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Abstract 
This masters thesis concerns the structures used in melodies and contains three experiments 
for finding new solutions for structures in melodies. As a starting point and reference this 
thesis also include a historical overview of how melodies have evolved, beginning with brief 
description of renaissance and baroque practices, and continuing to some of the directions 
taken by some of the most important composers of the early 20th century. The experiments are 
contained in three different compositions presented in the thesis with analyses and music 
examples. Scores and recording of these compositions are included of the CD-ROM attached 
to this thesis. My intentions with this thesis are to create awareness about this somewhat 
neglected subject, and to inspire the search for new solutions in melodic structures.
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Introduction 
This thesis concerns one of the most characteristic and most recognizable features of music, 
namely melodies. When it comes to the education of composers, the study of harmony, 
counterpoint and form has for a long time been predominant among the subjects that 
composers should learn, and in many ways they still are today. Melodies on the other hand are 
usually not given so much attention, which might for many people seem a bit strange since 
they have played such an important role in our music.  
 
One of the reasons for this could be that during the last century the concept of melody has 
been slightly put aside as a consequence of musical modernism, in particular during the later 
half of the century. New ideas focusing on timbre, unpredictability, and the liberation of 
dissonance became more important and has taught us many new ways of looking at music. 
Despite that, melody as a musical concept has survived the 20th Century, and is today as 
important as ever. The fact that theorizing melodies have been somewhat neglected in 
different ways is intriguing to me, and one of the main reasons for this thesis. 
 
Another reason I chose this subject is that, when looking for material on how to compose 
melodies there isn’t so much to be found, especially not anything written in modern times, 
while there is a lot of material on, for example musical serialism. I am however convinced 
that melodies still play an important part in the contemporary music scene and that there is a 
need for new approaches for composing melodies. Therefore I will collect material from 
many different sources focusing on different time-periods, this will serve as a good starting-
point for my further research on how to come up with new creative solutions for melodies. 
 

Objective/aim 
My objective for this thesis is to examine the concept of melody from a historical perspective, 
and by doing that gain understanding on how to find new approaches for creating melodies. I 
will also present three experiments with melodic structures in three different compositions 
made specifically for this thesis. These three compositions will contain melodies that explore 
various non traditional ideas of my own, covering both the shape (contour) of melodies and 
structures within them. By doing this project I also want to achieve a deeper understanding of 
how melodies work and what kind of conventions the tradition is governed by. 
 

Method 
For this thesis I intend to make a historical overview of some of the theories used for 
composing melodies, starting with cantus firmus and then moving on with the classical era, 
the romantic era and ending with some of the major composers of the early 20th century. The 
artistic part of this project will be to compose three pieces, each exploring different ways to 
deal with and above all, break melodic conventions. All the information that I will gather in 
the historical overview will also function as a point of reference for these compositions. My 
method in for this thesis will thus be both theoretical and practical, the artistic/practical part of 
the thesis will be represented by both scores and sound files included on the CD-ROM 
attached to this thesis. The chapter ‘My compositions‘ will contain an analysis of each of the 
three pieces. 
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Traditional perspectives/Historical background 
Before I begin with any detailed descriptions of music I would like to explain that whenever I 
will discuss anything pitch related in this thesis I will do so using the Helmholtz system for 
naming octaves, which is the standard system used in Sweden. That means that the middle c, 
c4 in the American system, is called c1 in this thesis. This chapter presents a historical 
overview on some of the theories used when creating melodies. This chapter is necessary, 
because if we are to understand how to break the conventions of traditional melodies then we 
will first have to understand what these conventions are. So, to begin with I would like to 
address some general concepts in melodies, mostly based on a description in Arthur C. 
Edwards ‘The Art of Melody ‘ (1956). 

Rhythm 
Rhythm in melodies is one of the most basic components responsible for creating the 
sensation of movement and momentum. Variation of rhythm can easily prevent monotony, 
but when taken to extremes it can also create the sense of incoherence and chaos, as in the 
case of the total serialism of the 1950s. By using the same rhythm on two different sets of 
pitches the sensation of coherence can be created. Rhythm is also an important aspect of 
melodic development, where it can contribute with either increased or decreased rhythmic 
intensity. 

Balance 
Strict balance was an important feature in the structure and organization of melodies, in 
particular during the classical era. The different components that made up a melody had to 
have corresponding components to create balance,  and the lengths of those components 
should also match each other to create a balanced and symmetrical impression. However, 
when dealing with balance in melodies it is important to understand that we are not only 
dealing with balance in a strict mathematical sense, but also from an artistic perspective. If the 
balancing point from a mathematical point of view would be in the middle of a melody, then 
the balancing point from an artistic perspective would be around two thirds of that melody. 
The reason for this is because of our attraction to the proportions of the ‘golden ratio’, which 
divides a line at just under two thirds into two sections. That is where the balancing point is in 
most melodies. But balance in melodies are not only a matter of general contour, distribution 
of pitches and rhythmic intensity, it also concerns tonality in terms of tension and relief. 
Balance can also be about having one phrase following another, since a single phrase does not 
usually bring a sense of completion on its own.1 It must however be stated, that balance in 
music does not only concern melodies, it can also concern, for example, the form of a musical 
piece. 

Contour 
The distribution of the pitches in a melody can easily be visualized in a system of coordinates 
by drawing them as a curve where the X-axis represents time, and the Y-axis represents pitch. 
Using this method one can see the ‘contour’ of the pitches used within the set time frame of 
the melody and the general balance and the pitch related development of the melody. In his 
book ‘The Art of Melody’ (1956), Arthur C. Edwards refers to Ernst Toch, who states that 
there are three general melodic contours. The first one is a rather straight line with slight 
undulations at the Y-axis (pitch). The second type is a continuously ascending line, reaching 

                                                 
1 Arthur C. Edwards, The Art of Melody (New York: Philosophical Library, 1956), 75 
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its highest point at the end. And the third type is first ascending until it reaches a climax after 
which it descends. The first and second of these contours are unusual because, in the first case 
it does not contain much development or variation, and in the second case since it is too 
unbalanced. The third contour is by far the most common one, while it has both development 
and balance.2 
 
From this point I will deal with techniques for creating melodies found in music from the 
renaissance counterpoint, the baroque era, the classical era, the romantic era and some of the 
concepts used by composers during the first half of the 20th century. 
 

Counterpoint in the Renaissance era 

Cantus firmus  
In order to get a fundamental idea about how melodies are written, I think it is wise to first 
examine the cantus firmus used in renaissance choral music. To the renaissance composers 
the cantus firmus was a kind of melody, either derived from plainchant, a previous piece of 
music (either sacral or secular) or created by the composer him/herself, that was used as a 
base for a new composition.3 Regarding the composition of cantus firmi, to begin with, it is 
important to understand that when composing a cantus firmus it is not really meant to be a 
melody in our sense; it is more of an exercise of the rules which govern melodic writing in the 
renaissance counterpoint. It is also important to understand that this type of melodies are 
meant to be sung, and that these rules are meant to help the composer to write melodic lines 
that can easily be sung. In other words; many of these rules are results of the musical 
constrictions of the human voice. As these constrictions have such a profound influence on 
how melodies are written, particularly those melodies that are meant to be sung, I think we 
should begin this overview with looking at the cantus firmus. Here is a list of some of the 
basic rules for creating a cantus firmus:4 
 
• The cantus firmus must not be too long or too short; in general it should be eight to 

sixteen notes long. 
 
• The melodic range should not exceed a tenth, most cantus firmi stay within the range 

of a fifth or a sixth. 
 
• The cantus firmus must contain a climax, usually the highest note (which is never 

repeated). In some cases the climax note is the lowest point. The climax note serves as 
a goal for the motion of the cantus firmus until the climax note is reached, after that 
the last note is the new goal. 

 
• A cantus firmus should not contain any repeated notes or repeated groups of notes 

(sequences). 
 
• The cantus firmus does not contain any pauses. 

                                                 
2 Arthur C. Edwards, The Art of Melody, 75 
3 M. Jennifer Bloxam. "Cantus firmus." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/04795 (accessed June 1, 2010) 
4 Felix Salzer, Counterpoint in composition : the study of voice leading (New York : Columbia Univ. Press cop., 
1989) 
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• The cantus firmus must begin and end at the tonic, the final note must be reached 

through stepwise motion. 
 
• The cantus firmus only allows consonant intervals to be used (seconds, thirds, perfect 

fourths, perfect fifths and sixths). Most cantus firmi contains about two to three leaps 
(intervals larger than a major second). 

 
• A cantus firmus should have at least some momentary changes in its direction, 

otherwise it risks lacking a distinct melodic profile. 
 
• A cantus firmus should not have continuous motion in the same direction for too long. 

 
The melodic lines of the Renaissance vocal polyphony are based on the text on which the 
piece is built on, which means that the melodic phrases must be at least as long as the strophes 
in the text.5 Today the traces of the cantus firmus are more prominent in choral music than in 
instrumental music, but there are still many commonalities with instrumental melodies (for 
example climax and momentary changes in direction). 
 

