
Harmonic Process, Melodic Process, 

and Interpretive Aspects of 

Chopin's Prelude In G Minor 
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In many ways, Chopin's "G Minor Prelude" must be con
sidered a most unstable tonal work. Most obviously, the 
constant lack of an attack on the first beat in all voices 
within the texture helps bring about the sense of restless
ness. More important, however, the agitato quality stems 
from the conflicts between its melodic and harmonic proces
ses. 

The concept of melodic process is central to a new 
analytical method, the implication-realization model. This 
method evaluates relationships both prospectively, according 
to the implications found in melodic processes, and 
retrospectively, according to the presence or absence of 
realizations for those implications. 

Eugene Narmour, one of the formulators of the method, has 
suggested that the theory might be applied to harmony as 
well as melody, and has indeed provided some instances of 
multi-parametric analysis. l Clearly, harmony can form pat
terns of implication and realization. The most orthodox 
harmonic changes consist either of successive consonances or 

------~---

lEugene Narmour, Beyond Sch.~!!.~~E.ism: The Need for Al
ternatives ~~ ~~~i~ ~~~lysi~ (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1977). See especially pp. 144-166 for applications 
of the implication-realization model to harmony, as well as 
a method for analyzing rhythm centered around duration. 
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of dissonances followed by their resolving consonances. 
Simply put, dissonance implies a realization by its resolu
tion. 2 

In order to treat the problem of adapting the principles 
of the melodic theory to the harmonic theory, we must 
establish what consonance and dissonance are. We shall use 
figured bass, not only to differentiate between consonance 
and dissonance, but also to rank intervals within each 
category_ In thoroughbass practice, an unfigured tone in
dicates ~ above the given pitch in the bass, thereby as
signing primacy to the~. One cannot deny that the ~ is the 
most closural harmony-aside, of course, from unisons, 
octaves, or multiple octaves, which are not truly harmonic, 
since no difference in pitch class occurs. As Example IA 
shows, the ~ is slightly less consonant and harmonically 
less closural than the j because one factor of the j is dis
placed. A~, however, displaces both the 5 and the 3 and 
creates a dissonance, namely the fourth above the bass. (In 
this study, the "x" as shown in Example lA will indicate a 
dissonance above the bass.) Because the fourth is dissonant 
only above the bass, it is the weakest dissonance. In sum
mary, all consonant intervals above the bass other than the 
sixths, which would conflict with the fifth of the ~ norm, 
are potentially closural-that is, the thirds, the perfect 

2Although a dissonance can be likened to a harmonic im
plication, the fact that a single harmony is in itself rela
tional means that in context, differentiation must be made 
between the analytical treatment of harmony and that of 
melody. Briefly, a melodic pitch as an individual 
phenomenon is neither inherently open nor inherently closed. 
That is, a single tone cannot imply a continuation with any 
degree of specificity. F~rther, a configuration consisting 
of two melodic tones establishes a beginning and an end, but 
it does not set up a clearly implicative pattern because no 
realization can take place until the beginning and middle of 
a process have been determined. So, in order to emerge as 
an implicative pattern, a melodic process must contain at 
least three pitches. 

On the other hand, a dissonance in tonal music contains 
at least one inherently nonclosural relationship within it
self, because a dissonant interval implies resolution to a 
consonant interval, meaning that the horizontal unfolding of 
two harmonies could result in a harmonic process. For in
stance, if a work were to begin on a dissonant chord fol
lowed by its resolution, its initial harmonic process could 
consist of only two chords. Nonetheless, because harmonic 
structures clearly form implications, the methodology of the 
implication-realization model can be adapted to describe 
harmonic processes. 
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Example 1. Consonance and Dissonance. 
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fifth, the unison, and the octave. All other intervals 
would be dissonant. 

