Musical Terms List Two

AB form  
Musical plan with two different parts, or sections.   A famous example is “Waltzing Matilda

 HYPERLINK "http://www.empire.k12.ca.us/capistrano/Mike/capmusic/modern/nationalism/waltzing%20matilda/Waltzing%20Matilda.mid" .”  

ABA form  
Musical plan that has three sections

Also called Sonata Form  

ABACA form   Also called Rondo form  

Bar
 
A way of dividing music into small, organized groups of beats. 
The division of measures is indicated by a vertical line, called the bar-line. 
Music is usually grouped in 2's (duple meter), or 3's (triple meter). 
Same as measure.
Big bands  
Bands that play swing music.  They were popular in the 1930's and 40's. 

Blues

A slow, sad style of jazz.  See More About Jazz.  

Bridge

A section of a song that connects other sections of a song.  See verse and refrain.  

Chord

Three or more different tones played together.  Click here to here some chords.  

Chromatic
The chromatic scale divides an octave into twelve half steps 
(all the white and black notes on the keyboard from middle C to the C above it).  
This is different than the major scale and minor scale, which only have 8 tones

Composer 
A person who creates a piece of music

Counterpoint 
A musical lineThe art of combining two or more musical lines that are to be played or sung at the same time. 
These lines may be said to be "in counterpoint" with each other. 
The term is in some ways like polyphony, although counterpoint is most commonly used for Baroque music.  To listen to Baroque counterpoint, click here to hear Bach's Fugue in G. 

Diatonic. Any octave divided into a seven-note scale (consisting of various combinations of whole tones and semitones). The major and minor scales, as well as the church modes, are diatonic. Diatonic harmony, which is the basis for our tonal system, consists of chords which contain only the notes of a given diatonic scale. (See chromatic.) 

Dixieland.  An early style of jazz that was born in New Orleans.  Several players play different melody lines at the same time (see counterpoint) and use lots of improvisation.      

Form.  The overall structure, or plan, of a piece of music.  AB form has two different sections.  ABA form, also called Sonata form  has three sections.  Rondo form is in ABACABA form.   Also see Theme and Variations.  

Fugue.  A musical composition or technique in which the composer introduces a tune (the theme) while other voices enter at different times playing the same theme on higher and lower pitches.  Fugues are usually written for two to four voices.  Bach wrote some of the greatest fugues.  See counterpoint and polyphony.    

Half step.  On a keyboard, the distance from one note to the next note, black or white.  See whole step.
Hip Hop.  The hip hop culture, from which rap music sprang, has its own language, style, and dress.  This culture is constantly changing. The hip hop culture originally consisted of graffiti, break dancing, DJ scratching, and rapping.  See Rap Chronology.   

Homophony (homophonic).  Music in which all voices move in the same rhythm.  Also, a musical texture in which there is a clear difference between melody and accompaniment. (See polyphony.)  The Star Spangled Banner is a good example of the melody and the harmonies moving in the same rhythm.

Impressionism.  A style of music born in France and inspired by French painters.  This music has fuzzy chords, blurry harmonies, and suggests exotic locations.  See Debussy and Ravel.   

Jazz.  A class of music born in New Orleans around 1900 that uses syncopation, improvisation and scat.  There are many different styles of jazz, including Dixieland, the blues, and  swing.  See Duke Ellington.  Also see More About Jazz.  

Key signature. The key signature is made up of sharps or flats is usually found at the beginning of a musical composition, indicating the key of the piece.

Measure. The same as bar. 

Melody.  A series of notes that form a tune, phrase, theme, or motive.  Repetition  is what makes a melody stick in your mind.   The melodies you remember are the ones you will like the most.  Some melodies are difficult to remember because they don't repeat.  Other melodies can be remembered easily because they repeat.  This melody by Tchaikovsky is a good example of a repeating melody.  