The Baroque 
 
I will now make a short presentation of the baroque era (roughly 1600-1750) and how music 
developed during this period. Since the main focus of the baroque was harmony and because 
finding concrete information on melodic structures is not as easy as, for example about music 
from the classical era, I will not go so much into detail of how the melodies of the baroque 
were composed. 
 
The relationship between the tonic and dominant and the general use of the circle of fifths 
were key features of the baroque music and also resulted in forms that were controlled by 
harmony. Among the techniques used in melodies, suspension and sequences became very 
frequent almost like a new standard as a result of this new practice of harmony, and provided 
some of the most important stylistic elements for this era.6 This was also the era when 
thoroughbass, a kind of shorthand that indicated the implied harmony between the two outer 
voices (treble and bass) of the piece, was widely used. This practise resulted in a 
crystallization of different roles of the musicians within a piece. Some musicians would play 
these outer voices, and some would play the ‘harmonic filling’ in between those outer voices. 
This was a contrast to the renaissance polyphony where all the voices played equal roles. This 
style was also the seed for the vocal and instrumental concerto that the later baroque 
composers were very fond of. In general one could say that in this style, the bass voice was 
the one that determined the harmony, and the treble voice(s) played elaborate melodic lines 
often imitating each other or in canon or other types of motivic interplay. 7 These types of 
imitative techniques are also very characteristic of the fugal style of compositions, which had 
its golden age during the baroque era. 

                                                 
5 Felix Salzer, Counterpoint in composition : the study of voice leading (New York: Columbia Univ. Press cop., 
1989) 
6 Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music, Vol. 2 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005) 
7 Claude V. Palisca. "Baroque." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.ltu.se/subscriber/article/grove/music/02097(accessed June 2, 2010) 
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The form and development of melodies during the baroque was often influenced by rhetoric 
used in speeches. Johann Mattheson (1681-1764) describes in his Der Vollkommene 
Capellmeister (1739) that speeches were divided into six different parts, introduction, report, 
discourse, corroboration, confutation and conclusion (Exorduim, Narratio, Propositio, 
Confirmatio, Confutatio & Peroratio). Mattheson also describes something similar to what 
we would call a motif, in that book, and how to use this in the composition of melodies. He 
suggest that to create these one could elaborate on something from a chorale of use some 
melodic pattern from another composition.8 
 

Certain special formulae which can be used in general utterance must be 
available for the theme or principal statement, which in the science of melody is 
the text or subject of an orator. That is to say: The composer, through much 
experience and attentive listening to good work, must have assembled 
something now and then on modulations, little turns, clever events, pleasant 
passages and transitions, which, though they are only isolated items, 
nevertheless could produce usual and whole things through appropriate 
combination.9 

 
The baroque was also an era where drama and imitations of both music and nature sounds  
were used. Vivaldi, for example, used this type of techniques very successfully in his Le 
quattro stagioni violin concertos. This type of drama was also manifested by the use of 
affects, where the composer would use similar techniques as a public speaker to direct the 
listeners emotions during a speech. In a vocal piece this could result in, for example, the 
melody descending to its lowest note when the lyrics would concern death, or ascending to its 
highest note when the lyrics would describe God or heaven. 
 
During the late baroque (by the 18th century) a new, galant style appeared. This new style had 
a different focus than that of the earlier counterpoint based, church-centred style with more 
emphasis on light periodic melodies, simplicity and light textures. The general performance 
style was also of a light and graceful character. 10 
 

Motif, phrase and period in classicism 
 
The classical era has a clearer documentation regarding the composition of melodies than 
previous time periods, and therefore it is a good starting point for a more detailed study of 
how melodies work. The first major work covering the subject of how to compose melodies 
was Joseph Riepel’s Anfangsgründe zur musicalischen Setzkunst first published in 1752. Later 
on, Heinrich Cristoph Koch published his Versuch einer Anleitung zur Composition in three 
volumes between 1782-93. This is one of two books that I have based this chapter on, the 
other one is Anton Reicha’s Treatise on Melody from 1814. Both of these books have similar 
content even though Reicha’s book is some 20-30 years younger than Koch’s. 
 
During the classical era, the concept of dividing and categorizing melodic material into 
motifs, phrases and periods was fully crystallized, much thanks to Joseph Riepel. This 

                                                 
8 Joel Lester, Compositional theory in the eighteenth century (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994) 
9 Johann Mattheson, Der Vollkommene Capellmeister (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, cop. 1981), 283 
10 Daniel Heartz and Bruce Alan Brown. "Galant." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.ltu.se/subscriber/article/grove/music/10512(accessed June 2, 2010) 
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concept was developed and refined by Koch. The following text deals with these different 
building blocks, through the perspectives of Koch and Reicha. This will also give us insight 
into how a composer in the classical era might have thought when composing melodies. 

Motif 
The motif is generally considered the smallest part of a melody; it is short, but long enough to 
create a melodic impression. The term ‘motif’ must not always refer to a melodic motif, it can 
also refer to a rhythmic or harmonic motif,11 but here I will focus on the motif from a purely 
melodic perspective. As it is quite common to compare the structure and character of a 
melody with concepts found in language, one could describe the motif as a part of a sentence. 
For example, in Shakespeare’s sonnet no. 18: 

 
‘Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? 
Thou art more lovely and more temperate; 
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, 
And summer's lease hath all too short a date’ 

 
Here, ‘Shall I compare thee’ would be the first motif, and ‘to a summer’s day?’ the second 
motif. 
 
In his book Introductory Essay on Composition (this is title of the Versuch einer Anleitung 
zur Composition translated into English) volume 2, Heinrich Christoph Koch doesn’t use the 
term motif to describe this smallest part of a melody; he refers to it as a ‘melodic segment’, or 
theile in German. In Anton Reicha’s ‘Treatise on Melody’ (originally written in French), the 
motif is called figure and must consist of at least two notes (but these two notes would then 
have to be repeated) and have a pause (cadence), or possibly a resting-point (a note which is 
longer than the one it precedes, or a pause), in order to separate it from the following motif. 
 

 
Motifs 

 
In this example the motifs are marked with lines, note how these are separated by the 
sixteenth note upbeats. 
 

Phrase 
 
A phrase is the second smallest subdivision of a melody. The term ‘phrase’ is borrowed from 
linguistics, and can in many ways be compared to the phrases we use when speaking or 
writing. One could say that the motif could be considered as just a few words that don’t give 
us too much information, and then a phrase would simply be a phrase consisting of a number 
of words that at least gives us a sense of a context. To continue the previous example, in the 

                                                 
11 William Drabkin. "Motif." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/19221 (accessed May 7, 2010) 
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Shakespeare sonnet ‘Shall I compare thee to a summer's day?’ would be one phrase and 
‘Thou art more lovely and more temperate’ would be another one. 

 
Phrases 

 
Koch divides melodic phrases into different categories: complete phrases, incomplete phrases, 
opening phrases, closing phrases, basic phrases, extended phrases and compound phrases. A 
phrase is considered complete when it is understood as a whole, with a beginning and an end. 
And this means that a phrase which has a beginning but doesn’t seem to have an ending must 
be considered incomplete. The exact definitions of complete and incomplete phrases is 
somewhat diffuse and, like Koch says on page 6 (§81) ‘We must content ourselves with 
learning how to determine, through feeling…(,the presence or absence of resting points and 
the nature of sections with regards to their completeness)’. 
 
Opening and closing-phrases are often referred to as antecedent and consequent, and are 
usually complementing each other in a symmetrical way. Most of the times they begin in a 
similar way, while the antecedent usually ends with an imperfect [harmonic] cadence and the 
consequent ends with either a perfect cadence or a modulation to another key.12 
 
The basic phrase is the simplest type of phrase and ‘contain only as much as is absolutely 
necessary for it to be understood and felt as an independent section of the whole’. The basic 
phrase is usually four measures long, but can sometimes be five, six or even seven measures. 
These longer phrases (which are not ‘extended phrases’) can, according to Koch, be 
constructed in the following ways: 
 

 
Two examples of  basic phrases. 

 
Five measure phrases: 

1. By the extension of the first (the second in more unusual) motif. 
2. By using motifs of different length (usually the first is the longer one). 
3. By continuing one of the motifs for one more measure. 

 

                                                 
12 "Antecedent and consequent." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/00992 (accessed May 7, 2010). 
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Three examples of five measure phrase: First a four measure phrase that gets extended by 
augmentation. Second a five measure phrase by Carl Heinrich Graun (1704-1759), and third 

a four measure phrase in which the second measure is continued for one more measure. 
 
Six measure phrases: 

1. By augmenting the first motif. 
2. By using two three measure motifs. 
3. By combining an incomplete two measure motif (composed to fit with the latter) with 

a four measure phrase. 
 

 
First a four measure phrase that gets extended by augmentation. Second a phrase with three 
measure motifs, and last a combination of a two measure motif and a four measure phrase. 

 
Seven measure phrases: 
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1. By continuing one of the motifs for one more measure and then augmenting the first 
motif. 

2. By combining an incomplete three measure motif with a four measure phrase. 
 

 
First example, a five measure phrase that gets extended to seven measure by augmentation. 
Second example, a combination of an incomplete three measure motif with a four measure 

phrase. 
 
