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The Classical Symphony – Form and Structure 
 

Symphonic-style music is typically written in 

four movements, particularly in the Classical 

period. The movements are laid out this way: 

 

1. Fast tempo (Sonata form) 

2. Slow tempo (gentle, lyrical, song-like; 

many different forms) 

3. Medium/Fast tempo – uses a dance form 

(Minuet or Scherzo) 

4. Fast tempo (like the first movement; 

many different forms) 

 
 

First Movement: Sonata Form 

• Sets up a dialogue between two 

contrasting themes, one agitated/active 

and the other lyrical/passive.   

• As the movement unfolds, the music 

shifts from stability to tension and back.   

• Divided into several sections: 

o Introduction (optional) – slow, 

solemn. 

o Exposition – the themes are 

presented. (stability) The entire 

exposition is played twice. 

o Development – the themes are 

altered and manipulated. 

(tension/unrest) 

o Recapitulation – the themes return in 

their original form. (stability) 

o Coda (optional) – the very end of the 

movement – reinforces the original 

tonality and sense of stability. 

 

General Outline of Sonata Form: (time moves from left to right) 

 
SECTION:  Introduction Exposition (repeated) 

EVENTS: slow music Theme A  /  transition (x)  /  Theme B  /  transition (x)  /  Closing Group  

TONALITY: tonic key  tonic key         new key  

 
SECTION:  Development       

EVENTS: Theme A and/or B together (fragmented)   /   re-transition   

TONALITY: many different keys       return to tonic 

 
SECTION:  Recapitulation (not repeated) Coda 
EVENTS: A   /   x   /   B   /   x   / CG  summary and conclusion 

TONALITY: all in tonic key   tonic key  

 

 

Example: Mozart, Symphony No. 40 in G Minor, first movement. Listening Assignment 6B;  

read pages 161-164 in the textbook. 

 

Section  Time Event 

Exposition  0:00 Theme A – agitated rhythm (violins), g minor 

   0:33 Transition – bridge between theme A and B 

   0:52 Theme B – longer notes, calmer melody, B-flat Major 

   1:11 Transition – bridge between theme B and closing group 

1:28 Closing Group – sets up the repeat of the exposition (g minor) 

   2:02 Repeat of exposition: A / x / B / x / CG again. 

Development  4:09 Theme A is fragmented and moved through many keys 

   5:16 Re-transition – returns g minor for the recap (overlaps recap.) 

Recapitulation 5:24 Theme A (g minor)  

5:55 Transition – longer, to stay in g minor 

   6:37 Theme B (g minor)  

   6:56 Transition – longer, to stay in g minor 

7:19 Closing Group – includes transition to coda (overlaps coda) 

Coda   7:52 Theme A repeated to emphasize g minor  
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Second Movement: Theme and Variations 

Form 

• The slow movement of a symphony can 

use a variety of forms, such as ABA or 

other song forms. One common option is 

the Theme and Variations. 

• In this form the theme is introduced, and 

then each of the following sections, 

called the variations, changes the theme 

in one or more ways. 

• Many types of change are possible: 

o Instrumentation’ 

o Tonality (Major or minor) 

o Tempo 

o Dynamics / Articulation 

o The theme itself can be changed: 

� Slower or faster 

� Different rhythms 

� The melody can be played 

upside down, or 

backwards, or both 

• Each new variation has to be 

substantially / recognizably different 

from the last one. 

• A theme and variations can go on for as 

long as the composer wants, with an 

unlimited number of variations. 

However, shorter is usually better.  

• The theme and variations form will often 

end with a coda, to reinforce the original 

version of the theme and provide a 

satisfying conclusion to the movement. 

 

 

 

 

 

General Outline of Theme and Variations Form: (time moves from left to right) 

 
SECTION:  Theme   Variation 1 Variation 2 etc… Coda 

EVENTS: The theme is presented variable  variable   The theme returns 

TONALITY: tonic key   variable  variable   tonic key  

 

 

Example: Haydn, Symphony No. 94 in G Major, “Surprise”, second movement. Listening 

Assignment 6C; read pages 165-167 in the textbook. 

 

Section  Time Event 

Theme   0:00 a1 – original version of theme, first phrase. Strings. 

(C Major)  0:17 a1 – first phrase again, very soft. Loud “surprise” note at end. 

   0:34 a2 – second phrase – smoother. End of a2 includes the end of a1. 

   0:50 a2 – second phrase again, softer.  

Variation 1   1:07 b1 – first phrase. Begins with loud “surprise” note. Adds new  

(C Major)   counter-melody in violins. 

1:24 b1 – first phrase again. Begins with “surprise” note. 

1:40 b2 – second phrase. Adds new counter-melody in violins. 

1:57 b2 – second phrase again. 

Variation 2   2:14 c1 – first phrase. Woodwinds/trumpets; loud accents, monophonic 

(C Minor)   Second half of phrase is in E-flat Major, soft, homophonic. 

   2:30 c1 – first phrase again. 

   2:46 c2 – second phrase. Lots of action – almost polyphonic. Starts in  

E-flat Major, returns to C minor. Long phrase – only played once. 

   3:12 Transition – leads to Variation 3. Soft strings, as in Theme. 

Variation 3  3:22 d1 – first phrase. Oboe melody, twice as many notes as a1. 

(C Major)  3:38 d1 – first phrase again. Different: oboe and flute play  

lyrical countermelody while strings play melody from a1. 

