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Chopin’s Take on Beethoven’s Impassioned Neapolitan Harmonies 

A comparison between Beethoven’s Sonata no. 23 in F minor and Chopin’s Ballade no. 1 in G minor 

 

Chopin was a known critic of the “coarse, vulgar, and distasteful” side Beethoven exemplified 

in late period works such as the Ninth Symphony and the “Hammerklavier” Sonata which, according 

to Chopin’s writings, “abandoned eternal principles” of music.  On the other hand, it is no secret that 

Chopin had an enormous respect for the lyrical side of Beethoven. The former would often quote the 

latter’s thematic material in his own compositions; ostensibly, Chopin’s Fantaisie-Impromptu in C 

sharp minor directly quotes the cadenza from the third movement of Beethoven’s Sonata no. 14 in C 

sharp minor (“Moonlight”). In this particular case, Chopin’s exact quotation of Beethoven’s notes and 

parallels to his structure (an ABA form going from C sharp minor to D flat major then back, mirroring 

the movements of Moonlight) would indicate Chopin’s acute awareness of what he was doing. In 

addition, the structure of Chopin’s famous second piano sonata, which contains the famous Marche 

funèbre, was certainly borrowed from Beethoven’s Sonata no. 12 in A flat major (Chopin’s professed 

favorite key) which was the first work to contain the scherzo, funeral march, and perpetuum mobile 

finale sequence. This particular sonata was frequently assigned by Chopin to his pupils, under 

instructions to pay special attention to the structure and lyricism. Rather than a lack of originality, 

these apparent meta-repertoire references can be seen as a commentary on a master’s work by 

another prominent composer. 

A common harmonic idiom for Beethoven is the use of the first-inversion lowered supertonic 

chord, or the Neapolitan sixth. This innovation is attributed to the Neapolitan school of 18th century 

Italian opera, but became a feature of much of the music in the Classical era. Beethoven’s specific 
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contribution to this feature is the extension of usage of the Neapolitan harmony to both the root 

position and the second inversion. Notably, this feature appears as a vital structural component of 

Beethoven’s Sonata no. 23 in F minor (“Appassionata”), where the Neapolitan root position chord is 

outlined in the second iteration of the main figure (see Figure A-1 in the appendix). Later on in the 

sonata, in the third movement, the Neapolitan harmony returns in first inversion as part of both the 

first and second themes (see Figure A-3 in the appendix for the first theme, and Figure A-4 to see the 

re-iteration of the second theme in the recapitulation, in the home key of F minor). Notably, the 

Neapolitan harmony is attacked right at the start of each phrase and constantly recurs in a persistent, 

unrelenting manner. 

This is when an astute piano student familiar with the works of both Beethoven and Chopin 

might make the connection that a similar outline of a Neapolitan harmony occurs in one of Chopin’s 

favorite works: his great Ballade no. 1 in G minor, which features a Neapolitan sixth chord as part of 

its arpeggiated opening figure in a manner strikingly alike the opening of Beethoven’s Appassionata 

Sonata (see Figure B-1 in the appendix).  In the coda, the previous Neapolitan progression is finally 

resolved by an equivalent harmonic passage to the one found as part of the secondary theme of the 

third movement in the same sonata (see Figure B-2 in the appendix). Given that Chopin was known 

to have played the Appassionata extensively throughout his lifetime, it is hard to imagine that this 

sort of parallelism is anything but deliberate1*. A few simple playthroughs to confirm this uncanny 

                                                           
*  There are additional points of discussion unrelated to the Chopin Ballade’s coda which also suggest Chopin having taken 

heavily inspiration from the Appassionata. We are already aware of Chopin’s fondness of A flat major, deeming it a majestic 

and noble key. A flat major also happens to be the relative major of F minor (the key of the Appassionata Sonata) and the 

key in which the first theme of the first movement is expanded (see Figure A-2 in the appendix). Take care to note the 

similarities between the A flat major iteration of Beethoven’s theme and the shape of Chopin’s opening Neapolitan chord, 

including its movement to the note G after reaching the C at the top of the arpeggiated figure. Moreover, a formal aspect to 

keep in mind is that the overall key structure of the Appassionata’s three movements is F minor, D flat major, F minor. Note 

the similarities between this and the relationship between the main and secondary themes of the Ballade, which are in G 

minor and E flat major respectively. Also consider the use of common time and cut time in the beginning and end of Ballade, 

which correspond to the 12/8 time (four beats) used in the first movement and the 2/4 time (two beats) used in the second 

and (more importantly) the third movement. 
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harmonic relationship should be enough to convince a budding music pupil that Chopin was paying 

homage to Beethoven’s mighty sonata, which both masters are known to have heavily championed. 

