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Timeline of Scholarly Discussion on The Tempest 

Much like our day-to-day life, the realm of scholarly writing is vast and ever-changing, 

enriched by new commentary that influences our thoughts, research, performances, listening, and 

teaching. Within this realm, scholars engage in ongoing conversations, elaborating on or challenging 

previously stated ideas. Beethoven’s Sonata No. 17, Op. 31, No. 2, also known as the Tempest Piano 

Sonata (1801) has been extensively analyzed and discussed by notable music theorists, some of 

which include Carl Dahlhaus, Janet Schmalfeldt, William E. Caplin, James Hepokoski, and Carissa 

Reddick in pieces of scholarly writing. A great sum of their essays and responses are featured in the 

Music Theory Online Journal, a flagship journal of the Society for Music Theory (SMT), specifically 

in Volume 16, Number 2 (May 2010), under the overarching title “Form as Process”. Each theorist 

offers a distinct perspective on how to characterize and interpret the opening measures of the sonata 

while continuing remarkable scholarly discussion between other theorists. While these debates and 

discussions do not yield definitive “right or wrong” answers, they offer a window into the unique 

analytical approaches of each writer, deepening our understanding of this remarkable piece.  

In his writing from 1980, Dahlhaus argues that attempting to characterize the opening 

measures of the Tempest is “ultimately a fruitless enterprise” due to the fragmented melodic figures 

Beethoven composed, which make it difficult to identify a main theme1. His analysis serves as a 

foundation for Schmalfeldt’s writings, as she builds upon and expands Dahlhaus’s processual 

concept of “musical becoming.” Schmalfeldt integrates this idea into her analytical framework, 

viewing the ambiguous measures of the Tempest through a philosophical and interpretive 

“Beethoven-Hegelian” lens. This perspective, rooted in Theodor Adorno’s interpretation of the 

 
1 Benjamin Konrad Hansberry, Review of In the Process of Becoming: Analytic and Philosophical Perspectives on Form in Early 
Nineteenth-Century Music, by Janet Schmalfeldt, Current Musicology, no. 92 (2011). New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.7916/cm.v0i92.5212.  

https://doi.org/10.7916/cm.v0i92.5212
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metaphysics of early 19th Century German Philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel seeks to 

create a sense of unity amongst the ambiguity of Beethoven’s opening compositional techniques2. 

By connecting the Hegelian tradition to music theory and analysis, Schmalfeldt advocates for 

a freer, performance-based approach. This method allows the musician and listener alike to focus on 

emotional and experiential aspects of the music without rigidly tying them to a predetermined 

structural process. In this view, musical analysis becomes subjective, allowing performers and 

listeners the ability to engage deeply with the passions and emotions conveyed through the music. 

Schmalfeldt advances Dahlhaus’s work by introducing a central idea of “musical becoming,” which 

suggests that the form and structure of a piece are not static, but instead part of a dynamic process 

that evolves throughout its analysis.3  

Schmalfeldt’s approach also challenges traditional sonata theory by emphasizing that initial 

impressions of themes or sections may change with further context. For instance, the shifts between 

Largo and Allegro tempi in the first eight measures of the Tempest might initially appear to function as 

an introduction. However, upon examining the recurrence of these motives shown elsewhere in the 

piece, they may be reinterpreted as primary themes or something entirely unique. Accord to 

Schmalfeldt, structural analysis should not rigidly define each measure through textbook harmonic 

labels, but instead focus on significant shifts in harmonic and melodic direction, exploring their 

impact on the piece as a whole. This flexible approach allows analysts to begin with one set of 

structural labels and revise them as their understanding and perspective deepen over time.  

 
2 In a review of Schmalfeldt’s book (cited in the footnote above), Benjamin Konrad Hansberry describes Hegel’s 
metaphysics being centered around dialectic debate of creating a united whole of an abstract idea, and later debating its 
conceptual limits to create a unique philosophy of the abstract idea.  
3 Janet Schmalfeldt, “One More Time on Beethoven’s “Tempest,” From Analytic and Performance Perspectives: A 
Response to William E. Caplin and James Hepokoski.” Music Theory Online 16, No. 2 (May 2010): 
https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.schmalfeldt3.html.  

