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ABSTRACT 
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Degree:  Master of Arts  
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The two orchestral pieces, written in the period of 2009-2010, are tone poems that 

demonstrate the development and combination of tonal melodies along with a coherent 

and effective use of orchestration to express different emotions inspired by two 

imaginary places. This thesis analyzes different aspects of the pieces based on their 

melodic construction and the use of the orchestra as the main instrument. This 

document also discusses the influence of specific composers and orchestral pieces, and 

the main historical style of the compositions.  
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Introduction 

 

It is not easy to understand the art of composition. Developing melodic ideas 

into logical pieces of music requires not only innate talent, but also the technique and 

craftsmanship to effectively combine different instruments to form the structure and 

textures needed to enhance the melodies. Joseph Haydn said that a composer has to rely 

on inspiration to create the basic musical ideas of a composition, but that it takes 

training to use different compositional techniques to create a piece of music out of those 

first ideas. The concept is simple, with pure talent we can create melodies and rhythm 

patterns; it takes training, knowledge and craftsmanship to take those original ideas and 

create a coherent piece of art. A musical composition is a good way to demonstrate not 

only talent to compose, but also solid concepts of musical form, style and analytical 

thinking to understand and decide the best ways to construct the piece based on its 

original concept. 

The compositions developed as tone poems for the following reasons. The tone 

poem framework offers the freedom to choose not only a specific theme or subject, but 

also the form, if any, of the actual piece. The tone poem, or symphonic poem, also 

allows a type of instrumentation with which this composer is comfortable. The use of 

the orchestra as the main instrument of these pieces provides an extensive possibility of 
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combinations of colors and textures. These colors and textures are used to 

portray the subject of the pieces in an effective way. 

The first piece, “Storm on a Boat” is based on the idea of being in the open sea 

in a small boat. At the beginning the sea is calm and the mood reflective, but the 

weather starts to change slowly until a big storm developes. The boat struggles, but the 

heavy weather will not stop. Heroically, the boat fights until finally it meets a tragic 

ending. 

The second piece, “Metropolis”, is based on the image of an old gothic city, 

dark and cold. In this city we can feel the struggle between natural human feelings, like 

love and happiness, and the concrete that makes the city even more artificial. 

Further in this document the pieces are analyzed based on their melodic content, 

instrumentation and style. There will be a formal and tonal analysis, as well as a 

description of possible influences not only in the construction of the melodies and form, 

but also in the instrumentation. It is the purpose of this document to demonstrate the 

composer’s mastery of different compositional techniques as well as full understanding 

of orchestration concepts and historical styles.  
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Chapter 1 

Tone Poem 

 

The tone poem is a symphonic work in only one movement. This movement 

does not follow a formal structure and provides the composer with creative liberties that 

will develop into this new style. The tone poem is closely related to the programmatic 

music of the 19
th
 century. The idea of the poem is that it follows a story, theme, or 

concept that will shape the musical elements in the piece. 

The development of the Symphonic Poem or Tone Poem is usually placed 

between the late 1840s and early 1850s when Franz Liszt developed the new 

compositional style. It is presumable that he did not use the term symphony because 

these pieces were relatively short and not divided into separate movements in a 

conventional order (Grout 1980, 602). The term “poem” might have been used because 

of the imagery of the music. This new approach to orchestral work was considered to be 

very innovative in its approach, but the idea of writing music that narrates a story or 

represents a specific concept can be traced to years before in Europe.  

During the Middle Ages music was not for entertainment only, it also had other 

purposes. In the church, music was used to enhance a deeper interpretation of the sacred 

text, an interpretation that could reach more people in a more personal and profound 

way. The plainchant is an early attempt to link the music with a specific text or concept.  



 4 

In the Gregorian chant, the melody is divided into phrases and periods that correspond 

to those of the text. (Grout 1980, 45) This connection between text and melody is 

important when trying to understand to what extent the music was used as a tool to 

enhance the meaning and understanding of the text. Also, the dramatic and symbolic 

elements in the sacred text provided the composers with the perfect opportunity to try to 

replicate not only sounds, but also feelings, that make the text even clearer (Kamien 

2004, 10). 