Meter. The organization of beats,   Also called a pulse.  A waltz is in a triple meter, which is three beats per measure.  A march is in duple meter, which is 2 or 4 beats per measure.  A time signature, usually placed at the beginning of the piece, tells you what the meter will be.   The first beat of a group is generally emphasized. A beat should not be confused with a note; a beat may contain one note, many notes, or may be silent (indicated by a symbol called a rest). 

Mode. These are special scales. The major scale and minor scale are modes that we recognize today, but there are many others.  If you played all the white keys on the piano from D to the next D one octave higher, you would have the Dorian mode.

Movement.  Sections of a larger musical work.   A symphony usually has four movements.  A piano sonata has three movements.   

Nationalism.  The love of one's country and the desire to be free from others.  Nationalistic music tells you where the music is from and expresses that country's hopes and dreams.   

Phrase.  A melodic idea that acts as a complete thought, something like a sentence.  A melody will contain many phrases, just like a story contains many sentences.  This melody has four phrases.  

Pitch:  The highs or lows of a tone.  A flute has a high pitch.  A tuba has a low pitch.

Polyphony (polyphonic). From the Greek for "many-sounding."  Music in which two or more "voices" are heard at the same time.  This is different than monophonic ("one-sounding") and homophonic ("like-sounding"). See counterpoint and texture.  

Ragtime.  An early form of jazz that uses lots of syncopation.  See Scott Joplin. 

Rap.   Poetry with a beat.  It may or may not have a melody.  Rap music sprang from the hip hop culture, which initially consisted of graffiti, break dancing, DJ scratching, and rapping. See Rap and Hip Hop.  

Register.  The pitch location of a group of tones.   Tones with high pitches have a high register.  Those with low tones have a low register.  A flute has a high register.  A tuba has a low register.  

Rest.  A symbol for silence in music.  See meter.  

Rock and Roll.  Popular music that was born from jazz and the blues.  It has a strong beat and a melody that repeats often.   

Scale.  An arrangement of pitches from lower to higher according to a specific pattern of steps. Major, minor, pentatonic, whole-tone, and chromatic are five kinds of scales.  Each one has its own special sound.  Click on their names to hear them.  

Scat.  To sing words on nonsense syllables, used in jazz.  Also called scatting or scat singing.       

Steady beat.  Regular pulses.  See meter and time signature.  

Swing.  A style of jazz with a lively, steady rhythm that was popular in the 1930's and 40's.  

Symphony.  A large musical work consisting of four movements, or sections.

Syncopation. Hearing beats where you don't expect to hear them. Syncopation shifts the strong beats to the weak beats.  Listen to Maple Leaf Rag to hear syncopation.  (See meter.)  

Tempo.  The rate of speed at which a musical composition is performed. Tempo is indicated by a tempo marking (usually in Italian), which describes the general speed (and often the mood) of a piece or section. Allegro (fast), andante (fairly slow) and adagio (slow) are common tempo markings. 

Texture.  The way melody and harmony go together: a melody alone (monophonic) or two or more melodies together (polyphonic) or melody with chords (homophonic).  

Theme. An important melody that occurs several times throughout a piece of music.  The theme is usually a melody or melodic fragment. A single theme may be used as the basis for a set of variations. Most music has more than one theme. 

Theme and Variations.  A musical form where the theme is played, then repeated in different ways.  Listen to Mozart's Variations on Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.  Also see Form. 

Timbre.  Tone color.  It's the quality of sound that make one instrument or voice sound different from another. For example, a flute has a different timbre than a clarinet. 

Time signature.  A number that appears at the beginning of a piece of music.  The top number tells you how many beats each measure (bar) will have.  The bottom number tells you what kind of a note receives one beat.  In 4/4 time there are four beats per measure (bar) and the quarter note receives one beat.  In 6/8 time there are six beats per measure (bar) and the eighth note receives one beat.  

Tonality. This is a central key in a musical composition. If the music moves to a different key (see modulation), it is expected to return to the original key (called the tonic). Tonality gives the listener a "center," providing a context in which melody and harmony have "meaning."  Atonal music, popular in the 
20th century, has no tonal center.   

