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The Survey at a Glance

The Fifty-One Melodies in Time
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Each dot is one of the fifty-one melodies, placed by year of composition within its period. The

clustering tells the story: the Romantic century is the great age of melody.
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The survey in numbers: entries per period; major/minor mode of each principal melody; frequency of

the five contour archetypes; and the melodic range of the notated themes.
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Introduction

This comprehensive survey examines fifty-one of the most beautiful and
emotionally compelling melodies in classical music history, spanning
five major periods from 1600 to 1930. These selections represent
melodies that have transcended their original contexts to become part
of global cultural consciousness — pieces that move listeners across all
musical backgrounds and experiences. It must be said plainly that no
such list can be complete, and that any selection of this kind is inevitably
subjective: the melodies a listener holds most beautiful are shaped by
memory, temperament, and culture, and no finite list could contain every
melody deserving of a place here. Each reader will miss a favorite, and
each would draw the boundaries differently — as is their right. This
survey therefore makes no claim to finality; it aims instead to be as
comprehensive as is practical, gathering the melodies whose beauty is
most widely and durably acknowledged, and offering them as a
foundation the reader is warmly invited to extend with choices of their
own. The entries are organized chronologically across five periods:
Baroque (1600-1750), Classical (1750—1820), Romantic (1820—1900),
Late Romantic/Post-Romantic (1890-1930), and 20th Century
Classical/Impressionist (1900-1930). Each entry includes detailed
analytical information: the note sequence, interval map, melodic range,
scale/mode, tempo and meter, phrase structure, contour archetype,
rhythmic profile, harmonic progression in both Roman numeral and letter
-name notation, the original scoring, and a compositional signature
describing what makes each melody exceptional. Catalog references
and links to the IMSLP score library (imslp.org) are provided for those

wishing to study the scores in greater detail — nearly all of these works
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are in the public domain and freely downloadable there, though a few
twentieth-century works remain under copyright and are available only in
publisher editions — and each entry includes a YouTube listening
reference so the melody can be heard immediately alongside the
analysis. The analytical framework emphasizes melodic contour,
harmonic support, rhythmic character, and the historical significance of

each piece.
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Period 1: Baroque (1600-1750)

Entry 1: Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) — Air from
Orchestral Suite No. 3 in D major, BWV 1068

2nd movement (Air), complete | Catalog: BWV 1068 | Score: imslp.org |

Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: The melody's extraordinary beauty lies
in its seamless, singing quality over a walking bass. August Wilhelmj's
arrangement for violin G string made it world-famous. Musicologist
Christoph Wolff describes it as "an essay in sustained melodic beauty."
Its gentle suspensions create a sense of eternal, unhurried grace that

has made it one of the most performed Baroque works.

D5(quarter) C#5(eighth) D5(eighth) E5(quarter)
F#5(quarter) | G5(quarter) F#5(eighth) E5(eighth)
D5(quarter) C#5(quarter) | B4(eighth) C#5(eighth)
D5(quarter) A4(quarter) D5(quarter) | C#5(half)

D5(half) — approximately, with ornamental

Note Sequence

passing tones

Interval Map +1,+1, +2, 42, +1,-2,-2,-2, -1, +2, +2,-4, +4, -1, +1
_ A4-G5, spanning a minor seventh (from the
Range (Ambitus)
notated sequence)
Scale/Mode D major

4/4 (common time); unmarked in the source,
Tempo & Meter . _
traditionally performed adagio

8 bars, binary form (4+4), gentle arch with the
Phrase Structure
peak around bar 3, cadences at bars 4 and 8
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Contour Archetype

Single Arch — a gentle rise-then-fall cresting early,

settling to rest

Rhythmic Profile

Long sustained notes over the walking bass'’s
even eighth-note tread; suspensions held across

strong beats

Chord Progression

(Roman)

|-V-vi-ii-IV-I-IV-V

Chord Progression
(Letter)

D-A-Bm-F#m-G-D-G-A

Original Scoring

Violins over strings and continuo (orchestral
suite); world-famous in Wilhelmj's violin G-string

arrangement

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody moves predominantly by step

with occasional thirds, creating an unbroken singing line. Suspensions

on strong beats generate gentle tension-resolution cycles. The walking

bass provides a steady harmonic pulse, allowing the melody to float

freely above with an illusion of simplicity masking sophisticated voice-

leading.

Entry 2: Johann Pachelbel (1653—-1706) — Canon in D major

Form: Ground bass canon for 3 violins and basso continuo [ Catalog: P.

© 2026 Museca

10



37 [ Score: imsip.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Built on one of Western music's most

famous chord progressions (I-V-vi-iii—-IV=-I-IV-V), the Canon's genius

lies in how three separate melodic lines interweave above this simple

repeating bass. Its rediscovery in the 1970s made it one of the most

popular classical pieces ever. Musicologists note its mathematical

elegance combined with emotional warmth.

Note Sequence

F#5(half) E5(half) | D5(half) C#5(half) | B4(half)
A4(half) | B4(half) C#5(half) | D5(half) C#5(half) |
B4(half) Ad(half) | B4(half) C#5(half) | D5(half)
D5(half)

Interval Map -2,-2,-2,-2,-2,+2,+2,+2,-2,-2,-2,+2,+2,+2,0
. A4-F#5, spanning a major sixth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode D major
Tempo & Meter 4/4; unmarked, customarily performed andante

Phrase Structure

8 bars over repeating 8-bar ground bass, the
melody descends in the first half then ascends,

creating a perfect arch

Contour Archetype

Circle — stepwise descent from the peak, then an

ascent back toward the starting register

Rhythmic Profile

Even half-note tread, progressively elaborated into
quarters, eighths, and sixteenths as the variations

unfold

Chord Progression

(Roman)

|- V-vi-iii-IV-1-IV-V

Chord Progression

D-A-Bm-F#m-G-D-G-A

© 2026 Museca
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(Letter)

Original Scoring Three violins in canon over basso continuo

F#5
o

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody's genius is its simplicity —
predominantly half notes descending then ascending by step, perfectly
mirroring the bass motion. Each subsequent voice entry adds complexity
while the original theme maintains its serene character. The descending-

then-ascending contour creates a complete emotional arc within 8 bars.

Entry 3: Antonio Vivaldi (1678-1741) — "Spring" from The Four

Seasons, RV 269, 1st movement

1st movement (Allegro), opening ritornello | Catalog: RV 269 | Score:
imslp.org [ Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: The most recognizable piece of
Baroque music, its opening captures the joy of spring's arrival. Published
in 1725, it was one of the earliest examples of program music. Grove
Music describes it as "a triumph of pictorial imagination." The ritornello
theme's energetic repeated notes and rising sequences convey

irrepressible optimism.

Note Sequence E5(eighth) E5(eighth) E5(dotted-quarter)
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F#5(sixteenth) G#5(quarter) | G#5(eighth)
G#5(eighth) G#5(dotted-quarter) A5(sixteenth)
B5(quarter) | B5(eighth) ...

Interval Map 0,0,+2,+2,0,0,0,+2,+2,0
E5-B5, spanning a perfect fifth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode E major
Tempo & Meter Allegro, 4/4

Phrase Structure

4-bar ritornello phrase, rising sequential pattern
(each unit higher than the last), exuberant peak at

the top of the sequence

Contour Archetype

Single Arch — repeated-note fanfares rising to a

bright peak, then falling to the cadence

Rhythmic Profile

Crisp repeated-note figures and dancing dotted

rhythms — birdsong stylized into ritornello energy

Chord Progression

(Roman)

I=1=-IV-V-I

Chord Progression
(Letter)

E-E-A-B-E

Original Scoring

Solo violin with string orchestra and continuo

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Built on repeated-note figures that burst

© 2026 Museca
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upward in sequential patterns. Each sequential unit rises by a step,
creating an ascending trajectory that embodies spring's optimism. The
dotted rhythms add buoyancy. It is a masterclass in generating energy

through the simplest of means.

Entry 4: J.S. Bach (1685-1750) — Prelude in C Major, BWV 846
(Well-Tempered Clavier, Book I)

Complete prelude | Catalog: BWV 846 | Score: imslp.org [ Listen:

YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: The opening piece of Bach's
monumental Well-Tempered Clavier is a study in pure harmonic beauty.
Its arpeggiated figures create a meditation-like quality, later inspiring
Gounod's Ave Maria. Pianist Andras Schiff calls it "the gateway to the

entire keyboard repertoire."

C4-E4-G4-C5-E5 pattern (sixteenths), repeated per
Note Sequence . . .

bar with changing harmonies
Interval Map +4, +3, +5, +4 (ascending arpeggio pattern)

. C4-ES5, spanning a major tenth (from the notated

Range (Ambitus)

sequence)
Scale/Mode C major (with chromatic passing harmonies)
Tempo & Meter 4/4; unmarked, flowing moderato

Continuous flow, no melodic phrase per se — each
Phrase Structure bar is a broken chord, the harmonic progression

creates the emotional arc over 35 bars

Circle (arpeggiated) — harmonic departure and
Contour Archetype

return traced through unbroken figuration
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Unbroken sixteenth-note arpeggiation; a perfectly
Rhythmic Profile even pulse with no melodic rhythm apart from

harmony’s slow change

Chord Progression
| —ii7-V7-1-vi—-ii-V-I
(Roman)

Chord Progression
(Letter)

C-Dm7-G7-C-Am-Dm-G-C

o . Solo keyboard (harpsichord or clavichord; today
Original Scoring _
most often piano)

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Not a melody in the traditional sense but a
harmonic journey expressed through a single arpeggiated figure. The
unchanging rhythm creates hypnotic continuity while the underlying
harmonies provide all the drama — a demonstration that harmony alone,

through the simplest possible texture, can be profoundly moving.

Entry 5: George Frideric Handel (1685-1759) — "Lascia ch'io
pianga” from Rinaldo, HWV 7

Act ll, Aria | Catalog: HWV 7 | Score: imsip.org [ Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: One of the most emotionally

devastating arias in the Baroque repertoire. Originally composed as a
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dance movement, Handel transformed it into a plea of heartbreaking

simplicity. The melody's power lies in its restraint — almost entirely

stepwise motion conveying dignity in grief. It has been described by

opera scholar Winton Dean as "one of the great moments in Handel's

operas.’

Note Sequence

F4(half) A4(quarter) | C5(dotted-half) | C5(half)
Bb4(quarter) | A4(dotted-half) | A4(half)
G4(quarter) | F4(half) E4(quarter) | F4(dotted-half)
| F4(dotted-half)

Interval Map +4,+43,0,-2,-2,0,-2,-2,-1,+1,0
. E4-C5, spanning a minor sixth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode F major

Tempo & Meter

Largo, 3/2 (sarabande)

Phrase Structure

8 bars in 3/4, the melody rises to its peak (C5) in
bar 2 then gradually descends back to the tonic,

creating a single, perfectly proportioned arch

Contour Archetype

Single Arch — rising by thirds to the peak, then a

long stepwise descent

Rhythmic Profile

Sarabande rhythm with expressive weight on the
second beat; long-held suspensions over a slow

harmonic tread

Chord Progression

(Roman)

I=1=IV=-1-ii-V-1-1

Chord Progression
(Letter)

F-F-Bb-F-Gm-C-F-F

© 2026 Museca
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Original Scoring Soprano voice with strings and continuo

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody's emotional power comes from
extreme economy of means. It rises by third and then by third again to
its apex, then descends entirely by step. The slow 3/4 meter and
predominantly stepwise descent create a feeling of controlled grief —

never hysterical, always noble.

Entry 6: Tomaso Albinoni (attr.) / Remo Giazotto (1671-1751 /
1910-1998) — Adagio in G minor

Complete piece | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Though largely composed by Giazotto
in 1958 based on a fragment attributed to Albinoni, this has become one
of the most performed "Baroque" works. Its slow-building melody over
an organ pedal and walking bass creates an effect of sustained
mourning. It was played at memorials worldwide and represents the

archetype of the noble, sorrowful slow movement.

G4(dotted-half tied) | G4(quarter) Bb4(quarter)
Note Sequence D5(quarter) | D5(dotted-half tied) | D5(eighth)
C5(eighth) Bb4(quarter) A4(quarter)
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Interval Map 0,+3,+3,0,-2,-2,-2
. G4-D5, spanning a perfect fifth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode G minor (natural minor)

Tempo & Meter

Adagio; slow, processional pulse

Phrase Structure

Long phrases with tied notes creating sustained
tension, melody ascends through the minor triad

before descending stepwise

Contour Archetype

Ascending Wave — each surge through the minor

triad crests higher than the last

Rhythmic Profile

Grave, processional pulse beneath long-breathed
melodic surges; the bass moves like a

passacaglia

Chord Progression

(Roman)

i—M=V-i-iv=-V-i

Chord Progression
(Letter)

Gm-Bb-D-Gm-Cm-D-Gm

Original Scoring

String orchestra and organ

D5
L ] L L

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody builds tension through long

sustained tones and tied notes before releasing through stepwise

descent. The ascending minor triad (G-Bb-D) creates yearning, while the

© 2026 Museca

18




subsequent stepwise descent provides resolution. The organ pedal point

beneath creates a sense of cosmic stillness.

Entry 7: J.S. Bach (1685-1750) — "Erbarme dich, mein Gott"
from St. Matthew Passion, BWV 244

Aria | Catalog: BWV 244 | Score: imsip.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: One of the most deeply moving arias in
all sacred music. The solo violin obbligato weaves an ornate, weeping
melody in 12/8 over pizzicato strings, accompanying the alto's plea for
mercy after Peter's denial of Christ. Karl Barth called it "perhaps the

greatest music that has ever been composed.”

F#4(dotted-quarter) E4(eighth) D4(eighth)
C#4(eighth) | B3(dotted-quarter) A3(eighth)

Note Sequence B3(eighth) C#4(eighth) | D4(dotted-quarter)
E4(eighth) F#4(eighth) G4(eighth) | F#4(dotted-
half)

Interval Map -2,-2,-2,-2,-2, 42,42, +2, +2, +2, +1, -1
A3-G4, spanning a minor seventh (from the

Range (Ambitus)
notated sequence)

Scale/Mode B minor

Tempo & Meter 12/8 siciliano; performed molto adagio
4-bar phrases in compound time (12/8), the

Phrase Structure weeping violin motif descends then ascends,
creating a sighing, breathing quality
Leap-and-Descend — an imploring upward leap

Contour Archetype

answered by sighing stepwise descents
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Lilting siciliano sway (long—short compound
Rhythmic Profile rhythm); sighing appoggiaturas leaning on the

strong beats

Chord Progression
i—iv-V-i=-Vl-iv-V-i
(Roman)

Chord Progression
(Letter)

BmMm-Em-F#-Bm-G-Em-F#-Bm

o . Alto voice with obbligato solo violin, strings, and
Original Scoring .
continuo

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The compound meter creates a gentle rocking
quality suggesting sorrowful breathing. The violin melody uses
ornamental turns and appoggiaturas that function as musical "tears."
The descending-ascending contour mirrors the emotional arc of remorse

and supplication.

