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GCSE Music Listening Paper – Revision notes 
 
General Advice 
• Check the number of times you hear the extract. 
• Whole sentences aren’t necessary - you can use bullet points if it helps you. 
• Spelling isn’t counted - but make sure it is at least understandable.  
 
Musical Devices 
“Name the musical device used in the bass part at the beginning of the extract.” 
 
There are only FOUR possible answers in the exam: 
 
• Sequence  - A repeating pattern which is transposed (moved up or down) a scale or 

round a cycle. 
• Imitation - A musical idea being passed around instruments or instrumental families. 
• Pedal - A sustained note which can be either either low in the bass, or high in the 

melody. 
• Ostinato - A repeating musical phrase. Often heard in the bass. 
 
Playing Technique 
“What playing technique is used by the strings throughout the extract?” 
 
There are only THREE possible techniques. 
 
• Pizzicato - Plucked strings. 
• Tremolando - Rapid bowing of notes. 
• Drum Roll 
 
Because of this, it will only ever refer to a member of the strings or percussion family - 
no brass, no woodwind. If the question refers to a specific instrument you should be able 
to either complete the question without hearing it, or narrow down the possible 
answers. 
 
Rhythmic Device 
“What rhythmic device is used in the percussion?” 
 
There is only ONE possible answer: Syncopation 
 
Rhythmic Feature 
“What features are used in this extract?” 
• Triplets 
• Swing/Swung rhythm 
• Dotted rhythm 
 
Tempo 
This may be anything between Largo and Presto. Don’t be afraid to use English words if 
you feel more comfortable! 
 
Tempo Changes 
• Rit/Ritardando 
• Rall/Rallentando 
• Accelerando 



Melodic Movement 
• Step 
• Leap 
• Scalic 
• Chromatic 
 
Melodic Shape 
• Arpeggio or Broken Chord 
 
If the question is for two marks remember to say if it is ascending or descending. 
 
Phrasing/Articulation 
• Legato 
• Staccato 
 
Dynamics 
Can be pianissimo through fortissimo. You can however use English - but be precise! 
 
Dynamic Changes 
• Crescendo 
• Decrescendo 
• Diminuendo 
• Sforzando/Accent 
 
If the question is worth two marks, be specific about the change. E.g. “The violin starts 
pianissimo then crescendos to fortissimo”. 
 
Cadences 
In order of likeliness: 
• Perfect 
• Imperfect 
• Interrupted 
• Plagal 
 
Texture 
DON’T write thick or thin. Either describe it or use the correct name: 
• Monophonic 
• Homophonic 
• Hetrophonic/Melody and Accompaniment 
• Polyphonic/contrapuntal 
 
Form 
• Binary - ABC 
• Ternary - ABA 
• Verse & Chorus 
 
The answer could hypothetically include the following options, but realistically the 
extract be will be to short for them to be viable. 
• Rondo 
• Theme & Variations 
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Tonality 
• Major 
• Minor 
• Modal - Renaissance/church music. 
• Atonal - 20th Century 
 
Most likely to be either Major or Minor. Never Pentatonic. 
 
Voices 
• Soprano 
• Alto 
• Tenor 
• Bass 
 
Ornamentation 
• Trill 
• Turn 
• Mordent 
• Passing Note - Not often asked as they are hard to identify. 
 
Intervals 
• Unison 
• Octaves 
Although these sound similar, they are different! 
 
• Thirds/Sixths 
• Fourths/Fifths 
 
Seconds and Sevenths sound to dissonant, so they probably won’t be used. 
 



Area Of 
Study 1

Musical Periods

Form/Structure
Binary - AB
Ternary - ABA¹
Rondo - ABACADA
Theme & Variations - T V1 V2...
 

Making a Variation
Decoration/Ornamentation
Inversion
Countermelodies
Instrumentation
Drone/Pedal/Ostinato/Riff
Key change (Modulation)
Tempo
Rhythm
Harmony
Time Signature

Instrumental Families
Strings - Violin, Viola, Cello, 
Double Bass
Woodwind - Piccolo, Recorder, 
Flute, Clarinet, Oboe, Bassoon
Brass - Trumpet, Trombone, 
Horn, Tuba
Percussion - Timpani, Snare 
drum, Cymbals, Triangle

Techniques/Keywords
Ground Bass
A bass line/melody which repeats 
throughout the piece. It can be thought 
off as longer type of ostinato.
Basso Continuo
This is an improvised accompaniment 
performed by a bass instrument (cello, 
bassoon, double bass) and a chordal 
instrument (harpsichord, organ or 
lute). The continuo is read from a bass 
line with numbers to indicate the chord 
needed.
Counterpoint
Two or more separate melodic lines  
played at the same time.
Chromaticism
Movement by semitone - the smallest 
possible step in Western music.

