
AWKA JOURNAL OF RESEARCH IN MUSIC AND THE ARTS (VOLUME 17 ISSUE  2, NOV, 2024) 

216 
 

THE PLACE OF ART MUSIC COMPOSITION IN THE MUSICAL COSMOS 

 

Songs, Osewa Olumide 

songsosewa@gmail.com 

 

Abstract  

This study, investigates the enduring significance of art music composition in the global musical landscape. It 

examines the interplay between compositional elements—melody, harmony, rhythm, structure, and 

instrumentation—and their impact on musical expression, emotional resonance, and cultural transcendence. The 

research addresses key problems such as the declining visibility of art music in popular culture, the challenges 

of maintaining innovation while respecting tradition, and the need for contextualizing art music within diverse 

global genres. Through a multidisciplinary methodology combining historical analysis, theoretical evaluation, 

and ethnomusicological perspectives, the study explores both Western and non-Western traditions. Historical 

masterpieces, such as those of Bach, Mozart, and Beethoven, are analyzed alongside contemporary works, 

including minimalist and popular compositions, to identify shared traits and distinct innovations. Findings 

reveal that art music composition remains basic in shaping musical traditions and inspiring contemporary 

genres. It serves as a medium for cultural expression, bridging traditional and modern paradigms. Elements such 

as melodic development, harmonic complexity, rhythmic innovation, structural coherence, and instrumental 

diversity are identified as critical to a composition's aesthetic and emotional impact. Moreover, the study 

underscores the adaptability of art music, illustrating its role as a universal phenomenon capable of transcending 

cultural and temporal boundaries. This research contributes to a deeper understanding of art music role in the 

broader world of music, highlighting its capacity to inspire, challenge, and elevate human creativity. 

Keywords: Art Music Compositions, Effectiveness, Melody, Harmony, Rhythm, Structure, Instrumentation, 

Emotional Impact, Composers, Performers, and Listeners. 

 

Introduction 

Art music compositions form the backbone of the musical world, serving as the creative expressions of 

composers and the artistic interpretations of performers. From the intricate melodies of classical symphonies to 

the infectious beats of contemporary pop songs, music compositions encompass a vast array of styles, genres, 

and forms. Yet, amidst this diversity, certain compositions rise above the rest, capturing the hearts and minds of 

listeners and leaving an indelible mark on musical history. In this research work, we embarked on an academic 

exploration of the effectiveness of art music compositions in the musical world. We seek to unravel the 

mysteries of what makes a composition truly impactful, examining the interplay of melody, harmony, rhythm, 

structure, instrumentation, and emotional resonance. By delving into both historical masterpieces and 

contemporary works, we aim to shed light on the enduring power of music compositions to inspire, provoke, 

and transcend cultural boundaries. 

 

The Elements of Art Music Compositions 

Before delving into the effectiveness of art music compositions, it is essential to understand the fundamental 

elements that comprise them. These elements serve as the building blocks upon which composers construct their 

sonic landscapes, shaping the overall impact and aesthetic appeal of their compositions. 

 

Melody 

Melody is a vital component of music, uniting harmony and rhythm while conveying emotions and defining a 

piece’s unique character. Its evolution has shaped its importance across different musical eras. 

In Western classical music, melody’s significance began with Gregorian chant, where monophonic melodies 

were central to liturgical practices. These chants, with modal structures and stepwise motion, created a spiritual 

atmosphere during medieval worship (Hoppin, 1978). The Renaissance period introduced polyphony, with 

composers like Josquin des Prez and Palestrina advancing contrapuntal techniques, allowing melodies to interact 

independently and harmoniously, adding emotional and structural depth (Reese, 1959). 

 

The Baroque era, particularly through Johann Sebastian Bach, further developed melody with intricate, 

intertwining lines. Dahlhaus (1989) noted that Bach’s continuous melodic progression laid the foundation for 

harmonic and thematic exploration, showcasing melody’s role in structural development. In the Classical era, 

composers like Mozart and Beethoven refined melodic development, focusing on motifs—short, memorable 

fragments that allowed for variation and unity. Rosen (1971) emphasized Mozart’s melodic clarity and thematic 

consistency in works like Eine kleine Nachtmusik and The Magic Flute, where simple motifs were transformed 

through phrase structure and harmonic support, making his melodies expressive and memorable. 