Whole step.  On a keyboard, the distance from one note to another with a single key between.  See half step.

MUSIC GLOSSARY AND TERMINOLOGY 

A 

AB FORM (Binary) – A musical movement divided into tow distinct sections. 

ABA FARM (Ternary) – A musical movement divided into three sections. The first and third sections are the same (A). The second section is 

different (B). 

ACCELERANDO – Gradually increasing the speed or tempo of the music. 

A CAPELLA – (Literally from the chapel) music for voices sung with out accompaniment by any instruments. 

ACCENT – (>) To add emphasis to the note by making it louder than other notes with out this symbol. 

ACCIDENTAL – Sharp (#), double sharp (x), flat (b), double flat (bb) or natural (xx). These symbols alter the note from what is designated in the 

KEY SIGNATURE to raise or lower the note. 

ACCOMPANIMENT – A separate part for instruments and/or voices added to support the MELODY line; should not sound as dominant as the 

MELODY. 

ACOUSTIC – Sound produced from and instrument that is not made to produce sounds electronically, but relies on the natural shape, construction 

and materials of the instrument. 

ACOUSTIC INSTRUMENTS – Instruments which produce a sound by the natural shape, construction and materials contained in it rather than 

producing the sound needing an electrical current. 

ACOUSTICS -- the science of sound, or the way that sound performs in a specific place. 

ADAGIO – A slow, leisurely tempo. 

AEROPHONE – An instrument on which sound is produced through an enclosed column of air (e.g. trumpet/brass, clarinet/reed, flute/woodwind, 

accordion) 

ALEATORIC – Music constructed in a non-melodic fashion producing sounds which can seem random and disharmonic. 

ALLEGRO - A quick, lively tempo, (happy) 

ANDANTE – A moderately slow tempo such as walking (from to walk) 

ANACRUCIS – Note or notes that begin a musical PHRASE not beginning on the down beat of the measure. (pick up) 

ANTECEDENT, CONSEQUENT – Two musical PHRASES having the same or similar rhythms, the second of which responds to or concludes 

the first. Sometimes called question and answer. 

ANTIPHONAL – music sung by two different groups, usually one singing the call and the other “answering” or singing the response. 

ARPEGGIO – to play a chord in a harp like fashion; one note quickly after another instead of a BLOCK CHORD where all notes are played at the 

same time. 

ARTICULATION – the separation of successive notes from one another, singly or in groups, by a performer, and the manner in which this is 

done; the manner in which notes are performed. 

ARTICULATORS -- lips, teeth, tongue, throat when used to shape consonants, vowels, embouchure in vocal music production. 

ART SONG – A musical setting of a short poem to music by a composer of serious (non popular) music. 

AURAL – having to do with the ear or the sense of hearing. 

ATONAL – The absence of a tonal center or major or minor or modality. A form of modern music which sounds random and discordant. 

AUTOHARP – An instrument on which simple chords may be produced by strumming the strings while button-controlled bars dampen the strings 

not included in the chord. 

B 

BAND – An instrumental ENSEMBLE composed primarily of WOODWIND, BRASS, and PERCUSSION INSTRUMENTS. (see 

INSTRUMENTAL FAMILIES). 

BALLET – Music written for dances trained in classic or modern serious dance. It may be contained in an opera or other stage piece or stand on 

its own. It may tell a story or it may be abstract. 

BAR – Also called a MEASURE. It is the space on the STAFF between two vertical lines which contains the beats of music. 

BAR LINE – The lines on either side of the measure 

BARITONE - The lower range of the human voice. 

BASS – The very lowest register of the human voice 

. 

BASS CLEF - xxx A symbol that indicates where the F below Middle C is written. It is used to denote low pitches of sound. 

BEAT – The underlying or interior pulse of the music which determines TEMPO. 

