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ADVENTURES IN FILM MUSIC REDUX 
GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

 
A capella 
Italian for "in the manner of the chapel". Music 
specifically for group or solo singing without 
instrumental accompaniment, or a piece intended 
to be performed in this way. It contrasts with 
cantata, which is usually accompanied singing. 
 
Acid Tones 
Sounding like Acid House music. Acid house is a 
type of electronic dance music with a strong, 
repeated rhythm. 
 
A Phrase 
See contrapuntal. 
 
Allegro 
Italian: cheerful, lively. Generally taken to mean 
fast, although not as fast as vivace or presto. 
 
Ambient 
A style of gentle, largely electronic instrumental 
music with no persistent beat, used to create or 
enhance a mood or atmosphere. 
 
Arnoldian 
In the style of composer Malcolm Arnold. Arnold's 
film music style is very typically involving the whole 
orchestra seemingly working as a single instrument 
creating music that flows like a stream of 
consciousness from one mood to another without 
being in any way disjointed. It is polyphonic in the 
late romantic manner, yet clear and direct with a 
balance between melody and texture. 
 
Arpeggio 
The notes of a chord played in rapid succession, 
either ascending or descending. 
 
Atonal 
Written in a way that is not based on any particular 
key. 
 
Baroque jazz 
Jazz composed/played in a highly ornamental 
manner. 
 
Bluegrass 
A kind of country music characterized by virtuoso 
playing of banjos and guitars and high-pitched, 
close-harmony vocals. 
 
Bottleneck slide 
A technique of guitar playing derived from 
bottleneck, using a steel or glass tube on one finger 
across the frets. 

B Phrase 
See contrapuntal. 
 
Breakbeat 
Breakbeat is a broad style of electronic or dance-
oriented music which utilizes breaks, often sampled 
from earlier recordings in funk, jazz and R&B, for 
the main rhythm. 
 
Cadence 
In Western musical theory, a cadence is a melodic 
or harmonic configuration that creates a sense of 
resolution [finality or pause]. A harmonic cadence is 
a progression of two chords that concludes a 
phrase, section, or piece of music. 
 
Capella chorale 
A cappella is group or solo singing without 
instrumental accompaniment, or a piece intended 
to be performed in this way. A chorale is metrical 
hymn tune associated in common English usage 
with the Lutheran church in Germany. From early in 
the Reformation, chorales were to be sung by the 
congregation during the Protestant liturgy. Unison 
singing was the rule of the reformed churches, both 
in Germany and in other countries. Early polyphonic 
(multivoiced) versions may have been intended for 
a choir singing only the melody while the full 
version was played on the organ. In later polyphonic 
arrangements the melody shifted gradually to the 
treble line from its original position in the tenor.  
 
Celesta 
A small keyboard instrument developed in the later 
19th century which uses hammers that strike metal 
bars to give a ringing sound. 
 
Chromatic/Chromaticism/Chromatically 
Chromatic notes are those which do not belong to 
the diatonic scale. Chromatic notes add “colour” to 
music. 
 
Col legno 
Italian: with the wood. A direction for music to be 
played (on a stringed instrument) by striking the 
strings with the back of the bow. 
 
Contrapuntal 
Contrapuntal music has two or more separate tunes 
that are played or sung at the same time. 
 
Coplandesque 
In the style of composer Aaron Copland. Aaron 
Copland composed music known for its “American” 
sound during a time when music in the United 
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States was still heavily influenced by the European 
composers. With works like ‘Fanfare for the 
Common Man’, ‘Appalachian Spring’, and ‘Rodeo’, 
he incorporated folk music, Shaker hymn tunes, and 
harmonies that resembled the immense and varied 
landscape, as well as the patriotic and pioneer 
spirit. 
 
Chord 
A chord is the simultaneous sounding of two or 
more notes. 
 
Countermelody 
A subordinate melody accompanying a principal 
one. 
 