© 2026 Museca 20



Entry 8: Henry Purcell (1659-1695) — “Dido’s Lament” (When |

am laid in earth) from Dido and Aeneas, Z. 626

Act Ill aria, complete [ Catalog: Z. 626 | Score: imsip.org [ Listen:

YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Built over a five-bar ground bass that
descends chromatically from tonic to dominant, the lament achieves
overwhelming grief through repetition and restraint. The descending
chromatic tetrachord was the Baroque emblem of mourning, and
Purcell’s treatment is its supreme realization. The closing “Remember
me” refrain, pleading on repeated notes that rise to the singer’s highest
register, is among the most devastating passages in all opera — grief

expressed not by excess but by dignity.

G4(quarter) G4(quarter) Bb4(quarter) | A4(quarter)
G4(quarter) F#4(quarter) | G4(half) D5(quarter) |
Note Sequence C5(quarter) Bb4(quarter) A4(quarter) | G4(dotted-
half) — opening vocal phrase, approximately,

without ornaments

Interval Map 0,+3,-1,-2,-1,+1,+7,-2,-2,-1,-2
_ F#4—-D5, spanning a minor sixth (from the notated

Range (Ambitus)

sequence)

G minor, over a chromatically descending ground
Scale/Mode

bass
Tempo & Meter Slow triple meter (performed larghetto)

Five-bar ground bass in slow triple meter,
Phrase Structure repeated continuously beneath free vocal phrases;

the voice deliberately overlaps the ground's
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cadences so that grief never finds a resting point

Sustained Hover — repeated-note declamation
Contour Archetype |held aloft while the ground bass descends

beneath

. . Slow triple meter; repeated-note pleading against
Rhythmic Profile . .
the ground’s unvarying chromatic tread

Chord Progression |i—v6 —iv6 — V — i, colored throughout by the

(Roman) chromatic bass descent G-F#-F-E-E,-D

Chord Progression
Gm - D/F# - Gm/F - Cm/E», — D — Gm

(Letter)
Original Scoring Soprano voice with strings and continuo
D5
L 2
®
. ® * L
® . [ ] & ®

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody gains its power from what
surrounds it: an unchanging chromatic ground that descends like a
funeral procession while the voice floats free above. Suspensions pile
against the bass on nearly every strong beat. Phrase endings avoid
coinciding with the ground’s cadences, creating a seamless chain of
sorrow, and the repeated-note “Remember me” converts melodic

stillness into unbearable intensity.

Entry 9: J.S. Bach (1685-1750) — “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring”
from Cantata BWV 147
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Chorale movement, obbligato melody, complete | Catalog: BWV 147 |
Score: imsip.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: The flowing triplet obbligato winds
around a steady chorale like a garland, producing two simultaneous
layers of melody — one eternal and hymn-like, one in perpetual gentle
motion. Myra Hess'’s celebrated piano transcription made it one of the
most beloved melodies in the world. Its serene inevitability — every note
seeming both surprising and foreordained — embodies the Baroque ideal

of motion within stillness.

G4(eighth) A4(eighth) B4(eighth) D5(eighth)
C5(eighth) C5(eighth) E5(eighth) D5(eighth)
D5(eighth) | G5(eighth) F#5(eighth) G5(eighth)
D5(eighth) B4(eighth) G4(eighth) A4(eighth)
B4(eighth) C5(eighth) — opening of the

instrumental obbligato, approximately

Note Sequence

+2,+2,43,-2,0,+4,-2,0,+5,-1, +1,-5,-3, -4, +2, +2,

Interval Map

+1

G4-G5, spanning an octave (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)

sequence)
Scale/Mode G major

9/8, flowing; transcriptions often marked
Tempo & Meter
moderato

Continuous triplet stream in 9/8, grouped in two-
Phrase Structure bar units; the obbligato never pauses, while the

chorale enters in broad phrases beneath it

Circle — continuous departure and return within an
Contour Archetype _
unbroken stream of motion
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Continuous even triplets — perpetual motion
Rhythmic Profile without a single pause; the chorale beneath

moves in broad, steady phrases

Chord Progression |I-V6—-vi—16—-1V-1-ii6 -V — | (walking

(Roman) harmonization, one chord per beat)

Chord Progression
G-D/F#-Em-G/B-C-G-Am/C-D-G

(Letter)
Chorus and orchestra (trumpet, oboes, strings,
Original Scoring continuo); beloved in Myra Hess’s piano
transcription
G5
® ® L ]
®
[ ] ® L ] 9,
pe \ L ° pe [ ]
& &
L L

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Perpetual stepwise motion in triplets that
outlines the harmony as it flows — arpeggiated rises answered by
stepwise descents in a self-renewing wave. Because the line is built
almost entirely from chord tones and passing tones, it is simultaneously
melody and accompaniment, a texture of pure grace in which nothing

strives and everything arrives.

Period 2: Classical (1750-1820)

Entry 10: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791) — Piano

Concerto No. 21 in C major, K. 467, 2nd movement ("Elvira
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Madigan")

2nd movement (Andante), mm. 1-8 [ Catalog: K. 467 | Score: imsip.org |

Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: This movement became world-famous

through its use in the 1967 film "Elvira Madigan." The piano melody

floats over muted strings and pizzicato bass with an otherworldly

serenity. Alfred Einstein called it "one of the most sublime things Mozart

ever wrote." The melody embodies what musicologists call Mozart's

"singing allegro” style — instrumental music that aspires to the condition

of vocal beauty.

Note Sequence

C5(quarter) C5(eighth) D5(eighth) C5(quarter)
Bb4(quarter) | A4(half) G4(quarter) rest |
F4(quarter) A4(quarter) C5(quarter) F5(quarter) |
E5(half) D5(half)

Interval Map 0,+2,-2,-2,-2,-2,0,-2,+4, +3, +4, -2, -2
. F4-F5, spanning an octave (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode F major

Tempo & Meter

Andante, 4/4 (over triplet accompaniment)

Phrase Structure

8-bar period (4+4 antecedent-consequent), the
melody breathes naturally with rests, peak occurs
at F5in bar 3

Contour Archetype

Single Arch — a floating rise to the dominant’s

height, then a serene, ornamented descent

Rhythmic Profile

Floating even quarters and dotted figures

suspended over pulsing triplets in the muted

© 2026 Museca
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strings

Chord Progression
|-V7-1-IV-I-ii-V-I
(Roman)

Chord Progression
(Letter)

F-C7-F-Bb-F-Gm-C-F

o . Solo piano over muted strings (piano concerto
Original Scoring
slow movement)

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody's magic lies in its perfectly natural
vocal quality — it breathes, pauses, and resumes as a singer would.
Predominantly stepwise with occasional leaps of a third or fourth to
create gentle emotional surges. The muted string accompaniment

creates a dreamlike haze that suspends the melody in weightlessness.

Entry 11: Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) — Symphony No.
7 in A major, Op. 92, 2nd movement (Allegretto)

2nd movement (Allegretto), mm. 1-8 [ Catalog: Op. 92 | Score: imslp.org

| Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Wagner called it "the apotheosis of the
dance." The hypnotic processional theme, built on a single rhythmic cell

(long-short-short-long-long), is among the most emotionally powerful
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themes in symphonic literature. Its funeral-march character in A minor,

using predominantly repeated notes, proves that rhythm alone can

create profound pathos. It was played at the funerals of world leaders

and has become a cultural symbol of dignified mourning.

Note Sequence

A4(quarter) A4(eighth) A4(eighth) A4(quarter) |
A4(quarter) C5(quarter) C5(quarter) | B4(quarter)
B4(eighth) B4(eighth) B4(quarter) | A4(quarter)
A4 (half)

Interval Map

0,000+30,-1,0,0,-2,0

Range (Ambitus)

A4-C5, spanning a minor third (from the notated

sequence)

Scale/Mode

A minor (natural minor)

Tempo & Meter

Allegretto, 2/4

Phrase Structure

8-bar theme based on dactyl rhythm (long-short-
short-long-long), melody barely moves — it's the
rhythm that creates all the emotional power,

cadence at bar 8

Contour Archetype

Sustained Hover — the melody remains fixed on
repeated notes, intensity built through

confinement

Rhythmic Profile

Obsessive dactylic ostinato (long—short-short |
long—long) repeated like a procession that never
halts

Chord Progression

(Roman)

i—i=-VI=-V—-i-i-iv-V-i

Chord Progression
(Letter)

AmM-Am-F-E-Am-Am-Dm-E- Am
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o . Violas and cellos first, the theme accruing layers
Original Scoring . .
of the orchestra with each repetition

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: A radical demonstration that melody need not
move to be memorable. The theme hovers on repeated A's with minimal
pitch motion, deriving all its power from the dactyl rhythm. The gradual
shift to C and B represents the most economical possible melodic

gesture. It is rhythm-as-melody at its most profound.

Entry 12: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791) — Clarinet

Concerto in A major, K. 622, 2nd movement (Adagio)

2nd movement (Adagio), mm. 1-8 | Catalog: K. 622 | Score: imsip.org |

Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Composed in the final weeks of
Mozart's life, this Adagio is widely regarded as among the most serene
and beautiful slow movements ever written. The clarinet sings with a
vocal quality that exploits the instrument's warm middle register. Scholar
Robert Levin describes it as "music that seems to come from beyond

this world." Its simplicity borders on the spiritual.

Note Sequence A4(dotted-half) | F#5(half) E5(quarter) | D5(half)
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C#5(quarter) | D5(dotted-half) | A4(dotted-half) |
F#5(half) E5(quarter) | D5(quarter) C#5(quarter)
B4(quarter) | A4(dotted-half)

Interval Map 0,+8,-2,-2,-1,+1,0,-4, +8,-2,-2,-1,-2,-2
. A4-F#5, spanning a major sixth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode D major
Tempo & Meter Adagio, 3/4

Phrase Structure

8 bars in 3/4, classic antecedent-consequent
(question and answer), the melody reaches its
peak on F#5 in bars 2 and 6, resolving peacefully

to the tonic

Contour Archetype

Leap-and-Descend — the yearning minor-sixth leap

resolved by long, singing descents

Rhythmic Profile

Broad, even note values; unhurried phrases that let

the clarinet’s tone bloom and taper

Chord Progression

(Roman)

[-IV-1=-V-1-IV-ii-V-I

Chord Progression
(Letter)

D-G-D-A-D-G-Em-A-D

Original Scoring

Solo clarinet with orchestra

F#5
[

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)
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Compositional Signature: An object lesson in simplicity. The melody
makes one gentle leap upward (a sixth) then descends entirely by step —
a single gesture of reaching and returning. The 3/4 meter gives it a
natural breathing quality. Mozart places the long held note at the very

start, creating anticipation before the melody unfolds.

Entry 13: Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) — Piano Sonata
No. 14 "Moonlight" in C# minor, Op. 27 No. 2, 1st movement

1st movement (Adagio sostenuto), mm. 5—-12 | Catalog: Op. 27 No. 2 |
Score: imsip.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Among the most famous piano pieces
ever written. The melody emerges gradually from the hypnotic ostinato
triplet arpeggios, like a voice speaking through moonlit water. Berlioz
called it "a lamentation." Czerny, Beethoven's pupil, described it as "a
night scene, in which a mournful ghostly voice sounds." The piece broke
sonata conventions by opening with a slow movement, placing emotion

above structure.

G#4(half) G#4(half) | Ad(half) G#4(quarter)

Note Sequence F#4(quarter) | G#4(whole) | C#5(half) B4(quarter)
A4(quarter)
Interval Map 0,+1,-1,-2,+2,0, +5,-2,-2
. F#4—C#5, spanning a perfect fifth (from the
Range (Ambitus)
notated sequence)
Scale/Mode C# minor
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Tempo & Meter

Adagio sostenuto, alla breve (2/2)

Phrase Structure

The melody enters in bar 5 over the persistent
triplet figure. Phrases are irregular and seem to
float freely. The emotional peak arrives at C#5 as

the melody briefly escapes its narrow range.

Contour Archetype

Sustained Hover — a repeated-note knell circling a

narrow, shadowed range

Rhythmic Profile

Hypnotic triplet ostinato beneath a dotted-rhythm
melodic knell (long—short—long) on repeated

notes

Chord Progression

(Roman)

i—-Vl-iv=-V-i-lll-VI-iv=-V-i

Chord Progression
(Letter)

CHtm-A-F#m-G#-C#m —E—- A - F#m - G#
- C#m

Original Scoring

Solo piano

C#5

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody moves within an extremely

narrow range (mostly a fourth), creating claustrophobic intensity. Its

power comes from the ostinato triplet figure beneath — the melody

seems trapped within it, struggling to break free. When it finally leaps to

C#5, the effect is devastating. This is melody as psychological drama.
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Entry 14: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791) —

"Lacrimosa" from Requiem in D minor, K. 626

Sequentia, No. 7 [ Catalog: K. 626 | Score: imslp.org [ Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: The last music Mozart ever wrote (he
died after completing the first 8 bars). The "Lacrimosa" has been called
the single most heartbreaking passage in all of Western music. The
weeping 12/8 rhythm, the sighing descending seconds, and the
chromatic harmony create an overwhelming sense of grief. Scholars

including H.C. Robbins Landon consider it the emotional summit of the

Requiem.
D5(dotted-quarter) C#5(eighth) D5(eighth)
Note Sequence E5(eighth) | F5(dotted-quarter) E5(eighth)
D5(eighth) C#5(eighth)
Interval Map -1, +1, +2, +1,-1,-2, -2
C#5-F5, spanning a major third (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode D minor (with chromatic inflections)
Tempo & Meter 12/8, performed larghetto
Compound time (12/8) creates a swaying,
weeping quality. 8-bar phrase with sighing two-
Phrase Structure note motifs (the "Seufzer" or sigh motif). The
melody rises to F5 then falls back, mirroring the
text's grief.
Contour Archetype |Ascending Wave — two-note sighs rising in
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sequence toward the movement’s tearful crest

Rocking compound-meter sighs; paired slurred
Rhythmic Profile
figures like weeping, rising by sequence

Chord Progression
i—-V-i=-Vl-iv-V—i
(Roman)

Chord Progression
(Letter)

DmM-A-Dm-Bb-Gm—-A-Dm

Original Scoring Chorus and orchestra

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The compound meter creates a rocking,
sobbing quality. The melody is built on descending pairs of notes (the
Baroque sigh motif) that literally sound like weeping. Chromatic
harmony adds to the anguish. The phrase rises to its peak on "qua" of
"Lacrimosa” before descending — an emotional arch of grief distilled to

its essence.

Entry 15: Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) — Symphony No.
9 in D minor, Op. 125, 4th movement — "Ode to Joy"

4th movement (Presto) [ Catalog: Op. 125 [ Score: imslp.org | Listen:
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YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Perhaps the most universally

recognized melody in classical music history. Adopted as the anthem of

the European Union. The melody's genius lies in its utter simplicity —

entirely stepwise, within a one-octave range, using only notes of the D

major scale. Leonard Bernstein called it "a melody so simple that you

could whistle it right away, yet it has the power to move millions."

