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Introduction

In 2021, a major international anthology was published in France on music and nar-
rative: Narratologie musicale. Topiques, théories et stratégies analytiques [Grabócz (ed.) 
2021]. In November 2021, I gave a brief presentation of some aspects of this book in Byd-
goszcz (during a conference entitled ‘Transgresja w muzyce’ [Transgression in music] 
organised by Professor Anna Nowak at the Feliks Nowowiejski Academy of Music). In 
this article, I will introduce some theoretical convergences between narrative and 
music, and I will show two narratological analyses of Fryderyk Chopin’s works given 
in the quoted volume by two authors. To present the book, here is a short overview of 
the contents according to the two large sections:1

1. Topic theory, narrative theories
a) topic theory, musical signification (Kofi Agawu, Nicholas McKay, Vladimir

Karbusicky);
b) different disciplinary frames for treating musical narratology (Raymond Mon-

elle, Danièle Pistone, Baron Almén, Fred Maus, Werner Wolf, Robert Hatten,
Xavier Hascher, Lawrence Kramer);

c) performance studies (John Rink, László Stachó).
2. Analytical strategies – narrative strategies

a) intonation theory and Mozart (József Ujfalussy);
b) existential semiotics and Mozart (Eero Tarasti);
c) Chopin analyses (Douglass Seaton, Michael Klein, and Luis Ángel de Benito);
d) elements of Greimassian methods applied to different musical corpuses, from

Schubert to contemporary music (Angela Carone, Xavier Hascher, Ivanka
Stoianova, Philippe Lalitte);

1| See the table of contents in the appendix to this article (pp. 22–24).
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e) musical ekphrasis and Elliot Carter (Siglind Bruhn);
f) music and novel, music and drama (Hermann Danuser).

I would like to outline here the new methods provided by the narratological ap-
proach and by the new analytical strategies. They furnish an expressive competency 
(see e.g. topic theory or intonation theory) to analyse and understand exceptional or 
new forms in late Classical and in Romantic musical works on the one hand, and they 
make use of the following convergences between music and narrative on the other:

1. the model of drama and plot, the narrative programme;
2. other notable similarities between narrative and music: actions, events, ener-

gies; the ternary (or quinary) scheme of narratives; transformation;
3. the role of temporality in music and in narrative (process having a sense, a tele-

ology);
4. the narrative voice, the voice of a persona, narrative agency;
These convergences will be discussed in more detail in the following section of the 

article.

Theory: convergences between narrative and music

1. The dramatic model: the narrativisation of music, 
the plot archetype, the narrative programme

By applying the narrative framework of the prototypical approach, Werner Wolf pro-
poses to attribute to music a ‘quasi-narrativity’ that can 

best be likened not to novels but to drama, and forms what Berlioz termed […] ‘drame in-
strumental’. […] It is in fact the dramatic model that must be used in arguments about mu-
sical narrativity, since music shares with drama a performative quality and like drama, may 
be said to enact narratives rather than to transmit them through some narratorial agency 
[Wolf 2018: 488].

We find this idea of the dramatic model in the complex and expressive musical ana-
lyses of such authors as Maus and Rink, and partly Ujfalussy, de Benito, Hatten, Almén, 
Seaton, Klein, and Danuser. 

The plot archetype is often employed with reference to music,2 as in the work of 
Klein who chose to listen to Chopin’s Ballade No. 4 as a narrative: 

In hearing the Fourth Ballade as a narrative, I have brought to it some conventions of 
storytelling/reading, of which the most important involves narrative unity, a desire to bring 
together the actions, descriptions, and characters into a temporal whole called plot [Klein 
2004: 51].

2| Drawing on articles penned by Anthony Newcomb in the 1980s that referred to sources includ-
ing Vladimir Propp.
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Regarding musical narrativity in Chopin’s Ballades, Klein explains that 

The impulse to narrativize music is a motivation to find the expressive logic within both the 
individual composition and the repertoire that supports it. […] Instead of mapping a partic-
ular story of actors and actions onto the music, I shall describe expressive states evoked by 
this music and the ways that their unfolding implies a narrative [Klein 2004: 25–26].

Douglass Seaton [2021b: 408–409] considers the sonata form as a plot and argues 
that the themes of a sonata (with their different characters) create a pattern of tension 
and conflict, taking the form of a dramatic action.