Baroque c.1600-1750
Instruments/Ensembles
Small chamber groups, 
Harpsichord, flute, recorder, oboe, 
Baroque trumpet, voice.
Techniques/Characteristics
Ground Bass, Basso Continuo, 
Ostinato, Counterpoint, Wind/
brass not used prominantly.
Composers
J.S Bach, Purcell, Corelli, 
Pachelbel, Vivaldi.

Classical c.1750-1825
Instruments/Ensembles
Bigger orchestras; bassoon, horn, 
clarinet, Piano.
Techniques/Characteristics
More use of string playing 
techniques.
Composers
Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven

Romantic c.1825-1900
Instruments/Ensembles
Even larger orchestras; harp, 
percussion, trombones.
Techniques/Characteristics
Extended harmony/chords, 
chromaticism.
Composers
Mahler, Wagner, Brahms 



Area of 
Study 2

Serialism - The 
Second Viennese 

School: Schoenberg, 
Berg, Webern. 

Keywords
Atonality - The lack of a tonality (major/minor) or a tonal center (the "feel" of a certain key).
Tritone - An augmented forth or diminished fifth. Very dissonant unless treated correctly.
Discord - A combination of notes which contains dissonant intervals (m9th, tritone etc) and so 
sounds "wrong". The opposite of a concord.
Enharmonic Equivalent - The other possible name for a single absolute pitch. E.g. C = B# = 
Dbb.

Minimalism

Total Serialism - All 
musical elements are 

predetermined, not just the 
pitches. Boulez, Milton 

Babbitt.

Prime Row - Also called 
tone row, note row, & 

series. The prime row is 
the seed of serial 

compositions. 

Retrograde - 
Reversing the order of 

a row.

Inversion - Reversing the 
direction of the intervals in 

the row. E.g. Up a third rather 
than down.

Retrograde Inversion - 
Combining both retrograde 

and inversion. 

Verticalisation - 
Breaking rows up 
into into chords. 

Phasing - Rhythmically separating 
and then rejoining parts of music. Can 
be sudden (rhythmic displacement) or 

gradual (tempo displacement). 

Rhythmic Transformation - 
Augmentation (e.g. changing 

quavers to minims) & Diminution 
(minims to quavers)

Ostinati and 
repetitiveness 

create a hypnotic 
sound.



Area of 
Study 2

Expressionism

Experimental Music

Electronic Music

Sampling - Using pre-
recorded bits of sound as 

an instrument. A sampler is 
used to play back when 
triggered by a controller 

such as a keyboard.

Synthesis - A piece of 
hardware or software 

which generates a range of 
sounds. An electronic 

keyboard is an example of 
this.

Looping - 
Repeating a 

sample.

Effects - EQ, 
Compression, 
Delay, Reverb, 

Panning.

Multitracking - Using a 
computer to layer 

recordings on top of 
each other.

Advanced instrumental 
techniques - Over-blowing, 
prepared piano, key noises, 
harmonics, multi-phonics.

Often incorporates 
elements of 

electronic music,

Sometimes incorporates 
atmospheric/

environmental recordings.

A backlash against 
Romantic musical ideals, 

with new a focus on 
sound and timbre rather 

than melody.

Harmonic exploration, 
moving away from the 

traditional keys.

Frequently uses graphic 
scores or written 

instructions in place of 
traditional notation.

Incidental Music - Musical 
elements chosen by chance 

alone.



Britpop

Guitars - Electric and 
Acoustic
Bass guitar
Drum kit
Vocals - Lead and backing

Structure
Instrumention

Musical 
Characteristics

History/Context

Keywords

Verse Chorus Form
Intro
Verse 1
(Pre-chorus)
Chorus
Verse 2
(Pre-chorus)
Chorus ...etc
Bridge
Instrumental/Solo
Outro

Hook - Catchy 
melody or rhythmic 
figure which 'hooks' 

the listener.

Riff - Popular music's version 
of the ostinato. A repeating 
melodic or harmonic unit. 

