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A Practical Guide to Musical Composition

Presentation

The following is the table of contents of my book: A Practical Guide to Musical Composition. Its

aim is to discuss fundamental principles of musical composition in concise, practical terms, and

to provide guidance for student composers. Many practical aspects of the craft of composition,

especially concerning form, are not often discussed in ways useful to an apprentice composer;

that is to say, ways that help to solve common problems. Thus, this will not be a "theory" text,

nor an analysis treatise, but rather a guide to some of the basic tools of the trade.

This book is the first in a series of four. The others are: Counterpoint, Orchestration, Harmony .
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Ending

• How can the composer conclude the piece convincingly?

• Resolution: the main issue

• Rounding Off

• Ending gestures

• The ending as a distinct section: the Coda
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• Introduction

• Specific forms
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Introduction

Why this book?

This book arose in response to a practical need. In many years of composing and teaching

musical composition at various levels, I have been repeatedly struck by the dearth of practical

information about how music is constructed. There are good texts available on harmony,

counterpoint, and orchestration, but the practical principles of musical form, especially from the

point of view of the composer, are oddly neglected. By "practical principles of musical form" I

do not refer to the labeling and categorizing of structural units - useful though that may be - but

to the ways musical ideas are organized and connected in time, so that their evolution is

compelling and convincing. Even students quite experienced in analysis often have little idea

about how to construct a transition, how to build a climax, or how to create a satisfactory sense

of conclusion (1). Again and again, one sees beginnings that fail to create interest or suspense,

transitions that bump awkwardly from one idea to the next, sections that never seem balanced,

and endings that seem to stop almost arbitrarily. The student needs specific guidance about how

to satisfy such basic formal requirements.

One may legitimately question whether it is even possible to generalize about these problems.

Musical repertoire, even within the stylistic constraints to be defined below, proves upon

examination to be very varied indeed: a work of art, after all, is inherently strongly individual.

However, it also seems unlikely that composers reinvent the wheel with every piece. Does every

new work really solve such common problems in an entirely new way?

It is a fundamental premise of this book that some general principles about these issues do exist

and can be formulated in useful ways. While these principles may not be entirely universal, in

practice they have proven to be general enough to be of value, especially to a beginner who

needs help in developing a sense of form.

This book constitutes an attempt to set forth some of these basic principles in concise, down to

earth terms.

It should be clear by now that this work is not intended primarily as a theoretical text, nor as an

analysis treatise, but rather as a guide to some of basic "tools of the trade".



Stylistic Assumptions

A legitimate question here is to what extent principles of musical form can be generalized across

different styles. This question is especially pointed today: since non-western and popular musics

are so much more familiar to many listeners, it can be argued that a beginning composer today

no longer starts with a clear attachment to one pervasive tradition.

It is difficult to teach composition without making at least some assumptions about formal

requirements; otherwise, what is there to teach? The crux of my argument here is that basic

principles of the type enumerated above result largely from the nature of musical hearing. Let us

make clear some of the assumptions subsumed by the phrase "the nature of musical hearing".

We assume first that the composer is writing music meant to be listened to for its own sake, and

not as accompaniment to something else. This requires at a minimum provoking and sustaining

the listener's interest in a musical journey across a range of time, as well as managing to bring

the experience to a satisfactory conclusion. Thus, "musical hearing" implies here a sympathetic

and attentive listener, at least some of whose psychological processes in listening to the work can

be meaningfully discussed in general terms.

We will limit our discussion to western concert music. Non-western musics, which often imply

very different cultural expectations about the role of music in society or its effect on the

individual are thus excluded from our discussion. (2)

Further, although some of the notions presented here may also apply to functional music (e.g.

music for religious services, ceremonial occasions, commercials) all these situations impose

significant external constraints on the form. Specifically, the composer's formal decisions do not

derive primarily from the needs of the material. In concert music, by contrast, the composer is

exploring and elaborating the chosen material in such a way as to satisfy an attentive musical ear.

If extramusical limitations apply - like having to reach a climax 23 seconds into a commercial, or

to stop when the priest reaches a given point in the service - the composer cannot give his ideas

their head. We will therefore also exclude functional music as an object of direct discussion. (3)

Our discussion will not be limited to tonal music. I have made considerable effort to present

these ideas in ways that do not depend on a tonal harmonic language. Indeed, some of these

notions become especially useful when the familiar harmonic conventions which contribute to

the listener's sense of formal orientation in tonal music are not available.



