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4. Texture

Texture refers to how many layers of music there is in a 
piece. A range of different terms are used depending on 
what each part is doing.
Gregorian chants were common in the Medieval period 
and were monophonic (music where there is a 
single unaccompanied melody line).
Composers later began to compose with multiple parts 
and so created polyphonic music (music that contains 
multiple independent melody lines).
The most common texture heard today in the vast 
majority of popular songs is a melody and 

accompaniment texture. 

1. The Musical Elements

Music questions will require you 
to identify or discuss the musical 
elements in some way. Make 
sure that you are familiar with 
each of the elements and the 
meanings of the main keywords 
associated with them.

You can remember the elements 
using the Dr T Smith acronym:

D = Dynamics

R = Rhythm

T = Texture

S = Structure

M = Melody

I = Instrumentation

T = Tonality

H = Harmony

2. Dynamics

The term dynamics refers to the volume of a piece of music. 
Dynamics are used to create interest and expression. Italian 
terms are used in order to state how loud or quiet it is:
Fortissimo (ff) - very loud
Forte (f) – loud
Mezzo forte (mf) – moderately loud
Mezzo piano (mp) – moderately soft
Piano (p) – soft
Pianissimo (pp) – very softly
Crescendo – gradual increase in volume
Diminuendo – gradual decrease in volume

3. Rhythm

Rhythm refers to the combination of note lengths. It is linked 
to tempo, which refers to the speed of a piece of music. 
There are a number of terms that can be used to describe 
rhythm, such as the following:
Onbeat – a rhythm that is played on the strong beats of a bar. 
Offbeat – a rhythm that is played on the weak beats of a bar, 
or off of the beat. 
Ostinato – a musical motif or phrase that is repeated 
frequently. 

There are certain genres of music that contain specific 
rhythmic features.
Music from the Caribbean, such as Calypso music, makes use 
of syncopation (a type of musical rhythm where the 
emphasis is not on the beat).
Jazz and blues music often make use of swung quavers

(when pairs of quavers are played with the first quaver 
slightly longer than the second).

5. Structure

The structure of a piece of music refers to the order of different 
sections within it. Letters are used in most structures to represent 
each section.
Effective music often strikes a balance between repetition and 
contrast where the audience needs to recognise something about 
the piece, without repeating it too much so that it becomes tedious.
Binary form was a popular structure in the Baroque period and was 
a musical structure where there are two sections creating an AB 
structure. If the A section returned again afterwards, this instead 
created a ternary form piece (ABA).
Songs usually follow a predictable structure containing more than 
one verse and chorus. 
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10. Activities
Recap quiz

1. What does the term ‘crescendo’ mean?
2. Name a place where syncopated rhythms 

are often heard.
3. Which two sections are mainly used in a 

song structure?
4. What kind of melodic movement is most 

commonly used?
5. Which two notes are different in a minor 

scale from a major scale?
6. Using the C major scale as a basis: C, D, E, 

F, G, A, B, C. Create a C minor scale.
7. What is an ostinato?
8. Name all of the elements in the acronym 

Dr T Smith.
9. What is the purpose of digital effects?
10. Write down a definition for a chord.

9. Harmony
Harmony relates to the combination of two or more 
pitches at the same time, creating a chord. There are lots 
of different types of chords: chords that contain three 
notes are known as triads, made up of a note and 
another two (a 3rd and a 5th) above it. 
These chords can be extended. 7th chords are common in 
jazz and blues and contain a fourth note that is an interval 
of a 7th above the bottom note of the chord.

8. Tonality
Tonality as we know it today was not established 
until the Baroque period. When identifying the 
tonality of a piece of music, it usually falls into one 
of two categories: major or minor.

The major scale is often used by composers to 
create a pleasant and happy feel to the music.
The minor sale is often used by composers to give 
the music an angry or sad feel. 

Associating major and minor with these emotions is 
a good place to start, although some minor music 
can sound jovial and some major music can sound 
sad! 

It is important to know the difference between the 
two scales. If you flatten the 3rd and 6th degrees of a 
major scale, you create a harmonic minor scale.

7. Instrumentation
Instrumentation refers to the instruments or voices that 
are heard in a piece of music. 
Instruments can be classified into one of five orchestral 
families, depending on how they produce their sound. 

Music technology is becoming increasingly popular in 
music made today and makes use of a lot of electric 
sounds such as synthesizers. Digital effects can also be 
used to change an audio signal in order to modify a sound.

6. Melody
Melody refers to the arrangement of single notes in order 
to create a pleasing sound. A more common term for 
melody is tune.

The majority of melodies are conjunct (melodic movement 
that moves in steps). This makes the melodies easier to 
sing, perform and remember. Sometimes, a melody may 
make use of disjunct movement (melodic movement that 
leaps) in order to highlight a particularly expressive 
moment.

There are some melodic devices that have been used for 
centuries, such as a sequence. This is where a musical idea 
is played and then repeated, starting on a different pitch.

There are a number of other melodic devices that have 
been used in a range of genres. Serialism is a genre that 
applies devices such as inversion (playing the melody 
upside down) and retrograde (playing the melody 
backwards).


