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A. MELODY 
 

In the Middle Ages, melodies were built from MODES – such as the mixolydian mode (like a major 
scale with the seventh degree flatttened). By the Baroque Period, modes had been replaced by major and 
minor scales.   Melodies were often “spun out” from a small cell.  Often “spinning out” took the form of 
SEQUENCES, in which a melodic idea is repeated at a 
different pitch by the same performer(s).  Sequential tunes 
remained popular in the following century. Here is one from 
the third movement of Schubert’s Fifth Symphony: 

Until the late eighteenth century, the swell box on an organ and the tiny sound of the clavichord were the 
only ways of achieving gradual changes of dynamics on a keyboard instrument.  Iin most movements, 
performers would often maintain the style of a movement throughout.  Dynamics would be STATIC .  If 
he did want to achieve some dynamic contrast, a composer would change the number of notes being 
played, either by thickening the chords or having more performers playing.  In a concerto, the small 
sound produced by soloists would be contrasted gainst the large sound of the rest of the orchestra.  
Dynamic changes then tended to be TIERED  rather than shaded.  However the invention of the piano 
made crescendos and diminuendos possible, and the court orchestra at Mannheim became famous for its 
rapid crescendos – especially in a rising arpeggio known as the “Mannheim Rocket”.  By the end of the 
eighteenth century, SHADED (gradual) dynamics were popular.  Beethoven like to combine tiered and 
shaded dynamics with a crescendo to forte followed by a sudden piano.  This created a dramatic effect! 
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B. RHYTHM 
 

SYNCOPATION is moving the stress from where it usually is in the bar to another place in the bar. 

 

In jazz, a rhythm that is played as written, without a swing “feel”, is called STRAIGHT . 
 

Until the late eighteenth-century, movements had one tempo throughout. After that, composers 
sometimes liked to change tempo, either gradually (as in accel or rall ) or suddenly. They also liked to use 
RUBATO  (“robbing” the time) – sometimes becoming slower, sometimes speeding up.   
 

Two of the examples above have DOTTED RHYTHMS . Dotted notes tend to make the rhythm more 
interesting – sometimes more lively or exciting (as in “Happy Birthday” and the Handel extract above), 
sometimes more dramatic (as in the openings of Beethoven’s Pathétique Sonata and Handel’s Messiah). 
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C. HARMONY 
 
It is possible to create tunes which use only DIATONIC  notes.  Here is one by Leopold Mozart: 

 
All of the notes in this tune belong to the C chord;  so we can call the melody TRIADIC .  (It is based on 
the triad, or three-note chord, of C major).  Tunes like this can be rather boring, unless the rhythm is quite 
interesting (as it is in this example).  So most tunes use other notes as well.   
We can change the tune above so it is no longer triadic.  It may now feel a little more interesting. 

 
All the notes still come from C major, so the melody is still diatonic.  We can accompany the tune by 
chords I, IV, V and I, in that order.  So all the notes are consonantal.  (In 1982 Allen Forte used the term 
consonantal skip – moving from one note to another note in the same chord.  Each bar features one.) 
 

If we change the F to F#, the melody becomes even more interesting.  It is no longer diatonic, but 
CHROMATIC .  The F# can be harmonised by a D major chord, but is not a diatonic chord in C major. 
 

All the notes in the tune above are HARMONY NOTES :  they all fit the chords they are used with. 
We can make the tune more interesting by adding some non-harmony (non-consonantal) notes.   

 
The chords are I, IV, V and I in C major.  The tune is still diatonic, although not all the notes are harmony 
notes.  It is now more complex, and probably more interesting.  The notes marked x are PASSING 
NOTES – they move in one direction between harmony notes;  those marked y are AUXILIARY 
NOTES – they are preceded and followed by the same note.   
 

A DISSONANT note or chord is one which sounds discordant.  (Schenker describes as dissonant any 
note which does not feel stable, but most people would say that it sounds harsh or unpleasant.) 
 

To sum up: 
• Any note which fits the scale of the key of the music is called diatonic.  Other notes are called 

chromatic.  (So in D major, E flat, F natural and G sharp are chromatic notes.) 
• A note which fits the chord which accompanies it is called a harmony note (or consonantal note).  

Notes which do not belong to the chord are called non-harmony notes (or non-consonantal notes). So 
when the C chord is used, E would be a harmony note, while F would be a non-harmony note. 

