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Abstract 

 

 

 

 

Chopin’s Polonaise-Fantaisie, one of his last major piano works (1846), shows a harmonic 

language that displays a fascinating treatment of the antagonism of major and minor, based on 

the same key note, A-flat/G-sharp. This major-minor dichotomy enables Chopin to create an 

intricate, yet coherent net of key relationships that in my view are best explained by 

Riemannian functional theory. Hugo Riemann sees minor not as a lesser derivative of major, 

as Heinrich Schenker and other scale-step theorists do. For him, both are structurally equal 

and antithetical. Also, functional theory explains all chords of a key as derivatives of the 

primary functions Tonic, Dominant, and Subdominant. The chords create a tonal space that is 

comparable to a planetary system with planets revolving around a gravitational center (the 

Tonic), moons revolving around the planets, and satellites circling the moons. I have 

developed an analytical model that helps to explain the amazing sublety of Chopin’s treatment 

of major and minor, which never relys on the colorist effect typically associated with major 

and minor contrasts. Instead, Chopin keeps the listener in a state of tonal insecurity, before 

finally trying to get a new, affirmative grip on life. 
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Thank yous 

 

Before I start this lecture, there are a number of people I want to thank: First and foremost Dr. 

Byron Almén, whose History of Theory class not only challenged me as few things ever have, 

but who was the inspiration for the somewhat historical aspects of this lecture, and who 

sparked my interest in the background of functional theory. I want to thank Dr. Michael Tusa, 

whose 19
th

 century music class was one of the most enjoyable and insightful classes I have 

ever taken anywhere, and whose comments on my term paper (about the Polonaise-Fantaisie) 

encouraged me to plough on. Dr. Luisa Nardini taught me how to research; my late theory 

teacher in Germany, Heino Schwarting, taught me the basics of functional analysis. Nancy 

Garrett has been an inspiration in musicianship with a rare sensitivity that has taught me more 

than she will ever know. My Grandfather, Dr. Franz Calvelli-Adorno, was my first real piano 

and music teacher. When I was 15 I had the choice of learning Chopin’s 3
rd

 Ballade or the 

Polonaise-Fantaisie; he told me, “learn the Ballade, the Polonaise you will understand when 

you are 40.” I am now 43 and still do not claim to understand this enigma of a piece. Lastly 

Frédéric Chopin, whose music has sustained me in bad times and has made my happy times 

even happier. 
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Foreword: What is a model? 

 

In this lecture, I propose a model to analyze the tonal and harmonic relationships in Chopin’s 

Polonaise-Fantaisie op. 61. The main requirements of a successful model, be it applied to 

music theory or mathematics, are: 

¶ Simplicity. A model should never be more complicated than the phenomena it describes. 

It should be a tool to simplify a complex matter, not to complicate a simple one. Apples 

come in many different colors, sizes, shapes, tastes and qualities. Find those that make it 

an apple, emphasize those in your model and celebrate the diversity. 

¶ Conciseness. Anything superfluous, anything that would confuse the message the model 

tries to convey, has to be stripped. If you want to create a model for the analysis of 

apples, leave the oranges out.  

¶ Applicability and adaptability. A model should work for as many different phenomena as 

possible, or it should be easily adapted to similar phenomena, given the other 

requirements of simplicity and conciseness. If you have found a great model for the 

analysis of apples and you come across a crabapple, you may find a good way to fit it in 

to that model. 

¶ Elegance. A model that satisfies the above requirements has an elegance about it that 

makes it beautiful. Look at the apple display in a really well-run supermarket. It is simple 

(all apples that are alike are together), concise (you won’t find an orange in the apple 

bins) and adaptable (just look at the many different kinds of apples! Your may even find a 

crate of crabapples). 

 

If the apple model in the supermarket does its job, you will buy apples. I am not trying to sell 

you anything, but I hope that my analysis will turn out to make you listen to the Polonaise-



 5 

Fantaisie and other Romantic works with fresh ears, and to become more interested in the 

beauty of functional theory. Then I will have done my share of apple-peddling. 