Beethoven expanded melodic possibilities by incorporating greater emotional depth and complexity. Solomon 

(1998) highlighted Beethoven’s use of motifs, such as the opening of his Fifth Symphony, where rhythmic and 
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harmonic variation ensured thematic unity and emotional expression. This marked the transition from the 

Classical to the Romantic era, where melody became more personal and expressive. 

The contributions of Mozart and Beethoven were crucial in defining the Classical style, integrating thematic 

material with formal structures while evoking emotional resonance, shaping Western classical music. 

Excerpt from Symphony No. 5 by Ludwig van Beethoven 

 
Beethoven's Symphony No. 5 is built upon the iconic four-note motif, demonstrating how a simple melody can 

be transformed and varied to create a powerful and dynamic composition. 

 

Melody plays a crucial role not only in Western classical music but also across various musical genres and 

traditions. In jazz, improvisation often centers around melodic ideas. Musicians like Charlie Parker and Miles 

Davis have pushed the boundaries of melodic expression through improvisation. Berliner (1994) discusses 

Parker's bebop improvisations, which featured rapid, chromatic lines and advanced harmonic substitutions that 

redefined jazz's melodic vocabulary. Similarly, Davis’s modal jazz, especially in Kind of Blue (1959), 

emphasized the expressive potential of melody within simpler harmonic frameworks, fostering a more 

introspective style (Kahn, 2000). 

 

The blues, a precursor to jazz, centers on emotive melodies that express themes of sorrow, resilience, and hope. 

According to Wald (2004), the 12-bar blues form, with its characteristic melodic phrasing and call-and-response 

patterns, has influenced both early blues singers like Robert Johnson and later blues genres. The emotional 

weight of blues melodies is conveyed through vocal-like phrasing and instrumental timbres, creating a profound 

connection to human experience. Titon (1994) observes that the blues’ melodic language captures a communal 

narrative, resonating across cultural boundaries. 

 

In non-Western traditions, melody holds equal significance. In Indian classical music, for instance, ragas are 

melodic frameworks that guide both composition and improvisation. Nettl (1986) explains that ragas are not just 

scales but intricate systems with emotional and symbolic meanings. Krishnaswamy (2003) further emphasizes 

that Indian classical music’s aesthetic experience emerges from the interplay between melodic improvisation 

and the raga’s structure, demonstrating the sophisticated fusion of creativity and tradition. 

 

In contemporary music, minimalism offers new perspectives on melody. Composers like Steve Reich and Philip 

Glass challenge traditional melodic development by using repetitive patterns. Potter (2000) highlights how 

Reich’s Music for 18 Musicians employs phasing techniques to transform simple melodies into complex, 

evolving textures. Glass’s works, such as Einstein on the Beach, redefine melody through repetitive structures 

that highlight subtle variations in tone and rhythm (Schwarz, 1996). 

Thus, melody is not merely a sequence of notes but a multifaceted, evolving element that shapes musical 

expression. Its ability to evoke emotion and transcend cultural boundaries underscores its importance across 

diverse traditions and contemporary innovations. 

 

Harmony 

Harmony, a fundamental element of music theory and composition, creates the vertical framework that enhances 

and supports melody. By employing chords and chord progressions, harmony brings depth, richness, and 

complexity to music, shaping its emotional and expressive qualities. 
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Historically, harmony originated from the medieval practice of organum, where additional voices were added 

above or below a plainchant melody. This early form of polyphony laid the foundation for more advanced 

harmonic techniques during the Renaissance. As Crocker (1966) explains, organum marked a significant 

departure from monophony, introducing the concept of simultaneous intervals and paving the way for the 

contrapuntal textures of composers like Josquin des Prez and Orlando di Lasso. These Renaissance masters 

employed the interplay between consonance and dissonance to create tension and resolution, as noted by Reese 

(1954), with their works often characterized by intricate voice leading and harmonic balance. 

 

In the realm of popular music, harmony often relies on simplicity, using diatonic progressions to craft 

memorable and accessible songs. However, even within this framework, artists like The Beatles and Radiohead 

have expanded harmonic boundaries. Everett (1999) highlights how The Beatles employed non-diatonic chords 

and modal shifts in their compositions, adding depth and unpredictability to their music. Similarly, Tamm 

(2013) examines Radiohead's innovative use of harmony, noting their frequent incorporation of chromaticism 

and ambiguous tonal centers, particularly in albums like Kid A and Amnesiac, which challenged traditional 

notions of harmonic function in popular music. 