Note Sequence

F#4(quarter) F#4(quarter) G4(quarter) A4(quarter)
| A4(quarter) G4(quarter) F#4(quarter) E4(quarter)
| D4(quarter) D4(quarter) E4(quarter) F#4(quarter)
| F#4(dotted-quarter) E4(eighth) E4(half)

Interval Map 0,+1,+2,0,-2,-1,-2,-2,0,+2,+2,0,-2,0

D4-A4, spanning a perfect fifth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)

sequence)
Scale/Mode D major

Tempo & Meter

Allegro assai, 4/4

Phrase Structure

8-bar period (4+4 antecedent-consequent), entirely
symmetrical, the melody ascends in the first half

and descends in the second

Contour Archetype

Circle — rising from the central tone and returning

to it in balanced, symmetrical phrases

Rhythmic Profile

Plain, even quarter-note hymn rhythm; a single
famous syncopation displaces the final phrase’s

accent

Chord Progression

(Roman)

[-1=-IV=-V-I-1-ii-V-I

Chord Progression

D-D-G-A-D-D-Em-A-D
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(Letter)

o . Cellos and basses first, then full orchestra, chorus,
Original Scoring .
and vocal soloists

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Radical simplicity — entirely stepwise motion,
no leaps, no chromaticism, no rhythmic complexity. The melody
achieves universality precisely because it is stripped to essentials. It
demonstrates that the most memorable melodies are often the simplest.
The ascending-then-descending arch is the most natural melodic shape

possible.

Entry 16: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756—1791) — "Voi che
sapete” from Le Nozze di Figaro, K. 492

Act ll, Arietta (Cherubino) | Catalog: K. 492 | Score: imslp.org | Listen:

YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Cherubino's arietta about the
confusions of first love is a masterpiece of characterization through
melody. The innocent, canzona-like melody perfectly captures

adolescent longing. Charles Rosen in "The Classical Style" highlights its
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"perfect balance between simplicity and sophistication." The melody

manages to be both folk-like and operatically polished.

Note Sequence

Bb4(eighth) Bb4(eighth) Bb4(eighth) C5(eighth) |
D5(quarter) D5(quarter) | D5(eighth) Eb5(eighth)
D5(eighth) C5(eighth) | Bb4(half)

Interval Map 0,0 +2,+2,0,0, +1,-2,-2,-2
. Bb4-Eb5, spanning a perfect fourth (from the
Range (Ambitus)
notated sequence)
Scale/Mode Bb major

Tempo & Meter

Andante, 2/4

Phrase Structure

8 bars in 2/4, the melody rises from Bb4 to Eb5
and falls back, simple arch shape. The 2/4 meter

gives it a gentle, naive quality.

Contour Archetype

Single Arch — poised rise and graceful fall in

perfectly balanced phrases

Rhythmic Profile

Gentle duple meter with songful evenness; light

feminine endings close each phrase

Chord Progression

(Roman)

|-1-V=-V-1-IV-V-|

Chord Progression
(Letter)

Bb-Bb-F-F-Bb-Eb-F-Bb

Original Scoring

Mezzo-soprano (Cherubino) with orchestra, guitar-

like pizzicato accompaniment
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Eb5
®

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Mozart creates the illusion of simplicity
through carefully disguised art. The melody's opening repeated notes on
Bb create innocence, the rise to D5 suggests emotional stirring, and the
ornamental turn through Eb5 adds a touch of sophistication to what is
essentially a folk-song shape. The 2/4 meter suggests a simple song,

appropriate for a young page boy.
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Period 3: Romantic (1820-1900)

Entry 17: Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893) — Swan Lake,
Op. 20, Act Il — Swan Theme

Act I, Swan Theme [ Catalog: Op. 20 [ Score: imsip.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: The most famous theme in ballet

history. The oboe melody representing Odette the swan princess

combines nobility with vulnerability. Its minor-key lyricism and soaring

contour have made it a universal symbol of tragic beauty. The theme

undergoes transformation throughout the ballet, a technique

Tchaikovsky mastered.

Note Sequence

B4(half) F#5(quarter) E5(quarter) | D5(quarter)
C#5(quarter) B4(half) | A4(quarter) G4(quarter)
F#4(half) | E4(half) F#4(half)

Interval Map +7,-2,-2,-2,-2,-2,-2,-2,-2, +2
_ E4-F#5, spanning a major ninth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode B minor

Tempo & Meter

Moderato, 4/4

Phrase Structure

8 bars (4+4), the melody makes a dramatic leap of
a fifth upward then descends entirely by step — a
single soaring gesture followed by a long,

mournful descent

Contour Archetype

Leap-and-Descend — the opening upward leap

subsiding through a continuous stepwise descent
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A long-held opening note releasing into flowing
Rhythmic Profile . .
descent; harp ripples and string tremolo beneath

Chord Progression
i—-V-Il-iv-V-Vl-iv-V-—i
(Roman)

Chord Progression
Bn-F#-D-Em-F#-G-Em-F#-Bm

(Letter)
Original Scoring Solo oboe over tremolo strings and harp
F#5
®
@
g °
L ] L

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The opening leap of a fifth (B4 to F#5) creates
the "soaring" quality, followed by an entirely stepwise descent spanning
more than an octave. This single-arc shape — one great leap followed by
long descent — perfectly captures a swan in flight, rising then slowly
gliding down. The relentless descent creates an inescapable feeling of

fate.

Entry 18: Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893) — Romeo and

Juliet Fantasy Overture, Love Theme

Development section, Love Theme [ Catalog: TH 42 | Score: imsip.org |

Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: One of the most famous love themes

in all orchestral music. The melody's soaring quality and rich
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orchestration have made it the archetype of romantic musical

expression. It was used in countless films and has become shorthand

for passionate love in Western culture. Its three-note ascending motif

(the "love" motif) generates an entire arc of desire and fulfillment.

Note Sequence

Db5(quarter) C5(eighth) Bb4(eighth) Ab4(half) |
Ab4(quarter) Gb4(eighth) F4(eighth) Eb4(half) |
F4(quarter) Gb4(quarter) Ab4(quarter)
Bb4(quarter) | Db5(whole)

Interval Map -2,-2,-2,0,-2,-2,-2,+2, +1, +2, +2, +3
. Eb4-Db5, spanning a minor seventh (from the
Range (Ambitus)
notated sequence)
Scale/Mode Db major

Tempo & Meter

Broad 4/4 within the overture's larger design

Phrase Structure

8 bars (4+4), the melody descends in the first 2
bars (yearning), then ascends in bars 3-4

(fulfillment), reaching climax on Db5

Contour Archetype

Single Arch — one vast, breathing curve that soars,

hangs, and subsides

Rhythmic Profile

Broad syncopated surges over throbbing
accompaniment; ties across the barline stretch

each phrase’s reach

Chord Progression

(Roman)

l-vi-IV-V-1-ii-IV-V-I

Chord Progression
(Letter)

Db - Bbm - Gb — Ab - Db - Ebm - Gb — Ab — Db

Original Scoring

Cor anglais and muted violas at its first

appearance; full strings at the return
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Db5
®

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody alternates between descending
and ascending motion, creating a "breathing" quality — exhale then
inhale. The three-note pickup figure appears throughout like a heartbeat.
When the full orchestra takes up the theme in the recapitulation, the

orchestral swell creates one of music's great climactic moments.

Entry 19: Antonin Dvorak (1841-1904) — Symphony No. 9
"From the New World", Op. 95, 2nd movement (Largo)

2nd movement (Largo), English horn theme | Catalog: Op. 95 | Score:
imslp.org [ Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: The English horn melody, later known
as "Going Home," is one of the most nostalgic themes in symphonic
literature. Dvorak wrote it in America while homesick for Bohemia, and it
captures universal longing for home. The melody's pentatonic quality
gives it a folk-like simplicity. It was later set to words by William Arms

Fisher and has entered the folk repertoire.

Note Sequence Eb4(eighth) Gb4(eighth) Ab4(half) Gb4(quarter) |
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Ab4(quarter) Bb4(quarter) Db5(half) | Bb4(quarter)
Ab4(eighth) Gb4(eighth) Ab4(half) | Gb4(whole)

Interval Map +3,+2,-2,+2,+2,43,-3,-2,-2, +2,-2
. Eb4-Db5, spanning a minor seventh (from the
Range (Ambitus)
notated sequence)
Scale/Mode Db major (pentatonic coloring)

Tempo & Meter

Largo, 4/4

Phrase Structure

8 bars, classic question-answer (antecedent rises
to Db5, consequent resolves to Gb4), breath

marks between phrases create a vocal quality

Contour Archetype

Circle — the melody leaves home, wanders, and

returns, complete and consoled

Rhythmic Profile

Long-held notes and gentle dotted figures; the

breadth and pacing of a spiritual

Chord Progression

(Roman)

I-IV-1-V-1-IV-V-I

Chord Progression
(Letter)

Db - Gb — Db - Ab — Db - Gb — Ab - Db

Original Scoring

Cor anglais over muted strings

Db5
L 2

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Pentatonic scale fragments give the melody a

folk-like, open-air quality. The wide intervals (thirds) and unhurried
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rhythm suggest a vast landscape. The English horn's warm timbre adds

earthiness. Dvorak achieves homesickness through melodic simplicity —

the melody sounds like something everyone has always known but can

never quite name.

Entry 20: Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) — Symphony No. 3 in

F major, Op. 90, 3rd movement (Poco allegretto)

3rd movement (Poco allegretto), main theme | Catalog: Op. 90 | Score:

imslp.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: The most famous melody Brahms ever

wrote. Its bittersweet quality in C minor — melancholic yet warmly lyrical

— has made it one of the most beloved orchestral themes. Used in the

film "Goodbye Again" (1961) and countless advertisements. Conductor

Carlos Kleiber called it "the melody that makes the whole world weep."

Note Sequence

C4(eighth) Eb4(eighth) G4(eighth) | Ab4(dotted-
quarter) | G4(eighth) F4(eighth) Eb4(eighth) |
D4(dotted-quarter) | Eb4(eighth) F4(eighth)
G4(eighth) | Ab4(eighth) Bb4(eighth) C5(eighth) |
Bb4(dotted-quarter) | Ab4(dotted-quarter)

Interval Map +3,+3,+1,-2,-2,-2, +1, +2, +2, +1,+2, +2,-2,-2
. C4-C5, spanning an octave (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode C minor

Tempo & Meter

Poco allegretto, 3/8

Phrase Structure

8 bars in 3/8, rises through the minor triad (C-Eb-
G) to Ab, falls back, then rises again higher to C5
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before settling. The 3/8 meter creates a waltz-like

intimacy.

Leap-and-Descend — an opening rise through the
Contour Archetype .
triad, then long, melancholy descents

Lilting 3/8 waltz shadowed by hemiola; the melody
Rhythmic Profile
leans across barlines as if reluctant to land

Chord Progression
i—VI-i-V-i=-VI=-1ll-i
(Roman)

Chord Progression
(Letter)

Cm-Ab-Cm-G-Cm-Ab-Eb-Cm

Original Scoring Cellos first, then violins and solo horn in turn

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody begins by climbing through the C
minor triad, creating a sense of bittersweet yearning. The 3/8 meter and
cello timbre produce an intimate, confessional quality. The second
phrase reaches higher (to C5) before descending — each attempt to rise
creates more emotional intensity. Brahms's characteristic rhythmic

ambiguity (groupings against the bar line) adds to the sense of longing.

Entry 21: Frédéric Chopin (1810-1849) — Nocturne in E-flat
Major, Op. 9 No. 2
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Complete nocturne | Catalog: Op. 9 No. 2 | Score: imsip.org | Listen:

YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: The quintessential nocturne and one of

the most performed piano pieces. Its cantabile melody imitates an

operatic soprano voice. Each return of the main theme adds increasingly

elaborate ornamentation, demonstrating Chopin's genius for decorative

variation. James Huneker wrote that it "sings the song of the night."

Note Sequence

Bb4(dotted-quarter) G4(eighth) Bb4(eighth)
Ab4(eighth) | G4(eighth) F4(eighth) Eb4(eighth)
F4(dotted-quarter) | Eb4(eighth) Bb4(eighth)
Eb5(eighth) D5(eighth) C5(eighth) Bb4(eighth) |
Ab4(dotted-quarter) G4(dotted-quarter)

Interval Map -3,+3,-2,-2,-2,-2,+2,-1,+7, +5,-2,-2,-2,-2, -1
. Eb4-Eb5, spanning an octave (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode Eb major

Tempo & Meter

Andante, 12/8

Phrase Structure

4 bars in 12/8 compound time, the melody sways
between descent and ascent, each phrase
beginning on Bb and ending lower, creating gentle

resignation

Contour Archetype

Single Arch — an ornamented rise and fall,

elaborated anew at every return

Rhythmic Profile

Barcarolle-like compound sway inviting rubato;
fioritura flourishes dissolve the pulse at phrase

ends

Chord Progression

|-V7-1-IV-1-ii-V-I
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(Roman)

Chord Progression
Eb - Bb7 - Eb - Ab-Eb-Fm-Bb-Eb

(Letter)
Original Scoring Solo piano
EES
¢ L ¢ L

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Chopin's bel canto approach treats the piano
as a singing voice. The 12/8 compound meter creates a swaying,
breathing quality. The melody begins each phrase on the dominant (Bb)
then falls, suggesting a sigh. Increasingly elaborate ornamental turns on
each repetition create a sense of deepening emotional expression — like

a singer becoming more passionate with each verse.

Entry 22: Robert Schumann (1810-1856) — Traumerei from
Kinderszenen, Op. 15, No. 7

Complete piece [ Catalog: Op. 15 No. 7 | Score: imslp.org [ Listen:

YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: "Dreaming" — the most famous piece
from Schumann's childhood scenes. Its melody rises in gentle arches,
each reaching slightly higher, creating the feeling of a nostalgic reverie.
Vladimir Horowitz played it as an encore throughout his career. Clara

Schumann performed it at nearly every recital. It is universally
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recognized as the sound of dreaming in music.

Note Sequence

F4(eighth) A4(eighth) C5(quarter) F5(quarter) |
E5(quarter) D5(quarter) C5(quarter) A4(quarter) |
Bb4(eighth) D5(eighth) F5(quarter) A5(quarter) |
G5(half) F5(half)

Interval Map +4,+3,+5,-2,-2,-2,-3,+3, +3, +5, +3,-2, -2
. F4-A5, spanning a major tenth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode F major

Tempo & Meter

4/4; unhurried (Schumann supplies only a slow

metronome pace)

Phrase Structure

8 bars (4+4), each 2-bar unit arches upward then
descends. The second arch (bars 3-4) reaches
higher than the first, creating a "dream within a
dream" effect. The peak (A5) arrives at bar 3 — the

two-thirds point.

Contour Archetype

Ascending Wave — each two-bar arch reaches a

peak higher than the last

Rhythmic Profile

Even, unhurried quarters; each phrase begins with

an upbeat reach and settles on a held chord

Chord Progression

(Roman)

|-V-IV-ii-V-I

Chord Progression
(Letter)

F-C-Bb-Gm-C-F

Original Scoring

Solo piano
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Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody is built on rising arpeggiated
figures, each reaching higher — a perfectly realized image of a dreaming
mind reaching for something just out of grasp. The upbeat figure (an
ascending arpeggio) recurs throughout, always reaching higher.
Schumann places the emotional peak at approximately the two-thirds
mark, creating an asymmetric arch that feels more natural than a

symmetrical one.

Entry 23: Franz Schubert (1797-1828) — Ave Maria (Ellens
dritter Gesang), D. 839

Complete setting | Catalog: D. 839 | Score: imslp.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: One of the most performed classical
vocal works. Originally a setting of a Walter Scott poem, it has become
universally associated with the Catholic prayer. The melody's serene,
devotional quality has made it a fixture of weddings, funerals, and sacred
concerts. Schubert's gift for melody — what musicologist Brian
Newbould calls "an apparently inexhaustible melodic spring" — is

showcased at its finest here.