BLUES (12 bar blues) -- a secular black American folg music of the 20 

th 

Century, related to, but separate from, jazz. The term describes both the 

characteristic melancholy state of mind and the eight, 12, and 32 bar harmonic progressions that form the basis for blues improvisation; the most 

common is 12 bars long. The other characteristic if the “blue note”, a microtonal flattening of the 3 

rd 

, 7 

th 

and to a lesser extent 5 

th 

scale degrees. 

BODY PERCUSSION – Sounds that can be produced with or on the body (snap, clap, stomp, pat) 

BRASS CHOIR – An ENSEMBLE composed of BRASS INSTRUMENTS (see INSTRUMENTAL FAMILIES). 

C 

CADENCE – The closing or end of a PHRASE, section or piece of music. 

CALL AND RESPONSE – A song FORM in which a statement from a soloist or small group alternates with an answer or repeat from the group. 

CANON - FORM of music in which one part states a particular phrase and it is repeated by another group delayed by a few MEASURES creating 

its own harmony. (e.g. Row, Row, Row Your Boat) 

CHORD – Two or more notes sounding simultaneously. 

CHORD PROGRESSION – Succession of harmonic content in time (e.g., tonic-dominant, 12 bar blues). 

CHROMATIC – Movement by half steps (e.g., c to c#) 

CHROMATIC SCALE - A scale of half steps with 12 tones to an octave. 

CLEF – A symbol written at the beginning of a musical staff indicating which notes are represented by which lines and spaces. 

COL LEGNO - Tapping the strings with the stick of a bow. 

COMPOSER - A person who writes or composes music. 

COMPOSITION - Creation of original music by organizing sound. Usually written for others to perform. 

CONDUCTOR - A person who directs a group in the performance of music. 

COORDINATED ONSET - Balance between the muscular activity of the vocal chords and the air pressure beneath them is exactly right for easy, 

efficient production of high-quality sound. 

CRESCENDO - Usual term to indicate a gradual increase in volume. 

CUES - Motions made by a conductor to assist a performing ensemble (e.g., cut offs, entrances, dynamics, breath, phrasing) 

D 

DESCRENDO - Usual term for gradually decreasing in volume. 

DESCANT - An obligato parts that soars above the tune or melody. 

DÈTACHÈ - A broad, vigorous stroke in which the notes of equal time value are bowed singly with a slight articulation owning to the rapid 

change of bow. 

DIATONIC SCALE - The notes found within a major or minor scale. 

DICTION - Enunciation of words in singing. 

DISJUNCT - Term applied to a melodic line that moves by leap rather than in conjunct motion (by step). 

DOMINANT - The 5 

th 

note or degree in the scale. 

47 

DOMINANT CHORD - In tonal music, the chord built on the 5 

th 

degree of the scale. 

DOUBLE STOPS - On stringed instrument, playing notes simultaneously. 

DYNAMICS - Varying degrees of volume pertaining to the performance of music. 

E 

ELEMENTS OF MUSIC - Melody, rhythm, harmony, pitch, dynamics, timbre, tempo, texture, form, text and/or lyrics. 

EMBOUCHURE - The proper position of the lips in the playing of wind instruments. 

ENSEMBLE - 1. A group of musicians. 2. Ability of musicians to work together to create a unity and balance of performance. 

F 

FERMATA - 

Hold the note for a longer duration, usually one half the value of the written note. (from the Italian – to hold). 

FLAUTANDO - A flutelike effect produced by bowing very slightly over the fingerboard. 

FORM - The structure, shape or organizing principal of music. 

G 

GENRE - A type of kind of musical work (e.g., opera, oratorio, art song, gospel, suite, jazz, madrigal, march, work song, lullaby, barbershop, 

Dixieland, blues, folk, etc.) 

GLOTTAL ONSET OR STOP - The glottal (stop) is the sound made when the vocal chords are pressed together to stop the flow of air then 

released, and is the sound in the middle of the interjection uh-oh. (e.g., for a glottal onset, practice saying “egg”). 

H 

HARMONIC - 1. Pertaining to harmony. 2. set of overtones produced by the sounding of the fundamental tone. 

HARMONY - Combining of notes simultaneously. 