Forms and Form

A further caveat: this is not a book about forms, but a book about form. I will take the view that

any successful piece is a specific application of certain general formal principles. In the glossary,



I will describe the "standard" classical forms in summary fashion, to attempt to show how they

exemplify our general principles.



Using this book as a textbook

Most of the material in this book comes from two sources: my own composition, and my work

teaching composition. Some of the material was used in an elementary course of tonal

composition at the Université de Montréal. In a curriculum of composition study, this book

assumes as prerequisite:

•

•

•



a basic knowledge of tonal harmony (4)

an understanding of motives (5)

enough knowledge of instrumentation to write idiomatically for keyboard and perhaps

one or two solo instruments. This implies some understanding of the creation and

differentiation of planes of tone.



Sources

My thinking on these issues has been influenced by my teachers David Diamond and Elliott

Carter, as well as by readings of a few authors, themselves composers for the most part: Roger

Sessions, Donald Francis Tovey, and especially, Arnold Schoenberg, whose Fundamentals of

Musical Composition exemplifies the kind of discussion of musical form most useful to a

student. Other texts by Schoenberg, more recently published (6), are also very stimulating:

Schoenbergís lifelong exploration into these issues, even when one disagrees with his

conclusions, is a model for such inquiry; his ideas are always anchored in the practical realities

of composition.

Finally, as is often the case, teaching others has been an excellent way to learn: it has forced me

to define and formulate ideas more precisely.



A final note

This book is not concerned with expressive quality except to the extent that it is an outgrowth of

professional technique. In other words, we consider the skills described here to be a bare

minimum for the composer, and not "high art".

Notes

1. This is probably because the composer's needs are quite different from the analyst's goals. The

results of an analysis depend on the questions asked. If the analyst asks: where is the division

between two sections, the answer usually arrives in the form of an argument for one spot or

another . However the composer may see this differently: his problem may be to avoid a too



obvious break in the form. He may want to camouflage the joint, perhaps creating momentum for

a coming idea.

Another important difference between the composer's and the analyst's points of view is that the

composer proceeds from the incomplete to the complete; the analyst begins with the work

already a whole. The analyst's challenge is to meaningfully decode a complex structure; the

composer's is to fill the blank page. One might say that the composer's task is addition, while the

analyst's is division.

2. It might be interesting to see to what extent these principles apply in other cultures, but this

would require a much larger study, as well as competence well beyond mine.

3. It should be noted that music based on text (songs, opera, etc.) is only partly governed by these

principles of musical form: the structure of the text (or the drama, in the case of opera) will

determine many formal decisions in these genres. Nonetheless, there are many common elements

with purely instrumental music.

4. The issue here is of course not what courses the student has taken or for how many years, but

what he/she can do. In the case of harmony, we assume the student can at least:

•

•

•

•



determine the tonal direction of a given phrase and suggest possible cadences

create a bass line which is a solid counterpoint to the main upper lines and which will

define important structural moments, supplying both propulsion and punctuation

use elementary dissonance formulas coherently

modulate convincingly, at least to closely related keys. This involves not only choosing

pivot chords but creating momentum towards the new key, and handling the alterations

that define the new key with some sensitivity.



5. While a full discussion of motives is outside the scope of this book, let us mention one

distinction we have found very useful: transformations of a given motive may be related very

audibly or quite abstractly to the originally presented form. In particular, transformations like

retrograde and diminution can disturb continuity, if they suddenly change the rhythmic

momentum without special punctuation. The simple test to apply is: at a first hearing in context,

does the variant sound familiar, or like something new?

6. Arnold Schoenberg, The Musical Idea, New York: Columbia University Press, 1995.



Basics

Since music is heard consecutively in time, our examination of the structure of a musical

composition will be mainly organized chronologically. We will follow the same path as a

listener, examining the structural requirements for beginning, for continuing and developing, and

for bringing the work to a satisfactory close.

This mode of presentation deliberately avoids concentrating on conventional "forms", since these

principles seem basic to any satisfactory musical construction, always of course within the limits

set forth in the introduction. (1)

Before beginning, however, it will be useful to define some basic notions.



Foreground vs. Background

It is a well known fact that human perception can operate simultaneously on several levels: more

than one sensation may impinge on our consciousness at a time. When this happens we prioritize

our perceptions: we cannot pay equal attention to more than one element at any given moment.

This prioritization is ongoing, and changes in the order of priority may result accidentally (e.g.

the telephone rings while one is reading a book) or - more interesting from our point of view from artistic intention (a previously almost inaudible detail may attract more and more attention

to eventually become the most important event of the moment).

