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1 Melody

R

Melody is only one musical element; four other prominent
ones are rhythm, harmony, texture, and timbre. Any one of
them might be the primary material from which a composer fash-
ions a composition. In certain African cultures, melody plays a
secondary role to rhythm. And throughout the twentieth centu-
ry, some American and European composers have written music
that focuses on either texture, rhythm, timbre, or a combination
of these, with melody either excluded or reduced to a secondary
role. In general, though, it’s hard to dispute the primacy of mel-
ody. It might not be the egg in every musical omelet, but in

most, it’s the ingredient that we notice first and savor longest.
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Range and Interval Structure
Range is the distance from the highest to the lowest pitch in
a melody. Many folk, popular, and traditional songs span less

than an octave. Only in art song——music composed for trained

solo singers and intended for the concert repertory is the oc-
tave routinely exceeded by more than a few pitches.

As important as range to a melody’s ‘singability” is its in-
terval structure, Although conjunct motion (movement by step)
and disjunct motion (anything not conjunct) are balanced in most
melodies, the more conjunct are generally less challenging to the
singer.

Repetition

Repeat. Vary. Create something new. These are the op-

tions——the only options available to a composer at any
point. This is not to diminish the composer’s art, but rather to
provide a helpful perspective from which to view it. Seeing a pas-
sage or an entire work as the product of these limited choices can
lead to new insights or confirm old ones.

In melodies, repetition can be exact or varied, and it can ap-
ply to the largest and smallest unites.

Example 1

Marilyn and Alan Bergman, and Michel Legrand: Theme

from Summer
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Motive
Few melodies make such relentless use of repetition as this

one. The first eight measures comprise seven statements of this

thythm )

Short recurring figures such as this, called motives, provide
needed unity in music.

Although the rhythmic pattern is repeated exactly, the pitch
pattern contains some variation. After all, if both the pitch and
rhythmic pattern were identical, it would be the musical equiva-
lent of saying, ‘Pass the sugar, Sugar’,over and over. In Exam-
ple 1, only two statements labeled ‘a’ and the two labeled *f’
constitute exact melodic repetition.

Sequence

Statements d and e together are a transposition of a and b. A

pattern repeated at different pitch level is called a sequence.

m. 1 m. 4 Sequence a PS5 higher

!
ALt A bom ! I 4 4
‘-"=?=ﬂl===‘=='=ﬂ=====ﬂ

Sequences are described by their level of transposition. Al-
though the initial pattern and its repetition are separated by two
measures in this song, sequential repetition usually occurs imme-
diately.

The following music, written in an earlier time, is equally

obsessive in its use of repetition.
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Example 2

Chopin (1810—1849)
Chopin; Mazurka Op. 68 No. 3

Allegro ma non troppo @ 132
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Notice that b is not an exact transposition of a. An intervalli-

cally exact transposition would require accidentals.
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Types of Sequences

TR

However, this would take the music out of its current tonal-

ity of F and place it in D. Although intervallically exact transpo-

sitions——called real sequences occur often enough, se-
quences whose intervals are altered, as in Example 1, are more
common. These are called tonal sequences. The alterations often
avoid a conflict with the harmony or preserve the current tonali-
ty, thus the name ‘tonal’. Some sequences deviate from the
rhythm of the original; yet others may alter the contour. These
are called modified sequences.

Question; When is a sequence no longer a sequence?

Answer: When it no longer sounds like one.

Although that answer might sound flippant, music is col-
ored by infinite shades of gray. Enough modification (in pitch,
rhythm, or contour) will turn a sequence into something no lon-
ger classifiable as such.

Scales and Arpeggios

Why do exercises involving scales and arpeggios occupy such
an important part of your music lessons? It’s because melodies
are full of them. Learn to play them and you’re indirectly learn-
ing your repertoire. A melody is in one sense the surface of a har-
monic river that flows beneath it. Scales and——especially——
arpeggios provide glimpses of that underlying chord stream. A

valuable lesson in melodic writing can be learned by observing
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the ways a composer combines fragments of scales and arpeggios
in a convincing melody.

Tonic-Dominant Axis

A way composers infuse a melody with a sense of tonality is
by emphasizing the tonic and the dominant. These tones often
form the pitch boundaries of a melody and are prominent for the
following reasons:

+ Their sheer number of appearances.

* Their duration.

* Their position as beginning and ending pitches or as met-
rically accented pitches.

Example 3 possesses a particularly strong tonic-dominant
axis,

Example 3

i

Billy Joel
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Billy Joel: The Longest Time
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New Words & Expressions

melody ['meloadi] n. JEE. A

rhythm ['ridom] n. &, ¥
harmony [‘ha: meni] n. FIFE

texture ['tekstfo] n. Z{k

timbre ['timba] n. &, &

composer [ kempauza] n. fEMIFK
composition [ kompszifon] n. {Ef. SHih
range [reind3] n. FiH

interval ['intoval] n. &

concert ['konsot] n. HFHKE. &%

repertory ['repatori| n. £EFEIE. ghE. #E