Harmony, therefore, is not merely a backdrop to melody but a dynamic and evolving element of music that 

shapes the listener's emotional and intellectual engagement with a composition. Its development across diverse 

genres and historical periods underscores its integral role in music's expressive and structural dimensions. 

 

Rhythm 

Rhythm, one of the core elements of music, is the temporal framework that gives music its dynamic energy and 

flow. It organizes sound in time, creating patterns that can evoke everything from a steady pulse to complex, 

syncopated grooves. Rhythm shapes how music is perceived, offering a sense of progression and forward 

motion, while also providing structural coherence. 

 

In Western music, rhythm is often rooted in a system of meter, where beats are grouped into regular patterns of 

strong and weak pulses. These patterns, or time signatures, form the foundation upon which composers and 

performers build rhythmic complexity. The distinction between simple meters (such as 4/4 or 3/4) and 

compound meters (such as 6/8 or 9/8) allows for varied expressions of rhythm. As Lerdahl and Jackendoff 

(1983) discuss, the cognitive perception of rhythm and meter plays a crucial role in how listeners experience 

musical structure, emphasizing the interaction between surface rhythms and underlying metrical hierarchies. 

Throughout history, rhythm has played a crucial role in shaping musical styles. The rhythmic practices of the 

Baroque period, for example, were characterized by the use of motor rhythms and consistent, driving patterns, 

particularly in the works of composers like Johann Sebastian Bach. Schulenberg (1999) highlights how Bach’s 

rhythmic innovations, especially in his fugues and instrumental suites, created a sense of perpetual motion that 

became a defining feature of the Baroque style. Additionally, rhythmic syncopation and hemiola patterns were 

employed to add complexity and tension, as noted by Boyd (1992), demonstrating the era’s emphasis on 

rhythmic vitality. 

 

Beyond Western classical traditions, rhythmic practices have been central to other musical forms and cultures. 

For instance, Clayton (2000) explores how Indian classical music utilizes tala—intricate rhythmic cycles—as a 

structural framework for performance, highlighting the universality and diversity of rhythmic expression in 

music. 

 

 

Excerpt from Johann Sebastian Bach Brandenburg Concerto No. 3 in G 
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J.S. Bach Brandenburg Concertos display how rhythm can provide propulsion and continuity, even within 

intricate counterpoint. 

 

Outside of classical music, Rhythm's importance extends to other musical traditions as well. In African music, 

rhythm is often the primary element, with polyrhythms simultaneous contrasting rhythms creating intricate 

layers of sound. According to Songs and Nwamara (2024), this polyrhythmic complexity is not merely a 

musical technique but is deeply rooted in the fabric of the society, reflecting their worldview, religious beliefs, 

and social structures. 

   

Jones (1959:40) suggests, "Rhythm is to the African what harmony is to the European," indicating that African 

rhythm is intentionally crafted. Rhythm, therefore, is not merely a backdrop to melody and harmony but a 

driving force that shapes the character and emotional impact of music. Its ability to convey movement, structure, 

and energy makes it an indispensable element of musical composition and performance. 

 

Structure 
Musical structure, also referred to as form, is the organizational aspect of music compositions; it arranges 

musical ideas into a coherent and intelligible framework. Structure provides a blueprint for the arrangement of 

elements such as melody, harmony, rhythm, and texture, enabling composers to create a sense of direction, 

contrast, and unity within a piece. 

 

One of the most iconic and enduring structures in Western classical music is the sonata-allegro form, often used 

in the first movements of sonatas, symphonies, and concertos. This form consists of three main sections: the 

exposition, where the primary and secondary themes are introduced; the development, where these themes are 

explored and transformed; and the recapitulation, where the themes return in the tonic key, providing resolution. 

Caplin (1998) highlights the flexibility of the sonata-allegro form, noting that composers often expanded or 

altered its conventions to achieve greater emotional or structural complexity. For example, Ludwig van 

Beethoven's Piano Sonata No. 14 in C-sharp minor, famously known as the "Moonlight Sonata," showcases a 

reinterpretation of traditional sonata form, with its famous Adagio sostenuto movement reflecting an emotional 

depth that diverges from typical fast-paced first movements (Rosen, 1997). 

