
Music Vocabulary Lists 
2 year cycle 

 
Year 1 
 
List 1 (Sept) 
 A cappella - One or more vocalists performing without an accompaniment.  
Accelerando - A symbol used in musical notation indicating to gradually quicken tempo.  
Adagio - A tempo having slow movement; restful at ease.  
Allegro - A direction to play lively and fast.  
Atonal - Music that is written and performed without regard to any specific key.   
Baroque - Time in music history ranging from the middle of the 16th to the middle of the 
17th centuries. Characterized by emotional, flowery music; written in strict form.  
Beat - The unit of musical rhythm.   
Chord - 3 or 4 notes played simultaneously in harmony.  
Chromatic scale - Includes all twelve notes of an octave.  
Clef - In sheet music, a symbol at the beginning of the staff defining the pitch of the notes 
found in that particular staff.  
 
List 2(Nov) 
Coda - Closing section of a movement.  
Concerto - A composition written for a solo instrument. The soloist plays the melody 
while the orchestra plays the accompaniment.  
Counterpoint - Two or three melodic lines played at the same time.  
Crescendo- To gradually become louder 
Da Capo - In sheet music, an instruction to repeat the beginning of the piece before 
stopping on the final chord.  
Dissonance - Harsh, discordant, and lack of harmony. Also a chord that sounds 
incomplete until it resolves itself on a harmonious chord.  
Dynamics - Pertaining to the loudness or softness of a musical composition. Also the 
symbols in sheet music indicating volume.  
Espressivo - A direction to play expressively.  
Fermata - To hold a tone or rest held beyond the written value at the discretion of the 
performer.  
Fifth - The interval between two notes. Three whole tones and one semitone make up the 
distance between the two notes.  
 
List 3 (Feb) 
Flat - A symbol indicating that the note is to be diminished by one semitone.  
Forte - A symbol indicating to play loud.  
Fourth - The interval between two notes. Two whole tones and one semitone make up the 
distance between the two notes.  
Glissando - Sliding between two notes.  
Grandioso - Word to indicate that the movement or entire composition is to be played 
grandly.  



Grave - Word to indicate the movement or entire composition is to be played very slow 
and serious.  
Grazioso - Word to indicate the movement or entire composition is to be played 
gracefully.  
Harmony - Pleasing combination of two or three tones played together in the background 
while a melody is being played. Harmony also refers to the study of chord progressions.  
Homophony - Music written to be sung or played in unison.   
Instrumentation - Arrangement of music for a combined number of instruments.  
 
List 4(April) 
Interval - The distance in pitch between two notes.   
Intonation - The manner in which tones are produced with regard to pitch.  
Key - System of notes or tones based on and named after the key note.  
Key signature - The flats and sharps at the beginning of each staff line indicating the key 
of music the piece is to be played.  
Leading note - The seventh note of the scale where there is a strong desire to resolve on 
the tonic.  
Legato - Word to indicate that the movement or entire composition is to be played 
smoothly.  
Measure - The unit of measure where the beats on the lines of the staff are divided up into 
two, three, four beats to a measure.  
Modulation - To shift to another key.  
Motif - Primary theme or subject that is developed. 
 Movement - A separate section of a larger composition.  
 
Year 2 
 
List 5 (Sep) 
Natural - A symbol in sheet music that returns a note to its original pitch after it has been 
augmented or diminished.  
Octave - Eight full tones above the key note where the scale begins and ends.  
Opera - A drama where the words are sung instead of spoken.   
Opus - Convenient method of numbering a composer’s works where a number follows 
the word “opus”. For example, Opus 28, No. 4.  
Orchestration - Arranging a piece of music for an orchestra. Also, the study of music.  
Ornaments - Tones used to embellish the principal melodic tone.  
Ostinato - A repeated phrase.  
Pentatonic Scale - A musical scale having five notes. For example: the five black keys of 
a keyboard make up a pentatonic scale.   
Piano - An instruction in sheet music to play softly. Abbreviated by a “p”.  
Pitch - The frequency of a note determining how high or low it sounds.  
 
List 6 (Nov) 
Pizzicato - String instruments that are picked instead of bowed.  
Polyphony - Combining a number of individual but harmonizing melodies. Also known 
as counterpoint.  



Portamento -  A mild glissando between two notes for an expressive effect.  
Presto - A direction in sheet music indicating the tempo is to be very fast.  
Register - A portion of the range of the instrument or voice.  
Renaissance -A period in history dating from the 14th to 16th centuries. This period 
signified the rebirth of music, art, and literature.  
Reprise - To repeat a previous part of a composition generally after other music has been 
played.  
Resonance – Sound vibrating freely in a chamber  
Rhythm – A combination of short and long sounds that convey movement 
Ritardando- To gradually grow slower  
 
List 7(Feb) 
Romantic - A period in history during the 18th and early 19th centuries where the focus 
shifted from the neoclassical style to an emotional, expressive, and imaginative style.  
Root - The principal note of a triad.  
Rubato - An important characteristic of the Romantic period. It is a style where the strict 
tempo is temporarily abandoned for a more emotional tone.  
Scale - Successive notes of a key or mode either ascending or descending.  
Sharp - A symbol indicating the note is to be raised by one semitone.  
Slur - A curve over notes to indicate that a phrase is to be played legato.  
Staccato - Short detached notes, as opposed to legato.  
Staff - Made up of five horizontal parallel lines and the spaces between them on which 
musical notation is written.  
Tempo - Indicating speed.  
 
List 8(April) 
Theme - A melodic or, sometimes a harmonic idea presented in a musical form.  
Timbre - Tone color, quality of sound that distinguishes one verse or instrument to 
another. It is determined by the harmonies of sound.  
Time Signature - A numeric symbol in sheet music determining the number of beats to a 
measure.  
Tonic - The first tone of a scale also known as a keynote.  
Tremolo - Quick repetition of the same note or the rapid alternation between two notes.  
Triad - Three note chords consisting of a root, third, and fifth.  
Triplet - Three notes played in the same amount of time as one or two beats.  
Tutti - Passage for the entire ensemble or orchestra without a soloist.  
Unison - Two or more voices or instruments playing the same note simultaneously.  
Vibrato - Creating variation pitch in a note by quickly alternating between notes.  
Vivace - Direction to performer to play a composition in a brisk, lively, and spirited 
manner.  
 