HOMOPHONIC - Texture where voices or instruments sound together or in which all the parts move in the same rhythm (as opposed to 

polyphonic). 

I 

IMPROVISATION - Spontaneous creation of original music or based on a given form. 

INTERVAL - Distance between two pitches. 

INTONATION - Singing or playing in tune. 

LEGATO - To be played without any perceptible interruption between the notes. To play and smooth and connected line of music. 

LEVELS OF DIFFICULTY - A classification system used by performing ensembles. 

Level 1: very easy; easy keys, meters, and rhythms; limited ranges. 

Level 2: easy; may include changes of tempo, key, and meter; modest ranges. 

Level 3: moderately easy; contains moderate technical demands, expanded ranges, and varied interpretive requirements. 

Level 4: moderately difficult; requires well-developed technical skills, attention to phrasing and interpretation, and ability to 

perform various meters and rhythms in a variety of keys. 

Level 5: difficult; requires advanced technical and interpretive skills; contains key signatures with numerous sharps or flats, usual 

meters, complex rhythms, subtle dynamic requirements. 

Level 6: very difficult; suitable for musically mature students of exceptional competence. 

(adapted with permission from the New York State School Music Association [NYSSMA] Manual, 1991) 

M 

MAJOR KEY - Tonally, a key based on a major scale; a scale that contains the following step pattern: whole, whole, half, whole, whole, whole, 

half. 

MAJOR SCALE - A scale that contains the following step patterns: whole, whole, half, whole, whole, whole, half. 

MARTELE - In string performance, a hammered stroke, an effect obtained by releasing each stroke forcefully and suddenly. 

MELODIC MINOR - A minor scale that has the sixth and seventh scale degrees raise one half step while ascending, and in natural form while 

descending. 

MELODY - An organized sequence of single notes. (the tune). 

METER - The grouping of rhythmic pulses or beats by which a piece of music is measured. 

METER SIGNATURE - An indicator of the meter of a music work, usually presented in the form of a fraction; the denominator indicates the 

unit of measurement (note value) and the numerator indicates the number of units (notes) that make up or are contained in a measure. 

METERS - The pattern of beats by which the time span of a piece of music is measured. 

MINOR KEY - Tonally, a key based on a minor scale; a scale that contains the following step pattern: whole, half, whole, whole, half, whole, 

whole. 

MINOR SCALE - A scale that contains the following step patterns: whole, half, whole, whole, half, whole, whole. 

MODE - The selection of tones arranged in a scale that form the basic tonal substance of a composition containing whole and half steps in a 

configuration or sequence other than major or minor. 

MODULATION - Tonally, the change from one key or tonal center to another. 

MOTIF/MOTIVES - A short figure of characteristic design that recurs throughout a composition or section as a unifying element. 

N 

NATURAL HARMONIC - String term describing high tones of a flute-like timbre that are produced by lightly touching the string at one of it 

nodes instead of pressing it down. 

NOTATION - Method or methods used for writing down music. 

O 

OCTAVE - A musical interval of 8 degrees or steps. Musical notes 8 steps apart carry the same letter name and sound similar due to their 

acoustical properties. 

ONSETS - Referring to vocal sound production, the moment when phonation begins in the vocal folds, creating sound (e.g., for a glottal onset, 

practice saying “egg” or an aspirate onset, put an “h” in front of your tone; for a coordinated onset sing “meow” like a cat. SEE glottal or 

coordinated). 

OSTINATO - A rhythmic or melodic accompaniment figure repeated continuously throughout a section or entire composition. 

P 

PARTNER SONGS - Two or more totally independent songs that have the same harmonic structure and can be sung together at the same time. 

PENTATONIC SCALE - Tonally, a scale having five tones and containing no half steps. Most commonly whole, whole, minor third, whole. 

PERFORMANCE PRACTICE – specific ways of interpreting music within historical and established guidelines. (e.g., swing has its own practice, 

whereas Baroque has a different approach to the performance of music from that period). 