 

Theme and variations is another popular form, where a single theme is presented and then varied in subsequent 

iterations. Each variation may alter melody, harmony, rhythm, or orchestration, creating a series of contrasts 

while maintaining continuity. Green (1979) points out that this form allows for remarkable creativity, as seen in 

works like Johannes Brahms's Variations on a Theme by Haydn, where intricate transformations of a simple 

melody illustrate the composer’s inventiveness. Additionally, Burkhart (2014) underscores how theme and 

variations foster a balance between repetition and novelty, engaging listeners through both familiarity and 

innovation. 

 

Musical structure, therefore, serves as a vital framework that bridges the technical and expressive dimensions of 

composition, allowing for both coherence and artistic exploration. 

 

 

Ex. 1a Excerpt from Variations on a Theme by Haydn in Bb major 

 
From the excerpt above, Variations on a Theme by Haydn, took a simple theme and explored its potential 

through a series of imaginative and diverse variations.  



AWKA JOURNAL OF RESEARCH IN MUSIC AND THE ARTS (VOLUME 17 ISSUE  2, NOV, 2024) 

220 
 

The rondo form, characterized by the recurring return of a principal theme (often labeled as A) interspersed with 

contrasting sections (B, C, etc.), creates a sense of familiarity and expectation. The structure can be described as 

ABACA or ABACABA, depending on the complexity. Rondo form is often employed in the final movements 

of classical works due to its lively and engaging character. 

 

Caplin (1998) notes that the rondo form’s repetitive structure provides a balance between unity and variety, 

making it particularly effective in creating a sense of resolution at the conclusion of larger works. For example, 

Ludwig van Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No. 8 in C minor, Op. 13 ("Pathétique") features a rondo in its final 

movement, showcasing Beethoven’s ability to blend dramatic intensity with the lightness typically associated 

with the form. 

 

In addition, Rosen (1997) highlights the adaptability of the rondo form, explaining how composers like 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and Franz Joseph Haydn often combined rondo elements with sonata principles, 

creating hybrid structures such as the sonata-rondo. This synthesis is evident in Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 21 

in C Major, K. 467, where the rondo form is enriched by developmental sections, enhancing its complexity and 

expressive depth. 

 

Furthermore, Dahlhaus (1989) emphasizes the role of rondo form in providing a clear and memorable 

framework, particularly in instrumental music of the Classical and Romantic periods. Its recurring theme serves 

as an anchor for listeners, while the contrasting episodes allow for creative exploration and variation. 

The rondo form thus exemplifies a balance between predictability and innovation, enabling composers to engage 

audiences through its cyclical nature and diverse expressive possibilities. 

Ex. 1b Excerpt from Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart's Rondo alla Turca 

 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart's Rondo alla Turca is a well-known example of this form, where the lively and 

recurring theme is contrasted with different episodes, adding variety while retaining coherence. 

 

Binary and ternary forms are simpler structures that divide a piece into two or three sections, respectively. In 

binary form (AB), the music is organized into two contrasting sections, often with the first section modulating to 

a different key and the second section returning to the original key. Ternary form (ABA), on the other hand, 

features a middle section that contrasts with the outer sections, creating a symmetrical structure.  

Structure also plays a vital role in popular music, where verse-chorus form is prevalent. This form alternates 

between verses, which provide narrative content, and choruses, which often contain the main melodic and 

lyrical hook, where the catchy chorus serves as the focal point of the song. 

 

Overall, musical structure provides the scaffolding that supports a composition's expressive content. Whether 

adhering to traditional forms or embracing innovative designs, structure helps to guide the listener's experience, 

creating a sense of progression, contrast, and resolution. 
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Instrumentation 

Instrumentation, a cornerstone of music composition, involves the strategic selection and arrangement of 

instruments or voices to craft specific timbres, textures, and dynamics. This process enables composers to evoke 

a spectrum of expressive effects, from subtle nuances to grand, sweeping gestures. The evolution of 

instrumentation has been shaped by advancements in instrument design, performance practices, and 

compositional styles. 