Extended phrases are phrases that according to Koch ‘contain more than is absolutely 
necessary for its completeness’. This type of extension will make the feeling of the phrase 
come through even more clearly. There are several ways in which these extended phrases can 
be done. 
 
The first way of creating extended phrases is by using various repetitions, for example: 
 

1. By repeating a motif in the same key or in another key. 
2. By repeating either the first measure or the first middle measure of the phrase, this 

repeated measure can be varied but must always stay in the same key according to 
Koch. 

3. By repeating a measure (in a melody with two or more voices) and lowering the top 
voice one octave. 

4. By extending a basic phrase, repeating two measures which form a motif (this is more 
common than repeating one measure, according to Koch). This repetition can also be 
made on other degrees of the scale than the original motif. 
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First example, extending a phrase by repeating one measure. Second example, repeating a 
measure with the top part one octave down. Third example repeating two measures which 

form a motif. 
 
The second way of creating extended phrases is by adding an additional, explanatory part 
(much like an appendix) to the end of the phrase. This can be achieved by either repeating an 
already existing part of the phrase or by adding a short incomplete section to it. According to 
Koch, here it is quite important that the original phrase doesn’t end on the same note as the 
added part, because that could be ‘offensive to the ear’. For example, if the original phrase 
ends on the third then the appendix could end on the root. Another way of avoiding this 
potential risk is by having the appendix end in a different octave than the original phrase. In 
some cases the appendix can be repeated or there can be two different appendix phrases 
following each other. In those cases the extra appendices should always have different 
embellishments ‘if they are not to be even more distasteful than those in the preceding case’. 
 

 
Examples of appendices 

 
The third way of creating extended phrases is by inserting extra material between the motifs 
of the phrase. Here I would personally like to insert a comment that symmetry in melodies 
was considered very important at the time this book was written. In both examples in Koch’s 
book these insertions are made in a symmetrical manner, both adding two new measures to 
the original phrase.  
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Examples of parenthesises. 

 
Compound phrases are two complete phrases or more that have been joined so they become 
one single phrase, or at least seems to be one phrase. These can also be created in several 
different ways. The most common way is by having the first phrase end on the same note that 
the second phrase begins with, and simply connect the two phrases at that point. This will 
mean that the last note of the first phrase will be omitted and replaced by the first note of the 
second phrase. Compound phrases created in this way are equally common both as opening 
and closing phrases. 
 

 
Examples of compound phrases. 

 
A second way of creating compound phrases is by omitting the ending formula of the first 
phrase (so that it becomes an incomplete phrase), and then use the second phrase to complete 
the first one. According to Koch however, this can only be done with phrases that have two 
motifs repeated over different chords. 
 
A third way of constructing compound phrases is by taking one motif from the first phrase (in 
this case both phrases must be complete) and inserting it into the second phrase, and taking 
one motif from the second phrase and inserting it into the first phrase. 
 
A fourth way of creating a compound phrase is by inserting a complete phrase in between the 
motifs of another phrase. 
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Reicha also discusses phrases in his book and refers to them as ‘members’ (of a period) and 
according to his definition a phrase can be composed of either one or several motifs. He 
presents three different ways in which phrases can be composed: 
 

1. Of identical motifs. 
2. Of motifs that are similar, but with slight changes to them. 
3. Of entirely different motifs. 

 
Reicha also states that the number of bars of a phrase is dependent on the tempo of the piece. 
As a rule fewer bars are recommended for slower music, and more bars are recommended for 
faster pieces.  



 13 

Period 
 
The period is the largest of the building blocks used in traditional melodies. The period is 
often characterised by symmetry, and the most common example of what a musical period 
looks like is: One period consisting of eight bars with two complementary phrases (antecedent 
and consequent) of four bars each which in turn would generally consist of two motifs each. 
This kind of logical and symmetrical layout of the period helps the listener to understand the 
melody, and often prepares the listener for the ending of the melody.13 
 
To continue the analogy with music and linguistics one could say that the period in music is 
what the sentence is in speaking or writing. The period, just like the sentence, often uses a 
resting point at the end of the first phrase (like a comma in a sentence), and it should also 
have a definitive ending. In music this is often carried out by a imperfect cadence in the 
middle and a perfect cadence at the end.14 
 
The use of periods in melodies can be traced back to the 13th century estampie (fr)/istampitta 
(it), a  musical form often used for dances. The estampie consists of different sections called 
puncta which have either ‘open’ or ‘closed’ endings. These regular sections were well suited 
for both dances and poetry.15 The period also have had a strong relationship to the lyrics in 
songs though the ages. Zarlino describes in his ‘Le institutioni harmoniche’ how the cadence, 
referred to as punto di cantilena, could not take place until the text had finished.16 
 
A period often consists of two phrases, where the first phrase ends with a half cadence and the 
second phrase ends at a perfect cadence. But a period can in some cases consist of only one 
phrase, sometimes as a ritornelli  (a type of returning passage or refrain). There are also 
periods containing more than two phrases. In order to create a such period Reicha explains 
that: 
 

‘…simply by changing the perfect cadence of the second member [in this case 
member means phrase] into a half cadence [melodically, and not only 
harmonically]. This results in an incomplete period, and requires the addition of 
a third member, creating a period of three members. To prolong this three-
member period the procedure is repeated, and periods of six, or even seven 
members are easily obtained…’17 

 

                                                 
13 Leonard G. Ratner. "Period." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.ltu.se/subscriber/article/grove/music/21337(accessed May 
9, 2010) 
14 Ingmar Bengtsson, Från visa till symfoni (Stockholm: Gotab, 1985) 
15 Timothy J. McGee. "Estampie." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.ltu.se/subscriber/article/grove/music/09012(accessed May 
9, 2010) 
16 Leonard G. Ratner. "Period." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.ltu.se/subscriber/article/grove/music/21337(accessed May 
9, 2010) 
17 Anton Reicha, Treatise on melody, (New York: Pendragon press, 2001), 35 
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Example of a two-period melody by Gluck. 

 
According to Reicha the second phrase of a period is commonly a repetition of the first 
phrase, but ‘with slight alterations’. This is also the alternative that he prefers: ‘The best 
members arise from the second case, for they are more varied than those of the first, and more 
unified than of the third’. Reicha also points out that periods containing two to four phrases 
are more suitable than longer periods, because just like in oratory the listener has a limited 
attention span. In longer periods it might also be good to repeat certain phrases. 
 
If a period only has one period it has to end with a perfect cadence, rather than with a half 
cadence, as in the case with two-period melodies. One-period melodies are, according to 
Reicha, suitable for smaller airs and themes for variations 
 
When creating melodies of more than one period it is important not only to create interesting 
periods, but also to create periods that relates to each other without risking monotony. Reicha 
suggests variations of the notes, keys, figures [motifs], cadences and rhythms in order to avoid 
this danger of monotony. In other words, the connection of different periods should not be 
made too arbitrarily. Reicha also dictates that melodies of several periods must modulate, in 
order to prevent monotony, starting in the original key moving to any of the closely related 
keys, and then back to the original key. 
 
In a melody consisting of three periods, where either all three are different from each other, or 
the first two are different and the third is a repetition of the first period, variation is equally 
important as in the case with a melody of two periods. And just like in the case of the two-
period melody, the second period should also be in a different key than the original key of the 
melody (preferably the dominant if the original is a major key, if it is a minor key, it should 
modulate to the major parallel key). If the first period is repeated after the second period (like 
in the rondo form), Reicha states that it is common to have a bridge to reconnect to the first 
period. 
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Example of a three-period melody by Sarti (1729-1802). 

 
When repeating periods it is important to understand that in slow melodies, repetition might 
be tiresome. In general repetition works better in faster pieces. There are also pieces which, 
instead of repeating the first period, in one way or another repeat the second period. In those 
cases it is important that the first period ends in a different key than the other periods. It is 
also very common that the first period has a more striking character than the second period. It 
is also possible to have more than three periods either by adding smaller periods to the main 
periods, or by simply using more main periods. 
 

Resting points the melodic cadence 
Resting points, sometimes referred to as melodic cadences by Reicha, are what separates one 
melodic idea from another. These cadences can be achieved in several different ways: 

1. It can be a note that is longer than the previous ones. 
2. It can be a pause. 
3. It can be ‘the beat in the measure upon which the cadence falls’. 
4. It can be a certain degree in the scale (the tonic, for example). 

 

 
Restingpoints. 

 

Repetitions 
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Variation and development 

Techniques for creating variations 
 
Varying or embellishing a phrase, a motif, or a period can also be done in several ways: 

1) By grace notes or embellishments (for example appoggiaturas). 
2) By passing notes. 
3) By syncopation. 
4) By anticipations, which are the opposite off syncopations 
5) By keeping the same number of notes, but varying the note values. 