• Sometimes chromatic (“colour”) chords  are used, such as a D major chord in a passage in C major.  
Whether notes are diatonic or chromatic, they are called harmony notes if they fit the chord and non-
harmony notes if they do not.  F# is a harmony note when played with the D, but not the C chord. 

• A triadic melody (or cell) is a melody (or part of a melody) which consists of three or more harmony 
notes from the same chord (usually a three-note chord or triad) used one after the other.  
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D. TEXTURE 
 
Of all the elements of style, texture is the one students often find hardest to grasp.  Traditionally, it has 
been divided into three types: 
• MONOPHONIC  – one melody without accompaniment.  It may be played or sung by different  

performers, in which case they are in unison.  The 
third movement of Schubert’s Fifth Symphony 
begins with the full orchestra playing in unison: 
When Gregorian chant (plainsong) began about 
1500 years ago, it was monophonic.  Bugle or trumpet calls played at civic ceremonies (such as that 
on the right) are usually monophonic, 
although sometimes there will be two or 
more trumpeters playing different notes.  

• HOMOPHONIC  (chordal) – one melody with accompaniment. The accompaniment is usually in 
chords, either block chords or broken chords. In ”block” chords, the notes are all played at the same 
time, then either held or repeated.  Organs can hold repeated notes for an indefinite time, although on 
stringed keyboard instruments the sounds die away, so the chord has to be repeated.  String and wind 
instruments can hold repeated notes for a longer time, although not indefinitely.  For this reason, from 
the early nineteenth century wind players were often given chords to repeat (sometimes quite  
quickly).  From the late eighteenth century strings were often asked to repeat chords very quickly with 
alternate bows, not only to fill out the texture but to increase excitement.  Sometimes the chords were 
repeated in a syncopated rhythm to increase tension, as do the violins in 
the excerpt from the fourth movement of Schubert’s Fifth Symphony on 
the right.  In broken chords, the notes of the chord are played one after 
the other.  They are called arpeggios when they go in one direction, 
including all the notes of the chord in the same order – such as the example at the top of this page.  If 
the order of notes in the chord is changed (e.g. CGE instead of CEG in the C chord), or if notes of the 
chord are left out (e.g. CGEGC instead of CEGCEGC), the term broken chord, not arpeggio, is used.  
Since the late eighteenth century, most music has been basically homophonic. 

• POLYPHONIC  (in lines) – two or more independent parts (they do not play the same notes at the 
same time).  Each part is usually a melodic line – although some may be more tuneful than others.  
(The outer parts are heard most clearly, so are usually the most interesting, although Bach often gives 
his tenors interesting parts to sing.)  The word polyphonic is usually used of vocal music, and 
especially music written during the Renaissance, while the term contrapuntal is usually used of 
instrumental music, especially of the Baroque Period.  

• MIXTURES  – combining contrapuntal and chordal 
elements. These became popular in the  eighteenth 
century.  They appear particularly in works by 
Vienesse composers Haydn, Mozart and Schubert, 
and by German composers Beethoven, Mendelssohn 
and Schumann.  To the right is an example from the 
second movement of Schubert’s Fifth Symphony in 
which the melody at the top has the most interesting 
material, although its beginning is imitated (echoed) 
by the “tenor” part (violas and first bassoon), by the 
“alto” part (second violins – jumping up to stay in 
their register) and by the bass line (in inversion, after 
moving by step down to A flat).  The three 
“accompanying” parts have broken chords.  Another 
example from the movement has an interesting mixture of block and broken chords played by strings. 

• Texture includes range (how far it is from the top to bottom notes) and register (high, middle or 
low). The bottom extract has a narrow range and is in the middle register. 
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E. DEVELOPING IDEAS 
 
Since Machaut and his contemporaries in the fourteenth century it has been popular to transform an idea 
rhythmically.  This is known as ISORHYTHM .  It involves repeating a rhythm with a different melodic 
shape.  Here is an example from an Agnus Dei by Machaut: 

 
 
In the late nineteenth century, some composers began to do the reverse – repeat an idea with the same 
melodic shape, but a different rhythm.  This has been called RHYTHMIC TRANSFORMATION.  In 
the third movement of Debussy’s string quartet, 
the viola picks up this tune 
from the previous section: 
 
We could suggest that HARMONIC TRANSFORMATION  sometimes occurs in melodies when an 
idea is reshaped to fit the chords which are intended to accompany it.  Here are examples by Schubert: 

 

 
 

In INVERSION , the idea is turned “upside-down”.  Here is the subject of the Contrapunctus inversus 12 
from Bach’s Art of Fugue, firstly in its original shape, then inverted: 

 

 
 

The following methods of transformation are quite common in Baroque fugues, but are not as noticeable 
to most listeners as other methods, so they are not used often. 
 

