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1 Introduction

Well, what does make a good tune?: one you can whistle or sing from memory, one that has stuck
in your mind, perhaps even been a ear-worm? On the other hand, why is some music totally
immemorial, so bland that it is forgotten as soon as it has been heard? I am interested in this because
I have been constructing a suite of computer programs to emulate processes in the composition of
Western classical music, as described in a companion article on www.mathstudio.co.uk entitled ‘Some
Simple Computer Programs to Simulate Construction of Tonal Music’. In this present article I have
collected a significant number of tunes and musical themes which to me are striking and memorable,
and have carried out some comparative analysis to identify what features they share which make
them enduring. The results are interesting in themselves, and guide my development of the computer
algorithms.

I wish to be clear in my use of the terms ‘melody’ and ‘tune’ because I understand that in
some English-speaking countries they are synonymous. By a melody I mean essentially a passage of
music which is singable. It will have intervals between notes which most people can sing in tune, and
much stepwise motion with few leaps greater than a third. By a tune I mean a short but complete
single voice-line of music which is melodic and also memorable. It will typically have 2 or 4 phrases.
So plainsong is melodic, though usually not memorable, and rarely a tune.

The material to choose examples from is vast. There is music out there to suit every taste
and mood. The examples I have collected necessarily reflect my own taste and musical background.
I have separated them into two broad categories:

� music with words : songs of all types: folk songs, popular songs, songs from musicals and
shows, favourite hymns,

� music without words: instrumental tonal music, mainly ‘classical’ works from 18th century
baroque to the 20th century.

The main reason for this division is that in a good song the words and tune are fused. It is therefore
difficult to say whether the tune is good in itself when we cannot hear the tune without mentally
adding the words. Think of ‘Rule Britannia’ or Paul McCartney’s ‘Yesterday’. Indeed, with some
popular songs recorded by great artists, their performance – the way they put the song across – is as
much part of the experience as the tune. I have therefore not included many songs from musicals and
shows where the charisma of the singer or its role in the story is crucial. Specifically the categories
I have decided upon are as follows:
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1. Music with words
traditional English folk songs,
favourite hymns,
popular songs.

2. Music without words
motifs and themes from large works,
principal tunes,
hymn-like or march-like tunes within busy longer movements,

These divisions are not hard and fast since some tunes could go into more than one category. The
numbering of the sections below follows this scheme.

There is advice on the internet on the characteristics of a good tune:

� a range limited to an octave and a fifth,

� mostly stepwise motion with occasional leaps,

� a clearly implied harmonic progression,

� a contour with one point of climax,

� repeated elements or sections.

To these I would add an element of surprise – a leap, twist or swerve away from what convention
would expect, which grabs the listener’s attention. But the object of this study is to go to the sources
and see at first hand the evidence for what works, then draw our own conclusions. There are 60
tunes presented below.

The reader may ask why I have not listed works by several masters, Haydn and Beethoven,
or Chopin, Schumann and others. Partly this is because I can only cite a few examples, and partly
because these composers for the most part did not write great tunes. They were concerned more with
flexible themes and motifs capable of counterpoint, extension, plastic modification, and combination
with other themes. Many tunes are self contained. Constant Lambert remarked that the limitation
of using a folk tune in concert music is that, once you have played it, all you can do with it is play
it again, a bit louder. Percy Grainger has amply demonstrated this point.

2 Folk and traditional songs

Probably the simplest of all tunes are the traditional nursery rhythms: Three blind mice, Hickory
dickory dock, Oranges and lemons, Baa-baa black sheep, and many others. Many have been used
as lullaby or skipping tunes on account of their swaying, dancing 6/8 metre. Though they are sung
in the home and playground without accompaniment, their implied harmony is typically tonic to
dominant with the occasional subdominant, I - V - I or I - IV - V - I. Most are short and in a major
key, and most are built using repetition of notes or short sequences of notes. Modern children’s
rhythm tunes are similar, such as ‘The wheels on the bus’. (Four verses of that and you have heard
enough!) Some of the longer nursery rhythms are almost folk songs; for instance ‘Boys and girls
come out to play’ is in 6/8 time and has a binary form A B, sung with repeats as AA BB.

These tunes are well known, and popular within their age group, but are they good tunes?
Clearly, Yes, within their orbit. We must accept that any tune which works well in its context must
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by definition be a Good Tune. Our study will look at more sophisticated tunes and art melodies,
and we will be seeing to what extent the characteristics of the simplest tunes remain essential to
acclaimed pieces of music. We start with a simple old folk dance tune, ‘The Grand Old Duke of
York’.

The Grand Old Duke of York. This has several characteristics which we shall meet below in
successful commercial and art tunes. It has one section which is repeated with only slightly different
rhythm to fit the different words. The overall contour is a single rising arch with its highest note,
sounded once, towards the closing cadence. The arch is made from a rising and falling scale, perhaps
the most powerful structure in Western music. When the tune does move to another note, it is by
step up or down the scale, through the intervals of a 2nd. The only leap is the anacrusis at the
first note. Anacrusis (the unstressed note or notes which lead us into the first full bar) is related
to the language of the song. In Finnish, for instance, all words start with the accent spoken on the
first syllable, so their songs generally have no anacrusis, something notable in Sibelius’s tunes such
as Finlandia. The implied harmony, as indicated by the Roman numerals, is tonic, dominant and
subdominant only, the primary colours of diatonic harmony. Many single notes are repeated in quick
succession. The musicologist Arthur Hutchings calls such rapidly repeated notes ‘kinetic repetition’
to emphasise that they impart energy and drive the music. They are common in songs, especially
patter songs, because it is easy to fit words onto a repeated note.

Early one morning. A contemporary account states that this song was popular with maids from
across England in the 18th century. A sorrowful woman sings of her lover who has left, in one version
to join the navy. There are four main phrases each of 4 bars. A and A� in the first line start in the
same way arpeggiating the G major triad, but A has a cadence in the dominant while A� closes in
the tonic. On the lower line the 2-bar B is repeated before C closes in an arch contour to high G,
sounded once, then a fall down the scale to G. The tune is unusual by having more movement by
leap than by step, with most of the steps in the closing scale of phrase C. The range is octave+2nd,
but most lies with the 5th, G to D.