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.schmalfeldt3.html
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Carissa Reddick builds on these ideas in her essay ‘Becoming at a Deeper Level: Divisional 

Overlap in Sonata Forms from the Late Nineteenth Century’. Reddick explores the relationship 

between Schmalfeldt’s concept of “musical becoming “and her own idea of “functional overlap”, 

without fusing the two ideas together. Drawing on examples from Beethoven’s the Tempest, Haydn’s 

String Quartet in B Minor (H.III:37), Brahms’s Piano Quintet, Op. 34, and Dvořák’s String Quartet 

in E Major, Op. 80/iv, she presents a thorough and nuanced exploration of these concepts 4.   

 As I examine the academic discourse surrounding the Tempest, the agreements and 

disagreements between scholars are amplified through their writing. When addressing Reddick’s 

essay, Schmaldfelt opens with a positive and gracious acknowledgement which thanks her for a “rich 

and probing essay” and noting that “Reddick has brought my [Schmalfeldt’s] notion of becoming into 

association with the idea of functional overlap.”5 However, when responding to Caplin and Hepokoski, 

Schmalfeldt omits such cordiality, instead presenting counterarguments to their claims with support 

from additional scholars. This set of dynamic exchanges highlight the diversity of thought in music 

theory, showcasing both collaboration and contention as vital elements of scholarly progress.  

Academia-Centered vs. Perception-Based Analysis and Writing 

 Caplin and Hepokoski share strikingly similar thoughts that disagree with Schmalfeldt 

regarding their interpretation of the sonata. Both scholars share an academia-centered approach 

both scholars writing adheres to codified sonata form and harmonic analysis. Schmalfeldt’s approach 

differs from Caplin and Hepokoski as she adheres to a perception-based approach that allows for 

sonata form spaces and functions to change within further analysis and performance of the work. 

Within the perception-based approach, there is more acceptance in adopting rhetoric, phrasing, and 

a less concrete, more fluid and ambiguous composition style into musical analysis. By way of 

 
4 Throughout the entirety of this paper, I focus solely on Reddick’s discussion of The Tempest. 
5 Janet Schmalfeldt, “Response to Reddick.” Music Theory Online 16, No. 2 (May 2010): 
https://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.schmalfeldt1.html.  

https://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.schmalfeldt1.html
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explanation, it should be clear that the academia-centered approach is a technical, micro-analysis 

focusing on the small details that form a work such as the locations and descriptions of cadences, 

harmonic and melodic progressions, sonata form functions and spaces, and more. On the other 

hand, the perception-based approach is a broad, macro-analysis that examines the work, allowing for 

ebb and flow of musical thought and function, thereby welcoming reinterpretation of analysis at any 

time.  

In Caplin’s essay, he writes the following paragraph that summarizes the work of 

Schmalfedlt and Dahlhaus, which, by extension, reflects upon Reddick’s contributions to the field: 

The ambiguities of formal expression resulting from the character of the music in 
measures 1–41 provide the basis for the “processual” interpretations of Dahlhaus 
and Schmalfeldt, both of whom emphasize the potential for an initial impression of 
formal functionality to be reinterpreted retrospectively. As Schmalfeldt would 
succinctly put it, an introduction “becomes” a main theme, and a main theme 
“becomes” a transition.6 

 
This quote serves as a concise outline of the perception-based approach championed by 

Schmalfeldt, emphasizing a dynamic process of musical understanding. It highlights the contrast 

between this evolving perspective and the more rigid, academia-centered approach, which often 

demands definitive answers and fixed categorizations. Caplin underscores the fluidity of 

Schmalfeldt’s theoretical framework by incorporating terms such as “character,” “initial impression,” 

“retrospective reinterpretation,” and “becoming.” These terms, frequently excluded from traditional 

academic frameworks, reflect the processual nature of musical analysis that prioritizes experience 

and reinterpretation over definitive classifications. 

The perception-based approach invites a more flexible and nuanced understanding of music, 

emphasizing how form and function can evolve throughout the act of listening or analysis. By 

challenging traditional notions of structural rigidity, this perspective allows analysts, performers, and 

 
6 William Caplin, “Beethoven’s “Tempest” Exposition: A Response to Janet Schmalfeldt.” Music Theory Online 16, no. 2. 
(May 2010): https://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.caplin.html.  

https://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.caplin.html
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listeners to explore the interplay between initial impressions and subsequent reinterpretations. 