 

Introduction: The Polonaise-Fantaisie 

 

 

The Polonaise-Fantaisie op. 61 was written in 1846 and composed in a phase of intense 

personal and artistic tribulations, during which Chopin’s compositional output had diminished 

significantly. His intense relationship of nine years to George Sand was in crisis, his health, 

and his security in composition waning (in a letter to a Polish friend in October 1848 he wrote 

poignantly: “What has become of my art?”)
1
. The Polonaise-Fantaisie is part to a group of 

works belonging to what Jeffery Kallberg calls Chopin’s ”Last Style” , together with the 

Nocturnes op. 62 (1846), the Barcarolle op. 60 (1845/46), the Mazurka op. 67, No. 2 (1849), 

the Cello Sonata op. 65 (1845/6), and other, smaller pieces. Kallberg writes: “Composition 

had clearly become more difficult for Chopin, and in 1842, strictly musical, rather than 

biographical, reasons best account for the drop in output.”
 2

 According to Kallberg, Chopin as 

of 1842 undertook no less than a complete critical reassessment of his compositional craft. He 

became more daring in experimenting with stylistic features like counterpoint, the fusion of 

different forms and genres, and chromaticism. Many authors who write about Chopin claim 

that he had come to a cul-de-sac in composition, because he had exhausted the possibilities of 

his style (similar to what some people have written about late Mozart works). Kallberg sees 

the Polonaise-Fantaisie as a new beginning with amazing possibilities, cut short only by the 

fact that Chopin died a few years later. 

 

                                                           
1
 Letter to Wojciech Grzymala from London, November 1848. In: Chopinôs Letters. Ed. Henryk Opiénski, Trans. 

E. Voynich, (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1931), p. 397 
2
 Jeffrey Kallberg, “Chopin's Last Style,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 38 (1985): 264-315. 
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The Polonaise-Fantaisie is Chopin’s most ambitious and experimental work of the period, 

combining the stylistic features that Kallberg mentions in an unequalled manner: it is formally 

daring and innovative and shows in many passages some of Chopin’s most sophisticated 

counterpoint. The intricate harmonic language is the subject of this lecture. This work has 

been written about and analyzed frequently. Since the focus of this lecture relates to tonal 

relationships in the piece, I will not give an overview of those analyses; most discuss the 

formal concept of the piece and only make reference to tonality in that context. You will find 

references to some of those analyses in the bibliography. 

 

Although most writers are united in their appreciation of the Polonaise-Fantaisie as one of 

Chopin’s great masterworks (some maybe out of reverence for the dying genius), a number  

of them have significant problems with it, especially with its ending. I hope to be able to show 

that the ending is not a “problem” because of a shortcoming in compositional technique, but is 

rather a very deliberate expressive gesture. Every analysis of a piece of music is an 

interpretation by the author, since music theory will never be an exact science. What is 

interesting to see is that many of the analyses have very different approaches and come to 

quite different conclusions. There are many ways to analyze the first movement of one of 

Beethoven’s op. 18 string quartets, but most of the analyses will probably have a strong 

common denominator. The Polonaise-Fantaisie seems to yield such an immense material for 

discussion that the analyses come to quite different results, except for some basic precepts.  

 

The most detailed analysis was written by Jeffery Kallberg. He studied some of the original 

manuscript fragments and Chopin’s sketches, and came to a number of interesting conclusions 

about the compositional processes in the Polonaise-Fantaisie. He sees Chopin’s use of the 

tonic and relative minor as two expressions of the same “expanded” key, in this case A-flat 

major and F minor. Chopin has done this in other works as well: in the second Scherzo op. 31 
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B-flat minor and D-flat major are equally important, in the Fantaise op. 49 F minor and A-flat 

major (Indeed, the Scherzo is listed in “New Grove” as B-flat minor/D-flat major, the Fantasy 

as A-flat major/ F minor.
3
) 

 

Much more striking to me in the Polonaise-Fantaise is how carefully Chopin uses the major 

and minor dichotomy of the A-flat variants (A-flat major and A-flat/G-sharp minor). In this 

piece, Chopin does not set a direct contrast between the major and minor tonics, as he does, 

for example, in the C-sharp minor Polonaise Op. 26, No. 1: the A section ends in C-sharp 

