
Creating effective melodies in major or minor keys. 

Thinking in shapes

Although melodies are composed of individual notes, we experience them as shapes or movements. 
Because of this, it’s important to think of the overall motion you want to express through your 
melody. The rise and fall of a melody reflects the inflection of the human voice, even if it is only 
played by an instrument. A rising shape generally communicates a question, a climb, or a build in 
intensity; while a falling shape communicates a descent, a return to rest, or finality. 

When creating a melody, think of the shape that best reflects the idea or feeling you wish to express. 
If you are writing a melody for lyrics, it can help to mimic the inflection you would use when speaking 
them.

Pacing and meter

Just like when we speak, it is important to take breaths or pauses between musical phrases. Resting 
at regular intervals, generally at the end of a musical thought, allows the listener to fully absorb what 
is being expressed.

Most popular melodies are structured to contain phrases of even lengths. Often these phrases are 
grouped in pairs, and pairs are grouped in even numbers to create larger sections such as verses or 
choruses.

Question and answer phrases

One common way to structure phrases in popular music is in pairs of "questions" and "answers." 
Question phrases often rise in pitch, while answer phrases fall. However, the most important 
difference between the two is the final note. Question phrases almost always end with a pitch other 
than the tonic note (often scale degree five) while answer phrases end with the tonic.

Question and answer phrases often begin the same way and diverge in the second half. Because 
we listen for a balance of repetition (the familiar) with new material (novelty) within music, this format 
feels very satisfying.

Pitch relationships to the tonic

The shape of a melody is expressed across a specific scale, or collection of notes. Certain notes of 
the scale are more stable with the tonic, and as a result, exert a kind of gravity. Melodies feel pulled 
to these notes because of the innate tendency of music to flow from tension to resolution. Generally, 
the most stable notes of a major or minor scale are degrees three and five, the notes of the tonic 
chord.

However, when we begin using different harmonies underneath our melody, the context changes. 
Think of it as a movie scene – even with the same events taking place, a different background can 
cause what happens can be experienced completely differently. When we move to a chord other 
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than the tonic, the most stable notes become the notes of that chord, known as “chord tones.” The 
notes of the tonic chord still carry a degree of gravity, however it is secondary to the pull of the 
current chord.

Using chord tones

As a general rule, effective melodies rest at frequent intervals on chord tones. Using chord tones on 
strong beats creates stability. However, at times you may want to avoid this stability and emphasize 
the tension of a non-chord tone before resolving to the chord. Balancing the desired shape of your 
phrase with an awareness of the chord tones - whether you align with or avoid them - is the key to 
creating a solid melodic phrase.

It can help to think of the chord tones as providing a skeleton for your melody, but it is the use of 
other notes which surround and fill in the gaps that makes it come alive.

Tension and release

One of the most fundamental principles behind compelling music is the balance of tension and 
release. Tension is what drives music forward, creating a meaningful narrative. Having an awareness 
of current chord tones is necessary for you to be able to create or resolve tension intentionally.

One common melodic device which incorporates this balance is suspension. In a suspension, a note 
of the previous chord is sustained in the melody, creating a moment of dissonance before resolving 
to a note of the new chord. Anytime a less stable note is emphasized against the current harmony, 
this creates tension, setting up an expectation for resolution and pulling the melody forward.

Creating motives

Effective individual phrases are not enough to create a compelling musical work. We must 
incorporate continuity between them in order to create a narrative. One way to do this is through the 
repetition of motives, relatively short rhythmic or pitch-based patterns. Once a motif is established, it 
can be modified or transformed throughout the song, functioning as a thread which weaves from 
beginning to end.

Pursuing simplicity

A common misconception is that a melody must be complex to be compelling. Oftentimes, the most 
effective melodies are extremely simple. It is the character of the pitch relationships and their 
rhythmic placement, not the number of notes, which determines the quality of a melody. Additionally, 
one does not have to constantly use new material to create something interesting. Using too much 
new material and not enough repetition will have the reverse effect, as it is too complex for a listener 
to easily follow.

A helpful goal is to use the fewest notes possible to express your desired idea. Notes can always be 
added to accentuate or accessorize, but it is the basic framework of your melodic shape which 
determines its quality.
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