Unit 3: Dynamics 
The Louds and Softs in Music
Guiding Question: “Why should I use dynamics, and how do I use them?”

Area of Interaction: Homo Faber (Mankind the Creator)

What are dynamics?  

Dynamics are the louds and softs in music; that is, the volume.  As you know, music can be played loudly or quietly.  “Happy Birthday” can be sung very softly (to a baby, for instance), or very loudly (at a crazy party for a teenager, for instance).  That’s the idea of dynamics!

Why have dynamics?

Dynamics are just one Element of Music (an element is a basic part) that composers and musicians can manipulate or change to help them put across the meaning they want from a song.  For example, “When the Saints Go Marching In” is a song traditionally associated with the city of New Orleans.  It is usually performed fast (tempo allegro), loud (forte dynamics), and in a happy key (major tonality).  This makes the song sound like a party: happy, carefree, and energetic.  (
But if a composer or performer wants to send a different message, she might perform the song slowly (tempo lento), quietly (dynamic of piano), and in a sad key (minor tonality).  This might make the song sound sad, mournful, or blue, as if the whole city or nation is grieving for the victims and the destruction of hurricane Katrina, which nearly wiped out New Orleans in 2005.  (   Dynamics (and the other Elements of Music) help give the music meaning.
A lot of music I listen to doesn’t seem to have dynamics.  Why is that?

[image: image1.wmf]That’s true!  Most music on the radio (rock, rap, hip hop, blues, country, oldies) doesn’t change much in loudness.  If it did, you’d have to be constantly turning the volume up (so you could hear the quiet parts) and down (so the loud parts wouldn’t deafen you).  Having to constantly change the volume on a car radio, CD player, or I-pod could get pretty irritating!  Recording artists and producers know that!  So they use a technology called compression, which automatically makes everything pretty much the same volume (compression takes out the dynamics and makes everything about the same loudness).  That way, you’ll be more likely to buy their stuff.

But “classical” CD’s and records usually leave the dynamics alone; they don’t compress them (exception: sometimes dynamics do get compressed if the classical CD is going to get played on the radio or TV). The dynamics are left in because a lot of classical listeners want to hear those changes in dynamics: dynamic changes make the music more powerful, interesting, or expressive (it means more to them).  To be honest, some classical music without the dynamics can be boring!
Why is that?

[image: image2.wmf][image: image3.wmf]Music is all about expressing (saying or showing) something human, and human thoughts and feelings can be expressed extremely well with music (sometimes better with music alone than music with words!).  Manipulating or controlling the Elements of Music (such as dynamics) helps composers and performers make the music say what they want it to say.  Remember: a lot of classical music doesn’t have any words (or the words are in some foreign language the listener doesn’t even understand).  So if the composer or performer doesn’t use the Elements of Music to help the music say something, the music might not say anything! BORING!
OK, so how are dynamics written?

Dynamics are written into the music by the composer or arranger.  Performers can make up their own dynamics and write them in, or just play them as they see fit.  Like many musical terms, the ones composers use for dynamics are written with Italian words or with special symbols.

Why are dynamics written in Italian?

European music was first written down in Italy.  Italians certainly didn’t invent music: music has been around as long as people have.  And other nations or cultures could well have been writing music in their own ways long before the Italians did.  But that’s where the writing down of European music really got started.  So naturally, the Italians used their own words to describe music.  It caught on from there, and pretty soon composers all over Europe were using Italian words and symbols to write their music.
OK, so what Italian words and symbols are used for dynamics?

It’s really pretty simple.  The Italians just used their words for soft or quiet (piano), strong or loud (forte) and medium (mezzo), plus their suffix for “the most” (-issimo) to create six dynamic levels.  Each term also has a pretty simple abbreviation.  Here they are, from softest to loudest:

	Dynamic
	Abbreviation
	Meaning

	Pianissimo
	pp
	Very soft or very quiet (literally, “the most quiet”)

	Piano
	p
	Soft; quiet

	Mezzo piano
	mp
	Medium soft; medium quiet

	Mezzo forte
	mf
	Medium loud; medium strong

	Forte
	f
	Loud; strong (like a fort)

	Fortissimo
	ff
	Very loud; very strong  (literally, “the most strong”)


Wait a minute!  Piano means a keyboard instrument that weighs a ton and can play almost any kind of music!

[image: image4.wmf]Well, yes, but no.  The keyboard instruments that were common before the piano was invented (the organ, the harpsichord, the clavichord) all had their good parts.  But one bad thing they shared is that they were lousy for dynamics.  They basically just played either kind of loud or kind of soft unless you went to a lot of trouble to change them.  It was really hard to change the dynamics while you played, and even then, the change often didn’t make all that much difference.

The piano changed all that!  As you may know, if you play the piano very lightly, it plays softly (piano!). If you hit the piano keys harder, it plays loudly (forte). It can do INSTANT and EASY changes in dynamics!  COOL!  So as the piano was being developed, performers and composers thought, “GREAT!  An instrument that can easily play soft and loud! We’ll call it the soft-loud!”  Soft-loud in Italian, is (of course) piano forte.  So we’re really calling the piano by its first name: the soft (quiet).  

Pianos have changed over the centuries, and the modern piano is different in some ways than the original piano forte.  But we still call it the piano, because it’s still really good at playing piano AND forte!
What if I don’t want the music to change suddenly; I want it to go from soft to loud gradually?

An excellent idea!  That’s a really cool effect, as if the sun is coming up, or something is growing, or something big is coming (like a train or a storm or a monster or a birthday).  The Italians thought of that, too!  Their word for “getting gradually louder” is “crescendo” (literally, “growing”).  The opposite can be done, too.  The term for “getting gradually softer” (the opposite of crescendo) is (can you guess?) “decrescendo”.  Of course!
How are crescendo and decrescendo written?

Crescendo and decrescendo have both abbreviations AND symbols.  Both the abbreviations and the symbols make perfect sense.  The abbreviations are just the first part of the word (cresc. or decresc.). 

A crescendo symbol is sort of a long backwards arrow, getting bigger and bigger as you go across the page.  You can literally see the music growing (getting louder) as you go!  Here’s a long crescendo, along with some dynamics and lyrics to give you the idea. Start at the left side of the page and go to the right, just as you would read words.
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Can you see the crescendo “growing” as you go?  That’s all there is to it.  The symbol looks like it is “growing”, so the performers grow louder!  Easy!

A decrescendo is the other way around.  Start at the left and read to the right as always.
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A decrescendo shrinks as you go across the page, so the performers just get quieter.  STILL easy!  
Here’s a table of crescendo and decrescendo:
	Dynamic
	Abbreviation
	Symbol
	Meaning

	Crescendo
	cresc.
	
	Increasing volume; getting gradually louder (literally, “growing”)


	Decrescendo
	decresc.


	
	Decreasing volume; getting gradually quieter (opposite of crescendo)



So! Dynamics means changes in the volume of music.  Dynamics are used make the music more interesting and more meaningful. They are written with Italian words like piano (soft/quiet), forte (strong/loud) and mezzo (medium).  Crescendo means growing louder, and decrescendo mean growing quieter.
(  That’s it for dynamics!  Thanks for reading, and Happy Music-Making!! (
This is slowly getting louder, louder, louder; now it’s getting even louder; Holy COW!





THIS  is  starting really loudly  but it’s getting softer, softer, now I can hardly  hear it.