Sweet nightingale is a translation from the ancient Cornish language of song of seduction; to
‘hear the sweet nightingale’ apparently didn’t quite mean that, which perhaps explains why it was
a favourite of tin miners. It can be traced back to the 1600s, and many of us older people learned
it at school, particularly enjoying to sing the ‘below-ow-ow-ow’ of the falling sequence at G, having
climbed the long scale at F, surely one of the longest scales in popular music. Sections A, B, D
are almost in sequence, and C starts with the same rhythm. The top stave below is essentially an
arpeggiation of the G major triad, from lower D to upper D. The highest note, E, is sounded once
only, at the top of the scale and immediately resolves at G. The range is one octave+2nd. It closes
at H with a pretty arched contour. The implied harmony is primary I, V and IV.

3



Blow the wind southerly. This is a poignant old folk song from Northumberland sung by a
young woman looking out to sea for sight of a ship which might bring her lover back to her. It was
recorded by Kathleen Ferrier, singing unaccompanied, in 1949 and became popular because of its
deeply touching simplicity. The author learned it as a child from his grandparents. I have marked
the phrase structure which shows where there is repetition. The modulation to the dominant at the
end of section B�, line 2, adds a glow of hope and prepares us for the rise up the scale to top B. After
that the song falls down the tonic scale, though with a leap up three bars from the end. Phrase A
has a rocking motif in its central bars, perhaps suggestive of the ‘deep rolling sea’ which the woman
sings of. In B and B� the rise up to top note A is a pedal-like feature.

Sailors’ Hornpipe also called ‘Jack’s the Lad’ is well known from Sir Henry Wood’s Sea Shanties,
played every year at the Proms. It is clearly an instrumental or whistling tune, not a song. There
are two main sections, A-B which both close with 3 identical bars – bars 6 to 8 (line 2) are identical
to the last three bars. It has a strong 2-beat dance rhythm, emphasised by the jumps to two
repeated quavers. We can imagine the sailors stamping or clapping to these two notes, an example
of Arthur Hutchings’ kinetic repetition. There are several sequences and several arpeggiated triads.
The surprise is the brief modulation to C major with B in the G major triad (last line). This step
up adds to the excitement. Range one octave+4th. In practice it would be played round and round
several times as sailors danced on the spot.

Dargason, also called Sedany, is a jig from the 16th century. Its 8 bar tune can be repeated almost
endlessly in a loop. In his St. Paul’s Suite for strings and again in his Second Suite for military band,
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Gustav Holst sets it in counterpoint with another old tune, Greensleeves. Its appeal is partly in the
simple dance rhythm with the kinetic repeated notes, partly in the simple harmonic foundation, and
partly in the octave leaps which add extra liveliness. Note that it starts on the 3rd of the scale, not
the tonic.

Lillibullero. This probably was originally an Irish jig tune, but was turned into a quick-step march
by Henry Purcell. Words were set to it in James II’s unsettled time. ‘Lilli’ may be a familiar name
for William of Orange, later King William III. The structure is A B, each repeated, and within each
section is considerable repetition. The harmonic background is I - V - I - IV - V - I, that is, the
primary colours of tonality. Its appeal lies in the dancing, marching brisk duple time, the easily
remembered sequence in bars 1 and 2, the lively skips of an interval of 3rd, 4th, 5th and octave,
balanced by the scale passages in sequence in the B section. The last 6 notes of section A are identical
to the last 6 of B.

Blow away the morning dew A tune as bright and breezy as the wind which blows away the
dew. The repeated notes at the same pitch – another example of kinetic repetition – are a strong
feature. The harmony is I - V7 - I - V - I ... , all primary colours . The leap upwards by a 7th at
the beginning of the second line is a surprise, followed by another through an octave. It then reaches
the top note, used only once. After that it falls through in a rather unusual path of downwards and
upwards leaps. The phrase structure is regular and short.

.

3 Favourite hymns

Hymns are simple sacred songs for the whole church congregation to sing. They developed in the early
Protestant movements at the Reformation. Before that the Roman Catholic Church did not sing
hymns, but rather clergy and choir chanted psalms, canticles and anthems. Probably the first hymns
were the Lutheran chorales, some of which were translated into English and took root in the Church
of England. A great outpouring of English hymns came in the 18th century as part of Methodism,
when writers such as Charles Wesley and Isaac Watts penned some theologically and devotionally
powerful words set to tunes which working folk could easily learn and enjoy. In the 19th century
many Victorian hymn writers were at work, providing simple but memorable words and tunes for the
growing urban populations. When Vaughan-Williams edited the English Hymnal (1906) and Songs
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of Praise (1931) hymn books, he adapted several old folk tunes, and some contemporary composers
– Holst, Ireland and Vaughan-Williams himself – wrote new tunes. In the latter half of 20th century
hymns lost some of their gravitas under the influence of popular songs of their day.

O sacred head so wounded This Lutheran chorale from the 17th century was in the Phrygian
mode, but was harmonised several times by J. S. Bach. It is sung in Holy Week since it expresses
the sufferings of Jesus and the disciple’s response. The structure is A A B C where A is repeated as
shown, and each contains 2 two 2-bar phrases. Within each phrase movement is by step, but there
is a leap at the start of each new phrase. This separation in pitch of each phrase reflects the paired
lines of the verse, giving the sense of statement and response.

.

Finlandia. This hymn tune was an original creation of Jean Sibelius, though it has every charac-
teristic of a worthy ancient traditional tune. In 1941 Finnish words were set to it and it became a
national anthem for Finland. In English speaking countries various words have been set, which in
the author’s view distract and detract from the original orchestral tone poem, though they do make
a stirring hymn. Structurally it has phrases A A� in the top line, both moving entirely by step. The
second line is repeated; the two times differ only in the last two notes as shown. The largest leap is
the drop down by 4th in the second line, bar 2, and the range of the whole is only a 6th, making it
one of the most pitch-restricted of tunes. It probably holds its interest because of the steps up onto a
long note on the second beat of the bar, in bars 4, 8, 10, 11, etc., which give a sense of incompleteness
and expectation that something must follow.

.

