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D. REPETITION OF IDEAS 

Most leading composers try to “economise” on material – use as few ideas as possible.   

One means of doing this is a structure in which one section is repeated, alternating with different sections.  
In the Baroque Period this was known as ritornello (originally a short piece played by the orchestra 
between vocal sections in an opera).  In the Classical Period it was known as Rondo.  Romantic 
composers often wrote rondos for concert performance by a piano and orchestra – the idea being that they 
could include a range of different ideas, as long as they kept coming back to the original section, which 
the audience would gradually become used to and fond of.   

Another type of repetition is imitation.  Here one part echoes what has been played or sung by another 
part.  This can be seen clearly in this Initrada, in which Peuerl has one hand imitate the other. 

 

Do not confuse imitation with doubling, in which two parts play the same notes at the same time, or 
sequence, in which one part repeats an idea at a different pitch. 

Yet another type of repetition is an ostinato.  The basso ostinato was popular in the Baroque Period.  It 
consisted of a bass line which was repeated, each time with a different melody.  The most famous 
example of it is “When I am laid in earth”, from Purcell’s opera Dido and Aeneas.  Dido sings a haunting 
melody, changing each time the bass line is repeated. See separate file. 

Bassi ostinati appeared in the dances passacaglia and chaconne.  The opening of the Passacaglia and 
Fugue in D mnior Bach wrote for organ is in a separate file. 

Right is a rhythmic ostinato – a rhythm played on the snare 
drum throughout the first movement of Holst’s Planets Suite.   

Beethoven uses a rhythmic ostinato in the opening melody of the second movement of Symphony no.7.  
He makes it interesting by chord and key changes; later it is played with a beautiful countermelody. 

 

Another name for this technique of repeating a rhythm but changing the shape is isorhythm.  

In the nineteenth century, the Romantics moved away from following ‘rules’ of form strictly.  For 
example Beethoven’s Pathétique Sonata begins with a slow introduction which recurs in the movement.  
Schubert wrote many of his piano pieces in ternary form, but would sometimes repeat part of the middle 
section as a coda. Some later composers, like Brahms, Dvorak and, to an extent, Tchaikovsky, took care 
in shaping movements into recognisable forms.  However Berlioz, Schumann, Liszt, Mahler and Strauss 
preferred to write programme music (creating a musical picture of an event, person, mood or view) 
rather than following abstract forms.  Debussy wrote generative music that “grew from” an idea – rather 
than developing parts of an idea, as Classical composers often did.  He invented rhythmic 
transformation (repeating the rhythm, but not the shape, of an idea).   

In the twentieth century, neo-classical composers returned to old forms, often clothing them in harmonies 
and instrumentation that were not available to Mozart and Haydn.  Most composers, however, were more 
interested in devising new styles and structures. 