Bb4(half) D5(quarter) D5(quarter) | D5(dotted-
quarter) C5(eighth) Bb4(quarter) Bb4(quarter) |

Note Sequence
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Bb4(half) rest(half) | Bb4(quarter) Eb5(quarter)
D5(quarter) C5(quarter)

Interval Map +4,0,0,-2,-2,0,0,0, +5, -2, -2
. Bb4-Eb5, spanning a perfect fourth (from the
Range (Ambitus)
notated sequence)
Scale/Mode Bb major

Tempo & Meter

Sehr langsam (very slow), 4/4

Phrase Structure

8-bar period with gentle arch, the melody rises to
its peak on Eb5 in bar 4 then descends. The
persistent arpeggiated accompaniment creates a

prayer-like atmosphere.

Contour Archetype

Single Arch — a devotional rise cresting at the

prayer’'s heart, then descending to peace

Rhythmic Profile

Even vocal line floating over continuous sextuplet

arpeggios — stillness above perpetual motion

Chord Progression

(Roman)

l-1=-V-V-1-IV-V-|

Chord Progression
(Letter)

Bb-Bb-F-F-Bb-Eb-F-Bb

Original Scoring

Voice and piano

Eb5
[ ]

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The rolling arpeggiated accompaniment
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(evocative of both a harp and rippling water) creates a meditative
foundation. The vocal melody rises and falls in gentle curves, never
making any dramatic leaps. Its power lies in its absolute serenity —

Schubert restrains all dramatic impulse in favor of sustained beauty.

Entry 24: Richard Wagner (1813-1883) — Tristan und Isolde,

Liebestod (Isolde's Transfiguration)

Act I, Liebestod | Catalog: WWYV 90 | Score: imslp.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: The Liebestod ("Love-Death") is
perhaps the single most influential piece of music in the Romantic era.
Its melody, built on the unresolved "Tristan chord,” creates a constantly
shifting harmonic foundation that delays resolution for its entire length.
When resolution finally arrives, the effect is one of the most cathartic
moments in all music. The Tristan chord opened the door to modern

music. Wagner's "endless melody" technique reaches its apex here.

Ab4(quarter) Db5(quarter) C5(quarter)
Bb4(quarter) | Ab4(half) G4(half) | Ab4(quarter)

Note Sequence
Bb4(quarter) C5(quarter) Eb5(quarter) |

Db5(whole)

Interval Map +5,-2,-2,-2,-1,+1,+2, 42, +3,-2
. G4-Eb5, spanning a minor sixth (from the notated

Range (Ambitus)

sequence)
Scale/Mode Ab major (with extensive chromaticism)

Sehr maBig beginnend (very moderate at first),
Tempo & Meter -

4/4, building in waves
Phrase Structure Long, flowing phrases that resist regular bar
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structure ("endless melody"). The melody
continuously rises and falls, each wave reaching
slightly higher. Final resolution arrives only in the

last bars.

Contour Archetype

Ascending Wave — each surge crests higher until

the final transfiguring peak

Rhythmic Profile

Slow overlapping swells; syncopated surges that
crest, recede, and gather again without full

cadence

Chord Progression

(Roman)

VI —ii — V — | with chromatic alterations — the
harmonic language constantly evades cadence
through deceptive resolutions and chromatic

motion

Chord Progression
(Letter)

Eb — Fm — Bb — Eb with chromatic voice leading

Original Scoring

Soprano (Isolde) with full orchestra

Eb5
L ]

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Wagner's "endless melody" dissolves

traditional phrase boundaries. The melody seems to surge endlessly,

each wave cresting higher than the last, driven by chromatic harmony

that refuses to resolve. When resolution finally comes (on the word

"Lust" — ecstasy), the accumulated tension of the entire opera releases
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simultaneously. It is the supreme example of delayed gratification in

music.
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Entry 25: Franz Schubert (1797-1828) — Standchen (Serenade)

from Schwanengesang, D. 957

No. 4, complete | Catalog: D. 957 | Score: imsip.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Composed in the last months of

Schubert's life, this serenade distills longing into its purest lyric form. A

guitar-like accompaniment supports a vocal line whose every phrase is

echoed by the piano, as if the beloved’s answer were always just out of

reach. The turn from D minor to D maijor in the final stanza — hope

breaking through entreaty — is one of the most affecting harmonic

gestures in the song literature.

Note Sequence

A4(eighth) D5(eighth) F5(quarter) E5(eighth)
D5(eighth) | C#5(quarter) A4(half) | A4(eighth)
D5(eighth) F5(quarter) E5(eighth) D5(eighth) |
B4(quarter) G4(half) — opening vocal phrase,

approximately

Interval Map +5, +3,-1,-2,-1,-4, 0, +5, +3,-1,-2,-3, -4
. G4-F5, spanning a minor seventh (from the
Range (Ambitus)
notated sequence)
Scale/Mode D minor, turning to D major in the closing stanza

Tempo & Meter

MaRig (moderate), 3/4

Phrase Structure

Triple-meter serenade; each two-bar vocal phrase
is answered by a piano echo, building
antecedent—consequent pairs whose questions

are never fully resolved until the major-mode close

Contour Archetype

Leap-and-Descend — an ascending leap of
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entreaty answered by a sighing stepwise fall

Serenade lilt in triple meter; the piano’s echo

Rhythmic Profile answers each vocal phrase in the silences
between

Chord Progression |i —ivé — V — i, with Neapolitan color at the climax

(Roman) and a final turn to | of the parallel major

Chord Progression
Dm - Gm/By, — A — Dm, closing in D

(Letter)
Original Scoring Voice and piano
o .
[ ] @ L r

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: An ascending leap followed by a sighing
stepwise fall — the archetypal gesture of entreaty — repeated in
sequence, each time reaching a little further. The echo structure makes
silence itself part of the melody: the song breathes in the gaps where the
answer should come. Minor-mode yearning transformed into major-

mode hope provides the emotional narrative in miniature.

Entry 26: Frédéric Chopin (1810-1849) — Etude in E major, Op.
10 No. 3 (“Tristesse”)

Complete (Lento ma non troppo) | Catalog: Op. 10 No. 3 | Score:
imslp.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Chopin is reported to have told his
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student Adolf Gutmann that he had never written a more beautiful

melody. Ostensibly a study in legato voicing, it is in truth a song without

words of extraordinary tenderness, its sweetness continually shadowed

by chromatic inner voices. The nickname “Tristesse” (sadness) attached

itself later — testimony to how completely the melody communicates

bittersweet longing without a single word.

Note Sequence

G#4(dotted-eighth) F#4(sixteenth) G#4(quarter) |
B4(dotted-eighth) A4(sixteenth) B4(quarter) |
E5(half) | D#5(eighth) ES(eighth) F#5(quarter)

B4(quarter) — approximate opening contour

Interval Map -2, +2,43,-2, 42, +5, -1, +1, +2, -7
. F#4—-F#5, spanning an octave (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode E major

Tempo & Meter

Lento ma non troppo, 2/4

Phrase Structure

Ternary form; the outer theme is an eight-bar
sentence unfolding over a tonic pedal, rising to a
stormy central episode of double notes before
returning pianissimo, as if the memory has

exhausted itself

Contour Archetype

Single Arch — a slow rise to the radiant E, then a

subsiding, consoling descent

Rhythmic Profile

Gently leaning dotted figures over murmuring

inner sixteenths carried in the same hand

Chord Progression

(Roman)

| —ii7 — V7 — | over a tonic pedal; the central

section departs through chromatic sequences

Chord Progression

E-F#m//E-B/7/E-E
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(Letter)

Original Scoring Solo piano

F#5
L ]

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody rides in the uppermost voice of
the right hand while the same hand supplies murmuring inner sixteenths
— song and accompaniment fused in five fingers. Gentle dotted rhythms
lean each phrase forward; chromatic inner-voice descents give the major
-mode sweetness its characteristic ache. The climax withholds the

melody entirely, so that its quiet return feels like consolation.

Entry 27: Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) — Violin Concerto in

E minor, Op. 64, 1st movement

Opening theme | Catalog: Op. 64 [ Score: imslp.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Mendelssohn dispensed with the
traditional orchestral exposition: the soloist enters almost at once with a
soaring theme that seems to have existed forever. Joseph Joachim

|"

famously called this concerto the “heart’s jewel” among the great
German violin concertos. The theme's placement high on the violin's E
string gives it a silvery, vocal intensity that has made it the gateway to

the Romantic concerto for generations of listeners.
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Note Sequence

E5(dotted-half) B4(quarter) | E5(quarter)
F#5(quarter) G5(quarter) F#5(quarter) |
E5(quarter) B5(half) — approximate contour of the

opening theme

Interval Map -5, +5, +2, +1,-1,-2, +7
. B4-B5, spanning an octave (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode E minor

Tempo & Meter

Allegro molto appassionato, alla breve (2/2)

Phrase Structure

A long-breathed period launched over restless
string figuration; phrase extensions repeatedly
defer the cadence, keeping the line airborne until it

crests on the high B

Contour Archetype

Ascending Wave — phrase extensions lift the line

in stages toward the high B

Rhythmic Profile

A long-held opening note releasing into flowing

quarters over agitated string tremolo

Chord Progression

(Roman)

i —v6 —ive — V7 — i, the agitated accompaniment

supplying urgency beneath a serene line

Chord Progression
(Letter)

Em - Bm/D - Am/C - B7 —Em

Original Scoring

Solo violin with orchestra

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)
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Compositional Signature: A melody engineered for the violin’s brightest
register: it hovers, dips to gather energy, and springs upward in widening
arcs. The tension between the calm, singing line and the nervous

accompaniment beneath it creates the movement'’s signature emotional
charge — tranquility carried on an undercurrent of unrest, the essence of

Romantic yearning.

Entry 28: Franz Liszt (1811-1886) — Liebestraum No. 3 in A-flat
major, S. 541

Complete (Poco allegro, con affetto) | Catalog: S. 541 | Score: imsip.org |

Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: A transcription of Liszt's own song “O
lieb, so lang du lieben kannst” (O love, as long as you can love), this
nocturne states one melody three times, each return more richly
harmonized and higher in register, separated by glittering cadenzas. It is
the Romantic love-dream par excellence: the same thought dreamt three
times with mounting fervor, the pianist’s hands literally embracing the

melody from above and below.

C4(half) Eb4(quarter) | Ab4(dotted-quarter)
G4(eighth) F4(quarter) | Eb4(half) C4(quarter) |

Note Sequence
Db4(half) — approximate contour; the melody

sings in the tenor register

Interval Map +3, +5, -1, -2, -2, -3, +1
_ C4-Ab4, spanning a minor sixth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode A-flat major, with enharmonic modulations at the

central climax
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Tempo & Meter Poco allegro, con affetto, 6/4

Three strophes of the same theme in rising
Phrase Structure intensification, linked by two cadenzas; the form is

variation by ardor rather than by ornament

Ascending Wave — three strophes, each
Contour Archetype - _
restatement raised in register and fervor

Broad melody notes in 6/4 against rippling
Rhythmic Profile
arpeggio triplets above and below

Chord Progression || — vi —ii7 — V7 — |, the melody carried within

(Roman) arpeggiated figuration

Chord Progression
A, — Fm — Bom7 — Eb7 — Ap

(Letter)
Original Scoring Solo piano (transcribed from Liszt's own song)
A24

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody is placed in the middle of the
texture — shared between the thumbs — while arpeggios ripple above
and below, surrounding the song in luminous haze. Each strophe re-
harmonizes the identical tune and lifts it an octave, so intensity grows
without changing a note of the melody itself: a masterclass in escalation

through context rather than content.

Entry 29: Edvard Grieg (1843-1907) — Solveig’'s Song from
Peer Gynt, Op. 23
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Act IV, complete | Catalog: Op. 23 | Score: imsip.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Solveig's vigil of faithful waiting

produced the most tender melody Grieg ever wrote — a Norwegian folk-

inflected lament whose minor-mode verse dissolves into a wordless,

liting major-mode refrain. The melody’s modal coloring and ornamental

grace notes carry the accent of Norwegian folk song, while its emotional

architecture — sorrow answered by serene hope — gives it universal

reach.

Note Sequence

E5(quarter) E5(eighth) D5(eighth) C5(quarter)
B4(quarter) | A4(half) E4(quarter) | C5(quarter)
B4(eighth) A4(eighth) G#4(quarter) B4(quarter) |
A4(dotted-half) — verse melody, approximately

Interval Map 0,-2,-2,-1,-2,-5,+8,-1,-2,-1,+3,-2
. E4-E5, spanning an octave (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
A minor (verse) turning to A major (refrain), with
Scale/Mode

folk-modal inflections

Tempo & Meter

Andante verse in 4/4; lilting refrain in 3/4

Phrase Structure

Slow duple-meter verse in falling four-bar phrases;
the refrain shifts to a lilting triple meter and the
parallel major — grief and consolation alternating

in strict rotation

Contour Archetype

Circle — the verse descends from its peak and

circles home; the refrain answers in the major

Rhythmic Profile

Measured duple verse with folk grace-notes; the

wordless refrain lifts into waltz time

Chord Progression

i—iv—=V —i(verse);| = IV -V - (refrain)
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(Roman)

Chord Progression

AmM-Dm-E-AmA-D-E-A
(Letter)

o . Soprano with orchestra; also famous in the purely
Original Scoring . _
orchestral suite version

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: A descending stepwise lament built over a
drone-like accompaniment, decorated with grace notes borrowed from
Norwegian folk singing. The transformative moment is structural: the
wordless major-mode refrain, floating in waltz time, turns waiting itself

into a kind of contentment — fidelity expressed as melody.

Entry 30: Alexander Borodin (1833-1887) — Nocturne from
String Quartet No. 2 in D major

3rd movement (Andante) | Score: imsip.org [ Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Written as a musical love letter to his
wife Ekaterina, the Nocturne gives the cello one of the great singing
melodies of the chamber literature, later answered by the violin in
luminous canon. Its adaptation as “And This Is My Beloved” in the
musical Kismet testifies to its melodic perfection: a line so complete it

survives any setting. It is intimacy itself, scored for four instruments.
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Note Sequence

E4(quarter) F#4(eighth) G#4(eighth) A4(quarter)
C#5(quarter) | B4(dotted-quarter) A4(eighth)
F#4(half) | E4(quarter) A4(quarter) C#5(quarter)
E5(quarter) | D5(half) C#5(quarter) — cello theme,

approximately

Interval Map +2,+2,+1, +4,-2,-2,-3,-2, +5, +4, +3,-2, -1
_ E4-E5, spanning an octave (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode A major

Tempo & Meter

Andante, 3/4

Phrase Structure

One long arch stated by the cello in its tenor
register, then passed to the violin; at the climax
the two instruments sing it in canon, entwined at a

bar’s distance

Contour Archetype

Ascending Wave — rising scale segments reach

further with each restatement

Rhythmic Profile

Even, singing quarters with expressively held
peaks; the canon at the climax staggers the pulse

between voices

Chord Progression

(Roman)

| — vi —ii7 = V7 — |, with chains of suspensions

between the paired voices

Chord Progression
(Letter)

A—-F#m-Bm/-E7-A

Original Scoring

Cello, answered by first violin, within the string

quartet
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Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: A rising scale segment crowned by a leap,
then a falling third — aspiration followed by tenderness — repeated in
ever-wider spans. The canonic climax converts a solo song into a duet
without words: two voices tracing the same melody a moment apart, the

most literal musical image of two lives following one path.

