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A Study on Sequence
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1. Introduction

Sequence is one of the most basic, important and useful compositional techniques. It is a
melodic, polyphonic or harmonic idea consisting of a motif started successively at different pitch

levels, so that it moves up or down a scale by equidistant intervals.
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Sequence draws the listener into the music. Once they start, they flow spontaneously as if they
have lives of their own. Sequence sometimes can be used in the constructing the melody, or it can
be a theme itself. Many composers made use of sequences as themes. Many Baroque composers,
for instance, Johan Sebastian Bach, Georg Friedrich Handel, employed sequences very effectively in

their music. One of the best known examples of sequences is the hymn, Gloria, Ex. 1.

Ex. I

The origin of Sequence can be found in the music of the 12th century.' Sequence was cultivated
and developed by many composers from the Baroque to the Romantic period: Johan Sebastian Bach,
Georg Friedrich Héandel, Franz Joseph Haydn, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Frederic Chopin, Robert
Schumann, Richard Wagner, etc. It is very interesting that, in popular music, sequences are used
very spontaneously. Sequences occasionally make music very unforgettable. Sequences help keep

music in our mind for a long time.

The purpose of this paper is to survey many examples of sequences from the Baroque period to
today and to check many usages.” In the processes, I would like to think about why sequences have
appealed to countless composers and musicians. So, I expect that this survey will provide us with
many hints for future possibilities both for composing new pieces and educating music students

much more effectively.

2. Types of Sequence

There are mainly two types of sequence: melodic sequence and harmonic sequence.

The melodic sequence is the repetition of a phrase of a melody. Melodic sequences are found
in plainchants and organums in the 12th century as well as madrigals and caccias around the 14th
century.” Ciconia used the repetition of melodic motives." Composers of the Netherlands from the
15th to 16th century used melodic sequences. An example of the melodic sequence is on the next

page. Some figures are repeated at different levels.
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Ex. 2. Wagner: Prelude to Die Meistersinger

The harmonic sequence is the repetition of harmonic progression which is usually necessitated
by the melodic figure, of a group of chords. A simple example is bellow. In Ex. 3, harmonic

progression involves dominant-tonic relationship. (I IVVIII VI T V 1)

Ex.3.

As we saw earlier, there are two types of sequence and each of those types has two further

subtypes: tonal sequence and real sequence.

A tonal sequence can also be called a diatonic sequence. In this kind of progression, the
repetition is made in the original key, so that some of intervals are larger or smaller by a semitone
in general. ¥ This is the most usual style of sequence. Ex.3 is one of the clearest examples of the

tonal sequence.

A real sequence is also called a modulating sequence. In this kind of progression, all the
elements of the pattern (melody, chord, rhythm and intervals) are the same in each of the sequences.

As a result, the music has been exactly transposed to another key.
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Ex. 4. Mozart: Piano Sonata in G, K 283

Many sequences mix the above-mentioned two techniques; these sequences are often called
mixed sequences. Occasionally the repetition is made in a new key, but the new key is minor to
the pattern’s major, or major to the pattern’s minor. It is called mixed sequence, which is used in
countless pieces.

3. Studying sequence in musical literature

Now, I'd like to go over some sequences in chronological order from the Baroque period to today.

In Baroque music, melodic lines contain many repeated phrases and echoes. In Ex. 5, the theme

is obviously from a sequence. Most of the bass parts are echoes.

Ex. 5. Kreiger: Minuet
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Ex. 6 shows another theme which is constructed mostly by a sequence itself. This sequence is

slightly modified. *

Ex. 6. Handel: Passacaglia from Keyboard Suite in G minor

In Ex. 7, most of the theme is from a sequence.

Ex. 7. J.S. Bach: Sinfonia No. 4

In Ex. 8, a sequence is used as a passage which connects two phrases.
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Ex. 8: J. S. Bach: Fugue in G minor Bwv 578

In Ex.9, an ascending sequence builds up the drama to a climax.

