Concepts of music overview

The following is a general outline of Western musical concepts.

1. Pitch: the relative highness or lowness of sounds

Pitch can be organised into melody and harmony.

Melody: the ‘horizontal’, linear arrangement of pitch (the ‘tune’) 

· Is there a melody? Does it repeat throughout, or does it vary?

· Is there more than one melody playing at the same time? Where does this happen?

· countermelody?

·  same/different?
·  contrary or similar motion? 

·  is there imitation (one part imitating another)?

· What is the shape of the melody? 

·  movement by steps (scale-like) 

·  movement by leaps/intervals 

·  upward/ascending 

·  downward/descending 

·  repeated notes

· Are there regular, recurring motifs?

· Is the motif developed by:

· repetition, sequence, inversion, fragmentation

· decoration/embellishment, additional notes?

Are there riffs/ostinatos (short, repeated melodic sections)?

· What is the range of the melody? 

· wide? narrow?

· What is the register?

· high/medium/low?

· Describe the phrase structure:

· balanced/symmetrical/unbalanced

· question and answer

· repetitive

· contrasting

· Where does the climax occur?

· Is the interpretation:

·  lyrical, staccato, legato

·  ‘blues’ influenced (bends, slurs, slides, scoops etc)?

· Is there a drone (underlying, sustained pitch)?

· Is the melody built from a particular scale (major, minor, pentatonic, modal)?

· Is the scale associated with a particular region or culture (eg Asian/African pentatonic scales, Arabian scales, Indian talas, blues scale)?

· Is the melody decorated by microtonal inflection (eg Indian music, Asian music)?

Harmony: the ‘vertical’ relationship of pitches (intervals, chords, ‘harmony vocals’, chord progressions etc)

· Describe the tonality:

· major diatonic atonal

·  minor chromatic 

·  modal pentatonic 

· Is there an obvious key centre?

· Is there a key change (modulation)?

· To what extent is dissonance used? Is it resolved/unresolved?

· Is there a use of suspended chords/melodic notes?

· Are there repeated chord progressions?

· 12-bar blues

· 32-bar AABA

· modal/folk harmony

· chord ‘vamps’

· Are the chords extended/‘jazz’ chords etc?

· Describe the style of harmonic accompaniment:

· arpeggio/broken chords

· block chords

· alberti bass

· pedal point or drone

· ‘riff’

· What is the harmonic rate? (How often do the chords change?)

· How many harmonic lines are there (eg SATB)?

2. Duration: the relative length of sound/silence (can be organised into rhythmic pattern over a beat)
· Is there an underlying beat?

· steady/strong/indefinite

· Describe the metre:

· no metre

· pulse of two/three/four etc

· constant/changing/mixed metre

· Are there accented beats? 

· regular

· irregular

· Is there syncopation (literally ’left out’ main beats, accents on usually unaccented beats)?

· What are the note values? What part has the most variety of note value (usually the melody)?

· Are there rubato/ad lib sections?

· Are there recurring rhythmic patterns?

· riffs/ostinati

· rhythmic motifs

·  value/quality of melodic lines

· What is the beat division? 

· quavers/eighths

· semiquavers/sixteenths

· triplets/’swing’ quavers

Tempo: speed of the beat/pulse

· What is the speed of the beat/pulse (slow/medium/fast)?

· Does it remain constant (accelerando/ritenuto)?

· Rubato?

3. Tone colour (timbre): the characteristic sound/tone of voice/instrument etc

· What is making the sound?

· voice

· instrument

· other

· What is the particular instrument ‘family?’ 

· strings

· woodwind

· brass

· percussion

· keyboard

· How is the sound produced?

· plucked (fingers, plectrum)

·  hit/struck

· bowed

· strummed

· palm mute (guitar) etc

· How many different tone colours are there? Do they contrast or blend?

· Is it a standard ensemble (rock band, string quartet, orchestra, jazz trio etc)?

· Electric or acoustic?

· Effects (electronic, specific instrumental techniques, flutter tonguing, con sordino, pizzicato)?

· Each instrument:

· What register is used? (Does it affect tone colour?)

· What role does it play (melody, bass line etc)?

· Any unorthodox use of instruments?

· Is the tone colour clear? Distorted? Nasal, breathy, shrill, metallic?

· Describe the attack and decay.

· How is tone colour used to achieve unity or contrast?

· What is the relationship between tone colour and other concepts (eg structure, dynamics, expressive techniques etc)

· Note: For unusual or unknown instruments, use ‘sounds like’ (eg a ‘flute-like instrument’, ‘a plucked instrument’ etc)

4. Dynamics and expressive techniques

Dynamics: the relative loudness or softness of sounds

· Describe the relative loudness/softness of sounds.

· How are dynamic levels achieved?

· played loud/soft 

· added or ‘dropped out’ instruments 

· ‘terraced dynamics’

· choice of instruments (acoustic/electric guitars)

·  Are the sound levels constant or changing?

·  How do they change?

·  gradually (crescendo/decrescendo)?

·  suddenly (sforzando, ‘terraced ‘ – instruments join)?

· Is silence used? 

· How do dynamics relate to other concepts?

· How are dynamic levels used to create unity or contrast?

Expressive techniques: the various ways instruments and voices are played or used within different styles to create performance ‘expression’

· Articulation: staccato/legato phrasing/attack 

· tenuto (hold note for full value), tonguing/flutter 

· tongue, slap/pop on bass guitar etc

· Accents

· Sforzando (forced or sudden accent)

· Decoration (trill, turn, hammer-on, pull-off, slide/glissando)

· Blues/jazz/rock interpretation: slides, bent notes, slurs, growls, drop-offs

· Vibrato

· Vocal techniques: vibrato, scoops, whoops, hollers, shout/whisper, percussive effects, falsetto etc

· Improvisation

5. Texture: the layers of sound and their relationship
· How many different layers of sound are there?

· Is the texture or density of sound:

· thick

· sparse?

· Does it change or stay the same throughout?

· What is the role of each part?

· How do the parts move in relation to each other?

· similar/ contrary

· Q&A

· imitation/canon/round

· Are the parts widely spaced in pitch or close together (eg flute and clarinet/flute and bass)?

· Name the texture :

· monophonic (one melody/line)

· homophonic (melody and accompaniment)

· polyphonic (more than one melody at once)

· heterophonic (often in Asian musics – two similar melodies decorated differently)

· Does the texture change?

· Draw a diagram of layers.

· How does it relate to other concepts?

· How does it contribute to unity or contrast? 

6 Structure: both the overall sectional structure (‘form’) and the ‘micro’ structure of the sections (motifs, phrases, themes etc)
· How many sections are there?

· Identify and label them (AB etc)

· Are there repeated sections? Are they identical or varied (A, A1, A2, A3 etc)?

· How are contrasting and varied sections different (in terms of melody/harmony/duration/texture etc)?

· Is there a specific or standard form?

· binary AB

· ternary ABA

· rondo ABACA 

· extended rondo (most ‘popular’ and rock songs): ABABCAB etc (V Ch V Ch Bridge V Ch)

· verse/chorus song form

·  theme and variations (also jazz ‘chorus’ form)

· 12-bar blues/rock

· 32-bar AABA (lots of jazz ‘heads’)

·  ‘through composed’ /organic 

·  fugue/canon/round etc

· Is there an introduction? Coda? Instrumental/solo sections?

· What is the ‘micro’ structure (eg balanced phrases, 4 ( 2-bar phrases in each verse etc)?

· Call and response?

· imitation

· ostinato

·  sequence

· How does structure relate to all other concepts?

· How is it used to achieve unity, contrast or variety?
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