Counterpoint/Counterpoint harmony 
Counterpoint is the combination of two or more 
melodic lines, the second or later additional 
melodies described as counterpoints to the first. 
 
Cue 
Any piece of music that has a start and en ending. 
Some cues reside within a single scene while some 
others can span across multiple scenes. Sometimes 
a cue crosses with the consequent cue, we refer to 
such such scenario as segue. 
 
Delicato 
An instruction to a player meaning that the music 
should be played or sung with a light, delicate 
touch. 
 
Diegetic  
Music which has a source on-screen/Can be heard 
by the characters. 
 
Diatonic scale 
A diatonic scale is not a specific scale, but rather a 
way a scale (or a chord for that matter) is 
constructed. A diatonic scale is constructed from a 
mix of whole and half steps in a contrary way to 
chromatic scales which are constructed only by half 
steps. 
 
Diminuendo 
Italian: becoming less. Used as a direction to 
performers to play more softly. 
 
Dissonance/Dissonant 
A simultaneous sounding of tones that produces a 
feeling of tension or unrest and a feeling that 
further resolution is needed. 
 
 
 
 

Ethnomusicologist 
The study of the music of a particular region or 
people from the viewpoint of its social or cultural 
implications. 
 
Fandango 
In this instance meaning reminiscent or in the style 
of the lively Spanish dance for two people, typically 
accompanied by castanets or tambourine.  
 
Fellini-esque 
In the style of director Federico Fellini. He 
considered all people grotesque," but Fellini was a 
master at finding beauty in the grotesque by pulling 
back presuppositions and judgements in his films, 
and just allowing these "ugly" things to be human. 
 
Fermata  
A pause of unspecified length on a note or rest. 
 
Flutter-tongue 
Flutter-tonguing is a wind instrument tonguing 
technique in which performers flutter their tongue 
to make a characteristic "FrrrrFrrrrr" sound. 
 
German Romantic Movement 
German Romanticism was the dominant 
intellectual movement of German-speaking 
countries in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, 
influencing philosophy, aesthetics, literature and 
criticism. 
 
Gesamtkunstwerk 
A Gesamtkunstwerk is a work of art that makes use 
of all or many art forms or strives to do so. The term 
is a German word which has come to be accepted 
in English as a term in aesthetics. The term was first 
used by the German writer and philosopher K. F. E. 
Trahndorff in an essay in 1827. 
 
Glissandi 
Derived from the French glisser, to slide, the 
Italianised word is used to describe sliding in music 
from one note to another. On the harp or the piano, 
this is achieved by sliding the finger or fingers over 
the strings or keys; it can be achieved similarly on 
bowed string instruments and by other means on 
the trombone, clarinet, French horn and pedal 
timpani, among others. 
 
Harmonic 
The natural pure sounds that are a part of any 
musical tone; the overtones that are present with 
any fundamental tone i.e. The harmonic tones 
produced by a vibration. 
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High hats 
A combination of two cymbals and a foot-operated 
pedal, all mounted on a metal stand. 
 
Homophonic 
A texture in which a primary part is supported by 
one or more additional strands that flesh out the 
harmony and often provide rhythmic contrast. 
 
Horns brutale 
Horns played to sound barbaric and grim. 
 
Humanistic 
Humanism is a philosophical and ethical stance that 
emphasizes the value and agency of human beings, 
individually and collectively, and generally prefers 
critical thinking and evidence over acceptance of 
dogma or superstition. 
 
Impressionistic (music) 
A movement among various composers in Western 
classical music whose music focuses on suggestion 
and atmosphere, "conveying the moods and 
emotions aroused by the subject rather than a 
detailed tone‐picture". 
 
Industrial compositions 
Industrial music is a genre of music that draws on 
harsh, transgressive or provocative sounds and 
themes. Industrial music is the most abrasive and 
aggressive fusion of rock and electronic music that 
was initially a blend of avant-garde electronics 
experiments and punk provocation. 
 