Minor, the B section starts in D-flat major: 

Ex.1 

                                                           
3
 Kornel Michalowski and Jim Samson, “Chopin, Fryderyk Franciszek,” Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 

Online, <http://www.oxformusiconline.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/51099> 

(accessed October 18, 2008) 
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Rather, he ingeniously maneuvers the respective tonal regions of A-flat major and G-sharp 

minor, to create an incredibly intricate and coherent net of tonal relationships. For this lecture, 

I have tried to find an analytical model to describe them. I will do this based on Riemannian 

functional theory, which seems to me to do more justice to the different functions of major 

and minor than scale-step theory. I will sketch some of the most important differences 

between the two analytical approaches. 

 

 

Harmonic Dualism 

 

 

As anyone knows who has dealt with the subject of Romantic harmony, harmonic phenomena 

in 19
th

 century music become more and more complex. Whereas most of Mozart’s and 

Haydn’s music is relatively easy to explain with traditional harmonic vocabulary that you 

would learn in undergraduate basic harmony courses, some Romantic music as early as late 

Beethoven, Schubert, Chopin, Brahms, Liszt and Wagner present an increasingly diverse 

harmonic language (you can very much run into trouble in Mozart and Haydn, too!). It quite 

often seems to defy a system or model that would explain each phenomenon in a concise way. 

The reason for the complexity is the increase in chromaticism, not only in voice leadings 

(which Bach used abundantly), but also in the relationship between keys. How do you 

sensibly explain the following  progression,  one that includes chords in A-flat major, F-sharp 

minor, B-flat major and B major, among others? 
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Ex. 2 

 

In the 19
th

 century, two opposing traditions of musical harmony had developed, both based 

more or less on the diverse writings of Jean-Philippe Rameau:
4
 On the one side: scale-step 

and fundamental-bass theory (with theorists like Abbé Vogler, Gottfried Weber and Simon 

Sechter), eventually resulting in the Stufentheorie of Heinrich Schenker (harmonic monism). 

On the other side: harmonic dualism, mainly in Prussian-dominated Germany (Moritz 

Hauptmann, Arthur von Oettingen), resulting in Hugo Riemann’s Funktionstheorie.  

 

The most important difference between harmonic monism (scale-step theory) on the one hand 

and harmonic dualism (theory of functions) on the other is the role of the minor key. The 

minor triad had been a problem for theorists for centuries. The major triad is easily explicable 

as a product of the naturally occurring overtone series, which results from a string not only 

vibrating as a whole, but also in its partials (1/2, 1/3, 1/4  etc. The major triad consists of 

overtones 4, 5 and 6 over any note). 

                                                           
4
 Notably, Trait® de lôharmonie reduite ¨ ses principes naturels (Paris, 1722) and Génération harmonique, ou 

Traité de musique théorique et pratique (Paris, 1737) 
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Ex. 3 The overtone series 

 

In the monist concept of the 19
th

 century, the minor triad is an “artificial” derivative of the 

major triad through “history” (Schenker speaks of the Artist as the “true subject” of history). 

The major triad, and hence the major key are clearly superior.
5
 In the dualist concept, both the 

minor and major triads are viewed as products of nature, and are structurally equal opposites. 

Theorists have tried to explain the minor triad in the dualist concept in different ways. For a 

long time they chased the phantom of an undertone series, as a lower opposite to the (clearly 

audible) overtone series. They claimed that when a note was struck, a series of lower pitches 

would produce sympathetic vibrations, of which the struck note was an overtone. This series 

was exactly symmetrical to the overtone series. It took Riemann until late in life to 

acknowledge that he may be wrong about deriving the minor triad from this.  