Guide me O thou great redeemer. This is the English translation of a stirring Welsh hymn, words
by William Williams, tune by John Hughes, written perhaps for the Wesleyan mining communities
in South Wales. Hughes called the tune Cwm Rhondda, the Welsh name for the Rhondda Valley. I
have marked the phrases to pick out the repetition. The groups of flowing quavers are a pleasure to
sing. Though the top note, E¬ is reached at the end of line 1, the sequence at D, D� means that we
are in no doubt that we have truly reached the summit at phrase E. This note is driven home by its
kinetic rhythm and long held note, harmonised as a dominant 7th. The top line, therefore, has the
contour of two arcs, A+B, A+C, with C reaching higher than B. The bottom line, D to F, is another
arc with plateau, falling to the tonic at the cadence. Most of the motion is stepwise.

.

6



In the bleak midwinter, a new tune by Gustav Holst setting words by Christina Rossetti. It was
voted best Christmas carol in a BBC Music magazine poll. Holst named the tune Cranham after
a village in Gloucestershire near to where he had lived as a boy. The score shows a structure of 8
phrases, only 4 of which are noticeably different. A is played three time; it has an arched contour. C
is almost an inversion of A. Only D is different in rhythm and pitch movement, and is a descending
scale, a strong musical structure. This illustrates that, if you want a winning formula, keep it simple
and have plenty of repetition.

.

He who would valiant be to the tune Monks Gate. Once every almost school pupil in Britain
knew this rousing, up-and-at-them song. The original words were by the Puritan nonconformist
John Bunyan and read ‘Who would true valour see, let him come hither’, but the school version was
abridged by Percy Dearmer, text editor of the new hymnals. The tune Monks Gate is a traditional
folk tune which Vaughan-Williams heard from a woman in the village of Monks Gate in West Sussex.
The syncopation by the tied note just before the repeat sign is a surprise. The jump up through an
octave across the repeat sign is powerful, as is the repeat of top E¬ four bars from the end, followed
by a drop back down the octave. The range is one octave+2nd.

.

All creatures of our God and King, to the tune Easter Alleluya. This is an old German chorale
Lasst Uns Erfreuen (Let us be Happy) from the early 17th century, adopted into English as a joyful
Easter song. The letters mark the phrases, showing the large number of repeats. Alternate phrases
could be sung antiphonally between two choirs, showing how well suited this tune is to congregational
worship. Phrase A rises, to be balanced by the fall of B. C is an extended version of B, while B� is
B transposed down a 5th. Overall the structure is a rising arch climaxing at C then again at B’s
return 4 bars from the end.

.

Jesus Christ is Risen Today to the tune Easter Hymn is contained in the early hymn collection
of John Walsh, published in 1708. Like All Creatures above, this is a bright, uplifting tune suitable
for Easter Day. The groups of quavers at B, B�, E and F are good to sing and these phrases act like
a refrain to the previous phrase, stated in even crotchets. The harmony is simple I - IV - V etc.

.
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Other tunes I could mention are to the hymns ‘Eternal Father, strong to save’, ‘All things
bright and beautiful’ (two good tunes), ‘Let us with a gladsome mind’ and ‘Hills of the north, rejoice’.
However, to close this section I must mention some hymn tunes which I find dull and tedious. The
carol ‘While shepherds watched’ to the tune Winchester Old, from a Psalter of 1592, for me has
too much stepwise movement and too many repeated notes of the same length. One verse might
be tolerable, but six! ‘Forth in thy name’ to the tune Angel Song was written by Orlando Gibbons
about the year 1600 and has rather more dignity than ‘While shepherds watched’, but is similarly
plodding in equal notes moving too much by step. So why do I like the plainsong ‘Veni Emmanuel
– O come O come Emmanuel’? Perhaps because the rhythm, being plainsong, is more irregular.

For me the most tedious tune of all is the British national anthem ‘God save the Queen/King’.
Several very able composers have tried to make effective orchestral versions of it, but it always sounds
a dirge. Perhaps that is why crowds would rather sing ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ or ‘Rule Britannia’.
So why does it fail? The contour of the first line printed below is a rising arch with a full close
cadence at the end of the line. This sounds like the end of the tune – a full stop. Apart from one
note in bar 2 all movement has been by step. It is as dreary as the first line of While Shepherds
Watched. The lower line is slightly more interesting. At least we have risen to it through a much
needed interval up to D. But then it falls through a 2-bar sequence before having a rising arch in
the final three bars. The first four notes of the sequence are all the same. This is not the kinetic
repetition of a pattern song, just monotonous reciting of the same slow note. Finlandia, also in 3 time
with much stepwise movement, works because it has some small leaps and some rhythmic interest,
but there is little rhythmic interest in God Save the Queen. It has dignity and respect because it is
our long standing national anthem, but few could claim it is a good tune.

.

4 Popular songs

The songs I have picked are quite old. This is partly because since the 1970s the melodic component
of commercially produced pop songs has reduced while beat, rap and sheer volume of sound have
increased.

Sullivan: ‘When I was lad’, HMS. Pinafore. This satirical patter song, with cutting words by
W. S. Gilbert, describes the rise to high office in the navy of a legal chap who knows nothing of
ships or the sea. His legal partnership was the only ‘ship’ he had ever seen! The bars in blue are
sung in echo by the chorus. The kinetic rhythm of the rapidly repeated notes is its most obvious
characteristic. With its descending scale over the first 4 bars it is almost the inverse of The Grand
Old Duke of York. The final two notes (B¬) and their counterparts at the end of earlier phrases are
like the pair of stamping/clapping notes of The Sailor’s Hornpipe, and probably were a conscious
reference by Sullivan. Towards the end of line 2, echoed in the middle of line 3, the B¬ triad is
arpeggiated. Throughout the harmony is basic.
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Richard Rogers: ‘Oh What a beautiful mornin”, Oklahoma! This is the opening song of the 1943
musical with words by Oscar Hammerstein II. It became one of America’s most popular post-war
songs because of its homespun optimism. The film version, which opened in 1955, has the song sung
by a cowboy riding his horse across verdant grassland and fields of maize. Can we hear the tune
separately from the words and this pastoral image? – probably not. The structure is a song with
refrain, a common feature of many traditional working songs. Here the verse runs to the double bar,
and the refrain follows. Personally I find the verse dull. Its structure is A A� B C as marked where
the contour of A is an inverted arch made almost entirely of steps, and B meanders around the notes
A and B. C is kinetic repetition on note C, the dominant of the scale. So the tameness of the verse
closing with multiple repetition of C makes the listener yearn for something more fulsome, and it
certainly comes in the repeated swooping arpeggios of phrases D, D�, D�� and E. The high E¬ is a
surprise, part of the chord F7, resolving to a B¬ triad. The highest note, F, is harmonised by Rogers
with a diminished 7th, resolving to the tonic F. The tune has little rhythmic variation – no dotted
notes or suspensions. I think its success must lie in the glow we feel when we hear the refrain.