Interpolated 
Interpolation (also known as replayed), especially in 
20th-century music and later, is an abrupt change 
of musical elements, with the (almost immediate) 
resumption of the main theme or idea. 
 
Interval of a major sixth 
Music theory aside, the Major 6th interval is a really 
sweet-sounding interval that is not so common for 
melody but harmonically is very pleasing. 
 
Japanese modalities 
Musical expression in one of the Japanese 
traditional modes. This is music concerned with 
combining vocal or instrumental sounds for beauty 
of form or emotional expression. Traditional 
Japanese music has three main types, instrumental, 
court music, and theatrical. One type of theatrical 
music is Kabuki. Kabuki music can be sub-divided 
into three categories. 
 
 
 

Legato 
Italian: “Smooth”. An instruction to performers 
indicating a shortening and consequent detaching 
of notes. The opposite of staccato. 
 
Leitmotif 
A recurrent theme throughout a musical or literary 
composition, associated with a particular person, 
idea, or situation. 
 
Major Key 
In Western music, the adjectives major and minor 
can describe a musical composition, movement, 
section, scale, key, chord, or interval. Major and 
minor are frequently referred to in the titles of 
classical compositions, especially in reference to 
the key of a piece. 
 
Major modal 
Played in the major scale. The major scale is one of 
the most commonly used musical scales, especially 
in Western music. Like many musical scales, it is 
made up of seven notes: the eighth duplicates the 
first at double its frequency so that it is called a 
higher octave of the same note. 
 
Martial 
Martial music or military music is a specific genre of 
music intended for use in military settings. Much of 
the military music has been composed to announce 
military events as with bugle calls and fanfares, or 
accompany marching formations with drum 
cadences, or mark special occasions as by military 
bands. 
  
Mickey Mousing 
In animation and film, "Mickey Mousing" 
(synchronized, mirrored, or parallel scoring) is a film 
technique that syncs the accompanying music with 
the actions on screen. 
 
Minimalism 
A reductive style or school of modern music utilizing 
only simple sonorities, rhythms, and patterns, with 
minimal embellishment or orchestrational 
complexity, and characterized by protracted 
repetition of figurations, obsessive structural 
rigour, and often a pulsing, hypnotic effect. 
 
Minimalist timbres 
The timbre, also known as tone colour or tone 
quality, is the perceived sound quality of a musical 
note, sound or tone. Timbre distinguishes different 
types of sound production, such as choir voices and 
musical instruments, such as string instruments, 
wind instruments, and percussion instruments. 
Minimalist timbres therefore possess sound 



Adventures in Film Music Redux - Glossary of Terms  

23/01/2020 4 

qualities of limited sonorities and musical 
complexity. 
 
Minor Key 
See Major Key. 
 
Minor modal 
Played in the minor scale. In music theory, the term 
minor scale refers to three scale patterns – the 
natural minor scale (or Aeolian mode), the 
harmonic minor scale, and the melodic minor scale 
(ascending or descending) – rather than just one as 
with the major scale. 
 
Misterioso  
A directive to perform a certain passage of a 
composition in a mysterious manner; mysteriously. 
An example of misterioso is the sound of the music 
in the soundtrack of a crime mystery. 
 
Modal harmony 
Modal harmony is that which uses chords that are 
built from only the tones available in one of the 
modes: Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian, Mixolydian, 
Aeolian. 
 
Modern composing 
Composing in the modern mode. The defining 
feature of modern music (and modern art 
generally) is the breaking-down of all traditional 
aesthetic conventions, thereby unleashing 
complete freedom in all aesthetic dimensions, 
including melody, rhythm, and chord progression. 
See “Modernism”. 
 