Entry 31: Léo Delibes (1836-1891) — “Flower Duet” (Sous le

dome épais) from Lakmé

Act | duet for soprano and mezzo-soprano | Score: imsip.org | Listen:

YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Two voices gliding in parallel thirds and
sixths over a barcarolle accompaniment — companionship made audible
— as Lakmé and Mallika drift downstream gathering flowers. In B major
and a lilting 6/8, the duet's interlocking lines have made it one of the
most recognized melodies in all opera, endlessly borrowed by film and
advertising precisely because its sensuous serenity is instantaneous and

complete.

B4(eighth) A#4(sixteenth) B4(sixteenth)
Note Sequence C#5(eighth) B4(eighth) A#4(eighth) B4(eighth) |
D#5(eighth) C#5(sixteenth) D#5(sixteenth)
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E5(eighth) D#5(eighth) C#5(eighth) D#5(eighth) |
F#5(quarter) E5(eighth) D#5(quarter) C#5(eighth)

— principal melody, approximately

(1, +1, 42,2, -1, +1, +4,-2, 42, +1,-1,-2, +2, +3, -2, -

Interval Map
1,-2
. A#4-F#5, spanning a minor sixth (from the
Range (Ambitus)
notated sequence)
B major (central episode in G major), 6/8
Scale/Mode

barcarolle

Tempo & Meter

Andante, 6/8 (barcarolle)

Phrase Structure

Undulating two-bar units that circle a narrow range
before blossoming upward by sequence; the two
voices answer, then join in parallel motion for the

refrain

Contour Archetype

Sustained Hover — the line circles a narrow range

in small waves before blossoming upward

Rhythmic Profile

Rocking barcarolle; neighbor-note undulations

placed off the beat like water lapping a hull

Chord Progression

(Roman)

| = V7 = | over a gently rocking pedal, rising by

sequence in the episode

Chord Progression
(Letter)

B-F#/7/-B

Original Scoring

Soprano and mezzo-soprano in parallel thirds with

orchestra
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Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody oscillates around its starting note
like water lapping — neighbor tones and small waves rather than leaps —
then lifts by step to each new crest. Parallel thirds turn a single line into
two inseparable ones, and the rocking 6/8 supplies perpetual gentle

motion: the whole texture is an image of drifting.

Entry 32: Camille Saint-Saéns (1835-1921) — “The Swan” (Le

Cygne) from The Carnival of the Animals

Movement 13, cello with two pianos [ Catalog: R. 125 | Score: imsip.org |

Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: The only movement of the Carnival that
Saint-Saéns allowed to be published during his lifetime, The Swan gives
the cello a melody of such poise that it became the emblem of the
instrument itself. Immortalized in Anna Pavlova’s ballet The Dying Swan,
its long-breathed line over rippling piano arpeggios captures serene
motion above unseen effort — the swan gliding while the water stirs

beneath.

B4(dotted-half) | A4(quarter) G4(quarter)
Note Sequence F#4(quarter) | D5(dotted-half) | C5(quarter)
B4(quarter) A4(quarter) | G4(dotted-half) —

© 2026 Museca 65



approximate contour: held peaks, stepwise

descents, and upward leaps of a sixth

Interval Map -2,-2,-1,+8,-2,-1,-2,-2
. F#4-D5, spanning a minor sixth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode G major, in flowing 6/4

Tempo & Meter

6/4, calm and flowing

Phrase Structure

Broad three-bar arcs; each phrase holds a long
note, descends by step, then leaps upward to
begin the next arc higher or lower — the melodic

equivalent of gliding and turning

Contour Archetype

Leap-and-Descend — held peaks releasing into

stepwise descents, renewed by upward sixths

Rhythmic Profile

Whole-bar held notes over constant sixteenth-note

arpeggios — stillness gliding above motion

Chord Progression

(Roman)

| — vi—ii —V — | above continuous arpeggiated

sixteenths

Chord Progression
(Letter)

G-Em-Am-D-G

Original Scoring

Solo cello with two pianos

D5
[ 2

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Long note values against constant
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accompaniment motion create the piece’s central illusion: stillness
traveling. Descending steps convey calm; the recurring upward sixth is
the swan'’s arching neck — a single expressive leap rationed carefully so
that each occurrence retains its lift. Restraint is the entire aesthetic:

nothing is loud, nothing hurries, everything sings.

Entry 33: Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840—-1893) — Serenade for

Strings in C major, Op. 48, 2nd movement (Valse)

2nd movement (Valse: Moderato — Tempo di valse) | Catalog: Op. 48 |
Score: imslp.org [ Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Written in 1880 as a heartfelt homage
to Mozart, the Serenade contains in its second movement the most
beloved concert waltz Tchaikovsky ever composed — a waltz not for the
ballroom but for the memory of one. The theme lifts on its upbeat with
aristocratic grace, glides, turns, and bows, blending elegance with the
gentle melancholy that shadows all of Tchaikovsky's dance music. It
was encored at early performances and has never left the repertoire

since.

D5(quarter) G5(quarter) B5(quarter) | A5(half)
F#5(quarter) | G5(quarter) D5(quarter) B4(quarter)
| C5(half) A4(quarter) | B4(dotted-half) —

approximate contour of the waltz theme

Note Sequence

Interval Map +5, +4,-2,-3, +1,-5,-3, +1, -3, +2
_ A4-B5, spanning a major ninth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode G major
Tempo & Meter Moderato (Tempo di valse), 3/4
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Phrase Structure

Balanced waltz periods (8+8); the melody rises
through its first phrase and bows in its second,
with a contrasting central episode before the

waltz returns in full

Contour Archetype

Single Arch — a lifting waltz curve that rises with

the dance’s turn and subsides with its bow

Rhythmic Profile

Waltz lilt with graceful upbeats; the melody glides
across the bar in long spans while the
accompaniment keeps the dance'’s steady triple

tread

Chord Progression

(Roman)

| - V7 — |, with gentle circle-of-fifths motion (vi — i

— V7 - 1) at the cadences

Chord Progression
(Letter)

G- D7 - G;Em - Am — D7 — G at the cadences

Original Scoring

String orchestra

B5
L]

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The upbeat is everything: each phrase begins

with a lift before the downbeat, giving the melody the physical sensation

of a dancer rising to the toe. The line ascends through the tonic triad —

open, aspiring — then descends by step with courtly restraint.

Tchaikovsky's balletic instinct, transplanted to the concert hall, proves

that a waltz can carry genuine tenderness: grace as the outward form of
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longing.

Period 4: Late Romantic / Post-Romantic
(1890-1930)

Entry 34: Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873-1943) — Piano Concerto

No. 2 in C minor, Op. 18, 1st movement

1st movement, main theme [ Catalog: Op. 18 | Score: imsip.org [ Listen:

YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Written after Rachmaninoff's recovery
from a creative crisis through hypnotherapy, this concerto represents a
triumph of melodic invention. The sweeping main theme has been called
"the most romantic melody of the twentieth century." Its use in the film
"Brief Encounter” (1945) cemented its association with passionate love.
The melody's wide range and surging dynamics create an effect of

overwhelming emotional release.

C4(half) Eb4(quarter) G4(quarter) | Bb4(dotted-

Note Sequence quarter) Ab4(eighth) G4(half) | Ab4(quarter)

G4(quarter) F4(quarter) Eb4(quarter) | D4(whole)
Interval Map +3, +3,+3,-2,-2,+1,-2,-2,-2,-2

. C4-Bb4, spanning a minor seventh (from the

Range (Ambitus)

notated sequence)
Scale/Mode C minor
Tempo & Meter Moderato, alla breve (2/2)

8 bars, the melody rises through the C minor triad
Phrase Structure _ . .
then descends stepwise. Classic Romantic arch
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with the peak at the end of bar 2 (Bb4) followed by

a long descent.

Leap-and-Descend — stacked ascending thirds,

Contour Archetype _ _
then one long, smoldering stepwise descent
Long syncopated notes tied across the barline,
Rhythmic Profile straining forward against the surging

accompaniment

Chord Progression
i—M=Vli-iv=-V-i
(Roman)

Chord Progression
(Letter)

Cm—-Eb-Ab-Fm-G-Cm

o . Violins (with clarinet) singing the theme over the
Original Scoring

soloist’s surging piano arpeggios

Bb4

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Rachmaninoff builds the melody by stacking
ascending thirds (C-Eb-G-Bb), creating a rocket-like upward thrust
through the minor triad and beyond. The subsequent stepwise descent
is twice as long as the ascent, creating an asymmetric arch — the
emotional "fall" is slower and more sustained than the rise. This ascent-

by-leap, descent-by-step pattern is Rachmaninoff's melodic fingerprint.

Entry 35: Gustav Mahler (1860—1911) — Symphony No. 5, 4th

© 2026 Museca 70



movement (Adagietto)

4th movement (Adagietto), strings and harp | Score: imsip.org | Listen:

YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Made famous by its use in Visconti's

film "Death in Venice" (1971), this movement for strings and harp is

Mahler's most intimate utterance. Believed to be a love letter to his wife

Alma, the melody's yearning, climbing phrases embody Romantic

longing at its most distilled. Leonard Bernstein's famous 1963

performance at JFK's funeral made it a national moment of mourning.

Note Sequence

F4(quarter) A4(dotted-quarter) Bb4(eighth) |
C5(half) A4(half) | Bb4(quarter) A4(quarter)
G4(quarter) F4(quarter) | E4(whole)

Interval Map +4, +1,+2,-3,+1,-1,-2,-2, -1
_ E4-CS5, spanning a minor sixth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode F major

Tempo & Meter

Sehr langsam (very slow), 4/4

Phrase Structure

Long, asymmetric phrases that stretch and
contract. The melody rises in the first two bars,
peaks on C5, then slowly descends. Mahler marks
it "Sehr langsam" (very slowly), stretching time

itself.

Contour Archetype

Ascending Wave — the line climbs by slow

degrees across the whole movement

Rhythmic Profile

Suspended, almost meterless breadth; notes tied

across bars until pulse dissolves into pure line
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Chord Progression
| —ii—IV=-ii-V-I
(Roman)

Chord Progression
F-Am-Bb-Gm-C-F

(Letter)
Original Scoring Strings and harp alone
C.S

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Mahler stretches the melody's phrases
beyond expected lengths, creating a feeling of yearning — the melody
keeps reaching for one more note before it can rest. Appoggiaturas on
strong beats create gentle dissonances that resolve with aching
tenderness. The strings-only scoring creates an intimacy unusual in a

symphony, as if overhearing a private confession.

Entry 36: Edward Elgar (1857-1934) — Cello Concerto in E

minor, Op. 85, 1st movement

1st movement, opening recitative | Catalog: SC 91 | Score: imsip.org |

Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Written in 1919 in the aftermath of
World War I, this concerto is one of the most poignant works in the
repertoire. The opening cello recitative — bold, declamatory, and

profoundly sad — encapsulates the grief of a generation. Jacqueline du
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Pré's legendary 1965 recording made it one of the most famous cello

works. The BBC voted it the greatest concerto of all time.

Note Sequence

E3(quarter) B3(quarter) E4(quarter) G4(quarter) |
F#4(dotted-half) E4(quarter) | D4(quarter)
C4(quarter) B3(half) | E3(whole)

Interval Map +7,+5,43,-1,-2,-2,-2,-5
. E3-G4, spanning a minor tenth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode E minor

Tempo & Meter

Moderato, 9/8 (following the recitative opening)

Phrase Structure

4 bars, declamatory recitative style. The melody
leaps boldly upward (E3 to G4 — spanning a tenth)
then descends stepwise, like a cry that fades into

silence.

Contour Archetype

Leap-and-Descend — an ascent through the triad

answered by grave, falling phrases

Rhythmic Profile

Heavy compound-meter lilt; weighted downbeats
like slow oars, the line sagging expressively

between them

Chord Progression

(Roman)

i=V-i-iv=-V-i

Chord Progression
(Letter)

Em-B-Em-Am-B—-Em

Original Scoring

Solo cello with orchestra
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Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The opening is essentially a single dramatic
gesture — a bold ascent through the E minor triad followed by a reluctant
descent. The wide tessitura (spanning nearly two octaves) exploits the
cello's full emotional range from deep bass to singing treble. The
recitative style gives it a speech-like urgency, as if the cello is trying to

articulate something words cannot express.

Entry 37: Giacomo Puccini (1858-1924) — "Nessun dorma"

from Turandot

Act Ill, Calaf's aria | Catalog: SC 91 | Score: imslp.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Perhaps the most famous tenor aria
ever written. Luciano Pavarotti's performance at the 1990 FIFA World
Cup made it a global phenomenon. The melody's combination of heroic
declaration and lyrical beauty creates an irresistible emotional trajectory.
The climactic high B on "Vincero!" is one of opera's most thrilling
moments. Puccini died before completing the opera, making the aria his

final great melody.

B4(quarter) A4(quarter) G4(quarter) G4(quarter) |
Note Sequence G4(dotted-quarter) A4(eighth) B4(half) |
B4(quarter) A4(quarter) G4(quarter) G4(quarter) |
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G4(dotted-quarter) A4(eighth) B4(half)

Interval Map -2,-2,0,0,+2,+2,0,-2,-2,0,0, +2, +2
. G4-B4, spanning a major third (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
G major (with Puccini's characteristic modal
Scale/Mode

inflections)

Tempo & Meter

Andante sostenuto, 4/4

Phrase Structure

8 bars in the opening, the melody rocks between G
and B in a lullaby-like pattern before building to the
climactic section. The final "Vincerd!" section rises
to high B4.

Contour Archetype

Ascending Wave — declamatory phrases
mounting stepwise to the climactic sustained

peak

Rhythmic Profile

Declamatory long notes gathering into sweeping
triplet ascents; the final peak held against full

orchestra

Chord Progression

(Roman)

I-IV-1-V-I

Chord Progression
(Letter)

G-C-G-D-G

Original Scoring

Tenor (Calaf) with orchestra and distant chorus

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)
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Compositional Signature: Puccini begins with deceptive simplicity — the
melody rocks gently within a narrow range, almost like a lullaby
(matching the text "none shall sleep”). The genius lies in the contrast
between this restraint and the eventual explosive climax. The ariais a

masterclass in building to a single overwhelming moment.

Entry 38: Giacomo Puccini (1858—-1924) — "0 mio babbino

caro" from Gianni Schicchi

Act Ill, Lauretta's aria [ Catalog: SC 88 | Score: imslp.org [ Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: A one-minute aria that has become one
of the most beloved soprano pieces in all opera. Its melody soars with a
simplicity that masks sophisticated harmonic underpinning. It has been
used in countless films and is a staple of wedding ceremonies. Its
emotional directness — a young woman pleading with her father —

transcends operatic convention.