However, the truly interesting observations are not of the immediately-obvious similarities, 

but rather the subtle yet striking differences. Analysis of both the compositional aspects (inversions, 

figurations, intermediate harmonies) and of structural or contextual differences provide insight into 

how Chopin turns this musical quote into his own personal masterpiece. The comparison between 

the original and apparently re-imagined versions of the same overarching musical ideas makes for a 

fascinating examination by a curious scholar. 

The technical differences between the passages which Beethoven and Chopin wrote are 

arguably the most important in Chopin’s take on Appassionata’s third movement. While in 

Beethoven’s original Neapolitan passage he keeps the outlined chromatic ♭2–1–7–1 melodic line in 

the right hand (alongside alternating notes and embellishments) paired with a perpetually and 

decidedly unresolved N
6
  – I

6
  – V

6
4 – I

6
   motion, Chopin alters the the melodic line such that it is played 

at different registers of the corresponding original pitch classes within an arpeggiated shape in 

addition to using the root position chords for V and I and substituting the first I
6
  chord for a shift to 

the Neapolitan seventh harmony (resulting in N
6 –

 
 
6

5  – V – I). The result is that Chopin’s version 

sounds much more complete and resolute than Beethoven’s; musically, this is consistent with the 

Appassionata’s rather tame transition into the second theme (first iteration, it leads in from the 

functional tonic; second iteration, the Neapolitan harmony is led by the subdominant chord, resulting 

in a local tonic) compared to the Ballade’s coda serving to finally resolve the Neapolitan chord 

introduced in the introduction. In addition, while after two iterations of the ♭2–1–7–1 motive 

Beethoven uses six measures to move the harmony through one octave to end up one register lower, 

Chopin uses four measures for a similar passage which manages to again employ the use of the same 
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pitch class in a different register in order to keep the ♭2–1–7–1 in the same register the next time it 

appears. The second time this transitory passage appears in the sonata, the passage is still six 

measures long and ends up back in the home key of F minor; in the Ballade, Chopin uses ten measures 

to not only expand on the downward moving transition motive, but also find a way to rise back up in 

pitch to create the tension of reaching a cascading cadential six-four chord which leads to the 

dominant and the last stretch of the coda. Chopin’s section, overall two measures longer, manages to 

create much more tension and express a much higher level of complexity than the much more 

easygoing equivalent which Beethoven had penned. 

The Ballade’s coda’s use of syncopation, both rhythmically and in terms of pitch register, also 

allows for a much different mood from the equivalent section of the Appassionata despite the 

immense similarities in the structure of the sections and the comparable context within the overall 

work. Notably, the most evident syncopation of the Neapolitan chord appearing on the second half of 

the first beat in mm. 216 and 224 of the Ballade allows for a temporary excursion right back to the 

tonic (especially in measure 224) as opposed to the Appassionata where the root position tonic is 

stubbornly absent right until the end of the section. In a way, the resolution back to the tonic harmony 

in measure 224 is what allows for the ten-measure episode which starts four measures later; it seems 

natural to grow the tension and increase the developmental activity even more than before if the 

harmony had already moved back to the tonic of the home key once before. The Neapolitan chord 

itself (and especially scale degree ♭2 in the top voice) is also quite jarring to hear off-beat immediately 

following the tonic chord and gives the section a hurried atmosphere compared to the unsettled calm 

characteristic of its equivalent in the Appassionata. Adding to this effect is the way that the circular 

skipping motion in the right hand often puts the melody note on either the second half of the beat or 

on another even finer subdivision (the second quaver, in the case of measures 220 and 221 or 228 

and 229), as well as the low-high-high-low pattern of the main melody notes resulting in a stilted, 
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dotted-rhythm feeling (this often aligns with the same dotted rhythm found in the third movement 

of the Appassionata). 

