GCSE Music: Musical Elements.
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Musical Elements.
	The following list consists of the elements that make up music.  For your GCSE, you will be expected to answer closed questions such as: tick the features of this piece (Qu.1) and more open, freer questions like the one below.

“The piece you are about to hear describe an aquarium.  How does the composer achieve this ?”

This second type of question tests your musical knowledge as well as your listening skills.  Such questions appear very daunting because you have no clues; this is where musical elements come in !

When faced with such a question, you should turn to musical elements for guidance.  For this reason you must memorise this list for the purpose of you exam.



Timbre:
Literally mean sound or colour of an instrument.  Every instrument has a different timbre; some instruments have more than one (Clarinet).  Is the sound pleasant, is it harsh, is it mellow, is it deep?  An instruments timbre can be altered by using different instrumental devices.

Pitch:
This relates to notes used, i.e. high pitched, low pitched.  When pitches are put together they make melodies (tunes).  The chorus of Robbie Williams’ Angels uses lots of high pitches while the bass guitar play low pitches.  High pitches can sound strained or tense while low pitches can sound spooky or mysterious.
Melody:
Relates to pitches.  You should use the word melody instead of ‘tune.’  Therefore, “Angels uses high pitches in the melody of the chorus.”  A melody can be built out of next-door notes (EastEnders) or leaps (see the melody set to the words “and through it all…” from Angels).

Harmony:
Harmony is the opposite of melody.  It relates to what is played with the melody, the accompaniment.  When you talk about chords, you are discussing harmony: therefore instead of “the piece uses a lot of minor chords” it is better to say that “the harmony of the piece is mainly minor.”  Sometimes you will need to talk about how often the harmony changes i.e. how often the chords change.
Texture:
This relates to how many ‘things’ are going on at the same time.  Compare someone doing a keyboard solo with a piece for full orchestra (Starwars theme).  DO NOT BE MISLED – an orchestral piece may start with every instrument playing (a Thick texture) and change to just a few instruments playing (a Thin texture).  Describe texture using words like ‘thick,’  ‘thin,’ etc.  If many melodies are sounding at the same time we use the word Polyphonic.
Tempo:
Tempo means speed.  In written music (mainly classical), we use Italian terms to indicate tempo.  A slow piece would have Adagio written at the top, a medium speed piece would have Andate or Moderato, a fast piece would have Allegro or Vivace and a really fast piece would have Presto.  These are but a few terms.  Be aware that tempo can change in a piece (Summer Love’in).
Instrumentation:
What instruments are being used ?
Dynamics:
A difficult term that only means volume.  In music we have two basic dynamics: forte (F) = Loud and piano (P) = soft.  Look at the following table:



pp = pianissimo = very soft



p = piano = soft



mp = mezzo piano = medium soft



mf = mezzo forte = medium loud



f = forte = loud



ff = fortissimo = very loud.


Sometimes, dynamics change suddenly and sometime they change gradually:


crescendo = gets louder gradually



decrescendo = gets softer gradually (sometimes called diminuendo) 
Form:

Think of the structure of a piece:

AB (or AABB) = Binary form


ABA = Ternary form



ABACADAE etc. = Rondo form



Sonata form



Verse, Chorus, Verse, Chorus = Song form



A A1 A2 A3 etc = Theme and variation form.

Musical Devices:
Devices composers use to create music:



Ostinato – short repeating patterns.




Repetition




Pedal Note – A note held in the bass while the chords change (drone)




Sequences – A small melodic pattern that is then repeated higher or lower.




Ground bass – A long repeating bass line which goes throughout the piece.




Silence – good for tension.




Scales – Next-door notes.




Dynamics – (see above)

Instrumental devices:
Pizzicato – plucking a string instrument.

Muting – by muting a brass instrument you can make the sound weaker or harsher.  Muted       string instruments sound whispery.
Tremolando – fast repeated bowing of string instruments.
Distortion pedal – used in rock guitar.

Every time you hear a piece of music, you need to analyse it by thinking in terms of musical elements.  By doing so, you will not only pass your GCSE, but also learn to appreciate music of any sort in a different way.