Ultimately, it broadens the scope of musical understanding, fostering a richer engagement with the 

work’s expressive and interpretive possibilities. 

Amusing Academia: Form and Structure of Measures 1-21 of the Tempest, Movement 1 

The central debate within the first 21 measures of the Tempest revolves around the ambiguity 

of purpose and structure of the Largo and Allegro themes. Scholars, particularly within the 

academia-centered approach, such as Hepokoski, Caplin, and their followers, often seek to identify 

specific points in form and harmony that fit a piece into a predetermined category. In the case of the 

Tempest, the Largo and Allegro themes alternate between one another in the first eight bars of the 

movement, which could be interpreted as the opening of the exposition. However, this view is 

challenged when referencing Hepokoski and Darcy’s framework. In their seminal work, they 

describe the exposition as fulfilling two distinct functions: one harmonic and the other rhetorical.7 

From a harmonic perspective, the tonic should ideally be introduced from the first downbeat 

and maintained throughout the thematic and textural progressions.8 Yet, upon closer examination of 

the downbeat in measure 1, the harmony features an arpeggiated dominant chord, which delays the 

arrival of the tonic until measure 3.9 This delay complicates the notion of the exposition fulfilling 

Hepokoski and Darcy’s primary harmonic function. Nevertheless, in measure 3, the D minor tonic 

finally emerges, sustaining through measure 21, which becomes the transition space.10 

Moreover, another key feature that challenges the classification of these first 21 measures as 

an exposition is the absence of a distinct closing theme, which is typically expected in this section of 

 
7 James Hepokoski and Warren Darcy, Elements of Sonata Theory. (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, Inc., 2006), 
16. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ludwig Van Beethoven, Sonata 17, Op. 31, No. 2 for Pianoforte, Drei Sonaten für das Pianoforte, ser. 16, No. 140. 
(Zurich, Switzerland: H.G Nageli). 
10 Ibid. 
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sonata form. Without this closing theme, the formal structure remains unresolved, further 

complicating the categorization of this passage within traditional sonata form conventions. 

Caplin’s response critiques the form of the Tempest from a similar textbook-based 

perspective. His opening argument is that the opening 21 measures of the sonata do not conform to 

the characteristics of a traditional slow introduction. In his essay, Caplin asserts that it is impossible 

to categorize the opening two-bar theme as an introduction, describing it as a “short segment that 

precedes the structural beginning of a theme.”11 He further suggests that measures 7-8 serve a 

similar purpose measures 1-2, yet this segment cannot be classified as a slow introduction. This is 

because it does not exhibit the standard characteristics of one, such as maintaining a slow tempo 

throughout the exposition, usually concluding with a half cadence, and being distinct from the 

exposition rather than being conjoined to it. In a slow introduction proper, measures 1-2 and 7-8 

would not be woven between the intermittent Allegro themes. Therefore, Caplin argues that the 

opening of the Tempest diverges from conventional expectations for a slow introduction and suggests 

rethinking of how the sonata’s structure should be interpreted from an academia-centered approach. 

Becoming and Shifting Form and Structure of Measures 1-21 of the Tempest, Movement 1 

Across the entirety of the movement, the ambiguity of each sonata form space is a primary 

discussion point when the Tempest arises. Within the greater whole of the sonata, I concur with 

Schmalfeldt and Reddick that each sonata form zone becomes one another through Beethoven’s 

effortless weaving of the Largo and Allegro motives introduced in the first six measures of the 

movement integrate into the successive sonata form spaces. Because there is no “correct answer” to  

what sonata form spaces occur throughout the movement; I have created Table 1 to summarize the  

characteristics that make up each loosely labeled exposition and development spaces to provide my  

 
11  William Caplin, “Beethoven’s “Tempest” Exposition: A Response to Janet Schmalfeldt.” Music Theory Online 16, no. 2. 
(May 2010): https://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.caplin.html. 

https://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.caplin.html
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perspective of the beginning and middle of the sonata.  

 

Table 1: Analysis and Structure of the Exposition and Development spaces of Beethoven’s 
Op. 31, No.1, Sonata No. 17/i in D minor written by JT Kender 

The first example that occurs in the sonata that exemplifies this idea of becoming occurs from 

the beginning through measure 21 where the primary theme (P) becomes the transition space (TR). 