Analysts agree that the consonant intervals can be 
further classified into perfect and imperfect. We can 
relate this dichotomy to the concept of ranking according to 
the degree of closure. The terminology for cadences that 
distinguishes perfect from imperfect also implies that an 
octave between the outer voices is more closural than a 
fifth or a third. Further, in line with the ~ norm sug
gested by the figured bass system, closure provided by two 
voices forming a perfect fifth would be stronger than 
closure resulting from two voices forming a major or minor 
third. This is because the interpolation of either type of 
third between the two tones of a perfect fifth will result 
in a closural consonance. A third, on the other hand, may 
combine with either a fifth or a sixth above the bass to 
create a consonance; only one of these, the perfect fifth, 
produces a closural consonance, the ~ norm. In fact, if we 
add a minor sixth plus a major third above the bass (as in 
C-E-Ab in Example IB) or if we add a major sixth plus a 
minor third above the bass (as in C-Eb-A in Example IC), 
actual dissonance would result between the two upper parts 
(which will be shown in this study by a squared bracket fol
lowed by an "x") despite the fact that no dissonance occurs 
above the bass. Therefore the third by itself is less 
ambiguously closed than the fifth and for that reason is in
herently less closural. 3 Thus, in a context consisting of 

3In other words, we can leave aside the ancient 
mathematical-acoustical basis for the theory of consonance 
and dissonance as long as we understand that the major and 
minor triads form the premises for the norm of closural con
sonance. The mathematical basis for the ~ is another mat
ter, but that theory's problem with justifying the existence 
of the minor triad is, in effect, circumvented by simply 
Dasing the thoroughbass system on the j irrespective of 
whether or not the 3 is major or minor. 
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consecutive consonances, we can rank the octave ahead of the 
fifth, and the fifth ahead of the third in degree of 
closure. 

Because thoroughbass measures intervals above the bass, a 
theory of consonance and dissonance derived from thorough
bass would rank dissonance above the bass as being stronger 
than dissonance between upper voices. In most contexts, 
however, the number of dissonant intervals within a chord 
can determine the relative dissonance of the chord. 

Now that the basic concepts of consonance and dissonance 
have been clarified, let us discuss some of the principles 
of the melodic theory with an eye toward eventually applying 
them to the analysis of harmonic process. Melodic 
structures are either continuous or discontinuous with 
regard to direction. In Examples 2A and 2B, we see that if 

Example 2. Melodic Process. 

! ~ C D E F G 

~ Eli I t!t fir (I'p lTI" I fir II Elas I CHi II 

a melody moves from an initial tone-C in these cases-upward 
by step as through D to E, or triadically as from C through 
E(b) to G, we can say that C-D implies E and that C-E(b) im
plies G. C, then, is the initial tone in both examples. 
Each melodic process proceeds through a medial tone, D and 
E(b) respectively. The E in Example 2A and the G in Example 
2B are called terminal tones, or realizations. Generally, 
medial tones are transitional and thus nonclosural-whereas 
terminal tones are closural. 

Also, adjacent intervals within an unidirectional pattern 
may be combined into one process. In this way, the 
ascending thirds, C-E(b) and E(b)-G in Example 2C can 
combine with the ascending fourth, G-C, to form a single 
triadic ascent, C-E(b)-G. This also means that one could, 
tor instance, mix a rising second with a rising third, as in 
the C-E(b)-F ascent in Example 2D, or unidirectional fourths 
and fifths, as in the C-G-C descent in Example 2E. Con
tinuation patterns, then, take in several intervallic types. 

On the other hand, discontinuous melodic processes (Exam
ples 2F and 2G) usually involve a gap ("G" in the examples), 
which is then filled by a subsequent tone. If the fill lies 
between the pitch-levels that formed the gap (C-E in Example 
2F), then the gap is filled by substitution (D, symbolized 
by "S"). If the filling process arrives at a return of the 
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initial tone, then the gap is said to be completely 
filled-as in Example 2G, where the ascending gap from C to E 
is followed by a descent through D to C. 

With this very general summary of the melodic typology of 
the implication-realization model in mind, we can consider 
general and specific aspects of Chopin's prelude and observe 
the adaptation of the melodic terminology to the analysis of 
the harmonic process. Recall that the work is propelled by 
the denial of rhythmic support on the first beat. It is al
so true that the only ~ on the downbeat (or, for that mat
ter, on any beat) takes place at the very end. In fact, al
though the work appears to be based on a series of 
suspensions followed by their resolutions, relatively few 
consonances appear in the work. Rather, the suspensions 
tend to move to lesser dissonances, not to consonances that 
would create actual resolutions. All of these factors con
tribute to the overall effect of relentless forward mo
mentum. 