The use of music to depict stories was also used in the Classical period, but this 

time in a more subtle way. The effective use of music in operas resulted in colorful 

plays where the orchestra enhanced the story. The use of different motives or themes to 

represent moods and situations became a standard tool to engage the audience. 

Beethoven, in his Ninth Symphony, uses a melodic theme in different moments to unite 

all the movements of the piece. It is especially clear in the fourth movement when he 

uses the full melodic material in the introduction of the choir (Fig. 1.1). These motives 

later became more precise and recognizable, developed by Wagner, becoming what is 

now known as leitmotif. 

The Symphonic Poem, as a new type of composition, started to develop during 

the 19
th

 century. It differs from a symphony in two important aspects: first, the 

symphonic poem is not regulated by traditional form; the form is mandated by the non-

musical elements of the poem. Second, the symphonic poem is not part of another work; 

it still prevails with individual value and thematic content as well as a completed 

development. Even when compared to other symphonic works, like overtures or 

specific symphonic movements, the symphonic poem can be identified as a unit. A 
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good example is the first movement of Beethoven’s “Pastoral Symphony,” which is 

inspired by the pleasant feeling of a man arriving in the country, and still has a 

traditional structure and forms part of a greater work. This first movement lacks the 

individuality of the symphonic poem and is connected to the other movements in themes 

and style.  
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Figure 1.1. Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, 4th movement Ode to Joy, mm 19 – 24 

 

The use of motives to represent specific events in a story is one of the main 

characteristics of program music. The use of these motives, in the style of Berlioz’s idée 

fixe in Symphonie Fantastique (Fig. 1.2), was a notorious influence not only in Liszt’s 

program music but also in the music of most orchestral composers of the 19
th
 century. 
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Figure 1.2. Berlioz’s Symponie fantastique, 3
rd

 movement, mm. 82-86 

 

 

 

The idée fixe was taken by Wagner and was developed into the leitmotif. 

Wagner’s use of the leitmotif in his operas is another example of program music 

elements in orchestral scores. The idea behind the leitmotif is to have a melodic idea 

that represents a non-musical element of the story, usually a character or mood.  In 

Tristan und Isolde (Fig. 1.3), the first theme introduced in the overture represents the 

love story between the main characters of the opera. Its ambiguity and instability 

represent the fragility of their love and how the dramatic end can be foreseen. Wagner 

uses a combination of these leitmotifs in the music of his operas to reinforce the 
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dramatic elements of the story. These melodic ideas will become “memory aids” for the 

audience to link situations in the story with specific characters or places.  

The way program music composers use music for narrative purposes is strongly 

linked to the nature and intention of the symphonic poem, but still quite different. It is 

true the symphonic poem is a style of programmatic music but the use of the themes and 

overall orchestration differs in its approach to its imagery and inspiration. The story 

telling element of the music is not as clear as Wagner’s leitmotifs or even Berlioz’s idée 

fixe, but instead is more abstract in nature and subtle in execution. 
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Figure 1.3. Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, Overture, mm. 1 - 11 
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Chapter 2 

Neo-Romanticism 

 

The term neo-romanticism is generally used to identify a style of music 

composed during the 20
th
 century. The music shares some musical elements with the 

Romantic Era of the 19
th

 century, which led to the comparison and creation of the name. 

The use of the term neo – which implies revival – can be considered less than ideal 

because, by definition, the neo-Romantic style should be a new approach or 

reinterpretation of a stylistic concept of the past. The truth is that the neo-Romantic 

style can also be described as a continuous evolution of a previous style rather than just 

the revival of 19
th
 century music (Salzman 1988, 9). 