Reddick writes “the introduction and primary theme functions overlap as the first section becomes the 

primary theme, while the primary theme and transition functions overlap within the second 

Sonata Form Space Measures Commentary and Traits 

Primary thematic space (P)  
P1 and P2 spaces 

1-21 
 
P1 – 1-2, 7-8 
P2 – 2-6,  

o Begins with four fermatas alternating between Largo 
(P1) and Allegro (P2) motives. 

o These motives reoccur throughout the entire 
movement and in each sonata form zone.   

Transition (TR) 21-41  o A sudden transition with an elided forte.  

o P  (becomes) TR.  
o Eighth note triplets are exchanged between the right 

and left hands supporting the weaved Largo and 
Allegro motive melody.  

Secondary thematic space 
(S) 
S1, S2, and S3 spaces 

41-96 
 
S1- 41-55 
S2 – 55-79 
S3 – 79-96 

o Moves to the dominant key of A minor.  
o S1 shares influence of the Allegro motive through 

articulation and pitch contour. 
o S2 slows tempo making Allegro feel more relaxed. 
o S3 eighth notes in bass line are highlighted with 

subtle quarter notes in the treble line on beats four 
and one which allude to an increased tempo from S2. 
Measure 75 allows for a relaxed feel of tempo as 
melody transitions to half notes.  

Development  
P1 influenced  

97-102 o P1 recitative from measures 1-2 transposed with 
added runs in left hand leading into the P1 motive.   

Development  
TR influenced 

103-125 o Eighth note triplets return in the right hand with the 
call-and-response of the P1 theme established in TR 
in the left hand.  

Development 
P2 influenced 

125-147 o Shares similar rhythmic characteristics to P2 with 
harmonized downbeats to represent quarter notes 
with straight eighth notes as supporting figures.  

o Transition to Largo = mm. 143-146 in quarter and 
half notes, thinning the texture with pitches and 
rhythms.  

Development  
P1 and P2 influenced 

147-156 o Begins with a recall of P1 in m. 147 and expands on 
the motive slightly in the following five measures. 

o Mm. 152-156 = mm. 2-6.  
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segment.”12 This statement is an exceptional example of perception-based analysis as Reddick 

explains the way that she sees the ambiguous first 21 measures of the sonata unfold with a flexible 

approach of becoming since there are no measure numbers dictating precisely where these spaces 

shift from one to another. Reddick labels this idea as “functional overlap”; the cadence of the prior 

space is the opening chord to the consequent space.13 Measure 21 serves as a reputable example of 

functional overlap since the D minor chord in the first beat, functions both as the Perfect Authentic 

Cadence ending the primary theme and the opening of the transition space in the tonic key.  

It may seem off-putting to label the most stable section of the piece after the fluctuating 

themes in the exposition section as a transition, but this understanding reins true for many scholars 

who have analyzed the Tempest, including Caplin and Hepokoski. Notably in this transition space, 

Beethoven transposes the Largo melody in a semi-stepwise motion leading toward the dominant key 

of A minor which follows the typical outline of a transition as outlined by Hepokoksi and Darcy.14 

The modulations of the Largo motive are supported by flurrying, arpeggiated eighth note triplets 

that allow for a positive energy gain leading to the secondary thematic zone 1 at measure 41. At 

measure 41, the Allegro theme is presented with three variations that I have labeled as S1, S2, and S3. 

S1 consists of eighth note motives in the treble voice accompanied by chordal eighth notes in the 

bass voice while S2 has a slower movement of time with quarter note and half notes that tie over 

from measure to measure. After extending the melodic content from S2 by highlighting beats four 

and one with quarter notes in the treble voice in the secondary thematic zone 3 (S3), there is a 

Perfect Authentic Cadence in A minor which leads to a seamless repetition that becomes the 

beginning of the opening Largo statement in measure 1.  