Modernism 
In music, modernism is a philosophical and 
aesthetic stance underlying the period of change 
and development in musical language that occurred 
around the turn of the 20th century, a period of 
diverse reactions in challenging and reinterpreting 
older categories of music, innovations that led to 
new ways of organizing and approaching harmonic, 
melodic, sonic, and rhythmic aspects of music, and 
changes in aesthetic worldviews in close relation to 
the larger identifiable period of modernism in the 
arts of the time. 
 
Modulate 
In music, modulation is most commonly the act or 
process of changing from one key to another. This 
may or may not be accompanied by a change in key 
signature. Modulations articulate or create the 
structure or form of many pieces, as well as add 
interest. 
 
 

Motif 
The word motif, coined from French, is used in 
English instead of the German Motiv, or English and 
American motive. It may be defined as a 
recognisable thematic particle, a group of notes 
that has a recognisable thematic character; hence it 
is longer than a figure, the shortest recognisable 
element. 
 
Musical ornaments 
In music, ornaments or embellishments are musical 
flourishes—typically, added notes—that are not 
essential to carry the overall line of the melody (or 
harmony), but serve instead to decorate or 
"ornament" that line (or harmony), provide added 
interest and variety, and give the performer the 
opportunity to add expressiveness to a song or 
piece. Many ornaments are performed as "fast 
notes" around a central, main note. 
 
Muted 
A mute is used to muffle the sound of an 
instrument. Mutes work by controlling the vibration 
of the bridge on a string instrument or muffling the 
sound by placing an object in the bell of a brass 
instrument. 
 
Neo-Baroque 
A period in western architecture and music in the 
late 19th century, characterized by the Baroque 
style but occurring after the Baroque period. 
Baroque music is a heavily ornamented style of 
music that came out of the Renaissance. There 
were three important features to Baroque music: a 
focus on upper and lower tones; a focus on layered 
melodies; an increase in orchestra size. Johann 
Sebastian Bach was of the Baroque period. 
 
Neorealism  
Italian neorealism also known as the Golden Age, is 
a national film movement characterized by stories 
set amongst the poor and the working class, filmed 
on location, frequently using non-professional 
actors. Italian neorealism films mostly contend with 
the difficult economic and moral conditions of post-
World War II Italy, representing changes in the 
Italian psyche and conditions of everyday life, 
including poverty, oppression, injustice, and 
desperation. 
 
New German Wave 
Neue Deutsche Welle, "New German Wave" is a 
genre of West German rock music originally derived 
from post-punk and new wave music with 
electronic influences. 
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Non-Diagetic 
Sound whose source is neither visible on the screen 
nor has been implied to be present in the action. 
Non-diegetic sound is represented as coming from 
a source outside story space; sound the film's 
characters cannot hear. 
 
Novachord 
Often considered to be the world's first commercial 
polyphonic synthesizer. All-electronic, 
incorporating many circuit and control elements 
found in modern synthesizers. 
 
Octave 
A series of eight notes occupying the interval 
between (and including) two notes, one having 
twice or half the frequency of vibration of the other. 
 
Ondes Martenot 
The ondes martenot or ondes musicales is an early 
electronic musical instrument. It is played with a 
keyboard or by moving a ring along a wire, creating 
wavering, theremin-like sounds. 
 
Open fifths 
In music theory, a perfect fifth is the musical 
interval corresponding to a pair of pitches with a 
frequency ratio of 3:2, or very nearly so. The perfect 
fifth may be derived from the harmonic series as 
the interval between the second and third 
harmonics. 
 
Opera libretto 
A libretto (literally, "booklet") is the text used in or 
intended for, an extended musical work such as an 
opera, operetta, masque, oratorio, cantata or 
musical. 
 
Ornaments 
In music, ornaments or embellishments are musical 
flourishes—typically, added notes—that are not 
essential to carry the overall line of the melody (or 
harmony), but serve instead to decorate or 
"ornament" that line (or harmony), provide added 
interest and variety, and give the performer the 
opportunity to add expressiveness to a song or 
piece. Many ornaments are performed as "fast 
notes" around a central, main note. There are many 
types of ornaments, ranging from the addition of a 
single, short grace note before a main note to the 
performance of a virtuosic and flamboyant trill. 
 