In addition to the lack of rhythmic support for the ~, 
the outer-voice melodic processes on the lowest level-that 
is, the contiguous connections diagrammed in Example 3-show 
that except at the end, every ~ occurs in the middle of a 
melodic process. In mm. 5-7 of Example 3, the ~IS appear in 
the filling process that closes the Bb-G gap from mm. 4-5 of 
the soprano line. When the fill, Dr 1s reached in m. 9, the 
harmony is not a~. In addition to the more slowly moving 
chromatic descent in mm. 12-15 in the top voice, the overall 
sequential patterns support ~IS only on medial tones. In 
mm. 17 and 19, as well as mm. 25 and 27, the sudden octave 
leaps in the bass form gaps that initiate long fills. 
Furthermore, the Fls above the Db, s in the soprano line 
(mm. 19 and 25) are clearly nonclosural: medial in m. 19, 
initial in m. 25. The Ab, s that lie below ~IS in mm. 18 and 
20, and also in mm. 26 and 28, occur in the middle of the 
descending fills in the bass. The same can be said for the 
GiS in mm. 22 and 30. In mm. 23, 31, and 33, the soprano 
line's GiS are nonclosural: either the G initiates a gap 
with C (mm. 23-24 and 31-32) or the G is non-implicative 
(not shown with arrows affixed to the beams in the analysis 
of m. 33 because implication is denied, which means that no 
processive pattern results). Thus, only the final chord is 
a ~ on melodically closural tones occurring on the down
beat-meaning that only the final chord has melodic closure 
in conjunction with harmonic closure, and that every in
ternal point of harmonic closure is non-congruent with 
closure in the melodic processes of the outer voices. 

Example 4 describes the symbols to be employed in the 
analysis of the harmonic processes. Tn the main the texture 
consists of four discrete voices, even though in each 
measure the first note in the highest voice is doubled an 
octave below and delayed by one eighth note 



Example 3. Melodic Process and Harmonic Closure. 
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Example 3 continued 
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Example 4. Harmonic Process, mm. 1-4. 
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throughout-serving to intensify the rhythm by providing an 
attack on the third eighth note of each measure. The 
numbers below each of the upper staves in the analysis in
dicate intervals above the bass-similar to thoroughbass 
practice and to the pedagogy for strict counterpoint. An 
augmented interval will be identified with a "+" sign, a 
diminished interval with a "0" symbol. The numbers for the 
whole chord will be shown below the bass staff-including 
numbers generally omitted in thoroughbass symbology-and the 
harmonies graphed according to the methodology of the im
plication-realization model. 

Because each harmony cannot be evaluated without con
sidering the relationships that interact within itself, 
whereas a single pitch can be measured by itself (as a fre
quency), melody and harmony must be treated somewhat dif
ferently with regard to analytical methodology and 
symbology.S For instance, the fact that a harmonic process 
may end on a dissonance necessitates the invention of a 
symbol to describe such a terminal chord. This differs from 
the proble~s of level that arise in connection with melodic 
closure, where any tone may close a process if certain con
ditions are met, or where a process may close on a tone that 
is a realization on one level but may be nonclosural on 
another. In such cases, we can simply graph both levels. 
By contrast, it seems contradictory to show a harmonic 

5As stated in Note 2, a single pitch can be measured by 
itself; a harmony must be measured in terms of rela
tionships. 
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from three dissonances in the 6 to one 
4+ 

in the 7, to the 
5 

3 
r 

fourth above the bass in the ~ at the end, which of 
leaves the harmony of this measure open. The initial 

course 
6+ of 
4 
3 

m. 4 and the final 6 from m. 3 are essentially equal in 
50 
3 

dissonance, so no arrows 
In summary, the harmonic 
4 shows a gap between the 

are shown between the two chords. 
process that encompasses mm. 3 and 
6 and 5+ begins with the 6 and in 
4 4 50 
223 

m. 4 moves through the ~ to the~. 