John Rink has argued that musical structure has an immanent narrativity.3 Dis-
cussing performers and their relationships to a supposed (and necessary) narrative 
programme during the act of performance, Rink recalls Murray Perahia’s idea of a kind 
of metaphorical ‘drama of the tones’: 

These comments reveal one aspect of what I am referring to as the performer’s ‘narrative pro-
gram’ – a ‘drama of the tones,’ which might be consciously played out in the performer’s 
mind to the point that it ‘becomes’ the music and possibly even subsumes the identity of the 
performer [Rink 2018: 98].

John Rink proposes a new definition of musical narrativity that accounts for the per-
former’s role – his physical and intellectual action – in the act of performance, which 
is both an act of creation and one of re-creation [Rink 2021: 247].4 In other words, it is 
through the performer that the narrative properties of music can be actualised. 

2. Actions, events, energies; meaningful finality; 
the ternary structure of narratives; transformation

Beyond the aforementioned dramatic model, many authors agree that a musical form 
may unfold through actions and events similar to those found in dramas or narratives. 
Carone, Hatten, Klein, Monelle, Pistone, Rink, Stoianova, Tarasti, Wolf, and others 
have evoked sequences or events following a particular causality, expectations, motiv-
ations, the curve of psychological states, and finality. 

Hatten describes 18th- and 19th-century instrumental music 

as music that forces us to imagine a theater where events are being enacted, yet when we look 
at an orchestra playing a symphony, we realize that there is already something once-removed 
from that imagined kind of enactment, however immediate it might seem [Hatten 2007: 10].

3| ‘Moreover, any claims about a musical structure’s ostensibly immanent narrativity must ac-
count for the fact that works signify in unique ways on each performance occasion, and further-
more that “musical structure” is a fundamentally synchronic notion valorised by analysis but 
at odds with the diachronic process of music-in-sound’ [Rink 2018: 93].

4| As Rink explains in the English version of his article on musical narrative: ‘This paper will ex-
plore these and associated issues in an attempt to understand the notion of narrative in terms 
of music’s most fundamental re-creative act’ [Rink 2005: 1].
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According to Maus, 

The related notions of action, behaviour, intention, agent, and so on, figure in a scheme of 
explanation or interpretation that applies to human beings. […] The scheme works by 
identifying certain events as actions and offering a distinctive kind of explanation for those 
events [Maus 1988: 66].

Monelle brings us an overarching view: 

Many of the features that constitute storytelling are present also in music. Both are direc-
tioned towards a conclusion, which, while it cannot be predicted, is afterwards seen to be 
significant. [Music and narrative] both contain energies and motivations that can lead to tri-
umph or failure [emphasis added; Monelle 2009: 7; in French: Monelle 2021: 150].

By connecting musical events with the action of a fictional character (or agent or 
actor), many authors in the book in question mention Tzvetan Todorov’s ternary pat-
tern of the ideal narrative5 as a possible model for the unfolding of musical sequences. 
An initial balance is disrupted by a force which creates an imbalance; an opposite force 
re-establishes the balance, but the second state of stability will never be identical to the 
first.6 This pattern entails a transformation, a change of state that mirrors the develop-
ment of a narrative, and often, even, of the sonata form.7

3. The temporality in narrative and in music

Monelle, Pistone, Rink, Stachó, Wolf, and others have emphasised the parameter of tem-
porality, which also connects music and narrative. Wolf underlines the function of 
narrativity as representation of the experience of time: 

As for narrative, its main functions consist in answering fundamental human needs: the need 
to integrate the multiplicity of personal and collective experiences in, and of time […] into 
some meaningful whole that allows us to consider them coherent, remember them and com-
municate them [Wolf 2018: 484].

Tarasti discusses narrativity in similar terms, as a

general category of the human mind, a competency that involves putting temporal events into 
a certain order, [i.e.] a syntagmatic continuum with beginning, development, and end whose 
logic reflects a given tension manifested in an ‘arch progression’ [emphasis added; Tarasti 
1994: 24; quoted in Rink 2018: 94].

5| Authors such as Algirdas Greimas, Paul Ricœur, Louis Diguer, and Anne Hénault also drew on 
this concept, as well as on the quaternary or quinary narrative forms. 

