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Becoming better listeners

• Build on what you already hear easily (for many of you, that is the 
text and the pulse) – notice how the feature you gravitate towards 
coordinates with features you’re less inclined to listen for

• Keep in mind: What we feel, hear, or react to in a piece of music (and 
in life!) is often what we want to or expect to find. Although it’s 
possible, we typically don’t find things that we have no preconceived 
notion of already or that we aren’t expecting. 



Similar to the chorus 
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Form

• Form is a paradigm (convention or pattern) that is effective and 
has persisted through time
• As listeners we internalize forms that we hear often – we 

(unconsciously) expect them

• These specific labels only apply to pop songs
• Verse, Chorus, Bridge

• Different sections of music are differentiated by:
• Melody
• Dynamics
• Texture and instrumentation

• Each section produces a different effect on the listener because 
of its different musical features and place within the form



Form

• Structure and design

• Repetition, contrast, variation

• The patterns in other musical elements 
give rise to form: 

• Melody
• Harmony
• Texture
• Rhythm

• Notice how a particular element changes 
(or doesn’t change!) as a piece unfolds



Form

Twinkle, twinkle 
little star
How I wonder 
what you are!

Up above the 
world so high

Like a 
diamond in 
the sky

Twinkle, twinkle 
little star
How I wonder 
what you are!

A AB



Form

• Significant changes in melody, harmony (mood), and texture indicate 
new sections of a form

Melody (2x)

Same melody, 
new 

instrumentation  
(2x)

Contrasting 
melody, register, 

texture (2x)

First melody (2x), 
emphatic ending

A B A

Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, The 
Nutcracker, Trepak (1892)



Forms

• Binary form – 2 contrasting sections (AB)

• Ternary form – 3 sections (ABA)

• Strophic form – the same music is repeated for different 
sections of text (vocal music only)
• Example: pop song form

• Call and response – a soloist leads and the group repeats

• Other longer forms we’ll study: sonata form, rondo

• Long pieces of music are based on themes
• Theme – a melodic idea that is elaborated with new 

rhythms, harmonies, or melodic shapes to build a musical 
work



Forms

Binary

Ternary

Call and response

Strophic

Band of Horses, I Go to the Barn 
Because I Like the (2006)

Anonymous, Kyrie eleison

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, 
Eine Kleine Nachtmusik, 
K.525 III. Menuetto (1787)



Motives and themes: how melodies are built 
and how melodies generate larger forms

• A melody is a tune: ends with a cadence

• A theme is a melody that becomes the material for a larger 
work of music: repetition, variation (rhythm, texture)

• Melodies are made up of motives

• Motive: small musical idea (at least 2 notes, but usually not 
more than 6) that is a building block of a melody
• Motives can repeat and be altered (contour, rhythm, sequence)

• The presence of musical ideas all based on the same motive helps a 
melody or larger work feel coherent (like all the parts belong together)

Nelly, Country 
Grammar (2000)

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Symphony No. 
40 in G minor, K. 550, I. Molto allegro (1788)

Antonin Dvořák, Slavonic Dances Op. 46 
No. 2 in C minor (1878)



Ostinato

• Ostinato – a short, melodic, harmonic, or rhythmic idea that is 
repeated throughout a work or a portion of a work

• Other layers (melodies, vocal lines) are added on top like scaffolding

Beyoncé, Ego (2009) Dead Prez, Hell Yeah (2004)

Gustav Holst, The Planets, 
Op. 32, I. Mars, the 
Bringer of War (1914)



Weekly homework reminder

• Remember to email me a question about the reading any 
time before noon the day before class
• Don’t worry about your grade if you haven’t been doing 

this yet.
• Do worry about your grade if you continue not to do this.

• Questions must be:
• About the assigned reading
• Sent before the due date (next: before Thursday 2/18 at 

noon)

• Reading assignment for 2/19 is listed in the course calendar 
in your syllabus



Online class discussion #1: February 10-17

• Required, graded comments on a post on the class blog

• Take a rubric if you didn’t receive one Friday (also available on the 
website) – your comments will be graded according to this rubric


