Music
Terms to remember: pitch, tone, interval, consonance, dissonance

Music utilizes sound: waves or vibrations in the air. The human ear is capable of recognizing precise pitches — sounds of particular high or low frequencies.

Musical tone is a pure sound of a fixed frequency: musical tones are usually represented as notes in musical notation (score).

Scale: a particular sequence of musical sounds (tones) of different pitches is called musical scale. The human ear is naturally predisposed to organize different pitches in sequences / scales. This ability is used in composing music (see section melody). Particular tones in a scale are called degrees of the scale (first, second, etc.).

Intervals: simultaneous sounding / hearing of two tones — a musical interval — is perceived by the human ear as either pleasant (consonance) or unpleasant (dissonance). Both types of intervals can be used in music (see section harmony).

Just as visual perception, sound and human hearing are also about harmony and order. Music gives us an insight into the nature of sound and allows us to perceive directly the laws of hearing.

Melody (melodic line)
Terms for melody: curve, phrase, flow (conjunct / disjunct), range (narrow-wide)

Melody in music is a sequence of musical tones that fit together into a recognizable pattern. Melody in music is akin to line / contour in visual arts (both refer to linear movement) and can be described in similar terms. For example, melody can have a curve (wave-like, descending, ascending) and can be represented graphically. Very often a melody starts and ends with the base tone or tonic (i.e., goes up and then down: listen to Bach, Toccata in C major on the website).

An important element of melody is “phrase” (cf. literature) based on the “stop-and-go” quality of many melodies, i.e., their natural tendency to have breaks and repeat. A melodic phrase is a section of melody from its beginning until the next “stop” (listen to Brahms’ Symphony No. 3 on the website).

Tone Color / Timbre
Tone color / timbre in music can be compared to the use of colors and shading in painting. Tone color is based on the capacity of different instruments to produce, in addition to the primary tone, different additional tones or partials (e.g., fifth, octave, etc.). The intensity of these partials is different, and it determines the differences in the tone color of the instrument.

Types of instruments:
Woodwind: flute, reed pipes (clarinet, oboe, bassoon). Both groups were traditionally made of wood. The sound / vibration is produced by the reed or the edge of the pipe.

Brass wind: trumpet, trombone, French horn, tuba. These instruments are usually of brass or other metal. The sound / vibration is produced by the vibration of the player’s lips against a cup- or funnel-shaped mouthpiece.

String: violin, viola, cello, double-bass. Percussion: kettle-drum, cymbals, etc.

Harmony
Harmony is the phenomenon of simultaneous perception of several sounds (musical intervals). Harmony lends a sense of depth (vertical dimension) to music, as perspective does to painting (cf. melody — the linear or horizontal dimension of music — and line in painting).

The main element of harmony is the musical interval which can be either consonant or  dissonant. Consonant intervals were first described by the 6th c. BC Greek philosopher Pythagoras. Until recently, only consonant intervals were used to produce “pleasing” music. In modern and contemporary music, dissonant intervals are more widely used than before. Dissonant intervals create a sharp contrast with the rest of the music, just like darker colors in painting create a contrast with brighter colors. Thus the use of dissonant intervals makes music more dynamic and emotional.

Three or more tones at specific intervals from each other (usually first, third, and fifth degrees) form more complex harmonic structures: chords. Chords, like musical scales, could be based on particular base tones (tonic) and form keys (or tonalities). The position of the third degree (from the tonic) in a chord determines whether it is major (bright, triumphant) or minor (sad, moody).

Types of texture in music
I. Monody (monophonic)
Single-voiced texture — all music up to about a thousand years ago was monophonic.
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Example: Gradual (Christmas Mass, 11th century)

II. Polyphony (polyphonic)
Two or more melodic lines are combined, many-voiced texture.

1. Organon bass (Greek: ison; a simple case of counterpoint)
The simplest attempt to add harmony to a melodic line: bass voices hold a sustained tone or sing a very basic melody, while higher voices chant a more elaborate melodic line.
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Example: Gradual (Master Leoninus, Mass for the Nativity of the Virgin, 13th century)

2. Counterpoint
A more complex pattern of two or more voices that can intersect, go up or down, etc. It is often difficult to catch individual voices in such music for an untrained ear.
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Example: Kyrie (Josquin Desprez [15-16th c.], Mass Pange Lingua)

III. Homophony (homophonic)
A single voice takes over the musical piece; accompanying voices become blocks of harmony, the chords that support the main voice, resulting in a single melody with chords.

Example: Andante non troppo (W.A. Mozart, String Quartet No. 4)

Theme in music
Theme is one of the simplest formal elements (of design). Theme is a common and easily recognizable group of elements or pattern in any art work. Theme can either repeat entirely in its original form or have variations.

Musical theme is one of the main “building blocks” of musical form: it is, so to say, an “idea” used to construct a musical work. Musical theme is a repeating and easily recognizable pattern of melodic or harmonic elements (such as sequences of tones or chords).