Musically speaking, we may refer to the elements in a multi-layered texture that most engage

that listener's attention at any given moment as "foreground", while the secondary elements

constitute "background". (2)

While the specifics determining what will be perceived as foreground or background in a

particular case can occasionally get complex, usually they are quite easy to define. As a general

guide, all other things being equal, the ear follows as foreground:

•



complexity: usually the element with the greatest level of activity attracts the most

attention, e.g. in a texture consisting of simultaneous held notes and moving lines, the

moving lines take precedence.



Beethoven, 6th Symphony, 1st movement, m.115 ff: Here the violin line emerges over sustained

pedal tones in the other instruments, due to its greater complexity of pitch, rhythm, and

articulation.



•



novelty: when presented with familiar and new material at the same time, the new

material demands more attention.



Ravel, Rapsodie espagnole, "Prélude à la nuit", m. 28: When the new melody arrives at m. 28, it

stands out because of its novelty, compared to the four note ostinato that has been playing since

the beginning of the piece.

•



loudness or timbral richness: if playing lines of equal complexity in the same register, a

trumpet will demand more attention than a flute.



Bartok, Concerto for Orchestra, 2nd movement, m. 90: despite a very active accompaniment by

the strings in the same register, the main line, played by 2 trumpets, has no trouble emerging

clearly.

In fact a good deal of the study of orchestral balance is nothing more than learning to predict

reliably what will dominate the texture in a given combination.

Possibly simple curiosity plays an important role in the listener's response here: in trying to

follow the music, an attentive listener will try to make sense of the things which require the most

effort.



Flow vs. break; continuity vs. surprise

" [...] convincing continuity: one must have that above all other things."

Elliott Carter (3)

The distinction between foreground and background has a direct bearing on issues of musical

flow. To understand this, we need to explore the nature of musical unity and variety.

It is conventional to speak of unity and variety as the cornerstones of artistic structure. However,

these concepts can be formulated in a more useful way for composers. Unity is a difficult notion

to define in music because it relies on memory. Unlike the spatial arts, music takes place in time.

In particular, the temporal nature of music does not permit perception of the whole except in

retrospect; or, perhaps more accurately, as an experience spread out over time. Music depends on

a web of memories and associations that gets richer as the piece progresses. Unity is therefore

required on (at least) two levels: local flow - the convincing connection of one event to the next and long range association and overall balance.

Successions of musical ideas can be thought of on a continuum of various degrees of continuity,

ranging from the smoothest flow to the most abrupt change. Unity and variety thus emerge not as

separate, but rather as different degrees of same thing. If the flow of the piece provides little

novelty, the music becomes boring; if there are too many fits and starts, the discontinuities



eventually break up the work's coherence.

The composer's first and most fundamental problem is therefore to ensure that the overall flow is

not broken from the beginning to the end of the piece. However the degree of novelty must be

varied at different points.

The key to controlling this balance between emphasizing common elements and introducing

novelty lies in the interaction between the perceptual levels described above. If the foreground

elements are new, the effect will be one of contrast. If the changing elements are more subtle, the

listener will sense gradual evolution or relative stability. A convincing musical form is not

possible without many degrees of stability and novelty.

Beethoven, 3rd Symphony, 1st movement, m.65 ff: Here the change to a new motive (with 16th

notes) is in the foreground, but the common repeated notes (upper strings and winds) continuing

from the previous passage provide an audible link in the background.

Any audible musical element can participate in creating connection or novelty. Among the most

obvious to the listener, and thus the most useful, are:

•



register



Ravel, Pavane pour une infante défunte, m. 13: The 2nd theme is quite similar in character to the

first theme, but the fact that the oboe opens up a new register (even though the change is quite

mild) creates an effect of freshness.

•



speed (note values or harmonic rhythm)



Beethoven, Sonata, op 2#1, 2nd theme, m. 20ff: Most of the novelty here comes from the

accompaniment, which is in steady 8th notes for the first time.

•



motives



Brahms, 3rd Symphony, 1st movement, m.3 ff: the arrival of the new theme in vln. 1 provides

foreground novelty, while the imitation of the melodic profile of the opening chords (now in the

bass) adds an element of continuity in the background.

•



timbre



The best example of this Ravel's Bolero: over an extremely repetitive and predictable structure,

novelty is mainly the result of timbral variation at each presentation of the theme.



Articulation and degrees of punctuation

Articulation is necessary, as Schoenberg points out (4), because listeners cannot grasp or
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