 
 

Melodic development 
 
The concept of basing a piece on the development of a musical idea has existed since the 9th 
century and is very central to the European tradition of classical music.18 
When it comes to the development of a melody into lines longer than the original melody, 
Reicha advocates the use of repetition, but not repetition of the entire melody, rather the 
repetition of single phrases or motifs. If you have composed a melody that is interesting, it 
will be easy to relate to by only repeating certain segments of it. This technique is often 
referred to as melodic sequences and there are, according to Reicha, five different ways that 
this type of repetitions can be produced. You can: 
 
 

                                                 
18 Ian D. Bent and Anthony Pople. "Analysis." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.ltu.se/subscriber/article/grove/music/41862pg2(accessed M
ay 10, 2010) 
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Examples of melodic development. 

 
1. Do a repetition that ascends (changing the pitches but not the note values) and stays in 

the same key. 
2. Do a repetition that descends (changing the pitches but not the note values) and stays 

in the same key. 
3. Do a repetition with the repeated material modulating to a higher key. 
4. Do a repetition with the repeated material modulating to a lower key. 

 
This technique could make the melody appear in many different forms, keeping the attention 
of the listener and also help to create unity through the piece which is so important in the 
classical style. As far as motifs, both the first and the second motif of a phrase can be 
repeated, but the second motif will have to be preceded by the entire phrase before it can be 
repeated. The exception to this rule is when the second phrase is modulating. If the second 
motif of the second phrase (in a two phrase period) is to be repeated, then both phrases need 
to be presented before that motif can be repeated. When doing these repetitions it is also 
possible to make small changes to the note values and intervals of the repeated material, as 
long as its original character remains intact. Cells (that is, two-note units that are smaller than 
motifs) can also be repeated several times in succession with the purpose of creating melodic 
bridges leading to, and away from melodies. 
 
When using repetitions like this it is important to take the tempo of the piece into account, 
because in slower pieces it is not very suitable to use a lot of development for a theme. While 
in faster tempi development works very well. Reicha writes: ‘it is more difficult for the 
listener to remember a motif in an adagio than in an allegro.’ 
 
However pieces were not really composed only with the use of this kind of repetitions, Reicha 
remarks that this technique should be used in combination with other similar techniques. Also, 
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repetitions like these were not commonly used in Reicha’s time in vocal music, because of the 
technical limitations of the human voice and the way that lyrics were written. But this 
technique is very characteristic to the instrumental music of the classical era. 
 
Koch also presents several ways for extending a melody, the first one is by using repetitions 
of either complete phrases, or of segments of a melody, much like Reicha. The second is by 
multiplication of the phrase endings and cadences, and the third is, what he calls by 
extensions of complete melodic sections (see the ‘Extending a melody by varying the 
extensions of phrases’ section). 
 

Extending a melody by repetitions 
According to Koch, any melodic section that is to be repeated can in turn be repeated in 
different ways. Either by exact repetition, containing no changes at all, or by repetition using 
one or several of the following changes in the repeated section: 
 

1. By increasing or decreasing the dynamics. 
2. By altering the ornamentations of the main melodic material. 
3. By changing the accompanying voices. 
4. By increasing or decreasing the number of accompanying instruments. 

 
The repetition can also be made using the same harmony or by using a different harmony. 
When using a different harmony, the tones might have to be changed to fit the new harmony. 
If the phrase which is to be repeated has no incomplete incises (one measure motifs) then the 
first, second and third measure can be repeated. This however usually results in an uneven 
phrase (measure-wise), even though that could, according to Koch, be treated ‘very 
arbitrarily’. He states that a similar repetition can be made in the following phrase to make the 
rhythm even, but that type of adjustment is seldom used. Usually the repetition only takes 
place in the first phrase. Sometimes when a phrase is extended in this manner, an extra 
segment is added at the end of the phrase. This extra segment is either a sort of repetition of 
the end of the phrase or something else that will give the phrase a more clear definition. 
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Examples of extending melodies by repetitions. 

 
If the first motif in a phrase containing incomplete incises (one measure motifs) is repeated, 
then the second motif should be treated the same way. However, if the phrase is built out of 
two measure motifs (complete incises), then repetition of a single motif would work out 
better, because the rhythm of the phrase would be more even (this is my own conclusion, 
because otherwise the first motif, its repetition and the second motif would be three measures 
in total, which would feel more uneven). This type of extension can be used in both the first 
and the second phrase of a two phrase period with no special treatment of the phrases in the 
following period. However it is common, particularly in instrumental music, that both the first 
and second motifs are extended, and sometimes even the motifs in the following phrase are 
extended in the same fashion. The repetition of single measures is much less common than the 
repetition of two measure motifs or entire phrases. 
 

Extending a melody by multiplication of phrase-endi ngs and cadences 
It is common for phrases to have an appendix at the end of the phrase, like a kind of 
explanation to what has been stated in the previous phrase. This type of appendix can be a 
repetition of the previous phrase-ending with or without changes to it, but that will not have 
the same defining effect as an appendix built out of a material that doesn’t exist in the 
previous phrase. It is also possible to have more than one of these appendices following each 
other. 
 

 
Example of multiple phrase endings. 
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This technique is also common together with repeated harmonic cadences to sort of 
‘conclude‘ what just has been stated. And, just like in extensions using repetition, the use of 
appendices does not have an impact on the following period, even if the appendix results in an 
uneven number of measures. 
 

 
Multiple phrase endings, with appendices. 

 

Extending a melody by varying the extensions of phr ases 
These are techniques that are more difficult to categorize than the previous ones presented. 
The best way to learn these techniques according to Koch, is by studying the works of the 
masters (Haydn for example, is often referred to in both Koch’s and Reicha’s books). The 
phrases extended in the following manner are usually not basic phrases, which mean they 
already consists of uneven segments. 
 
The first of these techniques is by repeating a motif, but having it start from another degree in 
the scale. If this is done while the harmony was modulating it would be called a transposition, 
or rather, a transposed repetition. This also requires that the intervallic relationships are the 
same in the transposed motif as in the original motif. This could also be done without keeping 
the intervallic relationships, but then it would not qualify as a proper transposition. 
 
The second technique for this kind of extension is by repeating a motif in a phrase several 
times after each other, while simultaneously displacing the motifs in the ways described in the 
previous technique. This would then be called a sequence. When using this technique Koch 
stresses the importance of having the repetitions and the original motif adding up to an even 
number, to maintain the ‘equality’ of the phrase (especially if the repeated motif consists of 
two measures). 
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Examples of various extensions. 

 
A third technique for extending a phrase can be achieved by adding new material based on the 
most characteristic rhythmic patterns of that phrase. Here again Koch stresses the importance 
of ‘equality’ as mentioned in the previous technique. 
 

 
Extensions by adding new material based on previous material. 

 
A fourth way of extending a phrase is by simply continuing a motif or segment in the phrase. 
This creates what Koch refers to as a passage [passagio] and like in the previous techniques 
‘equality’ is equally important. 
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Passagio. 

 
The fifth and final technique presented by Koch is the use of a so called parenthesis, which 
means inserting a new motif between the motifs in a phrase. The purpose of this parenthesis is 
similar to the one of the appendix described in the previous section on using multiplication of 
phrase-endings. The length of this parenthesis is usually the same of that of the motif. This 
technique is often used in a context where a phrase is repeated, the parenthesis could then be 
used to create a variation in the repeated phrase. 
 

Conclusion 
As we can see from the above text, the techniques used during the classical era were rich and 
offered large possibilities for extending and varying the different building blocks in a melody. 
But we can also make the conclusion that the organization of these building blocks was quite 
important, in particular symmetry and evenness of the core material of the melodies. 
However, there were a number of refined methods for extending and varying the melodic 
material which enabled the classical composers to create amazing development sections in 
their pieces. Perhaps it was more important to have that kind of options, when the 
organization of their themes were so strict? I personally find this plausible, because some of 
their melodies were so simple (Haydn’s in particular) that the entire piece might have become 
too banal without these techniques. 
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The Romantic era 
 
Making a detailed overview of the characteristics of melodies during a period of almost 100 
years is, of course, not so easy. So in this chapter I will make more general conclusions than I 
did in the previous chapter. The releasing factor for the romantic melodic style was, according 
to Bence Szabolcsi, the French revolution.19 The groundwork for the new style already existed 
at that time through the musical Sturm und Drang represented by C.P.E. Bach, Vanhal and 
others. In the late 18th century composers probably became more restless and the previous, 
balanced and explicitly symmetrical musical style (which had its peak just after 1780) began 
to be replaced by more nervous stylistics. Not so much in the melodies themselves, but rather 
in the harmony, orchestration and the general arrangement of the music. This nervousness 
would consist of a more frequent use of, for example, minor keys, deceptive cadences and 
new orchestration techniques. The music of the 19th century would also often be characterized 
by ideas from the romantic literature, such as the search for the mysterious and transcendental 
which also contributed in creating . 
 
