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nicolas slonimsky thesaurus of scales and melodic patterns stands as a monumental work in the realm

of music theory and composition, providing an exhaustive catalog of scales, modes, and melodic

patterns. This comprehensive reference has been instrumental for composers, musicians, and

educators seeking to explore the vast possibilities of melodic construction and scale variation. The

thesaurus meticulously catalogs hundreds of patterns, offering insights into symmetrical scales, exotic

modes, and complex intervallic relationships. Its influence extends beyond classical music into jazz,

contemporary composition, and improvisation techniques. This article delves into the origins, structure,

and practical applications of the Nicolas Slonimsky thesaurus of scales and melodic patterns,

highlighting its significance in music theory. The following sections provide an overview of its historical

background, content analysis, and the ways musicians can integrate its wealth of material into their

creative processes.
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Historical Background of Nicolas Slonimsky’s Thesaurus

The nicolas slonimsky thesaurus of scales and melodic patterns was first published in 1947, authored

by the Russian-American musicologist and composer Nicolas Slonimsky. Slonimsky’s work emerged

from a lifelong passion for cataloging musical phenomena and his interest in expanding the tonal

vocabulary available to composers and performers. His background as a conductor, lexicographer, and

theorist contributed to the meticulous nature of the thesaurus, which aimed to systematize an

expansive collection of scale and melodic possibilities. The thesaurus was groundbreaking for its time,

introducing many musicians to non-traditional scales and symmetrical patterns that challenged

conventional Western tonal frameworks. It served as a bridge between traditional music theory and

avant-garde experimentation, becoming a foundational text in 20th-century music education and

innovation.

Author’s Background and Motivation

Nicolas Slonimsky was a multifaceted musician whose interests ranged from conducting orchestras to

compiling musical dictionaries. His motivation for creating the thesaurus was to provide a

comprehensive resource that could inspire new compositional techniques and improvisational ideas. By

methodically organizing scales and melodic patterns, Slonimsky sought to make accessible the vast

array of tonal possibilities that had been underexplored in mainstream Western music.

Initial Reception and Evolution

Upon release, the thesaurus was met with intrigue and admiration among composers and theorists

keen on exploring new musical frontiers. Its detailed catalog of patterns also attracted jazz musicians

and experimental artists who found the unconventional scales valuable for improvisation. Over time,

the thesaurus has been revised and expanded, maintaining its relevance as a key reference in both



academic and practical musical contexts.

Structure and Content Overview

The nicolas slonimsky thesaurus of scales and melodic patterns is organized into a systematic

collection of scales and melodic sequences arranged by intervallic structure and pattern complexity.

The work comprises hundreds of examples, each illustrating unique approaches to scale construction

and melodic development. It includes both familiar and obscure scales, symmetrical divisions of the

octave, and complex permutations of intervals designed to expand a musician’s tonal palette.

Organization of the Thesaurus

The thesaurus is divided into sections, each focusing on different types of scales or melodic

sequences. The arrangement is logical and progressive, moving from simple diatonic scales to more

intricate symmetrical and chromatic patterns. This structure allows users to study fundamental

concepts before advancing to complex melodic ideas, facilitating both educational use and

compositional research.

Types of Scales Included

The work covers a broad spectrum of scales, including but not limited to:

Diatonic and modal scales

Chromatic and whole-tone scales



Symmetrical scales such as diminished and augmented

Exotic and synthetic scales derived from non-Western traditions

Microtonal and alternative tuning systems

Key Scales and Melodic Patterns Featured

The nicolas slonimsky thesaurus of scales and melodic patterns highlights numerous scales and

patterns that have become essential tools for composers and improvisers. These scales often

emphasize symmetry and intervallic relationships that break away from traditional tonal centers,

offering new expressive possibilities.

Symmetrical Scales

Symmetrical scales are a cornerstone of Slonimsky’s work. These scales divide the octave into equal

or nearly equal parts, creating balanced and often ambiguous tonal structures. Examples include the

diminished scale (octatonic), augmented scale, and various synthetic symmetrical scales. Their

predictable intervallic structure makes them useful for creating tension and color in composition and

improvisation.