 

In the Baroque era, composers like Johann Sebastian Bach and Antonio Vivaldi employed small chamber 

ensembles, skillfully contrasting strings, woodwinds, and continuo to create dynamic interplay. Bach’s 

Brandenburg Concertos highlight his innovative use of instrumentation, with each concerto showcasing 

distinctive combinations, such as the harpsichord, violin, and flute in the Fifth Concerto (Boyd, 2006). 

Jazz also revolutionized instrumentation through its iconic big band format, where brass, woodwinds, and 

rhythm sections provided a canvas for rich harmonies, syncopation, and improvisation. Arrangers like Duke 

Ellington maximized these resources, producing works that redefined ensemble writing (Schuller, 1989). 

Similarly, popular music has embraced electronic instruments and studio technologies, offering new possibilities 

for sound manipulation and creativity (Holmes, 2012). 

Thus, instrumentation serves as a vital tool for composers to shape the emotional and sonic dimensions of their 

works. 

 

Emotional Impact 

The emotional impact of music has been extensively studied across disciplines such as psychology, music 

theory, and philosophy. Meyer (1956) posits in Emotion and Meaning in Music that emotions in music emerge 

from the listener's expectations and their fulfillment or disruption. By manipulating tension and release through 

melody, harmony, and rhythm, music engages cognitive processes, resulting in emotional responses. Beyond its 

technical elements, music's capacity to evoke feelings like joy, sorrow, nostalgia, or awe transcends linguistic 

and cultural barriers, directly resonating with the human experience. 

 

Juslin and Västfjäll (2008) expand on this understanding through their "BRECVEMA" framework, which 

identifies mechanisms such as brainstem reflexes, evaluative conditioning, and emotional contagion that explain 

how music evokes emotions. These mechanisms highlight the multifaceted ways in which listeners connect 

emotionally to music, influenced by neural, psychological, and social factors. 

Ultimately, music's emotional impact is not uniform; it results from a dynamic interplay between the composer's 

intentions, the performer’s expressiveness, and the listener’s subjective experiences. This interplay underscores 

music's ability to create a deeply personal yet universally relatable emotional experience. 

 

The Role of Composers, Performers, and Listeners 

The effectiveness of art music compositions lies not only in their intrinsic qualities but also in the dynamic 

interaction among composers, performers, and listeners. Composers act as the creative architects, embedding 

personal expression, cultural significance, and technical skill into their works. Cone (1974), in The Composer’s 

Voice, highlights how composers communicate their artistic intentions and subjective experiences, shaping the 

potential of their music to evoke emotional and intellectual responses while reflecting broader societal values. 

Performers serve as the intermediaries between the composer’s written score and the audience’s auditory 

experience. They interpret the music through their phrasing, dynamics, and emotional expression, transforming 

notation into vibrant sound. Taruskin (1995), in Text and Act: Essays on Music and Performance, emphasizes 

the importance of "performance practice," which contextualizes a piece historically and stylistically. Performers 

not only bring technical mastery but also a personal touch, making each rendition unique and offering audiences 

varied perspectives on the same composition. 

 

Listeners, as the final recipients, actively complete the musical experience through their engagement and 

interpretation. Levitin (2006), in This Is Your Brain on Music: The Science of a Human Obsession, underscores 

that listening is an interactive process influenced by personal experiences, emotions, and cultural contexts. 

These factors shape how music is perceived, valued, and understood, determining its emotional and cultural 

resonance. 

 

Together, composers, performers, and listeners create a rich, multifaceted musical experience. The composer 

provides the framework, the performer animates it, and the listener interprets it, ensuring that music remains a 

living, evolving art form. Each role is indispensable in the collaborative act of music-making, underscoring the 

intricate interplay between creation, interpretation, and reception. 
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Conclusion 

The effectiveness of art music compositions in the musical world is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon 

that encompasses a myriad of elements, influences, and perspectives. From the timeless beauty of historical 

masterpieces to the cutting-edge innovations of contemporary works, music compositions have the power to 

inspire, provoke, and transform the hearts and minds of listeners. By exploring the interplay of melody, 

harmony, rhythm, structure, instrumentation, and emotional resonance, we can gain a deeper understanding of 

the artistry and power inherent in art music compositions. Ultimately, it is through the creative vision of 

composers, the interpretive skill of performers, and the receptive openness of listeners that art music 

compositions achieve their full potential as vehicles for artistic expression, cultural reflection, and human 

connection. 
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