Example 5. Harmonic Process, mm. 5-9. 
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In Example 5, the nonclosure of the gap in the soprano 
line between Bb and G in m. 5 is reinforced by the open
ended harmonic gap from 6 to 70 • Harmonically, the gap is 

4 50 

filled through the 6 
4 
2 

3 0 

to the 

transposition of m. 5 in m. 6, 
continues downward chromatically 
the same harmonic process as 
identical to m. 6, meaning that 

8 in m. 5. 
5 

Because of the 

3 

however, the soprano line 
(as mentioned before) with 
in m. 5. Measure 7 is 
the continuation of the 
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chromatic descent is postponed, and, of course, that the 
harmonic process is the same for both measures. 

After the descending fill of the gap in the soprano line 
reaches Eb above the 7° in m. 8, the opening four bars are 

5° 
3 

repeated an octave higher in mm. 9-12. However, the Eb in 
the soprano line takes on a new meaning in m. 9 relative to 
its function in the first measure. In m. 1, the Eb was the 
initial tone of the Eb_D neighbor motion-a rather startling 
non-tonic beginning. In m. 9, by contrast, the Eb_D motion 
in the soprano line terminates the fill of the Bb-G gap from 
mm. 4-5. The conflict between the melodic closure in the 
soprano line on the D with the harmonic gap resulting from 
the non-resolution of the C and A in the inner voices is 
particularly intense here. Moreover, the effect of the 
repetition of the opening, which would indicate at least 
temporary harmonic stability in most tonal works, in this 
case redoubles the sense of forward motion because of the 
lack of stable, consonant harmony. Not even the additional 
weight of the melodic closure in both outer voices at this 
point brings about any sense of overall closure. (See Exam
ple 3.) 

Although it is unnessary to examine mm. 9-12 (inasmuch as 
they are, as mentioned, an octave transferral of the first 
four measures), the differences between the harmonic proces
ses linking mm. 4-5 with those linking mm. 12-13 require 
comment. In m. 5, the melodic gap in the soprano line acts 
in conjunction with the harmonic gap from 6 in m. 4 to 70 in 

4 50 
30 

m. 5. On the other hand, the harmonic process from m. 11 
(Example 6) actually reaches a point of closure on the ~ in 

m. 13, although any sense of overall closure is thwarted by 
the nonclosure of the Bb-G gap (shown in Example 3) in the 
bass line between mm. 12 and 13. 

Measure 14 is essentially a transposition of m. 
pIe 7). In both measures, the harmony begins on 
and moves through a 6 to a gap formed by a 5 that 

4 4 
2 

13 (Exam
a ~ chord 
is filled 

through a 6 
50 

to a 5 in m. 14 and an 8 in m. 15. The harmony 
3 5 

3 3 

in m. 15 proceeds through gradually increasing degrees of 
dissonance and reaches a 6+ at the end. Although this chord 

5 
3 

is actually spelled as a 7, the fact that the Gb in the 
5 
3 
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Harmonic Process, mm. 11-13. 
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Harmonic Process, mm. 13-17. 
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1 · d . 11'" 1 h ,..,b . tenor Ine ascen s to G% In m. t) means tnat t e 'J , In 
terms of voice1eading, functions as an F# and is therefore 
considered to be an Fi in the analysis of the harmonic 
process. 7 The 6+ also forms a gap that is weakly filled by 

5 
3 

the 8 in m. 16, a chord that also moves through a gap formed 
6 
4 

in this case by the subsequent 6 and filled by the 8 in 
4 5 
2 3 

m. 17. The effect of the strong harmonic closure at this 
point is negated by the tonal remoteness of the Db in the 
bass, by the impending fill of the G-Eb gap in the melody, 
by the weak metric placement, and by the sudden upward 
octave gap in the bass (shown in Example 3). 

In mm. 17-18, we can observe the effect of a passin~ 
tone, the Bb in m. 18 (Example 8). Tn m. 17, the 8 above DO 
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8xample 8. Harmonic Process, mm. 17-20. 
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7The Paderewski edition (Frydery~~~<:J~L~, C0l.!!.P-~~!:.~ Ii<:..r.~~ . .' 
Vol. 1 (Warsaw: The Fryderyk Chopin Institute, 1949], p. 54) 
in fact shows an F# at this point. We shall also refer to 
the edition by Thomas Higgins (New York: W. W. Norton, 
1973), which contains a reprint of the G. Henle edition 
(Duisberg and Munich, 1968). 
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moves through a 6 • 
4+ 

