heightening listeners’ anticipation. The combination of the Ger+6 
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and the dominant pedal in mm. 594-599 is extremely dissonant, as noted above, and Chopin 

lingers on it before moving to pure dominant harmony at the last minute in m. 600. 

   The pacing of the musical material itself in mm. 569ff. maintains one-bar units for some 

time. By “musical material” I am referring to the figuration and accompaniment patterns in each 

hand. These patterns repeat and/or are re-articulated every bar, regardless of whether harmonies 

are changing. The one-bar units persist through m. 581, when the right hand continues its 

figuration despite the lack of harmonic change for four bars (m. 581-584).  

  The right-hand figuration undergoes various changes in the middle of the coda (see Fig. 

6.3). Each of these changes introduces multiple unit length possibilities for tracking pacing. For 

example, the chromatic oscillation beginning in m. 589 most strongly broadcasts a rate of one 

bar, but one can also pair the eighth notes into quarter-note groupings. M. 589 moves between B-

sharp and C-sharp, and m. 590 moves between C-sharp and D, creating the one-bar grouping. 

The quarter-note and one-bar groupings contrast with the preceding large arpeggiation in mm. 

585-588. 

 

Figure 6.3: Pattern Lengths in the Coda of Scherzo No. 1 in B minor, Op. 20 

lengths of figuration 12 (4 bars)  12 (4 bars)  24 (8 bars) 
  in beats:  3     3     3     3 3     3    3    3         2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
       2   2   2   2   2    111111111111 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2  
measures:   585-588  589-592  601-608 

 

  The pacing of mm. 585-588 (V4
3/V moving to V7/V) is more ambiguous. The cascade of 

eighth notes combined with harmonic rhythm suggests a four-bar grouping, the left-hand octaves 

suggest a one-bar grouping, and the metrically dissonant patterning in the right hand suggests a 
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two-beat grouping.197 Mm. 601-608 are also metrically dissonant within a single harmony. This 

portion of the passage uniformly expresses tonic harmony, but both hands project hemiola (two-

beat) groupings within the context of triple meter. The eighths on the weak parts of the beat in 

the right hand create two-note gestures based on register (C#-D, A#-B, etc) that are offset from 

the hemiola. In mm. 594-600, one can distinguish between the harmonic rhythm and the 

inconsistent rates at which the sonority is attacked (every beat, every 3 beats, every 4 beats). 

Chopin enlivens the slow harmonic rhythm with rhythmic activity to continue building intensity 

toward m. 601. 

  This passage demonstrates that pacing is more than simply a series of changes made to a 

single, straightforward unit length. It can also be comprised of a multiplicity of simultaneous 

groupings at different levels of motion, and it can be influenced and counterpointed by the rates 

at which events occur in other dimensions. The rhythmically active nature of Chopin’s large 

scherzo climaxes invites multiple ways of hearing different groupings in the music. 

Unpredictability of pacing is key, so the lengths of musical groupings and the rates at which 

events occur in other dimensions (such as harmonic rhythm, dynamics, articulation, etc) are 

likely to change often, in ways that build intensity as the music approaches a goal. 

  The coda climax in Scherzo No. 1 begins with a repeating pattern that signals to listeners 

that the piece is about to close. Beginning in m. 581, Chopin punctuates the figuration with peaks 

of intensity that escalate throughout the passage, drawing on the intensity of the first chord of the 

piece. Harmonic rhythm fluctuates significantly against regular four-bar hypermeter. The goal 

point is followed by a flurry of rhythmic activity that projects tonic harmony and a long 

chromatic scale that signals closure. The extreme intensity in the coda and dynamic and registral 

contrast throughout the piece is reflected in the unusual cadence in the last three measures.  
                                                             
197 The pitch class pattern B-G#-E#-C# in eighth notes repeats every two beats. 
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6.3 Conclusion 

 In this dissertation, I have explored climax in Chopin’s scherzos as the embodiment of 

processes of intensification that shape the dramatic trajectories of these works. These climaxes 

incorporate material from the scherzo section, transforming it in ways that manipulate the pacing 

of the passage and create effects of goal-directedness and anticipation. Chopin’s use of a variety 

of compositional techniques and creative approaches to combining old and new material results 

in climaxes that punctuate the form at important junctures and generate a sense of closure at the 

end of the piece. These passages are an important part of the identity and virtuosic character of 

the stand-alone scherzo genre as Chopin re-envisioned it. 