Exotic and Synthetic Scales

The thesaurus also features an array of exotic scales drawn from diverse musical cultures, as well as

synthetic scales invented by Slonimsky or other composers. These scales introduce unusual interval



patterns and microtonal variations that expand the musical vocabulary beyond Western modalities.

Melodic Patterns and Permutations

Beyond scales, the thesaurus contains melodic patterns that explore permutations of intervals, rhythm,

and directionality. These patterns serve as exercises in melodic development and can inspire original

motifs or improvisatory ideas. The methodical presentation of these patterns encourages exploration of

non-linear melodic movement and novel phrase construction.

Applications in Composition and Improvisation

The nicolas slonimsky thesaurus of scales and melodic patterns is widely used by composers,

arrangers, and performers seeking to enrich their musical language. Its practical applications span

from classical composition to jazz improvisation and contemporary experimental music.

Compositional Techniques

Composers utilize the thesaurus to discover new harmonic textures and melodic contours. The

symmetrical and exotic scales provide alternative frameworks for harmony and thematic development.

Many 20th and 21st-century composers have drawn inspiration from the thesaurus to create music that

challenges traditional tonality and explores complex soundscapes.

Improvisational Tools

Jazz musicians and improvisers benefit from the thesaurus by incorporating its scales and patterns into



solos and improvisational frameworks. The variety of scales offers fresh tonal colors and enables

improvisers to navigate modulations, chromaticism, and modal shifts with greater facility. Practicing the

melodic patterns also enhances technical proficiency and creativity.

Pedagogical Uses

Music educators employ the thesaurus as a teaching aid to expose students to advanced theoretical

concepts and broaden their understanding of musical possibilities. Its systematic approach facilitates

learning about intervallic relationships, scale construction, and melodic variation.

Legacy and Influence on Modern Music

The nicolas slonimsky thesaurus of scales and melodic patterns remains a seminal work in music

theory, continuing to influence musicians and theorists worldwide. Its comprehensive catalog of scales

and patterns has become a standard reference, cited in academic texts and used in music curricula

globally.

Impact on Contemporary Composers

Modern composers in various genres recognize the thesaurus as a source of inspiration for innovative

harmonic and melodic ideas. Its concepts have permeated contemporary classical music, film scoring,

and avant-garde compositions, demonstrating its enduring relevance.

Influence on Jazz and Popular Music



Jazz legends have acknowledged the value of Slonimsky’s work in expanding improvisational

vocabulary, incorporating its scales and patterns into their soloing techniques. The thesaurus has also

indirectly influenced popular music genres by inspiring musicians to experiment with unconventional

tonal structures.

Continued Relevance in Music Education

As music education evolves, the thesaurus serves as an important bridge between traditional theory

and modern musical exploration. Its systematic presentation of scales and patterns supports advanced

study and encourages ongoing experimentation in music creation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Nicolas Slonimsky's Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic

Patterns?

Nicolas Slonimsky's Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns is a comprehensive reference book

that catalogs hundreds of musical scales, patterns, and sequences. It serves as a resource for

composers, improvisers, and musicians seeking new melodic and harmonic ideas.

Why is the Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns important for

musicians?

The Thesaurus provides a vast collection of scales and melodic patterns that expand a musician's

vocabulary, helping them create innovative melodies, improvisations, and compositions beyond

traditional tonal frameworks.



How has Nicolas Slonimsky's Thesaurus influenced jazz musicians?

Many jazz musicians, including John Coltrane, have used the Thesaurus to explore complex scales

and patterns, inspiring new improvisational techniques and compositions such as Coltrane's famous

'Giant Steps' changes.

What types of scales are included in the Thesaurus of Scales and

Melodic Patterns?

The Thesaurus includes a wide variety of scales such as symmetrical scales, synthetic scales, modal

scales, diminished and whole-tone scales, as well as exotic and non-Western scales.

Can the Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns be used for modern

composition?

Yes, contemporary composers use the Thesaurus to discover new harmonic and melodic possibilities,

helping to break away from conventional Western music theory and create original works.

Is Nicolas Slonimsky's Thesaurus suitable for beginners?