.

Perry Como: ‘Catch a falling star’. This was Perry Como’s famous hit of 1957 and 1958. It
was written by Paul Vance and Lee Pockriss, professional song writers and record producers. The
popularity of Como’s version owes much to his nonchalant singing style, the highly produced backing
and his good looks. The structure is A A B B�. The first phrase, A, has the simple up and down
scale of The Grand Old Duke of York and is similarly trivial. Sections B and B� start the same, with
the chromatic auxiliary note G® to add interest, through most interest comes from the syncopation.
Pitch movement is mostly by step. The range is one octave. The most interesting part of the tune
is held until to the tail of B� which has an attractive arch contour.
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Harold Arlen ‘Somewhere over the rainbow’ from the 1939 MGM film The Wizard of Oz, made so
famous by the young Judy Garland. The soaring octave immediately lifts us up to the rainbow. The
rising wide interval is mirrored in bar 5. The second section has repeated rocking quaver pairs, and
the surprise is the modulation to the dominant with the A, followed by the high F. It is difficult to
hear this tune without singing about the rainbow, dreams and bluebirds, so well are tune and lyrics
matched, and so familiar are both. The story goes that Louis B. Mayer, head of MGM Studios, said
the song had to be cut from the movie because no one would want to hear a girl sing a slow ballad
in a farmyard.

.

Jerome Kern ‘The way you look tonight’, with words by Dorothy Fields, from the 1936 film Swing
Time. Fred Astaire sits at the piano and sings while Ginger Rogers is washing her hair, and he still
thinks she’s lovely. Several cover versions have been made, notably in 1964 by Frank Sinatra, but for
me Astaire captures the romance perfectly. The rhythm is simple, steady notes as becomes a love
song, with several long held ones. The leaps in this piece are of great effect; the opening falling 5th
and, towards the end, the falling octave. Apart from these, the motion is stepwise. Note the power
of the rising scale in bar 8. Bars 2+3, 4+5 are in rising sequence. The overall shape is a rising stair
then a drop, closed with a short upward arc on much the same notes as the Perry Como song above.
Indeed, the old song Sweet Nightingale, §2, has a very similar closing arc.

.

Burt Bacharach: ‘Raindrops keep falling’. This song, with words by Hal David, was written for
the 1969 film ‘Burch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid’ and won an Oscar for Best Original Song. The
tune has some unusual features. It starts and ends on the 3rd degree of the scale, which gives it a
feeling of incompleteness, as if it could go straight into another verse. The highest note is repeated
a bar later. There are five 2-bar phrases over 10 bars, and the rests between bars 8 and 9 are a
surprise; we then hear the last phrase as a reply or closing quip. The rhythm is the same in bars
1, 3 and 7, and almost the same in bars 5 and 8. Bar 8 is a repeat of bar 7, but with the surprise
of the missing last note. The first four bars arpeggiate the F major triad. A further surprise is the
jump upwards through an octave from the expected E at the beginning of bar 5 to the top E, a jump
made explicit into bar 6. Its range is one octave. A clever, witty, original and memorable tune.

.

Leonard Bernstein : ‘America’, West Side Story. This popular catchy tune with its witty, cutting
words by Stephen Sondheim owes much of its appeal to the mixed 3/4, 6/8 rhythm and the swerve
in tonality from C to E¬, a device used to equally striking effect by Prokofiev in Peter’s theme
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from Peter and the Wolf (§6). Again we have kinetic repetition in sets of 3 quavers which, with an
arpeggiated triad, forms a 2-bar phrase. This is twice repeated in rising sequence. The final two
bars leap through an octave to the high top note, then fall abruptly at the closing cadence. Another
example of a winning formula cleverly applied.

.

ABBA. ‘Dancing Queen’. This song became a worldwide hit in 1976 and featured in the 1994 film
‘Muriel’s Wedding’. I have printed the verse and chorus (A) below, with some of the orchestral
backing (B). Two things are immediately obvious: the syncopation using tied notes, and the kinetic
repetition. Both derive from fitting the words to the tune. If these were to be replaced by even
crotchets, we would see an underlying structure of notes moving mostly by step, with the few leaps
being at the beginning of a phrase. In the recorded version this rather thin tune is filled out by
the harmony, the singers, the orchestral counterpoint, and the rhythmic drumming. The orchestra
including piano is very important, playing a counter melody as at B as important as that of the
singers. This is a remarkable example of how tune, words, singing style, rhythm backing, counter
melody, orchestration and attractive performers all combine to produce something which is far more
than the sum of its parts.

.

The Spice Girls: ‘Wannabe’. As a good tune, I don’t think this 1996 dance-pop hit stands
comparison with most other tunes in this article, but it was certainly commercially successful. The
first two bars arpeggiate the tonic triad and contain much kinetic repetition, as indeed does the
whole song. The pace continues with rapidly spoken rap on ‘really really wanna’.

.

5 Motifs and themes

These are short, pithy musical ideas, incomplete in themselves, but suitable in the hands of a great
composer of growth, change and the spawning of new ideas.

Beethoven: openings of Symphonies 3 and 5. These two famous motifs open their respective
symphonies and generate much of the extensive and brilliantly worked through development. They
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are just the seeds of the music, each simple and memorable. The Eroica, No 3, arpeggiates the
triad of E¬. The end is left open so I have shown alternative notes, E¬ and B¬, because Beethoven
uses both. In Symphony 5 the triads i and V are stated as falling 3rds in quick succession, with
kinetic repetition of the first notes. The rhythm here is certainly as important as the i - V harmonic
progression.