Ab4(dotted-quarter) C5(dotted-quarter) |
Eb5(eighth) Db5(eighth) C5(eighth) Bb4(dotted-

Note Sequence quarter) | Ab4(eighth) Bb4(eighth) C5(eighth)
Db5(eighth) C5(eighth) Bb4(eighth) | Ab4(dotted-
half)

Interval Map +4, +4,-2,-2,-2,-2,+2, 42, +2,-2,-2, -2
Ab4-Eb5, spanning a perfect fifth (from the

Range (Ambitus)
notated sequence)

Scale/Mode Ab major

Tempo & Meter Andantino ingenuo, 6/8

Phrase Structure 8 bars in 6/8, the melody rises to its peak on Eb5
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in bar 2 then descends in a long, sighing motion
back to the tonic. The 6/8 meter creates a lilting,

pleading quality.

Single Arch — ascending fourths to the crest, then
Contour Archetype .
a gradual, pleading descent

Swaying 6/8 with long-held peaks; gentle feminine
Rhythmic Profile
endings give each plea its catch of breath

Chord Progression
|- 1=-IV-V-I-i-V-I
(Roman)

Chord Progression
Ab — Ab — Db - Eb - Ab - Bbm - Eb - Ab

(Letter)
Original Scoring Soprano (Lauretta) with orchestra
EES

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Puccini ascends by fourths (Ab-C-Eb) to reach
the melody's peak, then descends entirely by step — the same ascent-by-
leap, descent-by-step pattern that characterizes the most memorable
Romantic melodies. The 6/8 meter gives it a rocking, almost cradle-like

quality appropriate to a daughter addressing her father.

Entry 39: Richard Strauss (1864-1949) — "Im Abendrot" from

Four Last Songs
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Complete song | Catalog: TrV 296 | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Strauss's final completed work, written

at age 84, is a meditation on death and transcendence. The soprano

melody floats above a shimmering orchestral sunset of extraordinary

richness. The quotation of the "Transfiguration” motif from his early tone

poem "Death and Transfiguration" creates a breathtaking moment of

self-reflection. It has been called "the most beautiful farewell in music."

Note Sequence

Eb5(quarter) Db5(quarter) C5(quarter)
Bb4(quarter) | Ab4(half) G4(half) | Ab4(quarter)
Bb4(quarter) C5(quarter) Db5(quarter) |
Eb5(whole)

Interval Map -2,-2,-2,-2,-1,+1,+2,+2, +2, +2
_ G4-Eb5, spanning a minor sixth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode Eb major

Tempo & Meter

Andante, 4/4

Phrase Structure

Long, lyrical phrases that rise and fall with the
natural rhythm of the text. The melody gently
descends then ascends, creating a sense of

peaceful acceptance.

Contour Archetype

Single Arch — a broad sunset curve, rising once

and settling into stillness

Rhythmic Profile

Vast, slow note values; time suspended, phrases

dissolving into held tones and silence

Chord Progression

l=vi=-IV=-V-I1-ii-IV-V-I

© 2026 Museca

78



(Roman)

Chord Progression
Eb-Cm-Ab-Bb-Eb-Gm-Ab-Bb-Eb

(Letter)
Original Scoring Soprano with large orchestra
EES :

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody moves almost entirely by step
with a serenity born of acceptance rather than resignation. Strauss's
orchestration creates a golden haze of sunset colors. The quotation of
his own early motif creates a sense of a life coming full circle. The final
phrase trails off into silence with an unresolved question — "Is this

perhaps death?" — leaving the melody suspended, never quite ending.

Entry 40: Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873-1943) — Vocalise, Op. 34,
No. 14

Complete piece [ Catalog: Op. 34 No. 14 | Score: imsip.org [ Listen:

YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: A vocal melody sung on a single vowel
— no text, no words, just pure melody. This distillation of melody to its
essence makes it one of the most frequently arranged pieces in the
repertoire (for virtually every solo instrument). The fact that it needs no

words proves that its melodic quality alone is sufficient for profound
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emotional communication.

Note Sequence

C#5(half) B4(quarter) A4(quarter) | G#4(half)
F#4(half) | E4(quarter) F#4(quarter) G#4(quarter)
A4(quarter) | B4(whole)

Interval Map -2,-2,-2,-1,-2,+2, +2,+2, +2
_ E4—-C#5, spanning a major sixth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode C# minor

Tempo & Meter

Lentamente, molto cantabile, 4/4

Phrase Structure

Long, flowing phrases that mirror natural
breathing. The melody descends then ascends in

graceful arcs, creating a continuous singing line.

Contour Archetype

Circle — an endless winding line that departs and

returns without ever seeming to cadence

Rhythmic Profile

Seamless legato stream; ties and suspensions
hide the barline so the melody appears to breathe

rather than count

Chord Progression

(Roman)

i—iv=-V-Il=-VlI-iv-V-i

Chord Progression
(Letter)

C#m — F#m - G# - E - A— F#m - G# - C#m

Original Scoring

Wordless voice with piano; celebrated in
Rachmaninoff’'s orchestral version and countless

instrumental arrangements
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C#5
®

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Without text, the melody must communicate
through pure musical contour and rhythm alone. Rachmaninoff creates a
singing line of extraordinary beauty using predominantly stepwise
motion with occasional expressive leaps. The compound-time feeling
creates a natural breathing rhythm. It is the ultimate test of melody —

strip away everything else, and can the tune alone make you weep?

Entry 41: Pietro Mascagni (1863—1945) — Intermezzo from

Cavalleria rusticana

Orchestral intermezzo | Score: imslp.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Placed at the opera’s dramatic pivot —
after betrayal is revealed, before blood is spilled — this brief orchestral
prayer in F major is verismo’s most inspired irony: the calmest music in
the opera precedes its catastrophe. Its hymn-like string melody,
cushioned by harp and organ, made Mascagni immortal on the strength

of a single sustained span of pure lyricism.

A4(half) Bb4(quarter) C5(quarter) | F5(half)
Note Sequence E5(quarter) D5(quarter) | C5(half) D5(quarter)
Bb4(quarter) | A4(dotted-half) — approximate
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contour of the string melody

Interval Map +1,+2, +5,-1,-2,-2, +2, -4, -1
. A4-F5, spanning a minor sixth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode F major

Tempo & Meter

Andante sostenuto, 3/4

Phrase Structure

Broad hymn-like phrases that rise through the
tonic triad to a sustained peak, then subside by
step; the second half intensifies the same material

an octave higher

Contour Archetype

Single Arch — a hymn-like rise through the triad to

a sustained peak, subsiding by step

Rhythmic Profile

Even, prayer-like tread; suspensions resolving

downward on nearly every bar’'s weak beat

Chord Progression

(Roman)

| — IV = V7 — |, with suspensions leaning on nearly

every strong beat

Chord Progression
(Letter)

F-B,-C7-F

Original Scoring

Strings with harp and organ

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: A melody of church-like plainness — stepwise

motion, suspended dissonances resolving downward, harmonic rhythm
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slow as breathing — whose placement gives it devastating dramatic
charge. The suspension chains create continuous gentle tension and
release, prayer as pure musical mechanism, serenity made unbearable

by what the audience knows must follow.

Entry 42: Jules Massenet (1842-1912) — “Méditation” from
Thais

Symphonic intermezzo for solo violin and orchestra [ Score: imsip.org |

Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Composed as the instrumental
depiction of a soul’s conversion — the courtesan Thais turning from
pleasure to grace — the Méditation may be the most frequently cited
“most beautiful melody” in the violin repertoire. Its D major serenity,
punctuated by aspiring upward leaps and a famous dying close,
transformed an operatic entr'acte into a universal image of

transcendence.

D5(dotted-quarter) E5(eighth) F#5(quarter)
A5(quarter) | F#5(half) E5(quarter) | D5(quarter)
Note Sequence E5(eighth) F#5(eighth) E5(quarter) A4(quarter) |

D5(half) — approximate contour of the violin

theme

Interval Map +2,+2,43,-3,-2,-2,+2,+2,-2,-7, +5
. A4-AS5, spanning an octave (from the notated

Range (Ambitus)

sequence)
Scale/Mode D major
Tempo & Meter Andante religioso, 4/4
Phrase Structure A tranquil opening period, a central section that
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climbs chromatically to an impassioned climax
(the struggle of conversion), and a return that
ends morendo — the melody dissolving upward

into silence

Single Arch — with aspiring upward leaps that lift
Contour Archetype .
each successive phrase

Calm, even quarters disturbed by aspiring dotted
Rhythmic Profile
leaps; the close dissolves morendo

Chord Progression || — IV — 1 - V7 — |, harp arpeggios sustaining the

(Roman) meditative pulse

Chord Progression
D-G-D-A7-D

(Letter)
Original Scoring Solo violin with orchestra and harp
A5

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The line rises by step, then reaches upward in
widening leaps — aspiration written directly into the intervals — before
each phrase settles back to rest. The emotional narrative is harmonic as
much as melodic: turbulence in the middle section makes the returning
serenity feel earned, and the final pianissimo ascent is grace achieved

rather than merely described.
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Entry 43: Edward Elgar (1857-1934) — “Nimrod” from Enigma
Variations, Op. 36

Variation IX (Adagio) | Catalog: Op. 36 | Score: imsip.org [ Listen:

YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Elgar’s portrait of his friend and
champion August Jaeger has become the English elegy — played at
remembrances and state occasions the world over. Elgar said the
variation recalled an evening when Jaeger spoke to him of Beethoven's
slow movements, and its opening breathes the air of the Pathétique
sonata’s Adagio. A single unbroken crescendo of friendship, from

whispered beginning to blazing affirmation.

Bb4(half) Eb5(quarter) | D5(quarter) Eb5(quarter)
F5(quarter) | Eb5(half) Bb4(quarter) | C5(quarter)
D5(quarter) Eb5(quarter) | D5(dotted-half) —

approximate contour of the opening phrases

Note Sequence

Interval Map +5,-1, +1, +2,-2, -5, +2, +2, +1, -1
_ Bb4-F5, spanning a perfect fifth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode E-flat major, 3/4 Adagio
Tempo & Meter Adagio, 3/4

Slow triple-meter phrases that crest successively
higher — the ascending-wave contour — across

Phrase Structure .
one vast dynamic arch from ppp to a full-

orchestra climax, then a hushed close

Ascending Wave — each stepwise phrase crests
Contour Archetype

higher across one vast dynamic arch
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_ _ Solemn triple meter; nearly every bar leans on a
Rhythmic Profile . . o
suspension at its second beat before yielding

Chord Progression || = V6 — vi — IV =V — |, the harmonic rhythm slow

(Roman) and weighted with suspensions

Chord Progression
E» — B,/D—-Cm — A, — Bb — Eb

(Letter)
Original Scoring Full orchestra, strings-led
.

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Nobility built almost entirely from stepwise
motion: the melody leans upward by seconds, falls back, and leans again,
each wave gathering more of the orchestra beneath it. Suspensions on
the strong beats give every bar its quiet pang. The design is a single long
crescendo of feeling — friendship as slow dawn — proving that grandeur

can be assembled from the humblest intervals.

Entry 44: Antonin Dvorak (1841-1904) — “Song to the Moon”
from Rusalka, Op. 114

Act | aria | Catalog: Op. 114 | Score: imsip.org [ Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: The water sprite Rusalka begs the

moon to carry her love to a human she can never join, and Dvorak
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answers with his most luminous melody — a rising arpeggio that hangs

suspended at its peak before sighing back to earth. Set in the remote

key of G-flat major over harp arpeggios, it distills the entire opera’s

longing for an unreachable world into a single arching phrase.

Note Sequence

Gb4(quarter) Bb4(quarter) Db5(half) | Cb5(quarter)
Bb4(quarter) Ab4(quarter) | Gb4(half) Bb4(quarter)
| Ab4(dotted-half) — approximate contour of the

opening vocal phrase

Interval Map +4,+3,-2,-1,-2,-2, +4, -2
. Gb4-Db5, spanning a perfect fifth (from the
Range (Ambitus)
notated sequence)
Scale/Mode G-flat major
Tempo & Meter Larghetto

Phrase Structure

An arpeggiated rise to a sustained peak, then a
stepwise descent — the leap-and-descend
archetype at its most vocal; phrases repeat in
sequence, each reaching toward the moon and

falling back

Contour Archetype

Leap-and-Descend — an arpeggiated ascent held

at its lunar peak, then a sighing descent

Rhythmic Profile

A broad arpeggiated ascent sustained at the top,

then even, falling phrases over harp arpeggios

Chord Progression

(Roman)

| —vi— IV —V7 -1, cradled in harp arpeggios

Chord Progression
(Letter)

Gb—Emm-Cvr —Dv7 - Gp

Original Scoring

Soprano with orchestra, harp prominent
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Db5

/\‘\\/\,

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody enacts its own text: an ascent
through the tonic triad that hovers on a held high note (the moon), then a
descent by step (the earthbound singer). Dvorak’s pentatonic-tinged
lyricism — familiar from the New World Largo earlier in this survey —
here takes on operatic wingspan, and the veiled warmth of G-flat major

makes the whole aria sound moonlit.

Period 5: 20th Century Classical / Impressionist

Entry 45: Samuel Barber (1910-1981) — Adagio for Strings, Op.
11

Complete work | Catalog: Op. 11 [ Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Voted "the saddest piece of classical
music” in multiple polls. Played at the funerals of Roosevelt and JFK, at
the memorial for the victims of 9/11, and in the film "Platoon." The
melody's slow, aching ascent creates an almost unbearable tension that

builds to a devastating climax followed by a silence that is itself a
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musical event. It has been called "the American national funeral music."

Note Sequence

Bb4(half) C5(half) Db5(half) C5(half) | Bb4(half)
Ab4(half) Bb4(whole) | C5(half) Db5(half)
Eb5(half) F5(half) | Gb5(whole) F5(whole)

Interval Map +2,+1,-1,-2,-1,+1,+2, +1, 42, +2, +1, -1
_ Ab4-Gb5, spanning a minor seventh (from the
Range (Ambitus)
notated sequence)
Scale/Mode Bb minor

Tempo & Meter

Molto adagio, 4/2

Phrase Structure

Long arch form — the melody ascends gradually
over many bars, reaches a climax (a fortissimo
high point), then descends. The entire piece is
essentially one enormous phrase. The silence

after the climax is as important as any note.

Contour Archetype

Ascending Wave — a single vast arch assembled

from slowly rising waves

Rhythmic Profile

Slowly stepping even notes in long measures;
phrase elisions dissolve the meter into one

continuous breath

Chord Progression

(Roman)

i — Il —iv =V =i with chromatic passing chords

Chord Progression
(Letter)

Bbm — Db — Ebm - F — Bbm with chromatic voice

leading

Original Scoring

String orchestra (arranged from the composer’s
String Quartet, Op. 11)
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Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody moves almost entirely by step,
climbing slowly like someone ascending a mountain. Each attempt to
ascend is met with a small setback (a step back down) before
continuing higher — creating a Sisyphean quality of struggle. The climax
arrives about two-thirds through the piece, and the subsequent silence is
one of music's most devastating moments. Barber proves that a melody

moving by steps can be more powerful than any leap.

Entry 46: Claude Debussy (1862-1918) — Prélude a l'aprés-midi

d'un faune

Opening flute solo | Catalog: L. 86 | Score: imsip.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: The flute solo that opens this
orchestral work changed the course of Western music. Pierre Boulez
called it "the beginning of modern music.”" The melody's chromatic,
sinuous descent creates an atmosphere of sensual languor. Its
avoidance of clear tonal center and its fluid rhythm create a sense of
timelessness. Mallarmé, whose poem inspired it, reportedly said the

music "goes further than my poem."