While the Thesaurus is a valuable resource, it is generally more suitable for advanced musicians and

composers who have a solid understanding of music theory, as it contains complex and

unconventional scales and patterns.

How is the Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns organized?

The book is organized into sections based on scale types and melodic patterns, with each section

presenting variations and permutations of scales and sequences that can be applied creatively.

Where can I purchase Nicolas Slonimsky's Thesaurus of Scales and



Melodic Patterns?

The Thesaurus is available through major book retailers such as Amazon, music stores, and online

marketplaces in both physical and digital formats.

Are there digital tools or apps based on Slonimsky's Thesaurus?

Yes, some music software and apps incorporate scales and patterns inspired by Slonimsky's

Thesaurus to aid composers and improvisers in exploring new musical ideas.

Additional Resources

1. The Complete Thesaurus of Musical Scales and Melodic Patterns by Nicolas Slonimsky

This definitive work by Nicolas Slonimsky is a comprehensive reference for musicians and composers

looking to expand their melodic vocabulary. It catalogs thousands of scales and patterns from various

musical traditions, offering practical examples and exercises. The book is invaluable for improvisers,

composers, and theorists seeking to explore new harmonic and melodic possibilities.

2. Modalogy: The Art and Science of Modes by Mark Levine

Mark Levine’s exploration of modes complements Slonimsky’s thesaurus by delving deeply into modal

theory and application. The book provides detailed explanations, exercises, and examples to

understand the use of modes in jazz and contemporary music. It is an essential resource for musicians

interested in modal improvisation and composition.

3. Patterns for Jazz: A Theory Text for Jazz Composition and Improvisation by Jerry Coker

Jerry Coker’s book focuses on jazz improvisation patterns that align well with the concepts found in

Slonimsky’s thesaurus. It presents practical exercises and melodic patterns that help musicians

internalize jazz language. This text is particularly useful for players looking to enhance their

improvisational skills through structured pattern practice.

4. Jazz Pedagogy: The Jazz Educator's Handbook and Resource Guide by Jamey Aebersold and John



Mehegan

This comprehensive guide covers a wide range of jazz teaching methods, including scale and pattern

usage inspired by Slonimsky’s work. It offers pedagogical strategies to help students grasp complex

melodic and harmonic concepts. The book is a valuable tool for educators aiming to incorporate

advanced melodic patterns into their curriculum.

5. Advanced Modern Jazz Harmony and Melody by Ron Miller

Ron Miller’s book expands on modern jazz harmony and melodic structures, providing detailed insights

into scale and pattern usage. It explores advanced harmonic concepts that are parallel to those found

in Slonimsky’s thesaurus. Musicians can deepen their understanding of contemporary jazz language

through its clear explanations and examples.

6. Melodic Structures in Jazz Improvisation by David Baker

David Baker’s work is a focused study on building melodic lines for jazz improvisation, drawing on

scale patterns similar to those cataloged by Slonimsky. The book provides exercises and examples

that help develop a strong melodic sense in soloing. It is an essential resource for jazz students aiming

to improve their melodic creativity.

7. The Jazz Theory Book by Mark Levine

This comprehensive theory book covers a wide range of topics including scales, modes, and melodic

patterns that complement Slonimsky’s thesaurus. Mark Levine offers practical guidance on applying

theoretical concepts to jazz performance and composition. The book is widely respected for its clear

explanations and breadth of coverage.

8. Contemporary Modal Jazz Guitar by Mike Christiansen

Mike Christiansen’s book caters to guitarists interested in modal jazz, integrating melodic patterns and

scales reminiscent of Slonimsky’s work. It offers detailed exercises and improvisational strategies

suited for modern jazz contexts. Guitarists will find it useful for expanding their modal vocabulary and

technical facility.

9. Scale Patterns for the Modern Improviser by Tim Miller



This book provides a collection of scale patterns designed to enhance improvisational skills across

various genres. It builds upon the foundation laid by Slonimsky’s thesaurus by presenting

contemporary approaches to scale application. Suitable for all instrumentalists, it emphasizes practical

usage and creative development of melodic material.
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