The main principle at work when using a musical theme is repetition and contrast (or unity and variety). The theme is first stated (statement of the theme) and could be repeated several times. Then it is developed (development of the theme or thematic development) in its variations. We can speak of a variation of the theme when the musical material is altered but is still recognizable. Using repeating variations produces an exciting and unexpected effect on the listener.

Guide to the understanding of the main theme (“Fate”) in Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony
Movement 1. The main theme (“Fate”) is stated, then reintroduced several times in a slightly different form (variations). The changes in theme during repetition create foiled expectations and the feeling of tension during repetition. The vigorous main theme is contrasted with a softer second theme. The main theme keeps repeating in variations until the end.

Movement 3: The main theme (played by French horns) appears in contrast to other material, but in a very transformed state: its variation. It is still quite strong.

Movement 4: While Movement 1 and the Symphony as a whole are in C minor, Movement 4 is in C major which creates a joyful  and triumphant mood. Against this background (and in contrast to it) the main theme reappears briefly in its variation (played on woodwinds), but sounds faint and far away. In the end, the theme of “Fate” is “defeated” by the triumphant chords: the “human person” triumphs over “fate.”

Rhythm in music
Terms: beat (strong / accented or weak), tempo, meter, measure, rhythm

Beat is the basic unit of musical time, which is organized in a regular pulsation of strong and weak beats. Tempo — fast or slow — determines how many such beats are to be played per second.

Musical meter is the basic unit of length in music, or a fixed time pattern for musical pieces. Some beats are stronger than others: accented or strong beats. Groups of beats with one strong (first) and the following one, two, or three weak beats are called measures. Meter determines how many strong and weak beats are in one measure (cf. meter in poetry).

Rhythm comes from the Greek word for “flow” and refers to the general flow of the piece. It is a controlled movement of music in time. Rhythm functions within the framework of a specific meter that provides the basic “grid.” Within this grid, rhythm determines the time it takes to play a given note (its duration), and the time when to play it. Simply put, rhythm in music is a particular pattern of musical tones and rests of different durations.

Contrary to the usual assumption, rhythm does not have to be steady (as it is in Couperin, The Mysterious Barricades) but could be interrupted by pauses and be rather asymmetrical (as in Mozart, Eine kleine Nachtmusik) or free and changing all the time (as in Stravinsky, Rites of Spring).

Meaning and modes in music
a. Does music have meaning? How do we represent / imitate in music?
Music, especially purely instrumental, does not seem to have any meaning or contents (subject matter) at all. Are there modes in music?

Some composers came up with the idea of “musical language.” Music can imitate actual objects or characters directly by imitating the sounds they usually produce:

— small fast moving objects emit high-pitched, short, abrupt notes: you can use high notes and fast tempo to imitate them;

— heavy slow things emit long, low-pitched sounds: you can use low notes and slow tempo to imitate them.

Modest Mussorgsky is particularly famous for this technique (see website): cf. examples from Pictures at an Exhibition (“Ballet of unhatched chickens”; “Bydlo” [Cart pulled by the oxen]).

b. The role of musical intervals
If we understand “mode” as “mood” — creating a particular emotional state, a feeling, rather then ideas and concepts — music can certainly create such moods.

Robert Browning, A Toccata of Galuppi's
What? Those lesser thirds so plaintive, sixths diminished, sigh on sigh,

Told them something? Those suspensions, those solutions — “Must we die?”

Those commiserating sevenths — “Life might last! we can but try!”

“Were you happy?” — “Yes.” — “And are you still as happy?” — “Yes. And you?”

— “Then, more kisses!” — “Did I stop them, when a million seemed so few?”

Hark, the dominant’s persistence till it must be answered to!

So, an octave* struck the answer. Oh they praised you, I dare say!

“Brave Galuppi! that was music! good alike at grave and gay!”

* i.e., the tonic one octave above

The idea behind the emotional impact of the intervals is their stability / instability, and the varied amount of tension that they create: leading either to the tonic (base tone) or away from it.
c. Major / minor key
Certain modes or moods (emotional states) are created in music by other formal means. Some of such means are using major or minor keys (types of scales), and slow or fast tempo, as in:


Beethoven: Symphony No. 3 in E flat Major, Op. 55 “Eroica” (Allegro con brio; Marcia funebre, Adagio)


d. Musical modes proper
The idea of major or minor keys goes back to the so-called “musical modes” developed in ancient Greece. The Greek musical mode is simply a type of a seven-note scale — or a sequence of notes — that contains five whole tones and two half-tones (semitones). The position of half-tones is different in each mode.

The Greeks thought that different modes (variations of scales) represented different emotional moods and even characters: virile, ecstatic, soft and lascivious, etc.

In contemporary music, Ionian and Aeolean modes correspond to natural major (C major scale) and natural minor (A minor scale) keys. Major and minor scales are used universally. Other ancient modes are used in folk music, jazz, and some classical works.