Ex. 4 the elusive undertone series 

 

 

                                                           
5
 Heinrich Schenker, Harmony, Trans. Elisabeth Mann-Borgese, Ed. Oswald Jonas (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1954), p. 48 
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A major explanation of minor is based on Moritz Hauptmann’s concept of dialectical 

“functions” (thesis-antithesis-synthesis) of the pitches belonging to the major and minor 

triads. Basically, major and minor triads are inversed arrangements of the combination of the 

perfect fifth (thesis-antithiesis) and major third (synthesis): in major, from bottom to top, in 

minor, from top to bottom. The major triad, according to Hauptmann, is activly striving 

upward, the minor triad passively hanging downward.
6
 Accordingly, for Hugo Riemann the 

root of a major triad is on the bottom, that of a minor triad on top.
7
 Arthur von Oettingen has 

another, related explanation: he introduces the distinction between tonicity (Tonicität) and 

phonicity (Phonicität). Tonicity means that the pitches of an interval or triad have a common, 

“tonic” fundamental. It is the closest tone that has those triads as overtones (for example: the 

C major triad c5, e5, g5, has the tonic fundamental c3; the C minor triad c5, e-flat5, g5, the 

tonic fundamental a-flat1). Phonicity means that the pitches in an interval or triad have a 

common, “phonic“ overtone. It is the closest tone that is contained in all three notes of the 

triad as overtone (for example: the C major triad c2, e2, g2 has the phonic overtone b5, the C 

minor triad c2, e-flat2, g2 the phonic overtone g4).
8
 As the major triad is consonant to its 

tonic fundamental, so is the minor triad to its phonic overtone.
9
 

 

It is fair to say that none of those explanations have stood the test of time, and functional 

theory no longer seeks an acoustical justification from“nature”. The thing to keep in mind 

though is that minor and major on the same note in the dualist concept are not just different 

harmonic colors, but deeply opposed psychological and philosophical worlds. For a dualist, a 

C major triad and a C minor triad are two completely different animals. The only thing that  

                                                           
6
 William Mickelsen, Hugo Riemannôs Theory of Harmony, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1977), p. 13  

7
 Riemann designates a F Minor triad (C Ab F) as ↓C, an F Major triad (F A C) as ↑F. 

8
 g4 is overtone 6 to C2, overtone 5 to E-flat2, overtone 4 to g2 

9
 Henry Klumpenhower, “Dualist Tonal Space and Transformation in Nineteenth-century Musical Thought.” The 

Cambridge History of Western Music Theory. ed. Thomas Christensen ( Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2007), p.465 
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they have to do with each other is that they happen to have two pitches in common (a C major 

and A minor triad are much more closely related). As a gross simplification you could say that 

for a monist, it is not that terribly important whether a triad is major or minor. It has the same 

root on the bottom, and that is what matters most. In all its abstractness the dualist concept 

gives the minor mode a much greater autonomous role, compared to the more colorist role in 

the monist approach. Since in Chopin’s Polonaise-Fantaisie the dichotomy between the A-flat 

major key region and the variant A-flat/G-sharp minor region plays an important structural 

role in determining tonal relations within the piece, an analysis based on harmonic dualism 

can reveal its inner coherence, and at the same time its ambiguity, better than one based on 

harmonic monism. 

 

The other basic feature of functional theory is the creation of a “tonal space” around the three 

fundamental chords, Tonic, Dominant, and Subdominant. All chords within a key can be 

explained as representing one of those fundamental chords. You can compare it with a 

planetary system, where around the tonic center you have a system of planets, moons, and 

satellites. The Tonic works as a gravitational center, around which the planets (Dominant, 

Subdominant) revolve. Those serve as centers for their moons (relative majors and minors), 

which in turn have satellites revolving around them (their respective secondary dominants, 

etc.). Modulation, then, is like traveling from one gravitational center to another. For the 

Polonaise-Fantaisie it is important to note that A-flat major and A-flat minor are two different 

gravitational centers with a different set of moons and satellites. 

 

Riemann saw his concept of key relationships represented in Otakar Hostinsky’s diagram of 

harmonic relations.
10

  In this diagram, letter names designate the fundamentals of variant-

                                                           
10

 Otakar Hostinsky, Die Lehre von den musikalischen Klängen, 1879, as printed in Brian Hyer, “Tonality”. The 

Cambridge History of Music Theory, ed. Thomas Christensen, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 

p. 737 
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related (same tonic, different chord quality) major and minor triads. The fifth relationships are 

connected through a horizontal line, relative-related minor thirds diagonally from lower left to 

upper right;  major thirds from lower right to upper left. What is important to note is that the 

keys form a grid that explains the possibilities for composers to modulate from one key to 

another and one variant to another, combining logic with the unlimited colorist shading of the 

different keys. For example, it is possible to modulate from F minor to B major by following 

the path through C major and G major. I will explain later in this text why I think this grid, 

while an important step in the development of a “tonal space”,  has serious shortcomings 

when applied to harmonic dualism. 