 
12 Carissa Reddick, “Becoming at a Deeper Level: Divisional Overlap in Sonata Forms from the Late Nineteenth Century.” 
Music Theory Online 16, no. 4 (May 2010): https://www.mxftemptosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.reddick.html.  
13 Ibid.   
14 James Hepokoski and Warren Darcy. Elements of Sonata Theory. (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, Inc. 2006), 
16. 

https://www.mxftemptosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.reddick.html
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Through the Eyes of a Performer 

Coming from the standpoint of a performer, I use textbook terms such as “exposition”, 

“development”, and “recapitulation” quite loosely as an attempt to find similarities between pieces 

spanning across an array of genres. As we move through the 21st century, I feel as though we don’t 

need to have one definition of what an exposition can be. I believe that it is acceptable for one term, 

such as “exposition”, to have multiple forms and characteristics. In the same manner, as theorists, 

we should not have to check off every box of a predefined term for it to be defined as the same 

term. In my opinion, the first 21 measures of the sonata exemplify enough of the notable exposition 

characteristics to be considered an exposition, even though they are organized and presented in a 

different manner. Moving forward, it is important to have an open-minded approach toward music 

theory, being accepting and open to new interpretation of older terminology, allowing for flexibility 

and acceptance of new creations and definitions of those terms.  

Accessibility of Knowledge Through Diagrams 

Throughout my music career reading music theory essays, books, and journals, I have found 

diagrams, tables, and graphs to be particularly helpful in presenting and understanding new content. 

It was striking to me that authors supported their writing on the Tempest with scores, but no 

diagrams. Within Reddick’s concise writing, she includes relevant snippets of scores to support her 

claims rather than any diagrams. Perhaps this is because of the previously written commentary on 

the subject matter. Caplin and Hepokoski provide commentary on Schmalfeldt’s writing and provide 

a score at maximum which is interesting considering both of their respective textbooks on Sonata 

Theory and Form are occupied with many diagrams supporting their claims, which have provided a 

conceptual understanding of the theories being discussed. 

 Understanding music theory through a philosophical lens can be problematic in the sense 

that several music scholars are unfamiliar with philosophical thinkers and their ideology and 
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terminology. Therefore, creating a diagram to outline the main principles Beethoven-Hegelian 

tradition or a table of what a respective author labels their form analysis of the Tempest as would 

make this niche philosophy more accessible to new scholars in the field. However, does arguing for 

a diagram of this tradition or ambiguous sonata form prove the reader to be inept to understand the 

subject matter? Does adding a diagram in a piece of scholarly writing take away from the written 

arguments presented in publications? As I expand my knowledge and adeptness within critical music 

studies, these are questions I present to scholars immersed in the field. Establishing myself as a 

teacher in the music field, I strive to make music performances, history, and theory accessible to 

students and audiences of all skill levels. When reading dense essays and books by expert theorists, it 

can be hard to determine what concepts and points I should be familiar with prior to reading.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 11 

Bibliography 

Caplin, William. “Beethoven’s “Tempest” Exposition: A Response to Janet Schmalfeldt.” Music 

Theory Online 16, no. 2. (May 2010): 

https://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.caplin.html 

Hansberry, Benjamin Konrad. Review of In the Process of Becoming: Analytic and Philosophical Perspectives 

on Form in Early Nineteenth-Century Music by Janet Schmalfeldt. New York: Oxford University 

Press. Current Musicology, no. 92 (September 2011). https://doi.org/10.7916/cm.v0i92.5212. 

Hepokoski, James, and Warren Darcy. Elements of Sonata Theory. New York, NY: Oxford University 

Press, Inc. 2006. 

Reddick, Carissa. “Becoming at a Deeper Level: Divisional Overlap in Sonata Forms from the Late 

Nineteenth Century.” Music Theory Online 16, no. 4 (May 2010): 

https://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.reddick.html.  

Schmalfeldt, Janet. “One More Time on Beethoven’s “Tempest,” From Analytic and Performance 

Perspectives: A Response to William E. Caplin and James Hepokoski.” Music Theory Online 

16, No. 2 (May 2010): 

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.schmalfeldt3.html. 

Schmalfeldt, Janet. “Response to Reddick.” Music Theory Online 16, No. 2 (May 2010): 

https://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.schmalfeldt1.html. 

Van Beethoven, Ludwig. Sonata 17, Op. 31, No. 2 for Pianoforte. Drei Sonaten für das Pianoforte, ser. 

16, No. 140. Zurich, Switzerland: H.G Nageli. 

https://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.caplin.html
https://doi.org/10.7916/cm.v0i92.5212
https://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.reddick.html
https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.schmalfeldt3.html
https://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.10.16.2/mto.10.16.2.schmalfeldt1.html

