
22 
 

Unit 6: Further Musical Understanding 

 

Overview 
In the Unit 6 exam, you will answer some short questions on music that you have not heard 
before and three essays on the instrumental and applied set works listed below.  
 
Exam outline 

 Content Marks Timing 

Part A Aural analysis 
Q1: comparison of two extracts in terms of 
GSMIRTH elements plus questions about 
genre/style/period/composer 

Q2: questions on keys, chords and 
cadences with a melody dictation and 
questions about 
genre/style/period/composer 
 

28 30 
minutes 

Part B  Applied Music 
Two questions (from a choice of three) on 
the historical context of a range of applied 
music (i.e. music for dance, religion, film 
etc.) 
 

26 40 
minutes 

Part C Continuity and Change 
One question (from a choice of two) 
comparing three of the works in terms of 
two GSMIRTH elements. 
 

36 50 
minutes 

 
Set works for 2016/7 

Composer Work Date Number  

Instrumental Works 
Berlioz Harold in Italy: movement III 1833 3 
Shostakovich String Quartet No. 8, Op. 110: movement I 1960 9 
Cage Sonatas and Interludes for Prepared Piano: 

Sonatas I–III 
1948 10 

Corelli Trio Sonata in D, Op. 3 No. 2: movement IV 1689 15 
Sweelinck Pavana Lachrimae 1615 20 
Mozart Piano Sonata in B flat, K.333: movement I 1783 22 
Ram Narayan Rag Bhairav 1980 58 

Applied Works 
Stravinsky Pulcinella Suite: Sinfonia, Gavotta and Vivo 1920 7 
G. Gabrieli In ecclesiis 1612 27 
Georges Auric Passport to Pimlico: The Siege of Burgundy 1949 42 
Barrington 
Pheloung 

Morse on the Case  46 

Mustapha 
Tettey Addy 

Agbekor Dance  62 
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Advice on Aural Analysis Questions (Part A) 
Listed below are some of the most common types of questions for both Q1 and Q2 of the 
paper, with some examples of the sort of answer that you might be expected to give.  
 

1. Questions about the date, composer, style and genre (common to Q1 and Q2) 

There are notes on genres and style periods on pages 33-4 of the Musical Elements 

glossary and a detailed list of vocal and choral genres in Appendix 2 on page 69.. It is 

important to eliminate historical periods that are out of questions and then using some 

educated guesswork. The following preliminary questions are a helpful starting point: 

 Does it feature instruments that restrict the possible time period? (e.g. Piano, 
Clarinet, saxophone) 

 Is the instrumentation a full string section plus selected wind and/or brass (Classical 
or later – see page 39 for more details of orchestras in different eras) 

 Does it feature continuo keyboard? (almost certainly Baroque) 

 Is it highly chromatic? (possibly Baroque or Romantic onwards) 

 Does it have a high level of dissonance and/or low level of functional harmony? 
(early twentieth century onwards) 

 Does it have clearly articulated periodic (regular) phrasing? (could be Classical or 
Romantic) 

 Does it feature a consort of viols, recorders or brass instruments? (probably 
Renaissance) 

 

2. Questions about the type of movement (Q1 and Q2) 

Some common movement types  

Baroque dance suite: Prelude (slow, improvisatory), Allemande (moderate, 
duple/quadruple), Courante (lively triple time), Sarabande (slow triple), Gigue (fast 
compound),  

Solo harpsichord or organ (late Renaissance or Baroque): 

 highly embellished/improvisatory – prelude, toccata, canzona 

 imitative – fugue (Baroque), ricecar (Renaissance) 

 dance suite movements as above 

Classical symphony/sonata/chamber work:  

First movement – more substantial Allegro (sometimes with slow introduction) 

Second movement – slower (sometimes variations) 

Third movement – Minuet, trio, scherzo (all in triple time) 

Final movement – often lighter in character: rondo, theme and variations 
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[questions about type of movement cont ...] 

Opera (and sacred genres based on operatic style): 

Aria – song-like movement, usually with full instrumental accompaniment 

Recitative – more speech-like and less likely to have distinctive rhythmic or melodic 
material 

Duets & trios – as Aria but for two / three voices 

Chorus – wide range of styles, depending on period 

Overture – opening instrumental piece in an appropriate style for the period 

 

3. Descriptive and comparative questions (Q1 only) 

In preparing for these sorts of questions, you should draw a table and jot down as many 

relevant elements (i.e. those required by the question) for both pieces as you go along – it 

is easy to forget if you do not write down notes for each piece as you go along. A useful tip 

is not to restrict comments only to those that apply to the whole piece. You can describe 

what happens at the beginning, end or the start of any obvious sections. An answer like 

this would be perfectly acceptable: ‘At the beginning X, then Y but at the end Z’. Unless 

otherwise specified, it is a good idea to include at least one  general aspect and several 

specific features in your descriptive and comparative answers. 