Can be a hook in itself

Fill - A 'musical 
punctuation mark' used 
to highlight the end of a 
phrase or section. Drum 

Fills are the most 
common, although bass 

and guitar often 'fill'.

4/4 Time

Simple, catchy 
melodies.

'Powerchords' - 
Root & Fifth

Simple chord 
progressions. I IV & V 
- influenced by blues.

Lyrics about life. 
Use of slang.

'Raw' vocal 
technique - 

Accents.

Driven by 
distorted 
guitars.

Influences
R&B
Blues.
Rock & Roll

Key Bands
The Kinks
The Beatles
Oasis
Blur
Pulp



Is there a 
repeating bass 

line?
Ground Bass & 

Variations

Ternary
(A B A1)

Does the first 
section return?

Are there 
subsequent 
contrasting 
episodes?

Theme & 
Variations

Does the first 
section return 

in between 
each?

Rondo
(A B A C A D...)

No

Yes

No

No

Yes

Yes

Classical Variation Forms



Dance 
Music

Styles

Keywords

Stab - A sharp and 
short chord. 

Usually played by 
brass instruments

Horn Section - A group 
of brass and woodwind 

instruments used for 
stabs and melodies. 
Usually consists of 

trumpets, trombones and 
saxes, although they can 
be a synthesised 'section' 

sound.

Hook - A 
catchy part of 

a tune, 
usually 

repeated.

Dub
Instrumental remixes of 
music made by mixing 

different records 
together.

House
 - Four on the Floor
- Lots of samples, 
sometimes vocal.

 

Funk
- Groove based.

- Slap Bass
- Syncopated rhythms

Disco
- Four on the Floor.
 - Catchy singable 

melodys.

Hip-hop
 - Rap vocals

- MCs

Techno
- Four on the floor.

- Purely synthesised.
- Little harmonic movement.

Technology

Sequencing/Multi-tracking
- Software that lets you layer 

different recorded and 
synthesised tracks together.

Effects
Reverb
EQ
Compression
Sampling
Looping
Vocoder

Synthesisers - 
Equipment or 
software that 

either 
reproduces or 
makes sounds.Record Scratching - 

controlling a record 
manually to repeat parts 

and add a percussive 
'scratching' sound.

Structure
Mix In
Main

Breakdown
Reprise

Four on the Floor - Cliché dance 
music drum beat. Characterised by 
a bass drum hit on all four beats. 



Fusions

One will always be a 
Western musical 

style!

AfricaIndia

Instruments
Sitar - A plucked, multi-string instrument, with 
sympathetic strings that resonate. Looks like 
a guitar.
Tanpura  - Similar to a bass. Drones.
Tabla - Usually a pair of drums which are 
tunable and provide many different sounds 
depending on how they are struck.
Harmonium - Reed organ. Drones.
Sarod - Similar to a cello.
Shehnai - Similar to an oboe.

Structure
Alap - Slow, mediative. An 
exploration of the Raga. Sometimes 
has a drone, but often 
unaccompanied. 
Jhor - A pulse is introduced, but no 
metre. Gets faster.
Jhala - The final section. Heavily 
improvised but usually featuring a 
gat. The table joins. 
Gat - A memorised composition 
based on the Raga.
Bandish

Vocal Styles
Dhrupad - Free of 
embellishment. Men.
Khayal - Heavily 
ornamented.

Keywords
Tala - Repeating 
rhythmic pattern.
Drone - Low repetitive 
accompaniment note.
Raga - A selection of 
notes (like a scale) which 
represent a mood, time 
or feeling.

Instruments
Djembe
Dundun
Kidi
Agogo Bells
Maracas
Cabassa
Guiro

Keywords
Improvisation. - Making music up.
Pentatonic Melodies. - Usually vocal lines. Built 
from 5-note scales.
Ostinato. - Repeating figures.
Call and Response. - Musical question and answer. 
The answer is sometimes based on the question.
Cross Rhythms. - Two or more conflicting rhythmic 
ideas. E.g. quavers again triplets.
Repetition with variation. - Developing an idea 
through repetition.

Drum Techniques
Use of hands, e.g. slapping.
Use of sticks.
Stretching the skin.



