
Musical Forms 
Musical Form is the structure of a musical composition. The term is regularly used 
in two senses: to denote a standard type, or genre, and to denote the procedures 
in a specific work. In our case we have a look at different composition styles and 
their specific significance. 

Sonata 
A composition consisting of several movements for a soloist or an ensemble. The 
original usage for the term "sonata" implied a composition that was to be 
performed by instruments rather than sung.  (see Cantata). Later, the term 
"sonata" came to be understood as a four movement composition: slow, fast, 
slow, fast, as was used in the church sonata (sonata da cheese), or Allemande, 
Courante, Sarabande, and Gigue, as was used in the chamber sonata (sonata da 
camera). As the sonata developed, it became longer and adopted the sonata-
allegro form for the first movement, which was generally fast. The following 
movement was generally somewhat slower, and the number of movements 
varied, but was generally about three. Also see help sheet:  Sonata 

Cantata 
A medium-length narrative piece of music for voices with instrumental 
accompaniment, typically with solos, chorus, and orchestra. Bach wrote more 
than 200 church related cantatas.   

Sonatina 

A sonatina is literally a small sonata. As a musical term, sonatina has no single 
strict definition; it is rather a title applied by the composer to a piece that is in 
basic sonata form, but is shorter and lighter in character, or technically more 
elementary, than a typical sonata. 



Rondo 
Term referring to a form of composition in which the first section recurs after the 
second section is performed in an A-B-A style. Also, a rondo could have more 
sections arranged: A-B-A-B-A, or A-B-A-C-A, etc. This form is found especially in 
compositions of the Baroque and Classical eras. 
 

Fantasia 
An instrumental composition in which a composer uses his imagination in regards 
to form and organization of the composition. A fantasia follows no particular 
pattern or form, and is generally of fairly large dimensions. In the Baroque era it 
often served as an introductory composition to a fugue. 

Rhapsody 
A rhapsody is a free composition. The term was first used for piano compositions 
in 1810. It may be defined as a free fantasia of national, epic, or heroic character. 

Canon 
A canon is a piece of voices (or instrumental parts) that sing or play the 
same music starting at different times. A round is a type of canon, but in a round 
each voice, when it finishes, can start at the beginning again so that the piece can 
go “round and round”. The word “Canon” has a different origin (from 
Greek kanōn ‘rule’) compared with the word “Cannon”, which is a large scale gun. 

Prelude 
An introductory piece of music, most commonly, an orchestral opening to an act 
of an opera. It also is the first movement of a suite or a piece preceding a fugue. 

Fugue 
A form of composition popular in, but not restricted to, the Baroque era, in which 
a theme or subject is introduced by one voice, and is imitated by other voices in 
succession. Usually only the first few notes of the subject are imitated exactly, 



then each voice deviates slightly until the next time it enters again with the 
subject. Generally the voices overlap and weave in and out of each other forming 
a continuous, tapestry-like texture. (For more details see help sheet FUGUE in the 
advanced theory section). 

Suite 
A set of dances, generally referred to as simply a "suite". The “suite de danses” 
originated in the early part of the 17th century, and was firmly established by the 
Baroque era. The Baroque suite contains an optional prelude, followed by the 
Allemande, the Courante, the Sarabande, the Intermezzi, and the Gigue. The 
intermezzi consisted of two to four dances, containing a Minuet, a Gavotte, or 
other styles of dances, depending upon the pleasure of the composer. 

Scherzo 
A vigorous, light or playful composition, typically comprising a movement in a 
symphony or sonata. 

Badinerie 
A name given to a composition in the 18th century to a type of quick, light 
movement in a suite. 

Chaconne 
The musical form of the chaconne is a continuous variation, usually in triple meter 
and a major key; it is generally characterized by a short, repeating bass line or 
harmonic progression. The chaconne form, which is similar to that of the 
passacaglia, was used by composers in the Baroque period and later. 

Passacalia 
A composition similar to a chaconne, typically in slow triple time with variations 
over a ground bass. 

Sometimes musicians have had difficulty defining the two forms. One opinion is 
that the chaconne is a series of variations over a short repeated theme 



(ostinato) in the bass—a basso ostinato, or ground bass—whereas in the 
passacaglia the ostinato may appear in any voice. 

Toccata 
A musical composition for a keyboard instrument designed to exhibit the 
performer's touch and technique. It is a musical composition usually for organ 
or harpsichord in a free style and characterized by full chords, rapid runs, and 
various harmonies. (Ital. toccare -> to touch). 

Waltz 
A waltz is a piece of music with a rhythm of three beats in each bar, which people 
can dance to. ... Tchaikovsky's "Waltz of the Flowers." A waltz is a dance in which 
two people hold each other and move around the floor doing special steps in time 
to waltz music. 

Nocturne 
A nocturne (from the French which meant nocturnal = done, occurring, or active 
at night) is usually a musical composition that is inspired by, or memories or 
feelings of the night. The form originated with the Irish composer John Field, who 
published the first set of nocturnes in 1814, and reached its zenith in the 19 
examples of Frédéric Chopin. In Germany the nocturne, or Night-Piece, attracted 
composers from Robert Schumann to Paul Hindemith. 

Impromptu 
Composed or uttered without previous preparation. A single-movement, piano 
composition of the Romantic era, usually short, that has a spontaneous character. 
The term implies a freedom of style and a casual nature. 

Moment Musicaux 
(French for "musical moments") is a popular name for classical suites. The general 
term can refer to the following sets of compositions: Six moments 
musicaux (Schubert), composed by Franz Schubert from 1823 to 1828. 