6| Cf. Maus [1988: 71–72] and Wolf [2018: 486].
7| This reference to Todorov is present in contributions by de Benito, Maus, Monelle, and Wolf. 

Transformation is the key concept in those by Almén, Carone, de Benito, Danuser, Klein, Lalitte, 
Stoianova.
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Pistone’s essay also includes an extensive discussion on time and temporality, with 
conclusions that bear a kinship to those formulated by Monelle:

The art of sound is an art of time. It draws, through both recurrences and anticipations, on 
past, present, and future; it offers materials that create meaning to our sensibilities and 
minds. Its directionality is consubstantial to the human being: it goes from question to an-
swer and from introduction to conclusion. […] Narrativity does exist in music, but it is 
never universal, never frontal, it never hits you over the head – it whispers laterally in each 
of us [emphasis added; Pistone 2021: 155].

4. The narrative voice, the voice of a persona, narrative agency

Many contributors to the book in question, mainly the English-language scholars, use 
the terms ‘narrative voice’, ‘persona’, or ‘narrative agent’. The term ‘composer’s voice’ 
was penned by Edward T. Cone [1974] in the 1970s to refer to a musical persona, a nar-
rating agent acting as a presence mediating the musical action before us.

In Cone’s conception, music may be peopled by expressive states of multiple characters […]. 
Implicit in such music, as in a novel written in the third person, is that a single consciousness 
narrates the expressive states of these various musical characters[emphasis added; Klein 2004: 26].

In his narrative analysis of Chopin’s Ballade No. 4, Klein posits a musical persona
acting as the narrative’s supposed narrator, but he also shows that Chopin makes the 
presence of a ‘surviving narrator’ even more explicit [Klein 2004: 26].

Tarasti uses the concept of Ich-Ton (the ‘I-voice’) in his analysis of Mozart’s Fantasia 
in D-Minor K. 397. He starts from an inquiry into the concept of genius: How did the 
composer, as a creator, manage to balance societal obligations and his absolute free-
dom and personal touch? Tarasti drew on the three types of narratological analysis8 to 
isolate the essence of Mozart’s Ich-Ton. 

Hatten introduced the idea of narrative agency in music, suggesting that at the 
second and third degrees of narrativity, the narrative agency is ‘only potentially refer-
able to the composer in the guise of her persona’ [Hatten 2007: 7]; it need not be.

Hatten argues that

it is wise not to insist on interpreting the composer’s ‘will’ as disrupting the discourse, since 
he may simply be staging another role in a drama of agencies, and we cannot always know 
with which agencies the composer most closely identifies [Hatten 2007: 7].

While Rink also draws on the idea of a narrative voice, he does so as part of an ana-
lysis of the performer’s role: 

If a ‘hidden narrating voice’ is to be found in music (as some […] insisted), it surely belongs 
in large part to the performer, who, as ‘story-teller,’ determines the music’s essential ‘narrative’ 

8| Conventional narrativity, organic narrativity, existential narrativity.
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content by following indications in the score as to ‘plot’ and […] by shaping the unfolding 
tale on the spur of the moment [Rink 2018: 95].

Analytical strategies

1. Analysis of the first movement of Chopin’s Sonata No. 3 in B Minor, 
Op. 58 (1844) by Douglass Seaton

For Douglass Seaton [2021a, 2021b, 2025], the first movement of Chopin’s Sonata in 
B Minor ‘problematizes the standard dramatic framework of sonata form. It thus 
presents a hermeneutic challenge, but at the same time it also offers a methodological 
model’ [Seaton 2021a: 1].

One interpretation construes this Allegro maestoso movement as a dramatic action,
a plot: 

The Classic sonata, as codified in the first part of the nineteenth century, employed its har-
monic plan to create a stable point of departure, a move to a heightened level of tension, 
a period of conflict and rising stress, a moment of climax leading to resolution, and an ex-
tended dénouement. […] The first movement of Chopin’s op. 58 Sonata enacts an interesting 
twist of the standard plot [Seaton 2021a: 4]. 