Ostinato 
Italian: stubborn, is a motif or phrase that 
persistently repeats in the same musical voice, 
frequently in the same pitch. 
 

Palindrome 
A word, phrase, or sequence that reads the same 
backwards as forwards, e.g. madam or nurses run. 
 
Pedagogic 
Related to teaching. 
 
Pizzicato 
A note or passage played by plucking strings 
 
Polyphonic 
Music in two or more parts each having a melody of 
its own; contrapuntal. 
 
Prokofiev 
Sergei Sergeyevich Prokofiev was a Russian Soviet 
composer, pianist and conductor. As the creator of 
acknowledged masterpieces across numerous 
musical genres, he is regarded as one of the major 
composers of the 20th century. 
 
Romantic 
The Romantic period started around 1830 and 
ended around 1900, as compositions became 
increasingly expressive and inventive. Expansive 
symphonies, virtuosic piano music, dramatic 
operas, and passionate songs took inspiration from 
art and literature. Famous Romantic composers 
include Tchaikovsky, Brahms, Mahler, and Verdi. 
The Romantic era is known for its intense energy 
and passion. The rigid forms of classical music gave 
way to greater expression, and music grew closer to 
art, literature and theatre. 
 
Rococo-style 
Rococo music was light, airy, and whimsical. Rococo 
compositions dissolved the thick textures of 
Baroque music into direct and transparent 
melodies. Major themes were short and repetitive 
and evoked a clear mood that could change 
throughout the composition. In brief, it was music 
that was easy to digest and had immediate appeal. 
 
Scherzo 
In western classical music, a short composition – 
sometimes a movement from a larger work such as 
a symphony or a sonata. 
 
Sixteenth note 
A sixteenth note or semiquaver is a note played for 
half the duration of an eighth note, hence the 
names. Sixteenth notes are notated with an oval, 
filled-in note head and a straight note stem with 
two flags. 
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Sonority 
A collection of pitches that may be sounded 
simultaneously; it can be interchangeable with 
words such as "chord" or "harmony". 
 
Staccato 
Performed with each note sharply detached or 
separated from the others. 
 
Stopped playing 
Refers to the technique of playing two notes 
simultaneously on a stringed instrument such as a 
violin, a guitar, a cello, or a double bass, especially 
when it is not the standard method of playing that 
instrument. In performing a double stop, two 
separate strings are bowed or plucked 
simultaneously. Although the term itself suggests 
these strings are to be fingered (stopped), in 
practice one or both strings may be open. 
 
Stravinskyesque 
In the style of Igor Stravinsky. Stravinsky’s musical 
style was influenced in many ways by his teacher 
Rimsky-Korsakov and his Russian upbringing, 
including his father’s employment as an opera 
singer. Rimsky-Korsakov’s influence can be heard 
when Stravinsky’s uses music layers of loosely 
related or unrelated figures to build texture and in 
his treatment of musical themes, beginning with 
fragments and building until the complete theme is 
heard. His Russian upbringing can be heard and in 
his use of Russian folk songs. That said he absorbed 
and reacted to the work of many composers and 
other artists though many musical features are 
particularly Stravinsky’s own. 
 
Surf rock 
Surf music is a subgenre of rock music associated 
with surf culture, particularly as found in Southern 
California. It was especially popular from 1962 to 
1964 in two major forms. The first is instrumental 
surf, distinguished by reverb-drenched electric 
guitars played to evoke the sound of crashing 
waves, largely pioneered by Dick Dale and the Del-
Tones. The second is vocal surf, which took 
elements of the original surf sound and added vocal 
harmonies, a movement led by the Beach Boys. 
 