 Describe / compare the melody  

o type of movement (i.e. steps (conjunct) or leaps (disjunct)) 

o phrase lengths (long, short, regular, irregular) 

o range/tessitura (high, low, small, large) 

o shape (ascending, descending) 

o repeated (or varied) motifs and/or phrases 

o specific devices such as sequence or ostinato 

o particular feature (distinctive or repeated motif or interval, embellishments etc.) 

 Describe / compare the instrumentation  

o number of instruments/voices  

o names of instruments / type of voices (soprano, alto, contralto, countertenor, 

tenor, baritone, bass) 

o techniques (e.g. double stopping) 

o roles of instruments (e.g. melody, accompaniment, bassline etc) 

o what exactly instruments are playing (e.g. staccato chords in strings) 

o relationship between instrumental parts (unison, octaves, thirds etc. 

o level of virtuosity
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[descriptive and comparative questions continued ...] 

 

 Describe / compare the rhythm 

o tempo (English terms are fine – be as precise as possible) 

o metre (duple, triple, quadruple, simple, compound) 

o regular or irregular metre 

o syncopation 

o hemiola 

o continuous crotchets/quavers/semiquavers  

o actual rhythms (e.g. dotted rhythms, two quavers and a crotchet) 

o regular/irregular accents 

 

 Describe / compare the texture. As well as technical descriptions of texture, it is 

legitimate to describe, for example, an accompanying texture (e.g. staccato chords, 

continuous arpeggiating quaver figuration etc.).  

o monophonic 

o unison / octave unison 

o polyphonic (rhythmically independent voices)  

o homophonic (basically chordal) 

o melody-dominated homophony in which case describe texture 

o rhythmic unison 

o number of parts 

o instruments playing in thirds, sixths, octaves etc. 

o contrapuntal techniques: 

o imitation (close) 

o fugato 

o canon 

 

 Describe / compare the harmony  

o major/minor 

o diatonic/chromatic 

o consonant/dissonant 

o modal/tonal 

o use of cadences 

o inclusion of particular chromatic chords such as diminished sevenths 

o inclusion of particular devices (e.g. suspension, pedal, false relation, circle of 

fifths, Tierce de Picardie) 
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4. Keys, chords and cadences (Q2 only) 

Identify the chord 
There is usually a mixture of ordinary diatonic triads chords in root or first inversion (e.g. Vb 
etc.) and some of the more distinctive chords listed on page 45. 

Identify the key: 
The key will almost certainly be one of the closely related keys shown in the tables below. 
 
Major key: 
 

 Tonic minor  

Subdominant Tonic  Dominant 

Rel. min. of subdom. Relative minor Rel. min. of dominant 

 
Minor key: 
 

 Tonic major  

Subdominant Tonic  Dominant 

Rel. maj. of subdom. Relative major Rel. maj. of dominant 

 

Identify the cadence 
You will find a full list of cadences in the basic theory appendix but you should remember 
two crucial tips: 
 

 Make sure that your answer is not impossible in relation to any notes given on the 
skeleton score  

 Perfect and imperfect cadences are the most common types by far in all styles of 
tonal music 

 

Identify the dissonance/embellishment/non-harmonic note 
See the table in GSMIRTH guide for details on embellishments.  
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Advice on Completing Section B (Applied) 
This section of the exam asks you to comment on how musical features help to place a 
work in its social and historical context.  
 

Stravinsky believed that in Pulcinella he succeeded in composing something 
which went beyond a basic eighteenth-century reproduction. How far is this 
assessment valid in the case of the Vivo? 

1) Introduction 
You need to show you understand the overall context of the piece and set up your answer 
so that the points you make are relevant to the question. However, you should be very 
concise – this is only a very short essay and there is not time to write about background 
information that is not directly relevant to the question. 
 

When Diaghilev commissioned Pulcinella , he was not expecting much more than a re-
orchestrated medley of selected movements from the original. According to Stravinsky, the 
impresario was outraged when he heard the result, walking around with a face ‘like The Offended 
Eighteenth Century’. Although Stravinsky only made small changes to the original music, many 
of them have the effect of comically exaggerating the musical style of the early eighteenth 
century, which is perhaps why Diaghilev found them offensive. It is these small changes that are 
discussed below. 

2) Ten points 

 You need to make TEN points to get full marks and where appropriate these 

should be illustrated by detailed reference to the music (that is why you have a 

score in the exam). It is vital that you tailor your examples for the precise question 

being asked – failure to do this is a very common way of losing marks. You should 

either write ten short mini paragraphs or, better, group your points into longer 

paragraphs connected by GSMIRTH elements. 