C#5(dotted-quarter) — descending chromatically
through B4, Bb4, A4 to G4, then rising back. The

Note Sequence
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famous gesture is a chromatic descent of a
tritone (C#5 to G4).

Interval Map -1,-1,-1,-1, -1, -1 (chromatic descent)
. G4-C#5, spanning a tritone (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Chromatic, centered loosely on E major but
Scale/Mode

deliberately ambiguous

Tempo & Meter

Tres modéré, 9/8 (the opening flute solo)

Phrase Structure

Irregular, dream-like phrasing that avoids regular
bar structure. The flute melody seems to

improvise freely, stretching and contracting time.

Contour Archetype

Circle — the chromatic descent through the tritone

and the languid return to its origin

Rhythmic Profile

Languid, floating rhythm; the unaccompanied flute
line blurs the pulse until meter is only a

suggestion

Chord Progression

(Roman)

Deliberately avoids traditional progression — uses
whole-tone and chromatic movement to create

harmonic ambiguity

Chord Progression
(Letter)

N/A — chromatic harmony without clear

progressions

Original Scoring

Solo flute over muted orchestra

C#5

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)
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Compositional Signature: The tritone descent (C#5 to G4) is deliberately
destabilizing — the tritone was historically the "devil's interval," and
Debussy uses it to dissolve tonal certainty. The melody's rhythm is
deliberately vague, floating outside strict meter. This piece
demonstrated that melody could exist outside traditional tonal and

rhythmic frameworks while remaining hauntingly beautiful.

Entry 47: Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958) — The Lark

Ascending

Solo violin theme | Score: imsip.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Voted the nation's favorite piece of
classical music in the UK (Classic FM polls, multiple years). The solo
violin imitates a lark's song with an improvisatory melody that seems to
float free of the orchestra. The pentatonic melody evokes the English
countryside with a pastoral beauty that is both specific and universal. It
captures a vanishing world — Vaughan Williams composed it on the eve
of World War 1.

Ascending pentatonic figures — D5, E5, F#5, A5,
Note Sequence
B5 — with improvisatory ornament

Interval Map +2, +2, +3, +2 (pentatonic scale steps)
. D5-B5, spanning a major sixth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode D major pentatonic
Tempo & Meter Free, unbarred cadenzas framing a gently lilting
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compound-meter pastoral

Phrase Structure

Free, cadenza-like opening that gradually
coalesces into more structured phrases when the
orchestra enters. The "ascending" quality is literal

— the melody continuously rises.

Contour Archetype

Ascending Wave — pentatonic spirals climbing in

ever-higher circles of flight

Rhythmic Profile

Free, cadenza-like flights without barlines over a
hushed, sustained backdrop — birdsong liberated

from meter

Chord Progression

(Roman)

Modal and pentatonic — avoids strong functional
progressions in favor of open fifths and pastoral

harmonies

Chord Progression
(Letter)

N/A — pentatonic/modal harmony

Original Scoring

Solo violin with orchestra

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The pentatonic scale gives the melody an

ageless, folk-like quality. The solo violin's improvisatory freedom —

above and outside the orchestra — perfectly captures a bird in flight. The

ascending trajectory is the melody's defining feature: it continually rises,

creating a sense of unbounded freedom. The lack of strong cadences
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means the melody never truly "lands" — like the lark, it stays aloft.

Entry 48: Gabriel Fauré (1845-1924) — Pavane in F# minor, Op.

50

Main flute theme [ Catalog: Op. 50 | Score: imsip.org | Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: One of the most elegant and haunting

melodies of the late 19th century. The flute melody's aristocratic grace

over a gently rocking orchestral accompaniment creates an atmosphere

of nostalgic beauty. Fauré himself called it "elegant but not otherwise

important” — a characteristic understatement about a work that has

become his most popular. Its modal inflections and ambiguous

harmonic language point toward Impressionism.

Note Sequence

C#5(quarter) D5(eighth) C#5(eighth) B4(quarter)
A4(quarter) | G#4(half) F#4(half) | C#5(quarter)
D5(eighth) C#5(eighth) B4(quarter) A4(quarter) |
G#4(dotted-half) rest(quarter)

Interval Map +1,-1,-2,-2,-1,-2,+7,+1,-1,-2, -2, -1
. F#4-D5, spanning a minor sixth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode F# minor (Dorian inflections)

Tempo & Meter

Andante molto moderato, 4/4

Phrase Structure

8 bars, the melody descends from C#5 to F#4
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then rises to repeat. The question-answer
structure with the "answer" left unresolved creates

a floating quality.

Contour Archetype

Circle — a poised descent from the initial height

that circles back in courtly symmetry

Rhythmic Profile

Stately pavane step; pizzicato tread beneath

poised, evenly measured phrases

Chord Progression

(Roman)

i—-VII-VI-V-i-iv-V—-i

Chord Progression
(Letter)

F#m - E—-D - C# - F#m - Bm — C# - F#m

Original Scoring

Flute over pizzicato strings (with optional chorus)

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Fauré's melody moves primarily by step with a

single expressive leap (the ascending seventh from F#4 back to C#5).

The Dorian mode inflection (the raised 6th degree) gives it a quality that

is neither fully major nor minor — a bittersweet ambiguity that is Fauré's

signature. The stately pavane rhythm creates a sense of courtly grace

suffused with melancholy.
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Entry 49: Claude Debussy (1862-1918) — Clair de Lune from

Suite bergamasque

Complete piece [ Catalog: L. 75 | Score: imslp.org [ Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Perhaps the most famous piano piece

of the 20th century. Its depiction of moonlight through arpeggiated

chords and a floating melody has made it universally beloved. The

piece's success lies in its ability to create a visual image through sound

— listeners consistently report "seeing” moonlight when they hear it.

Debussy's harmonic language here — suspensions, added notes, and

parallel motion — creates a luminous sonic world.

Note Sequence

Bb4(dotted-quarter) Ab4(dotted-quarter)
Gb4(dotted-quarter) | F4(dotted-quarter)
Gb4(dotted-quarter) Ab4(eighth) Bb4(eighth)
Ab4(eighth) | Gb4(dotted-quarter) F4(dotted-
quarter) Eb4(dotted-quarter) | Db4(dotted-half)

Interval Map -2,-2,-2,+1,+2,+2,-2,-2,-2,-2
_ Db4-Bb4, spanning a major sixth (from the
Range (Ambitus)
notated sequence)
Scale/Mode Db major (with modal coloring)

Tempo & Meter

Andante tres expressif, 9/8

Phrase Structure

4 bars in 9/8, the melody descends gently in the
first bar, ascends briefly, then descends to rest on
the tonic. The 9/8 meter creates a flowing,

unhurried quality.

Contour Archetype

Sustained Hover — the opening drifts in a narrow

range, motion felt more than heard
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Suspended compound meter; rhythm dissolved
Rhythmic Profile into moonlit rubato, chords arriving like slow

drops

Chord Progression . . .
| — vi — IV — | with added 9ths and suspensions
(Roman)

Chord Progression
Db — Bbm - Gb — Db

(Letter)
Original Scoring Solo piano
824 o

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: The melody moves predominantly by step
with a narrow range, creating a serene, floating quality. The 9/8 meter
creates an asymmetric flow (3+3+3) that sounds unhurried and natural.
Debussy's use of added notes (9ths, 11ths) in the harmony creates
shimmering, luminous chords that suggest light through water. The

melody seems to dissolve into the harmony rather than standing above it.

Entry 50: Erik Satie (1866—1925) — Gymnopédie No. 1

Complete piece | Score: imsip.org | Listen: YouTube
Why This Melody Is Exceptional: A revolutionary piece that anticipated
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minimalism by decades. Its spare melody over gently alternating seventh

chords created a new aesthetic of deliberate simplicity. Debussy

orchestrated it and called it "a gentle grief." The piece influenced

everyone from Debussy to ambient musicians. Its radical slowness and

simplicity were a protest against Romantic excess.

Note Sequence

F#5(half) E5(quarter) | D5(half) B4(quarter) |
A4(half) D5(quarter) | C#5(dotted-half) | B4(half)
A4(quarter) | D5(half) C#5(quarter) | B4(dotted-
half) | A4(dotted-half)

Interval Map -2,-2,-3,-2,+4,-1,-2,-2,+4,-2,-2, -2
_ A4-F#5, spanning a major sixth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode D major with modal (Mixolydian) inflections

Tempo & Meter

Lent et douloureux, 3/4

Phrase Structure

8 bars in 3/4 (after 2-bar intro), predominantly
descending motion with gentle rises. The melody
is built on descending thirds, creating a sense of

gentle resignation.

Contour Archetype

Sustained Hover — a narrow descending drift held

in meditative stillness

Rhythmic Profile

Slow 3/4 with a bass—chord sway; the melody

moves in unhurried dotted halves above

Chord Progression

(Roman)

Two alternating seventh chords create a hypnotic,

non-progressive harmonic field: IVmaj7 — Imaj7

Chord Progression
(Letter)

Gmaj/ — Dmaj7/

Original Scoring

Solo piano (later orchestrated by Debussy)
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F#5
o

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Satie strips music to its barest essentials — a
slow melody, two alternating chords, and silence. The melody descends
through thirds, creating a quality of gentle letting go. The absence of
dynamic markings (everything is piano) and the hypnotic chord
alternation create a meditative stillness that was decades ahead of its
time. It is an anti-Romantic statement that paradoxically achieves deep

feeling through the refusal of emotional display.
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Entry 51: Maurice Ravel (1875-1937) — Pavane pour une

infante défunte

Complete (Lent) | Catalog: M. 19 | Score: imsip.org [ Listen: YouTube

Why This Melody Is Exceptional: Ravel insisted the title — “Pavane for a

dead princess” — was chosen for its sound, evoking not a lament but a

pavane such as a little Spanish princess might once have danced. That

poised distance is the piece’s genius: an antique court dance seen

through gauze, its melody unfolding with grave tenderness over softly

archaic harmonies. In both its piano original and famous orchestral

version with solo horn, it is restraint elevated to enchantment.

Note Sequence

B4(quarter) A4(quarter) G4(quarter) F#4(quarter) |
E4(half) F#4(quarter) G4(quarter) | A4(half)
B4(quarter) | G4(dotted-half) — approximate

contour of the principal melody

Interval Map -2,-2,-1,-2,+2,+1,+2,+2, -4
. E4-B4, spanning a perfect fifth (from the notated
Range (Ambitus)
sequence)
Scale/Mode G major with modal (Aeolian and plagal) colorings

Tempo & Meter

Lent, 4/4

Phrase Structure

Slow duple-meter dance phrases in a narrow
range; the melody descends by step, circles, and
returns — the circle contour — with each reprise

more richly harmonized

Contour Archetype

Circle — stepwise departure and return, each

reprise more richly lit

Rhythmic Profile

Grave dance tread; even quarters with antique
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poise, ornament kept to a minimum

Chord Progression

(Roman)

| —iii — vi —ii — V, softened by modal cadences

and parallel seventh chords

Chord Progression
(Letter)

G-Bm-Em-Am-D

Original Scoring

Solo piano; famous orchestral version with the

melody given to solo horn

Melodic contour of the notated theme (pitch over time)

Compositional Signature: Almost entirely stepwise and confined to little

more than an octave, the melody achieves its spell through harmonic

lighting rather than melodic drama: modal cadences and gently parallel

chords antique the sound, as if the dance were remembered rather than

danced. Emotional temperature is kept deliberately cool — and the

listener supplies the warmth, which is precisely Ravel’s design.

The Romantic Melody Toolkit

A Practical Compositional Reference Distilled from the Greatest

Melodies in Classical Music History

1. Melodic Contour Patterns
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Across the 51 melodies surveyed, five archetypal contour shapes recur
with striking consistency. These shapes appear to be deeply embedded

in how listeners perceive and remember melodies.

Single Arch Leap-and-Descend Ascending Wave Circle Sustained Hover

The five contour archetypes in schematic form.

The Single Arch (Rise-then-Fall): The most common contour by far. The
melody ascends to a peak, then descends to rest. Found in Handel's
"Lascia ch'io pianga" (rising by thirds to C5, then stepwise descent),
Puccini's "O mio babbino caro" (ascending fourths to Eb5, then gradual
descent), Schubert's Ave Maria, and Barber's Adagio for Strings. The
peak is almost never at the midpoint — it tends to fall at approximately
the two-thirds mark, creating an asymmetric arch that feels emotionally

natural.

The Leap-and-Descend: A dramatic opening leap followed by an
extended stepwise descent. This is the signature contour of yearning
and nobility. Found in the Swan Lake theme (leap of a fifth, then
continuous stepwise descent), Elgar's Cello Concerto opening
(ascending through the triad, then descending), and Rachmaninoff's
Piano Concerto No. 2 theme (stacked ascending thirds, then long
stepwise descent). The leap creates emotional intensity; the descent

provides the resolution.
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The Ascending Wave: Each phrase reaches higher than the last, like
waves coming in. Found in Schumann's Traumerei (each 2-bar arch
reaches a higher peak), Barber's Adagio (melody slowly climbs across
the entire piece), and Wagner's Liebestod (each surge crests higher).

This contour creates cumulative emotional intensity.

The Circle (Departure and Return): The melody moves away from a
central note and returns to it, creating stability and completeness. Found
in Beethoven's "Ode to Joy" (rises from the center, falls back),
Pachelbel's Canon (descends then ascends back to start), and the
Dvorak Largo (leaves home, returns). This contour creates satisfaction

through symmetry.

The Sustained Hover: The melody remains in a narrow range, creating
intensity through confinement rather than motion. Found in Beethoven's
Symphony No. 7, 2nd movement (almost entirely on repeated A's),
Satie's Gymnopédie No. 1 (narrow descending range), and Debussy's
Clair de Lune opening (narrow stepwise motion). This contour proves

that emotional power can come from restraint as much as from drama.

2. Interval Signatures

Analysis of the interval maps across all 51 melodies reveals clear

patterns in which intervals carry which emotional associations.
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Interval Signatures: size and expressive character

The Step
Continuity, singability, natural speech — the foundation (~70% of all motion)

The Minor Third
Warmth without drama — the “comfortable” leap

The Perfect Fourth / Fifth
Nobility, aspiration, open space — the launching gesture

The Minor Sixth

The guintessential yearning interval — reaching without disconnection

] esabitzng
Destabilizing, unsettling — dissolves tonal certainty (Debussy only)

The interval signatures of the survey, from foundation to destabilizer. Bar length reflects interval size

in semitones.

The Step (semitones: 1-2) is the most common interval by a wide
margin. Approximately 70% of all melodic motion in this dataset is
stepwise. Steps create continuity, singability, and a sense of natural
speech. They are the foundation on which all other intervals gain their
expressive power. The most memorable melodies (Ode to Joy, Barber's

Adagio, Clair de Lune) are almost entirely stepwise.

The Minor Third (+3 semitones) is the most common leap, appearing
prominently in the Rachmaninoff Piano Concerto No. 2 theme (stacked
ascending thirds), Brahms Symphony No. 3 (opening triad), and the
Albinoni Adagio (ascending through the minor triad). The minor third

carries warmth without drama — it is the "comfortable" leap.