Rimski-Korsakov : The Sea and Sindbad’s Ship, Scheherazade. This imposing theme, with its
falling intervals, is a signature for the whole movement. Harmonically it moves from chords of e
minor to F® major. The trill emphasises the held note and adds expectation. The semiquaver G
adds attack; think how limp it would be if this were a crotchet or even a quaver.

Rimski-Korsakov: Overture, The Tsar’s Bride. A dramatic figure arpeggiating the triad of d
minor. Its vigour comes from the rising scale punctured by the rapid quaver drops through a 4th
then a 3rd, then an upward stretch by 4th. Range octave+4th. Harmonically i - V.

Sibelius: Symphony No. 2, last movement. The upper staff notates a 2�6 note ostinato theme
made from the notes of the D major scale, with implied harmony I - V. It recurs throughout this
last movement, rather like a passacaglia. Sibelius, in characteristic fashion, appends to it to form
the theme below.

Sibelius: Symphony No. 5, last movement. Another ostinato motif from Sibelius. It repeats many
times like a passacaglia throughout this movement. Its structure is simple yet its effect is compelling;
does it remind us of the opening of Beethoven’s Eroica symphony? The repeated B¬ upper note is a
pedal, the 5th of the E¬ key. The lower notes are three steps in a scale, implying chords of I-V-vi7-V.
Repetition within repetition onto which Sibelius layers other themes to create one of the greatest
symphonic movements.
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Schubert : Second movement of Piano Trio in E¬ D969. This haunting theme is in c minor, one of
the few I quote with minor tonality. The tune is first played on the ’cello an octave lower than written
here. I have included some of the piano accompaniment, printed in blue, because its steady tapping
rhythm is the perfect balance to the ’cello’s melody. I have omitted two bars from three-quarters
way into the melody as they contain octave jumps used later in the development of the movement.
The extract was used by Stanley Kubrick in his film ‘Barry Lyndon’. The first 4 bars of the ’cello
have an upwards arc from G to C, while the answering 4 bars falls down before swooping up and
returning to C, but the last two bars of these two phrases are identical. Both phrases are essentially
a broken chord of c minor, with cadence G to c.

Bach: Accompaniment to ‘Jesu, Joy of man’s desiring’. This is the backing to an ancient Lutheran
chorale, but is even more well known than the hymn itself. People like its steady flow of gently
lapping notes. It is remarkably different from all the other tunes and themes cited here in having
no rhythmic variation; the variation comes in contrast with the slow chorale. The low E in the
penultimate bar is a surprise, being an octave lower than the scale which follows. The harmonic
background is not simply I and V ; the triads on each beat are I - I - IVb - Ib - vi -vi - ii - Ib - IV -
V - V - V in the upper staff. The contour of each two bars is roughly an arch.

Bach: Accompaniment to ‘Sleepers, awake / Wachet auf’. This is the catchy backing to another
ancient Lutheran chorale, converted to a chorale prelude for organ BWV 645. What a contrast with
Jesu Joy. Here we have an almost improvisatory accompaniment with much rhythmic variety. The
first phrase A is repeated exactly; notice the jumps down and back, as if to a second voice line.
The next two bars B are flowing semiquavers moving almost entirely stepwise. This flowing figure is
repeated twice in the remainder of the piece, at D and E. Between B and D is C, an almost jazz-like
couple of bars with syncopation and wide leaps mirroring the leaps in A. The ta-te-taa rhythm at
the start of A occurs 10 times. Phrases A and E have arch contours. The range is one octave+6th.
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6 Principal tunes

Mozart: Eine Kleine Nachtmusik, K252, Rondo finale. This jaunty rondo theme springs off the
violins, playing an octave higher than written here. In the 1960s the whole serenade was performed
by the a cappella wordless vocal group The Swingle Singers to popular acclaim. The tropes of a
catchy tune are all here: simple repeated structure A A� where A and A� have the same opening two
bars but different closing 2 bars, since A has a cadence on the dominant and A� on the tonic: mostly
primary I - V harmony: arch-like phrases: arpeggiated triads: kinetic repetition; most stepwise
movement: a few well-placed leaps down which mirror each other.

Mozart: Clarinet concerto in A, K622, the rondo final movement. This cheery tune opens the
last movement of one of Mozart’s last concertos, written in 1791. While singable, it is clearly more
suitable to an instrument, and Mozart has matched it perfectly to the clarinet. The structure is
four simple 2-bar phrases, A B A� C. Even B and C start with the same three notes. Most of the
movement is by step, even to the extent of a chromatic passing note in bar 4. The range is an
octave+2nd. The harmony in the first line is I - V - I - IV - V, that is, clear primary triads. In the
second line it is I - V7 -vi - ii -V7 - I, an effective conventional sequence which avoids closing the
harmony on the tonic until the final note.

Verdi : ‘La donna è mobile’, Rigoletto. This famous aria from opera gains its appeal from the bright
primary implied harmony and the rhythmic elements of i) kinetic repetition, ii) dotted semiquavers
and iii) accents on the second beat of the bar. There are eight 2-bar phrases. In the top line the
rhythm is the same in every phrase. The first two phrases are in strict sequence and the second
two also, but the phrases in each sequence differ only by a scale replacing repeated notes. In the
lower line are three phrases rising by step in strict sequence to the top note which the singer holds
as long as his breath will let him. It then falls with a light triplet embellishment to its cadence. A
masterpiece of simplicity.
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Tchaikovsky: Valse, Serenade for Strings. This charming tune is full or lightness and grace. The
rising major scale is positive. The triple time and grace notes make it feel like a happy dance. The
quaver-quaver rest figure lets more lightness and air into the texture, while the sudden leaps landing
on the second beat in bars 4, 12, 15, 16 add surprise and syncopation. The C®s imply a sunny
modulation to D major, and there is a single climax note, G, immediately before the end. One of
Tchaikovsky’s loveliest creations.

Rogers: Carousel Waltz from the musical Carousel. A once very popular tune, but what key is it
in? The key signature is D but the first note and the G® suggest A. In fact Richard Rogers’ harmony
involves many appoggiaturas (accented non-harmony notes). I indicate the triads below each bar.
To be clear A64 means the 6 4 chord with note A in the bass, equivalent to the 2nd inversion of the
D triad. The g minor is a surprise. I suspect that the listener, knowing this waltz from the show
or the film, may sense these moderate discords. So while the tune appears as two halves repeated
almost exactly, the harmony has changed. This is evidence that a tune cannot be wholly isolated
from is context. The vocal line is a mix or stepwise movement closing with two upward sweeps of
arpeggios on D and A triads, as if the carousel had spun the listener up in the air.