 Chopin’s scherzo climaxes involve several analytical challenges regarding the location, 

nature, and interrelations of their one or more peaks of intensity. Peaks of intensity can manifest 

as points or spans. Spans occur when musical dimensions favor different points, creating a peak 

that is spread out over two or more beats or articulations. Climaxes feature rhythmically active 

textures and sustained intensity over a period of time, leading to the formation of spans as well as 

points. The idea of a peak of intensity manifesting as a span (in other words, occurring over a 

period of time) is suggestive of climax as process. 

I have proposed and applied a tension-arrival scheme for relating peaks of intensity to 

one another in the context of an entire passage or section. The tension-arrival scheme is based on 

the notion that peaks of intensity express an accumulation of tension (in an especially dissonant 

chord, perhaps) and/or the release of tension, typically via a tonally significant arrival of an 

anticipated key. In defining and characterizing goal-oriented processes in climactic passages, I 

have also used the term “goal point” to refer to the strongest and most structurally important 

moment of arrival. 
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Some peaks of intensity express aspects of both tension and arrival. For example, the 

establishment of the dominant of an anticipated key can be set up and emphasized as an arrival in 

its own right, while still bearing significant tension from preceding material combined with its 

own harmonic content. In the scope of a climactic passage, tension and arrival (release) are 

interdependent forces, as developed in Chapter 1 in conjunction with my analysis of the 

development climax in Scherzo No. 2, Op. 31. Tension will seek to be released (in the sense of 

dissonance resolving to consonance), and arrival derives its effect from the release of tension.198 

In addition to the point vs. span issue, the tension-arrival scheme and the interdependence 

of various peaks of intensity also suggest that climax is inherently a processive phenomenon. 

The main idea is that the most intense moments of a passage would not be effective or significant 

without the material surrounding them that builds and dissolves intensity and influences listener 

expectation to achieve dramatic effect. The experience of hearing and moving through a 

climactic passage involves escalation, unpredictability, and anticipation. In this sense, Chopin’s 

scherzo climaxes are more than the sums of their parts, as Chopin uniquely combines material 

from the piece with certain compositional techniques to highlight particular moments both within 

the passage itself and in the larger scope of a section or piece. 

The compositional technique to which I have devoted the most focus is pacing. Chopin 

shortens themes and transitional ideas and repeats them, often as part of a sequential pattern. The 

rate at which these units of music repeat is what makes up the pacing of the passage. Listeners 

can perceive and follow different groupings or levels, or even multiple levels simultaneously. 

Pacing is therefore a complex, layered dimension through which one can track not only a series 

of accelerations and decelerations affecting a short unit, but also multiple simultaneous 

                                                             
198 Harmonic and tonal motions can of course be purely syntactic, but I mean to specifically refer 
to arrival moments that are peaks of intensity. 
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groupings at different levels of motion according to the structure and organization of the material 

in question.  

Studying pacing is a powerful way of tracking a kind of “speed” or density of ideas that 

is independent from actual tempo (although simultaneous accelerations in both pacing and tempo 

are common). It can concretely explain why some peaks of intensity or other climactic moments 

feel delayed, rushed, or unexpected. Pacing can also interact with different musical dimensions, 

most notably harmonic rhythm (which may or may not align). For example, a slow harmonic 

rhythm can provide a counterpoint to the rate of repetition of a short pattern, resulting in a sense 

of intensification without meaningful local motion. 

The portion of a climax following the goal point can exhibit several different behaviors. 

The dissolution of the climax’s accumulated intensity can occur slowly and gradually over a 

period of time, as in the retransitional portion of the development climax in Scherzo No. 2, Op. 

31 (mm. 544-583). The climax can also maintain its intensity in order to work out a crucial 

conflict introduced earlier in the piece and confirm that resolution, and/or create a sense of 

closure to end the piece. For example, the coda in Scherzo No. 3, Op. 39 addresses the ongoing 

confrontation between A and G-sharp, simultaneously bringing the piece to a close.  

All of Chopin’s scherzos end in climactic codas that express the intensity and contrast 

that has occurred throughout the piece (and typically introduced at the very beginning, with the 

exception of Scherzo No. 4, Op. 54). In the first three scherzos, Chopin introduces extreme and 

sometimes jarring local contrasts as a premise of his version of the scherzo genre. This premise 

implies that these contrasts will be resolved or settled in some way over the course of the piece. 

The lyrical trio contrasts strongly in a number of ways on a larger scale as well, giving listeners 

an aural glimpse of a world at rest and making the scherzo’s extremes stand out all the more. The 
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stunning intensity of Chopin’s coda climaxes outshines the characteristic extremes of the scherzo 

portions, creating a sense of resolution and closure for each of these extraordinary works. 
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