The transition from the classical style to the romantic was rather slow, mainly because of the 
further perfection of the music of Gluck, Haydn and Mozart, that took place during later 18th 
century. And up until Beethoven’s Eroica symphony and An die ferne Geliebte song-cycle 
had their breakthroughs, the classical style had been the most predominant. It wasn’t until the 
middle of the 19th century that our modern sense of the aesthetics of the romantic period was 
fulfilled.20 
 
Among the pioneers of the new style, movement and passion was sought after. And by 
composers like Lesueur, Méhul and Weber, tone-colour (that is the use of a specific 
instrument, a specific combination of instruments or a certain registral characteristic of an 
instrument in order to give a chord or a melody a certain timbre) also became increasingly 
important as the orchestration technique developed. Tone-colour was already something 
Mozart had started to explore, but only in a few of his works. In writing, the subject of tone 
colour was addressed in an article in the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung as early as 1807, 
where the author of the article praises the richness of colours that different instruments can 
produce. Many of the great romantic composers expressed their fondness of tone colour in 
both treatises on instrumentation, letters and in reviews.21 During the 19th century many of the 
instruments were also developed further, particularly wind and brass instruments. In addition, 
the size of orchestras increased which led to an altogether different sound experience. These 
things must have influenced and intrigued the composers of the romantic era, and evidently 
affected their attitude towards composition.22 
 
However, from a structural point of view, and when it came to phrases and motifs there 
weren’t too many changes in the melodies in general; still symmetry would rule the layout of 
the phrases.23 The main changes would remain in the orchestration (tone-color), and general 
stylistics of the music. 

                                                 
19 Bence Szabolcsi, The Art of Melody, (New York: S:t Martins press, 1965) 
20 Jim Samson. "Romanticism." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.ltu.se/subscriber/article/grove/music/23751(accessed  
March 11, 2010) 
21 Leonard G. Ratner, Romantic music: sound and syntax, (New York: Schirmer Books, 1992) p. 4 
22 Leonard G. Ratner, Romantic music: sound and syntax, (New York: Schirmer Books, 1992) p. 160 
23 Leonard G. Ratner, Romantic music: sound and syntax, (New York: Schirmer Books, 1992) 
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As examples of the stylistics of this era many of the romantic composers had also begun to 
take an interest in nature, in a descriptive way. Music describing storms, volcanoes and 
sunrises became frequent throughout the 19th century particularly in operas, but also in other 
contexts. Méhul and Weber also laid the foundations of the leitmotifs, that later Wagner 
would use in his operas. Another new important influence on the 19th century music was folk 
music; many composers including Weber, Chopin and Brahms took interest in both east and 
west European folk music traditions. 

Gestures and general characteristics 
The embryo of what was to become the mature romantic style can be found in the operas of 
Méhul with their heroic melodies, featuring upward leaps and the occasional moments of 
exhaustion where the melodic movement would calm down and focus on smaller intervals.24 
This kind of gestures was later used by Weber and many other composers of the 19th century. 
 

 
 
Another important type of melodic movement related to the previous examples can be found 
in Beethovens Piano concerto in Eb major from 1809. This kind of lines, beginning on one 
note and then descending just to leap up to a higher note than the previous starting point and 
then descend again, much like a sequence moving up through a scale, can later be found in, 
for example Wagner’s operas. 
 
 

 
Beethoven, piano concerto in Eb. 

 
This type of heroic expression, presented in the above examples, is one of the most 
predominant expressions of the romantic era, as one of the main features of the romantic style 
is to put focus on the strong emotions. But also the more softer style of melodies, sometimes 
referred to as romantic bel canto or romantic belcanto-parlando also contains these dramatic 
gestures. The belcanto-parlando is also something, not entirely new, but still very 
characteristic of the romantic era. Its contribution to the romantic melodic style however, is in 
its declamatory style of instrumental melodies, inspired by songs and the human voice. This 

                                                 
24 Bence Szabolcsi, The Art of Melody, (New York: S:t Martins Press, 1965) p. 164 
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type of style is common in Schumann’s works but also in the music of Berlioz , Chopin, Liszt 
and Wagner.25 
 

 
Schumann, Drei Phantasiestücke op.111 II:Ziemlich langsam. 

 
In the melodies of the romantic era the falling sixth is a frequently recurring phenomenon. 
Often a phrase begins with a couple of notes leading to a higher note from which the melody 
descends using one or several notes down to the sixth below that highest note. This type of 
melodic motion recurs in many pieces starting already from Mozart’s Hunt quartet and 
continuing through the 19th century. Examples of this can be found among composers such as 
Schubert, Brahms, Chopin, Verdi and Puccini in different emotional contexts.  
 

                                                 
25 Bence Szabolcsi, The Art of Melody, (New York: S:t Martins Press, 1965) 
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 Schubert, Erlkönig. 

 
After Beethoven’s last works, more and more emphasis was put into making music with only 
one theme; one central and unifying idea that was kept throughout the whole composition. 
This theme was then varied by, for example, transpositions to relative keys, changing the 
rhythms, orchestration, dynamics and so on to fit different moods and contexts than that of the 
original version of the theme. This technique is sometimes referred to as thematic 
transformation and was common both in opera and in regular concert music.26 Composers 
such as Berlioz, Liszt and Brahms used this technique in both programmatic and non-
programmatic contexts. In the latter half of the 19th century Wagner took this concept even 
further with his leitmotifs, building his operas around, not only one theme but many themes 
that were exposed to transformations that in a programmatic sense portrayed changes in the 
drama. 
 
Now we are going to look at some of the new techniques in melodies that the romantic 
composers would use. These techniques also give expression to that ‘nervous’ character in 
19th century music that I mentioned earlier. 

                                                 
26 Hugh Macdonald. "Transformation, thematic." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.ltu.se/subscriber/article/grove/music/28269(accessed  
March 29, 2010) 
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Disturbing symmetry using sustained sounds 
One means to seemingly disturb the symmetry of a melody is by using prolonged notes, for 
example fermatas within the melody. Weber uses this technique in the beginning of the 
overture to his opera ‘Oberon’, where he uses fermatas to prolong the last notes of the first 
four motives. Another example can be found in Schubert’s quintet in C major op.163, where 
long chords precede the beginnings of the first and third phrases.27 
 

 
Weber, overture to Oberon. 

 
Although using fermatas and similar means works to disturb the sensation of symmetry, it 
does not change the symmetry of the actual structure of the melody. But it does create an 
effect of freezing the time for the moment which can be disorienting when you listen to it. 
 

                                                 
27 Leonard G. Ratner, Romantic music: sound and syntax, (New York: Schirmer Books, 1992) 
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Disturbing symmetry using interruptions and extensi ons 
We have already concluded that much of the symmetry found in the later half 18th century 
music still rules in the music of the 19th century. However there are exceptions to be found 
and these exceptions are generally more common in music with slow harmonic changes closer 
to the home key, similarly to what was common in the latter part of the 18th century.28 
Symmetry tended to be stressed more in the faster sections of the piece. 
 
A good example of the structural inventions in the melodies of the romantic era is Berlioz’s, 
Symphonie fantastique, in the first movement. An ordinary song-like melody starting in 
measure 3 is interrupted by a short scherzo (measures 17-28), and when it is taken up again it 
is extended. Berlioz also uses short fermatas, a kind of extension using sustained sounds as 
discussed in the above section, and repetitions of motifs similar to those presented by Koch 
and Reicha in order to further extend the melody before it reaches its final cadence in measure 
63. The source melody itself would only be 16 measures in its original form but through 
interruption and extension 60 measures has passed before it has finished. 
 

 
Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique 1:Rêveries. 

Hector Berlioz (1803-1869) and asymmetrical phrase structures 
Hector Berlioz was one of the more peculiar composers of the romantic era known not only 
for his invention of the idée fixe, his famous orchestration abilities and his use of extra-
musical programmes to create music, but also for the unusual structures he would use in his 
melodies. As a melodic composer Berlioz was more influenced by French and Italian popular 
vocal traditions rather than the German instrument-based tradition that many of his 
contemporaries adhered to. This vocal influence clearly shows in Berlioz’s music too as his 
vocal and instrumental style are very much the same when it came to melodies. In some of his 
pieces Berlioz would use melodies where the antecedent and consequent weren’t balanced. 
This idea probably came to Berlioz through Gluck who already in the 18th century had begun 
experimenting with irregular structures in his music. Gluck wanted his melodies to reflect 
how the declamation of a text really should be, and in doing this he was willing to sacrifice 
the steadiness of the metre, which otherwise was considered very important during the 18th 
century.29 Example of this can be found in his opera Alceste in the beginning of the Ah, 
malgré moi in the second act. 

                                                 
28 Leonard G. Ratner, Romantic music: sound and syntax, (New York: Schirmer Books, 1992) p. 207 
29 Julian Rushton, The musical language of Berlioz, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983) 
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Gluck, Alceste act II: Ah! Malgré moi. 

 
Like Gluck, Berlioz had an idea of creating melodies based on a sort of prosaic structure and a 
similar example to that of Gluck can be found in Berlioz’s Ah, quand viendra l’instant des 
suprêmes adieux from the fifth act of his opera Troyenes.30 As regards Berlioz’s instrumental 
music we will look at his Symphonie funèbre et triomphale, starting with the first melody 
beginning in bar 4 and then we will look at the melody starting in two measures after 
rehearsal letter 7. 