A final stunning feature of the Ballade’s coda which builds upon the original content from the 

Appassionata is the addition of contrary motion between the top and bottom voices. Notice how in 

the excerpts (in the appendix) for Appassionata all feature a high degree of similar motion; especially 

in the specific section upon which Chopin expanded, the parallel sixths form the main outline of the 

harmony which is mostly dictated by the shape of the motion of the sixths, only breaking from idiom 

at the very end of the section. Meanwhile, notice that Chopin’s change of the inversions of the original 

chords results in the top and bottom notes almost always moving in contrary motion. The general 

shape is that the outer voices are moving inward, then moving outward in V – I harmonies in a perfect 

authentic cadential pattern. Even more astonishing is Chopin’s sensitivity to the original ♭2–1–7–1 

motive, even when he at first glance only using the original pitch classes; it soon becomes unignorable 

to the pianist, who might play through this section slowly for the sake of analysis, that in the midst of 

the low-high-high-low pitch register motion, all downward motion in pitch class corresponding to 

the original theme from Appassionata are found as part of high-low motions and all upward motions 

in pitch class are part of low-high motions. That is to say, not only did Chopin alter the bass line of 

the section in order to provide a clearer harmonic and musical direction, he even centered his 

compositional technique (the infamously difficult circular motion) on accentuating the increased 

contrapuntal consequences of the altered relative motion between the voices.  

Being able to peer into the mind of one of the great masters is always a valuable opportunity. 

Even more than a century and a half after the deaths of Beethoven and Chopin, their music still lives 

on as the core of the piano repertoire. Especially given Chopin’s rising status as a cultural icon (see 
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China 2 *, where Chopin is arguably the most revered by general populace outside of Poland and 

France), it becomes both an amusing intellectual exercise and an entire discipline in itself to examine 

the ways in which one of the greatest late Classical composers and the usher of the Romantic era 

influenced the music of the intrepid Polish-French composer. In the chance that our analysis of the 

Appassionata Sonata and the Ballade in G minor managed to convince a reader of an undeniable and 

significant connection between the music of Beethoven and Chopin, it may be upsetting to realize 

that the great “Poet of the Piano” had possibly derived his verse structure and rhyme from those 

before him. However, even though any somewhat competent admirer of Beethoven can write 

passable sketches based on his great classics, the real artistry of a great poet comes in perfecting the 

meter, honing the grammatical and syntonical elements to perfection, and ultimately telling a 

gripping narrative which may well overshadow and cast aside the original as simply the inspiration 

of a greater work. Even though the genius and communicative power of the way in which the 

thunderous Beethoven or the aesthetic Chopin speak to their audiences cannot be quantified, the 

impossibly exhausting activity of trying to break them down, compare them, and find their common 

ground will be an eternal challenge for music pupils everywhere. In the words of Chopin himself: “I 

wish I could throw off the thoughts which poison my happiness, but I take a kind of pleasure in 

indulging them.” 

 

 

  

                                                           
*  Strangely, Chopin and the Chinese nation have much common ground which explains his great popularity in “the land of 
30 million pianists”. For one, both Chopin and the Chinese have vivid memories of foreign invasions, followed by deliverance 
by a united, communist spirit. Secondly, Chopin’s music is centered around melodic movement and development in the 
same way that Chinese traditional music is (the latter ostensibly did not have its own school of developments on harmony 
until the introduction of Western music). 
  
There is also due credit to both the Chinese Communist Party, which allowed the continued playing of Chopin’s music even 
during the Cultural Revolution, and the two Chinese piano giants Lang Lang and Yundi Li. The latter was the first Chinese 
winner of the International Chopin Competition, in 2000. 
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Appendix 

Includes musical excerpts from the following collections: 

 

H. Schenker 

Complete Beethoven Sonatas  

(Universal Edition, reprinted by Dover Publications) 

 

 

I. J. Paderewski 

Fryderyk Chopin Complete Works  

(The Fryderyk Chopin Institute, 11th edition) 

 

 

All excerpts used are found within the public domain. 
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Figure A-1 
Appassionata first movement opening motive (Neapolitan harmony at measure 5 with pickup) 
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Figure A-2 

Appassionata first movement first theme development 
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Figure A-3 

Appassionata third movement first theme (opening measures) 
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Figure A-4 

Appassionata third movement second theme (recapitulation) 
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Figure B-1 
Ballade no. 1 opening figure (Neapolitan harmony) 
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Figure B-2 
Ballade no. 1 coda 

 
 