 

Ex. 5 

Hostinský’s diagram of harmonic relations, the first to include both major and minor 3rds (1879)
11

 

 

What functional theory can do through this system of chord relations is explain the tonal 

networking that goes on in the “middleground.” It works especially well as an almost 

seismographic indicator for the implications of individual chords, which, even if only for a 

fleeting moment, can shift the whole harmonic balance in a completely new direction. Chopin 

uses these kinds of harmonic techniques abundantly, as I will show in an example later. David 

Bernstein writes: “He [Riemann] ... developed an analytical nomenclature to show the  

                                                           
11

 The key names are in German. “Es” is E-flat, “As” A-flat, “Des” D-flat; “Fis” is F-sharp, “Cis” C-sharp. The 

suffix “-es” means –flat, the suffix “-is” means –sharp. 
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relationship of any chord to one of the three functional categories [Tonic, Dominant, 

Subdominant], that, if at times pushing aural credulity in its audacious reductionist sweep, is 

also impressive in its appealing symmetries and undeniably logical unity.”
12

 What Mr. 

Bernstein means is that, while some of the things that functional theory explains are hard to 

hear, the explanation is nonetheless logical. From experience I can say that you hear a lot of 

things differently if you start listening “functionally.”  

 

Three examples may help explain what I mean:  

1. The diminished triad on Scale step 7 (vii°) is understood in functional theory as a 

Dominant-Seventh chord with omitted root. The leading tone, together with the 7
th

 (counted 

from the omitted root) is enough to represent a full Dominant function: 

Ex. 6 

A functional hearer subsumes the missing g, not unlike Rameau and Kirnberger did when they 

assumed missing notes in their fundamental basses. 

2. The ii65 chord in major is understood as a Subdominant chord with an added 6
th

 (Rameau’s 

chord with sixte ajoutée). It is not just any “pre-dominant” chord, but specifically one of the 

three fundamental chords: 

Ex. 7 

                                                           
12

 David W. Bernstein, “Nineteenth-century Harmonic Theory: The Austro-German Legacy.” The Cambridge 

History of Music Theory, ed. Thomas Christensen, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p.797 
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Even the ii6 chord is often understood as a Subdominant chord with the 6
th

 substituting the5
th

. 

The same is the case with the Neapolitan Sixth chord, with the lowered 6
th

 substituting the 5
th

. 

In functional harmony, those chords are not inversions but root chords with substituted notes. 

The bass line is what is so characteristic.  

3. The so-called German augmented 6
th

 chord is usually understood as a Double-Dominant 

chord with seventh, lowered ninth, omitted root and lowered 5
th

. Again, the presence of the 

leading tone and 7
th

 (counted from the omitted root) is enough to give it a full Dominant 

function: 

Ex. 8 

A functional hearer will mentally add the missing root D
13

. 

 

The beauty of today’s music theory is that both viewpoints are no longer incompatible and the 

days when people would throw rotten eggs at each other for adhering to the “other” system 

are over. Both have their strengths and can be used as specific tools, just like a Phillips head 

or flathead screwdriver, and can be fused at times. All my American sophomore class piano 

students know what a “secondary dominant” is, and German undergraduate students usually 

will be able to understand the sequence of keys in a Bach Invention as a succession of scale 

steps. 