                                                 
30 Julian Rushton, The musical language of Berlioz, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983) 
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The first melody begins with two rather normal four measure phrases, except that the second 
phrase has a somewhat ambivalent ending. After the first two phrases (which are four 
measures each) comes a twelve bar melodic line that could be analyzed as two six measure 
phrases or possibly one twelve measure phrase. It is clear however that in this second part of 
the melody Berlioz uses techniques for extending the melody using repetitions as described by 
Koch and Reicha. The main difference here is the unbalance with the first two phrases with a 
length of eight measures and the following part that is twelve measures long. 
 

 
Berlioz, Symphonie funèbre et triomphale, first melody. 

 
The second melody we will look at begins with a rather common antecedent of four measures 
followed  by a consequent of total fourteen measures. It begins in a quite normal fashion, but 
then it just keeps going. Here again various repetitions plays an important role in extending 
leading forward to a climax in the fifteenth and sixteenth measures of the melody. The next 
phrase begins in measure nineteen and consists of four measures. After that come two 
descending scales, a way to interrupt the melody, albeit in a subtle way. The melody then 
continues in the second half of measure 26 with a four measure phrase landing on the third 
beat of measure 30. 
 

 
Berlioz, Symphonie funèbre et triomphale, second long melody. 
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Concluding thoughts about melodic structures in the  romantic era 
When comparing melodies from the later half of the 18th century with melodies from the 19th 
century it is evident that there are, on a general basis, rather few differences from a structural 
point of view. They are still symmetrical structures with pairs of motifs and phrases which, in 
turn, make periods. Extensions also exist in a similar fashion as before, but one difference in 
the 19th century is that a piece could begin with an extended version of the melody which was 
not very common in the latter part of the 18th century. Berlioz ,on the other hand, was one of 
the most inventive composers of the 19th century when it came to melodic structure, and he 
certainly contributed to the evolution of melodic composition. But the vast majority of the 
composers stayed with the more traditional approach for melodic structure. 
 
What has changed since the 18th classical era is primarily the context the melodies are 
presented in, and the general orchestration of the melodic material. Some new concepts have 
also been introduced, such as interrupting the melodic periods by inserting new material in 
between phrases and the idea of building music around one central melody using thematic 
transformation. 
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The 20th century 
 
I presume that we can agree that the 20th century presents a much larger variety of styles and 
directions than the 19th century ever did. These directions are often connected to individual 
composers developing their own styles according to their own beliefs. The composers of the 
20th century were also living in a different society than the composers of the romantic era, one 
of constant change and new ideas and innovations. And this of course is reflected in the music 
they wrote. 
 
This is also the century when many composers of the avant-garde decided to abandon the old 
ideas that music consists of melody, harmony and rhythm. There are a number of these new 
directions I would like to examine in this chapter, mainly concerning composers of the early 
20th century. I will do so by directly looking at some of the composers representing the most 
important directions, rather than trying to reach general conclusions regarding these 
directions.  The composers I will present are some of the most important composers of the 
20th century: Claude Debussy, Igor Stravinsky, Arnold Schönberg and Béla Bartók, all of 
them pioneers in their own ways with a vast influence on today’s music. 
 

Claude Debussy (1862-1918) 
One of Debussy’s most important contributions to the development of new melodies, besides 
his innovative tonalities, was the rhythmic aspects of his melodies. During the romantic era 
some composers had strived to create melodies that were less bound by the metrics, a freer 
and more ‘floating’ melodic style than that of the classic era. However, the romantic 
composers never managed to make it all the way since harmonic cadences tend to create 
periods that in turn affects the melodies. Because of the lack of traditional harmonic cadences 
in his music, Debussy, in some of his works, could create melodies with a more complete 
rhythmical freedom than that found in romantic music. 
 
Without the strong connections to metrics and harmony Debussy managed to change the way 
the melodies were used within the piece. In earlier music the melodies within a piece were in 
some way related to each other, either by contrast, or by more direct kinship.  The melodies 
were also subject of development, and in general, played a very expressive roll in the piece. 
But in Debussy’s case there aren’t always any apparent relations between the different 
melodies in some of his works. In, for example, La Mer (composed between 1903 and 1905), 
the melodies have a far more subtle role than in the earlier romantic melodies. There is neither 
any development proper, nor any symmetrical repetitions of the melodies in La Mer.31 
However if examined closely there are relations to be found every now and then in the cells, 
in the intervals, used to create the melody, as in this example from La Mer.32 
 

                                                 
31 Ton de Leeuw, Nittonhundratalets musik, (Lund: Aldusserien, 1967) 
32 Ton de Leeuw, Nittonhundratalets musik, (Lund: Aldusserien, 1967) 
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Debussy, melodies from La Mer. 

 
Debussy frequently used a different type of repetition in which the same basic melody is 
presented in different modes, or with different harmonies, creating different versions, colours 
if you like, of the same melody, much like Monet did with his haystacks.33 This technique can 
be found in the main theme of Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune, composed in 1892. In this 
piece the main melodic theme seems more like an improvisation around a couple of phrases. 
This melody is a great example of the type of rhythmic freedom that I mentioned before. 
 

                                                 
33 François Lesure and Roy Howat. "Debussy, Claude." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.ltu.se/subscriber/article/grove/music/07353(accessed May 
11, 2010) 
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Debussy, Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune, first, second and third time the theme appears. 

 

Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) 
Stravinsky’s style during the first decades of the 20th century is characterized by both Russian 
folklore and early modernist ideas. He could easily have acquired this interest in folk music 
and folklore from Rimsky Korsakov, with whom he had studied. Rimsky Korsakov had 
collected folk melodies and published them in his collection ‘Sto russkikh nrodnïkh pesen’ in 
1877, a book Stravinsky sometimes used as a source for melodies to his compositions.   
 
One of the many inventions Stravinsky brought to music (he actually referred to himself as a 
musical inventor sometimes) was the manipulation of individual fragments of these folk 
melodies, causing the metre to become irregular. He did this by taking fragments from his 
source material and putting them together in different ways, which we later shall see in a 
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music example.34 This first occurs in Petrushka, and then later in The Rite of Spring, in which 
it has as an even far more profound effect. 
 
The music for the 1911 ballet Petrushka very much relates to the environment in which the 
story takes place. There are numerous folk and popular songs of both Russian and non 
Russian origins, and even imitations of vendors’ cries and broken barrel organs throughout 
the musical landscape of the ballet. Some of these came from Rimsky Korsakov’s collection 
and other from other sources. It was in this piece that Stravinsky really found his style of 
combining folk music and modernism, and laid the foundations for The Rite of Spring where 
he took this technique even further. 
 
Already in the beginning of Petrushka there is a great example of both his use of folk and 
popular melodies and his use of melodic fragments and changing time signatures. In the third 
bar after rehearsal letter 3, Stravinsky introduces an ostinato-like melody in the flutes and 
oboes. This begins in 7/8 time signature and later changes between 5/8, 8/8 and 7/8. The kind 
of rhythm and changing time signatures this melody uses, Stravinsky took from the cries of 
carnival barkers, whose job was to attract people to the carousel or booth he was working for. 
This rhythm is then combined with a melody called Song of the Volochobniki who Stravinsky 
briefly introduced at rehearsal letter 2. This results in something that is completely different 
from earlier Russian art-music and something that we today consider a very characteristic 
trademark of Stravinsky’s music.35 
 

 
Stravinsky, three measures after 3. 

                                                 
34 Stephen Walsh. "Stravinsky, Igor." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.ltu.se/subscriber/article/grove/music/52818pg3(accessed M
ay 11, 2010) 
35 Richard Taruskin, Stravinsky and the Russian traditions; vol. 1, (Oxford: Oxford university press, 1996) 
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Volochobniki. 

 
In this melody the Volochobniki melody (which is only one phrase), is presented in the first 
eight measures, here divided into two phrases as marked in the example. Then follows a 
fragmented version of the Volochobniki melody, with the first motif, and then with the first 
and second motif (although more compressed than the first time it was presented). After that 
come three fragments of bar four with the last one being slightly varied to conclude the 
melody.  
 
As one of the century’s most influential composers Stravinsky really managed to stir the 
audiences, even if it wasn’t to their liking; as proven by the famous riot on the premiere of 
The Rite of Spring. Many of his contributions still resonate in the music of today. 
 

Arnold Schönberg (1874-1851) 
Schönberg’s melodies were in a sense a continuation of the idea that the melody in a song 
should present the lyrics in a way that was true to the texts. In other words, the melodic 
phrases should correspond to the phrases in the text. This idea had already existed for a long 
time and been treated by composers like Gluck, Berlioz, Wagner and others. But Schönberg 
took this concept even further than his predecessors, and also added his own expressionistic 
flavour to it. To describe this concept, which he called ‘melodic prose’, we will look at some 
phrases from the first song of his song cycle Das Buch der hängenden Gärten Op. 15 
composed between 1908 and 1909. This piece was composed during Schönberg’s 
expressionist period, which ranged between 1908 and 1921, before he started using twelve 
note technique. The type of music he wrote during this period was generally characterized by 
avoidance of cadences, repetitions, sequences, balanced phrases and other structural models 
that were used in romantic and classic music.36 
 

                                                 
36 David Fanning. "Expressionism." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.ltu.se/subscriber/article/grove/music/09141(accessed May 
11, 2010) 



 38 

 
Schönberg, op.15 first song. 