During the first decades of the 20
th

 century, orchestral concert music was still 

under the influence of the German symphonies. The Romantic music was already an old 

style of music that was developing into something else and, as in any previous music 

eras, the composers of the new century struggled for years to find their own musical 

identity. The nationalistic music of the turn of the century and the development of a 

clear language in orchestral music had been the main musical influences in Western 

Europe and the United States. The response to the stylistic domination of Romantic 

music was the creation of different compositional techniques that would develop into 

characteristic styles of 20
th

 century music such as atonality, serialism, and neo-

Classicism. 

The early neo-Romantics were not trying to respond to any style with a different 

aesthetic. The style can be seen more like a continuation, the evolution of what became 
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a style started with Beethoven and Berlioz and that continued for years. Even thought 

there are plenty of similarities between both styles, we can also recognize a gap in 

instrumentation and melodic development. The twentieth-century composers continued 

with the trend initiated by Richard Strauss, Puccini, Rachmaninoff, Sibelius, Debussy, 

and Ravel as a continuation of the more Romantic style of the earlier part of that 

century. 

The neo-Romantic style was developed in two specific places. In Great Britain, 

the term neo-Romanticism refers not only to a style of music, but also to a whole artistic 

movement that included art, poetry, and literature. This artistic movement was 

developed almost at the same time as the musical style in North America.  

In the United States, a group of composers born between 1870 and 1930, 

including Samuel Barber, Aaron Copland, Ned Rorem, and others, developed neo-

Romanticism by departing from the more modern approaches to music (atonality, 

serialism, etc.) and cultivating a more tonal and programmatic approach to orchestral 

music. These composers related to a style of music that “appeals directly to the 

emotions may be less concerned with matters typically viewed as “intellectual”, such as 

formal coherence and structural complexity” (Simmons 2004, 11). 

Another characteristic of the neo-Romantic style is its narrative capability. The 

musical themes and structure, derived from the nineteenth-century program music, 

condition the overall structure and form of the music. This dependence on non-musical 

elements and the sensation of non-traditional form creates similarities for the listeners  
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with film music. In film music we can say there is a lack of artistic complexity derived 

from musical themes creating an artistic incomplete work, which is supposed to be 

compensated with the artistic value of the film itself (Simmons 2004, 13). 

The comparison starts from the fact that for many people film music sound is the 

sound of movies made in the late-1930s to the mid-1960s. The composers of those 

scores were already established composers educated in Europe in the post-Romantic 

tradition. Those film scores were composed by individuals such as Erich Wolfgang 

Korngold, Max Steiner, Miklos Rozsa, Franz Waxman, and Bernard Herrman 

(Simmons 2004, 14). It is just logic to think that those composers were not trying to 

create a new language for those movies, but instead they were using their own language 

and style to complement the films (Simmons 2004, 14). One can concede that it is often 

learned that certain composers sound like film music instead of realizing that those 

composers, and their personal style, have forever influenced film music. 
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Chapter 3 

Storm on a Boat 

 

The first piece, Storm on a Boat, portrays the image of a small boat at sea 

struggling to overcome a devastating storm. The people in the boat can see the bad 

weather getting closer and a sense of uncertainty can be felt while everybody waits for 

the storm to change its route. Feelings about home and family members the sailors may 

not see again are mixed with the tension the wait creates. The storm will finally arrive 

and, despite the sailors’ efforts, the boat will find its fatal fate, being destroyed in the 

coastal reefs.  

The form chosen for the piece is A-B-C-D-E-F-E-G. The idea was to tell a story 

for which it was decided not to use a traditional form in which different sections are 

repeated. The only repeated section occurs when the storm attacks the boat. 

