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Structure Key Description

Exposition

First subject Tonic Introduces the main melody

Bridge/transition
Moves from the tonic to dominant  
or relative major/minor

A passage to modulate  
(change key)

Second subject Dominant or relative major/minor A second recognisable melody

Codetta
Dominant, sub-dominant, relative 
major or minor

A short passage to end the 
exposition with a perfect 
cadence in the new key

Development
Usually starts in the same key  
but then moves through many 
different keys

Melodies from the exposition  
are changed and developed

Recapitulation

First subject Tonic
The original melody that may or 
may not have been embellished.

Bridge/Transition Tonic

Second subject Tonic
The original melody that may or 
may not have been embellished.

Coda Tonic
A short passage to end the  
piece that may include the first  
or second subject.

Sonata form

The first movement of a sonata is typically in sonata form – a type of ternary 
form (A B A) with additional prescription in terms of keys and melodies used 
(although there are no hard or fast rules):

• Exposition: made up of a first subject (or theme) in the tonic key and a 
contrasting second subject in a related key. The first and second subjects 
are often linked by a bridge section. 

• Development: the material of the first or second subject is developed 
through a variety of related keys. 

• Recapitulation: repeats the exposition (but may be varied in some way). 
Both subjects appear in the tonic this time, and it often finishes with  
a coda.

This is an example structure of sonata form, however keys and form  
may vary. There is no definitive model.

            