   3:55 d2 – second phrase. Oboe and flute countermelody continues. 

   4:12 d2 – second phrase again.   

Variation 4  4:28 e1 – first phrase. Full orchestra, faster notes (but same tempo) 

(C Major)  4:45 e1 – first phrase again. Different: violins, smoother, quieter. 

   5:02 e2 – second phrase. Violins continue in same style. 

   5:20 e2 – second phrase again. Different: full orchestra, very loud. 

   5:36 Transition – loud, tense harmonies. Prepares for the coda. 

Coda (C Major) 5:48 a1 – gradually gets quieter and softer. 

 



The Classical Symphony – Form and Structure – MUSC 10A – Adduci – Page 3 of 4 

Third Movement: Minuet and Trio Form 
 

• The Minuet was a style of aristocratic 

dance in triple meter.  Graceful and 

elegant. 

• The third movement of many 

symphonies uses the Minuet or the faster 

Scherzo as the basis for its form. 

• Contrast between the Minuet section and 

the Trio section (different tonality, new 

themes and mood). 

• The overall structure of a Minuet and 

Trio form is ABA – the minuet section 

happens two times, with the trio in the 

middle. 

• Both the Minuet section and the Trio 

section are a series of smaller, repeated 

units. 

• At the end of the Trio, the marking “Da 

capo al fine” appears in the music. This 

means to go back to the beginning and 

play the minuet again. However, this 

time (“on the DC”, as musicians call it), 

each subsection of the minuet is played 

only one time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

General Outline of Minuet and Trio Form (time moves from left to right) 

 
SECTION:  Minuet (A) 

EVENTS: a a b b  c c  (and so on – each theme repeated) 
TONALITY: tonic key    

 
SECTION:  Trio (B)       

EVENTS: x x y y z z (and so on – each theme repeated) 
TONALITY: new key    

 
SECTION:  Minuet (A)   

EVENTS: a b c   (no repeats – each theme played only once) 
TONALITY: tonic key     

 

 

Example: Mozart, Eine Kleine Nachtmusik, movement 3 – Listening Assignment 6B; read 

pages 168-169 in the textbook. 

 

Section  Time Event     

Minuet (A)  0:00 a – loud, short, detached notes. 

   0:12 a – repeated. 

   0:22 b – Softer, smoother melody. The end of b contains the end of a. 

   0:33 b – repeated.  

Trio (B) 0:43 x – soft, very lyrical upward-moving melody. Repetitive  

accompaniment. 

   0:54 x – repeated. 

   1:06 y – Getting louder. The end of y contains the end of x. 

   1:23 y – repeated. 

Minuet (A’)  1:39 a  

   1:51 b 
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Fourth Movement: Rondo Form 
 

• The last movement of a symphony could 

use many forms, but often is in Rondo 

form. 

• Rondo form is based on the “ritornello” 

idea of the Baroque period: a theme that 

returns after each “episode” of new 

material to unify the piece and provide 

stability for the listener.  

• In the case of a Rondo, the A section is 

the Rondo theme. It appears at the 

beginning, and then again after each new 

section of music.  

• In between presentations of the Rondo 

theme, new music is introduced with a 

substantially different mood or character 

than the A section has. 

• When the A section reappears, it could 

either be an exact duplicate of the first 

version, or it could be shortened or 

otherwise altered. 

 

 

Outline of the three types of Rondo Form:  

 

“Simple” Rondo:  A-B-A-C-A 

 

“Arch” Rondo:  A-B-A-C-A-B-A 

 

“Wedge” Rondo: A-B-A-C-A-D-A-E-A …. 

(could continue indefinitely with new 

material) 

 

 

 

 

Example: Beethoven, String Quartet in C Minor, Op. 18, No. 4 – movement 4 (Arch rondo 

form). Listening Assignment 6B; read pages 169b-171a in the textbook. 

 

Section    Time Event     
A – aggressive, fast notes, heavy 0:00 a1 – first phrase  

accompaniment. Tonality: C minor. 0:07 a1 – repeated 
     0:14 a2 – second phrase; the end of a2 includes the end of a1 

     0:22 a2 – repeated  

 
B – more melodic, sweeter melody, 0:30 b1 – first phrase 

slower notes. Accompaniment also  0:37 b1 – repeated 

more flowing, slower notes.  0:45 b2 – second phrase; the end of b2 includes the end of b1 

Tonality: E-flat Major.   1:00 b2 – repeated 
       

A – exact repeat of original A  1:14 a1 

section. Tonality: C minor.  1:21 a1 
1:27 a2  

     1:35 a2 

 

C – canon-like melody, upward  1:42 c1 – first phrase 
sweeps. Tonality: C Major.  1:47 c1 – repeated 

 1:52 c2 – second phrase. Longer; does not contain c1 

     1:58 c2 – repeated  

 

A – exact repeat of A, plus a new 2:05 a1 

transition to B. Tonality: C minor. 2:12 a1 
2:19 a2  

     2:28 a2 

     2:35 x – transition – new material 

 
B – shorter version of B (no b2),  2:44 b1 

plus a new transition back to A.   2:51 b1 

Tonality: C Major (not E-flat)  3:02 x – transition – more new material 

 

A – short version of A (no repeats),  3:26 a1 

faster tempo. Tonality: C minor.  3:32 a2  

    
Coda – Tonality: C minor.  3:38 provides a strong ending to the movement. 

 

 