The first section starts with a dissonant Gm13b chord that provides the harmonic 

background for the melody that begins with a suspended 2
nd

 that resolves to the 3
rd

 of 

the chord in the following measure. The harmonic movement continues with a B-minor 

chord, in first inversion, again moving in a dissonant fashion to a D-diminished chord 

also inverted (Fig. 3.1). This shows there is no tonal center in the piece. It does not 

mean the poem is completely dissonant, but it provided the composer with more 

versatility to portray the idea of uncertainty and expectation at the beginning of the 

boat’s trip. ection B starts in measure 17 with a more delicate melody in the oboe 

accompanied by the cello. The melody is built on a brief major second motif from E- 

natural to F-sharp repeated three times then replaced by a minor second from D-sharp to 
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Figure 3.1. Storm in a Boat, mm. 1 – 6  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

E-natural. The cello plays a chromatic descending line from G-sharp to E-natural and 

then moves a major second to D-natural (Fig. 3.2). After a few measures into section B, 

two other instruments were added to provide smaller counter-melodies that represent 

different thoughts interacting with each other. The interacting melodies played by only 

a few instruments, contrasting with the previous full orchestral sound, represent a more 

insightful moment right before the storm begins. At measure 23 the double bass starts 

an ostinato that introduces a new theme. This new theme portrays the storm gradually 

nearing the boat. After the new theme is presented underneath the intimate melody of  

section B, the melody changes to the cellos and the double bass starts with a pedal point  

that will contrast with the more rhythmically active figures in the higher strings and 

winds (Fig. 3.3). 
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Figure 3.2. Storm in a Boat, mm. 17 - 26 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3. Storm in a Boat, mm. 27 - 32 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The section D of the piece depicts the storm harassing the little boat. The fast 

rhythm along with dissonant motif represents the stress and preparations in the boat 

while the storm arrives. The strong winds make the sea hit the boat and the danger 
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becomes more imminent as the motif progresses, modulating a minor 3rd every four 

measures, and the tempo increases creating a sense of stress and anticipation (Fig. 3.4). 

 

Figure 3.4. Storm in a Boat, mm. 43 – 48  

 

 

The climax of the storm happens in section E (m. 49) when lightning strikes and the 

boat gets hit the hardest. This effect is accomplished with a tutti in the orchestra playing 

a Gm7 chord, with suspended C and A-flat providing some extra dissonance to the 

chord (Fig. 3.5).  Section F (m. 57) precedes the repetitions of the storm motif of section 

E. After the climax of the storm, a sudden calm is represented by a two-note motif in 

the oboe accompanied by the cellos. New melodies in the woodwinds create a simple 

counterpoint section that resembles the calm after the storm. The music is melancholic 
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and somewhat repetitive to portray the confusion and lonely feeling of the people in the 

boat. It resembles a previous motif used in section B, creating a sense of unity. The 

people in the boat know the storm is not over and there is nothing else to do but to wait 

for the storm to resume (Fig. 3.6).  

The storm hits the boat again in the repetition of section E (m.101) using the 

same technique as in the first instance of the section, but with some variations on the 

orchestration and the development of the melodies (Fig.3.7). The idea was to emphasize 

the drama as the boat waits to be hit in the same way as before. The contrasting melody 

between the two E sections creates expectation and reinforces the element of surprise of 

having a section repeated for the first time in the piece.   

The last section of the piece is the fatal result of the storm. Several instruments, 

without a clear tonal center, carry the non-cadential melody (Fig. 3.8). It represents the 

still hostile environment and the destruction of the boat in a close-by reef. The last 

chords of the orchestra are an A-minor chord played tutti (Fig. 3.9). 
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Figure 3.5. Storm in a Boat, mm. 49 – 54  
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Figure 3.6. Storm in a Boat, mm. 57 – 62 
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Figure 3.7. Storm in a Boat, mm. 101 – 106 
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Figure 3.8. Storm in a Boat, mm. 109 – 116 

 

 

Figure 3.9. Storm in a Boat, mm. 117 – 120 
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Chapter 4 

Metropolis 

 

The second piece, Metropolis, resembles an old, futuristic, and dark city, 

emphasizing the romantic aspect of the old ideas of what the future would look like. 

The music portrays the struggle between human feelings and the concrete that makes 

the city feel more artificial. 

