
nicolas slonimsky thesaurus of scales and melodic
patterns

Nicolas Slonimsky's Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns is a groundbreaking resource that has
influenced generations of musicians, composers, and educators. Published originally in 1947, this extensive
compendium serves as both a reference guide and a source of inspiration, providing an impressive collection of
scales and melodic patterns that extend beyond the conventional. Slonimsky, a Russian-American composer,
pianist, and musicologist, aimed to compile a comprehensive resource for musicians seeking to expand their
harmonic vocabulary and explore new melodic possibilities. This article delves into the significance of
Slonimsky's work, its structure, and its impact on music theory and composition.

Background on Nicolas Slonimsky

Early Life and Education
Nicolas Slonimsky was born on April 30, 1894, in St. Petersburg, Russia. His early exposure to music came
from a family with strong musical roots; his mother was a prominent pianist and music educator. Slonimsky's
formal education included studies at the St. Petersburg Conservatory, where he honed his skills as a pianist
and composer. His experiences in the vibrant Russian musical scene of the early 20th century deeply influenced his
future work.

Career Highlights
Throughout his career, Slonimsky achieved considerable acclaim as a conductor, author, and musicologist. His
contributions to music literature include:

1. "Lexicon of Musical Invective" - A collection of reviews and critiques of composers and their works,
highlighting the often harsh criticism faced by many musicians.
2. "The Concise Slonimsky's Lexicon of Music" - A condensed version of his original lexicon, making it accessible
to a broader audience.
3. "Music Since 1900" - An analysis of 20th-century music trends and developments.

Slonimsky’s role as a music educator also left a lasting legacy. He taught at institutions such as the New
England Conservatory and the University of California, Los Angeles, where he mentored numerous students in
music theory and composition.

Overview of the Thesaurus

Purpose and Scope
The Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns was conceived to serve as a practical tool for musicians who
wished to explore new scales and melodic ideas. Slonimsky's goal was to provide composers with a diverse
array of tonal and rhythmic materials that could spark creativity and inspire innovative compositions. The
thesaurus is not only a collection of scales but also a comprehensive exploration of the relationships
between scales, modes, and melodies.



Structure of the Thesaurus
The Thesaurus is organized in a logical and systematic manner, allowing musicians to easily navigate its
contents. Key features of the structure include:

1. Scales: The thesaurus presents a wide variety of scales, including traditional major and minor scales, modal
scales, and exotic scales from different cultures. Each scale is carefully categorized and notated.

2. Melodic Patterns: In addition to scales, Slonimsky includes a plethora of melodic patterns. These patterns
serve as building blocks for improvisation and composition, giving musicians a toolkit for creating unique
melodies.

3. Harmonic Context: Many of the scales and patterns are provided with harmonic contexts, illustrating how
they can be used in various musical settings.

4. Notation and Examples: Slonimsky employs clear musical notation and provides examples of how to apply
the scales and patterns in practice, making the thesaurus accessible for musicians of all levels.

Key Features of the Thesaurus

Diversity of Scales
One of the most remarkable aspects of Slonimsky's thesaurus is its extensive collection of scales. These
include:

- Western Scales: Major, minor, and modal scales familiar to Western music.
- Non-Western Scales: Scales from various cultural traditions, such as the Arabic maqam and Indian raga
systems, which introduce unique tonalities and intervals.
- Synthetic Scales: Slonimsky also explores synthetic scales, which are created by combining elements from
different scales, leading to innovative harmonic possibilities.

Melodic Patterns and Their Applications
In addition to scales, the thesaurus features a vast array of melodic patterns. These patterns serve multiple
purposes:

- Improvisation: Musicians can use these patterns as a foundation for improvisation, allowing for spontaneous
creativity.
- Composition: Composers can draw upon the patterns to develop new motifs and themes within their works.
- Practice: The patterns are useful for technical exercises, helping instrumentalists develop their skills and
fluency.

Innovative Harmonic Concepts
Slonimsky's exploration of harmonic relationships is another defining feature of the thesaurus. He delves into:

- Chord Extensions: The use of extended chords (such as 9ths, 11ths, and 13ths) in conjunction with scales to
create richer harmonic textures.
- Modal Interchange: The practice of borrowing chords from parallel modes, which adds variety and color to
harmonic progressions.
- Chromaticism: An exploration of chromatic scales and their application in creating tension and resolution
within music.



Impact on Music Theory and Composition

Influence on Jazz Musicians
One of the most significant impacts of Slonimsky's Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns has been on the
jazz community. Many jazz musicians and educators have incorporated the thesaurus into their practice and
teaching. The improvisational nature of jazz aligns perfectly with the diverse scales and patterns provided in
Slonimsky's work. Notable jazz musicians, such as:

- Charlie Parker
- John Coltrane
- Miles Davis

have been known to draw inspiration from Slonimsky's ideas, using them to develop their own unique styles and
approaches.

Educational Value
The thesaurus is also a valuable resource for music educators. Its systematic organization makes it an ideal
teaching tool in various settings, including:

- Music Theory Courses: Educators can use it to illustrate complex concepts in harmony and melody.
- Composition Workshops: Composers can benefit from the diverse materials to inspire new works.
- Improvisation Classes: The patterns and scales provide a rich foundation for teaching improvisational
techniques.

Contemporary Applications
In recent years, the relevance of Slonimsky's thesaurus has extended beyond traditional genres. Contemporary
composers and musicians in various styles, including electronic music, film scoring, and world music, have found
inspiration in its pages. The fluidity and versatility of the scales and patterns allow for innovative
explorations in modern contexts.

Conclusion
Nicolas Slonimsky's Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns remains a vital resource in the landscape of
music theory and composition. Its extensive collection of scales and melodic ideas continues to inspire musicians
across genres, providing them with the tools needed to explore and innovate. By bridging the gap between
traditional and contemporary music, Slonimsky's work has left an indelible mark on the musical world,
encouraging creativity and artistic expression for generations to come. Whether one is a seasoned composer, an
aspiring jazz musician, or a dedicated music educator, the Thesaurus serves as an invaluable companion on the
journey of musical discovery.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the 'Nicolas Slonimsky Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns'?

The 'Nicolas Slonimsky Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns' is a comprehensive reference book that
catalogs various musical scales and patterns, providing composers and musicians with a rich source of
melodic ideas and harmonic structures.



How can musicians benefit from using Slonimsky's Thesaurus?

Musicians can benefit from Slonimsky's Thesaurus by exploring unique scales and patterns that can inspire
creativity, enhance improvisation skills, and expand their understanding of musical theory and structure.

What types of scales are included in Slonimsky's Thesaurus?

Slonimsky's Thesaurus includes a wide variety of scales, such as diatonic scales, chromatic scales, whole-
tone scales, and various exotic scales, which reflect diverse musical traditions and styles.

Is the Thesaurus suitable for all levels of musicians?

Yes, the Thesaurus is suitable for musicians of all levels, from beginners seeking to learn about scales to
advanced composers looking for complex melodic patterns to enrich their work.

How does Slonimsky's work influence contemporary music?

Slonimsky's work influences contemporary music by providing a framework for exploring unconventional scales
and melodic ideas, which many modern composers and improvisers utilize to create innovative and diverse
soundscapes.

Where can I find the 'Nicolas Slonimsky Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic
Patterns'?

The 'Nicolas Slonimsky Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns' can be found in music bookstores, online
retailers, and libraries, as it is a widely respected resource among musicians and educators.
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