Anderson: Sleigh Ride. A well known jaunty tune. Range 1 octave. Leroy harmonises with 7th
chords, but the essential harmony is B¬ C F B¬ C F B¬. . . Note the kinetic repetition at the start,
and the sequence in bars 2 and 3. The last bar of each phrase is essentially the same apart from
their last notes, F (dominant) and B¬ (tonic).

Grieg: Piano Concerto, last movement. This pastoral tune breaks into the energetic last movement
as a breath of clean fresh air. The rising 4th at the beginning, C to F, is like opening a window.
The twist comes in sounding the E¬s, so imparting a nostalgic minor mood. There is much stepwise
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movement in the middle phrases, before the final phrase stretches up though a major 7th, B¬ to A.
The c® is another surprise, and indeed the whole tune has non-trivial harmony. Grieg harmonised
it so that several notes in the tune are accented non-harmony notes, and he uses diminished chords
too. The range is one octave and it ends on its starting note.

Grieg: Morning, Peer Gynt. I quote the first phrase of this whistleable tune in the bright key of E
major. The first bar is a rocking broken triad of E filled with F® as passing notes, and bar two is the
same with minor stepwise elaboration. Bar 3 is the broken triads in E and c®, closing on E in bar
4. The chords are simply I - I - I - vi -I. The last five notes fall from the highest to the cadence. It
could hardly be simpler, and that is why it sounds so innocent and fresh.

Grieg: Hall of the Mountain King, Peer Gynt. This whole movement is essentially many repetitions
of this 4-bar tune. Bars, 1, 3 and 4 are essentially the scale and broken chord of b minor or D major,
while bar 2 has the surprise of a chromatic scale, itself made by repeating in sequence the last three
notes of bar 1. The ta-te-taa rhythm is used by Rimski-Korsakov in the theme which opens the
Tsar’s Bride overture, see §5, also in a minor key.

Smetana: The Vltava, Má Vlast. This is the big tune from a nationalistic Czech tone poem. Surely
this is one of the most noble presentations on a minor scale. The top line shows a graceful, shallowly
arched contour holding to its highest notes. The lower line has rising scales. Smetana leaves the end
of this line open so it can be extended symphonically. At the end of the poem this tune appears in
the major key, depicting the River Vltava flowing majestically through Prague.

Dohnányi : Rhapsodie No. 3 for piano solo. The upwards scale engenders expectation, a rush of
rhapsodic enthusiasm. The quaver intervals of 4th near the end add interest. Range octave+4th. It
has an arched shape, though the top note G is repeated. The repeated tied notes E, upper E and
closing A reinforce each other and give accent to the second beat of these bars.
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Rachmaninov: Piano Concerto No. 2, last movement. This big romantic tune from the 3rd move-
ment is stated first by the orchestra then by the piano, which extends the final few bars by about
another a dozen. The key is B¬ but the tune gets its melancholy feel from the sequences of falling
scales and from the flattened A¬ and G¬. The structure is A-B where A has two falling patterns and
B is an arch, rising as if towards a light of hope, only to fall again. Each short phrase ends in a long
note which together give a brooding feel. The range is octave+4th.

Schubert: The Trout. Originally a song about someone watching an angler catch a fish, it became
the theme for the famous variations in his Trout quintet for piano and strings. The tune is highly
singable, and gay in the old sense of the word. Its two sections A, B are of unequal length; A has
8 bars, but is repeated, B an extra 4, the last four being an echo of the previous four. A itself has
structure abac where the two-bar a is an arched arpeggio of the D major triad. The falling 4th, D to
A, in the last two notes of a is mirrored in c and occurs 3 times in section B. Overall the tune does
not have an arched contour. Instead it consists of a sequence of upwardly arched phrases, like the
arches of a viaduct. The harmony is I - V - I - V in section A and V - I - V - I - IV - I - V - I - IV -
V - I in B. Nothing could be simpler and clearer.

Clarke: Trumpet Voluntary. This brilliant baroque march, also called the Prince of Denmark’s
March, by Jeremiah Clarke used to be attributed to Henry Purcell. (Prince George was the husband
of Queen Anne.) The printing below shows its symmetry; four very similar 4-bar phrases each with
an arched contour. The kinetic repetition on the dominant note A in bar 4 is idiomatic of the
trumpet. There is arpeggiation of the D major triad in bars 3 and 4 of the second line. Harmonically
it uses I and V, with V-of -V = E major appearing fleetingly at the start of the second section. This
modulation further increases the brilliance. The movement is mostly stepwise and stately.
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Prokofiev: Symphony No. 5, opening. This symphony was completed in Russia towards the end
of the second world war. This opening theme, with its upward sweep spanning an octave+4th may
signify hope in troubled times. After the arpeggio in bar 1, bars 2 and 3 are entirely stepwise. The
closing phrase again has a leap to B¬, returning to the highest note previously stated. Does this echo
weaken the tune?

Prokofiev: Peter and the Wolf, Peter’s theme. What an excellent children’s march, depicting the
ever confident and resourceful young Peter striding out in 1936 Stalinist Russia. The first two bars
are just a broken chord of C major. The big surprise is the swerve into E¬, and the clever return
when G¬ become F® to bring us to G major, the dominant. This tune has more leaps than most;
there is little stepwise motion. The two halves of the tune are almost a straight transposition from
C to E¬, and there is internal repetition in the penultimate bars of each section of this witty tune.

Wagner: Pilgrims’ Chorus, Overture to Tannhäuser. This is the powerful opening theme to this
overture, the low register and tread of crotchets contributing to its solemnity. The first three bars
arpeggiate the tonic triad, similar to Beethoven’s Eroica symphony. In the second line the first two
bars are immediately repeated. The contour is quite flat; it moves around C®, and its range is only
one octave. The highest note and lower note, both F®s, are each sounded only once.

