Music Elements Glossary

Music Elements – the basic components of music: dynamics, form, and pitch.

Dynamics – the degree of intensity of a sound or series of sounds.

Form – the overall structural order and relationship of musical elements in components of repetition, variation, or contrast. Interrelationships of music events within the overall structure can occur at many levels (i.e. motive, phrase, section, and genre). Examples include AB, ABA, call and response, rondo, theme and variations, and sonata-allegro.

Pitch – highness or lowness of a single sound based on frequency of vibrations and by its relative position within a series of sounds.

Melody – a coherent succession of pitches. Refers to successive rather than simultaneous sounds.

Harmony – the relationship of tones considered as they sound simultaneously, and the way such relationships are organized in time; also, any particular collection of pitches sounded simultaneously, termed a chord.

Time – period of duration.

Beat – equal units of time measured (pulsed) to govern the movement of music.

Meter – groupings of beats defined by use of regularly occurring accents usually in duple, triple,

or compound arrangements.

Rhythm – patterns of sounds or silences organized in time including duration qualities of a given note or rest.

Tempo – the speed of the beat that governs how music is performed.

Timbre – the character or quality or a sound that distinguishes one instrument, voice, or other sound source from another. Production technique may alter a timbre regardless of sound source.

Expressive (Affective) Elements – the affective controls that are applied during creation or performance that enhance all music elements: articulation, dynamics, intonation, phrasing, tempo, texture, and style (time and place).

Articulation – (1) the characteristics of attack and decay of tones and the manner and extent to which tones in sequence are connected or disconnected. 2) the enunciation of specific phonemes in vocal sound production.

Dynamics – specific degrees of intensity or loudness in a musical performance/score (e.g., from softer to

louder; pianissimo (pp), piano (p), mezzo piano (mp), mezzo forte (mf), forte (f), fortissimo (ff); crescendo(<), decrescendo (>), diminuendo (dim). (Also see music elements above.)
Intonation – the degree to which pitch is accurately produced in performance, particularly among the performers in an ensemble.

Phrasing – the separation of the continuous melody line into smaller units, varying in length from a group of measures to single notes.

Tempo –the pace of a composition or part thereof as determined by the speed of the beat to which it is performed (e.g., from slower to faster; largo, adagio, andante, allegro, presto; accelerando, ritardando, rubato). (also see music elements above.)

Texture – the number and relationship of sound sources including the relationship of successive sounds (melody) and simultaneous sounds (harmony). Examples include monophonic, homophonic/chordal, and polyphonic/contrapuntal.

Style (Time and Place) – the distinctive or characteristic manner in which the elements of music are performed. In practice, the term “style” is applied to, for example, composers (the style of Copland),periods (Baroque style), media (keyboard style), nations (French style), form or type of composition (fugal style or contrapuntal style), or genre (operatic style or bluegrass style)