The 6+ and the following 7 form a gap 
4 

2 

that is filled by 

4 
2 

the 8 in 
5 
3 

2 

m. 18. The notation in the 

analysis clearly shows that the 7 above the passing Bb not 
4 
2 

only functions as the end of a harmonic process moving 
toward greater dissonance, but also as the gap to be filled 
by the 8 in m. 18. After the 8, the harmony again forms a 

5 5 
3 3 

gap, created here by the 7 and filled 
5 

through an 8 to the 8 
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in m. 
that 
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are the 
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20 is formed by a 7 and 

5 
2 

filled by an 8. For the first time, we see a 6 chord, used 
6 3 
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in this case as a fill. 
of the dissonances occur 
attention on the tonally 
Ab. 

This is the only section where all 
above the bassline, which focuses 
remote tones in the bass, Db and 
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Example 9. Harmonic Process, mm. 21-25. 

21 
" .. .;;. 

-) 
3 3++x x 4+x 

" . 
I 8 2x x 2x 
A 

/ 6 5+x 6 .... ...--- .... 
: 

lG~ 
8 5+ ~ o 
6 3++ 
3 2 

ll.+ 
2 

22 23 .. ...--. .. 

7x 8 7x 8 3 3 

4x 5 5 6 8 8 
iK x 

2x 3 4x 5 T 
6 t:: 

-' 

G--r~ l G.(_.l....r _---I.r~) F 
7 
4 
2 

8 7 8 8 8 
5 5 6 6 5 
3 4 5 3 3 

24 25 

3 6 x 5 3 

7x 3 
... 
7x 8 

50 x 
5 

p.L 

GT 

3 



+

+



38 

of the measure. 
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This would have resulted in a 7, which, 
5 
3 

in addition to the seventh above the 
diminished fifth between the extant C 
Clearly, the 7 would have been more 

bass, would have a 
# and the supposed F· • 

dissonant than the 
5 
3 

preceding~. The pedal marking, however, clarifies the con
tent of the harmony because only the first two-thirds of the 
second beat are to be pedaled. 8 Thus, the p# from the alto 
does not sustain through the entire second beat; the final 
harmony in the measure would be ~. But even excluding the 
p#, the ~ in m. 24 would be more dissonant that the ~ 
because the 7 of the ~ forms a dissonance above the 
bass-whereas the ~IS dissonance occurs between upper parts. 
Thus, a 6 7 8 gap process takes place between mm. 24 and 25. 

355 
3 

As Example 9 shows, the 8 in m. 25 fills the harmonic 
5 
3 

gap. In terms of voiceleading, however, the connection 
between mm. 24 and 25 is irregular to say the least. We 
could expect the soprano line to continue the C-Bb_ A descent 
in m. 24 to G in m. 25; the bass line in mm. 22-24 could al
so imply continuation to G (see Example 3). Certainly, the 
p in the soprano is a total surprise; the A-D-Db gap process 
(Example 3) in the bass is also highly unorthodox. 

This sudden turn of events ushers in a repetition of the 
material from mm. 17-23. Such repetition intensifies the 
forward motion because it suggests that change will follow. 
The first significant alteration from mm. 17-23 occurs in 
m. 34 (Example 10), where, in contrast to mm. 24 and 32, C 
is retained in the soprano line (as in mm. 24 and 32) but 
the G resolves to p# in the alto and the tenor drops out 
after the Eb. (Notice that the C on the third eighth note 
of the measure is a part of the pattern of delayed doubling 
of the soprano line and not a part of the tenor line.) The 
deletion of the Eb in the tenor in the second harmony of 
m. 34 means that weak closure takes place on the ~. The 
subsequent 7 above the A in the bass forms a gap that is 

50 
2 

somewhat tentatively filled by the 8 at the end of m. 34. 
6 
3 

8pedal markings agree in the Paderewski and Henle-Norton 
editions. 



that occurs at a point of melodic closure in



40 INDIANA THEORY REVIEW 

Example 11. Harmonic Process, mm. 34-41. 
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The foregoing discussion can provide some suggestions to 
the perfomer of the work. Both the details of the harmonic 
and melodic processes and the illusory internal articula
tions they create should be reflected in the interpretation. 