 

The last four bars of the Vivo are pretty much as Pergolesi wrote them, but Stravinsky makes the 
originally emphatic ending grotesquely exaggerated. He increases the dynamic in bar 65 from F in 
the original to FF [ 1 point], and adds glissandi between the notes of the melody in the 
trombone part [ 1 point]. In addition the penultimate bass note (bar 66) is changed from a 
straightforward root of the dominant to an A [ 1 point],  which undermines the final perfect 

cadence. 

It is very important that you are discerning about which points you choose to discuss. You 
will not get a good mark if your essay is full of tangential and minor points that are not key 
to the issue being discussed. 

3) Conclusion 
Briefly sum up the conclusions of your discussion, referring particularly to stylistic and 
more general contextual issues. 

For a work that changes the notes of the original so little, the idea that Pulcinella is more than a 
reproduction might initially seem quite surprising. The small changes, however, make the playful 
elegance of the Pergolesi seem grotesque. This undermines the very essence of the eighteenth 
century style and, in combination with the often novel instrumentation, forces us to re-hear this 
music through the ears of Stravinsky. In this sense, Pulcinella is therefore very much more than a 
simple eighteenth century reproduction.
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Section B Assessment Criteria 
The excerpt from the Edexcel mark scheme below shows what you need to do to get six or 
more out of 13 for the applied music question. You can see that the emphasis is on 
making relevant, illustrated points about the music. The QWC (quality of written 
communication) statement is also taken into account, so a dreadfully organized piece of 
writing riddled with spelling mistakes cannot get a high mark however many correct points 
it contains. 
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Advice on Completing Section C (Instrumental Music) 
This section of the exam asks you to compare three of the Instrumental Music set works.  
 

Sample question:  
Compare and contrast the use of melody and rhythm in the Sweelinck, Corelli and Berlioz. 

 

1) Introduction 
You are unlikely to gain many marks for your introduction but SHOULD set the scene with 
a brief opening statement. Do not go into lots of historical detail – there are no marks for 
discussing Corelli’s favourite colour or the name of Berlioz’s pet dog. 

With over two hundred years separating these three works, it is only to be expected that there are 
numerous differences between their approaches to melody and rhythm. However, all three pieces 
are broadly conventional, with mainly diatonic melody writing and clearly defined metre. 

2) Eighteen features 
You need to make at least EIGHTEEN points to get full marks and where appropriate 

these should be illustrated by detailed reference to the music (that is why you have a score 

in the exam).  

This part of the exam is all about demonstrating your knowledge of the pieces and your 

essay should concentrate on giving specific musical features in a concise way. Irrelevant 

‘waffle’ will not gain any marks, so keep your prose accurate and to-the-point. 

It is normally best to treat the three works in chronological order. Always remember to 

COMPARE and CONTRAST rather than just listing features. The Comparison Questions 

in Appendix 5 will help you to structure your answers. 

The example below contains around eight points and is only an extract: 

 

Sweelinck’s Pavana uses clear periodic phrasing [ 1 point], reflecting its origins as a piece of 
Dance music. The melody in the opening section is largely stepwise [ 1 point], but includes 
some larger leaps such as the rising minor 6th in bar 2 [ 1 point]. 

The Corelli has some periodic phrasing (e.g. bb.1-4) [ 1 point] but also includes some unequal, 
longer phrases such as bb.15-19 [ 1 point]. There is also some stepwise melodic movement but 
it is mixed with a characteristic triadic figure, such as in bars 1, 3 and 5 [ 1 point]. 

In contrast, Berlioz uses more continuous phrasing, as seen in bars 35 to 41 [ 1 point]. His 
melodic style is very varied; in section B it is a mixture of arpeggiated and scalic writing, rather like 
the Corelli [ 1 point].   

3) Conclusion 
Briefly sum up the conclusions of your discussion, drawing together any important 
similarities and differences but NOT simply repeating things already stated. 

It can be seen that the three works share many melodic and rhythmic similarities. However, the 
Corelli clearly moves away from the modal writing of Sweelinck whereas the Berlioz adopts a much 
more fluid and varied style, typical of the romantic period. 
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Section C Assessment Criteria 
The excerpt from the Edexcel mark scheme below shows what you need to do to get 16 or 
more out of 36 for the instrumental music question. As with section B, you can see that the 
emphasis is on making relevant, illustrated points about the music. The QWC (quality of 
written communication) statement is also taken into account, so a dreadfully organized 
piece of writing riddled with spelling mistakes cannot get a high mark however many 
correct points it contains. 

 
 
 
 

 