Listening 
Paper

"Musical 
Device"

"Recording/
Technological 

effect"
EQ

Compression
Reverb
Delay

Panning

Ostinato/Riff

Sequence

Pedal

Imitation

"Playing Technique"

Strings
Pizzicato

Tremolando
Percussion
Drum Roll

"Rhythmic Device"

Syncopation

"Rhythmic Feature" 

Triplet

Dotted Rhythm

Swing Rhythm

"Melodic Shape"

Broken Chord/Arpeggio

Guitar
Pull-off

Hammer-on
Slide

Strumming
Plucking
Vibrato
Bend

Muting

Ascending 
or 

Descending



Songs from 
Musical 
Theatre

Influence of 
Popular Music

Type of 
Musical

Type of 
Song 

Context

Eras & 
Composers

Musical 
Elements

Tonality - Major or 
Minor? How does 

this effect the song's 
"message"?

Modulation - Does the 
song go up or down in key? 
By how much? What effect 

does it have on the 
listener?

Instrumentation - 
Is it for a reason? 

Is it trying to 
suggest a style or 

setting?

Lyrics - What are they 
singing? 

What does it tell us?
 Do they use slang?
How is it meant to be 
taken; sarcastically, 

sincerely etc?
Is there a "Hook"?

Vocal Style - Is there an 
accent? Is it 'Operatic'?

Are there sections of 
dialog instead of singing?

Tempo - What 
mood/style does the 

tempo suggest? 
Does it change, if 

so, why?

Richard Rogers & Lorenz 
Hart

George Gershwin
Jerome Kern

Rock Opera  - A more 
modern style. These 

normally include songs 
in rock/pop styles and 
more contemporary 

story lines.
E.g. Jesus Christ 
Superstar, Hair

Book Musical - Usually 
from the first half of the 

20th century. The music is 
normally influenced by 
classical/jazz music.
E.g. West Side Story, 

Oklahoma!

Jukebox Musical  - A 
collection of already 

popular songs made into 
a musical.

E.g. We Will Rock You, 
Mamma Mia

Jazz

Rock/
Pop

Instruments - Uses modern 
rock/pop instrumentation. 
Drumkit,  electric guitars, 

keyboards, synthesisers etc

Jazz Harmony/"Jazz Chords" -  
These are chords that have had 

other notes added to them to 
make them sound different; 

brighter, darker, discordant, etc. 
They might be heard on a single 
instrument, or across a section of 

instruments.

Swing - This is 
where rhythms are 

given a slight 
'skipping' feel instead 

of being played 
completely straight 

on the beat. 

What is 'Popular Music'? A 
style or styles of music that are 

currently popular with the 
general public, and is 

propagated by the mass media.

Instruments  - 
Brass, saxes etc.

Rock 
Drumbeat - 

Bass drum on 1 
& 3, snare on 2 

& 4.

Character Solo - Musical 
monologues. A single 

character either explaining 
how they are feeling, what 
they are thinking, or adding 

information to the plot.

Duet - Interactions 
between two 

characters. Duets 
are often cliché 
romantic songs.

Chorus Numbers - These 
are normally the big 
memorable songs, 

involving a large part of the 
cast. 

What is 
the 

musical's 
story?

Where 
does this 
song fit 

within the 
plot?

Structure/Form - What 
is the structure of the 

song?
Are there repeating 

parts? verses? 
choruses? etc

Texture - What is the 
texture? Does it 

change? Why? Does a 
solo become a chorus 

number>

The "Roaring Twenties" 
& 1930s

Motion Pictures began, but 
didn't really pose a threat to 

the stage.

The "Goldern 
Age" (1943 to 1968)

Rogers & 
Hammerstein

Leonard Bernstein
Irving Berlin
Cole Porter

1970s - Present Day
Rock Musicals come into 

being with Hair. Both story 
and music takes a more 

contemporary turn.

Claude-Michel Schonberg & 
Alain Boiblil

Andrew Lloyd Webber
Disney

Hair, Jesus Christ Superstar, 
Grease, A Chorus Line, 

Cabaret, Chicago, Evita,Les 
Miserables, Miss Saigon, The 
Phantom of the Opera, The 

Lion King,  Little Shop of 
Horrors,  Blood Brothers, 

Mamma Mia!

Lady Be Good, Funny 
Face, Show Boat, The 

Beggar's Opera, Of Thee I 
Sing, Porgy and Bess

Oklahoma!, Carousel, 
South Pacific, The Sound 
of Music, Kiss Me, Kate, 
Guys and Dolls, My Fair 
Lady, West Side Story, 

Fiddler on the Roof, Hello 
Dolly!

Time 
Signature