The structure of the piece has a resemblance to the classical rondo form with an 

introduction for 13 measures and the A section or refrain starting in measure 14, but 

with a section D at the end that is a combination of sections A and B. The form of the 

piece is then: Introduction, A-B-A-C-D. The refrain contains the main thematic material 

that will be manipulated and revisited several times during the piece.  

The Intro section starts in B-flat Major. The piano plays a dissonant melody in 

its upper register depicting loneliness, like a winter night in a strange place. The melody 

lasts only a few measures before a faster rhythmic pattern on the lower register of the 

piano and strings take over (Fig. 4.1). The ostinato, played mostly with a combination 

of eighth- and sixteenth-notes in the same key, serves as the base for the violins and 

timpani to make an entrance with melodic lines that create anticipation and resolve to 

B-minor at the beginning of the section A (Fig. 4.2).  
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The section A starts with the presentation of the main melody of the piece. The 

melody is a short three-measure melody that has an accompaniment of only three 

chords:  

B-minor, A-minor and then B-minor again. The melody represents the city. With the 

introduction, the music places us outside the city in a strange place, almost like the 

outside of a castle. As we get closer, the music builds up until, as we enter the city, we 

hear the main theme for the first time in measure 14. This melody is both mysterious 

and melancholic taking full advantage of its minor sound. The use of strings to present 

the theme was decided so as to resemble the old 1940s and 1950s film music still 

associated with black and white images and romantic themes. After the theme has been 

stated it is developed briefly, modified and performed with different instruments 

providing different colors and still keeping its halo of mystery (Fig. 4.3).  

 

 

Figure 4.1. Metropolis, mm. 1 – 12  
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Figure 4.2. Metropolis, mm. 11 – 16  

 

 

The B section starts in measure 24 with the introduction of a new theme. This 

theme is more romantic and optimistic based, on a G-Major chord but still resolving to 

B-minor to keep the overall mood of the piece coherent (Fig. 4.4). This new theme 

shows us the more appealing side of the city, still dark but somehow tender and 

delicate. Throughout the section, the theme will change as we discover that there is 

more to unveil. A dissonant counter-melody in the brass section interacts with the 

woodwinds while the strings enter with marcato eighth-notes that provide the entrance 

to a brief refrain of the main theme in section B at measure 38 (Fig. 4.5). 
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After the reprise of the theme, the listener enters in the industrialized section of 

the city portrayed in section C (m. 43). The marching feel of the accompaniment of the 

new theme represents the machines, operational as a contrasting element to the more 

human feelings that inspired the previous sections (Fig. 4.6). The brass carries the 

melody providing a more metallic sound that is not as organic as the woodwinds in 

section A. Also, the strings are used as a narrative element that links the first and second 

presentations of the “machines theme;” these strings relate section C to the rest, and 

more romantic, sections of the piece. The section D starts at measure 54 (Fig. 4.7). At 

the end of section C, the strings play a run that will resolve in the romantic theme of 

section B, but will still carry elements of the main theme. It was decided to give a 

different letter to this section because it involves a combination of both themes where 

neither has a predominant role  (Fig. 4.8). This decision provides a more accurate 

representation of the sonic structure of the piece and at the same time excludes it from a 

more classical rondo form. 
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Figure 4.3. Metropolis, mm. 17 – 27  

 

 

 

Figure 4.4. Metropolis, mm. 24 – 28  
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Figure 4.5. Metropolis, mm. 35 – 40  

 

 

Figure 4.6. Metropolis, mm. 48 – 52  
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Figure 4.7. Metropolis, mm. 54 – 59 

 

 

Figure 4.8. Metropolis, mm. 60 – 65  
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Chapter 5 

Instrumentation 

 

The instrumentation chosen for this piece is the symphonic orchestra. 

Stylistically, the use of the orchestra is coherent with the symphonic poem. From the 

compositional standpoint the symphonic orchestra provides numerous possibilities for 

combinations of colors and variations in the treatment of the thematic material. 