Six moments musicaux (Rachmaninoff), composed by Sergei Rachmaninoff in 
1896. 

Ecossaise 
The Écossaise (in French: Scottish) is a type of dance in a Scottish style – a Scottish 
country dance at least in name – that was popular in France and Great Britain at 
the end of the 18th century and at the beginning of the 19th. Despite the 
Écossaise mimicking a Scottish country dance, it is actually French in origin. The 
écossaise was usually danced in 2/4 time in two lines, with men facing the 
women. As the dance is executed, couples progress to the head of the line 

Écossaise compositions were mainly written for solo piano, so that couples could 
dance to it. The musical form was also adopted by some classical composers, 
including Ludwig van Beethoven. 

Arabesque 
A composition with ornaments (Trills, Grace Notes, Mordents etc.). The term is 
taken from the Arabic art and architecture which was very ornate. This term is 
used for various kinds of melodic, contrapuntal, or harmonic ornamentation. 
Several composers including Claude Debussy and Robert Schumann have used 
this term as a title for compositions.. 

Bagatelle 
A short and light composition with no specific form, often for piano. The term was 
first used by François Couperin in 1717. 

Intermezzo 
An in the most general sense, is a composition which fits between other musical 
or dramatic entities, such as acts of a play or movements of a larger musical work. 

Etude 
An étude (/ˈeɪtjuːd/; French: [e. tyd], meaning 'study') is an instrumental musical 



composition, usually short, of considerable difficulty, and designed to provide 
practice material for perfecting a particular musical skill. 

Aria 
Originally an air; a song; a tune; sung by a single voice with or without 
accompaniment. Now taken to mean a lyric song for solo voice generally having 
two contrasting parts (I and II), ending with a literal or elaborated repeat of part I. 
The aria first developed into this form in the early operas; the arias found in an 
opera, cantata or oratorio usually express intense emotion. 

Arioso 
Vocal music that is more melodic than recitative but less formal than an aria. One 
of the most famous instrumental ariosos was composed by Johann Sebastian 
Bach. 

Air 
A type of French dance imitating a peasant dance; it is in 2/4 time and has a bass 
part which imitates a drum beat. The term can also be applied to the 
interchangeable melodies of folk songs and ballads. It is a variant of the musical 
song form often referred to as aria. 

Recitative 
A recitative is a narrative song that describes some action, thought, or emotion. 
The recitative follows the natural flow of the language, and is more a speaking 
composition than a singing composition. The two styles of recitative are the dry 
(secco) style and the accompanied (accompagnato) or measured recitative.  

 Tempo related Forms 
Once in a while composers just use a tempo designation as the title of a song. For 
example the famous Largo from Handel or Allegro by Erik Satie. 



16th to 18th Century Dances 
Many of the baroque and classical compositions are related to traditional folk 
dances typical for that époque. Here is a short description of the most common 
dance forms. They are often used as parts of a Suite. 

Allemande:  1. A composition or movement (as in a baroque suite) in moderate 
tempo and duple or quadruple time. 2a : a 17th and 18th century court dance 
developed in France from a German folk dance. b : a dance step with arms 
interlaced. 

Bourree: An old French dance in use during the Baroque period said to have come 
from Auvergne, but may be a Spanish dance coming from Biscay, where it is still in 
use. It is very rapid and hearty, usually in 2/4 or 2/2 time. Courante 

 Sarabande: A Baroque dance that is said to have come from the Saracens 
(around the northern Sinai peninsula). It is in triple meter, and characteristically 
the second note of the measure is lengthened, giving the dance a stately, majestic 
flavor. The sarabande is a standard movement of the Baroque Dance Suite. 

Loure: A slow, dignified, French dance of the 17th and 18th centuries usually in 
3/4 or 6/4 time. 

 Gigue: A lively old dance, possibly the descendant of the English jig; the gigue 
was known in England as early as 1600, and on the continent by the middle of the 
17th century. By the 18th century, the gigue had been standardized as the last of 
the four regular dances of the suite, and was in 6/8 meter.  

Minuet:  A lively old dance, possibly the descendant of the English jig; the gigue 
was known in England. An old dance of the Classical era in a slow, triple meter. It 
originated in France, and was a most popular dance among European aristocracy 
until the end of the 18th century. 

Gavotte: A dance of the 16th, 17th, and 18th centuries possibly derived from the 
Renaissance Branle, a  circular French dance. The gavotte became a stylized 
member of the Baroque dance suite, performed after the Sarabande. It was 



considered a pastoral dance, written in 2 or in cut time and sometimes with a 
drone suggesting bagpipes. 

Passepied: a dance which originated amongst the sailors of Basse Bretagne, and is 
said to have been first danced in Paris by street-dancers in the year 1587. It was 
introduced into the ballet in the time of Louis XIV, and was often included in 
instrumental Suites and Partitas; it was placed among the 'intermezzi,' or dances 
which strictly form no part of the Suite, but were sometimes introduced into it 
between the Sarabande and the final Gigue. 

Musette: A dance tune or pastoral melody that imitates the small bagpipe, having 
a soft sound and were popular in France. 

Rgaudon: A lively French dance, originally a folk dance but also a court dance and 
an instrumental form, in a brisk duple meter. It was popular in France and 
England in the 17th and 18th centuries. 

Tambourin: A type of French dance imitating a peasant dance; it is in 2/4 time 
and has a bass part which imitates a drum beat. 