The movement deviates considerably from the quadripartite schema of the sonata plot: 

The movement follows a story line in which the first character is transported to an unstable 
environment, subjected to dis-integrating forces, and then abandoned. In summary […] we 
can only say that in this movement the dramatic plan seems to have some self-evident plot 
flaws [Seaton 2021a: 5].

In short, Chopin’s movement reflects a feminist rewriting of sonata form, offering an altern-
ative plot to the masculine-hegemonic model of struggle and victory [Seaton 2021a: 6].

To feminist critics, the normative sonata plot is inherently grounded in masculine 
assumptions and it is a symbol of the hegemonic domination of the male over the fe-
male in 19th-century European culture [cf. Seaton 2021a: 5].

But, as we have clearly seen, the plot of the B-minor Sonata does not operate according to the 
standard model; rather, it undercuts the model. The masculine character, determined to fulfill 
the plan of violent adventure for which its nature predestines it, succumbs to these very stresses. 
The feminine character, on the other hand, maintains a non-combative nature, avoids the self-
destructive tensions of development, and emerges in control of the tonal center, still in posses-
sion of its stable character, at the resolution. This, of course, is the evil, old sonata form recon-
ceived. It comprehends the nature of the conventional plot structure, but it tells a different story: 
masculine character and strategy fail, and the feminine succeeds [Seaton 2021a: 6].

A second interpretation looks at this sonata form as narrative. In a Romantic nar-
rative, the action forms the plot and the narrator forms the subjectivity, the persona 
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behind the story. ‘This movement’s persona is, of course, in Wayne Booth’s classifica-
tion, a “dramatized narrator”’ [Seaton 2021a: 9].

Here, the secondary theme (Sostenuto, in D major), the female figure, assumes the 
functions of both the protagonist and the narrative persona: she comments on the plot 
and draws attention to the moral of the action. 

‘The narrative persona – and it is a Chopin persona – rejects the dramatic drive of 
sonata form in favor of a story that resolves in favor of a feminine moral’ [Seaton 
2021a: 11]. The telling of this story, thus, leads to a critique of the dominant discursive 
model, that of the sonata form.9

Tables 1 and 2 show the analysis of the movement given by Seaton (modified 
slightly by Márta Grabócz, for better understanding of the terms and for better visib-
ility of the sections).

Table 1. F. Chopin: Sonata in B Minor – analysis of the first movement – exposition. 
Based on: Seaton [2021b: 411] (modified by Grabócz, with detailed description of 
terms)

Table 2. F. Chopin: Sonata in B Minor – analysis of the first movement – development 
and recapitulation. Based on: Seaton [2021b: 411] (modified by Grabócz, with detailed 
description of terms) 

9| For the whole explanation, see Seaton [2021b: 406–412].

Part I (Exposition) – Section 1 Part I – Section 2

Thematic
material

Principal 
theme
Allegro 
maestoso

Exten-
sion

Introd. 1 
to trans-
ition

Introd. 2 
to trans-
ition

Trans-
ition

Second 
theme
phrase 1 
Sostenuto

Second 
theme 
phrase 2

Second 
theme
phrase 3

Conclu-
sion 1 
Dolce, 
leggiero

Conclu-
sion 2

Tonality 
or 
harmony

B minor 
E minor

sequence B-flat 
major
G minor

E-flat 
major

to 
D major

D major F-sharp 
minor
D major

D major → →

Bars 1 8 17 23 31 41 56 66 76 84

Part II – Section 3 (Development) Part II – Section 4 (Recapitulation)

Thematic
material

C + P 
(conclu-
sion + 
principal 
theme)

Principal 
theme
Allegro
maestoso

Second 
theme 
(2)

Trans-
ition 1

Retrans-
ition

Second 
theme 
(1) Sos-
tenuto

Second 
theme 
(2)

Second 
theme 
(3)

Conclu-
sion 1 
Leg-
giero, 
dolce

Conclu-
sion 2

Coda

Tonality 
or 
harmony

(B 
minor)

(C 
minor)

D-flat 
major
E-flat 
major

G-sharp 
minor

to 
B major

B major D-sharp 
minor 
B major

B major → → →

Bars 92 110 119 137 142 151 166 176 186 194 198
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2. Analysis of Chopin’s Ballade No. 4 in F minor, 
Op. 52 (1842) by Michael Klein

