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A structural principle of Antonio Soler’s keyboard sonatas
Mizuho Nakada
Abstract

This thesis is an attempt to identify the structural principles in the keyboard sonatas of Antonio
Soler (1729-1783) by examining them from the perspectives of form, modulation, and phrase

structure.

Soler is a representative composer of eighteenth-century Spain who composed many vocal and
instrumental works. In particular, his keyboard sonatas, of which there are more than 170, are
extremely interesting in their daring modulations, play with musical forms, pianistic performance,
and stylistic diversity.

Soler’s keyboard sonatas have survived in the form of written manuscripts scattered in various
places; no published compilation of all the sonatas exists as of yet. According to researchers of
Domenico Scarlatti (1685-1757), such as Hermann Keller (1885-1967) and Ralph Kirkpatrick
(1911-1984), when Soler was originally named as one of the composers who was influenced by
Scarlatti, only a fraction of his scores had been published. However, now that subsequent research
has led to the publication of the scores for many of Soler’s keyboard sonatas, it is necessary to
identify the characteristics that extend to his entire collection.

Previous research on Soler’s keyboard sonatas has mostly been conducted with an emphasis on
their formal aspects. This paper will add to those findings a perspective closely intertwined with
performance aspects, such as modulation, musical forms, and performance technique, and discuss
their structural principles. In addition, it will attempt to solve the aforementioned score issue as far

as possible, and provide adequate information to understand Soler’s keyboard sonatas.

Section I provides an overview of Soler’s life and works. Chapter 1 recounts how he started
learning the rich tradition of Spanish organ music from a young age and went on to carry out his
diverse creative work while juggling multiple professional roles as clergyman, kapellmeister, and
music teacher. Chapter 2 classifies Soler’s entire works based on Samuel Rubio’s (1912-1986)
catalogue and, according to these classifications, shows that Soler composed not only keyboard
sonatas but also the other instrumental works and numerous vocal works. This contextualizes the

keyboard sonatas within Soler’s oeuvre.



Section II begins by describing the current state of Soler’s keyboard sonata manuscripts in
Chapter 3. While they were circulated in manuscripts in his day, many of the more than 50
manuscripts are compilations with other composers’ works, making it difficult to organize them.
Chapter 3 goes on to provide a list of the currently known manuscripts that include Soler’s keyboard
sonatas. It also asserts that the links between sonatas, which can only be seen in the manuscripts,
signify the potential for the sonatas to transcend the boundaries of individual pieces and create a
larger structure consisting of multiple pieces.

Chapter 4 discusses scores published from the 20th century onward and the approach taken to
revise them. By looking at all the scores published, it also shows that there are four periods in the
reception of Soler’s keyboard sonatas. In addition, this chapter points out that, while a total of 145
of the sonatas have been published to date, there is still no compilation of them, and there are
inconsistencies in numbering, as well. To solve these problems, the chapter includes a single
correspondence table of editions of the sonatas from various publishers, which can serve as a useful

foundation for future research on Soler.

Section III begins with a discussion of the sonatas from a formal perspective in Chapter 5. By
analyzing them according to the formal classifications formulated in three previous studies, it
provides a multifaceted perspective on the sonata form. The analysis also demonstrates that many
of the sonatas intersperse elements of the typical binary form and the sonata-allegro form,
suggesting three perspectives that could serve as indexes to situate the sonatas between the two
types of forms. Furthermore, the chapter shows that formal structures in Soler’s keyboard sonatas
must be distinguished from those in Baroque era, for their well-established tonal spaces and their
concept of the structural dissonance to be resolved in the final section.

With reference to Soler’s own book on modulation, Liave de la modulacion y antigiiedades de
la musica (1762), Chapter 6 explains his use of what he called “fast modulation” and “slow
modulation” techniques to create surprise in his music. It also shows that the modulations seen in
Soler’s keyboard sonatas can be divided into two categories: modulations by motivic repetition,
which have an improvised character, and modulations by large passages, which sometimes have
structural significance.

Chapter 7 discusses Soler’s keyboard sonatas from the perspective of phrase structure. In
Soler’s sonatas, motivic repetition is a musical principle, and phrase structure can change fluidly.
This gives rise to three time scales—pulse, motif, and phrase—that each create their own rhythm.
By surveying the registers used in his motifs from a formal perspective, this chapter illustrates the
conception of the overall sound depicted in Soler’s sonatas. This is followed by an examination of
performance technique, which reveals that changes in technique are arranged effectively throughout
the structure and that the dynamism of movement experienced in the act of playing the keyboard
ultimately becomes the dynamism of the music itself. This suggests that the “sound” of Soler’s

keyboard sonatas arises from the convergence of phrasal flexibility, registral flexibility, and the



physical experience of the performer. Furthermore, it suggests that the character of the sonatas can
only be understood when its motifs are construed as colors for creating a characteristic sound, rather
than their thematic roll.

Finally, putting together the structural principles of Soler’s keyboard sonatas derived over the
course of this discussion, the thesis concludes that “sound-play” is what lies at the heart of these

principles.