 
In this example the first phrase, beginning on the second beat in measure eight, comprises 
eight notes, while the second phrase, beginning on the fourth beat in measure nine, comprises 
eleven notes. The following phrases comprise, respectively, 11, 10, 7, 10, 15 and 13 notes and 
there is no apparent consistency as to where in the bars these phrases begins. One could say 
that Schönberg takes the song melody closer to how speech and declamation sounds, by 
mainly using short note values and irregular phrase lengths. However, he still keeps some of 
the characteristic elements of singing, for example longer note values, even though those are 
more likely effects of his expressionist ideal rather than, for example something that is 
connected to harmony.37 
 
With the development of the twelve note technique the principle of non-repetition became 
increasingly more important. Eventually the traditional ideas of melody would be completely 
dissolved. But that would not be Schönberg’s contribution. Anton Webern (1883-1945) would 
be the composer responsible for that next step in the evolution of music. 
 

Béla Bartók (1881-1945) 
Now we are going to look at some of Bartók’s contributions to melodies in 20th century art 
music. One could say that Bartók’s musical idiom was strongly based on the previous 
tradition, and that he added new ideas to that, mainly ideas concerning tonalities.38 To us 
Bartók is perhaps best known for his use of east European folk music, but his use of folk 
music differs from the way folk music was used during the 19th century. To describe this, 
perhaps one could say that Bartók’s music is more like a fusion of east European folk music 
idioms and Western art music presented in a Western art music form, rather than just Western 

                                                 
37 Julie Brown, “Schoenberg’s Musical Prose as Allegory”, Music Analysis Vol. 14 No. 2/3 Jul.-Oct. (1995):161-
191. 
38 Ton de Leeuw, Nittonhundratalets musik, (Lund: Aldusserien, 1967) 
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art music with Eastern European folk music influences, as in the case of the music by the 19th 
century composers. 
 
Bartók also had an interest in baroque music and would sometimes use elements from that 
music, for example fugue technique, but usually only as a structural framework. The pitches 
would be organized according to his own techniques. A good example of that can be found in 
the beginning of the first movement of his Music for strings, Percussion and Celesta. 
 

 
Bartók, Music for strings, Percussion and Celesta (fugue technique). 

 
One could say that some of the basic concepts in his use of melodies involve the use of a folk 
music related melodic-rhythmic idea that works as a kind of smallest common denominator 
for the entire piece. His melodies would also often be dissolved into small motives, 
sometimes used to create grotesque caricatures. As far as melodic development, Bartók would 
use thematic transformation technique (described in previous chapter, ‘the romantic era’). 
 
From the folk music Bartók took both melodic and rhythmic schemes and the symmetrical 
form that was common in the east European peasant music. This would then serve as an 
‘original’ material that could be turned into more complex structures.39 Through his interest in 
the folk music of eastern Europe, odd time signatures also became quite frequent in his music 
as is common in South Eastern European folk music traditions (Bulgaria and former 
Yugoslavia to mention a couple of countries). 
 
We shall now look at the first theme of Bartók’s first piano concerto, written in 1926. This 
melody is based on a typical rhythmic structure and symmetrical form found in so called 
kolomeika music (a type of Ukrainian dance music). But here, the rhythmic drive of the 

                                                 
39 Judit Frigyesi, Béla Batrók and the Turn of the Century Budapest, (Berkley: University of California Press, 
1998) 
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kolomeika has been intensified by making it more repetitive. It also has changing time 
signatures which could be an influence from south east European folk music (this is my 
hypothesis). In contrast to that, there are virtuosic scale runs that Bartók might have taken 
from either western art music concertos or from verbunkos music (Hungarian 18th century 
music genre, which isn’t considered folk music).40 
 

 
Bartók, first piano concerto. 

 
Bartók sometimes used what is referred to as rubato melody. This type of melody is despite 
its name rubato melody often strongly connected to the metrics as can bee seen in the first 
melody of the Adagio movement of his Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta from 
1936.41 This particular movement is composed in a style Bartók referred to as ‘Night music’, 
which is loosely based on the sounds that can be heard on the Hungarian plains at night.42 
 
The melodies used in this ‘Night music’ is often meant to portray for example peasant and 
shepherd melodies (for example in his ‘The nights music’ from ‘Out of  doors’), rather than 
more directly mimicking or copying them. 
 
 

                                                 
40 Judit Frigyesi, Béla Batrók and the Turn of the Century Budapest, (Berkley: University of California Press, 
1998) 
41 Ton de Leeuw, Nittonhundratalets musik, (Lund: Aldusserien, 1967) 
42 Malcolm Gillies. "Bartók, Béla." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
Online,http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.ltu.se/subscriber/article/grove/music/40686pg5(accessed M
ay 11, 2010 
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My compositions 

The first composition 
‘Haze and Dust’ is written for the composition programme’s annual composition project with 
the Norrbotten NEO ensemble. The ensemble consist of seven soloists playing flute, clarinet, 
percussion, piano, violin, viola and cello. In order to give this piece a special timbre and 
character, I chose to write for a slightly different setup than their usual, namely: piccolo flute, 
Eb clarinet, percussion, harpsichord, violin, viola and cello. 
 
For this piece I decided to focus on a number of different melodic parameters: motifs, phrases, 
melodic range, direction and balance. To begin with I set up a number of guidelines for 
creating a melody that was to be my starting point for the composition. 
 
• I wanted the periods to be based on three phrases, rather than the usual two or four 

phrases. The length of the phrases should be unequal, to create the feel of asymmetry. 
 
• The motifs should not be based on similar rhythmic patterns and they should be of 

somewhat different lengths. 
 
• The melodic range should be extremely large. Unlike traditional melodies which still 

often conform to the range set out for writing cantus firmus (a tenth). 
 
• The melody should neither be balanced, and this is achieved by having the melody 

start in a extremely high register and gradually move down, ending in a much lower 
register. 

 

Analysis 
The melody at rehearsal letter B is divided into three phrases, the first 18 eighth notes long, 
the second 13 eighth notes and the third 15 eighth notes long. By this I wanted to achieve an 
unconventional structure of the melodic period, like I stated in my guidelines.  
 
The first phrase has three motifs, the first six eight notes and one sixteenth note long, the 
second  one sixteenth and four eight notes and the third seven eight notes long. The second 
phrase has two motifs, the first five eights long (although the measure begins with a sixteenth 
note pause) and the second is in total seven eight notes long (although the first eight note is a 
pause). The third phrase has three motifs, the first six eight notes long, the second five eights 
and the third is three 32nd notes and three eights (basically four eight notes long). 
 
The melodic range of the period is five octaves ranging from e4 to E. To accomplish this, I 
had to let different instruments play different parts of the melody. Of course this range would 
be possible to play on the harpsichord using the 4’ register for the highest notes. But I decided 
not to use that possibility, as the use of different instruments would yield more variation to the 
timbre. This vast range resulted in a sloping melodic contour only slightly disturbed by the 
second phrase which isn’t sloping as steeply as the other two, and of the momentary changes 
in the direction which according to the rules for the cantus firmus gives a line its melodic 
character. 
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Haze and Dust. 

 
As regards melodic development I decided to use a sort of free extension technique using 
material that is similar to that of the original phrase or motifs, but not exactly the same. 
Examples of that can be found in the clarinet part at rehearsal letter F, where I gave the rather 
conventional melody a somewhat arbitrary treatment regarding the rules that Koch and Reicha 
presented. 
 

 
Clarinet at rehearsal letter F. 

The first phrase, containing three motives 
 

The second phrase, containing two motives 

 

The third phrase, containing three motives 
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In bar 67, the first phrase of the melody is shortened by one sixteenth note and the second 
phrase (which is actually a variation of the second phrase) is extended by adding an extra two 
phrases, the last one being a transposed and slightly shortened version of the original first 
phrase. No effort has been made here to keep the symmetry and phrase rhythm, rather the 
opposite in order to create an asymmetric and uneven feeling. 
 
These melodies does relate to the melodic structures used during the classical and romantic 
era, mainly because of the very structured organization of the phrases and motifs. But still I 
have used concepts that are quite alien to the ideals of those eras. Perhaps one could say that, 
in particular the first example in ‘Haze and dust’ is like a distorted version of the melodic 
ideals of those eras. However, the traditional conventions I have used in this composition on 
the other hand are: momentary changes in the direction, resting points (cadences) and, 
although in an arbitrary way, extensions by repeating previous material. All of these 
parameters help creating the impression of melodic qualities, and by keeping at least some of 
them, say: momentary variations in the direction and  resting points I try reinforce the 
‘melodic character’ of this melody. I believe that if you would remove all of them there is a 
chance your creation might not be recognizable as a melody. 
 

The second composition 
My second composition is written for Gävle Symphony orchestra and is called ‘Sun’. This 
time I wanted to focus on not using a period based melodic structure, but rather having longer 
melodic lines representing the different melodic parts. I wanted the melodies to consist of a 
single stream of notes rather than the phrase-period organization that I used in my first 
composition. In order to diffuse the breaking points between the phrases I have tried to use 
repeated notes in slightly varying rhythmic subdivisions. I also wanted to continue exploring 
melodic curvature and the possibility of making large momentary changes in the direction of 
the melodic line. 
 