In his narrative analysis of Chopin’s Ballade No. 4 for piano, Michael Klein assumes the 
existence of a musical persona, an implicit (supposed) narrator of the story. But in his 
view, Chopin makes the presence of a ‘surviving narrator’ and a past tense even more 
explicit (despite the denial of these narrative instances expressed by some musicolo-
gists, such as Carolyn Abbate, in reference to music [Klein 2004: 25–26]): 

My analysis […] assumes the existence of a musical persona who is the implicit narrator of 
a tale, and demonstrates that Chopin makes more explicit this surviving narrator with an 
evocation of the past. […] the type of narrative explored in this analysis is an expressive one. 
Instead of mapping a particular story of actors and actions onto the music, I shall describe 
expressive states evoked by this music and the ways that their unfolding implies a narrative 
[Klein 2004: 26–27].

The narrative genre studied here is the expressive genre (a notion borrowed from 
Hatten [2004: 67–82], corresponding to changes in emotional states in music). Instead 
of projecting a specific story of actors and actions onto the music, the aim is to describe 
the expressive states evoked by the music, and to find the logic of their sequence, the 
reason for the triumph or tragic ending in the works. ‘Music may have a limited capa-
city to signify the story […], but it is adept at signifying expressive states whose ar-
rangement follows a narrative logic’ [Klein 2004: 25]. Klein argues that Chopin’s Bal-
lade No. 4 can be understood through an intertextual connection with Ballade 
No. 1 [Klein 2004: 48], showing that these two ballades correspond to similar express-
ive genres.

In Ballade No. 1 as in Ballade No. 4, the desired apotheosis concerns the second 
theme (pastoral or lyrical), but despite expectations, the end, the expressive coda of 
these two ballades, is tragic: according to Klein’s reading, the final state of the two bal-
lades presents the passage from failed triumph to tragedy [cf. Klein 2004: 30]. Narrative 
analysis – like harmonic and thematic analysis – seeks to uncover the logic of the ex-
pressive states that lead to this failure. Finally, Klein suggests that the ‘affective trajectory’ 
of Ballade No. 4 reflects certain elements of the literary pastoral narratives: ‘Et in Arcadia 
ego’ [Klein 2004: 27].10 His analysis of the ballade is presented in Table 3 (p. 21).

Conclusion

I would like to underline that the new topical approach and the expressive narrative 
models help us to examine musical forms as ongoing interactions of expressive forces. 
The composers construct the beginning, the conflict (the plot), and the outcome (the 

10| ‘Finally, I take up pastoral as a literary genre and suggest ways in which the affective trajectory 
of the Fourth Ballade mirrors conventions of pastoral literary-narratives’ [Klein 2004: 27].
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conclusion or teleology) of the actions. By analysing musical works in this way, we can 
discover the reasons for formal deviations from traditional structures in late Classical 
and in Romantic music.

Table 3. F. Chopin, Ballade No. 4 – Michael Klein’s analysis. Based on Klein [2004: 31] 
(completed with colours by Grabócz)
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Musical Narratology: Theory, Analysis, Performance

Summary
Based on an international anthology on music and narrative published in French in 2021 (Narrato-
logie musicale. Topiques, théories, stratégies analytiques, Paris: Hermann, 550 pages), the author out-
lines the contributions, the new methods provided by the narratological approach, and the new ana-
lytical strategies. They furnish an ‘expressive competency’ (see e.g. the topic theory) to analyse and 
understand the new forms in late Classical and in Romantic musical works on the one hand, and on 
the other – they make use of the following convergences between music and narrative:

a) the model of drama and plot – the narrative programme;
b) other notable similarities between narrative and music: actions, events, energies; the ternary 

(or quinary) scheme of narratives, the transformation;
c) the role of temporality in music and in narrative (process having a sense, a teleology); 
d) the narrative voice, the voice of a persona, narrative agency. 
After a theoretical introduction, the author gives examples of narrative analyses of works which 

can explain the exceptional, deviant, or new forms in 19th- and 20th-century music.
As these approaches are rooted in the style analysis (that of the form and of the expressive contents 

in each historical epoch), they enable one to compare instrumental interpretations of a piece. In this 
way, the narrative and topical methods offer an ideal foundation even for performance analysis.
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