The Perfect Fourth/Fifth (+5/+7 semitones) creates the "soaring" quality.
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Found at the opening of the Swan Lake theme (fifth), Elgar's Cello
Concerto (fifth), and Schumann's Traumerei (ascending arpeggios).
These intervals suggest nobility, aspiration, and open space. They are
almost always placed at the beginning of a phrase as a launching

gesture.

The Minor Sixth (+8 semitones) is the quintessential "yearning” interval.
It appears in Mozart's Clarinet Concerto (the leap from A4 to F#5) and
Tchaikovsky's love themes. This interval creates a palpable sense of
longing — wide enough to feel like reaching, but not so wide as to feel

disconnected.

The Tritone (+6 semitones) appears only in Debussy's Prélude a 'aprés-
midi d'un faune, where its destabilizing quality is used deliberately to
dissolve tonal certainty. Its absence from every other melody in the
dataset confirms its dissonant, unsettling character — useful for specific

effects but antithetical to Romantic beauty.

3. Rhythmic Devices

Five rhythmic devices appear repeatedly across the most memorable

melodies in the dataset.

The Long Note at the Emotional Peak: Nearly every melody in the dataset
places its longest note value at or near its emotional climax. Handel's
"Lascia ch'io pianga" holds C5 as a dotted half note at the apex.
Schubert's Ave Maria holds long tones at phrase peaks. Barber's Adagio
builds to a long sustained fortissimo chord. This device works because
duration itself conveys emotional weight — holding a note says "this

moment matters."
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The Dotted Rhythm (Long-Short): Found in Vivaldi's Spring (dotted-
quarter-eighth patterns creating bounce), Chopin's Nocturne (dotted
rhythms in compound time creating a singing quality), and Beethoven's
Moonlight Sonata (dotted long notes in the melody above the ostinato).

Dotted rhythms create a sense of forward momentum and lilt.

The Dactyl Pattern (Long-Short-Short): Beethoven's Symphony No. 7, 2nd
movement, is entirely built on this pattern (quarter-eighth-eighth-quarter).
The pattern creates a processional, march-like quality that conveys
solemnity and inevitability. Its hypnotic regularity creates emotional

weight through repetition.

Silence as Punctuation: Barber's Adagio uses a grand pause after the
climax — the silence is as expressive as any note. Mozart's Piano
Concerto No. 21 breathes with rests between phrases, creating a vocal
quality. Effective composers treat silence not as absence but as an

active compositional element.

Compound Meter as Breath: Chopin's Nocturne (12/8), Mozart's
Lacrimosa (12/8), Bach's "Erbarme dich" (12/8), and Debussy's Clair de
Lune (9/8) all use compound time signatures. The subdivision into
groups of three creates a natural, breathing quality — a gentle swing that
makes melodies feel organic and alive. Compound meter is
disproportionately represented among the most emotionally affecting

melodies.

4. Harmonic Patterns

Several chord progressions and harmonic techniques recur across the

dataset with notable frequency.
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The I-V-vi-iii-IV-1-IV-V Progression: Found in both Pachelbel's Canon
and Bach's Air, this progression (or variations of it) underlies many of the
most beloved melodies. Its power lies in the stepwise descent of the
bass line, which creates a sense of inevitability. This "descending bass"
pattern is the single most common harmonic framework for beautiful

melodies in the Western tradition.

The i-llI-VI-iv=V—-i Progression in Minor Keys: Found in Rachmaninoff's
Piano Concerto No. 2 and echoed in the Albinoni Adagio and Barber's
Adagio. The move from minor tonic to relative major (i—1ll) creates a
momentary brightening that makes the subsequent return to minor feel
more poignant. This "reaching for major" quality is central to Romantic

pathos.

Alternating Seventh Chords: Satie's Gymnopédie No. 1 uses two
alternating major seventh chords (IVmaj7-Imaj7) to create a harmonic
field rather than a progression. Debussy's Clair de Lune uses added 9ths
and 11ths. Fauré's Pavane uses seventh chords throughout. The
addition of 7ths, 9ths, and other extensions creates harmonic richness
without strong directional pull — the harmony shimmers rather than

drives.

The Deceptive Cadence (V-vi instead of V-1): Used by Wagner
throughout the Liebestod to perpetually delay resolution. This technique
creates the feeling of constantly reaching but never quite arriving — the
harmonic equivalent of yearning. When resolution finally comes, its

effect is exponentially amplified by the accumulated delay.

Chromatic Voice Leading: Found in Barber's Adagio, Wagner's Liebestod,

Debussy's Faune, and Rachmaninoff's works. Moving inner voices by
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half-step creates smooth, almost imperceptible harmonic shifts that
keep the ear engaged. This technique allows composers to move
between distant keys without jarring the listener, creating a sense of

harmonic fluidity.

5. Phrase Architecture

The most common phrase length is 8 bars (found in the substantial
majority of the 51 melodies), typically organized as 4+4 (antecedent-
consequent or question-answer). This is followed by 4-bar phrases
(found in 8 melodies, typically the shorter or more intense entries). Only
2 melodies (Wagner's Liebestod and Barber's Adagio) use genuinely

irregular phrase lengths.

The Question-and-Answer Structure: The most common phrase
architecture. The first half of the phrase (the "question”) typically rises or
remains open harmonically; the second half (the "answer") descends or
resolves. Found in Beethoven's Ode to Joy, Mozart's Clarinet Concerto,
Dvorak's Largo, and many others. This structure creates a sense of

completion and satisfaction.

Climax Placement: In melodies with a clear peak, it is almost never at the
midpoint. The most common placement is at approximately the two-
thirds mark (bars 5-6 in an 8-bar phrase). This asymmetry creates a
longer build-up and a shorter, more intense resolution — mirroring how
emotional experiences tend to work in life. Schumann's Traumerei, with

its peak at bar 3 of a 4-bar sub-phrase, is a textbook example.

Open vs. Closed Endings: Melodies that end on the tonic (Ode to Joy,

Canon in D, Ave Maria) create a sense of completion and satisfaction.
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Melodies that end away from the tonic (Debussy's Faune, Wagner's
Liebestod before the final resolution, Strauss's Four Last Songs) create a
sense of continuation, mystery, or transcendence. The choice between
open and closed endings is one of the most powerful tools for

controlling emotional effect.

The "Endless Melody" vs. Periodic Structure: Most melodies in the
dataset use clear periodic structure (regular phrases with clear
cadences). Wagner and Barber are the notable exceptions, using
"endless melody" that dissolves phrase boundaries. This technique
creates a feeling of continuous flow but sacrifices the satisfaction of

regular structure. Both approaches can be devastatingly effective.

6. The Emotional Arc

The most memorable melodies in this dataset manage emotional
tension with remarkable consistency. Three principles emerge across all

periods and genres.

First, restraint before release. The most powerful emotional moments in
these melodies are preceded by deliberate restraint. Beethoven's
Symphony No. 7 holds back on repeated notes before finally moving.
Puccini's "Nessun dorma" rocks gently before exploding into the final
"Vincero!" Barber's Adagio climbs with agonizing slowness before the
fortissimo climax. In every case, the emotional payoff is proportional to
the preceding restraint. The longer the tension is sustained, the more

cathartic the release.

Second, the power of descent after ascent. Nearly every melody in the

dataset that creates a strong emotional response follows the same
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pattern: ascent (building tension) followed by descent (release). But the
descent is almost always longer and slower than the ascent.
Rachmaninoff ascends by stacked thirds then descends step by step.
The Swan Lake theme leaps up a fifth then descends through an entire
octave by step. This asymmetry — quick rise, slow fall — mirrors the way

emotions actually work: feelings build quickly and dissipate slowly.

Third, the transformative moment. Many of the greatest melodies
contain a single moment that transforms the listener's experience — an
unexpected note, a harmonic shift, a moment of silence. In Barber's
Adagio, it is the silence after the climax. In Wagner's Liebestod, it is the
moment of final tonal resolution. In Beethoven's Moonlight Sonata, it is
the leap to C#5 after bars of confinement. These moments work
because they break the pattern the melody has established. The
listener's expectation is disrupted, and the disruption creates an

emotional response that no amount of "more of the same" could achieve.

7. A Composer's Checklist: 20 Principles for Writing

Memorable Romantic Melodies

The following principles are distilled from the recurring patterns found
across all 51 melodies in this survey. They are ordered roughly from

foundational decisions to fine details.
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Begin stepwise

Establish the melody’s
voice before any leap

Descend longer
than you ascend

Asymmetry carries the
emotional weight

Compose the
silences

Rests are
anticipation, not
emptiness

(12)

Delay the
resolution

The wait multiplies
the arrival

Restraint before
the climax

Hold back so the peak
hits harder
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The Twenty Principles at a Glance

Leaps: sparing &
purposeful

One well-placed leap
can define a melody

Narrow range,
onhe exception

The escaping note
becomes the focal
point

@

Question, then
answer

Rise to ask; descend
to resolve

24)

Write in the
singing register

Every instrument has a
voice — find it

2]

Let the melody
breathe

Phrases need places to
inhale

Fill after the
leap

Leap up, then step
back down — balance

Consider

compound meter

6/8, 9/8, 12/8 breathe
naturally

Vary every
repetition

Each return must add
something new

Lean on the
minor 3rd &
perfect 5th

Tenderness and
nobility, without
disruption

10)

Match contour to
emotion

Rising hope, falling
acceptance, hovering
tension

Peak at the two-
thirds mark

Long build-up, short
intense resolution

Longest note at
the peak

Duration signals
importance — hold it

@

Let the bass
descend

Inevitability and
gravitational pull

© ..

transformative
moment

Surprising, yet
inevitable — plan it

120)

Simplicity
endures

Remove a note rather
than add one
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The twenty principles in summary form. Full discussion of each follows below.

1. Begin with stepwise motion. Establish the melody's voice and tonal
center before introducing any leaps. Nearly every melody in the dataset
begins with stepwise or small-interval movement. The leap gains its

power from contrast with the surrounding steps.

2. Use leaps sparingly and purposefully. A single well-placed leap (a
fourth, fifth, or sixth) can define an entire melody. The Swan Lake theme
is remembered for one leap of a fifth. Schumann's Traumerei is built on
rising arpeggio leaps. Leaps create focal points — use them where you

want the listener's attention.

3. Follow every leap with stepwise motion in the opposite direction. This
is the most consistent pattern in the entire dataset. A leap upward
should be followed by a stepwise descent (and vice versa). This creates
the "leap and fill" pattern that makes melodies feel balanced and

singable.

4. Place the highest note at approximately the two-thirds mark. The
emotional peak of a melody is most effective when it is not
symmetrically placed. A peak at the two-thirds point allows for a longer
build-up and a shorter, more intense resolution. Barber, Schumann,

Puccini, and Chopin all follow this principle.

5. Make the descent longer than the ascent. If the melody rises to its
peak over 3 bars, let it descend over 5. The asymmetry creates
emotional weight — the feeling of something winding down, of beauty

fading, which is itself beautiful.

6. Use a narrow range with one dramatic exception. Many of the most

powerful melodies (Beethoven's Moonlight, his 7th Symphony Allegretto,
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Satie's Gymnopédie) operate within a narrow pitch range. A single note
that exceeds this range becomes the emotional focal point of the entire

melody.

7. Consider compound meter for lyrical, emotional melodies. 12/8, 9/8,
and 6/8 time signatures are disproportionately represented among the
most emotionally affecting melodies. The natural swing of compound
meter creates a breathing quality that makes melodies feel alive and

organic.

8. Place the longest note at the emotional peak. Duration communicates
importance. When the melody reaches its most expressive moment,
hold the note. Dotted half notes, whole notes, and tied notes at phrase

peaks occur in virtually every melody in the dataset.

9. Use silence as a compositional element. Rests and pauses are not
empty space — they are moments of anticipation and reflection.
Mozart's Piano Concerto No. 21 breathes with rests. Barber's grand
pause is the most famous silence in classical music. Plan your silences

as carefully as your notes.

10. Build phrases in question-and-answer pairs. The most satisfying
melodies set up an expectation (the "question") and then fulfill it (the
"answer"). The question typically rises or remains harmonically open; the
answer descends or resolves. This binary structure is the backbone of

melodic architecture.

11. Vary the repetition. When a melodic phrase returns, change
something. Chopin adds increasingly elaborate ornamentation on each
return. Puccini builds the dynamic and orchestration. Exact repetition is

less interesting than varied repetition. Each return should add something

© 2026 Museca 113



new.

12. Use a descending bass line for emotional depth. The descending
bass (whether diatonic or chromatic) is the single most common
harmonic foundation for beautiful melodies across all periods.
Pachelbel's Canon, Bach's Air, and many Romantic works use this
technique. The descending bass creates a sense of inevitability and

gravitational pull.

13. Delay the resolution. The longer you make the listener wait for
harmonic resolution, the more powerful that resolution becomes.
Wagner's Liebestod delays resolution for its entire length. Barber delays
the tonic arrival for most of the Adagio. Even a brief deceptive cadence
(V-vi instead of V-1) can multiply the emotional impact of the eventual

resolution.

14. Write for the instrument's most singing register. The most
memorable melodies exploit the lyrical sweet spot of their instrument:
the clarinet's chalumeau and throat registers in Mozart's Concerto, the
cello's tenor register in Elgar's Concerto, the soprano’'s middle voice in
Puccini's arias, the violin's G string in Bach's Air. The register should

suggest vocal quality.

15. Use the minor third and perfect fifth as your primary expressive leaps.
These intervals recur throughout the dataset as the "warm" intervals that
create emotional intensity without disrupting melodic flow. The minor
third suggests tenderness; the perfect fifth suggests nobility and

aspiration.

16. Include one transformative moment. The most memorable melodies

contain a single moment that breaks the established pattern — an
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unexpected note, a harmonic shift, a sudden silence. Plan this moment
carefully. It should occur after enough repetition or consistency that the
listener has settled into expectations, and it should feel both surprising

and inevitable.

17. Practice restraint before the climax. The emotional impact of a
climax is directly proportional to the restraint that precedes it. Before the
big moment, hold back — use a narrower range, softer dynamics, simpler
rhythm. The contrast will make the climax far more powerful than any

amount of continuous intensity.

18. Let the melody breathe. The most memorable melodies have a
natural, vocal quality — they sound as if someone is singing them and
needs to take breaths. Include small pauses, rests, or held notes at
phrase endings. A melody that never pauses feels mechanical; one that

breathes feels human.

19. Match the melodic contour to the emotional content. An ascending
melody conveys hope, aspiration, or building intensity. A descending
melody conveys resolution, sadness, or acceptance. A melody that
hovers conveys tension or meditation. Choose your contour to match the

emotional story you are telling.

20. Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication. The most universally
beloved melodies in this entire survey — Ode to Joy, Canon in D, Clair de
Lune, Satie's Gymnopédie, "O mio babbino caro” — are also among the
simplest. Complexity impresses; simplicity moves. When in doubt,
remove a note rather than adding one. The melody that can be hummed

after a single hearing is the melody that will endure.

These twenty principles are not rules but tendencies — patterns distilled
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from three centuries of the most successful melodic writing in the
Western tradition. Every one of them has been broken to brilliant effect
by one composer or another. But they represent the gravitational center
around which the most memorable melodies in history have orbited. A
composer who understands these principles has the vocabulary to write
melodies that move people. The rest is inspiration, craft, and the

courage to listen to what the melody itself wants to become.
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