AUGMENTATION  is doubling the note values.   
Here is the subject of 
Fuga 8 from Bach’s 
Art of Fugue, both in 
its original form and in 
its augmented form: 
 

The opposite (halving the note values) is DIMINUTION .  Forte uses the word “diminution” to mean 
diminishing the skips between consonances by linear progressions (harmony notes joined by passing 
notes) and neighbour notes – so the word can cause confusion. 
 

RETROGRADE  consists of turning melodies backwards.  It is difficult for the listener to recognise, so is 
seldom used.  It appears in the “crab canons” of the eighteenth century, where one part had the same as 
another part but backwards, and in serial music, where the tone row can be used backwards. 
 

Note:  It is not necessary to develop the whole melody:  composes sometimes take a fragment of the 
melody and develop it (by any of the methods described above). This is known as FRAGMENTATION. 

and transforms 
it into this: 
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F. FORMING CHARACTER 
 
We can use all of the following terms to describe a melody: 
• wide/narrow range;   high/low register 
• static; or tiered/sudden;  or shaded/gradual changes of dynamics 
• linear / stepwise / conjunct / flowing or disjunct / jumpy or angular progression 
• phrases short/long, regular/irregular 
• triadic or arpeggiaic / many non-harmony or dissonant notes 
• ornamented / articulated (legato/staccato; even/accented;  short/long slurs) 
• repeated / displaced an octave / sequential 
 

We can use these terms to refer to melodic development: 
• sequence / isorhythm / rhythmic or harmonic transformation / inversion / augmentation / retrograde 
 

We can use these terms to refer to the tonality  of a piece of music: 
• major/minor or modal  
• diatonic/chromatic 
• concordant/consonant or dissonant/discordant 
 

Pulse and rhythmic  elements include: 
• simple / compound;  duple/triple/quadruple/unusual metre 
• tempo (allegro / allegretto / moderato / andante / adagio) 
• tempo changes (gradual or sudden) 
• dotted / syncopated / swung / varied rhythms 
• strict time or rubato; hemiola 
 

All of the above go to make up the mood or character of a passage: 
a) A march is in strict duple or quaduple time at a walking speed with repeated rhythms, regular phrases, 

and a chordal texture.  Melodies are often disjunct, the leaps giving them energy. 
b) A chorale is a mostly linear (stepwise) melody in short irregular phrases with simple rhythms. 
c) A gigue is a dance in compound time at strict tempo often in a contrapuntal texture. 
d) A gavotte is a dance, usually chordal, in moderate duple time, starting half-way through the first bar. 
e) A mazurka is a chordal dance in triple time with the second or third beat in the bar often accented. 
f) In jazz, a groove is a style of rhythm and accompaniment that is maintained throughout the piece. 
g) Early Renaissance choral music featured modal melodies in polyphonic textures creating what would 

now be regarded as dissonant chords. 
h) Baroque movements often have contrapuntal textures, lively bass lines, regular rhythms, and many 

sequences. They are often played with considerable ornamentation, but no tempo / dynamic changes. 
i) The French overture began with a slow, majestic chordal movement with dotted rhythms.   
j) Classical melodies often have tiered dynamics, regular phrases and clear articulation, in strict time. 
k) Romantic pieces often have long, irregular phrases, chromatic harmony, and complex textures, with 

shaded dynamics and gradual tempo changes.  They are often played rubato. 
l) Lullabies and laments are usually performed softly, and at a moderate or slow tempo, whereas 

celebratory music is often loud and quite fast, with many leaps.   
m) Gloomy melodies often have a small range, a low register, a slow tempo, few leaps, and a minor key.  
 
ASSIGNMENT : Compare these melodies from set works, using terms listed on this page. 
 
 
 
 
 

(a) 

(b) 

Allegro vivace 