Tallis: ‘Why fumeth in fight’ was used by Vaughan-Williams in his 1919 Tallis Fantasia. The words
are a rough translation of Psalm 2 which asks why the nations rage in turmoil and the people fret
about worthless things. RVW takes the fire out of it and presents it is as pastoral and bucolic. I have
given both the descant and tenor lines because they are equally tuneful. The attraction lies in the
powerful tread of long repeated note and the subtly shifting harmony – for instance, the flattening
G® to G in the middle of line 2. The highest note C is sounded twice, though with sufficient time
between that the climax at each is not weakened. What motion there is between repeated notes is
stepwise, which makes the leaps in the last line, E to A, G to C in sequence grab our attention.
Though very different from most other tunes in this article, this 450 year old vocal piece can stick
in the mind’s ear.
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Berlioz: ‘The Shepherds’ Farewell’, L’Enfance du Christ. This exquisite tune sets a song as the
shepherds leave the baby Jesus, just born in a stable. The pastoral tune perfectly catches both the
simplicity of these country people and the wonder they feel. The wonder comes at the rise to the
high pause note and continues into the change of key from E to G, the same swerve used by Prokofiev
in Peter’s theme and by Bernstein in ‘America’. As we approach the pause the bass moves down
the scale F®, E, D®, C®, B®, B (not shown). This powerful descending bass increases the tension,
and is similar to the long bass scale used by Holst in ‘I vow to thee, my country’. At the pause
the diminished 7th on B® resolves to G7b. The melody then falls in arpeggiated triads to a low B,
an octave+6th below the highest note. Elsewhere the phrase contours are gentle arcs. The other
surprise in the tune is the chromatic scale in bars 3 and 4.

Kodály: Intermezzo, ‘Háry János’ Suite. This vigorous tune in the minor mode gets much of its
energy from the rhythmic snap semiquaver-dotted quaver figure, and from its striding movement up
and down the scale. It is in two sections, here lines 1+2, lines 3+4. Line 2 transposes line 1 up
an octave and thereby increases the tension and sense of growth. Line 1 is one long phrase, one
of the longest quoted in this article: it rises through an octave, falls and rises again. Line 2, with
its anacrusis, rises though an octave+6th to F and closes with the broken chord of a minor. The
second section begins with an upward octave leap then stepwise descent down the scale. Its next
two phrases are almost in sequence and share the pairs of repeated notes. The final four bars the
a strongly arched contour up and down the scale, and the tune ends with the broken chord which
ended section 1, though in the tonic key of d minor. We hear in this tune the power of stepwise
movement when in a significant length of scale. There are few leaps, but they are placed for strong
effect: the octave at the beginning of section 2, and the cadential broken chords which end each
section.
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7 Chorale & march interludes

There is no sharp distinction between the examples in this section and those under the Principal
Tunes title above. I have introduced this category merely to draw attention to those single pieces or
movements of longer works which have within them a section with the dignified qualities of a hymn,
chorale or slow march. In some this can be repeated cyclically, so growing and building tension,
while in other works they are a moment of repose and contemplation amid the bustle of life.

Elgar: Symphony No. 1, last movement. This movement is vigorous and energetic, but at position
130 in the score Elgar transforms this theme, stated earlier and much more quickly, into a glowing
anthem moving serenely in steady minims and tied semibreves. (The original key is G¬.) The motion
is almost entirely by steps, but the few leaps are placed for uplifting effect. The theme does not
really conclude but continues in this vein for as long again before being overtaken by the urgent
vigour of the surrounding music. The first long phrase, up to the first double bar, has the contour
of an inverted arch. The second phrase is similar, being almost a sequence one 3rd higher than the
first. The highest note, lept up to through a 6th, is used only once.

Coates: The Dam Busters March, the theme tune of the 1955 British war film ‘The Dam Busters’.
Coates was a prolific and successful composer of light music who could turn out a jolly good tune.
This is the central section of a jaunty quick march which he originally wrote as an exercise to emulate
Elgar’s Pomp and Circumstance marches. It just happened to be what the film studio needed. The
spirit is close to the sound and spirit of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, another great tune which I could
have quoted. Again we have a simple structure of four 4-bar phrases. There are as many leaps as
steps in the melodic movement, the leaps adding to the vigour while the steps keep it whistleable.
The first phrase arpeggiates the F triad, the second F then g minor, the third d minor 7th, the last
C, the dominant, after which it can all repeat as we march along.
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Holst: Jupiter, The Planets Suite. This rousing, full bodied tune was later adapted by Holst to take
the words ‘I vow to thee, my country’, a patriotic song from the First World War. As an anthem it
is called Thaxted. I give it here is the original orchestral version where it is a reflective interlude in
an otherwise scurrying piece depicting jollity. Notice how it rises in stages through two octaves to its
highest note, thrice repeated, just before the closing cadence. The opening phrase A is an arch on
the triad of E¬. The next phrase, A�, starts as A but closes on a higher note. The shorter B section
sound twice; the first falls through an octave which makes the closing rise of B� sound even more
uplifting. C lifts further but falls by an octave to allow D to rise further still. The final arch, A��, is
the highest. The tune has several features similar to Schubert’s Trout. Harmonically it is less bright
than The Trout, through the IV chord (A¬) on the first full bar of A, and vi (c minor) at C. Holst
makes the bass of sections C into D a single scale (not shown) which descends in steady crotchets
through one octave+4th, and so adds gravitas and solemnity.

Sibelius: Symphony No. 2, last movement. This must be one of the most persistent ear-worms in
classical music. Sibelius plays it in three places in this movement, all in the minor key, but the listener
knows that it must blossom into the major. By playing this round and round the composer builds
tension and keeps us in suspense, until D major does eventually bring release and the movement
closes with the scale motif quoted in §5 above. Note the repetition of rhythm and simple harmonic
background. The three lines of music are very similar, just sufficiently different to keep us hooked.
The repeated, insistent notes A at the end of lines 1 and 2 are part chant, part trumpet call.

Brahms: Symphony No. 1, last movement. At its first entrance this is played by the strings. Its
low pitch adds to its solemn colour. The range is 9th. The structure is AB AB B B B C. The tied
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notes B B B create an expectation which is fulfilled in the leap of 6th at the start of phrase C. Even
C has the same rhythmic elements as B. Each sub-phrase moves by step, with the next sub-phrase
answering an interval distant.