 

                                                           
13

 In harmony textbooks, this augmented sixth chord is usually resolved via the D 6/4 chord, because of the 

parallel 5ths in the example above. These parallels are not uncommon, though, and known as “Mozart-Quinten”, 

because Mozart writes them occasionally.  See:William Drabkin, "Consecutive Fifths, Consecutive Octaves,” 

Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, <http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/ 

subscriber/article/grove/music/06308> (accessed October 26, 2008). 
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Chopin’s famous Nocturne op. 9 No. 2 yields another interesting example in  ms. 12 and 13: 

Richard Parks reasonably explains this passage as a prolongation of the V chord, with the 

outer voices moving outwards in half- and whole steps. He writes: “The individual sonorities 

which result from this voice-leading activity are dominant seventh sonorities with the single 

exception of one major triad.”
 14

 He claims that the chords that result are coincidental. Here is 

where Mr. Parks errs in my view. The beauty of this passage lies in the perfectly surprising 

secondary dominant and ensuing Neapolitan chord (spelled as an E major chord), which really 

sounds as if it comes from another galaxy. There is nothing coincidental about that. The 

sensitivity of that description is one of the great strengths of the functional system. 

 

 

 

Ex. 9 Chopin, Nocturne op. 9 No. 2, ms. 12 and 13
15

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

 
14

 Richard S. Parks, “Voice Leading and Chromatic Harmony in the Music of Chopin,” Journal of Music Theory  

20 (1976): 198-9 
15

 “Tp” means “Tonikaparallele”, the relative minor to the major tonic. “DD” is a double-dominant, “sN” the 

above mentioned subdominant Neapolitan chord. The brackets signify secondary functions. 
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The model 

 

I find fault with Hostinsky’s diagram, because it does not precisely address the fundamental 

difference between major and minor variants of the same key. Therefore, I fundamentally 

abridge that grid for my analytical model: I propose two grids, one with A-flat major as 

center, the other with G-sharp minor. By separating the two variant regions and assigning the 

harmonies of different passages to one or the other, it seems to me that the important 

structural consequences of the dichotomy of A-flat major and A-flat minor/G-sharp minor can 

become clearer. 

 

As stated above, the main notion of functional theory is that all harmonies are explicable in 

some way as derivatives of Tonic, Subdominant and Dominant. If we take A-flat major as 

center for a grid of triads, then it will look like this: 

 

Ex. 10 

 

(“T”= Tonika, “Tp”= Tonikaparallele, “Tg”= Tonikagegenklang, etc. Major letters designate 

major keys, minor letters minor keys. “Parallele” is the American “Relative”. “Gegenklang” 

the upper mediant in major, the lower mediant in minor, so the other triad that has two 

common pitches with the fundamental triad.) 
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This is the same grid for G-sharp minor: 

Ex. 11 

 

Anyone can see that the moons and satellites look completely different from the first grid. 

Already in his “Harmony Simplified” (“Vereinfachte Harmonielehre”) Riemann pointed out 

the possibility of modal mixtures:  a major key can have a minor subdominant, and a minor 

key a major dominant.
16

 This enables us to build the following expanded tonal grids, again 

separately for minor and major. 

 

Expanded A-flat major: 

Ex. 11 

 

                                                           
16

 Hugo Riemann, Harmony Simplified, London: Augner LTD, ca.1893, p. 44 
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The same grid for expanded G-sharp minor: 

Ex. 12 

In order to simplify things, we will do some enharmonic respelling: A major, C-sharp minor 

and E major as Minor Subdominant region in A-flat major, and  C minor, E-flat major, and G 

minor as Major Dominant region in G-sharp minor. This is where the two grids interlock: the 

two Dominant and Subdominant regions have common chords through modal mixtures: major 

in the Dominant region, minor in the Subdominant region. 

 

 

(N.B. Some important aspects on which I am not expanding in this lecture are: 

¶ the question of enharmonic spelling, 

¶ Chopin’s tuning systems and  

¶ the key of A-flat major. 

It is surely not a coincidence that A-flat major plays almost no role in the 18
th

 century (with 

two very notable Haydn piano Sonatas as exception). It was Chopin’s favorite key – he 

composed more works in it than in any other. His friends and colleagues noticed that, too. 