In this piece I confined my research into three different sections of the piece, these three 
sections are basically variations of the same section in the form of the piece. The music in 
these three sections has a misterioso character with one or more instruments (overlapping by 
the use of dovetailing to get a wider range) playing the melody and a rather soft 
accompaniment by strings or woodwinds. The curvature of these melodies are quite similar, a 
somewhat straight or ascending line, which later dips down and back up to where the descent 
started. The second and third melodies both end ascending. These types of dips in the 
curvature, that I’ve used, are not common in conventional melodies. So I thought they would 
add something different to these melodies. Here are some curvatures that represent the three 
different melodies, the Y-axis here represents pitch and the X-axis represents time. 
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1. The first melody 2. The second melody 3. The third melody.  
 
These curves are only approximate representations of the actual curvature of the melodic 
lines, which means they are not exact. But they clearly visualize the curvature and shows the 
large dips of each melody.  
 
To sum this second composition up, one could say that I’ve focused on three different things 
namely: 

 
• Not using a period based structure, but rather long melodic lines. 
 
• Trying to diffuse the breaking points between phrases. 
 
• Finding unusual melodic contours. 

 

Analysis 
The first melody begins in bar 58 in the oboe 2, but played on the English horn. This melody 
clearly contains phrases separated by pauses, but no sense of the period structure I used in my 
first composition. The dip comes in bar 63 where the melody for a moment is taken to a lower 
register  and back up again by the bassoon. Here the repeated notes in the first and second 
phrase are basically the last notes of the phrase, that makes them sound like very natural 
extensions to each phrase. They also blend in with the woodwind gestures beginning in bar 
64, which consists of repeated notes in similar falling patterns. 

1.

2. 

3. 

x 

y 

x 

x 

y 

y 
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Continued 
in next bar 

 
First melody, phrases and repeated notes. 

 
The second melody, beginning in bar 107, is a violin solo. Here the pauses are less frequent 
and the amount of repeated notes is much more frequent. But still the phrases are quite easy to 
recognize. The repeated staccato notes in between the phrase certainly adds tension to the 
melody and extra momentum to the phrases but in a slightly different way than in the English 
horn solo in bar 58, which has a character more reminiscent of ‘nature sounds’. Here the 
repeated notes are also basically extensions of the last note of each phrase, but this time I 
allowed them to move about more freely. In bar 111 the marimba joins the violin on the 
repeated d# and in 113 the dip in the curvature comes with the cello taking over the melody 
briefly just to return it to the violin in the following bar. In this solo there is neither any sense 
of periods, this melody is in my opinion more like a melodic line leading the listener to a 
certain point. In this case that point is the high d# in bar 118, where the tension of the 
previous melodic material gets dissolved. 
 

Continued 
in next bar 
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Second melody in violin and cello. 

 
The third melody is a flute solo beginning in bar 240 and has no pauses between the phrases 
which are completely connected by repeated notes. When composing this I was aware that 
since it is written for flute there will be at least some separation where the flute player has to 
breathe, unless he or she will be able to use circular breathing. But during the rehearsal of the 
piece there weren’t any problems with this. When listening to the recording of the concert the 
only noticeable breathing the flutist did was in before the second beat in bar 246. This time, 
since the phrases are so well connected, the repeated notes make the phrases more difficult to 
identify. So from that point of view I’m quite happy with the results from this particular 
melody. As far as curvature the dip in the curve comes at bar 246, where the melodic line has 
reached a high enough register to allow a drop of two octaves and a fifth. At the last beat of 
that same bar the piccolo joins the flute and finally takes over the trill in bar 248. 
 

 
Third melody, flute solo. 

 
The kind of melodies I have used in this piece are more like the melodies used by for example 
Debussy in his prelude à l’après-midi d’un faune than those melodies used in the classical and 
romantic era. But in this case I haven’t made any effort to mimic that particular style, the 
focus on these melodies have been on the criterias that I set up before I began composing 
them. 
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The third composition 
This piece is a percussion trio called ‘Blocks’ with a main focus on strong rhythmic patterns, 
sometimes in unison but most of the time in a contrapuntal and unaligned fashion. The 
melodic material in this piece is played by the first and second player on Xylophone and 
Almglockens in unison. The third player plays as a kind of echo of some of the most 
important notes in the melody one octave down, also on Almglockens. The melodic material 
is built around two motives, in the analysis I will call them 1 and 2, these motives are then 
varied in different ways and combined with repeated notes moving up and down in small 
steps. These repeated notes works as a kind of glue or mortar that connects the motifs and 
gives them a context to exist in. 
 
My main idea for this melody is repeating the motifs, but each motive has to be modified in 
order to be different from the original version. I decided to use a number of rules for the 
things that had to be changed in each motif: 
 
• The length of each motif should not be the same as the original. 
• The rhythm also has to be different from the original. 
• The pitches can be the same as in the original. 
• Notes can be omitted from the original. 
• Notes can be added to the repeated motifs. 
• There should be no recognizable periods. 

 
Apart from that I decided that I should use repeated notes in a similar way as I did in my 
second composition. 
 

Analysis 
The first melody beginning in bar 75 consists of two motifs and repeated notes, as functioning 
stated in the above text. In bar 75 the first motif, containing six notes, is presented and 
directly after, in bar 76, the second motif, containing five notes, is presented. These are then 
followed by a repeated c and a d that undulates chromatically down to the c natural and 
upwards again. In bar 78, there is a shortened and modified version of the second motif, 
containing three notes d, a flat and e flat. This is then followed by another version of the 
second motif. This time with seven notes, as the a flat gets repeated within the motif. 
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Melody at bar 75, with marked motifs. 

 
One notable exception to the system I have used for this melody is the very first note in bar 
80, which is a chord played in unison in all three parts. This sits inside the motif 1 that begins 
on the last eight note in bar 79. The following motifs are modified in the same fashion as 
before and therefore require no further explanation. All these modifications have been done in 
an intuitive fashion and despite the seemingly structured layout of the motifs (1-2,2-2,1-1,1-
2,1-2) the order of the motifs is also a result of intuitive composition. 
 
 

1 2 2 2 1 1 

1 2 1 2 

Continued in 
the next bar 
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Conclusions 
Writing this thesis has certainly been an eye-opener for me. Not only because spending so 
much time working with melody alone takes you deeper into how they work, but also because 
of the amount of information that I have had to take in. I have learnt so many new things 
about how melodies have evolved during the last few hundred years. Even though concrete 
information about melodies in different eras might be difficult to find in some cases I am sure 
that that information can be found, so I feel there are still many things left to learn. I have 
tried to keep my historical overview on a quite general level, and tried to cover the big 
picture, but sometimes the big picture gets too complicated with composers moving in 
numerous different directions, as for example in my chapter on melodies in the 20th century. 
Then the only option is to pick out the most significant directions and describe those. That 
approach could possibly be used when writing about the other eras as well, as there always are 
differences connected to the different countries the composers lived and/or worked in. But 
that, I feel, is for someone else to do, I think a musicologist would be better suited for such a 
study. 
 
From an artistic point of view, I have felt that creating new music while studying the history 
has been fruitful, and at times provided me with good inspiration and many new ideas for my  
music. I have also gotten a deeper respect for how important knowledge about the history of 
melody is when searching for new solutions. Because so much has already been tried out by 
composers during the times. On the other hand, my efforts to create unusual melodic 
structures has resulted in music that, while rooted in the tradition by the use of motifs and 
phrases, also has reached for new directions. Simply by making demands that confront the 
conventions of the traditional systems, like for example not allowing periodicity, symmetry, 
exact repetitions and so forth I have had a starting point that has triggered new creative 
processes. From a more technical perspective I have come to a better understanding of what 
makes a melody more or less conventional: symmetry, balance, periodicity and coherence of  
the melodic material in the larger forms are what defines our tradition, whereas asymmetry, 
unbalance and a lack of periodicity and coherence from the perspective of large-scale form 
are not part of the tradition. During this journey I have also came across questions that were 
new to me that other composers and scholars have considered. For example, in Debussy’s La 
Mer, the role of the melodies is different than in other music, that idea is something that I will 
bring with me after this thesis is finished. From an emotional point of view, composing music 
using sets of rules that govern how the melodies should be, has been both challenging and 
inspiring. Above all, it has been a necessary method to reach the desired results. I personally 
have enjoyed working with music in this analytic and focused way. To me it is a great tool for 
developing my artistic practise and to discover new perspectives of both compositional 
craftsmanship and music itself. 
 
It is a pity that melodies are not given more attention in the composition programmes today. 
Especially since the effects of postmodernism has led to an increasing number of composers 
and composition students that frequently use melodies in their music. Because I do feel that 
there are important things one can learn from studying this subject, not only about melodies, 
but also about how to develop a specific material, and to have a more analytical approach 
when looking at musical material in general.  
 
So to conclude this thesis I have to ask myself, are there still things to be discovered about 
melodies, and is it possible to come up with new ways for creating melodies? The answer is: 
Yes, it is only a matter of method and commitment. 
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