With respect to tempo, the molto agitato designation 
seems to be almost an understatement. It would appear that 
an ideal performance of the prelude would constantly drive 
forward with relief only in a few places-and, as we have 
seen, never by the co-operation between closure in the 
harmonic and melodic processes until the end. The piu 
ani~~~~ in m. 31 apparently results from the intensity 
caused by the repetition of the material from mm. 22-23 
which is pressing toward change. Other tempo fluctuations 
(rubato) can be suggested by the analysis as well and will 
be discussed in conjunction with the aspects of thematic 
structure and dynamics. 

We have already observed the most interesting problem 
posed by the thematic structure, namely the unstable 
character of the opening material. Roth times the initial 
material recurs (mm. 9 and 3S), the use of the sixteenth 
rest after the A (instead of the dot after the A at the 
beginning) suggests a delay between the A and G in mm. 8 and 
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34. The performer should point up the repetition in m. 9 
and the return in m. 35 in subtly different ways-probably by 
slightly lengthening the rest in m. 34 relative to its dura
tion in m. 8. Moreover, care should be taken not to exag
gerate this brief pause because a return to instability 
calls for less emphasis than, say, a well-prepared 
recapitulation in sonata form. 

Few dynamic markings are specified. The diminuendi that 
occur almost throughout are probably meant to go with the 
phrasing in the right hand, with the naturally rapid decay 
of tones on the instrument, and with the decrease in dis
sonance that generally occurs during the course of each 
measure. Because the harmony is left unresolved at the end 
of most measures, however, the pianist should not play in
audibly at the end of each decrescendo; indeed the non
resolutions should emerge clearly so as to maintain the 
sense of forward motion. The crescendo that begins in m. 9 
emphasizes the added momentum stemming from the repetition 
of the first eight measures in the more intense upper octave 
placement. The crescendo reaches fort~~~~<?. in m. 17, 
which, as Example 7 shows, is a point of harmonic arrival 
despite the tonal remoteness of the Db in the bass. Also 
important, this articulation is brought to the fore by the 
sudden focus on the isolated bass line in m. 16. The pi
anist should mark this moment by observing the added 
crescendo in m. 16. The illusion of stability promoted by 
the 8 after the end of the descent in the bass could go with 

5 
3 

a slight delay after the low Db. Such a pause would not be 
appropriate for the octave leap in m. 19, however, because 
the repetition of the material of the previous two measures 
calls for an on-going approach. The repetition of mm. l7ff 
in mm. 25ff carries the same fortissimo due to the factor of 
surprise mentioned earlier, and the same comments for m. 19 
apply to the interpretation of m. 27. 9 Finally, the 
cres£endo to m. 39 (though shown only to m. 38 in the Henle
Norton edition) supports the denial of resolution discussed 
in connection with the harmony in mm. 36-38 and leads to the 
7 0 on the first beat of m. 39. 10 Thereafter, for the first 
50 
30 

time, the melodic and harmonic processes occur on the beat. 
The final three chords are marked fortissimo, apparently to 
emphasize their melodic-harmonic resolution. 

9 In fact, an extra fortissimo appears in the Paderewski 
edition in m. 25. 

lOA sforzando in parentheses appears in the Paderewski 
edition in m. 39. 
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Although the 
delay after the 
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build-up 
70 could 
50 
3 0 

has 
be 

been so intense that a long 
felt unnecessary, the pianist 

could also reinforce the unraveling of the extreme tension 
that leads from the very beginning to the climax in m. 39 by 
broadening the tempo at this one moment of resolution. 
Despite the limited scope of the prelude, the amount of en
ergy generated is, as the analysis shows, quite extra
ordinarYi it does not seem inappropriate to slow down con
siderably for the last three chords, whose harmonic and 
melodic processes close together for the first time in the 
work. 

Tn sum, the non-congruence between the harmonic process 
and the melodic prosesses of the outer voices revealed by 
the implication-realization analysis can be exploited by 
carefully observing the few indicated dynamics and by 
adopting some suggestions for rubato. Because it con
centrates on process, which is on-going, analysis using the 
implication-realization model can offer considerable insight 
into the re-creative problems posed by the prelude and, 
furthermore, can approach the analysis of a largely unstable 
tonal work from the standpoint of its essential instability. 