Mendelssohn : Scottish Symphony, No. 3, last movement. This grand tune enters majestically
towards the close of this symphony. The earlier majority of the movement is vigorous and busy and
in the key of a minor, so this closing tune in A major is in glowing contrast. The structure of 2-bar
phrases is labelled. Note the repetition of C which lengthens the tune to 12 bars. The highest note
is reached through a large leap and used only once at the end. The harmonic structure is also clear
and in primary triads. The 6/8 time is unusual for a majestic tune.

8 Some Conclusions

We have surveyed 60 tunes and themes across a wide area of Western music. All the tunes cited
work within their context, so we may conclude that a tune is best heard within its context. This is
particularly true of a song with well known words or backing. If taken too far from its natural place,
it is likely to lose its impact, charm and significance.

The basic building materials are the scale of the tonic key and the primary triads I, V and
IV. Many good tunes are usually in an even number of 2- or 4-bar phrases, a structure which is
easily understood and feels rhythmically satisfying. Repetition is very important – perhaps the most
important device to make a tune memorable. Repetition is effective on all scales, from repetition of
whole sections (notated with repeat signs) and echoes, to repetition of individual phrases at different
positions along the tune, to repetition of 2- and 3-note motifs within a phrase, to kinetic repetition
on a single note.

Generally a phrase should not meander around a centrally pitched note, but rather have a
fairly obvious contour such as an arc or a rising or falling scale. Long scales, up or down, can be
effective as they have a strong sense of direction with attendant emotional pull. Leaps add energy to
the piece, so a solemn tune will have few leaps, and these will be carefully positioned to impart some
mood of hope or uplift. The most effective and powerful leap is probably one through an octave.
Otherwise most motion should be by step or jump of only a 3rd. Where a lively tune is wanted,
kinetic repetition on one note is useful, as is arpeggiation of a primary triad. Surprise can be useful:
a dotted or double dotted rhythm, a syncopation, a local modulation to the dominant, or a large
swerve in key up by a minor 3rd as in Peter’s theme by Prokofiev.
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It seems that with in most tunes the composer/songwriter has been eager to establish the
tonality from the first two or three notes. Of the 58 diatonic tunes examined above, 19 (33%) have
an anacrusis, and in most cases this is scale degrees 5 � 1, dominant to tonic. (I leave aside the two
tunes in the Phrygian mode.) In 29 (50%) of the tunes, the note on the first beat of the bar is 1, the
tonic: in 18 (31%) it is the 5th, and in 11 (19%) the 3rd. That accounts for all first notes after any
anacrusis. In other words, the first accented note of every tune is a note of the tonic triad I, with
scale degree 1, 3 or 5.

From that first accented note the tune will move to a second accented note, and in counting
these I have omitted any repeated notes or short passing notes. The frequency of intervals by which
the tune progresses from first to second note is illustrated Figure 1 for 45 (78%) of the 58 cases.
The upwards step 1 � 3 is the most common opening, followed by 5 � 1. Next is 1 � 5, but this is
only half as common as 1 � 3. 3 � 5 is not common, perhaps because the minor 3rd interval can
suggest the vi triad and hence a different key. The less frequent intervals 1 � 2, 1 � 7, 5 � 6 are
either auxiliary notes or steps of an ascending or descending scale. The remaining tunes have more
individual opening notes. For instance, the Mendelssohn example which end §7 is in A major, but
starts E F® A. This first bar might be considered a drawn out and accented anacrusis. The Carousel
Waltz is in D major, but starts E D E. Indeed Rogers harmonises this bar with the D major triad,
so treating E as an accented non-harmony note. It then moves to F®, so establishing the key.

The test of this analysis and understanding will be whether I can turn it into synthesis of
one or more new tunes. So, putting myself on the line, I have attempted tunes in a few different
styles: a folksy ballade, a brisk marching tune, a swaying dance and an anthem or hymn tune. In
each case I started by drawing a horizontal line on a blank sheet of paper and dividing it into 4,
8, 12, etc. sections to contain the phrases. I then drew into each section a of contour line to guide
the shape for that phrase. Working in C major, say, I allocated triads to these phrases in Roman
notation, then wrote some note letter names along the contours consistent with the triads. I jotted

Figure 1: The frequency of occurrence of the first two accented notes of a tune, starting after any
anacrusis.
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down some possible rhythms for each bar. I then transcribed these to music manuscript, adding a
time signature and some note durations. Not having a good musical ear, I took each tune to the
piano and played it a few times, allowing variations to falls under my fingers. I added some harmony
to the short hymn tune.

So here they are. The folksy tune is perhaps similar to some traditional songs. There are
only 12 bars to the tune itself, but the last four are repeated, with slight variation, to make a refrain
as was typical of ballads and working songs in times past. The verse would be sung by the principal
singer and all around would join in the refrain.

This second piece is a trumpet tune of 18th century flavour. I designed two distinct sections,
A and B as indicated by the double bar at the tend of the top line, and moved the tonality up a 5th
there. The range is octave+6th, on the upper limit of what works. I have used kinetic repetition,
built one 2-bar sequence into it (end of line 2) and again repeated the last four bars. There is a
slight variation at this repeat since personally I am not keen on having exact repetition. These last
four bars could be given to a group of string instruments to play as an echo; Corelli used the device
extensively.

My third attempt is at a jig/gigue type of dance. I have not marked a tempo because I find
on playing it through that it works (in so far as it works at all) both at a fast pace, crotchet = 144, or
at a slow pace near 88. Played quickly, it has something of the character of the gigues which ended
early 18th century flute and violin sonatas and concertos. Played slowly, it sounds in 3/8 time and
could be a graceful allegretto dance, again from the 18th century.

Finally here is a short hymn tune or anthem, such as might be used for at a commemorative
occasion. I have attempted some harmony, and envisage it being accompanied by brass or military
band.
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I cannot be content with any of these tunes, for they are pale in comparison with good
traditional tunes and with the creations of the masters. I played them to a friend who promptly
fell about laughing! Nevertheless, they do demonstrate a systematic method of working based on
evidence, and illustrate the features to include depending on the style.

The pleasure in compiling this article has been in surveying the quality and wonderful variety
of tunes across the Western musical spectrum.

John Coffey, April 2020
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