Symphonic poems have to be descriptive and effective in telling a story without 

the aid of non-musical elements. In both cases, the thematic material was manipulated 

according to the story it was portraying but always following a traditional compositional 

approach. The variations in the orchestration were arranged based on the colors the 

different combinations of instruments would provide.  

In the first piece, Storm in a Boat, the beginning has a clear melody with a 

somewhat dissonant accompaniment in the strings. The theme and harmony were 

composed to portrait the sensation of instability and wandering. The instrumentation 

selected, flute and clarinet in B-flat and strings in the harmony, accentuate the function 

of the melody (Fig. 5.1). 

A few measures later the melody changes to the bassoon and English horn and 

the harmony is assigned to the woodwinds. The strings at that moment do not have the 

function of harmony, but the responsibility to keep the instability with a sustained note 

in the upper register of the first violins (Fig. 5.2). 
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In both cases, the orchestra provides a variety of colors not possible with a 

different type of instrumentation. In the same piece, the story continues with the boat 

Figure 5.1. Storm in a Boat, mm. 1 - 6 

 

 

Figure 5.2. Storm in a Boat, mm. 13 – 18  

   

 

struggling in a storm. To portray the storm, the tutti orchestra was used (Fig. 5.3), 

voicing a dissonant chord among the different instrument families. The combination of 
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all colors, all at once, provides a powerful sound and a great contrast with other more 

lyrical sections. Also, the flutes’ line on top along with the first violins’ support, later 

replaced by the trombones and timpani, accentuate the tutti by contrast. 

In the second piece, Metropolis, a more traditionally romantic approach was 

taken. The introduction uses a piano along with lower strings to introduce a 

rhythmically-moving motif that creates expectation from the beginning. The melody is 

then placed in the higher strings contrasting with the darker color of the introduction. 

This contrast will accentuate the clarity and brightness of the theme in the higher strings 

(Fig. 5.4). 

After the introduction, the use of woodwinds is effective in creating a more 

ethereal ambience that will prepare the listener for the next theme. The second theme is 

also arranged in a romantic way with the strings carrying the melody and, this time, 

using some harmonic material in the brass and lower strings to provide some balance 

and to separate it sonically from the previous theme (Fig. 5.5). A more brassy sound 

was used to depict the industrialized area of the city. The color of the brass can also 

sound somewhat military, therefore it was decided to use that color with a more 

marching rhythm. 

In this example, the main melodies are usually presented with strings, supported 

by woodwinds, with some accents in the brass and percussion sections. As stated 

before, this was decided in order to achieve a sound similar to the film music from the 

1940s and 1950s. This decision was taken because of the already well-established 

relationship between that sound and a specific type of image held by the average 

listener.  
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Figure 5.3. Storm in a Boat, mm. 49 – 54  
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Figure 5.4. Metropolis, mm. 11 – 16  

 

 

Figure 5.5. Metropolis, mm. 17 – 27  

 



 34 

Conclusion 

 

To compose a piece of music it is needed to combine art with training and 

preparation. The art allows us to create melodic themes and harmonic ideas. The 

training and preparation provide us with the tools to manipulate those ideas and shape 

the composition, deciding the form, modulations, instrumentation, and overall style. It is 

the composer’s duty to make sure his or her decisions are coherent to create a 

homogeneous piece. 

The instrumentation selected for this work was the symphonic orchestra for a 

couple of reasons. The first reason is that the orchestra provides a large variety of colors 

and textures that combined can portray a wide array of moods and sensations. The 

second reason is stylistically, for the intension of this work was to show the ability to 

use the music as a dramatic tool to portray non-musical elements. This is also why the 

Tone Poem was chosen as the vehicle. 

The narrative characteristics of modern music can be traced to many years ago 

under different names and for different purposes. From Gregorian Chants to program 

music and twentieth century music, the tone poem, along with a more romantic 

approach to composition, is an appealing style that we can relate to and that is still in 

continuous evolution. 
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Appendix I 

 

Music Score: “Storm in a Boat” 
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Appendix II 

 

Music Score: “Metropolis” 
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