Schumann’s Carnaval contains a charming parody of a Chopin Nocturne – of course, in A-flat 

major. Equal temperament tuning as we know it today was not the rule in Chopin’s time. It is 

interesting to note that Chopin’s favorite piano maker, Erard, had an English tuner, who used 

a different tuning system than his French colleagues. A-flat major is a very problematic key in 

non-equal temperament tuning systems, as Willis Miller points out in his thesis on the 
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influence of different tunings on Chopin’s Mazurkas.
17

 The reason I do not address the 

enharmonic spelling in the Polonaise-Fantaisie is that it would make the whole thing a lot 

more complicated. That question will be a subject for another lecture in the future.) 

 

The two keys, hence the two grids, still are not identical. If you want to explain them 

according to the futuristic space model, you could view them as two parallel universes with 

connecting portals. In each case, when analyzing a passage of the Polonaise-Fantaisie, you 

have to define common domiant or subdominant region chords as belonging either to the 

major or minor regions, which will give them a completely different set of relatives and 

relationships. The change from the major to minor region is a very powerful form of 

modulation, that can be reconstructed into minute detail, using common dominant or 

subdominant region chords as pivots. 

 

 

The application 

 

All this has major implications for the analysis of the Polonaise-Fantaisie. In the following 

passage I will show how Chopin uses the properties of these interlocking grids to move 

between the major or minor regions, without ever actually having the two confronting each 

other directly. I will take mm. 66 to 109 as a prominent example. 

 

In m. 66 the Polonaise-Fantaisie is firmly rooted in A-flat major. Through enharmonic 

reinterpretation of the diminished Seventh chord e-g-Bb-Db in m. 79 (in functional theory a 

Dominant 7-9-chord with omitted root to the relative F minor) to C#-E-G-Bb (read A#; a 

Double-dominant 7-9 chord with omitted root to E major), he moves away from the A-flat 

                                                           
17
Willis G Miller, “The Effect of Non-equal Temperament on Chopin’s Mazurkas,” PhD diss., University of 

Houston, 2001. 
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major region, and establishes E major as new, temporary tonic. E major is “sP” 

(“Subdominantparallele”: relative major of the minor subdominant) in the expanded A-flat 

major; at the same time it is “tG” (“Tonikagegenklang”: lower mediant in minor) in G-sharp 

minor (which, in m. 86, is momentarily tonicized). E major is thus used as a pivot in the 

modulation from A-flat major to G-sharp minor. He comes back out of that region through 

another enharmonic reinterpretation: the diminished seventh chord in m. 91 is changed from a 

secondary dominant of A major to the Double Dominant of A-flat major (read: D-F-Ab-Cb). 

It seems that A-flat major will be reestablished; Chopin takes another turn though, adds a 

minor seventh and thus introduces a secondary Dominant to the Subdominant D-flat. D-flat is 

avoided (m. 98; the German “Ellipse”); instead, the following diminished seventh chord is 

reinterpreted as Dominant to G-flat major (m. 103), from being a Dominant to E-flat minor. 

Both G-flat major and E-flat minor belong as “dP” and “d” clearly in the A-flat minor region, 

which is temporarily established in m. 111. Chopin continues in a similar manner until he 

finally reaches B major as the tonic center of the middle section (m. 148). A harmonic 

reduction of the whole passage (m. 66-148) with functional symbol analysis is in the appendix 

to this paper.  

 

What this tedious verbal recount of the harmonic events of one of the most sophisticated and 

beautiful passages in all of piano literature shows, is how carefully and intelligently Chopin 

weaves this intricate net of major/minor region relationships. To get away from the major 

region he uses E major (“sG” in A-flat major, “tG” in G-sharp minor); he gets back via the 

detour through B-flat7 and E-flat7, which in A-flat major and expanded G-sharp minor are 

identical as double dominant and dominant. For the turn back to minor he again moves 

through the subdominant region. 
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Through this careful avoidance of a direct major/minor mode change the typical colorist 

light/dark effect is never out in the open. If you understand the dichotomy of the major and 

minor regions of A-flat not as a difference in color, as scale-step theory suggests, but as two 

opposing harmonic and psychological worlds, as a harmonic dualist would see it, the tonal 

drama that unfolds in this seemingly improvisatory passage becomes very real and takes on an 

almost schizophrenic character.  