PHRASE - A musical idea comparable to a sentence or a clause in language. 

PHRASING - The clear and meaningful rendition of musical phrases. 

PITCH - The location of a note related to its highness or lowness. 

PIZZACATO - Indication that the string is to be plucked with the finger instead of bowed. 

POLYPHONIC - Music arranged for several voices or instruments in which parts enter individually at different times (as opposed to 

homophony). 

PONTICELLO - The bridge of a string instrument. 

POSITION - String term describing the places on the fingerboard to which the left hand shifts in order to obtain higher or lower tones. 

Q 

R 

RANGE - The compass of an instrument or voice, or of a piece of music, from the lowest note to the highest; the interval between those notes. 

REGISTRATION - Referring to vocal sound production, the term used to denote various theories of how the human voice changes, both 

subjectively and objectively, as it moves through its pitch range. This includes falsetto, head and chest voices. 

REPERTOIRE - A body of selection of musical works/pieces or compositions. 

RESONANCE - The creation by a vibrating body of vibrations in another body. May refer to human singing and /or instrument playing. 

RHYTHM - The combination of long and short and uneven sounds that convey a sense of movement in time. 

RICOCHET - Throwing the bow on the string in the upper third of the bow so that it will produce a rapid series of notes. 

RITARDANDO - A gradual slowing of tempo. 

RHONDO FORM - A musical form in which a section is repeated, with contrasting sections in between, such as ABACA. Musical example: 

Spring from The Four Seasons by Vivaldi. 

ROTE - Performing a written piece of music from memory or having learned it by following a modeled example instead of reading. 

ROUND - Common name for a circle canon in which each individual musician or par, having started the piece at different times, returns from 

the conclusion of the melody to its beginning repeating ad libitum. (e.g., Row, row, row your boat) 

S 

SCALE - The arrangement of notes in a specific order of intervals, normally whole or half steps. 

SCORE - The organized notation of all the instruments and/or vocal parts of a composition. A score is normally vertically aligned so as to 

represent visually the musical coordination desired in performance. 

SLUR - A curved line placed above or below a group of notes to indicate that they are to be played legato. 

SOLFÈGE - A system of designating verbal syllables for the degrees (steps or intervals) of a scale. 

STACCATO - A manner of performance indicated by a dot placed over a note calling for a reduction of its written duration and non-smooth 

connectedness to the note following it. 

STAFF (STAVES) - A set of lines, on, between, above and below which notes are written. In Western music, a five-line staff has been the most 

widely used type since the early 13 

th 

century. 

STYLE - The style of a composition is its manner of treating form, melody, rhythm, counterpoint, harmony and tone color. 

SUB-DOMINANT - The fourth degree of a scale. 

SUB-DOMINANT CHORD - In tonal music, the chord built in the 4 

th 

degree of the scale. 

SYNCOPATION - The placement of rhythmic accents on weak beats or weak portions of beats. 

T 

TEMPO (TEMPI) - The pace at which music move according to the speed of the underlying beat. 

TENUTO - Held; sustained. 

TEXTURE - The musical element representing the different layers of horizontal and vertical sounds, usually with regard to the way individual 

parts or voices are put together (e.g., polyphonic, homophonic). 

TIMBRE - Term describing the tonal quality of a sound: a clarinet and an oboe sound the same note are said to produce different timbres. 

TIME SIGNATURE - The meter indicated at the beginning of a piece by two numbers. 

TONALITY (KEY) - The tonal center of a composition. 

TONIC - The 1 

st 

note or degree of the scale. 

TONIC CHORD - In tonal music, the chord built on the 1 

st 

note of the scale (tonal center). 

TRANSCRIBE - The writing down of music. 

TRANSPOSE - To write or perform music in a different key. 

TRIAD - A chord of three notes consisting of a root, third above the root and fifth above the root. 

U 

V 

VIBRATO - A slight fluctuation of pitch. 

W 

WHOLE TONE SCALE - A scale that divides the scale into six equal, tempered whole tones. 

Y 

Z 

