
STRUCTURE 3 
 

STRUCTURE OF A MELODY AND A MOVEMENT 
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Movements are usually based on one or more melodic ideas, which are repeated and developed until they 
make up a whole piece.   

Sometimes the idea is quite small.  In this case it is called a cell.  The best 
known cell is that which Beethoven uses for most of the first movement of 
his Fifth Symphony.  Clementinȩ in a separate file, has another four-note 
cell. 

A larger unit is a phrase.  This is a section of a melody which seems to belong together.  Usually a phrase 
will last for several bars.  Often it will be answered by a similar phrase.  In the Classical Period melodies 
were usually written in carefully ordered phrases, often of four or eight bars each.  This can be seen in a 
separate file in the Sonatina by Clementi.  In the Romantic Period phrases were likely to be less regular, 
as can be seen in a separate file in the Debussy Prelude La fille aux cheveux de lin “The flaxen-haired 
girl”. 

The terms subject and theme refer to a complete melody.  In the Sonatina by Clementi in a separate file 
the subject is just the first eight bars.  Subjects may contain several phrases or cells.  In longer works there 
could be several melodic ideas in a subject.  The term thematic group can be used to describe this. 

The term motive is used with different meanings.  Sometimes it means the same as cell  -  a tiny melodic  
idea that is repeated and developed into a melody.  Sometimes it means a whole melody (as in the 
leitmotif used by Berlioz and Wagner.)  On the 
right is the theme that announces the Dutchman 
every time he appears in Wagner’s opera The 
Flying Dutchman. 
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Movements are often built from particular sections.  This is particularly true in the Classical Period, when 
form was very important. 

A movement would often begin with an introduction.  Many symphonies written in the later classical 
period begin with slow introductions  -  perhaps to soften the audience up for the important material to 
follow.  Sometimes introductions became so big they became whole movement.  Often they were called 
overtures, preludes, préambules or vorspiels.  Sometimes introductions are quite short – as in the four-bar 
introduction to Schubert’s Fifth Symphony and the two-bar introduction to Gershwin’s piano arrangement 
of his tune “Strike up the Band” in a separate file. 

Near the beginning of a movement the main themes will be set out.  This is called the exposition.  
Sometimes there will be an episode between subjects, or between repetitions of the subject.  An episode, 
then, is passage that does not contain main thematic material of the movement.   

Often a section of a movement might be brought to a close by a short codetta.  Alternatively there might 
be an interlude linking the section to the one that follows. In jazz it is sometimes called a “break”.  The 
last bar on the first page and the first bar on the second page of Gershwin’s piano arrangement of his tune 
“Strike up the Band” in a separate file fit into this category. 

Most longer works will contain some development. In the Baroque Period the tune would sometimes be 
“spun out”, kept going in an endless web of sound.  The most common way of spinning out melodies was 
called sequence (repeating the idea at a different pitch).  Later composers looked for other methods. 