 

As mentioned, the final triumphant apotheosis of A-flat major in the coda is for many writers 

a problem: it seems to tip the balance of the whole work and rob it of an organic dramatic 

development. I understand the ending in light of this analysis as Chopin’s tragic effort to 

escape agonizing uncertainty and to once more try to get an affirmative grip on life. In that 

sense you could read the piece almost autobiographically: the unusual ending with a high 

fortissimo chord crashing on top of a hardly audible bass, after the menacing minor trills in 

the low bass, makes the whole piano sound diffuse and hazy and shows that Chopin knows 

that this effort is in vain. 

 

 

Conclusion 

The strength of the functional system of harmony is twofold: First, the role of the minor key 

as an equal, opposing counterpart to the major key; second, the creation of a tonal space, 

which I have compared to a solar system. All this has psychological and structural 

consequences for the analysis of musical works. It is especially apt for the analysis of 

Romantic music, where the role of the major-minor opposition moves from being more 

colorist to being increasingly structural, and where composers move about in the tonal space 

more and more freely. While neither functional harmony nor scale-step theory can do justice 

to all harmonic phenomena in Romantic music, the application of both systems, either parallel 
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or fused, as it is often done, can reveal much about the inner workings of harmonic language. 

In the analysis of the Polonaise-Fantaisie, functional theory can reveal and describe an 

underlying layer of tonal relations, which displays a richness and subtleness, that prove 

Chopin once again to be one of the great masters of the manipulation of the soul through 

harmonic means: His travelling between the different planets, moons, and satellites leaves us 

at times hypnotized, transported to a better world, or simply moved to tears. 
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Appendix: 
 

Harmonic reduction and annotated functional analysis of Chopin’s Polonaise-Fantaisie op. 61, ms. 66 to 104 

 

I have respelled some chords enharmonically, and some of the voice leading is not grammatically correct. Since this is a harmonic reduction that is supposed to show harmonic 

functions, and Chopin quite often spells chords according to voice leading and not functions, I felt I could take those liberties in some places. I’m afraid though that Schenker 

would turn in his grave. He would have also ridiculed the many modulations. To me, they signify the tonal insecurity that Chopin creats in this passage. Not all modulations have 

equal weight, of course, and it would be nice to develop a visual system that accounts for that. Mine focusses on the tonal regions instead. 

 

72: The square brackets signify a harmonic ellipsis: a non resolving secondary dominant, which is strong enough though to imply a resolution. 

79: the dash through a letter means that the root of the chord is omitted. The modulation happens through the enhamonic respelling from Db to C#, and Bb to A# , changing the 

root of the chord from C to F# (to make matters even more interesting, Chopin’s spelling of the above chord suggests a secondary Dominant to D minor – which has nothing to 

do with either region! But now we are splitting hairs.) 

79: Note how E-major serves as a pivot between the A-flat major and G-sharp minor regions 

80: The E major 64 chord is followed by a cadence to E major, which I have omitted. Therefore the designation “D64“ (making it a cadential 64) 

88: Note the beautiful ellipsis of the Neapolitan Sixth chord. 

92: At the end of 91, Chopin lets f and Eb sound alone (Pedal marking). This serves as a connection between to the B7 chord (if you mentally add Ab and Cb you get a s65 chord 

to E-flat major – stranger things have been claimed in functional theory!) 

92ff: this sounds so „majorish“, and the Gb in ms. 98 comes almost a little surprising that for me there is a definite reference to the A-flat major world in this. That is why I 

designated those chords as belonging to both major and minor regions. 
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104: Another ellipsis. Since we just heard G-flat major the (D) works backward. 

111: Note that B-flat minor is related to A-flat major (as Sp), but has no function in A-flat minor.  

113: Even the change from B-flat minor to major is not direct, but mediated by a DD chord. 

128: the enharmonic respelling is Bb to A#, changing the root from A to F#.  

147: Again: the mediation between the B minor and major regions through several chords. B major is, of course, tP to G-sharp minor. According to Jeffry Kallberg, Chopin’s 

sketches seem to indicate that the B-major middle section was originally conceived in C major. I will leave it to others to draw conclusions from that. I am certainly glad that 

Chopin changed his mind. 