Ex.9. Beethoven: Symphony No. 5 C minor

Ex. 10 is part of a cadenza in which several sequences are skillfully employed.

Ex. 10. Schumann: Piano Concerto A minor
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Chopin and his successors wrote passages which move chromatically by sequence.” Some

examples are given below. In Ex.12 and Ex. 13, we do not find tonal harmony any more.

Ex. 11. Chopin: Piano Sonata No. 2

Ex. 12. Wagner: Tristan und Isolde

Ex. 13. Scriabin: Piano Sonata No. 5



FRHIRLZNRAACE No.43 (2013)

In Ex. 14, Ravel also uses sequences effectively in his sophisticated harmony strongly influenced

by modes.

Ex. 14. Ravel: Pavane Pour Une Infante Défunte

Now, I would like to cite popular music. In popular music, we find passages in which sequences
are important components. In Ex. 15, the theme of the music consists of two sequences. In Ex.
16, Gloria, hymn No. 106 forms the ending part. This well known piece, Ex. 15, by Francois
Reichenbach was written for the Grenoble Winter Olympics. It was widely played on the ski slopes

of Japan throughout the 1980's.

Ex. 15. Francois Reichenbach: 13 jours en France

Ex. 16 was a great hit song in the late 60’s of Japan. In this piece, Gloria, hymn No. 106 can be

heard several times.

7107
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Ex. 16: Koichi Sugiyma ™ : Ochiba no Monogatari ™

Ex 17 was very popular in the 90’s of Japan.

Ex. 17. Jonas Berggren : [ Wanna Make Love *
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Ex. 18. Tetsuya Komuro™ : Departures

4. Closing Words

We have gone over many examples in which sequences were employed effectively. However,
what [ raised here was just a few of good examples. As I mentioned, sequences have been liked
many composers. In other words, sequences have been extremely useful for composing. We find
sequences very natural and memorable. When we hear sequences, we always follow the music
spontaneously. This is because repeating a passage at a higher or lower level of pitch captivates
the audience. Moreover, harmonic sequences are derived from circle fifth or fourth. From this view

point, sequences themselves can be music or part of the music.

In contemporary serious music, sequences which we can recognize clearly are not employed
anymore. What attracts the audience? What can be good ingredient of music? It is presumable
that repeating phrases is a possible technique. Even though Twelve-tone music is very different
form tonal music, it is based on repetition, transposition and inversion. Not to mention, these means
are most basic and important. Studying repetition helps us to find new ways of composing. [ would

like to continue composing exploring new ideas for music.
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' Kunihiko Shimonaka (ed.) , Music Dictionary, 6 vols (Tokyo: Heibonsha Ltd., 1982) , Vol. 3, p. 1331

" In twelve-tone music, some sorts of repetitions are possible. However, in this article we are not concerned with repetitions in
dodecaphony.

" Kunihiko Shimonaka, op. cit., p. 1331

" ibid.
Stanley Sadie (ed.) , The New Grove Dictionary of Music & Musicians, 20 vols (London: Macmillan Publishers Limited,
1980) , Vol. 4, p.392

¥ Paul Sturman, Advanced harmony Melody & Composition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995) , p.120

" Allen Forte, Tonal Harmony in Concept and Practice (New York: Holt, Rineheart and Winston, Inc., 1962) , p.102

“! Allen Forte, Ibid., p. 481

" A Japanese composer (b.1931) who took an active part of commercial music and composesd many hit songs.

* One of the hit songs in the late 1960’s of Japan. This song was sung by the Tigers, a very popular band at the time. This title
literally means a story of fallen leaves.

* A Swedish pop musician (b.1967) .

* One of the greatest hit songs in the 1990’s. This song was sung by Maja (b. 1967) , a Swedish pop icon.

* A Japanese composer and keyboardist (b.1958) who composed many hit songs in the 1990's.

* One of the most popular songs in the mid 90’s of Japan. This song was sung by Globe to which Komuro himself belonged.
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