Syncopate 
A rhythm in which normally unaccented beats are 
stressed either through rhythm. Syncopation has 
been used in the music of all periods and is one of 
the foremost features of jazz. This attention-
grabbing and groove-inducing musical tactic has 
been used since at least the Middle Ages and up 
through current popular music. It is found in just 
about every genre. 

Synesthetic music 
Synesthesia is a condition in which one sense (for 
example, hearing) is simultaneously perceived as if 
by one or more additional senses such as sight. In 
this context, it refers specifically when music is 
written to evoke another sense particularly smell. 
 
Synths 
Short for synthesisers, an electronic musical 
instrument, typically operated by a keyboard, 
producing a wide variety of sounds by generating 
and combining signals of different frequencies. 
 
Techno 
Techno is a form of electronic dance music that 
became popular in Detroit, Michigan during the 
mid-1980s. It was influenced by synthpop, house 
music, funk, post-disco and futuristic fiction ideas 
that were important during the end of the Cold War 
in the United States at that time. 
 
Thematic transformation 
Or thematic development. The musical expansion 
of a theme or leitmotif achieved by varying its 
melodic outline, its harmony, or its rhythm. 
 
Theremin 
an electronic musical instrument in which the tone 
is generated by two high-frequency oscillators and 
the pitch controlled by the movement of the 
performer's hand towards and away from the 
circuit. 
 
Timbre 
The timbre, also known as tone colour or tone 
quality, is the perceived sound quality of a musical 
note, sound or tone. Timbre distinguishes different 
types of sound production, such as choir voices and 
musical instruments, such as string instruments, 
wind instruments, and percussion instruments. 
 
Timpani 
Kettledrums, especially when played by one 
musician in an orchestra. Unlike most other drums, 
have a definite pitch, tuned nowadays by pedals, 
but in earlier times by taps that served the same 
purpose, tightening or slackening the skin to 
produce higher or lower notes. 
 
Tonality 
The character of a piece of music is related to its key 
centre or tonality: tonal music is in a major or minor 
key. Tonal music is not related to a tonic note and 
therefore has no sense of key. Modal music is in a 
mode. 
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Transposition 
The process of rewriting a piece of music or a scale 
so that is sounds higher or lower in pitch. This 
involves raising or lowering each pitch by the same 
interval. 
 
Tremolo 
Italian: trembling. The technique of performing or 
singing the same note over and over very quickly 
executed most commonly but not exclusively on 
bowed string instruments. 
 
Triplet 
A triplet—a type of “tuplet”—is a group of three 
notes played inside another note-length. It's a 
portion of musical time that's been split 
rhythmically into three equal parts. Two groups of 
triplets fit in one measure of 4/4 time. 
 
12-Tone composition 
The twelve-tone technique—also known as 
dodecaphony, twelve-tone serialism, and twelve-
note composition—is a method of musical 
composition first devised by Austrian composer 
Josef Matthias Hauer, who published his "law of the 
twelve tones" in 1919. The technique is a means of 
ensuring that all 12 notes of the chromatic scale are 
sounded as often as one another in a piece of music 
while preventing the emphasis of any one note. If 
the human ear is conditioned to find music with 
tonal moorings satisfying, if we are “embedded in a 
tonal universe,” as Leonard Bernstein once put it, 
then 12-tone music discombobulates those aural 
expectations and shakes up the universe. 
 

Vibrato 
Italian, from past participle of "vibrare", to vibrate. 
A musical effect consisting of a regular, pulsating 
change of pitch. It is used to add expression to vocal 
and instrumental music. 
 
Violins affanato 
Played to sound anguished. 
 
Wagnerian 
Relating to or characteristic of the operas of Richard 
Wagner and conforming to his art theory of the 
freeing of opera from traditional and conventional 
forms. Very basically, Wagner’s music is full of 
“rich” harmonies and “lush” orchestration built on 
a foundation of leitmotifs. 
 
Woodwind 
Wind instruments other than brass instruments 
forming a section of an orchestra, including flutes, 
oboes, clarinets, and bassoons. 


